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Chapter 1

Evangeline Paxton stared at the man who’d surprised everyone in the lead detective’s office by jumping up and speaking so unexpectedly. Mark Johnson had practically yelled that he was half-crazy in love with her, the emphasis being on crazy. She couldn’t bear to look at his moony eyes any longer and turned away to enter the hotel.

She sighed all the way down to her toes. Well, she’d done it now. She’d married him.

“Just temporary.” Archie Gordon, the lead detective in the Pinkerton agency in Denver, had said.

How temporary is what Evangeline wanted to know? Then again, she needed the job with the Pinkertons. If there’d been any other way, she’d have refused. But she needed the Pinkerton badge, and marriage to Mark Johnson was the only way to get it.

Mark’s steps signaled he was close behind her.

Before reaching the hotel clerk, she shut her eyes for a moment, turned, and confronted him. “I want to stay in my own room tonight. Married or not, I hope you’ll honor my wishes.” She looked into his eager hazel eyes, and somewhere in the back of her mind noted that the man was handsome.

Mark cocked his head. “Temporary and with limitations. I know. You said it often enough at the agency.” He gave her a weak smile. “I won’t force my way on you. I love you, Evangeline.” His eyes were bright and adoring.

Then he walked to the desk and ordered two rooms from the clerk. By the amused look on the hotel clerk’s face, Evangeline believed the man had been privy to many of Archie’s unplanned marriages before.

Mark took the two keys and turned to her. “Let’s go.”

Not wanting to see Mark’s doting face any longer, she again turned away from him and walked toward the stairs. She turned to him, what rooms?”

“I’ll take room fifteen.” He handed her a key. “You can have room seventeen.”

She took the key and nodded. “We can talk about the case tomorrow. Archie gave you the folder.” She stumbled against the bottom step to the stairs and almost fell and would have if Mark hadn’t grabbed her arm and held her.

Evangeline stiffened, regained her balance, and pulled out of his grasp. Nevertheless, she did turn to him and thank him. Briefly, but she owed him that. She quickly navigated the rest of the steps and ran to her room.

With nervous fingers, she tried to shove the key into the lock.

Mark’s steady hand took the key from her, unlocked the door, and opened it. “I told you I wouldn’t bother you. When you can love me back, then we’ll stay in the same room. You don’t have to fear me.”

She swung around to face him. “I am not afraid.”

Mark grinned and touched her cheek. “I think you are. I think you’re afraid of having feelings for a man.”

“You don’t know me, Mark Johnson. Not at all.” She braced herself and stood as tall as she could, feeling much like a rabbit before a wolf. “I’m tired. Please, excuse me.” She grabbed the door and swung it hard to close behind her.

Mark caught the door and held it open. “Sweet dreams, Evangeline, or should I say, Mrs. Johnson. I’ll stop by in the morning and pick you up for breakfast. The train leaves at ten.”

She nodded. “I’ll be awake and dressed.”

He looked at her with that lovesick gaze that reminded her of a puppy and jerked the door from his hand.

She didn’t slam it, but she did shut and lock the door in his face. She leaned her head against the wood and imagined him on the other side, waiting for her to change her mind. Evangeline whispered. “I will not change my mind, Mark Johnson.”

Tired, yet fueled with worry and fear, she changed into her nightclothes and slipped between the sheets on the bed. Then looked at the window and realized it wasn’t even seven o’clock yet. Still, she didn’t know what else to do. To stay up meant more time with Mark.

She thought about the case they were on. Mr. Gordon hadn’t gone into great lengths to tell them about it, but she was relieved to know it would be in southern Wyoming and northern Colorado.

“A gang is working the stage lines between Cheyenne to the west and Laramie to the north.” That’s about all she remembered Archie saying. Why the passengers weren’t taking the train puzzled her. Yet, Mark had explained that the stage serviced smaller towns along the way.

She laid against the pillow and studied the scar on her arm. How long ago? Ten years? Sam had saved her life that day, and she owed him.

She’d already seen the ad by the Pinkerton’s when she’d gotten his letter. Her brother’s predicament and the opportune ad gave her the idea. She was smart. How hard could it be to do detective work anyway, but she needed the badge to help her brother.

Evangeline glanced at the door. She had one chance to convince Mark to help her. She recalled the lovesick looks he’d sent her way the first time they’d met in Archie’s office. It was that look that gave her hope that she could use him.

It had to be the Lord’s hand that had given them a case in Wyoming close to the area where Sam was in jail. She held onto the hope that the Lord was going to help her free her brother. He was the only family she had left.

With a wry grin, she shook her head. “Now, I have Mark. My husband.” With an exasperated sigh, she rubbed the old scar and cringed at the thought of what she’d done. Yet, she owed Sam her life. She had to save him.

***

Mark wasn’t tired. Not enough to go to sleep anyway. He left the hotel and went to the saloon down the street. He still couldn’t believe what he’d done. He’d been dead set against Archie’s idea to marry agents to female partners.

Then she’d walked into that room, and she was the only thing that mattered to him. It was puzzling. More than puzzling. He couldn’t even tell anyone what about her had drawn him to her. She was pretty, but there were more beautiful women. It certainly wasn’t her personality because before she said a word, he was already in love.

Mark walked to the Lost Cause Saloon and had to laugh. He could identify with the name. He’d fought for his home state of Texas in the War between the States. That had turned out to be a lost cause. He’d gone home from the war to find the family ranch had fallen into another lost cause.

Mark ordered a beer and stared at the amber drink. He knew of too many ex-soldiers who had drunk themselves into being their own excuse for a lost cause. Mark lost his taste for the beer and instead just stared at it.

He twisted the glass mug and asked himself why he’d married her, but he knew. He married Evangeline because he loved her. There wasn’t a crack of doubt in his heart or mind. Never had anything so overwhelming and certain overtaken him in such a short time and deliberate way.

There was no explaining it. He could see the shock on his fellow Pinkerton agents’ faces. On Archie Gordon’s face. Even on Evangeline’s face. Everyone in that room had stared at him in shock, but no one was more shocked than he had been.

Yet, he was so sure. So, positive that this was the next course for his life that he surprised himself and heard himself say that he wanted to marry Evangeline and be her partner. There was just no explaining it.

The closest he could come to something similar was that snowy day in Hickory Stick, Colorado. Mark had ridden into the small town, not expecting it to be there. But it was and thriving. He’d wanted a ghost town.

Ready to drown all the lost causes he’d endured in the saloon, he came upon an old man, Cyrus, and the old preacher had led him to a small grove with a carved bench and told him to sit there and listen.

Mark had sat but heard nothing. Yet, when he left the area, his heart was alive and his spirit full of hope. God had spoken to him, to his inward parts anyway. Since that day, Mark had been different.

Today, with Evangeline, it had been similar. For some reason, he loved that woman with all his heart. She didn’t care about him at all. Oh, she’d accepted him and allowed Archie to marry them. Temporarily, Evangeline kept repeating.

There hadn’t been a thing Mark could do to stop the crazy love that had overtaken him. No matter how hard he tried to tell himself that she wasn’t right for him, once he looked at her, he knew he was hooked like a catfish on a secure line and sharp hook.

Mark shoved away from the bar, put a coin on the counter, and left the saloon. He walked the street, pacing. Then he found himself staring at the park on Hobbs Street. It used to be one of his favorite spots to go.

He went inside the park and admired the flowers. For Summer, it was full of all sorts of different kinds and colors. Idly, he thought about how he should thank the people who planted and maintained the park.

By this time, the full moon was up high, spreading a silvery light about the ground. Mark stopped in front of a rosebush and sniffed the pleasing fragrance. He smiled. That was the kind of day he’d had.

Unsuspecting, he’d walked into Archie’s office to complain about the idea of having to marry a partner, when he’d turned and looked at her. His mind had stopped working, and his heart had taken over.

He loved her and wanted nothing more in life than to marry that woman. Mark shook his head. “What a crazy day.” He glanced at his watch.

He should go to the hotel and his room. Not her room, he’d promised her that. Even though they were married, he’d promised her that he’d not bother her.

Before he knew what he was doing, Mark was almost to the hotel. In minutes, he had his key out. Then looked and realized it was key seventeen. For a moment, he thought about her. His wife.

He hadn’t given it back to her. He shoved it in his pocket and took out his key. He’d be next door to her anyway.


Chapter 2

Evangeline awoke before the sun but wasn’t actually sure if she’d slept at all. She worried about Sam. Worried about watching the door in case Mark changed his mind. Worried about what in the world she had done by marrying him.

She knew nothing about Mark Johnson other than he was a Pinkerton agent and now her partner in more ways than one. Not that she intended to find out about him. This was only a temporary solution to her troubles. Once she freed her brother, she’d be done with it. With him.

A rooster crowed in the distance, urging her to get up. Evangeline did her morning ablutions and dressed. She’d be ready for him. One thing she wanted to bring to the partnership was that he’d never have to wait for her. She’d heard the other agents in the room grumbling about women and how they always had to wait.

That wouldn’t be what she was going to be known for. No sir. She sat in the chair by the window and watched the street outside. It was early, so not many were moving. A few horses and riders trotted down the road. One wagon with a family and five children tumbling about in the back.

Evangeline smiled. She’d always wanted to have a lot of children and had dreamed about the big family she’d have. Maybe because her family had been made up of only her and her brother, Sam. Twins.

She and her brother had a bond that went beyond what siblings usually have. They knew when one or the other was hurt. That’s how Sam had saved her that day.

Now, she felt the gnawing pain in her heart that he was in trouble. She’d felt it for some time that he was in deep trouble. That he was full of sorrow and pain. Then she’d received his letter.

Evangeline glanced out the window in time to see a horse and rider gallop down the street. The rider stopped outside the Pinkerton Detective Agency. Urgency. She felt it even up here in her room.

She prayed no one was seriously hurt. Prayed that God would protect her and Mark as they solved their case and saved Sam.

Her thoughts settled on her brother. He had always been so soft-spoken and gentle that she couldn’t imagine how he could be in enough trouble to warrant a hanging. He’d said he was innocent, and she believed him. She’d always trusted her brother.

She watched the people in the street. The family in the wagon had stopped outside a general store. The father went inside, and the mother was left to corral the children taking the youngest by the arm.

Even up in her room, Evangeline could hear her yelling at the others as they jumped from the wagon and scattered.

Two went into the store after their father. Two went toward a park. And the oldest looking boy went toward the saloon to get an eyeful on his way in a hurry to grow up.

Evangeline wished she could stop them. Her childhood had been a miraculous place. Until she turned eleven.

She frowned. That was the year her father died. Heart trouble the doctor had said.

Mother had slipped into a dark place of sorrow and barely knew what was going on in their crumbling world. Sam found a job sweeping out a saloon. Evangeline wondered if that had been the time and place of the beginning of his downfall.

Looking up she prayed for the young boy as he went into the saloon. Life was fraught with so many traps. With a sigh, she wondered if she’d fallen in one by marrying a man that she didn’t know to help a brother about to be hanged.

Her thoughts wandered to the past. Evangeline had stayed and helped her mother. Cooked the meals. Washed the clothes. She tried to be mother, father, and sister to her brother. She failed in all three. By the time Sam was fifteen, he was headed for trouble.

Gone was the soft-spoken, gentle brother she loved so. And too soon, he left. Ran off with some gang of no-goods. He didn’t tell her much, but he did come home and give her and Mother enough money to live on until the next time he came by.

Then one day, he didn’t come home. The days stretched to weeks, and they turned to months. Mother’s eyes dimmed even more, and too soon, she didn’t know who she was or care. Mother disappeared into herself and soon left this life, leaving Evangeline on her own.

Alone, Evangeline had gone to work for Jenna’s Dress Shop. Miss Jenna, an elderly seamstress, let Evangeline stay in a room in the back of the shop.

Tired of dwelling on the past, Evangeline opened the window and breathed in the crisp morning air. Although it was late summer, fall was teasing them with frost and hint of snow in the mountains.

She heard the children yelling. Then the father came out of the store with the two young ones in tow. He practically threw them in the wagon toward the mother. “Keep them here.”

Evangeline heard the anger and frustration in his voice. Life was not easy. Their clothes were threadbare. The children were skinny and dirty. The mother wore the same face of sorrow that Evangeline had seen on her own mother’s face.

How she wished she could shower them with enough money to put smiles on their faces and help them out of this difficult time. But she had only enough to support herself in her quest to save Sam. Besides, any extra, she would give to Sam and try to get him to walk the straight and narrow.

A knock on her door startled her. She’d been so lost in the past and the drama below, she’d forgotten about Mark.

“Coming.”

***

Mark waited for her. He’d gotten up early and bought some flowers from the store below. They were pretty red and blue with some yellow ones scattered about. He didn’t know what kind they were, but they reminded him of Evangeline.

Her door opened. She was ready. Before she pasted the guarded look on her face, he saw a flash of sadness. He held out the flowers to her. “I thought of you and bought these for you.”

She took them and gave him a puzzled look. “We’re leaving today. What I am supposed to do with them?”

“Enjoy them. Look at the colors and shapes. Smell the fragrance they give out. That’s all.” He smiled at her, then held up the case folder. “Want to go over this in your room, or down at the diner?”

“The diner.” Her answer had come swift and sure. It was clear, she didn’t want to be alone with him in a room.

Mark wondered what had happened to her to make her so fearful of men. He’d seen her smile and talk with Marianne at the Pinkerton Agency. But with men, Evangeline shrank into herself and put up a fierce protective wall.

“You ready?”

“Yes.” She grabbed a shawl and left the room, being sure to lock the door behind her. “Let’s go.”

Mark nodded. Why he loved this woman was beyond him. He watched as she marched in front of him to the diner next door. She didn’t even wait or walk beside him. Was he that repulsive to her?

He rushed to open the door for her and held it open as she entered. “The food is real good here.”

She glanced at him and nodded. “Good, though I’m not very hungry.” And she turned her gaze away.

Mark drew in a breath to keep his irritation under check. He’d agreed that he wouldn’t make her do anything, but how hard would a little smile be? He nodded at the waiter and found a table by the window.

“Is this table good for you?” He held out a chair for her.

“Yes, fine. Thank you.” This time she did give him a timid smile. “I’m anxious to see our case details.”

“We’ll go over them after breakfast.” Mark looked at her and fell in love all over. If that wasn’t the strangest thing, he didn’t know what was. The woman gave him absolutely no encouragement, but he couldn’t shake that feeling that had lodged in his heart and went down deep to his soul.

She looked at the menu. “I think I’ll have eggs and bacon.”

“Good choice. I will, too.” He ordered for them, and then held up his glass of water. “To you, the newest Pinkerton Agent and my partner. Protection and blessings cover you.”

She smiled, a slight one, but the ends of her mouth had turned up, and she clinked her glass with his. “To the Pinkerton Agency and our case.”

“And our partnership.” Mark felt he had to include that in her toast as she’d left it out.

She nodded. “Yes, our partnership.” She didn’t smile at that but looked steadily at him as if she were studying him.

Mark set his fork down. “We ought to get to know one another. We are partners.”

She sat back in her chair as if creating more distance between them would keep her safe.

He scooted his chair toward her. “Evangeline, I won’t hurt you.” He took her hand in his and rubbed the back of it. “Evangeline, that’s a mouthful of a name. Would you mind if I call you Angel? That’s what you remind me of. An Angel from heaven.”

She pulled her hand away. “My name’s Evangeline. I’m not an angel. I prefer you to use my given name.”

He shrugged. “All right. Do you have family?”

Evangeline darted a hard look to him. “My mother and father are dead.”

“Sorry. My mother and father are down in Texas. I’ve got six other brothers and one sister. They’ve got a ranch. All my brothers live on that ranch and work hard to keep it going. After the war, the ranch was broken down. My family struggled to make a go at it.” He took a drink of water.

Mark looked at her. “I was restless and left home. I spent time as a deputy in a small town in southern Colorado, then I saw an ad for the Pinkerton agency. I’m a good detective.”

Evangeline took the folder and opened it. “I’m glad to hear that. It’s part of your duty to train me. I’m afraid I don’t know much about being a detective.”

“You’re smart. I can see that about you.”

She smiled at that and opened the folder. “A gang has been robbing the stage line that runs between Green River, Cheyenne, and Laramie.” She closed the folder. “By the map, that means a lot of miles to cover.”

He nodded. “We’ll get horses in Cheyenne. I hope you can ride.”

“I’ll manage.”

Mark didn’t think she looked very sure of herself. He’d get her a gentle horse. Take it easy on the first days. “Reports say they robbed the stage on the way to Laramie last week. The gang alternates the routes. So, I think our best bet would be to start on the road to Green River.”

“Is it Pinkerton protocol to just ride around until we run into the gang?”

He laughed, “No, each case is different.”

“Why don’t we ride the stage first and get a feel for what we’re up against?”

Mark stared at her. The love of his life and quite possibly the thorn in his flesh. “We could. The stage line doesn’t want their passengers injured, and so far, the gang hasn’t hurt anyone. So, no gunplay if we’re on the stage and happen to get robbed.”

“That’s fine with me.” She gazed at him over the cup of coffee she was sipping.

“We better get ready, pack our things, and get to the depot.”

She set her cup down and nodded. “I won’t hold you back.”

“I wasn’t worried.” He stood and then held her chair as she stood. “I’ll take care of you, Evangeline.”

She stiffened at his words, shook her head, and walked in front of him.

He should be angry at the way his wife was treating him, but he wasn’t. Not at all. Mark threw some coins on the table and followed her to the stairs. If nothing else, she would make this one of the most interesting cases, yet.


Chapter 3

Evangeline carried her bag despite the protest from Mark. It seems he was taking his husbandly duties seriously. But she’d kept her bag from him and stopped to put it in the rack above their seats on the train.

They had the row facing forward, but no one was sitting in front of them. Evangeline sat by the window, eager to be on her mission. Time was slipping away, and she needed to be underway.

One look at Mark and she wished she’d never applied as a Pinkerton agent, but then she wouldn’t have the credentials she needed to try and free her brother. How she was going to get her partner to go along with her she wasn’t sure or if she could.

Then again, she might be able to use his adoration to her advantage. She looked away from him. She had no feelings for the man, but still, to use him for her purposes left her feeling like a traitor.

“We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.” Mark sat across from her and leaned back against the seat with his feet in the chair next to her. He smiled at her and pulled out a sack. “You like peanuts?”

Evangeline stared at his boots. She wanted to shove them from the chair, but decided if he fell asleep, he wouldn’t bother her, and she did love peanuts. Not wanting to encourage him she didn’t answer.

He broke one open and chewed. “They’re good.” He pulled out another bag. “I got you a sack, too.”

She gave him a slight smile and took the peanuts from him. “Thank you. Actually, I love them.”

Mark gave her that adoring look that she was beginning to dislike. “Good. At least I know one thing that can make you smile.”

She looked away and out the window, but also took a peanut and broke it open. She did love peanuts. Mark, not so much.

After what seemed like hours but was less than fifteen minutes, the train pulled out of the station. Mark settled back with his hat over his face and soon snored.

Evangeline pulled out the folder for the case and looked at the map. The train would stop in Fort Collins. Her brother was there. She had the money for horses, and in her reticule, she had the document she’d taken from Archie’s desk. Last night, she’d filled it in and made it official for the release of Sam into her custody.

What would happen after that, she had no idea. She stared out the window and whispered. “Sam, what have you done?” Growing up, they’d been so close. Then she hadn’t heard from him in two years until she got the letter a month ago and then his telegram two weeks ago.

Evangeline had dropped everything in her life and run to help him. She’d even written off Calvin. Though that hadn’t been hard. The man had courted her for three months, but she still felt little for him.

When she received Sam’s wire that had settled it. Afraid for her brother, she’d left Topeka, Kansas, that night, and saw that the Pinkerton agency was looking for female agents.

She’d arrived in Denver and sought the Pinkerton agency for a job. Three days later, she was on the train with her partner-husband, Mark Johnson, as a Pinkerton agent and with a plan to get her brother out of jail.

Evangeline sent up silent prayers for Sam. Praying that he was innocent. That Calvin wouldn’t hate her and would move on and find another woman who would love him. But mostly, she prayed that Mark wouldn’t love her although that prayer appeared to be a little too late.

The clickety-clack of the train seemed to be saying, “Hurry, hurry.” She stared at Mark and hoped he’d stay asleep until she could disappear from the train. She’d debated about jumping off but thought better of it.

The train would stop in Fort Collins. She’d excuse herself and slip from the car, hopefully, unnoticed by Mark. There was no way she could get her bag down without Mark knowing. She’d have to leave it.

An hour passed, and Mark still slept. Fear raced through her as she remembered hearing him open the door to his room late last night. She couldn’t handle having a man so near. Calvin had been safe. He barely acknowledged her. Although, there were times when she caught him looking at her in that way.

She shoved the bag of peanuts into her skirt pocket and stood only to remember his feet were blocking her from leaving. Evangeline tapped his boot.

Mark flipped up his hat and squinted at her from one eye. “Where you going?”

Evangeline rolled her eyes and gave him the look he deserved. “There are some things you don’t ask a woman.”

Both his eyes opened. “Oh. Well, all right. Need me to go with you? Protect you?”

“There are places that you don’t go with a woman.” She pushed his big feet until he dropped them and let her pass.

“Don’t get lost?”

She turned to him. “I’m on a train.” With that, she walked down the aisle and out the door to the next car. Evangeline drew in a breath and watched the landscape go past her. She had hoped the train was near stopping at the outskirts of Fort Collins. She’d noted that according to the map at Denver, the depot would be on the south end of the town.

Stepping away from the door, she prayed that Mark wouldn’t come looking for her. A man came from the train car behind her and walked across to her platform and entered the railcar she’d come from.

The engine slowed. Her heart raced, and she clutched her reticule. With a look back inside the car to make sure Mark hadn’t followed her, she grabbed the railing and braced herself.

The train jerked to a rolling stop, released and rolled ten feet and then stopped amidst squealing brakes and steam.

Evangeline took a deep breath and stepped down. She looked around and ran behind the depot. She stopped and caught her breath. According to the ticket, the train was only making a thirty-minute stop.

She ran past the depot to the next street down to avoid being seen by Mark. She rested in the dark alley and took out her sack of peanuts and ate one before stuffing it back in the pocket of her skirt. In her other pocket, she felt the small gun she’d bought before leaving Kansas.

Bolstering her courage, Evangeline left the alley and strode past a saloon and ignored the whistles and rude calls from the men loitering in front of The Trooper’s Watering Hole.

For a brief moment, she wished Mark was with her, but he wouldn’t go along with her plan. The little she knew about him, Mark Johnson did things the right way. The main reason she didn’t involve him in her plan to free Sam.

She walked down the road to the livery. Seeing no one, she knocked on the office door. After a few minutes, a big man opened the door. “Yeah, what do you want?”

Evangeline stood up to the intimidating hulk of a man. “I’d like to have two horses.”

He sneered at her. “Yeah, I’d like to have a thousand dollars.”

“I have money to buy them.” She opened her reticule and showed him her roll of cash.

The man’s demeanor changed. “My name’s Dan. Just Dan. I’ve got some fine animals back here in the corral.”

“All right.” She followed him but refused to give her name. She didn’t want Mark to come back and be able to follow her trail.

Dan opened the barn door to the back and held it for her. “I’ve got ten here that are all good riding horses.”

She stepped outside and looked at the animals. She pointed. “That bay, is he a good horse?” She cringed at sounding so inept as a horse trader. She said a quick prayer that Dan wouldn’t sell her nags ready to be put out to pasture.

The livery owner took a rope and walked into the midst of the small herd. “No, he’s green broke and has lung troubles.” He circled the rope and let it fall on the neck of a gray horse. It was a bit smaller than some of them but seemed to have all its legs working.

Dan glanced at her. “This is a good little mare. I’d recommend her for you. She’s gentle, ten years old, and solid. Her name is Blue.” He brought the horse to her.

Evangeline petted the silky muzzle. “I like her.”

“Forty dollars for her. Is the other horse you need for another woman or a man?”

“My brother.”

Dan handed her the rope and then took down another lariat. He strode out in the center of the corral and swung the rope over a buckskin gelding. “This is the other horse that I’ll recommend to you.”

She believed she was getting two good horses. Evangeline was far from an expert, but she felt the man was being fair with her. “I’ll take them. Saddles and bridles too.”

“Yes, ma’am. How soon do you need them?”

“I have some things to do, maybe half-an-hour.”

“I’ll have both of them ready for you.” He stood and looked at her, his hand out.

“Oh, yes. How much will that be?”

“A hundred will cover it all.” Dan smiled at her. “I have a sister, and she’s told me how men try to deal unfairly with her. You can trust me.”

She counted out the money and nodded. “I do, Dan. Thank you.” She turned to go and stopped. “Dan, if anyone comes looking for me, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything about me to anyone.”

He nodded. “I can appreciate that, too. My sister had to escape from her husband. She ran out on him to save her life. I’ll keep it quiet.”

“Thank you.” Evangeline sent up a silent prayer. So far, her plan was working. Now, to see if she could get Sam out of jail.

She heard the train whistle blow and held back behind a building while she watched the engine chug out of town. She dug in the bag and ate a couple more peanuts to stop her rumbling stomach. Evangeline regretted not eating more for breakfast.

She prayed Mark hadn’t left the train. When she could no longer see the last car, she made her way to the jail. As she approached the stone building, she heard hammering behind the jail. She didn’t need to be told that it was the gallows that they were going to use to hang her brother.

She pulled the document from her reticule and walked into the sheriff’s office.

Three scruffy-looking men turned and looked at her. At first, Evangeline thought there must have been a jailbreak, but then she saw the tarnished badges on their vests. The man she figured who must be the sheriff was sitting in a big chair with his feet up on the desk. A deputy stood by the stove, hovering over a steaming coffee pot. And the third was at the side cleaning a rifle.

The sheriff put his feet down and sat up.  “You have a problem, little lady?”

Evangeline took the document and handed it to the sheriff. “I’m here to pick up one of your prisoners, Sam Russell.” She braced herself and looked the man in the eye and concentrated on not wavering her gaze. That her brother was going by his middle name and not their last name of Paxton turned out to be a blessing as Mark wouldn’t be able to connect her with her brother.

After reading the paper, the sheriff threw it on his desk. “You can’t be serious. Why does this Archie Gordon want my prisoner?”

“Questions regarding a gang of outlaws, he just sent me to pick him up.” She was thankful he couldn’t see her quivering knees. Sam was going to owe her that was for sure.

“Wilson, bring him out.” The sheriff turned back to her. “I can’t see why he’d send a woman to do a man’s job.”

“Well, sheriff, despite the fact you and your deputies are sitting around, crime is increasing, and all his agents are busy. We’re to turn him over to the Federal Marshal. I assure you that I can handle him. I have horses at the livery.”

The sheriff tossed his long hair out of his face and frowned. “Maybe I’ll send a telegram just to make sure. Never heard of women Pinkertons.”

One of his deputies came forward. “Boss, I saw one. Her name was Sabrina, and she could handle herself.”

The other deputy came into the room with Sam, whose hands were bound, and he had a cut over his right eye. “Here you go, Boss.”

The sheriff grabbed Sam by the shoulder and stared at Evangeline. “You have your own cuffs?”

She tried not to show her shock. “No, Perhaps, you’d let me borrow yours. I’ll return them to you after I reach Dodge.”

“Dodge? That’s a long ride. I didn’t know there were Pinkertons in Dodge.” The sheriff was eyeing her as if she were an outlaw.

“I’m based in Denver but make the rounds to the smaller towns. Wherever trouble crops up, we Pinkertons are sent.” Evangeline was becoming disturbed at her ability to stretch the truth. First to Mark and Archie Gordon and now to this sheriff.

The sheriff stared at her and pushed her jacket from her side.

Startled, she slapped him. “Sheriff!”

“No gun?”

Evangeline was thankful that she’d taken the foresight to pack a gun in her skirt pocket. She pulled it out. “Of course, I have a gun. What kind of Pinkerton agent do you think I am?”

“I wasn’t sure. You know, we were going to hang this fella tomorrow morning. Too bad you came along.”

Evangeline grabbed the document from the desk. She didn’t want to leave any loose ends. “And why were you going to hang him?”

“Sam here killed a man in a holdup. Right outside Livermore. He’s a cold-hearted killer. So, watch him. I can have one of my deputies go along if you want?”

“No, sheriff, thank you.” Evangeline went to her brother and shoved him roughly. “Don’t try anything. My paper says bring you in dead or alive.” She shoved her pistol in his back.

The sheriff followed them to the door. “I’ll expect them cuffs back.”

“Yes, sir. I promise.” She nodded to him and walked her brother out the door.

When they were far enough away from the jail, she whispered to him. “Stay with me. I have horses at the livery.” She wanted to add more. Wanted to scream at him that he better be innocent of the crime. But she held her peace. There would be a time for that, but this wasn’t it.

They reached the livery, and she saw their horses tied to the hitching post.

The man she’d bought them from came out of the office. “How you like those saddles?” He stared at her brother. “He’s the man they were going to hang?”

She nodded. “I’m a Pinkerton agent and taking him back to Dodge.”

“Ha, a little lady. Well, you sure fooled me. I would have never guessed you were an agent. Good luck to you.” He glared at her brother. “I hope they hang this one in Dodge. I knew Andy Waters. He was a good man and left a wife and two little kids.”

“I’ll make sure he pays.” She mounted her horse and waved her gun for her brother to mount his.

“Take care, miss.” The liveryman waved at her, still shaking his head.

Evangeline reined her horse past the street, then headed east. “Just ride with me, Sam. We’ll stop when we’re far enough out of town. Then you can explain to me why they were going to hang you.” She glared at him. “You better be innocent.”

On the edge of town, she pulled a couple of peanuts from her bag, cracked them open, and ate them. “Are you hungry?”

Sam grinned. “You always did like peanuts.” He held out his hands that were still cuffed. “Maybe you can unlock these and give me a couple of those goober peas.”

Evangeline wiped her hands and then dug in her pocket for the keys. She held them and stared at him. He’d changed. Maybe it was just the years and that they were older, but his eyes had lost the innocent look he had while he was a child. Then, perhaps hers had too. She’d lied easily enough to the sheriff.

She handed him the keys. “We need to talk.”

Sam unlocked the cuffs and threw them on the ground. “Plenty of time to talk. Follow me.” He jabbed the horse and took off in a gallop.

Evangeline scowled at her brother but dismounted and picked up the cuffs. She’d made a promise to the sheriff, and she’d make sure that he got them back. She ate a few more peanuts and then mounted her horse and chased after her brother’s dust.


Chapter 4

Mark was still in his seat when the train whistle blew, and it started chugging. Where was she? He stood, grabbed her bag, and rushed for the door. He ran down his car, outside and down the next three. She was nowhere to be seen.

The train was picking up speed but was still spinning its way through the town and up a hill. By the time he reached the last car, the train was flying. He ran back through the cars and found the conductor.

“I’ve got to get off this train.”

The conductor shook his head. “Sorry, we’re not stopping till we get to Livermore crossing. You can get off there.”

He showed his badge. “I’m a Pinkerton agent.”

The conductor looked at it, then him. “Where’s the woman that was with you?”

“She must have gotten off at Fort Collins. I need to find her.”

“Was she your prisoner?”

“No, she’s my partner.” He wasn’t about to admit she was his wife, too.

“Some partner. But like I said, you’re on here until we get to the next stop.”

Mark ran to the door and stepped outside. The train was going too fast for him to jump, but up ahead, he saw a tight bend in the tracks. He looked back at the conductor, but he’d gone about his business checking tickets.

Mark shook his head. “What were you thinking, Evangeline?” She’d never let on that she was going to leave him. When he got his hands on her, he’d... He laughed. He’d kiss her. Even now, he couldn’t be so mad at her that he’d do anything to hurt her.

The train began the turn and slowed. Mark tossed the bags, waited for the train to go around the bend and be at its slowest, and then jumped. He rolled, felt a rock gouge his back, but kept tumbling.

Finally, he stopped at the bottom of a ravine. He laid there until he was sure he was all in one piece. Finally, he scrambled to his feet and dusted off his jacket and looked at Fort Collins. At least it wasn’t far away. He picked up the bags and started walking.

Halfway to town, he thought about throwing her bag in the dirt. He owed her nothing, and now she’d disappeared. Probably got off the train in Fort Collins. But why?

He thought back to the brief time he’d known Evangeline. She was quiet. Reserved. Spoke few words. He stopped and set down the bags. Her eyes. They held a mystery. Maybe a sadness about them.

But betrayal?

Mark was usually a pretty good judge of a person’s character, but Evangeline had tricked him. He kicked a clod of dirt. He still loved her. He looked toward Fort Collins. “What is your secret, Evangeline? And here I wanted to call you Angel.”

A hawk screeched overhead.

Watching the graceful bird soar into the blue sky, Mark prayed to the Lord. “I know you’ve got Your hand on my life. I even admit that I believe You put that love in my heart for Evangeline, but I sure can’t figure out why You let her run away. Help me find her, Lord. Thank you.”

Mark smiled, picked up the bags, and strode confidently to Fort Collins. One thing he knew was that he could trust the Lord. Some of his friends thought he was too easy-going, but they mistook his trust in the Lord for being carefree.

“Where are you, Evangeline?” He kept thinking of what he might say to her, but nothing seemed to fit. He’d just have to wait until he found her and see how the circumstances played out.

Dusting dirt from his shirt, he stopped in the hotel to see if she’d registered, but the clerk said no one had been in that day. Mark walked the streets and finally stopped in at the sheriff’s office to see if something might have happened to her.

The sheriff was out, but a deputy remembered a woman Pinkerton agent stopping in earlier to pick up the prisoner, Sam Russell. Said she was taking him to Dodge.

Mark thanked him and left. He went out past the jail and slipped into the alley and pounded a fist against the wall. “Evangeline, what are you up to?” The idea that perhaps she’d stolen her husband from jail tore into his heart.

That would explain her attitude toward him. No wonder she hadn’t responded to him. Mark had loved her. Given in to her demands. He’d even bought her a bag of peanuts.

He looked down and saw a few peanut shells on the ground. Mark grinned. He bent down and picked up the shells and twirled them in his hand. “I’ll find you, Evangeline.”

Mark had a gift for finding people. It was one reason he was a good Pinkerton.

Some men walked past him on the way to the livery, and Mark followed them. He waited his turn and asked the mountain-of-a-man for a good horse.

“Sold my two best earlier today, but I have Timber you can buy if you can handle a green-broke bronc. He’s fast as the wind, though.” He pointed to a brown-black jughead that stood at the end of the corral. Head down, relaxed with one foot bent, the horse looked at them with a wicked eye.

Mark shook his head. “He looks mean.”

“He’s the best I got left. I’ll have some more come in at the end of the week.”

“Can’t wait. I’m a good rider. I’ll take him.”

“Saddle and bridle too?”

“Yep.” At least the plan had been to buy a couple of horses when they reached Cheyenne so, he had the funds. Now, he understood why Evangeline had asked for some of her allowance money.

The old man handed a rope to him. “You catch him and make sure you really want him.”

Mark took the rope, loosened it, and swung it into a loop and walked toward the ornery-looking animal.

The horse stood his ground and didn’t even flinch when the rope went around his neck. Then he walked as obediently as a puppy back to the barn. Mark patted his neck. “We’ll be friends, right boy?”

Once in the barn, he tied him to the rail. “He doesn’t seem so bad.”

“Na, he’s a good one to catch and saddle. It’s once you get on him. And even then, you never know when he’ll go off. His name comes from—”

“A falling tree?”

The livery owner grinned. “No, a falling cowboy. You just watch him when you’re riding him. Like I said, it doesn’t have to be the first minute. That horse has patience and can wait for an hour or days before he decides to buck you off. I’ve sold him a dozen times, and a dozen times people have brought him back. He’s fast as the wind, but that’s usually after he’s left his rider in the dirt.”

“Sounds like a fun one. But then the way my day is going, I wouldn’t expect anything less. Saddle him up.” Mark dished out the money and handed it to the man when he was finished.

“Thank you. Like I said, I’ll have more horses in by the end of the week. You can trade Timber in if you want.”

“I won’t be here. We have a long ride ahead of us.” Mark mounted the big bronc and watched him. But the horse trotted out of the livery like a sweet saddlehorse.

They rode to the edge of town and crossed the railroad tracks. Mark eyed the ground and saw some more peanut shells. “Thank you, Evangeline. Hope you keep eating them.”

He tapped Timber’s sides and galloped away from Fort Collins. He prayed that the Lord would lead him to her. He wondered why he still loved her, but he did. He just hoped she wasn’t married to Sam Russell.

***

Evangeline caught up to Sam. “Slow down. No one is after us.” After she said it, she wondered about Mark. He must hate her about now. She was sorry about that. Even though she couldn’t show it, she had enjoyed seeing the adoration in his eyes.

That a man would love her so fiercely in such a short time with no encouragement from her was amazing. In fact, it so pricked her heart that she found herself thinking about him more than she found comfortable.

She caught up to Sam and grabbed his reins to slow him down. “The horses need a rest. What has happened to you?”

“We need to get clear of here and get to the hideout.”

“Hideout? Like as in outlaws?”

He faced her. His eyes hard at first, but then they softened to the kind looks she remembered. “Things happened. I’ll explain when we’re safe.”

“We will never be safe in an outlaw hideout.”

“Yeah, we will. I can’t believe you came up with the idea of a Pinkerton agent.”

She flashed him her badge. “I am a Pinkerton Agent. And right now, my partner will be looking for us.” She paused and stared at the brother she no longer knew. “I don’t want my partner hurt.”

“That depends on him.” He jerked his reins from her. “Follow me. Or don’t. Thanks for getting my neck out of that noose.” He jabbed his buckskin horse and rode west.

She sat in place for a moment, ate a few peanuts, and then followed Sam. Once she sat him down and found out what troubles he was in, she could help him.”

Sam led her on a crooked path but finally stopped at a small creek at the base of some hills. He’d dismounted and was giving his horse a much-needed rest. He watched her as she rode to him.

She stepped off her horse and took a drink from her canteen. “What happened to you, Sam?”

He looked around, reminding her of a trapped, wild animal. “Later. Thanks for telling me that your partner might be following. I wish you had a rifle.”

Her brother’s words sent cold chills through her. “I don’t want Mark hurt.”

“Mark, is it? You sweet on him?”

“He’s my husband.” She thought if Sam knew she’d married him, he might be less inclined to harm Mark.

“Husband? That’s a surprise. I don’t see a ring?” He grinned at her, but there was no smile in his eyes. Sam walked to her and grabbed the gun from her pocket. “I think it’s better if I have this.”

She reached for it, but he held it out of her grasp. “You don’t need it. I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

“I don’t feel safe.”

Sam looked at her as if he’d been slapped. “I’d never hurt you, Sis. I can promise you that.”

“Then you won’t hurt Mark. You’ll come with me so we can clear your name.”

Sam shoved the gun in his belt and mounted his horse. “Let’s go.”

She climbed on her horse and ate a few more peanuts. “Want some?”

“No. They fed me pretty good in that jail.” He laughed. “My last meal. It won’t be long, and we’ll be at the hideout. I’ll see that they fix you up with a good dinner.” He didn’t wait for her answer and rode across the stream and up the hill.

Sick at heart, Evangeline followed. What had she done but ruined her own future trying to save her brother? She’d believed his letter. Believed him when he said he was innocent. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

He’d changed.

Atop the hill, she rested her horse. Sam had gone on. Pushing his horse onward. How had he become so hardened? The brother she knew would never mistreat a horse. She watched the way he was going and let her horse rest and dismounted to let the mare eat some grass. Evangeline dug into her peanut bag.

Looking out across the prairie, she saw the railroad tracks and wondered if Mark was almost in Cheyenne by now. A look back across the land showed a man on horseback far away. What if it was someone following them?

She’d have to keep Sam from knowing. Then again, it could just be a rider taking his time across the prairie. But something about him made her heart race. Somehow, she believed it was Mark coming after her.

But was he coming as a lover looking for his wife, or a Pinkerton agent tracking his prey? Mark had told her he was an expert tracker.

She stuffed her peanut bag back in her pocket, wiped her hands, and mounted her horse. Sam was ahead of her up another hill. She didn’t want him to get out of sight. With a light tap, she reined her horse to go after her brother, wondering if she shouldn’t just turn around and go back to Fort Collins.


Chapter 5

Mark saw the faint glint of sun on metal up in the hills. He couldn’t make the rider out, but they were soon hidden behind another hill. That he was riding into wild country with easy access for an ambush made him hesitate.

Then he saw the peanut shells. She was up ahead and riding into the hills. By the tracks, there were two of them. She’d taken Sam Russell, but why?

They certainly weren’t riding toward any town. What he knew of Sam was that he was a cold-blooded killer. What would Evangeline want with him? It didn’t matter. Mark was responsible for her. She was his partner, his wife.

So far, Timber was behaving himself. They stopped at a creek, and he let the horse rest. One look in the horse’s eyes still showed the animal to be trouble and a less than predictable steed. He patted the animal’s neck.

“So far, so good, Timber. Let’s keep it that way.” Mark wished he’d brought the bags with him. But they were too heavy, and he’d wanted to travel light while tracking his wife. He’d left the bags at the hotel.

He had his bedroll. That was more than she had. He wondered how she’d do as they climbed higher, and the air got colder. She didn’t have a jacket. Just a shawl. The sun was in the three o’clock position. Still warm, but he knew once it dipped behind the Rockies, it would get colder.

He’d brought a few provisions. Some jerky. Coat. And blanket. He was sure it was more than Evangeline had, except for that bag of peanuts. He looked around and saw more shells. She must be hungry. Every time she stopped, she ate some.

Mark glanced up to the hills they were riding in and took out his binoculars. He saw a man riding and a woman maybe twenty yards behind him. Had to be her.

He needed to be careful now. Evangeline had never shown that she had any care about him. For all he knew, she was part of the Russell gang.

He mounted Timber and rode him across the stream. Apparently, the horse decided this was the time to come unglued. He jumped straight up, twisted, bucked his way up the hill and then back down to the middle of the creek.

Mark held on and jerked on the reins to pull the stubborn animal’s head up. Finally, he had him under control and turned back toward the hills. Mark ran the horse up the rough hillside until the animal gave in and released the bit from his teeth and decided to behave.

“Good. Now you just keep going up this hill. You ornery, jug-headed, mule bait.”

Timber, lathered, and tired, kept going up the hill and then toward another when Mark stopped him. “You can rest a bit now.” He dismounted and led the horse around a stand of trees.

Mark fished in his pocket and brought out a sugar cube. He’d found that horses couldn’t resist them and thought it a good time to let Timber know he wasn’t the enemy. The horse took it and almost smiled while eating it.

After a few minutes rest, Mark mounted the horse and rode toward the hills. Somewhere above him were the riders that he was following. Mark stopped at the base of another hill and found a few more peanut shells. He took out his binoculars. Sweeping his gaze along the hillsides, Mark finally spotted them in the shadows of a hill a mile away. He was gaining on them.

He patted Timber and mounted him. “Come on, horse. Show me what you have. Let’s catch those two.”

Mark ran the horse around the base of the knoll and then up the higher trail. Timber might be unpredictable, but he was strong. The animal charged up the steep path and when they came to the top, Mark could clearly see the two riders. One a woman.

His Evangeline.

***

While reining her horse around a boulder, Evangeline happened to look back and see Mark charging toward them on a black horse. She couldn’t make out his face but guessed he wasn’t happy with her.

She looked at Sam, but he was busy guiding his horse through a rough patch of rocks and brush. She turned and followed her brother. Her path was set. Her choice made. She’d set out to free her brother, and she was going to see it through.

Pushing her horse onward, she guided the gray mare through the maze of rocks and brush, barely keeping Sam in view. “Sam, I’m losing you.”

He didn’t answer her.

Shoving a branch from her face, she kicked the horse to catch him and almost ran into Sam.

“I heard you. I also saw the man following us.” Sam pulled her pistol from his belt. “Too bad you didn’t buy a rifle.”

She rode in front of him. “Don’t. That’s my husband.”

A flicker of life brightened Sam’s cold dark eyes. Then he shook his head. “You decide. Right here. Either ride back down and stop him, or I’ll shoot him.”

“Sam. No.”

“You heard me.”

Evangeline shook her head, wheeled her horse around, and rode back down the hill. She prayed Sam would keep his word and not shoot Mark. At this point, she wasn’t all that sure he wouldn’t shoot her.

She stopped at the edge of the trail and looked back up. “Don’t shoot us. Please.”

But Sam was already gone. A mere shadow riding through the dense trees and boulders.

She turned and rode toward Mark. Praying he would be gentle with her. Her horse stumbled on a rock and went down to her knees. Evangeline jumped off and waited for Blue to rise.

Evangeline patted her horse’s lathered neck and waited for Mark. It didn’t take long, and he rode to her.

“You wore your horse out? Where’s your friend?” His eyes were hard. The love was gone.

“My brother. He went on.” She went to Mark’s horse and put a hand on his reins. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you.” She could feel the tension in the air and the battle going on inside him.

“Your brother is Sam Russell? A killer? It would have been nice if you’d told me. Are you part of his gang?”

“No. I didn’t even know Sam was in a gang. I still don’t. He sent me a letter and said he was innocent. I believed him.”

Mark dismounted and grabbed her arm. “He’s guilty, all right. Did he say he was going to meet with his gang? Go to their hideout?”

She nodded. “His hideout. I don’t know about the gang or who is in it. I’m sorry.”

“Right. That really helps.” He put a hand on her horse and winced. “She’s done in. We’ll walk them down to the stream and camp there tonight.”

Evangeline rubbed her arms. “It’s getting colder.”

“We’re up high. It will be colder. Good thing I brought some provisions.” He opened a pack and handed her some jerky. “We’ll track him tomorrow.”

She looked at him with pleading eyes. “Do we have to? Can’t we go on and catch the train and go after the gang that’s raiding the stagecoach line?”

He gave her a wry smile. “I’m betting we’ll find them with your brother.”

Evangeline stopped walking.

Mark kept going and led his horse ahead.

A bullet pinged off the rock just over Mark’s shoulder. He ducked and drew his gun, glared at her, and then looked up the ridge. “Good thing he didn’t have a rifle.”

She ran to him and hid by the boulder. “That couldn’t have been Sam.”

“It was him all right.” He pointed and then looked through his binoculars. “Good thing for him he’s out of my range, or I’d have taken care of your brother.”

Evangeline grabbed the binoculars from him and looked up the ridge. He was just a shadow by a tree now, but it was Sam and the buckskin horse she’d bought for him. “But he promised me.”

She slumped down and put her head in her hands and cried. Sam wouldn’t have shot at Mark. He just wouldn’t have. But the horrid truth was, Sam did shoot at Mark and could have hit her. What had she done? What had her brother become?

Mark sat beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. “At least, now we have an idea of where the hideout is. Do you want to go back to Fort Collins? I can get another agent and go after—”

“No. I’m your partner. I know what to do.”

“But he’s your brother. Believe me, that’s not the first time an agent has gone after a brother or relative. It’s not easy.” He took off his jacket and wrapped it around her.

Evangeline looked up at him. “You don’t hate me?”

“No. I’m not happy with you, that’s for sure. But I don’t hate you.” He smiled at her and gently fisted her chin. “I still love you.”

She shook her head. “How could you? That’s more unbelievable than Sam shooting at us.”

“He wasn’t aiming at you. Just taking a lucky shot to warn us to stay away. Does he know you’re a Pinkerton agent?”

“I don’t think he believed me.” She fingered her badge in her pocket. “I remember Sam as gentle and kind. We’re twins.”

Mark moved a stray curl from her face. “People can change. Life can give out some hard knocks and cause a man to go down the wrong trail. After a while, he loses his way back.”

She shook her head. “I refuse to believe he’s an outlaw. That he would kill someone.”

With a deep breath, Mark stood and helped her up. “Let’s go ahead and get down to the stream. These horses need some water and rest.” He pointed down the hill. “I’ll take the horses down the rough part of the trail, then we can ride them the rest of the way.”

Evangeline nodded and walked behind him. Her mind went on a wild ride of its own as she tried to reconcile that her brother just may have been guilty. And she still couldn’t understand Mark. Why would he still love her? Nothing made sense.

At the bottom of the hill, he handed her the reins to her horse and helped her into the saddle. “We’ll take it easy to the stream. No rush now.”

“What are you going to do?”

He looked at her and cocked his head. “Well, agent Evangeline, we’re going to get a good night’s sleep and then go back up those hills until we find your brother and his gang of outlaws.”

She nodded and rode down the hill toward the stream. She’d have to come up with a way to stop Mark. She didn’t want him or her brother hurt. Evangeline still held out hope that Sam was innocent.

His actions told her otherwise, but until she knew for sure, she’d trust Sam.


Chapter 6

Mark was up before the sun, standing guard over her, contemplating on what to do with her. He could turn her over to the agency. Archie would fire her for sure, maybe even let the sheriff have her for letting a killer escape.

Then he looked up in the hills. The hideout had to be somewhere up there. But how many men he would face he wasn’t sure, and there was no way he wanted to meet an unknown number of dangerous killers with her. Evangeline. His wife.

Mark shook his head as he watched her sleep. So, peaceful. So, beautiful. And he still loved her more than life. That was the crazy part. He’d given up on thinking about a wife three years ago when Debra had died.

That’s why when he saw Evangeline walk into Archie’s office, he couldn’t believe how his heart raced, and he knew he loved her. There was no way he was going to let one of those other agents have her.

He’d heard of love at first sight. Met some who lived it. But after Debra, he’d thought that part of his heart and life had ended. And there was nothing about Evangeline that reminded him of Debra making the whole ordeal more confusing.

Mark glanced at the morning sky painted with pinks and yellows. Sometimes, God had a funny sense of timing and humor. Why would the Lord have him fall in love with the sister of a killer?

She stirred, stretched, and sat up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sleep so late.”

“It’s still early.”

“Are we going back to Fort Collins?”

Mark knelt beside her, picked up a handful of dirt, and let it sift through his fingers. “I think it will be best. We can keep the horses and pay for their fare on the train. I have a feeling that the gang might be connected to the one we’re after. If not, after we catch the stagecoach thieves, we’ll go after your brother.”

She frowned. “I still believe my brother is innocent.”

“Well, he didn’t act very innocent. Get ready, if we hurry, we can get back to town before the next train.” He went to ready the horses.

He finished saddling Timber. “What do you think, horse? I was ready to blast that woman for freeing a killer, and then I see her and can barely get a word out. And I’m married to her. Married. Can you believe that?”

Timber threw his head up and down.

Mark gave the horse another sugar cube. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. She’s likely to finish my career as a Pinkerton agent.” He led the horses to the campsite and was relieved to see that she was up and dressed.

“I’m quite ready, Mark. Thank you for saddling my horse.” She took the reins from him and mounted.

Not ready to trust her, Mark quickly picked up his bedroll and tied it to the back of his saddle. He mounted and nodded to her. “Let’s go.”

She glanced toward the hills. “All right. I’ll do whatever you say. If you want me to turn myself in to the sheriff, I will.”

Mark stole a look at her. He wanted to laugh at her worried frown. She didn’t realize that he’d protect her, even if it meant bending the law. “That won’t be necessary. Might even work to our favor.”

Her eyes were moist. A few tears trickled down her cheeks and arrested his heart. She wiped her cheeks and urged her horse on. “Let’s hurry and get to town.”

A gust of wind blew dust devils along the trail. Mark tugged his hat down to keep it from blowing away and followed her. Whatever they came up against, he’d stay with her. He needed to let her know that.

He tapped Timber’s sides to get him to go faster and catch Evangeline. Instead of speeding up, the ornery horse exploded into high bucks and twists. Caught off guard like a tenderfoot, Mark went sailing into the air and came down hard.

In no time, Evangeline was beside him. “Mark, are you all right?”

He laid still for a minute and tried to see if anything hurt worse than the rest of him. Finally, he could breathe again. “Breath was knocked out of me. Crazy horse.”

“Can you move?”

He struggled to sit. “Nothing hurt but my pride. I’m going to have a talk with that horse.”

“Well, it will be a talk in Fort Collins. I don’t think that horse has stopped running yet.” She stood and then went and retrieved his hat. “Maybe the dust scared him.”

Mark stood and rubbed his shoulder. “No, I was warned that he wasn’t to be trusted.” He stared at her and wondered if she was like Timber. So far, she’d thrown him every bit as much as the horse had.

“We can ride double.” She climbed on her horse and held out her hand.

He nodded, put his foot in the stirrup, and got on behind her, and then he took the reins from her. “I feel better if I’m in control.”

She shrugged. “It feels very awkward. Maybe I should ride behind you if you insist on holding the reins.”

“All right.” He jumped down and then helped her down. Once he was up, he helped her climb on behind him. “Feel better?”

“Yes.”

“Hold on.”

Her hands gripped around him.

Mark had to admit, he liked her holding him even if it was so she wouldn’t fall off the horse. Blue, as the mare was named, was a good horse. Evangeline had done a good job buying her. Though small, the mare was sturdy.

After a day of riding and stopping to rest the horse, they finally came to Fort Collins. Mark dropped her off at the hotel, gave her money, and told her the hotel had their bags. “Be here when I get back.”

“I will. I promise.”

He looked at her. “I’m going to believe you this time. Don’t let me down.”

She frowned. “I won’t.”

He left her and then rode to the livery.

Dan was outside looking at Timber. “I see he dumped you.” With a smile, he put the horses in the barn.

“I’ll be leaving on the next train to Cheyenne and want to take them with me.”

“Huh. You giving that Timber a second chance?”

“Yep.” Mark had to grin. It was a time of giving second chances that was for sure.

“That’ll be in a couple of hours. I’ll feed and water these two and have them ready. If you want, I can have them at the depot.”

“That’d be great.” Mark threw the man a coin and turned back to the hotel. Now to have some words with that woman.

***

Tired and heartsick at her brother’s apparent hardened nature, Evangeline went to the hotel and got their bags and sat down in the lobby and waited for Mark to return. The clerk had told her the train should be by in a couple of hours.

She worried her mind thinking about Sam until she saw Mark returning. He limped slightly and was shaking his head as if in an argument with himself. Then he looked up, and their gazes met.

Her breath caught. Is that what Mark had felt in Archie’s office? A sudden rush of feeling for him had engulfed her. She shook it away and reminded herself that she wasn’t about to give in to his crazy notion of love.

“The train will be here in a couple of hours. You can either rest in a room, or we can get a bite to eat at the diner.” Mark held a hand out to her to help her up from the soft divan.

“I am hungry.”

“The diner, it is then.” He smiled at her and offered her his arm.

Reluctantly, she put her hand in the crook of his elbow. “We need to talk.”

“We have time.” He patted her hand.

Soon they were in a plain diner. Soldiers and citizens alike sat at the tables. Mark found one near the back and helped her by pulling the chair out for her. Mark nodded at the waiter, ordered steaks for them, and then sat back in his chair and eyed her.

“Did you always have plans to set your brother free?”

She kept her gaze on her plate. “I received a telegram from him. He said he was innocent, and they were going to hang him.” She looked at Mark. “What could I do. I saw the ad for female Pinkerton agents and took the first train to Denver. I’m sorry, but he’s the only family I have left.”

Mark tapped his fork on the side of his plate. “I can understand why, but I’m not sure I can understand letting a killer go loose.”

Tears stung her eyes. “He’s not a killer. I just can’t believe Sam could kill anyone.”

“He shot at me.” Mark shook his head and gave her a weak smile. “But until we know one way or another, I’ll keep my options open. I’ll give him the benefit of your doubts.”

“Thank you, Mark. I know that’s more than I deserve.” She swallowed. “Would you take the cuffs back to the sheriff. I don’t want him to see me.”

Mark sat up and looked toward the door. “That might be too late. There he is. Hand me the cuffs.”

“They’re in my saddlebag.”

“Maybe he won’t see us.” He frowned. “Too late.”

The sheriff came to their table. “Well, if it isn’t the little Pinkerton lady. Did you get that killer safely to jail? You couldn’t have made it to Dodge and back?”

Evangeline stared at him, frozen like a mouse before a hungry alley cat.

Mark stood and held out his hand. “We dropped him off with a couple other agents. I’ll get your handcuffs and drop them off before we leave. We’re on our way to Cheyenne.”

The sheriff nodded. “Good luck getting that gang. They’ve run all over the area, causing trouble. I thought that Sam Russell was their leader. Good thing he’s out of the picture. Good day, Ma’am.” He walked off with one of his deputies and sat at a table near the window.

“Thank you, Mark. I couldn’t talk. I was so scared.”

“Let’s go.”

She sensed his need to protect her. And he’d proven it. She deserved nothing. In fact, she deserved to be thrown in the sheriff’s jail.

Mark came to her and waited for her to rise. “We’ll get our bags, and then I’ll walk you to the depot, make sure the horses are ready to load, and give the sheriff back the cuffs.”

She nodded. “Thank you.” Evangeline walked beside him, seriously aware of how much she owed him. She stole a quick glance his way. He walked confidently and sure of himself. She prayed he’d be kept safe.


Chapter 7

Mark left Evangeline at the depot, retrieved the cuffs, and set off to the jail. He had some questions to ask. Just how guilty was Sam Russell? He only had a few minutes, but it was enough.

He knocked on the door. “Sheriff, I have your cuffs.”

The sheriff took them and stared at him. “I find it a little confusing that you sent the little lady to get Russell by herself.”

“She’s a Pinkerton and capable. By the way, what evidence did you have against Russell?”

The sheriff went to his file drawer and pulled out a packet. “Enough to sentence him to death.”

“Any eyewitnesses?”

“Two. One is dead. The other is in California now. They claim they saw him shoot down Andy. They were out on the range, pushing some cattle.”

“So, what did Russell get for the killing?”

“That, I don’t know. Bothered me, though. But then Russell’s angry demeanor took away any sympathy I had for him. Still, there are things that bothered me about the case. I don’t like that when I have to hang a man. Honestly, I was glad when your partner took him off my hands.”

“Thanks, Sheriff. I better go and catch my train.” Mark heard the train whistle and ran for the depot, hoping that Evangeline was still there.

He rounded the corner and saw the train pull into the station. Evangeline was sitting where he’d left her.

She looked at him expectantly. “Did you talk to the sheriff?”

He nodded. “He told me there were two eyewitnesses. One is dead, and the other is in California. But the sheriff couldn’t figure out why your brother would kill Andy. He had his doubts.”

She smiled and put a hand over her heart. “Thank you, that’s the best news I’ve had since this all started.”

He went to the conductor and made sure the horses were loaded. Evangeline had stayed with their bags and waited for him. Mark studied her as he walked back. She looked a little more relaxed as if his news that Sam might not have killed the rancher gave her some room to breathe.

Then he was in front of her. “Let’s board the train.” He held out his hand to her.

She took it and even smiled at him. “Thank you for asking the sheriff about Sam’s trial.”

“Remember, he was still convicted. Hopefully, he’s not the leader of the gang roaming the area. If he is, I’ll expect you to act like a Pinkerton.”

She nodded. “I will. Thank you for not turning me over to the sheriff.”

He helped her on the train, and they sat almost where they had been the first time. “You’re not going to run off on me, are you?”

“No. I saved Sam from the hangman’s noose. That was all I wanted to do. From now on, I’m your partner. I’ll do what you say.” She held up her hand. “As a Pinkerton agent not as a wife.”

Mark grinned. “All right. I can take that for now. But I have to warn you, Evangeline Johnson, someday you are going to discover that you love me. I can wait.”

She scrunched back in her chair as if to consider such a thing was impossible. “We’ll see. I agreed on this case. I didn’t promise anything else.”

“I know. You’ve said it repeatedly, temporary with limitations.” He stretched out and put his feet on the opposite chair. “Think I’ll take a nap.” He set the hat over his eyes but left enough light that he could see her. She wasn’t running out on him again.

***

Evangeline had slept off and on during the train ride, but now she was ready to stretch her legs and get to the hotel. Mark had promised a night in a hotel before they set out to ride all over the territory.

The riding she had done had left her sore enough. Still, she owed it to Mark to go along and be a good partner. She didn’t want anything to happen to him. She’d prayed her brother wasn’t part of the outlaws they were tracking, but she didn’t know Sam anymore. He’d changed.

“Ready to go?” Mark was standing and holding his hand out to her. “I’ll carry the bags. The first thing we’ll do is find the hotel and get you situated. Then I’ll see to the horses and buy provisions for tomorrow.”

“We leave tomorrow morning?”

“Bright and early.” He grinned at her. “You going to be up to it?”

“Yes, I am.” She rose without his assistance and to his challenge. She might be a woman, but she’d hired on to do a job, and she wasn’t going to let him or the Pinkerton Agency down. With head up, she waited for the train to stop.

Mark stepped off first and helped her down. Gunshots sounded down the street as a couple of cowboys shot in the air and then galloped away. Mark shook his head. “Welcome to Cheyenne. It’s still wild.”

“So, I noticed.”

He pointed down the street. “The hotel is just across from the depot. Let’s get our rooms.” He took the bags and started walking, leaving her behind.

“Some husband you’ll make.” She held her skirt to keep it from dragging in the muddy street. From what she’d seen, there would be no benefit from staying in town. It was dirty, loud, and full of men waiting for their turn in the saloon.

One of those men noticed her and whistled at her.

Mark turned to the oaf and shook his head. “My wife.”

“She’s a pretty one. Want to share?”

Mark took her arm and propelled her past the line of women-starved men. “Let us through.”

Evangeline stayed close to Mark until they reached the other side of the street, although it wasn’t much better. The town was full of men, rowdy unclean men.

“I’m afraid this is the wild part of town. On the other side of the tracks, you’d find it much different.”

“Can’t we stay there?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t think about it, but I guess we could. For one night anyway.” He took her by the elbow and shoved through the unruly horde until they reached another street.

The street was less crowded and sported buggies more than wild cowboys.

“There is a hotel somewhere up here. I’m not sure we’re dressed for it.”

She glanced at him. “Thank you for getting me out of that mess. I don’t think I’d have slept a wink.”

He studied her. “You sure you’re cut out to be a detective? You know we don’t usually go after the kind of people you find on this side of town.”

“Really, I wasn’t aware that sin took a break by crossing the tracks. I’m sure there are unscrupulous and scandalous people in fine clothes and fancy hotels. Why we might even find our outlaw gang there. After all, they have money.” She laughed at the shocked look on his face.

He shrugged. “Well put. I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“Perhaps, we should go incognito and not let on that we’re Pinkerton agents. It would seem to me that the outlaws would have to have someone on the inside telling them when there was a stage worth holding up.”

Mark stopped and eyed her with a stern look. “Are you sure you’ve never done detective work before?”

“Definitely not.” She quieted as a lovely couple passed them on the boardwalk. After they were far enough away, she smiled at Mark. “It’s purely common sense.”

“I see that you just might have the makings of a good partner.”

She jabbed him in the side to quiet him. “The hotel, it’s not far?” A well-dressed man passed them.

“No, not far.” He pointed to the end of the street.

Evangeline stopped by a store window and glanced at her reflection. “Oh, dear. I look a sight.”

He stood beside her. “I like what I see.”

She smiled. They did make a nice couple. He was tall and strong. His eyes quick and alert. His brown hair, while a bit of a mess as it extended beneath his hat and on his neck. But overall, she could have done much worse.

“Let’s get to the hotel. I hope they have rooms for us.”

Evangeline nodded and walked with him. With Calvin, back in Dodge, he never really treated her like a gentleman. He was a farmer with a farmer’s ways. Everything and everyone had their place and their chores to consider.

When Calvin courted her, it was usually because of a purpose that suited him. He took her for granted. Any walks in town they took were as if to say that he’d chosen her and that was that. She had no regrets about leaving him. It was a good thing because he told her not to expect him to be waiting. In fact, he already had his sights set on Rebecca Wade.

They had never gone on moonlit walks or Sunday picnics. It was as if Calvin had purchased a cow that he had to curry and pay for before taking it home. Evangeline glanced at Mark.

He was so different. And she knew that he’d shocked even himself by saying he loved her. She wouldn’t believe it except his love for her shone in his eyes. Perhaps someday, she’d feel the same about him or someone else.

Right now, she had a job to do. And there were still the problems with Sam. Her heart remained heavy when she thought of him. Ever since they were children, they had a special connection. Women at church said twins often had a close feeling with one another. Evangeline could attest to that.

Mark took a gentle hold of her elbow. “Let’s go. I still need to take care of the horses.”

She let him guide her to the hotel. It was considerably newer than the one by the depot. She hoped he had enough money for the rooms. He opened the door for her, and she walked in and concentrated on not gasping.

A brilliant chandelier graced the foyer. The front desk was polished wood, maybe even cherry. Green and gold velvet sofas lined the interior. In front of them were fancy low tables with complimentary newspapers.

Mark smiled at her. “You can go ahead and sit here and wait for me. Looks like there’s a short line.”

He was right. Apparently, the train had carried several people interested in staying in the hotel. She looked at those in line. There were two couples and three men. The men interested her. What if one of them was the person the outlaws received the information from?

They would have to visit the stage line while they were here. Maybe one of those men would be riding the stage. She shook her head. Calvin had told her she had too vivid of an imagination for a plain farmer.

Finally, it was Mark’s turn. She saw him talking to the clerk. With a shake of his head, the clerk handed him a key. One key.

Mark paid and then came to her. “Sorry, there’s only one room. I can go to the other hotel or stay in the livery with the horses.”

“No, we can work it out. Besides, we don’t want to arouse suspicion. Did you tell him I was your wife?”

Mark smiled. “That I did. I explained you had a headache and wanted to remain in a darkened room.”

“Well, it’s a good thing I feel much better. Must be the,” She coughed and fanned the air around her. “the clean air in town.”

Mark laughed. “That must be it. I did arrange for a tub and a bath for you. I figure after you’ve had a rest, we can have dinner down here. The hotel is supposed to have wonderful food.”

A couple exited the dining room and went up the wide winding stairs.

Evangeline stood and went to Mark’s side. “I don’t think we’re appropriately dressed.”

“Think nothing of it. This is Wyoming. The West. It’s not quite civilized yet.” He gently turned her around to see a cowboy whose clothes were red with dust climbing the stairs. “He’s a cattle boss. Just brought a herd up from Texas. Taking them on up to Montana.”

“Why didn’t he put them on the train?”

“They were. All thousand head of them. But the mining camps in Montana are hungry for beef. He’ll drive them from here.”

Evangeline walked toward the stairs. “I’m ready to relax in the room. Alone.”

He nodded and handed her the key. “The clerk said the bath will be up shortly. I think I’ll go see what I can find out.”

Eager for a warm bath to get rid of the layer of dirt, she went up the stairs to Room 11. She unlocked the door and saw that the tub was already in. A knock on the door behind her showed the busboy with buckets of water.

She gave him a tip and then locked the door. In minutes, she was in the tub with her eyes closed and relaxing in the warm water. She picked up the lavender soap and sighed. This was heavenly.

Her eyes locked on the door. What if he came back? She’d seen the clerk give him two keys. If she hadn’t been so tired, and the warm water so soothing, she might have jumped out and dressed.

“Mark wouldn’t barge in.”


Chapter 8

Mark went to the stage line office. By the board above the clerk’s desk, there wasn’t a stage due in until tomorrow, and it was going west to Rawlins. The clerk was stamping tickets and putting them in batches.

With a smile, the clerk pointed to the board. “How can I help you?”

Mark showed him his badge. “I’m Mark Johnson with the Pinkerton Agency in Denver. I hear you’ve had some robberies on your stages.”

“Yes, sir.” The clerk shook his hand. “Ed Danby, and am I glad to see you. Somehow, the outlaws know just what stage to rob, too.”

“Someone on the inside giving out information?”

“Hate to say it, but it sure seems that way. It’s not me, and I only have three others working for me that could possibly know the passengers, routes, and when the banks put on cash boxes.”

“What about from the other end. Any men you might wonder about?”

Ed scratched his sparse hair. “Can’t say. I’ve tried to think who might be up to no good, but truthfully, all the men along the stage line have been with us for two years, and none of them strike me as outlaws.”

Mark picked up a schedule. “This up to date?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you know of anyone facing hardship? Hard times can shove a good man across the line.” Mark waited, hoping for an answer.

“No. I can’t say I know everyone, but those here are doing all right as far as I know.”

“Thanks, Ed. I’ll be in contact. I might follow the stage tomorrow. Is there any reason it might be held up?”

Ed looked about the room. “Mr. Ferguson, he’s a banker and going to check on a mine. He might be a reason to watch that run. Should I give you a ticket?”

“Yeah, I’ll let my partner go. I’ll ride along the trail out of sight just to see if anything happens.”

After handing him a ticket, Ed picked up a map. “You’ll go along the old wagon trails. There’s plenty of cover along the way. I’d stay to the north of the trail that way you can watch. More times than not, the outlaws swing in from the south.”

“Thanks. I’ll give this to my partner.”

Mark left the depot and put the ticket in his pocket. Evangeline could ride the stagecoach. He’d watch over her.

A twinge of doubt hit him as he didn’t like the idea of putting her in danger. But she had signed on to be an agent. Besides, she’d been savvy enough to get a killer out of jail. Mark hoped they never met up with her brother again, but he had a bad feeling about the man.

He entered the hotel and bounded up the stairs. He idly wondered how long it took a lady to take a bath and hoped she’d be finished. He was hungry.

The hotel wasn’t too busy. Most of the patrons were out on business, shopping, or at dinner. He knocked on the door.

There was no answer.

He knocked again. His anger growing with each minute. Surely, she hadn’t skipped out on him again. After a few minutes, he took his key and opened the door.

A scream was the first clue that he’d made a mistake.

A shoe flying at his head, the second.

Embarrassed, Mark turned around. “I’m sorry. You didn’t answer.”

Water dripping and splashes signaled she was exiting the tub. “I told you I would be here. Get out so I can get dressed.”

Without argument, he dashed out the door, closed it, and leaned his back against the polished wood. Women must take longer in the bath than men. Yet, even as he thought about her, the sweet smell of flowers drifted from the room. She had been irresistible before. He better stay outside the room until she came out.

And it didn’t take long for her to open the door. She was dressed in a nice dress and wore a hat. She’d look fine in the dining room. He looked down at his dusty trouser and sweat-stained shirt.

She held the door open. “Why don’t you take a bath and clean up.”

To say that her words went beyond a suggestion was an understatement. “You’re right. It will take me a few minutes.”

“Good, I’ll wait for you in the foyer.”

“All right. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

She rubbed a gloved hand along his jaw. “Take your time and shave. We want to look respectable in the diner.”

He nodded. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her. He felt like an old hound dog he used to have. The animal would gladly follow him wherever he roamed. Yep, Evangeline had turned him into an obedient puppy. “Go ahead.”

She smiled at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll be down there. I told you I wouldn’t run out on you again. You can take me at my word.”

“I trust you.” He said the words but knew he’d hurry as fast as he could. There was just something about her that he didn’t trust. Maybe it was because she was a beautiful woman in a town full of men. Whatever the case, he’d be down as quick as he could.

He shut the door behind her, rubbed his chin, and agreed. He did need a shave.

***

Evangeline smiled to herself. That Mark was in love with her was so obvious. The look in his eyes, the gentle way he talked to her, and the slight pink of his cheeks when she put a finger under his jaw.

She’d never been one for getting men to fall for her. Calvin had more or less taken notice of her and demanded she was his. She hadn’t liked that but felt helpless to do anything about it. Now, she knew that Calvin never loved her. He never looked at her the adoring way that Mark had on the first day that they’d met.

She had to admit that the Pinkerton agent was getting to her. She thought of him more than not and enjoyed his company. And now felt lost without him. She went down the stairs and ignored the looks by the men at the foot of the stairs.

Walking past their cigar smoke, she found a seat on the divan nearest the dining room entrance. Plus, she had a good view of the stairs so she would see him coming. Evangeline picked up a paper.


The Denver Gazette
. She went through the pages. Not really reading. But her heart stopped when she read the headline Sam Russell escapes the hangman’s noose
. A short report on how he’d been taken by the Pinkerton’s to Dodge to stand trial.

She shoved the paper closed. What if Archie Gordon read the article or any other agents? She prayed that she didn’t get Mark in trouble.

A well-dressed man sat beside her. “Ma’am, I hope you don’t mind me sitting beside you. But it seems the others are all taken. I’m waiting for another gentleman.”

She wanted to tell him to leave, but he was right. All the divans and chairs were now full. “That will be fine. I am waiting for a gentleman also. My husband.”

“Well, I am sorry to hear that. You’re a lovely woman and a remarkable addition to this hotel.” He held out his hand. “Wyatt Ferguson at your service.”

She smiled and gently put her hand in his. “Thank you, Mr. Ferguson. I’m Evangeline, Johnson.” She had to think for a moment. She hoped he hadn’t noticed her hesitation. She glanced at the stairs and hoped Mark would come down quickly.

“Are you here on business?”

She darted a glance back to him. “Yes, we are. Our honeymoon.”

Wyatt Ferguson looked a bit puzzled but smiled. “On your honeymoon and already having to wait on your husband.” He chuckled.

“No, not really. He’ll be down in a minute.” She straightened her skirt and clutched her reticule.

“Here’s my business partner now. It was a pleasure.” Wyatt stood and greeted an older man who was equally well-dressed. Together, they entered the dining room.

Evangeline’s stomach rumbled. She really wished Mark would hurry but was glad her rumbling had waited until Ferguson left her.

She decided to watch the other men and work on her detective skills. She really needed to pay attention and become better at remembering names and faces. She’d gone around the room once and was sure she could tell Mark about each man.

Then he was standing before. While not as well-dressed as Wyatt Ferguson, Mark looked wonderful to her, and she was surprised at the relief she felt in seeing him. More than relief, she was falling for this Pinkerton agent, who played the role of her temporary husband.

“Are you ready for dinner?” He held a hand out to her.

“Yes.” She stood. “I told a Wyatt Ferguson that we are on our honeymoon. Just in case he asks you.”

“Good. Ferguson, you say, Well, that might just work into our plans.” He told her about his plans for her to go on the stage while he traveled on horseback.

The waiter took them to a table in the back. And then brought them a bottle of champagne. “From the gentleman in the far table by the window.”

She glanced and saw Wyatt Ferguson.

He nodded at her.

After the waiter left, she glanced at Mark. “That was the gentleman who sat next to me on the divan while I waited. The one I told that we were on our honeymoon.”

Mark frowned. “I see. He’s also one that will be on the stagecoach with you tomorrow.”

She put a hand on his arm. “We have to come up with a story. Why would I leave you on our honeymoon? I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to tell him.”

“You did fine. We’ll come up with something. I could have trouble at the ranch near Rawlins.”

“Do you think he’ll believe that?”

Mark shrugged. “I hope so. We can tell him, I’ll meet you later.” He rubbed her hand. “He’s a banker and going to check on a mine. The stage clerk said there was little reason for the stage to be robbed. Still, I don’t want you in any danger. Maybe you should stay here.”

“I’m a Pinkerton agent just like you. I can do the job.” She smiled. “I think you better sleep in my room tonight. The sofa is long enough for you to sleep on. We can go over our story tonight. By the way, I studied all the men and the only other woman that I saw in the foyer and can tell you what I know about each one. What they look like. Who they were with. What I think they are doing.”

Mark sat back in his chair and looked at her. “I’m impressed, Mrs. Johnson.”

Her cheeks warmed. “I thought I should brush up on my skills.”

“I wish I had more time to train you properly.” He leaned forward. “You don’t have to go through with it. I know you only joined to save your brother. I won’t hold it against you if you want to quit now.”

Evangeline considered his words. She should get out. She hadn’t wanted to marry him or be a Pinkerton agent. But now? She gazed at him. The truth was, she liked him, and she still had Sam to consider. “I signed up. I want to go on.” Surprisingly, she meant every word.


Chapter 9

Evangeline walked beside Mark to the stage depot. Arm in arm like newlyweds, he held her close. She wanted to pull away, part of her anyway, but another part of her wanted to keep him close. The comfort he gave her. The warmth and protection he gave her.

They’d come up with the story that her sister and husband lived in Rawlins, and she was to meet them while she waited for Mark to join her.

Mark smoothed her hair and smiled. “I’ll meet up with you as soon as I can. It shouldn’t be too long. Your sister will be disappointed if you don’t go.”

Evangeline caught Wyatt Ferguson watching them as he stepped into the stagecoach. She put her hands around Mark’s neck and pulled him close for a kiss. “I can’t bear to leave you.”

His gaze had followed the direction of her eyes, and he nodded. “It won’t be long, dear. Now, get aboard. Can’t have the stage late because of us.”

Evangeline played the part of a sad bride leaving her new husband. Once settled inside the coach, she reflected how well she’d played the role and startled herself with the realization that she did miss Mark.

He’d given her instructions. Sabrina and Tom were to meet them near Rawlins. Sabrina would play Evangeline’s sister. It seems Archie had sent word to the two agents when Evangeline and Mark failed to show up in Cheyenne.

Mark had contacted headquarters after he found Evangeline and told them the story and arranged for the couple to travel to Wyoming ahead of them.

Evangeline sat on the bench facing forward and was next to Wyatt Ferguson. Two rough-looking men on the stage sat opposite them and one woman who sat on the other side of Wyatt.

As far as Evangeline could tell, the woman was traveling alone. She hadn’t said a word. Wyatt didn’t pay her any mind.

The stage driver cracked the whip, and the coach lurched forward. Evangeline waved at Mark, and he waved back. Her heart warmed at the thought that she had someone who cared if she came or went. It had been some time.

Wyatt nodded to her. “Your young man will be with you soon enough.” He said it in a well-meaning tone, but he also looked at her with more than was required for a passing word.

“Yes, he will.” She looked out the window and caught sight of Mark near the depot. He smiled, tipped his hat, and disappeared behind the building. Mark had bought her a small gun to keep in her skirt pocket. Plus, Mark had seen fit to buy her a bag of peanuts.

He truly was a good man. She said a silent prayer asking for his safety while scooting closer to the window and away from Mr. Ferguson.

Not that Evangeline was afraid of the man, she didn’t like the way he looked at her. It reminded her of the way Mark looked at her. What she didn’t need was another man interested in her.

Her thoughts drifted to Sam. She prayed she’d not see him again. Not hear of any trouble he was in. But deep down, she knew he was up to his neck in trouble. That he had almost shot Mark still sent chills down her spine.

The stage rocked and swayed. The horses were making good time. She glanced on the ridge and wondered if Mark was riding close and watching over her. The thought gave her a warm feeling. It had been so long since anyone cared for her.

Sam must feel the same way. Orphaned and on the streets was no way to grow up. She’d barely escaped the life of a woman of the streets. Sam, well, he hadn’t escaped the rough life of scratching out an existence to survive.

If she could only get him to see that there was another way. Sam could give up his wayward life and pay back those he’d stolen from. The dark niggling thought that he’d done worse things forced tears to her eyes.

“Mrs. Johnson, is everything all right?” Wyatt Ferguson handed her his handkerchief.

She took the lacey hanky and nodded. “I miss my husband.” She didn’t look at him. Didn’t want to give him a hint of encouragement, or a look inside her eyes and see that she was lying.

“Distance makes the heart grow fonder. That’s what they say anyway. Though I have found that such platitudes help little in the midst of a crisis.”

Even while staring at a leather button on the seat in front of her, she could hear the compassion and interest on his face. Evangeline nodded.

“I had a lady once. We were to be married, but she went north, and I never saw her again. Heard later that she had another man she’d been writing to all along. I still think of her at times.” He patted her hand. “Don’t you worry. I saw the look on your husband’s face, and he loves you. Yes, ma’am. You are the only one for him.”

She pulled her hand from him but looked into his gray eyes. That he’d spoken the truth about Mark was sure. That he suspected that she wasn’t so in love with Mark was also evident. Like a wolf, he was prowling and sizing her up.

“I love my husband, Mr. Ferguson.”

“Wyatt.” He gently pushed one of her stray curls behind her ear. He smiled at her. A wolfish grin that said he knew she’d spoken more to encourage herself than him.

She ignored him and turned to watch out the window. Earlier, she had worried about Mr. Ferguson and his money. Mark had thought that he was the one the outlaws might be after. Now, she wouldn’t lift a finger to save him from the gang.

That she was attracted to the man bothered her. Why she would have two men interested in her at this point in her life was beyond reason to her. And she was married to one of them. Not entirely by choice, but Mark had stood with her and said the words.

What God must think of such an arrangement, she wasn’t quite sure. Or more truthfully, she didn’t want to know. She had said her vows in front of a preacher. Even if he was also a Pinkerton Agent, Wade Scott held the Bible in higher regard than his six-shooter and badge.

She turned her thoughts to Mark. He’d confided in her that he had never thought about marriage until he saw her that day in Archie’s office. Said he was overtaken by her and believed that it was the doings of the Lord.

A sigh escaped her.

Wyatt handed her the canteen. “Need some water?”

Just what she needed. Another kind man to cater to her needs. But her throat was dry and seemingly coated with dust from the trail. Even after she drew the window curtains, a layer of dust covered her clothes and everyone inside the coach.

Finished, she handed it back to him. “Thank you.”

“Everything will work out. Don’t worry.” Wyatt settled back in his seat and left her alone.

Perhaps, she’d finally given him the message that she didn’t want to be bothered. He stretched his long legs out and put his hat over his face.

For some reason, that bothered her. It was one thing to be in the center of his attentions, but to be shoved out of his cares by a hat, well, that was annoying. She would have liked to have an intelligent conversation, and Wyatt was the likeliest candidate.

By the snores from the other two men in the coach, and the quiet woman, Evangeline was on her own. Just as well, she didn’t need Wyatt prying into her life. She prayed he hadn’t noticed that she wasn’t in love with Mark.

Her hand rested on the pocket of her skirt with the peanuts. She grinned. Maybe Mark had found a way to her heart. She took out the bag and ate some of the peanuts, tossing the shells out of the coach.

She enjoyed her snacks, and peaking between the curtains, watched the scenery go by. Just as she was ready to drift off into a needed nap, the horses slowed, and the coach stopped near a creek flanked with tall trees. It was such a peaceful scene.


Sam.
 Her heart raced.

The thought of her brother was so strong that her knees shook. Was he in trouble? Had he been caught again and about to hang.

“Everyone out of the coach.”

That wasn’t the driver’s voice. It was Sam’s. She stumbled to her feet and stepped out of the open door. Wyatt stepped out next. Then the two men followed by the woman.

Evangeline looked around but didn’t see her brother. Instead, she saw a short man with a handlebar mustache waving a gun in her face. To the front of the wagon, she saw a tall man on a horse holding the reins to a riderless horse.

She didn’t see her brother. Perhaps she was dreaming. She stood next to Wyatt, who didn’t seem to be bothered in the least.

Then another man stood atop the coach. Even with the kerchief covering his face, she knew it was Sam. He pointed his gun at the drivers. “Get down. Both of you. And leave the guns on the coach.”

The men complied.

“You know what we want.” Sam stared at her. “Don’t make a move, and nobody gets hurt.”

Evangeline believed he’d said those words to her. She remained still. Aware of the gun Mark had given her in her pocket, she didn’t see any way that she could prevent the robbery, and against so many, she wouldn’t have a chance.

Wyatt stepped forward. “Leave the women alone.”

Sam threw a satchel to the mustached outlaw. “Put the things in this bag.”

The mustached man caught the satchel and set it down by the horses.

Sam jumped down from the coach. “How much time do we have?”

Evangeline knew her mouth was open. How her brother could slip back into the outlaw life after she’d saved him was beyond her. Beyond her since of duty anyway. She was about to yell at him when Wyatt pulled her back behind him.

Sam pointed his gun

She shouted, “No!” and jumped between Wyatt and Sam. “Don’t. Just take what you want and leave.”

Her brother cursed, grabbed her and hauled her in front of him. “No one move or the lady gets it. Everyone, empty your pockets and then get on your belly.”

The men complied. The woman fainted.

Sam pulled Evangeline roughly, threw the satchel to the mustached outlaw, and then took her to the front of the stage where his horse was tied.

He whispered in her ear. “Can I trust you?”

“No. What happened? I freed you, and you were to stop.”

“Too far down the wrong trail for that. Let’s go.” He mounted and yanked on her until she was behind him. “Hang on. I don’t want you to fall off. When we get to another town, and I can trust you not to tell, I’ll let you go.”

“I could scream.”

“It might cost one of them their life if you do.”

Evangeline held onto her brother’s waist. At least she’d saved him from killing Wyatt. A shudder went through her. She and Sam had been so close, and now he was like a stranger to her.

Sam galloped his horse away from the stage, the other outlaws followed.

Evangeline thought about clobbering her brother or jumping from the horse, but maybe she could find out who the other outlaws were and find the man that was giving the information. Mark had said someone had to be informing the outlaws when to strike.

Although, she wondered why they had robbed this stage. She hadn’t seen anyone besides Wyatt, who looked like they had money. And she saw what Wyatt had thrown in the hat. It didn’t look like more than a couple hundred dollars, yet they hadn’t taken his gold ring.

She hung on as Sam urged the horse over a hill. Soon they were following a creek and keeping in the line of trees.

There was no gunfire behind them. No one was coming. Evangeline looked behind her. Where was Mark? He’d said he was going to follow the stage.


Chapter 10

Mark watched the stage leave in a cloud of dust. He regretted his choice of letting Evangeline ride the coach alone. He’d promised her he’d be riding the ridge alongside the road and keeping her in his sight.

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her, but if her brother showed up again, would she side with Sam? He believed she would, and Mark had a sickening feeling they’d run into Sam Russell sooner than later. Mark thought he was the one in charge of the gang roaming and preying on the area.

Archie had said in his notes on the case that someone was giving information on the stage routes and when there was a shipment of money, gold, or a passenger with a pocketful of dollars or jewelry.

Mark mounted his horse and was about to follow the trail of dust when a boy ran toward him.

“Mr. Johnson, stop!”

Mark turned his horse around. “What is it?”

Holding out a telegram, the boy nodded. “Sheriff thought you’d want to see this.”

“Thanks.” Mark took the wire from him and opened it. Sabrina and Tom would be waiting at the stage depot.

He threw the waiting boy a coin and again turned his horse toward the distant dust of the stagecoach. Again, he was about to start off when a man ran out of the bank.

“The bank has been robbed.” The man, dressed in a suit, ran into the sheriff’s office.

Mark waited to see what was happening. He hadn’t heard any gunshots and wondered how it could have been robbed.

The sheriff ran out of his office with the banker close behind him. The sheriff pointed at Mark. “The stage leave?”

“Yes.”

The sheriff turned to the banker. “You’re sure it was him?”

With a nod, the banker pointed down the road. “He was in this morning. Said he needed to clear up some discrepancies in the books. He left, and the money is gone.”

Mark rode to the sheriff. “You know who did it?”

“A hunch. Wyatt Ferguson. He’s an officer of the bank and may have taken the money. That he left on the stage and the money is now missing is suspicious. I’ll send a wire to Rawlins to the sheriff there. He can check Ferguson out.”

“I’m following the stage. I’ll watch out for him.”

“Good. Send me a telegram when you find out.” The sheriff nodded and followed the banker.

Mark turned his horse and galloped out of town. Was it a coincidence? He hadn’t liked Ferguson when he met him. The man had eyes for Evangeline, and now he was on the coach with her.

Was he a bank robber, too?

Racing after the stage, Mark turned the horse up the ridge so he could keep an eye on Evangeline. They had a good hour on him now. Even with a fast horse and up the hill on a shorter route, he was farther behind than he wanted to be.

Watching the dust that the stagecoach kicked up, he urged the horse faster along the ridge. He thought about riding down and stopping them but changed his mind. He didn’t want to give Ferguson any reason to cause trouble.

Mark drew closer to the stage and caught site of Evangeline sitting by the window. Smiles lit his face. How he loved—

Mark came to stretched out on the rough ground. Who had hit him? He looked up and saw Timber standing beside him.

With some of his senses returning, he grabbed for his gun, but it was gone. Had he been bushwhacked? He sat up and held his head. Then saw his pistol in the leaves to the side. He looked up and saw a low hanging branch that extended over the trail he’d been riding.

He gingerly touched the lump on his head and pulled a piece of bark from his hair. Evangeline. She’d done this to him. The last thing he remembered was looking at her in the stagecoach. She was so beautiful.

And she was in that wagon with Ferguson and those other men. He was to watch over her, and because he loved her, he’d not seen the branch. With a groan, he scrambled to his feet and stumbled to the horse.

“Thanks for sticking around, buddy.” Mark patted the horse’s neck and gave him another sugar cube. What a greenhorn, schoolboy thing to do. At least nobody had been around to watch except the horse, and he wasn’t talking.

Taking a minute to shake off the dizziness and dull ache, Mark waited and then mounted the horse. He gave up riding the ridge and rode down to the road and followed the tracks. With any luck, he’d catch up to them before too long.

He kept the horse to a steady lope, occasionally stopping to relieve the pounding in his head. And he was right, it didn’t take long when he came upon the stagecoach. He would have scratched his head if it didn’t hurt so bad, but the stage should have been farther along. He hoped they hadn’t run into trouble.

He rode up beside the driver and motioned for him to stop.

With a nod, the man reined the horses to a halt. “You’re a little late.”

“What happened.” Mark dropped back and stared in the coach. He didn’t see Evangeline.

Ferguson opened the door and stepped out. “We were robbed.” He grabbed the bridle to Mark’s horse and shook his head. “They took her. Your wife.”

“What do you mean, they took her?”

“The outlaws that robbed the coach. The leader grabbed her and took her on his horse. Said if we were to follow, he’d kill her.”

“What did he look like? Brown hair, mustache?”

“Yeah, but that would fit half the men out here. I heard her whisper the name, Sam. That mean anything?”

Mark stared at the man. Something didn’t fit right with his questions. “Maybe. Your bank in Cheyenne is missing a sizable sum of money. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

Ferguson glared at him. “Missing money? Was it robbed?”

“That’s generally what I would call it when a bank is missing money. Sometimes it’s from outlaws riding in. Sometimes it’s from men who work for the bank and take a sample.”

Ferguson let go of the bridle and turned to step back into the wagon. “Let’s go. I need to get back to Cheyenne.”

Mark stopped the driver. “Where did they hold you up?”

“Back by the creek.” The driver shook his head. “Not sure they got much this time. Kind of odd. They usually know when there is something valuable on the coach. This time they got a few dollars and watches, a ring from the little lady, and Mr. Ferguson’s satchel. Then they took that pretty little gal.” The driver glared at Ferguson. “Never liked that man. It seems we’ve been robbed a couple of times when he’s been on board.

Mark rubbed his head and then put his hat back on. “Do me a favor and tell the sheriff that I’m looking for Evangeline. Tell them she was taken at the creek, and I’m following their trail.” He whispered to the driver. “Tell them Ferguson’s bank is missing money, and he had a satchel stolen. Don’t let Ferguson know they’re Pinkerton’s.”

Nodding, the driver climbed back up into the driver seat. “Let’s go horses.”

Mark watched them drive away, interested at the way Ferguson watched him. There was one station before they reached Rawlins. Mark bet a month’s pay that Ferguson would get off and get a horse. He had to be the one in on the stagecoach robberies.

***

Evangeline kept a watchful eye on her surroundings. iI she could escape, she wanted to be sure to find Sam’s hideout. She also made sure to eat peanuts whenever they stopped. Mark had told her how he followed her trail of peanut shells the first time she’d left him.

She didn’t like the way the other men looked at her. They knew she was his sister, but their eyes held a lustful look that frightened her. Evangeline hoped her brother would defend her, but she didn’t really know him any longer.

Finally, they stopped for water at a small water hole. Sam dismounted and pulled her from the buckskin horse that she’d bought for him. Now, she was sorry for the horse. He’d run him hard, and the animal looked done in. The same way she felt.

After one look at the water, she pushed away. “It’s more mud than water.” She refused to drink from it.

Sam shoved a canteen in her hands. “This is better water. Drink your fill. What were you doing on that stage?”

She put the canteen down, “Riding, and it’s none of your business.” She was angry with him. Angrier than she ever had been.

Sam grabbed her arm. “I didn’t ask you along. I wanted to let you stay on the stage, but you had to go and say my name. Why didn’t you go back to Kansas?”

“To what? Do you think I’ve lived in a nice home? Have anything? Life has been hard for me, too. But I didn’t become an outlaw.” Evangeline turned from him and looked out on the prairie. Hoping she’d see Mark, and yet for his good, hoping he didn’t come looking for her.

Sam yanked her to face him. “In the jail, when you got me out, you told them you were a Pinkerton agent. Is that true?”

Evangeline sat on a rock. “Yes, it’s true. I had to think of something to try and save you.” She stared at him. “Now, I’m not so sure I did the right thing.”

His hardened face softened a bit. Sam stroked her hair like he used to when they were children and she needed comforting. “I didn’t kill that man. I might be a thief and hold up the stage, but I haven’t killed anyone. At least, anyone decent that wasn’t coming after me.”

“Like Mark?”

“I only shot to scare him off.”

She stared at him, hoping to know the truth. “I wish I could believe you.”

The man with the handlebar mustache walked up to them. “We better go. They’ll send someone after her.” He sneered at her.

“She’s my sister, Banjo. Leave her alone.” Sam stood and faced the man.

Banjo glared at her. “Me and Silas will go back to the hideout and wait for—”

“Best if you don’t say anymore. You’re right, the less she knows, the better. I’ll take her to the road and drop her off. Someone will be along and can take her back to town.”

Silas bent down and picked up a peanut shell. “More than likely her man will be here. She’s been dropping shells all along the way.”

Sam whirled to face her. “Is that true?”

Evangeline nodded. “I was hungry.”

His eyes didn’t budge from their hardness this time. “You’re going to get me killed. I ought to just leave you out here on the prairie.”

“Why don’t you? It’s probably safer out here with the coyotes than those two varmints you run with.” She glared at Banjo and Silas, but their harsh looks forced her to look away.

Sam stared at her and then nodded at his men. “Go on, I’ll be there soon, and we can divide up the money.”

“Right, Boss.” Banjo slapped Silas on the shoulder, and the two of them went to their horses and rode away.

Evangeline made note of the direction they rode, although she figured it was a diversion because they’d been riding south, and the men rode west. Too bad they new about her peanuts. She just hoped Mark would be following.

Sam took her hand and guided her to a large boulder. “We have some time. Tell me how you’ve been?”

She looked into his eyes. He was almost the Sam she remembered. A slight smile to his lips, made him appear friendly. But was he? Or was he waiting for Mark? And then what? Shoot him.

“I’ve made a quiet life as a seamstress. That is until I got your letter.”

Sam nodded. “I’m sorry I disrupted your life. I didn’t have anyone else to turn to.” He smiled. “We’re all each other has.”

Evangeline nodded. But couldn’t help but know her brother wasn’t thinking of her at all. “Why did you kidnap me from the stagecoach?”

“I told you. I didn’t want you to let on that I was your brother.” He stood and paced before her. “Let’s go.”

She stood. “Are you really going to leave me?”

Thunder rumbled to the north.

Evangeline pointed. “There’s a storm coming. You can’t leave me out here?”

With a shake of his head, he grabbed her hand and led her to the horse. “Let’s go. I’ll have to take you to the camp. Don’t say a word to anyone.”

Evangeline looked north, hoping to see Mark. But all she saw were dark clouds and lightning.


Chapter 11

Mark rode back to the creek and after looking around, found their trail along with Evangeline’s peanut shells. The wind picked up, swirling leaves across the road. He gave Timber a wary glance, but the horse seemed to take it all in stride.

To the north, clouds were mounting and lightning slashing the ground. It wouldn’t do to be out on the prairie. Mark looked longingly south and hoped Evangeline was safe. He prayed her brother would watch out for her.

Before the rains could let loose, he rode to a rocky formation and secured his horse beneath a ledge. He’d have to wait out the storm while knowing the rain would wash away their tracks.

A flash of lightning followed by a loud boom of thunder shook the ground and caught his thoughts. He prayed Evangeline was safe and dry. That she’d feel his love for her and know that he would come for her.

Timber pawed the ground.

Mark rubbed the horse’s ears to settle him down. “It’ll be all right, boy.”

At least Mark had told the driver to tell Sabrina and Tom what had happened. And if Ferguson left the stagecoach, the driver was to tell them that, too. The two agents were good detectives and would be on Ferguson’s trail.

The rain poured in sheets. Mark hoped Evangeline still had her peanuts to leave him some clues. A few small pieces of hail pounded the earth while the temperature dropped. The day had started out hot. She would be cold. The short time he’d known her, she’d never worn a jacket when going out.

It wasn’t long, and the storm moved on toward the south. Mark grabbed the reins and led Timber away from the shelter. He mounted and hoped this wasn’t going to be one of those times the horse would decide to buck and fight him.

Mark tapped the horse’s sides and set off across the land on the faint trail. She was in trouble. He knew it. Brother or not, he needed to rescue her.

***

Evangeline clung to her brother. The wind was cold, and the storm was closing in on them. Sam had the horse in a full gallop. She had her head against his back and thought back to days when they were young. He had taken apples from a neighbor’s tree, and they were on the run for home.

It hadn’t done any good, though. As soon as they put up the horse, Mother had come out and told them to take the apples back and pay for the ones they ate. All their dreams of an apple pie faded at the sight of the switch Mother held in her hand. She had been a stickler for the law.

Perhaps if life hadn’t taken such drastic turns, Evangeline wouldn’t be on the back of her brother’s horse clinging to him yet dreading the hideout they were running to. It was bad enough her brother was a wanted man. What would she become?

She’d already married a stranger so she could save Sam from the noose. Now, she was headed to a hideout of ruthless outlaws. Her life was going from bad to worse. And at a gallop.

Sam had taken the bag of peanuts from her and tossed them into the muddy water hole. She shivered in the cold. Sam didn’t stop but kept the horse going. There were days when Sam would have made sure she wasn’t cold. Apparently, those days were long gone and Sam’s feelings for her with them.

A stab of lightning struck the ground to the west of them. The boom from the thunder exploded in her ears.

Sam swung the horse wide along the trail and away from any trees or shrubs. Then she saw it. A lonely little cabin smack in the middle of nowhere. Sam slid the heaving horse to a stop and threw her off the back. He quickly followed leaving the horse to fend for himself.

She stared at Sam’s back as they walked to the cabin. The Sam she’d known was gone. Evangeline wondered who had killed him. Had it been murder or suicide? This man with her brother’s name was more of a stranger to her than Mark.

Thinking of him, she looked north and wondered if he was riding through the storm to find her. She regretted not having her peanuts to give him a clue.

Sam opened the door and shoved her inside the cabin.

The two men stood to their feet, guns drawn, and sneers on their faces.

“Why’d you bring her here?” Banjo, the one with the handlebar mustache, holstered his gun.

Silas shook his head. “Go ahead and make yourself useful, Sister, and make us some dinner. Beans and bacon are by the stove.”

Sam nodded and pushed her toward the food. “The storm was coming, and I couldn’t leave her out there.”

“What’s the boss going to say about her?” Banjo turned to watch her walk to the stove.

Evangeline shuddered. She was beginning to doubt that Sam could protect her from these men. As it was, she didn’t believe they would let her leave the hideout peacefully. She sent a silent prayer up for Mark. She wasn’t sure she wanted him to find her. He would be in such danger.

She cut the bacon and put it in the iron skillet. The beans were already in the water and over the fire. “Do you have coffee?”

Sam grabbed a can from a cupboard and tossed it to her. “We like it strong.”

Silas walked to her. “You smell good.” He put a hand in her hair.

Sam slapped his arm and pushed him away from her. “Evangeline is my sister. She’s off-limits.”

Banjo shook his head. “I don’t know, Sam. You brought her here, but it’s hardly fair to ask us to ignore that she’s a woman.”

Sam’s pistol was out in a heartbeat. “I say you’re to ignore her. Touch her, and you’ll deal with me. Understand?”

Banjo nodded. “Relax. We’ll just see what the boss says. Although, I guess we should thank her for saving you from hanging. Bad luck that they thought you killed that rancher when Silas did it.”

“Yeah. Bad luck that you two ran out on me and left me there had nothing to do with it. I told you not to bother with him.” Sam grabbed the dented coffee pot and filled it with water and then handed it to Evangeline.

She stared at her brother and gave him a weak smile. “So, you were innocent.”

“I said I was.” He grabbed a chair and sat between the men and her.

The food was ready, and the coffee hot. She looked at the two outlaws. “Dinner is ready. You can come and get it yourselves.” She walked away and sat near the door.

Banjo shrugged. “Bring me a plate, Silas.”

“Get it yourself.”

Sam stood and tossed a plate to him. “Get up and fix your own plate. I only brought her here to be safe from the storm.”

Blinding light lit up the window as lightning struck near the cabin. A loud clap of thunder sounded immediately after, followed by horrendous rain and hail. Sam grabbed her and shoved her under a table and shielded her with his body as a loud roar blasted over the cabin.

The other men scattered and hid under whatever they could find.

The roar increased, and the cabin shook. The roof ripped off first, followed by the back wall. The sound was deafening, and her head and ears hurt from the intense pressure and noise. And then it was gone.

The rain continued but lessened quickly to a few sprinkles, and then the sun came out.

Sam pulled her out from under the debris. “Are you all right?”

She felt her arms and nodded. “I think so.” He had blood running down his forehead. She pulled her hanky from her pocket and tried to stop the bleeding. “The others?”

He looked around. “I don’t know. Everything came down on us. Silas, Banjo!”

Evangeline righted a chair. “Sam, sit down and let me tend to your head. You have quite a gash.”

He smiled grimly. “You always did take care of me.”

She rubbed the scar on her arm. “Not always.”

He looked at her arm and then her face. “Yes. That horrid day. When I saw that man attack you, I lost myself. I hated our parents for dying. God, for letting it happen. But most of all, I hated that man. I’m sorry you had to see what I did that day.”

With tears in his eyes, he looked at her. “That’s the day I turned from what was right. That moment. I guess I thought if I couldn’t protect you, I didn’t deserve anything good.”

“Sam, you can turn your life around.”

“They are going to hang me, Sis. There’s no going back on that.” Sam lowered his head and shook it slowly.

Evangeline’s heart tore. “I can hire a lawyer. I heard Silas say he killed that man.”

Sam took her face in his hands. “He’s dead. Who is going to believe you when you’re my sister?”

She looked around and saw the buckskin horse. “Take the horse and go. I’ll say you were killed in the tornado. No one has to know.”

He shook his head. “You’ll know. I will. It’s time I faced the things I’ve done. I don’t want to spend my life running.”

“No, Sam. I came to set you free. To help you.”

He hugged her to him. “You did, Evangeline. In ways, you don’t even know. Seeing you again reminded me of how it was when I was good. When I believed in God and lived accordingly. I’d lost that until I saw you in that jail. So, you see, you did set me free.”

“I can’t let them hang you. Not now.”

Sam gazed north and smiled. “Someone’s coming. I think it might be that Pinkerton man that you’re married to.”

She whirled from him. “I’ll tell him to leave. To let you alone.”

“Evangeline, look at me.” Sam’s voice was settled, honest.

She looked at him. He was the Sam she’d always known. Her brother. “Sam.”

“I want you to promise me that you won’t try to set me free. That you won’t get in the way.”

She flung herself at him and hugged him. Cried for all the times they’d been apart and needed one another. For all the lost days and the ones to come. “I can’t let him take you.”

“You don’t have to. I’m turning myself in.” He set her aside and walked toward Mark. Hand up, he waited.


Chapter 12

Mark saw her sitting among the rubble of what had been a cabin and saw her brother standing with his hands up. Wary of what they were up to, Mark drew his pistol from the holster and rode into the yard.

“Keep your hands up. Is there anyone else around?”

Sam shook his head. “The other two men are dead. The tornado landed right on our cabin, as you can see.”

Evangeline ran to him and put her hand on his boot and looked up at him. “Mark, Sam protected me from the men and the storm.”

“Good.” Carefully, he dismounted and stood beside her. “You’re all right?”

She nodded.

He pulled cuffs from his bag and walked to Sam. “You’re giving yourself up?” Before Evangeline’s brother could answer, Mark clicked the handcuffs shut.

“I am. Seeing my sister cleared the scales from my eyes, and now I can see. I need to pay for my crimes.”

Mark threw a gaze to Evangeline and saw the tears in her eyes.

“You do know, you’re still set to hang in Colorado.”

Evangeline ran to him. “Mark, this case was in Wyoming. Can’t we take him there first?”

Mark shrugged. “I guess we can.”

“He didn’t kill that man. One of the outlaws killed by the storm did it. I heard him say so.”

Mark looked straight at Sam.

Her brother nodded. “I know, no one will believe that. I’m ready to take my chances. Ready to trust in the Lord. Either he takes me home or gives me a prison sentence. Whichever it is, I’ll put my trust in the Lord.”

“You surprise me with this sudden turn. I have to say that I find it a little hard to believe that you’re the same man that shot at me and your sister.” Mark had heard his share of criminals say they’d changed, but they were usually only buying time to make their getaway.

“It’s true. After the storm, it was as if I awoke from a long nightmare. I’m ready to meet my fate.”

“Looks like we have two horses. Is the buckskin all right to ride?”

Sam shrugged. “We had just noticed him. I’ll check him out.” Evangeline’s brother strode toward the animal.

Mark was reluctant to let him go, but something about his demeanor did suggest a radical change in character. He looked at Evangeline. “What do you think?”

She looked down. “I tried to get him to ride off. I thought we could say he was killed in the tornado.” She looked up. “He refused. I’m so afraid for him, Mark.”

“He’s got the right to change his life even if it means—”

“Hanging? It seems like a waste to me. He knows of some of the outlaws in these parts. He could be of use to the authorities, the Pinkertons.” She looked up at Mark, trying her best to persuade him.

Mark rubbed her shoulder. “Maybe, he might be able to tell us who was giving the roster on the stage line. Somehow, they knew when to rob the coach just when it was most profitable.”

Evangeline took his hand. “I’ll be your wife, forever. Just help him.”

Mark looked at the sky and shook his head. “No, I love you, Evangeline. With all my heart, believe it or not. But I won’t hold you to a one-way marriage. I love you, but I only want a marriage where you love me. I don’t see that in your eyes. When we get back, we’ll dissolve the marriage. Temporary with limitations, remember?”

She shook her head, spilling tears on the ground. “Help Sam. I’ll do whatever it is you want.”

He put a finger under her chin and lifted her head. “I want you to be truly happy. I’ll do what I can for Sam, but with no strings. I love you, but I only want you if it comes from your heart and not from obligation.”

She sighed with relief. “You’ll help him then.”

“Yes, I have to say some of the Pinkerton’s that I know have a bit of a stained past. Maybe we can make an agent out of him. However, he’ll probably serve time, and that’s only if we can get him off the murder charge.”

“Thank you, Mark.” She jumped up and kissed his cheek. Her eyes met his, and for a moment, they lingered.

He’d hoped he’d see something in her face that gave him hope, but he only saw relief that her brother had hope. She’d do anything for Sam. Mark knew that now. The entire marriage and job as a Pinkerton had been based on helping her brother.

Sam led the horse to them. “He seems fit. Doesn’t limp and no cuts. When do you want to head back?”

Mark pointed to the remains of the cabin. “We should bury the two who died.” Mark took in a deep breath and pointed. “Was there any money from the stage robbery?”

Sam laughed. “There was, afraid it’s been blown to who knows where. I saw some bills stuck in a tree.”

“Great. Let’s bury the two and see what we can find. Were they close friends of yours?”

Sam shook his head. “No, despite the saying, there is no honor among thieves. At least there is no friendship. Those two would sell out their own grandmothers if it meant a few dollars profit.”

Mark threw Sam the shovel. “I think you can dig with the cuffs on.”

“Guess so.”

Mark handed the reins to Evangeline. “Watch the horses.”

She nodded.

He gave her an extra stern look so that she understood he meant it. Then he followed Sam to the downed beams and logs. It took them an hour to free Banjo. He’d died instantly from a head wound. Silas wasn’t as lucky and had suffered under several large logs.

Mark kept an eye out for any gold coins or money but found none. “Where did you keep the stolen goods?”

Sam pointed to an empty spot on the floor. “We had a small box over there. As you can see, it’s not there anymore.”

“Did you look for it?”

“No, we didn’t have time. I suppose we could look around. But I tell you, that tornado was right on us. I think it must have pulled that box up and who knows where it is now.” Sam picked up the shovel and went beyond the wreckage.

Mark nodded. “That’s as good a place as any to bury them.”

“I think they both have bounties on them. I’d like it if Evangeline gets the money. Maybe it will help her out.” Sam looked at him. “She said you two were married, is that true?”

“In a way. Archie, the lead detective, thought it would be a good way to keep the female agents respectable and protected. After the first case, they are free to have the marriage annulled. It was a wedding on paper only.” Mark wrapped the first man in a blanket.

Sam dug in the hard ground. “I think she cares for you. She wanted to make sure we didn’t hurt you.”

“Well, that’s not exactly what I’m looking for. I have to tell you that the moment I saw her I fell in love. Strange, I know. But real. To me, anyway. I thought she’d change her mind, but I can see that all she ever wanted was to set you free.”

Sam rested on the shovel. “Maybe, I’d like to see her with a good man to love and protect her.”

“Well, unless she loves me, I told her she’d be free after the case.”

Sam smiled at him. “I’d say the case isn’t over yet. Not really.”

“Do you want to tell me who is giving you the information about what stage to rob and when?” Mark kept a careful watch on Sam.

Sam laid Silas in the grave. “I’m planning on telling you everything I know about the outlaw world I’ve lived in. Some of it might surprise you. We,” He pointed at the two graves, “might do the dirty work, and die for it. But there is usually a clean, respectable-looking partner behind the crimes.”

Mark took off his hat. “Want to say some words over them?”

Sam nodded and removed his hat. “Lord, you know what kind of men these were. I don’t know where their hearts were. At times they talked like they’d once been good men. Times have been hard and harder on some. Have mercy on their souls. In Jesus Name.”

Mark put his hat back on. “Good words, Sam. The best is that you’re changing your course so that when someone says words over you, hopefully, a long time from now, they can say that you’re a man after God’s heart and welcome home. That will give your sister the greatest comfort.”

“Yes, it will.” Sam began shoveling the dirt back into the graves. “You know, there was a time I was close to the Lord. Even after I left Evangeline and Mother. I could feel him when I was out alone in the wild country. The mountains would shout to His glory. The streams and rivers run for His praise.”

Mark nodded. “I know what you mean. I feel the same way. It was on a mountain in a small town that the Lord came to me.” Mark looked at Sam, puzzled at the way he spoke, and yet had lived such a hard life.

Sam nodded. “Like I said, after the tornado, it was like I woke up from a nightmare. I believe it was Evangeline that brought me to my senses. She risked everything to save me. I won’t let her down.” Sam finished filling in the graves.

Mark looked at the sky. “I don’t think there’ll be any rain. It’s too late to start back. We’ll spend the night here. I think it would be best for Evangeline.

***

Evangeline sat next to her brother and sipped the coffee. The air was cold, and the warm cup felt good to hold. But her heart was full of joy at talking to her Sam. They recalled old memories of good times. It was like she had her brother back. At least for a time.

Mark sat away from them. He’d left the cuffs on Sam, and the way he looked their way, she could tell he didn’t trust her brother. But he should. Sam was her brother. The way she remembered him.

He spoke of the Lord. Of how he knew that God would take care of him. And his eyes were bright and genuine. Before, when she’d let him out of jail, his eyes had been hard and uncaring. Sam had changed.

So had Mark. When he looked at her now, it was with a sad longing. As if he knew he’d lost her. She pulled the blanket around her. He should have known that she wasn’t his back in Denver when Archie was marrying them.

She’d told him enough times that their marriage was only temporary.  Still, she couldn’t help feeling a little sad for him. He’d been nothing but kind to her.

“Sis, I want you to promise that you’ll go by what the judge says. No matter what.” Sam looked at her and touched her nose like he used to do when telling her something important.

“I agree. You’ll be safe. You’ll see. Just tell them whatever they want to know.” She had to believe that her brother would be all right. That the judge would not go through with the hanging.

Mark threw another chunk of wood on the fire. “I thought tomorrow morning, we could look around the area for the stolen money. How much did you get from the stage?”

Sam shrugged. “There was supposed to be five thousand. We didn’t count it. Just put it in the box.”

Evangeline frowned. “I didn’t see that kind of money.”

“It was in Ferguson’s satchel.”

Mark nodded. “He’s been under suspicion. Before I left to follow the stage, the banker came out and said they’d been robbed.”

“He seemed like such a nice gentleman to me.” Evangeline shook her head. “And I always thought I was a good read of character.”

Mark grinned. “You were wary of him. Told me so.”

“Maybe, but I didn’t think he was a thief or an outlaw. I don’t think I’ve done very well as a Pinkerton agent.”

Mark pointed at her. “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t have stopped the gang that’s been robbing the stagecoach. You’re brave, resourceful, and have good instincts on how to solve a crime. You’re an asset to the Pinkerton agency. That will be in my report to Archie.”

She looked at her partner and smiled. “Thank you, Mark.”

“I mean every word.”

Sam chuckled. “The way you bluffed your way into that jail and had the sheriff hand me over to you. And even had to use his handcuffs. I was impressed.”

She laughed. “I have to admit, my knees were shaking. It’s a good thing one of the deputies knew of a woman, Pinkerton agent.” Evangeline looked at Mark. “You really think I will make a good agent?”

“I do. I definitely do.”

She smiled, then looked away. She didn’t want to encourage him in any way. She’d meant what she said. She didn’t love him. She wouldn’t continue to be his partner. Archie had said she could get a new partner after the first case.

Evangeline relaxed in the quiet of the night and the warmth of the fire. She had saved her brother. He was back to his old self. She could be a Pinkerton agent. And she didn’t have to remain married to Mark.


Chapter 13

Mark didn’t trust Sam. His high-sounding words had his sister convinced, but not Mark. He’d heard plenty of outlaws confess that they were changed men and should be let go. Most proved their unworthiness of a second chance if given the opportunity.

He recalled bringing in Adam Swenson. The kid cried and pleaded, telling him that he was the victim of mistaken identity. That there was no way, he robbed his employer. The kid was good at smooth-talking, not to mention he’d managed to woo the rancher’s daughter into believing his innocence.

Mark had just about started to believe him when he turned his back on the kid and wham. A knock on the head. Hands still cuffed the kid stole his gun and rushed for his horse. Mark came to and saw the angry face of the rancher and the distraught face of his daughter.

It seems Adam had not only knocked him out but stolen more money from the rancher and his finest horse.

After a moment to let his head stop ringing, Mark took off after the kid. A hard-fought gunbattle ended with the kid shot up, and Mark sorry he’d ever started to believe in Adam.

That lesson had taught him not to give second chances. The courts and judges could dish them out, but he would not. Never again.

He stared at Evangeline. She was so delighted at her brother’s change. Mark hoped there was truth in it, but he didn’t trust Sam. The man had shot at him once already, and Mark wasn’t about to give him another chance.

The sun shone bright, warming the morning air.  “Let’s start looking for that money box.”

Sam stood. “I’m ready. I hope we find it.”

Mark shot him a stare and nodded. “By noon, we’ll head back to Cheyenne.”

Evangeline stretched. “Maybe I can find something for breakfast.”

Sam hugged her. “There was some bacon unless the tornado took it, should be near the stove.”

“Good, I’ll look.”

Mark brought the horses around. “Let’s go, Sam.” He said it curtly. He wasn’t this man’s friend. Not at all. And the sooner Sam understood it, the better.

Sam mounted the horse and held up his cuffed hands. “Any chance you might take these off while we look?”

“None. And don’t get any idea about running off. I won’t hesitate to shoot.”

Sam grinned. “All right. I see you don’t believe me yet. Evangeline does and—”

“Don’t put her in the middle. I don’t want to see her hurt.” Mark drilled a glare at the man.

“She’s my sister. I wouldn’t hurt her.”

“You could have shot her when you shot at me that day on the hills. Then you ran her off. I don’t call that brotherly love.” Mark mounted his horse and looked south. He pointed. “Tornado went that way. Let’s go.”

Sam rode past him and stopped. “That wind was swirling like a devil. That money could be anywhere.”

“Best for you if we find it. Judge likes it when restitution is made.”

Sam nodded. “Guess so. We won’t find it standing here.” He rode off to the west.

Mark watched him, but Sam seemed to be looking for the money. A gust of wind blew a cloud of dust and with it a few dollars. “Over here.”

He rode to a pile of brush and sand and dismounted. There nestled against a stub of a tree was the box. It was broken open but still had some gold and paper money. Mark shut the lid and picked it up.

Sam dismounted and picked up a satchel. “Here’s what we took the other day. I think most of the money is still here.” He walked over and tossed the bag at Mark.

Mark slapped the bag down and drew his pistol with his other hand. “I warned you, Sam.”

“I just threw you the bag of money. There’s some paper money scattered about. Want me to pick it up?”

“Yeah. Leave me your horse.”

Shaking his head, Sam brought him the horse. “You really don’t trust me. I helped find the money.”

“You seemed to forget about the satchel. All you told us about was the box.”

Sam shrugged. “Forgot about it. I tossed it to you.” He walked away and picked up some bills. “Think this will count as restitution?”

Mark followed him and picked up more bills. “Maybe. There is still the murder charge.”

“Silas killed the rancher. Not me. I’ve never killed anyone.” Sam stopped and handed him a handful of money.

“You were charged and found guilty. I hate to see Evangeline get her hopes up. Likely as not, you’ll hang when I turn you in.”

Sam nodded. “I know what my chances are. I’m ready to face what I have coming to me. I want to know one thing.”

“I won’t let you go.”

Sam faced him. “I’m not asking that. I want to know that you’ll watch over Evangeline for me. I was supposed to and abandoned her. I see the way you look at her. The way you care for her. Is it real? Do you love her?”

“I do.” Mark handed the reins back to Sam. “We need to get back.”

“So, you’ll take care of her?”

“She doesn’t want me. She only used me and the Pinkerton’s to rescue you. I won’t force her to stay with me.”

Sam stopped him. “You haven’t answered me. Will you take care of my sister?”

Mark stared at him. He saw the same eyes and features that Evangeline had only masculine. The question stabbed at him. Would he watch over her, knowing she’d walk away from him?

Mark mounted his horse. “I’ll watch over her as long as she’ll have me around. Once she tells me to go, I’ll leave. A man has to have some pride.”

Sam handed the box up to Mark. “I’ll carry the satchel.” He shook his head. “I hope Evangeline will stay with you. I’d feel better if she did.”

“I won’t force her. I love her more than I can even say or understand, but I want her to love me back. I don’t want anything less.” Mark urged his horse on to the camp. He hoped Evangeline was ready. The sooner they got this over with, the better.

***

Evangeline had found the bacon and some flour. By the time she saw them riding back, she had biscuits and bacon ready. She hadn’t been able to find the eggs and figured the tornado had scrambled them.

She was excited for Sam and the hope that he could get a second chance. Thinking of Mark, sent her into a tornado of thoughts. He still loved her, but she didn’t love him. At least, she didn’t think she did.

Not the way that he looked at her and told her that his heart was full of joy and love for her. She’d spent so much time thinking of her own problems and trying to save Sam, that she really didn’t know what she felt about others.

She’d become a bit of a loner these last few years. She didn’t know much about those around her, and if she were honest, she hadn’t really cared. Then she got Sam’s letter and knew she had to save him.

Evangeline drew in a deep breath. The storm had cleared the air, and in more ways than the weather. She finally had a clear view of Sam. Prayed that he would be allowed a second chance at life.

Plus, she saw herself. How closed in she’d become. And she needed to be honest with Mark. She hoped that Archie would keep her on as a Pinkerton. And prayed that Mark wouldn’t hold a grudge against her.

She saw them coming. Evangeline pulled out the plates she’d found and set the bacon on them. The biscuits weren’t quite finished. They both carried something. “Looks like you found something. Is it the money?”

Mark dismounted and grabbed the bridle to Sam’s horse. “We’ll eat and then go.”

Sam got down and handed the satchel to Mark. “I’d say we found most of it, but I’m sure there will be people picking money out of the sky for a week.”

“They’ll be blessed then.” Evangeline hugged her brother. “Once you turn in the money, that should help your case.”

Sam looked at Mark but nodded. “It should.”

Mark picked up a plate and devoured the food. “Good cooking, Evangeline. Thanks. Hurry and eat so we can go. You’ll ride with Sam, but I’ll need your gun.”

Her cheeks grew hot. “You don’t trust me?”

Mark smiled. “You, I trust, it’s your brother that I don’t trust.”

She dug in her skirt pocket and handed the small gun to Mark. “Sam won’t be a problem.”

“No, I don’t think he will.” Mark threw the plate in the cabin ruins and then went to his horse and adjusted the saddle. “Let’s go.”

Evangeline set her plate on a log and went to Sam’s horse.

Sam threw his plate and mounted the buckskin and then held a hand out for Evangeline and pulled her up behind him. “We’re ready.”

Mark finished stuffing the money in his saddlebags. “If we ride hard, we should get close to Cheyenne tonight.”

Sam kicked his horse. “Let’s go.”

Evangeline felt a mixture of hope and dread. What if they wanted to hang Sam? She couldn’t let that happen. Pinkerton agent or not. She’d stop it somehow.

She hugged Sam and prayed for him that he would have a future. She couldn’t even think of her life without concerning herself with her brother’s.

They’d ridden for a couple of hours when a gunshot echoed through the land. Mark led them to a ridge and stopped.

Evangeline looked around nervously. “Who would be firing at us?”

Mark shook his head. “It was a warning.” He looked across the hills to the north.

Evangeline whispered to Sam. “You don’t have any more friends
 around, do you?”

He laughed. “You are a Pinkerton agent, aren’t you? No. I don’t know who would fire that shot.”

After a few minutes, Mark laughed. “Well, who roused you two up?”

Evangeline looked over Sam’s shoulder and saw a man and a woman ride to Mark.

“Tom, Sabrina. I wondered if you got my message.”

Tom nodded. “We left as soon as we could. I see you have one of the outlaws.”

“The other two are dead. A tornado came through and destroyed their cabin. Sam and my partner Evangeline weren’t hurt.”

Tom frowned. “Two. I thought there were at least four or five in that gang. Plus, the boss. Did Sam say anything about who that might be?”

Mark looked back at them and rode away, gesturing for Tom to follow him. “Ferguson might be the ringleader. Sam didn’t say anything about two more men.”

“The stage driver said he’s seen as many as five men in a holdup.”

Mark shook his head and looked back at Evangeline. She’d dismounted and was walking toward them.

“Sam said he changed and wants to live a good life now. That he’s a believer and sorry for all the bad he’s done. That he didn’t kill anyone.” Mark quieted as Evangeline walked beside his horse.

“Sam has changed. I would know.” She looked up at Tom. “We’re twins. I know my brother.”

Tom frowned. “Did you know he was in trouble?”

“Yes, I did. I could feel it in my heart. He has changed.”

Tom nodded and smiled at his wife and partner, Sabrina. “What’s the meeting about? Anyone going to watch the prisoner?”

Tom grinned. “My most capable partner. Why don’t you and Evangeline watch Sam for us? Mark and I have a few things to discuss.”

Sabrina took Evangeline’s hand and led her back to Sam. “Why don’t you step off the horse and give him a rest.”

Sam glared at her. “All right.” He got down and walked to Evangeline. “Do you know them?”

She shook her head. “Mark does, though.”

“I don’t trust them.”

Evangeline stared at him. “They don’t trust you. Were there two more men in your gang?”

Sam kicked at a clod. “There were. They turned on us. One is dead, and the other ran off to California. They were the witnesses against me in the trial. Silas paid them off to lie, and then when they tried to run, he went after them. He killed Cajun and Rudy got away.”

“Why didn’t you tell me or Mark?”

“They’re gone. Not likely to come back.” Sam stepped away from her. “I didn’t think it was worth mentioning.”

She left him and went toward Sabrina when a rifle shot boomed over the desolate land. She looked up just as Sam grabbed her and shoved her to the ground.

Sabrina had her gun drawn. “Do you see him?”

Mark and Tom galloped toward the slope to the north.

Evangeline shook her head. “Nothing.” She blinked to get the dust from her eyes and saw movement by the trees in front of Mark and Tom. She pointed. “Up there. I saw a flash.”

Sam ran for his horse.

Sabrina ordered him to stop, but he kept going.

Evangeline saw her aim her pistol at her brother. Knowing she shouldn’t, but knowing she couldn’t help it, she stumbled toward Sabrina and knocked her hand just as she fired.

Angry, Sabrina shoved Evangeline away and aimed to fire again, but Sam was riding in a zig-zagging fashion. Again, Evangeline pushed her gun hand down.

“Sam isn’t guilty.”

Sabrina shook her head. “You’ll be fired for this. You just better pray that Tom and Mark can catch him.” She turned and saw Sam riding south before swinging east.

“He said he’d changed.” Evangeline slumped and fell to her knees.

More rifle shots came from the trees north, and Evangeline watched as Tom and Mark split up and charged into the trees.


Chapter 14

Mark reined the horse west to dodge the shots. Timber fought the nudge and bucked straight up, twisted, and bucked to the left and then the right. Mark was still in the air and watched as the horse scooted out from under him and ran into the trees.

He hit the ground, and the breath went out of him. Scrambling to breathe and get out of the way, he turned just as he saw Tom fall out of the saddle and roll on the ground, grabbing his arm.

Mark ran for the trees. He still didn’t see the man who was shooting at them. A bullet plunked into a tree just over his head. All he had was his pistol as Timber was running off with his rifle.

“Tom, can you move?”

A bullet kicked up dirt near Tom.

“Yeah, I can move.” Tom staggered to his feet and ran to the tree next to Mark. “It’s just a nick in my arm.”

Mark looked downhill to find the women. Sabrina was pulling Evangeline into a gully. He didn’t see Sam. He was probably making his getaway.

“Can you see the shooter?”

Tom shook his head.

Mark stood and turned just in time to see Ferguson riding toward them.

“I’ve got a bead on your friend. Drop your gun.” Ferguson kept his horse behind a clump of trees.

“I can shoot the women from here. Drop the guns. Both of you.”

Mark shook his head and threw his gun out. Tom did the same.

Ferguson rode into view, his rifle aimed at them. “Where’s the money?”

Mark laughed. “You saw my horse buck me off, he’s got it and running who knows where.”

Ferguson’s gaze narrowed. “I don’t find that funny. I suggest you go and get your horse and the money back, or I’ll have to shoot one of the women.” He grabbed Tom and held the gun to him. “Ladies, throw out your guns and come up here.”

Sabrina threw her gun, and she and Evangeline walked toward him.

Ferguson shoved Tom into Sabrina. “Evangeline, nice to see you again. You come with me.”

She looked at Mark and back to Ferguson. “No.”

“That wasn’t a question. Unless you want one of these people killed, get over here.” He waved his gun at Mark.

Evangeline went to him.

Ferguson grabbed her to him. “I don’t have to tell you that I’ve liked you all along. We’d make a good team.”

Sam rode out of the trees and charged toward Ferguson and leaped from the saddle knocking the man down.

Ferguson aimed his pistol at Sam and fired but not before Evangeline shoved his arm, deflecting the shot.

Sam rolled and stood on Ferguson’s hand. Then slugged him with his cuffed fists. With a grin, Sam looked at Mark. “A little help would be appreciated.”

Mark picked up his pistol and held it on Ferguson. “Glad you came back, Sam.”

“I wasn’t running. I knew he was in the trees and figured you might need my help. He’d have shot me. I’m the only one left to say he’s guilty. When we get back to Cheyenne, I’ll tell the judge how Ferguson fed us the information on what stages to rob.”

Evangeline hugged him. “You saved me this time.”

Tom shook his head. “We better get that horse. He’s got the money.”

Sam pointed. “He’s coming back. I think he’s feeling a little guilty that he bucked you off.”

Mark looked and shook his head. “Well, come on, Timber. I’ve got a couple more treats for you.”

The horse nickered and walked to him. “Guess it’s a good thing I taught you to come for the sugar.” Mark patted the horse and fished out a sugar cube from his pocket.

“Can you ride, Tom?”

“It was just a nick. I’ll be all right.”

Sabrina finished bandaging his arm. “He can ride. We’ll ride the same horse, and I can keep an eye on him.” She kissed her husband and helped him up. “Come on. I’m going to enjoy taking care of you.”

Tom grinned. “I’m going to enjoy letting you.”

Mark shook his head. “You two.” He turned to Evangeline. “You all right?”

She nodded. “Yes. I, well, I’m glad you’re all right.” She walked to her horse and mounted.

Mark stopped Sam. “Wait a minute.” He unlocked the cuffs. “I think they will look better on Ferguson. Thanks for saving us.”

Sam rubbed his wrists. “It’s what you’d do. Told you, I’m a changed man.”

“Take Tom’s horse.” Mark prodded Ferguson with the rifle. “Let’s go.”

***

Evangeline rode beside Sam and stayed out of Mark’s way. She couldn’t read him. At times, she saw glimpses of the adoring looks she’d grown accustomed to from Mark. But at other times, he looked at her as if she were part outlaw.

She hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d not let her brother escape. Of course, when he bolted away, she’d done nothing to stop him. Then again, she’d been flat on the ground, trying not to get shot.

Somehow, her life had become more complicated. She prayed for Sam that the judge would take into account the news that Sam was innocent of murder and had turned in the money. And saved Mark and Tom if not her and Sabrina too.

She liked Sabrina. They hadn’t been able to talk, but Evangeline saw in her a woman who loved and was loved. She and Tom trusted one another.

Evangeline stole a quick look at Mark. She caught him watching her. But he was frowning. The man was not happy, and she felt she was the problem.

Sam rode next to her. “He’s a good man.”

“I know that.”

Sam shook his head. “Do you?”

“Yes. I just, well, I don’t think I’m ready for marriage. I barely know him.”

“I like him, Sis. I’d feel better if I knew you were taken care of.”

She whirled to face him. “You don’t think they’ll hang you now, do you?”

“I don’t know. My heart is at peace, but I do worry about you.”

“I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself. I do have a job as a Pinkerton agent.” As she said it, she wondered if Archie would fire her for taking Sam out of jail under false pretenses. Lies. She’d lied. The truth of her actions hit her.

Finally, they rode into Cheyenne. Mark took Sam and Ferguson to jail. Tom and Sabrina rode to the doctors. Evangeline tagged behind Mark.

She felt so out of place.

They dismounted and went into the sheriff’s office. Mark shoved Ferguson toward the cells. “Here’s the man who’s responsible for the robberies on the stagecoach.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Ferguson. I can’t believe you’ve been behind our troubles. You know this town liked you. Guess you’ll be in prison for some time.” He turned to face Sam. “And that one?”

“He needs to be in a cell too. I’ve got to talk to the judge about him. Sam Russell.”

“Heard he was supposed to hang in Fort Collins.”

“He was. My partner took him out of jail, and as a result we caught the gang that’s been terrorizing the stage line.”

The sheriff nodded and then put Sam in another cell. “Well, it sounds like a good trade-off to me.”

“When is the judge going to be in town?”

“He’ll be here in a week. I’ll provide rooms for your guests.” The sheriff laughed.

Evangeline felt sick inside the moment Sam’s cell clicked shut. She stared at him. Wishing she could get him out again. Knowing she couldn’t.

Sam sat on his bunk and smiled at her. “Don’t worry, Sis. I’ve got peace in my heart, and that’s something I haven’t had in years. No matter what happens, I’ll be okay.”

She nodded.

Mark took her arm and guided her out of the jail. “Don’t make any trouble for him.”

“I won’t.” She wished she had more words to say, but she didn’t. She felt empty and lost. Alone.

“I’ll take you over to the hotel. Sabrina and Tom will be there. It might be good if you talk to them. They’ve had their share of hard times.”

“And you? Will you be staying at the hotel?” She stopped and turned to face him.

“I don’t know. It depends on if they have enough rooms, I suppose.” His eyes searched hers.

Evangeline looked for love in his eyes, but she saw only sadness. She wanted to give him hope, but then again, that wouldn’t be fair. She’d said their marriage was temporary. In Denver, Archie would have it annulled.

“Mark, after the trial and the judge’s ruling, I—”

“I know. Temporary.” He turned and began walking, leading her down the street. He didn’t say more.

Evangeline followed along. Trying to think of what to say, trying to decide what she felt, trying, but she was alone and afraid. She prayed that Sam wouldn’t hang. That he’d have a light sentence.

But for her life, there was nothing to think about. Just more lonely days.


Chapter 15

Evangeline woke early. The sun streamed into her room as if trying to cheer her up. But today was the judge’s determination for Sam. The minute her eyes opened, the nervous bees swarmed in her stomach.

She dressed and was about ready to go down for breakfast when there was a knock on her door. By the sound of the rap on the wood, she knew it was Mark. He was never demanding but always sure.

She opened the door and smiled. He did look handsome in his clean, crisp, and new blue shirt and black jacket.

“You look lovely, as usual.” He extended his arm to her. “Ready for breakfast?”

She nodded but took his hand and led him to the couch in her room. “Mark, I haven’t been able to tell you how wonderful you’ve been to me. I want you to know that I appreciate all you’ve done for me and for Sam.” She kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

By the sadness in his eyes and his frown, that wasn’t what he’d wanted. The love in his eyes had dulled some. But this morning, he looked at her as if she were the meaning of life.

“Evangeline, I know you don’t like it, but to me, you’ve been my Angel. I’ve loved you the best way that I know how. My heart won’t be the same, but we made a deal. I thought for sure that you’d come to love me as I have loved you. I don’t know why it happened, but for me this love has been so real.”

She touched a finger to his lips. “I can’t, Mark. Please. The others will be waiting.”

He nodded, stood, and held out his hand for her. “Let’s go. It’s going to be a big day for Sam and you.”

She walked beside him to the diner where Sabrina and Tom waited.

Tom grinned. “Thought we’d have to send out a posse for your two. I’m starved.”

Sabrina wrapped an arm around her husband. “You are always hungry. They have a table for us near the back.”

Evangeline could hardly think of eating. So much was happening. Mark had sent wires to Archie and the governor of the territory. They’d all testified as a character witness for Sam. And Sam’s growing faith in the Lord testified for him, too.

Still, Judge Nordstrom was known as a tough man who made little room for second chances. Mark had told her to hope and pray, but he wanted her to know the judge was hard.

Breakfast came, and she nibbled on the eggs and toast. She sipped at her coffee but could hardly enjoy the time with the others. Mark was quiet, too.

Finally, it was time to go. The clock dinged the hour. Ten. In thirty minutes, she’d know. Mark and Tom stood.

Mark looked at her. “We’ll have seats saved for you in the courtroom. We have to go early to take the prisoners to the courthouse.”

Sabrina frowned. “Why don’t we get to do that, too?”

Tom smirked. “Do you ever give up? Today, just let it be. Anyway, you can talk to Evangeline. She looks like she needs a friend.” Tom smiled at her.

Then Mark and Tom left the diner.

Taking a sip of her coffee, Sabrina shook her head. “Men. They think they run the world. Well, if it weren’t for us, the world would be in a mess. It’s time they figured that out.” She stopped and gave a smile and took Evangeline’s hand. “Are you holding up, all right?”

Evangeline nodded. “This will be a hard morning, but I’m prepared for whatever may come.”

“Even losing Mark?”

“Mark? Well, yes. I only agreed to a temporary marriage.”

“Did you ever give him a chance? I see the way he looks at you. A girl could do a lot worse. Besides,” Sabrina wiped her lips and stood. “I’ve seen the way you look at him, too.”

“Me? What do you mean?” Evangeline was shocked at the woman’s words. She’d given Mark no reason to think she would change her mind.

“Yes, I’ve seen you watch him. How your eyes light up when he enters the room. The sighs you make when he leaves. Before you let him leave you, you might want to check your heart and see what is going on. I’d hate to see you make a mistake and let him go.”

Evangeline shook her head. “I told them it was a temporary arrangement. I had no intention of marrying him. I only did it for Sam.”

Sabrina waited for her to stand. “Right. That’s not what my gut tells me. You just make sure before he leaves you. Mark is the kind of man who won’t come back once you’ve let him go. But he’s also the kind that won’t leave you once you invite him in.”

Evangeline started walking toward the door. “I know he’s a good man. You don’t have to tell me that.”

Sabrina caught up to her. “I don’t know, I think I do need to remind you. Let’s go see what is in store for you and Sam and Mark.” With a knowing smile, she led the way to the courthouse.

Evangeline followed, but each step was harder to take. She prayed for the Lord to have mercy on Sam and her and Mark. So much was at stake.

The courtroom was full. But when the deputy saw them, he ushered them to the front. They would sit behind Tom and Mark, who was seated next to Sam and his lawyer. A kind man who offered his services at request of the preacher in Cheyenne. According to Mark, the preacher and Sam had had many good talks in jail.

They all stood as the judge entered the room. He was a tall man with silver-white hair and blazing blue eyes.

Judge Nordstrom told them to be seated and then proceeded to look out across the courtroom. “You all know me as a Hard-as-nails, Nordstrom, and I’ve sentenced my share to the next world.” He sat down and shuffled some papers.

“This case of Sam Paxton alias Sam Russell has been a perplexing case for me. Apparently, young man, you have many friends. And in high places. However, I am not a man given to changing my mind because of high influence.”

The judge set the papers down and picked up the Bible. “Yet, there is One High Power that I do listen to. I have to say that the Lord spoke to me last night while reading His Word.” The judge was quiet for a time. Then he banged his gavel.

“Will the defendant, Sam Paxton, stand and face me.”

Sam stood. Straight and tall.

The judge cleared his throat. “The governor of the territory of Colorado has given you a pardon. I will go along under these conditions. You are to serve out a sentence of two years as a Pinkerton agent under Archibald Gordon’s supervision. If you can keep yourself out of trouble and make yourself useful, you can live a good life in service to others.”

The judge pointed his gavel at Sam. “I don’t do this lightly. I read the accounts. Heard from Ferguson, who corroborated your story. Preacher Ray, who bent my ear constantly for your benefit. And your sister who came up with such a crazy idea that she’d marry a Pinkerton man just to come and set you free.”

The judge’s face cracked into a smile. “Mostly because the Lord showered me with His mercy and grace last night and pricked my heart and conscience to allow the pardon to go through. Know that this day, the Lord smiled on you and gave you peace. Although I have to say, I see it on your face. Go with God, young man, and as Jesus would say, ‘sin no more.’ If I have your word on that, you are free.”

Sam nodded. “Thank you, your honor. I will live my life in the service of the Lord. I understand just how much His grace and mercy has been showered on me. I will not disappoint you.”

The judge nodded. Banged the gavel down and stood. “If possible, I’d like to meet with you once a year to see how you’re doing.”

“Yes, sir.” Sam turned and went to her and hugged her. “Thank you, Sis. You won’t be disappointed.”

“I know. I know.” She spoke through tears of joy.

Sam hugged her again and whispered in her ear. “Mark loves you. Truly, he does.”

She nodded and then pulled away from her brother.

Tom slapped Sam on the back. “So, you’re going to join the ranks of the Pinkertons. Welcome. If you need any help, let us know. Right Mark?”

Mark nodded. “You’ll be going on the train to Denver with Evangeline.”

“Great.” Sam smiled at her.

Evangeline slipped to the back of the room. She’d thought she’d be happier, but her spirit was troubled. It wasn’t because of Sam.

Mark turned and looked at her.

She closed her eyes and looked away. She couldn’t give him what she didn’t have. She wouldn’t lie to him.

She felt Mark behind her. Knew it was him. Could feel the question and his hopes.

“Evangeline, you’ll be going back to Denver with Sam?”

She turned and looked at Mark. “Won’t you?”

“No, I think I’ll go back next week. Tom and Sabrina invited me to their house. They’re between cases.”

She was about to turn away when he took hold of her, hugged her close, and kissed her lips. His touch was tender and warm. Then he pulled away and stared at her, holding her face in his hands. “I love you, Evangeline. I won’t say goodbye. But I won’t wait either. Just know that I loved you from the moment I first saw you.”

Then he dropped his hands from her and walked past her and out the door.

Evangeline’s heart felt as if it had stopped. She went after him but stopped at the door. What would she say to him? She touched her lips and remembered his passion and warmth. His kiss had so taken her by surprise.

Or had it awakened feelings she’d kept hidden?

***

Mark left her and had never felt so alone. He’d thought and prayed and believed that by the end of the case, she’d love him. How could he have been so wrong? And why have such a strong feeling if it was only to be for nothing? Yet, in a matter of minutes, she’d be getting on that train without him.

He was thankful for good friends he could stay with and not have to ride the train with Evangeline. Then he thought of her. The shy smiles. The way she loved peanuts. He laughed. He’d have to get her a bag before she left.

He had maybe fifteen minutes before she’d be boarding the train. One more chance. He went to the depot and bought some popcorn. He’d just come out when he saw Sam and Evangeline walking toward the depot.

Mark wanted to hide from her, but she’d like popcorn. He waited for them to get to the platform.

“Evangeline, I brought you a present.” He handed her the bag of popcorn. “I know how much you like it.”

“Thank you, Mark.” She whispered his name.

Sam picked up the tickets and waited. “We better board the train.”

She nodded and held her hand out for Mark to shake it.

Wanting to kiss her one more time, he instead shook her hand. “Have a good trip.”

She nodded and smiled, then followed Sam into the train.

***

Evangeline sat next to Sam on the train. “Want a peanut?”

He shook his head. “No, thanks. You were the one who always liked them.” He turned to her. “You sure you don’t want to stay with Mark?”

“No. I mean no, I don’t.” Her heart beat hard and fast. The train whistle blew, and she jumped in her seat. This was it. The end of them. Is that what she wanted? She touched her lips. That kiss.

She looked out the window and saw him. Her heart raced. It was as if she saw Mark for the first time. How tall he was. Strong and handsome. And the one her heart longed for. How had she not known?

“Mark.”

Sam looked at her. Then out the window. “Go to him, Evangeline. I’ve spent years messing up my life. If you love him, go.”

She glanced at Sam. “I do. I didn’t know until now. I love him.”

The train chugged and slowly began to leave the station.

She glanced out the window, and Mark had turned away and was walking down the platform.

“Sam, I have to go.” She kissed her brother on the cheek and ran for to the end of the car. The train was barely going. If she timed it right, she could step off the platform. But at that moment, the train picked up speed, throwing her back.

“No. Mark! I love you.” She threw her bag of popcorn off the train and jumped. She rolled down the embankment and stopped at the bottom. She felt herself and decided nothing was broken.

She stood and limped behind the depot to the main street. She looked and whirled around but couldn’t see him. “Please, no, I have to go to him.”

She remembered his horse had been saddled. He was going to ride away and never know that she had jumped from the train for him. That she loved him.

“Mark!” She limped to the main street and looked to where his horse had been. He was gone.

She didn’t see him anywhere. And then she heard a loud yell and a bucking horse came down the street. Snorting and twisting, Timber brought Mark to her and deposited him at her feet.

Mark rolled in the dirt and then stopped and looked up. He shook his head. “I think you killed me, horse.”

“Mark, I came back. I love you.”

“Evangeline?”

“Your Angel.”

“Are we dead?”

“No,” she knelt beside him and took his head in her hands and kissed him. “We are very much alive. I love you, Mark. I don’t know why I didn’t realize it before, but when I saw you standing at the depot, I suddenly knew. It’s like my eyes were opened—”

“And you were the only person I could see. And I wanted to be with you forever.”

She sat back and stared at him. “Yes, is that what you felt?”

He nodded. Then he grabbed her and kissed her. “Will you marry me for real?”

“Yes. Forever.”

He stood, and together, they limped to the hotel.

“Mark, I don’t have my bag.”

“We’ll buy new clothes. The judge forgot to tell you they awarded you the rewards on the outlaws.”

She hugged him. “Before the hotel, let’s go to the preacher and make this marriage real.”

Mark stopped and kissed her again. “Good idea, partner.”

She put her hand in his. “You can trust me, husband.”

Timber came up behind them and nudged Mark.

“Did I forget your treat, boy? You earned it this time.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out a sugar cube for the horse.

Evangeline laughed.

Mark dug in his pocket.

“What a treat for me?”

“No,” He pulled something from his pocket and knelt before her. “Evangeline Paxton, will you marry me?” He opened his hand and held a ring.

She put her hands to her face. “Mark. Did you know I’d come back?”

“Let’s just say I bought this ring on faith.” He placed it on her finger. “Let’s go get that preacher.”


Epilogue

Evangeline admired the ring on her finger. They’d been married for real for a month now. Evangeline couldn’t ever remember being so happy. Mark was so good to her and spoiled her regularly.

Mark walked in the door. “We have our next case. Archie told me.” He smiled and kept a hand behind his back.

“Where?”

He showed her two tickets. “San Francisco.”

“I’ve dreamed of going there.”

“I know. A case came up and Archie thought of us.”

“When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow. And you might be interested to know that a certain agent, Sam Paxton, is going to be in San Francisco on a case.”

She put her hand to her face. “No. That is too good to be true. Did he have to marry a female agent?”

“No, I don’t think Archie is doing that now. But there will be a female agent, Ulyssa Long. She’s been with the agency for several years. She might be training Sam.”

Evangeline hugged her husband. “Will we have time off to see San Francisco?”

“Yes, we will. In fact, our case won’t start for a couple of weeks. Archie will send us the details later. Until then, we’re to have a nice honeymoon.” Mark swept her off her feet.

“Mark.”

He kissed her. “Mrs. Johnson, I’m just doing my duty. To love and cherish you.”

Evangeline sighed. “Carry on, husband.”

~~~
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