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Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.




Psalm 119:105 


CHAPTER ONE




July, 1882

Montana territory







The train lurched to a halt with a squealing of metal wheels. Gretchen Ryan grasped the wooden edge of her compartment window and stopped herself from crashing into the empty seat opposite. Not for the first time during her long journey, she was thankful she had the compartment to herself. 

Glancing out the window, she saw the platform and wooden walls of the small station. Earlier, the conductor had told her about this stop to allow the train to take on water. Leaning her head out the open window, she inhaled the fresh air scented with the hint of nearby forest. It was mid-morning. Tiredness from the overnight journey tugged at her body. She decided she would enjoy a brief walk before the train resumed its journey.

Taking her reticule, she stood and pushed open the door. She stepped out onto the platform and glanced in both directions. She saw a few other passengers had also decided to take the opportunity to stretch their legs. 

A nearby man, neatly attired in a dark suit, lifted his Derby hat and smiled at Gretchen. She lowered her head politely and smiled at him. She was glad the train carriages had no connecting passageway. Mingling with the other passengers might cause some awkward moments, she reflected. Coming from back East, she'd been brought up to believe that introductions should be made more formally.

Sighing, she turned away from the man. She reminded herself where she was headed. Inspiration, Montana wasn't Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Out here was wilderness. Not for the first time, she reminded herself of the uncertain future she faced. But, she'd made her choice and there was no going back.

As she walked slowly along the platform, she lifted her heart to her Lord, praying silently. Lord, you have guided me out to this frontier wilderness to start a new life as a married woman. Grant me the strength, O Lord, to enable me to face the trials that lie ahead. 

She reached the end of the platform and halted. The town, if it could be called that, consisted of one long street with a rough-looking boardwalk on each side. Looking closely, she saw a hotel, a saloon, what looked like a general store, and in the distance, a livery. A few men, dressed in rough clothes and wide-brimmed hats, made their way up the street. She saw a solitary rider mount his horse and ride away to the far end of the street. She'd seen other towns like it during her journey. Small places which relied on the railroad for their meager existence. She hoped her destination, the town of Inspiration, would be larger and offer more. It would have to, since she intended spending the rest of her life there.

Gretchen regarded the street with curiosity. She'd seen tinted photos of such towns, but this was her first encounter with the real thing. Glancing back at the train, she saw the engineer working to connect the long pipe which led to the tall water tower by the side of the tracks. She guessed it would take a while for that operation to be completed.

Lifting her skirts, she walked across the one hundred yards of dried muddy ground until she reached the boardwalk. She started to make her way along the boardwalk, gazing across to the other side of the street. Now that she was closer, she could see there were many other buildings, some stores which were closed, and others which looked like homes. 

 A small, elderly, bearded man peered at her as she passed him. His eyes narrowed. Maybe he wasn't used to seeing women in town, she told herself. That thought made her briefly question the wisdom of satisfying her curiosity. Yet, there was something incredible about seeing this rough, frontier town up close. She felt a mixture of fascination and trepidation. But it had been a long journey, and she'd exhausted her limited store of books.

She came to what looked like a mercantile store. Gazing inside, through the window, she saw a cornucopia of general goods stacked on tables and shelves. She saw a tall figure standing at the counter. The man had his back to Gretchen, but she could see that he possessed a powerful, broad-shouldered physique beneath the calfskin jacket and jeans. He said something which made the white-haired owner of the mercantile laugh loudly.

She turned and paused, gazing toward the hotel a few doors away. Thinking she might be able to get coffee, she decided to make her way there. Just as she was about to step away from the mercantile, the door opened and the man she'd seen at the counter stepped out onto the boardwalk. He halted suddenly, his eyes widening as he gazed down at her. 

Gretchen froze, gasped quietly and clutched her reticule. The man was in his late twenties, she guessed. The thought which flashed into her mind was that he was startlingly handsome. The impression she'd gotten as she'd peered through the mercantile window was made even stronger now that he was standing inches away from her. 

His eyes were icy blue and framed in dark, broad brows. The man's gaze shimmered with obvious good humor.His stubble-covered jawline was broad and even; full lips, the corners of which creased with the hint of a smile; dark hair, emerging from beneath his Stetson, settled just above the collar of his plaid shirt. 

Was this what a cowboy looked like? The question drifted into her mind and almost made her laugh out loud. The man's gaze moved down the length of Gretchen's dark green gown. When his eyes met hers again, she thought there was a hint of approval in them, quickly followed by a more than casual interest. Gretchen felt her cheeks flush with heat.

The man lifted his Stetson. "Ma'am," he murmured, his voice deep.

Gretchen tightened her shoulders and frowned at him. "Sir," she said abruptly. She was seized by the impulse to walk away. But, for some reason, she didn't.

The man glanced in the direction of the train. "Are you passing through, ma'am?"

She thought the question was presumptuous. "I don't believe that is any of your concern, sir," she replied sharply.

Expecting the man to take offense, she was startled when he did the last thing she would have expected. When he laughed, the sound echoed out across the street. Gretchen looked around her and was relieved to see that no-one had noticed the man's reaction.

Leaning closer, the man grinned, his teeth white. "You're definitely not from around here," he stated.

Gretchen frowned at the man. She considered ending their encounter with a barbed remark, but decided that putting distance between herself and him would be the wisest course of action. Giving him one last disapproving look, Gretchen stomped off, making her way straight for the hotel. She didn't give the impudent stranger the benefit of a backward glance.

Reaching the doorway of the hotel, she paused and peered at the exterior. The crudely constructed doorway, long windows and broad first floor balcony gave the impression of hasty construction. Stepping into the foyer, she saw a gray-haired man aged around fifty dressed in white shirt and dark waistcoat emerge from behind the reception counter. 

"Can I help you, ma'am?" he asked in a bright tone of voice. He seemed genuinely pleased to see her. Maybe the hotel didn't get too many guests, Gretchen thought.

Gazing around the wide foyer, Gretchen saw a half-opened door. "Is there anywhere I can take some coffee?"

The man gestured toward the door. "Sure is, ma'am." Lifting a brow, he asked, "You just came in on the train, I take it."

Gretchen nodded. "I did. And I'm in a hurry."

"No problem ma'am," he replied. "I'll get you some coffee if you take a seat in there."

Gretchen made her way into the dining room. It was empty so she took a seat at a table by the window. Gazing out through the window, she reflected on the rundown appearance of the town. In the years since the railroad had been constructed, the town had obviously become the kind of place where drifters passed through. If it wasn't for the railroad the place would be a ghost-town.

The door opened and she turned expecting to see the man from the hotel reception. Instead she saw the rough-looking older man who'd peered at her earlier. The instant she set eyes on him she straightened in her chair and forced her attention back to the view through the window.

She heard slow footsteps on the wooden floor. Hoping he'd taken a seat at another table, she turned. Dragging in a sharp breath she saw the man advancing toward her table. For a long moment her gaze locked upon the man. He stared steadily back at her. 

Alarm swept through her. Coming into town in order to satisfy her curiosity now seemed like a terrible idea. Moments later the man halted by the side of her table. She refused to look at him. A foul smell assaulted her nostrils, a mixture of alcohol and other things she preferred not to think about. Resolutely, she refused to look at him. She desperately hoped he would go away. However, she knew he wasn't about to make her wish come true.

Just as she was considering leaving the hotel and racing back to the train, she heard the door to the dining room swing open. Turning her head, she saw the stranger who'd spoken to her outside the mercantile.

"Silas. Don't go bothering that fine lady," the man's voice boomed.

The elderly Silas turned to face the stranger. "Tate. What are you doing here?"

"Just making sure you don't make a fool of yourself, Silas," the man called Tate replied.

Silas shuffled on his heels and peered down at Gretchen. "I wasn't making you feel uncomfortable, was I ma'am?" 

Gretchen didn't know quite how to respond to that. Silas's demeanor had changed dramatically now that Tate was here. All she could was shake her head, turn to look out the window and hope that both men would leave her alone.

"Be on your way, Silas," she heard Tate instruct the older man.

Still refusing to turn her head, she listened as Tate escorted Silas out of the dining room. She heard the doors close. Leaning back in her chair, she glanced out the window and saw Silas make his way along the boardwalk. She frowned and twisted her head, looking for the stranger named Tate. There was no sign of him.

The dining room door opened. "Tate. I didn't know you were here," she heard the receptionist say.

Turning, she saw Tate standing at the door. The receptionist made his way to Gretchen's table. "Your coffee, ma'am. I hope Silas didn't make too much of a nuisance of himself. He was just trying to be friendly." He smiled as he set the cup and saucer down. "We don't get too many pretty lady visitors like yourself." Gretchen felt her cheeks flush upon hearing the compliment.

Tate strode forward and halted at the receptionist's side. "You're right, Jed." Grinning down at Gretchen, Tate added. "We sure don't." 

Gretchen widened her eyes at Tate and prepared to snap back at him with a comment of her own, but he spoke before she had a chance.

"Get me some coffee, Jed," Tate said. Then he gazed down at Gretchen. "You don't mind if I join you, ma'am. Do you?"

She opened her mouth, ready to refuse him permission. However, she could only watch in stunned amazement as Tate slid out the chair opposite her and flopped down onto it. Resting his hand on the table, he peered across at her and tilted his head. If she wasn't mistaken he seemed to be enjoying her shocked reaction.

She lifted her chin and glared at Tate. "I think I prefer to take my coffee alone, sir."

But when he simply smiled back at her, she knew she wasn't going to get rid of the handsome cowboy that easily.


CHAPTER TWO







Tate Campbell took his Stetson from his head and laid it at the end of the table. Once again he saw a shocked reaction on the woman's pretty features. Gazing across at the her, he guessed she was only a few years younger than his twenty-eight years. And she wasn't just beautiful. She possessed a rare loveliness he'd never seen in a woman before. She was completely out of place in a town like Refuge. 

"I wouldn't impose ma'am," Tate said. "Only. Your train will be leaving shortly and I'll never see you again." He punctuated that last remark with a grin.

Her mouth dropped open and he saw the color of her face shift from delightfully pale to dangerously red. Lifting her cup she sipped the coffee, clearly hoping it would calm her unsteady nerves. Over the rim of the cup she peered at him with what he could only describe as a burning gaze.

Tate noticed, with relish, the way her pinky finger extended slightly outwards as she held the cup. That simple gesture told him she came from a place where manners mattered. Maybe from back East, he told himself. This rail line had been bringing many women to the territory for the last few years. 

Tate waited for the woman to say something. However, as she placed the cup back down on the saucer, he saw her jaw tighten. Maybe she was going to just up and leave, after all, he told himself.

He'd never get another chance, he told himself as he stuck out his hand. "Tate Campbell," he declared. 

The woman looked at Tate's hand as if it was something unpleasant. Arching a brow, she gazed at Tate. Her lower lip pouted slightly. She didn't say anything.

Tate lowered his hand, feeling suddenly awkward. Back at the mercantile, he'd been taken aback by the startling beauty who'd fixed him with that unforgettable gaze. When he'd seen Silas making his way toward the hotel, Tate had known he'd have to intervene.

She lifted the cup, still clearly reluctant to speak with him. The extended silence gave him a chance to regard her more carefully. 

Her blonde hair was tied neatly beneath her dark green bonnet. Even features, clear skin and a flash of intelligence in her green eyes hinted at refined upbringing. The pale green reticule placed at the corner of the table wasn't the sort of thing to be found in a frontier mercantile.

Beautiful, Tate told himself. If only she knew how dangerous a place was Refuge, Montana. Then she might go racing back to the safety of the train as fast as her booted feet could carry her. 

Determined not to quit, Tate quirked a brow. "Might I ask where you're headed? I assume some place in Montana."

To his surprise, she replied. "At least you got the state correct."

Speaking in that slightly scolding tone of voice, Tate thought she sounded like a schoolteacher. "Do you teach, ma'am?" he asked.

"What I do is none of your concern," she said with acid in her voice.

Tate frowned. This wasn't going the way he'd planned. Time to try another approach, he told himself. Squinting at her, he frowned. "Let me guess your name. I'm good at doing that."

"Really," she said, sounding weary and disbelieving.

Glancing toward the slightly open reticule, Tate felt the glow of impending victory. The envelope which had slipped out from inside the reticule told him all he needed to know. "Gretchen?" he asked and slowly lifted a querying brow. "Gretchen Ryan?"

Once again all the color drained from her face. She gasped. "How do you know that?" she demanded.

Waving a casual and dismissive hand, he shrugged. "Call it a special talent." He lifted a brow. "I'm good at observing what others don't see."

Dragging her gaze away from his, she glanced at the reticule. Observing the paper evidence of her name on full display, her eyes widened. Grabbing the reticule, she pushed the envelope back inside. Looking back at him, she shook her head. "That was sneaky," she told him.

"Sometimes sneaky is called for, Gretchen," he declared.

Gretchen smiled and then lifted her cup. Sipping her coffee, she once again peered at him across the rim. This time though he could tell that the ice had been broken. For now, at least.

Tate leaned forward and rested his elbow on the table. "So. Where are you headed, Gretchen?" he asked.

She tilted her head. In her eyes, he saw a fresh willingness to give her the answer he so desperately wanted.

"Inspiration," she said.

"That little town?" he replied and lifted a brow in surprise. He'd figured she might be heading for Billings or even Helena. Bigger towns. Guessing she was from back East, he was surprised her final destination would be a place like Inspiration.

"Do you know it?" she asked.

Tate nodded. "I sure do. I've been there a few times. Passing through, you understand."

Instantly she seemed eager to know more. Leaning forward, she rested her elbows on the table. Her pretty features had lit up with an irresistibly attractive delight. Tate told himself he could get used to looking at her like this. It was a pity they'd soon both be going their separate ways.

"What's it like?" she asked breathlessly.

Tate shrugged. "Inspiration?" He lifted his gaze up to the ceiling. "Let me see." Looking back at Gretchen he added: "It's what you'd call a pleasant town. There are some good people there. It's good ranching country in those parts. I'd call it a godly town. Not like some other places I could mention in Montana."

Her brows furrowed at that last remark. "Is Montana a dangerous place?"

Tate shook his head. "Depends. There are some good law and order folks in these parts." He smiled. "Sheriff Nathan Cameron looks after things in Inspiration. I'd rate him pretty highly."

Her brows knitted into an exquisite dark line. "Do you know him?"

In spite of himself, Tate felt his face flush. Of course he knew Sheriff Cameron of Inspiration. But Tate wasn't going to talk about how he knew him. "I know of him. Why?"

Reaching into her reticule, Gretchen withdrew the envelope on which was written her name. "I'm staying with the sheriff and his wife."

Tate sat quickly upright, feeling genuinely startled. "You are?"

Gretchen nodded enthusiastically. "His wife Sophie runs a matchmaking business. I've agreed to go to Inspiration."

Despite only just making Gretchen's acquaintance, Tate felt a heavy sensation settling in his middle. "To find a husband?" he asked. 

Gretchen nodded. Suddenly her mood had brightened. "At least that's my hope."

Tate wanted to ask why she'd come all this way from back East in search of a husband. Surely there would have been no shortage of suitors back there, he told himself. 

"Who's the lucky man?" he asked, realizing his question was bold and might even seem inappropriate.

Gretchen shrugged. "No-one. Yet," she admitted. "There are a few men who are interested in an arranged marriage. Sophie is in charge of all the details. I'll find out when I get there."

"And you trust her to do the right thing?" he asked skeptically.

"She comes with the highest of recommendations," she replied. "Her sister in Philadelphia works with Sophie to make it possible for women who are looking to marry to find opportunities out west."

Tate sighed. "That's quite something. Still, it seems like a leap of faith," he said. Her brows rose and he added quickly. "If you want my honest opinion."

Her lips tightened and she glanced out the window. "My train will be leaving soon," she said.

"It usually takes about an hour for the engineer to complete the taking on of water," he explained.

"Do you live in this town?" she asked, suddenly shifting the conversation to him. 

He wondered just how much he was willing to share with her and concluded that he'd keep the full story to himself. She didn't need to know the whole truth. "I guess you could say I'm a temporary resident."

"Where are you from originally?" she asked. She seemed determined to get some answers out of him. Maybe she could sense his reluctance, he told himself.

"I'm a Wyoming man, originally," he admitted. "Laramie is my home town."

That piece of information didn't seem to mean much to her. She nodded thoughtfully, but said nothing in response. He couldn't expect her to know anything about the frontier. This was going to be a new start for her. In fact, he was sure Montana must seem like an entirely different continent. In many ways it was. She'd left behind all the certainties of her life back East and traded them for an unknown future. He wondered what had driven her to do such a thing. He'd heard about mail order brides before. Often it was personal necessity or even family tragedy which made them come out to the frontier in search of marital happiness. He'd also heard that sometimes it didn't work out well.

She peered at him. "What kind of business are you in?"

For a moment, he was put on the back foot. Hesitating, he considered his next words carefully. "I've been a ranch hand mostly. That's taken me all over this territory." He smiled. "There're plenty of men in my line of business."

"You're a cowboy?" she asked.

He turned down his mouth. "I guess you could say that. Or you could call me a cowpuncher."

"Cowpuncher?" she exclaimed. "You don't go hitting cows for a living, do you?"

Tate laughed. "No. It's just a way of describing one part of our job. We don't actually punch cows."

Her shoulders dropped in relief. "Thank goodness for that."

"My job isn't as exciting as some of those dime novels make out. There're no gangs, or outlaws in our job."

Gretchen frowned. "I don't read dime novels."

"I'm sure you don't," he said. "They're full of fantasy and nonsense. Sometimes we read them out around the campfire at night. If we want a laugh after a hard day of cow punching." He smiled at her.

Gretchen giggled. She sipped her coffee. He realized he liked it when she laughed. Her whole demeanor lit up with a natural enthusiasm. 

She put down her cup and gazed pensively out to the street. "This isn't a dangerous town is it?"

"Now why would you ask that?" he replied.

She arched a brow. "It is a wild west town, isn't it?"

"I guess it is." Gazing out at the street, he sighed. "There're plenty of towns like this on the rail line. They spring up and sometimes they grow. Or like this one, they never seem to catch on."

"Why hasn't this town caught on?"

"The country around here is rough. Not ideal for ranching. Mostly we get homesteaders. They come and try to settle, but the terrain is rough. Mountainous, too. That makes things hard. Even for homesteaders who're used to tough living."

"Maybe one day I'll come back and see for myself how its turned out," she said.

He thought there was a hint of mischief in her voice when she'd said that. He gazed across at her and nodded. "Once you're married. Maybe you and your new husband might spend some time getting to know the territory."

She smiled softly. "Maybe we will." She blinked, as if dragging her attention back to the present moment. "What am I talking about? I haven't even arrived in Inspiration and I'm already talking about what I'm going to do once I'm married."

"Your future hometown is only a hundred miles away. Although, there're plenty of good trails."

Her brows shot up. "A hundred miles!"

Tate nodded. "You're lucky the train will take you there. The territory between here and Inspiration has plenty of places you wouldn't want to spend too much time in."

Suddenly, the distant sound of a whistle cut through the air. Gretchen jerked upright in her chair and twisted, facing the window. "The train!" she exclaimed.

Gretchen stood. Pressing her hands against the window, she tried to look toward the station. Tate stood, pushing back his chair with a sudden urgency. He knew that sound. And he knew what it meant.

Gretchen turned and stared at him. Her face was white with shock. "The train is leaving!" she groaned disbelievingly. 

All Tate could do was peer at her for what seemed like an eternity. Something heavy sank in his middle. "It can't be leaving so soon. It never leaves this quickly."

Even as he said the words he knew they weren't true. For whatever reason, this time the train engineer had done his job with unusual haste. In all the times Tate had witnessed the train stopping for water, he'd never known it to be done so quickly.

Right now, though, he knew he only had a few moments to act. And, if he didn't do what was right, then Gretchen would be stranded in the town of Refuge for a whole week. And, with dangers  hovering in the background, like dark forces waiting to pounce, he knew he couldn't let that happen.

"Follow me as fast as you can," he ordered Gretchen. Then, Tate started to run for the door of the dining room. 


CHAPTER THREE







This couldn't be happening, Gretchen told herself as she raced along the boardwalk. Holding onto her skirts, she tried to make sure she didn't take a tumble on the hard wooden surface. She was already out of breath, having followed Tate out of the hotel dining room. Glancing up ahead, she saw Tate running across the barren land between the end of the boardwalk and the train station. He made powerful long strides as he raced up the gradual slope. He'd be at the station within moments. Maybe he hoped he'd catch the train as it slid out of the station. But she knew that was a forlorn hope. It was already too late. 

Worst of all was the fact that she couldn't see the train. There was no sign of it. 

It had gone!

Her heart was pounding furiously as she ran as fast as her legs could carry her. Holding onto her skirts with one hand, she clutched her reticule tightly in the other hand. If the train had left her behind, the contents of her reticule were all she had left.

Gretchen leaped off the end of the boardwalk and stumbled. Pausing breathlessly, she heard the distant sound of the train as it continued to make its way down the tracks.

All her belongings were on that train. Everything she owned. Groaning loudly with frustration, Gretchen grasped her skirts and started after Tate who'd already reached the platform. She saw him skidding to a halt and gaze to the west at the fast disappearing train. Sprinting up the slope, Gretchen saw Tate shake his head and run his hand through his dark hair.

Reaching his side, she peered past the train platform and saw the final carriage of the train disappear around a tree-lined curve in the tracks. 

"No!" she shrieked. Dropping her arms by her side, she felt a sudden heaviness descend upon her body. Gasping for breath, she felt herself sway. Closing her eyes momentarily, she knew she was about to crash to the platform surface. 

Suddenly, she felt Tate's strong arms sweep her into his embrace. He held her tightly as she tried to regain her composure. Opening her eyes, she gazed up into his eyes. His features swam before her eyes. For a second she was sure she was dreaming. Any moment now, she'd awake in her carriage and realize this had all been a terrible dream. That there was no such place as Refuge. That she'd never met this handsome cowboy.

When Tate spoke, she knew this was all too real. "Gretchen. Are you alright?" She saw genuine concern in his eyes. 

She felt Tate drawing her nearer to him, steadying her. His arm slid around her waist and he led her across to a wooden bench. He guided her onto the seat and then took his place next to her.

With the train gone now, an awful silence had descended upon the small station. All she could hear was the sound of her pounding pulse in her ears. All she could feel was the thundering of her heartbeat and Tate's arm resting gently around her waist. Glancing down the length of the tracks, she confirmed the truth for the final, decisive time. 

The train was gone and she was stranded.

An encouraging thought drifted into her mind. Even as she weighed it up, she knew it was probably born of her desperation. Looking up at Tate she asked: "When is the next train due?"

From the immediate deepening ridges on his brows she knew his reply would not be encouraging. "A week."

His words hit her like a physical blow. "A week!"

Tate nodded. "I know the schedule. The next westbound train will be in seven days."

Gretchen groaned and sagged forward, leaning her elbows on her knees. "This can't be happening. All my possessions are on that train. My clothes. Even my Bible."

Tate sat upright and remained silent for a long moment. She felt as if he was trying to reassure her. The memory of what he'd said back at the hotel flashed into her mind.

"What are Sophie Cameron and her husband going to think when the train arrives and I'm not on it?"

"I guess the train guard will realize you got left behind."

Gretchen frowned. "Will he know I got left behind here?"

"Most likely he'll figure it out," Tate said, trying to sound reassuring. "They might send someone here to find you. But its nearly four days ride from Inspiration."

"Four days!" Gretchen exclaimed. She ran a hand across the side of her face. She felt sweat on her warm skin. While her spinning head had settled down, her nerves were still shaking from what had happened. She gave a Tate a stern look. "You told me it would take an hour for the engineer to finish his job."

Tate's brows shot up in a line as if he'd been taken aback by her sudden outburst.  "It usually does. I don't know why he did it so quickly this time."

Gretchen sat up and faced Tate. "If I hadn't listened to you I'd be sitting on that train right now."

Gretchen expected him to object. She was waiting for him to stand up and look down at her and deny any part in this. She fully expected that he'd deny it was his fault. Instead, he simply nodded and looked straight into her eyes. "I'm sorry if I misled you, Gretchen."

For a moment she was taken aback by his sudden honesty. Gretchen stared incredulously at Tate. His features were steady and unmoving. He'd uttered his apology in a matter-of-fact way. Almost as if he was used to owning up to his faults.

 This was a man accustomed to telling the truth. But she also realized she knew almost nothing about him. She wasn't in the habit of relying on strangers. And, out here on the Montana frontier, she wasn't about to start doing that.

She'd assumed he'd claim she should never have left the train. He would have been right, of course. Her curiosity had led her to take a foolish decision. Leaving the train had been her own fault. Meeting Tate had merely added to the problem.

"I'll just have to stay here for a week," she declared.

Instantly, she saw Tate's features darken. "I don't think that would be a good idea."

"Why not?" she demanded.

"I know this town," Tate said slowly. "It isn't safe for a woman to stay here on her own."

Gretchen thrust a hand against her hip and frowned at Tate. "I can look after myself, Tate," she stated firmly. "I grew up in the city. I know what life can be like."

Tate lifted a brow. "You're telling me you know what its like to live on the frontier?"

She shrugged. "It's all the same, no matter where you come from. One place is much like another."

Tate shook his head. "That's where you're wrong, Gretchen. Forgive me for saying this, but you don't know a thing about living out here. It isn't the same as some fancy district in Philadelphia."

"Who said I came from a fancy district?" she asked sharply.

Tate ran his gaze down the length of her gown and all the way back up to her neat bonnet. "I think I know what you're used to when it comes to living. And it isn't what you're going to find in Montana. Not even in a nice place like Inspiration."

Gretchen stood and peered down at Tate. Lifting her reticule, she stated: "I have enough money in here to stay in the hotel for a week. Then I'll get the train when it comes and go to Inspiration. Just like I intended." She knew she probably sounded indignant. Even slightly bad-tempered. But her composure had been disturbed so much by the events of the last five minutes that she could still feel her nerves shaking.

Tate stood and faced her. "I still think it's a foolish thing to do."

Gretchen jammed her fists against her hips and peered up at Tate. "Is that right." It wasn't a question, more like a statement of defiance. She'd already decided she wasn't going to let him make any decision for her. After all, they were still strangers to one another.

Tate nodded slowly. "Okay. Looks like you've made up your mind."

"I certainly have," she confirmed.

Then Tate did an infuriating thing. The corner of his mouth creased with the hint of a smile. He was making fun of her. That sudden thought triggered another wave of indignation.

Before she had a chance to challenge him again, he spoke: "Let me walk you back to the hotel."

"I can go there myself," she snapped.

"I'm going that way. Makes sense that I should accompany you."

She frowned. "You're going to the hotel?"

"I'm staying there," he declared bluntly. "I've been there for a week."

Gretchen felt her mouth drop open. Tate grinned, apparently pleased with the effect of his surprising words. 

Tate leaned closer and offered her his arm. "I'm sure they've got an empty room. I'll speak to the manager. He's a friend of mine. Maybe he can give you one of the better rooms." Tate lifted a brow and smiled.

Now she knew he was making fun of her again. Gretchen glanced down at his offered arm. Ignoring it, she strode off. Tate caught up with her and walked alongside her to the hotel. Neither of them said a word to one another.

Walking into the hotel foyer, Gretchen explained her predicament to the man at reception. Gretchen refused the first offer of a room. The man called the manager, who was a tall, thin man with gray hair. He wore a dark suit. Mr Lindsey listened as Gretchen explained that she'd missed her train and needed a room for a week. Lindsey frowned and seemed genuinely affected by Gretchen's predicament. All through this, Tate stood alongside Gretchen. She realized she could have asked him to leave her alone. But, for some reason she couldn't understand, she was quietly pleased he was by her side. 

As she finished recounting her tale, she saw Lindsey and Tate exchange a brief look. Lindsey turned and lifted a key from a nail on a board behind reception. "This one is on the first floor and looks out on the Main Street," Lindsey explained. "It's the biggest room in the hotel. And the bed is good."

Gretchen felt her face flush with heat. Glancing up at Tate, she saw his steady, unreadable expression. Taking the key, Gretchen nodded. "That will be perfect, Mr Lindsey," she said.

As she started to make her way toward the stairs, Tate followed her. Gretchen paused and squinted at Tate. "Where are you going?"

"Seeing you to your room," he stated.

Lifting a shoulder, she shook her head. "I'd prefer to go there myself."

Tate halted and nodded. "Fine." He gestured toward the stairs. "Hope you like it." He touched the front brim of his Stetson. "Maybe I'll see you later."

Gretchen didn't reply to that suggestion. Instead, she gave Tate a steady look and then turned away from him. She reached the room and entered. Closing the door behind her, she examined the room. A single bed; a wardrobe which stood at an odd angle; a table upon which rested a white pitcher and jug; bare floorboards. A door led out to what looked like a balcony. There was an odd smell in the place, an odor she couldn't quite identify. Gretchen sighed. She'd have to spend a whole week in this room. She certainly didn't plan on wandering around town. 

Now that she was alone, she thought about what had just happened. It was a catastrophe. There was no other way to describe it. 

Leaning back against the door, she lifted up her heart and whispered a quiet prayer. 

Lord. I know I gave in to the temptations of curiosity. Forgive me, Lord. And now I find myself facing a difficult situation. Grant me the strength, Lord, to make my way out of this so that I can finally obey your will. You brought me out here to find a husband and a new life out here on the frontier. Grant me protection, Lord. And wisdom to know what I should do.

Gretchen stepped away from the door and sighed. It hadn't just been curiosity which had been the cause of this. She'd also allowed herself to be distracted by a very handsome cowboy who'd done everything he could to make a good impression on her. 

And he'd succeeded. 

If Tate was an example of the kind of men out here in Montana, then Gretchen told herself perhaps she'd be able to find a suitable husband, after all. One thing was for sure. After she'd left the town of Refuge, she'd never see Tate Campbell again.


CHAPTER FOUR







"Tate. How are you feeling?" Tate was leaning against the bar of the only saloon in Refuge. He recognized the slow drawl of the voice from behind him. Glancing in the mirror on the wall behind the bar he saw a familiar rough-featured face. Through the batwings at the saloon door the street was in darkness. It had been a long day and Billy was the last person Tate wanted to talk to, right now.

"Billy," Tate replied. "What are you doing back so early?"

"Boss said for me to come and see how you were doing," Billy replied. Tate turned and faced the man. "You're looking better than you did when we left," Billy continued. "That food poisoning sure cleared up quick."

Tate forced himself to smile and then rubbed his stomach. "Must be my strong constitution."

Billy frowned. "Your what?" he explained. Billy wasn't used to long words, Tate reminded himself.

"Let me buy you a drink," Tate offered and gestured to the waiting barman to set a whiskey up for Billy. Tate knew Billy liked whiskey.

Billy took his place alongside Tate, quickly knocked back the drink and slammed the empty glass back down on the counter. Tate refrained from offering Billy another. He knew Billy had trouble holding his liquor. Just like some of the others.

Tate leaned his elbows on the counter and turned to look at Billy. Tate spoke in a low voice. He didn't want the dozen or so men at the tables to hear what he and Billy were saying. "I thought you weren't due back until the end of the week."

Billy smiled, showing his irregular, yellowed teeth. Days old stubble covered Billy's sun-darkened skin. Haggard features showed evidence of a lack of sleep. His calfskin jacket was dirty; his jeans layered with filth; the leather of his boots was cracking. He looked older than his thirty years. Billy looked like he hadn't had a decent meal in days. Which was probably the truth, given what he and his friends had most likely been doing in the three days since leaving Refuge. 

"Boss wants to know when you're coming," Billy murmured.

"Just got back on my feet today," Tate explained. 

Billy lifted a skeptical brow. "You look fit to me."

Tate shook his head. "I'm still shaking on the inside. That was one bad chicken dinner I ate."

Billy laughed quietly. "Never you mind. A few more months on the trail with us and you'll soon get a stomach made of iron."

Tate frowned thinking about trail food. He was used to living rough. It came with the job. His real job. But it had been useful to create the impression that he was still green when it came to the hard life lived by Billy and his like.

"Why don't you come with me, tonight?" Billy asked.

"No. I won't do that," Tate insisted.

Billy frowned, clearly frustrated at Tate's resistance. Ever since he'd met Billy a few weeks back, he and the scrawny cowboy had almost come to blows a few times. Billy wasn't the kind to forget a disagreement in a hurry, Tate reminded himself.

"How far away is the boss and the rest of them?" Tate asked.

Billy's eyes narrowed slightly. "Close enough," he said cautiously. "About half a day's ride."

 Tate got the sense that Billy was still suspicious of him. It had been that way since the beginning. Some of Billy's friends had been easier to persuade than others. Including the boss. For some reason Tate still couldn't figure out, the boss, Frank Wolfe had taken an instant liking to Tate. That had made things easier. But Tate knew he still had some work to do with Billy.

"How long can you wait?" Tate asked Billy.

"I figure we should hit the trail tomorrow," Billy replied. "No later."

"We?"

Billy nodded. "The boss wants you back. He's got something in mind for you."

Tate didn't like the sound of that. "Where are you staying?"

"Hotel," Billy said. 

Tate nodded casually. He felt something heavy settle in his middle. The thought of Billy going anywhere near Gretchen made some of the drink rise in his throat. Tate maintained an even gaze as he looked at Billy. 

Tate was glad about the decision he'd made earlier that day. When he'd looked at Lindsey the hotel manager, and lifted a knowing brow, the other man had understood immediately. He'd given Gretchen the room right next to Tate's. Given what had just happened now, that seemed like a wise move. 

"I'm going to turn in early," Tate said. Before Billy had a chance to object, Tate signaled to the barman to fill Billy's glass again. That was enough to satisfy Tate's unwanted visitor. 

"See you in the morning," Tate said to Billy. 

The other man lifted the glass and peered at Tate. "Think about what I said. Maybe it's time we hit the trail." Billy quirked a brow. "Now that you're feeling better," he added and then knocked back the drink.

Tate took his leave, bursting through the batwings and out onto the boardwalk. Glad to be rid of Billy, Tate made his way across the street. As he did so, he glanced up at the long white-painted balcony above the hotel entrance. He could see a light in Gretchen's room. There was no movement behind the closed curtains. Maybe she was resting in bed. Tate wondered how she'd react when she found out that, not only were their rooms next to each other, but that they also shared the white balcony. Judging by the way Gretchen had reacted to the events of earlier in the day, Tate was sure she'd make her opinions known in no uncertain manner. Thinking about that brought a smile of anticipation to his lips.

Upstairs, he paused in the corridor, listening for any sound from her room. Nothing.

He entered his own room. Not feeling tired enough to lay down, Tate opened the doors to the balcony and stepped out. It was a cool summer night. Later, the air would become chilled. Montana summer nights could surprise with their cold.

Tate leaned his hands on the wooden balustrade. A small barrier separated his part of the balcony from the one outside Gretchen's room. A voice called out from down in the street. "Tate. Thanks for the drink," Billy said.

Billy was striding across the street. He waved up to Tate and Tate waved back at him. "No problem," Tate replied.

Billy halted. "There's a game on back at the saloon. I know you like gambling. You want to come and try a hand or two?"

Tate froze, his jaw tightening. Billy had a loose tongue, and it was made even worse by the drink. Speaking quietly. "I'll leave it tonight," Tate said, hoping Billy would go back to the saloon.

Just as Billy was starting to turn, Tate heard the sound of a door opening to his right. He saw Gretchen emerge through the open door. She was still dressed in her green gown. Gretchen stepped out onto the balcony. Clearly she'd heard the voices. Her eyes widened with surprise when she saw Tate. He heard her gasp quietly.

"Mr Campbell," she muttered.

Glancing down to the street, Tate saw Billy was watching with rapt attention. "Miss Ryan," Tate said quietly.

He saw Gretchen's mouth open and then she hesitated. Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully. The initial shock of seeing Tate standing on the balcony had passed. She was about to ask for an explanation. He was sure of it. But he didn't want Billy to hear any of that. It wasn't a good idea. 

Lowering his head slightly, Tate said. "Pleasant evening to you, Miss Ryan." Tate saw surprise on her face.

Then he turned quickly, ignoring Billy's puzzled expression and made his way back into his room. From outside, he heard Gretchen's balcony door close. Thankfully, she'd acted prudently and gone back into her room.

It had been a brief encounter. Now she knew he was only a wall's thickness away from her. Tate wondered what she'd make of that. He hoped she wouldn't demand a change of room. Billy's appearance in town made it imperative that Tate keep a close eye on Miss Gretchen Ryan. Tate had seen the way Billy had looked at Gretchen. He hadn't liked it one bit. If there was the slightest hint of trouble, Tate was confident he'd be able to react instantly.

From now on, he wasn't going to let Gretchen out of his sight. Billy coming into town in search of Tate had added a complicating factor to the situation. Tate had expected Frank Wolfe to call him back. It was time for Tate to pick up from where he'd left off a few days ago.

Tate glanced through the thin net curtain, down into the street. He saw Billy making his way back to the saloon. Tate smiled. Gambling would keep the man busy. For now. What Billy would do tomorrow was a whole different matter, though. 

Tate made his way to the drawers by the side of his bed. Opening the drawer, he took out the pistol which lay inside. Checking it carefully, he laid the Colt .45 on top of the table and then he stretched out on the single bed.

Closing his eyes, Tate felt the weariness in his muscles. He thought about Billy. Thought about Frank Wolfe. And the others. All twelve of them. 

The gang he'd come to bring to justice.

It had been a long few weeks. Now all of Tate's scheming was about to pay off.

He thought about how he'd come to this part of Montana a few weeks before. How he'd ingratiated his way into boss Frank Wolfe's good graces by saving the man's life from a bullet during a robbery in the nearby town of Danton Flats. Tate had just happened to be around when the outfit had showed up to carry out their robbery. Of course, his being in Danton Flats had been no coincidence. Tate smiled to himself as he recalled how easy it had been to act on the information he'd received before the robbery had taken place. He'd made sure he'd been in just the right place at the right time. It had all worked out perfectly. Saving Wolfe's life had been an unexpected bonus.

 After that, Tate had ridden with the gang into their nearby mountain hideout. Long discussions had taken place.  Angry ones, full of accusation and doubt. Some members of the gang had voiced powerful suspicions about Tate the newcomer. Tate had seen hate in the eyes of some of the men. 

But, Tate's actions in saving Frank Wolfe from a deadly bullet had clinched the deal. Twenty-four hours later, around the campfire outside the cave, high in the mountains, Frank Wolfe had come to Tate and asked if he wanted to join the group. Carefully, feigning reluctance, Tate had agreed.

It had all been going perfectly.

Until the arrival of the beautiful newcomer from back east. Now, everything had changed. It wasn't just about Tate and his reasons for forcing his way into the gang. That had been achieved, and he'd been readying himself for the final move.

Now, though, everything had become complicated by Gretchen's arrival. Tate couldn't afford to let her anywhere near the gang members. It had been bad enough that Billy had seen her. It was too late to change that, Tate reflected.

He thought about the true danger he faced. The one which threatened his life.

He'd come to Montana to bring a gang to justice. But now, he faced another problem. How to make sure that the beautiful woman sitting in the room next door would not come to harm. The Wolfe outfit had caused enough misery. Tate wasn't about to let them add Gretchen to their list.

Frank Wolfe ran a notorious group of outlaws. They'd been terrorizing this part of Montana for months. And now Tate was a part of that outfit. Had been for weeks. They were a wild bunch, and no mistake. And they needed to be brought to justice.

One thing, at least, Tate had said to Billy had been true. Tate had suffered from food poisoning. And that had meant he'd been laid up in bed for a few days. The pains had been real. However, there was one thing which had been a necessary lie. One thing upon which his survival depended. 

His real identity.

US Deputy Marshal Tate Campbell stretched himself out to his full length and started to think about how he could ensure the safety and survival of Miss Gretchen Ryan.


CHAPTER FIVE







When Gretchen left her room the next morning, she started to make her way along the corridor. Hunger gnawed at her stomach as she thought about breakfast. She heard a door opening behind her and footsteps on the corridor floor. Turning at the head of the staircase, she saw Tate Campbell making his way toward her. He was dressed in jeans, plaid shirt and black boots. His dark hair hung loose to his collar. Eyes filling with sudden delight, Tate smiled at her. Seeing that smile, Gretchen felt her heart skip a beat.

"Morning," Tate said. "Looks like its going to be a sunny day."

"You think so?" she asked and started to walk down the staircase.

Tate caught up with her. His measured steps sounded loud on the wooden staircase. Gretchen glanced at Tate. If she wasn't mistaken, he looked slightly tired. She wondered if he'd slept much during the night. For her part, she'd slept fitfully. The anxieties of her predicament had awakened her many times. Now, though, all she could think of was getting some food into her stomach. Then she might be able to figure out what she was going to do to get through the next few days.

"Is the breakfast good in this hotel?" she asked, eager to keep the conversation with Tate nice and polite.

"Probably the best in these parts." He quirked a brow. "Although, since this is the only hotel for about thirty miles, that might not be saying much." He grinned at her and she shook her head. It was too early to be playing this game with him, she told herself.

Inside the dining room, she took her place at the table by the window. She placed her reticule on the table. Tate paused as she sat down on the chair. Glancing up at him, she saw an expectant expression on his face.

Sighing, she gestured to the chair opposite. "Would you like to join me for breakfast, Mr Campbell?" she asked.

"I'd be delighted, Miss Ryan." The way he'd emphasized her last name made her think that he didn't exactly approve of her attempts to maintain a sense of propriety.

She watched as Tate settled his large frame in the chair. 

He leaned his head lower and peered at her from beneath  the ridges of his brows. "We should skip all this Mr and Miss thing. You know that, don't you?"

Gretchen tilted her head. "You think so?"

"My name is Tate," he insisted. "And you're Gretchen. As far as I'm concerned, that's the way it's going to be."

He seemed determined to have his way. She shrugged. "Fine. Tate, it is."

"Thank you, Gretchen. That should make the next few days a whole lot easier."

Gretchen frowned. "What do you have planned for the next few days?" she asked sharply. "Didn't you say you might be leaving town soon?"

Tate shook his head firmly. "Change of plans."

"Oh?"

Tate glanced at the other empty tables in the dining room. "It comes with the job."

"What job?" she asked, suddenly curious.

"A cowboy never knows what's coming up next. He has to be adaptable. One day, a chance comes up to do something real important. And, if he's smart, he'll seize that chance with both hands."

Lifting a napkin from the table, Gretchen laid it on her lap. "And an opportunity has come up?"

"Call it an obligation," Tate said cryptically.

She smiled at him. "That sounds mysterious."

Interestingly, he didn't reply to that last remark. She thought she could see him put up his guard, just like he'd done a couple of times yesterday when they'd been talking.

They gave their food orders and she settled back in her chair. After the solitary night she'd spent in the unfamiliar room, she was glad of the company.

Tate grabbed a napkin and dropped it onto his lap. "Did you sleep well?"

"Not really." She lifted a brow. "It took me a while to get over the shock that you were in the room right next to mine."

"I was planning to tell you about that," Tate replied. "When I got a chance."

"I see. I guess it wasn't just a coincidence, then. I saw the way you and the owner looked at each other when I was checking in."

Tate laughed quietly. "Lindsey and I arranged that between ourselves." Gretchen knew she should have been shocked at his admission, but she wasn't. She let her gaze linger for a moment on his warm smile. She liked it when he smiled. Most of the time, he seemed to hold himself taut, like a spring ready to unleash. But then there were moments when he let himself relax for an instant. That was when she saw another side of him. One she liked.

"I suppose all the rooms are the same," she said.

"Apart from the view," he replied. "You wouldn't want to be looking over the dark alleys on either side of the hotel. And as for the view from the back of the building?" He scoffed good-naturedly. "Let's say it isn't inspiring first thing in the morning. Lindsey keeps his garbage out there, a few hogs, and anything else he doesn't want folks to see. He's particular about keeping the hotel look nice. In spite of the fact that he doesn't get a whole lot of visitors."

"He's just proud of what he owns," Gretchen suggested. "It must be nice to have a place. Don't you think?"

A sudden darkness clouded his features. "I guess so. In my line of work, it's hard to settle down." He sighed. "Sometimes I think about getting a place and stopping all my wandering."

"Do you think you'll ever do that?" she asked casually, thinking he might not even want to answer such a personal question.

Tate's gaze settled upon her. As he studied her for a long moment, she shifted in her seat. It wasn't often that men gazed at her with the kind of look contained in Tate's eyes at the moment. "I think there'll come a time when it's the only thing I'll want to do." His voice was low and filled with a sudden certainty. His brows rose. "And you?" he asked abruptly.

"Once I get to Inspiration, I guess a lot of that will be taken out of my hands."

He frowned. "What do you mean?"

"It depends on Sophie Cameron's choice of potential husbands. In her letters she said some of them are townsfolk. And some are homesteaders or ranchers."

"Do you have a preference?" he asked. As if he realized that the question might not be polite he added quickly: "I mean for living in the town or in the countryside."

"My uncle owned a farm in Pennsylvania," she said. "I spent many happy days on the farm with him and his family." She smiled at Tate. "I even learned how to ride a horse properly."

Tate smiled. "Properly? What exactly does that mean?"

"Well. I can ride in the country. I'm not like those society women who can only ride a horse in the city park."

"Well, that'll come in useful," he said quickly.

"What do you mean?"

Tate's features colored slightly pink. Had she caught the wrong meaning of what he'd just said? "You never know when you'll need to ride a horse," he said quickly. "Most folks out here ride. Or use buckboards and carriages. But there isn't always a trail. The terrain in these parts can be tough for a rider." He peered at her. "Not like riding around on Pennsylvania farmland."

Gretchen shrugged his implied criticism off. "I'll learn," she said abruptly.

The breakfast was brought. A pot of coffee and two cups. Two plates contained bacon, beans and biscuits. Gretchen's stomach rumbled when she set eyes on the food.

Tate smiled. "I can hear you're hungry," he said pointing at her stomach with his fork.

Gretchen's cheeks flushed with heat and she quickly set about eating her food. Neither her nor Tate said much as they ate. The strong coffee woke her up instantly.

After a short while, Tate spoke. "Have you thought about what you're going to do?"

"I told you," she replied. "I'm going to wait until the next train comes."

"Six days is a long time," Tate said. "Especially in a place like this."

Gretchen shrugged. "Things seem quiet enough," she said. "The only thing I heard last night was that man calling up to you to go and gamble over at the saloon."

Tate's brows knitted into deep ridges. "I don't gamble."

"A cowboy who doesn't gamble?" Gretchen said. "Now why do I think that's unusual?"

"You've been reading too many dime novels," Tate grunted. He still seemed uneasy after the mention of the man who'd called up to him last night.

"Do you know him?" she asked.

"Who?"

Now he looked even more unsettled. "That man who was  doing the shouting. He seemed like he was drunk."

"As I said, Gretchen," Tate murmured. "I don't spend much time in saloons. Not unless I have to."

Gretchen frowned at Tate. Now what did he mean by that? If she wasn't mistaken, she was sure Tate was being evasive. 

Just as she was about to press him further, the dining room door opened. Gretchen drew in a breath when she saw the very same man they'd been discussing walk into the dining room. In the full light of day she saw just how dirty were the man's clothes. And he hadn't shaved. His hair was mussed up and his eyes were saggy with sleep. Or perhaps with the remnants of the alcohol she could smell in the air now. He halted, clearing his throat noisily as he gazed around the room.

The man's eyes widened when he saw Gretchen and Tate. He walked unevenly across to their table, holding his Stetson between both hands. Now he was closer, the smell was overpowering. Gretchen figured the man might not have bathed for months. She shifted awkwardly in her chair and reached for her reticule. Opening it up, she tugged out a  white handkerchief and pretended to wipe her nose.

 Tate sat upright, his shoulders suddenly tight. There was a sudden disapproval in Tate's gaze as he looked up at the man. The man halted and laid his hand down on the table. As he did so his gaze settled on the open reticule. Gretchen drew in a quick breath when she saw what had caught the man's attention. Some of Gretchen's money was clearly visible inside the reticule. 

Suddenly, Tate stood up and faced the man. "This is a private table," Tate said with obvious indignation in his voice.

Eyes blinking, the man took one step back. Tate came quickly around the table. Gretchen was shocked by the sudden transformation in Tate. He looked as if he was ready to trade blows with the man.

Tate gestured to the empty tables. "There's plenty of room at those tables," he stated firmly.

As the man turned to face Tate, he placed his hat upon the table. "Just trying to be friendly," he muttered.

Tate's jaw tightened and his gaze filled with fire. "As I said. There are other tables you can choose. This one is taken."

Gretchen heard the other man draw in a deep, sharp breath. His fingers curled around the body of his hat, clutching it tightly. All Gretchen could think of was the shocking suddenness of the change in Tate. Gone was the mild-mannered, polite gentleman of moments ago. Now he looked capable of violence. She wondered why he'd hid that from her. She'd believed she'd been getting to know him. Now she wasn't so sure.

Tate took one more step toward the man. Tate's fist clenched, fingers curling into tight balls, ready for action. Suddenly, the other man stepped away from the table, grasping his hat again between both hands. He grunted. "I know when I'm not welcome," he grumbled.

Then as suddenly as he'd entered the dining room, the man left, slamming the doors behind him.

For a long moment, Tate just stood. His breathing was fast and loud. Then he snapped himself back to the present. He forced a smile at Gretchen. "I'm sorry about that."

"It's okay. I'm glad he's gone."

Sitting back down, Tate murmured, "So am I."

Tate's shoulders slumped. He lifted his cup to his lips and sipped the coffee. Reaching for her own cup, Gretchen felt her stomach lurch. She gasped and dropped her cup on the table spilling coffee across the white linen. "My reticule!" she exclaimed.

Tate's eyes widened. "Where is it?"

"It was here a moment ago," Gretchen announced pointing at the corner of the table. Right where the man had placed his hat. Now, all her money was gone. Everything she owned. And any hope of reaching Inspiration.








CHAPTER SIX







Tate rose from his chair and stared down at Gretchen. Her face was as white as a sheet of paper. Eyes wide with panic, she was gazing up at him. Billy had stolen Gretchen's only possession! Tate grunted. A flash of movement caught his eye. Billy ran past the window, heading northwards. 

Gesturing with a hand toward Gretchen, Tate spoke breathlessly. "Wait here. I'll get that back."

As he started to run for the door, he saw Gretchen's mouth open as if she was about to say something to him. But there was no time for words. 

Tate thrust the doors of the dining room wide open. They slammed against the wall as Tate bolted through reception, his boots thundering on the floor. He caught sight of an astonished looking Lindsey, but there was no time to explain.

Outside, on the boardwalk, Tate saw Billy's distant figure hurtling in the direction of the livery. Of course. Now he had his stolen treasure, Billy would reclaim his horse. In a few minutes he'd be out on the trail. Tate wasn't about to let that happen. 

He started to run. Racing past the dining room window he saw Gretchen standing inside. She watched as he raced past the window. Tate knew he only had one chance. He wasn't going to let Billy away with this.

Billy was fast. But Tate was faster. Up ahead Billy reached the livery and turned inside. Tate ran as fast as he could. He only had the time it would take Billy to saddle up his horse. Billy was used to making his getaway. He'd been doing it for years. It was a natural part of his life. But, today he wasn't going to get away so easily. Not if Tate could stop him.

As he ran, a few passersby stared incredulously at Tate. They pulled to one side of the boardwalk as he went hurtling past. One woman shrieked, but Tate ignored the sound.

Finally, he slid to a halt at the entrance to the livery. The tall doors were wide open. At the back was a door which opened out to a corral. Tate could see Billy tying the cinch on his horse's saddle. Standing next to him was the owner of the livery, John Douglas. The gray-haired man was trying to speak to Billy, but getting nowhere. As Tate started to make his way through the livery, he heard Douglas demand money from Billy. With a sweep of his hand, Billy dismissed the man's demands. 

Then Billy saw Tate. His eyes widened and Tate saw the man utter a curse. Billy pushed the livery owner away to one side and thrust his booted foot into the stirrup. Tate picked up speed, pushing himself harder. Tate emerged form the inside of the livery and ran for Billy's horse. 

"Billy!" Tate called out.

Billy didn't even turn to look at Tate. He knew he only had moments in which to make his escape.

A few feet away, Douglas stared at Tate, obviously wondering what was going on between the two men.

As Billy lifted himself up onto the horse, Tate threw himself forward, grabbing hold of Billy's hips. With one forceful tug, Tate hauled Billy from his horse. Billy's horse cried out and reared as its rider tumbled to one side. Both men went crashing to the ground. Billy grunted as his body hammered onto the hard earth. Tate coughed as he and Billy were enveloped in a cloud of dust. Holding onto Billy's shirt,  and determined not to let go, Tate rolled to one side, pulling Billy with him.

Billy uttered a loud curse as Tate forced himself to his feet, lifting Billy up from the ground. Holding onto Billy's shirt, Tate stared into the man's eyes. 

"What do you think you're doing?" Tate demanded.

Billy shook hard, trying to loosen himself from Tate's grasp. "Let me go!" he roared.

Tate held on even tighter. Billy tried to grab Tate's arm, but Tate just pulled the man closer. Now their faces were inches away from one another. "Give me what you took and I'll let you go."

Billy's eyes flashed with fury. "What's it got to do with you?"

"Because I'm making it my business. Where is it?" Tate asked, hunting Billy's person for any sign of where he'd hidden Gretchen's small bag. He saw a bulge beneath Billy's shirt. Reaching in, Tate felt the bag and tugged it out from inside Billy's shirt. Holding it up in front of Billy, Tate grinned.

Billy roared angrily. "Give me that!" he snapped.

Tate released his hold on Billy, giving him one firm push away. Billy staggered, but managed avoid taking a tumble on his rear.

Tate clutched the small bag in his left hand. Pointing at Billy with his right, he fixed the man with a steady look. "Don't you ever go near that woman again," Tate ordered. "You hear?"

Billy brushed the dust from his clothing. "What's she to you?" Billy demanded with a sneer. "Are you just sore because I'm the one who got her money." Billy lifted a brow. "Were you figuring on getting it for yourself? Did I just beat you to it?"

Tate turned to John Douglas. "Sorry about all that, Mr Douglas. Just a little disagreement."

"Do you two know each other?" Douglas asked. The livery owner still looked shaken.

Realizing that it might not be the best thing to admit to that, Tate shook his head. "We met in the saloon last night." Then he turned to Billy. "Ain't that right, Billy."

Billy's eyes narrowed, and then he smiled at Douglas. "That's right," he agreed. 

Tate glanced at Billy's horse. "Get going now," he said to Billy. "Just as well for you there's no sheriff in this town," Tate added with acid in his voice.

For a long moment, Billy looked like he was going to object. There was resentment behind Billy's steady gaze. Tate could feel the hate building inside the other man. There would be time to deal with that later. Right now, the best thing to do was to send Billy on his way. It wouldn't do any good for Billy to hang around Refuge any longer. He'd delivered the message from Frank Wolfe. The sooner he was gone, the better, Tate told himself.

Billy mounted his horse. Looking down at Tate he seemed about to say something. But one final look at the livery owner made Billy think twice. Tate reflected that Billy might be impulsive, but he also possessed a renegade's cunning. He'd learned, the hard way, that there were times when it paid to keep his mouth shut.

Saying nothing more, Billy rode his horse through the open gate of the corral. Soon he was riding up the trail leading out of town.

John Douglas grunted. "He owes me money."

Tate dug into his pocket. "How much?"

Douglas told Tate how much Billy owed the livery. Tate dug into his pocket and handed the money to Douglas. "I'd be obliged if you keep this to yourself. Just for a while, at least," Tate said easily.

Douglas nodded. "Sure."

Tate figured the man knew when it was wise to keep out of other people's business.  

Tate left the livery. Heading along the boardwalk, back toward the hotel, he arrived and found Gretchen standing at the entrance. She watched as he made his way back to her. She glanced down at his hand and saw her reticule. 

"You got it back," she exclaimed, running toward him. 

Tate halted and held out the small bag. "I caught up with the man. Managed to get it off him."

"Did he put up a fight?" she asked.

Tate shrugged. "A little. He needed some gentle persuasion. But he gave it back."

Gretchen's eyes narrowed as she listened to Tate making light of what he'd just done.

Taking the bag, Gretchen inspected it. "All the money is still here," she gasped. Looking at Tate, she smiled. "How can I thank you?"

Tate shook his head. "No need. I wasn't going to let that varmint take everything you have."

A few folk had gathered close by. Tate didn't want to hear any awkward questions. Taking Gretchen's elbow in his hand, he started to lead her back into the hotel. "We have a breakfast to finish."

She halted and peered into his eyes. "Where did the man go?" 

"He made his getaway," Tate explained. Glancing down at the reticule, he added quickly:  "The main thing is you have your bag back."

Gretchen bit her lower lip and nodded thoughtfully. "I suppose you're right." She frowned. "You know what? I'm not hungry, now."

"Are you sure?" Tate asked.

She nodded. "I think I'll go back to my room."

Tate took a step away from Gretchen. "Whatever you say. Maybe I'll see you later today?" he asked.

Gretchen smiled weakly. "Maybe."

Tate's heart sank when he heard the way she'd said that. One single word could contain so much, he told himself. He watched as Gretchen made her way up the stairs.

Lindsey came out from behind the reception counter. Tate pointed to the dining room. "Get me some coffee, would you?"

Lindsey nodded and headed to the kitchen. Inside the still empty dining room, Tate took his seat at the window. He had some thinking to do, and here seemed like the best place to do it.

That last incident had given Tate plenty to mull over. One thing was obvious. Gretchen wasn't going to be safe here in Refuge. Judging by the look in her eyes before she'd walked away from him, Tate figured Gretchen was coming to the same conclusion. She could wait the next six days in town. But there was no certainty that she wouldn't be the target of more troublemakers. 

Refuge just wasn't a safe town for unaccompanied women. 

No. Tate knew in his heart that he'd have to do something to make sure Gretchen was safe. Leaning back in the chair, he asked himself why he would even consider doing such a thing. The truth was, Gretchen Ryan had made a huge impression on Tate. It was that simple. Her beauty had awakened something in him. A powerful longing, the likes of which he'd never felt before.

And he was beginning to savor her feisty and determined character. She was a woman who knew how to stand up for what she wanted. But what Tate wanted for her was safety. The thought of something bad happening to Gretchen triggered a powerful sense of justice in him. Tate had seen plenty of bad things in his time as marshall. He was determined that Gretchen wouldn't become another part of  those terrible memories.

All last night, in his room, the only thing he'd been able to think about was the fact that she was sleeping in the room right next to his. He'd awoken plenty of times during the night. Many times, the smallest noise had made him sit up in bed, listening intently, wondering if she was safe.

He thought about Billy and the Wolfe outfit. Once Billy reported what had happened, Frank Wolfe might decide it was time for the gang to pay a visit to Refuge. If that happened, Tate knew he couldn't guarantee Gretchen's safety. Anything could happen, and some of it might be bad. Billy had told Tate the outfit were holed up a half day's ride from town. That meant they could be here within twenty-four hours.

Something needed to be done. And quick, Tate told himself. He sat for a while, going over the options.

By the time Lindsey came in with the coffee, Tate already had the answer. There really was nothing else that made sense, he reflected. Only one thing would guarantee Gretchen's safety.

Tate would have to persuade Gretchen to leave Refuge with him and ride for four days through the Montana wilderness, until she was safely delivered to the town of Inspiration.


CHAPTER SEVEN







By late morning, Gretchen had seen everything there was to see in Refuge. She'd visited the mercantile, passed by the saloon without even looking inside, visited the other stores, and wandered over to the livery, only to find the owner was nowhere to be found. As she'd moseyed up and down the boardwalk, she'd noticed some of the townsfolk eyeing her carefully. But no-one talked to her.

Later in the morning, she'd seen Tate emerging from the hotel. He hadn't paid her any attention. Instead, he'd walked straight over to the mercantile and spent a long time in there. On her way back down, walking in the direction of the empty train station, she'd seen Tate leaving the mercantile carrying a few bags. He'd made his way up to the livery and disappeared inside.

Gretchen wondered what could be the cause of Tate's sudden activity. Maybe he was thinking of leaving, she told herself. That single thought made her heart heavy. She recalled the way he'd retrieved her reticule. The way he'd saved all her possessions. That one incident had made Gretchen worry all morning. It had made her realize that she might not be safe in this town. But she didn't know what she could do about it. The man who'd stolen from her might come back at any moment. And he might not be the only troublemaker she'd encounter over the next six days. The prospect of being stranded in town for that long awoke anxiety in Gretchen.

And, to make things worse, if Tate did leave, then there would no-one to whom she could turn for help. 

Finishing her morning walk, Gretchen headed back to her hotel room. After lying down for a short while, she rose and opened the doors to the balcony. Stepping out, she heard a familiar voice to her left.

"Almost time for lunch."

Gretchen saw Tate standing on his side of the balcony barrier. He looked good, she admitted to herself. He was dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt. He'd shaved since the incident at breakfast. His bright gaze regarded her with what she thought looked like appreciation. She tried to smile but, after all the worrying thoughts she'd been playing with, found it hard. 

Tate frowned. "You still not hungry?" he advanced toward the white-painted wooden dividing barrier. Resting his hand on the barrier, he added: "Or is there something else on your mind?"

Gretchen sighed. "I've been thinking."

"Me, too," Tate added quickly.

Gretchen narrowed her eyes. "What about?"

Tate thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans. "About what happened this morning. And what it could mean."

"I saw you going to the mercantile and the livery," she said tentatively. Glancing at him she added: "Are you leaving town?"

"Maybe," he replied. Gretchen frowned. She'd been right in thinking that Tate may be about to leave Refuge.

Tate leaned closer and peered at Gretchen intently. "But if I do leave town, I don't want to go on my own."

"You don't?"

Tate shook his head. "I think you know this place isn't safe for you, Gretchen. I can see it in your eyes." He gave her a piercing look which made her heart skip a beat. Suddenly, he looked deadly serious. "You saw what happened this morning."

Gretchen shrugged. "That kind of thing happens out here," she retorted. "Didn't you tell me that yourself? That Montana isn't like Pennsylvania. Maybe I'll just have to get used to things being different."

Tate sighed. "That's not what I meant. There are dangerous men out here. And they won't hesitate to cause trouble to a beautiful woman."

Gretchen felt her mouth drop open. A shadow descended upon Tate's eyes and he turned his head away from her as if he realized what he'd just said.

Tate had just called her beautiful, Gretchen told herself. She hesitated, considering the significance of that one word. Had that just been a slip of the tongue? Or had that thought been lingering in his mind from the moment they'd met outside the mercantile?

Tate whirled around and faced Gretchen. "What I mean is that it might be best if you leave Refuge."

"Leave? How can I do that?" The next train isn't for six days."

Tate ran a hand through his dark hair. "I'm not talking about taking the train, Gretchen."

She liked the sound of her name on his lips. She knew what he was suggesting. A journey across the Montana territory. He was thinking of sending her away. That was why he'd been in the mercantile and livery this morning.

Gretchen shook her head. "I can't go. I'll wait here and take my chances."

Tate groaned. "You can't do that. You don't know the kind of men there are around here. What they're capable of."

Lifting a brow, she said: "And you do? I thought you were just a drifting cowpuncher."

Tate smiled and nodded. Maybe he'd been momentarily amused at her use of the description of what he did for a living. "That's what I am." Then his expression became grim again. "But I know this part of Montana. And when I say it isn't safe for a woman, I mean that."

"So you expect me to get on a horse and go riding west and hope I end up in Inspiration," she said firmly. "Is that it?"

Tate shook his head. "No. You can't go alone."

"Who's going to take me?"

"I am," Tate declared defiantly.

A long silence hung in the air between her and Tate. Then she said: "You?"

Tate nodded. "I can take you to Inspiration. It's a four day ride. But we can take enough supplies to last the journey. And the summer weather will help. Long days and short nights."

Gretchen frowned. "You'd do that for me?"

Tate sighed. "Anything to make sure you get where you want to go."

For a moment, Gretchen was lost for words. She rested her hands on the balustrade and gazed out across the Main Street. Of course Tate was right. This town wasn't safe. Gretchen had seen evidence of that this morning. Even with Tate around, and willing to help her, she knew trouble might find her. And then what. All her dreams of happiness out here in Montana would come to a sudden end.

Turning to face Tate she asked: "Do you know the way?"

Tate nodded. "I've been in this territory long enough. I think I can get us there."

Gretchen looked into Tate's eyes. Could she trust this man? After all, he was still almost a complete stranger. But she'd seen the way he'd rescued her from trouble this morning. He hadn't hesitated to come to her aid. If his intentions weren't honorable, he wouldn't have done that, would he? Trusting Tate was a risk. There was no denying it. But, her situation was dire. She knew she had to take a chance.

Turning her back on him, she wrapped her arms around herself and offered up a silent prayer. 

Lord, guide me to make the right choice. Maybe, You've brought this man into my life to be my protector. To take me to where You want me to be. Help me make the right decision, Lord.

She turned to face Tate again. To her surprise, he was holding a small object which had been wrapped in pink paper. A neat little ribbon had been tied around the object, which was rectangular in shape.

"What's this?" she asked, smiling at him.

"I bought it for you when I was at the mercantile," Tate explained. He tilted his head. "When I saw it, I remembered you telling me it was one of the things you left on the train."

He held the package out and she took it. Unwrapping it, she pulled away the thin paper and gasped. It was a book. But not just any book.

"A Bible?" she said breathlessly.

Tate nodded. "You told me you lost your own back on the train."

It was a small volume, less than the size of her hand. It had a soft, brown leather binding. The pages were gossamer thin and fluttered softly as she flicked through them. "It's beautiful, Tate," she said. "Thank you."

"You're welcome. Maybe it will help on our journey," he suggested.

"Our journey?"

Tate nodded. "You know it's the only way. I've got everything we need. The horses are ready at the livery. Supplies. And I got you some riding gear."

"What!" she exclaimed.

Tate glanced down the length of her gown. "If your going to ride for four day, you're going to need something more practical than a ladies gown."

"What did you get?"

"A riding skirt. You know. One of the ones that is split into two parts."

"I know what a riding skirt is," she snapped. Gretchen ran a hand down the length of her gown. He was right. This wasn't exactly outdoor apparel. "What if it doesn't fit?"

Tate lifted a brow. "I'm sure you can do something about that," he suggested.

Gretchen nodded and then shrugged in agreement. "You're right. My mother taught me how to use needle and thread." Memories of days long gone drifted into her mind. Sweet memories of family. Gretchen felt a familiar longing stir in her heart. That world was a long way away, now, she told herself. She had a new life to make for herself. Gretchen pushed the memories away. She had a decision to make.

Holding the Bible in her hand, she gazed at Tate. His features were set in an earnest expression. He was waiting for her answer. She still hadn't confirmed that she would go with him. But this last few moments had gone a long way to reassuring her that Tate might be a man she could trust. She thought about all the preparations he'd already made. Had he been so sure she would agree? Or was there another reason why he wanted to leave town so quickly. Maybe this morning had spooked him.

But, there really was no other choice, Gretchen reflected.

"So, what do you say?" Tate asked.

"You know I haven't ridden across country like this before."

"Let me worry about that," Tate said. "We can go easy for the first day or two."

Sighing once more, Gretchen peered into Tate's icy blue eyes. They shimmered with barely contained anticipation. She could see how much this meant to him. Whatever the reason for that, she knew she had made up her mind.

"When do we leave?" she asked.

Tate grinned and his shoulders sank, all the tension easing out of his body. "This afternoon," he announced.

"So soon?"

Tate shrugged. "We have everything we need." He tilted his head and gave her a mischievous grin. "And you have a very reliable guide. Even if I say so myself."

Gretchen laughed quietly. Now he was having fun with her. And, she had to admit, she liked it. Each time he smiled at her like that, she felt a warm glow in her middle. She knew she'd have to be careful with that during the journey. Tate was her guide. Nothing else. Once they reached Inspiration, they'd go their separate ways. And that would be the end of her time with Tate Campbell.





CHAPTER EIGHT







They left Refuge in the middle of the afternoon, heading west out of town along a rough trail which Tate knew led across rolling grasslands and through some dense forests. The sun was bright and high in the Montana sky. The air was warm and clear. Tate figured it was a good day to be setting out. And he was glad they were leaving Refuge long before there was any chance that Frank Wolfe's outfit would hit town.

Tate rode his own mustang which John Douglas had been looking after for the last few days. After inspecting the few horses which Douglas had on offer, Tate had chosen a pinto for Gretchen. He'd looked at the horse carefully, and had asked Douglas if he thought the animal's temperament would be suited to an inexperienced rider going across country on unfamiliar territory. After some long thinking Douglas had eventually confirmed to Tate that he thought the pinto would behave.

Both horses had been packed with what would be needed on the journey. They had enough food for a few days. Each horse carried a rolled up bedroll and spare blanket. Tate had made sure all other essential were packed away. His Colt .45 and plenty of bullets were stowed away in his saddlebag. A Sharps rifle rested vertically in its scabbard on the right side of Tate's mount. 

He avoided talking about the rifle to Gretchen when she came to the livery. He didn't want her worrying about why he might need a gun. The rifle would be needed for hunting for food. And for dealing with any other unwanted visitors.

The packs weren't so heavy that the horses would tire too quickly. The animals would need regular breaks though. The terrain west of Refuge could be rough in parts. And Gretchen's inexperience at this kind of riding would make things tougher. But Tate was confident they'd be able to work things out.

Before leaving, Gretchen had gotten herself into a panic when she realized that her gray, woolen riding skirt had to be adjusted. She'd spent what had seemed to Tate like a long time in her room adjusting the skirt. After this, she'd insisted on going over to the mercantile so she could buy herself a shirt and jacket, even if they didn't fit properly. It seemed like she was taking seriously the idea of an outdoor journey, Tate had reflected as he'd stood outside the mercantile waiting for Gretchen to finish her last minute buying spree.

Later, when she'd stepped out of her hotel room, shortly before leaving, she'd been wearing the whole outfit. Tate had whistled and Gretchen had given him a stern look. Instantly he'd realized he'd need to contain any sign of enthusiasm for the appearance of his companion on the journey. She looked exceedingly fine, as far as Tate was concerned. She'd bought a small-fitting, light brown buckskin jacket and wore that over the shirt and riding skirt. The transformation was dramatic and Tate approved mightily. Tate's compliments had been sincere, although Gretchen had accepted them with obvious reluctance.

Now that she was riding alongside him, Tate had to admit she looked ready for the outdoors. Her gown was packed away in one of the large saddlebags, along with her reticule and bonnet. Her different apparel didn't distract from her natural beauty. If anything, the practical outfit made her look even more attractive to Tate. She looked like she belonged in the beautiful countryside through which they were slowly riding.

Tate kept the pace easy, at first. He wanted to assess Gretchen's riding skills. It was important he know how much she could sustain when it came to riding. He noticed that she sat high in the saddle, like she was out for a ride in one of those parks back East. Her back was ramrod straight, her arms were rigid, and her gloved hands held the reins tightly. Too tightly.

As he glanced across at her, she fixed him with a look and frowned. "What are you staring at?" she asked.

"I'm looking at the way you're sitting in that saddle."

"What about it?"

"You're sitting too tight. You'll never be able to keep that up all the way to Inspiration."

"What do you want me to do?"

Tate sighed and leaned forward. "Can't you relax a bit?"

She shifted, but not by much, he reflected. Tate shook his head and tipped the front of his Stetson up. "I don't see much difference there."

"It feels fine to me," she retorted. 

"We're not out for a Sunday stroll," he countered.

For making that remark he was rewarded with a scolding look from Gretchen.

"Maybe it's the saddle," he suggested.

"I thought you fixed the saddle for me back at the livery," Gretchen objected.

She was right. Tate and the livery owner had spent some time adjusting the cinches, making sure that Gretchen would be comfortable once she started out. But now that they'd been riding a while, he could see the saddle slipping slightly. 

"Let's stop." He drew up.

"Why?" she demanded.

"So I can make some adjustments there," he explained.

Gretchen frowned. Maybe after all the preparations, she was just eager to keep moving, Tate told himself. Gretchen drew her pinto to a halt. Tate stepped down from his mustang and tied its reins to a nearby tree. 

"Just stay there," Tate instructed. 

He saw Gretchen's mouth twist into a very noticeable pout. Her brows creased as he reached down and started checking the cinches beneath the saddle. He wondered if she was going to argue with him over every small detail. If that was the case, then the next few days were going to pass by very slowly, he reflected.

Tate untied one of the cinches and shifted the saddle slightly. The movement made Gretchen straighten abruptly. Tate was sure he even heard Gretchen utter a quiet, disapproving noise as he fussed with the saddle. She glanced down at him. Tate wondered why she was so bothered by what he was doing. Surely she understood how important it would be for her to be steady on the horse.

"Sit still," he ordered.

She sighed noisily. That wasn't encouraging, Tate told himself. He tugged hard on the cinch for one last time. 

Reaching up, he took her arms and pulled gently on them. "Relax," he instructed. 

"I am relaxing," she insisted.

To Tate, her arms felt as rigid as tree branches. He took the reins and demonstrated how to hold them. "Look. You're not trying to strangle someone with the reins. You don't need to hold them so tight." Looking up at her he saw her mouth tighten. This wasn't going well.

Handing her the reins, he said: "Try holding them again."

Gretchen puffed out a noisy sigh. She took the reins and wrapped her fingers around them. He was pleased to see that, in spite of her protests, she was doing what he'd shown her.

Encouraged, he started to reach up, intending to place his hands on the middle of her back. He froze when he saw the way Gretchen was looking at him.

Tate cleared his throat. "Do you mind if I show you how to improve your posture? You're going to be riding for a long time."

Gretchen looked at him for a moment. Maybe she was weighing up his true intentions. Tate knew they were perfectly innocent. He was under no illusions about what a leap of faith she'd made in trusting him to make this journey safely. After all, they'd only just become acquainted.

"Go ahead," she agreed and then looked straight ahead.

Very gently, Tate placed his hands on the middle of her back. In spite of his entirely innocent intentions, he felt his heart quicken as his hands settled on her back. Taking care not to hold her too tightly, he moved his hands slowly, easing some of the tension out of her lower back. He felt her back muscles soften. Then her entire posture shifted downwards.

"Does that feel more balanced?" he asked.

Tilting her head, Gretchen thought a moment and then nodded. "I guess it does." She looked down at him. "Is this my first lesson? Or do you have others in mind?"

Tate felt his face flush with heat. He was sure his cheeks had turned a deep shade of red. Gretchen frowned and then her eyes widened as she realized the unintended meaning of what she'd just said. 

"Forget I said that," she blurted out abruptly.

Removing his hands, Tate strode back to his horse, untied it from the tree and mounted. Gazing across at Gretchen, he knew he'd have to say something, anything, to distract them both. He cleared his throat. "And keep your stirrups in close to the pinto's side. Don't let your feet drift out too far."

"I sure will," she replied, too quickly, he told himself. He wasn't the only one feeling awkward about this whole idea, now. But, all he had to do was remind himself that, back there somewhere, Frank Wolfe and his outfit would be welcoming Billy back. And then they would find out about what had happened at Refuge. Maybe Frank would decide to see for himself. 

That thought triggered urgency in Tate. "Let's get going," he said to Gretchen.

Starting forward along the trail Tate reminded himself that they had a few hours until dark. It was roughly a hundred miles to Inspiration. By the end of the day they would have covered maybe fifteen. Tate figured that he and Gretchen would be able to cover up to thirty miles a day, mostly at walking pace. Added to that would be stops to rest the horses. And stops for Gretchen to get used to long days riding. 

Tate was used to long rides across difficult terrain. Wyoming had plenty of rough country and Montana was much the same. Riding in pursuit, as a part of a posse, had been his life for years, ever since he'd been a deputy to the sheriff at Laramie at the age of eighteen. 

Glancing across at Gretchen, he asked himself if he would ever get a chance to tell her the truth about his life. About who he really was.

The sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach told him that day might never come. It would be too dangerous for her to know the truth. The less she knew the better.

For now, he'd have to live with his secret, and hope he got her to Inspiration before Frank Wolfe got the idea in his head to come after Tate. 


CHAPTER  NINE







By late afternoon, Gretchen was starting to feel frustrated. Tate just wouldn't stop telling her what to do. Anyone would think he was her boss, she told herself as their horses started to make their way up the slope of a hill toward a distant ridge. She did feel tired. The last few hours of riding were already taking their toll. Her back ached and her thighs were starting to hurt. The longest she'd ridden a horse back East had been during pleasant times spent on her uncle's farm. But that was nothing like what she and Tate were doing. She wondered how she was going to survive another three whole days of this.

Tate had been quiet for the last hour or so. After their first disagreement over how she was sitting on the pinto, Tate had lapsed into silence. Then they'd stopped by a creek to attend to their personal needs. That had been awkward, Gretchen told herself. Tate had been diplomatic and courteous, giving her all the time she needed. He'd even suggested a safe place where she could attend to her needs. Thankfully, he'd gone for a short stroll while she'd been busy.

Before setting out with Tate, Gretchen hadn't given much consideration to such basic aspects of an outdoor journey. The next few days would be an education for her. She'd need to learn how to eat coarse food, stay on her horse, attend to the necessary calls of nature, and sleep outside beneath the stars. It was going to be a challenge.

Whether she liked it or not, Tate was her guide and instructor. She'd already gathered that he knew exactly what he was doing out here in this beautiful but demanding wilderness. He'd told her he was a drifter. A cowboy. The suggestion was that, in some respects he was an idle man. Gretchen had the distinct impression Tate was holding something back. She couldn't quite put her finger on it, but occasionally Tate was abrupt with her. Especially once when she'd asked him to tell her more about where he'd grown up. He may have claimed to be an idle drifter, but Gretchen was beginning to suspect there was more to Tate Campbell than that.

But, now that they were out in the wilderness, Gretchen had seen no signs of Tate's idleness. On the contrary. She'd already seen plenty of evidence that he knew how to survive outdoors. Maybe she would make it safely to Inspiration, after all, she told herself. 

Lifting her heart up, she thanked her Lord for bringing Tate into her life at just the right moment. She also thanked the Lord for getting out of Refuge safe and sound. Gretchen was accustomed to offering up thanks to God. Her family had brought her up to have a strong faith. It had always been important to her. In Sophie Cameron's letters, it had been the mention that the little town to which Gretchen was journeying had a thriving, godly community and vibrant church life that had made Gretchen's mind up. She hoped she'd be able to find a husband who shared her own firm faith.

Thinking back to the Bible which Tate had given her, Gretchen wondered how strong was Tate's faith. He hadn't shared any details of that. Gretchen decided she'd use the next few days to find out.

The only thing she had to learn how to cope with now was his infuriating habit of giving her orders. Back East, that had never been a part of her life. Her mother had brought Gretchen up to be independent and strong-willed. The only problem with that was it had resulted in Gretchen developing a stubborn streak which bordered on unseemly pride. She'd battled with herself this last few hours, biting her tongue each time Tate had issued a demand. She wondered how long she was going to be able to maintain her self-control.

The horses crested the top of the ridge. It had been a long climb and the horses clearly needed a rest. 

Tate lifted his hand. "Let's stop here, a while. These horses need a breather." Tate gazed out across the distant landscape. 

Tate dismounted and came to Gretchen's horse. Reaching up, he made it clear he wanted to help her down from her mount. Leaning sideways, and resting both legs against the side of her horse, Gretchen let herself settle into Tate's powerful grasp. Her booted feet landed softly on the grass covering of the wide, flat plateau. Tate didn't immediately release his gentle hold on her waist. His icy-blue eyes shimmered with barely disguised delight. Gretchen felt her cheeks flush with heat. Tate moved his hands away and leaned one on his hip.

"That's quite a view, don't you think?" Tate said glancing over Gretchen's shoulder.

Gretchen had been so occupied with following behind Tate's horse that she hadn't taken the time to take in the view.

She turned in the direction of Tate's gaze. Now that she could see the land spread out before them, all she could do was gasp. "Oh, my!" she exclaimed. "That's beautiful."

Tate tipped his hat back. "It sure is."

From their position at the top of a high promontory, it seemed like the whole of Montana was spread out before them. She could see for miles, all the way to distant mountain peaks. Laid out, as if for her personal delight, was the most astonishing landscape she'd ever seen. Lifting her hand, she shaded her eyes. The bright sun shone down on dense forests, winding rivers, broad valleys and rolling hills. The colors and the brightness made her eyes narrow as she tried to take it all in. This was the Montana of her dreams. A sumptuous land filled with promise, glowing with the beauty God had bestowed upon it. After all the hard work of the last few hours, her heart warmed with joy at this wondrous sight.

Tate pointed a hand back in an easterly direction. "If you look closely, you can see the train line. And there. You can see Refuge."

Squinting her eyes, Gretchen saw the town they'd left hours before. From here it was nothing more than a dark smudge of buildings near the silvery train tracks. It seemed like such a long way away. "Have we really come that far?" she asked.

"About ten miles or so."

Gretchen frowned up at Tate. "Is that all? It feels like a lot more than that."

"I told you. We'll probably make thirty miles a day, if we keep our pace steady," Tate said. He lifted a querying brow. "If you can keep up."

Gretchen thrust a fist against her side and faced Tate. "Of course I can keep up. What makes you think I won't be able to?"

Tate grinned. "I've seen the way you've been complaining on that horse."

"I haven't said a word," she objected.

"Not yet. Wait until you've been riding a day or two and then tell me how you feel." He laughed. "I brought earplugs. Just in case."

Gretchen gasped loudly. "You won't hear a word out of me," she snapped. "I promise you."

Turning away from Tate, she folded her arms and forced her attention on to the beautiful view. Anything to distract herself from his taunting remarks.

"I'll see to the horses," Tate announced. She could still hear the amusement in his voice.

"You do that," Gretchen told him without even turning around.

She heard the sounds of him working. Glancing around, she saw that he was bending down to inspect the legs of her horse. He quickly looked up at her and smiled mischievously. She scoffed and then whirled her head around. He could be such an annoying man, she told herself. But he was all she had. Seeing this landscape, laid out before her, she realized just how isolated she was. Just how important Tate was to her. This was true wilderness. It was filled with beauty and delights. But it also held hidden dangers. Natural ones. And, even man-made ones, too. She was under no illusions about where she was. This was frontier territory.

Tate Campbell was her only protection against those dangers. Maybe the best thing she could do would be to co-operate with him as much as possible. But she'd also have to maintain her boundaries. Tate wasn't the only one who needed to keep those close to them at arms length.


CHAPTER TEN







Tate decided to make camp for the night near a grove of trees by a creek which ran through a wide valley. They'd made good progress since stopping at the ridge, earlier. Gretchen hadn't uttered a word of complaint, but he could see she was having a hard time. That was only to be expected. This was a new experience for her. It would take her a couple of days to get used to the pace. 

Tate guided his mustang into the trees, bending low to make his way beneath low-hanging branches, and found a clear area. He figured it would a be a good place to sleep for the night. He dismounted and tied his horse's reins to a tree branch. Moving quickly to Gretchen's mount, he took the reins from her hands and watched as she dismounted. He saw her flinch as she moved carefully off the pinto. Once on the ground, she stretched her back. Drawing him a steady look she asked: "What?"

"Nothing. Just checking."

"That I'm not injured? Or are you enjoying my suffering?" she asked.

"I wasn't aware you were having a hard time," Tate replied and grinned. Taking her horse's reins he tied it alongside his own mount.

Glancing back at her, through the low branches, he saw her frown. Tate figured he'd done enough to irritate her today. More than once they'd traded sharp words since leaving the high ridge. He would just have to keep on making allowances for her inexperience. If he could do that without getting under her skin, then they'd get through the next few days with their friendship intact.

The light was dying slowly. It would be dark in less than an hour. He was thankful it was summer. The long days gave them a chance to make good progress. The nights would be short, and he hoped they'd both get enough sleep. Gazing up through the canopy of branches, he saw the clear sky. A cloudless sky might be good for gazing at the stars but it meant a cold night was coming. Even though it was summer, the Montana nights could be chilly. He'd have to make sure Gretchen was well wrapped up during the night.

First, though, there was the matter of food. He'd packed enough supplies for four days. Dried beef, tins of beans and sourdough biscuits would have to suffice for the duration, he told himself. He knew it wasn't appetizing, but it would keep them from being hungry. With his Sharps rifle there was always the chance he could shoot some game. But he wasn't banking on that. 

Gretchen walked slowly toward Tate as he started to remove the pack from his horse. He took the two bedrolls and the pack and made his way to the small clearing near the creek. Gretchen followed him and halted by his side.

"I'll get the fire going," Tate said. "We need to eat before we turn in."

Gretchen looked at the pack. "What have you got in there?"

"Nothing too tasty, I'm afraid. Basic stuff. Meat, beans and biscuits."

Gretchen's brows lifted. "Mmmm. That sounds delicious," she said and gave him a wry smile. "Can I help?"

Tate shook his head. "I'll build the fire. It won't take long." He handed her the bedrolls. "If you want, you can lay these out." He gazed around the open area and pointed to the nearby trees. "Maybe over there is good. Beneath the trees."

Gretchen took the bedrolls and went to where he'd indicated. She put the bedrolls down. Tate watched Gretchen carefully as she started to set out the bedrolls. She moved slowly and tentatively as if she was trying to accustom herself to this completely new task. He understood how difficult all of this must be for her. It all must seem like a new world, he told himself.

"Are you okay over there?" Tate asked.

Gretchen lifted her head and smiled. "Sure," she replied. There was a hint of defiance in her voice. Just like there had been throughout the entire day, Tate reflected. He was beginning to get used to that. Even starting to like it in a strange way.

Soon, the fire was going strong, the coffee had been made and he was sitting across from Gretchen. Each of them was sitting back against their saddles which would later be used as makeshift pillows. They each had a small metal plate in the lap. Upon it was laid the foods which he had retrieved his saddlebag. He knew it was basic fare. But it would have to do. Tate watched as Gretchen picked at her food carefully. He didn't find it particularly appetizing. Once they reached Inspiration they would be able to enjoy some decent food. For the next three days, they'd have to get used to being hungry.

The temperature had dropped and it was cooler now. The twilight wrapped itself around the forest. Tate felt everything close in around him. He was here, alone with Gretchen, and it felt good. However he was sure she wouldn't be feeling the same as him. She was out in the wilderness with someone who was almost a complete stranger. And she was about to sleep outside, probably, he guessed, for the first time in her life.

"It's been quite a day hasn't it?" he asked.

Gretchen nodded. "I guess so," she said quietly.

"Once you've spent some time in the outdoors you'll get used to it," Tate observed.

"You think so?"

Tate nodded. "It kinda gets into your bones, after a while." He leaned back against the hard saddle. "Pretty soon, you'll wonder how you lived without it."

Gretchen nodded. "I guess that depends."

"On what?" 

Gretchen gazed across at him. The fire reflected in her eyes. "On who I marry."

Tate's breath halted in his chest. He worked hard to school his features. They'd gone the whole day without mentioning her upcoming marriage. All he could do was nod his head and then force his attention back to his food.

"Have you always lived an outdoor life?" Gretchen asked abruptly.

Tate felt himself caught out by the suddenness of the change in subject. He shifted and moved his food around on his plate trying to gather his thoughts. How much should he tell her? How much would it be safe for her to know? He knew he would have to tell her the truth at some point, but he was willing to wait. She had enough to be worrying about with the journey.

"My family owned a ranch in Wyoming," Tate stated.

"You grew up on a ranch?" Gretchen asked sounding impressed.

"It isn't as glamorous or as exciting as you think," Tate said. "There's a whole lot of hard work involved in running a ranch," he added.

Gretchen frowned. "I didn't think for a minute that it would be easy," she replied. "I've read about ranching."

"You have?"

Gretchen nodded. "I read a few books about the West before I came out here," she said. "I figured it would be better for me to know as much as possible before I arrived."

"There's only so much you can learn from books," Tate said.

"I know that," she said with a hint of sharpness in her voice. He was still treading carefully, trying to find out just how far he could go with her. How far he could push her. She had her limits and he was only beginning to discover them.

"Do your parents still own the ranch?"

Tate shook his head. "My parents passed years back. That's when we lost the ranch."

Glancing up, he saw her features darken. For a moment she seemed lost for words.

"Before you ask, I don't have any brothers or sisters. There is only me. After my parents passed away I went to live with my uncle in Laramie. He owned a mercantile in town. And that was pretty much my life from when I left the schoolhouse."

Gretchen lowered her head and was silent for a few moments. Finally, she looked at him. "It seems like we've got something in common," she said softly. "My parents passed away when I was twelve. Like you, I don't have any brothers or sisters. I went to live with my aunt in Philadelphia. She was the one who had the brother who owned the farm in Pennsylvania. But mostly I spent my life in the city. My aunt moved in polite society circles."

At first, Tate wasn't sure what to make of that. But, he'd already witnessed Gretchen's fine manners. The hints at her good upbringing.

Gretchen laid her plate down on the grass next to her and stood. Wrapping her arms around herself she walked to the edge of the enclosure. Tate laid his plate down, rose quickly and went to Gretchen's side. It seemed like the simple sharing of their personal histories had triggered some emotions. And it wasn't just Gretchen who was feeling those emotions, Tate told himself.

Standing alongside her, he followed her gaze as she peered up into the star sprinkled sky. Through an opening in the forest's canopy he could see the star-filled immensity of the Montana sky. She gasped contentedly as she peered up at the star-sprinkled sky. "This is amazing," she exclaimed breathlessly. "I have never seen so many stars."

"The beauty of God's creation," Tate murmured.

Gretchen turned to him and lifted a brow. She seemed impressed. "That's exactly what I was thinking," she said incredulously.

Tate smiled warmly at Gretchen. He saw a sudden delight shimmering in her eyes. "That's how I feel every time I'm out here," he explained. Gazing up into the sky he sighed. "It's hard not to feel something deep inside when you look at beauty like this," he added. Tate glanced at her, wondering to himself if he'd only been talking about the sky.

Gretchen nodded. "When you live in the city most of your life you don't really get to see this."

Tate figured he'd been right to decide never to live in a big city. He'd already made his mind up that he never would. Tate wasn't used to being cooped up. He always hated the feeling of being hemmed in. Contained. He liked his freedom too much. 

Tate figured it had something to do with growing up on the ranch. He still had many fond memories of his early years growing up on the ranch. Memories of working with ranch hands, riding horses and learning everything there was to know about living off the land. Working cattle was something he might return to, he told himself. One day. Once he'd finished with bringing justice into the world. Once he'd turned his back on putting bad men behind bars. A familiar sadness awakened in Tate's middle. He drew in a deep, calming breath.

As if sensing his growing sadness Gretchen turned to face him. "You know that I'm really grateful for all you've done for me," she said evenly.

Tate lifted a brow. He shrugged and then grinned. "All part of the service ma'am." He hoped it sounded friendly.

Gretchen narrowed her eyes and shook her head. He could tell that she knew he was trying to be playful. That he was trying to deflect attention from how he was feeling.

"I'm serious, Tate," she insisted. "You saved me from a whole lot of trouble. I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't been there."

Now he felt embarrassed. "Maybe it was God's will."

Her eyes widened. That remark had taken her aback. Narrowing her eyes at him, she asked, "Did you say you were a churchgoer?"

Tate shifted on his heels. "I was when I was younger. Back in Laramie, my uncle tried to make sure I went to church." Tate shrugged. "Let's just say I wasn't a regular."

Gretchen nodded thoughtfully and turned her attention back to the arching glory of the night sky. "You should think about that. Going to church saved me from a whole lot of trouble back in Philly."

"What kind?" Tate asked.

Gretchen folded her arms and paused for a long moment. He could tell she was about to clam up again. "The kind you find in cities." She looked at him. In the soft light from the nearby fire he could see hidden pain behind her eyes. "City folk aren't my kind of people, Tate. That's one reason why I came out to Montana. I'm looking for a better kind of life. A better kind of people. And Inspiration sounded like just the place for me."

Tate gazed into her eyes. He felt his heart pounding faster. "I hope you find what you're looking for, Gretchen," he said softly.

For a while, they both stood and simply enjoyed the sight of the sky. Tate let it fill his heart, making him feel a warmth he hadn't felt in a long time. Not since he'd decided to become a marshal.

Finally, Gretchen turned and made her way to the bedroll. She stood over it. "I've never slept on the ground before," she admitted.

"Never? Not even when you were a kid?"

Gretchen shook her head. 

Tate squatted down and did his best to make the bedroll neat and comfortable. Lifting his head he saw Gretchen watching him carefully. 

Tate felt a chill breeze sweep softly through the trees. "I'll get you a blanket from my saddle bag."

"No need," Gretchen said sharply. "I'll be fine. It's not too cold."

"But it'll get colder during the night," Tate objected.

"I'll be okay, Tate," Gretchen insisted, a sharpness appearing suddenly in her voice.

Tate stood and faced her. "If that's what you want."

Gretchen nodded.

Tate pointed to his bedroll. "If you need anything, just holler."

"I will," she said and smiled at him. "Goodnight, Tate."

Tate nodded and started across the clearing toward his bedroll. It was ten paces way from hers. A sensible distance, he figured, that would reassure her while he kept his distance. He turned his back to her as he listened to her getting settled. Then he lay down, facing away from Gretchen. Within minutes he heard her breathing become softer and more rhythmic. She was probably exhausted, he told himself. No wonder. It had been a tumultuous day.

He thought about her refusal to accept an extra blanket. The temperature would drop. Gretchen just didn't know how cold it could get here, even in the summer. Tate resolved to do what he thought best. Gretchen might have to learn how to start listening to him. Now was as good a time as any, he told himself. He waited a few minutes and then rose from his bedroll. He went to the saddlebag, slipped out the gray blanket and walked carefully across to where Gretchen was sleeping. Carefully, he draped the blanket over her sleeping form. Thankfully, she didn't stir. Tate smiled appreciatively as he gazed down at her and then made his way back to his bedroll.

 A short time later, sleep claimed him. As it did so, he asked himself what tomorrow would bring.


CHAPTER ELEVEN







Gretchen knew there was something wrong when she awoke. Opening her eyes, she saw the beginnings of dawn's early light on the trees around her. She heard the soft singing of birds. A new day was beginning.

But it wasn't what she saw that most affected her. Memories of the dreams she'd had during the night drifted back into her mind. In one, she had been back in her aunt's home in Philadelphia. Her aunt had complained of the cold in the sitting room. In the dream, the fireplace had roared into life, turning the room into a furnace. Gretchen had started to sweat. Then the fire had died and the room had become icily chilled. Snow fell on her shoulders as she sat on the sofa. Like many dreams it had been perplexing and confusing. 

Gretchen had awoken at some point in the middle of the night. She'd felt the chill of the Montana night biting into her. Tucking herself deeper in the bedroll, she'd played with the thought of going to Tate's saddlebag and getting the blanket he'd mentioned. But she had decided against doing that, partly because she didn't want to awaken Tate, and also because she wasn't going to admit she'd been wrong in refusing his offer before she'd gone to sleep.

Now, though, she regretted her decision. Shivering on the bedroll, Gretchen felt every muscle in her body ache with cold and with the beginnings of something more worrying. Maybe she'd caught a chill, she told herself. Lifting a hand to her brow, she felt her skin. It was clammy and damp. She was burning up. There was no doubt about it. And out here, in the Montana wilderness, the last thing she needed was to become sick.

Scolding herself for her foolishness, Gretchen sat up and peered in the half-light across at Tate. He lay on his bedroll, with his back to her. His steady, soft breathing told her he was still asleep. Gretchen shifted off the bedroll, pushing aside a gray blanket. She squinted at the blanket. That hadn't been there when she'd gone to sleep the previous night. Tate must have put it over her when she had been sleeping. Gretchen imagined him sneaking over to her after she'd fallen asleep and carefully draping it over her. She'd tried to refuse his offer, but it seemed he'd found a way to do what he thought best for her. She tried to smile as that realization hit her. But, she was feeling so bad, the smile wouldn't come.

 She gazed down at the dark embers of the previous night's fire. Maybe she could start it herself, without waking Tate. Taking a step toward the dead fire, Gretchen stepped on a twig. The crunching sound cut through the air.

Tate shifted quickly, dragging in a deep breath. Turning, he peered at Gretchen. "Are you awake so early?"

Gretchen tried to reply, but her throat was painful. All she could do was nod wordlessly. Tate moved his powerful frame from out of the bedroll and came to her. He paused and she saw his eyes narrowing as he examined her. He knew something was wrong, she told herself.

"Did you sleep okay?" he asked.

"Yup," Gretchen said. "It was cold, though. Colder than I thought it would be." 

The sound of her croaking voice made Tate take a step closer. "Are you feeling sick?" he asked, urgency in his voice.

Gretchen shook her head. "No. I'm fine."

Abruptly, and without warning, Tate reached out his hand toward her. She flinched and took a step backward. Her boots scraped against the remains of the night's fire.

Undeterred, Tate touched his hand to her forehead. "You're burning up," he exclaimed. His eyes widened and he gazed at her with obvious concern.

"I'm fine, Tate. Really, I am," Gretchen complained. She knew her words didn't sound in the least convincing.

Tate shook his head and sighed. "You should have woken me up."

Gretchen waved a dismissive hand. "I'll be fine."

Tate's brows lifted in a straight and very skeptical line. "Let me get this fire going."

Tate strode across to his bedroll and retrieved his own woolen blanket. He came back to Gretchen and wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. His hands rested for a moment on her arms. Gretchen felt herself shiver. Tate's brows furrowed in visible concern. 

He led Gretchen to her bedroll and guided her down onto it. As she sat there, she gazed up at him. He ran a hand through his tousled, dark hair. "I'll make some coffee. You need to warm up. And fast." There was an urgency in his voice now.

For the next few minutes she watched as he got the fire going and made the coffee. Soon, he came to her carrying a metal cup filled with the hot liquid and one for himself. Gretchen inhaled the aroma of the coffee and felt the heat against her hands. It felt instantly reassuring. And, as she sipped the coffee, she felt the warmth ease its way down into her stomach. But, in spite of the heat from the fire and the warmth of the coffee, she was still shivering.

That wasn't a good sign, and she knew it. If she'd been back in Philadelphia she would have spent the day in bed, keeping warm, drinking plenty of fluid and sleeping all day. But, out here, that simply wasn't going to be an option. She wondered whether Tate would suggest they make their way back to Refuge. Back in the hotel, she might be able to recover quickly. Then they could resume the journey. But, she'd heard the determination in Tate's voice yesterday. He'd talked about getting out of Refuge quickly. He really wanted to her to reach Inspiration as soon as possible. She didn't even think to ask herself why he would feel such urgency to be out of Refuge. She intended to ask him. But, for now, all she could think of was the fever, the aching sensation in her body, and the unstoppable shivering which had taken hold of her.

Tate sat alongside her, drinking his own coffee. He seemed thoughtful. No, she told herself as she peered at his even features, his furrowed brows, the thin line of his lips. He was more than thoughtful. Tate looked worried.

Tate turned to her. "I'll make some food."

"More beans?" she joked. 

Tate ignored her feeble attempt at humor. "I think I can find something else. You'll need your strength. We have to ride this morning."

"Can't we just go back to Refuge?"

"Do you want to?" he asked cautiously.

Gretchen frowned. She thought about the spartan conditions in the hotel. The basic facilities would hardly be comforting, she told herself. "I don't think that's a good idea."

Tate seemed relieved. "I think you're right. We'll keep going." He lifted a brow. "I'll keep a close eye on you."

For some reason she couldn't understand, the thought of Tate watching out for her was appealing. "You're the expert," she told him.

Tate frowned, clearly embarrassed by her compliment. "We'll take it slowly. Hopefully, that fever of yours will just be an overnight chill. It'll pass soon enough."

Gretchen took a long drink of the coffee. She could feel energy tingling to life inside her. Maybe he was right. This would pass once she'd eaten and they were back on the westward trail. "I'm just a soft city type," she said. "One night outside, and I can't take it."

To her shock, Tate leaned closer and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "That's not true. It's normal for someone who hasn't camped outside before to feel like you do. Its the first time you've done it. Its bound to affect you." She felt him squeeze her shoulder gently. She did nothing to discourage his attention. In fact, she felt curiously comforted by his touch. He was only trying to be kind. Only trying to help her. Just like he'd done since the moment they'd met back in Refuge.

Tate spent the next while preparing the food. She ate as much of the meat and dried fruit as she could. It was an odd combination, but after she'd eaten she felt her energy levels lift noticeably.

The sunlight filtered through the trees casting a beautiful glow across everything. Delight filled her heart as she walked into the clearing and gazed out across the distant valley. Just seeing God's handiwork was enough to lift her spirits. She still didn't feel right. And, as she stood gazing out across the landscape, she felt light-headed for a moment. Not wanting to worry Tate, she casually went back to her bedroll and sat down. 

Tate was busy packing the saddlebags onto the horses. As he fitted her saddle back onto her pinto, Tate turned and peered at her. "You okay?"

Gretchen nodded. "Fine. Are we leaving so soon?"

Tate turned. "You want to rest a while?"

Gretchen saw how eager he was to be getting back on the trail. "No. Making an early start makes sense."

Tate went back to his work, apparently satisfied with her answer. Soon they were mounted and riding out along the trail again. She noticed that Tate was taking it slow, just like he'd said he would. The pace was even slower than it had been yesterday, she realized. 

"Do you know where we're headed today?" she asked him.

Tate nodded. "This trail leads to a place where there are some homesteaders. I was thinking maybe we could get some supplies. If they have any to spare."

"You think they'd do that for strangers?" she asked.

Tate smiled. "Most folks who live out here know what it means to be short of things. They live with that reality every day of the week. That makes them more generous than you'd expect of city folks. Especially when they see someone in need."

Gretchen frowned. "I'm not sick," she objected. Right now, hanging onto the reins of her horse and with the sun starting to get warmer, she felt the truth was something different.

"I'll be the judge of that," he retorted.

She sat up straight and pursed her lips. "Well, I'm certainly not someone in need. That's for sure."

"I didn't mean to offend you," Tate replied. "Sometimes you have to know when to accept the help of others.' He quirked a brow. "Seems like you've been used to living life on your own terms. If you don't mind me saying so."

Gretchen rounded on him. "But I do mind. That remark is very presumptuous."

Tate's brows furrowed. "What does that mean?"

"It means you should think before you speak. You might hurt my feelings."

"I think I've already seen how easy it is to do that," he replied and smiled.

Gretchen frowned at him. "You don't know me, Tate. You don't know me at all."

Tate shook his head. "I thought we were getting acquainted. I mean, real friendly. Seems like you think different."

She squinted at him. "You can think what you like," she retorted sharply. "I simply accepted your kind offer of help. And that's as far as it goes for now."

"For now?" Tate said quickly. Gretchen felt her cheek flush with heat that had nothing to do with the chill she'd caught last night. She sighed abruptly and turned away from him.

Tate laughed quietly. He looked like he was enjoying getting under her skin. Gretchen told herself she'd have to work harder to make it more difficult for him. This journey would feel interminable if all he was going to do was find ways to test her patience. 


CHAPTER TWELVE







They'd been riding for a few hours when Tate saw the two riders. Tate halted his mount and stretched out a hand to bring Gretchen's pinto to a stop. Up ahead, on the other side of a sharp drop, riding down into a narrow valley, Tate saw two riders coming toward him and Gretchen. Tate saw one of the riders look straight at him. The man gestured to his partner who fixed his gaze on Tate. The men exchanged words, paused a long moment, and then started to advance toward Tate and Gretchen. 

Whatever the men had decided, Tate wasn't about to assume it would be completely innocent. He felt a chill settle on his spine. Reaching down, he opened his saddlebag and slid out the Colt .45 which he'd kept there ever since leaving Refuge. He tucked it inside his belt. Then he reached his hand down to the rifle scabbard hanging on the horse's side. At least he was prepared for trouble, he told himself.

Glancing across at Gretchen, he saw her eyes widen as she looked at the gun tucked into his belt. "I didn't know you had that," she said.

"You stay close to me, Gretchen," Tate said and looked across at the two advancing riders. "Maybe they're just passing. I just want to make sure they don't get any funny ideas."

"What do you think they might do?" she asked.

"If I have anything to do with it, they'll just move along. If not, then I'm ready to deal with whatever they have in mind."

Tate saw the beads of sweat on Gretchen's face. She'd been battling hard for the last few hours. Now, though, he could see signs of tiredness on her pale face. He'd planned on stopping soon, but now he had something else to deal with. He'd learned the hard way that encounters in the wild needed to be handled properly. In the only way he knew. As a marshal would.

The riders crested the rise, emerging out of the low valley and up onto the trail where Tate and Gretchen were moving along at a slow pace. Now that the men were close, Tate could see his instincts had been right. Both men wore rough-looking coats and jeans. Both were unshaven and had the brims of their Stetsons tucked low, as if they wanted to hide the dark eyes which peered at him. There was a look in those eyes. One with which Tate was all too familiar. Trouble was brewing, and Tate was ready to act. He'd given his word to Gretchen that he'd keep her safe, and he was going to do that.

Both riders halted in front of Tate and Gretchen. Leaning on the pommel of his saddle, the man on the right smiled, revealing uneven, yellow teeth. "Howdy," he said. His voice was dry and scratchy.

Tate nodded once and said nothing. He fixed the man with a steady look. Tate figured the man was in his thirties. Tate saw the other man, who was younger and had a scar on his right cheek, glance approvingly at Gretchen. That one look made Tate sit up in his saddle. 

"Where you folks heading?" the younger man asked.

"Inspiration," Gretchen blurted out before Tate had a chance to counsel her to silence. He wished she hadn't said that. The less people knew here he and Gretchen were going, the better, as far as he was concerned. But it was too late now.

"Fine little town," the older man said. "Except for that sheriff they got there." He frowned. "He's an ornery type, and no mistake." 

Tate finally spoke. "Maybe he doesn't like troublemakers in his town."

That comment made both men straighten in their saddles. Tate shifted his gaze to the older man. He seemed to be the one with authority. The man scowled and then sighed heavily. Maybe he'd been expecting no resistance from himself and Gretchen. If so, he was mistaken.

The man tilted his head. "Now that ain't friendly, is it."

Tate shrugged. "I've no call to be friendly to strangers today. Now, why don't you two fine gentlemen be on your way." 

The younger man shook his head. "I don't think so. We're in no hurry." He turned to his partner. "Are we?"

The older man shook his head. "Not when we've got other business to attend to in Refuge."

"What kind of business?" Tate asked, suddenly curious. He wondered if they had any connection with Frank Wolfe's outfit.

"Let's just say we got some good friends there," the younger man declared.

That comment got the man a scolding look from his older partner. Maybe the younger man had volunteered too much information, Tate told himself.

Tate glanced at Gretchen. Her brows were furrowed into deep ridges. She looked frightened. She understood what was going on. Tate knew it was up to him now.

Resting his hand against his Colt, Tate peered at the older man. "We'll be on our way now." Lifting a brow he added firmly, "I assume you two aren't going to block our path. I don't think I'd like that."

Both men peered back at Tate and said nothing. The older man stroked his stubble-covered chin. "We can't let you pass, mister." Lowering his hand, the man rested it on his holstered pistol. The younger man made the same move. "You see, me and my partner are kinda low on money. There's a good card table waiting for us in Refuge. And I'm sure you folks will be able to help us out." He frowned at Tate. "If you know what I mean."

Tate knew the moment for action had arrived. Moving quickly he drew the pistol out. The movement had been so swift that neither of the two men could react quickly enough. He saw their eyes widen as their hands froze above their holstered guns.

Tate pointed the Colt at the men. "The talking's over, boys. I gave you a chance to act civil and polite." Tate smiled sarcastically. "Seems like you declined my generous offer."

The older man made to move for his gun, but Tate yelled out, "Don't!"

The man froze. His gaze locked on Tate. Now there was hate in the man's eyes. Glancing at the younger man, Tate saw the same look in his eyes. He'd made instant enemies, but he didn't care. He was the one pointing the gun.

Tate glanced at Gretchen and saw that she was staring at him with wide-eyed disbelief. Tate knew this was a side of him she hadn't seen before now. Maybe she found it shocking. But Tate knew it was necessary.

"You men best be on your way now," Tate ordered.

Both men glared at Tate. He knew he'd won, but he wouldn't be sure until the men were out of sight. Tate was already thinking how he could change the path he and Gretchen were following. Even if the men tried to track them, Tate was sure he could throw them off. He knew enough about tracking criminals to know the tricks he'd need to employ. But first he had to get the men going on their way.

"Take your reins, boys," Tate ordered. "I like to see hands away from guns."

The younger man grunted in frustration. For a moment, Tate thought the man might make one last, desperate move. If he did, Tate knew what he had to do. Shooting was the last resort, but he'd act if he had to.

The older man scoffed. "You're pretty quick for a country boy. You sure you ain't got some lawman in you?"

Tate felt heat race to his cheeks. He wasn't about to reveal his true identity. That would take too much explaining with Gretchen. "I'm no country boy," he barked. He flicked his Colt. "Get going," he instructed firmly.

Both men exchanged one last look. The older man nodded once and then both men started their mounts moving. Tate shifted his mount to one side, making room for the men to pass. He watched them carefully, keeping his pistol pointed straight at them. As they passed by, Tate caught the aroma of whiskey drifting on the air. Mingled with the smell of unwashed clothes, it was nauseating.

 Finally, a few moments later, the men disappeared around the bend in the trail and were lost to sight. Tate turned quickly to Gretchen. "Quickly. Follow me. Hold on tight to those reins." 

Gretchen's eyes widened. "What?"

But Tate was already riding past her. Glancing back he saw Gretchen dig her heels into the pinto's side. The horse jerked forward, following Tate's lead. Heading down into the gully, Tate led Gretchen across the flat valley. A narrow creek flowed northwards. 

"This way," Tate called out. Turning his horse into the creek, the animal stepped carefully. Luckily the water was only a few inches deep in this part. The horse moved gingerly, probably sensing the unsteadiness of the creek's stone-covered bed. 

Tate looked back and saw Gretchen's pinto following close behind. "You're doing well," he said to Gretchen.

Her brows rose. She didn't look completely convinced by that comment. Tate knew he had to stop the men from getting the idea that they could track him and Gretchen. He knew they weren't going to take what he'd just done to them. 

Up ahead, he saw that the creek twisted into a dense grove of trees. He rode his mount into the overhanging canopy of trees and turned. Gretchen followed him and halted at his side. Gazing down the length of the creek, Tate waited. His heart was pounding. 

"You think they're going to come after us?" Gretchen asked breathlessly. The quiver of fear in her voice made Tate feel revulsion at what the men had tried to do.

"Maybe. They don't seem like the type who like being told what to do."

Suddenly, Gretchen reached across and laid a hand on Tate's arm. "I thought what you did was very brave."

Tate smiled and shook his head. "It was nothing new for me. I know that kind of man. They think the world owes them a living."

"Desperadoes," Gretchen murmured. "I've read about them in novels."

Tate frowned. "We're not living in a dime novel, Gretchen. The guns at those men's sides fire real bullets. Not paper ones."

Gretchen nodded and was silent for a few moments. Tate heard the pounding of hooves. He reached out an arm and drew Gretchen's pinto into the shadows of the overhanging trees. "Stay quiet," he whispered.

She nodded, wide-eyed at him.

Moments later the two riders came thundering down the hillside. They'd obviously decided to pursue Tate and Gretchen. Pistols held high, both men held their reins with the other hand. Their mounts splashed across the creek and raced up the other side of the valley. Soon the valley was silent. 

Tate sighed and turned, gazing up the length of the creek. It continued on up into the dense forest. He figured he and Gretchen might be able to make it up the creek. It was the best way of throwing the men off their track. In any case, Tate was sure the men would give up when they discovered that himself and Gretchen weren't on the trail any longer.

Tate saw Gretchen shiver. "Are you okay?" he asked urgently.

Gretchen gasped. Lifting a hand to her throat, she nodded. "I just feel a little light-headed. That's all."

Tate wanted to stop and take care of Gretchen. But the priority was to put distance between themselves and the two riders. Pointing northwards, he spoke: "We'll make our way up there. Maybe there'll be a place where we can stop and rest." He looked urgently into her eyes. "Do you think you can make it?"

Gretchen nodded quickly. "Let's go," she said abruptly. Tate smiled, appreciating her determination. 

Tate turned his horse northward. He and Gretchen started to follow the path of the creek. They'd had a lucky escape, he reflected. Hopefully they'd be able to pick up another homesteader trail. And then they'd be able to continue on the journey to Inspiration.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN







An hour after the encounter with the riders, Gretchen and Tate found a fresh trail.

Halting by the side of the trail, facing westward, Gretchen saw Tate grin. "Good. This is what I was hoping to find," he declared. "We might even get lucky and find a helpful homestead. Maybe they can put us up for the night."

Tate lifted a hand to his eyes, protecting them from the bright sun. It was a warm day, now. Gretchen felt hot. She'd been sweating profusely for the last half hour. But that wasn't all she'd been feeling. Tiredness had swept over after she and Tate had left the creek behind and had made their way across country again.

Gretchen leaned forward, grasping the pommel firmly. She gasped and dipped her head. Suddenly, every muscle in her body felt painful. Tate came to her and got down off his horse. Gretchen saw his eyes widen with concern. Tate glanced quickly toward a nearby enclosure of trees. 

Reaching a hand up to Gretchen, Tate spoke firmly. "Give me the reins, Gretchen."

She handed him the reins and he led her horse over to the trees. As her pinto stepped across the grass, Gretchen felt herself sway in the saddle. She held on to the pommel, determined not to tumble from the saddle. 

Finally, she saw Tate reach up both hands. "Let me help you down," he said softly.

The prospect of tumbling gently into Tate's embrace suddenly seemed irresistible. Gretchen nodded. Tate laid his hands gently on her waist. Propriety didn't matter any longer. All she wanted was to let him help her. Just like he'd been doing since the moment she'd met him.

Gretchen felt her body sink down. She felt like a heavy, dead weight. Tate caught her and held her tightly. Then she crashed softly against his body. Her booted feet sank into the soft grass. 

Looking up into his eyes, Gretchen smiled weakly. "Thank you," she murmured.

Instead of the expected delight, she saw Tate's eyes narrow with worry. He released her and took a blanket from her saddlebag. He laid the blanket down on the grass beneath the shade of the trees. Tate guided her to the blanket. Holding her, Gretchen sank down onto the blanket. Kneeling by her side, Tate peered into her eyes. He touched her forehead and frowned. "We can rest here a while," he told her. "I'll get you some water."

Tate brought his mustang over and tied it next to her pinto. He took some more things from his own saddlebag and came to Gretchen. He laid a folded blanket behind her head. 

"How does that feel?" he asked.

Gretchen looked up at Tate and told herself he looked even more handsome when he was worried. She smiled. "It feel just fine."

Tate went back to the horse to retrieve the water he'd promised her. Gretchen let her head sink into the soft material. It felt good to be resting now. She hadn't realized just how tiring it could be to ride across wild country. Even with someone like Tate to guide her, she was starting to feel overwhelmed by the whole experience. 

And, on top of that, she was sick. She knew that to be a fact, now. She was no longer pretending to herself that she was simply tired. The cold temperature of the Montana summer night had taken its toll on her. Maybe Tate was right. It was going to take her a long time to get use to this kind of life.

Tate returned with the canteen containing water. She'd watched him filling it at the creek. She sat up, leaning on an elbow. Tate placed the canteen at her lips. The water spilled out quickly and made her cough. She swallowed, feeling the gloriously cool liquid sinking into her stomach. She wanted more and started gulping it down, but Tate drew the canteen away from her mouth.

"Easy," he said softly. "Take your time."

Gretchen smiled at Tate. "I didn't realize how thirsty I was."

The corner of his mouth creased with the beginning of a smile. He sat down next to her. "There's plenty more where that came from. This territory is full of rivers and creeks."

Gretchen took some more water, this time sipping slowly, just like Tate had suggested. After a few moments, she started to feel better. Maybe she'd been suffering from some kind of dehydration, she told herself. Whatever it was which was causing her to feel so bad, one thing was for sure. Tate was giving her a lesson in how to survive in the wilderness.

"You handled that really well, back there," Gretchen said, looking at Tate. "In fact, you looked like you knew exactly what you were doing."

Gretchen saw Tate shift slightly. He shrugged. "I've met men like that before," he said curtly.

"You sure you haven't had some lawman experience before?" she asked.

Tate straightened and drew in a sharp breath. Now he did look uncomfortable, she told herself. She wondered why her question would have unsettled him.

Tate cleared his throat. "I did some work with a sheriff's posse when I was younger," he stated.

"You did?" 

Tate nodded. "When I was working in the mercantile, sometimes we got robbed. After a while, I got sick of it and I decided to help catch the robbers." Tate shrugged. "The sheriff was looking for volunteers for posse work. At the time, it seemed like the right thing to do."

"How old were you?"

"Twenty."

Gretchen sat up and turned to face Tate. "What was it like?"

Tate smiled and then tilted his head as if he was recalling something with fondness. "At first it was exciting."

"How many times did you work with the posse?"

"I did it for a few years."

"That long?" Gretchen exclaimed. "You must have enjoyed it. Wasn't it dangerous?"

"Not any more dangerous than what those men did back there," he explained. "Don't forget I had a dozen other men watching my back. And the sheriff." Tate sighed. "I was young at the time. Maybe I didn't know what I was getting myself into." He smiled. "But it was fun. I can vouch for that."

"Did you catch the criminals?" she asked.

Tate smiled. Now he looked proud. "Every time. Not one of those critters got away. The sheriff at Laramie has a reputation to keep up. He doesn't like criminals escaping justice. And they never do. Not even if it means chasing them down across the state."

Gretchen sank back, laying her head down on the makeshift pillow. "Now that does sound like something from a tall tale."

"Mostly it involved long riding across rough territory. It taught me how to survive the wilderness. So I guess it was useful experience," Tate said. "It came in handy later on."

Gretchen's brows furrowed. She looked up at him. "In what way?"

Tate's cheeks flushed with sudden color. His eyes clouded. She saw the familiar barrier go up. The one she'd seen back in Refuge when she'd asked him some questions about his past. 

Tate stood. "I'll get some food from the bag. You need to eat."

"Don't tell me." She lifted a brow. "Biscuits and beans."

Tate shrugged. "The kitchen has a limited supply," he joked. Then he headed to the horse and busied himself with the saddlebag. She saw a flash of the Colt as he rummaged around in the bag. Recalling the way he'd held the gun, the directness of the way he'd dealt with the two men, she understood now why he had looked so confident. He had a past in enforcing the law. His experience of helping the law in Laramie explained something which had been gnawing at her since they'd left Refuge. Tate seemed unusually assured about being out here in the dangerous wilderness. Now she knew why. She couldn't help wondering if there were other secrets he wasn't sharing with her.

Laying her head back, and gazing up at the canopy of tree branches swaying in the wind above her head, Gretchen offered up a silent prayer of thanks to her Lord. 

Thank you, Lord. You saved us from those evil men. And I am grateful. Just when I needed someone to help me in that dangerous situation, You made sure I had the right man by my side. Thank you Lord.

Gretchen's heart filled with joy. It always did when she prayed. Her muscles still ached, but now the delight of thinking about her Savior had strengthened her. Just like it always did. The world and its dangers might threaten her. But her Lord was always by her side. Without that, she was sure she wouldn't have been able to come all the way to Montana.

Tate returned with the plate and the food. Soon they were both eating. Tate had been right. Once she had eaten food, drank some more water, and rested a while, Gretchen began to feel better. Not completely healed, but significantly improved.

After he'd put away the eating utensils, Tate came and sat alongside her. Looking down at her, he rested his arm on one upraised knee. His gaze softened and she saw him swallow. Was he nervous about something? For a long moment, she felt captivated by his gaze. He certainly was handsome. There was no doubting that. Gretchen's gaze drifted to his lips. They were full and moist. Gretchen felt her heartbeat quicken suddenly. Heat flushed her cheeks and she knew it wasn't because of her weakened state. Just looking at Tate was proving to be a source of secret delight.

Tate suddenly dragged his gaze away from Gretchen. It was an abrupt gesture, and one which too her by surprise. Had he sensed the subtle change in her? Even the slightest hint that she found him attractive?

Tate looked at her. "Do you need to rest a while longer?"

Gretchen shook her head. "I feel better. For now, at least."

Tate stood quickly. "I'll get the horses ready."

He seemed to be in a hurry now, she told herself. Had that eagerness been caused by her probing questions? Or had it been prompted by the way they'd both been looking at one another a moment ago?

Gretchen helped Tate get things ready to leave. Soon they were back on the trail. Tate told her they'd probably find a homestead soon. He suggested that maybe they'd find a friendly welcome. Homesteaders could be helpful to strangers in need. Was that how he thought about her? That she needed the help of himself and any homesteaders they might come across? She considered objecting to the suggestion, but restrained the urge to do so. Instead, she focused all her energy and attention on the ride through the beautiful Montana countryside. 

Now that she was feeling slightly better, she could enjoy taking in the sight of the delightful rolling valleys, peaks of nearby ridges and distant mountains. The colors were breathtaking. Green grasslands and fields of colorful flowers made her eyes widen. Her senses seemed to come alive with the delicious scent of nearby flowers, and the bewildering variety of birdsong. 

On any other occasion, riding through a landscape like this alongside a handsome man like Tate would have been a pleasure. But, after what had happened with the two riders, she knew that such a sense of peace and contentment was deceptive. It would only take an unfortunate encounter to change everything, she told herself.

Leaning on the pommel of her saddle, Gretchen held her reins tightly in her hands. Glancing across at Tate, she told herself that she was safe in his hands. And for that she was grateful. It was still a long ride to Inspiration, but he'd already proven more than capable of looking after her.

Truly, she said to herself, her Lord had been gracious in providing a protector like Tate.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN







In the early evening twilight they crested a ridge and Tate drew his mount to a halt. Gretchen stopped alongside him. 

Tate pointed down into the valley. "I told you we'd find a homestead."

Gretchen peered down into the valley. Tate wondered what she was making of the sight a few hundred yards away. It was probably the first homestead she'd seen. And, from where Tate was sitting, this one looked like one which had been well-worked. Nestling in the middle of the flat of the valley, the homestead consisted of a single cabin, a small stable, a barn, two corrals, an outhouse, and numerous patches of cultivated rows of what looked like vegetable. He saw a cow wandering out back of the cabin. Two horses stood in one of the corrals. Tate saw some hogs penned up in an enclosure. 

It looked like every homestead he'd ever seen. This one was clearly occupied, judging by the steady trail of smoke rising from the chimney on the shingle-covered roof. It was no sod-house, that was for sure. The cabin looked well cared for and well constructed.

Gretchen didn't say anything as she gazed down into the valley. She just leaned heavily against her saddle. Her shoulders were hunched and Tate could see beads of sweat again on her forehead. Her breathing was louder now. They hadn't had a chance to stop before now. Tate was glad they'd had the good fortune to come across the homestead. He knew Gretchen's subdued reaction was due to the fact that she was tired. Maybe she was feeling sick again. She'd been quiet for the last hour.

"Let's go and see if they'll give us a bed for the night," Tate said.

"What!" Gretchen exclaimed, suddenly animated. She peered at him. "You want us to stay here?"

Tate fixed her with a steady look. "You need a good nights rest, Gretchen. I'm sure those folks down there will understand."

"Can't we do what we did last night?"

Tate shook his head firmly. "No. Even if we have to sleep in their barn, we need a roof over our head." Tate lifted his head up to the darkening sky, "Or haven't you noticed."

He saw Gretchen lift her head and gaze up at the cloud-filled sky. Tate had watched with concerns for the last hour as the sky had become overcast. He could feel the drop in temperature and knew it probably meant rain was coming. He had his slicker, and he figured he and Gretchen might be able to find shelter in a forest. But it would be wet and dangerous, especially given Gretchen's current condition. He wasn't going to take a chance with her health.

"Let's go," Tate said and flicked his reins. As Gretchen followed alongside him, he saw her sway slightly in the saddle. He was in no doubt now. She needed to be beneath the shelter of a roof tonight.

They rode down into the valley and along the narrow dirt trail which led into the yard in front of the cabin. As they drew their horses to a halt in the yard, the door to the cabin opened. A man stepped out and halted on the porch. Tate judged the man was in his thirties, possibly slightly older than Tate himself. The man's dark brows furrowed and he stepped off the porch, eyeing the newcomers warily.

The man was squat and broad shouldered. He looked like he was used to hard physical labor. His features were wide and there was a cautious look written on them. The man was dressed in plain jeans and a patterned plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Tate noted the steady stride of the man's dirt-covered boots. There was no fear in the man's demeanor. Merely a cautious concern.

"Howdy," Tate said in his brightest voice.

The man nodded. "You traveling through?" he asked. It wasn't the first question Tate had hoped the man would ask. Before he had a chance to reply, Gretchen coughed. She leaned forward on the saddle, lowering her head, trying to contain the cough.

Tate saw the man's brows furrow as he watched Gretchen's efforts at controlling her coughing fit. The man strode forward to Gretchen's pinto. He rested a hand on the pinto's side and looked up at Gretchen. "Are you sick, ma'am?" he asked.

Gretchen shook her head. "I'm fine," she said and peered into the man's eyes.

"We've been traveling all day. I think she's tired," Tate explained. He ignored Gretchen's sharp look in his direction.

Tate reached a hand down. "My name is Tate Campbell. And this is Gretchen."

The homesteader slowly lifted his hand and shook Tate's hand. "Noah Haas."

Another figure emerged from inside the cabin. The woman, dressed in a dark brown gingham gown strode out across the yard. "Noah? Who are these people?" she asked. Tate thought the woman sounded nervous.

The homesteader turned and faced the woman who Tate assumed to be Noah's wife. "This young woman, Gretchen is her name, seems to be needing some shelter."

From the sky above came the boom of distant thunder. The woman glanced up at the dark sky and frowned. She halted at her husband's side and peered up at Gretchen. 

As if sensing the scrutiny, Gretchen tried to smile. Tate saw the effort it took for her to do that. "It's nothing really. Just a chill. Tate and I slept outdoors, last night. And it was colder than I'm used to."

Those words uttered breathlessly, Gretchen slumped forward. Tate leaped from his horse and raced around to catch her in case she fell. Noah and his wife held Gretchen as she lolled in the saddle. 

Tate could see the concern written on the woman's face. With the help of both homesteaders, Tate eased Gretchen down from the pinto. She stood unsteadily, leaning against Tate. He wrapped his arm around her waist, wondering, for a moment, what the homesteading couple must think about how he and Gretchen were related. Now wasn't the time to start explaining anything, Tate told himself as he felt the first drop of rain strike his cheek.

"We must get her inside," Noah's wife declared. Tate had to agree. As he walked Gretchen across the yard, she stumbled once. Tate tightened his hold on her. Noah and his wife peered concernedly at Gretchen. Walking through the open cabin door, Tate heard another rumble of thunder shake the air.

Noah closed the door. "Over here, Tate," he instructed, pointing to a long sofa against the wall to Tate's right. He didn't pay attention to the interior of the cabin. Or to the other two small occupants kneeling by the roaring fireplace. 

Tate gently lowered Gretchen onto the sofa. He was shocked to see how pale she looked. But at least the coughing had stopped. 

Riding on the trail during the afternoon, out in the bright sunlight, he hadn't realized the change which had come over her. Now, though, he could see her condition had worsened. That was often the way with sickness on the trail. It ebbed and flowed like the tide.

"My name is Anna," the woman said as she arranged a pillow behind Gretchen's head. Tate nodded in acknowledgment and watched Anna touch Gretchen's forehead. Anna's brows furrowed with concern. Anna had even features and startlingly green eyes. Her blonde hair was tied back in a bun. "I will fetch some water." She made her way to the kitchen area on the other side of the room.

From behind Tate, Noah spoke. "I will put your horses in our stable," he announced.

Not wanting to leave Gretchen's side even for a moment, Tate was grateful. "Thank you." 

It looked like he and Gretchen weren't going to be thrown out into the rain. In any case, this couple looked too kindly to do anything like that, Tate told himself.

Tate heard two quiet voices and turned. A young boy and girl stood next to Anna. Each was probably around eight or nine years old, Tate guessed. The girl, dressed in a green gingham dress, shared the same even features and blonde locks as her mother. The boy, wearing jeans and plaid shirt, was stocky and dark haired, just like his father. 

Anna paused in front of the stove and placed a hand on the shoulder of each of the children. She smiled at Tate and there was visible pride on her features. "This is Nathaniel. And this is Jane." Anna gestured toward Tate and Gretchen. "Children. These people are our guests. And the lady isn't well for now. She needs rest. So you both will have to be on your best behavior. That means quiet," Anna said. The children looked up at their mother and nodded obediently. 

When they looked back at Tate he could see puzzlement on their faces. Tate smiled. "Pleased to meet you all," he said, trying to sound good-natured.

Tate glanced around the interior of the cabin. It felt comfortable, even homely in spite of its simplicity. The fireplace cast a warm glow across the plain wood paneled walls decorated with colorful drawings he assumed must have been done by the children. In the middle of the room there was a long wooden table and four chairs. The kitchen was an alcove set behind a small wooden screen. There was a stove and shelves. He could see food already cooking in the pot sitting on the stove. The floor was covered by a thick  rug which didn't quite cover its entirety. He could see a circular patch of bare earth in front of the fireplace. Someone had once told him that was for safety, in order to prevent sparks from setting light to anything near the fireplace. At the end of the room there were two closed doors. Tate figured those must be the family's bedrooms. 

Briefly, he wondered where Gretchen could sleep. As far as he was concerned, he could quite happily sleep on the floor, or even the sofa. He didn't doubt that Noah and Anna would come up with a solution. They seemed genuinely good-hearted. After the earlier encounter with the riders, Tate was relieved to be in the company of decent folk again. It had been a long time since he'd felt this welcome.

He heard Gretchen sigh and turned to look at her. She was staring around the room, as if she was surprised to find herself inside the cabin. "What happened?"

"Nothing. You're inside the homestead, now. That's all you need to know."

"And I'm bringing you some chicken soup," Anna called out from the kitchen alcove.

Gretchen glanced at Anna and then peered quizzically at Tate, but he didn't offer an explanation. Gretchen sat up and wiped her brow. 

Thunder echoed from outside the cabin. Tate grinned. "That's what these kind folks saved us from."

Gretchen's eyes widened as if she realized how close she and Tate had come to being stranded in the storm. "What are we going to do?" she murmured.

"You are both going to stay here," Anna announced as she started to ladle out the soup from the pot into a plate.

"Are you sure we're not causing you any inconvenience," Gretchen said.

Anna looked puzzled by that for a moment. Then she shook her head. "The Lord has placed you in our care so that you'll both be safe from the storm. That's all that matters. It is our duty to respond," Anna explained. She made her way to the table and laid the soup plate down on it. "We don't often get visitors in these parts. Mostly its other homesteaders who come calling." She laughed. "And that's usually when they need to borrow a plough or need a helping hand back at their own place." Anna drew out the chair and gestured toward it. "Come, Gretchen. Sit down. Eat."

Obediently, Gretchen stood and walked to the table. She sat down and smiled up at Anna. "It smells wonderful," Gretchen said  and lifted the spoon. When she tasted the soup Tate saw Gretchen's eyes widen with appreciation.

Anna walked back to the kitchen alcove. "There's nothing like the healing properties of chicken soup." Glancing at the door, she added. "Ask my husband. Speaking of which, how long is he going to be out there?" As Anna started toward the door Tate stood and strode to it. Pulling it open he gazed outside. Over by the stable he saw Noah closing the double doors. There was no sign of Tate and Gretchen's horses. Nor the horses from the corral. Noah had been busy. The wind and rain whipped against Tate's face. 

Anna peered over Tate's shoulder. "He's coming in. Close the door," she instructed Tate. As he did so Tate reflected on the fact that Anna seemed to be completely in control of everything which went on in the homestead.

Anna pointed to the table. "You sit there, Tate. I'll get you some soup."

Tate sat across from Gretchen. She still seemed tired and her face was as pale as he'd seen it earlier. But, judging by the hint of brightness in her eyes, at least she was enjoying the food. Anna placed the plate of soup on the table. Tate spooned the soup into his mouth and groaned with pleasure. It was delicious. He nodded to Anna, who seemed pleased. The door flew open and Noah strode into the cabin. Closing the door behind him he looked at Tate and Gretchen sitting at the table. Noah said nothing. He just nodded as if he wouldn't have expected his wife to do anything else except make the newcomers feel welcome.

As he ate the soup, Tate reflected on the fact that he and Gretchen had had two close calls that day. First by avoiding a gunfight with the riders. And now being rescued by the rainstorm. He thought about the Bible he'd bought Gretchen back at the town. He'd seen how much it had meant to her. And he'd heard her talk about her faith. About how she believed that God was on her side at all times. That he was protecting her. Guiding her. 

Glancing across at Gretchen, Tate figured she might be right, after all. They'd been delivered from evil and danger today. Maybe they would make it to Inspiration, after all.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN







In spite of her protests, soon after a delicious dinner had been shared by everyone, Noah and Anna insisted on giving Gretchen one of the beds in the children's room. Noah and Tate moved one of the single beds into the parents' room, leaving the other for Gretchen's use. Nathaniel and Jane didn't utter a word of complaint as they watched the two men lifting the single bed out of their shared room. Tonight they'd be sleeping in their parent's room, and they seemed quite happy with that. From that one thing, Gretchen could tell that Anna and Noah had done a fine job bringing up their children. They'd taught them the value of patience, and obedience.

 Maybe it wasn't the first time such arrangements had been made, Gretchen had reflected. In any case, they seemed happy to share the other room with Anna and Noah. When she saw how cramped it was in the other room, Gretchen felt bad. But it seemed there was no way to stand in the way of the kindness of the homesteaders. 

Tate took the sofa. He seemed content to be facing the prospect of a nights sleep on it. As she'd made her way into the bedroom, just before closing the door, Gretchen had glanced back at the huddled form of Tate on the sofa. His huge bulk made the sofa look tiny as he struggled to get comfortable covered with a single blanket. When he'd grinned at her, and rolled his eyes, she'd even been tempted to laugh. 

Gretchen awoke many times during the night. Her fever came and went, sweeping through her like the ebb and flow of the tide. All through the night, she heard the wind pushing against the small window. It was cold in the room, but she'd been given an extra blanket and that had helped her stay comfortable.

 Twice in the middle of the night, Anna had eased quietly into the room, closing the door softly behind her. Upon seeing Gretchen's ongoing difficulties,  Anna had brought cups of water for Gretchen.

Finally, on her third visit to watch over Gretchen, Anna had decided she would remain in Gretchen's room. "Just to keep an eye on you," Anna had explained.

 She'd sat in a chair in the corner. By the light of a small candle, Anna had sat and read to Gretchen from the Bible. Lying in the bed, dressed only in her undergarment, Gretchen had listened to Anna's gentle voice and felt a great calm come upon her. Memories of how her mother had read the Bible to her came flooding into Gretchen's mind. Peace filled Gretchen's spirit as she listened to the inspiring words from Scripture.

Sometime later, during the night, with the sound of Anna's voice sweeping around her as if in a dream, Gretchen had drifted off to sleep.

When she awoke, she was alone in the room. The sun was shining in through the small window. Gretchen took a few moments to review how she felt. Better, but still not fully recovered, she concluded. Her muscles ached less than yesterday, and she was sure her fever had gone down. The chicken soup had worked its wonders, she reflected as she sat up in bed. Or perhaps it had been the wonderful words from the Bible. Probably both, she told herself as she slid out of bed. 

Conscious that she was dressed only in her undergarments, she quickly put on her blouse and riding skirt and prepared to step out into the cabin's main living space. Through the closed door she could hear the sounds of Anna and the children talking. Gretchen inhaled the aroma of what she assumed was breakfast. 

She opened the door. Half-expecting to see Tate seated at the table, or sitting on the sofa waiting for her, she felt a keen disappointment when she discovered he wasn't in the cabin. Instead she saw Nathaniel and Jane seated at the table, apparently waiting for their breakfast to be served judging by the way they were both holding their knives and forks and gazing eagerly across at the kitchen alcove. Nathaniel and Jane smiled at Gretchen as she emerged from the room. Their room, she reminded herself.

Over by the stove, Anna turned. "There you are. How are you feeling, this morning?"

Gretchen touched a hand to her chest. "A little better. I think the fever has gone. For the moment, at least."

"That's a good sign," Anna exclaimed. "Are you hungry? Because I just finished making breakfast." Anna smiled at her two children. "As you can see. I've got two waiting to be served." Anna gestured to the table. "Go on. Take a seat."

Gretchen sat down next to Jane. "I'm pleased you're feeling better, ma'am."

"No need to be so formal, Jane," Anna instructed in a good-natured tone of voice from over by the stove. Talking over her shoulder as she stirred something in the pot, she said, "Her name is Gretchen. And she's a friend of our family."

Jane rolled her eyes, as if she was used to the gentle correction she'd just received from her mother. "Gretchen," Jane said softly. "I hope you get better soon."

Gretchen laid a hand gently on Jane's shoulder. "Why, thank you, Jane."

"Did you sleep well in my bed?" Nathaniel asked. 

Gretchen was momentarily taken aback by the obviousness of the question. Of course it had been the little boy's bed. "I slept perfectly," Gretchen told him. "And may I say thank you for letting me sleep there."

Nathaniel bowed his head in quiet acknowledgment of Gretchen's expression of gratitude.

Anna came over carrying two plates filled with eggs and biscuits. Gretchen was silently thankful she didn't have to eat any more beans. Anna gave the first two plates to her children. Then she went back to the kitchen alcove and returned with two more plates. One for her and one for Gretchen.

Gretchen heard her stomach rumble as she looked down at the plate of food. Resting a hand across her stomach, and flushing pink with embarrassment, Gretchen smiled at the children. The children tried their best not to giggle, but she could see it was proving hard not to laugh out loud.

Gretchen looked across at Anna. "Aren't Noah and Tate joining us?"

Anna shook her head as she dug her fork into the pile of scrambled eggs. "They ate earlier. Tate offered to help Noah around the homestead. Noah accepted. We're always grateful for any help the Lord brings our way."

Gretchen realized she must have been sleeping more deeply than she'd thought. She hadn't even heard any of that while the men had been getting ready for a days work. As she lifted the eggs to her mouth, she considered the possibility that Tate might already have decided to stay at the homestead until she was fully recovered. Even if it meant more than a day or two. 

Gretchen wasn't sure whether she liked that idea or not. She was still eager to get to Inspiration as quickly as she could. But they'd been so fortunate finding Anna and Noah's homestead at just the right time, that she figured a short delay wouldn't do any harm. Apart from anything else, it might give her a chance to find out more about Tate's past. She was still convinced he was keeping things from her.

For the next half hour she ate the breakfast and shared pleasant conversation with Anna and the children. Finally, breakfast was over. Gretchen insisted on helping with the clearing up. The children went outside. Through one of the cabin windows, Gretchen saw that it was a sunny day.

"Looks like the worst of the weather has passed," she observed as Anna handed Gretchen a dish to dry.

"We needed the rain, "Anna observed. 

Gretchen looked at Anna. Now that she was standing so close to Anna, with the light shining on the woman's even features, Gretchen could see faint signs of tiredness on Anna's face. She guessed Anna wasn't much older than Tate. Possibly in her early thirties. But Anna seemed older. Her skin was covered in freckles from all the time spent working outdoors. Her hair looked dry. Wrinkles spread at the corners of her eyes. When Anna handed Gretchen the next plate to dry she saw the rough skin on Anna's fingers. 

The woman who'd shown her so much kindness had clearly had a hard life. However, that hadn't stopped Anna from maintaining a life dedicated to God. As she'd listened to Anna reading from the Bible during the night, Gretchen had heard the love in the woman's voice. Anna was someone who loved God with an obvious devotion. 

"How do you do it?" Gretchen asked Anna. The words had come out of Gretchen's mouth before she'd even considered them.

"Do what?" Anna asked looking at Gretchen.

"All of this. The homestead. The children. Your marriage. How do you keep all of this going and remain so full of joy at the same time?"

Anna's gaze softened slightly. "We chose this life. Noah and I. We came here from back East before the children were born. It was just Noah and I." Anna smiled. "And the other homesteaders who live nearby. We couldn't have done any of this without their help."

"Nathaniel and Jane were born in this cabin?" Gretchen asked, trying hard to imagine what childbirth in a place as simple as this would have been like.

Anna smiled and nodded. "This is all they have ever known. The homestead is their world. And, if the Lord sees fit, that will always be the case."

Gretchen thought about that for a long moment. What must it have been like for the children to have only known this place? For a brief moment she felt envious of them. She recalled how happy she'd been visiting her uncle's farm back in Pennsylvania. But she'd only had a taste of that life. No wonder Nathaniel and Jane seemed so happy, Gretchen told herself. As far as Gretchen was concerned, this was the perfect place to grow up.

"You must be very proud of them," Gretchen said.

Anna nodded. "Noah and I have been blessed. The Lord has given us so much. And we could not be any happier."

After a long silence, during which they finished their tasks in the kitchen alcove, Anna led Gretchen back to the table. The women sat opposite one another.

"Where do you go for all your supplies? And what about church? What do you do for friends?" Gretchen asked, eager to know the details of their life. Her mind was suddenly filled with a hundred questions.

"For supplies, Noah goes with some of the other homesteader men into Refuge every month," Anna explained.

"Refuge?" Gretchen said sharply. 

Anna lifted a brow. "You know it?"

Gretchen sighed and leaned her elbows on the table. Gazing across at Anna she told her about how she'd been left behind by the train and how Refuge had become her temporary home. Gretchen chose her words carefully when it came to describing how Tate had persuaded her to make the journey to Inspiration. She left out the part about having all her money stolen and how Tate had retrieved it. Then she told her about her final destination. Inspiration.

At the mention of the town, Anna's brows lifted and she smiled. She gasped with delight. "Inspiration. Now there's a good place to grow up. Noah and I go there a few times a year, whenever the weather permits. And when we can get one of the other homesteaders to look after our place." Anna's mouth twisted. "Just to make sure no wandering sinner gets the idea to go stealing what we've spent all these years building up."

"What's it like?" Gretchen asked.

Anna smiled warmly and lifted her head, gazing up at the low ceiling, as if she was remembering her last visit to the town. "The people are fine godly folks. And the church there is one of the most beautiful places in this territory. Pastor Joseph is a wonderful man. So helpful to us, too." Anna sighed contentedly. "I've told him he's always welcome to pay us a visit. But it is too far. At least two days, if you ride fast and know where you're going. Maybe one of these days he'll pay us and the other homesteaders a visit. If he did, there'd be a real celebration that day, I can tell you."

Gretchen saw the delight in Anna's eyes as she talked about Inspiration and its pastor.

Anna peered at Gretchen. "You said you got left behind when you were on your way to Inspiration."

Gretchen nodded and knew what Anna was about to ask next. Gretchen felt a stirring of nerves as she waited for Anna to continue. 

"Do you have friends there?" Anna asked.

Gretchen nodded. "I do." She thought a moment and then added. "Well, they are friends, I guess." Anna's brows furrowed and she waited for Gretchen to continue. Gretchen sighed. "The truth is, I'm going to Inspiration to get married."

Anna's brows shot up in a line. "To Tate?" she asked abruptly.

Gretchen's mouth dropped open and, for a long moment, she just stared across at Anna. Gretchen was lost for words. Lowering her head, she fought to control the heat flushing her cheeks. She was sure Anna had noticed her reaction.

Gretchen forced a smile. "Not Tate. No."

Anna looked puzzled. "But you and he seem so well-matched."

Now Gretchen completely lost control of her features. She gasped and, once again, schooled her features as best she could. "Tate is just helping me get there. That's all. It was either that or waiting a week in Refuge. And I didn't want to do that. Tate didn't think it would be a good idea."

Anna nodded thoughtfully and was silent for a long moment. Finally, she peered into Gretchen's eyes. Anna clasped her hands on the table and lifted her chin. "And you have a prospective husband waiting for you in Inspiration?"

Gretchen tilted her head. "Not exactly." Seeing Anna's confused expression, she continued. "I'm a kind of mail order bride. The wife of Inspiration's sheriff brings prospective brides to the town and matches them up."

Anna nodded. "A matchmaker?"

"That's it."

"And you're happy with that arrangement?" Anna asked softly.

Familiar feelings of doubt and unease awakened in Gretchen as she considered how she should respond to Anna's query. The truth was, Gretchen had been harboring doubts ever since she'd left Philadelphia. All during the train ride she'd asked herself repeatedly if she was making a mistake. But, she'd calmed her fears by telling her that her Lord was guiding her to Montana. However things would turn out, Gretchen was sure God would help her find a suitable husband.

Gretchen nodded. "I have every faith in God that I will find a good husband," she said to Anna.

Just at that moment, the cabin door opened. Tate strode through the open door. He halted abruptly when he saw Gretchen seated at the table. When Tate smiled, Gretchen felt her spirits lift instantly.

"Morning," Tate said brightly. Gretchen could see the flush of healthy outdoor activity on his face. "How are you feeling?"

"Slightly better," Gretchen told him.

"That's good news," Tate declared. His gaze met Gretchen's and, for a moment he seemed about to say something else. But then he smiled at Anna. "I came in to get a drink of water. And one for Noah." Even Gretchen thought his explanation for coming to the cabin sounded unconvincing.

Anna lifted a skeptical brow and then glanced at Gretchen. "I'm sure you did. I'll get you some." Anna stood and went to the kitchen alcove. As Anna fetched the cup of water for Tate, he came to the table. Gazing down at Gretchen, Tate seemed pleased that she was feeling better. The worried expression she'd seen yesterday was gone.

"I'm glad you're feeling better."

Anna came to the table carrying the two cups. "Don't get the idea you'll be leaving today." She examined Gretchen for a moment. "This girl has a way to go before she's ready to go riding all the way to Inspiration."

Tate lifted his brows. For a moment, he seemed about to object. But one look at Anna's stern features made him think twice. "Okay," he agreed.

Tate took the cups and smiled at Anna. "Thanks." Then he looked at Gretchen and gave her a warm smile. 

As she watched him leaving the cabin, Gretchen asked herself if Tate was truly pleased with the prospect of staying longer at the homestead. Or whether he had other reasons for wanting to leave in a hurry.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN







In the middle of the morning, Noah's son, Nathaniel came over to Tate while he was standing on the porch taking a breather from some ploughing out in the fields. 

Tate smiled at the young man as he watched Nathaniel make his way tentatively toward him. "How are you doing, Nate?"

Nathaniel's brows furrowed. Earlier, Noah had told Tate that Nathaniel liked to be called by the shorter version of his name. "Fine," Nathaniel replied.

Tate took another sip of the coffee Anna had given him five minutes before. Tate had gone into the cabin hoping to speak with Gretchen, but she'd been in her room resting. And Anna had made it absolutely clear that Gretchen should be left alone, at least until it was time for everyone to have lunch together.

Tate lifted a brow at Nathaniel. "Where's your sister?"

Nathaniel pointed toward the rear of the cabin. "She's busy with the chickens."

"You don't want to help her?" Tate asked.

Nathaniel kicked his heels on the yard's loose earth. Tate could see the boy had something on his mind. "You want to ask me something?"

Nathaniel peered at Tate and tilted his head. "Pa was telling me you work on ranches."

"I do. Have done for years. My family used to own a ranch, too."

Nathaniel's eyes widened. "So you know how to rope a steer?"

Tate was taken aback by the sudden change of subject. He walked toward Nathaniel and rested a hand on the boy's shoulder. "Sure I do. Its all part of the job."

Tate could see the sudden excitement on the boy's face. "Is it difficult to do?"

Tate turned his mouth downwards and thought a moment. "Once you learn how to do it, there's nothing to it, really. It depends on the steer. Sometimes you get an ornery one. No matter how hard you work, they always find a way to fight back."

Nathaniel looked up at Tate. "Could you show me how to it?"

Tate felt his mouth open in surprise. "You want me to show you how to rope a steer?"

Nathaniel nodded vigorously. "I've heard some of the other homesteaders talking about it. Sure sounds exciting."

"Well, it can be. Provided you know what you're doing." Tate quirked a brow at Nathaniel. "You have to promise me you won't be going anywhere near the cows you've got here. They wouldn't like it if you go trying your new skills on them."

"I promise," Nathaniel said with genuine sincerity. 

Tate was already sure Nathaniel was a good kid. He'd been brought up right, and he wouldn't do anything foolish. Tate thought a moment and then peered down at Nathaniel. "Do you know how to tie a rope and and make a loop?" 

Nathaniel shook his head. "No."

Tate asked himself if Noah and Anna would be happy if he taught Nathaniel some basics about ropes. Figuring it wouldn't do any harm, he nodded. "Okay." Tate glanced across at the corral. The horses were still in the stable. The corner post of the corral's wooden fence seemed like a good place to start. "Let's start over there."

As he led Nathaniel across to the corral, Tate saw Noah making his way toward them from out in the fields. Tate decided to check that Noah wouldn't object to him showing Nathaniel some rope skills. "You wait here. I need to speak to your pa."

"I'll go get the ropes," Nathaniel exclaimed excitedly. "They're in the stable."

Tate laughed. "Sure. You do that."

Tate met Noah as the other man stepped out onto the yard. Noah was covered in dust and was wiping his hands clean as he advanced toward Tate. Noah watched Nathaniel running off to the stable and lifted a querying brow at Tate.

"He asked me to show him some rope skills. Figures he'd like to learn how to rope a steer."

Noah laughed. "If we had any, that would come in handy. He's been listening to some of the other homesteaders talking about ranching. I think he's got the idea its more exciting than farming."

Tate shook his head. "It ain't. I've worked some ranches, and I can vouch for the fact that it's plain hard work."

"I can believe that."

"You don't mind me showing Nathaniel some roping techniques, do you?"

Noah shook his head. "You go right on and do that. Those skills might come in handy some day. I've taught him all I know."

Over toward the stable, Nathaniel came running out carrying a coil of rope. Tate waved at the boy. "I'll be right over," he called out. 

Nathaniel raced across to the corral and hurled a loose line of rope at the corner post. Tate smiled when he saw the rope tumble to the ground.

"How is Gretchen?" Noah asked.

Tate turned to face the man. "She's resting until lunch. But I think she's getting better."

"I guess she's just not used to being outdoors," Noah suggested.

Tate shook his head. "City living doesn't prepare anyone for sleeping out in the wild, I guess." Tate sighed. "She was well wrapped up. I made sure of that." He frowned. "But I just didn't realize how delicate she is."

Noah laughed quietly. "She might not be used to the outdoors. Gretchen may even need to toughen up for living out in Montana. But I think she'd got plenty of inner strength. I've seen plenty of evidence of that. And that'll come in useful. Especially if she's going to get married and live out here."

The mention of marriage made Tate draw in a sharp breath. He'd been trying to keep that subject out of his mind ever since he and Gretchen had left Refuge.

Noah glanced at Tate. "Anna told me. She was talking to Gretchen this morning." Noah took Tate by the elbow and started to lead him slowly across the yard. "About that, Tate. I know it isn't any of my business but I've seen how Gretchen looks at you."

"How do you mean?" Tate asked, although he could already guess where Noah was taking the conversation.

Noah smiled at Tate. "She likes you, Tate."

Tate felt his cheeks burning with heat, and it had nothing to do with the bright late-morning sunshine. He swallowed and dragged his gaze over in the direction of the corral. Nathaniel was still trying to throw a loosely coiled length of rope over the corral's corner post.

Tate halted and Noah stood facing him. Noah possessed a quiet strength. A strong sense of integrity. Tate had seen plenty of that as he'd worked with Noah this morning out in the fields. Making the homestead into a going concern had fashioned Noah into a good man. A decent man who only wanted the best for his family. And now he was taking the time to share his personal views with Tate.

"I like her, too," Tate said quietly.  Then he laughed softly and nodded. "A whole lot."

Noah smiled. "Anna was right." He sounded pleased.

Tate's brows lifted. "Have you two been talking about me and Gretchen?"

"We just like to see folks doing the right thing."

Tate gave Noah a measured look. "And what exactly is the right thing?" he asked slowly. He peered warily at Noah, realizing the man might be about to come out with an uncomfortable truth.

Noah smiled warmly. "Anna said Gretchen was going to Inspiration to find someone she can marry." He lifted a brow and gave Tate a look that shook him to his boots. "Maybe she's already found that man."

Tate leaned back on his heels. He felt like he'd been struck a physical blow. "Are you being serious, Noah?"

"I'm always serious when it comes to matters of what is right, Tate. You've been keeping Gretchen safe since she arrived in Refuge." Noah pointed out past the yard. "You told me that yourself, out there this morning, when we were working on that field." 

"But that was just something I felt I had to do, Noah," Tate objected. "She was so vulnerable."

"Are you telling me you did it because of sense of justice? And nothing else?" Noah asked.

Tate sensed the conversation was edging toward a difficult place. The mention of justice made him realize that Noah didn't know the whole story. Not about Tate's real identity. Not about what he'd been doing to infiltrate the Wolfe gang. Noah just didn't realize what he'd allowed into his family home. Suddenly, Tate felt a strong urge to tell Noah the truth. The thought of accepting this man's hospitality and not revealing at least some of what was going on made Tate feel a heavy sensation in his gut.

Just as Tate was about to start to speak, Noah glanced over his shoulder. "Looks like we've got a visitor," Noah said. 

Tate peered along the trail and saw a buckboard heading toward the homestead. A solitary man held the reins. Even from this distance Tate could see the man's flame-red hair. 

Noah smiled and rested a hand on Tate's shoulder. "Come. I'll introduce you to Hamish. He's our neighbor from over in the other valley. He has a homestead, too. Bigger than ours." Noah grinned. "You'll like him. He's Scottish."

The buckboard roared into the yard. As Hamish drew it to a halt he called out to Noah. "Hey, neighbor. I need to ask you for a favor."

Tate followed Noah to the buckboard. Hamish got down and brushed the dust from his jeans and buckskin jacket. Up close, Hamish's hair was even more startlingly red than it had seemed from a distance. The color of the man's complexion matched his hair. He was a tall man, broad shouldered and bulky around the chest. Hamish looked like the kind of man well-accustomed to outdoor work. There was no doubt about it. Homesteaders were a special breed, Tate reflected as Hamish's gaze settled upon him. 

Noah gestured toward Tate. "Hamish. This here is Tate Campbell."

Hamish thrust a big hand out and Tate took it. "Good to meet you," Tate said.

 As Hamish shook Tate's hand, his eyes narrowed, examining Tate carefully. "Campbell? You don't have much of an accent."

"I'm second generation. I never did get that Scottish burr," Tate explained and smiled.

Hamish nodded and glanced quizzically at Noah, perhaps seeking an explanation, Tate thought.

"Tate and his companion, Gretchen, got caught in that storm last night. And she was a bit poorly." Noah smiled. "So me and Anna let them stay overnight at our place."

When Hamish glanced again at Tate there was a new look in the man's eyes. 

Recognition.

Tate felt his heartbeat quicken. Did Hamish know Tate from somewhere? He was sure he hadn't seen Hamish before. 

As if reading Tate's mind, Hamish asked in an even voice: "I have a feeling that I've seen you somewhere before."

An image flashed into Tate's mind. A daylight street scene outside a mercantile. A chill slid up Tate's spine. He masked his reaction with a blank expression. "Really?"

Hamish nodded. "I'm sure I've seen your face before." He rubbed his chin. "But I can't for the life of me think where." Hamish frowned. "You were traveling with a lady companion?"

"We're on our way to Inspiration," Tate explained. 

"Nice little town," Hamish stated. "Why are you going there?"

Noah laughed. "We can tell you all about it later," he said and took Hamish by the arm. "Now what is it you need from us, Hamish that made you come all the way over here?"

As Noah led Hamish away, the Scotsman turned his head and peered at Tate. Hamish narrowed his eyes. Tate could see the man desperately trying to recall where he'd seen Tate before.

Tate waited a moment, letting Noah lead his visitor away.  He heard the two men talking, but couldn't make out what they were saying to each other. The truth was, Tate didn't care what they were talking about. All he could think of was the image which had appeared in his mind as Hamish had spoken to him.

Tate had seen Hamish before. He knew that now. And it probably wouldn't be long before Hamish recalled where they had encountered one another.

Tate thought back to a month ago. On the Main Street of Refuge, when he'd been riding into town with Frank Wolfe's gang. Just having infiltrated the renegade outfit, Tate had glanced across at the mercantile. There he had seen three men emerging. Work-hardened men dressed exactly like Hamish was dressed today. And, right in the middle had been one man. A man with flame-red hair.  

On that day, Hamish had halted with his two companions and watched with obvious distaste at the sight of a group of dangerous-looking drifters riding into town. 

And, Tate had been at the head of that group, right alongside Frank Wolfe.

Tate dragged in a deep breath. If Hamish recalled who Tate was then that might bring everything crashing down. Tate would be exposed and his plan would be ended. If that happened, then Gretchen would find out exactly who Tate was. 

And then he might lose her forever. 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







Something was wrong with Tate.

Gretchen knew it. But there was nothing she could do about it. Not while he seemed to be doing his utmost to avoid speaking with her.

Ever since she and Tate had sat at the table in the cabin, taking lunch with Anna, Noah, the children and their visitor, Hamish, she had tried to understand the sudden change which had come over Tate. 

All afternoon he'd seemed preoccupied. Sullen. Quiet almost to the point of rudeness. She couldn't figure out what could have made him change from the charming, good-humored cowboy who'd been so concerned for her well-being this morning, to the tight-lipped, withdrawn man who'd sat at the table playing with his food. He hadn't joined in with any of the playful banter between Noah, Anna and Hamish. 

For her part, Gretchen liked the Scotsman. He had a down-to-earth good humor which lifted her spirits. But there was one thing she did notice about Hamish. Every once in a while, he peered at Tate and looked momentarily puzzled. He almost looked as if he was trying to recall something. Gretchen wondered what it could be.

After Hamish had left, driving off down the trail on his  buckboard, Tate had gone outside with Nathaniel. Apparently Tate had promised to help the boy learn how to handle a rope. As she had watched from the porch, Gretchen had taken a special delight when she'd seen how excited Nathaniel had become every time Tate leaned closer, rope in hand, instructing Nathaniel in the finer points of handling a rope.

It occurred to Gretchen that Tate looked mighty comfortable working with the boy. In fact, Tate Campbell seemed to possess a natural affinity with children. He'd made Jane laugh countless times since they'd arrived. And the children had warmed to Tate, clearly feeling at ease around him.

Gretchen leaned against the porch post and watched Tate show Nathaniel how to throw a loop of rope around the corral's corner post. Finally, after numerous attempts, the boy succeeded. The sound of Nathaniel's triumphant cheering echoed across the yard, bringing Anna out onto the porch to see what all the fuss was about.

Anna came to Gretchen's side. "Nathaniel's enjoying every minute of that,"  Anna observed. Gretchen glanced at the other woman. Perceptive as usual, Anna's eyes narrowed. "What bothering you, Gretchen? Are you feeling unwell again?"

Gretchen shook her head. "No. I feel fine."

"Then what is it?" Anna insisted.

Gretchen sighed. "I don't know what's got into Tate. He hasn't been the same since Hamish came to visit."

"I noticed he was quiet during lunch," Ann agreed. "Maybe he's worrying about the rest of your journey."

"No. I think it must be something else," Gretchen said. "I haven't seen him like this before."

"Noah told me that Hamish thinks he's seen Tate before," Anna explained.

Gretchen frowned. "Really?" Worry flared into life.

"But Hamish couldn't recall exactly where he'd seen Tate."

Gretchen looked across the yard at Tate and Nathaniel. "Even if I ask him, I'm sure Tate won't tell me what's troubling him."

Anna's eyes narrowed. "You think he's keeping things from you?"

Gretchen sighed. "I'm not sure. Once or twice, since we met, I've gotten the impression that there's more to him than just a cowboy who wants to help me out."

Anna laughed quietly. "He is more than that. Tate's a man who believes in doing what's right. In justice. He wouldn't have offered to help you if he didn't believe in that." Gretchen saw Anna peer intently at Tate. "I suspect Tate will tell you what you need to know. Maybe you just have to wait. Sometimes men just have to be given the time to say what's on their mind."

Gretchen's jaw tightened as frustration welled up inside her. "I really want to know what he's thinking."

"Patience is a virtue," Anna said.  And then she added with a warm smile. "It must be true. It says so in the Bible."

Gretchen nodded, feeling her tension drain away. It felt good to be sharing this moment with Anna. To be reminded of truths which Gretchen knew should never be forgotten.

Anna edged closer to Gretchen. "When do you think you'll be leaving?" Anna asked.

Gretchen wrapped her arms around herself and glanced up at the blue sky. "I don't know. Soon, maybe. The weather has improved." She looked across at Tate. "And I think Tate is anxious to be on the move again."

"I think you're right. He's the determined kind," Anna said. "I get the impression he thinks he's on a mission. And he has to see it through to a finish."

Gretchen told herself Anna was probably right. The only thing Gretchen wasn't sure about now was which mission Tate was on. Yesterday, she'd felt it had been all about her. About keeping her safe and getting her to Inspiration. But, after seeing the way Tate had reacted during the visit of Hamish, she wondered if there was something Tate hadn't yet revealed to her. 

Gretchen saw Anna gaze carefully at her. When Anna spoke, it was in a low voice, as if she didn't want it to carry across the yard to Tate and Nathaniel. "Can I say something to you, Gretchen? Confidential, like. You know. One woman to another."

Gretchen felt something twist in her middle. She could see the kindly, but concerned look in Anna's eyes. She was going to talk about Tate. Gretchen knew that, with absolute certainty. "Sure," Gretchen agreed.

"I was thinking about what we were saying earlier. About marriage. And going to settle down in Inspiration," Anna said slowly. "I know it isn't any of my business, but I figure if you're going to leave, we might never see each other again. And I couldn't forgive myself if I didn't tell you how I see things."

Gretchen smiled warmly. "You can tell me anything, Anna. I know you mean well."

Anna rolled her eyes. "If you ask Noah, he'll tell you I'm always speaking my mind. Telling it like I see it. Sometimes he tells me I should think a little more carefully before offering my opinions." Anna sighed. " But, in this instance, I just can't keep from saying something to you about Tate."

Gretchen turned and faced Anna. "Tate?"

Anna nodded. "He isn't just a good man, Gretchen." Anna paused and glanced one more time in Tate's direction. When she spoke, her voice was soft but firm. "I think he's the right man for you."

Gretchen's heartbeat quickened and she gasped. "What!" she exclaimed quietly.

Anna nodded. "I've seen the way he looks at you, Gretchen. If you ask me, I think you've found a place in his heart."

Gretchen lifted a hand to the collar of her gown. She felt her cheeks flush with heat. She was sure her face had turned a delicate shade of pink. "I don't think that can be possible. Tate and I have only know each other a couple of days."

Anna smiled softly. "When the Lord brings two hearts together, time doesn't matter. All that matters is whether it is His will." Anna leaned closer. "And I think God has brought you and Tate together for a higher purpose. You belong together." When Gretchen sighed loudly, and prepared to offer an objection, Anna waved a dismissive hand. "Nothing you can say will change my opinion. I've seen the way you glance at Tate. 

Gretchen turned away and swallowed, feeling her heartbeat pounding. Had it been that obvious? Gretchen had been sure she'd done a good job of schooling her features to disguise her secret thoughts about Tate. It seemed like she hadn't succeeded.

"Don't go trying to tell me Tate is just a helpful companion to you. I've seen plenty of people in love with each other," Anna declared.

Gretchen whirled around and peered at Anna. "Love!" she breathed quietly. She shook her head. "I might like Tate. And I appreciate his help. But love? That's not possible, Anna."

Anna just smiled patiently. "You go on telling that to yourself. See how long your denial lasts between here and Inspiration." Anna chuckled. "There's no hiding from the truth. Especially if it is the Lord's will."

Gretchen was silent for a long moment. Her mind was a whirl of confusing thoughts. She wanted to tell Anna that every word she'd just uttered had been false. That Tate was nothing more than a helpful companion. But the suddenness of Anna's declaration had caught Gretchen off guard. And in doing that, Anna had forced Gretchen to face a truth she'd been trying to avoid since soon after meeting Tate. The handsome cowboy had found a way into her heart. That much was true. And Anna could be right. God worked his miracles in mysterious ways. Gretchen asked herself if this was her own miracle. Had God abandoned her in Refuge so she could meet Tate Campbell?

Anna rested a hand on Gretchen's shoulder. "Think about what I said, Gretchen." Nathaniel's delighted scream echoed across the yard. Anna glanced across at Tate and her son and smiled. "Tate's a good man. And he might be the one for you."

Gretchen's eyes widened. She wanted to refute Anna's words. She wanted to say it couldn't be true. Gretchen's mouth opened, but she couldn't tell the kindly homesteader that she had it all wrong. All Gretchen could do was smile softly.

Anna took a step toward the cabin door. "Maybe you can help me and Jane fix the dinner." Then Anna lifted a brow and grinned. "That's after you've finished thinking about that man over there," she added and glanced across at Tate.

Gretchen knew she should have laughed at that last comment, but she couldn't bring herself to do so. Instead, she nodded and said: "I'll be in soon."

Anna went back inside the cabin. Gretchen leaned against the porch post and curled her arm around it, almost as if she needed something solid to stop her from tumbling to the dusty yard. Her emotions were swirling, and her mind was a riot of confusing impressions. Taking a few moments to calm herself, she tried to make sense of what she and Anna had spoken about.

Now that the truth had been spoken, Gretchen wondered what she could do. Now that she was feeling physically better, she knew the journey to Inspiration would resume. And, for the next couple of days, she and Tate would be thrown together in the Montana wilderness. 

However, everything had changed now. No longer was she just traveling through the frontier country with a helpful cowboy as her guide. Now, she had to contend with a whole new, and very dangerous threat. If her feelings for the cowboy were real, then she was in as much danger as she would be if there were bears or wolves hidden in the forests. Because, Gretchen wasn't sure she was going to be able to keep those feelings hidden for the remainder of the journey.

And, if Tate decided to reveal how he felt about her, then somewhere between Anna and Noah's homestead and Inspiration, Gretchen was sure she was going to face a crisis bigger than anything she'd ever experienced in her life.

If the cowboy declared his love, Gretchen didn't know how she was going to deal with that.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







"Are you feeling up to leaving tomorrow?" Tate asked Gretchen after dinner. Tate was sitting across from Gretchen at the table in the cabin. Anna, Noah, Nathaniel and Jane had gone outside to the porch. Anna had said the family had a habit of going out there during the summer evenings. Noah liked to show the stars to the children and teach them about constellations. Gretchen heard the quiet laughter of the children. She could have gone outside there with them, but Anna had hinted with a knowing looks that she wanted Gretchen and Tate to stay in the cabin.

That meant Gretchen had been left with Tate, alone in the cabin. After her conversation with Anna today, Gretchen was sure there had been nothing accidental about her and Tate being given the chance to talk before setting out on the next leg of their journey.

Gretchen placed her cup of coffee down on the table and looked across at Tate. She was eager to resume her journey. "I think so. We've imposed enough on this lovely family."

Tate nodded. "I agree. I don't want to overstay our welcome. They've already been so generous." His brows furrowed and he leaned forward, propping his elbows on the table. "But you have to tell me the truth."

"The truth?" Gretchen asked. She lifted a brow and recalled what Anna had said to her. 

Tate nodded "That you're feeling fully recovered. I don't want you starting out if you don't feel strong enough."

"I'm fine, Tate," Gretchen said softly. "You don't need to worry about me."

His brows ridged into deeply creased lines. Tate reached across and rested his hand upon her arm. His soft touch sent waves of delight sweeping through her body. She swallowed and then gazed into his eyes. The change in him had been sudden. 

Emotion shimmered in his eyes. "But I do worry, Gretchen. And nothing you say is going to stop me from doing that." His voice was a low murmur, filled with sincerity. Maybe he didn't want his words to be overheard by the family seated outside on the long porch seat. 

Gretchen felt her breath catch in her chest. There was something about the way he'd just looked at her which made every part of her being light up with a secret delight. His eyes were filled with an exquisite combination of concern and barely disguised longing. 

Anna had been right. Tate had feelings for her. Gretchen could see the evidence hiding behind those dark eyes. His gaze triggered a warm glow in her middle. She could get used to Tate Campbell looking at her like that, she told herself. Even as she admitted that to herself, she sensed the danger in it. They were still two whole days from Inspiration. Anything could happen during their time together. And she still had plenty of questions about Tate.

Gretchen smiled weakly. When she stood, Tate's hand slipped from her arm. As she turned, Gretchen saw Tate look up at her. There was surprise on his features, even disappointment.

Trying her best to ignore the feelings which his expression had ignited in her, she took her empty coffee cup to the kitchen alcove and laid it on the surface. Feeling shaky, she moved to the fireplace and leaned her hand against the mantle, trying her best to steady herself. Gazing down at the low-burning embers, she felt their reassuring warmth. From tomorrow, the only fires she and Tate would have would be the ones Tate would ignite when they camped out. And the ones awakening in her heart, she reminded herself.

The sound of Tate's chair scraping against the floor caught her attention. She turned and watched him make his way across to her. Within the confines of the cabin, Tate seemed taller. His steps were easy and languid, filled with that familiar confidence she was getting used to enjoying. He leaned his hand against the mantle and faced her. The glow of the fireplace cast pink shadows across his even, handsome features. His eyes were still bright with hidden emotion.

"What's on your mind, Gretchen?" he asked suddenly.

She narrowed her eyes. "What makes you say that?"

Tate smiled and shook his head. "I know when you're worried."

"I'm not worried, Tate." She lifted her chin defiantly. "Not at all."

Tate lowered his gaze and peered into the fireplace. Wanting to turn the tables in the conversation she asked: "You seemed troubled when Hamish was here today."

"Did I?" he asked and lifted a brow. She saw a mask descend upon his features. 

"Yes. You looked like you didn't even want to talk to Hamish."

Tate shrugged. "We only just met. He's a stranger."

Remembering what Anna had said, Gretchen countered: "He seemed to know you from somewhere."

The instant she said those words she saw Tate's lips tighten into a thin line. His jaw tightened and he peered sternly at her. "I don't know the man," he insisted emphatically.

"But he was sure he's seen you before."

Tate dragged in a sharp breath and shook his head abruptly. "No. If that's what he said, then he's mistaken."

Gretchen felt her throat tighten. This wasn't going the way she'd planned. She'd figured Tate might just give her an explanation. Instead, he seemed determined to build a wall again.

Dissatisfied, Gretchen gazed at Tate. If she was going to embark on the rest of her trip to Inspiration, Gretchen knew she had to get the truth out of Tate. Or at least as much of it as possible. "Are you hiding something from me, Tate?"

"What?" he asked sharply. His brows shot up in a line, disbelief spreading across his features.

"I get the impression you're not telling me the whole story about yourself," Gretchen stated.

Tate's eyes widened. He seemed genuinely taken aback by her bold declaration. He cleared his throat and glanced down at the fireplace. Lifting his gaze back up to her, he peered intently at her. "I told you all you need to know." And then he added in a firm voice: "For now."

Gretchen squinted at Tate. "I'm traveling with someone who is almost a complete stranger to me. And now you're admitting to me that there might be things you're hiding from me?"

Tate moved closer to Gretchen. "You have to trust me, Gretchen." He reached across and curled his fingers over her hand. The touch of his skin made her gasp. It also made the heat from the fireplace seem suddenly warmer. Tate tilted his head to one side and gazed at her. Now, there was no hiding the emotion in that gaze, she told herself.

Gretchen wanted to move her hand away from his. But, all she could do was stand facing him, gazing up into his dark eyes, feeling herself entranced by the longing she could see on his perfectly handsome features. Her breath quickened, matching the thundering pace of her heartbeat. 

Then, Tate stepped forward, resting his hands on Gretchen's shoulders. He dipped his head. The kiss, when it came was every bit as wonderful as she'd imagined it would be. His soft lips settled upon her mouth, triggering waves of joy in her. She gasped as she felt Tate close the final distance between them. A moment later, his arms slid around her, drawing her near. Lifting her arms, she settled her hands on his shoulders, almost as if she wanted to resist. But she didn't really want to keep Tate at a distance. Somewhere deep in side herself, Gretchen knew she'd been waiting for this moment. And, now that it had come, she allowed herself to savor the delight of Tate's tender kiss.

When at last Tate lifted his head and gazed into her eyes, Gretchen could only smile up at him. Tate's eyes were filled with relief. Maybe he'd been thinking about doing this for a while, now, she told herself. Had that been the real reason for his anxious manner throughout the day? Had he simply been trying to summon up the courage to show her how he felt about her?

For a long moment, she and Tate gazed into each others eyes. Time seemed to stand still. Gretchen felt her heartbeat pounding furiously. One thing was for sure. Tate Campbell had the power to affect her, Gretchen admitted to herself.

"Gretchen," Tate murmured. His brows furrowed. Suddenly she worried he might be about to express some kind of regret. Perhaps he'd been seized by a momentary impulse. And now he regretted his actions.

Before he could say another word, Gretchen heard heavy footsteps outside on the porch. Someone was about to come into the cabin. Panic seized Gretchen. Stepping quickly away from Tate, she hurriedly made for the kitchen alcove. Just as she reached the dry sink, the cabin door opened. Anna, Noah and the children came into the cabin, their footsteps thundering on the wooden floor. Gretchen picked up her empty coffee cup and started to clean it. She saw Tate remain standing at the fireplace. 

Anna glanced from Gretchen to Tate and back again. The corners of Anna's mouth creased with the slightest hint of a smile. 

Standing by the dry sink, Gretchen could still feel the effects of Tate's kiss ripple through her nerves. Dragging in a deep breath, she fought to control herself. 

So, it was true, she told herself. Tate did have feelings for her. And he'd just shown the depth of those feelings. It confirmed everything she'd been telling herself all afternoon. The next two days had just become even more complicated. Even more of a challenge. 

Tate Campbell wasn't just a man who'd decided to do what was right. 

He was the handsome cowboy who'd just shown her that he harbored genuine feelings for her. That he cared for her.

The truth was out. But, as far as Gretchen was concerned, that just made things even more complicated.


CHAPTER NINETEEN







Tate and Gretchen left the homestead early the following morning. They both said emotional and grateful farewells to Anna and Noah, and the children. The horses' saddlebags had been packed with extra provisions. As Tate rode away from the homestead, westward along the trail, with Gretchen riding her pinto alongside him, he turned and waved goodbye to the family which had shown himself and Gretchen so much kindness and generosity. In many ways, quietly and gently, in their own special way, Anna and Noah had restored and renewed Tate's faith in people. 

For most of their ride along the trail, in the early morning sunshine, Gretchen remained silent. She'd been quiet all morning, over breakfast and during the preparation to leave. There was no sternness in her demeanor. She just seemed like she wanted to be left alone for a while. Tate decided to respect that wish. In the silence of the ride along the trail, Tate reflected on what had happened in the cabin, last night. 

The kiss.

Perhaps Gretchen was simply feeling awkward or embarrassed about what they'd shared. Tate recalled the way she'd settled into his embrace. The way she'd rested her hands against his shoulders. The look in her eyes as she'd gazed up at him.

 Resting in his saddle, glancing across at Gretchen, Tate savored the memory of the delight he'd felt as he'd held her close to him. Her lips had been sweet and soft. His hadn't been an impulsive act. Not in the least. The truth was, Tate had wanted to kiss Gretchen because he'd been thinking affectionately about her ever since they'd set out on their journey. Seeing her sick had made Tate even more determined to take care of her. To protect her. And that need had transformed into a desire to show her exactly how he was beginning to feel about her. Judging by her reaction, Gretchen was harboring similar feelings. And that gave Tate hope. Something which had been absent from his life in recent weeks.

During the last few weeks, in the company of the renegade outfit, men dedicated to their own selfish ends, Tate had started to feel the influence of those men. Evil had a way of affecting those with whom it came into contact. And Tate hadn't been immune to that. He'd felt the contaminating effects of his necessary deception. A coldness had crept into his spirit. Tate had felt a hardening of his heart. Pretending to be an outlaw had affected Tate more than he'd realized.

And then Gretchen had arrived. Or rather, God had brought her into Tate's life. Out in the fields yesterday, Noah had spoken with Tate. He'd expressed the opinion that Tate's meeting with Gretchen was no accident. It seemed like Noah had a powerful belief in providence. It went right along with his devotion to the Lord. Listening to Noah, Tate had to admit that the homesteader might well be right. 

Gretchen had turned Tate's life upside down. And maybe that was just what God wanted for Tate, he reflected. Being a marshal had been hard this last few years. Tate had felt a strong desire to settle down. The last thing he'd expected was that he'd meet someone like Gretchen while he was trying to bring a ruthless gang to justice. 

Meeting Gretchen had awakened more than a need for  companionship. Tate wanted to have as much good in his life as possible. Being with the wonderful homesteading family, showing Nathaniel how to handle a rope like a man, had encouraged Tate to hope that he might have a family of his own someday. He could only hope it might come true. 

But first he had a job to do. A promise to keep. 

A woman to protect.

They rode until after midday. Gretchen had recovered her strength and seemed eager to demonstrate to Tate that she was more than ready to face a long day of riding. They were two days out from Inspiration. The delay at the homestead worried Tate. It meant that, if the Wolfe outfit got it into their heads to come after Tate and Gretchen, then the outfit of renegades might be able to catch them up. That thought gave urgency to Tate's riding. 

Finally though, they had to stop to give the horses a rest. They found a grove of trees near a creek and tied the horses up in the shade of some cottonwoods by the water. The horses drank their fill of the cold water. Tate took some food from the saddlebags and a canteen of water. Sharing it all with Gretchen, he was pleased to see she had a good appetite and healthy thirst. She'd recovered fully from her illness. Her continued silence, even beneath the branches of the trees, bothered him, though. Eventually, he decided to break the silence.

Pointing westward, he said: "We should be able to make those mountains before sundown."

Turning to look, Gretchen lifted a hand to her eyes, shading it from the sun. "Mountains?"

Tate nodded. "We won't have to cross them. There's a pass through the range. But, if we don't make it in time, we'll have to find a place to sleep on the mountainside."

Gretchen frowned. "Isn't that dangerous?"

Tate shook his head. "We'll find a cave or some shelter. I don't want you sleeping out unprotected again."

"I can handle it," Gretchen objected. She fixed him with a steady look. "I'm not made of glass."

Tate let his gaze drift down the length of Gretchen's neat-fitting jacket and riding pants. "I know that," he said admiringly.

Tate saw Gretchen's cheeks flush pink. Just like they'd done last night, standing by the fireside in the cabin. 

She distracted herself by biting into the chicken which she and Anna had cooked earlier that morning. Tate smiled when he saw the way she tried not to look at him. She was still feeling delicate about something. And Tate was sure he knew what was bothering her. Figuring it might be a long day if they didn't clear the air, he spoke: "About last night, Gretchen."

She frowned and peered at him from beneath hooded brows. "There's no need to apologize," she snapped.

Her words rocked him back on his heels for a moment. "Apologize?" he asked incredulously.

Gretchen nodded. "I know you've been thinking about the way you kissed me."

Tate's brows rose. "You do? I didn't know mind-reading was one of your talents," he joked.

She fixed him with a stern look and took another bite of chicken. She chewed for a few moments and then said: "Don't pretend you weren't thinking about it."

"Weren't you?" Tate asked.

Gretchen paused a long moment and then shrugged. "I suppose I was," she admitted. That didn't sound too encouraging, Tate told himself. What she said next confirmed his doubts. "Maybe its best we pretend it didn't happen." Gretchen said. 

Tate felt something heavy sinking in the pit of his stomach. Tate narrowed his eyes and examined Gretchen carefully. She'd dragged her gaze away from him and was watching the horses drink from the creek. For one brief moment, she glanced at him. She was trying to judge the effect of her words on him, he told himself. Checking him.

This was all an act, he told himself. Right now, she was doing her best to get him to believe that the kiss hadn't meant anything to her. The problem with that was, Tate didn't believe her. Not for one moment. 

And he wasn't going to start changing how he felt about her. He'd done enough pretending in recent times. He wasn't going to lie to himself about someone as important as Gretchen. He wasn't going to back down.

He moved closer to Gretchen. Her eyes widened as he approached. Now she looked concerned. Maybe she'd expected him to accept her rebuttal. Perhaps she'd been planning this all morning.

Tate leaned against the thick trunk of a cottonwood. "You see, here's the problem, Gretchen. That kiss, last night, meant a whole lot to me. I don't go kissing every girl I happen to meet."

Her brows shot up in a line. "I'm glad to hear it," she said defiantly. Now her Pennsylvania accent was more pronounced. She was losing her hard-won composure, he told himself. At least that was progress.

"And you know what I think?" he said. Gretchen said nothing. She merely tilted her head, watching him carefully. "If you ask me, I believe that kiss also meant something to you."

He saw a flash of indignation in her eyes. "Did it?" she snapped. 

Tate nodded. "You can't deny it. I could tell you were enjoying it." He knew it was a bold statement, even risky. But he had to speak the truth.

Color flushed her cheeks and she gasped. "I can't believe you said that."

"Its the truth, ain't it?"

Gretchen shook her head emphatically. "It most certainly is not," she exclaimed.

Tate tilted his head and grinned at her. "You didn't exactly go running out of the cabin."

"If I had, what would Anna and Noah have thought?" she retorted.

"It would only have confirmed what they already believed," Tate countered.

Her brows furrowed. "Which is what?" she demanded.

Tate quirked a brow at Gretchen. "Do you really want me to answer that?"

Gretchen put the chicken piece down onto the metal plate which was resting on the flat edge of the thick tree branch. "If you have any decency, and any manners, you won't say another word about what happened last night," she stated.

Color flamed her cheeks. He wondered how serious she was about getting him to stop talking about that kiss. "I don't have the fancy manners of a city gentleman. I'm just a humble cowboy, ma'am," Tate said teasingly. He was determined to stop the conversation from escalating into a full-blown argument.

His attempt at humor fell as flat as a pancake. Gretchen jammed her fists against her sides and took one step toward him. She was close enough now that, if he wished, he could reach out and take her into his arms. Just like he'd done last night. He managed to contain the impulse. For the moment.

"I'm beginning to think there's more to you than meets the eye, Tate Campbell," she said firmly.

That rocked him back on his heels. "What do you mean?"

She narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. He felt like he was being examined by a doctor. "You haven't really told me much about your life. Apart from the bit about growing up in Laramie, and living the life of a drifter. Other than that, I don't know a whole lot about the man who took it upon himself to kiss me."

"Are you saying I've lied to you?" 

Gretchen peered at Tate. "I don't know." She narrowed her eyes. "You tell me."

Tate dragged in a deep breath. She'd turned the tables on him. She was facing him down in the one area he knew he was vulnerable. 

His true identity.

Tate knew he had a choice. He could just dismiss her concerns and walk away. If he didn't speak about this for the rest of the journey, he might get her safely to Inspiration without making things worse. However, after last night, there was a part of Tate which desperately needed to let loose with the truth. 

Tate thought about the renegade gang. They'd either be back in Refuge drowning their sorrows in the saloon, waiting for Tate's return. Or they'd be on the trail, hunting Tate down, eager to know why he'd left the town in such a hurry. He was sure that Billy would have caused trouble for Tate. Billy wouldn't have taken the humiliation Tate had meted out to him without wanting to sour Tate's relationship with the rest of the gang. If that had happened then Tate would have lost any chance of bringing the gang to justice.

He couldn't afford to take the risk of revealing his true identity to Gretchen. If the gang did catch up with him and Gretchen, doing so might put her in jeopardy. And he wasn't going to let that happen.

Realizing Gretchen was still waiting for his reply, Tate shrugged casually, as if admitting defeat. "We should rest a while before hitting the trail. If we're going to make the mountains before sundown, we'll have to move at a steady pace for the rest of the day."

Gretchen's mouth dropped open in response to Tate's offhand manner. "Aren't you going to tell me?"

"Tell you what?"

Gretchen moved closer and peered at him. "Who you really are."

Tate shook his head slowly. "I told you who I am. A cowboy from Laramie. That's all you need to know."

Gretchen stared at Tate for a long moment. Then, suddenly, she scoffed. Shaking her head, she turned and started toward the flat area of grass in the shade of the cottonwood. Dropping down onto the grass, Gretchen lay back, cradling her head in her hands. Then she closed her eyes. 

Tate sighed quietly and told himself that by the time they reached the safety of Inspiration he'd probably have to tell her who he really was.


CHAPTER TWENTY







They reached the mountain range just before sundown. The early evening air was already beginning to cool. Gretchen recalled her first night outside and felt a a chill of worry sweep through her body. The memory of her brief illness was still fresh.

A mile or so away, the high peaks rose up sharply from the tree line on the lower slopes. The entire range of hills, chaotic jumbles of gray stone rock, rising in twisted clusters, forming many gullies and peaks, seemingly impenetrable and impossible to navigate, was like a high wall standing between her and Inspiration. It stretched as far as her eyes could see from north to south. As they rode toward the range of hills, she wondered if Tate would be able to locate the pass which led through the range.

As if reading her mind, Tate pointed in a southerly direction. A few hundred yards ahead, the trail split in two. "We can take that road south," he explained. "It runs parallel to the hills for a mile and then there's a cut that leads to the pass." 

"How do you know all this?" she asked.

Tate shrugged. "I've spent time in these parts." He smiled at her. "That's how I knew I could get you through to Inspiration." Then in a low voice, filled with assurance, he added: "I know my way around this part of Montana."

Gretchen nodded, accepting the explanation, even though she could sense that there was some details of it which were missing.

They took the southerly trail. As they made their way along the base of the range, Gretchen gazed up at the hills, awestruck at how imposing they were. If they'd had to take the trail up through the steep hills, she knew it might have proven impossible for her. Briefly, she was secretly glad she had an expert guide like Tate.

Gretchen hadn't realized just how much of a barrier this range of hills was to the successful completion of her journey. Once or twice, during the ride this afternoon, Tate had tried to describe what they were about to encounter. But, she hadn't really been listening. Her mind had been consumed by thoughts about the argument she'd had with Tate. It had been a foolish disagreement, she'd told herself. Almost childish, really. They'd behaved like two schoolchildren arguing over a stolen kiss.

It was clear to Gretchen that the kiss had meant a lot to Tate. He'd told her so, straight to her face. And then, instead of telling Tate how much the kiss had meant to her, she'd done exactly the opposite. For some reason she couldn't understand, she'd found it impossible to tell him how the kiss had made her feel. How it had tormented her all morning as they'd made their way westward along the trail. 

The simple truth was that Tate had opened up to her and she had failed to do the same in return.

Had she been cowardly? Owning up to her feelings for the handsome cowboy could create even bigger problems. Like the ones Anna had talked about. Revealing her true feelings to Tate created the risk that her world would be turned upside down.

Her growing affection for the mysterious cowboy was fast becoming a real problem.

They rode a while until they came to a break in the solid mass of rocks. A fissure cut through the range of hills. Halting at the opening, Tate looked at Gretchen. "That's the way through." He gazed up at the darkening sky. "We won't make it through the pass in time before dark." He scanned a nearby ridge. "Stay here while I take a look for some place we can use for the night."

Watching him ride off quickly, Gretchen felt the cool evening air wrap itself around her like an uncomfortable cloak. It would be dark in a short while. She heard a distant cry of an animal and shivered. Searching for Tate, she saw him guide his horse up a steep incline to a ridge. He paused for a few moments and then turned to her, gesturing for her to follow the same path he'd just taken. Then he rode out of view. 

She felt suddenly alone. Gretchen kicked her heels against the pinto's side and followed the narrow trail up the incline until she found Tate. Following his gaze she saw a cave entrance in the wall of rock. A broad, flat area in front of the cave provided easy access to the entrance which was no more than a few feet in height.

"I've looked inside," Tate told her. "It'll do for one night. At least it means we won't be out in the open. And I can get a fire going in front of the entrance. We should be fine for the night."

She admired his optimism. They both rode their horses to the cave and dismounted. Gretchen went to the entrance and, bending low, peered inside. The cave's dirt floor was flat with only a few rocks which she was sure could be easily cleared. The roof of the cave was maybe head height for Tate. It stretched back into darkness. By the faint evening light she guessed it was about twenty feet in length and about six feet wide. Tate was right. It would suffice for one night.

Tate spent the next while setting up one bedroll with saddle for a makeshift pillow inside the cave. When he laid out his own bedroll outside the cave, Gretchen didn't even make a comment. Tate knew what he was doing. He built a small fire just outside the entrance. Soon they were both drinking coffee and eating some warm food. Tate gave Gretchen his saddle to sit on, while he squatted on the other side of the fire he'd built.

By the time she'd finished eating, Gretchen felt tiredness take hold of her. Darkness had fallen. From the great distances all around her, Gretchen heard a cacophony of insects mingled with the occasional shrieks of coyotes. She saw Tate peer across the open fire as the animal sounds echoed in the night air. Gretchen schooled her features, determined not to show her unease at the night sounds. But she was sure Tate wasn't fooled.

"Maybe you should turn in," he suggested.

Gretchen stood and stretched. Having ridden for most of the day, every muscle in Gretchen's body was aching. Glancing at Tate, she saw the calm, focused way in which he was staring into the fire. He seemed lost in thought. She gazed up at the star-filled sky and felt a momentary melancholy take hold of her. She recalled the way she and Tate had enjoyed looking up at the stars on their first night together. There'd be none of that tonight. Tate was making it clear that things had changed between them.

Wrapping her arms around herself, Gretchen smiled. "Goodnight, Tate," she murmured.

Tate looked up at Gretchen. "Sleep well, Gretchen," he said quietly.

Gretchen made her way back into the cave. She snuggled down onto her bedroll. A short while later sleep claimed her.  The dreams which came to her were filled with images of Tate and the homestead and the wild Montana lands. 

Sometime during the night Gretchen awoke abruptly. It was dark inside the cave and, for a moment, she struggled to recall where she was. Then she remembered that Tate was outside the cave, sleeping near the campfire. She lay on her bedroll for a while, struggling to go back to sleep. Finally, she gave up. So much had happened these last few days. Her nerves were alive with the expectation of her arrival in Inspiration. Also, her mind was filled with thoughts of Tate. Gretchen rose from her bedroll and stepped carefully outside the cave. 

Tate was asleep on his own bedroll. His head resting against the saddle, he looked at peace. Even by the soft light of the half-moon, Gretchen could see Tate's handsome features. Seeing his calm expression made her smile.

Then, suddenly a noise caught her attention. At first she wasn't sure what it could be. Perhaps the shuffling of movement in the darkness beyond the camp. A soft sound, vaguely familiar.

Gretchen frowned and peered around the enclosure. Straining her eyes, she tried to make out the details of the rocks, anxious to find any confirmation of what she'd heard.

Nothing.

Glancing down at Tate she thought about waking him, but dismissed that idea. Instead she ventured out beyond the campfire, walking carefully across the flat ground. Eyes wide, she ran her gaze around the entire perimeter. Once again, she saw nothing.

Then, she heard it. Sudden movement. The shuffling of footsteps. Panic seized Gretchen as she turned her head and saw, out of the corner of her eye, a figure rushing toward her. She opened her mouth, the need to cry out urgent and imperative. But it was too late.

The figure, shrouded in darkness, descended upon her so quickly she had no chance. A hand was thrust against Gretchen's open mouth. She gagged and tried to scream out loud, but it was too late. She was pulled firmly against a hard body. Struggling, Gretchen tried desperately to loosen the figure's grasp upon her. Her panic rose to gargantuan proportions. Arms encircled her and she kicked out, but to no avail. The scent of alcohol and sweat filled her nostrils. Twisting her head she caught sight of dark, masculine features. Recognition seized her mind. The man's wide eyes were filled with vicious desire. She knew this man. But how could that be?

The only thing left to her was to make as much noise as she could. Even with the man's hand over her mouth, she knew her muffled protests might wake Tate. He would come to her rescue. 

Again.

Gretchen moaned as loudly as she could. The sound angered the man who held her and he wrenched her body around to face him.

It was then that she recognized the man.

Billy. The thief who had stolen her money back at Refuge. 

Billy's mouth stretched wide into a yellow-toothed smile. Gretchen stamped down on Billy's foot. Instantly, his expression changed. He yelled out, and that was when he let Gretchen go. Grasping the loose fabric of her riding pants, Gretchen started to run for the safety of the cave entrance And Tate.

"Tate!" she screamed. 

Reaching the campfire she was astonished to find Tate already standing. Gretchen slid to a halt and stared at Tate in disbelief. "We're being attacked," Gretchen screamed.

But, inexplicably, Tate did not react as she expected he would.  Instead, she saw him peer over her shoulder. His gaze was steady and grim. Turning, Gretchen saw why.

It wasn't only Billy who was standing there. Emerging out of the darkness she saw a group of about a dozen men. They were all roughly dressed in dirty clothes and they were all holding a pistol in their hands. Each of the men were peering at Gretchen and Tate with an expression that sent dread rippling through her.

And, in front of the men stood a tall figure wearing a dark Stetson. He was unshaven and had venom in his eyes. The man was broad-shouldered and thick around the waist, but he possessed an obvious strength and authority. The man walked steadily toward Gretchen and Tate. He held a pistol and it was pointed straight at Tate.

The man halted a few feet from Gretchen. Tate came to Gretchen and slid an arm around her waist. As he did so, the tall man's eyes widened. Fear gripped Gretchen. She looked at Tate and was surprised to see a steady expression in his eyes. He seemed almost unconcerned.

Gretchen frowned. How could that be? She would have expected Tate to react with fury at the arrival of the strangers. Instead, he was peering expectantly at them.

Finally, Gretchen couldn't contain her anxiety any longer. "Tate. What are we going to do?" she gasped.

Tate drew in a deep breath. She felt his body become tense as he leaned closer to her. He looked from Gretchen to the tall man. "There's nothing we can do, Gretchen," Tate said evenly.

"What do you mean?" 

The tall man strode forward. Still pointing his pistol at her and Tate, the man grinned. Then he said the last thing Gretchen would ever have expected to hear him say. "Tate Campbell. We finally found you."

Gretchen felt her breath ease out of her lungs. Disbelief crashed into her. Staring at Tate, she cried out: "Do you know these men?" She could hardly believe what she'd just heard. 

Tate's features hardened. Then he let Gretchen go and strode forward toward the tall man. When Tate reached out and shook the tall man's hand, Gretchen felt the ground shift beneath her feet.

Tate knew this man!


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







"Frank," Tate said and shook the other man's hand. "It's good to see you again."

Gretchen's heart began to race furiously. She saw Billy frown as Tate shook hands with the man called Frank. The other men in the group exchanged looks as if they'd expected another outcome. Possibly a violent one, Gretchen told herself. These men looked like the kind for whom violence and hardship were a regular part of their lives, Gretchen reflected.

Frank, who was obvious the leader of the group, thrust his pistol into his holster and embraced Tate. Both men hugged for a moment. Frank leaned back and examined Tate's features. There was a dangerous look in Frank's eyes. Gretchen noticed that Frank didn't let go of Tate. He was holding Tate's shoulders firmly, fingers digging into Tate's upper arms. Gretchen told herself that there was a hint of violence in the way Frank was holding onto Tate. 

But Tate didn't flinch. Instead, he grinned at Frank. Then Frank let out a huge laugh and turned to the other men. "We got him back."

The other men roared with laughter. Tate smiled at them. One by one, the men came to Tate and shook his hand. Gretchen could scarcely believe what she was seeing. This was a criminal gang and Tate was a member of it! Shock made every nerve in her body quiver. Her breathing became tight and she felt suddenly light-headed. Tate turned to look at her. She saw his eyes narrow as Frank walked toward her.

"I assume you're the fine lady from Refuge we've been hearing about," Frank said and removed his Stetson. He ran a hand through thick, dark hair. The man's coarse features were darkened by the sun. But there was undoubted intelligence behind his eyes. Gretchen could see that in the way he was looking at her.

The man bowed his head slightly. "I'm Frank Wolfe, ma'am." He gestured toward the men greeting Tate. "And this here is what you might call my collection of renegades," He grinned. "Although you've already met one of my men. Tate's been with us for a while, now."

Gretchen gasped. So that had been what Tate had been hiding from her. He was a member of a criminal gang. An outlaw, just like all those other men. No better than a renegade. Indignation swept through Gretchen. How could Tate have done this to her? How could he have lied to her like this?

When Tate turned to look at her again, Gretchen scowled at him. Tate walked away from the other men and came to stand by Frank Wolfe's side. Tate peered at Gretchen and he said nothing. 

Seized with an uncontrollable fury, Gretchen strode straight for Tate and jammed her face in front of his. "How could you do this?" she shrieked. "How could you lie to me, Tate?" Her voice echoed into the darkness. 

Tate's gaze was unmoving and steady. "You didn't need to know," he murmured.

"What!" she exclaimed. "I didn't need to know that the man who was pretending to look after me was nothing but a common criminal?" Now she was breathless. She was shaking with anger. 

Tate reached out, clearly intending to take her by the arm. She pulled her arm away from him. Tate glanced at Frank. "Let me deal with her," he said evenly.

Frank tilted his head as if he already understood what Tate wanted to do. 

Then Tate stepped forward and did the most shocking thing imaginable. He bent down, thrust his arms around Gretchen's waist and hoisted her up onto his shoulder. She screamed as he started to walk toward the cave. Pounding on his back and kicking her booted feet made no difference. Tate strode to the cave entrance. The sound of men's laughter filled the air. Gretchen felt herself shaking with fury. How dare Tate treat her like this!

Bending low, Tate entered the cave. Twisting, he set Gretchen down onto the floor of the cave. She thudded heavily onto the loose earth and sat there a moment, trying to understand what was happening. Her jaw tightening, her eyes wide with rage, she glared at Tate. 

She was about to shriek her condemnation of him, when he sank down onto his knees and faced her. He grasped her by the arms. Struggling, she tried to free herself, but Tate held on tight. Then he really shocked her. Tate leaned forward, cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. A riot of confusing thoughts raged in her mind as tasted Tate's lips. She tried to free herself, but Tate held her in his tender grasp. She could only imagine what the men outside the cave were thinking. For a moment, her mind was filled with the memory of the kiss at the cabin. Inexplicably, she felt herself soften against Tate. 

Then, the kiss over, Tate shifted his head closer to Gretchen's ear. She felt his breath against her skin. Nerves tingled with a mixture of confusion and delight. She couldn't make sense of any of this. She desperately wanted to understand.

From outside the cave, she heard Frank Wolfe's voice. "Tate. Get out here. We need to talk."

Just before he leaned his head away from her, Gretchen heard Tate quietly utter some simple words. "Wait until they all go to sleep. Stay awake for me, Gretchen. We're getting out of here. I'll come for you later."

When he leaned his head back, she saw a familiar brightness in his eyes. Gretchen frowned at him. Opening her mouth, she started to speak, but Tate lifted a finger to her lips, silencing her. For the moment.

Tate shook his head and narrowed his eyes. In a whisper, he said. "You must trust me, Gretchen."

She had no answer to that. Watching Tate stand, she looked up at him and tried to figure what was happening. Was he planning an escape? If so, what did that mean about his real relationship with the gang of outlaws standing out there waiting to greet him again?

When Tate emerged out of the cave entrance, he was greeted by loud roars of approval. Gretchen leaned against the side wall of the cave. She wrapped her arms around her knees, feeling like a lost child.

All she could was follow Tate's instructions. Stay awake and wait. She peered into the darkness. The only light came from the campfire which was being lit outside. What she needed was another kind of light, Gretchen told herself. The kind which had pulled her through so many trials in the past.

Lifting up her heart, she said a silent prayer. Lord. Grant me Your protection. I have fallen into a nest of vipers and my life is in danger. You are my only hope, Lord. My only salvation. You have protected me all my life. For that I am truly grateful. Guard me, O Lord. Take me away from these terrible people. Deliver me to safety. Grant me deliverance. For I love You, Lord.  Amen.

The prayer settled Gretchen's nerves, calming her instantly. She focused all her attention on God, resting her troubled mind with the hope of His assistance.

From outside came the sounds of men's laughter. She saw a flash of color as a golden bottle of whiskey was handed from one man to another. A heaviness sank in her middle. Soon, the men would be wildly drunk. And then what? Would Tate keep his word? Would he come for her? His whispered words echoed in her mind. 

There was more to this situation than she'd realized. These men considered Tate to be one of their own. She wondered how that could be. Maybe, once they'd left this place, Tate would give her an explanation. Perhaps he'd renew her trust in him. 

She wrapped her arms even more tightly around her legs. Hunched up into a ball, and with the good feelings of the prayer still filling her spirit, she dragged in a deep breath. Tate would come for her, she told herself.

All she could do now, was wait. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







"You had me worried, Tate," Frank said to him as they stood at the edge of the circle of men seated around the newly-lit campfire.

"Worried? Why, Frank?" Tate asked, although he figured he already knew the answer Frank would give him. When Frank had ridden into Refuge a couple of days ago it must have seemed like Tate had deserted the outfit. That Tate had betrayed Frank's trust. Because of that possibility, Tate knew he had some work to do to convince Frank that he could still be trusted. Especially now that Tate was about to see his plan to fruition.

Frank rested a hand on Tate's shoulder. "I thought you'd run off. Billy told me all about what happened in town."

Tate frowned and stared across at Billy who was sitting in the circle of men. Billy was swigging from a bottle of whiskey the men had been handing around for the last half hour. "Billy had no business stealing from the woman," Tate declared.

Frank glanced in the direction of the cave. "She's a mighty fine-looking woman." Frank grinned. "I can see why you wanted her for yourself."

Tate felt his face flush. "That's not it, Frank."

"You mean to say you don't have an interest in her?" Frank asked sharply. 

Tate knew what Frank was suggesting. Ignoring what Frank was hinting at, Tate shook his head. "I'm taking her to Inspiration."

Frank scowled. "That flea-bitten dump?"

Tate shook his head. "She's going there to get married."

Frank's puzzled expression prompted Tate to tell Frank about how Gretchen had gotten stranded back in Refuge. And how Tate had offered to help her go to Inspiration. After listening to Tate's account, Frank shook his head. "You're going soft, Tate. Dragging yourself all the way across Montana just to deliver a mail order bride to a faraway town don't seem like the actions of a sane man."

"That's where you're wrong," Tate stated.

Frank's brows furrowed. "What do you mean?"

Tate took Frank by the arm and led him away from the gathering of men. In the shadows, Tate spoke quietly. "When her train stopped at Refuge I heard something you might find interesting."

"Yeah? What?" Frank asked.

Tate glanced at the men and leaned closer to Frank. "Gold."

Frank looked steadily at Tate. The man didn't say anything but Tate could see burning curiosity flare into life in his eyes.

"I heard the guard mention they were taking a shipment to the bank in Inspiration," Tate explained.

"You did?" Frank asked quietly.

Tate nodded. "I figure that's why they were in such a hurry to be leaving when they stopped to take on water. That's why the woman in that cave got left behind."

Frank rubbed his hand across his scuff-covered jaw. His eyes glazed over as he considered what Tate had just told him. There was nothing like the mention of gold to cloud a man's judgment, Tate told himself.

Frank eyed Tate carefully. "So you figured you'd take her there and check things out?"

Tate grinned. Frank was catching on. "Exactly. I reckon, once I deliver that woman to the town, I can get a chance to see how things lie."

Frank paced back and forth for a minute. He was lost in thought. Tate worried he'd tipped his hand too much. But, the arrival of the gang had forced him into this. In any case, it was the only way he could figure out to get Frank to go into Inspiration. Everything now depended on persuading Frank that it was a good idea.

Frank halted and faced Tate. "But there's a sheriff in that town," Frank said. "He's going to be on his guard. Especially if the town has just received a shipment of gold."

Tate shook his head. "We're never going to get a better chance than this. The woman in there will be staying with the sheriff and his family."

That seemed to take Frank by surprise. "She will?"

Tate nodded. "The sheriff's wife is the town matchmaker. They'll be worried she got left behind by the train. Maybe they'll be searching for her." Tate grinned at Frank. "When I show up with their lost bride, they'll be so relieved, they'll never think for a minute that I've got something else in mind."

Now Frank's eyes lit up as he began to comprehend the simplicity of Tate's plan. 

"You'll be a regular knight in shining armor," Frank declared.

Tate shrugged. "You could say that. They might even give me a reward," he joked.

Frank laughed quietly. "If we get our hands on that gold, you won't be needing any reward."

Tate smiled smugly. "You're right. We'll be able to retire. Just like you told me you wanted to, Frank."

Tate knew that Frank was getting tired of the outlaw life. Frank had drifted across the northern states for the last few years. He'd led a life of crime, robbing and even killing. Frank Wolfe was not a good man, Tate reflected. The killing part had been how Tate had gotten involved. Tate thought about Jack, his best friend. One of the men in Frank's previous gang had gunned Jack down in the streets of Laramie. After that, Tate had gotten involved in law enforcement, with a mission in mind. To bring Frank Wolfe to justice. Tate held Frank responsible for Jack's death. Even if he hadn't pulled the trigger, Frank had made it possible by forming the gang in the first place. 

Tate knew he was one step ahead of Frank. He had been from the day Tate had managed to become a part of the gang. Everything Tate had done in the last few months had been leading up to a moment like this. As far as Frank was concerned, a great prize lay in wait in Inspiration. Tate could see the greed in the other man's eyes. It was like a burning fire.

There was one thing Frank didn't know.

Tate was lying. There had been no gold on that train. He hadn't heard the guard make mention of it. It was all a figment of Tate's imagination. But Frank wouldn't know that. Not until the moment the trap was sprung in Inspiration. If that was going to happen, Tate would have to persuade Frank to do one more thing.

The air filled with the roaring laughter of the gang members lounging on the ground, leaning their heads back on their saddles. Tate looked at them and schooled his features. No good would come of revealing his distaste of the men.

"So you see, Frank. I have to deliver the mail order bride to her final destination," Tate explained.

Frank nodded. "I can see how that would work." Frank strode up to Tate and laid his hands on Tate's shoulders. Frank peered into Tate's eyes. Suddenly Frank's gaze was intensely serious. "You know how I deal with men who betray me, Tate," Frank said in a low voice.

Tate felt his face flush with heat. "I've seen it, Frank," Tate replied. He recalled how Frank had recently dealt with a gang member who'd got it into his head to help himself to some of the takings from a robbery. The man had been left dead by the side of the trail. 

Frank's features darkened. "If you let me down, I'll show no mercy. You know that, don't you."

Tate met Frank's dark gaze. "You can trust me," Tate said.

Frank's fingers dug into Tate's shoulders. Tate didn't flinch. He kept his gaze on Frank. He knew he was being tested. This was a moment of truth.

Finally, Frank nodded. "You take the woman," he said. "Deliver her to the sheriff and his wife." Tate felt relief sweep through him. "Put your ear to the ground. Find out about the gold." Frank lifted his chin and peered into Tate's eyes. "Then we strike. And take the gold." 

There was a maniacal tone in Frank's voice now. Again, it was the corrupting influence of greed, Tate told himself. This was how evil worked in the world. It turned men against the good. Made them think only of this world and its treasures. During the last few days Tate had gotten a glimpse of a better world. Thanks to Gretchen, Tate knew there was another way. 

The path of love. 

Frank flicked a thumb in the direction of the cave. "About this woman."

"Gretchen," Tate said.

Frank frowned. "She knows you're with us. What's to stop her from telling the sheriff?"

Tate had already considered that and had a response ready. "If she believes I've rescued her from this gang, she might trust me again."

"How are you going to convince her to do that?" Frank asked.

Tate grinned. "She already likes me," he said. "Once she thinks I've saved her, she'll believe anything I tell her."

"You're saying she's become attached to you? That she has feelings for you?" Frank asked.

Tate felt a slight nausea in the pit of his stomach. He didn't like using Gretchen like this. Didn't like even speaking about her to someone like Frank. But Tate knew he had to do anything he could to get Gretchen away from danger. After all, she was in this situation because of him, Tate reflected.

"You could say that," Tate forced himself to agree with Frank's assessment.

Frank sighed and glanced across at the men who were working their way through the bottle of whiskey. "They'll be asleep soon. Then you and the woman can go." Frank narrowed his eyes at Tate. "But make it look like a real escape. It must seem real. Or else we won't get our hands on that gold."

Tate laid a hand on Frank's shoulder. "You can trust me, Frank. We'll be gone before sunrise."

The plan was the best he could have hoped for, Tate reflected as he headed back toward the men gathered around the campfire. In a couple of hours, he and Gretchen would be riding through the pass, heading westward. Once past the mountains, it would take a half day's ride to reach Inspiration. Once there, Gretchen would be safe. Tate would have done the most important thing.

After that, it would be time to end the gang's rule of terror. Then it would be time to get justice for Jack and to put Frank Wolfe where he belonged.

Behind bars.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







All was quiet when Tate came for her. When he stepped carefully into the cave, she looked up at him. He smiled down at her. She hadn't slept since he'd left her. Not even for a minute.

Tate walked toward her and squatted down. Gretchen peered into his eyes and saw a familiar steely resolve in them.

He reached out a hand. "Come," he whispered.

Gretchen glanced nervously out through the cave's opening.

Tate shook his head. "They're all asleep. Just be careful. The horses are ready."

Hope flared into life within her as she stood, holding onto his hand. She hadn't moved for almost two hours. Her muscles were stiff. She stretched for a moment. Tate watched her appreciatively. Still confused about how all this had happened, she frowned at him.

Then he turned and she followed him out of the cave. The men were sprawled like dolls around the dying embers of the campfire. Almost every one of them was snoring. She couldn't see the leader, Frank among them. Maybe he was sleeping somewhere else, she told herself. 

Tate reached back and she placed her hand in his. Leading her around the camp, Tate guided her across the open ground until the reached the horses. Her pinto already had a saddle and bag, as did Tate's mustang. It seemed he'd been busy while she'd been waiting for him.

Tate lifted her up onto the horse. She grasped the reins and watched as Tate lifted himself up onto his saddle. Then he started down the pathway up which they'd both ridden a few hours before. The sounds of the horses' hooves on the hard rock seemed terrifyingly loud to Gretchen's ears.

The moon was low, just above the distant peaks. There was enough light for her to see her way. In any case, all she had to do was follow Tate's lead, she told herself. He was the one responsible for this escape. Because that was what this was, she reminded herself. An escape from deadly peril.

Thinking back to her prayer, it seemed the Lord had found a way to deliver her to freedom. But she wasn't free, yet.

Soon, they were down on the dusty floor of the narrow canyon. It was darker down here. She felt cold wrap its tendril around her and shivered. Gretchen strained her eyes, waiting for them to adjust to the darkness. Tate moved his horse close to her. "Are you okay?" he asked quietly.

"Yes," she whispered.

"It'll take us a half hour to get through this canyon," he told her. "We'll have to move slow. It'll be dark in places. You must stay close to me. You understand."

"I will, Tate," she murmured.

Even in the almost inky darkness, she could see Tate smiling at her quiet reply.

Then he turned and she followed close behind him. For what seemed like an eternity, she rode behind Tate. Occasionally she bumped against the sides of the walls. Hard rock grazed her hands. But she didn't complain. This was a time for patience and for inner strength. Three times, Tate called them to a halt. Listening for the sound of pursuers, Tate had seemed relieved when no sound had come echoing down the canyon.

Continuing on, Tate said nothing to her as he guided them along the narrow canyon. The only time he broke the silence was when he whispered once: "We're almost there."

Gretchen felt her spirits lift. Soon they'd be out in the open country. She was desperate to be free of the confinement she'd endured. The memory of the evil looks in the eyes of the men would be with her for a long time.

Finally, they emerged from the narrow pass and out onto a flat plain. The moonlit landscape, barely visible, was one of the most beautiful sights Gretchen had ever seen. She sighed with relief when Tate drew to a halt alongside her.

"It's over," he said gently. He reached across and placed his hand on her arm.

Gretchen glanced back at the dark fissure through which they just traveled. "They're not following us," she said with worry still shaking her voice.

Tate shook his head. "If they knew we were gone they'd be riding after us by now. We've got a head start, so we have to make the most of it."

Gretchen's mind filled suddenly with questions, but she knew now wasn't the right time. She only wanted to know one thing. "How long is it to Inspiration?"

"Half a day's ride. If we keep up a good pace," Tate replied. "The sun will be up soon."

Half a day! That didn't seem too much at all, she told herself. Seizing the reins in her hand, she peered at Tate. "Let's go."

Tate smiled at her and then dug his heels into the sides of his horse. They found a trail within a few minutes. Then they were riding fast. Gretchen hadn't ridden this fast before. The sensation of her pinto lowering its head and settling into a brisk pace was initially scary to Gretchen. But, she understood the necessity of speed. Knew that she and Tate had to put distance between themselves and the gang.

They were still riding when the sun rose. Tate slowed the pace a little, perhaps sensing that she was getting tired. They'd ridden for a couple of hours when Tate announced they would stop. They reached a river and halted. The horse were allowed to drink water at the river's edge while Tate helped Gretchen recover her strength. He spread a blanket out for her in the shade of a cottonwood tree. After taking water and a small portion of what food Tate had been able to bring, Gretchen lay back on the blanket. 

Tate sat next to her. He seemed thoughtful, and she wondered if he was going to try to explain what had happened during the night. She still had plenty of questions for him.

"I need to explain a few things to you, Gretchen," Tate said. "Its the least I owe you after what you went through last night."

Gazing up at him, she said: "I've got questions of my own."

Tate moved closer. He leaned down alongside her. In the soft light of early morning he looked handsome. She could see worry hovering like a dark cloud in his eyes. 

"I've got a confession to make to you."

"You have?" she asked.

Tate nodded. "If you're going to make sense of what happened last night, you have to understand who I really am."

Gretchen sat up and peered at Tate. "What do you mean?"

Tate sighed. "I'm not who you think I am."

"Are you saying you really are a member of that awful gang?"

Tate smiled nervously and shook his head. "No. I'm not a member. At least not in the way you might be thinking."

She felt relieved at that. But she was still intrigued by the hint he'd given her. "But they know you, Tate. They accept you as one of their own."

Tate frowned. "That's because I've been lying to them for the last couple of months."

Her mouth dropped open. "Lying!"

Tate nodded. "They think I'm just some wandering cowpuncher who happened to be around one day when they were robbing a general store in a small Montana town." He shook his head. "But that's not who I am."

Gretchen faced Tate, eager to know where he was leading all this. "But they let you join their outfit."

"That was the plan from the start." He shifted even closer toward her. "You see, I deliberately joined that gang so I could bring them all to justice."

Gretchen gasped. "What are you? Some kind of a lawman?"

Tate nodded. "That's exactly what I am." He gazed into her eyes. Now she could see he must be telling the truth. "I'm a marshal from Laramie."

Gretchen stared at Tate for a long moment. She was utterly shocked. She felt her heartbeat thundering. "You're a lawman? Really?"

Tate nodded slowly. "I've been hunting this gang since last year. One of them was responsible for the death of my closest friend."

Gretchen groaned. "No!" she exclaimed and lifted a hand to her mouth. "That's awful, Tate."

His gaze filled with sadness and he lowered his head for a long moment. Gretchen felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach. She wanted to reach out to Tate. Lay her hand on his. Comfort him. But, when he finally looked at her again, she saw that he was still struggling with what he was telling her.

"You see my difficulty, Gretchen," Tate said. "I've finally come close to bringing this gang to the law." He lifted a thumb and forefinger. "I'm within touching distance of sending those men to jail."

"All of them?"

Tate nodded. "Every one of them needs to be behind bars."

"Is that why you wanted to go to Inspiration?" she asked. "Have I just been a convenient means for you to do your job?"

Tate frowned. "No," he said urgently. "I had no idea I would be coming this way. Not until you walked into my life."

His choice of words touched her heart, but she masked her reaction with a blank stare. She needed to know more.

"But I was useful to you, wasn't I?" she insisted.

Tate shook his head. "I had no idea any of this would happen."

"How did they find us?" she asked.

Tate was thoughtful for a moment. "Frank told me last night. They met those two riders who threatened us. They told Frank about a man and woman traveling the trail westward. Frank put two and two together and set out to catch up with us. There's only one way through those mountains. Through that pass."

"And they caught up with us while I was sick at the homestead," she said.

Tate frowned. "Don't go blaming yourself for that."

"But they would never have caught up with us if I hadn't been sick," she said sharply.

"Frank is resourceful," Tate suggested. "He'd have found us some other way."

A sudden thought came to Gretchen. "Your name is Tate Campbell, isn't it?"

Tate smiled and she felt relieved. "It is."

At least that was true, she told herself. "How come they didn't know who you were?"

"My friend was killed before I became a marshal."

"So they didn't know you were from Laramie."

"No. If they had, they might have suspected."

Gretchen thought about what Tate had been through. The danger to his life. The peril he'd been in. "And they trusted you after you joined the gang."

Tate sighed. "I'll tell you about it once we get to Inspiration."

"Do they know that's where we're headed?" she asked.

Tate's brows creased. He nodded. "They do. But that's only going to work in my favor."

"How?"

Tate looked deadly serious now. "When we get to Inspiration, I'll have to tell all of this to the sheriff. Hopefully, he'll be on my side. If it means getting a chance to bring in Frank Wolfe's gang, and he goes along with what I'll suggest, then the sheriff will do what's right."

Worry ignited as she tried to understand what kind of trouble might be coming to Inspiration. 

"The gang have been talking about hitting Inspiration for a while. They know the town is coming up in the world," Tate explained. "I think the only reason they've stayed away is because of its reputation as a god-fearing town."

Gretchen frowned. "I can't imagine those terrible men have ever set foot inside a church."

Tate sighed. "Take it from me. They haven't. But the promise of gold has made them greedy."

"Gold?"

Tate nodded. She listened as he told her about his conversation with Frank Wolfe. How he'd baited Wolfe into agreeing to bring his gang to Inspiration. "You think Sheriff Cameron will be able to bring them in?"

"I've heard good things about the sheriff," Tate admitted. "I believe there's a chance. I can help him. If he'll let me."

Suddenly all of this seemed impossibly dangerous to Gretchen. "Someone is going to get hurt, Tate."

He shook his head. "Not if we do our job. Sheriff Cameron and I should be able to work together."

Gretchen shook her head. The worry was more intense now. Nothing he'd said had calmed her fears. So many things could go wrong.

Clearly seeing her worry, Tate edged forward. "Don't be anxious, Gretchen," he murmured. "There's nothing to worry about."

Gazing into his eyes, she sighed. "How can you say that? How can you be so sure?"

"Doesn't good always win in the end?" Tate said softly.

Gretchen felt heat rise to her cheeks as Tate leaned even closer. Then he dipped his head and kissed her. Sensation ignited inside her. Tate cupped her chin in his hand as he kissed her. After all the tension of the last few hours it felt good to be in Tate's arms again. For a moment, Gretchen allowed herself to savor the delight of Tate's kiss.

Then, suddenly the worry seized hold of her. She pulled her head away from him and stared into his eyes, seeking answers. Searching for reassurance that none of her fears were true. 

For a brief moment she saw the emotion shimmering in Tate's eyes. Then Tate sighed with obvious frustration and dragged his gaze away from her.

"We have to get to Inspiration as quickly as we can," he announced quietly. Tate stood. She gazed up at him, sensing his frustration. He looked down at her. Now there was a kindly, concerned expression on his face. The kind of expression she'd gotten used to seeing. "Get some rest. We'll head out soon. I'll get the horses ready."

Then he walked away. She realized she'd learned so much that was new. But now the future was even more uncertain.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







They rode into Inspiration in the middle of the afternoon. Gretchen sat atop her pinto and gazed down the length of the town's Main Street. Her first impression was that the town was larger than she'd thought it would be. Main Street was long. At the far end she could see the train station. On both sides of the dusty street a boardwalk stretched the full length of the street. She and Tate rode past a livery, on past a hotel, a cafe, a saloon and, on the right hand side of the street the town bank. Gretchen saw Tate give that a long look. 

The boardwalks on both sides of the street were busy with townsfolk going about their business. Some people looked their way, curious about the newcomers. There wasn't any hostility on their faces, Gretchen noted. Just a simple, plain need to know who was arriving in town.

It felt good to have arrived, at last, Gretchen reflected. Now that she was in Inspiration, all the events of the last few days seemed to fade into the background. All that mattered now was that she had arrived.

"What do you think of the place?" Tate asked as he looked across at her.

Gretchen nodded appreciatively. "It's beautiful. So peaceful."

As they passed a street which led off from Main Street, Gretchen peered up the length of the narrow road. At the end of the street she saw the tall white spire of a church. Her heart filled with joy as she looked at that.

"There's the sheriff's office," she heard Tate say. She followed his horse to a low building with bars on the windows. She and Tate dismounted and tied their horses to the hitching rail. 

Tate strode to the door and pushed it open. Gretchen followed him inside. Closing the door behind her she found she was in a low-ceilinged room, with wood panels upon which hung rifles and a wide desk. Behind the desk sat a dark-haired man dressed in plain shirt and jeans. A metal star was pinned to his shirt. In front of him, on the other side of the desk, a woman sat. She was pretty, bright-eyed and dressed in a pale blue gown. Both people seemed to be about the same age. Gretchen guessed they were in their mid- thirties.

 Hearing the newcomers, the woman turned and stared for along moment. The man, who Gretchen assumed was Sheriff Cameron stood and came around the desk. He moved slowly and had a friendly expression on his face.

"May I help you?" he asked in a deep voice.

Tate extended a hand. "Sheriff Cameron?"

The man nodded. "That's me. Who might you be?"

Tate turned to Gretchen. "I believe you already know of this young lady," Tate said.

The woman sitting at the desk rose quickly. "Gretchen?"

Gretchen felt her face flush with heat. She nodded. "Gretchen Ryan."

The other woman gasped and raced to Gretchen. "Oh, my dear. It's really you. We've been so worried." The woman hugged Gretchen. "When you didn't arrive on the train we didn't know what had happened to you."

The woman leaned back and smiled at Gretchen. "I'm Sophie Cameron."

Gretchen smiled at Sophie. She saw tears of joy in the woman's eyes. "I'm sorry if I made you worry," Gretchen said.

"Nonsense, dear. You're here. And that's all that matters." Sophie gazed down at Gretchen's riding outfit and then at Tate. "Did you ride all the way here?"

"We sure did ma'am," Tate said. He shifted his Stetson from one hand to the other. "My name is Tate Campbell." Tate looked at the sheriff who was looking confused. "I can tell what you're thinking," Tate continued. "It's a long story. The short version is that Gretchen got left behind by the train over at Refuge."

"Refuge?" the sheriff asked. "That one-horse town?"

Tate nodded. "It was just an oversight on the part of the men running the train. They just up and left without Gretchen."

"You got left at that ugly place? How terrible." Sophie exclaimed. She glanced at her husband and then at Gretchen. "You didn't get into any trouble, did you?"

Tate cleared his throat. "She didn't. As I said. It's a long story." He smiled at Gretchen. "She's here. And that's all that counts." He glanced at the sheriff. "Isn't that right sheriff?"

Sheriff Cameron didn't seem entirely convinced. 

"All of your things got left at the station," Sophie said. "We've got them over at our house. We haven't opened your trunk. I figured you'd get here sooner or later." Sophie smiled at her husband. "Nathan was arranging a search party. Weren't you Nathan."

Nathan nodded and then smiled at Gretchen. "I'm sure glad you're safe, ma'am. My wife has been going loco with worry since you didn't turn up."

The thought that complete strangers would have been so concerned for her welfare touched Gretchen deeply. "Well, I'm glad to be here."

Sophie took Gretchen by the elbow and started to lead her toward the door. "You have to come over to our house. Right now. You can clean up and get out of those dirty clothes. And I'll bet you haven't eaten anything decent since you left Refuge."

There was so much to tell, but Gretchen could only nod in agreement. "I would like to bathe and get a change of clothes."

"You come on over to the house, right now, young lady," Sophie insisted. Gretchen couldn't help noticing that Tate hadn't been included in that invitation.

As if to confirm her suspicions, she saw the sheriff gesture for Tate to come closer. The sheriff smiled at his wife. "You take Gretchen over to the house, Sophie. Mr Campbell and I are going to have a few words."

Gretchen felt immediate concern. But she saw that Tate was eager to talk with the sheriff. After the conversation earlier in the morning she understood how important that would be to Tate.

Sophie tugged on Gretchen's elbow, leading her to the open door. "I'll see you later," Gretchen said to Tate.

Tate nodded, but she could see he was already thinking about his conversation with the sheriff. "I sure will, Gretchen."

Then Sophie was leading Gretchen out onto the boardwalk. "Wait a moment," Gretchen told Sophie. Gretchen went to the saddlebag on the pinto. She reached inside and tugged out her reticule. 

Sophie peered at it and looked quizzically at Gretchen. She held up the reticule. "This was all I had when the train left me behind." Sophie's brows rose in surprise. "At least I had some money."

Sophie's lips pursed thoughtfully. Then she hooked her arm inside Gretchen's and started to lead her across the wide Main Street. They dodged some passing horseback riders and reached the boardwalk on the other side.

Walking along the boardwalk Gretchen saw many passersby nod their head and smile at Sophie. It seemed like the town matchmaker was popular, Gretchen reflected.

"I've got so much to tell you, Sophie," Gretchen stated.

"And you can tell it to me after you've settled in," Sophie said. "You've been through a great ordeal."

Gretchen peered at Sophie. "I couldn't have made it here without Tate's help. If it hadn't have been for him I'd still be in Refuge."

"He was helpful?"

Gretchen nodded. "He made it his mission to bring me safely to Inspiration."

"That was kind of him," Sophie said. There was a cautious tone in Sophie's voice now. "How did you meet him?"

As they made their way to Sophie's house, Gretchen told her all about meeting Tate, and how he'd insisted on helping her reach Inspiration. Sophie gasped when she heard Gretchen's description of how she'd fallen ill and stayed at Anna and Noah's homestead. The only things which Gretchen left out was the theft of her reticule and her capture by the gang the previous night.

The Cameron house was at the end of a long tree-lined street. The house was large, on two levels, white-painted and had a porch and garden. Sophie pushed open the gate of the picket fence and led Gretchen to the front door. Gretchen thought the house was one of the most beautiful she'd ever seen. After all the hardships of the journey across Montana territory, Gretchen was looking forward to some real home comforts.  

The interior of the Cameron home was as lovely as the exterior. Sophie gave Gretchen a quick tour of the downstairs rooms. The parlor was elegantly furnished with richly-covered sofas, rugs and expensive-looking tables and chairs. The dining room felt warm and welcoming, too. The kitchen had everything woman would need to prepare good food. 

At the foot of the staircase in the hallway, Sophie smiled at Gretchen. "Your room is upstairs."

"My room?"

Sophie nodded. "We put your trunk up there. Nathan was absolutely certain we would find you. He sent two deputies to ride down the train line, asking at each of the stopping stations." Gretchen gasped. She'd had no idea they'd sent a search party to find her. "We would have found you. Eventually," Sophie added.

Gretchen was overwhelmed by the easy and trusting welcome which Sophie had given her. Gretchen already felt like a member of the family.

She followed Sophie upstairs. At the end of the hall, Sophie opened a door. Stepping inside the room, Gretchen saw her trunk at the foot of the single bed. She went to the trunk and opened it. All of her clothes were there, along with her most treasured possessions. 

She turned to Sophie and smiled. "Thank you."

Sophie shook her head. "No need to thank us, Gretchen. We were responsible for inviting you out here. It was our duty to make sure you were safe. And that all your things would be here when you found your way here."

Gretchen stood and went to Sophie. In spite of having known Sophie for less than an hour, Gretchen couldn't contain the urge to hug the woman.

When Gretchen gazed into Sophie's eyes she saw emotion shimmering in them. "I'll get your bath ready," Sophie explained. She glanced at the trunk. "I'm sure you can find something to wear."

Gretchen laughed. All the tension of the last few days had drained right out of her. 

Over the next couple of hours Gretchen bathed, changed and then ate a hearty meal. She chatted with Sophie, getting to know her temporary host. Gretchen knew she wouldn't be staying with the Cameron family long. Soon, it would be time to find a husband. Gretchen noticed that Sophie avoided all mention of the potential husbands she'd arranged. In her letters to Gretchen, Sophie had told her there were a few suitable candidates around town. But she hadn't gone into detail about them.

Gretchen thought about Tate. She had expected him to come over to the Cameron house. At least to tell her what was happening. She wondered if Tate would be staying in Inspiration. Or whether he'd head back to Refuge. She knew he had a job to do. And that there were dangers involved in carrying it out. Frank Wolfe's gang were still roaming free. 

There was still so much uncertainty in the air, Gretchen told herself. As she stood in the parlor, waiting for Sophie to bring some tea, Gretchen gazed out the window. The street was quiet. The whole town seemed wonderfully peaceful. It was just like she'd imagined it would be. A perfect place to lead a godly life. Already she was beginning to feel like she belonged in Inspiration.

Her eye was caught by a movement. A figure was walking toward the house. Squinting her eyes, she recognized it to be Sophie's husband, Sheriff Nathan Cameron. Sophie entered the parlor carrying a tray with tea pot and cups. When she looked out the window and saw her husband, she placed the tray down on the table.

"Nathan is early," Sophie said and frowned. Gretchen got the impression Nathan didn't usually come home this early. Anxiety flared into life in Gretchen's middle. 

Gretchen followed Sophie to the door. Nathan strode up to the porch and entered the house. He looked even more concerned than he'd looked earlier at the jailhouse.

"Is something wrong, Nathan?" Sophie asked. 

Nathan stood in the hallway, his tall, broad-shouldered bulk filling the space. He removed his Stetson and ran a hand through his dark hair. He nodded and glanced at Gretchen. Once again, she felt a tremor of unease.

"I have some news," the sheriff said. He faced Gretchen. "It's about the man who brought you here, Gretchen."

"Tate?" 

Nathan nodded. "I'm afraid I've had to lock him up in jail."

Gretchen took a panicked step forward and clutched Nathan's arm. "You've locked him up?"

Nathan glanced nervously at Sophie. He sighed. "I had no choice. He's on a wanted list. And until such time as I can confirm his story, I'm afraid I'm going to have to keep his in jail."

Gretchen gasped and raised a shocked hand to her mouth. Sophie gazed at Gretchen. Even she looked surprised by this news. 

It looked like Tate Campbell wouldn't be leaving Inspiration any time soon.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







Tate lay back on the bed in his jailhouse cell. The springs creaked beneath his weight. The lumps in the pillow pressed hard against his neck. If he was going to be in jail for a few days he'd have to get used to laying on this bed, he told himself. Still, it was better than sleeping on hard ground. He'd done enough of that these last few weeks.

Through the bars of the cell, he saw the sheriff sitting behind the wide desk. The early evening light shone into the jailhouse through the open window next to the door. 

Nathan Cameron hadn't been exactly chatty since he'd locked Tate up. In fact, the sheriff was doing everything he could to avoid talking with his newest prisoner. Because Tate knew that was what he was. A prisoner.

Tate rested his hands behind his head and recalled the conversation he'd had with the sheriff. Soon after Gretchen and Sophie had left the jailhouse, Sheriff Cameron had questioned Tate. For about a half hour Tate had explained every detail of his life during the last few months. Starting with his decision to bring Frank Wolfe and his gang to justice, Tate had described to the sheriff how he'd infiltrated the gang, winning their confidence and even taking part in some of their raids. On hearing that part of his story, Sheriff Cameron had lifted a querying brow and given Tate a dark look. 

Tate had told Sheriff Cameron that, even though he'd participated in the raids, he'd actually done his best to undermine the activities of the gang members. He'd even gone to far as to stop any bloodshed and respecting women and children, leaving them alone. By subterfuge, Tate had prevented bloodshed and minimized harm to innocents. Doing that had raised the hackles of some of the gang members, but Tate had figure it had been worth doing. The fact that Frank Wolfe valued Tate's contributions to the raids had prevented any of the gang members from calling Tate out to a shootout.

Finally, Tate had described how he had rescued Gretchen and brought her to Inspiration. As Tate told the sheriff about the encounter with the gang, and the trap he'd set for them, Nathan's eyes had widened. After that, he'd taken a real interest in Tate's story. However, it was clear the sheriff still had his doubts about Tate. Even though he'd brought Gretchen to safety, it seemed the sheriff still wasn't convinced.

So, the moment had come when the sheriff had declared that he'd be locking Tate up.

Of course, Tate had complained. But he knew the sheriff had no choice. Tate was sure that, if he'd been faced with the same situation back in Laramie, he'd have done exactly the same. As he'd locked the door to Tate's cell, Nathan had explained he'd be sending a telegram to Laramie, seeking confirmation of Tate's claim that he was a US marshal. Tate hadn't carried any identification, judging it too risky while he was living shoulder to shoulder with Frank Wolfe's gang.

Tate reflected on the fact that he'd delivered Gretchen safely to people who truly cared for her. Having listened to the way the sheriff's wife had spoken to Gretchen, Tate was sure she was in good hands. 

He couldn't help feeling sad about one thing, though. In delivering Gretchen to Inspiration, he'd brought her to a place where she was sure to find a husband. He sighed heavily, thinking about the last few days. About the delights of being with Gretchen. 

From the moment he'd met her in Refuge, he'd known she was someone special. In fact, Tate had never met any woman who could compare to Gretchen. During his life, Tate had encountered women. In his line of work it was inevitable. But he'd always held back from getting too involved with anyone. He'd just never had the time for a serious relationship. And there had been many quiet moments, in the dark of night, when he'd wished he had someone in his life. Someone he could love. Someone with whom he could build a new life. A family life.

Tate had seen the way Gretchen had watched him back at the homestead while he'd been showing Nathan how to use a rope. He'd seen the careful look she'd given him, as if she'd realized he was more than just a cowpuncher. That he could also be a family man. As he'd instructed Nathaniel, Tate had played with the possibility that, one day, he could have children of his own. That he could have a wife like Gretchen.

But, the instant he'd let that thought enter his mind, Tate had done what he'd always done. He'd shut that possibility back in the darkest recesses of his mind. While he was a US marshal, he could never have a family. He'd never be able to provide that happiness to someone.

For the last few days, he'd shown Gretchen the true side of his character. He was a protector; a seeker after justice. And that was what he would always be.

The sheriff rose from his chair and walked casually across to the cell. Tate sat up from the bed and stood, facing the sheriff through the bars of the cell.

"I've been thinking about what you told me," the sheriff said. Then he surprised Tate by smiling broadly. "First off, let's just get on first name terms." 

"Yeah?" Tate replied.

"Call me Nathan," the sheriff said. "And I'll call you Tate. How does that sound?"

Tate nodded. "It sounds good to me," he admitted.

The sheriff tilted his head and examined Tate through the bars. ""I've been doing this job for a few years. And I reckon I know when a man is telling me the truth." He touched a hand to his belly. "I can feel it in my gut when a man is lying to me."

"You can?"

Nathan nodded. "And I just don't get that feeling with you."

"Well, that's a start, I guess," Tate said feeling relieved. Maybe his stay in jail was going to be short, after all.

"Your story rings true, Tate," Nathan said. "I've lost some good men over the years. Facing down evil doesn't always go smoothly. But I guess you already know that."

Hope rose in Tate's breast. He stepped eagerly toward the cell door. "So you believe what I've told you?"

Nathan paused a moment and fixed Tate with a long, patient look. His eyes narrowed, as if he was weighing things up one final time. Finally he nodded. "I do."

Tate dragged in a deep breath and smiled. Things were looking up.

Nathan leaned a hand against the metal bars of the cell. "You said that Frank Wolfe will probably be bringing his outfit into town tonight?"

Tate thought back to his conversation with Wolfe back at the mountains. Wolfe had insisted on acting quickly. Tate had tried to dissuade Wolfe from coming into Inspiration so soon. But Wolfe had been adamant. Now that he believed there was gold in the town bank, he wasn't going to wait around longer than was necessary.

"I think Wolfe and his men might hit town tonight," Tate said.

"You reckon?" Nathan replied and lifted his brows. He thought for a moment. "I've got some good men in town. They volunteer when I need them. A sheriff can never have too many deputies."

Tate grinned. "You're right." He thought back to the many times he'd been a deputy back in Laramie. Tate reckoned it was part of his civic duty to take care of the community. He was pleased to see that the men of Inspiration thought the same.

Nathan ran his gaze across the cell bars. "You know I'll be taking a chance if I let you out of here."

Tate grasped the bars and peered at Nathan. "I understand that, Nathan. I'd feel the same if I was in your shoes. But I know these men. And they'll be expecting me to be here. Waiting for them."

"If Wolfe and his men are coming to town tonight, I can't wait until I get confirmation about your identity from Laramie." Nathan frowned. "Time isn't on our side."

Tate watched as Nathan battled with his understanding of the risks involved.

Nathan furrowed his brows. "We're talking about springing a trap, Tate. You know how dangerous that could be."

"I do." Tate glanced at the silver star on Nathan's shirt. "But I reckon you're the kind of man I'd want by my side. If I'm going to bring this to a conclusion, I can't think of anyone else I'd rather have at my side than you."

Unmoved by Tate's compliment, Nathan's jaw tightened. "We'll need about ten men. And they'll have to be positioned around the bank."

Tate felt excitement well up inside him. This was how it was going to end. With Frank Wolfe and his renegades being brought to justice by the good men of Inspiration. Tate hadn't felt this hopeful since he'd left Laramie months ago, his mind set on bringing Frank Wolfe in for the death of Jack.

Nathan turned quickly and went to his desk. He scooped up a metal ring full of keys and came back to the cell. When Tate saw Nathan turning the key in the lock, he stepped back, waiting for Nathan to pull the door open. But Nathan didn't do that. 

Instead, he leaned his hand against the cell door and peered at Tate through the bars. "I'm trusting you, Tate. You understand?"

Tate nodded. 

Still holding the door closed, Nathan peered at Tate. "You did a good thing for that young woman. Bringing Gretchen to safety proves to me that you're a man I can trust. A man who can help me bring Frank Wolfe in." 

Tate nodded slowly. "Tell me what you want me to do."

Nathan sighed. "I don't want you leaving this jailhouse. Not until we're ready for Wolfe. For now, you stay in there. If you're needed in a hurry, at least you can get out of this cell."

Tate understood the sheriff was trying keep all his options open. And that included allowing Tate free access to Main Street in the event that Wolfe showed up before he was expected.

"He'll come after dark. Probably when everyone is asleep," Nathan said thoughtfully. Then he peered through the bars at Tate and smiled. "But there'll be one thing he won't be expecting."

"What's that?" Tate asked.

Nathan's gaze darkened. "That you, me and the other men will be wide awake. And waiting for him."


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







"I think that's everything," Sophie announced as she looked down at the tray on the kitchen table. On the tray were two plates laden with food. The aroma of chicken and vegetables filled the air. 

Gretchen held a large white cloth in her hand. "Do you want me to carry the tray?"

Sophie frowned. "No. I'll do that." She extended her hand and Gretchen gave her the white cloth. Sophie draped the protective cloth over the food and lifted the tray. "Ready to visit your rescuer at the jailhouse?"

Gretchen felt her cheeks bloom with heat. For the last couple of hours, while she'd been in the kitchen preparing the food, Sophie hadn't stopped asking questions about Tate. As far as Gretchen was concerned Sophie's fascination with what Tate had done seemed unusual. But then again, she'd only just made the acquaintance of the town matchmaker. Maybe this was what Sophie did every time a new mail order bride came to town. 

Sophie had described some of her many matchmaking success stories. There was the Buchanan family. They were ranchers. A few years ago, she'd found brides for some of the brothers when they'd had a crisis that had threatened the family's livelihood. Sophie seemed especially pleased with that outcome. Sophie described how, year after year, more brides had come to town. Happy families had been the result. There had even been one little baby girl born who'd been named in honor of Sophie.

Now that she had her trunk back, Gretchen wore one of her most comfortable gowns, a green outfit, edged at the collar and cuffs with pretty white lace. It felt good to be properly dressed again. And, as she prepared to make her way across to the jailhouse, Gretchen realized she was both eager and excited to see Tate again. 

After her initial shock had passed at discovering that Tate was a prisoner in the jail, Gretchen had listened intently as Nathan had explained it would most likely be a temporary incarceration. Relief had filled Gretchen's heart upon hearing Nathan say that.

Sophie and Gretchen started to make their way up the street toward Main Street. Gretchen carried the tray carefully, anxious that the food wouldn't end up scattered on the dusty ground. It was early evening, and the sun had dropped behind the tall buildings. The air was cool. Gretchen felt delight as she listened to the birds singing in the nearby trees. She sighed contentedly and glanced at Sophie.

"Does this town always feel so peaceful?" she asked.

Sophie smiled. "I know what you mean. Maybe I'm just so used to it all." Sophie glanced up at the darkening blue, cloudless Montana sky. "Inspiration is a wonderful place to live." Sophie crinkled her brows and looked at Gretchen. "But you're going discover that all by yourself. Now that you're here to stay."

For some reason, those words affected Gretchen. She'd been so busy since moving into Sophie and Nathan's home, that she hadn't really considered what her arrival meant. 

She'd found her home. The one place where she could discover peace and contentment. A godly town where her hopes for marriage and family might well come to fruition. Silent for a few moments, she offered up a quiet prayer.

Lord, thank you for delivering me into the hands of these wonderful people. And thank you for saving me from all those dangers during my journey. Truly, you are my Lord. The one I love with all my heart. Amen.

Growing up back in Pennsylvania, her mother had always told Gretchen how important it was to be grateful for every one of God's gifts. And now, as she walked alongside Sophie Cameron, Gretchen's heart swelled with that gratitude.

One person she was truly grateful to was Tate. He'd brought her to safety. He'd kept her from harm. Even if he hadn't always been open with her about who he really was, or what he was doing, Gretchen still felt an immense gratitude toward the handsome marshal. He wasn't just a drifter, a cowpuncher with no more purpose in life than the next job. Tate was a man who lived his life according to iron-clad principles of justice. That explained why he'd taken upon himself to bring her through the Montana wilderness and deliver her into the safe hands of Sophie and Nathan Cameron.

Just thinking about what Tate had done for her filled her heart with joy. He was a good man. But was he more than that to her? Could he ever be more than that?

Throughout their journey Gretchen had grown increasingly fond of Tate. She'd felt her heart stir with feelings toward him. She thought back to that kiss in the homestead cabin. She could still sense the emotion which had stirred inside her when he'd held her in his arms. She'd loved the tender, yet firm, way he'd embraced her. Feeling so close to Tate had turned her world upside down.

And now? She didn't even want to consider the possibility that Tate would simply leave Inspiration. Surely, after all they'd been through together, he might be persuaded to stay. 

And then what? Gretchen chided herself. Was she seriously hoping that Tate could possibly be a husband to her? Were they really that close? Or was she simply fooling herself?

"Are you okay?" Sophie asked Gretchen as they started to cross Main Street. 

"Huh?" Gretchen said, dragging her attention back to the present. She'd been so lost in thought, she was momentarily surprised she hadn't taken a tumble and dropped the tray on the ground. She smiled at Sophie. "I'm fine. I was just thinking about the last few days."

"You've been through a lot," Sophie replied. "You need a good nights sleep."

Gretchen nodded. "You're right."

They arrived at the jailhouse. Sophie knocked on the door and went inside. Gretchen followed behind. The sheriff was over by the cell. He appeared to be in the middle of a conversation with Tate. Seeing Tate standing inside the cell, behind the bars, made Gretchen halt abruptly. Tate peered at her through the bars. When he smiled at her, Gretchen felt her cheeks blush.

She busied herself by placing the tray of food down on the sheriff's table. Sophie went to her husband and said something quietly. Gretchen couldn't hear what had been said. Whatever it had been, it made the sheriff look up at Gretchen and smile. 

"That food smells real nice," Tate said from inside the cell.

Sophie curled a finger at her husband and he followed her to the jailhouse door. "Nathan and I have a few words to say to each other," Sophie explained. 

Nathan nodded and looked knowingly across at Tate. "We'll be right outside."

The sheriff and his wife made their way out to the boardwalk and closed the door behind them. Now Gretchen was alone with Tate, she was at a loss for words.

He broke silence: "Bring that food over here, will you, Gretchen?"

She frowned. "You're going to eat it in there?"

Tate pointed to a little table by the side of his bed. "Just put it there." 

Wondering how she was going to do that, Gretchen went to the tray and swept away the white covering. She lifted one of the plates and a fork and made her way across to the cell. There was a small rectangular opening in the bars, big enough for a single plate to pass through. She moved toward that, intending to pass the plate through to Tate. However, to her surprise, Tate moved toward the cell door, grasped the bars and pushed. To her amazement the cell door swung open. She took a step back, looking in astonishment at Tate as he stood framed in the open door.

"What!" Gretchen exclaimed. She felt the plate start to slip from her hand. Tate rushed forward and seized it. "I'll take that," he declared. 

He walked back into the cell and placed the plate on the table. Then he turned to face Gretchen. 

"I thought the sheriff had locked you in there," she said.

Tate grinned. "Nathan and I have an understanding. I gave him my word that I wouldn't try and escape." Tate ran his gaze across the bars. "So he gave me some temporary freedom." He gestured to Gretchen. "C'mere," he said.

Gretchen walked slowly into the cell. She'd never set foot inside a jail cell before. For a moment, it felt strange, standing confined, next the man who'd helped her win her freedom.

"I'm sure glad to see you," Tate said. And he sounded like he meant it, she reflected. He jammed his hands nervously into the pockets of his pants. "How are you settling in at the Cameron place?"

"Fine. Sophie couldn't have been any nicer to me. And they have my trunk with all my belongings."

Tate smiled. "That's good."

"I don't know what I would have done if it had all been lost," she admitted.

"With someone like Nathan on the case, I don't think there was much chance of that happening," Tate said.

Gretchen nodded. "He does seem to know what he's doing when it comes to keeping the law in this town."

"And beyond, I reckon."

That last comment struck her as odd, but before she could respond, Tate moved quickly toward her. There was familiar look in his eyes now. She'd seen that look a few times during their journey. His eyes were bright, as if he had something on his mind. Something important he needed to tell her.

She assumed he was going to speak. Instead, he reached out, gently took her arms, and moved closer. His touch awakened every nerve. Gretchen's mouth opened. She saw Tate's gaze drift down to her mouth. Then his head dipped forward and his lips settled upon her mouth. Her heartbeat quickened as he swept her into his arms, holding her close to him. Her mind became an exquisite blank as she savored the warmth and taste of Tate's lips.

Gretchen felt her body soften. She circled her arms around Tate's powerful shoulders. Relief swept through. Since she'd arrived at the Cameron home, she hadn't been able to stop thinking about Tate. And now she was back in his arms. Where she belonged.

The muscles in Tate's shoulders tensed. Lifting his head back, he ended the kiss and gazed into her eyes. "Gretchen," he breathed. His eyes were filled with a wondrous joy, the same delight which was coursing through her body right at this moment.

Gretchen lifted a hand and caressed Tate's stubble-covered chin. She smiled up at him. "You don't need to say anything. I feel exactly the same way."

His eyes widened. "You do?"

Gretchen nodded. "I haven't been able to get you out of my mind since I left the jailhouse."

His features softened with a mixture of joy and relief. "When I close my eyes, all I can see is your beautiful face," he murmured.

Once again, her heartbeat quickened. Her spirit filled with delight as she gazed in wonder at the man who'd just opened himself up to her. And this time she knew there was no deception. The time for that had passed.

Tate leaned his head down and kissed her again. This time his kiss was gentle, even patient. The urgency had passed, now that she had confessed her joy to him. The kiss felt like it would last an eternity.

Once again, Tate lifted his head back and gazed at her. There was more than wonder in his eyes this time. Something else lurked at the corners of his eyes. 

Still embracing her, Tate dragged in a deep breath. "I love you, Gretchen," Tate whispered.

His words slammed into her, catching her unawares. She gasped. Holding his gaze, she felt her lips open. There was a long silence. All she could feel was the pounding of her heart.

Tate's gaze was unmoving. Resolute. He was waiting for her to say something. She could see the expectation written across his features. Gretchen held onto Tate, feeling for a moment that, if she let go, she would tumble to the floor of the cell.

She knew she should have been happy to hear him say those words. But, for some reason she could not understand, all she felt was complete shock. Every nerve seemed to quiver as she searched her mind frantically for the right words.

Then the worst thing happened. Tate released her from his tender embrace and took one step backward. To Gretchen, that one step felt like a thousand miles long. She watched as Tate's brows furrowed. A sudden darkness masked his face. 

Tate dragged a deep breath in and slumped down onto the single bed. Lifting the fork on the plate of food, he thrust it into the pile of vegetables. A heavy weight sank in the pit of Gretchen's stomach. Clasping her hands close against her middle, she lifted her chin and peered down at Tate. He was hurt. And so was she. 

Suddenly she knew what she had to do. "I have to go, Tate," she said sharply. 

Gretchen strode to the open cell door. As she did so Tate rose from the bed and moved quickly toward her. Stepping through the open cell door, Gretchen turned quickly and, obeying a terrible impulse, she closed the door on Tate. 

Tate's features showed astonishment as he gazed through the cell bars. Gretchen leaned against the bars, feeling the cold metal against her fingers. Emotion swirled through as she peered at Tate's aghast expression. She knew that, if he wanted to, he could push open the door. But, he'd given his word to Nathan. And if he was anything, Tate was a man of his word.

She tried to smile at Tate but, for some reason, she couldn't do that. Instead, she murmured: "Goodnight, Tate."

As she turned, Tate cried out. "Gretchen!" She halted, taken aback by the urgency in his voice. Tate wrapped his fingers around the cell's bars. "Do one thing for me."

"What is that?" she asked.

"Promise me you won't leave the Cameron house tonight," Tate pleaded.

Gretchen frowned, asking herself why he would ask such a thing of her. "Why are you asking me to do that?"

Tate's jaw tightened. Suddenly, he seemed almost desperate. "Promise me, Gretchen. No matter what happens. No matter what you hear. Stay with Sophie." It wasn't a request now. It was an order.

She waited a moment and then nodded. "Okay, Tate. I give you my word."

His shoulders slumped and he leaned against the bars. "I meant what I just told you, Gretchen." And then his gaze softened. "With all of my heart."

A tightness twisted in her chest. She felt her eyes begin to moisten with emotion. And then she strode to the door of the jailhouse. Tugging the door open she stepped outside onto the boardwalk. Nathan and Sophie were standing a few feet away. They turned at the sound of Gretchen emerging. Both Nathan and Sophie looked surprised to see Gretchen leaving so soon. Maybe they'd been expecting her to remain for a long time.

"I'm a little tired," Gretchen explained, realizing how unconvincing those words sounded. 

"I'll take you home," Sophie said. She touched her husband's arm and came to Gretchen. Concern clouded Sophie's face as she hooked an arm inside Gretchen's. 

Gretchen saw Nathan make his way back inside the jailhouse and close the door behind him.

Sophie didn't say a word to Gretchen as they both made their way across Main Street. And for that, Gretchen was truly thankful.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







It was some time after midnight when the door to the jailhouse was thrust open. In stepped one of the deputies Nathan had assigned for duty on this fateful night. Tate sat up on his bed and saw the middle-aged, portly man, whose name was Ralph, stride up to the desk behind which Nathan was seated.

"Sheriff. They're heading this way!" Ralph roared breathlessly.

Nathan jumped up like someone had prodded him with a stick. "How far away?"

"They'll be here in a few minutes," Ralph replied. "I rode as fast as I could." Ralph looked across at Tate. "You were right about them coming here by the trail from east." Ralph shook his head. "There's about twelve of them."

Realizing the time had passed for staying in the cell, Tate pushed open the door and stepped out. Ralph's eyes widened. A prisoner just walking out of a cell wasn't something he'd see every day, Tate told himself.

Tate went to Nathan's desk and looked at the Colt lying on the table behind Nathan. He pointed at the gun with the holster and belt lying next to it. "I need those."

Nathan didn't even hesitate. He handed the gun to Tate. Then Nathan went to the rifle rack and pulled down a Henry rifle for himself and another for Ralph. After a few moments of loading, all three men stepped outside and paused on the boardwalk. It was dark on Main Street. Even the saloon was closed, by special order of the sheriff. The only lights were those cast from upstairs windows above the various stores along the street. With the clear moonlit sky there would be enough light to make sure no mistakes were made, Tate told himself.

"Is everyone in place?" Nathan asked Ralph.

The other man nodded and then headed off into the darkness.

Nathan came to Tate. "You're sure you want to do it this way?" he asked.

Tate nodded. "There's no other way, Nathan."

Nathan smiled grimly. "You know the setup. When we're needed, we won't be far away."

Tate reached down and curled his fingers around the butt of his Colt .45. "I know how to handle Frank Wolfe."

Nathan rested a hand against Tate's arm. "Don't go taking any foolish chances. Let's play this straight. Just like we agreed." 

Tate glanced northward along Main Street. The gang would be riding down from that direction any moment now. "You better get into position, sheriff."

Nathan smiled and tipped the front of his Stetson. "You too, marshal."

It seemed both men understood what needed to be done. Tate watched as Nathan strode across Main Street. He looked like a man out to do his job. Nathan was a fine sheriff, Tate told himself. He felt safer knowing Nathan had his back. But now it was Tate's turn to finish what he'd started weeks ago. 

As Tate walked across the street, heading for the bank, he felt the tension in his body ease. For the past few hours he'd sensed that tension building, until now he felt like a coiled spring about to unwind. Dealing with evil was like that, Tate told himself as he stepped up onto the boardwalk in front of the bank. You had to be prepared for anything. Bad men could be full of surprises. There was no telling how they'd react once they realized they wouldn't be getting what they wanted. There would be no easy money tonight in Inspiration.

Tate took up position, leaning against the post. He peered up toward the far end of the street. Still, there was no sign of the renegades and their leader. The scent of gold had proven too much for Frank Wolfe. Tate had judged the man correctly. Just like all men of his kind, there came a point in their disordered lives when their passion for money warped their judgment. It was then that mistakes were made. And Frank Wolfe was about to make the biggest mistake of his life. The one which would bring his so-called career to an end.

One more glance in the direction of the end of the street confirmed that still the outfit hadn't arrived. Tate took a moment to think about what had happened earlier when Gretchen had visited him in jail. He sighed, feeling the same heaviness in his heart which had tormented him since she'd stormed out of the jailhouse.

Tate had laid his cards on the table and she had turned her back on him. He still could hardly believe it had happened. He felt the pain which had lanced into his heart when he'd seen the confusion in her eyes after he'd uttered the words. 

He'd told her he loved her. 

And it was true. 

He'd known it ever since he'd rescued her from the gang. But he'd kept that truth to himself. Just like at every other time in his life. He'd hidden how he was feeling. Maybe he'd feared how she'd react. Well, he'd been right to be cautious. She had rejected him. Plain and simple.

But, back there in the jailhouse, an uncontrollable feeling had swept over him as he'd embraced Gretchen. As he'd kissed her, a boldness had awakened inside him. A recklessness, even. 

He'd told himself the time for running from the truth was over. That if he didn't tell this amazing woman how he really felt about her, he might regret it for the rest of his life.

And so, he had spoken those fateful words. Expecting she'd receive them with joy, he'd been shocked to see them being greeted with confusion. With pain.

Tate ran a hand through his hair. He knew he had to clear his mind of what had happened earlier. He couldn't let that affect his judgment. Otherwise he might end up face down in the dust of Main Street. 

A movement caught his eye. Squinting in the semi-darkness, he saw the shape of a rider. Then others close behind.

They had arrived.

Tate straightened and touched the Colt in its holster. He was ready. He watched as the gang rode up Main Street. They moved slowly. The men peered from side to side, checking the boardwalks for any sign of movement. Tate knew that Nathan's men wouldn't make a move until the time was right.

Tate glanced at the bank. Its windows were shuttered. There was no gold in there, Tate told himself. At least not the riches he'd hinted at in his conversation with Frank Wolfe. The corner of Tate's mouth creased with a satisfied smile. He was looking forward to disappointing the man who'd ended Jack's life. Sometimes it took time for justice to be served. But when it was delivered, it truly was right and good. Tate thought about some of the things Gretchen had said about her faith in God. Her faith was strong. She believed in the triumph of good. And, deep down, so did Tate.

As Tate watched the gang coming closer, a thought drifted into his mind. In spite of Tate's own wavering faith, maybe God had seen fit to bring Gretchen into his life so that good could prevail. So that what was right could be done. At that thought, a sudden strength arose within Tate. Encouraged by those good feelings, Tate stepped out from the boardwalk and moved to the middle of the street. Facing the advancing men, Tate stood tall, drawing his shoulders back.The men were only a few yards away now.

Seeing Tate, Frank Wolfe lifted a hand. Behind him, the gang drew their mounts to a halt.

Frank peered at Tate and smiled. "So, you're here," the man said. His voice echoed across the empty street.

Tate nodded. "I told you I'd wait for you, Frank." Tate extended his arms out by his side and smiled. "I'm a man of my word." Tate tried to mask the sarcasm in his voice.

Frank got down from his horse. Hitching his gun belt up around his thick middle, Frank took a few steps toward Tate and then halted. 

Frank glanced at the exterior of the bank. Tate saw Frank's eyes narrow. The man ran his gaze across both sides of the silent and empty street. A sudden darkness clouded Frank features. "This is too easy, Tate," Frank said evenly.

Tate felt a chill run up his spine. "What do you mean?"

Frank tilted his head and fixed Tate with a steady look. "Have you checked the bank out?"

"Sure I have," Tate replied.

Frank frowned. He turned to face his men. "He says its okay," Frank announced. Some of the men laughed. Tate saw Billy, his nemesis from Refuge, scowl at him.

Frank walked toward the bank. His steps were slow and measured. He stepped up onto the boardwalk and peered at the shuttered windows. 

Frank turned to Tate, examining him with a curious look on his face. Once again, Tate's spine chilled. He slowly drew in a deep breath and tightened his arm muscles. He was ready. He could see Frank was suspicious. The eyes of the other men were locked on Tate. If it came to shooting, thirteen to one weren't good odds, Tate told himself.

Frank sighed and walked to the edge of the boardwalk, looking down at Tate. 

"What's the problem, Frank?" Tate asked.

"I'll tell you what the problem is, Tate." Frank ran a hand across his stubble-covered chin. "I don't believe there's any gold in there."

Tate's heart began to pound faster. He lifted his brows. "What makes you say that, Frank?"

Frank stepped down from the boardwalk and faced Tate. He was only a few yards away, and Tate could see the darkness in the man's eyes. "I've been thinking about what you told me back at the cave." Frank shook his head. "The more I thought about it, the more it didn't add up. And then I got to thinking about what Billy told me."

Tate glanced at Billy and saw the grin on his face.

Frank continued. "Billy was telling me all about that little woman you seemed so concerned about. How you stopped him from helping himself to her money." Frank frowned. "And then you did a whole lot to make sure you brought her to this dump of town. Those weren't the actions of a man ready to steal and kill to get what he wants."

Tate's jaw tightened. He swallowed, realizing that the time had arrived for him to stop pretending. Tate didn't like Frank even thinking about Gretchen in those terms.

"That's because I'm not that kind of a man, Frank," Tate stated firmly.

Frank tilted his head. "Yeah? So what are you then?"

Tate took one step toward Frank and halted. "I'm the man you've been running from all these years."

Frank's brows furrowed. "What are you talking about?"

"You remember the last time you were in Laramie?" Tate asked.

Frank's blank expression told Tate that, as far as the man was concerned, one crime was no different than the other. He'd committed so many, he probably couldn't even remember them individually. Indignation flared into life inside Tate at that thought.

"Let me remind you, Frank. You carried out a raid on town. You got chased down. A young deputy got killed." Tate fixed Frank with a steady look. "That man was my best friend."

Tate had expected some kind of violent reaction from Frank. But what the gang leader did next was shocking and infuriating. 

Frank just shrugged. "I don't recall," he said with a heavy, dismissive tone. Then Frank's eyes narrowed. "You telling me you've come all this way from Laramie to bring me in?"

Tate smiled. "That's exactly what I'm saying, Frank. Your time is up." Tate glanced at the twelve gang members. "And it is for them, too."

Some of the men laughed nervously. But not Frank. He stared at Tate for a long moment. "Who are you?"

"I'm Tate Campbell. US marshal. And I've come to bring you to justice."

Frank peered at Tate, holding his dark, acid gaze on him. Then Frank started to laugh. Quietly at first, and then with increasing force. Tate guessed what was coming next. Ignoring Frank's demonic laughter, and the roars of mirth coming from the men, Tate kept his eyes on Frank's right arm.

Suddenly, he saw the arm move. Frank reached for his pistol. Tate was quicker. Dragging his Colt out from its holster, he fired at Frank. The roar of the Colt echoed across the street. Frank screamed and clutched at his hand as his pistol flew into the air and landed heavily on the boardwalk behind him. Frank winced, grasping his hand. Blood stained his flesh. 

Frank glared at Tate with hate in his eyes. Frank flashed a look across at the men. "Get him!" he roared.

From the dark alley next to the bank, a figure emerged. Sheriff Nathan Cameron held his rifle, trained on the riders who were reaching for their guns. Nathan spoke with steady authority. "Don't reach for those guns, boys."

Tate turned, pointing his Colt at the men. From out of the corner of his eyes Tate saw movement on both sides of the street. Ten men emerged from the shadows, five on both sides of the street. Each carried pistols trained on the riders. The deputies had been waiting for the signal from Nathan. The deputies walked slowly across the street and converged in a circle around the renegades.

Nathan glanced at Tate. "You okay?"

Tate went to Frank Wolfe and seized him by the arm. Frank groaned as he held his blood-soaked hand. He dragged him to Nathan. "This belongs to you now," he said to the sheriff.

Tate started to walk away from Nathan. "Where are you going?" the sheriff asked Tate.

Tate turned to Nathan and grinned. "There's someone I need to speak to."


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT







The distant sound of the single shot was muffled and barely audible. Gretchen had been on tenterhooks since coming to her room earlier before midnight. The abrupt roar of the gunfire made her leap up from her chair. She dashed to the window and peered into the gloom, searching for any clue about the location of the gunshot.

The street was deserted. Gretchen leaned against the windowsill and pressed her face near to the glass. Her heartbeat was thundering frantically. She lifted one hand and pressed it against the cold glass, waiting for the shooting to continue. But it didn't. Instead, there was an awful, agonizing silence.

A chill ran up her spine. The shooting must have involved Tate, she told herself. She knew it must be true. He'd warned her earlier. And she had done what he'd asked of her. She'd forced herself to remain at the Cameron house all night. Of course, Sophie had been polite and pleasant. But Gretchen had seen the worry in the other woman's eyes. It couldn't be easy being married to a sheriff. And, as she'd reflected on that, Gretchen had wondered what it would be like to be married to a US marshal. 

One like Tate.

Gretchen heard a door opening in the house. Footsteps pounded on the wooden floor and then, after a cursory knock, the door to Gretchen's room flew open. 

Sophie rushed into the room. Her eyes were wide with worry. "Was that a shot I heard?" Sophie asked urgently.

Gretchen nodded. "One shot. I haven't heard any others."

Sophie came to Gretchen's side. Both women peered out the window and down into the empty street. Just as Gretchen had done, Sophie paused for a long moment, simply listening. Waiting for another thunderous roar to come from the direction of Main Street.

No sound came.

Sophie and Gretchen exchanged worried looks. Gretchen could see the hint of desperation in Sophie's eyes. "At least there's been no more gunfire," Sophie said. She wrapped her arms around herself. "Whatever they're doing, it must be over."

Gretchen nodded. But they still didn't know what was happening, she told herself. "Did Nathan tell you what they were going to do?" she asked.

Sophie shook her head. "He never tells me anything about his work. I guess he doesn't want me to worry." Sophie laughed quietly. "There isn't much chance of that."

Gretchen's heart was still pounding. Her breath was tight in her chest. She tried to remain calm, but it was proving almost impossible. The words Tate had spoken to her were still echoing in her mind. She desperately wanted to run to the Main Street and see for herself what had happened. She needed to know that Tate was okay. That he hadn't come to  harm.

Sophie reached across and laid a hand on Gretchen's arm. "Everything will be fine, Gretchen," she said reassuringly. 

Gretchen shook her head. "No, Sophie. It won't be," Gretchen exclaimed.

Sophie's eyes widened. "Why not?"

Gretchen sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. She shook her head and then peered at Sophie. "Can I tell you something?"

"Of course," Sophie replied.

"I don't know how to say this," Gretchen moaned. "Or even if I should."

Sophie frowned. "You know you can trust me, Gretchen."

Gretchen smiled at the woman who'd done everything possible to make her feel welcome and comfortable and safe. If there was anyone she could trust, it had to be Sophie Cameron.

Gretchen peered steadily at Sophie. "Tate told me he loves me."

Sophie's mouth formed into an O shape and her eyes widened. Then she smiled. "That's wonderful, Gretchen."

Gretchen moaned once more. "No it isn't."

"Why not?"

"Because I didn't tell him I love him." Gretchen felt a heavy sensation in the pit of her stomach as she said those words. It was true. She hadn't had the courage to tell Tate how she felt about him. She thought about the single gunshot she'd heard. Maybe she'd never get a chance to tell him. Perhaps, right now, he was lying on the dusty street, having been shot by that single bullet. Horror tightened a hand around her heart as she pictured that scene in her mind.

"Sophie! What have I done?" Gretchen exclaimed.

Sophie came to Gretchen and hugged her. Being held by the kindly matchmaker made Gretchen feel a momentary relief. But the fear still clung to her. How would she live with herself if she'd thrown away a chance at love?

Sophie leaned her head back. Still holding Gretchen gently, she asked one simple question. "Do you love Tate?"

Gretchen didn't hesitate before answering. "I do. I really do, Sophie. I wasn't being honest with myself. Not until this moment. Not until I heard that awful gunshot," Gretchen exclaimed. "I love Tate Campbell," she added with utter certainty in her voice.

Sophie smiled. "Love is the most important thing in the world. Its what God wants us to do above all else."

"I know that," Gretchen agreed. Her heart was aching now. All she could think of was what she was going to do. 

There had been no more gunshots from Main Street. Perhaps it would be safe to go and see, she told herself. Tugging herself free from Sophie, Gretchen threw a shawl over her shoulders and went running out into the hallway. Behind her, she heard Sophie come racing after her. "Gretchen, wait!" Sophie called out. But Gretchen was already at the bottom of the stairs.

Gretchen halted before opening the front door. Sophie came running down the staircase. Her eyes were feverish with concern. "It might not be safe to go out there," Sophie said abruptly.

"I'll have to take that chance," Gretchen declared. "I have to know that Tate is still alive."

Sophie's features became grim. "And if he isn't?"

Gretchen sighed and felt a heaviness descend upon her. "I have faith in God. I know he wouldn't let that happen. Not to the man he brought into my life. Not to the man I love."

Then Gretchen grasped the door handle and tugged hard. The door flew open. Gretchen stepped out onto the porch and gasped. Her footsteps slid to a halt as she gazed at the figure standing at the garden gate.

"Tate!" Gretchen exclaimed.

Tate smiled and pushed open the gate. He looked just as he'd done back at the jailhouse. There wasn't a scratch on him. "I came to get you," he announced, his voice filled with delight. "I want an answer. And I'm not leaving until I get one." 

Gretchen could hardly believe he was standing there. Relief swept through her. Joy vanquished all the worry from her heart. 

She wanted to run to him, but her booted feet seemed to be stuck to the wooden surface of the porch. Her breath became tight as she stared, incredulous, at the man who'd told her he loved her.

Tate took a few steps up the garden path. "Well? What are you going to say to me?"

Gretchen turned and peered at Sophie. She was holding the front door wide open. She smiled at Gretchen and, with one quick movement of her head, made it clear that Gretchen's moment had come. 

Gretchen turned and gazed lovingly at Tate. God had delivered this amazing man back into her life. Safe and sound. Gratitude filled her heart. Just as it had done for so many things in her life. But, this time was different. This time was special. Tate was the man she loved. She and Tate had traveled through a wilderness to find one another. 

They had been separated momentarily. But now they were back together again.

"What happened over there?" she asked.

Tate took another few steps toward her. Now he was close enough to reach out and take her in his arms. "I'll tell you about that later." Tate lifted a brow. "I'm still waiting," he murmured. His gaze became serious. 

Gretchen smiled at him. When he took her hands in his, she felt every nerve in her body tingle into exquisite life. 

Heart pounding, Gretchen curled her fingers gently around Tate's hands. Gazing at him, she whispered: "I love you, Tate Campbell."

His brows rose and he smiled from ear to ear. He gasped. "Those sure are sweet words."

Gretchen nodded. "I think they're the sweetest words I've ever said."

Tate nodded. "Then you won't mind if I seal them with a kiss."

Gretchen shook her head. Tate moved forward and swept Gretchen into his embrace. She sank into his arms as his lips claimed a kiss. Delight took hold of her. Joy filled her soul as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She treasured every moment of the delightful kiss.

Suddenly remembering that Sophie was standing right behind her, Gretchen leaned away from Tate. She felt her cheeks flush with heat. 

Tate wrapped his arm around Gretchen's waist and grinned at Sophie. "I hope we didn't make you blush, Sophie," he joked.

Sophie shook her head. "Nope. I like seeing people in love."

Tate smiled warmly at Gretchen. "Did you hear that. She's right. We're in love."

She couldn't reply. He was right. They were in love. And it was wonderful.

Tate grinned at Sophie. "I hope you don't mind, but I've got one more thing I have to do."

Thinking he was going to leave her, Gretchen frowned. But Tate merely lifted a brow and shook his head. "Don't worry. I'm not going anywhere." He leaned forward and kissed her softly. Ending the kiss he gazed into her eyes. There was warm expression in those eyes, she told herself. He looked like he never wanted to be apart from her ever again.

Then, he suddenly sank down onto one knee. Looking up at her, he held her hands. "Gretchen Ryan. You know I love you. And I always will. Would you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?"

Gretchen gasped. Gazing down at Tate, she saw the love in his eyes. Saw the purest affection he felt for her. This was why God had brought her to Montana. To find this wonderful man. A man who'd saved her; protected her. And now he was a man who loved her.

There was only one thing she could say. She nodded. "I will become your wife, Tate," she said. Her voice quivered with emotion. 

"You will?" he said, with the barest hint of disbelief in his voice. Had he doubted he could win her heart? Had be feared she would refuse him? Gretchen knew, in her heart, that becoming Tate's wife was all she would ever want.

Tate rose quickly and, sweeping her into his embrace, he kissed her. Gretchen sank into his arms. This was where she was meant to be. Where God had always intended her to be.

The kiss ended, Tate gazed into Gretchen's eyes. "I promise to do whatever it takes to make you happy. Nothing will stand in my way." Tate quirked a brow. "You believe me, don't you, Gretchen?"

Gretchen nodded and rested a hand on Tate's broad chest. "I believe in you, Tate." She smiled. "Didn't you tell me you're a man of your word?"

Tate grinned. "I surely am."

From behind Gretchen came Sophie's voice. "Congratulations," she exclaimed, delight making her voice quiver.

Gretchen and Tate turned to face Sophie. "Can you believe what just happened, Sophie?" Gretchen asked.

"I believe the Lord can make miracles happen," Sophie replied. "And, right now, I think I witnessed one."

Tate glanced at Gretchen. "Sophie's right."

Sophie came to Gretchen and Tate. By her smiling face, Gretchen could see how much this meant to Sophie. "You must be just about the fastest bride in town," Sophie declared looking straight at Gretchen. "You only just got here."

Gretchen gazed at Tate. "That may be the case. But I feel like I've been waiting for Tate forever."

And then Tate embraced Gretchen and kissed her one more time.
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