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    Chapter One 
 
    Topeka, Kansas 
 
    1877 
 
      
 
    “Ruth?” 
 
    Ruth Barnes glanced up from the pie she was cutting and saw that Emma was motioning to her. “Yes?” 
 
    “There’s a man in the dining room who said he’d like to speak with the cook.” 
 
    Ruth sighed and set down her knife. At times like this, she missed Sarah, who always handled the customer complaints—not that they received a lot of them. They actually did better along those lines than most restaurants. Be that as it may, she still missed Sarah, who was now retired from the Brody Hotel and raising her baby boy, a pink-cheeked cherub they’d named Peter.  
 
    “Did he say why?” she asked Emma as she wiped her hands. 
 
    “No, just that he’d like to see you.” 
 
    “And Mr. Brody’s out there with his pistol, right?” 
 
    Adam Brody, the owner of the hotel where they worked, took the safety of his waitresses very seriously, and he often supervised the dining room during mealtimes. If he felt anything was amiss, he’d open his jacket and show the Colt he kept holstered there at all times, and that was usually enough to keep ill tempers from flaring up. 
 
    “He’s out there, but I don’t think anything will go wrong,” Emma replied. “This man doesn’t seem the type.” 
 
    “Well, I hope not. I’m a bit out of sorts today myself, and the combination might not be a good one.” She didn’t have time for this—not only were they in the middle of a busy meal service, but she had a wedding cake to make as soon as the dishes were washed and the kitchen was put back to rights.  
 
    Ruth pushed through the door into the dining room and stopped in her tracks when she saw Wade Watkins, her old friend from the Lazy Q ranch, standing there, a grin on his face. His wife, Margaret, stood just behind him, also smiling. 
 
    “Gracious. You could have thought of a less frightening way to say hello.” Ruth gave each of them a quick hug. “I thought I was coming out here to do battle with someone who didn’t like my chicken and dumplings.” 
 
    “Impossible. Everyone likes your chicken and dumplings,” Margaret said. She motioned over to their table. “In fact, that’s what we were just telling Mr. Barker.” 
 
    Mr. Barker? The owner of the Lazy Q? Ruth looked over at the table, but the man sitting there wasn’t the Mr. Barker who had hired her to cook out at the ranch two years previously. He stood up when he saw that they had turned his way and came forward with his hand extended. 
 
    “Ruth, this is Alex Barker,” Wade said. “He’s Jeb Barker’s brother, and he’s been in town on business for the last week or so. Alex, this is Ruth Barnes.” 
 
    Ruth accepted Mr. Barker’s handshake. Now she could see the resemblance between this Mr. Barker and her former boss. They had the same eyes, although Alex’s were much softer, and they were about the same height. Beyond that, the similarities stopped—the owner of the Lazy Q was not an attractive man, but his brother most definitely was. 
 
    “Miss Barnes, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mr. Barker said as he released her hand. “Margaret’s told me what an exceptional friend and a good cook you are.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Barker,” Ruth replied. “Have the three of you decided what you’d like for dinner?” 
 
    “Now that you’ve mentioned chicken and dumplings, I think that’s what I want,” Margaret replied, and the two men nodded that they’d take the same. “Oh, and will you have a minute to talk after the meal?” Margaret added, her voice much quieter. Her eyes seemed serious, like this was more than just a friendly visit. 
 
    “I’ll make sure there’s time,” Ruth said. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Ruth went back into the kitchen, glad to see that Kate had kept up with the orders while she’d been in the other room. Ruth hardly ever stepped away from her spot by the stove during mealtime, and truthfully, it was kind of nice to have that momentary break. She’d been thinking a lot about breaks over the last few months, and she’d nearly turned in her resignation half a dozen times. But she didn’t have anywhere else to go as of yet, and she didn’t want to quit this job before she knew there was something else waiting for her on the other side.  
 
    Once all their customers had been served, Ruth asked Kate to take over in the kitchen, and she went back out into the dining room. Both Wade and Mr. Barker stood at her approach, and she sat down next to Margaret with a little sigh, glad to be off her feet.  
 
    “Have you had your own dinner, Miss Barnes?” Mr. Barker asked.  
 
    “Yes, I ate just before the service started. Thank you for being concerned.” 
 
    Mr. Barker smiled at her, and she noticed a dimple in his cheek. His brother most definitely didn’t have one.  
 
    “You say you’re here on business, Mr. Barker?” she asked, trying to ignore the dimple. Dimples were distracting. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I came to convince my brother to sell his ranch, and I was quite successful.” 
 
    Ruth couldn’t hide her surprise. “He sold the Lazy Q? I didn’t think he’d ever sell that place.” She turned to Wade. “What does that mean for you? Did you lose your job?” 
 
    Wade grinned. “Well now, there’s a happy ending to this story. Seems the new owner of the Lazy Q is me.” 
 
    Ruth blinked a few times, then held up a hand. “I think we should start at the beginning. What’s going on?” 
 
    Mr. Barker chuckled. “I imagine this is all quite startling, Miss Barnes. You see, a few years back, I met a man who dealt with real estate and land sales, and he brought me on as an apprentice of sorts. I’ve worked with him ever since to help match up sellers and buyers, and I’ve enjoyed it—I’m not the rancher my brother is.” 
 
    Ruth didn’t think the elder Mr. Barker was much of a rancher—he’d always relied on his employees to make things run like they should—but she decided it was best to keep her mouth shut for the time being.  
 
    “A gentleman came to see me about a month ago,” Mr. Barker continued after taking a sip of water. “He’s getting ready to retire, and doesn’t have a child to inherit his property. It’s a large place, about three times the size of the Lazy Q, with twice as many animals. He said he’d make a good deal for the right buyer, and I just happened to know someone who was interested.” 
 
    “So, you brokered the deal between this man and your brother, and he in turn sold the Lazy Q to Wade?” Ruth asked. 
 
    “That’s right. I’m now a full-fledged rancher and not just a foreman anymore,” Wade said with a chuckle. “I’m also in a wagonload of debt, but we don’t need to talk about that when we should be celebrating.” 
 
    “You won’t be in debt for long,” Margaret said, a gentle smile on her face. “You’ve made the Lazy Q more successful than it’s ever been, and it won’t be more than a few years before you’re turning a profit.” 
 
    Wade squeezed her hand, then turned back to Ruth. “I’m making Big Mike the foreman in my place,” he continued. “He’s the one who’s always caught my vision and understood what I wanted the best.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad,” Ruth replied. “He deserves it. Sully’s still out there, isn’t he?” 
 
    Wade laughed. “Yes, he is. There’s no getting rid of Old Sully. He can’t ride anymore, so we’ve got him in charge of breeding the stock. That’s a task he can oversee without hurting his leg too badly.” 
 
    Ruth couldn’t help but grin as she thought about the men out on the Lazy Q. There were some true gems out there mixed in with the snakes.  
 
    “Miss Barnes, I wonder if I could turn our conversation back to my brother’s new investment for a moment,” Mr. Barker said. She’d all but forgotten he was there.  
 
    “Of course. I’m not sure what any of this has to do with me, however,” she replied.  
 
    Mr. Barker folded his arms on the table and leaned forward. “He told me you’re the best cook he’s ever hired, and he’d like to offer you the position of head cook on the new ranch. It’s about a hundred miles from here, so it would definitely mean uprooting your life, but he’s prepared to offer you a nice raise in salary, and you’d be supervising a kitchen of two other cooks, so you wouldn’t be handling the weight of the load by yourself.” 
 
    Ruth sat back in her chair and stared at the man, so startled she could hardly think. She glanced over at Wade and Margaret to see that they were watching her warily. How could she even come up with a response? It was so . . . preposterous. Finally, she dragged in a breath.  
 
    “Mr. Barker, I wouldn’t come back to work for your brother if it meant the difference between a warm place to sleep and freezing to death in a snowbank. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to start some bread.” She pushed back from the table and walked as quickly as she could toward the kitchen, knowing that she had to escape before she embarrassed her friends and her employer right in the middle of the hotel dining room. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alex Barker watched Miss Barnes disappear into the kitchen, his jaw slack. Wade had said she wouldn’t be interested, but her response was far more than a simple rejection.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said at last, turning to Wade and Margaret.  
 
    “It’s not our story to tell,” Margaret replied softly. “It’s her decision, and hers alone.” 
 
    Another waitress approached the table and asked if they’d like anything else. Alex wasn’t hungry anymore—he was too startled to be thinking about food—but he wasn’t ready to leave yet, either. “I’d like some pie, please.” 
 
    “Cherry, apple, or peach?” 
 
    “Which one did Miss Barnes make?” 
 
    The waitress quirked an eyebrow. “She made them all, sir.” 
 
    “Then I’ll take peach.” 
 
    He settled back in his chair, barely noticing that Wade and Margaret also asked for pie. He needed to speak with Miss Barnes and smooth out . . . well, he wasn’t sure what had happened. That’s what he needed to find out.  
 
    When Jeb, his brother, had told him about Miss Barnes and her cooking, Alex had envisioned a middle-aged woman with a waddle to her step and a smudge of flour on her cheek. He hadn’t expected her to be young—he guessed she was twenty-one or so—with hair the color of chestnuts and eyes that looked like spring moss. He’d found it difficult to speak with her at first because he was so surprised at her appearance. How had a woman that beautiful managed to hide herself in the back of a hotel kitchen for so long? 
 
    And now she didn’t want to speak with him at all. He wasn’t bothered by that on account of his brother—he knew Jeb would find another cook with little trouble. He was bothered because he hated the idea of hurting her, and he couldn’t leave until he’d set things right.  
 
    The waitress brought their slices of pie, and Alex took a few bites. It was delicious—there was just a hint of ginger mixed in with the cinnamon—but he put down his fork after a moment. His stomach was tight and wouldn’t allow him to enjoy any more.  
 
    “Do you think she’d talk to me?” he asked, turning to Wade and Margaret. 
 
    “She might, if she believed you would listen objectively,” Margaret replied. 
 
    Alex didn’t understand the significance of that—why would he need to be objective? But he nodded. “I can do that.” 
 
    “She means a lot to a whole lot of people,” Wade added, a hint of warning in his tone that Alex understood immediately. He gave another nod.  
 
    “Go outside and around the back of the hotel,” Margaret suggested. “Going in through the kitchen door will give you the best chance of privacy.” 
 
    Alex rose. “Thank you. Wish me luck.” 
 
    As Alex walked through the lobby to the front door, he paused at the counter and paid for his meal as well as for Wade and Margaret’s, and then he continued outside. Someone had put a lot of care into the planting of the spring flowers that grew along the foundation of the building, and he was greeted with a riot of colors he’d somehow missed on his way in.  
 
    He continued around the building until he saw a door which looked like it might lead to the kitchen. Pushing down his feelings of awkwardness, he stepped onto the wraparound porch, peered through the window to make sure that he was indeed in the right place, and then opened the door.  
 
    The waitress who’d brought out his pie was putting some dishes away on a shelf near the door, and she looked startled to see him. “May I help you?” 
 
    “Margaret told me I should come around this way,” Alex replied, feeling heat rise to his cheeks. “I was hoping to speak with Miss Barnes, but . . .” 
 
    “You can come in, but best stay out from underfoot,” the girl advised. “We’re all in a flurry to get the dishes done right after a service.” 
 
    He nodded and closed the door behind him, then tried to find a spot to stand where he wouldn’t be in the way. It looked like the only safe place was in the corner behind the table, so he edged over there and watched as the girls moved back and forth, washing and wiping and putting things away so quickly, it made his head hurt trying to follow it all. They must have worked together for a long time to have developed such a seamless system.  
 
    Miss Barnes had been scrubbing down the counter, her head bent to her task, and hadn’t seen him yet. When she did look up, she was clearly exasperated.  
 
    “Mr. Barker, what are you doing back here?” 
 
    “Margaret told me that if I wanted to talk to you, I should come around the back,” he replied.  
 
    “And why do you want to talk to me? I thought our business was concluded.” 
 
    “It might be, but I couldn’t just leave things as they were. I wanted . . .” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “To soothe your conscience?” 
 
    His conscience? He didn’t have any idea what she meant. “I wanted to clear the air. Do you think you’ll have a minute to spare once you’re done here?” 
 
    “I already gave you a minute, Mr. Barker. In case you couldn’t tell, we’re a very busy hotel and restaurant, and we’ve already started preparing for the next meal. It never stops. Not only that, but one of our waitresses is getting married tomorrow, and I’m in charge of making her cake.” She set her rag down on the counter and put a hand on her hip. “What more could you possibly have to say to me?” 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping you could tell me,” he said slowly, meeting her gaze. He didn’t know much about women—anything at all, really—but he knew enough about wild animals to know the importance of staying calm, and Miss Barnes was reminding him quite a bit of a cornered mountain lion at the moment.  
 
    She studied him, then shook her head. “Fine. I don’t know why I’m agreeing, but meet me out on the back porch in fifteen minutes, all right? I’ll have Kate start the bread and pull out what I need for the cake, but I can’t be gone very long.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Alex slid out from behind the table and walked back outside, taking a breath and letting it out a bit at a time. If this were a regular business matter, he would have thanked Wade and Margaret for their time and headed back to the ranch, ready to move on to his next task. But this was a mystery he had to solve. What had made Miss Barnes so upset? It obviously had something to do with Jeb, but what? 
 
    He stepped off the porch, deciding to walk around a bit and see what else this hotel had to offer. Off to the side was a huge pot set up on a tripod, a fire merrily blazing beneath, and next to that was a series of washtubs. Must be laundry day. Just as he had the thought, two waitresses exited through the kitchen door, each carrying a large basket, which they set down near the washtub. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, thinking that being friendly might help ease the awkwardness of his presence. “Thank you for the meal—it was delicious.” 
 
    His waitress from earlier nodded. “You’re welcome. So, why is Ruth mad at you? Fess up—we’ll just hear it from her later if we don’t hear it from you now, so there’s no point in keeping secrets.” 
 
    “I’d love to tell you, but the fact is, I don’t know. She’s going to meet me out here in a few minutes and tell me.” 
 
    The two girls looked at each other, then back at him. “I sure do hope you’ve made out your last will and testament,” the second girl said. “I’m not sure you’re going to make it out of this conversation alive.” 
 
    “I’m starting to doubt that myself, even though I still don’t know what we’re talking about.” Alex gave them each a nod. “I’m Alex Barker, by the way.” 
 
    “I’m Emma, and this is Carrie,” said his waitress. “And here comes Nora.” 
 
    Another girl exited the building, also with a basket, and she eyed him up and down. “If you need to make a hasty exit, the train’s just over that way,” she said, nodding toward the station. 
 
    “Thank you. I did see it.” Alex was amused by the way these girls were leading up to his talk with Miss Barnes, but he did wonder if he should be a little more nervous than he was. She would have strong feelings, no doubt even stronger than the ones she’d just displayed in the hotel, but he could handle that, couldn’t he? He’d sat in business meetings with men so furious, their faces were nearly purple. Couldn’t he deal with one angry young woman? 
 
    Something told him he shouldn’t be too sure about that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ruth was tempted to start working on the wedding cake and conveniently forget about her meeting with Mr. Barker, but it wouldn’t be that easy to escape—he’d just come looking for her. She should go talk to him and get it over with, and then—maybe—he’d be content to leave her alone. 
 
    She took off her apron, washed her hands, then stepped outside. Several of the girls were doing the laundry, and Mr. Barker was standing there chatting with them. Chatting? How annoying. This wasn’t a social gathering, for goodness’ sake. 
 
    He turned and smiled at her as she approached. “Your friends were just telling me some interesting details about how the hotel operates. It sounds like your boss likes to run a tight ship.” 
 
    “He does, and that’s why people keep coming back.” Ruth motioned toward the apple orchard that grew out back of the hotel. “Shall we take a walk?” 
 
    He followed her lead, and neither one spoke until they were out of earshot of the other girls. Then she turned to him. “What is it exactly that you’d like to know, Mr. Barker?” 
 
    “Why you’re so angry with my brother.” He held up a hand. “You have every right to decline the job offer—I’m not trying to make you accept it. I would just like to understand why you’re declining. There seems to be more involved than I’m aware of.” 
 
    He didn’t know? How was that possible? “Your brother didn’t mention our . . . altercation to you?” 
 
    “Altercation? No, he never said a word about that. He just told me that he’d like you to come along with him when he moved, and because I’m helping him arrange his affairs, I said I’d stop by.” 
 
    That sounded plausible enough, but Ruth was still annoyed. How could that despicable man send his brother out here to do his dirty work for him and not even mention that anything had happened in the past? 
 
    “Please tell me, Miss Barnes,” Mr. Barker said. “If I’m going to be pulled even farther into his business, I should know all the aspects of it, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe you should.” Ruth took a seat on the bench that separated the orchard from the expansive yard of the hotel, and Mr. Barker sat next to her. “I moved here from North Carolina about two years ago,” she began. “My father and I had a silly argument over whether a young woman really could make it in the world or if she’d always need a father, brother, or husband to watch over her. Being as stubborn as I am, I decided to show him a thing or two, and I moved west entirely on my own.” 
 
    “Was he convinced?” Mr. Barker asked. 
 
    “He’s becoming a little more so all the time,” Ruth replied. “He thought I’d give up after six weeks and come back, but so far, I’ve managed to keep myself clothed, fed, and housed without any help from him at all.” 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “If you keep interrupting, we’ll never get through this story.” 
 
    He held up both hands. “Sorry. I’ll be quiet now.” 
 
    She doubted that, but she continued anyway. “I was hired out at the Lazy Q, as you know, and the work was hard because there were so many mouths to feed, but the men were good-natured and grateful, and we got along. Wade and Big Mike and Sully would sometimes stay after dinner and help clear the table or carry hot water for the dishes—that sort of thing. I was grateful for that. I might have been supporting myself without my father’s help, but I did still need friendship. 
 
    “Things were going well until Mr. Higgins, the foreman at the time, decided that I . . .” Ruth swallowed. She’d wanted to tell this story with as little emotion as possible, but it didn’t look like she would escape without at least a few tears. “He began making inappropriate comments, which I ignored because that’s the sort of thing you hear when you’re surrounded by men. But then he became more vulgar, and I went and spoke to your brother about it.” She looked over at Mr. Barker again. “He told me that Higgins was the best foreman he’d ever had, and that he wasn’t going to risk losing him on the say-so of a little kitchen wench. Those were his exact words, no embellishment.” 
 
    Mr. Barker opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, but then shut it again and motioned for her to continue.  
 
    “So, I told Wade what was going on, and he promised that he and the other men would keep an eye out for me. About a week later, Higgins cornered me in the kitchen, told me he knew what I was up to, that I wouldn’t get away with it, and that I had no right to be spreading rumors about him. He slapped me across the face, hard, and then he . . . Let’s just say that if Wade hadn’t come in just then, things would have ended very differently. 
 
    “I left the ranch that night and came here to the Brody, where I’ve been shown how an employer is actually supposed to treat the help. Your brother was so caught up in dollar signs that he wouldn’t lift a finger to protect me, and do you know what? He didn’t even fire Higgins until all the men threatened to quit if he didn’t. It had nothing to do with showing respect for me or serving Higgins some justice. And that, Mr. Barker, is why I refuse to work for your brother again.” 
 
    Mr. Barker leaned forward on his elbows, looking at the ground rather than at her. When he finally straightened and met her gaze, his look was troubled. “I wish I could tell you how sorry I am about that, Miss Barnes,” he said. “No, I wasn’t told a thing about that. Wade and Margaret indicated that something had happened, but said it was your story to tell, and Jeb—well, he has the habit of putting things he considers unpleasant out of his mind.” 
 
    “You might say that I have the same habit,” Ruth replied. “I’ve chosen to be happy here without giving my time at the Lazy Q another thought except when it comes to remembering my friends. Jeb Barker, someone I was supposed to be able to trust, didn’t listen to me and I was put in danger, but I was saved by someone I actually could trust, and I consider that a blessing. I’ve moved on from that experience, but I’m not going to repeat it by any means.” 
 
    “I understand entirely.” Mr. Barker stood up. “I’ll be getting back to the Lazy Q now, Miss Barnes. It’s been a pleasure to meet you, and I hope life brings you all that you deserve.” He gave her a slight bow and then he was off, striding across the grass with purpose. It was odd to Ruth that he didn’t escort her back to the hotel, but then, the Barker men weren’t really known for treating women with fairness, were they? 
 
    *** 
 
    Alex wanted to kick something, but he didn’t see anything in his path that would suit his purposes. Instead, he walked around the hotel to the front, where he’d left his horse by the hitching post, and mounted. He didn’t see Wade’s wagon anywhere, so he figured the Watkins’ had gone over to the general store to load up on the supplies they’d said they’d get while they were in town. Alex didn’t want to wait for them, so he spurred his horse onward, knowing they’d figure out he’d gone ahead.  
 
    As he galloped down the dusty road toward the Lazy Q, he was so angry, it was all he could do to remain in the saddle. He’d become a boxer while going to college in New York, and he’d found that physical activity was the best way to work off emotional energy. He didn’t know if he could find a suitable opponent out here, not one who was familiar with the proper rules. He didn’t want a scuffle—he just wanted the exercise so he could regain control of his temper. 
 
    The long ride to the ranch seemed to help, and by the time he arrived, he was somewhat calmer. He kept seeing her eyes, though—green and clear, tinged with pain. No one had the right to treat a woman with such contempt, and he couldn’t believe his own brother could behave that badly.  
 
    Except . . . yes, he could believe it, and that made everything all the more difficult. 
 
    He looped the horse’s reins over the porch railing of his brother’s house and climbed the steps, wiping his boots on the mat before entering. Then he strode down the long hallway to Jeb’s office. 
 
    “Miss Barnes won’t be accepting the job,” he said without any other greeting. 
 
    “That’s too bad. She was a good cook.” Jeb put down the sheet of paper he’d been reading. “I guess we’ll look for someone when we get there.” 
 
    “I guess we will.” Alex rocked back on his heels, waiting until he had Jeb’s full attention. “She told me what happened. I wondered why you didn’t tell me yourself.” 
 
    Jeb’s face clouded over. “It was an unfortunate event, that’s for sure, but I fired Higgins, and Watkins has been a good replacement. I figured we could let bygones be bygones.” 
 
    “She said you only fired Higgins because the other men threatened to walk out.” 
 
    “I suppose if you want to get down to the details, that’s true. Doesn’t really matter how it came about, does it?” 
 
    “It does to her, and it does to me, too. Why didn’t you listen to her, Jeb? Why didn’t you do something about it? You could have protected her and kept Higgins at the same time if you’d had a mind to do it. Getting an extra kitchen helper so she wasn’t alone—that sort of thing. It wouldn’t have been hard.” 
 
    “Hard? No, but expensive. Every penny has to be watched when you’re running a ranch, Alex. If you ever want to make a profit, you have to stay on your toes.” 
 
    “It’s always come down to the money for you.” Alex shook his head. “When she told me, I wanted to say she was wrong, that she was lying, but you’re my brother, and I know you better than anyone. I knew she was telling the truth, and it sickened me. How can you be so callous? How can you overlook someone’s plea for help like that? Money’s become your god, Jeb, and you don’t worship anything else, do you?” 
 
    Jeb looked up at him, his jaw clenched. Finally, he said, “Don’t you remember how we grew up, eating dry corn mush because that’s all we had, and it was all we would have for days on end? I’d lie awake at night and think about all the good food I’d have to eat someday because I’d be rich, so rich that I could buy anything I wanted. And look at me now—buying a ranch bigger than anything I’ve ever dreamed of. I didn’t get here by being soft-hearted, little brother. I got here through sheer determination. Yes, I rely on my foreman to see to the details of the ranch—there are some skills I don’t have. But I can afford to hire out what I can’t do for myself, and I’m proud of that. I’m proud of where I’ve gotten and what I’ve accomplished. And you want to know something else? I haven’t eaten one dish of corn mush since I moved out of our father’s house, and I never will.” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “Yes, I remember that corn mush, but you know what else I remember? Our mother breaking her back doing mending for people so she could put that mush on the table. And I remember her crying because she couldn’t afford to give us any better, and I remember thinking, no one has the right to make our mother cry. And I decided that I was never going to be like our father, and I would never make her cry like he did. Funny how we each took different lessons from the same experience, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, I was older, and you were always a mama’s boy.” Jeb leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his stomach. “I didn’t become like our father, no matter what you’re implying—I never took up drinking and womanizing. I never let my obligations get the better of me. You worked hard and went to college, and I worked hard and got some land. We’re each dealing with it in our own way, and I think you’re taking this situation with the little cook far too seriously. It’s over, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alex fisted his hands at his sides, trying to stay calm. “Yes, it’s over because she’s chosen to move on. She only told me what happened because I pressed. She’s not walking around carrying it like a cross, like you are with your childhood.” 
 
    Jeb came to his feet. “You think I’m carrying around my childhood like a cross, like I’m some kind of martyr? That’s what you’re saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that you need better motivation, something to move toward instead of something to run away from.” 
 
    “Now listen, Alex. I don’t know what makes you think you have the right to come in here and start slinging insults around, but you don’t. I’m still your older brother, and you’d better show me some respect.” 
 
    “Why?” Alex shot back. “Just because you’re older than me? You didn’t earn that right—it’s how we were born.” 
 
    Jeb pressed his lips together. “You came here to help me buy a ranch, and I’m grateful for that,” he said after a long minute. “But you don’t have any call to be trying to run my life, or to lecture me on my morals, or to tell me how I should or shouldn’t apologize about something I should or shouldn’t have done. I’ve made my choices, and I stand by them. You might not agree with them, but I don’t recall you ever being put in charge of me.” 
 
    “And you honestly don’t care how you treated Ruth Barnes?” 
 
    Jeb threw his hands up in exasperation. “Why should I care? She was in here caterwauling at me about how unfair her life was, like she expected me to fix it for her, and I don’t have time for that sort of thing. I’m in business. I’m not someone’s nursemaid.” 
 
    Alex was so furious, he couldn’t respond in any way for several seconds. Then he turned on his heel and strode out of the office, going to the guestroom where he’d been staying and pulling out his satchel. He still had some paperwork to do on Jeb’s behalf—he’d complete it, but only because of the nice commission he’d be receiving. But he would not live for another moment under his brother’s roof. After he shoved all his things into the bag, he walked outside only to come up short when he realized the horse he’d been riding was Jeb’s.  
 
    He pulled some money from his pocket, walked back to the office, and threw the money on Jeb’s desk. “Rent for the horse,” he said, then left again. He wouldn’t be beholden for another thing.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    It was late in the evening, and Ruth was so tired, it was hard to concentrate. But she had to—this cake needed to be the most beautiful wedding cake the Brody had ever seen. After all, Miranda was marrying Richard Norton, her childhood crush, and their day had to be perfect.  
 
    Nora came into the kitchen and sat down at the table, not speaking, but just watching until Ruth finished the delicate pattern she was working into the icing on the right side of the cake. When Ruth paused and looked up, Nora said, “I thought you might want to know that Alex Barker just checked in.” 
 
    “He did? Here?” 
 
    “Yes, here. That’s how I know about it.” Nora shook her head, a smile on her face. “He really got to you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, he certainly did, but I thought he was gone now. Why’d he come back?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. I just took his money and handed him a room key.” 
 
    “Did he at least say how long he’d be staying here?” 
 
    “He thought it would be a few days.” 
 
    Ruth sighed. How was she supposed to avoid him when he’d be right under her nose? “How’s the cake looking?” she asked, needing to change the subject. 
 
    “It looks beautiful. Is Miranda still forbidden to come into the kitchen?” 
 
    “Of course! I can’t have her seeing the cake before the wedding. It’s bad luck.” 
 
    “I thought it was bad luck for the groom to see the bride.” 
 
    “Yes, that too.” Ruth smoothed out a spot that threatened to bubble. “After everything Richard and Miranda have been through to make it to this point, they need extra good luck, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Agreed.” Nora gave her a smile. “It’s a lovely cake, Ruth. I think it’s the prettiest you’ve ever done.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m surprised it’s turning out well at all—I’ve been so rattled tonight. And now he’s staying here. I wish he’d just go away.” 
 
    “He will eventually. No one stays at the Brody forever, you know.” 
 
    “Except me.” Ruth hadn’t meant to say the words aloud, but she did, and immediately wished she could take them back.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Nora asked.  
 
    “Oh, I’m just getting restless. I’ve seen so many of my friends find true love and get married—it seems like my turn ought to come along sooner or later, shouldn’t it? I’m just feeling sorry for myself because everyone’s leaving me.” 
 
    “Not everyone has left—lots of them still live nearby,” Nora pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not the same. They can’t come over and sit up all night talking. They have to get home to their husbands.” 
 
    “Getting married does change things.” Nora looked down at the table and traced some of the designs in the wood with the tip of her finger. “I’ve wondered the same thing—if I’ll ever get married. I can’t imagine too many men who would still take me.” 
 
    “Oh, Nora, of course you’ll get married.” Ruth set down her frosting knife and took a seat next to the other girl. “I don’t have any doubt of that. And . . . would you even need to tell him? It’s not something you need to share—not unless you want to.” 
 
    “I couldn’t lie to the man I loved—I’d have to tell him. And then . . . I don’t know.” Nora shook her head. “He’d have to be the world’s most amazing man to stay with me after that.” 
 
    “And he would be anyway—otherwise, you wouldn’t be in love with him.” Ruth reached over and squeezed her friend’s hand. She wished she had the right words to erase Nora’s fears, but she didn’t. Nora had been the victim of an attack, and she’d become pregnant. Pastor Osbourne and his wife had taken the baby in and Nora could now determine her new fate, but it was true that not many men would want to involve themselves. Sometimes the world was too cruel. 
 
    And the same thing could have happened to Ruth. If Wade hadn’t intervened, she could have been left pregnant . . . But she couldn’t think about that. When she did, it was too hard to pull herself out of the memory—she needed to focus on the here and now.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have interrupted you,” Nora said with a smile. “It’s not always about me.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ruth said. “We need to take equal turns when it comes to feeling sorry for ourselves.” 
 
    They both laughed. “So, what are we going to do about it?” Nora asked. 
 
    “We’re going to stay positive, we’re going to find the joy in every day, and when opportunities arise, we’ll take them,” Ruth replied. Going back to work for Mr. Barker was not an opportunity, and she would not be taking it. Something else would come along, or she’d go looking until she found it. She was already reading the advertisements in the newspaper, but nothing appropriate had been posted yet. “And I’m going to put the final touches on this cake and go to bed. We have a busy day tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Nora said. She stood, but paused. “Do you need anything? Can I help?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll be up in a bit.” 
 
    Ruth turned her attention back to the cake, but she did feel a prickle on the back of her neck, like someone was watching her. She didn’t mind being alone in the kitchen at the Brody, but since they’d been talking about Higgins, she felt like she was back at the Lazy Q, and her hands started to shake a little bit. That wasn’t good when she was doing something so detailed. Maybe she should have asked Nora to stay so she wouldn’t be alone. 
 
    Her nerves had all but gotten the better of her when the kitchen door swung open and Mr. Brody came in. Ruth almost dropped her knife, but then realized who it was and recovered. 
 
    “You’re still up, Ruth? My goodness. The cake looks wonderful.” 
 
    “I sure hope so. I’ve been at it for hours.” 
 
    “Miranda will be so pleased. I hope you don’t mind—I’m manning the desk tonight, and I just came in for some coffee.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t mind. You won’t be in my way at all.” 
 
    Mr. Brody poured himself a cup from the pot on the stove, then added some sugar. “I’m glad for this chance to speak with you, Ruth—you seemed a little upset this afternoon, and I wanted to make sure you’re all right.” 
 
    Ruth almost chuckled. She’d had so many people checking on her, she could line them up end to end and circle the hotel with them. “I’m fine, but thank you.” She paused, then decided to tell him more. “The man who was here—and who’s now staying here—is Mr. Barker’s brother. From the Lazy Q.” 
 
    Mr. Brody knew the story, and his eyebrow raised. “He’s not cut from the same cloth, is he?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I just had some unpleasant memories. I’m better now.” 
 
    Mr. Brody gave a nod. “I’m glad to hear it. If you need the man removed from the premises, just let me know.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you.” 
 
    Mr. Brody took his cup back out to the front desk with him, and Ruth returned to her cake. “And that’s how you’re supposed to treat someone when they come to you with a concern,” she said to herself, throwing her knife into the frosting bowl with just a bit more emphasis than was really needed.  
 
    When she went upstairs a short time later, she found all the girls gathered around Miranda’s bed, laughing and talking. It was these moments she both loved and dreaded—the sharing of confidences, but knowing this would be the last time with this particular friend. Starting tomorrow, Miranda would be Mrs. Norton, and she wouldn’t be sharing their room or working alongside them anymore. She’d be keeping house in the cute little home Richard had been able to buy for them on his limited salary. 
 
    “I don’t know how to be a pastor’s wife, but Olivia has promised to teach me everything she knows,” Miranda was saying as Ruth entered the room. “She says there’s a lot of smiling and nodding involved, and even more keeping your mouth shut.” 
 
    “I can believe it,” Carrie said. “And that’s why I’d be terrible at it. I can’t keep my mouth shut for anything.” 
 
    “Neither can I, but she says I’ll learn,” Miranda replied. She looked over and saw Ruth. “I hear you’ve made me the cake of the century.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about the century, but at least the decade.” Ruth sat down on the edge of her bed and began to take off her shoes. “I hope you like it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll love it. You’re so creative.” Miranda smiled, but then grew serious again. “I just wish it didn’t mean that I was leaving.” 
 
    “I think it’s best that you’re leaving. We couldn’t have Richard moving in here with us,” Emma pointed out, and they all laughed.  
 
    Ruth thought about her friend’s wedding while she changed for bed. Miranda had refused Richard at first. She’d found herself at odds with religion, and he represented things she couldn’t accept. But they loved each other, and they had agreed to take it a step at a time and discuss all her concerns with open minds. Now she was marrying him without reservation. Her belief in God hadn’t been fully restored yet, but she was feeling much more settled in it, and Ruth had no doubt that she and Richard would continue to compromise and communicate as they worked through the rest. And that’s what would make their marriage a success.  
 
    The girls turned out their lamps and climbed into bed, but they kept talking late into the night until they drifted off to sleep one by one. Ruth rolled onto her side and tried to fall asleep as well, but her thoughts were too jumbled. She would wake up in the morning and help finish the preparations for the wedding, and then they would go over to the church for the actual ceremony. That’s where her focus should be, not allowing herself to revisit everything that had happened that day. She already knew that looking backwards was a waste of time, and she wasn’t going to allow herself to do it now.  
 
    *** 
 
    The first train of the day had been served, and the dining room was clean and ready to go. Tom and Harriet would stay behind at the hotel to watch over things while the rest of them went over to the church for the wedding ceremony. While Ruth felt bad that they wouldn’t be able to attend, she was grateful they were making the sacrifice so everyone else could be there. 
 
    Each of the waitresses had put on one of their spring dresses, and they carried stems of purple larkspur. Miranda’s dress was simple, yet beautiful—it had been her mother’s, and the girls had helped her with the small amount of altering it had needed to fit her perfectly. Now as she clasped hands with Richard at the head of the chapel, she looked so radiantly happy, Ruth could almost forgive her for falling in love and going away—almost. 
 
    Pastor Osbourne delivered a beautiful message about marriage, his eyes twinkling as he looked down on the two of them. “It’s my firm belief that God put men and women together to bring about the happiest organization there can be on the earth—that of the family,” he said. “Always remember the path that brought you here, and be grateful for what you have learned about yourselves and about each other along the way. You will continue to encounter trials, for that is the nature of life, but as you cling to each other and to the Lord, you will weather any storm.” 
 
    Then he paused and glanced at his pocket watch. “I’m told there’s another train coming shortly, so I’d better hurry this along.” Everyone laughed, and he had Richard and Miranda married within the next thirty seconds.  
 
    When they returned to the hotel, the girls laid out the simple meal they’d prepared for their train passengers in the dining room, then began to carry the food for the wedding reception outside to the tented area Tom had created in the backyard. They couldn’t turn their customers away for the sake of a party, but they could certainly work in a party alongside a meal service.   
 
    The waitresses were kept busy going back and forth from group to group, seeing to the needs of their customers while also seeing to the guests at the reception. Ruth caught sight of Alex Barker in the center of the melee, looking a bit confused as to where he should be. She wanted to ignore him and pretend he wasn’t even there, but it wasn’t in her nature to allow someone to feel lost, so she approached him. “May I help you, Mr. Barker?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I’m not sure where I should be eating. Where do guests of the hotel belong?” 
 
    “I’d suggest you stay in the dining room. We’re doing more of an actual meal in here, whereas outside we’re doing desserts only.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” He nodded, but then added, “You look very nice this morning, Miss Barnes.” 
 
    “Thank you. I rather enjoy a day off from wearing my black work dress.” She glanced down at her lavender sprigged muslin, then back up. “I’d best be going. The bacon and eggs won’t wait for me much longer.” 
 
    The train passengers were soon fed and on their way, and Ruth was able to step outside and stay there, milling around between the wedding guests and overhearing their happy chatter. They all agreed that Richard and Miranda were a fine couple, and that Richard had come into his own as a pastor. They were even wondering when he’d receive his own pulpit, and that made Ruth’s heart pound a little faster. In order for him to gain his own pulpit, he’d have to move, and that would mean taking Miranda away. That hadn’t been the plan at all, but Ruth wasn’t in charge of Miranda’s life, and things weren’t likely to go her way anyway.  
 
    A gust of wind picked up, making the tent flap, and Ruth looked up at the sky. Some clouds were starting to roll in, and she scowled. She’d always heard that rain on a wedding day was good luck, but she didn’t think that counted when the celebration was being held outside.  
 
    “Can you pray for the rain to hold off a few hours?” she asked Pastor Osbourne when he came over to refill his punch glass.  
 
    “I’ve already started,” he responded with a chuckle. “But you never know—God might be trying to bless us with this extra moisture.” 
 
    “You do enjoy taking God’s side in things, don’t you?”  
 
    “It’s really the only side to be on. He’s the smart one, after all.” 
 
    Ruth smiled and shook her head. “Of course. I just don’t want this wedding ruined.” 
 
    “I don’t think God does, either. I have the feeling He’s been waiting a while for this one.” He motioned over toward Richard and Miranda, who were chatting with their guests.  
 
    Ruth sighed. “All right, I’ll try to be patient about it. But if my cake gets wet . . .” 
 
    The pastor held up a hand. “If it starts to rain, I will personally pick up the cake and move it inside. I hereby consider it my assigned duty.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” She just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  
 
    As the day played out, it was time to cut the cake before any rain started to fall, so that was one crisis averted. Everyone was impressed by Ruth’s workmanship, and she received several compliments.  
 
    “You could open your own bakery,” Mrs. Squires, a member of the congregation, told her, giving her arm a squeeze. “You shouldn’t hide your talents under a bushel, my dear. Not that the hotel is a bushel, but I imagine you don’t get to make pretty things like this very often.” 
 
    “No, I don’t, and I definitely enjoy it,” Ruth replied. She’d tossed the idea of a bakery around in her mind several times, as well as owning her own restaurant, but it all came back to the same complication each time—the lack of funding. She had a tidy nest egg because the hotel paid well and she didn’t have many expenses, but she definitely hadn’t saved enough to start up an enterprise.  
 
    “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t help overhearing.”  
 
    Ruth looked up and saw Mrs. Norton, Richard’s aunt, at her elbow. She hadn’t met the woman yet, but knew she was staying at the hotel for the wedding. His uncle hadn’t come, stating that he was busy with work.  
 
    “That’s all right, Mrs. Norton. May I help you with something?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “You’re the baker who created this wonderful cake?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. My name is Ruth Barnes.” 
 
    “I’m Penelope Norton, Richard’s aunt, as you probably know. And by the strangest coincidence, I’ve been looking for a new cook for over a month. We live in a lovely home in Kansas City, where I’m on the board of various charities. It seems I’m constantly holding dinner parties or luncheons, and I’d be delighted to offer you the position, if you’re interested.” 
 
    Ruth blinked. Kansas City? She’d passed through on her way to Topeka, and it was the largest city she’d ever seen. She could imagine what a socialite luncheon would look like there—she’d have the opportunity to make dainty cakes and pastries to her heart’s content, and she’d have greater access to plays and concerts . . . So many thoughts were racing through her head, she almost forgot to reply. 
 
    “That’s a lovely offer, Mrs. Norton, but are you sure? You don’t know a thing about me—I could make off with your silver in the middle of the night.” 
 
    The woman laughed merrily. “The fact that you’re bringing it up tells me you’re not the sort, and I can’t imagine this hotel hiring anyone who wasn’t of the highest moral caliber. I can see that I’ve surprised you, though. I tell you what—I’ll be here for two more days. Think it over and ask me any questions you like before you make your decision, all right?” 
 
    She moved off before Ruth could respond.  
 
    “My goodness.” Ruth had forgotten that Mrs. Squires was still standing there. “That’s quite the compliment, don’t you think? What will you do, Ruth?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” And she wouldn’t be able to think about it until after the conclusion of the wedding reception and the meal for the next train. Then, and only then, would she have a few quiet minutes to sort through her thoughts.  
 
    She headed back inside to get more clean cups for the punch, and while she was loading up her tray, Margaret came into the kitchen and leaned on the counter. 
 
    “It’s a success,” she said, giving Ruth a smile. “I’ve heard so many wonderful things from the guests.” 
 
    “Everyone helped—it wasn’t just me,” Ruth protested. 
 
    “They helped, but it was largely you.” Margaret picked up a dishtowel and wiped at a crumb on the counter. “I know you’re terribly busy, but could you spare me a minute later? I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Ruth nodded. She’d been sparing a lot of minutes lately—a few more couldn’t hurt. “After the next train, all right? Or do you need to leave sooner than that?” 
 
    “Wade wants to get back to the ranch before nightfall, but that should be fine.” 
 
    “Let’s meet in the parlor after the meal service, then. I’m off shift once the food is served, and I plan to put my feet up and not move for at least an hour.” 
 
    “That does sound wonderful. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    As Ruth carried the tray outside and placed it next to the punch bowl, she wondered what Margaret wanted to discuss. She looked concerned about something, and that made Ruth worry because Margaret was usually the sort to take things in stride. If she was concerned, that meant something was going on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Alex finished reading the newspaper, then decided to walk around a bit and stretch his legs. While he wasn’t an invited wedding guest per se, he didn’t see anything wrong with strolling the grounds, and he was greeted warmly by Mrs. Brody when he stepped outside. 
 
    “Have you had a slice of cake?” she asked. “Ruth truly outdid herself.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” he replied. “It does look delicious.” 
 
    She handed him a plate with a generous slice. “It looks like there will be plenty left over, so don’t be shy if you’d like more.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He gave her a nod, then turned to survey the party while he ate. As he expected, he was surrounded by strangers—the only people he knew were Wade, Margaret, and of course Miss Barnes, who was floating from spot to spot making sure the food was restocked and everyone was comfortable.  
 
    He gripped the edge of his plate to keep his hands from shaking as he remembered his conversation with Jeb the day before. He wasn’t an angry man by nature, but it seemed that the things that infuriated him the most were being tested sorely, and he shook his head. His grandmother would say this was God’s way of teaching him to rise above his nature. Perhaps that was true. Whatever the cause of it, yes, he most certainly did need to rise above it.  
 
    He finished his cake and was contemplating another serving when Miss Barnes approached, wiping her hands on her apron. “Hello, Mr. Barker,” she said. “Have you gotten enough to eat?” 
 
    “I might accept another slice of cake, if there’s enough to go around.” 
 
    “There is.” She picked up the knife and cut him a slice nearly as large as the first had been. “I’m glad for a moment to speak with you. I feel we ended things rather awkwardly yesterday, and as you’ll be staying here at the hotel, I think it’s best if we put that aside.” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “I’m glad. That will make your stay here more enjoyable.” 
 
    Her words were kind, but she held a professional reserve, and he knew she didn’t feel comfortable speaking with him. She was just doing what she must to create a civil work atmosphere for herself, and he could understand that. “If there’s anything else I can do . . .” he offered, but he didn’t know how to finish the sentence. What exactly could he say?  
 
    “That’s all right, Mr. Barker. We’ll get along quite well, and you’ll have pleasant memories of the Brody Hotel to carry away with you. Oh, it looks like we’re nearly out of punch again. Please excuse me.” 
 
    She whisked away as quickly as she’d come, and he stood there, holding his cake and feeling helpless. He wished he possessed the magic to wipe away the injustices that had been done to her. Instead, all he could do was eat cake.  
 
    He’d received a telegram informing him that the sale of the ranch to Wade Watkins had gone through, and once Wade had finished his conversation with a few of the guests on the far side of the lawn, Alex would approach and give him the good news. Then he’d catch the train the next morning. He had some business dealings in Denver to resolve, and then he’d be on his way to Sacramento. It seemed he wouldn’t be home much that spring, but his work would profit him nicely, and he might even consider opening up an office here in the west. 
 
    Although perhaps he wouldn’t, now that he knew what sort of man his brother was. He didn’t want to spend any more time in Jeb’s vicinity than he absolutely had to.  
 
    He finished his cake, handed his plate to one of the other waitresses who seemed to be assigned to that very thing, and ducked through the crowd until he was standing next to Wade. Once that conversation was completed, he handed Wade the telegram and shook his hand. 
 
    “You’re the official owner of the Lazy Q,” he said. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Wade read the telegram once, and then twice. “Thank you,” he said, blinking a few times as though he didn’t believe what he was seeing. “This is a real dream come true for me.” 
 
    “I’m glad I was able to help. I know the property’s in good hands with you at the head.” 
 
    Wade nodded. “I’ll do my best. I appreciate your help.” 
 
    Alex didn’t point out the obvious—that they’d all benefitted from the arrangement. “Let me know if you have any questions. I’ll be leaving tomorrow, but I’ll be right here until then.” 
 
    “You’re leaving so soon? I’d thought . . .” Wade hesitated. “It’s not my place to say, but I thought you’d be eager to patch things up with your brother before you left.” 
 
    “Maybe I should, but I don’t have the heart for it right now. I’ll be heading back this way in a few months, though, and I’ll give it some thought for that return trip.” It might take every one of those months to prepare him for it. His brother just wasn’t the man Alex wanted him to be, and that disappointment burned in his belly. 
 
    Just then, they heard a commotion, and they turned to see Big Mike running toward them across the grass. “Wade!” he called out. “Wade, you’ve gotta come.” 
 
    Wade shoved his telegram in his pocket and met Mike in the center of the lawn. “What’s going on? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Cattle rustlers. They’re making off with some of the steers in the north pasture.” 
 
    “Where’s the marshal?” 
 
    “Tenny’s getting him, but we’ve gotta go, Wade. I don’t think the marshal can ride as fast.” 
 
    Wade looked around and spotted Margaret, who was standing with Mrs. Brody. “You stay here,” he called. “I’ll come back for you.” Then he turned back to Mike. “I have the wagon, not my saddle horse.” 
 
    “You’ll take mine,” Mr. Brody said, pushing through the crowd. “Tom can saddle a horse faster than anyone I know.” 
 
    “And I’m coming too,” Alex added.  
 
    Wade cast him a curious look. “You are?” 
 
    “I am. You need men.” 
 
    Wade gave a sharp nod, and they all headed over to the stables. 
 
    Tom was already saddling Mr. Brody’s horse, and Alex got to work on his—well, the one he’d rented from Jeb. Within minutes, they were riding out of the yard. Wade lifted a hand to Margaret, and Alex glanced around for Miss Barnes, hoping for some sign of approval, he supposed, but he didn’t see her.  
 
    Once they were out on the road, they broke into a run, the horses’ hooves kicking up clouds of dirt. Alex didn’t know what chance they had of catching up to the rustlers—they were hours behind—but they had to try. No one should be allowed to get away with stealing another man’s livelihood.  
 
    *** 
 
    The crowd of well-wishers cheered Richard and Miranda on their way as they drove off in their decorated buggy, then dispersed a few at a time, many of them carrying in dishes or helping take down the tent before they left. Ruth and the other girls scrambled to serve the train passengers who arrived a few minutes later, and then, with an exhausted sigh, she went to find Margaret in the parlor as promised.  
 
    Margaret didn’t look at all relaxed, even though the chaos had come to an end. She sat up straight in her chair, her hands clasped on her lap.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Ruth asked her as she sat down nearby. “You got something to eat, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m just so worried.” Margaret glanced toward the window. “They won’t be back for hours, if not days, and yet I keep expecting them to ride up any minute.” 
 
    “I only heard there’d been some cattle stolen. Do you know how many?” 
 
    “No. Mike didn’t give many details at all.” Margaret closed her eyes and inhaled, then opened them again. “The timing of this . . . The sale just went through today. Those are Wade’s cattle, not Mr. Barker’s, and it can’t be a coincidence that the rustlers targeted a ranch in the middle of a sale, can it? While things are in upheaval, and we’re all distracted? How many other ranches are out there that they could have targeted instead? It just doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    “They’ll figure it out,” Ruth said. “Right now, I’m more worried about you than anything. I’ve never seen you so pale.” 
 
    “I’m all right. I’m told this is somewhat common for the first few months.” 
 
    Ruth sat up straighter. “Margaret! Are you . . .?” 
 
    Margaret smiled, her face lighting up even though her concern was still evident. “My first husband and I never had any children, even though he and his mistress were expecting, and I thought I wasn’t able to conceive. I guess this proves me wrong.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head at the irony of it. “Well, you and Wade will be wonderful parents. I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Neither do I. It’s just dangerous out there, riding after those cattle thieves. What if they decide to shoot? Wade can defend himself, but if he’s caught by surprise . . .” 
 
    Ruth took Margaret’s hand. “Let’s not focus on that. Why are we having a clandestine meeting in the parlor—was it to tell me about the baby?” 
 
    Margaret nodded. “Yes. I actually wanted to tell you before, but I didn’t want to detract from Mr. Barker’s job offer.” 
 
    “About that.” Ruth exhaled. “I was certainly caught off guard.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I just wanted you to have the choice.” 
 
    “I made it very easily and soundly. Another thing happened, though—something else that surprised me. Mrs. Norton, Richard’s aunt, asked me to move to Kansas City and be her cook.” 
 
    Margaret tilted her head. “My goodness. You’ve certainly had an eventful couple of days, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I have, and my brain is spinning. I’ve wanted a change for a while, but certainly not with Jeb Barker. Kansas City, on the other hand . . . Think of all the possibilities. She says she holds nice luncheons on a regular basis—I’d love to create menus for things like that. I do get a little tired of making stew and corn bread all the time.” 
 
    “I do understand,” Margaret replied. She’d been employed at the Brody long enough to understand everything Ruth was saying. “We’d certainly miss you around here.” 
 
    “And I’d miss all of you, but that would be true no matter where I went. The only way not to miss you would be to stay here, and that doesn’t feel right either. I’ve got to do something to ease this restlessness in my chest or I’ll go crazy.” 
 
    “It sounds like Kansas City is your answer, then,” Margaret replied. 
 
    “It might be, but Mrs. Norton is giving me a little time to think about it. She’s been looking for a cook for a month—I suppose she can afford to give me a few days.” 
 
    “Especially when it’s such a big decision.” Margaret looked thoughtful. “You wouldn’t be interested in coming back out to the Lazy Q, would you?” 
 
    Ruth shook her head. “No, definitely not. Wade’s an entirely different sort of man from Mr. Barker and I know he’d run things differently, but I have too many memories there. I confess, though, that I miss everyone. I love it when they stop in to see me when they’re in town.” 
 
    “They miss you, too. Your name comes up frequently—and it’s all good,” she hastened to add. Then she paused. “Have you and Alex spoken since he checked in at the hotel?” 
 
    “Hardly at all—just enough to declare a truce. I was surprised to see him here, actually. I thought he’d be staying at the ranch right up until he left town.” 
 
    “And I’m surprised he didn’t speak with you as soon as he arrived. Maybe he’d rather you not know.” 
 
    Ruth’s curiosity was piqued. “Well, now you have to tell me. It’s not fair to hint and then go quiet.” 
 
    Margaret seemed to consider that, then said, lowering her voice, “He left the ranch because he was angry with Jeb about what happened to you. He confronted him in his office, and when Jeb didn’t deny anything, Alex packed up.”  
 
    “He did?” Ruth blinked. “I thought maybe he wanted to spend a day in town before he left.” 
 
    “No, he couldn’t stand being under his brother’s roof any longer.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “The cook we have—who I would replace in a heartbeat if I had the right replacement—was coming in to check on the menu. He overheard the whole thing from the hallway, and told me last night. And maybe I conjectured a little bit while I was at it.” 
 
    Ruth chuckled. “A little bit, or a whole lot?” 
 
    Margaret shrugged. “Probably only a little bit. At any rate, Alex Barker isn’t anything like his brother, and I hope you’ll mend fences with him before he leaves. I like him quite a bit, and I think he deserves your good opinion too.” 
 
    “And what would he do with it? It’s not likely that we’ll see each other again, especially if I take this job in Kansas City.” 
 
    “He’d know he left things as best as he could. That means a lot, you know.”  
 
    Ruth shook her head, not sure how to reply. “We did already call a truce. I thought it would be easier if we were civil to each other while he’s staying here.” 
 
    “Calling a truce isn’t the same as mending fences. Truces are usually temporary and superficial. They don’t really fix things.” 
 
    “But they’re easier.” At Margaret’s questioning look, Ruth went on. “All right, I’ll talk to him. I don’t know what good it will do or what you’re thinking we’ll accomplish, but I’ll make the effort.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ve never been able to bear the idea of people going their separate ways with bad blood between them.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that we have bad blood between us—just that we didn’t get along right off.” Ruth thought it was odd that Margaret was being so persistent about this, but if a quick conversation could put her friend’s mind at ease, that was simple.  
 
    “I’m glad it wasn’t anything worse than that.” Margaret gave her a smile. “I do have another worry, though. It seems I’ve been abandoned here, and I’m not sure you have a room for me. You have people staying here for the wedding and so forth, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not many—I’m sure we have a room.” Ruth paused. “It would be more fun, though, if you stayed upstairs with us. Like old times.” 
 
    Margaret grinned. “Oh, I like that idea even better. Being surrounded by men all the time makes me appreciate the company of women like never before.”  
 
    They took some clean linens from the cupboard and climbed the stairs to the attic, then worked together to make Miranda’s bed up fresh for Margaret to borrow. Ruth felt a pang that Miranda was no longer there, but at least for this first night, another friend had come to soothe a little bit of that sting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The sun had set, and purple streaks across the sky didn’t do much to light up the ground. Wade motioned for the riders to halt, and they all pulled up alongside him.  
 
    “I can’t make out their tracks anymore,” he said. “We’d best call it a night or we’re going to lose them altogether.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Big Mike said, and the other men nodded.  
 
    Alex took off his hat and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief. He hadn’t dressed for a day of riding, and his suit felt stuck to his back. Still, he didn’t regret coming—he had to see how this played out. 
 
    When he’d arrived back at the Lazy Q with Wade and Mike that afternoon, Old Sully told them that a hundred head of cattle had been cut out and were being driven north by four men—two of whom he’d recognized as Smith and Kale, men from the ranch that Jeb was taking with him to the new place. Jeb was nowhere to be seen, and the whole thing felt more than a little suspicious to Alex. If those two men weren’t working for Jeb, if they were going off on their own without his backing, how did they intend to maintain those cows? Did they have a place to put them, a way to keep them hidden? No, he suspected that his brother was trying to pad his own pockets as he was heading out the door.  
 
    Six men from the Q had lit out after them as soon as they were spotted. When Wade’s group got there, they’d paused just long enough to grab fresh horses and water, and then they were on their way too. Alex guessed that the first six were about eight hours ahead of them. Seemed unlikely that they’d ever catch up, but they were bringing the law with them in the form of Deputy Parker Monroe, and they’d each been made temporary deputies for this ride only. Who knew what they’d be facing up ahead.  
 
    The men slid off their horses, and Mike and Tenny scouted around until they had enough wood for a passable fire. Gallagher had ridden all afternoon with a couple of rabbits tied to his saddlebags, and now he got to work readying them for a roasting spit. Alex shook his head, smiling. These men were prepared even at a moment’s notice. It was quite inspirational, really.  
 
    Each of the packs had a blanket tied to it, and after the rustic meal had been eaten, the men spread out their bedrolls and prepared to get some rest. Alex lay down and tried to get comfortable, but he wasn’t used to sleeping outdoors, and the ground felt harder than it really had any right to. He knew he’d be a black-and-blue mess come morning, but as he reminded himself, he’d volunteered for this adventure, so he shouldn’t complain.  
 
    As he rolled over, hoping to ease the aches and pains in his body, he opened his eyes a slit and noticed that Wade was still seated by the fire. Rather than continuing the impossible task of trying to get comfortable, Alex pulled his boots back on and stood up, joining Wade as he stared into the glowing embers.  
 
    “Can’t sleep?”  
 
    Wade shook his head. “A little too riled up, so I volunteered for first watch.” 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to Alex that they’d need to post guards, but of course they would—they were on the trail of criminals who might double back. He felt sheepish for not putting that together before, and once again, he was reminded how very little he knew about this way of life. “Do you think my brother’s behind it?”  
 
    Wade poked the embers with a stick and didn’t answer for a long minute. “Sully didn’t mention seeing him,” he said at last. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean he didn’t arrange it. I’m sorry, Wade. I can’t help but feel responsible.” 
 
    Wade turned and looked at him. “Responsible? How?” 
 
    Alex shrugged. “If I hadn’t come knocking with this offer . . .” 
 
    Wade chuckled, sounding wry. “That’s going back in time an awfully long ways, Alex. Unless you’re confessing that you had a hand in this, you can’t blame yourself for what those cattle thieves chose to do. I’m glad you came along when you did—without this new deal for your brother, I doubt I could have ever afforded my own place. We’ll get this all worked out—you’ll see.” 
 
    “You sound pretty sure of that.” 
 
    Wade tossed his stick into the fire. “Things out here are pretty simple. If you take something that’s not yours, you’ll be punished for it, pure and simple. There aren’t a lot of politics or hoops to jump through. No fancy speeches or deliberating. I’ll get my cattle back, the thieves will get what’s coming to them, and we’ll get back to our lives as normal.” 
 
    “And if you can’t get the cattle back?” 
 
    “Oh, we will. There’s nothing out this way for miles, and they’re moving slower than we are because they have to drive the animals. We’ll catch up.” 
 
    Alex hadn’t thought about the animals slowing down the pace of the escape. Again, his naivety was showing. “And if they’re armed?” 
 
    “So are we.” Wade patted the pistol that rested on his hip. “Thing is, I know Smith and Kale. They aren’t in this for anything but the money, and their loyalties can be bought and sold. They don’t have the motivation to push this through once the law’s involved—they’ll turn themselves in and testify against their ringleader to get a lighter sentence. I don’t know about the other men, but that’s at least two who won’t have the guts to go all out. And with Monroe on our side, we’re operating in the name of the law.” He reached over and clapped Alex on the shoulder. “It’s good of you to be so concerned, but I have no doubt this will go our way.” 
 
    “And my brother?” 
 
    Again, Wade was quiet for a moment before he spoke. “We’ll figure out his involvement and go from there. I’m not eager to land him in jail, Alex. I don’t agree with him a lot of the time and I don’t like the way he makes and breaks pledges to suit him, but I’ve worked for him for a while now, and I don’t like the idea of this being his outcome.” 
 
    “You’re not angry?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m angry, but I don’t see the need to go directing it at someone in particular until I know for sure they’re the ones who deserve it.” Wade nodded toward Alex’s bedroll. “Get some sleep. I want to be on the trail as early as possible so we can catch up with our men.” 
 
    Alex lay back down and stared up into the black expanse of the sky. With no ceiling or walls separating him from it, he almost felt as though he could float up and into the atmosphere, and it was an unsettling feeling. He preferred the safety of being indoors, of knowing his boundaries. Maybe he was too citified for his own good.  
 
    *** 
 
    When the waitresses got up the next morning, Margaret asked if she could borrow a dark dress so she could help out with the meal services that day. 
 
    “You’re a guest,” Ruth told her. “You don’t have to help.” 
 
    “I want to help. If I sit around doing nothing all day, I’ll be thinking about Wade and the other men out there somewhere, and I’ll just fret,” Margaret explained. “Please let me stay busy.” 
 
    “Well, if you really want to, I suppose we could let you help with the laundry,” Emma said with a chuckle, handing Margaret one of her dresses.  
 
    Margaret thanked her and put it on, and the girls who were on the first shift headed downstairs to prepare. 
 
    The kitchen and dining room had been such a flurry of activity the day before that now, with only a train expected and not an entire wedding party, things seemed almost quiet. Kate put the coffee kettles on, Ruth began to slice up the ham, and the hotel guests filtered down the stairs a few at a time, content to sit and sip their tea or coffee until the food was ready.  
 
    Colonel Gordon came in to eat his breakfast, and as the dining room door opened and closed, Ruth couldn’t help but overhear snippets of the conversation taking place between the locals.  
 
    “Colonel, is it true that one of your deputies rode out after some dangerous cattle thieves yesterday?” 
 
    “Do you think there will be gunplay?” 
 
    “What does this mean for the other ranches in the area?” 
 
    “Will anyone be killed? What about a hanging?” 
 
    Margaret entered the kitchen and set her tray on the counter, her face drawn. “There’s so much gossip out there, and people have even been stopping me to ask after Wade. Gracious, I don’t know what to tell them—how am I supposed to know what’s truth and what’s rumor?” 
 
    Ruth shook her head, frustrated. The way people liked to talk about anyone and everyone, like it was even their business . . . “Why don’t you and I trade places?” she suggested. “The food’s cooked—I’m just scooping it onto plates.” 
 
    Margaret gave her a grateful look. “I’d appreciate it. This new . . . situation . . . of mine has me feeling more emotional than I have for a long while, and I’d hate to burst into tears in the middle of the dining room.” 
 
    Ruth smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time someone cried out there. Come on now—here’s the spoon and here’s the pan. Have at it.” 
 
    “Table four needs three scrambled eggs,” Margaret said.  
 
    Ruth nodded and set bread and butter on the tray while Margaret put the food on the plate. Ruth hadn’t actually waited tables before—she’d gone straight to work in the kitchen when she came to the Brody—but it couldn’t be that hard. She knew the menu backwards and forwards, after all.  
 
    With her tray loaded, she stepped out into the dining room and then paused, realizing for the first time that she actually had no idea which table was number four. 
 
    “I don’t know where I’m going,” she said in a low voice to Carrie as her friend passed. 
 
    “Then you won’t know when you get there,” a jovial male voice replied, and both girls glanced over in surprise at the young man seated under the window. “I’m sorry,” he went on. “I have a terrible habit of interrupting other people’s conversations. Ignore me.” 
 
    Ruth gave him a half smile before turning back to Carrie. “Table four?” 
 
    “Over there,” Carrie said with a nod, and Ruth was able to deliver her order.  
 
    Once she knew which table was number four, she was able to figure out the numbering system rather easily, and that was the only trip-up she had when it came to finding her way. She did spill the smallest amount of coffee on a gentleman’s cuff, but he was good-natured about it, and she nearly ran Nora over once when they were both trying to pass through the doorway, but no one was actually injured in the process. 
 
    “Do you often make arrests in the case of cattle theft, Colonel?” asked one particularly curious man whose voice rose above the din in the room like a foghorn over a misty harbor. “Or do you leave it to the vigilantes to mete out their justice? I’m from Delaware, you see, and I’m quite fascinated by the idea of frontier justice.” 
 
    Gracious. Just how long could this particular conversation go on before it shifted to something else?  
 
    Colonel Gordon took a sip of his coffee before answering. Ruth stepped over to refill that coffee, curious to hear his answer before she returned to the kitchen. “Well, now,” the marshal said after he wiped his mouth, “I’m not sure what all information you’ve had coming your way and from what source, but at least around here, we don’t leave much in the hands of the vigilantes. There are laws about how justice should be meted out, you see, and we don’t take kindly to people thinking they’re above obeying those rules.” 
 
    “But I thought that if a man stole a cow, he was eligible for the rope,” the traveler replied.  
 
    Colonel Gordon pushed back his chair and rose, pausing next to the other man’s table. “Sir,” he said, “it’s my opinion that if a man enjoys a sensational story more than he enjoys hearing the truth, he’s got a bit too much time on his hands.” He left the dining room with a nod to Mr. Brody. 
 
    Ruth couldn’t help but smirk as she refilled the last few cups on her side of the dining room. The marshal was a bit of a gruff man, not too sympathetic when it came to sob stories and the like, and she’d never cared much for him. He sure cut to the heart of the matter when it was needed, though, and that was entertaining to watch.   
 
    When the meal service was over, she heaved a sigh of relief and turned her attention to gathering up the linens, ready to finish the task and get back to her rightful place in the kitchen. This transfer of assignments had been eye-opening to be sure, and she was ready for the newness of it to be over.  
 
    “Miss Barnes?” 
 
    She turned, her arms full of tablecloths, and saw that Mrs. Norton had entered the dining room from the other side. 
 
    “Good morning, Mrs. Norton. I’m afraid you’ve just missed the breakfast service, but I’m sure we have more food, if you’d like to take a seat.” 
 
    Mrs. Norton lifted a hand. “Oh, no, my dear. I don’t eat breakfast—it’s too early for me yet. I was hoping to speak with you, actually, and see if you had any questions about my offer. I realize I gave you two days to consider it, but I’ve been eager to hear your answer.” 
 
    That was certainly flattering. “I’ll put these in the kitchen and come back, if that’s all right,” Ruth said, nodding toward the tablecloths she held. 
 
    “Oh, of course. I’m sure carrying those around is a bit cumbersome. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    Ruth tossed the linens into the basket and then prepared a tray with tea, thinking that while Mrs. Norton might not eat breakfast, she might be thirsty. She carried the tray to the dining room and placed it on one of the freshly set tables. Mrs. Norton sat across from her and smiled.  
 
    “I hope I’m not creating extra work for you,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, not at all. We can change out a table faster than you can blink.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent skill to have. I wouldn’t know the first thing about it.” Mrs. Norton rested her folded hands on the table. “Now, as I was telling you yesterday, my home in Kansas City is quite large. We moved there when Richard was a boy of seventeen, and I admit, at the time our circumstances were quite a bit more meager. My husband’s business had failed, but he worked hard and persevered, and now we’ve created a life for ourselves that exceeds what we had before.”  
 
    Ruth wondered why Mrs. Norton wanted her to know about the family’s finances, but she just smiled. Saying anything in reply would be too awkward, she was sure.  
 
    “In order to maintain that new life, my husband is gone for long hours every day, leaving me to my own devices, and I’m afraid I have a fondness for society. When I’m not hosting charity lunches or whatnot, I frequently have guests over for tea. I find their company much more interesting than my own. You would have free reign over the menu—except for those rare occasions when we don’t care for something—and your grocery budget would be quite generous, giving you plenty to work with. Breakfast, as I mentioned, isn’t served in our home, so you would only need to worry about the two larger meals of the day, and of course, tea. You would have one evening off every other week, the date to vary depending on our social calendar, and your wage would be . . . what would you like for your wage, my dear?” 
 
    Ruth blinked. She’d never been asked that in her life, and she had no idea how to reply. She made twenty-five dollars a month at the Brody, so she should probably ask a bit more, but then, Mr. Brody was known for his generosity, so perhaps she should ask a bit less . . . She took a deep breath. “Twenty-eight dollars a month, ma’am.” 
 
    Mrs. Norton didn’t react at all, but merely nodded and continued to discuss the duties and benefits. Ruth tried not to exhale too noticeably, acting as though discussing business was second nature to her. It made her wonder, though, if she had asked too little. What if she could have gotten thirty? Perhaps she could, but then she’d wonder if she’d been too greedy. Why weren’t these things simpler? 
 
    “I’ll give you until my departure tomorrow to decide, my dear, and I believe you’re likely expected to give notice—could you follow me in two weeks’ time?” 
 
    “I believe that could be arranged,” Ruth replied.  
 
    “Excellent. You have no idea what a relief it will be for me to have a cook installed in my kitchen once again. My household staff has been limping along as best as they can, but if they serve me even one more runny custard or watery bowl of soup, I believe I’ll cry.” She rose from the table. “I’ll return to my room to write some letters, but I look forward to the noon meal.” 
 
    Ruth nodded, then closed her eyes and tried to bring her heartbeat back into some sort of reasonable rhythm. Could she really be considering this? She knew she had the courage—she’d come all this way by herself, after all, but she was safe at the Brody. She knew what to expect, and she had friends. This . . . it sounded predictable, and yet she didn’t know what to expect. Would she be accepted by the rest of the staff? Would she make friends? Would she be happy there? 
 
    Suddenly she didn’t know if setting off on a new adventure was such a grand idea after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The sky had barely turned the faintest shade of gray when the men started moving around in camp. Alex winced as he sat up and the muscles in his back went into a spasm. He’d never take his bed for granted again, that was for sure. He felt around for his boots, shook them out and then pulled them on, not eager to get back in the saddle, but ready to see how he could help that day.  
 
    After a quick breakfast of dried meat and water from a canteen, the men were off again, and they’d made good progress by the time the sun crested the eastern horizon. Alex didn’t know how Wade had made out the trail before sunrise, but there must have been enough light or he wouldn’t have pressed forward.  
 
    “We need to pick up speed now that the sun’s up,” Wade called over his shoulder, and the men urged their horses to go faster. Alex felt every jolt and rut clear up through his shoulders, but he refused to complain, instead making the decision to ride more once this was over. So much time sitting at a desk and poring over paperwork had taken its toll on him, and he was getting weak.  
 
    They stopped to water the horses, then pressed on. The spring sunshine had felt good at first, but as the morning continued, it became hot, and a trickle of sweat ran down Alex’s back. There was a bathtub at the Brody—he would avail himself of it the minute he returned.  
 
    Finally, Wade lifted a hand. “Look up ahead,” he called, bringing his horse to a stop on top of a ridge. The other men came up alongside him and peered down into the valley below, where six men on horseback were galloping hard across the yellow expanse. “Those are our men.”  
 
    “Should we let them know we’re coming? Fire a shot in the air or something?” Alex asked. 
 
    Wade scratched his chin. “I don’t think so. We don’t know what the cattle thieves have planned from here on out, and we don’t want to alert them to our presence any more than necessary. Chances are, they already know we’re here and what color our boots are, but I don’t want to give them any information they don’t already have. Let’s ride hard and catch up.” 
 
    Alex held on tight and followed the men down the somewhat steep embankment, glad that his horse had more confidence in his abilities than he did. Once on the flat ground, the men urged their horses into a full-out run, and after several minutes, they caught up to the group. 
 
    The man leading the pack brought his horse up short and wheeled around to speak with Wade. Alex had met him while doing the paperwork for the ranch sale—his name was Jack Milton, and he was one of the wranglers. “There you are,” he said to Wade, a grin on his face. “I was startin’ to wonder if you were ever going to join us.” 
 
    “Doin’ our best to catch up,” Wade replied. “What news?” 
 
    Jack pointed up ahead. “See that rise? Irish rode up ahead and spotted the herd on the other side. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “We’re just in time, then.” Wade looked around at the men. “Deputy? What’s the most law-abiding way we can go about this?” 
 
    Monroe wiped his forehead with his sleeve before answering. “Well, you’ve all been made deputies, so I suggest we ride in there and take some men into custody.” He paused, looking over the new additions to their group. “You six are now deputies too, but don’t let all that power go to your head.” 
 
    Jack laughed. “We’ll try not to.” 
 
    “As I’m the only one with a badge, I’ll ride up front and give warning,” Monroe continued. “Stay close behind, fan out, and surround the herd. With any luck, we’ll have this wrapped up in a matter of an hour.” 
 
    Alex didn’t ask the obvious question—what they would do if something unexpected arose. That was the trouble with unexpected things—how to plan for them.  
 
    The men spurred their horses onward again, and as they crested the top of the next rise, Alex spotted the herd up ahead. They were moving slowly, as cattle did, and it looked like the original four thieves had also picked up some reinforcements along the way. Now there were seven men to come up against. Alex spotted Smith and Kale almost immediately, but try as he might, he couldn’t find Jeb among the lot.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean anything,” he muttered as he urged his horse onward. Jeb could be waiting ahead for them—he didn’t have to be present to be as guilty as any of the rest of them. 
 
    “Ho there!” Deputy Monroe called out. “Stop in the name of the law!” 
 
    Two of the thieves twisted in their saddles to see what was going on, but rather than stopping as commanded, they dug their heels into their horses’ sides and rode harder, catching up to their confederates and urging them to run as well. Wade’s men broke into pursuit, and Alex stayed near the deputy’s right. He wanted to be the first to see Jeb’s face when they located his hideout. He needed to resolve this once and for all.  
 
    The thieves left the cattle far behind as they raced across the prairie to the next rise, but when they reached it, they wheeled their horses and drew their guns. Wade’s men barely had time to draw themselves before guns were pointed in their direction. They were at a disadvantage, being on the low ground while the thieves had the hill.  
 
    Alex and the others glanced around for any sort of cover, but there were no trees, and the waving grasses only came thigh high. They were on display for anyone to see—and for anyone to shoot.  
 
    “I’ll try to talk to them,” Deputy Monroe said. He edged forward, one hand lifted as he faced the hill. “I’m Parker Monroe, deputy sheriff from Topeka,” he called out. “We’re here to reclaim the cattle stolen from the Lazy Q ranch. You’ve left the animals behind—that’s good. If you’ll come with us now, we can discuss a more lenient sentence.” 
 
    He received no answer but a laugh carried on the wind, and then a bullet whizzing through the air. 
 
    Monroe turned back to the men. “They’ve refused to cooperate, and they’ve fired the first shot. Frisco, it’s up to you.” 
 
    Frisco nodded and brought his rifle into position.  
 
    Alex had heard the men on the ranch talk about Frisco, but he’d never seen the man shoot for himself. Now he understood the admiration the other men held for him. Frisco aimed and fired with very little hesitation, then took the next rifle handed him, and the next in quick succession. The next thing Alex knew, every single one of the men up on the ridge had a bleeding leg. 
 
    “Just scratches,” Frisco said with a grin in response to Alex’s shocked look. “Not a killing shot in the bunch. Just a little motivation to listen to the deputy.” 
 
    “All right, all right,” came a shout from the rise. “We’re coming down.” 
 
    “Leave your weapons on the hill,” Monroe shouted back. “Toss them so we can see them.” 
 
    The men threw their pistols and rifles onto the ground, then began their descent toward the flat ground. They were met by the men from the Lazy Q, who had trained their guns on the thieves and were more than ready to get the entire ordeal over with. 
 
    They’d nearly gathered up all the men when Alex saw a flash of metal from the corner of his eye. He cried out in warning, but it was too late—three of the men were still armed, and had pulled out their spare weapons. They were quickly subdued by Wade’s men, but not before they got off a few protest shots, one of them burrowing deep into Alex’s thigh. 
 
    Blood began to spurt from the wound immediately, and Alex stared at it, not comprehending what was happening. He’d been shot? But they had the men under arrest. It was supposed to be over now. 
 
    Irish came up alongside him, yanked the bandana from around his neck, and tied it around Alex’s thigh. “Keep the pressure on that,” he shouted over the other raised voices. “And get yourself back to town as fast as you can.” 
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Jack said. “He’ll need a medic in his condition.” 
 
    Irish nodded, and Jack reached over and slapped Alex’s shoulder. “Come on, man—we’ve got to keep moving.” 
 
    Alex nodded, able to nudge his horse to move even through the haze that had come over him. He heard Wade calling out orders—two men to stay with the cattle, the rest to guard their prisoners on the way back—and then he concentrated on following Jack across the rolling grasses and back the way they’d come.  
 
    Jack kept a brisk pace, and soon they’d left everyone else behind. Alex shook his head, trying to clear the fog, but he still felt disconnected from his mind, from his body, and all he could think about was that hot bath back at the hotel. Then he remembered something else from the hotel—Miss Barnes. Lovely Miss Barnes, with her moss-green eyes and her chestnut hair. He’d barely made her acquaintance—it would be a shame to die before he’d even been given permission to call her Ruth.  
 
    He sat up a little straighter, focusing now. That would be his goal—he would live long enough to call her by her Christian name. He would not die on this prairie—that would be an unutterable waste of a life. 
 
    After they’d ridden for some time, Jack motioned for them to come to a halt by a small stream. Alex recognized it as the place where they’d watered the horses earlier that day.  
 
    “I need to take a look at that wound,” Jack said as he helped Alex slide to the ground. “I’m not goin’ to untie Irish’s bandage here, but I want to see what’s goin’ on around it and under it.” 
 
    He led Alex right to the water’s edge and helped him get a drink. It wasn’t as fresh-tasting as Alex would have liked, but it was cold and clear, and eased the dryness in his throat. Then Jack pulled Alex’s pant leg away from the wound and poured some water over the bandage, washing away the blood and giving himself a better view of the situation.  
 
    “That’s some bullet hole you’ve got there,” he said, letting out a whistle. “You’ll have a story to go with it, too.” 
 
    “Not much of one,” Alex replied through gritted teeth. That water was stinging like a hive of hornets. “I was shot with a concealed weapon, and mostly because I was in the way. It could have been any one of us.” 
 
    “We’ll let you take the glory.” Jack grinned. “Could you handle anything to eat?” 
 
    The very idea made Alex’s stomach roil. “Not right now, thanks.” 
 
    “Then let’s keep going.” 
 
    They mounted again and continued their ride. Alex lost track of time—how far had they come? Had they passed last night’s camping spot yet, or was that still up ahead? He had to trust that Jack knew the way—the terrain looked the same to him as it had for hours now, and if it were up to him to navigate, they’d get lost somewhere out on the prairie and no one would ever find them.  
 
    There were so many reasons why he wasn’t a cowboy. 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, what do you think you’ll do?” Giselle asked, her hands having grown still over the washtub. 
 
    Ruth had decided to tell the other girls about her dilemma. She always thought best when she spoke her feelings aloud, and she knew they’d help her see all the different angles of the situation. Besides, it was lonely, keeping this to herself. 
 
    “I think I’m going to take the job,” Ruth said, feeling relieved as the decision was made and the knot of uncertainty in her stomach loosened. They’d talked about the advantages and the disadvantages, and it seemed the right choice for a great many reasons. Plus, Kansas City wasn’t that far away from Topeka by train, and she could come back for a holiday once in a while, she was sure.  
 
    “I’m happy for you, but very sad for myself,” Carrie said, wrapping her arm around Ruth’s shoulders. “It’s like the heart of the Brody is leaving.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Ruth said, her cheeks feeling a little warm.  
 
    “I do. It’s going to be so strange without you here, but we want you to be happy,” Giselle added.  
 
    Ruth carried the wet napkins over to the clothesline and began to hang them up, feeling as though she’d just closed a door and was standing on the other side, wondering if she should walk down the hallway or go back into the room she’d just left. This decision wasn’t final by any means—she hadn’t spoken to Mr. Brody yet, she hadn’t accepted Mrs. Norton’s offer yet, and it would be simple to take it all back. But should she?  
 
    She wished she wasn’t so indecisive, but she was being faced with two very good prospects, and she didn’t think she’d be unhappy with either choice. It was a matter of figuring out which she wanted more—a new adventure with risks and rewards, or the comforts and security of home, which were also infinitely attractive.  
 
    She still had until the next morning to make up her mind—she’d put it to the side for now and let her brain work on it quietly while she finished her part of the laundry. Maybe things would be clearer to her then.  
 
    As she began to prepare the chicken for the next meal, she paused, then rummaged through her herbs and spices. She wasn’t in the mood for her regular mixture—she wanted to do something a little bit different. She blended rosemary, thyme, and oregano in with the salt and pepper, and then she added just a bit of rosemary to the bread. When the bread came out of the oven, she oiled the top to give it a shiny appearance. She doubted anyone would notice but her, but making just that small change satisfied something in her creative spirit. She’d almost forgotten she’d done it until she started getting feedback from the dining room. 
 
    “Everyone loves the new chicken and bread,” Josie reported as she dropped off her dirty dishes. “They’re asking if it’s going to be on the menu from now on.” 
 
    “I think it should be,” Emma added. “I could eat a whole loaf of that bread myself.” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s where my missing bread went,” Ruth teased.  
 
    “I didn’t say I did eat it. I said I could eat it.” Emma grabbed two plates of pie and slipped back out to the dining room.  
 
    Ruth smiled as she sliced the next pie. This was validation that she’d be well received no matter which choice she made—that had been a concern. Now she could focus on the benefits, and in that regard, Kansas City was her clear choice. Here in Topeka, she could tinker with recipes and add spices in unusual places, but she was a hotel kitchen cook, and that’s likely all she would ever be. Kansas City would give her the opportunity to meet new people and create new experiences. Her decision was made. She’d speak with Mrs. Norton the next morning after breakfast.  
 
    With the kitchen cleaned up, her shift was over, and she crossed the dining room floor toward the lobby with gratitude. She was going to head upstairs, change into a cooler dress, and go for a walk. The heat of the day had passed, and she was eager to get a breath of fresh air. Sometimes it was so hot in the kitchen, she felt as though she’d fall right over. 
 
    “Excuse me. Miss?” 
 
    She glanced up, her foot on the bottom step of the staircase, and saw the young man from earlier—the one from the dining room who’d made the joke about not knowing her destination. She stepped back onto the main floor and smiled. “Yes? How can I help you?” 
 
    He grinned, seeming a little embarrassed. “I wanted to apologize again for before. I enjoy making friends and having light conversation, and I sometimes interrupt where I’m not even involved. I hope you know I didn’t mean to be rude, and that you don’t think poorly of me because of it.” 
 
    Ruth didn’t want to hurt his feelings by saying that she actually hadn’t thought about him at all, so she smiled and said, “Of course I understand, and you’re not to worry about it.”  
 
    “Thank you. You’re very kind.” He glanced at the clock that hung on the wall over the check-in counter. “Are you finished for the night? I wondered if I might escort you on a walk. It’s a very pleasant evening.” 
 
    Ruth hesitated. He was offering the very thing she wanted, except she’d planned to go alone. She needed solitude quite badly after all the chaos of the last few days. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he rushed on. “Of course you’re apprehensive about walking out with me. I haven’t even introduced myself yet.” He gave a little bow. “Laird Runyon, miss. I’m staying at the hotel for a few days while I transact some business with the bank.” 
 
    “Ruth Barnes,” she replied. She took a good look at him for the first time and noticed that he seemed like a nice-enough young man—perhaps a bit too eager, but she could forgive him that. “I was just about to go for a walk myself, but with my friends. Perhaps we could all go together.” 
 
    “Perfect. Shall I meet you here in a few minutes?” 
 
    She nodded, then turned and headed up the stairs. Now she just needed to find a couple of friends who would go with her, and hope they’d forgive her for that small lie.  
 
    “I’ll go,” Emma said, setting her book aside.  
 
    “I would, but I’ve already gotten ready for bed,” Carrie replied. “It was such a long day.” 
 
    Josie, Kate, and Callie were down in the kitchen starting bread for the next morning, and Giselle had gone home for the night. Ruth turned to Margaret. “What about you? Or is Emma my only victim?” 
 
    Margaret laughed. “Yes, I’ll go. Once again making myself useful while I’m here.” She reached down and picked up her shoes. “I do resent putting these back on, though. I thought I was in for the night.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. No word from Wade?” 
 
    “Not a peep.” Margaret finished with her shoes and stood up. “Let’s go see this strange young man of yours.” 
 
    “I didn’t say he was strange. Just that he was unusual,” Ruth hedged. 
 
    “They’re close enough to the same thing.”  
 
    When they reached the parlor, Mr. Runyon was waiting for them, and his face broke into a wide smile when he saw them. “My goodness. I didn’t expect to be escorting three lovely young ladies.” 
 
    “It’s your lucky day,” Emma informed him. “Margaret doesn’t really count, though, because she’s married.” 
 
    “Of course she counts,” he replied. “A woman doesn’t stop being lovely just because she’s married.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Margaret told him. “That’s always nice to hear.” 
 
    They headed outside, and Ruth almost shivered at the difference in the temperature inside and outside the hotel. “We need more windows in the kitchen,” she said. “I wonder how Mr. Brody would feel if we just removed one of the walls.” 
 
    “He’d probably want to make sure the whole building wouldn’t collapse first,” Emma said, and the girls laughed.  
 
    “I can imagine it gets quite stifling, with the oven and whatnot,” Mr. Runyon said. “Is it one stove or two?” 
 
    “It’s a fairly large stove with an oven,” Ruth replied. “We also have a fireplace with bread ovens on either side, and those are kept going nearly round the clock.” 
 
    “It must be cozy in the winter and uncomfortable during the summer. I wonder if there’s a way to remedy that.” Mr. Runyon looked thoughtful, and Ruth wondered what interest he had in kitchens and their temperatures. He was likely just trying to be friendly, but he seemed to be putting more thought into this casual conversation than was necessary.  
 
    She looked up as she heard the galloping of hooves, and a moment later, a young man on horseback came nearly skidding around the corner and pulled to a stop in front of them. “Dr. Wayment?” he gasped. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him,” Ruth replied. “Isn’t he at home?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, and his housekeeper doesn’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Try the Lucky Clover saloon,” Emma said. “I think I heard something about a brawl over there and a split lip.” 
 
    The rider gave her a quick nod, wheeled his horse, and galloped that direction.  
 
    “The doctor’s at the saloon, is he?” Mr. Runyon chuckled. “I hope he’s not the sort to indulge while he’s there.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Ruth told him. “Dr. Wayment’s always sober. It’s one of the reasons why we trust him so much.” She looked down the street after the rider, wondering why he was in such a hurry and where he’d come from. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him at all. She supposed that if it was important, they’d hear about it soon enough. Gossip did have a way of flying around town much more easily than she’d like.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Alex, wake up. We have to keep movin’.” 
 
    Alex lifted his chin from his chest and looked around. At some point, Jack had lashed him onto his saddle with a rope—that was probably wise, given how many times he’d nearly fallen off his horse while they were in motion. He was struggling to stay conscious, and he knew that meant he’d lost far too much blood.  
 
    “Alex, listen to me. Do you remember the rider who was here a little while ago? The one Colonel Gordon sent to see if we needed reinforcements? I sent him back and told him to bring a doctor here. A good one—not one of those quacks we have runnin’ around town. All we have to do is keep movin’ and he’ll meet us between here and there, all right? But you can’t keep fallin’ asleep like this.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Alex mumbled.  
 
    Jack looked him over and shook his head. “We’ve already lost some precious time. All right, listen up. There’s a new plan.” 
 
    He slid off his horse, tied it to the back of Alex’s horse, then climbed up behind Alex. “I’m goin’ to keep you from hittin’ the dirt, and you’re goin’ to trust me, all right?” 
 
    All Alex could do was nod. 
 
    Jack gathered up the reins and gave them a flick. Alex felt himself bouncing from side to side, but Jack’s strong arms kept him from becoming unseated. Alex tried to hold himself upright so his weight wouldn’t be too much of a burden for Jack, but try as he might, he just couldn’t stay awake, and he drifted off after hearing Jack say, “Hang in there. It can’t be far now—hang in there, Alex.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mr. Runyon kept the other girls laughing, but Ruth could only smile. Even though the man searching for Dr. Wayment had given them no information, she couldn’t help but feel this was connected to them in some way, and she badly wanted to know what was going on. They walked about half a mile before deciding to turn back, and when they reached the hotel, Ruth was more than ready to say goodnight.  
 
    The other waitresses slipped upstairs without saying much, and Ruth smiled at their lack of subtlety.  
 
    “Would you care to sit in the parlor with me for a moment, Miss Barnes?” Mr. Runyon said, motioning toward the sofa. “Your friends are lovely ladies, but I’m afraid you and I didn’t have much chance to speak.” 
 
    She’d been about to excuse herself, but she didn’t want to be rude—he’d done nothing to deserve it. “Of course,” she replied, sitting down and smoothing her skirts over her lap. “I must warn you, though, that I can’t stay long—morning comes early at the Brody.” 
 
    “I imagine it does.” He took a seat across from her. “So tell me, Miss Barnes, a little bit about yourself. You already know that I take very few things seriously, although in banking, I should take everything seriously. I should also confess to having a great fondness for oranges. What about you, Miss Barnes? How do you feel about oranges?” 
 
    She smiled. That wasn’t the sort of question she’d expected, and that made it more welcome. “I love oranges, although we don’t see many of them here in Topeka.” 
 
    “Hmm. Yes, I can see that would be a problem—transporting them before they spoiled and that sort of thing. And they wouldn’t grow here, would they?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never thought about it.” 
 
    “Well, I intend to find out. There are some pieces of information that should not go unexplored.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “You seem distracted by something, Miss Barnes. Is anything the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m just tired after a long week. I don’t mean to be dull company.” 
 
    “You could never be dull. So, tell me about this week. I already caught snippets about the cattle rustling this afternoon in the dining room. What else has you troubled?” 
 
    “We held a large wedding here the other day, I was made a job offer I’ll likely accept, and Margaret’s husband is off chasing the missing cattle.” Alex Barker flitted through her mind, but she ignored him. She didn’t even know why he was there. “All in all, there’s been a lot of excitement.” 
 
    “I should say.” Mr. Runyon sat upright and crossed one ankle over the opposite knee. “Tell me about this job offer. It sounds fascinating.” 
 
    The longer Ruth talked with Mr. Runyon, the more at ease she felt, and before she realized it, an hour had gone by. That was certainly something—chatting for an hour when she hadn’t even wanted to chat for a few minutes. She mentally scolded herself for being so withdrawn—she might have enjoyed the whole evening more if she’d let herself. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Runyon, but it’s late, and I do need to be up early.” 
 
    “Of course. You told me that at the start, and then I completely lost track of time.” He came to his feet and held out his hand. “Thank you for sitting and visiting with me. It was very pleasant.” 
 
    “And thank you for the company. You’re right—I’ve been distracted, and I needed some time thinking about other things.” 
 
    She exited the parlor and noticed Mr. Brody sitting in the chair behind the check-in desk, a cup of coffee in his hand. “Goodnight, sir,” she said, intending to go on her way, but he waved her over. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear part of your conversation,” he said. “Are you planning to leave us, Ruth?” 
 
    She exhaled, looking for the right words. “I’d meant to speak to you about it in the morning, but yes. Mrs. Norton invited me to move to Kansas City and be her personal cook, and while I’ve loved my time here, I feel it’s the right choice. I’ve felt confined in Topeka these last several months, seeing my friends come and go while I stayed in one spot, and I’d like the chance to spread my wings a bit.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve noticed that you’ve seemed a little wistful lately.” 
 
    “Wistful?” She chuckled. “Gracious, have I been that obvious? I’m sorry, Mr. Brody. I didn’t mean to mope.” 
 
    “Not at all. I think I just noticed it because we’ve known you so long. Elizabeth commented on it too.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t let my life’s little dilemmas trickle out to where they can affect everyone. I’ll try to be better about it.” She paused. “I suppose this is it, then.” 
 
    “I’ll accept it as your official resignation, but if you ever want to come back, you have a job here, no questions asked. By the way, the chicken you made tonight was exceptional, and the herbs in the bread were delicious.” 
 
    “Thank you. I wanted to try something a little different.” 
 
    “Very successfully.” He came to his feet and held out his hand. “I mean it, Ruth. You’ll always be welcome here.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” She accepted his hand, then turned and went upstairs before she’d do something silly like burst into tears right there in the lobby. She had to let go of what she had in order to reach for something better—she knew that. But letting go was certainly painful.  
 
    *** 
 
    Alex felt the horse come to a stop, and Jack dismounted. Then Jack loosened the rope holding Alex on the saddle and helped him slide to the ground.  
 
    “Where are we?” Alex managed to say. 
 
    “Still outside town, but you can’t go any farther. You’re burnin’ up.”  
 
    Alex opened his eyes just a slit and noticed the approach of dawn. “How long have we been riding?” 
 
    “A long, long time. These poor horses are about ready to give out. You’re the important thing, though—we’ve got to get you fixed up.” 
 
    Alex waved a hand. “I’m fine. I don’t even feel much anymore.” 
 
    “But see, that’s a problem. When you stop feelin’ the pain, that means somethin’s not right.” 
 
    Jack built a small fire, and Alex turned his face to the warmth. It felt nice, lying there on the ground after so many hours of jouncing along. He’d never thought he’d appreciate lying on hard-packed dirt, but some things certainly did bring other things into perspective.  
 
    He wondered what Miss Barnes would be making for breakfast that morning. He pictured her hair coming loose from its braid and fluttering around her face, picked up by the breeze. She made a pretty picture both in real life and in his imagination.  
 
    “Ho!” 
 
    Alex heard a voice call from a great distance away, and then Jack answering it. 
 
    “That’ll be the doctor,” Jack said, squatting down on his heels next to Alex. “He must have ridden hard to get here.” 
 
    “Everybody’s riding hard today,” Alex mumbled. “Poor horses.” 
 
    “I’ll give ’em an extra rubdown and a few days off,” Jack replied. “Stay awake, Alex. The doctor’s goin’ to want to talk to you.” 
 
    Horse hooves cantered up to their tiny campsite, and Alex opened his eyes again to see a tall man with a moustache kneel down next to him with a black case in his hand. “I’m Dr. Wayment,” he said. “Tell me what’s going on here—the rider wasn’t very clear.” 
 
    “This is Alex Barker, sir, and he got shot in the thigh while we were retrievin’ some stolen cattle,” Jack replied. “He’s had that bandana on since just after it happened—it’s a bleeder for sure.” 
 
    The doctor pressed his lips together. “Yes, I can certainly see that. I hope you aren’t too fond of this suit, Mr. Barker. It’ll never be the same.” 
 
    Alex appreciated the doctor’s wry note of humor. “I’m sure I can replace it,” he said, finding it harder and harder to string words together. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you’re still somewhat lucid.” The doctor reached into his bag and pulled out a pair of scissors. “Since we’ve decided this suit is a loss, you don’t mind if I remove the pant leg?” 
 
    Alex lifted a hand and waved, and the doctor began to cut.  
 
    Once the fabric had been lifted away from the wound, the doctor examined the leg again. “The circumstances out here aren’t ideal by any stretch, but we’ll have to make them do,” he said. “Thank goodness the sun’s almost up. Jack, how’s your stomach?” 
 
    “Strong as an iron drum, Doc. Except for the smell of boiled cabbage. Never could stand it.” 
 
    “Are you fit to assist me?” 
 
    “Whatever you need.” 
 
    Dr. Wayment put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Mr. Barker, I need to remove the bandana and suture the bleed. If I don’t, you will die out here—I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Alex rasped. 
 
    “I have to be honest—as soon as I remove the bandana, you could begin to bleed so fast that you’d be gone before I could make the stitches. Your situation is grim either way.” 
 
    Alex nodded. He’d known it from the very beginning—a person’s body only held so much blood, and his pant leg had been saturated. He wondered if he ought to be more worried than he was, but he couldn’t seem to manage it. He felt peaceful, as though whatever was about to happen was the will of the Lord, and he accepted it.  
 
    “The choice seems clear to me,” he whispered. “Give it a try.”  
 
    The doctor nodded and began pulling more items from his bag, which he laid out next to the fire. He uncorked a bottle of whiskey and held it to Alex’s lips until he’d taken several swallows, and then he poured some of the liquid onto the wound.  
 
    “Jack, I’ll need you close by and ready to do as I say,” Dr. Wayment said. “Do you need a shot of whiskey yourself?” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “I never touch the stuff, but I might change my mind before the day’s out.” 
 
    Dr. Wayment smiled. “I’ve seen things that would make a sober man a drinker and a drinker into a sober man. We’ll be successful today—that’s our only objective.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alex said. He paused, trying to gather his thoughts in his muzzy brain. “If I don’t make it . . . please tell Miss Barnes it was a pleasure to know her.” 
 
    Jack and the doctor exchanged amused glances. “Besotted, this one is,” Dr. Wayment said. “That’s a good reason to stay with us, Mr. Barker. Focus on Miss Barnes, and we’ll get you through this.” 
 
    Alex nodded, then closed his eyes, trusting that he was in the best hands possible. He had no other alternative out here on the plains, that was obvious, but he had to believe that God had sent this man to save his life.  
 
    He felt a tug as the bandana was removed, and then heard Jack’s exclamation. 
 
    “We knew this would happen, Jack. And we prepared for it. Now, hand me that needle . . .” 
 
    Alex kept his eyes clenched shut, knowing that if he could see what was being done to him, it would only make things that much worse. The pain wasn’t as terrible as he imagined, but he thought back on what Jack had said—how a lack of pain was a bad sign. Was he going to lose his leg? Had that bandana shut off the blood supply to such an extent that he’d end up a cripple? Of course, it would be worse to die, but he couldn’t fathom either outcome. He’d always pictured himself getting married someday, having a family—not dying because his sense of family duty had forced him to chase across the prairie after his brother. 
 
    “Jeb,” he gasped out. “Do you think they’ve found Jeb?” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re lookin’,” Jack answered. “Just lay back there and don’t move a muscle. Doc’s takin’ care of you right now.” 
 
    After a moment, Alex began to feel a tingling sensation in his leg as the blood circulation returned, and at first, he welcomed it. But the sensation grew more intense until it was an all-consuming pain, and he cried out, trying not to writhe. 
 
    “Steady now,” Dr. Wayment said. “Just a few more minutes until we’re done. Think about Miss Barnes. She’s a very pretty young woman—I can say that because I’m a happily married man. Married to one of Miss Barnes’ friends, actually.” 
 
    Alex tried to focus, but he could now feel the tug as Dr. Wayment pulled the needle through his skin, and waves of nausea crashed down on him.  
 
    “More whiskey,” the doctor said, and Jack pressed the bottle to Alex’s lips. He didn’t want to accept, but he knew he’d need it to take the edge off the intense pain. His mother had never approved of drinking because of the life their father had led, and he felt as though he’d betrayed her wishes.  
 
    Sorry, Mama, he thought, gripping the edges of the blanket where he lay. If he could just get through this . . . 
 
    At last, Dr. Wayment said he was finished, and Alex lay there drenched with sweat. “If I were going to die, would I have done it by now?” he asked when he could finally take a breath. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you, Mr. Barker—you’re still in danger. However, the artery that was punctured has been repaired, and the bleeding has stopped.” 
 
    “So, what sort of danger am I facing now?” 
 
    Dr. Wayment dribbled some water from the canteen over his hands and wiped them on a handkerchief. “You’ve lost a great deal of blood—so much, in fact, that I’m amazed you’re still conscious, let alone alive. Your body will need time to regenerate your lost blood volume, and during that time, you could experience infection in the wound. The bullet appears to have gone clean through, so there was nothing to extract, but that means that we’re waiting for both an entry wound and an exit wound to heal, which is twice as many wounds, of course.” 
 
    “How long will it take my body to regenerate that missing blood?” 
 
    Dr. Wayment rocked back on his heels and then stood. “With solid meals, plenty to drink, and a great deal of watchful care, it will be about a month before you are well again.” 
 
    “A month?” 
 
    “Yes. A small price to pay for your life, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alex nodded. “Of course. I shouldn’t sound ungrateful. I was just surprised.” 
 
    “Understood. Now, where do you live?” 
 
    “I’m not from around here, actually. I’m a guest at the Brody Hotel, traveling alone.”  
 
    Dr. Wayment chuckled. “I’ve treated more patients at the Brody Hotel than anywhere else in the world except for my own surgery.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we take him to the Lazy Q?” Jack asked. “It’s closer.” 
 
    Dr. Wayment thought on that for a moment. “If he can withstand the journey, I’d just as soon have him in town where I can reach him easier. I’ll leave that to you, though, Mr. Barker. Do you think you have the strength to make it back to town?” 
 
    Alex didn’t know how he was to be expected to make a logical choice. His pain was so great, he doubted he’d make sense at all. “Let’s get as far as the Q and decide from there,” he said at last. “I think the Brody would be better, but if I can only make it partway, so be it.” 
 
    Dr. Wayment nodded. “Sounds like a good idea.” He turned to Jack. “We can’t move him just yet—we need time for the blood to clot. In the meantime, let’s fashion him a travois, and perhaps by the time the others catch up, we’ll be ready to go.” Then he turned back to Alex. “Sleep now, Mr. Barker. Your body needs rest more than anything at this point.” 
 
    Alex didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Norton, may I speak with you for a moment?” 
 
    Mrs. Norton looked up from her mid-morning cup of tea and smiled. “Of course, my dear. It’s time for our very important conversation, isn’t it?” 
 
    She followed Ruth from the dining room into the parlor, and they both took seats on the black horsehair furniture. “Have you come to a decision?” 
 
    “I have, and just in time, too—I believe your train is the next one,” Ruth replied.  
 
    “Yes, it is, and my luggage is already on the platform.” Mrs. Norton folded her hands on her lap. “What have you decided, my dear?” 
 
    “I’ve decided that yes, I’d like to accept your offer.” The words came out almost in a whoosh, as though Ruth had been holding her breath. Perhaps she had been.  
 
    Mrs. Norton smiled. “That’s wonderful, my dear. I’ll purchase your train ticket at the station before I leave, and I’ll expect to see you two weeks from today. I’ll give my footman your ticket information and he’ll meet you at the Kansas City station to give you a hand with your bags and whatnot.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Norton. This is a good opportunity for me, and I hope to make the most of it.” 
 
    The door to the hotel opened, and Richard stepped in, followed by Miranda. “Good morning, Aunt Penelope. We’re here to see you off.” 
 
    “There you are. I wondered if you two lovebirds had forgotten about your old aunt entirely.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Richard gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Are you ready? Are your trunks at the station?” 
 
    “Yes, the handyman took them over for me a short time ago.” Mrs. Norton turned back to Ruth. “Two weeks, my dear. I look forward to it.” 
 
    “I do too,” Ruth replied. It was a heady feeling, giving her word like that, making a commitment to her future.  
 
    “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Miranda whispered. “You need to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “All right. I will.” A lot had happened, that was for sure.  
 
    Ruth watched through the window as Richard and Miranda escorted Mrs. Norton over to the train platform, then turned and went into the kitchen. The coming of a train meant the coming of hungry people, and that was something she could do to make herself useful while they waited for word from Wade. 
 
    Mr. Runyon hadn’t been around yet that morning, but as the lunch service began, she heard his unmistakable voice coming from the dining room, and she smiled. It was nice to have someone around who could bring a little levity into a tense situation, and he did have a gift for that.  
 
    Once the meal was finished, Miranda came into the kitchen and grabbed a towel to help dry the dishes. “I need to know everything,” she said. “What’s this about you going to Kansas City? And have they caught the cattle thieves yet?” 
 
    The girls told Miranda everything they knew about the heist, which was nothing, so it was a very short conversation. Then Miranda looked at Ruth for information about the job offer. “My goodness,” she said when all her questions had been answered. “I turn my back for two days, and mayhem and pandemonium break loose over here. I’m not sure you can do without me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can either, but that’s the hand fate has chosen to deal us,” Carrie replied. “Unless you’re ready to give up the pastor.” 
 
    “No, I’m most certainly not. We’ve started putting our little house together, and I’m going to enjoy being Mrs. Richard Norton.” Miranda placed her stack of dry plates on the shelf and turned to start a new one. “I already miss you all, though. And Ruth, you’re actually leaving—won’t you miss everyone?” 
 
    “Of course, but I’ve been consoling myself by thinking that at least I’ll see you and Richard when you come visit his aunt and uncle,” Ruth said. 
 
    A shadow passed over Miranda’s face. “Richard’s not welcome in his uncle’s house at present,” she said after a long moment. “Mr. Norton doesn’t want anything to do with him at all—that’s why he didn’t come to the wedding. He’s still angry with Richard for becoming a pastor instead of a businessman, and this grudge he’s holding seems to be growing instead of fading.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s horrible,” Emma said. “Is Richard angry with his uncle too?” 
 
    “No, not at all. He wants to patch things up, and at least his aunt’s on his side, but it seems hopeless.” Miranda put the next stack away, then leaned on the counter. “I’m sorry, Ruth. Will you be very lonely out there if we don’t come visit?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I’ll get along all right,” Ruth answered, but she felt a rock form in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t realized until that moment how much she’d been counting on those visits, but she should have realized there was still some animosity between Richard and his uncle. She’d gotten her hopes up for nothing, but she would be all right. She’d make new friends soon enough.  
 
    Callie poked her head into the kitchen. “Ruth, Mr. Runyon wonders if you’re free to take a walk with him.” 
 
    Ruth glanced around, feeling helpless. She’d been pulled in too many directions over the last few days.  
 
    “You can go if you want,” Kate said. “We’ll start the next meal.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head. “That’s sweet of you, but to be honest, I’d rather stay here and work. Mr. Runyon’s pleasant to spend time with, but . . .” 
 
    “But it feels pointless when you’re both going to be leaving soon?” Emma supplied.  
 
    “Yes, that’s it exactly. Please tell him that I’m up to my elbows in flour.” 
 
    “Even though she’s really not,” Emma interjected again. 
 
    Ruth pulled a face at her. “I will be in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Callie smiled, then ducked back out of the room.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to walk out with Mr. Runyon? It would be a nice break from the kitchen,” Nora said.  
 
    “I’ve had plenty of breaks, enough to make me feel like I’m not doing my job. This is where I should be right now.” Ruth reached over, grabbed the flour canister, and dragged it toward her on the counter. “See? Now I’m not lying anymore.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s simply been too long,” Margaret said, putting aside the mending basket and standing up. “Why hasn’t there been news?” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll hear something soon,” Ruth told her. “And in the meantime, thank you for hemming those napkins. I didn’t know when we were going to get to it, it’s been so busy.” 
 
    “I like keeping my hands occupied, but I’d much rather be doing something to help my husband. Couldn’t I ride out to the Lazy Q and wait for him in my own home? Then he wouldn’t have to come fetch me—I’d already be there.” 
 
    “I think he left you here for a good reason. What if there’s some kind of danger at the ranch? What if the cattle thieves left some of their men behind? Please be wise, Margaret. Think of your child.” 
 
    Margaret nodded, but strode over to the kitchen window and stood looking out. Ruth didn’t know what she could possibly see from that angle beyond the stables and the orchard, but she understood her friend’s need to be on guard, prepared, ready for whatever might happen next. 
 
    “I’ll start a fresh pot of coffee,” Margaret said at last, turning from the window and moving over to the stove. 
 
    “Good idea. That will give us a moment to clear our heads and get ready for the next train. Would you please take a peek at the bread while you’re over there?” 
 
    Ruth put away the mending while Margaret made the coffee, then pulled out the cream and sugar. She had just set cups on the table when she heard the slamming of a door from the front of the hotel, and loud voices echoing through the dining room. 
 
    She and Margaret both ran through the dining room and into the lobby, where they saw Dr. Wayment and Mr. Brody carrying Alex Barker up the staircase. Panic raced through her chest when she saw how lifeless he seemed. 
 
    “What on earth?” she asked Jack, who stood there panting, his hands on his knees. “What happened?” 
 
    Jack pulled in a few more breaths, then straightened. “We caught up with the herd and were putting the thieves under arrest when one of them pulled a spare gun and shot Alex,” he said. “Dr. Wayment had to operate out there on the plains.” 
 
    Operating? Out in the middle of nowhere? Ruth placed a hand on the counter to steady herself. For some reason, she felt a little dizzy. 
 
    “And Wade?” Margaret asked. 
 
    “He’s seein’ to things at the Lazy Q,” Jack replied. “He went back with some fresh men to drive the cattle home, and I imagine he’ll be along to get you soon as he’s done.” 
 
    Margaret exhaled with relief. “Thank goodness. And what about you? Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine, ma’am. Just worn out and hungry.” 
 
    “Get yourself washed up and I’ll fix you a plate,” Ruth told him, needing something to keep herself busy.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll go use the pump outside.” 
 
    He exited through the front door, and Ruth turned to Margaret. “Wade’s fine,” she said, touching her friend’s shoulder. “Now you can stop worrying.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” Margaret put a hand on her chest. “I wish I could calm my heartbeat, though. I know it’s going to come right out through my ribs.” 
 
    “And that would give Dr. Wayment yet another problem to fix,” Ruth said with a smile. “Why don’t you go upstairs and see what’s needed, and I’ll get Jack a plate? I’ll also start some broth for Mr. Barker.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Margaret headed toward the stairs, and Ruth walked back toward the kitchen, her knees a little wobbly. Seeing Mr. Barker injured like that had certainly been a shock. She’d hoped against all else that no one would get hurt, but at least no one had been killed. That was a true blessing.   
 
    When Jack came back in, his hair was damp, but his shirt and pants were clean and dry. He must have noticed Ruth’s curious glance. “Miss Harriet was outside by the pump just now, and she lent me some of Tom’s clothes,” he explained. “I didn’t realize I had some of Mr. Barker’s blood on me, and that would have been too bad, comin’ in to eat lookin’ like that.” 
 
    “Harriet’s very thoughtful,” Ruth said, trying not to think too much about things like bloody clothes. She placed a dish of stew and a plate of fresh bread on the table, then went back to get some pie and coffee. Mr. Barker was barely more than an acquaintance—why was she so rattled by his injury? 
 
    Margaret came into the kitchen and grabbed an apron from the linen closet. “I just heard the train whistle, and Dr. Wayment has asked for a tray to be brought up. Why don’t I put that together while you and the other girls are serving?” 
 
    “Thank you. That’s a good idea.” Ruth turned to the cutting board and picked up the bread knife again, but her hands were trembling, and Margaret looked at her with concern. 
 
    “Are you all right, Ruth?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I suppose I’m just not used to the sight of blood or things like that.” 
 
    Margaret nodded. “Or you’re not used to seeing people you know so ill.” 
 
    “That too.”  
 
    Margaret put her hand on Ruth’s shoulder. “Why don’t you take the tray up? That way, you can see for yourself that Alex is all right.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t need to see that. We hardly know each other.” 
 
    Margaret gave her a firm look, and Ruth sighed. “All right, yes, I’ll go. What did the doctor ask for?” 
 
    “Something hot and hearty. And definitely coffee.”  
 
    “I have beef stew, and the broth is nearly warmed.”  
 
    Ruth pulled down a tray and arranged the requested items on it, then added some pie for good measure. She’d never known Dr. Wayment to refuse pie.   
 
    As she climbed the stairs, she met Mr. Brody coming down. “Hold on there,” he said. “Let me get that for you.” 
 
    She gladly turned her burden over to him and followed him the rest of the way up. “Jack said there was a lot of blood,” she said before they reached Mr. Barker’s room. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “Dr. Wayment thinks he’ll be fine. Of course, only time will tell for sure.” Mr. Brody nodded toward the door. “Can you get the knob?” 
 
    “Oh, of course. I’m sorry.” Ruth stepped forward and twisted the handle, feeling silly for expecting Mr. Brody to do it himself with full hands.  
 
    The room where Mr. Barker was staying was smaller than room two, the one they generally used for invalids, but it was still spacious enough for what was needed. Mr. Brody put the tray on the table, then excused himself, saying he had business downstairs. Suddenly uncomfortable, Ruth fussed over the tray, making sure everything was there—even though she knew it was—and finally looked up to see Mr. Barker watching her.  
 
    “Oh! You’re awake,” she said. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m more thirsty than anything,” he replied, and she set about making his cup of coffee. 
 
    “I, on the other hand, could eat everything on that tray and then some.” Dr. Wayment put his stethoscope back in his bag, then accepted the coffee Ruth held out to him. “You’re a godsend.” 
 
    “So, what’s going on here?” Ruth asked, motioning toward Mr. Barker. “He’s awake—that’s a good sign, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, a very good sign. He was shot through the thigh and lost quite a lot of blood. I was able to patch him up before we brought him in, and he was doing so well, we decided to go ahead and bring him all the way into town rather than leaving him at the Lazy Q.” 
 
    “I’m glad of that,” Ruth replied. “The men out there would have meant well, but I’m not sure how they’d do at caring for an invalid.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, and we could hardly ask Margaret to take on the full load,” Dr. Wayment said. “I’ve spoken with Mr. Brody, and he feels the waitresses here would be more than glad to lend a hand. You’ll all be compensated, of course.” 
 
    “That wasn’t even a concern.” Ruth smiled at Mr. Barker. She didn’t want him to feel like an extra project, but she did have to admit, the extra money would be a nice addition to her savings. “What all does he need?” 
 
    Mr. Barker held up a hand. “Please, call me Alex,” he said. “We’ll all be spending quite a lot of time together, and you’re currently seeing me in my nightclothes. There’s no need for formality.” 
 
    Ruth’s cheeks flushed. “I hadn’t even noticed the nightclothes,” she said. “You’ve got the blankets arranged just right for that.” 
 
    “Good! My plan worked.” Alex gave her a flicker of a smile.  
 
    “I have Mr. Barker—er, Alex. I assume the invitation included me?” Dr. Wayment asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Of course, Doctor.”  
 
    “Quite right.” Dr. Wayment turned back to Ruth. “I have Alex on a dose of opium for the pain. It’s a highly addictive substance, so it’s important that we’re all in communication so we know how much he’s taken. He’ll be bedridden for a few weeks, and he should eat as much nourishing food as possible, particularly red meat. He needs to build up his blood supply or he’ll be of no use to us whatsoever.” 
 
    Ruth nodded. “I happen to be quite expert at nourishing food.” 
 
    The doctor nodded. “I know you are—is Jesse McVey still bringing fresh game to the hotel?” 
 
    “Yes, he is. In fact, we’re expecting more any day now.” 
 
    “Excellent. Deer, elk, rabbit—all those would be very nutritious.” 
 
    Ruth caught Alex’s shudder out of the corner of her eye. “Don’t you care for wild game?” 
 
    “Not the way I’ve had it cooked in the past,” he said, seeming to choose his words carefully. 
 
    “I think you’ll find that Ruth has a special touch with it,” Dr. Wayment said, a twinkle in his eye. “And if you’ll excuse me for just one moment, that stew has my name on it.” 
 
    He took a seat and picked up his bowl. Ruth wondered how he managed to stay healthy—she knew he worked ridiculous hours with unpredictable sleep, and he didn’t eat regularly when he was on a case. She was glad she was able to help him in that small way.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not hungry yet?” she asked Alex. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m all right, but thank you.” 
 
    “He’ll be as hungry as a bear when the shock wears off his system,” Dr. Wayment said.  
 
    “Oh, bear would be a good idea. I’ll ask Jesse if he can find us one,” Ruth suggested, watching Alex for his reaction and grinning when he shuddered again. “I’m just teasing. He’s never once brought us a bear, and I’m not sure I’d know how to cook it if he did.” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t scare me like that,” Alex said with a chuckle. “Here I am, confined to this bed, practically your prisoner, thinking all sorts of horrible things about what you’re going to feed me . . . Haven’t I been through enough?” 
 
    “My prisoner, hmm? That makes me feel almost powerful,” Ruth replied, grinning again. “I’ve never had a prisoner before.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll have one for about a month,” Dr. Wayment said. He was halfway through his slice of pie already. “I want this man right down for three weeks, with an additional week to get his sea legs before we let him leave.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to share the title of jailer, then,” Ruth said. “I’m actually leaving in two weeks to take a job in Kansas City.” 
 
    “The devil you say.” Dr. Wayment set his plate back on the tray with a clink. “Who’s going to make my dinner?” 
 
    “You’ve met Kate, haven’t you, Doctor? She’s an excellent cook, and she’ll take over my duties very well.” 
 
    “Not as well as you do them. First Sarah, now you . . .” He picked up a piece of bread and slathered butter on it, muttering to himself the whole time. “Expect me to starve . . .” 
 
    Ruth tried to hide her smile. She knew full well the doctor didn’t go hungry when he was at home, and Kate would do an excellent job of preparing the simple meals they served at the Brody. No one was going to starve just because Ruth was leaving.  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that you’re going as well,” Alex said. “I know you’re respected here, and I can see why.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, touched by this unexpected compliment.  
 
    “I must say, though, that I’m glad you didn’t accept my brother’s job offer.” Alex tried to shift a little in the bed, but he winced and gave up. “My conversation with him about it . . . I’ve thought back on it several times, and all I can do is apologize to you again. I can’t explain why he behaved as he did.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to apologize any more than you already have,” Ruth told him. “I’ve been told that you’re nothing like him, and you can’t keep taking responsibility for his actions. We’ll let him bear the brunt of that.” She didn’t know if it was in poor taste to ask, but she badly wanted to know, so she decided to chance it. “Is it true, what I’ve heard? Was he behind the cattle theft?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Alex replied. “He wasn’t with the cattle when we caught up to them—I have no idea where he is.” 
 
    “It’s time for Alex’s next dose of opium,” Dr. Wayment interjected. “We need to stay on top of his schedule so the pain doesn’t become unbearable. I’ll show you the proper dose, Ruth, and you can show anyone else who takes a turn with him. Then it’s best if he gets some sleep.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I upset things by asking after Mr. Barker,” Ruth said. “I should have waited until after you rested.” 
 
    “No harm done,” Alex replied. “That’s a question I think we’d all like answered.” 
 
    Dr. Wayment showed Ruth how to measure out the correct amount of opium and how to administer it, then he bid her to put the bottle in her pocket for the time being. “It’s far too easy for a patient to get their hands on the medication and overdose themselves,” he said, echoing back to the warnings he’d given previously.  
 
    “I understand.” Ruth heard stories of patients who had become dependent on their medication, and some who had even died because of it. She would be more than happy to safeguard the medication so that wouldn’t happen here.  
 
    She gathered up the dirty dishes, but left the coffee pot and two cups behind, taking her load down to the kitchen. The meal service was in full swing as she passed through the dining room, and Mr. Runyon stood from his table and greeted her.  
 
    “Hello, Miss Barnes. I was sorry to miss you earlier.” 
 
    “I was sorry to miss you. It’s been a very busy day.” 
 
    “And here I am, slowing you down with your arms full. Could we possibly take a walk this evening?” 
 
    “I’ll need to get back with you, all right? We’ve had something come up.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.” 
 
    She pushed through the door into the kitchen and unloaded her tray, hoping she hadn’t seemed unforgivably rude. That wasn’t her intent, but she really didn’t have any idea how the waitresses would divide up the care of their new patient, and she couldn’t make plans until it had all been worked out. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Alex had nearly wept with relief when the doctor and Mr. Brody had finally lowered him into his bed at the hotel. The pain of traveling on the travois had been overwhelming, but he’d known he had a chance for better care at the hotel, and so he insisted that he was fine and they should push on. By the time they arrived, his leg was on fire, and he was ready to lay hold of any sharp object and cut it off himself if it would end the pain. The opium dulled his senses and made his situation seem less real, but even it didn’t remove the pain entirely, and he begged God silently for deliverance. 
 
    Being in bed, covered with clean sheets and wearing fresh clothing, did a great deal to help his overall sense of well-being. He was grateful to Mr. Brody for helping the doctor get him situated. Now it was a matter of staying on top of the pain and the waves of nausea that accompanied it. He didn’t begrudge the doctor his meal in the slightest, but the smell of it had nearly done him in, and he was more than glad when Ruth had carried the tray from the room.  
 
    He smiled when he thought of her. He’d hoped she would be the one to bring up the tray, but he knew she was busy, and there were several other girls who could be assigned that task. Seeing her when she came in was like a balm to his soul, even if she did seem too shy to make eye contact with him at first. By the time she left, he felt that enough seeds of friendship had been planted that perhaps they might have a real chance at some sort of relationship.  
 
    He'd swallowed the bitter taste of the opium without complaint, even though it made his stomach roil, and now he lay quietly, waiting for the pain to abate. Dr. Wayment sat at the small desk in the corner, scribbling something on a sheet of paper, obviously planning to keep an eye on him for a while at least. That was comforting.  
 
    “Do you think Ruth will come back and see me soon?” Alex asked, waving a hand at the door. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be sleeping,” Dr. Wayment commented without looking up from his papers.  
 
    “I will. I just can’t stop thinking about Ruth. She’s pretty, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I already shared my opinion on that.” Dr. Wayment turned in his chair and regarded him. “You realize she’ll still be here when you wake up.” 
 
    “Yes, she will. She lives here.” Alex closed his eyes, but they popped back open, even though he was drowsy. “She’s leaving, though. She won’t be here forever.” 
 
    “Young ladies have been known to change their minds about things. Now, are you going to go to sleep, or do I need to add a drop of laudanum to what you’re already taking?” 
 
    “I’ll go to sleep.” Alex took a deep breath and allowed himself to succumb to the foggy darkness that threatened to envelop him. It was nice there—he didn’t have to think or feel.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Wade!” 
 
    Margaret set down the tray she was carrying and almost flew across the kitchen into her husband’s arms. He’d entered through the back door, and he held her tightly. Ruth took a cup from the shelf, filled it with coffee, and handed it to him as soon as he let go of his wife.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said, then took a long series of gulps. “How’s Alex?” 
 
    “Upstairs resting,” Ruth replied. “Dr. Wayment says he needs to rebuild his blood supply, and it will be around a month before he can leave.” 
 
    Wade nodded. “Better than I expected. I thought you’d be telling me he died on the way here.” 
 
    “Wade, what happened?” Margaret implored. 
 
    Wade sat down at the table and exhaled long and hard. Margaret sat next to him, clutching his hand. He explained how they’d gone about locating the stolen cattle and how they’d caught up to their men just in time to go in for the arrest, and how Alex had been shot. Then he told how the men had split up into different details, and the thieves had been escorted to the jail while the cattle had been driven back to the Lazy Q.  
 
    “Who all was involved?” Margaret asked.  
 
    “Smith and Kale from the Q—I already knew Barker was taking them with him. He wanted a few men who already knew his way of doing things. Which is a laugh, actually, because Barker never did know from one minute to the next what he thought about anything when it came to the ranch. He had to have someone tell him what to do almost every minute.” Wade shook his head and drained his cup. Ruth refilled it as soon as he set it down.  
 
    “Along with Smith and Kale were a bunch of other men I’ve never seen before. They must have come in from the outside to give a hand. They met us there on the knoll where Alex got shot, but two of them had come all the way down to the Q to start the cattle moving north.” 
 
    “North. In the direction of Barker’s new land,” Margaret said, shaking her head. “How did he expect to get away with it? Did he think that because you were away at a wedding, you’d somehow miss the fact that a hundred head of cattle had wandered off?” 
 
    Ruth was furious. Wade had worked long and hard to get where he was, and now he owned his own property. Those cattle were rightfully his as part of the sale. Barker would have multitudes of cattle of his own waiting for him at his new place, but no—he couldn’t leave without helping himself. She set the coffee pot back on the stove and started mixing up the next batch of bread dough, needing something to pound.  
 
    “Colonel Gordon has sent a man off to inquire into Jeb’s whereabouts, and he says he’s not above asking the Pinkertons for their help if this doesn’t pan out right off,” Wade said. “It’s good of him to do that—I want this thing all knitted up once and for all so we can get on with livin’. I’m just grateful as a man can be that Alex wasn’t killed. This wasn’t even his fight—I consider it to be between his brother and me. He was an innocent bystander, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Ruth said as she sprinkled the yeast on top of the warm water in her bread bowl. “We’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” Wade arched his back. “All I want right now is my own bed, but I wonder if I could beg some dinner off you first.” 
 
    “Of course.” Ruth turned and pulled out the last of the bread from earlier, along with some stew and two slices of pie. “Are any of your men with you?” 
 
    “No, I came by myself to fetch my lovely wife.” Wade squeezed Margaret’s hand. “I seem to be missing Jack, though.” 
 
    Ruth grinned. “He went out to the stables to see to the horses and fell asleep on a pile of hay. I don’t think he got much rest last night, riding hard to bring Alex in.” 
 
    Wade chuckled. “No, I imagine he didn’t. Let’s leave him be—he must need that rest awful bad if straw feels better than a bed.” 
 
    Ruth made sure Wade was getting enough to eat, then set the bread dough to rising. Then she gathered up some fresh linens from the closet so she could take them upstairs and change the bed Margaret had been using so it would be fresh for whoever happened to need it next. 
 
    She had just rounded the corner into the lobby when she ran right into Mr. Runyon. 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry,” she said, taking a step backward. “I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “That’s because I popped up rather suddenly,” he replied. “I was in the parlor reading the newspaper. That’s quite a lot less messy than being in the parlor eating bread and honey, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I beg pardon?” 
 
    “The nursery rhyme. ‘The queen was in the parlor eating bread and honey.” It’s the Song of Sixpence, I believe.” 
 
    “Oh. I wasn’t thinking along those lines—I was concentrating on my next task.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s all right. I don’t expect everyone to follow along with my odd trains of thought. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “No, and if you tried, Mr. Brody would shoot you.”  
 
    At Mr. Runyon’s surprised expression, she laughed. “I’m changing out linens in the ladies’ dormitory, where guests must never step foot, and most certainly not male guests. So you would do best to tuck yourself up down here and wait for me.” 
 
    “Wait for you? Does that mean you’ll walk out with me after all?” 
 
    He looked so hopeful, she couldn’t turn him down again. “Let me speak to the other girls and see who’s available to cover for me, and then yes, I’ll walk out with you.” 
 
    He beamed. “That’s wonderful. I’ll wait right here in the parlor like a well-behaved gentleman until you get back to me.” 
 
    She chuckled as she climbed the stairs. Changing out the bed only took a few minutes, and she checked in with Dr. Wayment on her way back downstairs. Alex was sleeping, and Dr. Wayment said he’d stay another hour to make sure all was well before leaving. He did ask for someone to sit with Alex around the clock for the first twenty-four hours, and Ruth promised she’d see to it.  
 
    She delivered the dirty linens to the basket in the corner of the kitchen and spoke with the other girls about their schedules. Nora said she’d be more than happy to sit with Alex when the doctor left, and Callie and Emma said they’d take turns after that.  
 
    “It seems we’re all set,” Ruth said. “Is it all right if I leave for a little while, then?” 
 
    Carrie grinned. “I noticed that someone was waiting for you in the parlor.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s waiting for me.” Ruth felt her cheeks grow warm. “Nothing’s going to come of it, though. Remember, I’ve taken a job in Kansas City.” 
 
    “Jobs can be un-taken,” Carrie said. “Go on. Have some fun. We’ll take care of things here.” 
 
    “Thank you. I shouldn’t be more than an hour, perhaps ninety minutes.” She paused. “In case I am, though, here’s Alex’s medication.” She fished the bottle from her pocket and gave Nora very careful instructions.  
 
    “Everything will be fine. Now shoo,” Nora said, and Ruth laughed. 
 
    “All right. I’m going.” 
 
    She went upstairs and changed into a lighter dress, then came back downstairs and met up with Mr. Runyon in the parlor. “You look lovely,” he told her as he stood to greet her. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m glad for the excuse to change out of my work clothes for a little while.” 
 
    They exited the hotel and descended the porch stairs. Ruth was gratified to see how well the tulip and daffodil bulbs had produced—that had been her project the previous autumn, and she hadn’t known if they would take in the dusty Kansas soil. The riot of yellow and crimson made her heart happy.  
 
    “I wonder if—” 
 
    “What is it that—?” 
 
    They spoke simultaneously, and Ruth laughed. “I’m sorry. Please, go ahead.” 
 
    Mr. Runyon smiled. “I wondered if there was a candy counter or an ice cream shop where we might go.” 
 
    “Mrs. Dempsey over at the boarding house usually makes desserts, but her back’s been aching since winter.” Ruth thought for a moment. “The best place within walking distance is likely the general store.” Mr. Brody had a carriage and horse that he rented out to guests of the hotel, but that seemed like a lot of trouble for just a short excursion. 
 
    “The general store it is, then. And what were you hoping to ask me?” 
 
    “I was curious about your business here in town. You said something about banking?” 
 
    “That’s right. My father is a banker in Wichita and asked me to handle some transactions on his behalf. Your Mr. Hancock has been quite helpful.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s a very agreeable person. He married one of the waitresses from the hotel, actually, so we’ve all come to know him.” 
 
    “That’s a rather romantic way to meet one’s spouse.” 
 
    “We’ve had a lot of romantic meetings at the Brody.” Ruth skirted around a small mud puddle in her path.  
 
    “Rather encouraging.” 
 
    “It is?” She glanced over at him. Just what was he thinking? 
 
    “It is.”  
 
    They reached the general store, and he held the door wide for her. Mr. Appleby stood behind the counter as always, his apron stretched across his ample middle, and he greeted them with a smile. 
 
    “How may I help you folks today?” 
 
    “I’d like to see your finest selection of confections and lollipops, good sir,” Mr. Runyon said with a flourish of his hat.  
 
    Mr. Appleby chuckled and motioned to the barrels of candy that stood before his counter. “Here you are.” 
 
    Mr. Runyon clasped his hands behind his back and looked contemplative. “I can’t decide whether I want lemon drops or licorice, so I believe I must have both. And you, Miss Barnes?” 
 
    “Licorice sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Excellent. Good sir, we’ll take a penny’s worth of lemon drops, and a nickel’s worth of licorice. Divided into two sacks.” 
 
    Once they’d made their purchase, they continued on their way. Ruth hadn’t arranged for a chaperone because it was daylight and she hadn’t felt the need for one. Now she wished she’d invited a friend along just to take some of the awkwardness out of the situation and to give her a little more to talk about. She couldn’t seem to come up with anything to say. 
 
    “I’ve had a little bit of excitement,” she offered when she finished her first piece of licorice. “I’ve accepted that job offer I told you about, and I’ll be leaving for Kansas City in two weeks.” 
 
    Mr. Runyon’s brow furrowed. “You won’t be at the Brody any longer?” 
 
    “No, but I’m looking forward to my new post. It will be a nice change for me.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, Kansas City is definitely a pleasant place. I’ve only been there a few times, but it made an impression on me. A bit more cultured, I would say—I heard tell of an opera being performed downtown.” 
 
    “That’s my hope.” Ruth reached inside her sack for another piece of licorice. 
 
    “Perhaps I could come visit you there.” 
 
    Her hand froze. “I . . . beg pardon?” 
 
    Mr. Runyon smiled. “I’m sure I can convince my father to give me more errands to run, and one of those errands could be to Kansas City.” 
 
    “But to come all that way . . . just to see me . . .” 
 
    “Oh, it wouldn’t be a sacrifice at all. The journey would be quite rewarding, knowing you were at the end of it.” 
 
    Ruth had no words. Was he honestly planning to come halfway across the state just to see her? That was . . . that was so much more than she expected or even wanted. Yes, he was a nice man, but he couldn’t think she’d welcome that kind of attention so early on, could he? 
 
    “Let’s make our way back,” she suggested. “I was only able to arrange for a short time off, and I don’t want to risk being late.” 
 
    “So soon? I’d hoped for at least an hour with you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She felt bad for her little lie, but she felt it was necessary. She couldn’t allow him to think she cared more for him than she did, and the longer they were together, the more delicate the situation would become.  
 
    “To be separated from you will be devastating, but I do understand the hold an employer has over his employees.” Mr. Runyon held out his arm in a sweeping gesture to indicate that they should change direction, and they headed back toward the hotel.  
 
    Once they were inside, Ruth thanked him for the outing and the candy, then raced up the stairs, pretending to be concerned about the time. She sat on the edge of her bed and sought to catch her breath, not only physically, but internally. What had just happened? She didn’t know the man at all, and yet he was making proclamations that were entirely out of bounds. It would be best for her to keep her distance—she couldn’t give him the least amount of encouragement.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After trying uselessly to settle her thoughts, Ruth changed back into her work dress, then went down to the second floor to check on Alex. Nora sat beside him, reading a novel, which she put down when Ruth came in.  
 
    “I thought you’d be gone several more minutes,” she said quietly. 
 
    Ruth glanced at Alex, who was sleeping with his mouth open. He looked somewhat endearing that way. “I don’t care much for Mr. Runyon. He wants to come visit me in Kansas City—as though we’re promised or something. He’s becoming too attached.” 
 
    “Probably best that you didn’t stay out longer.” Nora smiled sympathetically. “I’m all right here if you’d like to finish your break.” 
 
    “I’m a little too edgy to relax. Is there any ironing to be done?” 
 
    Nora looked at her in astonishment. “Are you actually volunteering to iron? My goodness. You must be feeling agitated.” 
 
    “I’m willing to put aside my animosity toward flat irons if it distracts me from everything else going on in my head.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it’s all done. Josie and Callie finished it up while you were gone.” 
 
    Ruth shrugged. “Then I’ll go ahead and take over here. I need to feel useful somehow.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you my book, then.” Nora stood. “And here’s this.” She pulled the medication bottle from her pocket and handed it to Ruth. “It wasn’t time yet, so I didn’t give him any.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ruth slid the bottle into her own pocket and took the chair. “I’ll see you downstairs later.” 
 
    When Nora left the room, the only sound was Alex’s quiet breathing. Ruth picked up the book and flipped to the first page, but she found the hero—a ship’s captain—a bit too smug, the story a bit too morbid, and the bride’s head a bit too empty. She set the book aside, thinking she’d borrow a different one from the shelf in the parlor the next time she passed through that way.  
 
    She glanced at Alex, realizing that his breathing had changed, and noticed that he was awake. 
 
    “Hello,” she said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like . . . like I’ve been shot through the leg.” He attempted a smile. “Might I have some water?” 
 
    “Of course.” She put an extra pillow behind his back so he would be able to drink without choking, then handed him the water glass from the side table. 
 
    He took several sips, then handed the glass back. “Thank you. My mouth was so dry.” 
 
    “That’s because you were sleeping with it open.” 
 
    “I was?” He looked mortified. “I only do that when I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I think you have every right to be exhausted. No need to be embarrassed—it was actually cute.” 
 
    “Cute?” He looked almost equally as mortified about that. “I beg you to forget you saw anything. I do have some dignity to preserve, after all.” 
 
    “I’ll forget the entire incident—I’m very good at that. Nora, on the other hand . . .” 
 
    He groaned. “Just how many waitresses were in here while I slept?” 
 
    “I’m only aware of myself and Nora, but I stepped out for a little while, and any number of things could have happened while I was gone. The entire staff could have been in here, for all I know.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Miss Barnes, I believe you’re trying to torture me.” 
 
    “What?” She pasted on her best innocent look. “I would never! And I thought you were going to call me Ruth.” 
 
    “True, true. But I still think you intend to torture me. And here I am, sick and afflicted, having to subject myself to your unkind treatment . . .” 
 
    “Unkind treatment? My goodness. You certainly feel sorry for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, I do! I’ve been shot in the leg, remember? And now you want to bring crowds of people in here to watch me sleep. What’s next—the entire passenger list of the next train?” 
 
    “Oh, undoubtedly. None of them have anything better to do than help me carry out my diabolical plan.” She sat back and regarded him. “Now, please be serious for a minute and answer my question. How do you feel? Are you hungry yet?” 
 
    “I should probably eat something. As to the injury, it stings like fire ants, but I suppose that’s natural.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been shot in the leg.” 
 
    “And now you’re mocking me. You’re cruel, woman! Simply cruel!” 
 
    “I know. How will you ever put up with me?” Why was it so much easier to talk to Alex than it was to Mr. Runyon? Perhaps because Alex had no expectations. Perhaps because his humor felt more natural. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She stepped out into the hall and over to the staircase. Leaning over the balustrade, she caught sight of one of the waitresses passing in the lobby below and called out to her. 
 
    “Yes?” Emma came to the foot of the stairs.  
 
    “Could you make a tray for Mr. Barker, please?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be up in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ruth returned to the room. “You certainly are spoiled, you know. We’re hardly taking our eyes off you for a second.” 
 
    “And while that makes me feel very special indeed, it also makes me feel a bit watched.” Alex chuckled. “When do you think I can be left to my own devices?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think that once you’re settled in and have been for several hours, we can be a little less vigilant.” She sat down again and smiled. “I don’t mean to make you feel like a spectacle.” 
 
    “You’re just following doctor’s orders. I must say, though, that if I survived the trip to get here, surely I’ll survive from here on out.” 
 
    “That would seem to be a good indicator.” 
 
    “So, tell me.” He shifted a little on his pillows. “What have you been up to today? I need some entertainment.” 
 
    She picked up the book and showed it to him. “Would you like to read a macabre story about a ship’s captain who was forced to put his first mate in chains so he wouldn’t interrupt his illegal wedding, and—” 
 
    Alex held up a hand. “No, thank you. I have no comprehension how anyone could stand to read such stuff.” 
 
    “But there might be a daring swordfight or exciting battle with a sea salamander—” 
 
    “Oh? Did you see such things in there?” 
 
    “No. And I’m not even sure there are such things as sea salamanders. I’m just trying to entertain you, as you asked.” 
 
    “You’re very kind. And no, I don’t believe sea salamanders exist, which is disappointing.” He shifted again. “Tell me about your day. That will be exciting enough for me.” 
 
    “I doubt it. I’ve done my regular kitchen duties, I made a bed, and I went for a walk with one of our hotel guests. He bought me some licorice.”  
 
    “Licorice? My goodness. It’s been quite a while since I’ve had any of that.” 
 
    “Would you like some? I’ve got nearly a nickel’s worth left.” 
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite a lot. He must think highly of you.” 
 
    Ruth hesitated. Should she share her concerns? She was aching to speak to someone, but she hardly knew Alex . . . She chuckled to herself. She certainly knew him better than she did Mr. Runyon. They hadn’t spent a great deal of time together, but she felt that Alex had been much more open with her from the start, even when they were at odds.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I’m being impertinent.” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s not that.” Ruth smiled, trying to be reassuring. “I was just weighing my options. Should I share my thoughts with you and risk becoming entirely too vulnerable, or should I say nothing and continue to wonder and worry alone?” 
 
    “It sounds as though something serious is bothering you. I’m glad to share your burden, if there’s some way I can help. You know I won’t go running off to tell anyone,” Alex said, motioning down at his injured leg. 
 
    “Yes, that is one nice thing about you. We can be relatively certain that you’ll stay where we left you.” Ruth pulled in a deep breath. “All right, I’ll confide in you, but you must remember that I’m probably being far too sensitive about the situation because of my past.” 
 
    “Your past on the Lazy Q,” Alex added.  
 
    “Yes. I know that makes our conversation more awkward . . .” 
 
    “Only if it’s awkward for you. I’ve cut ties with my brother, and I won’t support his behavior.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ruth leaned back in her chair and looked down at her hands. “Our guest’s name is Mr. Runyon. He’s a nice man—he has a good sense of humor, and he’s friendly. He asked me to go for a walk with him the first night we met, and I accepted, bringing along a few of my friends. He asked me again this afternoon, and I accepted, but this time . . . he seemed to feel that it meant more than it really meant.” 
 
    “He thinks you’re committing to him?” 
 
    Ruth shook her head. “I suppose so—but again, I don’t want to imagine things that aren’t there. He said he wanted to come see me in Kansas City. He has no other reason to be there, but he thought he could invent one.” 
 
    “And where does he live?” 
 
    “Wichita.” 
 
    Alex gave a low whistle. “I can see why you’d be concerned—two hundred miles is not a casual distance.” 
 
    “He said the journey would be worth it knowing I was at the other end.” Ruth rubbed at a licorice spot on one finger. “Was I too friendly? I actually thought I was quite the opposite. I meant to discourage him.” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “Men sometimes fancy themselves more welcome than they really are. I wouldn’t blame yourself for anything, Ruth—he likely got carried away.” 
 
    “Still, I keep thinking that I said or did something—” 
 
    Alex held up a hand. “I mean it. Don’t blame yourself if he misunderstood. It’s his responsibility to choose his own reactions. We haven’t known each other long, but I already know enough about your character to tell that you aren’t the sort to flirt or give false hope. Enough of this self-recrimination, if you please. He’s taken his interest and elevated it to a new plane, and he did that on his own.” 
 
    “I’m surprised that you know that about me already,” Ruth replied.  
 
    “You’re not difficult to figure out. I find you very down to earth.” 
 
    Something about the way he said that made her cheeks feel warm. “Thank you. I try to be genuine—being false seems to bring about so much unhappiness.” 
 
    “I agree. I find it admirable, the way you always speak your mind—even when you’re telling me things I don’t want to hear. That makes me confident that you’ll always be open and honest, and that inspires additional trust.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying you can trust me because I gave you a piece of my mind out in the apple orchard?” She smirked. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And I’ve meant to apologize for that, by the way—I didn’t escort you back into the hotel after we spoke. I was so distracted by what you’d told me that I didn’t think of it, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    She blinked. “You . . . you remember that?” 
 
    “It’s come back to haunt me on several occasions.” 
 
    “I can hardly believe that. It was such a small thing.” She shook her head. “I was irritated at first, but that’s only because I was irritated by everything that day. I didn’t need an escort—not in broad daylight, and not on Brody property.” 
 
    “But still . . .” 
 
    She held up a hand. “Oh, so now you’re feeling guilty about something, are you? Didn’t you just tell me that I shouldn’t blame myself? Maybe you should give yourself your own pretty speech.” 
 
    “All right, all right—point taken.” He chuckled. “It’s all in the past, then?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’d forgotten about it until you brought it up just now.” 
 
    A scuffle at the door reminded Ruth that she was waiting for a tray, and she stood to let Emma in.  
 
    “It’s good to see you awake,” Emma said to Alex. “I didn’t know what you might want, so I brought a little bit of everything, and if this doesn’t suit, we’re making chops for the next meal.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will all be delicious,” Alex replied. “Thank you for bringing it up. I wonder if you shouldn’t install a dumbwaiter—wouldn’t that make it easier to bring trays up and down?” 
 
    Emma turned to Ruth with an astonished look on her face. “Why haven’t we thought of that before? I’ll bring it up with Mr. Brody the next time I see him.” 
 
    “You might have just earned yourself some extra pie,” Ruth told Alex. She handed him a bowl of stew from the tray. “Why don’t you start with this and we’ll see how you get along?” 
 
    “Perfect,” he replied. “You’re truly taking top-notch care of me.” 
 
    “It’s our pleasure,” Emma replied, and Ruth nodded, not wanting to admit just yet how much she was enjoying this additional task. She didn’t think she’d ever been able to sit and chat with a man so comfortably, and it was something she’d like to experience again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Alex took a bite of stew, but he couldn’t swallow for a moment because he found himself emotional all of a sudden. He never would have guessed that he’d find such good friends in a time when he’d need them so much. When he set out on this real estate transaction, he’d expected to sign some papers, send a few telegrams, and transfer some money. He’d never expected to have an altercation with his brother, ride after cattle thieves, and get shot—and he’d most certainly never expected to meet someone like Ruth Barnes, with her plain-speaking ways and her beautiful eyes.  
 
    “Wade and Margaret are going to leave in a few minutes, and they’ve asked if they can come up and say goodbye,” Emma said to him.  
 
    “Of course. Please invite them up.” 
 
    She slipped out of the room, and Ruth turned to him with a smile. “I think three people in here might get a little crowded, so I’ll leave you to your visit,” she said. “If you want to complain about your care behind my back, you’ll be free to do so.” 
 
    “On the contrary. In fact, I was just thinking about how grateful I am. The hotel owes me no favors, and yet you’ve treated me like one of your own.” 
 
    “We rather enjoy taking in lost, lonely souls. It helps us feel good about ourselves.” She flashed him a smile. “I’ll be back in a little bit. It’s almost time for your next dose.” 
 
    He’d know that even if she hadn’t told him. The pain had been increasing minute by minute, and it was only talking to her that had taken his mind off it.  
 
    She left the room and held the door open for Wade and Margaret to enter. 
 
    “Come in,” Alex said, motioning toward the chair. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Margaret accepted, and Wade stood at the foot of the bed. “You had us worried,” he said. “You look a bit better now, though.” 
 
    “The doctor says I should be up and around again in a month,” Alex replied. “He’s worried about the amount of blood I lost, but thinks I’ll make it back up.” 
 
    “Good. I can’t tell you how sorry I feel, you gettin’ shot on account of my cattle.” 
 
    “And your cattle being stolen on account of my brother?” Alex shook his head. “Ruth and I were just discussing feeling guilty about things we shouldn’t feel guilty for. There’s no blame here, Wade, not for any of us. I’m alive, you got your cattle back, and as soon as Jeb’s found, justice will be served. Everything’s going to turn out how it should—I have faith in that.” 
 
    “I like your way of thinking,” Margaret replied. “Far too many men would be inclined to feel sorry for themselves in your situation.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve done some of that too,” Alex said with a chuckle. “But I’ve been spared this long—how can I not feel grateful for that? If God intended to turn His back on me, He would have done it yesterday, don’t you think?” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re right, and we have a lot to celebrate. Do you have any big plans? Should we ask Ruth to make a cake so we can celebrate your not-dying day?” 
 
    “I like that idea.” Alex looked back and forth between Wade and Margaret. “You both look worn out. Are you going to head home and get some rest?” 
 
    “I did get a little rest just now after I ate, but yeah, I’m ready to get back to the Q. We couldn’t leave without checking on you, though—glad to see you’re all squared away,” Wade said. 
 
    “They’re taking good care of me.” Alex paused. “I don’t suppose you’ve had any word about Jeb.” 
 
    “No, but Colonel Gordon—the marshal—is downstairs, interviewing Jack for any final details. Then he’ll want to come up here and see you. You can ask him anything else that’s on your mind.” 
 
    “Good. I’ve been wondering what sort of punishment Jeb will face for this. I’m not in favor of his actions—any of them—but he is my brother, and I’m concerned about his well-being.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Margaret said. “That’s only right and natural.” 
 
    “For that matter, I’m leaving this entirely in Colonel Gordon’s hands,” Wade said. “I don’t see the need to go after Jeb myself and turn this into some kind of vigilante endeavor. I have my cattle back, and that’s all I want.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Alex said, once again overcome. He didn’t know if he’d be that generous if he were in Wade’s position. These were good people who now surrounded him. Then he focused on something else Wade had said. “Jack’s still here?” 
 
    “Yeah. He was so tired, he fell asleep out in the barn, and when he woke up, Mrs. Brody felt sorry for him and tucked him back up in one of the guest rooms.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised he’s that worn out—he didn’t rest at all the whole time he was taking care of me. He saved my life—I’d like to speak with him.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to leave word.” Wade leaned over and shook Alex’s hand. “We’d best be off. Do what the doctor says.” 
 
    “Oh, I plan to.” 
 
    Margaret stood up, then squeezed Alex’s shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re all right. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Alex listened to their footsteps on the staircase, and just moments later, heard more footsteps approaching. His heart gave a little leap, thinking it might be Ruth, but the step was slower, heavier, and then an older gentleman with a white moustache stepped into the room. “Mr. Barker?” 
 
    Alex tried to sit up a little more to show respect, but as pain shot down his leg, he gave it up as a lost cause, holding out his hand to shake instead. “Yes, I’m Alex Barker.” 
 
    “I’m Colonel Gordon, marshal here in Topeka. I’ve spent some time today asking questions and generally being nosy. Do you mind if I speak with you?” 
 
    “Not at all.” He did wonder when Ruth would be back with that opium, though. It sure sounded nice.  
 
    The colonel took a seat. “It’s my understanding that you’re the brother of Jeb Barker, the recent owner of the Lazy Q Ranch.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m here to facilitate the purchase of his new property up north and the sale of the Lazy Q to Wade Watkins.” 
 
    Colonel Gordon nodded. “Can you please describe for me the events leading up to your being shot?” 
 
    Alex did so, trying to include the most important information while leaving out the trivia. It was hard to know what might be important, however. When he was finished, the colonel nodded again.  
 
    “Now, I have a very important question for you—perhaps the most important one I’ll ask. Can you describe to me the man who shot you, and did the shot appear to be deliberate or accidental?” 
 
    Alex nodded. “I remember him quite well. He had dark hair, a small mustache, somewhat large ears, and he wore a brown hat and a blue bandana. I never heard his name. As far as his intentions, I believe he did mean to shoot, but I don’t believe he was aiming for me in particular. It looked like he and the other men with pistols were trying to make a last stand, and I happened to be the one in the way.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The colonel looked down at the piece of paper he held, which was covered with scribbled notes. “That seems to match what Jack Milton was just telling me downstairs. Would you be able to come down to the station and identify the shooter?” 
 
    “Dr. Wayment has me confined to this bed for three weeks at least,” Alex replied.  
 
    “Would you trust Jack, as a witness, to make that identification for you? His description matches yours perfectly.” 
 
    “Yes, I’d trust him with that. I’ve already trusted him with my life, and he hasn’t let me down.” 
 
    “He’s a good man, Mr. Milton is.” The colonel put the sheet of notes in his pocket. “I believe that’s all I need, Mr. Barker. Try to get some rest.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel. Before you go . . .” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What can you tell me about my brother?” 
 
    The colonel had been preparing to stand, but now he settled back in the chair. “I didn’t want to say too much until we were certain, but I suppose there’s no harm in giving you a preliminary report. We’ve questioned the men who were brought in quite extensively. We patched them up first so they wouldn’t be distracted by those bitty little scratches. They all say Jeb Barker wasn’t involved.” 
 
    Alex thought he must have misunderstood. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Smith and Kale, the two men your brother hired to go with him, arranged for the other accused thieves to meet up with them and carry off the robbery. Their plan was to steal the cattle, make Wade think Jeb was responsible, but drive the animals to another location altogether. They hoped that by the time your brother realized they weren’t coming to the new place, they’d be far enough away that tracking them would be difficult.” 
 
    “So they double-crossed both Wade and Jeb,” Alex said. “That would have been a neat trick if it had worked.” He paused. “Do you believe their story? Is it possible they were paid off to keep Jeb’s name out of it?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re looking into now,” the colonel said. “I’ve sent a rider up to Jeb Barker’s new ranch to see if that’s where he’s been the last couple of days, and to see if any witnesses can be found to corroborate the story. I’m inclined to believe it, though. If he had paid the men off, what good would that do them? They can’t spend the money from a jail cell.” 
 
    “True.” Alex wanted to believe it, but he also wanted to make sure that justice was served on every level. He hated feeling torn like this, but he knew that Jeb’s heart was so hardened now that only real consequences would reach him.  
 
    “I’ll let you know what we find out. In the meantime, try to rest easy. Nothing you can do from your sick bed.” 
 
    He gave Alex a nod and then left. Alex exhaled, a swarm of emotions overtaking him. Relief, apprehension, sorrow—he prayed this would all be resolved quickly. He wanted to know his brother’s true situation as soon as possible.  
 
    Ruth entered the room a moment later and pulled the opium bottle from her pocket. “He left just in time,” she said. “I thought I would have to interrupt your conversation to make sure you got your dose.” 
 
    “I won’t lie—I’m glad to see it,” Alex replied.  
 
    She administered the medication, then stepped back and regarded him. “Do you want me to get the doctor? Are you feeling worse?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Only because the opium was starting to wear off. I don’t think he’s needed—I’ve just got to get used to the pain.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope you don’t have to get used to it.” She looked at him sympathetically. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this, Alex.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’re a godsend. Thank you for everything you’re doing for me.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s my pleasure. I do need to get down to the kitchen, though, so Callie’s going to sit with you for a while.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” He would have much preferred it if Ruth could stay, but that was unrealistic. They were working him into their schedules as best they could—it wasn’t up to him to dictate who saw to his care. 
 
    He was starting to get drowsy. He saw a pretty young lady enter the room and sit down, some mending in her hands. And then he was asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    “How’s our patient doing?” Dr. Wayment asked as he stepped into the lobby. His wife—and nurse—Jeanette entered the hotel right behind him, and Ruth smiled to see them together. They were so perfectly suited, it was as though they’d been created for each other.  
 
    “I believe he’s doing well, but I’ll leave that to you to decide,” Ruth said. “He had a dose of opium about twenty minutes ago, and Callie’s sitting with him now. He was curious how long he’d need such close supervision.” 
 
    “Another twelve hours or so, depending on how he’s doing,” Dr. Wayment replied. “I’ll be inspecting for any sign of infection and to see if the wound looks tightly closed. Sometimes skin can gap between the stitches, and I never like to see that.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen any of your stitches gap,” Jeanette remarked.  
 
    “That’s because I’m very careful of it. Back in medical school—well, we won’t relive my embarrassing stories.” He gave his wife a smile, and they headed up the stairs. 
 
    Ruth picked up the old menus she’d come out to the lobby to collect. She and Kate had been working on something new, and Mr. Brody had printed out the new menus just that afternoon. She was excited to see how the passengers liked the changes, but more importantly, how the local regulars liked them. She might never see those passengers again—the regulars were who really determined what they served. 
 
    Once back in the kitchen, she turned her attention to the stove. She’d mixed up a new soup—creamy cauliflower and potato.  
 
    “Kate, would you taste this and see what you think?”  
 
    Kate came over, picked up a spoon, and sampled it. “It needs a little more salt.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Ruth shook her head as she threw another pinch of salt into the pot. “I don’t know why I’m second-guessing myself so much.” 
 
    “Maybe because we haven’t changed the menu in a long time, so you’re worried that it won’t be accepted?” Carrie leaned against the counter and fixed her with a look. “And maybe you’re wondering if you should even be bothering with changes, considering that you’re getting ready to leave?” 
 
    “Have you become a mind reader?” Ruth picked up a dish towel and tossed it at her friend’s head.  
 
    “You asked the questions—I’m just supplying the answers.” Carrie set the towel down and smoothed her hair. “I think Kate’s glad for the change. Aren’t you, Kate?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Kate replied. “This new menu will be fun to make, and we’ve kept enough favorites that everyone should be able to find something they like.” 
 
    “You see? This was a good choice. Now, there’s the train whistle. Let’s get to work.” Carrie went out to the lobby to greet their customers, and Ruth turned to Kate with a forced smile.  
 
    “We can do this, right?” 
 
    “Of course we can.” Kate put a hand on Ruth’s shoulder. “They’re going to love what you’ve done here, Ruth. Don’t be so worried.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll take some deep breaths and everything will be fine.” 
 
    As the waitresses came and went, they reported a few complaints from the dining room, but most of their customers were pleased to see the new items. Most popular seemed to be the pork chops, followed by the herbed chicken. Ruth received compliments on the new soup, and the only thing that didn’t seem to go over well was the new recipe she’d tried for corn bread, so she decided to go back to the recipe they’d used up until that point.  
 
    “It’s a success,” Nora said on her last trip into the kitchen. “I’ve heard so many nice things out there.” 
 
    Ruth smiled, exhausted but elated. “I’m so glad. I know it’s hard to see things change when we’re used to a set way of doing things, but if we want to keep our regulars interested, I think it’s important to have a variety.” 
 
    “I agree,” Mr. Brody said, entering the kitchen in time to hear her comment. “Delicious meal, ladies. You’ve done the Brody proud.” He turned to Ruth. “Mr. Runyon wonders if he could speak with you when you’re finished.” 
 
    Oh, gracious. Mr. Runyon. “Mr. Brody, would you be willing to put him off for me? I’m afraid he’s becoming too attached, and the whole situation is unsettling.” 
 
    “Of course. Anything in particular you’d like me to say?” 
 
    “No, just that I’m very busy.” 
 
    He gave a nod and left the kitchen.  
 
    “I thought Mr. Runyon was planning to leave before now,” Emma said.  
 
    “I don’t remember what his plans were exactly, but it does seem like he should be gone,” Ruth answered. She hoped he hadn’t rearranged his schedule on her behalf, but after what he’d said about coming to see her in Kansas City, it seemed like something he would do.  
 
    Dr. Wayment said he and Jeanette would sit with Alex until midnight, and Nora said she’d keep watch from midnight until morning, since she had the next day off and could sleep. “Get some rest,” she urged Ruth. “You’ve been doing so much lately—let us help carry some of your load.” Then she raised an eyebrow. “You do realize that Mr. Barker isn’t your exclusive assignment—we’ve all been asked to lend a hand.” 
 
    “I know that. I just feel a certain sense of responsibility.” 
 
    “That’s kind and noble of you, but you need to let us take turns.” 
 
    Ruth nodded. “You’re right, and going to bed does sound wonderful.” Kate was working the breakfast shift—that would give Ruth the chance to sleep in a little bit. That was exactly what she needed—she was sure she’d feel more settled afterwards, and maybe she’d even know what to do about Mr. Runyon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    It felt luxurious to sleep in the next morning and to get ready for the day at an unhurried pace. Ruth didn’t come down from the attic until it was nearly eleven o’clock, and she felt like an entirely new person.  
 
    “Dr. Wayment says we can stop watching him like a hawk now,” Josie said when Ruth peeked into Alex’s room. “As of this moment, Mr. Barker, you’re free.” She stood and gathered up her knitting basket. 
 
    “Hooray,” he said, giving her a smile. “Now I can get up to all sorts of nonsense without anyone being the wiser.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll figure it out anyway,” Ruth told him. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I believe I’m in somewhat less pain, but I’m not ready to test that theory.” He studied her. “You look well rested.” 
 
    “I am. I slept well.” 
 
    “Good. You deserve it. Now, tell me—do you have anything to read besides stories about sea captains and their ill-fated romances? Any histories or biographies?” 
 
    “I’ll run downstairs and check. Miranda—the bride from the wedding we held here—set up a whole bookshelf for us in the parlor. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Ruth perused the titles, finding a few more adventurous romance novels, which she moved to a shelf of their own for categorization purposes. There was a bit of Dickens that sounded good, as well as a history of the settlement of Britain. She stood from her crouched position in front of the shelf and turned around, the books clutched to her chest, and ran directly into Mr. Runyon, who was behind her.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she exclaimed. “I didn’t hear you come in.” 
 
    “I have a tendency to step lightly. I didn’t mean to alarm you.” 
 
    “Not at all. Will you excuse me, please? I have a guest waiting for me to deliver these.” 
 
    “Of course.” He didn’t step out of her way, however. “I missed having the chance to speak with you last night. Mr. Brody said you had work to do.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve been rather derelict in my tasks lately.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you’ll be able to catch up quickly. Will you have time tonight? I’ve extended my stay for a few days in hopes that we might enjoy each other’s company a bit more.” 
 
    Oh, dear. That was exactly what she’d feared. “I’m sorry, Mr. Runyon, but that won’t be possible.” As much as she hated the thought of hurting his feelings, she knew she had to be direct. “The truth is, I’m not in a position to pursue any kind of relationship. I have a great deal going on, and my focus is on my work right now. It will be quite some time before I’m ready to think about romance, let alone enter into any sort of agreement. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Now I must apologize. I didn’t mean to suggest that we start a relationship—I thought we’d just get to know each other and have a few laughs before you move. I’m sorry if you mistook my intentions.” 
 
    Ruth was confused—had she been misunderstanding him? She didn’t think so, but as she’d admitted to Alex, she was sensitive because of things she’d experienced in the past. Mr. Runyon was likely embarrassed that she’d rejected him and was trying to backpedal so he’d look less vulnerable—she could go along with that. 
 
    “Then it’s all settled,” she said brightly. “Please excuse me now.”  
 
    She took the stairs two at a time, which wasn’t very ladylike, but she needed to get away from that situation. He’d been standing closer than she’d liked, talking about changing his schedule because of her—it was more than she wanted to deal with.  
 
    “I hope I found something here that will suit,” she said, handing the books to Alex. 
 
    He read the titles on the spines. “Oh, yes. I’m sure these will be very interesting. I’m more interested in you right now, though—what’s the matter?” 
 
    She told him about her conversation with Mr. Runyon, and his brow furrowed. “I think you did right in telling him your feelings,” he said when she finished. “And I don’t believe for a minute that he didn’t intend to hint at a relationship. Are you all right? You seem rattled.” 
 
    “I’m just eager for him to be on his way. I don’t like having to guess where I stand with people or trying to guess what they mean. I prefer things to be spoken plainly, with no hidden agendas.” 
 
    “It does make things much simpler.” He met her gaze seriously. “Chances are that I have a hidden agenda of my own.” 
 
    “You do? Of what sort?” 
 
    “I’m hoping that I might get an extra slice of pie with my lunch today. If I whine about how hungry I am, do you think you might oblige me?” 
 
    “I never respond favorably to whining. I find it manipulative,” she retorted. “However, if you ask me nicely, I’m sure I could do something about it. I’m glad to see that you’re getting your appetite back.”’ 
 
    “So am I, especially if I’m to eat everything Dr. Wayment wants me to eat.” 
 
    Ruth grinned. “When I was downstairs just now, I heard Jesse’s voice in the kitchen. He’s the man who hunts our fresh game for us—I have a feeling you’ll be getting something a little unusual for your dinner tonight.” 
 
    Alex groaned. “Must I?” 
 
    “Yes, you must. And you’ll enjoy it and be grateful for it, too.” She turned to go. “Someone will be back to check on you in a little bit.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll concentrate on my reading and try not to worry about whatever wild animal carcass you’re going to feed me later.” 
 
    She was still grinning as she headed down the stairs, pausing at the foot of the staircase to look for Mr. Runyon. Thankfully, he was nowhere to be seen, so she continued on to the kitchen. Things were going to be very difficult if she couldn’t move from place to place without scouting first to make sure her path was clear.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Mr. Barker?” 
 
    Alex looked up from his Dickens novel and found Colonel Gordon peeking in through his door. “Hello, Marshal. Please, come in.” 
 
    The colonel entered the room and took a seat. “I’m pleased to report that I have some good news for you. I mentioned that I sent a messenger up to your brother’s new property.” 
 
    “Yes. Is he back already?” 
 
    “It took some hard riding, but yes. My man says that your brother reached his land well before the theft took place and that four citizens of the nearby town saw him there—he bought some goods at the general store and so forth. That places your brother well away from the scene of the crime. Then he was questioned about the events, and he seemed genuinely shocked to hear that there had even been a theft. My man is content to believe that your brother is innocent and that Smith and Kale masterminded the plot, hiring their own thugs and arranging the heist without input from Jeb Barker.” 
 
    Alex exhaled with relief. “Thank you for letting me know, Colonel.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Is Jack Milton still around?” 
 
    “No, sir. He left late yesterday afternoon. He stopped in to say goodbye first, but he was eager to get back to the Lazy Q before nightfall, so we didn’t chat long.” 
 
    The colonel nodded. “I was glad for his testimony and for his identification of the shooter. I believe we have an ironclad case to present the judge.” 
 
    “If this should go to trial, will you need me on the witness stand?” 
 
    “Yes, we will—but you’re not local. Where are you likely to be next?” 
 
    “I’d planned to continue my business ventures westward, but now I have no idea. I fear the things I’d planned are going to move on without me while I’m convalescing.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure fate will bring new things your way to make up for what you’ll be lacking. I’ll let you know what happens with the trial. Please make sure I have contact information for you before you move on.” Colonel Gordon rose, shook Alex’s hand, and was on his way again.  
 
    Alex leaned his head against his pillows and allowed himself to feel the emotions of the moment. His brother had been cleared—thank goodness. Alex hoped this meant he was innocent and not that he’d gotten away with a crime he actually had committed. He would do as Wade planned to do, though, and leave justice and mercy to the law. He wouldn’t try to rile things up unless there was a good reason to do so. For now, his brother was a hundred miles away where he could no longer be a thorn in Ruth’s side, and that seemed like a very good place for him.  
 
    *** 
 
    When Ruth came in Alex’s room later, she seemed troubled. He disliked seeing that look on her face—he wished she could always be happy and full of light. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked, but he had the feeling he knew the answer before she said it. 
 
    “I had to hide from Mr. Runyon just now. He was coming up the hall, and I ducked into a closet to avoid him.” She chuckled, looking sheepish. “I hid in a closet. Gracious, how juvenile does that make me sound? I just couldn’t bear the thought of coming up with another excuse. He didn’t accept my straightforward refusal—what else can I say or do?” 
 
    Alex wished he could be helpful in some way, but laid up in bed like he was, his options were quite limited. “What if . . .” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s just a foolish idea. It likely wouldn’t even work.” 
 
    “I’m more than willing to hear any and all ideas. I’m fresh out.” 
 
    “Well, what if you told him that you and I are engaged? You could even bring him in here to meet me, and we could have a nice chat.” 
 
    “Engaged? Oh, Alex, it’s kind of you to offer to help me, but I don’t want to lie. Well, any more than I already have.” 
 
    “What if it wasn’t a lie?” As Alex spoke the words, he found himself liking the idea more and more. “What if we became engaged right now? Of course, after Mr. Runyon leaves, we’d call it off—it might be the shortest engagement in history, but you wouldn’t be lying, and it would serve its purpose.” 
 
    She exhaled and looked down at her hands. “I’m sure it would dissuade him, but it feels so . . . dishonest.” 
 
    “If telling him the truth hasn’t done the trick and you’re still feeling pressured, I’m not sure that you have many alternatives.” 
 
    She finally looked back up. “Let’s do this—I’ll agree to a temporary engagement on the grounds that we only bring it up if necessary, and that we call it off as soon as possible. I don’t want you to feel obligated a moment longer than you have to, and I want to go on record as saying that I object to this whole charade.” 
 
    He smiled. “I understand that you’re only becoming engaged to me under the worst kind of duress, and that never in your right mind would you agree to it for any other reason.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that! I’m sure you’d be a lovely person to be engaged to. I just . . .” 
 
    He reached out and took her hand. “Ruth, I understand. I’m teasing you. Now, for the purposes of getting you out of this most awkward situation, will you marry me?” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes, and unexpectedly, his breath caught. “Yes, Alex. I’ll marry you,” she said.  
 
    There was something so pure and sweet in the way she said those words, he imagined they were actually becoming engaged, and he was swept up in the moment. Then he came plummeting back down to earth, which was where he should have stayed in the first place. “Excellent. And this is just between the two of us until you choose to share it.” 
 
    “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.” 
 
    He realized he was still holding her hand, and he let go of it, even though he’d rather hold it for quite a long time still. “I wish there was more I could do. I would offer to punch him in the nose, but I don’t think Dr. Wayment would approve of that.” 
 
    “Would you really punch him in the nose?” 
 
    “I was a boxer a few years ago. I learned how while I was going to college.” 
 
    “They taught you boxing in college?” 
 
    He laughed. “No, I learned it on the streets, and I competed some. That was in the evenings, and classes were during the day.” 
 
    “Thank goodness. I was trying to figure out just what sort of college you went to.” She stood up. “Thank you again, Alex. I hope it doesn’t come to it, but I appreciate your willingness to help me.” 
 
    “Like I said, I just wish I could do more.” 
 
    “I’ll be back in an hour with your next dose. And some rabbit stew.” She smiled, then slipped out of the room.  
 
    He lay there and stared at the doorway where she’d been. It was nice that he no longer required someone to sit with him around the clock, and yet he missed that companionship. No, he missed her companionship. What if that proposal—and her acceptance—had been real? He allowed himself to imagine it, grinning as he pictured what it would be like to banter with her every evening and wake up to her beautiful face every morning. He could think of absolutely nothing wrong with the idea.  
 
    Except for the fact that he had no clue as to her feelings.  
 
    She’d been nothing but kind to him since he came back to the hotel, but that could just be her natural compassion toward someone who was injured. She wasn’t overly fond of him when they first met, and she might still be harboring some of those emotions. Had he done enough to prove that he and his brother were nothing alike, or did she lump them together when she thought of them? 
 
    He shook his head and closed his eyes. He was likely going to drive himself mad if he kept cycling through those thoughts. Best to take a nap until he was awakened for his next dose. Plus, there would be chocolate cake for dessert later, and he was inordinately fond of chocolate cake. He had many good things to look forward to. Rabbit stew wasn’t one of them, but he supposed he’d survive that too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the day passed peacefully. Ruth was able to accomplish each of her tasks without interruption—in fact, she had no idea where Mr. Runyon had even gone. Perhaps he’d left, but a glance at the ledger told her that he hadn’t checked out yet. Oh, well. Wherever he was, at least he wasn’t underfoot, and she hummed as she mixed up her cakes and her breads. It was nice to get back to concentrating on her work.  
 
    She had a little over a week before she would pack up for Kansas City. It wouldn’t take her long—she only had a few dresses, some books, and some photographs. She hadn’t collected much in the way of possessions since she came to Topeka—she’d been more concerned about saving her money. The thought of opening her own bakery still hovered in the back of her mind, and with this new job, she’d earn a bit more and perhaps reach her goal within the next two years. That was something incredible to look forward to.  
 
    At the close of the last meal service of the day, she wiped down the counters and stove top, made sure all the dishes had been wiped and put away, and stood in the quiet of the kitchen, listening to everything be still. Each day, the kitchen was filled with a hum that rose or lowered in volume depending on what was going on, but at this time of night, all she could hear were hushed voices drifting in from the lobby and the sound of cicadas outside.  
 
    She took off her apron, put it in the laundry basket, and stepped outside, eager to feel the cool night air on her face. Harriet, the handyman’s wife, must have had the same idea. She was standing in front of the small cottage where she lived with Tom and their son, fanning herself with a scrap of paper.  
 
    “Hello,” Ruth called out as she crossed the grass toward her friend. “Has it been a long day?” 
 
    “No longer than usual,” Harriet replied. “They all seem long lately.” She rested a hand on her rounded belly. “Teddy was difficult to put to sleep tonight. I think he knows I’m extra tired.” 
 
    “Children do seem to sense these things.” Ruth took a deep breath of the cool air. “Thank you for helping Jack out with the clean clothes the other day.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure. Poor fellow looked like he’d been through the wars—I was just glad I could help. How’s Mr. Barker doing?” 
 
    “Really well. His wound is healing nicely, and Dr. Wayment says he’ll be able to start tapering off the opium soon.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good.” 
 
    A small wail sounded from inside the cottage, and Harriet sighed. “Duty calls. I’ll see you later.”  
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Ruth said as her friend disappeared inside. She walked back toward the hotel slowly, wanting to take advantage of the cool, quiet evening for as long as she could.  
 
    When she finally went back inside and made her way from the kitchen toward the lobby, she was startled when Mr. Runyon popped up in the hall.  
 
    “Good evening, Ruth,” he said. “I see that everything’s shut down for the night.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. No more trains until morning.” 
 
    “That’s good news, I’m sure. It gives you a chance for some time off. I noticed a chessboard in the parlor and wondered if I could interest you in a game.” 
 
    A game of chess wasn’t the same as walking out with him, but she still wasn’t about to do anything to encourage his attention. Was there any other way out of this? None that she could think of.  
 
    “Mr. Runyon, I think it’s only fair that I tell you something.” She swallowed, then smiled brightly. “I’ve recently become engaged to be married. It happened this afternoon, in fact.” 
 
    “Engaged? Well, that’s certainly a surprise. Who’s the lucky fellow?” 
 
    “His name is Alex Barker, and he’s a guest recovering from an injury. I’ve spent a lot of time taking care of him over the last few days, and we’ve developed an attachment.” 
 
    “I see.” Mr. Runyon looked down at the floor, then back up at her, his lips pressed together. “Congratulations to you both. Will I get the chance to meet him?” 
 
    “Yes. In fact, why don’t you come with me now? I was just on my way to check in with him before retiring.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s not already asleep?” 
 
    “He might be, and if that’s the case, we’ll just try again tomorrow.”  
 
    Ruth led the way up the staircase, her hands trembling. She hoped this would do the trick—she didn’t want this subterfuge to go on indefinitely.  
 
    The door to Alex’s room was slightly ajar, and she knocked softly before pushing it open farther. Alex was reading, and he looked up and smiled when he saw her.  
 
    “Alex, I’ve brought a friend of mine to meet you. This is Mr. Runyon.” 
 
    Alex set the book aside and held out his hand. “Mr. Runyon, I’m pleased to meet you. Are you staying here at the hotel?” 
 
    Mr. Runyon returned the handshake with a dissatisfied look on his face. “Yes, I am. Or rather, I was. My business in town seems to be concluded, and I’ll be leaving tomorrow.” He paused. “I understand that you and Miss Barnes are to be married.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I asked her this very afternoon.” Alex looked at Ruth and gave her an adoring smile.  
 
    “That seems rather sudden, doesn’t it? Haven’t you just met?” 
 
    “True, but when something’s right, you just know it.” 
 
    Mr. Runyon nodded. “Yes, I’ve experienced that a time or two myself. Well, I won’t keep you—I’m sure you’re quite tired. Congratulations again, both of you, and I wish you joy.” He turned to Ruth. “As I said, I’ll be leaving tomorrow. Thank you for the time spent in your company—you made my visit much more enjoyable.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Ruth told him. “Have a good journey.” 
 
    As soon as Mr. Runyon left the room, Ruth closed the door and plopped into the chair next to Alex’s bed. “That was hard.” 
 
    “And yet you did it. Excellent job.” 
 
    “Why do you think he made a point of thanking me for the time we spent together? That seemed odd.” 
 
    “I took it as a jab at me—he wanted me to know that I wasn’t the only one interested in you. It’s over now, though, and things like that don’t matter. He can be as disappointed or as unhappy as he chooses to be. You did your best to break things off, and his reactions are up to him entirely.” 
 
    “You’ve told me that, and I understand it logically, and yet I’m still struggling not to feel as though I’ve done something wrong.” 
 
    Alex reached out and took her hand. It was warm and comforting. “Ruth, please believe me when I say this—it’s not your duty to make that man happy. Or to make anyone happy, for that matter. You owe him nothing. You’ve been kind and gracious and good, much more than anyone else would be, and you have nothing to hold against yourself. You alone should choose who you spend time with. That choice will always be yours and no one else’s.” 
 
    His tone was rich and sincere, and she knew to her core that he was telling her the truth. “Thank you. That’s a difficult concept for me to accept—I was raised to believe that my father’s wants were greater than my own, but I managed to move here without his support.  I can do even more things independently.” 
 
    “Yes, you can, and I’ll cheer you on from my sick bed while you do it.” He grinned and let go of her hand. “It’s about bedtime, isn’t it? Shouldn’t you be resting?” 
 
    “Not until you’ve had your dose.” She pulled the bottle from her pocket and measured out the right amount. “Dr. Wayment says you can start tapering off soon.” 
 
    Alex grimaced. “That’s good news because it means I’m healing, but I have to be honest—I’m nervous about it, too. I’m not very good at handling pain.” 
 
    “But you were a boxer. Don’t boxers have to endure things like broken noses and cracked knuckles and all sort of injuries like that?” 
 
    “Not the good ones, and I was a good one.” He gave her a smile. “I’m sure I’ll get through it. Just ignore me if I whine too much.” 
 
    “Maybe we can think of some ways to take your mind off it. Mr. Runyon reminded me that we have a chessboard in the parlor—I could bring it up here, if you’d like to play.” 
 
    “I would rather read your sea salamander book than play a game of chess.” 
 
    “Oh? You dislike the game that much?” 
 
    “With a passion. I can’t explain it—I just do. If you had some cards, though, I do enjoy those.” 
 
    “I’m sure we do. I’ll find them in the morning.” She stood up. “Goodnight, Alex. Thank you again for everything.” Without giving it any thought, she bent down and kissed his cheek, then left the room after making sure that the bell she’d placed by his bed was still there. She didn’t want him to go without help in the night if he needed it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ruth checked on Alex first thing the next morning before heading down to start breakfast. He’d slept fairly well, but was quite glad for his dose of opium when she gave it to him. She promised to send him up a tray, but without rabbit this time, then got to work preparing the morning meal.  
 
    She’d been concerned when Dr. Wayment had first spoken to her about opium addiction, but she didn’t see any of the signs in Alex. He wasn’t asking for doses before it was time, he wasn’t complaining of pain more than seemed natural—his pain seemed genuine, and he was handling it quite well. That lifted some concerns from her shoulders. The last thing Alex needed was to develop an opium addiction on top of his injury.  
 
    Callie came into the room and leaned on the counter, watching Ruth finish dicing up the potatoes to go with the ham she’d prepared. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ruth replied, wondering why the girl was keeping her voice low. 
 
    “Are you and Mr. Barker engaged? When I helped Mr. Runyon check out this morning, he mentioned it.” 
 
    Ruth smiled. “We’re engaged only as long as it takes for Mr. Runyon to stop seeking me out. Alex is doing me a great favor by posing as my fiancé, but that’s all there is to it.” Her hands stilled for a moment. “You say Mr. Runyon checked out?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. He said he had a train to catch.” 
 
    Ruth pulled in a deep breath of relief. “Oh, I’m so glad.”  
 
    “I have to say, though, that I’m disappointed. I think you and Mr. Barker would be an excellent couple.” 
 
    “You do?” Ruth was surprised at that, but then she smiled. She could certainly think of worse things that could happen—being Alex’s wife wouldn’t be a hardship at all. She could imagine the two of them sitting up late discussing all sorts of interesting topics and each holding their own in the conversation. There was a lot to be said for being friends first before falling in love.  
 
    “Yes, I do. You might think about it.” Callie smiled at her before pulling the breakfast plates down from the shelf to get them ready.  
 
    Ruth did think about it while she finished the potatoes, but then she decided that she didn’t want to think about it. It wasn’t likely to happen, and she didn’t want to be disappointed. It was far better for her to daydream about the dainty little cakes she’d make for Mrs. Norton. That was a much better use of her time.  
 
    She sent Nora upstairs with a breakfast tray for Alex, and after her shift was over, she hunted around until she found a deck of playing cards in the drawer of the check-in counter. Alex brightened when he saw them.  
 
    “Oh, good. I’ve been looking forward to a game ever since we talked about it last night.” 
 
    “Well, if I hadn’t found these, I would have gone over to the general store to buy a new deck. We must keep you entertained.” 
 
    Alex put his book on his lap to act as a table and began to shuffle the cards. “When Nora was here earlier, she mentioned that Mr. Runyon checked out.” 
 
    “Yes, he did. I guess that means our engagement is at an end.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we want to be that hasty,” Alex said, not meeting her eyes, but focusing on the cards instead. “There might be some therapeutic benefits to this that we’re overlooking.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that I’ve been thirty-five percent happier since we became engaged, and I seem to be feeling a bit better overall. Wouldn’t it be a shame if we ended our engagement now and I reverted or my progress slowed? I don’t think that’s a risk we can rightfully take without serious medical repercussions.” 
 
    “Thirty-five percent? My goodness. That’s significant.” 
 
    “I agree.” He paused in his shuffling. “What shall we play? I’d suggest poker, but I don’t know if that would scandalize you.”  
 
    Ruth chuckled. “Why would it scandalize me?” 
 
    “Because of gambling and whatnot.” 
 
    “Is it gambling if we don’t bet any money?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I suppose not, but if we don’t bet anything, is the game still fun? With no risk, is there a reward?” 
 
    They both looked up when a knock sounded on Alex’s door. Ruth stood to open it. “Parker!” she said, stepping back to let him in. “How are you?” 
 
    Deputy Parker Monroe stepped into the room, his hat in his hands. “Hello, Ruth. I’m well, thank you.” He turned to face the bed. “I’m sorry I haven’t been by to see you yet—I’ve been helping Colonel Gordon with this case. How are you feeling, Alex?” 
 
    “Doing a little better every day, and I’ve just talked Ruth into playing poker with me. Would you like to join us?” 
 
    “Wish I could, but I’m on duty right now. I came by to tell you that your brother has officially been cleared of all suspicion, and a date for the trial has been set for six weeks from now. Will you be able to attend and give testimony?” 
 
    “I should be. Dr. Wayment has me down for a while, but in six weeks, I’ll be more than fit.” 
 
    “Good to hear that.” Parker nodded at Ruth and ducked out, saying over his shoulder that he’d be back in a few days to take Alex up on the offer of a game. 
 
    Ruth had never understood all the ins and outs of poker, but that made it quite a bit more fun. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much. As they played, she kept thinking back to what Alex had said about being happier since they’d become engaged. Of course he was just joking—after all, how could a fake engagement make someone genuinely happy?—but she liked the way it sounded when he said it. There was something so natural and right about sitting with him, laughing together. She could picture this being their future, and the thought made her feel warm inside. 
 
    Of course, if she were to stay engaged to Alex, it would mean giving up the job in Kansas City. She sighed, realizing that she couldn’t have it all—she couldn’t pursue her culinary dreams and have a meaningful relationship at the same time. It just wasn’t possible, and at the moment, her new job had more of a pull on her than Alex did. She’d been offered a salary, a place to live, and specific assignments, and he . . . well, he hadn’t offered anything. Just a pretty story to tell people when they got too close. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    She looked up and met Alex’s concerned gaze. “Of course. What do you mean?” 
 
    “You sighed just now, and you sounded unhappy.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Just thinking,” 
 
    “Thinking’s fairly dangerous. I’m not sure I recommend it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I do either.” She played her next card, not paying much attention. “But I can’t seem to help it.” 
 
    Alex looked at the cards, then back up at her. “You really must be distracted. That’s an excellent card you just threw away.” 
 
    “Well, how am I supposed to keep it all straight?” She set down the cards in her hand, then leaned back in her chair. “I’m sorry. I think I’m just tired of cards. Would you like me to read to you instead?” 
 
    “Why don’t you go rest for a while? I’m perfectly all right here, and I hate the idea of you getting worn out.” 
 
    That was such a kind offer. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure. Go take a nap or something—you looked so refreshed the other day when you’d had enough sleep. Give yourself that gift again.” 
 
    “All right, I think I will. Thank you for the suggestion.” 
 
    “And thank you for everything you’ve done for me. Honestly, Ruth, you’ve made this whole experience bearable.” 
 
    She gave his hand a squeeze. Instead of releasing his grip, though, he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it, a feather-light gesture that sent tingles up her arm. “Have a good rest,” he said.  
 
    She stepped out into the hall and paused there for a moment, still able to feel the sensation of his lips on her skin. They’d just turned a corner in their relationship—she knew that as surely as anything. But what did that mean?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    It was difficult for Alex to interpret what he was feeling. Attraction, most definitely. Ruth was the most beautiful girl he’d ever met, but he was also attracted to little things like the way she tilted her head as she listened or the way she tucked her hair behind her ear. He found himself very aware of all her movements, even the way she crossed the room.  
 
    When she’d kissed his cheek, even though it had been so quick as to make him wonder if he’d imagined it, it ignited something deep within him, a spark that burned so brightly, it was strange that it wasn’t visible to anyone else. And just now, when he’d kissed her hand . . . He shook his head. If only he could stand up and take her in his arms properly. He couldn’t very well ask her to bend over and kiss him—that’s not how these things were done. 
 
    Mr. Brody and Tom came in a little while later to help him bathe and to change out his bedsheets. They’d been diligent in helping him maintain his dignity while he’d been laid up, and they’d done it without being asked. He never would have imagined this sort of kindness—not until he’d seen it for himself.  
 
    Once he was settled back into bed with a clean set of nightclothes and a freshly shaven face, he said to Mr. Brody, “How do you know when you’re meant to be with someone forever?” 
 
    Mr. Brody threw his head back and laughed. “You should wait until Tom gets back from dumping the bath water. He has some unique perspectives on that.” 
 
    “He does?” 
 
    “Yes. He met Harriet out by the water pump. He thought she was someone else, and he grabbed her and kissed her before he realized his mistake.” 
 
    “Was she understanding about it?” 
 
    “She was anything but. After a while, though, they seemed to patch things up.” Mr. Brody was still chuckling. “You’re making the question harder than it needs to be, but everyone has that tendency when they’re trying to be smart. Just listen to what your heart is telling you. That’s all you really need to do.” 
 
    Alex thought on that for a good long while. What was his heart trying to tell him? He needed to push logic completely to the side and concentrate on how he felt. When he broke it down to its roots, he was in love with Ruth Barnes. The fact that they’d known each other such a short time didn’t matter. What mattered was the growing kinship between them, and now the growing chemistry. He could travel the world a dozen times over and never find someone so compatible, and truth be told, he didn’t want to travel the world. He’d rather stay right there and spend his time getting to know Ruth. Of course, he’d prefer to do that from an upright position and maybe in a parlor rather than a confining bedroom, but at this point, he’d take it however it came. She was the one he wanted—he was more sure of that by the minute.  
 
    *** 
 
    Ruth had taken a wonderful nap, then gone downstairs to make dinner. Alex had been given his last dose of opium for the night, and the hotel was falling asleep. Mr. Brody had fetched his nightly cup of coffee from the kitchen to keep him awake while he oversaw the desk, and once again, the only sounds were that of the cicadas.  
 
    Ruth sprinkled more flour on the pile of bread dough in front of her. Kate would be getting up early to pound it down and shape it into loaves, and Ruth wanted to be sure that it was ready for her. Goodness, they went through so much bread at the hotel. She sometimes felt that all she did was knead dough.  
 
    As she worked, she allowed her mind to wander, and of course it wandered to Alex. It was hard to believe that such a short time ago, he’d annoyed her so very much. Now she knew every line and angle of his face, the way his dimple puckered up that one little section of his cheek, and the way his laugh sounded in every circumstance—whether he was feeling wry or genuinely amused. When she went to Kansas City, she would miss that laugh.  
 
    She closed her eyes and relived that moment when he’d kissed her hand. He wouldn’t have done that unless he was feeling something for her . . . would he? Something more than friendship? She didn’t know all the rules when it came to relationships. She didn’t know what each thing meant, like deciphering a code. When he took her hand and squeezed it, that was just friendship, right? But kissing it . . . How frustrating not to know.  
 
    She gave the bread dough a few extra thumps, put it in a bowl and covered it, then cleaned up the counter, trying to decide what she should do. Above all else, she was frustrated by the guessing, and it made her wonder why she should put herself through that, anyway. What would be wrong about simply asking him? She’d spoken to him about the situation with Mr. Runyon, and he’d handled it very well. Didn’t that demonstrate that she could bring up sensitive topics with him, and wouldn’t it be better to talk it out than to keep wondering? 
 
    The very worst he could do was tell her that he wasn’t interested in her. She didn’t imagine that he’d say it unkindly—that wasn’t the sort of man he was. He would let her down as gently as he could, she would thank him for his honesty, and then she could go without any regrets. She’d know she was making the right choice by leaving, and she’d know that she’d done all she could. 
 
    That was exactly what she’d do first thing the next morning. She wouldn’t put it off—she didn’t think she could wait, anyway. It was best to know these things and put her troubled mind to rest. 
 
    After making sure the kitchen was ready for the next morning, she climbed the first flight of stairs and paused on the landing. The light was off in Alex’s room, so she wouldn’t disturb him. Instead, she turned to go up the second flight of stairs that would lead to her attic bedroom, but she felt an arm wrap around her from behind, and a hand clamp down over her mouth.  
 
    There was a tiny bedroom just off the landing, one they only rented out to people traveling alone. She was shoved through the door into this room, her attacker right behind her to push her up against the wall and make sure her mouth stayed covered. A small lantern burned on the table, and she found herself staring into the red-rimmed and furious eyes of Laird Runyon. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Barnes,” he said in a low voice, pressing so close, she could feel the texture of his jacket on her arm. “It’s so good to see you again. Are you happy to see me?” 
 
    She didn’t make any effort to answer. His hand was so tight over her mouth, it would have been wasted.  
 
    “It’s the strangest thing,” he went on. “When I was checking out of the hotel, I mentioned to the girl running the desk that I was happy to hear of your engagement. She acted as though she didn’t know anything about it. That troubled me, and I thought about it for the first hour of my journey. Why wouldn’t you tell your dearest friends in the whole world about your engagement? Unless you weren’t really engaged.” 
 
    Ruth’s heart was pounding so hard, it made her chest ache, and she couldn’t pull in a deep breath through her nose. She was starting to get lightheaded.  
 
     “I thought about that for the second hour of my journey. Why would Miss Barnes lie to me? I thought back on all the invitations you turned down, and I realized something very important.”  He brought his face even closer. “I realized that you owe me.” 
 
    His voice was so low, Ruth didn’t think even someone standing in the hallway could hear, and everyone would be in bed by now. If only she could breathe properly.  
 
    “You see, I’ve been very kind to you. I’ve given you my attention and my time, and what have you given me in return? Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Just your disdain and your refusal to have anything to do with me. Well, I don’t think that’s right, and so I’ve come back to claim what should have been mine.” 
 
    Ruth had heard words like these before. She’d heard them in the kitchen at the Lazy Q the night Higgins had found her there alone, the night Wade had arrived just in time. She remembered being told that she owed something to men, that it wasn’t right for her to be so pretty without expecting to pay some dues. She remembered Higgins’ fist slamming against her face so hard, she couldn’t see for a moment. She remembered every single thing that had happened until Wade had pulled Higgins away and punched him, then taken Ruth to safety. He’d brought her here, to the Brody, where she’d been protected ever since. Protected by men who respected women, protected by friends who flocked around her.  
 
    Protected by herself—by her restored sense of self-worth.  
 
    Mr. Runyon didn’t remove his hand from her mouth, but he did let go of her arm with his opposite hand so he could fumble with his belt buckle. That gave Ruth all the opportunity she needed to reach into the pocket of her dress and pull out the small pistol she carried there. 
 
    When Mr. Runyon looked up and saw it, his eyes went wide, and he took a stumbling step backward. Ruth pulled in a breath as soon as his hand left her mouth, gasping for air.  
 
    “Miss Barnes, where on earth did you get that little toy gun?” he asked, regaining his composure and now beginning to smirk. “It’s adorable that you think it’s any use against me. I’m not leaving until I get what I want.” He lunged forward, his movements quick and decisive, and so were Ruth’s. She pulled the trigger, and down he fell. That was the only thing she owed him. 
 
    Without even checking to see if he was dead or alive, she ran out of the room, pulled the key from the inside of the lock, and locked the door from the outside. Then she headed down the staircase to be met by Mr. Brody, who was running up the stairs with his Colt in his hand. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, taking her by the arm. “I heard a shot.” 
 
    “That’s because I fired one,” she said. “You may want to check on Mr. Runyon. I may have just killed him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Ruth sat at the dining room table, a shawl around her shoulders and a mug of coffee in her hands. Elizabeth sat next to her, arm around her shoulders, as Colonel Gordon asked for all the details of the case. Mr. Brody stood in the background, his face like thunder.  
 
    “And then I pulled the trigger,” Ruth said, bringing her story to a close.  
 
    “Where did you obtain the gun?” Colonel Gordon asked. 
 
    “From Mr. Brody. He gives them to all his waitresses and instructs us in how to use them.” 
 
    “And you carry it all the time?” 
 
    “Not all the time, but a goodly amount of it. With the rough clientele we sometimes serve, he feels it’s best if we can defend ourselves.” 
 
    “Quite right.” Colonel Gordon made a note. “Miss Barnes, I see no reason to charge you with any sort of crime. Mr. Brody has given a statement that Mr. Runyon was bothering you, and a few of your friends commented that you seemed upset by the man’s attentions. Mr. Barker has given his testimony that you confided your concerns in him as well. Given the bruises on your arms, it’s easy to see that you were treated roughly, and considering . . . well, considering that the man’s trousers were halfway down when we arrived, we can assume the nature of the attack. Therefore, this is self-defense, and the case is closed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ruth said, nearly weak from relief. “You mentioned my friends—where are they?” She hadn’t seen anyone else in hours. 
 
    “I sent them upstairs until everything was concluded. I’m sure they’ll pepper you with questions when they come down.” 
 
    “And I have a few questions of my own, sir—Mr. Runyon. Did I kill him?” 
 
    “Well, that remains to be seen. Dr. Wayment is upstairs working on him now, and I have a deputy posted at the door prepared for just about anything. Time will tell.” The colonel smiled. “You’re a brave young woman, Miss Barnes, and it would appear that the employee doesn’t fall far from the tree.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Ruth asked, confused. 
 
    He nodded at Elizabeth. “You should tell her the story.”  
 
    Elizabeth had a smile on her face. “I can’t remember if I ever told you about the man I shot in the barn. He had some similar ideas, and it was the pistol in the pocket of my dress that came in handy that day.” She turned and looked over her shoulder. “You were inspired to arm us, my love.” 
 
    “It seemed like common sense, the right thing to do.” Mr. Brody cleared his throat. “Ruth, I apologize. When I spoke to Mr. Runyon, I should have thrown him out—I shouldn’t have merely told him you were busy.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” Ruth told him. “I didn’t suspect anything like this at the time—I just thought he was being too persistent.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I could have spared you this.” 
 
    “And nonetheless, you provided me with a gun and taught me how to use it.” Ruth stood and placed her hand on Mr. Brody’s arm. “You’ve been the kindest, truest man I’ve ever known. Please don’t feel guilty—I have so much to thank you for.” 
 
    Mr. Brody didn’t answer, but instead, he pulled Ruth in for a gentle hug. She blinked several times to keep the tears from falling—in his embrace, she felt utterly safe. 
 
    “Well now,” he said after a moment, clearing his throat. “We’d best get some waitresses down here or we won’t have anything to serve the morning train.” 
 
    “I wish we could tell the morning train just to keep chugging by,” Elizabeth replied. “Surely we all could use another few hours of sleep.” 
 
    “We could shut the dining room for the morning,” Mr. Brody suggested. “We don’t have to serve breakfast.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes grew wide. “What’s this? My husband doesn’t want to open the dining room? Has the sky fallen? Is it the end of the world?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I know, I know—I’ve never shut the dining room before, but some things are more important. And if Ruth’s not well and the other girls are upset, that clearly defines our priorities.” 
 
    This time, Ruth’s tears wouldn’t be held back. “You’d do that for us?” 
 
    “Of course I would. You’re family.” 
 
    That was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. “And what if I’ve decided I don’t want to move to Kansas City? What if I want to stay here with people who love me?” 
 
    He grinned. “I’d say that’s the best news I’ve had . . . well, possibly forever.” 
 
    Her heart was so full, she felt like it would burst. “Then you can consider it done. I don’t even know why I thought about leaving—this is where I’m wanted.”  
 
    Elizabeth stood up and wrapped Ruth in a hug. “I can’t even tell you how glad I am that you’re staying. We need you just as much as you need us, and you can experiment and make fancy foods to your heart’s content. I’m sure we’ll all enjoy eating your samples.” 
 
    “Thank you, Elizabeth.” Ruth returned her friend’s hug tightly, then stepped back. “One more question, Colonel?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Barnes?” 
 
    “Just how did Mr. Runyon get into the hotel? Someone would have seen him and wondered why he’d come back, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “We don’t have any way of knowing until he’s awake and can be questioned, but my thought is that he likely slipped in with the train passengers. It’s always a bit of a hullabaloo when a new batch of people arrives, I’ve noticed.” 
 
    Ruth nodded. “That makes sense. I just dislike the thought that someone can come in here undetected and try such awful things.” 
 
    “As do I,” Mr. Brody said. “I’ve been thinking that it might be time to hire a security guard of sorts for the hotel.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” Elizabeth said. “Let’s do it, Adam.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll start making inquiries right away.” 
 
    Ruth smiled, a sense of right building in her chest at the thought. The hotel was now large enough and busy enough that a security guard sounded like just the thing. “Now, I don’t know why we’re all standing around like statues—we have a train to feed,” she said, and the Brodys laughed.  
 
    *** 
 
    Alex just couldn’t take it anymore, not for a single minute longer. He’d been awakened by the marshal, who had a horrific story to tell of an attack on Ruth late the night before, and now he was expected to stay in bed and wait to hear if she was all right? No. He couldn’t do it. The woman he loved had been through something terrible, and he would not lie around and do nothing. 
 
    He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and grabbed the chair, hoisting himself to his feet. He’d done this a few times before when his bedding was being changed, but he’d always kept the majority of his weight on his good leg. This time, he slowly shifted his balance to his injured leg to see if it could handle any pressure.  
 
    Pain shot up and down that side of his body like a lightning bolt, but he could bear it as long as he stayed focused. Keeping Ruth’s face before him in his thoughts, he slid the chair along the floor and hopped along behind it on his good leg, using his bad leg for counterbalance and lowering it from time to time as needed so he didn’t topple.  
 
    When he reached the hallway, he realized for the first time just how far away the stairs were, and for that matter, he had no plan for getting down them once he reached them. This was an ill-conceived plot from the start, but he couldn’t go back now. One never achieved the glory of a grand adventure if one turned around and went back when things got complicated. 
 
    He saw Deputy Monroe standing outside the first door at the head of the hall, and kept up his hopping and scooting until he reached the man’s side. “Any word?” he asked. 
 
    “Not yet. Dr. Wayment’s still operating, as far as I know. Seems to me that he ought to let him die.” Monroe shook his head. “I’m sorry—that wasn’t fitting. I just keep thinking about my wife and my sister, and what I’d do if this had been one of them. They both worked here before they were married—either one of them could have attracted the attention of a man like this.” 
 
    Alex nodded. There were no words to explain the feelings coursing through him, and he had to admit, if Mr. Runyon were to die, he wouldn’t feel much sorrow either. But he knew Ruth would, and that alone was enough for him to send up a silent prayer on the man’s behalf.  
 
    Suddenly, the strength went out of his body, and he turned the chair so he could sit on it rather than continuing his awkward journey.  
 
    “Where do you mean to go from here?” Monroe asked, a smile on his face. 
 
    “My original thought was to find Ruth and kiss her senseless, but now it appears I’m the senseless one,” Alex replied. “I should have stayed in my cozy little bed as ordered.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have.” Dr. Wayment had opened the door to room one and now looked down at him with disapproval. “Are you trying to hurt yourself?” 
 
    “I was trying to do something grandly romantic, but I don’t think I succeeded.” 
 
    “I would say not.” Dr. Wayment shook his head, but Alex could see that he was amused. “The patient will recover. I had some stitching to do in his chest cavity, but it went well. A few days of rest here, and then he can be transported to the jailhouse. I’ll be seeing to his care myself—I will not subject any of the young ladies of the hotel to that experience.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Alex replied. That had been his next concern, but the doctor had already seen the need and taken care of it.  
 
    “And as for you.” Dr. Wayment wagged his finger at Alex. “Let’s get you back in bed and pretend you never left it. If Ruth knew about your little excursion, she’d worry about you, and I think she has enough on her plate just now.” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    Alex let the doctor help him back to bed, where he was neatly tucked up when the waitresses came downstairs for the morning train. For all they knew, he’d behaved himself that morning.  
 
    *** 
 
    Ruth had been aching to talk to Alex since early that day, but she’d wanted to push through with the breakfast service. She wanted to show herself that she could rise above her circumstances, that she was stronger than what had happened. As soon as the meal was over, though, she raced up the stairs, only pausing for a brief moment as she passed room one, then continued to Alex’s room. 
 
    He was sitting up in bed when she walked in, and he didn’t say a word. He just opened his arms, and she all but fell into them.  
 
    He held her close while she cried all the tears she’d kept bottled up during breakfast. All the tears she’d held back while Mr. Runyon whispered his awful thoughts to her. All the tears she’d refused to shed because of Higgins. She cried them all now, and Alex held her until she was done. 
 
    Then she sat up and wiped her eyes, feeling ridiculous. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to do that.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did.” He reached over and grabbed a fresh handkerchief from the bedside table, handing it to her. “You’ve been carrying that around for a long time, haven’t you?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, and it feels so good to let it out now. Did you hear that Mr. Runyon will live?” 
 
    “I did hear that, and I’m glad for your sake.” 
 
    “I never wanted to kill him—I just wanted to stop him. Men like that must be stopped—they can’t be allowed to think the way they think. Shooting them all isn’t the answer, though—it’s not practical, and it would take a lot of bullets.” 
 
    Alex laughed. “That’s what I love about you, Ruth—your sense of humor even when things look black as night. That’s how I know you’re a survivor.” 
 
    She looked up at him with those moss-green eyes. “You love me?” 
 
    “Like crazy. Like crazy, but also very logically and sensibly.” He reached up and stroked the side of her cheek. “Marry me, Ruth, but for real. I can manage my business from anywhere—I can travel from Kansas City while you work for Mrs. Norton, if that’s still your dream. I just want to be with you.”  
 
    “I’m not going to Kansas City,” Ruth replied. “I don’t even know what I was thinking. Why would I give up these wonderful people and this amazing place? This is my home. I don’t ever want to leave.” 
 
    He nodded. “Do you think there’s room in your home for one more?” 
 
    She bent over and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’m pretty sure there is.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek with his hand and tilted her face to meet his, giving her the sweetest, gentlest kiss she could ever have imagined, but a kiss that promised so much more in days to come.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “That was extremely satisfactory,” Mr. Brody said, leading the way into the hotel. Nearly everyone had gone over to the Shawnee County courthouse that afternoon, leaving just a few waitresses behind in case their guests needed anything. Ruth had all the support she could have imagined for her confrontation with Laird Runyon in front of the judge, and he’d received the proper sentence for his crime. “Even more satisfactory that you have both won your lawsuits with a minimum of hassle, and you can now face your futures together without anything holding you back.” 
 
    Ruth reached over and tucked her hand into Alex’s. He was walking much more confidently than he had just a week prior—he’d been exercising daily to regain his strength so he could walk down the aisle. “What do you think about that, Mr. Barker? Shall we face our futures together?”  
 
    He grinned as he tugged her closer to him. “Futures? What sort of futures?” 
 
    “Oh, ones where we get married and you buy me a little house with a garden and lots of room in the kitchen so I can bake delicious pies for you.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” He kissed her on the tip of her nose. “And when do you think these futures should start?” 
 
    “As soon as humanly possible. I would have married you weeks ago, but you said you wanted to be walking first.” 
 
    “What’s this?” He looked at her with surprise. “Are you saying I’m the reason why we aren’t married this very minute?” 
 
    “Yes. I blame you entirely.” 
 
    “Well, I will not be to blame for waiting any longer. Come on, Miss Barnes.” He turned her toward the door of the hotel. “We’re going to the parsonage right now and arranging this wedding.” 
 
    She laughed. “Right now?” 
 
    “Right now. I’ve waited my entire life to find someone as amazing and incredible as you are, and I don’t want to miss out on a single minute of the rest of forever.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Tom to bring the buggy back around,” Mr. Brody said. “No sense in pushing yourself farther than you already have today, Alex.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I keep forgetting how far I still have to go.”  
 
    Alex and Ruth went out to the front porch to wait for the buggy, and Ruth stepped into Alex’s arms. “I didn’t want to see him again,” she said, resting her cheek on Alex’s chest. “I didn’t want to look at his smug face, but I’m glad I did. I’m glad I told my story.” 
 
    She felt Alex kiss her hair. “I’m so proud of you,” he said. “I wish you hadn’t gone through that experience, but the way you were able to share what happened . . .” 
 
    She leaned back and looked into Alex’s eyes, a little surprised to see tears there. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said with a soft smile. “I’m just . . . so proud.” 
 
    “You already said that,” she teased. 
 
    “It’s still true.” He stroked the side of her face. “I can’t help but think about the other young women you might have saved today. Because you put a stop to him, he can’t move on to someone else. The bravery you showed, the strength . . .” 
 
    “It was because of you,” she told him. “I kept thinking about what you said—how it was my choice who I spent time with, how it wasn’t my duty or my obligation to make him happy. Once that sank in, that’s when I became brave.” 
 
    “No, my love,” he said, pulling her close again. “You were always brave. I might have reminded you of it, but that’s who you are.” 
 
    The buggy came around the corner of the building and stood out front, ready to carry them to find the pastor. Alex took Ruth’s hand and smiled down at her. “Let’s go schedule our wedding,” he said, and she willingly followed him down the sidewalk and toward her new life.  
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