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Chapter One
 
    
 
   Callie hurried to set the supper table for two. Memories suddenly flooded through her unbidden, and as she poured water into the cups, she felt as if she was preparing for Matthew’s return after a long day spent in the mines. At any moment now, he would stroll through the door and greet her with a kiss. But the merry humming drifting out of the kitchen thrust her back into reality as quickly as the fantasy had besieged her, reminding her that Matthew wasn’t about to walk through the door and she wasn’t at their claim in the mountains. She was in town— Culpepper Cove—and her husband had left this life forever.
 
   Oblivious to Callie’s musings, Mrs. Gerrard bustled into the small dining room and placed supper on the table. Ribbons of steam rose up from the large pot. The aroma of the ham and potato soup that had been simmering on the stove for hours made Callie’s mouth water.
 
   “I’d expected Thom to have returned already.” Mrs. Gerrard wiped her hands on her apron and gave a shrug. “I should have invited the Wilsons over for dinner, for as much ham and potatoes as I’ve made. Guess we’ll be stuffing ourselves tonight.”
 
   Callie smiled politely and kept her opinion about Mr. Gerrard to herself. She was glad his trip to visit his claim was taking longer than anticipated. Maybe, if she were lucky, he would be gone for another week. She appreciated the roof over her head, considering she was no relation to the Gerrards, but she didn’t care for the leering glances Mr. Gerrard sent her way when his wife wasn’t looking.
 
   After Callie fetched the biscuits she’d made earlier, the women sat at the table, said a quick blessing, and tried their best to do justice to the large pot of ham and potatoes. The front and back doors had been propped open to create a cross breeze in the downstairs of the small house, and the voices of passersby and horses clomping down the street came in waves. Occasionally, the sounds of cheerful piano music drifted in with the breeze. The piano music, of course, came from The Red Petticoat Saloon, which was only a short walk away from the Gerrards’ house.
 
   Mrs. Gerrard raised her chin with an air of propriety. “When Thom and I arrived here in Culpepper Cove, the first thing we did was ask Mayor Rockwell to close that bawdy establishment. Considered it our Christian duty, we did.”
 
   “You asked the mayor to shut down The Red Petticoat Saloon?”
 
   “Yes, indeed. Then would you believe it—the sheriff went and married himself a soiled dove from that very establishment. And the mayor later did the very same thing!”
 
   Callie didn’t comment further, though not for the first time she found Mrs. Gerrard’s expectations for Culpepper Cove to be strange. If the woman had wanted to remain in polite society, she should have stayed in Philadelphia, rather than follow her husband after he inherited a large and prosperous claim in the Sierras.
 
   The west was untamed, both the land and the people, most of them men, who flocked here in droves with dreams of making a better life for themselves. Callie’s late husband had told her what to expect before they set sail for California, and though some of the things she’d witnessed had surprised her, she didn’t find the presence of an establishment such as The Red Petticoat Saloon out of place or even offensive to her morals.
 
   But, then, Callie had never felt as if she belonged to the family and polite society she’d been born into. She’d always felt like an outsider. Keeping up with all her parents’ expectations had been exhausting. When she thought of her childhood, a jolt of panic often coursed through her. She could never smile enough, speak softly enough, sit up straight enough, needlepoint neatly and elegantly enough, and so on down the line.
 
   The volume of the piano music rose, and Callie fought to restrain a smile after watching Mrs. Gerrard grow pale and clench her jaw in an overly angry expression.
 
   In truth, the gems fascinated Callie. She’d seen a few of them up close in the mercantile and imagined they all had grand stories of traveling out west to make it on their own. Though Callie couldn’t fathom selling her body for money, she didn’t think badly of the women who worked at the saloon, and she supposed it was due to her mammy’s influence that Callie wasn’t as quick to judge others as Mrs. Gerrard.
 
   Growing up, outside of the criticism her parents leveled on her when she wasn’t enough, Callie’s parents hadn’t paid her much attention. They were always too busy frolicking from ball to ball and visiting with their friends at other manors and plantations in Virginia and farther south. When they happened to notice her, it was only to berate her for some lacking that made her not ladylike enough. At the time, she had longed for their love and acceptance, but now that she’d discovered their true colors she appreciated all the lessons in kindness Mammy had taught her.
 
   An ache pulsed in her chest. She missed her mammy, but drew comfort from the knowledge that the elderly woman was placed safely with a new family. Callie had seen to that before she left Virginia as an eloping bride suddenly estranged from her family.
 
   “Callie. Callie. Callie!” Mrs. Gerrard tapped a hand on the table. “Have you been listening to a word I’ve said?”
 
   “Apologies, Mrs. Gerrard. I must have drifted off for a second.” She forced a smile. “What were you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying that Culpepper Cove needs to get a preacher in that church right quick. It’s a shame the church, and the fine parsonage beside it, too, are sitting there empty without a preacher and without Sunday services being held every week. I guarantee religion and the fear of God is exactly what this town needs to be turned around.”
 
   “Is that so?” Callie took a long drink of water in hopes of settling the sickness that had twisted in her stomach. This wasn’t the first time her dinner companion had reminded her of her mother. Her father too. Sit up straight. Fix your hair. Act like a lady, would you?
 
   Mrs. Gerrard nodded and kept going. “I tell you what, if the mayor had any sense in him, he’d go into the Sierras and drag Lawrence Black down by his neck and order him to start saving souls.”
 
   Callie set her cup down. “Who is Lawrence Black?”
 
   The woman leaned forward, her eyes lit with excitement, as they often were when she was about to impart a bit of gossip—a practice she claimed to abhor yet participated in frequently.
 
   “Pastor Lawrence Black. They say he’s from South Carolina, used to have his own church there. But then one day he up and traveled out west. They say he was so grief stricken after his wife died that he abandoned everything he’d ever known. Struck it rich during his first week mining his new claim, and had a large cabin built up in the mountains. Some say it’s a mansion. He comes to town now and then, but it’s said he refuses to go near the church, let alone take up preaching again.”
 
   “Well, it sounds as though he was so grieved after his wife’s death that he felt the need to run. The need to be alone. It’s a perfectly good reason for his actions.”
 
   Wide eyes stared back at Callie. “Child, there is never a good reason to turn your back on God. Never.”
 
   Not even if your parents disown you?
 
   Not even if your husband dies mere months after you get married?
 
   Not even if you find yourself stranded in a mining town with only a few dollars left to your name?
 
   Callie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from uttering a response she would likely regret. She was a guest in Mrs. Gerrard’s house. Whatever the old woman had to say about soiled doves, absent preachers, or anything else, Callie had best keep her differing opinions to herself. If not for the Gerrards’ kindness in taking her in after Matthew’s untimely death, she didn’t know what fate would have befallen her.
 
   As they cleared the table and cleaned the kitchen, Mrs. Gerrard gently suggested they take a stroll after breakfast tomorrow.
 
   “The drunkards will still be asleep, but the decent God-fearing men will be awake, perhaps on their way to claim a prosperous mine,” the old woman reasoned. “The best thing you can do is get married sooner rather than later, child. While you’re still young. Be sure to wear a pretty dress too. Your Sunday best.”
 
   Callie blinked hard to dispel her tears as she dried the dishes. Her throat burned.
 
   She only wanted one man. Matthew. But he was gone. Buried near the shack they’d briefly called home, on a claim that hadn’t produced even a gram of gold.
 
   Though the claim was currently for sale, no one had shown any interest in it yet. She supposed whatever money she made off the eventual sale wouldn’t be enough to survive on for long, let alone pay for her passage back to Virginia.
 
   It pained her that finding a husband was her only option of moving forward. Callie occasionally entertained the idea of sending a telegram to her parents with the news of Matthew’s death, requesting the money to travel home and reconcile with her family. But each time the thought entered her mind, all the cruel things her parents had said to her came rushing back.
 
   “You’re no daughter of mine.” Her father’s words.
 
   “Get out of my sight, Callie. I never wish to see you again. Thank God your older sisters have more sense than you. At least they have made us proud. But you—you are nothing.” Her mother’s words.
 
   All because she’d married without their blessing. To make matters worse, Matthew’s family were staunch abolitionists and had spoken out against families who owned slaves, including Callie’s family. Both Callie and Matthew had thought their families would put aside their differences and support them after the announcement of their marriage, but Matthew’s family had treated him just as coldly as Callie’s.
 
   Fate stepped in when Matthew’s older brother offered to pay their passage to San Francisco. He also gave Matthew enough money to buy a claim. Not long after, they set sail on the General Williamson, foolishly believing all would be well and they would strike it rich somewhere in California. But Matthew’s claim proved worthless, and after he died an agonizing death from a rattler bite, Callie couldn’t very well live in a shack in the Sierra Mountains all by herself. She might be stubborn and proud, but she didn’t have a death wish.
 
   After the kitchen was set to rights, Callie feigned a headache and went to her bedroom. Normally, she stayed up with Mrs. Gerrard and helped her quilt in the sitting room, but tonight she longed for solitude.
 
   Callie prepared for bed and then stood at her window that faced the street. Darkness had fallen. She peered up at the stars and crescent-shaped moon. Was Matthew up in heaven, looking down on her at this very moment? She liked to think he was. And she liked to think he would understand when she married again, only months after his passing.
 
   Yes, Callie decided she would allow Mrs. Gerrard to introduce her to as many eligible gentlemen in town as she wished. With the small ratio of women compared to men in Culpepper Cove, she would probably have all manner of marriage proposals to contend with in the near future.
 
   As much as she wanted the chance to get to know a man well before they wed, any courtship would need to be short. This wasn’t polite society in Virginia. There would be no fancy balls or chaperoned carriage rides. No stolen kisses on the large front porch of her family’s home while the locusts screeched around them on a sultry summer night.
 
   She went to her bedside, fell to her knees, and folded her hands in prayer.
 
   After a whispered prayer for Matthew’s soul, she sat in silence as the piano music floated in her open window. She was certain this was the third time this evening that she’d heard Oh! Susannah playing, but she didn’t mind. The music brought her comfort and was one of the reasons she often kept her window open, even when the night air grew so chilled that she had to bundle up under her quilts.
 
   She took a deep breath and folded her hands tighter.
 
   Please God, lead me down the right path, whether it’s to a husband or back to Virginia. Please God, show me a sign.
 
   * * *
 
   Lawrence put down his tattered copy of Gulliver’s Travels and stared at the flame flickering in the lantern beside his bed.
 
   Mary had been afraid of the dark, and she had insisted he keep a lantern burning all night, though he’d always wait until she fell asleep and extinguish it. Then he would draw her body close to his and fall asleep with the woman he loved folded in his arms.
 
   His throat burned and he swallowed hard.
 
   Mary.
 
   She was gone. So was their son.
 
   Why?
 
   He ground his teeth together until his jaw ached. He’d asked himself this question—why?—thousands of times, and he’d yet to come up with a good answer. Why did Mary and their son have to die in childbirth?
 
   Lawrence looked up at the smooth wooden beams of the high ceiling. His whole body tensed and rage pumped through his veins, as if he were about to go to battle.
 
   He needed to find a way to overcome his anger. His heart felt like it was poisoned. It scared him, this continued anger he felt toward God. It had been two years since Mary had died. She would be saddened by what had become of him. That thought caused his spirits to sink further.
 
   He’d left his hometown and church in South Carolina, leaving his congregation scrambling to replace him without much notice. Shame filled him with the memory of what he’d done. He’d abandoned people he’d cared about. People who had cared about him.
 
   The Sunday mornings he’d awoken eager to minister to his congregation were over. The days of visiting the sick and helping those in need of spiritual council were over. How could he help anyone when he couldn’t seem to help himself? A man so angry with God had no business leading a congregation.
 
   Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the dark cloud that hovered over him. Perhaps it was time for another trip to town. Despite his need for solitude and his annoyance that Mayor Rockwell always approached him and asked him to take his place as the preacher of Culpepper Cove, Lawrence supposed a trip to town might help dull his loneliness, anger, and guilt—if only for one day.
 
   Much as he wanted to stay in his cabin high in the Sierras and never leave, he knew it wasn’t healthy to hide out here for such long periods of time. Tomorrow at first light, he decided. Tomorrow at first light he would saddle Abraham and ride into town. He extinguished the flame and closed his eyes, letting sleep claim him.
 
   The next morning as the sun splintered through the trees on top the mountain, he rode Abraham away from his claim, but stopped at the next claim over on his way down the mountain. He found Peter Witherspoon sitting in front of a fire, cooking what had once been some kind of forest critter. Behind Peter, the beginnings of a mud cottage stood, and to the right of him rested the tent he currently called home.
 
   Guilt stabbed at Lawrence. He’d been lucky to strike it rich only days after reaching his claim. Most of the other miners, like Peter, were not as lucky.
 
   “Pastor Black! Good morning, sir. Would you like some breakfast?”
 
   Lawrence cringed at the title of his former calling. He’d wanted to keep the fact that he’d been a preacher for ten years a secret. But he’d made the mistake of getting drunk at The Red Petticoat Saloon one night—his first drink since he’d been a curious lad and tried a swig from his father’s bottle.
 
   In the saloon, one whiskey too many had left him spilling his secrets to the miner seated next to him at the bar. He’d told the stranger all about his church in South Carolina, and about his wife and child, and Lord only knows what else. The memories from that night were a blur.
 
   He’d passed out at the bar and awoken in the early morning to Madame Jewel insisting he drink a glass of water and then be on his way, lest she charge him rent for taking up a good seat. By the time he made another trip to town, everyone knew he’d once been a preacher, and the pressure for him to move into the parsonage and start holding Sunday services began.
 
   Lawrence dismounted Abraham and approached Peter. He took his hat off and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Call me Lawrence. I haven’t stared down a congregation in two years now.”
 
   Peter flipped the meat from his pan onto a dirty tin plate, then blew on the… squirrel? before taking a hearty bite. “Right,” he said between mouthfuls. “I heard you’ve been officiating weddings though.”
 
   Lawrence stiffened. “Only five weddings. Didn’t plan on it either. Each time, the couples caught me when I happened to be ordering supplies in the mercantile. I couldn’t very well say no and force them to wait weeks for the circuit judge to pass through.”
 
   Peter finished off the rest of his squirrel-like breakfast. “I found this in one of my traps this morning. Helluva lot tastier than grits.” He licked his fingers and set the plate aside, then stood up and scratched his stomach. “So what do I owe the pleasure of this visit for, Lawrence? You need help carrying another twenty pounder down the mountain?”
 
   “I haven’t found more than a few specks of gold in the river or in the caves lately. I got lucky during my first few weeks here, is all. You’ll get lucky one day too. You have a fine claim here, Peter, I can feel it.”
 
   “Well, I sure hope you’re right, because I plan on putting an ad in for one of those mail order brides by this time next year.” He waggled his eyebrows. “It’s all part of my plan to strike it rich and start a family out here.” Peter’s gaze turned distant for a moment. Sad, too. The man had to be fiercely lonesome sleeping by himself in that little tent night after night.
 
   Lawrence could more than sympathize. He gulped hard. His desire to reach town soon and be amongst the living for the first time in weeks suddenly became stronger. Maybe he’d stay at the Bentley Inn for a few days, take his time ordering supplies, and visit The Red Petticoat. Except this time, he would order wine.
 
   The prospect of seeing the dancing girls up on stage lightened his mood. He wouldn’t go so far as to spend an evening with one of the gems, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t enjoy the scenery.
 
   He’d been shocked the first time he’d seen the girls dancing, but after visiting Culpepper a few times, it seemed as natural a sight as the sun rising over the mountains. Though his former congregation in South Carolina would be shocked if they knew he’d been in an establishment such as The Red Petticoat, he didn’t believe those who worked in the saloon were any more of a sinner than he was.
 
   “I’m headed into town, Peter. Might stay for a few days, actually. Could you keep an eye on my claim?”
 
   “It would be my pleasure.”
 
   “Thank you.” Lawrence fixed his hat back in place. “Can I pick anything up for you at the mercantile?”
 
   “No, but if you visit the saloon, give Opal my best.” He smiled, revealing crooked yellow teeth.
 
   “Which one is Opal?”
 
   He sighed and looked to the sky. “She has dark eyes and brown hair, but you’ll know her by her personality. Talk to her for a minute and you’ll feel as if the sun is rising.” He sighed again.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.” Lawrence swung up on his horse. “Good day to you, Peter.”
 
   “Good day, pastor.”
 
   Lawrence bit his tongue and rode away from his neighbor’s claim. It was afternoon by the time he reached town. A few of the paths in the foothills had been nearly washed out, and he’d had to take care in guiding Abraham around the dangerous patches of mud and rock.
 
   Once he crossed the bridge over the Culpepper River and reached town, Lawrence left his horse at the stables, trusting Abraham would be well taken care of. Next, he stalked down the street to the mercantile. He ordered cornmeal, salt beef, flour, coffee, and other essential items, as well as some mining tools that would take weeks, if not months, to arrive in Culpepper. Though he had more money than he knew what to do with, Lawrence saw no reason to sit idle in his cabin. As long as his claim yielded even the smallest flake of gold, he would keep at it, panning in the nearby creek and hardrock mining in the caves too.
 
   Once he completed his transaction and said he’d pick up the in-stock items in two or three days, he found himself unsure of how to spend the next few hours. Directly across from the mercantile stood The Red Petticoat. He glanced out the front window. The saloon beckoned him.
 
   He’d wondered if he had completely lost his senses the first time he had visited the establishment, and he told himself he’d only gone inside because it was the only place one could get a good meal in Culpepper. After a few drinks though, he’d found himself staring at the women, at the beautiful gems, and imagining himself taking one upstairs. He’d passed out drunk before he’d been able to decide.
 
   Perhaps tonight. Or even right now.
 
   Did he dare?
 
   What would his friends and family in South Carolina think? What would Mary think?
 
   It didn’t matter. He would never see any of them again. He’d come to Culpepper Cove on a lark, not caring if he struck it rich or failed miserably at mining.
 
   A new life. A life far from the pain and guilt from losing Mary in childbirth. That’s what he’d wanted.
 
   The ghosts from his past had followed him though, all the way up to his homestead on the mountain. Would the ghosts ever leave? Would he ever find peace?
 
   Still inside the mercantile, he moved down an aisle and idly gazed at a row of canned jams. Walking around the aisle, he came face-to-face with…
 
   Green eyes.
 
   Wavy blonde hair.
 
   Sensuous lips.
 
   His breath stopped short. Lord, have mercy. He took a step back and tipped his hat to the beautiful young lady. A pretty blush stained her cheeks as she stared up at him.
 
   “Apologies for almost knocking you over, Miss…”
 
   “Missus,” said a severe looking elderly woman who came to stand beside the adorable blonde. “Mrs. Smith, though the poor thing was widowed several months ago. And I am Mrs. Thom Gerrard. I must say, I don’t believe I’ve made your acquaintance yet, sir. You don’t look like the typical miner who travels through these parts.”
 
   “I’m Lawrence Black, and I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” He took turns shaking each woman’s hand, but firmed his grip when he shook Mrs. Smith’s palm and found it difficult to let go.
 
   “Well, Mr. Black, that explains why I’ve never met you before. You’ve been too busy chasing your fortune in the mountains rather than tending to your flock. Perhaps a certain establishment across the street wouldn’t have men pouring in and out at all hours of the day if proper church services were held weekly and the townsfolk were reprimanded for their sins. Have you seen the church the town built? A right shame it stands empty.”
 
   The old woman’s scolding made the tips of his ears burn. He had half a mind to tell her of his intention to visit that very establishment later that day.
 
   “Mrs. Gerrard, it’s not very Christian of you to judge this man, especially since you don’t know him.” The blonde’s face paled as she spoke to her older companion. Clearly, Mrs. Smith was mortified by Mrs. Gerrard’s little speech.
 
   “Thank you for your kind words, Mrs. Smith.”
 
   “Please, call me Callie. I insist.”
 
   Callie. A pretty feminine name for a pretty feminine girl. After a moment, he realized he was staring at her like a fool. Was he drooling? God, he hoped not.
 
   “Well then, Callie, I insist you call me Lawrence,” he finally said.
 
   She blushed again, more deeply this time. After exchanging an awkward goodbye, during which Mrs. Gerrard shot him a scornful look, he started to make his way out of the mercantile.
 
   But his curiosity about the pretty blonde slowed his steps. He turned and peered at her from over an aisle. When she smiled at him, his heart stuttered and all the air left his chest.
 
   What would it be like to hold her hand? To kiss her?
 
   He found himself entertaining the sort of romantic thoughts he hadn’t experienced since he’d met Mary all those years ago.
 
   His feet carried him to the other side of the aisle. Callie held his gaze and gave him a questioning look. His pulse quickened. Say something. His throat went dry and he swallowed hard. A glance at the counter showed Mrs. Gerrard was speaking with the owner of the mercantile.
 
   “Did you forget something, Lawrence?” Callie asked.
 
   Lord help him, she had the most beautiful eyes. He couldn’t look away. He could hardly breathe. “Callie, I was hoping you would do me the honor of joining me for a picnic lunch tomorrow.”
 
   Callie’s face lit up. “I would be delighted, Lawrence.”
 
   “Wonderful. I’ll see you at noon, then? How about near the bridge, on the bank overlooking Culpepper River?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be there.”
 
   They said goodbye again and Lawrence finally walked outside. The sun warmed his face as he strolled down the street. Excitement swirled within him, as well as confusion. Had he really just asked a young woman to spend time with him?
 
   Well, he hadn’t been able to help himself. Those eyes of hers… Lord above, he could have stood in the mercantile and stared at her all day.
 
   He reminded himself that he wasn’t looking for a wife, and then he felt incredibly guilty for the false hope he might be bringing Callie. What if the pretty blonde was searching for a husband? She was widowed and still quite young. Of course she’d be hoping to land a husband soon. What was he doing, then?
 
   He glanced up and realized he’d walked all the way to the bridge. He stared at the sky and for the briefest instant, thought about praying for guidance. But as quickly as he’d looked up to the heavens, he lowered his eyes to the dirt road, turned, and headed back into town.
 
   He was no more lost than he’d been in the days after Mary’s death. He hadn’t spoken to God then and he wasn’t about to start now.
 
   The church and parsonage loomed to his right as he headed further into town. He gave both buildings a wide berth, but couldn’t help looking at them as he passed by. Sturdy buildings, both painted white with red shutters.
 
   When would the townspeople and the mayor stop asking him to take up preaching again? He wished he would wake up one day to find all his anger gone, to find his heart wasn’t closed up anymore. But it had been two years since Mary and their son had died. Two years and still he couldn’t move on. Would he ever know the peacefulness of prayer again? Or would he keep drifting further from the man he had once been?
 
   Shaking these dark thoughts away, he headed toward the piano music that had just started up. In this moment of confusion, he didn’t know where else to go. He hoped The Red Petticoat had decent wine.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two
 
   Callie sat on the large blanket she’d spread out beside the riverbank, her nervousness growing with each passing second. It was ten minutes until noon, and she tried to quiet her worries that Lawrence might not show up, but it was no use. She couldn’t calm her nerves or quiet her fears about the former preacher she was to have lunch with today.
 
   Perhaps he’d decided to leave town earlier than planned. Perhaps he was already back in his cabin in the mountains.
 
   A light breeze ruffled her hair and she tucked a few errant locks behind her ears. Why hadn’t she put her hair in a neat bun? Why had she left it halfway down? Maybe she ought to have worn a bonnet or a scarf over her hair. She smoothed the wrinkles from her skirts as she fretted over her appearance. She very much wanted Lawrence to find her pleasing. Of all the men she had been introduced to recently, she liked him the best.
 
   Never mind that they hadn’t spoken more than a few sentences to one another. She considered why she liked him best and couldn’t help but smile as she recalled their brief interaction in the mercantile. He had kind, dark eyes and hair as black as the night. He was tall and handsome, with a broad chest and shoulders, and he spoke in a manner more civilized than most of the men she’d met here. He also hadn’t leered at her inappropriately. Several miners she’d met yesterday had given her the same horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach as Mr. Gerrard often did.
 
   She looked at the covered basket on the blanket beside her. She’d prepared ham sandwiches and sweet cakes for their picnic. The sweet cakes were a recipe Mammy had taught her.
 
   Dear God, how she missed that woman. She blinked back tears and tried her best not to think of Virginia and the good and bad parts of her past that always lurked in the back of her mind.
 
   A tall figure approached, and she squinted to make out the man’s features. She recognized the same hat Lawrence had been wearing yesterday.
 
   Her heart skipped a beat. He’d shown up!
 
   She jumped to her feet, then felt incredibly silly for the rapid movement. Her mother would have berated her for such unladylike exuberance. Twisting her hands in front of her, she smiled at him as he approached. Her heart skipped another beat when he returned her smile and the lines around his dark, gorgeous eyes crinkled.
 
   Needing to break eye contact with him before she fainted, she looked pointedly at the basket he held in one hand. “Good afternoon, Lawrence. I-I’m sorry, did you say you were bringing the picnic?”
 
   He glanced at the basket she’d set on the blanket and chuckled. “Good afternoon, Callie. And I don’t believe I said one way or another, however, Mrs. Bentley—she runs the inn with Mr. Bentley, in case you haven’t yet met them—insisted on packing a lunch for us when I told her of my plans today.”
 
   “How nice of her. Oh, and yes, we’ve met a few times.”
 
   “Why don’t we sit down and get to know one another better, Callie?” His eyes darkened. “I must confess I’ve been thinking about you all morning.”
 
   She felt a flush rise over her entire face. “I, um, thank you, Mr. Black, uh, I mean Lawrence,” she stammered. Oh dear, she couldn’t even speak intelligently in his presence. He would probably decide she was a ninny after the first five minutes of their picnic. Nevertheless, she sat down facing him on the blanket.
 
   They made small talk while they unpacked both baskets and spread their huge picnic out. To her surprise, he took one of the tin plates Mrs. Gerrard had provided and fixed her plate for her.
 
   “Here you are, Callie.”
 
   “Th-thank you.” Lord, she needed to stop it with the stammering. And the blushing. Her face felt red-hot.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I’ve heard you rarely come to town. How long will you be staying at the Bentley Inn?”
 
   “Another day or two, then I’ll be heading back up to my claim. It’s true that I don’t come to town often, but to be honest, lately I’ve felt the urge to be around folks more. Perhaps I’ll make more trips to town in the future than I have in the past.” He paused, looking pensive. “Are you staying in Culpepper for good?”
 
   Callie hesitated. She stared at her half eaten ham sandwich and the cucumber sandwich from Mrs. Bentley that she hadn’t tried yet. “I don’t…” Her throat closed up and she started blinking hard.
 
   This was a mistake. Why had she accepted Lawrence’s invitation? She felt an intense attraction to the man seated across from her, but she also felt deep guilt for allowing herself to get sweet on a man only months after Matthew’s passing.
 
   Shouldn’t she mourn a year or longer? Wasn’t she dishonoring Matthew’s memory by constantly blushing under Lawrence’s stare?
 
   “Are you unwell, Callie?” Lawrence reached forward and took her hand. He squeezed it gently and looked at her with such profound concern that she stopped breathing for several seconds.
 
   When she eventually found her voice, she said, “I am fine. It’s just that… my husband died six months ago. We, um, eloped. Our families did not like one another, you see, and the announcement of our marriage did not go over well with my parents or his. Now that he’s gone…”
 
   “You don’t feel as if you can go home?” he finished for her.
 
   “Yes, that’s exactly it. I’ve been staying with the Gerrards, but I cannot live with them forever. Mrs. Gerrard is insisting I meet as many men in town as I can and marry soon. Honestly, I think she wants to get rid of me. She takes me on walks almost every day, telling me to put on my Sunday best and look pretty.”
 
   Her eyes widened after she realized just how freely she’d spoken, but Lawrence’s gaze remained trained on her. He didn’t appear taken aback by anything she’d just said, even though she’d basically admitted that her reason for meeting him today was because she was in desperate need of a husband.
 
   * * *
 
   “Tell me about your husband. What was he like?” Lawrence asked, hoping to change the topic from marriage. His heart ached, knowing that he would disappoint Callie when he returned to his cabin soon. He shouldn’t have asked her to meet him here today, but he couldn’t say he was sorry for it either. With her beauty, her soft spoken manner, and those adorable blushes she kept displaying, he thought her to be the real treasure of this mining town.
 
   “Well, his family lived near mine, but they did not get along. You see, his family is fiercely outspoken against slavery, and my family owned slaves. Matthew was kind to me though, despite where I came from. I met him during my hometown’s May Day celebrations one year, when we were both ten years old. We used to sneak off to meet each other as children, always careful to make sure our parents didn’t discover us, but as we grew older, our relationship changed.” She grasped a tall blade of grass, pulled it from the ground, and twirled it in her hand. “He was a good man and I miss him, but I thank God for the time we had together, however brief it was.”
 
   Her words stunned him. For several moments, he could only stare at her and wonder how she could sit there and thank God, despite having lost her childhood sweetheart and husband. He felt as if the wind had been knocked from his chest. He gulped and took a series of slow breaths.
 
   “Lawrence? Are you unwell?” Concern was written all over Callie’s face. She gave him a brief but encouraging smile. “Well, go on. It’s your turn. Tell me about your wife.”
 
   The world seemed to spin around him. Lawrence felt dizzy, despite the fact that he was sitting down. His palms suddenly hurt, and he glanced down to see he’d clenched his hands into tight fists. He relaxed his hands and reached for a long strand of grass, plucked it from the ground, and twirled it between his fingers, mimicking Callie’s action. Another deep, slow breath, and he finally felt calm enough to speak.
 
   “My wife, Mary, was a quiet and terribly shy woman. The first few times I met her, she stuttered so badly that I didn’t understand her. But she intrigued me. I knew she wasn’t dull and saw the intelligence glimmering in her eyes, and it wasn’t long before I set out to court her. We had three years of marriage together before she passed away during childbirth.” Strangely, his chest didn’t ache as hard as it usually did when he thought of Mary. The only time he’d spoken of her since arriving in Culpepper had been the time he’d gotten drunk at the saloon. That had been different.
 
   “And you came here right away after that happened?” Sympathy shone in Callie’s eyes, and she reached as if to touch his shoulder, then retracted her hand and sat awkwardly across from him, as if she wished to comfort him but didn’t know if it was appropriate. They had just met, after all.
 
   “Yes. I stayed only long enough for the funeral, then I packed a bag and headed for the coast. When I heard a ship was leaving for California soon, I booked passage and eventually ended up here in Culpepper. I saw ads for the claims here while I was staying in San Francisco. Well, I saw ads for claims in many different places, but I picked Culpepper for its isolation and small population.”
 
   “Then you struck it rich very soon after arriving, is that correct?” Callie looked alarmed for a second and her gaze briefly darted away from Lawrence, before she returned her stare to him and gave him a sheepish grin. “Apologies if I seem to be prying. It’s just that Mrs. Gerrard mentioned your name to me the other day. Before we met in the mercantile. I was only curious if the rumors about you were true.”
 
   Lawrence smiled at her in hopes of relieving her tension, and it seemed to work, because her shoulders relaxed and she stopped twirling the blade of grass wildly between her fingers. “It’s true that I struck it rich only a week after arriving at my claim. Then I had the cabin built on my claim and I’ve been hiding out there, only coming to town when I need supplies. But…” He paused for a moment. “I wasn’t terribly short on supplies this time. I came because I was lonely.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s a good sign, Lawrence. Perhaps God is moving you in a new direction. Surely, you aren’t meant to hide out on a mountain for the rest of your life, all by yourself. I’m not saying you should move into town and become the preacher, not if you don’t feel moved to do so, but you shouldn’t be alone.” She blinked back a sheen of moisture that had formed in her eyes. “I stayed in the shack on our claim for about two weeks after Matthew died. It was terrible, being alone. When the Gerrards offered to take me in and allow me to live with them in Culpepper, I was overjoyed.”
 
   Lawrence frowned when he recalled the scornful look Mrs. Gerrard had given him in the mercantile, along with her little judgmental speech. “Do the Gerrards treat you kindly, Callie?”
 
   When she hesitated to answer, his heart sank.
 
   “Callie?”
 
   She started blinking quickly again, and after gulping hard, she said, “Of course they treat me kindly. No one else in town offered to take me in. They are good people, I assure you.”
 
   He didn’t believe her, but he didn’t tell her so. Instead, he eyed the sky and noticed dark clouds forming overhead. “It appears it’s going to rain soon. May I walk you home?”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “I’d like that.”
 
   ***
 
   Three weeks had passed since Callie’s encounter with Lawrence Black. She laid in her bed, snuggled under the quilts, and replayed their picnic conversation over and over in her mind.
 
   Lord, he was handsome. Those dark eyes of his made her heart go pitter patter. None of the men in town that Mrs. Gerrard had introduced her to had caught her fancy in the slightest. But Mr. Black—no, Lawrence, he’d told her to call him by his given name—left her feeling flushed and all tingly inside. He’d given her the sort of delicious jitters she hadn’t felt in a long time.
 
   Not since Matthew.
 
   Instead of experiencing a pang of sadness at the thought of her late husband, a sense of hope rushed through her. Even if she never met Lawrence again, at least she knew it was possible to feel an attraction to another man.
 
   If only Mrs. Gerrard hadn’t recently increased the pressure on her to marry. Though Callie helped out around the house, tended the garden, and even did much of the cooking herself, she suspected she’d worn out her welcome. Perhaps Mrs. Gerrard wanted her days to herself. Callie couldn’t fault the woman. This was her home, after all.
 
   She sat up to snuff out her lantern, but the creaking of her bedroom door opening drew her attention. She tugged the top quilt up to her neck, her heart pounding. Neither of the Gerrards were normally awake at this late hour. Was something wrong?
 
   A man crept into her bedroom and shut the door behind him. Before he turned around, she recognized Mr. Gerrard by his shoulder-length white hair. When he finally spun and met her gaze, the leering look he wore put a knot in her stomach.
 
   “Mr. Gerrard? Sir? Is something wrong with Mrs. Gerrard?”
 
   “She’s faaaast asleep. Took some elixxxxir for a baaaad headache she had. I doubt she’ll be waking anytime soooooon.”
 
   “Well, I hope she feels better in the morning.” Callie could barely get the words out and maintain a semblance of calm. Her heart beat faster. He sounded quite drunk.
 
   Why in the heavens was he in her room?
 
   He smiled, a smug smile, and stumbled over to her bed, where he plopped down on the edge. All at once, every odd and lingering look he’d given her came rushing back. She scooted away and clutched the covers at her neck tighter. The scent of whiskey reached her, deepening her fear. Yes, he was most definitely drunk off his rocker.
 
   “Callie, don’t thinkkk I haven’t noticed you tryinggg to tempt meeee.” His words came out more slurred. “I see the way you move your hipssss while you’re around me. The sweet lookssss you give me.” He put a hand on her thigh, overtop the covers, and squeezed even as she tried to squirm away.
 
   “Mr. Gerrard, you are mistaken, and you are drunk. I insist you leave my bedroom at once.”
 
   “Very well.” His face darkened. “How about thissss, Callie? You are homeless and nearly pennilesssss. You are estranged from your family and have no friendsss here in Culpepper Cove. My wife and I took you in out of the goodness in our heartssss when we heard about your predicaaaaament.”
 
   “Leave my room now, Mr. Gerrard, or I will scream.”
 
   He shook his head with a laugh. “Push the coversss off yourself and slip your nightdress off your shoulderssss. I want to see you.”
 
   “No.” A scream built in her throat, but fear kept her from making any sound as he drew closer. It was like one of those dreams she often had during which a monster was chasing her, but she couldn’t make her legs work to escape the danger no matter how hard she tried. But she doubted she would wake up the moment this monster touched her. “Please,” she whispered. “You mustn’t. You are a married man, sir. And even if you weren’t… well, you must leave!”
 
   “Ha! Married. To that old bag? I’d hoped when I came out west to oversee my claim, that she would stay in Philadelphia. But she insisted on coming. Just my luuuuck, I suppose.” He sneered.
 
   “You should consider yourself lucky to have such a devoted wife.” If she kept him talking, maybe he would change his mind. Or pass out in a drunken stupor.
 
   “Enough talk. Let’s get rid of these blasted covers.” He lunged at her, tearing the top quilt from her hands.
 
   Callie pushed herself out from underneath him. But the moment her feet hit the floor, he grabbed her with a roughness that terrified her. He forced her to bend over the bed. Her blood ran cold when she felt his hands roaming underneath her nightdress, stroking her bottom overtop her drawers. She shuddered and closed her eyes, praying to make it through this ordeal unscathed.
 
   “Now, be a good girl and keep quiet.” He put a hand around the side of her neck and squeezed. “I’ll cut your air off if you make another soooound.”
 
   This couldn’t be happening. Tears escaped Callie’s eyes and smeared onto the covers beneath her face. She turned her head to the side and focused on breathing in and out. Her slight movement resulted in Mr. Gerrard tightening his hands around her neck.
 
   With his free hand, he pulled open the tie holding up her drawers. She felt the fabric pooling at her feet, and the cool night air drifting in the open window hit her bare flesh. She heard the fumbling of a belt buckle being opened.
 
   Her heart pounded. She said a prayer and took a deep breath, then planted her feet square on the floor and reared back, knocking Mr. Gerrard over while he was distracted with unfastening his trousers.
 
   She tried to rush by him and reach the door, but the drawers that were tangled around her ankles slowed her steps. She hopped out of them and managed to wrap her hand around the cold metal doorknob, only to be grabbed around her stomach and jerked backward. He lifted her in the air, and a second later she found herself tossed on her bed.
 
   Jumping on top of her, he straddled her and pinned her wrists together above her head. When he leaned down to smirk in her face, she nearly gagged at the stench of whiskey and other foul smells emanating from him.
 
   “You like it rough, do you?” He chuckled and pressed his lips against hers.
 
   She thrashed around beneath him but was no match for his large size. She gagged as he kissed her. Tears continued spilling down her cheeks. He forced her legs apart and she felt his hard member against her thigh.
 
   “What in God’s name is this?” an irritated feminine voice called from the doorway.
 
   Mr. Gerrard froze and looked over at his wife.
 
   Relief swept through Callie. She stared at Mrs. Gerrard with wide eyes, waiting for the lady of the house to berate her husband for his wickedness. But what happened next Callie could have never predicted.
 
   “Apologies, my love,” Mr. Gerrard said, releasing Callie and crawling off the bed. He fixed his trousers shut and closed his belt. “I’ve had a little to drink this evening, and when I came home, Callie was downstairs in nothing but her thin nightdress. She pressed herself against me the moment I walked in the door and asked me to touch her. Forgive me for my weakness, Maggie.”
 
   Mrs. Gerrard’s face softened when she gazed into her husband’s eyes, but when she turned to look at Callie, she had nothing but burning hatred in her stare.
 
   “Is this the thanks I get for convincing my husband to show you charity during your time of need? You try to seduce my husband?”
 
   Callie pushed her nightdress down and stared at the couple in disbelief. “N-no, ma’am. That’s not what happened at all.”
 
   “Don’t you be lyin’ to me, child. I know you’ve a great deal of sin in your heart. You’ve been planning to lead my husband straight into hell with you this whole time, haven’t you?”
 
   “No, Mrs. Gerrard, I didn’t—”
 
   “Pack your things. I want you out of our house. I don’t care that it’s the middle of the night. I’ll not house a slut under my roof for a minute longer.”
 
   Mr. Gerrard stood beside his wife now, his head lowered and his demeanor subdued, as if he were a child who’d been caught sneaking a sweet cake before supper. He put a hand on his wife’s shoulder and then backed out of the room.
 
   “You have one minute to be gone. Anything you leave behind will be thrown out.”
 
   The door slammed shut and Callie couldn’t move, or even take in a single breath, for several seconds. Numb disbelief clutched at her heart. How could this have happened? Mr. Gerrard’s leering glances had made her uneasy, but she’d never expected him to try to force himself upon her.
 
   Wiping the tears from her face, she shot out of bed and hurried to dress herself. She packed up her things in two valises. She didn’t have much to her name anymore. Most of her pretty dresses and nicer things had been exchanged for extra food while traveling on the ship to San Francisco. After that, she’d had to part with even more of her belongings because the stagecoach that brought them to Culpepper Cove only allowed a few pieces of luggage per passenger.
 
   When she burst out of the bedroom struggling to carry her valises, Mr. and Mrs. Gerrard were waiting at the bottom of the steps, standing next to the open front door. Her heart lurched. She was literally being tossed out onto the street in the middle of the night.
 
   “Good riddance, whore,” Mrs. Gerrard hissed under her breath as Callie walked outside.
 
   At this hour, the town was shut down and dark—except for The Red Petticoat. Piano music, singing, and laughter floated out of the establishment as she neared it, still struggling with her valises. The whole place was lit up, and she saw the figures moving around in front of the large front window. Miners and gems.
 
   Not far down the street, two lanterns glowed on the porch of the Bentley Inn, but all the windows were dark. The owners of the hotel, William and Mildred Bentley, were likely fast asleep right now. She didn’t have the nerve to knock, and she moved back down the street toward The Red Petticoat again.
 
   She felt lost. Stranded. And so very alone.
 
   At this time last year, last May, she’d just arrived in San Francisco with Matthew. Her heart had been full of hope. Hope for a new life in a new land. She’d even hoped to have a child soon. But no matter how hard they tried, it never came to pass during their short year together. Perhaps that was a blessing. She couldn’t imagine trying to raise and provide for a child in Culpepper Cove all by herself. Especially now.
 
   What would she do? Where would she go? The few dollars she had to her name wouldn’t get her more than a week at Bentley Inn.
 
   She stumbled over something in the street that she hadn’t seen in the darkness. Probably a pile of manure, judging by the stench that reached her as her valises flew forward. One of them opened when it landed, and everything inside spilled onto the dirty street. She started to cry but stopped when she felt a hand on her shoulder, and in the next moment someone had lifted her up.
 
   Heart racing, she spun around. Was a bandit going to rob her of her few dollars? Was he going to steal the few possessions she had left?
 
   She stared up at one of the tallest men she’d ever seen and gasped. If he were a bandit, she didn’t stand a chance against him.
 
   “Relax. Cálmate. I only want to help you.”
 
   In the darkness, she couldn’t make out his features very well, but the kindness in his accented voice indeed helped her relax. Besides, if he planned to steal from her or harm her, wouldn’t he have done so already?
 
   “Are you lost?”
 
   “N-no, I’m… I have nowhere to go. I didn’t even do anything wrong, I…” She dissolved into sobs. She’d nearly been raped, and now she was truly homeless. The weight of her predicament made it difficult to breathe. When she’d eloped with the love of her life and traveled out west, she had certainly never planned on ending up stranded in a mining town, alone and nearly destitute.
 
   “My name is Gabriel. Let me help you with your belongings, and if you’d like, you can stay at The Red Petticoat tonight.”
 
   “But I’m not a…” She stopped herself. She couldn’t say whore or even soiled dove. Maybe some of the gems had once been in her shoes, stranded with nowhere else to go. She couldn’t fault a woman for doing what she must to survive.
 
   “I didn’t say you were.” He put her scattered belongings away and picked up both of the large, heavy valises as if they weighed nothing. “Come. Madame Jewel will make sure you have a safe, warm place to sleep tonight. No one will hurt you. I give you my word.”
 
   Callie took a deep breath and wiped at her tears. “All right. Th-thank you, Gabriel.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
   Piano music, laughter, and voices drifted into the kitchen from the main room of the saloon. Callie sat at a small table across from Madame Jewel, sipping hot tea with honey, as she took in the warm and friendly atmosphere of this establishment that had become her refuge not five minutes ago. Her hands shook as she brought the cup to her mouth, and she was trying her best to hold back tears. She still couldn’t believe what had happened to her tonight.
 
   “Sweetie, are you sure I can’t call a doctor to have a look at you? You look like you’ve been through quite an ordeal.” Concern reflected in Madame Jewel’s gaze. “Would you care to tell me what happened to you?”
 
   Callie stared at the kind madame, feeling some of the fright of her evening dissolve. She was in a warm, safe place, just as Gabriel had promised. A room was being prepared for her to spend the night in, and Madame Jewel had assured her that she didn’t have to do anything to pay for the room. The woman seemed to genuinely want to help her without expecting anything in return.
 
   “Let’s just say the couple I was living with were not as Christian as they claimed to be.”
 
   “Who were you staying with?”
 
   “The Gerrards. They live in the little blue house just down the street.”
 
   Madame Jewel frowned. “I’m familiar with the couple. Mrs. Gerrard has spoken out against The Red Petticoat, or so I’ve heard through the grapevine. And Mr. Gerrard—well, let’s just say the next time he shows his face in The Red Petticoat, he won’t get the warm welcome he’s accustomed to. I don’t want him anywhere near you, and if that’s the sort of man he really is, I certainly don’t want him near any of the gems, period.”
 
   Callie swallowed another sip of tea, reveling in the warmth that spread throughout her insides. A few minutes ago she’d been alone in the dark and terrified. She thanked God for these kind people who’d come to her rescue without asking anything from her in return or even asking her anything about herself.
 
   “I’m not surprised to hear Mr. Gerrard frequented The Red Petticoat. With the creepy looks he always gave me, I should have known it would only be a matter of time before he…” She paused and blinked hard against the rapid swell of her tears. Emotion clogged her throat and she couldn’t say another word even when she tried.
 
   “Shh,” Madame Jewel said soothingly and reached across the table to give her hand a squeeze. “It’s going to be all right. Tell me, did Mr. Gerrard force himself upon you?”
 
   Callie shook her head. “He tried, but Mrs. Gerrard walked in just in time. I felt relief when I heard her voice, but then Mr. Gerrard claimed I had tempted him. They tossed me out in the street.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Callie. Do you have any family, or are you orphaned?”
 
   Callie gave Madame Jewel the abbreviated version of how she’d ended up in Culpepper Cove. It actually felt good to tell another woman who wasn’t Mrs. Gerrard what had happened to her. Mrs. Gerrard had scoffed when Callie insisted she couldn’t ask her family for help, but Madame Jewel looked at her with nothing but understanding gleaming in her pretty eyes.
 
   “So you see, I’m stuck in Culpepper with only a few dollars to my name. Widowed with a claim no one seems interested in buying, and completely estranged from my family.” Callie laughed. How could she not? If she didn’t laugh at the ridiculousness of her situation, she would break down crying again.
 
   A small smile tugged at Madame Jewel’s lips. “Well, then, it sounds like you’ll fit in nicely at The Red Petticoat. You are welcome to stay as long as you’d like.”
 
   “But I can’t just stay here for free. I mean, surely you would expect me to work and earn my keep, wouldn’t you?” Callie didn’t want to be a charity case, even if that was what Madame Jewel was offering.
 
   “Well, we always need girls to serve drinks and help the men in the bathing room. I’m sure you could also help Nettie in the kitchen from time to time. We’ll find something for you to do that doesn’t involve going upstairs with the men. The gems who go upstairs with the men wear red petticoats under their outfits, but as long as you’re wearing a more modest dress and pink petticoats, the men who come in here will understand that you are to be left alone.”
 
   Not for the first time tonight, Callie was stunned. Had the madame of a brothel actually offered her a job? One that didn’t include servicing customers?
 
   She had never in her wildest imaginings thought she might be tempted to take a job in a place like The Red Petticoat, but she was more than tempted. She was excited and felt hopeful at the chance she was being given. But then she thought about the women who went upstairs. They had to be making decent money. The sort of money that could get her back east, if she decided to ever venture back to Virginia. She’d once formed a vague plan about how she could reconcile with her family, but unfortunately that plan required a great deal of money.
 
   Callie took a deep breath and stared Madame Jewel straight in the eye. “Actually, I think I might like to wear the red petticoats.”
 
   The madame looked at her with uncertainty.
 
   “I’m no virgin. And I could use the extra money,” Callie continued, then felt a stab of self-consciousness that Madame Jewel hadn’t accepted her as a full-fledged gem right away. Maybe Callie wasn’t pretty enough to wear the red petticoats.
 
   “Callie, sweetie, you’ve been through an ordeal this evening,” Madame Jewel said with a kind smile. “I’m not saying ‘no’ to you wearing the red petticoats, but I would like you to start out helping around the saloon in other ways first. Then if you decide in a week or so that you’d really like to go upstairs with the men, I will allow it. You seem like a good girl and I don’t want you rushing into something you’ll later regret.”
 
   “I can live with that, though I promise you in a week or so I will still wish to go upstairs with the men. I have a future to save up for.” She didn’t elaborate on her future or the plans she was still concocting that required a bit of money, and thankfully Madame Jewel didn’t ask.
 
   “All right, it appears we have a deal. Now, there’s only one bit of business left.” The madame tapped on her chin and stared at Callie thoughtfully. “You need your gem name.”
 
   “My gem name?”
 
   “Yes, all the girls who work at The Red Petticoat go by gem names, so as to keep their true identities private.”
 
   Callie felt some relief at that. She’d heard that the girls working at the saloon were called gems, but she’d just assumed that was a fancy name for a soiled dove.
 
   “Your light blonde hair has some darker streaks the color of amber in it. It’s beautiful.” She smiled. “Well, there we have it. Amber. Your gem name is Amber.”
 
   Callie grinned across the table at Madame Jewel. “Amber. I like it. Thank you. You’ve been most kind to me. If Gabriel hadn’t found me in the street, I don’t know what I would have done.”
 
   “Everyone here helps each other, Amber. We lift each other up. I think you will get on well with the other gems.” Madame Jewel stood up. “Come, I’ll show you to your room downstairs. If you do decide to wear the red petticoats, we’ll get you settled in a room upstairs, but until then we’ll keep you down here near the kitchen.”
 
   Callie followed Madame Jewel down a short hallway and through an open door. The room they entered contained a small but inviting bed stacked with pillows and blankets. A dresser rested against the far wall, with a mirror hanging above it. There was also a table with a basin for washing set up in a corner. Her valises had been placed atop a trunk that was pushed up against the bottom of the bed. It was a cozy room and Callie suddenly found herself yawning as she eyed the bed.
 
   Madame Jewel put an arm around her and smiled down at her. “Get some rest, and in the morning I’ll introduce you to everyone. Also, I promise no one will come bothering you, but there is a lock on the door. Feel free to latch it if it makes you feel safer.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The madame departed the room and closed the door behind her. Callie immediately went to latch the lock. Then she slipped her shoes off and went to the basin to clean up. Her dress would need washing due to her tumble on the street. She took it off and donned a nightdress, then curled up under the covers. Sleep claimed her quickly.
 
   She dreamed about Lawrence Black. His dark, kind eyes. His black hair blowing in the breeze. She even dreamed of him taking his clothes off and crawling into bed with her. But when she awoke in the morning, the memories of her dream left her with a deep sadness.
 
   She shouldn’t be dreaming about another man right now, only months after Matthew’s passing. Furthermore, she shouldn’t be thinking about the handsome former preacher at all.
 
   He’d returned to his cabin in the mountains. He hadn’t stuck around town, and she took it as a sign that he wasn’t interested in settling down. The pain in his voice when he’d spoken of his wife, Mary, had been cutting. He clearly wasn’t ready to marry anytime soon, and, therefore, she needed to vanquish all thoughts of him from her mind. Instead, she needed to focus on her new position at The Red Petticoat and her plan to make it back east, where she would be free to marry again and no one would know of her brief stint working at a brothel in a mining town.
 
   ***
 
   Back in town again, only a short time after his last trip, Lawrence left the Bentley Inn in a lighter mood than he’d felt upon first arriving. As much as he thought he wanted to be left alone, there was a certain appeal to being around others and making himself useful.
 
   He spent the morning helping David Cray and his son work on a woodshed. David and his son had built Lawrence’s cabin shortly after he struck it rich on his claim. It still amazed Lawrence that they’d built such a large and sturdy cabin in less than two weeks. He’d helped them, of course, but the two of them were skilled in their trade and had done most of the work.
 
   Mrs. Cray insisted he join them for lunch, and he sat at the table in absolute awe of the family. They laughed and talked over a delicious meal, the Crays, their three daughters, and one son. A sense of peace settled over Lawrence when he was surrounded by such love and devotion.
 
   This is what he wanted. A family. Well, maybe not all the time. But there were times when he thought he might be able to move on and start his life anew.
 
   He closed his eyes and imagined his wife cooking at the stove while their daughters helped set the table. He’d just arrived home with his young sons from a day panning gold. He wouldn’t take them hardrock mining until they were a bit older. Not that they needed the money, but as a good father, he planned to teach them the value of hard work. His anger toward God long gone, he would say a blessing and then they would eat. Night would come and find them all tucked in their beds. Warm and safe. Loved.
 
   “Lawrence? You still with us?”
 
   He shook the daydream away and focused on the question he’d half heard David ask. Something about his plans for staying in town?
 
   Clearing his throat, Lawrence leaned forward and said, “Well, I might stay for a few more days. Between your cooking, Mrs. Cray, and the soft beds at the Bentley Inn, it’ll be difficult to leave Culpepper.”
 
   Mrs. Cray blushed at the compliment.
 
   After lunch, Lawrence helped David install a new window on a neighbor’s house a short walk outside of town. It didn’t take long, and Lawrence once again found himself alone with no plans just before supper time.
 
   He declined an invitation to dine with the Crays again, his thoughts on The Red Petticoat. The place had a cheery atmosphere and the food was scrumptious. He’d found the wine more than decent, too. Last night he’d enjoyed a few glasses while talking with the miners who happened to join him at the bar, though they mostly drank whiskey.
 
   He couldn’t deny it. Being around people helped hold the darkness at bay. Alone in his cabin, all he could think about was Mary. Had he done something to cause her death? Considering she’d died during childbirth, there were days when it was difficult not to blame himself.
 
   But there was also the memory of their playful but sometimes rough lovemaking. He’d had desires he wasn’t sure were normal for a man. He’d liked to redden Mary’s bottom before loving her, and he’d grown fond of taking her in a variety of salacious positions. A man of God surely shouldn’t have treated his own wife that way, but at the time he ignored the whispers of his conscience and convinced himself nothing he did to Mary was improper because they were married.
 
   Had he sinned against her? Was God punishing him for his actions?
 
   Taking a deep breath, he traversed between the carriages and people strolling down the main street on his way to the saloon. His conscience had once whispered that what he was doing to Mary was wrong. But now, after months of living alone and having more hours than he’d like to reflect upon the past, his conscience whispered something else entirely—that not only was it not wrong or sinful, but that their unique love and the passion they’d shared had been a gift.
 
   Two gems looked up from serving drinks and smiled at Lawrence when he walked in. He headed straight for the bar, taking a seat on the end. The gem he’d learned was named Opal winked at him and reached for a wine glass.
 
   “More of the red stuff?” she asked with a grin.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She giggled. “Have any more messages for me from ol’ Peter?”
 
   “Nothing I feel comfortable repeating.”
 
   “Hm. You planning on going upstairs tonight, pastor?” She laughed. “If you are, might I recommend myself? I haven’t been with a preacher since I left New Orleans.” She waggled her eyebrows at him and leaned over as she passed him the wine, giving him an ample view of her generous bosom. “I have some very naughty things to confess, some very naughty things I ought to be punished for.”
 
   Lawrence didn’t know how to answer. Had he so completely lost his senses that her offer had him considering what it might be like to lay with a woman? He wasn’t a preacher anymore. He was just a man. A man who had needs just like all the other men who were here enjoying all The Red Petticoat had to offer.
 
   Feeling his face flush with his thoughts, he mumbled a vague response to Opal and took a sip of wine. A man seated near him looked at his glass and chuckled, then downed a double shot of whiskey and ordered another. Lawrence liked the taste of whiskey but he didn’t want a repeat of his last experience with the amber liquid, so he drank his wine and glanced over his shoulder at the stage in the main room. As the man on piano started a new tune, three gems shimmied around on stage, occasionally turning around and flashing the drawers beneath their red petticoats.
 
   A familiar face floating through the crowd suddenly caught his attention. He stared at the young blonde, instantly recognizing the beautiful girl he’d enjoyed a picnic with during his last trip to town. Mrs. Callie Smith, who was recently widowed. He’d thought about her often, but he’d been gone long enough that he’d assumed she had already gotten married. Pretty young women didn’t stay single for long in a town like Culpepper.
 
   What was she doing here? The last time he’d spoken with her, she had been staying with the Gerrards. Surely she couldn’t still be living with them if she was working here. He doubted the prudish Mrs. Gerrard would have allowed it.
 
   He observed as Callie moved gracefully through the crowd, serving drinks. She disappeared for a few minutes and returned with two steaming plates of food, which she placed in front of two men seated at one of the larger tables against a wall. She smiled now and then at the patrons, but she didn’t do anything overly flirtatious. In fact, though her dress was low cut, her breasts weren’t spilling out like most of the other women who worked here. Her hair was piled in an elegant updo, with curls falling around her face.
 
   God, she was even more breathtakingly gorgeous than he remembered.
 
   When she looked up from talking to one of the gems, their eyes met from across the room. Her face paled. She immediately turned and bolted for what he assumed was the kitchen area.
 
   Ignoring Opal’s question about whether or not he wished for another drink, Lawrence quit the bar and crossed to where Callie had disappeared. He made to walk into the kitchen, but a woman with dark skin and light blue eyes stepped in his path.
 
   “Out! Shoo!” She glared at him with her hands on her hips. “No patrons in the kitchen. Shoo! Don’t make me call Gabriel.”
 
   “Wait. Please, I’m looking for a girl. Callie. Mrs. Callie Smith. I saw her come back here.”
 
   “I suggest yous turn around, man, else…”
 
   “It’s fine, Nettie.” The blonde in question appeared at the dark woman’s side. “I’ll talk to him.”
 
   Nettie put her hands up in exacerbation and waved a wooden spoon around. “Fine, yous can talk here, but know that I’ll have no funny business in my kitchen.” She walked to the stove and commenced stirring something in a large pot, and the aroma that escaped made Lawrence’s mouth water.
 
   He looked at Callie. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   One of her eyebrows shot up. “Well, here I am. This is where I live and work now.”
 
   “Yes, Callie, but you don’t seem like the type of girl to be working in a saloon. Has something happened? What about the Gerrards?”
 
   A haunted look crossed her face and she lowered her head for a moment. When she glanced up again, she said, “Nothing happened. I just couldn’t take the Gerrards’ charity anymore. It’s time I earn my own keep.”
 
   “Yes, but here?”
 
   She lifted her chin and her eyes flashed. “Need I remind you that you are standing in the same building as I am right now? Come to scratch an itch, pastor?” The moment she said it, her face flushed. Nettie snickered at the stove.
 
   “I came for a drink.”
 
   “Oh, really? Just a drink?” She put her hands on her hips. “I don’t need your or anyone else’s judgment, Pastor Black.”
 
   He flinched. “I’m not a preacher anymore and I’ll never be one again. You know that, Callie.” He’d thought they had made a connection during the picnic they’d shared, but maybe he’d been mistaken. She seemed awfully defensive at the moment, but damn if he didn’t want to help her.
 
   “You can’t work here, Callie.” Lawrence crossed his arms and glared at her. “Now tell me what happened with the Gerrards.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, and he had the sudden impulse to toss her over his knee, lift up her skirts, and spank her bare little bottom.
 
   “Callie, if you need money or a place to stay…”
 
   “Don’t,” she said, putting up a hand. “I’m already working here. The damage to my reputation is done, so I might as well stay here. I don’t plan on working here forever, Lawrence, but for now, this is where I’m meant to be. It’s where I need to be.”
 
   He found himself at a loss for words. How could she seriously believe she was meant to work in a brothel? He noticed she wasn’t wearing the red petticoats and therefore wasn’t working upstairs, but it was true that just by working at The Red Petticoat, it didn’t do her reputation any favors. The last time he’d spoken to her, she had mentioned Mrs. Gerrard had been pressuring her to marry soon.
 
   Something had happened with the Gerrards and he wanted to find out the truth. Sweet young widows didn’t suddenly wake up one day and decide to work in a brothel, even if they were just serving drinks.
 
   “I don’t owe you any explanation about why I’m here, Lawrence.”
 
   “Callie, I’m worried about you. Listen, if you need any help, I’ll be in town for a few more days. I’m staying at the Bentley's.”
 
   “Thank you, Lawrence, but I’ll be fine. Madame Jewel and all the gems have been very kind to me.”
 
   “Oh sure, don’t even mention ol’ Nettie,” came a voice from the stove.
 
   “And Nettie has been especially kind to me,” Callie said, raising her voice so the cook could clearly hear every word.
 
   Lawrence smiled at her, though an aching sadness filled him. He sensed something very bad had happened to Callie, but he couldn’t force her to confide in him or accept his help.
 
   They said goodbye to one another, and Lawrence returned to his place at the bar. A man sat next to him and immediately started going on about the new girl with the green eyes. Lawrence’s hands curled into fists, and Opal gave him an odd look when she refilled his wine.
 
   “Her name’s Amber,” the man said. “But she isn’t going upstairs yet. She told me perhaps next week, to come see her then. Pretty little thing. Ooooweee. Shy, too. I like me the shy ones.” Spittle flew from his mouth when he gave a bawdy laugh. “They sure blush hard when you first pull your cock out.” He laughed harder.
 
   Rage filled Lawrence, and his stool fell to the floor when he stood up. He grabbed the man by his collar and gave him a harsh shake. “You’ll stay away from her, that’s what you’ll do!”
 
   “Is there a problem here?” asked a tall man who appeared out of nowhere.
 
   “No problem at all, Gabriel. My friend here was just leavin’. Wasn’t you?”
 
   Lawrence took a deep breath and released the man. He didn’t want to do anything foolish to get himself thrown out of The Red Petticoat, because he needed to be able to return whenever he wished. And he wished to return.
 
   Next week. When Callie was taking customers.
 
   Lord, he couldn’t believe she was actually going to start taking customers. He raged inside that she hadn’t offered up that bit of information during their brief conversation, but he suspected if he stalked back to the kitchen and tried to talk some sense into her, the large fellow would physically remove him from the saloon.
 
   As he moved toward the exit, a white hot burst of anger filled him at the thought of another man lying with Callie. She was a genteel lady who’d simply come upon hard times. He felt a connection to her when he gazed into her pretty green eyes too. He ached to draw his fingers through her golden, silken curls, and by God he ached to make her his.
 
   His need for her and his recent discovery that he was indeed ready to take a new wife consumed him. Why had he been stubborn and returned to his cabin the day after their picnic? Why hadn’t he remained in town so he could call upon her again? If he’d stuck around, maybe she would have trusted him enough to confide in him with her troubles, whatever troubles had resulted in her working in a brothel of all places.
 
   He returned to the Bentley Inn, a plan forming in his mind.
 
   Callie would belong to him.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
   “All ready for your big début?” Amy asked as she adjusted the new petticoats underneath Callie's dress.
 
   “Of course I’m ready. I’m not a virgin, you know.” Callie tried to sound brave, though in truth, she had a serious case of the jitters. But she couldn’t earn enough money to return to Virginia simply by serving drinks and assisting the men in the bathing room. She needed to work upstairs. Then she could return to Virginia with extra money in her pocket and a made up tale about how Matthew sadly died after they struck it semi-rich on his claim.
 
   It was better this way. This way, she wouldn’t humiliate herself by groveling to her parents for funds to travel home. As it was, despite their wealth, she didn’t know if they’d spare her a dime. But if she reached Virginia on her own, she could possibly live with one of her older sisters. She could even possibly find love again. No one in her hometown would learn of her stint at The Red Petticoat and from where her money truly originated. She could return to Virginia a widow in good standing, still young enough to marry again and start a family.
 
   Madame Jewel placed a hand on Callie’s shoulder. “Are you sure? You are still welcome to your room downstairs. You can keep serving drinks and…”
 
   “I’m completely sure,” Callie cut her off. “Besides, I’ve sort of been teasing the men all week, promising them I’d be wearing red petticoats this evening. In fact, I’ve come up with a naughty idea.” She leaned across the small table in the corner of the kitchen and looked from Amy to Madame Jewel. “How about holding an auction tonight?”
 
   Amy’s eyes went wide and she bounced up and down in her seat. “Oh, that is naughty. And fun!”
 
   “I can’t dance well, but I’ll try my best on stage, perhaps with a little help.” Callie twirled one of her curls around her finger, her excitement growing. In the week and a half that she’d been at The Red Petticoat, she’d discovered this place felt more like a home than when she’d been living with the Gerrards, or even her parents for that matter. Being surrounded by so many folks who seemed to care about her helped ease her jitters some. And Amy was right, an auction sounded like great fun, and she imagined it would set a playful and cheery ambiance for the remainder of the night.
 
   “I’ll dance with you!” Amy clapped her hands in delight. “I’ll get Opal and a few other gems to step up with you too. You can stand in the middle of us and shimmy around while Charlie plays the piano. Oh and I’ll be your auctioneer? How does that sound?”
 
   Callie grinned. “It sounds perfect.”
 
   Madame Jewel’s expression grew serious and she touched Callie’s hand. “Don’t you forget, there’s a cord to pull next to your bed if the winner of the auction proves troublesome. Also, if you have a bad feeling about the winner, you can turn him down and go with another bidder. I won’t have you getting hurt or feeling uncomfortable, understand?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. I promise I won’t forget. Gabriel already went over the rules with me and had me test the bell out yesterday.”
 
   “Good.” Madame Jewel scooted back. “Sounds like our first customers of the evening are starting to arrive.”
 
   When Callie stepped into the main room wearing her frilly, low cut dress that left little to the imagination, complete with her very own pair of red petticoats underneath, she didn’t feel as naked as she’d expected. The other gems were dressed similarly. It wasn’t like she was walking down the street wearing her gem outfit.
 
   All eyes turned to her as she made her way up to the stage. Her stomach fluttered, but only for a moment. The steady and graceful poise of the gems Amy had quickly rounded up to join her buoyed her own confidence.
 
   Hoots and hollers and whistles rang out as she stepped onto the center stage. Charlie played a short tune, during which Callie attempted to mimic the moves of the other gems, and she breathed a sigh of relief when it ended.
 
   Then Amy stepped forward and gestured to Callie. “Good evening, gentlemen! We have a special treat for you all tonight. As you can see, a certain someone is making her début this evening. Go on, Amber, show them what you’re hiding under that dress.”
 
   Though her red petticoats were already partially visible, Callie grinned and did an awkward shimmy during which she pulled her dress up to reveal her petticoats more fully. The crowd went wild.
 
   “Quiet! Quiet, please!” Amy signaled for silence, and once the whistling and hollering settled down, she continued, “We’ve decided to celebrate Amber’s first night going upstairs by holding an auction. That’s right, gentlemen, the highest bidder gets to go upstairs with this beautiful blonde angel. Now, who’ll start the bidding?” She put her hand up above her eyes and peered across the sea of eager men.
 
   “Two dollars!”
 
   “Three dollars!”
 
   “Three fifty!”
 
   “Four dollars!”
 
   The bidding quickly went all the way up to five dollars, when a familiar face appeared in the crowd. He stood up and stared directly at Callie. Her heart nearly stopped.
 
   “Fifty dollars!” the man shouted.
 
   A collective gasp went up in the room, followed by disappointed mutters. He approached the stage and held his hand out to Callie. She walked down the steps with his help and across the floor of the main room, still not believing who had outbid all the other men. Why was he here, anyway?
 
   Madame Jewel shot Callie a questioning look, her raised eyebrow showing her concern. Callie gave her a reassuring smile and nodded, as if to say, “I’m fine going upstairs with this particular man.”
 
   But was she fine? Her nervousness increased with each step.
 
   He put an arm around her as they ascended the steps to her new room. All the nervousness she should’ve felt before stepping on stage rushed through her now. Butterflies flitted in her stomach. Breathing became difficult. Her hands commenced shaking.
 
   Lawrence Black had paid fifty dollars for a night with her.
 
   Her heart beat faster and faster as they neared the top of the stairs. She’d expected a complete stranger to win the auction. Her skin prickled with warmth everywhere he touched her, from the small of her back to her arm as he guided her down the hall.
 
   “Which room is yours?”
 
   She gestured to the left. “That one.”
 
   He opened the door. “After you, my lady.” His deep voice made her tingle all over. What would it be like when he stripped her naked? Former preacher or not, this was a brothel and he’d paid a month’s wage for her. Surely he meant to get his money’s worth.
 
   She entered the room Madam Jewel had helped her move into the day before. The walls were painted a soothing blue, though Gabriel had offered to order her a new color of paint if she wished to redecorate with a different color. She liked the blue walls though and thought they contrasted prettily with the white furniture. A dresser rested against the far wall, right beside a window that had a view of the main street. There was a large tall-backed chair, plenty of hooks on the walls for hanging her dresses on, and best of all—a painting of a grand ship. She liked to stare at the painting and imagine she was about to set sail and travel far away from Culpepper Cove and all the heartbreak she’d endured in this mining town.
 
   “Are you well, Callie?” Lawrence asked as he shut the door. The room suddenly felt smaller and she’d never been more aware of a man’s presence.
 
   She tore her gaze from the painting and smiled. “Of course. Oh, and it’s Amber. That’s my gem name.”
 
   “Let me guess.” He moved in front of her and cupped her face, then his hands drifted up and his fingers tangled in her hair. Gooseflesh traveled down from her neck to spread over her arms. “Amber, for the yellow-orange streaks in your golden hair?”
 
   Had her heart stopped beating? Certainly time was standing still. She stood in his arms for several seconds, not speaking or breathing. Finally, she exhaled and peered into his dark eyes. Why are you here? she wanted to ask. What do you want with me?
 
   She longed to ask these questions, but she didn’t want to break the spell that had been woven between them. The air crackled with tension, and she was certain fireworks would explode outside her window the moment his lips descended upon hers.
 
   She’d intentionally pushed him away that day he’d followed her into the kitchen. She hadn’t expected to see him again, or at least not so soon. But apparently he wasn’t spending as much time at his cabin in the mountains as he once had. Why was that? Her mind spun as she tried to figure this man out.
 
   She lifted her face and closed her eyes, aching to feel his lips pressing against hers. But instead of kissing her, he grasped her hand and led her toward the bed. Her eyes fluttered open as he sat on the edge of the mattress and nodded at her clothing, or lack thereof.
 
   “Take everything off, Callie.”
 
   “I told you. I-I’m Amber.”
 
   “Fine. If that’s what you insist on being called.” He stroked a hand up her thigh, above her black stockings. “My sweet Amber.”
 
   Her breath hitched, and she fumbled as she tried to unfasten her bodice. Lawrence pushed her hands out of the way and had it undone in seconds. Her breasts spilled out of the garment as he pushed her dress down over her hips, leaving it in a pile of fabric on the floor. She slipped her shoes off when he commenced peeling her stockings down.
 
   “I feel like I’m unwrapping a present.”
 
   She flushed. Heat pulsed between her legs. When she’d decided to become a gem, she had never anticipated actually enjoying going upstairs with a customer. She’d been prepared to put on an act. She’d been prepared to smile and giggle and pretend she was having the grandest time of her life.
 
   Amy had given her a few tips on how to make a man complete more quickly, should she wish for a customer to not take forever, and Callie had pictured herself falling into bed with the man who won the auction the moment they entered her room and doing just that.
 
   But to her shock, she found she wanted to savor her time with Lawrence. She blinked back tears. Lord, she wanted to wake up in the morning and find he was still with her, his arms wrapped around her and their legs tangled together underneath the covers.
 
   Don’t get sweet on the customers.
 
   She tried to block out the tenderness she felt for this man. He’d offered to help her, but she had refused his help, claiming she was fine working here in the saloon. Was that why she felt tenderness toward him? Because he’d shown concern for her? But no. She’d felt something for him the moment he’d first looked into her eyes in the mercantile. The picnic they’d shared had been like a dream, until she realized he planned to leave town the next day and she surmised he wasn’t ready to marry again. She tried to shut her feelings and her thoughts off.
 
   He’d paid for a service. She’d best give him his fifty dollars’ worth.
 
   This was her life now.
 
   Once he had her completely naked and bared to him, he guided her to lay atop the covers. The large lantern beside her bed cast a yellow glow across her nakedness, and she flushed at how exposed she felt. She looked at the light and started reaching to turn it down.
 
   Smack!
 
   “Ouch.” She cradled the hand he’d swatted and glared at him. “That wasn’t very nice.”
 
   “The lantern stays on, young lady. I want to see you. All of you.”
 
   She stilled and gazed up at him, at a loss for what to do next. Touch him? Try to kiss him?
 
   As if reading her uncertainty, he said, “Put your hands above your head and keep them there.”
 
   She gulped as she obeyed. Her heart beat a frantic rhythm in her chest. Lawrence rose off the bed and unbuttoned his shirt, keeping his eyes on her as he undressed. His chest was so beautifully broad and muscular that she almost disobeyed and reached out to touch him. It took all her self-control to remain still with her hands above her head.
 
   How long would he make her stay like this? Minutes? Hours? Customers usually paid in thirty minute increments, and though their time limit hadn’t been discussed, it pretty much went without saying that fifty dollars could get him the whole damn night.
 
   Moisture pooled between her thighs. Heat pulsed harder and faster in her core.
 
   “Oh!” She undulated her hips in the air, seeking to quench the building ache, though he wasn’t even on top of her yet.
 
   Still keeping his dark gaze on hers, Lawrence removed his boots and took his trousers off. The muscles in his thighs flexed as he approached her, looking like a powerful and lithe predator. A quiver ran through her and she instinctively parted her legs. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as she stared at his large, rigid length.
 
   He crawled on the bed, but instead of straddling her and sinking his cock into her quim, he put his mouth to her center and blew softly against her slick folds.
 
   “I’m going to taste you, sweet Amber, and I expect you to be a good girl and hold still. If you move your hands, I will punish you. Do you understand?”
 
   Punish her? Why did that sound so naughty? Why did the threat make her gush more moisture? Was it even a serious threat?
 
   She licked her lips and swallowed hard. “Yes, sir. I understand.”
 
   ***
 
   The moment his tongue darted over her pink, gleaming parts, Callie jolted beneath him and her hands flew to his head. She gripped him and groaned, while moving her hips up and down, seeking her pleasure.
 
   The naughty girl.
 
   He pulled back from her center and gave her a stern look.
 
   Her eyes went wide and she immediately returned her hands above her head, but it was too late. She’d disobeyed his instructions, and now he had to punish her for it. Of course, he would be lying if he said part of him hadn't hoped she would disobey.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir.”
 
   His cock hardened every time she called him sir. God, what a beauty she was. And so goddamn sweet. She didn’t belong here. After tonight, he would take her away. He would keep her in his cabin and they would return to town when the circuit judge passed through, when she could legally become his wife. He felt his nostrils flaring with the possession he felt for this sweet young woman.
 
   He moved to sit on the side of the bed, patted his thigh, and gave her another stern look. “You disobeyed, Callie, and you will be punished for it. Over my lap.”
 
   All the color drained from her face, and he realized that she hadn’t protested his use of her given name this time. Perhaps she hadn’t noticed.
 
   “You’re going to spank me?”
 
   “Yes. I told you to keep still, and I also told you to keep your hands out of the way, above your head. You were a naughty girl, and now I intend to redden your cute little bottom and teach you a lesson, Callie.”
 
   When she placed herself across his thighs, she gasped as he forced her legs wide apart.
 
   “I want a view of your wet folds as I’m spanking you, Callie. You’ll keep yourself spread just like this,” he said, shifting her bottom higher on his lap.
 
   Arousal escaped down her thigh, and his excitement rose at the knowledge that she was enjoying this as much as he. She gave another needy moan. She was breathing hard and every few seconds a shudder jolted through her. He cupped her bottom and gave it a squeeze.
 
   “You were a very bad girl, weren’t you, Callie?”
 
   She released a harsh breath. “Y-yes, sir.”
 
   He moved to cup her other cheek, pulling it far enough to the side as to reveal the tiny pink pucker of her rosebud. Sweat trickled down his temple and a tremor zipped up his inner thighs, tightening his balls and hardening his cock further. Lord almighty, he had to have her soon. He pushed aside his guilt over taking her before they were properly wed. God help him, but he couldn’t wait that long.
 
   “After I finish your spanking, Callie, you will stand with your nose in the corner and your red bottom on display.”
 
   A little whimper floated up from her, and he lifted his hand and brought it down with a firm, resounding smack.
 
   “Naughty, naughty girl,” he said, alternating cheeks as he continued spanking her at a slow but steady pace, giving her about two seconds in between each hard slap to take a breath. “After your corner time is over, Callie, are you going to be very good and lie still while I taste what’s mine?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I hope so. Because if you don’t, I will apply my belt to your little behind. You don’t want a belt whipping, do you?”
 
   “Oh, no, sir. Please don’t give me a belt whipping. I’ll be a good girl. I-I pr-promise!”
 
   Her pale flesh turned a pretty shade of dark pink under his punishing hand. She wiggled around with each smack but didn’t try to escape. Her feet kicked slightly, and he thought she looked absolutely adorable in this position.
 
   Nectar gleamed between her thighs. The light blonde hair covering her quim was neatly kept, and he noticed that the folds of her sex plumped as he continued her spanking. She was swollen and wet and ready to be taken hard.
 
   This was the type of naughty game he’d played with Mary. He’d had a desire to dominate her in the most devilish ways, punishing her in the bedroom when she didn’t do as he asked, taking her in all manner of scandalous positions. She had participated and been most obedient, but she had never grown as excited as Callie seemed to be growing now.
 
   Callie was different. And Lawrence felt different with her. As he spanked her, he felt no guilt over his dark desires. It felt natural. Transcendent. He never wanted this night to end. With each slap to her behind, she gave more of herself to him. She moaned and whimpered and parted her thighs wider in surrender.
 
   When he finally stopped spanking her, he rubbed her heated bottom for several moments before delving into the sweetness between her thighs. Hot and slick, so perfect. She gasped when he traced the moisture around her folds. He teased her entrance with two fingers, pumping with slow and shallow thrusts.
 
   Then he pulled out of her and stood her up. He rose and pressed his fingers, glimmering with her honey, to her slightly parted lips.
 
   “Have you ever tasted yourself before, Callie?”
 
   Eyes bulging, she shook her head, looking positively scandalized. He pressed more urgently at her lips, which she clamped shut in the next instant. “Open and suck, young lady. Clean your essence off my fingers and then go stand in the corner.”
 
   Despite her obvious reluctance, she opened her mouth again and began licking her moisture off his fingers. Once she had finished, he turned her around, gave her bottom one last swat, and ordered her to stand in the corner to the right of the dresser.
 
   She took up residence in the corner, and his cock stiffened at the sight of her standing there so obediently with her freshly punished bottom on display. Her arms dangled at her sides, though soon began inching behind her.
 
   “No rubbing allowed, young lady. You will stand there and endure the lasting sting of your spanking.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She quickly returned her hands to her sides.
 
   He counted to one hundred in his head, not taking his eyes off her lovely form the entire time. She fidgeted now and then, but otherwise remained in place and didn’t attempt to rub her red behind again.
 
   Once he reached one hundred, he crossed the room to her and placed his hands on her shoulders. She shuddered and gave a tiny gasp. The sweet and heady scent of her arousal hit him, enticing him to explore all that would soon belong to him. He cupped her breasts, caressing the full mounds and rubbing her nipples until they grew into stiff, dark pink peaks. Still holding her right breast, he reached down with his free hand and stroked between her thighs, finding her more soaked than ever.
 
   “So wet, Callie. So naughty. I ought to spank you all over again.”
 
   She took a shaky breath. “I wish… I wish you would touch me instead, sir. Please. I need… I need…”
 
   “Ask me to lick your quim and run my tongue all over your clit.”
 
   “Sir!” She turned and looked at him, her face flushed nearly as bright pink as her punished bottom. “I can’t believe you would speak with such, um, base language.”
 
   “Why? Because I used to be a man of God?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I’m just a man now, Callie. A man who wants you. A man who doesn’t care about how polite society thinks he should talk or behave anymore. Now ask me.”
 
   “All right. Um, please, sir. Will you please lick my quim?” She spoke the last few words in a whisper.
 
   “What else?” he prompted, pinching her clit as he raised an eyebrow at her in censure.
 
   “And will you please, um, run your tongue all over m-my cl-clit?” Again, the last few words came out in a whisper.
 
   Though a gem at The Red Petticoat, she wasn’t yet used to speaking in such base language either. Well, if he had anything to say about it, she would only be using such language in his presence. And he damn well had a lot to say about it. Callie would belong to him before the night was over.
 
   “Get back on the bed, spread your legs, and put your hands above your head, young lady.” He removed his hand from her quim and urged her toward the bed.
 
   “Yes, sir,” she breathed, tucking an errant curl that had fallen in front of her face behind her ear as she moved into position.
 
   When she first sat atop the covers, she winced and squirmed, but she soon laid down and parted her legs to reveal her plump, moist sex to his gaze.
 
   Lawrence wasted no time in joining her. He dipped his head between her slender thighs and lapped at her quim, tasting her and paying special attention to the most sensitive part of her—the little swollen bud that protruded from her wet folds.
 
   She undulated slightly against his mouth, but she kept her hands in place above her head. Circling her clit with his tongue, he continued until she whirled into a frantic state of writhing and moaning. The little desperate moans she emitted drove him wild. When he finally joined his body with hers, he didn’t think he could be gentle if he tried.
 
   “Lawrence, I… oh my God!”
 
   He kept at it until her squirming ceased and she lay panting on the bed. He pulled away and settled himself on top of her, but instead of sinking his cock deep into her quim, he leaned down and kissed her.
 
   Hard. Possessively.
 
   After he gradually withdrew from her, he stared into her beautiful green gaze and felt as if the pieces of his broken world had finally come together.
 
   “Callie,” he whispered. “My sweet Callie.”
 
   He positioned his cock at her entrance and surged all the way inside her with one quick thrust. She grabbed onto him, her nails digging into his back.
 
   He held onto her hips and pounded into her faster, causing the headboard to bang against the wall. The mattress bounced with their movements. Dark spots clouded his vision as his release approached. He held out for as long as he could manage, wanting to prolong his claiming of her, until at last the exquisite tightness of her quim clamping down around his cock had him spurting his seed into her depths.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
   Callie snuggled against Lawrence underneath the covers, supposing she should kick him out soon. Though she’d enjoyed every minute of her time with him this evening, she couldn’t ignore the fact that he’d paid for it. Just because she’d liked being taken by him didn’t mean it wasn’t anything other than a business transaction. No sense romanticizing it.
 
   Her heart felt heavy. Don’t get sweet on the customers. Stop it, Callie. Stop it right now.
 
   What was she supposed to say to Lawrence now?
 
   Thank you and have a nice evening?
 
   Please get going so I can find another customer to bring upstairs?
 
   She stiffened when he started stroking her back. The awkwardness became unbearable, as did the heaviness in her heart, and she pushed away from him. Yes, he’d spent fifty dollars on her, but did he really plan to stay all night? He’d already completed. Surely he wouldn’t lie there until he was ready to go again. Matthew had never taken her more than once a night. He had always fallen fast asleep after the act, holding her close in his arms.
 
   Tears burned in her eyes and she blinked hard, forcing thoughts of her late husband from her mind. She wasn’t Mrs. Callie Smith anymore. She was Amber. A gem at The Red Petticoat. In a few short years, after she earned a decent amount of money, she could become Mrs. Callie Smith once more and start over again in Virginia. She would take the secret that she’d worked in a brothel to the grave.
 
   “Well, I think we’re finished here.” She cringed at her uncertain tone. How did she politely transfer from one customer to another? She hadn’t thought to ask Opal or Amy or Madame Jewel for that sort of advice.
 
   A look of amusement crossed his handsome features. His eyebrow shot up. “Finished? Darlin’, I haven’t even gotten started with you.”
 
   Heat engulfed her face, and she found she couldn’t hold his gaze for more than a second at a time. Her confidence in working as a gem fled. She’d thought she could be a pretender without any trouble. Amber. Not Callie. Amber, Amber, Amber. She would return to being Callie when she boarded a ship in San Francisco bound for the east coast. She swallowed past the burning in her throat.
 
   “You mean to stay the entire night, then?”
 
   “Yes, Callie, and then in the morning I mean to take you home with me.” He propped himself up on one elbow. “I mean to make you my wife.”
 
   He reached for her hand, but she flinched as if she’d just been slapped, and his hand froze in the air above hers.
 
   “You don’t even know me.”
 
   “We spent time together, Callie, by the river. I realize it was some weeks ago but…”
 
   “A few conversations don’t count. Besides, folks around here seem to think you will eventually come to your senses and take up preaching again. The church is just sitting there empty, waiting for you. You might change your mind, but you most certainly won’t be able to follow your calling if you’re married to a soiled dove.”
 
   “I want a wife, Callie. I’ve been alone for long enough. My calling is to take a wife and start a family.” He ran a hand across her stomach. “You don’t belong here. I saw how nervous you were up on stage when those miners were bidding on you.”
 
   “I wasn’t nervous!” she said defensively. “The auction was my idea. I wanted to show Madame Jewel that I am serious about working here and being a gem. And the more I drum up business for myself, the sooner I’ll have enough money saved to return home. I don’t plan on staying in Culpepper for the rest of my life. I belong in Virginia, with my family. I never should have traveled here in the first place.”
 
   “If you want to return to your family in Virginia, why do they not wire you the funds you need to return home?”
 
   She pressed her lips together and closed her eyes, fighting back tears. “Please leave.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, Callie.”
 
   Opening her eyes, she stared at Lawrence, thinking he looked most handsome with his dark hair disheveled from their lovemaking. No, not lovemaking. Fucking. That’s what they had done. He’d paid fifty dollars to fuck her.
 
   “If you are still so estranged from your family that you cannot ask them to pay your way home, what do you think your life will be like when you return? What if they won’t accept you?”
 
   She sniffled and wiped at a tear, cursing herself for crying in front of him. “My oldest sister and her husband will probably take me in. My family doesn’t have to know our trip out west was a failure. I’ll tell them Matthew had success in the mining business before he died. They don’t need to know where my money came from. I could start over then. I could find a husband and have the family I thought I’d have with Matthew.”
 
   “Callie, I would be a good husband to you. Far as I see it, you’ve just become my wife in truth, right here in this bed. Say yes, and let me spend the rest of my life taking care of you. We can get to know one another better after we are wed.”
 
   Her bottom lip quivered. “It could never work.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because of where we are. Look around, Lawrence. You’re lying in a whore’s bed. I sold myself to you tonight.”
 
   “I came here, knowing tonight was your first night going upstairs, Callie. Stopped in for a drink early yesterday and Opal told me. I came here tonight to make sure you only went upstairs with me. Because I have every intention of making you my wife. Marry me.”
 
   The temptation to say yes was strong, but she knew it wasn’t right. She couldn’t allow him to throw away the possibility of becoming the town preacher. Her heart ached. Why couldn’t he have realized he was ready to settle down and marry during his last trip to town, the time he’d invited her to a picnic? Now any chance they might have had at finding happiness together was shot.
 
   “I won’t have you wasting your future on me.”
 
   “Callie, please don’t talk that way about yourself. You’re a good girl. You only ended up here by circumstance.” A flash of understanding crossed his visage. “You were staying with the Gerrards directly before coming here. Why did you leave their home?”
 
   “You must go now, Lawrence. Please.”
 
   Her expression must have given away some of the dark truth behind her leaving the Gerrards, because his nostrils flared and he tensed. “What did Mr. Gerrard do to you?”
 
   “Nothing! He did nothing!” She pushed at him, trying to force him out of the bed.
 
   “Don’t lie to me, Callie. I want to help you. Talk to me.”
 
   Silence stretched between them, but she finally surrendered to the kindness she saw lurking in his gaze. What did it matter if she told the truth? It’s not as if she had actually seduced Mr. Gerrard.
 
   “He came into my bedroom and tried to have his way with me. I fought back and his wife appeared in the doorway when he was straddling me, when he was very close to…” She felt her face crumple, and Lawrence gathered her up in his arms. He rocked her and murmured soothing words until she found her voice again. “He told his wife I tried to seduce him, and she kicked me out. And judging from the looks I got walking through town earlier today, I suspect she’s spread all sorts of nasty rumors about me. She always did like her gossip. So you see, I am ruined in more than one way. I have no business becoming anyone’s wife in Culpepper Cove.”
 
   “We’ll move away then, Callie. Wherever you wish to go.”
 
   Why was he being so nice to her? Wasn’t this what she’d wanted, though? To find a husband, and quickly? But it felt wrong, given his past. She wasn’t pastor’s wife material. Sooner or later, he would regret his decision to marry her. She couldn’t allow him to make that mistake, not when he could have a very bright future here in Culpepper. The need for a preacher here was strong. She didn’t want to be responsible for him leaving a town that clearly needed him.
 
   “I don’t wish to marry you, Lawrence. I’m sorry.” The lie tasted bitter.
 
   “I don’t believe you.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. His masculine scent enticed her, making her want to latch onto him and never let go. She felt safe in his arms. All the noise from the saloon seemed muted in his presence, as well as the worries that ran persistently through her head.
 
   He held her for what felt like hours. In fact, she drifted to sleep in his embrace, only awaking briefly when he crawled out of bed and tucked the covers around her. “You won’t be working anymore this evening, young lady. Stay in bed and get some sleep. I will see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes, sweet Callie. Tomorrow.”
 
   She drifted back to sleep and dreamed that she lived in a cabin on the mountain. The sun was shining down, the day hot, as she walked barefoot to a nearby stream to dip her feet in the water. Lawrence came out of the woods and set down his mining tools, then ran to scoop her up in his arms. He kissed her cheeks, and then her mouth, claiming her with a roughness that had heat gathering between her thighs.
 
   In the morning, she awoke to find Madame Jewel staring down at her. “Are you well, dear? You never came downstairs after your big spender left, after he and I had a rather odd conversation. I had Amy peek in on you, but she said you were fast asleep.”
 
   Callie sat up, only to realize she was still completely naked. She flushed and covered her breasts as she dove back under the covers.
 
   Madame Jewel laughed. “I own a brothel, sweetie. Those aren’t the first tits I’ve seen.”
 
   “I-I’m fine. What conversation are you talking about? What did Lawrence say to you?”
 
   “He said he planned to return early this evening to visit you again. He said to make sure you were ready for him and didn’t take any other customers first.” Madame Jewel smiled. “You must have made quite an impression on the man. He offered to pay fifty dollars for another night with you.”
 
   Callie sighed. “Well, he did sort of ask me to marry him.”
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   “Yes, but I said no.”
 
   “Would you like Gabriel to toss him out if he shows his face around here again? Fifty dollars or not, you don’t have to see him if you don’t wish to.” Madame Jewel gave her a sympathetic look.
 
   Callie didn’t know what to say. Her pride urged her to refuse another night with Lawrence. But another fifty dollars put her much closer to affording her trip back home. Guilt fell on her shoulders in the next moment, and she found it difficult to breathe. She hated that she was thinking about the money. What was wrong with her?
 
   “Amber? Callie, dear?”
 
   “I’ll see him again. I-I want to see him again. Even though I don’t.” She laughed. “Does that sound confusing or what?”
 
   “Do you have feelings for the gentleman?”
 
   Callie bit her lip. “I’m not sure. I suppose I do, but I can’t stay here in Culpepper forever, and I can’t ask him to leave either. A lot of people in town want him to become the preacher here. He couldn’t do that if he married me. Ruination is contagious, right?”
 
   Madame Jewel gave her shoulder a squeeze and moved to the door. “The mayor married a gem. So did the sheriff. Surely, you must have heard?”
 
   “Well, yes, I know about that. But a preacher… could you imagine?”
 
   Madame Jewel’s face lit up as she stared at Callie. “I could imagine it very well, but only if it would make you happy. I know it’s difficult, but try not to care what others think of you. Make the choices that will bring joy to your life, whether it’s marrying this Lawrence fellow or traveling home to make amends with your family.” She slipped out the door and closed it behind her, leaving Callie to her thoughts.
 
   * * *
 
   Lawrence stayed in town for longer than he’d originally intended. Peter probably thought he’d run into trouble. But if he returned home, Callie’s evenings would be open to another man. He wouldn’t take that chance.
 
   Jealousy burned through him at the thought of another man lusting after her, let alone touching her, or making love to her. As a result, Lawrence visited her every night, staying until dawn sometimes. He enjoyed her company, and especially enjoyed when she disobeyed one of his commands in bed and he had to punish her. She always obediently draped herself over his lap to accept her spanking, and by the time he finished chastising her she would be soaking wet and ready to be claimed.
 
   He still wanted to make her his wife. But each time he proposed, she vehemently refused. He was at a loss. She seemed as convinced as the townspeople that he would eventually become the town preacher, and she refused to prevent him from answering his calling. Other times, she would mention Virginia and the sister with whom she thought she would live. Her stubbornness frustrated him, but he could be just as stubborn.
 
   He would stay in town until she accepted him as her husband. David Cray had mentioned that the circuit judge would be passing through late next week to perform several marriage ceremonies. Lawrence hoped and prayed—yes, he was praying again for the first time in a long time—for Callie’s heart to open to him.
 
   Word had spread that Lawrence was spellbound by the newest gem. Everywhere he went, men teased him that he would soon spend his entire fortune at The Red Petticoat. Some who teased him also expressed frustration that they hadn’t been able to spend an evening with Amber yet. On several occasions, he’d had to clench his jaw and keep walking, lest he end up in a fist fight. He’d never been prone to violence, but his desire to possess Callie drove him past all reason.
 
   A savage need for her burned within him, growing stronger by the day. He couldn’t leave Culpepper and return to his mountain cabin. Not now. Not when the entire town was apparently watching and waiting for him to leave so Callie would be available for new customers.
 
   He tried to ignore the worry that she would persist in her refusal to marry him, but he feared losing her for good. What would happen when she finally had enough money saved to return home? Would she leave town without telling him?
 
   The thought of never seeing Callie again made his throat constrict and his chest ache.
 
   “Lawrence, we need to talk,” David Cray said one morning as they worked on a fence together. “It’s about what folks are sayin’.”
 
   Lawrence wiped the sweat from his brow and looked up from the board he was pounding a nail into. “I don’t care what folks are saying.”
 
   “It’s said you visit The Red Petticoat every night. Now, I’m not one to judge, but you need to think about the example you’re setting for the other men in this town. You might not be a preacher anymore, but everyone knows you once were, and there are those who think you ought to start holding Sunday services, including me.”
 
   “It’s not as if I’m spending every night with a different girl, David. If you’ve heard I’m visiting the saloon every evening, then surely you’ve heard I’m seeing the same girl each night, too?”
 
   “Lawrence, if the other men in this town—married men, mind you—see a preacher spending his free time in a brothel, what sort of example does that set? Before you know it, all the married men in Culpepper will be breaking their wedding vows.”
 
   “You’d be surprised how many married men show up at The Red Petticoat every night.” Lawrence finished pounding the nail in the board and grabbed another one. He hadn’t thought about the precedent he was setting for the other men in town. But he’d never asked anyone to look up to him. If he could go back in time and not get drunk on whiskey and spill his secrets at the bar, he would do it in a heartbeat. Then he could just be a regular man in Culpepper and do as he pleased without the whole town watching and judging.
 
   “Lawrence, I’m asking you as a friend to reconsider your actions. I’m worried about you. You’re headed down a path of sin from which you may never return.”
 
   Lawrence tossed the hammer into the grass and faced David. “I want to make her my wife. The gem I’ve been visiting.”
 
   “It’s Amber, isn’t it? The girl you’re infatuated with? Let me tell you something, Lawrence, that girl is no good. She’s trouble. She already tried to lead Thom Gerrard down a path of sin. Have you heard…”
 
   Rage pumped through Lawrence’s veins. He took a deep breath, attempting to calm himself before he hauled off and decked his friend. “That’s nothing but gossip. Cal-Amber, Amber didn’t try to seduce anyone. Mrs. Gerrard caught her husband harassing the poor girl and kicked her out in the middle of the night, right onto the street. Where else was the girl supposed to go?”
 
   “If the town had a preacher, she could have gone to him for council and perhaps found refuge in another family’s home. But now, now she has become a soiled dove. There ain’t no coming back from that. She’s bad for you, Lawrence, and she’s taking you farther away from where you ought to be.” David pointed toward the church steeple that towered over the other buildings in town. “That’s where you ought to be. Not at The Red Petticoat. God led you here because you’re needed, and you’ll wake up and realize that sooner or later. Sooner, I hope.”
 
   “I’ve asked her to marry me.”
 
   David’s eyes grew wide and he shook his head. “You can’t marry a soiled dove.”
 
   “She’s only been with me. I visit her every night. No other man has had a chance yet, and by God I’ll not allow any other man to go upstairs with her, even if I have to stay in town for another year until she agrees to become my wife.”
 
   “Just listen to yourself. What would your wife think?”
 
   Lawrence’s hands curled into fists, and David must have noticed the anger radiating from him because he backed up a few steps. “Mary is gone. Gone! It doesn’t matter what she would think.”
 
   But David had placed a seed of doubt in Lawrence’s mind. More than one seed, in fact. He kept telling himself it didn’t matter what Mary or anyone else thought of his actions, but when he pictured Mary’s beautiful face in his mind and saw her blue eyes clear as day, doubt after doubt swept through him. Mary would have wanted him to became the preacher in this town. She would have wanted him to end his grieving and faithfully answer his calling to God.
 
   “You’ll have to check on your homestead eventually, Lawrence, and when you do Amber will lay with other men. I guarantee it.”
 
   Lawrence straightened and eyed the afternoon sun. At this time of day, he was usually getting cleaned up and preparing for another night at the saloon. A gasp, or perhaps it was a brief cry, sounded behind him. But when he turned around, he saw no one.
 
   Well, if he were hearing things, he was clearly losing his mind. Maybe he shouldn’t visit Callie tonight. Maybe it was time to return to his cabin and sort his thoughts out.
 
   The worst doubt of all came from David’s point about Culpepper not having a preacher. If there had been a preacher in Culpepper overseeing the spiritual welfare of the town, perhaps Callie would have sought help from the church before she turned to The Red Petticoat.
 
   During his time in Culpepper, Lawrence had gotten to know the townspeople better. The growing families as well as the single miners. The town was growing and he couldn’t deny that he recognized a need for a pastor.
 
   He got back to work, holding a board in place while David hammered a nail into it, with neither man mentioning the punch that had almost been thrown.
 
   Once the fence was finished about an hour later, Lawrence returned to his room at the Bentley Inn. For the first time all week, he was unsure of where he would be spending his evening.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
   He wasn’t coming. Not tonight. Maybe not ever again. Callie tried to hide her disappointment as she moved about the main room of the saloon, serving drinks and chatting with customers. Lawrence usually visited The Red Petticoat just after darkness fell. Tonight would have been their sixth night in a row together.
 
   How stupid she’d been to fall for him. Yet she had continually pushed him away. Each time he had proposed marriage, she had said no. She blinked back tears and hurried into the kitchen.
 
   “What’s wrong, child?” Nettie asked from the stove.
 
   Callie was grateful to find no one else around. She let a few tears fall, brushed them away, and sniffled. Nettie wiped her hands on her apron, approached Callie, and wrapped an arm around her.
 
   “There, there. Now who was mean to you? Point the scoundrel out and I’ll put a concoction of spices in his supper so fierce it’ll set him on his back for days.”
 
   “Oh, nothing happened out there.” She gave a desolate sigh. “It’s what isn’t going to happen tonight that has me so upset. I feel like a fool.”
 
   Nettie urged her to sit down at the little table against the wall. She took Callie’s hand and gave it a squeeze, her pretty blue eyes shining with sympathy. “The pastor has you upset, has he?”
 
   Callie nodded. “I might have eavesdropped on a conversation he had with one of his friends today. About me, and about possibly becoming the preacher in Culpepper. Lawrence’s friend seemed to think I was leading him astray and keeping him from answering his calling. Maybe he’s right. This town could use a preacher. And now it doesn’t appear that Lawrence is planning on meeting me tonight. He hasn’t shown yet.”
 
   “Oh, child. Maybe the man got held up somewhere.”
 
   “He probably went back to his cabin. He probably came to his senses and decided not to see me anymore. I’ve been so stupid.”
 
   “Why don’t you go on up to your room? Get some rest and perhaps in the morning you can find your preacher and talk things through.”
 
   “No. I should be working. The more I work, the sooner I’ll make it back home.” Callie stood up and moved to the door in the direction of the chatter and piano music. “Have a good night, Nettie.”
 
   Out in the main room, Callie let her gaze wander around until an older man caught her eye and winked at her. Well, this is it. She sashayed over to him with a smile. After he patted his knee, she sat on his lap and ran a hand over his chest. A move she’d seen other gems do many times.
 
   “I’ve had my eye on you all week, little girl.”
 
   She batted her eyelashes at him, copying a flirtatious look she’d seen Opal giving the customers. Though Callie didn’t recognize the man, she said, “Sugar pie, I’ve had my eye on you all week too.”
 
   He chuckled and squeezed her thigh, right above her stockings. “What do you say we finish this conversation upstairs, Miss Amber?”
 
   Well, if he knew her name, he must be a regular customer she just hadn’t taken notice of yet. That gave her a little comfort. Madame Jewel and Gabriel didn’t allow known troublemakers into The Red Petticoat. Though this man didn’t appeal to her at all, he would be a good and safe place to start moving on from her time with Lawrence.
 
   But in the next moment, the man’s face went pale and he jerked his hand away from her thigh. Before Callie could ask what was wrong, she found herself pulled off the customer’s lap.
 
   Dark, furious eyes stared down at her. She gasped as Lawrence held her out by her forearms, his nostrils flaring and his face red.
 
   “I told you I’d be here tonight, didn’t I?”
 
   She glared at him. “A bit late, aren’t you? I honestly didn’t think you were coming.”
 
   “We need to talk. Upstairs.” He guided her toward the steps, only for Gabriel’s huge form to block their path.
 
   “It’s all right, Gabriel. We just need a quiet place to talk.”
 
   Gabriel’s eyebrows drew together and his jaw clenched. He glared at Lawrence for a few seconds before moving out of the way. Callie broke away from Lawrence and headed up the steps. Anger churned through her insides. How dare he barge in here, hours late, and then act jealous when he found her doing her job?
 
   She stormed into her room and spun around, waiting for him to enter. He came inside and closed the door, his entire body tensed. She reminded herself of the town’s need for a pastor. She needed to drive him away once and for all. Biting her lip to hold back tears that rose from the prospect of never seeing him again, she stared at him angrily, not trusting herself to speak just yet.
 
   When she finally had her emotions under control, she said, “You just cost me a customer.” Her tone came out harsh and bitter.
 
   His eyes flashed and he was on her in the next moment, forcing her to bend over the bed. He lifted her skirts and petticoats up, then had her drawers down around her ankles soon after. She gasped and tried to push off the bed, but he kept a firm hand on her lower back, forcing her to remain bent over. She heard the jingling of his belt buckle and tensed, expecting him to thrust himself into her.
 
   Swoosh! She heard the swinging belt only a split second before the sting seared across her buttocks. She flinched as fresh tears burned in her eyes. He struck her, over and over again, bringing the leather down across her cheeks, which were still tender from the spanking he’d given her last night. Except last night he hadn’t been angry. Last night he’d spanked her for touching herself without permission, but it had mostly been bedroom play.
 
   This felt like a real punishment, though she wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve it. Except be a whore.
 
   She cried into the covers and ceased her struggles. His strength surpassed hers and he kept her pressed down on the bed as he brought the belt down, landing several harsh strokes over the tops of her thighs. Her entire bottom felt ablaze.
 
   Shame filled her. This is what she’d become. All because of her stupid pride. All because she hadn’t wanted to ask her family for help. All because she’d wanted to prove that eloping and traveling out west hadn’t been a mistake. She sobbed and sobbed until she had no more tears left to shed.
 
   At some point, Lawrence had stopped whipping her. He sat on the bed next to her, rubbing her back. After her sobs quieted, he stroked the tear-dampened hair out of her face.
 
   “I am so sorry, Callie.”
 
   She peered up at him to find him positively stricken, as if he regretted what he’d just done. She sniffled. “Don’t be sorry. I deserved it.”
 
   “No. You didn’t. I was angry. I saw you sitting on that man’s lap, and I wanted to strangle the life out of him right in the middle of the saloon.” He released a shuddering breath and fixed her drawers back in place, then smoothed her petticoats and skirts down.
 
   With his help, she sat up next to him, and he wrapped his arms around her and continued stroking her hair.
 
   “I came to see you today, Lawrence, when you were building the fence. I heard everything Mr. Cray said, and it makes sense. You should stop coming here. You shouldn’t see me anymore. Even if you don’t take up preaching again, you shouldn’t be seen here.”
 
   “Callie, I would marry you tomorrow if you agreed, and walk through town next to you with my head held high.” He brushed at her fallen tears, wiping them away with his thumbs.
 
   “Why were you late, Lawrence?”
 
   He swallowed hard. “I had to track the bank manager down after the bank closed before I could get there. Then I had him transfer two thousand dollars into your account.”
 
   “What? I can’t accept that, Lawrence. I can’t.”
 
   “Please hear me out, Callie.”
 
   Shock filled her. That was enough money to comfortably reach Virginia, with plenty left over. She could stick to her story about Matthew dying after his claim produced a fair amount of gold. Enough money for her to prove to her family that she wasn’t young and foolish. Though she berated herself for still seeking their approval, she thought maybe her parents would forgive her and welcome her back home. Maybe she could pretend the last year of her life hadn’t happened.
 
   “Callie, I should have never slept with you without us being properly wed. The night I won the auction, I should have asked you to marry me first. I did things backward.”
 
   “I don’t understand. I mean, I would have still said no.”
 
   “Then after you said no, I should have done the right thing and paid your passage home to Virginia. You’re too innocent and sweet for a place like this.”
 
   Callie didn’t feel innocent, especially considering the activities she’d enjoyed with Lawrence this week, but she didn’t tell him as much. Instead, she said, “Fifty dollars a night is outrageous enough. I realize you are probably the richest man in these parts, but I can’t accept that much money. It feels wrong.” She ran a hand through her hair in frustration. Where did she go from here? Her heart swelled with affection for Lawrence, but she despaired over soiling his reputation any more than she had already.
 
   “Callie, I will make sure you keep that two thousand dollars and head home very soon, even if I have to drag you all the way to San Francisco and put you on a ship myself.” He put a finger beneath her chin, forcing her to stare into his dark gaze. “God, I’m going to miss you.”
 
   Her thoughts flew into a jumble. One second she wanted to stay and become his wife, and in the next second she wanted to leave Culpepper and forget any of this had ever happened. Matthew. The Gerrards. Lawrence. The Red Petticoat. All of it.
 
   “Promise me you’ll at least think on it, Callie? If I find out you tried to have the money transferred back into my account, I will make sure you don’t sit down for a week.”
 
   She shifted on the bed and rubbed her bottom. “I don’t think I’m going to sit for a week as it is,” she replied petulantly.
 
   “Callie…”
 
   “Fine. I promise I’ll think on it.”
 
   “Good girl.” He kissed her forehead. When he pulled back, his visage grew serious. “I know I can’t keep you from working. I know you don’t belong to me, but Lord how I wish you did. I think we could be very happy together. Goodnight, Callie.” He rose and walked to the door.
 
   “Goodnight, Lawrence.”
 
   * * *
 
   “I just heard the news! I can’t believe you’ll be going east soon! Oh, I will miss you so much!” Opal said as she sat down on Callie’s bed.
 
   “I can’t believe it either. I expected I’d be here for a few years, at least.” Callie felt guilty the moment she said it, as if she meant that working at The Red Petticoat wasn’t a good place to want to work. But Opal didn’t seem offended in the slightest, and Callie breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “When does the stagecoach come through?”
 
   “Wednesday. In five days. I must say, I never thought if I returned to Virginia, that I would be returning alone.”
 
   Opal patted her hand. “It will be all right; I can feel it. You’ll reconcile with your family and you’ll meet a nice, handsome man to marry. You’re going to have the life you want.”
 
   “You’ve been a true friend to me, Opal.”
 
   “Don’t get all mushy on me, Amber!” she said in a scolding tone. “I’ve already applied my makeup for the night and I don’t want it running. Besides, I’m hoping that preacher friend of yours shows up tonight.”
 
   Dread twisted in Callie’s stomach, and she had to remind herself that even though she and Opal were friends, she hadn’t confided in Opal or anyone besides Madame Jewel, about her feelings for Lawrence. “Oh really?” She forced politeness into her voice.
 
   “Oh, yes. I’m hoping he walks in and sets his sights on me. Of course, you’ll have to share your secrets and tell me what it is you’ve done to keep him coming back and spending fifty dollars for a… ouch! Did you just pull my hair?” Opal leaned back, but Callie had already reached for another curl. She yanked this one even harder.
 
   Callie didn’t know what had come over her. She’d never gotten into a physical fight before, but she’d just yanked on Opal’s curls, twice. She imagined Opal flirting with Lawrence over the bar and enticing him to go upstairs with her. Callie’s blood boiled.
 
   Opal stood up, but Callie shot to her feet and stared her down, blocking the doorway. She was a few inches taller than the brunette. She grabbed a half-filled glass of water from atop the dresser and hurled the contents into Opal’s face. As she gasped and tried to clean the water off herself, footsteps sounded in the hallway behind Callie.
 
   She didn’t dare turn around to discover who’d witnessed her attack on Opal. She couldn’t fathom the way she’d just behaved. Her face heated with shame. What had gotten into her?
 
   “I can’t believe you pulled my hair! And ruined my makeup!” Opal touched her cheek and gave a pout. “If you like the pastor so much, then why didn’t you tell me? I would have never gone after him then. Amber, I thought we were friends.”
 
   Callie felt the anger draining from her. She couldn’t believe she’d actually pulled someone’s hair, especially Opal’s, or tossed a drink in her face. The lively brunette had gone out of her way to show Callie kindness since her arrival at The Red Petticoat. She opened her mouth to apologize, but the person standing behind her interrupted.
 
   “What’s going on here?” a deep voice from the doorway boomed.
 
   Callie gulped and spun around. Gabriel stood just inside the room, his arms crossed as he glared at her.
 
   “Oh, um, nothing,” Opal said, her eyes looking from Gabriel to Callie.
 
   “I suggest you don’t lie to me, young lady. I’m neither deaf nor blind. Why are you wet?”
 
   “Um…” Opal gave Callie an apologetic look before she continued. “Callie was just upset. She threw water in my face. And before that she pulled my hair.”
 
   A stern look crossed Gabriel’s face, and too late Callie realized there would likely be consequences for her actions. Madame Jewel and Gabriel had gone over the rules with her. One of the biggest rules they had emphasized was that gems were supposed to treat one another with respect. There was nothing respectful about hair pulling or tossing a drink in someone’s face.
 
   It was no secret that Gabriel kept the gems in line. If someone snuck out after dark unescorted or broke any other rule, he was the one to administer discipline. He uncrossed his arms, and she found herself staring at his hands, wondering if he would really spank her.
 
   But didn’t she deserve it for losing her temper? With a sigh, Callie lowered her head. “It’s true,” she admitted. “I pulled Opal’s hair and threw water in her face. She didn’t do anything wrong. It was all me.” She turned to her friend. “I’m so sorry, Opal. Please forgive me. I know you didn’t know about my feelings for Lawrence, or you wouldn’t have said what you did about him.”
 
   “Opal, why don’t you go get cleaned up.” Gabriel moved farther into the room. “And close the door behind you.”
 
   Callie took a deep breath after Opal left. “I said I was sorry. I apologized right away for what I did.” Her bottom lip quivered and her nervousness grew. Gabriel had been so kind to her during these last few weeks. Until now, she hadn’t broken any of the rules or crossed him in any way. She’d come to think of him as the protective older brother she’d never had, and she couldn’t imagine him actually punishing her.
 
   “So let me get this right. You lost your temper over something and took it out on poor Opal?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I feel terrible about it.”
 
   Nerves churned in her stomach as she watched him roll his sleeves up. He moved the tall-backed chair from against the wall into the center of the room. Her breath rushed from her chest when he sat down and patted his thigh.
 
   “Over my lap, Amber. You know you were naughty.”
 
   As if in a trance, she moved to his side. Would he lift her skirts up and spank her over her drawers? Or would he take her drawers down and punish her on her bare bottom? Her behind clenched and she gave him her most apologetic look.
 
   He guided her over his lap. “You knew the rules of this establishment as well as all the other gems. Fighting is most certainly not allowed. If you had a problem with Opal, you should have brought it to her in a civil manner, rather than pulling her hair and throwing a drink in her face. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, young lady.”
 
   Oh, she was. She was so very ashamed. Tears burned in her eyes. Would Opal ever forgive her? Callie had apologized and asked for her forgiveness, but Opal hadn’t responded one way or the other. Sadness clutched her heart. She hoped she made up with Opal before the stagecoach came through town.
 
   Gabriel lifted her skirts and petticoats, but mercifully left her drawers in place. But, as she was about to find out, her drawers didn’t offer her much protection from the sting of Gabriel’s descending palm.
 
   “After your spanking, Amber, you will stand in the corner and think about your behavior. Then you will go apologize to Opal again.”
 
   Callie sniffled. “What if-what if she doesn’t forgive me? I’m leaving soon, and…” Her voice trailed off and the burning in her throat intensified. As badly as she’d wanted to leave Culpepper soon, she regretted that she had to bid farewell to her new friends, and she couldn’t possibly imagine leaving if one of them was cross with her.
 
   “Callie,” he said, and she appreciated that he was addressing her by her real name in this moment, because damn if she didn’t feel more vulnerable than she had in a long time. “Opal is a stubborn girl, but she will forgive you. If not today, then tomorrow. I promise.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “Now, back to the task at hand. You are being punished for your poor behavior. If you get angry in the future, what will you do differently?”
 
   She gulped. “I will try to stay calm and talk it out. I definitely won’t pull anyone’s hair. Or throw water in their face. Oh God, I can’t believe I actually did that!” Sniffles left her and she buried her face against Gabriel’s leg.
 
   “Let’s get this over with.” He started spanking her in the next moment, landing sharp smacks on her bottom cheeks through her drawers.
 
   The intense sting surprised her. She had hoped her undergarments would have offered her some protection, but it felt as if he were spanking her on her bare bottom. The only good thing about keeping her drawers on was that it saved her the humiliation of him looking upon her nakedness. She cried against his leg as he spanked her. All her bottled up pain and regret came pouring out.
 
   He ended the quick spanking with two firm slaps to her upper thighs, then he pulled her skirts and petticoats back down and helped her to stand up. He pressed a kerchief into her hands as he guided her toward the corner.
 
   “Está bien,” he said, stroking her back. “You are going to be all right.”
 
   Am I? She didn’t know. All she knew was that she was leaving the only friends she’d made in Culpepper in five short days. She was leaving her late husband behind on a claim that still wouldn’t sell. She hadn’t heard from Lawrence since the night he announced he had deposited two thousand dollars into her bank account, and Lord help her but she wished her time in Culpepper could have gone differently. Differently enough that she could have become Lawrence’s wife in an honest way.
 
   Gabriel backed away from her, but she didn’t hear him leave the room. She must have sounded especially pathetic, because after only a minute in the corner, she found herself wrapped in his arms. He gave her a hug and then guided her to the bed.
 
   “Sit and rest a while. You can find Opal later. Just promise you’ll apologize again and try to make up with her.”
 
   She pressed the kerchief to her running nose. “Of course. Thank you, Gabriel. Again, I’m sorry I was naughty.”
 
   “It’s all over now, Callie. In the past. I trust you will be on your best behavior until the stagecoach arrives in a few days?” he asked, his voice teasing.
 
   She managed a smile. “Yes, sir.”
 
   A light knocking on the door made her eyes go wide. Callie didn’t want anyone to witness her in this state. But the door cracked open and Opal popped her head through.
 
   “Gabriel! Heavens, what did you do? Did you take a belt to the poor girl?”
 
   He gave Opal an annoyed look. “I only used my hand, and I didn’t spank her very hard at all.”
 
   Callie’s stinging bottom begged to differ, but she kept silent. It was embarrassing enough that Gabriel had had to turn her over his knee and spank her like a naughty child, but now Opal was here to witness the aftermath of her shameful punishment.
 
   “She is upset about matters of the heart, I believe. Perhaps you can console her.” Gabriel left the room and shut the door behind him.
 
   “Come here, Amber, everything will be fine.” Opal sat on the bed and let Callie cry against her chest.
 
   “Why couldn’t he have wanted to marry me before I came here? We spent some time together, but then he decided to return to his cabin in the mountains to hide. It’s a cruel twist of fate, for him to realize he wants me as a wife after I’ve been soiled.”
 
   “You are not soiled. And correct me if I’m wrong, but you didn’t come upstairs with any other man but Lawrence this whole time you’ve been here, did you?”
 
   “No, I didn’t.” Callie straightened and wiped the tears from her face. She breathed in and out, willing herself to calm down. “Lawrence is the only customer I’ve been with.”
 
   “Do you love him?” Opal gave her a sad smile as she asked the question.
 
   “Please don’t make me answer that question.” Callie felt love for Lawrence, but it was a heartbreaking emotion that tore her up inside, because she had pushed him away so insistently that she worried he wouldn’t give her another chance should she change her mind about marrying him.
 
   He wasn’t in Culpepper right now. He’d left town. She hadn’t seen him since the night he gave her more than enough money to reinvent herself back in her home state.
 
   “Well, the stagecoach won’t arrive for five days, Amber. A lot can happen in five days. Perhaps the two of you will work things out. But even if you don’t, know that you’re a strong and smart woman. There is happiness waiting for you somewhere, I just know it.” Opal stroked the side of Callie’s face, then gave one of her curls a quick yank.
 
   They burst into laughter, and for the moment, Callie chose to believe that Opal was right. She chose to believe happiness was waiting for her somewhere, but the journey there might not be as smooth as she hoped.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
   The cabin felt lonelier than ever. Sleep eluded Lawrence, and he often found himself sitting on the front porch in the middle of the night, staring at the moon and stars. He thought about Callie every second of the day.
 
   The rising sun peeked through the curtains in his bedroom, casting an orange glow across the floorboards. Morning already. He had been awake the entire night.
 
   He felt like a man gone mad. The only reason he’d come back to his claim was because he couldn’t bear to be in Culpepper if he couldn’t be near Callie. She had refused him. Over and over again. Short of kidnapping her and dragging her up to his cabin, he didn’t know what else to do.
 
   He scrubbed a hand down his unshaven face and got out of bed. If he visited her one last time, would she change her mind? Maybe she missed him. He had been absent from The Red Petticoat for six days now, and those six days felt like an eternity.
 
   He walked onto his front porch and stared down the mountain. If he rode hard, he could make it to Callie before noontime. In a few short hours, he might hold her in his arms again.
 
   “Lord, give me guidance,” he prayed, staring at the sky.
 
   The circuit judge was probably still in Culpepper. The man had been due yesterday and typically remained for two or three days each time he passed through. Lawrence had been counting down the days until his arrival, still hoping Callie would come to her senses and agree to become his wife.
 
   She was perfect for him. And damn if it made him conceited, but he thought he was perfect for her too. She responded to him like a flower bud unfurling its petals each time he’d taken her upstairs in The Red Petticoat. She enjoyed his roughness and she especially enjoyed the spankings.
 
   His cock hardened as images of all the naughtiness they’d enjoyed together sped through his mind. Once, he had even punished her by slapping her breasts. He’d tied her hands to the bed railing and taken his time pinching her nipples and scolding her, before he’d began a steady rhythm of slapping her luscious breasts. After he’d picked up the belt, she had arched into each blow, offering herself to the punishment even though some of the strikes had brought tears to her eyes.
 
   If he had her in the cabin, he could do whatever he wanted to her without fear of anyone hearing. He could pound into her long and hard until she screamed his name. He could take a paddle to her, or even make love to her on the front porch where he was standing now.
 
   Callie. My sweet Callie.
 
   Before he realized what he was doing, he had ventured back into his house and had started dressing for the day. He hurried to get his boots on and rushed outside to saddle Abraham. 
 
   He made the ride to town, which normally took four hours, in about three and a half. It was as if Abraham sensed the urgency to reach Culpepper Cove in record time. As he guided his horse over the bridge that led into town, he passed two covered wagons and a group of miners riding down from the foothills. The rising sun warmed his back.
 
   He deposited Abraham at the stables in the capable hands of a young groom named Dalton. Rushing out into the street, he headed straight for The Red Petticoat. As he hurried down the street, he passed the sheriff and his wife Rebekah, both of whom tried to wish him good morning, but he ran past them without more than a quick nod of acknowledgment.
 
   Callie. He had to find her. He had to see her. He had to convince her not to take the next stagecoach to San Francisco. Hell, he didn’t even know what town in Virginia she called home. If she left Culpepper, tracking her down would be next to impossible.
 
   His spirits darkened and his heart felt weighed down at the prospect of losing contact with Callie. At the very least, he wished to say goodbye one last time and ensure her well-being. Nerves twisted in his stomach as he neared the saloon. What would he find inside? Would Callie be working even though she had the funds to travel home? What if she’d decided to give his money back?
 
   He swallowed past the sickness rising in his throat and burst through the door of The Red Petticoat. At this hour, only a few patrons were seated at the bar. In the far corner, a man sat at a table smoking a cigar and nursing a double shot of whiskey. A gem with long red hair he didn’t know by name greeted him as he walked further inside, scanning the main room for some sign of Callie.
 
   “I’m here to see Callie,” he told the redhead. When the woman gave him a confused look, he clarified. “I mean Amber. I’m here to see Amber. I’m a friend of hers.”
 
   “I’m sort of new here and I’m not sure if I should be telling you where she is, sir.” The redhead moved toward the kitchen. “Madame Jewel!”
 
   The pretty madame exited the kitchen area holding a mug of coffee in her hands. When her eyes met with Lawrence’s, she smiled and said, “Well, it’s about time. Tell me, Mr. Black, do you really intend to make an honest woman of Callie?”
 
   “I do.” In his heart, they were already joined together. He’d told himself she’d become his wife in truth the first time they had laid together, but he hadn’t counted on her refusing his marriage proposal. “Is she here? I have to see her.”
 
   Madame Jewel nodded toward the door. “She left a few minutes ago. Said she was going on a walk.”
 
   Lawrence rushed back out into the early morning. He coughed as a passing wagon kicked up a cloud of dust. Once it passed, he hurried in the direction of the bridge that led over Culpepper River. He had a strong suspicion where he might find her.
 
   Along the river, several young boys sat with fishing poles. He headed further down the bank to the secluded spot they’d chosen for their picnic, weeks ago before Callie had gone to work at The Red Petticoat. Weeks ago when he should have pushed his doubts aside and pursued her, courted her properly, and made her his wife before she ended up seeking refuge at the saloon. God, what a fool he’d been to believe he wasn’t ready for a wife. He was more than ready, and his heart sang at the prospect of making her Mrs. Callie Black.
 
   There. He spotted a petite blonde seated on a blanket, wearing a blue dress. It was the same dress she’d worn to their picnic, in fact. His pulse quickened as he reached her. She was staring at the rushing water and didn’t notice him at first. He stepped closer, and when his shadow fell over her, she finally looked up with a gasp.
 
   Relief filled her eyes as she stared up at him. “Lawrence?”
 
   He sat down next to her and took her hands in his. “Marry me, Callie. Marry me today.”
 
   “Lawrence, I don’t think…”
 
   “Listen to me. Just listen. We can stay in Culpepper or leave town on the next stagecoach. Whatever you want, Callie. But there’s no good reason we should stay apart. Whatever my future holds, whether I’m meant to stay in Culpepper, whether I’m meant to take up preaching again here or somewhere else, or perhaps never at all, or have a simple life somewhere far away from here, I want that future to be with you. I love you, Callie, and I want to spend the rest of my life loving you and making you happy. Everything else—all the worry you have for my reputation and yours—none of that matters as long as we’re together. If we try staying in Culpepper, we can always leave if you don’t feel accepted here. I won’t see you hurt, Callie. I want to fix all your hurts and keep you as mine. My sweet wife.” He stroked her hair behind her ears and then went back to holding her hands in his. “Have I mentioned that I love you? God, I love you so much I can hardly breathe sometimes.”
 
   She wiped away a lone tear that had trickled down her cheek. “Oh, Lawrence, I love you too.” She smiled.
 
   “Then say yes. Say you’ll marry me.”
 
   “All right.” Her smile widened and she laughed as more tears streamed down her face. “Yes, Lawrence Black, I’ll marry you.”
 
   He pulled her up and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight against his chest.
 
   This is where she belonged. At his side and in his embrace. He closed his eyes and thanked God she’d said yes. He had prayed hourly for this moment to come to pass. She probably didn’t even realize that meeting her had helped cool much of his anger toward God. She was healing all his hurts and he owed her everything in return.
 
   When he pulled back to kiss her, she moaned sweetly against his mouth as he took command of the kiss and held her face in his hands as he explored and tasted her.
 
   “Let’s get married right here. Right here beside the river,” he said. “I’ll go find the judge. He always stays at the Bentley Inn. I’ll find him and meet you back here. If you want to bring some friends to bear witness to our union, I won’t object. Whoever you want. Everyone from The Red Petticoat if you wish it.”
 
   She grinned up at him. “I’d like to keep it small. Maybe just Madame Jewel and Opal. Well, Gabriel too. Oh, and Nettie. Are you inviting anyone?”
 
   “If I run into the mayor or the sheriff, I’ll invite them. But I’m not going to waste too much time hunting them down. I can’t wait to make you my bride.” He kissed her again. “Meet me back here in an hour?”
 
   “I promise I won’t be late.”
 
   They walked back into town together, holding hands and talking about the plans for the next few days. Lawrence wanted them to spend tonight at the inn, then leave tomorrow morning for his cabin. He whispered to her that he might not allow her to wear clothes for a week, and she blushed so adorably that it took all his self-control not to follow her into the saloon and have his way with her before their wedding ceremony. They parted ways in the center of town, with Callie heading for The Red Petticoat to find her friends, and Lawrence heading for the Bentley Inn in search of the circuit judge.
 
   As luck would have it, Lawrence found Judge Johnson exiting the inn as he reached the steps.
 
   “Judge. I’ve been looking for you.”
 
   “Not now,” the man said, rushing by him down the steps. “I’m on my way to officiate a wedding ceremony.”
 
   “Wait!”
 
   The judge paused and looked at Lawrence over his shoulder. He gave a sigh and shook his head as if in exacerbation. “Let me guess. You need me to officiate a ceremony for you, too?”
 
   “Are you free in an hour, Judge?”
 
   “Yes, just tell me where to be. I tell you what, this town needs a preacher in that parsonage, with all the weddings I end up performing during my trips here. I officiate more weddings than I hold trials.”
 
   “Perhaps the town will have a preacher one day soon,” Lawrence said. If he didn’t feel the calling to become the town pastor, he would write to some of his friends on the east coast and locate a preacher for Culpepper himself. “Judge, could you meet me and my bride down by the river? We’d like to get married as soon as possible.”
 
   “I’ll be there.” 
 
   * * *
 
   Opal bounced up and down. “Oh, I’m so excited! Congratulations!” She hurled herself at Callie and gave her a fierce hug.
 
   “I need your help, Opal.” Callie started tossing her things back into her valises the moment her friend released her. “I’m to meet Lawrence by the river in one hour. I’d love for you, Madame Jewel, Gabriel, and Nettie to come bear witness. Could you gather them up and be there an an hour? I’d like to finish packing and fix myself up a bit.”
 
   “Consider it done,” Opal replied, already on her way out the door of Callie’s room.
 
   Once Callie was alone, she finished packing up all her belongings, fitting everything she owned into the two valises that she’d left the Gerrards with in a hurry almost a month ago. So much had happened since then.
 
   She’d become a gem. She’d fallen in love. She’d made plans to travel back east, only to decide to get married and stay in Culpepper for the time being.
 
   She tried to ignore the flutters in her tummy. Lawrence would be a good husband. She wasn’t worried about that. But she still couldn’t help fret over what her status as a former gem would do to his reputation. She reminded herself that it was already common knowledge around town that Lawrence was sweet on her and had visited her every night for a week, showing up and paying fifty dollars each night just to keep all other men away from her. It had become somewhat of a challenge for some men who’d shown up at the saloon during that week, who’d hoped Lawrence wouldn’t come and Callie would be free to go upstairs with someone new.
 
   She supposed the damage had already been done to his reputation. That realization bolstered her confidence in her decision to marry him, though it saddened her that gossip spread so quickly in Culpepper.
 
   After glancing around her room to make sure she’d packed all her belongings, she moved to the small mirror above the dresser and set about fixing her hair. She styled it in a twist atop her head, with half of her golden curls falling over her shoulders. It was the same style she’d been wearing the morning she met Lawrence in the mercantile, when she’d almost bumped into him as she rounded an aisle. Warmth filled her at the memory of that day, of how he’d made it halfway out of the store only to turn around and ask her to meet him the next day.
 
   Once her hair looked perfect, she gazed down at her skirts to make sure they weren’t too wrinkled. This was one of her best dresses and she had felt a tad silly putting it on this morning when she hadn’t had any special plans. However, she’d wanted to say goodbye to Lawrence and Culpepper in her own way. Wearing the very dress she’d worn during their picnic beside the river had seemed fitting.
 
   Once satisfied all the wrinkles were smoothed from her skirts, she placed her valises next to the door. She would ask Gabriel to deliver them to Bentley Inn after the wedding ceremony.
 
   Her heart skittered at the knowledge that tomorrow she would head to the mountain with Lawrence and be alone with him for as many days as they remained in the Sierras in his cabin. At The Red Petticoat, they’d never been truly alone. The voices, laughter, and music from downstairs could be heard in her room, even with the door closed. Not to mention the amorous noises that could often be heard coming from the other gems’ nearby rooms.
 
   She sat on the bed, closed her eyes, and took a few deep breaths. Her hands started shaking in her lap, and she smiled at her own excitement to marry Lawrence. Weeks ago when Mrs. Gerrard had been introducing her to the eligible men in town, she had never imagined she would be this excited to get married. She had envisioned herself settling on the most sensible choice and simply going through the motions of a wedding ceremony. She had certainty never believed she would marry for love. But in less than an hour, she would be doing just that.
 
   After glancing in the mirror one last time, she headed downstairs. She heard Nettie and Opal talking excitedly in the kitchen, and she slipped outside by herself, knowing her friends would show up at the river on time. She wished to arrive there a few minutes early though, and decided to go on ahead by herself.
 
   As she walked down the street, she avoided the judgmental glances a few of the older women gave her, though she couldn’t help but wonder what they would think if they knew the truth about the Gerrards, particularly Mr. Gerrard. At least she hadn’t run into him in town since that fateful night.
 
   The bridge came into sight and Callie quickened her pace. But a short figure stepped in her path, forcing her to come to a halt. Her breath caught and her stomach flipped, but Callie held her head high, refusing to cower in front of this particular woman.
 
   “Good morning to you, Mrs. Gerrard.”
 
   To her surprise, the elderly woman didn’t glare at Callie or give her any kind of look that bordered on hatred, as she had the night she kicked her out on the street. Instead, Mrs. Gerrard smiled politely, and if Callie didn’t know better, she would have thought the woman had been crying recently. Her smile couldn’t disguise the dark pink rings surrounding her bloodshot eyes. Callie didn’t know if she should inquire what was wrong or keep walking.
 
   “Good morning, Callie. How-how have you been? Well, I hope?”
 
   Taken aback by what sounded like a sincere question, Callie stared down at Mrs. Gerrard and tried to discern whether or not her apparent kindness was some sort of nasty trick. “I-I have been well.” Part lie and part truth, but Mrs. Gerrard didn’t need to know all that had happened to Callie since the night Mr. Gerrard had nearly molested her. All that mattered was that Callie had found happiness with a decent man who loved her. 
 
   “Are you and the preacher going to get married? I heard that he’s been courting you, even though… even though… well, you know.” Mrs. Gerrard flushed and her eyes kept dancing away from Callie’s.
 
   Callie got the sense that Mrs. Gerrard was too ashamed to hold her gaze. The realization stunned her. She cleared her throat. “Yes, I am going to marry Mr. Black. Today, in fact.”
 
   Mrs. Gerrard smiled, though the unmistakable sadness still lurked in her eyes. She blinked rapidly a few times, and then she swallowed hard and appeared to fumble for words, because her lips moved but no sound came out. Quite uncharacteristic of the woman. Finally, Callie heard what she was trying to say.
 
   “I wish you well, my dear. I wish you all the best.” Her head jerked up. “Well, I must be going. I am going to surprise Thom at his claim. He has been there for a long time without returning to Culpepper, so I thought I might surprise him.”
 
   “Surely you aren’t traveling there alone, Mrs. Gerrard?” Callie couldn’t fathom what was wrong with her former friend. She was behaving oddly. Callie had imagined if she ran into Mrs. Gerrard, that the old woman would sneer at her and try cutting her down with cruel words. But that wasn’t the case at all.
 
   “I hired Lester York to bring me there. He takes a wagon up the mountain to Thom’s claim from time to time, to deliver supplies. I have never been there before, of course, but Mr. York knows the way.” She gave another smile that appeared especially forced. In fact, she seemed as if she might break down crying at any moment.
 
   “Are you well, Mrs. Gerrard?” Callie couldn’t believe she felt sympathy for the woman, given how she had treated her, but she had been kind to her once upon a time. If not for Mrs. Gerrard, Callie might have ended up at The Red Petticoat long before she had met Lawrence. She might not have fallen in love with Lawrence, or met him at all, under such different circumstances.
 
   “Yes, dear, I am fine. Like I said, I must get going.” Mrs. Gerrard stepped out of Callie’s path and started walking away. “Congratulations on your marriage to the preacher.”
 
   “Th-thank you.” Callie stood frozen for several moments as she contemplated what had just happened. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for Mrs. Gerrard. The woman’s husband was a scoundrel and a liar. According to Madame Jewel, he used to frequent The Red Petticoat as well, proof that he’d been an unfaithful husband long before he’d attempted to have his way with Callie.
 
   Well, she didn’t have time to think about such matters now. Callie had a wedding to get to. She pushed all thoughts of the Gerrards aside and headed for the bridge. She welcomed the cool breeze that drifted across the water. She smiled at the young boys who were fishing over the side of the bridge. There were other boys holding fishing poles scattered on the river bank as well.
 
   Callie hoped one day she had sons with Lawrence. Daughters too. Would they still be living in Culpepper when their children were old enough to go fishing? Callie didn’t know, but not knowing didn’t scare her. She knew one thing for certain—she loved Lawrence and he loved her in return. Wherever they made their home, they would be together. They would make it work.
 
   She found Lawrence waiting in their picnic spot. A well-dressed man who emanated authority stood next to him, presumably the circuit judge. Laughter and voices sounded behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder to see Opal, Madame Jewel, Gabriel, and Nettie scurrying toward her. She gave them a smile and then returned her focus to Lawrence. She came to stand in front of him, her heart racing faster and faster.
 
   This was really happening. She was about to become Lawrence Black’s wife. Joy abounded within her.
 
   “You look beautiful.” He took her hands in his.
 
   She flushed. “I look the same as when you saw me an hour ago. I’m even wearing the same dress.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” His eyes gleamed with warmth and adoration. “You still look beautiful.”
 
   “Well, thank you.”
 
   “Shall we get started?” The judge asked. He stepped forward with his hands clasped behind his back. “I have two more weddings to officiate today.”
 
   “Yes, please,” Lawrence replied, not taking his gaze off Callie.
 
   She stared up at him with tears burning in her eyes. Her cheeks also hurt from smiling so much. She almost laughed at the realization. She couldn’t remember the last time her cheeks had ached from too much smiling. She took it as another good omen for their marriage.
 
   A light breeze ruffled her skirts and her hair, blowing her long curls about her shoulders. Her friends from The Red Petticoat stood nearby, and a few curious boys stood on their tiptoes further down the river, fishing poles still in hand. The noon sun beamed down upon them, highlighting a few strands of gray in Lawrence’s otherwise black hair that she hadn’t noticed before. Lord, he had never looked so handsome.
 
   “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today…” The circuit judge had them married in a few short minutes. Lawrence vowed to love, honor, and cherish Callie, and in return she vowed that she would love, honor, and obey him. She meant every word of her vows, and her soul sang with the knowledge that he meant every word as well.
 
   “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride, Mr. Black.”
 
   And kiss her he did. Lawrence cupped her face and delved his tongue deep in her mouth, exploring her and taking command with a possessiveness that made an ache pulse between her thighs. Her friends clapped and cheered. Opal, of course, cheered the loudest.
 
   “I can’t wait to get you alone, Mrs. Black,” he whispered against her mouth.
 
   Warmth pulsed harder in her nether region and a shiver coursed down her back. Her face felt flushed and her breaths came rapid and shallow. The sound of her friends clapping and the clattering of hooves as travelers rode over the bridge faded as she stared into her husband’s beautiful dark eyes. She grinned at him and rather impishly said, “I can’t wait to get you alone either, Mr. Black.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
   They were alone at last. After they said their vows, it had taken a while to make it back to the Bentley Inn. News spread quickly in Culpepper, and many of the gems had come outside to congratulate them, as well as others who lived in town. The mayor and sheriff, along with their wives, showed up in front of the inn as well, to offer Callie and Lawrence their best wishes. It had been a whirlwind of hugs and conversations, and it gave her hope that perhaps they would be accepted just as any other married couple in Culpepper.
 
   After all the fanfare, Mrs. Bentley had insisted on serving them a late lunch in their room, and then she had winked and promised no one would disturb them for the rest of the day. Madame Jewel had offered to throw an impromptu reception at The Red Petticoat, but Callie and Lawrence had politely declined. She appreciated Madame Jewel’s offer, but after not seeing Lawrence for a week and missing him so much it hurt, she simply wished to be alone with him.
 
   “Come here, wife.”
 
   She smiled and rose up off the bed. Despite all that they’d been through together, and all the nights he had spent in her room at the saloon, a stab of virginal apprehension pierced through Callie. She approached Lawrence, where he stood in front of the window, as flutters rose in her tummy. He gave her a dark look as he closed the curtains and turned to face her.
 
   “I said come here, Callie.” His deep voice reverberated in the small room.
 
   Biting her lip, she took the final three steps that brought her directly in front of him. Moisture was gathering in her drawers already, and he’d yet to touch her. She took several deep, shuddering breaths, but it failed to calm her nerves. The dark and primal way he looked at her whirled her senses into a spin, and she could hardly form a coherent thought.
 
   He cupped her face and leaned down to kiss her, sensually at first, before he thrust his tongue deeper into her mouth and claimed her with a force that had her turning to putty in his hands. She kissed him back, whimpering into his mouth, as the warm pulses between her legs became so urgent that she found herself pressing her thighs together in an attempt to relieve the building ache. In fact, she even ground her center into Lawrence as he kissed her, now raking his hands up and down her back and drawing her closer against his hard, muscular form. His masculine scent drove her wild, and the knowledge of what was to come had her flushing hotter and hotter.
 
   “Now,” he said, breaking away. “I expect you to obey me in all things, Callie. Including in the bedroom. If you don’t obey me, what do you think will happen?” His voice was firm, his tone authoritative.
 
   “Um, I will get punished?” she ventured. They had played naughty games before, during which he gave her a specific command, such as to keep her hands above her head while he tasted her, and then if she disobeyed in the slightest, her behind paid the price. Her bottom tingled and clenched at the prospect of being on the receiving end of his discipline.
 
   “That’s correct, my sweet wife. Tell me, what kind of punishment will you get?” His eyes blazed darker, if that were possible.
 
   “A sp-spanking.” She could hardly breathe. “I, um, get a spanking if I disobey you.”
 
   “That’s right, Callie. When you disobey your husband, you will get a very hard spanking on your bare little bottom.”
 
   His dominance thrilled her, and she couldn’t stop the moan that rose from her throat as she stared up at him, feeling chastised for some naughty act she’d yet to commit.
 
   “In fact, I think it’s time for your wedding night spanking.”
 
   She gave him a pout. “But it’s not night yet, and besides that, I have never heard of such a tradition.”
 
   He rose an eyebrow at her. “Are you arguing with me?”
 
   “No, sir. Of course not.” She fought to keep herself from grinning as he leveled a most stern look upon her.
 
   He grasped her hand and led her to the bed. “Gather your skirts up around your waist, young lady.”
 
   She did as he asked, and once she had her skirts lifted to his liking, he reached for the tie that held her drawers up. After he untied them, he pushed the undergarment down to her ankles. She had already removed her shoes and stockings, and she felt quite exposed as she stood in front of him with her skirts lifted and her bottom now on display. Would he spank her harder than usual?
 
   He sat down on the bed and patted his thigh. “Show me what a good, obedient wife you can be and place yourself over my lap.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Keeping her skirts lifted, she shuffled closer to him, her movements impeded by the drawers still around her ankles. Goose bumps rose on her arms, and she shivered as she lowered herself across his strong, hard thighs. He arranged her with her bottom positioned high in the air, her feet dangling above the floor. She felt her drawers fall from around her ankles as he shifted her forward and gave her right cheek a wondrous caress, before he moved to rub her left cheek.
 
   “Now, let’s get a look at your little pucker, Callie.”
 
   She stiffened and tried to rise up, but he held her in place with a firm hand on her lower back. Before she could form a coherent protest, he pulled her bottom cheeks wide apart. Whimpering, she hid her face in the covers, beyond mortified. He had made love to her in a variety of positions and spanked her before, but he had never shown any attention to this particular part of her. Shame heated her all over.
 
   Tap tap tap. He tapped one finger against this most secret part of her, and her pucker involuntarily clenched and unclenched under his attentions.
 
   “This little hole is part of your bottom too, Callie. If you’ve been a naughty girl, I will sometimes do more than spank your bottom.” He pressed into her snug hole and she squealed and squirmed at the sudden fullness.
 
   No one had ever touched her there before, but despite her shame of being spread open, she couldn’t deny the increasing ache between her thighs. In fact, moisture escaped her quim and trickled down her thigh. She groaned in embarrassment when he removed his finger from her bottom hole and trailed it through her wetness.
 
   “I want you to be on your best behavior while I push inside you again.”
 
   This time, he entered her more effortlessly, the moisture he’d wiped from her inner thigh easing the way. She moaned at the fullness of his one finger, wondering what it might be like for him to thrust his cock into this tight virgin entrance of hers. Would he ever try to do such a thing? Her blood heated at the thought.
 
   “I’m halfway inside you, Callie. You’re being a very good girl.”
 
   She melted under his praise, even as he thrust deeper into her bottom hole. He withdrew slightly only to push in further, and then he began a steady in and out motion that had her moaning, and, to her complete surprise, lifting her bottom up to meet his thrusts.
 
   She felt wanton and beside herself with need. Though the sensation in her backside hole wasn’t unpleasant in the least, she still ached for him to mount her and push his cock into her wet, aching quim.
 
   “You like this, don’t you, Callie?”
 
   Embarrassment prevented her from admitting she enjoyed such a naughty act, so she kept silent and tried to keep herself from lifting her hips to meet his thrusts.
 
   He chuckled darkly. “In time, I will take you here, Callie, with my cock. I will fuck your ass and spill my seed deep inside this puckering hole of yours.”
 
   She gasped and her eyes grew wide. She couldn’t believe the base language he used in the bedroom, yet his words caused the throbbing in her core to intensify. Though she tried to remain still over his lap, she soon found she couldn’t help but gyrate her hips, pushing back against him as he thrust his finger into her, and then dipping her center hard against his thighs in an attempt to ease her growing need.
 
   Finally, he withdrew from her bottom hole, and she made to roll off his lap, but he shifted her over one knee and placed his free leg over hers. Her heart raced. In the midst of him touching her most secret place, she had forgotten about the spanking she had coming.
 
   “Keep still, wife, or I will use my belt instead of my hand.”
 
   “I-I’ll be good,” she said quickly. The one time he’d whipped her with his belt, the soreness had lasted for days.
 
   “All right. Let’s turn this cute little bottom a nice bright shade of red, shall we?”
 
   Before she could agree or disagree, he had already raised his hand and brought it down with a firm smack on her right cheek. He struck her left cheek next, and continued alternating slaps between her bottom cheeks as she whimpered and squirmed slightly in his hold. But the man spanked so hard that she couldn’t keep quiet, let alone remain still as he laid into her behind. Well, even if she tried with all her strength to escape his punishing hand, she doubted she would even make it off his lap. He had a firm hold on her.
 
   “I like turning your bottom red, Callie. Do you know why?”
 
   She lifted her head and turned to look at him, her gaze questioning.
 
   “Because you are so adorably sweet after a sound spanking.” One of his eyebrows rose up. “And also because I like watching you grow wet between your thighs.”
 
   She turned around and buried her face in the covers again. But it was true. She felt her quim becoming shamefully wet, and all because her husband was spanking her.
 
   He applied one last round of sharp slaps to her sit spot, before he turned her over and sat her upright on his lap. The sternness from earlier still lingered in his gaze.
 
   “You took your wedding night spanking well, little Callie.”
 
   She felt a smile pulling at her lips and gave him a saucy look. She almost reminded him that it wasn’t yet night, but when she shifted on his lap, her sore bottom cheeks convinced her to keep quiet.
 
   “Now, let’s get this dress off you. I want to look upon my wife.”
 
   * * *
 
   She held onto the bed rail, not daring to let go. Lawrence had his head buried between her legs and he was licking her womanly folds and stroking his tongue around her clit, and he had threatened her with a spanking to her nether lips if she dared let go of the bed rail. Considering he’d just thrust a finger in and out of her bottom hole before her wedding night spanking, she decided it probably wasn’t an idle threat.
 
   “You are so pink and wet and perfect, Callie.” He looked up from between her thighs. “I could taste you all night.”
 
   She closed her eyes and moaned when he went back to running his tongue in slow circles around her swollen clit. She arched her center up against his mouth, feeling her release was imminent. He shoved two—or was it three?—thick fingers into her quim and started moving in and out, then increased the pressure on her clit.
 
   Stars exploded behind her eyelids. She came hard, moaning loud and clutching at the bedrails, struggling to obey him even as she was swept away by the most delicious, pulsing release she had ever experienced. He had loved her in this fashion before, but he had never taken his slow time and practically tortured her with pleasure before finally allowing her to come.
 
   As she fought for her breaths, he came up to straddle her and reached for her hands, pulling them away from the bedrail. His nostrils flared as he gripped her hips and pushed his cock at her entrance. He surged all the way inside her tightness in one swift thrust.
 
   “You’re mine, Callie. Mine.” He withdrew from her, only to push back inside in the next moment. He dug his fingers into her hips as he loved her. He tried to keep his thrusts slow as to draw out their first time together as husband and wife, but his restraint soon crumbled.
 
   He growled deep in his throat and commenced pounding into her like a man possessed, claiming her and making her his as if for the first time.
 
   “My sweet Callie,” he said just before he found his release and filled her with his seed.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
   Callie sat beside Lawrence as he guided their wagon up the mountain. The morning was cool despite the warmth of the sun on their backs. Aching and stiff from sitting for too many hours, she stretched her arms out and then rearranged the blanket draped over her legs, tucking it around her skirts. It was a slow journey; one she knew Lawrence normally made on horseback in far less time. But they had her belongings to bring, as well as extra supplies he’d ordered from the mercantile, so buying a wagon had been a necessity. As luck would have it, the owner of the stables in Culpepper had had one for sale.
 
   “Another two hours and we should be there.” Lawrence leaned over and placed a kiss atop her head.
 
   Callie smiled at him and fought off her sudden apprehension. Though she had been looking forward to finally being alone with her new husband in his cabin, she couldn’t help but worry about whether or not she would make a good wife. She worried he might not like her cooking or the way she kept house. Silly fears, she knew, because she had become a rather good cook during her time with the Gerrards, and she had always been tidy. After her marriage to Matthew, she’d had no choice but to learn how to clean clothes, mend garments, and perform other tasks the servants had always done in her parents’ manor. She didn’t want to disappoint Lawrence in any way, and she vowed to try her best to maintain a happy home.
 
   As they came to a fork in the dirt path, Callie’s heart leapt into her throat. This area looked familiar. Lawrence guided the wagon, led by Abraham and a new horse he’d just purchased and had yet to name, up the left path that rose higher up the mountain. Callie blinked back tears and pretended to gaze at the scenery to her right, lest Lawrence notice her upset.
 
   If they had taken the other path, it would have led directly by Matthew’s claim. They would have driven by the shack she’d lived in for months, before her first husband’s horrid death. They would probably have seen the small grave marker from the road too, where Matthew was buried. She gulped past the burning in her throat and tried to take slow, deep breaths to calm the emotion that tightened in her chest.
 
   She loved Lawrence, she truly did, but she had loved Matthew with all her heart as well. She had wished to visit his grave, and Mr. Gerrard had once promised to take her up the mountain to her old homestead, but after all his leering glances, she had ceased asking and had all but given up on the idea of visiting Matthew’s grave.
 
   Would Lawrence be upset if she wished to visit her late husband’s grave? She didn’t know for certain, so she kept quiet and paid careful attention to the path they were taking up to his cabin. Perhaps she could walk to her old homestead one day.
 
   A coldness gripped her at the thought of walking into the tiny shack Matthew had built for them. The place had once felt so warm and had been filled with love and happiness, but now it was empty and probably quite debilitated. No one had overseen its upkeep since Matthew’s death.
 
   She closed her eyes, wanting to force thoughts of Matthew and their life together from her heart. It was the morning after her marriage ceremony—to Lawrence—and she ought not to dwell on another man, even if Matthew had been cold in the ground for a long time.
 
   “Something wrong, my sweet?” Lawrence’s deep voice pulled her from her miserable reverie.
 
   “No, I’m fine,” she said, turning to meet his gaze. She forced a smile, though the longer she stared into his eyes, the less forced it became. Lawrence was a good man, and looking upon him caused the tenderness she held for him in her heart to swell.
 
   He urged the horses to a faster trot and Callie focused on her future with Lawrence. Underneath her blanket, she put a hand on her stomach and rubbed lightly, wondering if she might get with child soon. It still bothered her that despite trying to start a family with Matthew, it had never come to pass. Was something wrong with her? Or was she simply not meant to have children with her first husband? She prayed she was meant to have a houseful of children with Lawrence, and she prayed they were meant to have a long life together.
 
   When the cabin came into sight, Callie gasped and put a hand over her mouth. She gave Lawrence a questioning look, then set about removing the blanket from her legs and folding it neatly. “I never imagined a house that large could be built so far up in the mountains. How many rooms does it have?” It was probably half the size of the manor house Callie had grown up in, which of course meant it was still on the large side, particularly for a cabin inhabited by a miner who, until today, had lived alone.
 
   “Well, I suppose when I had it built, despite my desire for solitude, in the back of my mind I must have suspected that one day I would have a wife and family again. The downstairs has several rooms, including the master bedroom and two smaller bedrooms, and the upstairs loft has three sleeping areas sectioned off. Plenty of room for a growing family.”
 
   He brought the wagon up alongside the cabin and pulled the horses to a halt. He jumped off the wagon and helped Callie down, wrapping her in his arms for a quick hug and kiss to her forehead before releasing her. “Let me tend to the horses quickly and then I’ll give you a tour.”
 
   Lawrence untethered the horses from the wagon and led them into a small stable that was situated a short walk away from the cabin. She peered around the cabin and noticed an outhouse and a woodshed behind it, and she walked in a slow circle around her new home, peering in the windows, until she reached the stable. She wandered inside and found Lawrence watering the horses and brushing them down. He finished and looked up at Callie with a smile.
 
   “What do you think we should name the new horse?”
 
   “Hmm. How about Misty? My grandparents had a dog named Misty once, and it had the same white and brown coloring as this horse.” 
 
   “Misty,” he said, petting the horse’s mane before closing the stall and heading toward Callie. “It’s a fine name.” He grasped her hand and led her out of the stable, toward the cabin, then swept her up in his arms and ascended the steps.
 
   “Lawrence!” She giggled against his chest, and he playfully jostled her around as he kicked the door open and carried her over the threshold and into the warm, inviting cabin. Despite the chill in the morning, the house wasn’t cool inside at all, and there were enough windows spaced around the downstairs that plenty of natural light blanketed the cabin. Callie was most impressed. “Lawrence, please put me down!” She laughed and pushed at his chest, and he finally put her down. He gave her bottom a firm slap after setting her on her own feet.
 
   “Well, here it is. Home sweet home.” A look of apprehension clouded his eyes for a moment, and Callie realized he was worried about what she would think of his home.
 
   “It’s wonderful, Lawrence.” She reached for his hands, thinking it sweet of him to have fretted over how much she would like the cabin, especially after how much time she’d spent worrying over whether or not she would make a pleasing wife. She waggled her eyebrows at him. “Perhaps you should start the tour in the master bedroom.”
 
   “Callie!” he admonished, though his tone was playful. “In the middle of the day? I ought to take you over my knee right here and spank your behind for suggesting such a scandalous thing.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at him and made to run away, but he snaked an arm around her waist and started guiding her toward the dining area, where there was a long table with several tall-backed chairs. Still keeping a hold on her, he grabbed one of the chairs and dragged it into the middle of the room.
 
   “I know a little girl who’s about to get a very red and ouchy bottom.” He sat down on the chair and yanked her down across his lap.
 
   “Lawrence! You let me up right now!”
 
   “I don’t think so, wife.” He flipped the layers of her skirt and petticoats up, then landed a series of hard smacks to her bottom cheeks. “Little girls who stick their tongues out at their husbands deserve hard spankings on their bare little behinds.”
 
   “No, don’t you dare!”
 
   But he was already working open the ties to her drawers, and in the next moment his hand descended on her bare cheeks.
 
   “Ouch!”
 
   “Quiet down and take your punishment, Callie.” He increased the pace of his slaps, igniting a blaze of stinging heat across her bottom.
 
   She squirmed and kicked her feet, but he held her easily in place as he delivered her chastisement. Despite all her protesting, she was enjoying herself immensely, and it wasn’t long before the heat in her core quickened and moisture trickled from her nether lips onto her inner thighs. Soon she ceased her struggles and started lifting her rear to meet each slap.
 
   “Naughty, naughty little girl.” He stopped spanking and cupped her quim. “What’s all this, young lady?”
 
   A wave of heated longing stole through her. She spread her legs wider as he moved his hand to explore her wetness. He trailed his fingers overtop her moist lips, then he parted her folds and thrust his digits deep into her core.
 
   * * *
 
   Callie had never looked more beautiful to Lawrence. Her bottom was red, and her quim was swollen and wet. Needy moans drifted up from her as he thrust his fingers in and out of her tight little quim. God, she was perfect. He stared down at her, not quite believing that this perfect woman had agreed to become his wife.
 
   He withdrew from her center and turned her over on his lap, then spent several seconds gazing deep in her eyes. His. She now belonged to him. Lord, he had to be the luckiest man alive. She gave him a shy smile and wiggled her bottom against the hardness that strained to escape his trousers.
 
   “All right, little lady. It’s time for you to go stand in the corner.”
 
   Her pout was adorable, but he refused to let it sway him. He slipped her boots, drawers, and stockings off, and then led her into the master bedroom. After guiding her to the nearest corner, he gave her behind one last smack.
 
   “I’m going to go unload the wagon. I expect you to stay right here, young lady. Keep holding your skirts and petticoats up so that red bottom of yours stays on display, and don’t you dare rub your cheeks. Trust me, Callie, you don’t want to find out what happens to little girls who rub their bottoms after a spanking.”
 
   She stood in the corner obediently, holding her skirts up, and staring at him from over her shoulder. She bit her lip and nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll be good.”
 
   He quickly unpacked the wagon, wanting to get everything inside just in case the weather turned bad. Once he had everything inside, he returned to Callie and made love to her several times that day. The first time was hard and quick, with her bent over the bed as he thrust into her from behind, but the proceeding times were slower and sweeter.
 
   In the early evening, they finally left the bedroom in search of food. Mildred Bentley had packed them a picnic with biscuits, cheese, and dried beef, and they spread a blanket out before the fire in the sitting room and enjoyed the simple but delicious meal.
 
   During the next few days, Callie set about putting feminine touches all over the cabin. She sewed curtains from the fabric she’d brought along and hung them on the downstairs windows. Little doilies appeared on top of the various pieces of furniture around the house, and she even hung an embroidered tapestry in the dining room, a piece she claimed to have made years ago with her mammy in Virginia.
 
   Though they spent a great deal of time in the bedroom, Lawrence couldn’t ignore the homestead and he still had plenty of chores awaiting him outside. He tended the horses, chopped firewood, and began constructing a storage building beside the woodshed, where he planned to store the mining equipment he’d ordered weeks ago that still hadn’t arrived at the mercantile.
 
   Callie expressed an interest in learning to ride, so on some mornings he saddled Misty and gave Callie riding lessons, opting to teach her to ride astride the horse, rather than side saddle, since he thought the latter method wasn’t very practical. After a few lessons, she was able to trot Misty in circles around the house and handle the horse with confidence. A well worn path soon appeared around the cabin, and he wished there was a more open area on his land for her to ride, but there were too many trees and much of the land rested in areas too steep for her to safely ride.
 
   One morning, Lawrence announced that he was leaving for a few hours to ride the perimeter of his claim and also to visit his nearest neighbor, Peter. Callie was most upset that he wouldn’t allow her to go with him, but after a stern look she quieted down and stopped arguing with him.
 
   He leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Be good, my sweet. I will return well before night falls.”
 
   She looked worried. “Why must you ride the perimeter of your claim? That will take forever. Why don’t you just go visit Peter quickly and then come home?”
 
   “Callie,” he said, taking her face in his hands. “Sometimes other miners try to encroach on land that doesn’t belong to them. I’m simply going to make sure all is well and that no one has set up a camp anywhere they shouldn’t have.”
 
   Most of the color drained from her face. “But that sounds dangerous!”
 
   He gave her a reassuring smile. “I assure you, all will be well. I’m not particularly worried, though it is a task I must complete from time to time.”
 
   “You promise you’ll be back before dark?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   Lawrence decided to visit Peter before he rode the perimeter of his claim. He found Peter well, with his mud cottage finally completed. To Lawrence’s surprise, the structure was larger than he’d expected. The men caught up with each other and Lawrence invited Peter to dinner the following night.
 
   “Thank you for the invitation. I’ll be there.” Peter smiled. “I must say, I am surprised you took a wife. Looking forward to meeting the little lady though.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll enjoy meeting you. We haven’t had any guests yet.” Lawrence tried to ignore the worry that had built during the preceding days that Callie might grow restless living so far outside of a town. Life in the mountains suited him, but he was starting to have his doubts about keeping a wife and raising a family so far from Culpepper.
 
   After Lawrence bid goodbye to Peter and rode away from the mud cottage, an image of the parsonage that stood empty next to the church in Culpepper flashed in his mind. At first, he didn’t understand why he’d thought of the parsonage, but as he rode to the outskirts of his claim, he found himself thinking of more than living in the house that had been intended for the town pastor.
 
   He found himself thinking of what it would be like to minister to the residents of Culpepper. And for the first time, his thoughts on the matter weren’t negative. He’d always refused the mayor when he asked Lawrence to start holding church services, but as time went on, Lawrence realized he’d been refusing out of habit. Part of him wanted to take up preaching again. The people of Culpepper certainly had a need. What if ministering to the people in Culpepper was his calling but he hadn’t realized it yet?
 
   But no. He’d promised Callie he wouldn’t become the pastor in Culpepper. Part of the reason she’d been hesitant to marry him was because she worried her status as a gem would hold him back from becoming the town preacher, should he decide to follow that path. How would she react if she knew he was thinking of it now?
 
   He loved the cabin and he would never give it up, but he didn’t like the idea of raising a family so far away from town. What if one of their children needed a doctor? And before that, what about when Callie gave birth? She wasn’t with child yet, that he knew of, but he had faith that they would have many children. He felt it in his soul. What if she went into labor and he didn’t have time to fetch a midwife or the doctor?
 
   These thoughts plagued him as he guided Abraham around the outside of his claim. After he’d struck it rich, he’d had to chase a few trespassers off his land. At least today he saw no sign of anyone camping or mining on his land. Hours later, once he finished making his rounds, he headed back for his cabin, anticipating his reunion with Callie. Since they had become man and wife, he hadn’t been away from her for so long. He missed her and couldn’t wait to spend the night holding her and loving her.
 
   But when Lawrence entered the stable with Abraham, he found Misty missing from her stall. Had he forgotten to close the door all the way? He tethered Abraham to a post quickly and then hurried into the cabin, a sense of foreboding darkening around him.
 
   “Callie! Callie!”
 
   He found the cabin just as empty as Misty’s stall. There was no sign of Callie. Normally at this time of day she was busy preparing dinner, but the kitchen looked untouched. The dining room table wasn’t set either. He rushed from room to room, and he even ventured into the loft to make sure she wasn’t there.
 
   “Callie!” He ran outside and screamed her name. He checked the outhouse and the woodshed, but both buildings were empty too.
 
   He mounted Abraham and set off to find his wife. When he discovered Misty trotting up a nearby path on the mountain, saddled as if to indicate Callie had been riding her recently, Lawrence’s dread increased a hundredfold. Had she fallen off her horse? Was she lying on the ground hurt somewhere?
 
   Oh, God. Please let me find her. Please God, let Callie be all right.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
   She had been so stupid. Callie huddled against a tree and listened for any sign of Misty. She’d gotten off the horse to try guiding it over a fallen log in the path, only for a noise to spook Misty. She’d run off through the woods, and now Callie wondered how she would ever make it back to the cabin. Her feet ached from walking so far, and she was sure every odd sound that came from the forest was a huge, hungry predator.
 
   Darkness was already starting to fall. Lawrence had probably returned home, only to find her missing. Her heart ached, knowing she had probably caused him a great deal of worry. She’d disobeyed him too, but she would gladly accept whatever punishment she’d earned if only she could be back in her husband’s arms and in the cabin next to the warm fire.
 
   She sniffled and set out walking through the woods. She hoped she was going in the right direction. If she took the path down to the fork in the road though, it would take far too long to reach the cabin. She prayed this short cut would work out and that she didn’t end up completely lost.
 
   She’d been so certain that if she reached the fork in the path that twisted up the mountain from Culpepper she would be able to easily find the place Matthew was buried. But no matter how long she traveled up that particular road, she hadn’t come upon the shack she’d once called home. Just as she’d begun to fear she wasn’t even on the correct road, Misty had bolted off.
 
   The short cut she was taking through the woods suddenly felt like the worst idea. She couldn’t imagine being stuck in the forest at night. It would be pitch dark.
 
   What if she ran into a dangerous animal? What if she stepped on a snake? Matthew had always cautioned her to be careful about where she was walking, lest she run into a rattler. Yet he’d been the one to end up bitten. She wiped tears from her face and kept moving through the trees, trying to shut out the image of Matthew’s swollen black leg and the pain that had been in his eyes while the venom took its toll on his body. He’d died in her arms, after she had watched him suffer for hours. A miner from the next claim over had tried to help and suck the venom from his leg, but it hadn’t worked as they had hoped.
 
   “Stop it,” she whispered to herself. “Stop thinking about it.”
 
   If she wanted to visit Matthew’s grave, she should have asked Lawrence to take her there. She had worried such a request might make him uneasy, but that hardly seemed to matter now that she was scared and traipsing through the forest with the sun inching toward the horizon.
 
   A growl sounded behind her, a bit distant from her, but loud enough that a shiver shot down her spine. Fear clutched her heart and she walked faster. Please God, please let me find my way back to Lawrence.
 
   As she rushed between the trees and through the underbrush, she decided she would have to be diligent after they had children. What if one of their children wandered off into the woods? She also worried about if one of their children had an accident or became ill. The ride from Culpepper up the mountain in the wagon had taken almost six hours. She supposed she should trust in God that everything would work out as it was meant to, but it was difficult when the safety of her future children was at stake.
 
   After her odd encounter with Mrs. Gerrard, during which the old woman had wished her well, Callie didn’t feel as reluctant to travel to Culpepper as she’d thought she would. She sensed the gossip about her would die down soon, and she also suspected Mrs. Gerrard felt some remorse for the way she had treated Callie. Perhaps the woman had realized her husband wasn’t innocent and harbored guilt over taking her husband’s side over Callie’s, after all.
 
   If they were to move to town though, the pressure on Lawrence to become the town pastor would increase. She supposed she ought to keep her thoughts on the matter to herself and trust in Lawrence to keep her and any children they might have safe from harm. Guilt besieged her for her feelings. The cabin was wonderful, and she doubted he would wish to leave it behind and live somewhere in town.
 
   Breathless from her fast pace through the woods, she gasped at the sunlight splintering through the trees ahead. She broke into a full run and soon exited the woods entirely, coming to the very path that she hoped led straight to the cabin. Still, traveling on foot would take all night.
 
   She brushed dirt and leaves off the bottom of her dress and set out up the mountain. At least she knew in which direction to travel. The road to the cabin was at a steep incline.
 
   She couldn’t see the sun anymore, but full darkness hadn’t fallen yet. A sharp pain throbbed in her side and her mouth tasted like copper. Just as she considered stopping and finding a place by the road to curl up for the night, the sound of horse hooves clomping on the dry ground reached her.
 
   Hope overcame her, but in the next moment panic set in. The noise was coming from ahead of her, but what if it wasn’t Lawrence? What if it was the type of miner who squatted on another man’s land and tried to mine his plot? Before she could decide whether or not to run into the woods and hide, a man on horseback appeared from around a turn in the road. She squinted, trying to make out the man’s features and praying it was her husband, no matter how upset he might be.
 
   As he slowed to a stop in front of her, she breathed a sigh of relief when she recognized Lawrence. Oh, thank you, thank you, God. He dismounted Abraham in a flash, his demeanor urgent and his eyes filled with worry. Tears of happiness clouded her vision and she ran into his open arms.
 
   “Callie. Lord, Callie, you put a scare into me.” He pulled back to peer down at her, his handsome face etched in concern. “Are you hurt?”
 
   She gave a slight shake of her head. “I’m fine. Just very glad to see you.”
 
   “What happened?” The first hint of sternness appeared in his gaze, and Callie’s stomach flipped.
 
   She had never truly disobeyed him before, not as she had today, and surely he would punish her for it. Severely, judging from the tightness of his jaw. He must have been worried sick over her. Shame filled her as she stood circled in his arms.
 
   “I-I took Misty for a ride.”
 
   “I gathered as much, young lady. But why? Did something happen? Were you looking for me?” His eyes searched hers.
 
   She swallowed hard and stared into his dark depths. “I wanted to try to find Matthew’s claim. He was buried on it, and I wanted to visit his grave. I thought it was closer than it was though, and I didn’t make it there before Misty became spooked and ran off while I was trying to guide her over a fallen tree.”
 
   A look of understanding overcame his visage, but then in the next moment anger firmed his features. “Callie, you could have been hurt or even killed. What were you thinking?” He gave her a brief but hard shake. “Why didn’t you ask me to take you? I would have gladly taken you to visit Matthew’s grave.”
 
   She was crying now and she couldn’t seem to stop the flow of tears. “I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad. I’m all right. I’m sorry I lost Misty, but maybe…”
 
   He gave her another hard shake. “I don’t care about a lost horse! I care about you, Callie.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” She looked at her dirt covered boots and sniffled. If only she’d obeyed her husband. If only she had stayed in the cabin and awaited his return. They would probably be making love right now. She despaired over having caused such a deep rift between them. She had never seen him so angry before. All because of her.
 
   “Come,” he said, leading her to Abraham. “We’ll finish this discussion back home.”
 
   They rode in silence and reached the cabin just as total darkness descended. Misty was lingering by the stable, thankfully, patiently waiting on their return. Stars sparkled overhead and the moon appeared as only a sliver of white in the sky. Callie would have had a difficult time finding her way through the darkness and she felt fortunate her husband had found her in time. She felt utterly exhausted from all the excitement and worry she’d experienced today, especially the fear she’d felt walking through the darkening woods alone.
 
   She stood outside the stable while Lawrence got Abraham and Misty inside their stalls and fed. Once he finished, he grabbed her hand without a word and led her into the cabin. It was dark inside, and Lawrence immediately set about lighting the lanterns that were scattered about the downstairs.
 
   She remained as still as possible near the front door, expecting him to start raging at her at any moment. She certainly deserved to be yelled at. And punished. Her bottom tingled at the thought. Surely he would take his belt to her. As upset as he was, she doubted she would sit comfortably for a month.
 
   “Callie, come sit down by the fire.” He looked up as he got a blaze going in the sitting room hearth. “Callie.”
 
   After he called her the second time, she managed to cross to him, though her legs felt so weak with fear that moving was slow and difficult. He nodded at a plush chair that was in front of the fire. She sat in it and tried to meet his gaze but couldn’t hold it for more than a second.
 
   He took a long breath and then exhaled slowly. “Callie, what you did was incredibly foolish. Even if you were an expert rider, I would not have let you venture off on your own on a trip that would take several hours.”
 
   “I-I told you I thought it was closer.” She forced herself to look into his eyes, but regretted it at once. He appeared more livid than he had moments ago, with his jaw clenched tight and a mixture of anger and disappointment gleaming in his eyes. The disappointment killed her. How could she have done something so stupid? “Lawrence, please forgive me. I promise I’ll never do anything so foolish again.”
 
   “You risked your life. What if I hadn’t been able to find you? There are cougars and black bears up here.”
 
   “I know, I know, and Lawrence please believe me when I say I’m sorry.” She wept into her hands. Matthew had warned her about snakes all the time, but he’d also warned her about the cougars and the bears. She had never disobeyed Matthew and wandered off alone. She was so ashamed to have disobeyed Lawrence, especially so soon after they’d gotten married. She had promised herself she would try to be the perfect wife and not even a week after their wedding she had gravely erred.
 
   Lawrence reached for her boots and pulled them off her feet. To her utter surprise, some of the fire left his gaze and he commenced rubbing her heels. “You’re in a lot of trouble, little girl. By the time I’m through with you, you will never, ever think of doing anything so foolish again.”
 
   “Are-are you going to spank me right now?”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re exhausted, Callie. I’m not going to spank you right now, but tomorrow after breakfast I expect you to meet me in the woodshed. I will mete out your punishment there.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She lowered her head, chastised from his scolding.
 
   “Now,” he said, standing up. “I’m going to get you something to eat, and then we’re going to bed.”
 
   He disappeared into the kitchen before she could protest.
 
   * * *
 
   Lawrence awoke to the smell of flapjacks cooking on the stove. He crawled out of bed and got dressed quickly, his heart heavy. Callie had not only disobeyed him yesterday, but she had risked her life in the process. He needed to make her understand that such behavior wasn’t acceptable, and he planned to take a switch to her bottom in the woodshed. Though he had spanked her with his hand before, and even taken a belt to her once, he knew the searing pain of a switch impacting on her bare behind would probably be a shock to her. He decided not to tell her about the switching until after she was already in the woodshed.
 
   Husbands were supposed to lead, and wives were supposed to obey. That was how God intended it, and he took his duties as her husband seriously. He would love, honor, and cherish her, but he would also guide her when she had gone astray and done something to harm herself or their marriage. Her actions yesterday warranted a severe punishment.
 
   They ate breakfast in silence. Callie didn’t appear to have much of an appetite, and she kept pushing her food around on her plate, only taking a small bite whenever he gave her a concerned look. Truth be told, though, he didn’t have much of an appetite either, but he forced his breakfast down anyway, since she had gone to the trouble to cook it despite knowing what awaited her in the woodshed.
 
   She rose up to gather the dishes from the table, and his heart ached when he saw her bottom lip quivering. She blinked hard and was obviously trying to hold back her tears.
 
   “Callie, let’s worry about the kitchen later. I think we need to get your punishment out of the way.”
 
   With shaking hands, she set the plates back on the table and stared at him pensively. “Why must we go to the woodshed? Why can’t you just spank me here? I-I know I deserve it, Lawrence, and I won’t fight it. I will submit to my punishment, I promise.”
 
   “Because your offense was a serious one, Callie, and serious punishments will always be carried out in the woodshed. Now go and wait for me. I won’t be long.”
 
   After she left the cabin and headed for the woodshed, Lawrence walked to the nearest patch of trees and cut three thin branches off one of them. Using a knife, he removed the leaves and smoothed the wood down on each switch.
 
   He found Callie waiting in the middle of the small woodshed, twisting her hands together in a nervous fashion in front of her, her head bowed submissively. She peeked up as he entered the woodshed, and her eyes filled with dread as she stared at the switches. But she didn’t try to talk her way out of a switching, nor did she plead for him to be lenient in any way. There was a look of acceptance on her face, and he loved her all the more for not making this more difficult. Hurting her—punishing her this severely—was not something he would enjoy.
 
   He placed the switches down on a stool and leveled his hands on Callie’s shoulders. He waited for her to meet his gaze. “You know what you did wrong yesterday, Callie, so I am not going to spend a long time scolding you for it. But I want you to know that I love you. Your happiness and your safety mean everything to me. Do you understand?”
 
   “Y-yes, s-sir.”
 
   “I would never deny you the opportunity to visit Matthew’s grave, and I would have gladly taken you there. And I will take you there, soon. Did you worry I wouldn’t want you thinking about him or paying your respects to him now that we are married?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, sir. I worried you might not want me dwelling on my late husband. I thought I could quickly visit Matthew’s claim and be back long before you returned. I know I did wrong.” Her face crumpled. “I-I know I deserve a switching.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her against his chest, stroking her hair and giving her comfort before he had to cause her pain. He wouldn’t go easy on her. By the time he broke the last switch across her bottom, she would probably be weeping and struggling to hold still. Yet he had to do it. If he let her off with a warning, she wouldn’t learn her lesson and it would set a bad precedent.
 
   “Very well, Callie,” he said, pulling back. He started working open the buttons on the front of her dress. “It will be easier with this off. Besides, it’s not very cool this morning.”
 
   Once he had her dress off, he placed it atop a table he had tools scattered across. He allowed her to keep her chemise, stockings, and boots on, but he did not allow her the protection of her drawers. He unfastened the tie holding them up and let the white fabric fall to her ankles.
 
   He moved the switches from the stool and placed them on the table with her dress, then dragged the stool in front of her. He patted the seat of it. “Bend over and place your hands here for support. I expect you to remain in position during your switching, Callie. If you move your hands from the stool, I will start your switching all over again. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Sorrow gleamed in her eyes, but she obediently bent over and placed her hands where he’d indicated.
 
   He moved behind her and looked at her bare bottom. Her legs were shaking and her pale cheeks were quivering. Goose bumps rose on her exposed skin, but he suspected it was more from her fear of the punishment than from the temperature in the woodshed. He moved to her side and cupped her bottom. After giving each cheek a few preliminary rubs, he started spanking her with his hand. He smacked her cheeks, alternating from right to left, until her bottom was a dark shade of pink.
 
   She whimpered now and then, but she didn’t start crying until he reached for the first switch. “If you ever lie to me, or directly disobey me, Callie, you can expect a switching. Are we clear on that?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Her answer came out as a sob, and her shoulders heaved.
 
   He gripped the switch tightly in his hand and swung it against the center of her bottom cheeks. She rose up on her toes and struggled for her next breath, but she didn’t try to stand up, nor did she remove her hands from the stool. A thin welt appeared where he’d just struck her, and he worked down her bottom, landing the switch in lines down as far as her upper thighs, when it finally snapped.
 
   Her shoulders heaved harder and she kept apologizing over and over again, though she didn’t beg him to stop. The second switch, to his relief, wasn’t as sturdy as the first one and broke the fifth time he brought it across her bottom. He picked up the third switch and decided to start on her thighs, still trying to avoid the welts that had already risen. He gave her two final strokes to her sit spot, and then he threw the switch down. She’d had enough. And by God, so had he.
 
   He picked her up and carried her into the cabin, not bothering to dress her first. No one would see her, and he wanted to get her comfortable in their bed as soon as possible. Her tears broke his heart, but he didn’t regret punishing her. It had been necessary, but thank goodness it was finally over and they could put this ordeal behind them.
 
   He laid her on her stomach and sat down beside her on the bed. He stroked the tear matted hair from her face and rubbed her back as her sobbing faded to soft sniffles. He pressed a kerchief to her eyes and nose, and his heart contracted when she met his gaze and gave him the smallest smile.
 
   God, he loved her. It tore him up that he’d had to punish her so severely, and here she was giving him a comforting smile in the midst of her own tears and sorrow.
 
   He glanced at her poor, punished bottom. Most of the thin welts that had risen up were already starting to fade. He cupped her backside and rubbed gently for several minutes, before he reached for the quilt folded at the end of the bed to cover her up with.
 
   “It’s over now, Callie.” His words were meant to reassure her, but also himself. “I still love you, my sweet wife.”
 
   She gave him another reassuring smile, and it was all he could do to keep from lifting her and holding her in his embrace, but he left her be on the bed, knowing she needed to recover from the switching. “I love you too, Lawrence.”
 
   “Close those pretty green eyes of yours and try to sleep. You got up very early today, and I imagine you’re still exhausted from yesterday’s adventure.”
 
   “Thank you, Lawrence.” She yawned and nestled further into her pillow. “I just hope I don’t dream about woodsheds.” A little laugh floated up from her, and then she closed her eyes and appeared peaceful for the first time that morning.
 
   He stayed and watched her sleep. After spending hours searching for her yesterday and fearing the worst, he wasn’t ready to let Callie out of his sight.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven
 
   Callie walked out of The Red Petticoat, leaving from the kitchen exit, so as to not be seen at the saloon. Lawrence had granted her request to visit her friends, but she still wished to salvage what was left of both their reputations, if it were possible. She strolled toward the main street and headed for the mercantile, where Lawrence was checking on the status of some mining equipment he had ordered.
 
   A commotion near the bank caught her attention. People were gathered around someone lying on the ground. She hurried toward the crowd and spotted Lawrence kneeling near a middle aged man who was clutching his chest and gasping for breath. Dr. Norwood was kneeling on the other side of the man. She stood on her tiptoes and realized the man who was unwell was Mr. Crisfield, the owner of the mill. 
 
   The doctor motioned for Bo Mangusson, the owner of the stables, and another burly man forward out of the crowd. They helped Mr. Crisfield to his feet and carried him in the direction of the clinic, with the doctor leading the way. Meanwhile, Lawrence had moved to console a crying woman and child. Callie felt saddened when she realized they were Mr. Crisfield’s wife and daughter.
 
   She observed as Lawrence spoke gently to the woman and child, and though she couldn’t discern his words from this distance, she sensed he was ministering to them and promising that God would be watching over Mr. Crisfield. When he knelt to peer into the frightened little girl’s face as he offered comfort, Callie put a hand on the slight swell of her stomach—their little gift from God that Lawrence already insisted must be a girl—and her heart went out to the woman and child. Eventually, an older lady approached from the crowd and led the child away by the hand, and Mrs. Crisfield said something to Lawrence, before she hurried down the street after her ill husband.
 
   Most of those who’d gathered around were staring at Lawrence, as if for guidance. He stood in the middle of the crowd for a moment, looking as if he wanted to say something, though he remained quiet for a while. When, finally, he seemed to summon his courage, he called out for anyone who wanted to join him in a prayer for Mr. Crisfield and his family to close their eyes and bow their heads. Almost everyone in the crowd did.
 
   Callie took a few more steps in her husband’s direction, and then she also closed her eyes and bowed her head. Part of her had always suspected this was coming. Though Lawrence had shut himself off from God for the last two years, he had admitted to her that he’d recently started speaking to God again. Why shouldn’t he minister to the people of Culpepper? If he felt called to serve God again, she would hold her head high and stand by his side. It wasn’t a secret that Lawrence had met her at The Red Petticoat, and if the townspeople could look to him for guidance despite his past, then maybe this was meant to be.
 
   “Heavenly Father, we ask that you look over our brother, Gregory Crisfield, and help him during his crisis of health. We ask that you guide the doctor’s hands as he tends to Gregory, and we ask that you bring comfort and peace to his wife and daughter. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.”
 
   A chorus of amens floated from those who’d joined Lawrence in prayer. After a few seconds, the crowd started to disperse, and finally Callie was left standing in front of her husband. He moved to her slowly, his expression wary.
 
   “I know I promised you I wouldn’t become the preacher in Culpepper.”
 
   She smiled. “Yes, but perhaps it’s a promise that you aren’t meant to keep. Perhaps God is calling upon you again.”
 
   “I-I have often wondered it myself, but I would never wish to cause you to feel uncomfortable. I can’t guarantee that all of Culpepper will accept both of us, but there’s a big part of me that believes we should at least try.” He stared down the street at the church steeple.
 
   Callie realized it might not go smoothly at first, but she didn’t want to hold him back from his calling. Besides, she wasn’t weak. She could endure the ugly looks and the snickers that might come from some of the townspeople. If it became too much and it didn’t appear to be working out for either of them, she trusted in Lawrence to realize it and make the best decision for their marriage.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, he said, “You come first, Callie. Don’t you ever forget that. You’re my wife. I promise you, if we try and the gossip is too much for you, we can pack up and head back to the cabin, or somewhere east far from Culpepper altogether.”
 
   “I’m willing to try.” She squeezed his hand. “I want to try. And you know, tomorrow is Sunday. Why don’t you tell a few people in town you plan to hold a service tomorrow, and we’ll see what happens. I’ve considered what it might be like to live in town, and to be honest, I rather like the idea. I can’t explain why, but I have a good feeling about this.”
 
   “I bet if I only tell one person, the whole town will find out and show up.” He chuckled and then gave her hand an affectionate squeeze in return. “Thank you for understanding, Callie. I’m a lucky man to have found a wife as sweet and understanding as you.”
 
   She flushed. Even after all they had been through together, his compliments could still make her blush hard. “Of course. Would you like me to arrange for us to stay at the Bentley Inn tonight? Then, depending on how tomorrow goes, perhaps we will start staying in the parsonage?”
 
   “You really won’t mind living in town?”
 
   “I promise I’ll tell you if it becomes a problem.”
 
   He looked to the sky for a moment and gave a deep sigh. When he gazed back at Callie, there was moisture in his eyes. “Praise be to God,” he said. “All right. You go to the inn, and I’ll go visit the mayor first and tell him the news. After how many times he’s badgered me about becoming the town preacher, I’ve a feeling he will be most pleased that I’m at least going to give it a try.”
 
   He kissed her hand before releasing her to walk down the street. With a smile, Callie hurried to the inn, where Mrs. Bentley was overjoyed to hear that they’d be spending the night, and even happier to learn that Lawrence was contemplating becoming the town preacher.
 
   “I’ve been praying for the right man to come minister to the people of this town, though I’ve long believed that man to be Lawrence Black. I’m glad to hear he’s finally realized it too. You can count on me to be at church tomorrow morning, sitting in the front row with Mr. Bentley.”
 
   “Wonderful. Thank you, Mrs. Bentley. You have been most kind to me, despite… well, you know.”
 
   “Child, it doesn’t matter to me where you came from. You might have been a gem once, but that doesn’t mean you won’t make an outstanding preacher’s wife. I believe in you, and I believe in Pastor Black.”
 
   Callie and Mildred Bentley moved to the front porch with glasses of lemonade while awaiting Lawrence’s return. All the muscles in her body ached from sitting on the wagon during their six-hour trip to town, and she was thankful for the chance to rest, especially in the company of a woman as broadminded as Mrs. Bentley.
 
   Lawrence returned just before supper time, bearing news that several of the townspeople had taken it upon themselves to open up the church to air it out and make sure it was clean for the first Sunday service to ever be held in Culpepper. After supper, Mrs. Bentley knocked on their door and gave Callie a dress to wear tomorrow.
 
   “It fit me once upon a time,” the kind woman said with a smile. “I hope it will do.”
 
   “It’s beautiful, Mrs. Bentley. Thank you so much.” Callie kissed her cheek. “Thank you for everything.”
 
   “Think nothing of it, child.” Mrs. Bentley glanced at Lawrence, who was seated by the window, his nose in a bible. “Is he working on his sermon?”
 
   Callie nodded.
 
   “Well, I’ll leave you both alone to prepare for tomorrow.”
 
   * * *
 
   The sun peeked through the curtains on Sunday morning, rousing Callie and Lawrence. Birds chirped in a tree outside the window as they readied themselves for church. After a quick breakfast, they walked hand in hand down the street. It was just before nine, the time Lawrence had promised the mayor and a few others in town the service would begin.
 
   Men, women, and children headed down the street wearing their Sunday best. It appeared as if everyone in Culpepper was headed to the church, even a few gems and others from the saloon, including Nettie. As they passed the parsonage, someone started ringing the church bell. The clanging reverberated through town.
 
   Lawrence and Callie greeted those who were gathered near the front of the church. Though nerves flitted through Callie’s stomach, she still felt hopeful that this was the right course of action. Culpepper had needed a preacher since its founding, and the townspeople standing near the front of the church seemed eager and receptive to accept Lawrence. Callie hoped that acceptance would extend to her.
 
   The moment the bell ceased clanging, a woman called out from the crowd. Callie’s stomach flipped when Mrs. Gerrard approached her. Was she here to cause trouble? Was she here to speak out against Lawrence or Callie?
 
   All the murmuring voices around them quieted. The only sounds came from the birds chirping and the clopping of horses being ridden down the main street. Lawrence put an arm around Callie, and she felt him stiffen beside her.
 
   Mrs. Gerrard pointed at Callie. “This woman,” she yelled, “has been greatly wronged.”
 
   Gasps went up in the crowd.
 
   “Mrs. Callie Black is a good, kind woman. I want all of you to know that,” she continued, gazing around the townspeople. Several men and woman who’d already been inside the church moved to linger in the doorway and watch the scene unfold.
 
   Tears burned in Callie’s eyes and her throat burned. The nerves that had been flitting around in her stomach started to calm. She couldn’t believe Mrs. Gerrard had come to make some sort of confession this morning, for all the town to hear.
 
   “I spread a vicious rumor that Callie tried to seduce my husband, but it was a lie.” More gasps. “The truth is that my husband tried to hurt her, and when I caught him in the act, I didn’t want to believe he would… that he would do such a thing.” Mrs. Gerrard moved closer to Callie. “I’m here to set the record straight and tell the truth today, and I’m here to beg your forgiveness.”
 
   “Mrs. Gerrard, are you well? Has something happened?” Callie asked, keeping her voice low so the entire town didn’t hear. Perhaps the rest of this conversation should be held in private.
 
   “When I went to visit Thom at his claim…” Her voice trailed off and her lip quivered. “I caught him. Again. The miners in his employ have two women living with them.”
 
   “Mrs. Gerrard, of course I forgive you.” Callie put an arm around the old woman and guided her through the crowd and into the church. She could only imagine what Mrs. Gerrard had walked in on when she showed up to surprise her husband. “You needn’t say anything else. Just come sit with me in church.”
 
   Mrs. Gerrard smiled through her tears. “Thank you, Callie. I would like that very much.”
 
   Once the congregation was seated, Lawrence moved to the front of the church. You could have heard a pin drop, it was that quiet. He was visibly nervous, and when he caught Callie’s eye, she smiled at him encouragingly. I believe in you. You are called to do this.
 
   He stood taller and seemed more confident in the next moment, and she breathed a sigh of relief, though she wished she could take all his jitters away. It had been over two years since he’d led a congregation, and she didn’t fault him for his nerves.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen of Culpepper, I want to thank you for joining me today for what I hope is the first of many Sunday services. This church will be a place where everyone is welcome…”
 
   Mrs. Gerrard put a hand on Callie’s shoulder and whispered, “I suppose this means you’ll be moving into the parsonage and staying in town.”
 
   “I suppose so,” Callie whispered with a smile. “I suppose so.”
 
   She gazed at her handsome husband, admiring how perfectly suited he was to preaching as he continued the service. When his eyes caught hers, a moment of understanding passed between them. They not only belonged together as husband and wife, but they both belonged in Culpepper Cove.
 
    
 
   The End
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   Daman’s Ward, Jackson Settlement Book One
 
   Shana's Guardian, Jackson Settlement Book Two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



EBook Offer
 
   WOULD YOU LIKE A FREE SPANKING STORY EVERY MONTH?
 
    
 
   At http://www.blushingbooks.com, we provide our visitors with a free eBook every single month! That's right, every month we choose an eBook to give to our customers at no charge, both to show our gratitude for your business and to provide a sample of the content we offer.
 
   Can you read this free eBook on your Kindle? Yes! Once you’re logged onto our site, it’s easy to send a book right to your Kindle.
 
   Can you read it on your iPad? Yes! Your Kobo? Yes! Your Nook? YES!
 
   We provide all of our books on BlushingBooks.com in several formats so that you can read our stories on virtually any reader! Membership at BlushingBooks.com is free, so sign up today and get your free story right now!
 
    
 
   DO YOU NEED A TRIP TO THE WOODSHED?
 
    
 
   Since 1999, Bethany's Woodshed has been publishing the best romantic and erotic BDSM and spanking fiction on the Internet. Before there were eBooks, there was Bethany's! More than a decade later, The Woodshed is Blushing Books exclusive preview site, and it is still going strong delivering the best, original stories - now with two updates a week. We guarantee at least 40,000 words of brand new, professionally written stories each week by all your favorite Authors, plus at least 20 completed books when you join. Carolyn Faulkner, Maren Smith, Starla Kaye, Paige Tyler, Joannie Kay, Abigail Webster, Alta Hensley, Allison West, Melinda Barron, Courage Knight, Loki Renard ... they're all here, plus many more.
 
    
 
   Embrace the spank!
 
   See the stories first at The Woodshed!
 
   http://www.herwoodshed.com
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   Blushing Books Newsletter
 
    
 
   Please join the Blushing Books newsletter
 
   to receive updates & special promotional offers:
 
    
 
   http://goo.gl/GYTwKZ
 
    
 
   You can also join by using your mobile phone:
 
   Just text BLUSHING to 22828.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   Blushing Books
 
   is one of the oldest eBook publishers on the web. We've been running websites that publish spanking and BDSM related romance and erotica since 1999, and we have been selling eBooks since 2003. We hope you'll check out our hundreds of offerings at http://www.blushingbooks.com.
 
    
 
   You might also enjoy our membership site at http://www.herwoodshed.com, where we offer an exclusive first look at new novels and novellas by some of our most popular Authors before they are released anywhere else.
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