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Jo and the Pinkerton Man by Dorothy A. Bell

1889, Baker City, Oregon. Pinkerton agent Ryder McAdam enlists the aid of a novice schoolmarm by the name of Josephine Buxton to help him round up a family-run gang of train robbers and human traffickers. This passionate partnership proves uncomfortable, inconvenient, and unconventional, an unlikely match to last for all time.

 


Dedication

For Grandmother Cynthia, who did live in an army tent for the first year of her teaching career. She endured.

 


Chapter One

August 1898, Baker City, Oregon

The elegant dining room of the Geiser Grand Hotel in Baker City, Oregon, was the perfect venue to hold a family dinner. The Buxton family and their close friends the Bollos had a two-fold reason to celebrate. First Mathis Buxton —Buck to his family and friends— had taken as his lawfully wedded wife Adella Millican this very day. Everyone at the table highly approved of the union. Therefore, the party was a lively one.

The second reason for the celebration was a tad bittersweet all the way around. Josephine Buxton had accepted a position as teacher at an all-girls school miles away from home. This was her going away party.

Instead of enjoying herself and engaging with her family and friends, Jo sat distracted, staring at a man, an Indian. At the moment he was clearing dirty dishes from the table in the corner. She’d spotted him this morning outside the church. This morning she thought him an enterprising Indian to offer his services to see to the horses and buggies arriving for the wedding.

One didn’t see very many Indians in Baker City these days. To find one here tonight, employed as a busboy in the fancy hotel dining room, struck her as odd. Boys, children usually picked up dishes and cleared tables, not grown men, and really, not Indians. Many of the saloons employed Chinamen to empty spittoons and scrub floors and pots, but not Indians. According to the current government, Indians belonged on reservations. Nevertheless, this particular Indian kept showing up everywhere she went.

She made herself look away from the busboy and lowered her head and adjusted the position of the beaded reticule in her lap. Squirming in her chair and tipping a bit sideways, she elbowed her friend and sister-in-law, Birdie-Alice Bollo, in the ribs.

Unruly blonde curls bouncing, Birdie shook off Jo’s nudge for attention. Across from them Birdie’s father, Rafe Bollo, drained his glass of whiskey and branch, cleared his palate, and dived into a ribald account of an incident in which Jo’s father Buck played the leading role. Both Birdie and Jo had heard this tale a hundred times, but Birdie refused to forgo the details, which Rafe embellished in greater, ribald detail with every telling.

Impatient, Jo listened to what came next. Her father’s version, in contrast, inserted raunchy tidbits Rafe habitually omitted, possibly because those tidbits did not reflect well on Rafe’s character.

Doreen, Birdie’s mother, hid a snicker behind the damask napkin she held to her lips. Adella, Buck’s bride of six hours and twenty-six minutes, blushed and giggled openly. Undercover and while Buck and Rafe debated the oft-told tale with the addition of commentary provided by Jo’s brothers, Gabe and Van, Jo elbowed Birdie again and whispered urgently, “Don’t look.”

The fact Jo had commanded her not to look inspired Birdie to glance all around and over her shoulder to take note of everyone in the large dining room of the Geiser Grand Hotel. She even cast her gaze upward to the balcony that extended the length of the room.

“I said don’t look,” Jo whispered, her chin tucked into her chest, trying not to move her lips or call attention to herself.

Birdie lowered her head and spoke out of the side of her barely parted lips. “Exactly at what am I not supposed to look?”

“That man over there. The one in the corner by the potted palm, surely you noticed him? I swear he was at the church this morning. And…and I think he was a guard in the room at the trial.”

In the corner nearest their table, a boy of maybe ten or twelve made his way around the room serving customers fresh water. Jo shook her head at Birdie, who had looked in the wrong direction.

“Not that corner, the far corner. The one in the vest and white shirt. He’s arranging dishes in the tray over there by the doorway.”

Birdie frowned at her. “They’re all wearing white shirts and black vests.”

“He’s the only busboy who isn’t a boy,” Jo said through clenched teeth.

Smiling, Birdie straightened her shoulders, sat back in her chair, and glanced around the room.

“Don’t stare at him,” Jo said, her lips in a tight smile and her eyes looking straight ahead. How Birdie could miss the man, the only Indian in the room, Jo couldn’t understand. There were three busboys cleaning tables in the big dining room of the Baker City Geiser Grand Hotel, but only one of them could be called a man. Dressed like the other busboys in a white shirt, black vest, black tie, and black trousers, he stood tall and broad of shoulder, definitely a boy no longer.

Busboys were supposed to be invisible. Usually, no one gave them a second glance. Shortly after they were ushered into the dining room, the Indian had emerged from a shadow-filled hallway to the left of the entrance to the room. The hallway, lit with gas-fed crystal shaded scones, afforded enough light to see the sharp planes of his face and those dark eyes. She recognized him. Startled by his presence, she stumbled a bit, and her breath caught in her chest. He stopped and scanned the room, including her in his sweeping glance.

A waiter rushed forward to usher their party to their table. Her mystery man stepped back and turned his back to their party. Curious to see if he’d enter the room, she glanced over her shoulder. He faced the room, squared his shoulders, draped a napkin over his arm, lowered his head, and staying against the wall, moved to a far corner.

It had to be the same man. She was sure of it. The first time, at the trial a week ago, dressed as a guard, she hadn’t paid much attention to him. The stress of having to give testimony against horrible Ivers McDaniel, the mastermind behind her and Birdie’s kidnapping, had left gaps in her memory. She did remember the guard’s blue-black hair and long braid. Then this morning outside the church, he’d helped folks park their buggies and take their horses to the water trough at the stable across from the church. He’d been wearing a black hat pulled low over his brow, but she recognized those broad shoulders, narrow hips, and long legs. Now here he was in the Geiser Grand dining room dressed as a busboy—it was far too coincidental. Improbable it might be, but she was convinced the guard, the Good Samaritan, and the busboy were all one and the same man.

∙•∙

Faced with a head-on collision with Miss Buxton and her party, Pinkerton agent Ryder McAdam pulled back into the hallway and turned away. Damn, the girl had sharp eyes. He’d hoped to avoid taking her notice this evening. He couldn’t worry about how Miss Buxton fit into his plans tonight. He had to focus on the two salesmen and the old couple in the booth across the room.

By chance, Ryder had met Sheriff Roy Phelps’ son, David, in his father’s office. David proudly announced he’d gotten a job bussing tables at the Geiser Grande. David talked fast, words and descriptions tumbling out of his mouth, but Ryder’s ears perked up when the boy reported on his very first night he’d overheard a couple of salesmen talking about the best place to ambush a train. Based on David’s sketchy and disjointed account, Ryder sent his younger brother, Jewel, and a family friend from Laura Creek, Percy Terrel, over to the saloon down the street this evening. He’d given them permission to cast out a bit of bait in the form of pure gossip about a big Wells Fargo gold shipment and O.R. & N. payroll going out on tomorrow’s train.

Pinkerton had trained Ryder and taken him on to deal with corrupt Indian agents and the smuggling of illegal firearms on the reservations. But this, the chance to nab the Payasos gang train robbers, no, Ryder had to follow up this lead on his own. He couldn’t call in for help on a hunch. Damn it, salesmen didn’t normally discuss where to ambush a train, did they? They pushed their wares on folks, jawed them to death until they bought something. These salesmen didn’t appear to be selling anything. And the old couple, their hands, Ryder had noticed their hands. Earlier today, he’d followed them into the mercantile. The old lady couldn’t find a pair of gloves to fit, and the way they moved, and the sound of their voices, no, something didn’t smell right. The Payasos gang were notorious for their disguises.

His adopted father Royce O’Bannon, Laura Creek’s sheriff Telt Longtree, and bank owner Howard Buttrum sat in the booth in the corner. All three men had handed over their affidavits in the kidnapping trial of Ivers McDaniel two weeks ago. Their testimony had more to do with McDaniel’s fraud and extortion than the kidnapping, but they’d stayed for the trial to be assured McDaniel faced the full extent of the law. Due to the length of the trial, they’d remained in Baker City to personally escort the OR&N payroll and the Wells Fargo gold to its destination in Laura Creek. All three men were shareholders in the OR&N And, as Longtree represented the law and Royce had been deputized and approved to escort the payroll, Ryder had assured Pinkerton no other guards were needed. As for Buttrum, he wasn’t about to let the Wells Fargo gold travel without his oversight. Ryder assured Pinkerton and his father, Sheriff Longtree, and Buttrum the payroll and the gold would be safe in his hands.

He draped a snowy linen napkin over his arm and stepped into the room. No one must suspect him of being a Pinkerton man. Not that anyone would. Pinkerton, as far as Ryder knew, only had one Indian on his payroll. He’d met a few colored Pinkerton men when he’d gone back east to school. But Indians, no.

Pinkerton men across the country had been trailing the Payasos gang of train robbers across Arizona, Utah, Idaho, and now into Oregon for nearly two years. They were being given credit for a bungled train robbery attempt not more than fifty miles south of Baker City two weeks ago. They hit a train in Boise a month ago and got away with twenty thousand in silver certificates. They were making their way north. Ryder felt it in his bones. The gang was desperate for a big haul. This was a big haul. And that clever, eagle-eyed Buxton girl kept popping up, watching him, sizing him up, taking his eye and his mind off his quarry.

∙•∙

“Ohooo, I see him.” Birdie whispered behind her hand. Tipping her head to the side, she said, “He looks Indian, the clothes don’t hide the fact.” She shivered and pulled her shawl up around her shoulders. “He looks…I don’t know, not a boy, no, definitely a man and kind of dangerous. What’s an Indian doing here? I guess he could be a gambler, a sharp maybe, you know what I mean? Maybe he’s paying off a debt, had to do dishes and clean tables. Daddy says there’s poker games all the time in the back room here and the stakes run pretty high. His presence does set the imagination to wondering what he’s doing here, doesn’t it? I don’t think it’s his chosen profession. He’s not very good at it. He’s making a lot of noise, isn’t he?”

“Who’s dangerous?” Jo’s brother Gabe wanted to know.

Birdie blushed. Big brown eyes wide and innocent, she lied and said, “The banana cream pie. I hear it’s to die for here…dangerous.”

Gabe leaned over his plate to share his warning with his sister as well as his wife of five weeks and three days. “Right. You two have your heads together as usual, trading secrets. And I, the stupid dupe, am supposed to go deaf and dumb. If you’re talking about the tall bumble-fingered Indian over there, the one breaking dishes, yeah, he looks dangerous and way too pretty. He should be on the reservation.”

“Too pretty? Do you think so? Really?” Birdie said, batting her eyelashes at him. “I hadn’t even noticed,” she said, and leaned into him and planted a smooch on his jaw. In retaliation, Gabe folded her into his chest and kissed her on the lips.

Jo looked away, uncomfortable and impatient with the lovebirds. Across the table from her, Buck and Adella, the newest newlyweds, had their heads together, billing and cooing, their eyes for no one but each other. She caught her brother Van pulling a face. His twitching lips exposed the dimple in his cheek. She put her napkin to her mouth to hide a snicker. He shrugged his shoulders and tucked into his meal of steak and potatoes.

Jo couldn’t resist another glance to the busboy…man. This time she openly stared at him and asked herself why his presence bothered her. He certainly didn’t fit in with the elegant dining room décor: the polished wood paneling, the red damask upholstered chairs, the chandeliers, the gleaming glassware. She pictured him at home on a horse riding across the plains, spear in hand, hair flying.

He also didn’t know a thing about stacking dirty dishes in a pan. He scraped then rescraped the same dishes. He never took the pan back to the kitchen. He simply rearranged the dishes. He folded and refolded, stacked and restacked the damask napkins. Head down, back to the wall, he gave the impression of being engaged in productive industry, but she knew the signs of someone wasting time. Both of her brothers were masters of the craft when called upon to assist in the kitchen.

Was he eavesdropping? Near him, seated in the booth he’d just cleared, sat three gentlemen. She didn’t know any of them. The only one she could really see sat in profile, his silver mutton chops carpeting strong jowls. He had a round abdomen, no neck, and very broad shoulders, which gave him a very impressive, rather foreboding appearance. One of them, the one with the sandy blond hair, did look familiar. If she could get a look at his face, she might recognize him. She’d never seen the big, handsome man seated across from Muttonchops and Sandy. She’d remember a man who looked like that. Her daddy, Buck, had that look. It was the look of a man you didn’t want to cross. It was the look of a man who loved and lived hard.

What in the world were these men doing here? Having coffee and cigars, yes, but if the busboy knew Mr. Sandy-Hair, Mr. Tough-and-Handsome, and Mr. Muttonchops, then why not sit in the booth with them? Maybe they didn’t want to be seen with an Indian? That could be it. Although the idea of making him clear away their table while they enjoyed their cigars and coffee didn’t make sense either. Could it be the only way the hotel would allow them to bring an Indian into the dining room? Jo shook her head at the thought. Silly, this exercise was silly and senseless.

∙•∙

“For God’s sake, sit down, have a cup of coffee or milk or whatever it is you drink. Nobody believes for a minute you’re employed as a busboy. I’m not payin’ for those dishes,” Royce said without looking at him, speaking down to the last bite of his chicken and dumpling dinner.

“I’m undercover,” Ryder hissed to his parent, removing his father’s plate before he could finish and snatching the silver fork out of his hand. Dropping the items in the dishpan, he said, “I’m observing the suspects. It’s what I do.”

“You really think that old couple are train robbers?” asked Sheriff Longtree. The only person at the table with a view of the entire room, he eyed the old couple over the rim of his cup.

“I don’t know. They don’t look or act right to me,” Ryder said. “They bought train tickets. The salesmen bought train tickets. I haven’t seen them sell one thing out of those cases. They were at the stable yesterday talking to three men about securing mounts, not in Baker City, but in North Powder. Jewel and Percy heard them. All four of those people over there are going to be on the train with your precious Wells Fargo gold, Buttrum, and Pinkerton’s O.R. and N. payroll.” Ryder accidentally on purpose dropped a napkin at the feet of the rotund banker, then shook it out, refolded it, and set it down on the table with the dirty dishes and the rest of the napkins. “I’m going to watch them. I have, in my mind, enough reason to watch them. David is over there. He’s trying to hear what they’re saying.”

“I bought a train ticket,” said his father. “A lot of folks bought train tickets for tomorrow’s train, that don’t make them a train robber.”

Ryder turned to remove Buttrum’s place setting and lowered his head and his voice, looking through his brows at his father. “But you weren’t overheard discussing where would be the most likely spot for an ambush.”

“He’s got you there,” said the sheriff, easing his broad shoulders back, a big grin on his handsome face.

Royce shook his head at his friend the sheriff and leaned across the table, lowering his voice. “I know, but all this…this play-acting, it’s ridiculous. I can’t wait to get the hell out of this town and back home.

“Jewel is down the street in a saloon, of all places. He’s barely sixteen, and he’s…he’s out of my sight. The boy needs a short leash. Both you boys make me nervous. I need a smoke. Give me one of those cigars of yours, Buttrum.”

“He’s with Percy,” Ryder said without turning to look at his father. “Percy can handle Jewel. Three beers, the kid passes out.”

After a few soothing draws on one of Buttrum’s rum-soaked cigars, and watching the smoke coil up to the embossed ceiling, Royce asked without making eye contact, “I don’t s’pose you’ve eaten today? I know you don’t eat when you’re on duty. Your mother sent me a wire especially to remind you to eat.”

Looking down into the pan of disgusting dirty dishes, Ryder hid his smile and forced himself to sober up. He came to the booth and refilled their water glasses carefully, so as not to spill a drop.

“Tell Mother not to worry. I’ll eat,” he said, nodded, and returned to scraping plates.

Behind his back Royce said, “It’s the girl. She’s over there. I noticed. She’s the girl that testified in the trial against McDaniel and those kidnappers. You’re following her, not the old couple or the salesmen.”

Ryder tipped his head to the side and made a face, refusing to respond, and went to work folding some soiled napkins.

∙•∙

The three men in the booth broke from their conversation, glanced up, and nodded at the busboy when he moved his utility cart full of soiled dinnerware an inch or two closer. He tipped his head and said something to Mr. Sandy-Hair. Jo saw his lips move. No, definitely something was not right. The busboy looked up and caught her staring at him. He nodded to her and then went back to scraping the plates that didn’t need scraping.

She drew herself up, feeling foolish and chagrined. She told herself one more time to mind her own business. Tonight she had a lot to celebrate. Justice had finally been served after a month of waiting, testimony, and more waiting. Kidnapping mastermind Ivers McDaniel, who’d committed multiple acts of fraud, and his gang of thugs, who’d assaulted anyone who dared to put up a fight to hold on to their properties, received twenty years at hard labor.

Jo and Birdie’s morally deficient childhood friends, Tommy and Ronnie Dixon, were also sentenced to ten years hard labor for their part in the kidnapping. Jo thought it a high and hard price to pay for a few pieces of gold. She regretted having to testify against them, but they’d committed a crime, and put her and Birdie in grave danger on purpose.

Jo told herself she didn’t have any worries now. She had a whole new life to think about. Her father had found a new love, Adella Millican, a truly lovely woman, kind and sweet natured. Her father had grieved for three years the loss of Jo’s mother, his wife of twenty-five years. But Jo no longer faced the bleak prospect of spending the rest of her days at the hot spring baking, washing, cleaning up, repairing, and making do. The hot spring had Jauna and her daughter and all her relatives to help Van and Buck and Adella keep Hoyt’s Hot Spring running smoothly. And Adella, Adella would take care of her father, give him what he needed most, the love of a fine woman. Although it made her feel a bit sad and unneeded, Jo could leave, confident life at the hot spring would most likely prosper without her.

She shook her head to dislodge her errant thoughts and gave her full attention to the pork chop and baked potato on her gold-rimmed porcelain plate. She added an extra dollop of sour cream to the potato and another ladle of gravy to the chop. Men, especially mysterious and good-looking men, had no place in her plans.


Chapter Two

At dawn, standing on the front porch of Gabe and Birdie’s Baker City home, Jo wrenched herself from Birdie’s embrace. Then she came up on her toes and gave her father a peck on the cheek. His lips trembling, he patted her on the back.

No one would ever suspect her big, brawny father of having a heart as tender and soft as custard. His jaw clenched, and he swallowed hard. His silver eyes were awash in unshed tears. Silver threads outnumbered the honey brown at his temples, invading the whiskers on jaw and chin. Jo had never really noticed before.

She put her hand to his cheek. “I know you want to come with me to the station, but if you come, then everyone will want to come, and I couldn’t stand it. It’s easier for me to say goodbye here at the house.”

“You send a telegram. Let us know you arrived safe. If you need us, send a wire to Gabe and Birdie. They’ll be here in town, and get word to me right away.”

“I’ll be a teacher at an all-girls Christian school, Daddy, I doubt I’ll be in much danger, but I’ll stay in touch and let you know how I’m settled.”

“Today, Jo,” he said, giving her a little shake. “You send a wire when you get there. I want to know you arrived safe.” He enveloped her in a crushing bear hug, giving her no hint he ever intended to let her go.

“Daddy,” she said. “I will. I promise. You’re not to worry about me. I’m going to be fine.”

With one hand on her father’s arm, Jo turned to Adella. Everything about the woman was soft. Her silver-white hair in a loose braid lay over one rounded shoulder. Dressed in her white robe and nightgown, she could be an angel. She’d certainly made all of her father’s dreams come true. Jo hadn’t seen him so happy and content in a very long time.

Sniffling to hold back her own tears, she put her arm around Adella and pulled her to her side. “You’ll have your hands full with this guy, plus taking care of the guests at the hot spring.”

Reaching for her father’s hand, Jo said to both of them, “I peeked at the bookings for the hot spring—you’re both going to be busy.”

Adella sniffled and dabbed at her tears with her handkerchief. “I know, isn’t it wonderful? We’re booked right into the new year. Don’t worry about us. Thanks to Jauna and her family we have lots of good help with the cooking and the housekeeping. Birdie tattled and told me Van isn’t much of a communicator. And we all know Buck writes good stories but he skips over the hard stuff. So you and I will have to share news. I’ll tell you ours and you tell me yours.”

Tears clogging her throat, Jo nodded and kissed the lady on the cheek. “It’s a deal.”

Van pulled up in the buckboard to the front of the house and shouted, “If you want to make the train, Jo, you better shake-a-leg. Stationmaster says it’s running right on time.” He hopped down and swung the yard gate open. “I set your trunk down on the loading dock. You sure you don’t want me to take you down there?”

Jo embraced her father and Birdie one more time and accepted a hug from her brother Gabe. “I have to go,” she told them and firmed her grip on her valise.

“I’ll write,” she said, skipping down the steps.

Marching toward the yard gate, she said to Van, “I’ll walk. I’ll be a long day on the train sitting. A walk will do me good.”

She stopped in front of him. He’d filled out this summer. No longer did his legs and arms remind her of the limbs of a spider. His shoulders were broad and well-padded with muscle now. He had the dark hair and lake-blue eyes of their mother. Although quiet and on the shy side, it wouldn’t surprise Jo if the single ladies of Baker City didn’t begin to take notice and swoon at his big feet by the droves. “Bye, Van. I feel guilty leaving you.”

“Don’t,” he said. “Dad and I have talked about hiring help with the maintenance of the cabins and the livestock, and I think he’s coming around.”

“You answer my letters,” Jo said, grabbing his corduroy jacket front and giving him a shake. “I want to hear more than a grunt from you.” He nodded and grinned at her.

Still in her dressing gown and in her bare feet, Birdie jumped down off the porch. “Jo, wait.”

Wrapping her arms around Jo, and coming up on her toes, Birdie whispered in her ear. “I think I’m going to have a baby. I threw up my oatmeal again this morning.”

“Why didn’t you say something last night?” Jo asked, and giggled through her tears. God, she was going to miss her silly good friend Birdie-Alice.

Bridie shrugged and pulled back. “I don’t know. We’ve only been married a month and a half. And it was a wedding party. And your going away party. I only half believed it last night, but this morning, well I’m pretty sure now. Mama says I’m a fertile puss. She wasn’t at all surprised. She caught me tossing up my breakfast, said she was the same way when she was carrying me. I’m sorry for springing it on you like this, but I wanted you to know you’re going to be an aunt come spring. I’ll miss talking to you, Jo. Really, I’m going to miss you like crazy.”

“Well, way to go, Birdie. Have you told Gabe?” Birdie shook her head, curls bouncing. “You’re going to drive my brother to drink, Birdie.”

Her hand over her mouth, brown eyes sparkling with unshed tears, Birdie nodded in total agreement.

Jo endured one more wrenching hug before she could pull free of Birdie. Going through the gate, she turned to wave at everyone, their faces blurred by the tears in her eyes.

Homesickness hit hard the second the yard gate latched behind her. The closing of the gate separated her from everything and everyone she loved. Before her lay the unknown, the untried. From here on in she would have no one to catch her, no one to rely on but herself. She couldn’t turn back. She had to move forward. Squaring her shoulders, she switched her bulging valise to her other hand. Behind her, shouts of safe journey and best wishes cheered her on, and she started her march to the train station.

Three blocks wasn’t far, but she had to wait at the corner for the wagon traffic and then skirt the muck and mire in the ruts in the road. She heard the train’s screaming whistle blow as it rounded the curve at the south end of town. Two long whistles, a short toot, another long blast announced its imminent arrival at the station. She had about five minutes to get to the station and get her ticket.

She arrived breathless as the train came to a hissing halt at the depot. Amidst the steam and the passengers disembarking, Jo took her place in line to board. In front of her, a woman, with six children ranging in age from infancy to ten or twelve, fussed and scolded her brood. They ignored her and continued to weave in and out of the line of waiting passengers. All came to a standstill when their father joined the group, ordering them all to behave or be left behind to stay with their Aunt Ginny.

Aunt Ginny, Jo surmised, posed a serious threat, and the hooligans froze, still as statues, to wait their turn to board. Even the baby stopped mewling, putting his thumb in his mouth.

An elderly couple at the head of the line couldn’t manage the steps. The porter and a gentleman in a fine black suit stepped in to offer assistance. The elderly man refused to be lifted into the train. An argument erupted. The old man insisted he could manage while the porter insisted the elderly gent be hoisted up the steps.

Two salesmen behind Jo grumbled over the delay. One of their sample cases struck her in the back of the knee and she nearly crumpled, the weight of her valise causing her to tip forward. Neither gentleman took any notice. When she got bumped again, this time in the rear, she turned to give them a scowl. Both of them had their heads down with hats pulled low over their brows. She suspected they were having a bit of fun at her expense. She pulled out of line and slipped behind them. Swinging her valise in a wide arc, she managed to catch both of their rears. When they turned to complain, she smiled innocently.

The line started to move once the elderly couple was safely stowed aboard. The man in the fine black suit stepped down to the dock and strode off toward the front of the train to the cargo car. Jo gasped, recognizing the black braid down his back.

Then she caught a glimpse of her traveling trunk on the dock before the cargo car doors. It was hard to miss. She and Birdie had painted it powder blue with a yellow lid. Mr. Fancy Suit pointed at it. A man stepped up to help him drag it out of sight into the cargo car.

The line slowly moved forward. She jerked to attention when a porter put his hand beneath her elbow. “Careful, miss, mind the steps. Stay to the left. Plenty of seats in the last car. You’ll find it’s pretty comfortable, back far enough from the smoke and noise of the engine, don’t yah know.”

“Yes, thank you,” she said, offering him a smile. Her gaze traveled down the length of the dock, and there sat her traveling trunk. She took one step up and stopped. “My trunk? Porter. It’s on the dock.”

He didn’t even bother to glance at it. He nodded and said, “Yes, miss. We’ll take care of it right enough—don’t you worry. Best take your seat. We’re about to get underway.” He helped her up to the entrance to the car before pulling up the steps. Then he tipped his cap and entered the passenger car to her right and closed the door on her.

The train whistle sounded, and the train lurched into motion. Jo opened the door on her left to the passenger car to find very few seats available, at least not on the front end of the car. The family took up six seats. The salesmen had taken up four with their traveling cases. The elderly couple had taken up four seats, her with her knitting basket and him with his cane. Jo’s interest in the seating arrangements died as her gaze traveled to the depot slowly sliding by and her powder blue and yellow traveling trunk sitting on the dock.

“Oh no, my trunk,” she cried and staggered down the aisle. Amidst the protests of those she bruised in passing with her valise, she reached the far end of the car and slid the heavy door aside. Stepping out onto the platform at the end of the train, she watched the Baker City depot, and her traveling trunk, slip farther and farther away.


Chapter Three

Dropping her valise, Jo gripped the railing at the back end of the train. Leaning out, she called out an utterly useless plea to the heavens to stop the train. Her trunk contained all of her new clothes, lesson books, school supplies, shoes, work boots, new bonnets—all of her worldly goods were tucked inside it.

The valise she carried with her contained one of her old dresses, a black skirt and white blouse, a sweater, a change of underclothes, a pair of stockings, her hairbrush and hair combs, a looking glass and two romance novels she’d thought to read on the train, or read during an evening if she became idle.

“My trunk,” she whimpered, the rattle and clack of the train drowning out her pitiful plea. A young boy ran out onto the track. She jumped up and down, leaned out from the waist and waved and yelled at him, pointing at her trunk. The boy jumped up and down and waved and waved in return, a big grin on his face.

Fully aware of the futility of her actions, she waved at the boy and shouted and pointed at her trunk on the loading dock, her torso hanging over the rail, feet off the ground. A pair of masculine arms locked around her waist. Startled, she squealed and attempted to right herself. The arms pulled her back, and it occurred to her that perhaps she had more to worry about than her traveling trunk. Perhaps she was now under attack. Memories of being kidnapped resurfaced and she started to fight back. Instead of her legs going down, they went out and back, and her upper body pitched forward. Shoulders and torso dangling over the rail and eyes wide open, ties and gravel glided below her, creating the illusion of a fast flowing dry stream.

The coach car listed and bucked, and the hard rail at the end of the train bruised her rib cage. Pain brought tears to her eyes. If it weren’t for the arms holding her, she would’ve gone overboard for sure. Her new bonnet, with the beautiful pheasant feather and bouquet of rust-colored silk roses nestled around the crown, slid down over one eye. Her mother’s pearl and gold hat pin scratched her scalp, slipping through the twisted knot of hair on top of her head. Frantically, she tried to grab hold of the handrail. Her fingers could touch it, but she couldn’t get a good hold.

Unfortunately, her attempts to get her legs down and find her footing loosened the precious bonnet from its one and only pin. She fell limp with futility when it lifted off her head. Set free, a coil of her hair straggled down over her eyes. Unable to track her new bonnet’s fate, she dropped her head.

“Let me go,” she said to the unseen person holding her back from a very bad end, raising her voice to be heard over the noise of the train. “Let me go this instant. I can stand on my own, if you will let me go,” she managed to say even louder, twisting her head around to throw her voice at her captor.

Slowly, the arms maneuvered her back over the rail. Her feet once again beneath her, she slapped at the hands at her waist. Struggling to regain a modicum of dignity, she brushed her skirt and petticoats down to cover her exposed stocking-encased limbs.

“Let me go. Take your hands off my person this instant.” Back to the rail, head down, she rubbed her head with one hand and irrationally slapped the chest of the brute whom she now blamed for the loss of her new bonnet. “My hat. My beautiful new hat.”

“Stop it,” said a deep masculine, cultured voice. Clamping down on her flying fist, he froze her hand at his chest. “Stop it now, you’re safe.”

His voice, she did not doubt, in any other circumstance would have reassured her she was safe from an attack, but in this instance, she found it decidedly patronizing and irksome. He patted her captive hand, as one would a dotty flibbertigibbet.

“I’m sorry about your bonnet,” he said. “When I saw you dangling over the rail, I thought I better save you from falling off the end of the train. When I came through the door and saw what you were doing, a vision of you…crumpled, battered, and busted, lying in the ditch beside the tracks flashed before my eyes. I didn’t give a thought to your hat.”

Inhaling to calm herself, Jo stopped fighting him and opened her eyes. Removing the hair from the front of her face, she locked gazes with a pair of black orbs set deep beneath straight black brows.

The Indian. My God.

For a second she thought she might swoon but then remembered her hat and refused to be a ninny. The busboy-stable-hand-guard-mystery man who had haunted her dreams last night stood right before her. And he sounded well-spoken, educated. Birdie was right. He’s a sharp, maybe a gambler. The clothes, his voice, everything about him said he’s playing a part. But why?

Exhaling, frosty as a morning in November, she said, “You may let me go now, sir. I did not leap. I have no intention now, nor did I ever intend throwing myself off the back of this train.”

Her cheeks, my God, they were on fire. She should thank him, not stand here berating him. She couldn’t. Wouldn’t admit to her foolishness, to the futility of her actions. She had to maintain her dignity, what little she had left, at all costs.

Flustered, embarrassed, she lashed out with no good reason. Someone had to take the blame, and this bounder proved an easy target. She brushed her skirt and tugged her riding coat to close over the ruffles of her blouse. “I was not in any danger at all until you grabbed me and startled me and I lost my balance and my footing.”

His eyes crinkled up at the corners. He pressed his lips together, pulled in his strong chin, and didn’t bother to hide a dismissive snort and a cheeky smirk. Maintaining her frigid glare, he wisely dropped his hands from her waist and retreated, taking a step back. But not far enough away to allow her to get past him, however.

A smile twitching at the corners of his mouth, he touched the brim of his hat and tipped his head in deference to her. “My mistake, Miss Buxton. But it appeared to me you were in imminent danger of going overboard when I saw your feet coming off the ground. I mistakenly thought you were bent on launching yourself over the side of this moving train. In my opinion, it’s fortunate you only lost your silly hat.”

Gathering up all her dignity, she spoke in her most quelling tone of voice, the voice she had practiced in anticipation of inflicting it upon recalcitrant young ladies. “I had a perfectly good reason for leaning over the rail. I was waving at that boy back there. My traveling trunk—it’s back there. I need it. I know, I know, the boy couldn’t hear me and what could he do? Nothing.” She shook her head at him. “But, I’ll have you know, my hat was not silly. It came all the way from Paris, France. And it cost me five dollars at the Baker City Emporium.”

He pressed his lips together and tucked in his chin. Satisfied he’d accepted her scold, she said “Now, my traveling trunk is back there on the loading dock. We must go back and get it.”

“I am sorry, not possible,” he said with no hint of a smile on his lips or in his eyes, his expression inscrutable.

She shook her head; he knew her name. Who was he? And how did he know her name? The trial, of course. He knew her name from the trial. He’d been at the trial. But what was he doing here, now, right here? Narrowing her gaze, she persisted in her request. “We aren’t that far from Baker City, not yet. I must tell the porter. Let me pass.”

A gust of wind and a swirl of dust flew up and grabbed a coil of her hair. The hat pin she thought she’d lost with her hat scratched her cheek before it fell to the grated platform. Without thinking, she bent down to retrieve it. With hair in her eyes, she butted heads with her unwelcome rescuer. She squeaked and backed up against the railing behind her, and this time she did fear she might topple over the end of the train.

In a flash, he had one arm around her waist. “You’re determined to break your pretty neck, aren’t you?” he said, his lips close to her ear, which caused her to shiver, much to her disgust.

“Your hat pin, I believe,” he said holding up the pin before her nose.

Tense and short of breath, she attempted to puff her hair out of her eyes. Gently, with one very warm finger, he tucked the heavy coils of her hair behind each ear. She could feel his breath on her cheek. He smelled of starch, cloves, and sage. She couldn’t look away from his eyes. They were spellbinding, old eyes full of secrets. If she lost her head, she could lose herself in their depths.

“Your hat pin, I believe,” he repeated, holding the pin a little closer to her nose.

Trembling, her voice faltering, she said, “My mother’s. Thank you.”

Squaring her shoulders and refusing to look at him, she said in a stronger voice, “Let me pass. I really must find the porter. We have to back up and retrieve my traveling trunk.”

He tipped his hat to her and moved aside. “There’s no need to speak to the porter,” he said, sliding the door open for her.

Dismissing his comment, she huffed and stumbled past him. The darn porter, she recalled, had disappeared in the forward car. Fearing her trembling legs would give out before she made it to the other end, she took the nearest vacant seat. Sliding over to the window, she averted her face, praying the Indian would go away and leave her alone to catch her breath and gather her wits.

She heard him chuckle, a deep-throated sound, and then sensed the heat of his body next to her. Tucking herself as far over as she could, she folded her arms across her chest and gave him one of her quelling stares. “Find another seat, please.”

He shook his head at her. “Can’t.”

Turning herself in her seat to face him, drawing upon every ounce of dignity she had in her, she said, “You can and you will. There are several open seats available. I’ll complain to the porter. I’ll tell him you accosted me, and are making a nuisance of yourself. I’ll scream,” she said, narrowing her eyes, certain of her powers to persuade.

He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t want any of the other seats. I want this one. The other seats are facing the wrong way. I’ll get sick if I ride backward. Betcha that’s why they’re vacant. Not many folks like to ride backward.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Snatching her valise from between her legs, she said, “Then I’ll move.”

He gave her a considering look but didn’t budge. “Well, all right. But you might want to think about it for a moment.”

She stood up and bounced her valise off the side of his knee to get him to move. “I don’t need to think about it. I’m moving.”

The train, picking up speed, rocked the rickety wooden cars back and forth, forward and back. Moving in an unpredictable rhythm, she lost her balance and pitched forward, her body landing between his long legs, her hands on his chest. Grinning at her, he said in a soft, seductive whisper, “You really should’ve stay seated, Miss Buxton, before one of us is injured, or before I am left with no other recourse but to complain you’re molesting me.”

Palms on his chest, Jo rolled herself over his thigh and back to a seated position. Her valise landed hard on her left foot, and her hair fell once more over her eyes. Heat rising up from her bosom, cheeks burning red hot, ears on fire, she fought to hold on to her temper while twisting her dratted hair up into a knot. It now hung down over one shoulder, spikes sticking out of the knot and at the end. She didn’t need a mirror to know what she looked like. This wasn’t the first time she’d struggled to control her long mane of hair.

He sat there, all tidy and put together, a confident smirk on his face, watching her. “Now, then, let’s consider where you might find a place to light.” He tipped his head toward her, his gaze scanning the passengers within the car. “There’s a seat up there by those two brats…ah…precocious little angels. I’m sure their squabbling wouldn’t bother you much. Looks like the battle is over a thick slice of bread and jam—raspberry or strawberry. You can see it there on their faces and, yes, in their hair as well. Just as well you lost your bonnet, it wouldn’t last a minute around those two.”

Jo pulled a face in spite of herself. She didn’t say so, but she’d rather ride on top of the car than sit anywhere near those bratty children and their ineffective parents.

He must’ve read her mind. He said, “No? Well, there’s actually two empty benches right up there. Either one of those salesmen would probably welcome your scintillating presence with enthusiasm.”

“Ha,” she said without thinking.

He shook his head, leaned his shoulder against hers, and spoke to her behind his hand. “That leaves the snoozing grandma and grandpa. If you don’t mind being made a pillow, they would welcome your company, I’m sure.”

Fed up with his flippancy, she took a moment to really look at her fellow travelers. On the left and two seats forward sat two gentlemen he’d failed to point out to her. The gentleman closest to the window had very sandy blond hair that curled around the wide brim of his Stetson and over his ears. The gentleman on the aisle barely fit on the bench. His mutton chops covered his jowls clear down to his chin. Seated across the aisle from the two men sat a very handsome and large man dressed in a plaid wool coat and a black hat—Jo recognized them immediately.

“You’ve failed to suggest the rather stout gentleman with the mutton chops and his companion, the blond gentleman in the brown hat. There’s an entire bench across from them. It’s facing backward of course, but I don’t mind. Or what about the gentleman across the aisle, the one in the plaid coat? He’s all alone. I could sit with him and stay facing forward. I could have the window. Surely you must remember them, you cleared their table in the restaurant last evening. As a matter of fact you spent considerable time and effort clearing their table if I recall. Perhaps they would allow you to sit with them and leave me alone.”


Chapter Four

Ryder did enjoy a sassy, smart, beautiful woman. He’d grown up around a whole passel of women like Miss Josephine Buxton, and sparring with her presented a pleasant way to pass the time.

A month and a half ago, when Mr. Buxton and Mr. Bollo had brought in McDaniel and his thugs to the Baker City Sheriff’s Office, Ryder had spotted her on the street. Her mane of honey-brown hair set fire by the last rays of the setting sun caught his attention. Later, when he found out she had to testify in the case against the kidnappers, he put himself forward to volunteer for guard duty, although the judge thought it an insult to his court to have an Indian, albeit a Pinkerton agent, posing as a guard. But Ryder had talked him around to the idea, suggesting it would be an honor to volunteer his services to the court. Eventually, to get rid of him, the judge relented.

His admiration for Miss Buxton grew as the trial proceeded. She’d remained poised throughout, neither flinching nor evading questions, and always giving direct and short answers. During her testimony, she’d mentioned her recent appointment as teacher at the Ascension School for Young Ladies in Cherry Grove. Melody, his little sister, was a pupil at that school. Telt and Buttrum’s daughters attended the Ascension school as well.

McDaniel’s defense attorney unsuccessfully intimated Miss Buxton and Miss Bollo had willingly run off with Tommy and Ronnie Dixon as a lark. He even threatened the news of her hoydenish conduct could lose her the teacher’s position. The defense strategy fell apart when eyewitness testimony from other members of the outing group overwhelmingly supported Miss Buxton and Miss Bollo’s version of events.

Miss Buxton’s cool-headedness during questioning impressed him, and Ryder decided, before the trial ended, she’d make the perfect contact plant inside the school. All was not right at the Ascension school. And, as soon as he rounded up these train robbers, he meant to discover what the hell was going on.

He’d baited the trap, or rather his little brother Jewel had baited the trap. Last night, shooting his mouth off over his beer at the saloon, he’d let it slip a lot of loot was heading out of town on the next day’s train. If there were any train robbers around, they’d make a move on this train. Surely, to any self-respecting train robber, the Wells Fargo Gold and the O.R. and N. payroll would be a far too tempting prize to pass up. And especially as it didn’t appear to be guarded. No Pinkerton agents in sight, no armed guards. Nothing to keep a gang of thieves from having their way.

Back there at the station when Ryder had cradled the old man in his arms to get him up the steps, he’d felt the hard leather of a shoulder holster beneath the man’s wool suit coat—which reeked of whiskey and cigars. When the old boy tried to stand, he’d also caught a glimpse of blue metal poking out of the top of his knee-high riding boots. No good reason came to mind for an old man to be armed with a hog leg.

As for the old lady, Ryder cringed when he’d gotten a close-up look at her. She had chin whiskers, red ones. And she weighed a ton.

The Payasos gang were famous for being able to blend in, take on many roles and guises. Convinced the old couple were playing parts in disguise, with Percy’s help he’d transferred the gold and the O.R. and N. payroll to the most unlikely looking box he could see in the cargo car, the blue and yellow trunk. He’d commissioned Percy to send a wire to North Powder requesting Pinkerton supply Agent Ryder McAdam extra agents as a robbery was expected between North Powder and Cherry Grove. The colorful trunk, to Ryder’s chagrin, he now realized belonged to Miss Buxton. He’d left in it Percy and Jewel’s capable hands to deliver safely to Cherry Grove.

If he was right and this train was robbed, and they did catch the Payasos Gang, once they arrived in Cherry Grove he would transfer the gold and the payroll from the traveling trunk to a strong box and load it on a train headed to Laura Creek with proper Pinkerton guards.

As for Miss Buxton’s trunk, he looked forward to returning it to her. Her belongings were safe and sound inside a packing crate in the cargo car. The Wells Fargo strong box in the cargo car now contained cast iron fry pans and kettles.

He’d given Telt a note to keep an eye on the elderly couple before rushing out to keep the lovely Miss Buxton from going head first off the end of the train.

His current and pressing problem was to get those children and their parents out of this car. He didn’t want to analyze too closely why he didn’t include Miss Buxton in his evacuation plans. He told himself it might tip off his quarry if he rushed everyone but his suspects out of the car.

He couldn’t be certain about the salesmen. They could be salesmen. But then again, they could be with the old couple. The Payasos gang had worked their way into Oregon, robbing trains. Pinkerton speculated they were on their way to Canada. So far, no one knew exactly what they looked like or how many were involved. They adopted a routine of pulling a robbery and then disappearing. They’d been spotted as stable hands, hawkers in traveling shows, even posing as preachers and morticians. Rumor had it the leader, as well as members of the gang, were at one-time circus performers.

McDaniel had tried unsuccessfully to blame the Payasos gang for beating up a farmer and stealing his horses. He’d sworn he’d seen the gang in action, they were in the area, and he was innocent. The farmer, however, told a different story. But as a follow-up, Ryder had sent out some telegrams, and indeed the Payasos gang had robbed a train between Idaho Falls and Boise. And another between Boise and Ontario, Oregon, right across the border from Idaho. Another attempt had been made near Vale, a little town east and north of Ontario, on a trunk line from a rock quarry owned by the OR&N. That one had failed, but all the robbers had gotten clean away, scattered to winds in the rolling hills between Ontario and Baker City.

Without descriptions or names of any of the Payasos gang, he couldn’t put a make on anyone. So far the Payasos hadn’t killed anyone. They were, however, getting a reputation. A reputation for being unstoppable. Ryder meant to put an end to their performances.

He didn’t know if he, Royce, Telt, and Buttrum would succeed in capturing the gang if they did decide to rob the train, but they had a better shot at it than anyone had gotten so far over the past sixteen months. Ryder figured if he were going to rob this train, he’d make his move in the pass north of North Powder. The train had to go through a tunnel and between some high-sided, narrow canyons. There were plenty of places for an ambush as the train slowed going up the grade.

George, the porter, came through the door at the other end of the car and began his way down the aisle, stopping to punch the tickets of the parents with the large brood. Besides removing the family from this car, he needed to keep Miss Buxton from drawing attention to the fact her traveling trunk had been left behind on the loading dock.

The porter moved on to the elderly couple. Ryder sat transfixed, ears straining and attention focused. They didn’t move or open their eyes. The porter removed two tickets from the black hatband of the old man’s felt hat. The old man didn’t flinch or move a muscle. That didn’t smell right. Would a senile old fart like him have the forethought to put his tickets in the brim of his hat? Ryder doubted it.

Reacting on instinct, Ryder put out his hand and caught Miss Buxton’s wrist before she could wave her ticket in the air and call out to the porter. “Miss Buxton,” he said, moving swiftly to sit on the bench in front of her. With his body leaning in toward her and his voice low, he said, “You must believe me, all of your possessions are aboard this train.”

Her beautiful gray eyes glittered with barely suppressed outrage.

“It is imperative,” he continued, “for your safety, and the safety of everyone in this car and on this train, you accept my assurances and desist from drawing attention to the fact your trunk was left sitting on the loading dock in Baker City.”

Defiance written all over her pretty face, jaw set and lips tight, she silently warned him he was about to get an earful. In anticipation of her next move, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. He’d fantasized about what it would be like to kiss Miss Buxton from the moment he’d seen her out on the street in Baker City. Her reaction, in his dreams, was quite different from the one she presented at the moment. She squeaked in surprise, not a loud squeak, but a squeak of repugnance all the same.

Her eyes flew open, and her lips parted. He whispered his plea against her mouth, “Shhh, please. It’s important.”

He slipped back into the seat beside her before she could slap his face. “I beg your pardon, Miss Buxton,” he said, unable to meet her accusing glare.

He cursed his Scots/Indian blood; it ran hot and undisciplined.

He rarely considered the mores of the day, the rules of society. He’d grown up in Laura Creek, not a wild animal. He knew his table manners. He knew better than to talk back to people in power. He always remembered to tip his hat when he met a lady. And all women were ladies in his eyes. Some of his so-called manners came from a strong sense of self-preservation. He avoided standing in the limelight, having the good sense to refrain from drawing attention to himself.

Neither Royce nor his mother had ever tried to erase what he was, what his sister and brother were. They were Indians, they were orphans, they were strong-minded, independent, and yes, insubordinate at times and incautious, but always true to themselves. He doubted society would ever consider him anything but an outsider no matter how hard he tried to polish himself, reshape himself in the image of a true Victorian gentleman. However, he could admit, he’d overstepped the bounds of propriety when he’d kissed Miss Buxton to keep her from giving him a piece of her mind.

After a long silence, spine straight, hands clenched tightly in her lap, she finally spoke. “You, sir, are a dangerous man. I don’t know who you are or what you are, but I want no part of whatever you are up to. I want no part of you. I’ve asked you to move to another seat. You’ve refused. I want to move. You won’t allow it, which leaves me to conclude I am your hostage.”

Suppressing the urge to laugh outright, he pressed his lips together and shook his head at her. “Hostage? No, Miss Buxton, you’re my chosen volunteer.”

“Ticket, please?” George said, coming to stand next to their seats. Ryder removed Miss Buxton’s ticket from her fingers and handed it to George who punched a hole in it. George handed it back to Miss Buxton and leaned in a little to say in a lowered voice, “You ride easy, miss. Mr. McAdam, he knows what he’s doin’.”

“Thank you, George,” Ryder said and gave the man a nod.

George proceeded to make his way down the aisle, gliding from side to side as if he were on ice skates. At the other end of the car, he disappeared through the connecting door without a backward glance.


Chapter Five

Given her level of frustration and confusion in response to the avalanche of heat and emotions generated by one uninvited kiss, Jo focused on the dilemma of what to do about it. One thing, for sure, she would not give him the satisfaction of thinking his lips had upset her equilibrium in any way.

She’d never received a shut-up kiss before, but she’d witnessed her friend Birdie-Alice receive many a shut-up kiss. Her friend, being the fiery sort, usually kicked the offender in the shins before running away, shouting to all the world all the things the kiss-er had tried to hush up.

Hemmed in, Jo couldn’t run, and she really didn’t think shouting would do her any good at all. The bounder had friends on this train, the porter, and for all she knew, those men from the restaurant. Something about them being on this train, in this car, didn’t smell right. No, she had to use her head, but if he thought she would cower or succumb to intimidation, he was well off the mark.

She’d been kissed, many times, by boys. A handsome bounder, a man, not a boy, had stolen a kiss, which she could admit added a thrilling edge to the experience. The proper response, she knew, was outrage. It was the only response a lady could give. But looking inside herself, delving a little deeper, he’d gotten her blood pumping and her pulse racing. No man or boy had ever managed that before.

Frightened? No, she decided. Startled and puzzled as to his motives, yes. If he’d introduced himself, started a conversation with her in the proper manner, she doubted she’d be wary of him at all. He didn’t pose a threat; he wouldn’t harm her. She didn’t know why she thought that, but somehow she knew it, he wouldn’t harm her. No matter, he’d stolen her lips to shut her up, and that was not playing fair. Deduction, he was an arrogant beast.

Clearly, he was up to no good, and it had something to do with her trunk being left at the station. Why did he insist on imposing himself on her? What the devil did he need her for? Who was he? These were the questions she would demand he answer first and foremost.

Turning her shoulders a bit, the better to face him, she asked in a cold and quiet voice, “The porter, he addressed you as Mr. McAdam. I will presume for the moment that is your name. You have neglected to formally introduce yourself, although you clearly know mine. I suspect you have many aliases and guises. I demand you explain yourself. Who are you and what possible use can I be to you? Explain this cause to which you have volunteered my participation.”

He grinned at her and nodded, also turning his shoulders in and leaning toward her. “My name is Ryder McAdam,” he said and held out his hand to her. “My apologies for not introducing myself sooner.” Reluctantly she took his hand. He held it a second or two, his eyes holding her attention hostage. He shook his head and let her hand go. “Perhaps I should tell you where I first saw you. You were standing in the street in Baker City, the setting sun turning your lovely hair to flame. I wanted to know your name. Sheriff Phelps identified you and told me you had come to town to give testimony in the McDaniel’s trial.”

She shook her head at him. “I should warn you charm won’t work on me. I have brothers. Compliments make me suspicious. All right, Mr. McAdam, what were you doing in Baker City? And why the interest in me?”

He pulled his shoulders back and shook his head. “I was in the sheriff’s office when your father and Mr. Bollo brought in McDaniel and his cohorts. I had an assignment in the courtroom. During the trial, I took note you would soon be leaving Baker City to teach at the Ascension School for Girls in Cherry Grove. I have a sister, Melody McAdam, at the school.”

Jo nodded. At last a connection she could understand. But still, so many questions unanswered. She now gathered he wasn’t an outlaw, but he had a connection with the law. But how?

He tipped his head toward Mr. Sandy-Hair and Mr. Muttonchops and Mr. Big-and-Powerful. “My….friends…have daughters enrolled in the school as well. They’ve reported a couple of instances of near abductions. When I learned you were going there, it occurred to me someone, someone such as yourself, a person in authority could observe with fresh eyes and keep us informed of any suspicious activities or behaviors. With help, we might be able to put a stop to whatever is going on and alert the proper authorities before anyone comes to real harm or disappears.”

Jo considered his explanation. “Harm? What kind of harm? And disappearances? Abduction? How could anyone disappear? I don’t understand. Why not simply alert the administration at the school? Surely they should be informed if there’s danger.”

He nodded. “Yes, we asked the girls those same questions. They tried, but Mr. and Mrs. Jones, the administrator and headmistress of the school, dismissed their stories. The girls were given extra chores, punished for making up wild tales and scaring the other children. Which led me and my friends to suspect the administration is somehow involved.”

He paused a moment to allow her to absorb what he was telling her. “There are two teachers. You will be number three, all women. You will be the youngest. Your predecessor, a young woman like yourself, vanished into thin air. There is no trace of where she might have gone. Her only family, a brother, hasn’t seen her and didn’t even know she’d left the school until I notified him.

“Mr. Jones, Ira Jones, takes care of the business end of the school. He’s a preacher, or so he says. So far, from what I’ve been able to discover, he’s a preacher who has never had a church or a flock. Mr. Jones’s wife, Ester, oversees the day to day operations of the place. She’s not a certified teacher. However, she supervises the teachers and is in charge of the curriculum.

“The students do the laundry and housekeeping and the cooking. According to what we know, the school raises most of what they eat, taking from their garden and the chickens and hogs they raise. Many of the repairs to the buildings are taken care of by the Jones’s son, Gerald. According to my sister Melody, he’s a clunk, but harmless. Very few outsiders ever set foot on the campus.”

She resented him for it, but what he’d related to her had her second-guessing her decision to accept the teaching position. “The school came highly recommended,” she said on the defensive. “I checked before I applied for the teacher position,” Jo said, ashamed of the little white lie. In truth, she’d made out a list of schools seeking teachers and applied to all eight of them. When she found out Birdie had mailed them, she held little hope of hearing anything at all. So, surprised and flattered the Ascension School had accepted her application, she hadn’t looked into anything but the minimum of details.

“In their brochure, it gave a brief summary of what my duties would be and how the school is run,” she said. Another lie, she hadn’t received a brochure at all. Drat the man. He had her doubting herself. He’d made her feel like a fool for waving at a boy who couldn’t possibly help her get her traveling trunk. Of course, the train wouldn’t back up just for her and her silly traveling trunk; she could accept that now. For heaven sake, she might very well have fallen off the back of the train if he hadn’t come to her rescue. And now, it was none of his business why or how she’d come to choose the Ascension School. Perspiration beading on her upper lip, she said to justify her decision, “I’m accustomed to maintaining a garden and preparing animals for food, so I’m not put off by the prospect of hard work. Far from it, I think it’s resourceful and instructive. I’m not a religious person, but I did think I would feel safer at an all-girls school, on a closed campus.”

He sat back and rested his arm on the back of the bench seat. Lowering his voice, he said, “I don’t doubt your credentials. I’m sure you’re an excellent candidate for the teaching position. It’s Mr. and Mrs. Jones’ credentials I question.

“The supposed abduction attempts, from what we’ve been able to piece together, and from what the girls have said, were perpetrated by an elderly couple, or possibly men disguised as women. The girls said the two would-be abductors were very strong. They were taken by the elbow and propelled along, nearly picked up off the ground. Without interruption, it would’ve been difficult for them to break free. He, she, or they inform the victim they have an urgent message from home. They don’t give their victims any time to question what they’re being told. They are deliberately rushed and purposefully instilled with a strong sense of urgency.

“Using the names, first and last of the victim’s family members, they give one or two specific details, such as the occupation of the parent, or spouse’s name or the name of a family acquaintance. The victim is urged to accept their aid immediately, no time to lose. Transportation is near at hand, a closed buggy or wagon offering them a safe and expedient journey home to deal with whatever emergency they’ve invented. As you may know, trains don’t run but one way on alternate days and not at all on Sundays. The timing of these attempts is such there would be no train going in the direction of the girl’s home for two days. Which makes the offer of ready transportation a godsend. Or at least that’s the way it is presented.

“This person, or these persons, have personal information, I believe, personal information the school would have in their records, and from conversations with the parents of the victims. You’d be surprised how much personal information people give out during a casual conversation. It wouldn’t be hard for the directors of the school to have details of the lives of the girls.

“One of the older girls, a Miss Grace Buttrum, was approached. She’d hesitated before the milliner's shop window in town. She was approached, urged, taken by the elbow and moved along toward a nearby alley. The elderly couple explained they’d been sent by her mother to see her safely home to Laura Creek. There was a fire. Her father, who is a member of the local fire brocade in Laura Creek, was badly burned. They used her mother’s name. They used her mother’s sister’s name and the name of the pastor at the church in Laura Creek. Grace wanted to tell her friend Twyla-Rose she had to leave for home, but the couple wouldn’t let her. Grace has a temper and started to scream and kick. The couple let her go and disappeared down the alley.

“The group wasn’t far away, a few steps, Grace rejoined them and found her friend Twyla-Rose Longtree and told her the story she’d been told. The two girls reported the incident to one of the teachers. The teacher allowed Miss Buttrum to send a wire home to Laura Creek. Miss Longtree’s father, the sheriff, assured Miss Buttrum all’s well, no trouble at home. But of the elderly couple, there was no trace.”

Now and then with the motion of the train, their arms accidentally or on purpose, Jo couldn’t say, brushed up against each other, sending a little shiver through her that distracted her thoughts when she really needed to pay close attention. She moved away from him. He adjusted and scooted closer, his body instinctively mirroring her movement and maintaining close proximity. Hypnotized by his words and by the brush of his arm, she caught herself nodding in agreement, falling for the story he’d laid out before her.

Seemingly unaware of her thoughts, Mr. McAdam continued. “They used the trouble at home ruse on three different occasions at the school. Fortunately, the young ladies are looking out for each other. During the remaining two months of last year’s school term and so far this year, no abduction attempts were made. Abductions are on the rise in the bigger cities and ports, especially Portland. Human trafficking, the trafficking of young teenage girls, is on the rise, and I fear we must be on our guard.”

Jo opened her mouth to speak, cleared her throat, and said, “I was recently abducted myself. It is a very frightening experience, I can tell you.”

“I heard the details during the trial,” he replied. “You and Miss Bollo were very brave. It was, in part, your experience that served to convince me you would be up to helping us investigate the incidents at the school. I’m pleased you are on the train today, and have the opportunity to speak with you about this.”

Jo pulled back and blinked. “Incidents? Investigating?” Her voice rose in alarm with each word. “So I’m no longer a volunteer. Now, I’m investigating incidents. I was right in my initial assessment of you, Mr. McAdam, you are a dangerous man.”

Leaning in toward her, he reached out and barely touched her hand. “If you would keep your voice down, I would appreciate it,” he said.

She drew back, and hating herself for going along with his silly scenario, she complied and asked in a whisper, “Why?”

He sighed and tapped her clasped hands with a finger. “I’m afraid, Miss Buxton,” he said, speaking very confidentially and close to her face, “I’ve involved you, and everyone else on board this train, in a very dangerous mission. A mission I hope to carry off without injury or delay. But it’s imperative nothing and no one tip my hand, so to speak. Surprise and timing, Miss Buxton, I’m counting heavily upon it in this game of hide and seek.”

She wrenched her hand out from under his and held it to her bosom. But without her permission, she obeyed and kept her voice to a hiss. “So it is a game with you. Hide and seek, is it? Whatever game you’re at, sir, I want no part of it. Now,” she said, facing forward, locking her fingers in a tight fold in her lap, “I’ll not say another word. Stay if you must, but I’ll have no further conversation.”

She heard him chuckle but refused to meet his eyes or respond and focused on the scenery outside her window.

“Do you know how to use a pistol, Miss Buxton?” he asked her, whispering, his lips very close to her ear.

It took everything she had not to look at him and to maintain her focus on the passing sage and boulders. Dismissing his ludicrous question, she tipped her head to the window, feigning a special interest in the scenery. “Of course I do,” she said to her reflection in the window. “I wish I had one right now, I’d poke the barrel up your nose.”

“Good,” he said, and with a shake of his coat sleeve, he produced a small but deadly looking Derringer and put it in her lap. “It’s loaded. The safety is on. Once we leave the North Powder station remove the safety. It is my belief this train will be robbed.” He put his finger against her lips. “Shhhh. I don’t know what will happen, but I want you to be able to protect yourself if the need should arise.”

She could find no words. Stunned, she stared at him, mouth open.

She could barely hear what he was saying, his voice was so low. “We’ll be pulling into the station soon. I’m going to see if there’s room for the family in the forward car. I would appreciate it if you’d stay right where you are. My friend, the big man up there, that’s Telt Longtree. He’s a sheriff, and he’s going keep an eye on Grandpa and Grandma. I don’t think the salesmen will go anywhere. My father Royce O’Bannon is watching them. If they do leave this car, if you could tell me where they go or who they talk to, it would help. You’re a good sport, Miss Buxton. I knew I could count on you. Mr. Buttrum, Howard Buttrum, will be seated back here near you and the rear door. He’s armed. You’ll be well guarded.”

Jo closed her mouth and blinked. Incredulous, she struggled to process the extent of his audaciousness. She had questions, a lot of questions. He stood, tapped her on the nose, leaned down and planted a light as a feather kiss on her lips.

The train whistle sounded, warning passengers they would soon arrive at the North Powder Station. “Duty calls,” he said. “Save my seat."

The train began to slow, and the whistle sounded again. Mr. McAdam slipped through the sliding door at the back of the train. His leave-taking went unnoticed by all except Jo, who put her fingers to her tingling lips.


Chapter Six

Alert to every little movement her fellow travelers made, Jo sat with the weight of the silver pistol cradled in her lap. With the safety lock off, she folded her hands over the weapon to conceal it. Outside, the station platform was busy with passengers disembarking and boarding. She searched for Mr. McAdam. He’d gone out the door behind her and disappeared. Like a bandit, he’d stolen another kiss. She wondered if he’d gone around the other side of the train where he would be out of her line of vision.

The two salesmen hadn’t left their seats. They were too busy telling loud, vulgar jokes which were disgusting, but hardly criminal behavior. The elderly couple hadn’t moved a muscle. She thought it ludicrous to suspect them of being criminals. But they could’ve died in their sleep, not a pleasant prospect at all. At this point, on edge and over-vigilant and her imagination running away with her, Jo thought anything possible.

Mr. McAdam’s friend, Sheriff Longtree, got up and moved to the other end of the car. He took the seat behind the elderly couple, facing Jo’s direction. He nodded to her. Jo blinked, blushed, and looked away.

Mr. Muttonchops, no, he had a name, Mr. Buttrum got up, winked at her, stepped back two seats, and settled himself across the aisle from her. The smoke from his cigar, sweet and coiling, wafted in her direction. She squeezed her burning eyes shut to calm her nerves. With no idea of what to expect or look for, she prayed she wouldn’t have need of a firearm.

A twinkly-eyed, apple-cheeked matron entered the car and stopped to talk to the family with the six children. She held up her hamper and pulled back the checkered cloth to reveal the contents. From her seat, Jo smelled fried chicken and warm bread and suffered a momentary bout of homesickness. The matron waved her arm out in obvious invitation. The parents nodded, all smiles, and gathered up their charges to follow the matron bearing treats out of the car.

Outside, a dust cloud rose up in the distance. Three riders, all wearing long black dusters and black hats, raced toward the mountains. Squinting against the glare of the window glass, Jo wondered if their haste to leave town had anything to do with Mr. McAdam and his train robbers. She shook her head at the fanciful notion. Really, he had her imagination working overtime.

Clicking and snapping noises brought her attention back to the occupants of the car. The salesman in the pea-green suit coat shifted in his seat, his sample case open. His rifling around in the contents produced more clicking and snapping, leaving her to suppose the case held tools—hardware of some kind.

The porter ushered in two ladies. Jo sized them up as sporting ladies, dressed as they were in feathers and lace and with a liberal quantity of powder and rouge on their faces. Their heavy perfume mingled with the cigar smoke, the combination making her a little queasy. Fortunately, the porter had left the door open at the far end of the car. Jo welcomed the fresh air.

The whistle blew, and the train began to chug out of the station. The two ladies of the evening quickly struck up a flirtation with the salesmen and sat down beside them. The old man and old woman, apparently not dead, snuggled down, opening and then closing their eyes.

The elusive Mr. McAdam, however, remained absent. The crowd outside on the platform floated past and then disappeared from view. Straight ahead lay open prairie and the rolling foothills of the Wallowas in the distance.

Mr. Sandy-Hair, no, he had a name too, Mr. O’Bannon slid closer to the aisle and struck up a conversation with the closest sporting lady, a blowsy blonde decked out in a royal purple satin gown with a frothy white lace collar that drew the eye to her full bosoms. And why was he Mr. O’Bannon if he was Mr. McAdam’s father? This entire trip was giving her a headache. Too many questions and not enough answers. If Mr. McAdam ever showed up again, she’d pull his ear until she got the truth out of him.

With Mr. Longtree sitting forward and Mr. Buttram at the back, the exits and entrances were now guarded. Jo and her fellow travelers had become captives in the confined space of the train car. Be it for good or ill, Jo couldn’t say. Her nerves stretched taut; she was unaware when Mr. McAdam re-entered the car. She jumped and grabbed the pistol when he sat down beside her. Her startled mew caused Mr. McAdam to shake his head, a warning to be quiet. Patting the hand gripping the pistol, he said, “Not yet. With any luck, you won’t need it.”

Jo opened her mouth to demand he outline particulars, such as in what circumstance would she need a pistol and why? He put a finger to her lips. “I’m going to explain. We have to speak quietly, understand?”

Jo nodded her head, even though she didn’t understand, not at all.

∙•∙

He had’em. He had the Payasos gang right here on this train.

Three Pinkerton agents met him the moment he’d jumped off the back of the train and handed him a telegram they’d received from an eyewitness’s account at the failed robbery in Vale. The eyewitness gave descriptions and names. Seems the robbers had taken jobs at the rock quarry in Vale. They’d slipped up and used their actual names, names Pinkerton could trace. They were getting overconfident and desperate. Ryder sent the three Pinkerton men on their way up the line. He doubted they’d catch up with the train before it got hit, but at least they’d be there to manage the prisoners. And Ryder was determined there would be prisoners.

He hesitated to tell her, but he thought he should let Miss Buxton know the gravity of the situation he’d put her in. He settled in beside her and pretended to study a loose button on his coat sleeve. “The old man, Jacob Jaynes. The old woman, Tick Spinney. Wanted for robbery in Kansas, Oklahoma, Michigan, and Ohio. Old man has a hog leg in his boot and a shoulder holster. Old woman isn’t a woman. She’s also armed. I’m not certain if the salesmen are gang members. I’m going to assume so. They were seen with the old man and the old woman last night sharing a cozy meal together.”

Jo put her hand on his arm and shook her head. “The salesman in green rifled his case. Didn’t see, but metallic sounds, clicks, and snaps. What about ladies?”

He smiled at her and winked. “Also members. Should assume they’re armed. I’ve sent Pinkerton men ahead. I can’t say if they’ll be on hand when the train is stopped.”

“Why rob this train? I didn’t see any armed guards get in the cargo car.”

“Two shipments, Wells Fargo and OR&N payroll, are supposed to be on this train. I didn’t ask for any guards. I’ve got my father, the sheriff, and Buttrum. I trust them. I can rely on them. And I wanted to make it easy for the thieves to rob this train. They were getting way too cocky. And I was right, they slipped up. But not to worry, I sidetracked the payroll and gold to your travel trunk. Not on the train. My objective is to round up robbers.”

Uh, oh, he might have to kiss her again. She opened her mouth, eyes flashing silver daggers at him. He leaned in.

Throwing up a barrier, her arms across her bosom, she huffed and turned her face away to defray his assault on her lips. “You will not do that again sir,” she hissed, her lips clamped tightly together.

A shiver of regret ran through him. He sighed and surrendered to her icy disdain. Just as well she wouldn’t speak to him, he needed to concentrate on his quarry.

Fingers wrapped around the neck of a whiskey bottle, Royce tossed back his head and laughed. He went through the motions, giving the illusion of taking a long pull. Ryder knew for a fact his father rarely drank hard liquor. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and surreptitiously glanced in Ryder’s direction. Ryder gave his adopted father a warning side glance but didn’t dare do more. There was no point in threatening to report Royce’s outrageous behavior to his wife, Cleantha. Royce would more than likely take great pleasure in the retelling of his consummate play acting. Soon, Cleantha and all of Laura Creek would hear about it. Royce passed the bottle to the nearest salesman, who took a long pull and passed the bottle on.

Ryder disapproved of his father’s methodology, but all in all, getting the suspects drunk could work in their favor. The empty booze bottle rolled under the seat, and one of the ladies pulled out a fresh bottle from the salesmen’s sample case like she knew where to look. A mistake. They were working together all right, Ryder knew for sure now—and so did Royce.

“Miss Buxton,” he said, placing his hand on her arm. She jerked her hand away. “It’s loaded, remember,” he said, tapping the pistol in her lap with his index finger. “Pick your target, preferably one of those women and, if you must shoot, aim for a leg or a foot.”

Shoulders squared and chin up, she faced him. “You had no right to use my traveling trunk and involve me in this, this dangerous game you’re playing.”

She’d hit a nerve. Yeah, he’d commandeered her traveling trunk. Not good, he knew that, but damn it, he meant to get these crooks. Today he would take down the Payasos gang. Guilty, on the defensive, he struck back, saying, “My job is to protect the interest of the railroad. I’ll do it by fair means or foul.”

“I’m going to file a complaint,” she said. “Whoever you are—whatever you are. I’ll see you fired.”

“That is your prerogative, Miss Buxton. In the meantime, I believe you will do your part, and you will do it well. Whether or not you enjoy it, we’ll have to wait and see. But I’m betting you’re going to be very good at this game.”

»»•««

Rowdy and drunk, Mr. O’Bannon and the salesmen fondled and mauled their willing companions. Jo did her best to ignore the bawdy spectacle. As for Mr. McAdam, he sat with his arms folded across his chest, his hat down over his closed eyes, lips twitching, obviously struggling to control his mirth.

Over the past hour, the salesmen’s party had become a near orgy, the women lopping themselves all over the men, including Mr. O’Bannon. Disgusted, Jo doubted he’d be much use against an armed train robber. One of the women invited Jo to join them, assuring her there was plenty of pecker to go around. In reply to their invitation, she scowled and shook her head.

Not really counting, but she thought, between the five of them, they’d killed at least three bottles of whiskey. She did wonder about the old couple. They dozed peacefully, now and then snoring or emitting a faint wheezing sound. They weren’t dead, but they had to be deaf as posts.

The train started to climb into the foothills of the Wallowas, the engine working hard and slowing. Mr. McAdam quietly spoke. “We’re getting close to the tunnel. It’s going to get very dark in here, and a lot is going to happen. I want you to get down as close to the floor as you can. But keep your pistol handy, and if you see purple or pink, aim low.”

“Purple or pink, what? What do you mean?” Jo asked, really confused and scared now.

“The ladies, Miss Buxton. The one in purple and the one in pink. I believe they too are members of a gang of train robbers.”

Jo pursed her lips and shook her head at him. “That is ridiculous. Those women are…are…?”

“I know what they are,” he said and tapped her nose. “But they are also members of a gang who rob trains.”

She sat frozen stiff, looking neither left into the car or right out the window, but focused on a rivet on the back of the seat in front of her. It was very difficult to downright impossible to remain oblivious to the shenanigans taking place right in front of her eyes.

The drunken redhead in pink smashed Mr. O’Bannon’s head into her bosom. He rolled her onto the seat across the aisle from the salesmen and got between her legs. Petticoats foaming, they covered the seat and surrounded Mr. O’Bannon’s torso. The woman’s squeals and giggles of delight bounced around the car. She raised her leg and pointed her toe, her shoe falling to the floor. Mr. O’Bannon’s hands stroked her stocking-encased thighs and ankles. Rolling her from side to side, he produced a little pistol from inside her garter. It clunked to the floor. Then a stiletto from her sleeve, a switchblade from the waist of her costume, and another pistol from her bosom. All clattered to the floor without the woman giving any notice.

The train whistle sounded. Mr. McAdam, keeping low, scrambled to retrieve the weapons. He stowed them on the floor near Jo’s valise. The train whistle screamed another long blast. He turned to her and winked, and then the car went dark as it entered the tunnel.

Absolute blackness enveloped the car. Jo went down on the floor and doubled up over her valise, afraid to breathe.

Grunts, groans, squeals, curses, thunks, bangs and thuds ricocheted off the ceiling and floor. A pistol shot illuminated the car for a brief second. Another shot followed, as did the sharp tinkle of glass splintering.

Jo concentrated on the little pistol in her hand. She didn’t want to squeeze it too hard, or it might discharge. Hell, she could very well accidentally shoot herself, if she didn’t keep her head about her.

The lines on the wooden floor became more visible. The scuffle quieted, but the curses and wails of protest continued loud and clear.

“Hold still.”

“Oh, no you don’t.”

“You want another knock on the head?”

“Gag’em,” Mr. McAdam’s voice ordered.

Mustering her courage, Jo struggled to her feet.


Chapter Seven

The train cleared the tunnel, chugging at a crawl up a curving, steep grade. On her feet and fighting to keep her balance, Jo gripped the seat in front of her and peered cautiously over it. The old man, out cold, had lost his hat, and blood now matted the thinning black hair over his right ear. A wad of gray hair dangled from the unconscious old lady’s ear exposing a bald head—the bald head of a man. Blood dripped from her—his—nose and lips, grotesquely smearing his makeup and false nose.

The salesmen sat facing one another, their suit coats in tatters, sleeves torn, white shirts and celluloid collars askew. Manacles held their arms to the iron bar above the window.

As for the ladies, they sat back to back, gagged and bound by their petticoats, on the floor between the seats formally occupied by Mr. O’Bannon and Mr. Buttram.

Mr. McAdam came toward Jo with his hand held out to her. “Are you all right?”

She shook her head at the question and sputtered ineffectually. He put his hand on her cheek. “You’re as pale as a glass of milk. You better sit down and take some deep breaths.”

“She shouldn’t be here at all,” Mr. O’Bannon said.

The train, hardly moving now, struggled to make the grade up the steep gorge in the mountain where the tracks had been laid.

“We don’t have time for this. We’re about to be robbed,” said Mr. Longtree, pointing out the window.

Three riders, bandanas covering their faces from their noses down, galloped the length of the train, heading for the engine and cargo car.

“You boys better move and fast,” shouted Mr. Buttram.

“Don’t worry, the payroll and Wells Fargo gold isn’t on the train,” said Mr. McAdam.

No one said a word for all of five tense seconds, and then all three men shouted in chorus, “What?”

∙•∙

Ryder loved his job. He stifled the reflex to laugh in their faces. No one would understand. This was the kind of excitement he lived for, it fed his very soul. “Come on, let’s go get the rest of this gang. The OR&N payroll is on its way to Cherry Grove with Jewel and Percy. And so is the Wells Fargo gold. I put all of it in Miss Buxton’s traveling trunk.”

Gunshots rang out. Instinctively, he drew Jo close to his side. “Buttrum, you stay here with Miss Buxton.”

“Jo,” he said, turning to face her, “you stay down. Way down. Keep your pistol ready. If our friends move a muscle, you take off an ear or a toe.”

Before the train came to a complete halt on the side of the hill, Ryder, Telt, and Royce jumped off the back of the train, staying close to the side of the train and out of view of the robbers. They set off running uphill toward the engine.

One of the robbers, on horseback, held the engineer and the fireman at gunpoint. Ryder waved Telt to go forward to the front of the engine.

Ryder and Royce jumped the coupling between the cargo car and tender. Staying out of the line of sight to the robbers, they approached the open cargo door. They determined there were two robbers inside. Their horses stood idle in the ditch beside the tracks. Ryder crouched down and scrambled to the other side of the door. In perfect unison, he and Royce slid the door shut, trapping the two robbers inside. Quickly, they ducked beneath the car.

With the distraction of the door slamming shut, Telt chucked a rock at the hind end of the horse carrying the robber who had a gun trained on the engineer and fireman. The horse reared and bucked. The fireman tossed a chunk of wood at the robber, hitting him squarely on the back of the head. The robber, knocked out cold, slid off his horse and fell to the ground.

Telt waved to Ryder, motioning and giving the thumbs up he had his man in cuffs. Then he caught the horse’s reins, mounted, and quickly pulled his bandanna over his nose. He took the same position as the robber had held a moment before.

The cargo door slowly rumbled open. One man peered out and around the opening. “Where the hell are Jake and Tick?”

The other man waved to their partner holding the engineer. “How the hell should I know? They might’a had trouble inside the car. We gotta get out’a here.” Telt waved back, keeping his head down into the collar of his shirt.

Crouched beneath the cargo car, Ryder and Royce waited. First, the Wells Fargo trunk thunked to the ground and rocked onto its side. Next came the OR&N mailbag. “We’re gonna get slowed down with the women,” one of them grumbled before he leaped out of the car.

“Couldn’t leave them behind,” said the other one who scrambled to be the first to get to the trunk full of gold.

Ryder and Royce made their move and jumped them from behind. Telt galloped down the hill toward them, rope at the ready.

A pistol shot rang out, coming from the passenger car at the other end of the train. Telt shouted to Ryder, “Go, we’ve got these two. The engineer’s got the other one.”

Fearing he’d miscalculated the position and the number of villains involved, Ryder approached the passenger car. Cautiously, staying low, he pressed his body close to the sun-baked surface of the car. The wail of a woman in despair sent him through the door with his gun drawn.

Miss Buxton kneeled before one of the women, a bloody piece of white cloth in hand, staunching the flow of blood from a wound to the pink lady’s foot. She looked up at Ryder, wide-eyed and pale. Tears trickling down her cheeks, Miss Buxton said to the woman, “I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t have moved. I warned you. I did. I warned you I would shoot.”

Buttrum held up a little derringer for Ryder to see. “The lady had it stuffed in the top of her shoe. She made the mistake of reaching down to scratch her leg, and Miss Buxton let her have it. Only a scratch, nicked her big toe. Ruined her shoe though.”

Coming down the aisle, Ryder returned his gun to his shoulder holster and asked, “Did you check her over for more weapons?”

“Miss Buxton gave her a going over. She had the longest hat pin I’ve ever seen, and a brooch concealing a little dagger. I think she’s clean now.”

“How did it go out there?” Buttrum asked, tipping his head toward the window.

“Good, good. We’ll sit tight here until the Pinkerton men catch up with us. I sent them out before the train left North Powder. Shouldn’t be too long. Meanwhile, we’ll get everybody chained up in the cargo car. The sheriff in Cherry Grove can wire for the county marshal. Pinkerton will give him some extra help, of course.”

Ryder, with Buttrum’s help, herded the prisoners to the cargo car. Overriding heated protests, he insisted the wounded stagger and hobble as best they could, cuffs in place. With the help of Royce, Telt, and Buttrum, they stripped the men down to their shirts and trousers before securing them to the car walls and floor with chains and shackles. The ladies were relieved of their petticoats, stockings, shoes, and all adornments before being herded into a large packing crate that had held an ornate-looking glass. The looking glass, the kind often found on the wall behind the bar in a fancy saloon, now rested safely between two bales of straw at the front of the car.

∙•∙

Jo stayed in the passenger car. She couldn’t stop shaking. She’d actually shot someone. A woman, no less. Mr. McAdam had a lot of nerve involving her in this debacle. Damn the man. He’d set her up to shoot someone, leaving her in this car with Mr. Buttrum to guard his prisoners. The nerve.

She would never forgive him.

Thank God he hadn’t been hurt or shot, wounded or dead.

God, she’d never been so scared for someone.

Well, maybe not quite true. She’d been scared when she and Birdie-Alice were kidnapped and tied together in that dark, damp cave.

And she’d been scared when her father, Gabe, and Rafe took out that shyster McDaniel. And the time she’d found a rattlesnake in her garden boots.

Oh, all right, she’d been scared lots of times, but not like this.

She wanted to cry but didn’t know why.

When Mr. McAdam walked through the door, looking so very handsome and intense, it was all she could do not to jump up and throw herself at him. But he didn’t even look at her or speak to her.

She childishly ached for consolation, recognition for her bravery. Stewing in her own juices, angry with herself and mad at Mr. McAdam, mad at the damn robbers and men in general, she worked herself up to near hysteria.

Outside, three Pinkerton agents arrived in their long black coats and black hats leading a horse and buggy and four extra mounts. She found their presence reassuring. Mr. McAdam directed them to the prisoners. Mr. Muttonchops, no, Mr. Buttrum, she needed to remember their names, for Pete’s sake, huffed and puffed entering the car. He flopped down in his seat and wiped the perspiration from his forehead and red neck.

“Got’em all tucked in nice and neat,” he told her.

“My name is Josephine Buxton, sir,” she said and held out her hand to him.

Coming to his feet, he bowed over her hand. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance Miss Josephine Buxton. You are an intrepid young woman.” She nodded, grateful for the compliment. At least one of this lot had manners.

The tall, good looking sheriff, Telt Longtree, and Mr. O’Bannon, aka Mr. Sandy-Hair, entered next, laughing and slapping each other on the back.

“Boys.” Mr. Buttrum waved his hand in a sweep in her direction. “Miss Buxton, allow me to introduce you to Royce O’Bannon, Ryder McAdam’s father, and our sheriff in Laura Creek, Telt Longtree. Gentlemen, Miss Buxton.”

Sheriff Longtree pumped her hand, “It is a real pleasure ma’am.” She smiled and accepted his compliment.

Mr. O’Bannon stood for a moment, staring at her. “I feel it incumbent on me to apologize for my son’s thoughtlessness in this day’s work. He put you in danger. He stole your traveling trunk. I would like to think I had some control over the man, but I don’t. He is what he is.”

In spite of herself, she snickered. “I have brothers, sir. And my father has a long-standing reputation as a rogue where I come from. Therefore, I know exactly what you mean.”

All three gentlemen laughed. The tension passed, and they began to relive events.

The door opened behind her. She refused to look, knowing full well who had entered. A hand came to rest on her shoulder, gentle and warm. She closed her eyes, and a tear slipped down her cheek. Mr. Buttrum, Mr. O’Bannon, and Mr. Longtree abandoned her, moving farther down the car and taking their seats.

“Come outside with me,” Mr. McAdam said.

She shook her head in silent refusal.

“Please, Jo. I need to speak to you alone.” His fingers gently squeezed her upper arm. He reached for her hand, and she followed him out the back door to the platform at the end of the car.

Holding her hands, leaning down to look directly into her eyes, he said, “You are a warrior, Jo. I knew it the first time I set eyes on you. I have to go. I want to backtrack and catch up with your traveling trunk, make sure it arrives safe in Cherry Grove. We should be there late tomorrow or early the next day. I’ll see you then.”

She couldn’t speak. Her throat had clutched up into a tight knot. Outrage warred with the joy at the prospect of seeing him again. She couldn’t decide whether to slap him or kiss the hell out of him. In the end, he made the decision for her, his lips finding hers, transforming confusion into warmth and longing.

He let her go and stepped off the train. She stood at the rail as he mounted a horse. “Be careful, don’t fall overboard,” he said and tipped his hat to her before riding off down the hill, leading a string of six horses.

Accompanying him was a man in a buggy with a string of five horses tied behind—it was a parade. Where had they all come from? She deduced the Pinkerton men and the robbers must all be in the cargo car, but that didn’t explain the other horses and the buggy. She leaned out to look at the head of the train. The engineer waved to her and gave the whistle a couple of blasts. The train started its slow crawl up the draw. Behind her, Mr. O’Bannon steadied her, his hand on her elbow, and said, “The buggy was for the ladies, and of course the robbers brought extra horses.”


Chapter Eight

Principal Ester Jones fell all over herself in her rush to greet her guests.

To escape notice, Jo stepped back to stand against the wall. They’d walked here from the station in the heat, dust clouds swirling up from the dry ruts and gullies in the road. At the telegraph office, where she’d sent a wire to her father to let him know she’d arrived safe and sound, Jo caught sight of herself in the big front window. While walking the length of the town, she’d tried to braid her hair into some order, but it had slipped loose, strands of hair flopping over one eye and creeping into the neck of her once crisp white blouse. Her brown riding coat, now covered in a dusting of filth and dotted with dried blood, hung about her person like a stained, creased, and tattered old tarp. Miserable and tired, Jo called upon her last reserves of intestinal fortitude to face her new employer.

“Sheriff Longtree, Mr. O’Bannon, and dear Mr. Buttrum, how delighted I am to see you,” Mrs. Jones said. “Your girls are doing splendidly, splendidly. To what occasion do we owe this, your second visit in less than a month? Not trouble at home, I do pray. The girls are just getting settled in for the fall term.”

Sheriff Longtree opened his mouth to offer an explanation, but the interruption of a knock on the door and a bump and thud cut him off. A skinny young man, with an unfortunate amount of sweat and pimples on his face, stood in the doorway rubbing his knee, a packing crate resting on his right foot.

The fabric of her black bombazine skirt crackled as Mrs. Jones scurried around her gargantuan oak desk. “What in the world is that, Gerald? We have guests.” She nodded toward the visitors and beamed an ingratiating smile. “You gentlemen have met Gerald. He wears many hats, many hats.”

Her attention returned to the doorway. “But the crate, Gerald, as you can see, is labeled pots, pans, and kitchen hardware. It belongs in the kitchen, not on my doorstep.”

“I know what it says, but they told me it belongs to Miss Buxton.”

Thin black brows beetled together above beady brown eyes, Mrs. Jones lips puckered up as if she’d just eaten a sour pickle. “Miss Buxton? And who is Miss Buxton, pray tell?” she inquired.

“That would be me,” Jo said, stepping out from behind the sheriff.

Mrs. Jones looked down her nose at Jo, the specimen.

Conjuring up the last shreds of her bravado, Jo held out her hand. “I am Josephine Buxton, I’ve come to take up my teaching position. I apologize for the shipping crate. Someone confiscated my traveling trunk and transferred my belongings into the crate without my permission or knowledge.”

“I see,” Mrs. Jones said, ignoring Jo’s hand.

Withdrawing her hand, Jo retrieved her application and acceptance letters from her reticule and held them out. Mrs. Jones snatched the papers from Jo.

Jo laced her fingers together and stood quietly.

Mrs. Jones retreated behind her desk. Setting aside the papers, she addressed the gentlemen. “Are you acting as Miss Buxton’s escorts, gentlemen?”

Mr. Buttrum cleared his throat and looked to his companions for support. Longtree and O’Bannon studiously looked at their dusty boots, silent. Mr. Buttrum shrugged and stepped forward. “In a manner of speaking, yes. We traveled on the same train. As we were all headed here, we accompanied Miss Buxton from the station to the school.”

Mrs. Jones stood silent for a moment before taking the pince-nez dangling from the black ribbon around her neck between thumb and forefinger. Placing it on her narrow nose, she sat down at her desk. “I had given up on you, Miss Buxton. According to the train schedule, the train from Baker City arrived in Cherry Grove at two thirty-five.” She checked the timepiece suspended from the brooch on her lapel. “It is now twelve minutes past the hour of five o’clock. You are tardy, Miss Buxton. We do not tolerate tardiness at the Ascension School for Young Ladies.”

Mrs. Jones’s displeasure now included the gentleman as well as Jo. “The supper hour is fast approaching, Miss Buxton. I fear you won’t have time to tidy yourself. We do not come to table in an unkempt state, especially at our evening meal. It is a formal meal, and all of our young ladies and staff are required to appear in their very best dress, hair combed, clothes pressed and freshly laundered, shoes polished.”

The sheriff stepped forward, but Mr. O’Bannon spoke first. He spoke with a tight jaw, eyes narrowed. “The train from Baker City was unavoidably detained. Miss Buxton, all passengers, including ourselves, arrived behind schedule. You can hardly hold Miss Buxton responsible. We intend to treat our daughters to a supper out. It will be an honor to have the pleasure of Miss Buxton’s company as well.”

Mrs. Jones rose up from her chair, hands tightly held to her narrow cinched-up waist, and set her gimlet-eyed glare upon Mr. O’Bannon. “That would be most unwise, Mr. O’Bannon. If Miss Buxton should take up your kind invitation, it would require me to rescind our offer of a teaching position. It is against the rules for any of our teachers to be seen dining in public with any gentleman other than a male family member.”

Mr. O’Bannon’s ruddy complexion burned red with outrage, his fists clenched and jaw working. Jo stepped in front of him, prepared to take the brunt of the rebuke and suffer her punishment.

“Take this pamphlet, Miss Buxton,” said Mrs. Jones, holding a blue booklet out for Jo to take. “Study it. All our rules are in there. We give our students the benefit of two infractions before expulsion. However, teachers and staff are held to a higher standard. Any one infraction is cause for instant dismissal.”

The woman took a deep breath before continuing. “You arrive here, two and a half hours late and in the company of three men, none of whom are your relations. Your appearance is…is slovenly, dirty, and dusty, I don’t want to know what those dark stains are. Your hair is undone. You look a veritable hoyden. I’ll give you this day to pull yourself together. Tomorrow is a new day. I expect to see a new woman.” She held up a hand to ward off any excuse anyone might choose to voice.

Jo had none and knew better than to offer, but the gentlemen looked ready to go for the woman’s throat. Shaking her head, Jo gave them all a tentative smile and mouthed a thank you.

Ignoring the heightened level of testosterone in the room, Mrs. Jones dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “Gerald will see you to your quarters.”

Gerald appeared in the doorway. Jo suspected he’d been lurking out of sight the whole time.

“Gerald, take Miss Buxton and her packing crate to the Sherman. It will have to do for now. We are cramped for space. You’ll be comfortable. There’s plenty of firewood, and it is close to the privy and the well. Good evening to you, Miss Buxton. Welcome to the Ascension School for Young Ladies.”

»»•««

Outside, the sun had slid down behind the black walnut trees bordering the western edge of the school grounds. The shade of the trees still held a good deal of the day’s heat. Jo scanned her new home, admiring the park-like setting while marching several paces behind Gerald. To her right, directly across from the administration office, sat a large building bearing a wooden plaque declaring it The Great Hall. Several smaller signs dangled beneath it denoting classrooms and a dining room. There were three tidy bungalows set in a row at the far end of the green. All of the buildings were constructed of river stone and split logs.

Gerald veered to the right, slipping between the last two bungalows. Jo thought he was leading her to a back entrance. When he kept going, heading for two sheds and a tent, she hesitated to follow. On the back stoop of the bungalow there were familiar things. A mop and bucket, a clothesline and a washboard, all signs of normal, everyday life. Ahead of her lay unknown territory. A wave of homesickness hit her hard.

Gerald passed by the first shed, which turned out to be a privy. The other shed had a padlock on the door. He dropped her crate in front of a tent bearing a plaque over the flap proclaiming it The Sherman.

The clanging racket of a dinner bell echoed out into the field beyond the tent. Gerald dropped the crate. He tipped his hat to her and grinned. Without a word he took off, disappearing around the corner of the second bungalow.

The sad coo of a mourning dove set Jo on the verge of tears. Stomach growling, hot, tired, and emotions vacillating between extreme self-pity and rage, she parted the flap and peered inside.

The tent, military in vintage, did have the basic accoutrements. There was a good-sized cot and a decent wood stove with pots and kettles for cooking. A tin of tea, a jar of honey, and one full tin of hardtack biscuits were stored on a stand beside the stove. A flat, hard pillow and two wool blankets waited for her on the cot. She found a bucket for water and a blue, chipped porcelain pitcher and bowl tucked under the cot.

“All the comforts of home,” she said to herself, setting her valise down on the cot. With a heavy heart, she turned and dragged the shipping crate into her new domain. She occupied herself with organizing her quarters and then cleaning the dirt from her hair, clothes, and person. Keeping busy also kept at bay her homesickness and her disappointment. The breakfast she’d enjoyed that morning was now nothing more than a sweet and savory distant memory. Her guts ground in protest—and hunger.

A mere twelve hours had passed since she’d marched away from the warm company and security of her family and her life. The day had brought with it too many firsts. Firsts she could not possibly accept as reasonable or within the parameters of normal. It brought forth memories of her mother reading Alice in Wonderland to her when she was ill and feeling low. Today her world had spun off into lunacy land, a land of jealous queens, mad hatters, oversized rabbits and dashing heroes in black hats. She missed her mother, today especially.

With her wash hanging from a piece of string she’d found in the bottom of the crate, Jo sat on her cot. The little oil lamp gave off a little heat and very little light.

For the past half hour, the bang and slap of the privy door assured her she was not alone in this foreign place. But the sounds of other human beings amplified her longings for home rather than dispelling her loneliness. At one point she considered going out to introduce herself, but instead, she sat huddled in the gloom. Allowing her doubt to eat away at her, she wondered if she would be able to live on her own and be a teacher.

A trill of giggles grew closer, more distinct. The flap of her tent parted, and three girls entered. In the pale light of her oil lamp, the faces of her visitors remained in shadow. Coming to her feet, Jo opened her mouth, prepared to defend her place.

The smallest of the three, a sprite of a girl with coal black hair and large black eyes, put her finger to her lips and quick as a wink, turned down the flame of the lamp. “We don’t want Gerald snooping around. He’d report us to Festering Ester. We’re supposed to be in our cots studying. Sorry we didn’t knock.”

The tallest of the three, a blonde beauty with a willowy figure, came forward as the spokeswoman. “Miss Buxton, we’ve brought you some supper. Papa said you were very brave today. He told us all about your adventure.”

Too tired to think straight, Jo asked, “Your father?”

“Oh, dear, sorry. How silly of us,” said the beauty. “My name is Grace Buttrum. My papa is Howard Buttrum. He was on the train with you today. He said the train would’ve gotten robbed if it weren’t for you.”

Grace waved her arm out to the sprite. “This is Melody, but everyone calls her Dodie. She’s Ryder McAdam’s sister. Her father is Royce O’Bannon, whom you also met on the train. Dodie and her brothers are adopted, that’s why they don’t have the same last name.”

Jo nodded and stored the tidbit of information in the back of her mind.

“And this,” she said, drawing to her side a petite brunette with curly hair, “is Twyla-Rose Longtree. She’s Sheriff Telt Longtree’s daughter.”

“Yes, yes, I see,” Jo said, still a bit confused. “Very pleased to meet you. But your fathers, and your brother, Miss McAdam, they were the brave ones today. I didn’t do anything.”

“That’s not what we heard miss,” said Twyla-Rose. “We can’t stay. We have to get back before bed check. But we’ll find time tomorrow to fill you in on the ins and outs of this place.”

“Leave it to Festering Ester to stick you in this hole,” said Dodie. “She uses this tent as punishment, solitary confinement. You know what I mean? You’re a hero, Miss Buxton. We’re gonna take care of you, don’t you worry.”

Jo shuddered to think of the implications in their promise. If these young ladies were anything like her friend Birdie-Alice, she was in a lot more trouble than she’d originally thought.

“Come on,” said Twyla-Rose, tugging on the sleeve of Grace’s night rail. “We have to go. Now.”

Quietly the three girls filed out of the tent, leaving Jo standing in the dark holding a soggy linen napkin that smelled of fried chicken and a large cinnamon bun.


Chapter Nine

Squabbling birds and the opening and closing of the privy-house door woke Jo from an unsatisfactory slumber. She rolled over, groaned, and burrowed down under her quilt, the one she’d carefully folded and wrapped in tissue paper before packing it in her traveling trunk. Mr. McAdam had not taken the same care. He’d stuffed it in the smelly wooden crate. For a brief moment, and with a sharp pang of longing, she wished she were back home in her own bed.

The chorus of incessant chirping birds and the louder, more irritating sounds of young women bickering, brought her reluctantly, yet fully awake. Irked by the necessity of having to get up and get dressed, she lurched off the cot and nearly fell over on her nose. Listing sideways and hanging onto her cot, she waited for the interior of the tent to stop sloshing around like water in a bowl.

Water. She needed a drink of water. Water would help.

The fear of being late for breakfast and her first proper meal in twenty-four hours propelled her through her morning routine quickly. Watchful of time ticking, she brushed at the wrinkles in her dark, navy skirt with one hand and ran a brush through her unruly hair. Satisfied with her clothing, she focused on arranging her braided hair into a tidy coronet on top of her head. Poking a stray lock of hair into her braid, she squared her shoulders to face the music. Wearing her blue cardigan to hide the wrinkles in her white blouse, she checked the watch pendant that dangled from the silver brooch she’d pinned to the collar of her blouse. By her estimation, she was dressed with a good ten minutes to spare. Pulling her shoulders back and chin up, she emerged from the tent.

The flap closed behind her, and a cheer went up. Her three nocturnal visitors came forward out of the twenty or so young ladies gathered, big smiles on their cheery faces.

“Good morning Miss Buxton,” said the sprite, Dodie McAdam, if Jo remembered correctly. “We’ve come to escort you to breakfast and welcome you as our heroine. It’s all over the school, and Cherry Grove, the part you played in the capture of the Payasos gang of train robbers. I speak for all of us and, even though we don’t know you well, we know you are a woman of strength and good sense. We applaud you.”

And they did. The round of applause and cheers was indeed a warm welcome, but with it went Jo’s hope of sliding into her new role unnoticed.

The girls marched with her to the great hall, chattering and jostling one another to introduce themselves. Ahead of them, the sun shone brightly upon the dour aspect of Principal Ester Jones. She stood facing the rising sun as Centurion upon the porch of the great hall, arms folded across her non-existent bosom and a scowl on her sour countenance.

“Please, girls,” Jo said, stopping the parade short of the porch. “Thank you for the welcome, but I need to take up my position with the staff.”

In a hushed aside, Miss McAdam said, “We understand, believe me, we do.” Then she quickly added as Jo placed a foot on the porch steps, “You’re allowed two rations of toast and two rations of meat. Take all you can get. We don’t get a mid-day meal on Sunday, and supper is late in the day at half-past six.”

Having delivered her advice, Dodie turned to the others and waved. The girls ducked their heads, and moving past Jo, proceeded up the porch steps in neat single file. Each paused to bob a shallow curtsy to Mrs. Jones and one to the gaunt, poker-faced man standing next to her.

Jo followed the last girl, stopping before Mrs. Jones to say good morning. Before she could utter a word, Mrs. Jones puffed out her flat chest and glanced at the little timepiece pinned to her blouse. “Miss Buxton.” She said with faint surprise, “You are on time. You will keep your adornments simple and utilitarian. We do not approve of gaudy geegaws. Your pendant is borderline. A timepiece is acceptable. A scarf, if it is a solid color. No red, yellow, no bright colors.”

Jo nodded.

Mrs. Jones harrumphed and tipped her head toward her companion. “Mr. Jones, may I present to you, Miss Josephine Buxton, our new teacher just arrived last night.”

Jo nodded.

“Miss Buxton, may I present my husband, the Reverend and Ascension School Superintendent, Ira Douglas Jones.”

Mr. Jones’s gimlet eyes, a curious shade of yellowy green, peered at her over the rims of his thick, wire-framed glasses. Fleshy lips pursed, he cleared his throat before saying, “While Mrs. Jones and I applaud your…your success of yesterday in giving assistance to the law, we are concerned about having a person of such notoriety here at the school in a position that might adversely impose influence upon the minds of impressionable young females. This morning’s antics are a prime example of why.

“If you continue to inspire such lapses of decorum, we shall have to reconsider your application, Miss Buxton. Mrs. Jones will want to see you in her office tomorrow morning one hour before class time. You will be assigned your topics of study, as well as your chore duties. I hope we shall not have any cause to speak to you further about your conduct, Miss Buxton. You are the youngest of our teachers. We are taking a risk. We do not tolerate shenanigans or slovenliness in our teachers, no matter the noble excuse.”

Jo wisely surmised to say anything in her defense would be construed as impertinent and simply nodded. “I understand.” She did. Oh, yes, she really, truly did understand all too well. These two prigs had set their minds against her.

“You may go, Miss Buxton,” said Mrs. Jones. “The teacher’s table is at the back of the hall. Proceed to the kitchen. We serve cafeteria style here. Chapel is at nine o’clock sharp. You are required to attend. Your afternoon is free. I suggest you use your time to study your pamphlet and put the information to memory.”

Mr. Jones offered his arm to his lady to lead her into the hall. Jo followed. The savory sausage and egg aromas coming from the kitchen, far from tempting her appetite, turned her stomach.

»»•««

No one could mistake upon whom the Reverend directed his pointed sermon on the sins and pitfalls of notoriety. He never took his eyes off of her. During the sermon, she put her chin up and met his pointed stare with defiance. At the end of the service, as soon as she could, she politely retreated to her tent, sat down on her cot, and indulged in a good cry.

Inside her head, she cast a bucket of recriminations at one Ryder McAdam’s head for the part he played in setting her on this disastrous track. If he hadn’t set his trap to catch those train robbers on the train she was on, she would’ve arrived on time. And she wouldn’t have blood stains on her riding coat. She would have her traveling trunk. And she would’ve presented herself as a proper, responsible person qualified to instruct young ladies in every course. And darn it, she would have her pretty hat.

Playing her own devil’s advocate, she did an about face and gave herself a stern lecture concerning her own silly, naïve expectations. Sniffing back her tears, she contemplated packing the smelly shipping crate with her belongings and heading home with her tail between her legs. The only thing stopping her, according to the train schedule, was she would have to wait three days to flag a train going south.

A tentative slap on the flap of her tent put an end to her bout of self pity. She swiped at the tears on her cheek and bade her visitor to enter.

Her three beauties, as Jo now thought of them, entered and stood before her with bowed heads and chastised demeanors. The sprite spoke first. “We’ve been talking. First of all, we want to apologize for getting you into trouble. We weren’t thinking. We were just so excited to have you here. You’re, you’re so very young and different from Miss Ott and Miss Ames. They’re dried up old prunes.”

Jo opened her mouth to rebut. Miss Ott was but two years older than she, and Miss Ames, four years older. If she had to guess, she’d say they’d simply learned to suppress their livelier sides. Miss Ott had a sharp wit, which she used without mercy to describe Mr. and Mrs. Jones and their pontificating posturing. And Miss Ames, if she would soften her hairstyle and take off her glasses, would be a real beauty. Miss Ames had hinted her time at the school was limited. She had a secret beau and intended to leave immediately if she should receive a proper offer of matrimony.

The blonde beauty, Grace Buttrum, quickly interjected, saying, “We’d be honored if you would join us on a stroll through the orchard this afternoon. The apples are getting ripe. We could have a picnic. Mr. and Mrs. Jones don’t go into the orchard. Gerald, their son, he’s gone. He leaves the school grounds right after supper on Saturday. He’ll drag himself back here sometime around midnight tonight, reeking of corn liquor and cigar smoke. I think he gambles. He’s had to come back on foot several times. I think he bets his horse.”

The curly-headed brunette, Twyla-Rose, giggled and gave her friend a little poke on the shoulder. “Please, join us. We’ll be very discreet. We’ll go out to the orchard, and you follow. The other girls won’t say a word. We want to hear all about the train robbers and the part you played.”

“Fresh air and an apple sound tempting,” Jo said more to herself than to her visitors. She sobered and shook her head. “I can’t afford to get into any more trouble.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Jones spend their afternoon in their parlor praying. And I know they have a huge meal at noon. If you go past their quarters you can smell the roast beef, or turkey, or goose,” said the brunette, her face puckered up in disapproval. “For our Sunday supper, we usually have a game pie, depending on what Gerald has managed to shoot or trap. Anyway, it’s usually awful.”

“Don’t worry about being seen. We’re going to protect you now,” said Dodie. “We stick together. We need to fill you in on what’s been going on around here. There’s a path behind the tent, it goes through the woods, down to an irrigation ditch. You’ll see the orchard to the north. Follow the track beside the canal, and we’ll meet you three rows in. You’ll see us.”


Chapter Ten

The path to the orchard, winding beneath a stand of giant black walnut trees, lent a fairytale atmosphere to the afternoon. The sun sent shards of brilliant light between the dancing leaves. The gentle trickle of water in the irrigation ditch added to the sweet smell of early fall. To the west, the apple orchard stretched out. The farther Jo ventured in among the trees, the more overgrown the grass.

The three beauties appeared out of nowhere, giggling and prancing, their delight at being free for the afternoon infectious. With tablecloths laid out in a circle between tree rows, the rest of the girls waited for them in the middle of the grove, well out of sight of the school.

Before she sat down on the red and white checked cloth, Twyla-Rose withdrew from her pinafore a bulging cloth pouch full of sausages and bread slathered with butter. “Did you bring your lunch? We have plenty,” she said.

Jo giggled. “Yes, as advised, I took the extra rations,” she said, taking the space beside her.

“Here,” said Dodie, tossing Jo an apple and plunking down next to her. “I oversee the making of the sausage. I help butcher out the hogs and the chickens—sometimes a turkey. You can have as many apples as you want. They’re pretty good fried up. I’ve enjoyed a thorough education here.” Sarcastically, she continued, expounding on her many accomplishments. Soap making, knitting socks, chopping wood, scrubbing floors, digging privies, mentoring, setting out teacher supplies, giving comfort to homesick children.

Detecting the bitterness in the girl’s voice, Jo didn’t know how to respond. The other girls giggled nervously, but Jo recognized the hurt in Dodie’s eyes.

All the girls talked and talked and talked. Grace’s parents had enrolled her in the Ascension school a year ago to broaden her horizons. Twyla-Rose, not wanting to be left in Laura Creek without her good friends, decided to follow. Grace and Twyla-Rose were three years younger than Dodie, which Jo found difficult to believe as Dodie was so very petite and young in appearance.

Jo offered a brief and succinct biography of her life so far.

The carefree mood of the group took a downward turn when Dodie explained her true position at the school. “I have Indian blood. Mrs. Jones explained to me that by all accounts I should be on the reservation. It is out of the goodness of their hearts they accepted me. As my parents have paid my tuition, the Jones’s have generously allowed me to absorb any subject of interest as long as I get my chores done quietly and efficiently. You see, I’m more or less a slave to all the students and faculty. But there’s a bright side, at least I don’t have to worry about being abducted, I have black hair, and I’m too scrawny,” she said with her usual aplomb. She shrugged and bit into her apple, chewed it up with efficiency and swallowed. “Fair-haired girls are preferred. You should have a care, Miss Buxton, your hair is an unusual shade, not blonde exactly, almost red, definitely not brown.”

Ashamed of herself, Jo pressed her lips together, reluctant to admit she too had Indian blood running through her veins. Indians, even half-breeds, were discriminated against when it came to assuming positions meant for whites only. She knew that. But she couldn’t resist asking, “Your parents, are they aware of all of this?”

Dodie shook her head. “No, I haven’t told them. And I’m not going to. I want to be here with Twyla-Rose and Grace. If I went home I wouldn’t have any friends. Laura Creek is a really small town.”

An uncomfortable silence hung in the air. Even the birds ceased their chatter. Grace cleared her throat and broke the tension. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but three of us were approached…almost abducted…we think. I don’t know if Dodie’s brother told you about our near abductions,” she said. Grace’s long legs were folded Indian style, her shoes discarded and her black skirt hitched up so that her stockinged calves and feet were on display, a definite infraction of school rules.

“I don’t know if I was the first to take the bait, I only arrived here last fall. There’s no way of knowing if there have been others. One or two girls left the school. We don’t ask direct questions. The teachers don’t really know, but the pat answer is, their parents came and retrieved them. None of the girls here this year have been here longer than two years. The school opened three years ago. You’re the sixth teacher to pass through here. You took Miss Pollard’s place. She didn’t come back after winter break. She was a blonde. No one knows where she went, not really. We all went into town to do a bit of Christmas shopping before leaving for our winter break. We never saw her again. We were told she caught the stage in town and went home.”

Intrigued, Jo asked, “Where did your failed abduction take place, Grace?”

“In town. We’re allowed one Saturday a month to shop in town, but always with the teachers as chaperone. Miss Ames and Miss Ott accompanied us. I stopped to look at a pretty bonnet in a store window, and the other girls went on up the street. An elderly couple called out my name. Which is odd, don’t you think? They knew my name. Anyway, they said they’d gone to the school to find me and discovered I was in town. They told me the church in Laura Creek, my hometown, had burned to the ground and my father had been badly burned. They’d come from Pendleton and passed through Laura Creek on their way to Baker City. When they learned of the fire, they offered to come and fetch me home to support my mother through this trouble.”

“The goose started to go with them to a waiting carriage behind the mercantile,” said Twyla-Rose. “I stopped her. I had to practically wrestle her from the old lady’s arms.”

“I did not willingly go with them,” said Grace in her defense. “I kicked her. You came around the corner as I was about to run.”

Twyla-Rose waved off her rendition of events. “Well, anyway, that one lady was really, really strong, and big. We marched across the street and asked Miss Ott if we could send a telegram to my father. My daddy’s a sheriff. Oh, but you know that. You’ve met him. I figured he’d know if there was trouble. He wired right back the church still stood, and Grace’s daddy was alive and well, full of bluster and bombast as usual.”

“When we got back out on the street,” said Grace, “the old couple were nowhere in sight. We didn’t know what to make of it.”

“Then in January at the start of the new term, Paula Harris had the same thing happen. She threw up on the old lady’s shoes before they could drag her off. She had the flu at the time, and the old lady let her go,” said Dodie. “Paula said they called her by name too. Then, a few weeks before the end of the school year, we had a picnic along the river behind the mercantile and the very same elderly couple, by Paula’s description, approached Burl Oldman while she was picking wildflowers. She’s only eleven years old. She’s over there picking apples,” Grace said, pointing to the only girl who hadn’t sat down to eat their lunch. “She looks like a little doll, doesn’t she? I heard her scream, and we all rushed to see if she’d hurt herself. We found her covered in mud near the creek, but unharmed.”

“By the end of the year, last year, we all took a vow to keep a better eye on each other,” said Grace.

“We don’t know what to expect,” said Dodie. “My brother thinks girls are being taken and sold into bondage in Mexico or maybe the Far East.”

»»•««

Jo returned from her orchard outing with a lot to think about. The evening meal proved as vile as the girls had described. It was a shepherd’s pie of mashed rutabagas and some kind of game meat suspended in a brown pudding of grease and peas.

During the night, she periodically woke up to the sound of the privy door slamming shut and squeaking open, but she slept better than she had the night before.

Rising before dawn, she dressed with care, polished her shoes, and made certain her navy skirt was free of dust and wrinkles. She plaited her hair in a tight coronet about her head, determined to make a good impression with Mrs. Jones, on this, her first day as a bonafide teacher. Ready and prepared, it was a complete surprise then when her initiation into the prestigious career as teacher in an all girl’s school proved hazardous, a bit like walking a tightrope across a swamp of snapping alligators. The alligators being Mrs. Jones, Mr. Jones, and their horrid little spy, Gerald.

After her briefing, Mr. Jones ordered her to report to the kitchen. She would serve her first week there clearing the tables and doing dishes after breakfast. Her first class was at half-past eight. Ten to fifteen students, it would vary she was told, would remain with her until dismissal at half-past three. Except on Wednesdays, when all of the students, Miss Ott, Miss Ames, and herself would participate in a full day of housewifery, dressmaking, and common sense child care instruction. At the end of each school day, she would then report to the kitchen to set tables and prepare the food for the evening meal. These would be her duties for the first month. Next month her duties would change. She would find her duties for the next month posted in the hall on the corkboard.

As for curriculum, it was dry as toast, and mundane to boot. Jo left Mrs. Jones’s office disheartened. Dodie greeted her in the kitchen. The girl’s cheery “good morning” helped, but did not fully remove Jo’s gloomy outlook for her tenure.

Entering her classroom at precisely half-past eight, greeted by twelve eager and expectant faces, Jo resolved to inject some enthusiasm for learning in her pupils. She decided beginning the day with a few stretching exercises at their desks would help to get the blood flowing. She skimmed over calligraphy and Bible study. After lunch, instead of mastering the art of enunciating with a mouth full of marbles, she took the girls outside for a half hour of kickball. After the kickball exercise, the girls, ranging in age from ten to eighteen, settled in for two straight hours of literature, geography, and mathematics. They ended the day with a cheery hour of parlor etiquette. Jo incorporated music and chorus in the class as the girls balanced a book on their heads while playing musical chairs.

Gerald, the spy, reported these innovations and deviations to Mrs. Jones. Jo dismissed her pupils at three thirty on the dot and received her summons to report to Mrs. Jones at three forty.

“Your disregard for my lesson plans cost your students their elocution lessons, Miss Buxton. A young lady has no need to study mathematics and geography for hours. A little will go a long way. Class schedules are not to be taken as a loose guide. I expect my teachers to adhere faithfully to my instructions. You’ve been here three and a half days Miss Buxton, and each day you have caused disruption of our routine. Under the circumstances, I believe I’m being very lenient. Do not test me further. The girls have regular exercise scheduled twice a week. Overstimulation in any form is unhealthy for the female body, and will ruin one’s figure. I have listed the exercises. You may choose any one of them. The time and day of the exercise are not to be changed. Do I make myself clear, Miss Buxton?”

Jo pressed her lips together and nodded, exited the office, and ran into Gerald lurking outside the door. His satisfied smirk spoke volumes.

Exhausted and discouraged, Jo retreated to her tent immediately after supper where she paced the five steps forward and back for fifteen or so minutes. Unable to tolerate her own company, she took off on a hike along the canal in the opposite direction of the orchard and the school to avoid the possibility of having to talk to anyone.


Chapter Eleven

In the soft twilight of the late afternoon, Ryder hugged the shadowy side of the administration office. The boy he’d hired to deliver Miss Buxton’s trunk emerged from the office. The lad looked both ways and shrugged, hopped down off the porch, and took off at a run back to town.

Gerald emerged from the office, his pimple face flushed. He kicked the traveling trunk away from the door. “Yes, ma’am, no, ma’am. Pretty soon you can go to hell, you old wart,” he muttered to himself as he dragged the trunk to the top step.

Ryder stayed still.

Gerald maneuvered the trunk onto his back, and taking long strides, he headed across the green toward the cottages.

Staying clear of any windows and keeping to the shadows of the buildings, Ryder made his way to the woods to meet Dodie at their usual spot in the orchard. He found her well hidden, deep in the orchard behind the great hall. She lay on her side, humming to herself and running her fingers through the grass.“I heard you coming,” she said without looking up.

He emerged from the trees into the opening left behind by the rotting carcasses of two apple trees.

“I heard your humming way back there,” he said, arms folded over his chest. “You sure nobody knows about this place?”

She sat up, flipped her long black hair over her shoulder, and folded her legs. “Pretty sure. Grace and Twyla-Rose think the orchard’s haunted. They’ve heard humming. I might’ve told them a few stories about evil spirits preferring old orchards.” She pressed her lips together, but she couldn’t hide her smirk from her brother.

“You are evil, little sister. Be careful. I don’t like Gerald. He’s as rotten as they come. He isn’t to be trusted or underestimated.”

“Oh, I can handle Gerald. I gave him one of my head butts once. Being short does have its advantages. Of course, I had to hurry up and wash my hair after, but it was worth it to see him double up in agony.”

“See you don’t get a concussion one of these days. You and your head butts,” he said and squatted down, crossing his legs to sit across from her. “Tell me, how’s Miss Buxton getting on here?”

“The old biddy put her in the Sherman.”

“The tent? Why? Weren’t there any cottages available?”

“Miss Pollard didn’t come back, so number three is empty.”

The light of the day had started to fade. A chilly breeze and the clear skies held the promise of a frost before morning. Dodie shivered and pulled her sweater tighter about her. “We asked if Twyla-Rose, Grace, and I could have it. Maybe share it with six or seven of the other girls. We’re stacked up on one another like cordwood right now. Old Festering Ester refused, of course. She explained the cottages were for teachers and students, not custodial personnel. Custodial personnel is fancy talk for servant. Teachers, but not Miss Buxton. The woman makes up stuff. She’s not even logical. But you and I, we know better than to put up an argument. And Miss Buxton too, she knows how the world works. So we all keep our mouths shut and our heads down.

“I want to go home, Ryder. I want to ride my horse, and let my hair fly in the wind. Grace and Twyla-Rose want to go home too. The Joneses are closed-minded tyrants. They’re punishing Miss Buxton because she took part in the capture of those robbers. They’ve decided against her. She’s a disruption according to the Joneses. What she really is, is a threat. She’s smart, smarter than Festering Ester. She’s also liked and admired by the girls. Festering Ester doesn’t like that. She doesn’t like it one bit.”

Ryder sat drawing symbols of arrows, eagles, elk, and fish in the dirt with a twig. He stayed silent for a long while. Dodie put her hands in her lap, waiting.

Head down, he broke the twig. “Sorry, Dodie. Daddy Royce, Telt and Buttrum have gone home. They’re escorting the payroll and the Wells Fargo gold. You could have gone home with them. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize how bad the situation had gotten here. I need you here for now. Buttrum and Longtree need you here because Twyla-Rose and Grace are here. And we need Miss Buxton here. I’m sorry they’re giving her a hard time. And I’m really sorry you have to stay for a while longer. I’d like to get you out of here too.”

“She’s getting more than a hard time, Ryder. Miss Buxton can’t do anything right in their eyes. They didn’t like Miss Pollard either, and she honestly loved teaching. She made learning interesting and challenging. I miss her. She was very nice to me. She gave me special books and encouraged me to learn. They didn’t like her taking an interest in me. Miss Pollard was popular with the girls too. Miss Pollard didn’t come back. I don’t want anything to happen to Miss Buxton.”

“I know, I know. Jo’s different, Dodie. She knows how to take care of herself, and you’ve filled her in on what’s going on. I’ve taken leave from my duties to work on this. I’ll be here. When’s the next time you’re allowed to go into town?”

“Not this coming Saturday, but the next week.”

“You should be getting back for bed check.”

“I have to scrub the great room and kitchen floor first. Miss Ott doesn’t count me. I could die, and she’d never notice.”

He got to his feet and pulled Dodie to her feet with him. “I’d notice if you were dead. Grace and Twyla-Rose would notice too. Buck up, we’ll get these people. The next time they try it, we’ll get’em.”

»»•««

Sniffling like a blubbering five-year-old, Jo stumbled along the path beside the irrigation ditch in the dark. Melancholy had her firmly in its grip. She was angry, frustrated, tired, and lonely, both metaphorically and literally. She could see no light at the end of the trail upon which she’d set herself. She’d accepted the teaching position without hesitation, assuming a school for girls would be a safe place where she could spread her wings and encourage young women to do the same. Foolish, foolish and reckless.

The Joneses frowned upon, indeed discouraged, any form or expression of joy. They were of the mindset that edifying young ladies, broadening their knowledge of the world, was a waste of time and effort. After all, according to Mrs. Jones, a woman’s purpose and ambition in life was to become an obedient and genteel wife, chattel to her husband.

Then Jo thought of Ryder McAdam, her next big mistake. He’d manipulated her, kissed her not once but twice, and his eyes promised her an elusive something that called to her. How dare he steal her traveling trunk? How dare he forget her? How dare he forget he promised to return it to her?

She cursed herself for not taking better care of her pretty painted traveling trunk. She should’ve marched down to the cargo car and personally seen to its being loaded. Instead, because she counted on others, her traveling trunk was abducted, purloined, and pitched into service. Ryder McAdam had compounded his bit of villainy by pulling her in, making her his accomplice to aid him in the capture of a gang of robbers. Brazen and reckless summed up Ryder McAdam in a nutshell.

She hated him, really hated him. Hated that his abandonment of her hurt. Hated she couldn’t get him out of her head. Well, to heck with him.

She needed her trunk. She could use it for storage. She didn’t think any of the girls would steal, but she wouldn’t put anything past Gerald to rummage through her things, finger her drawers. The vision of Gerald’s ugly mouth open, drooling over her things flitted through her mind’s eye and she nearly gagged.

Her thoughts strayed to Miss Ames and Miss Ott. She put them in her category of odd ducks. They hardly spoke to her at supper. She hoped to make friends here. The girls were sweet, but a fellow teacher as a friend would’ve been nice. Her dream had evaporated, and the reality of her situation did not look very bright.

She turned her ankle on a tree root, and let out a little squeak. She sighed, sniffed back her tears, and stopped on the path to take her bearings. Surely, the school and her Spartan tent were close at hand. Darkness had overtaken her. She hadn’t meant to walk so far afield. By the time she realized she’d gone too far, she’d also lost the light of day. Somewhere beyond the walnut trees to her east lay the school and her tent. Meager it might be, but right now it offered solitude and comfort, comfort she badly needed.

Quietly weeping, ankle aching, she pushed on in what she hoped was the right direction for her tent. Her thoughts kept returning to the handsome, magnetic Ryder McAdam, his dancing black eyes, his mesmerizing, deep voice, and his lips, warm and tender against her own. Never had a man invoked so many conflicting emotions in her as did Ryder McAdam. If she ever came face to face with him again, she vowed to kick him in the shins. But not tonight, her feet hurt.

»»•««

Ryder, out of sight of the girls who’d come out to draw water from the well and make use of the privy, waited in the stand of old walnut trees. The tent, the Sherman, Ryder knew well. He’d made use of it on occasion, making certain, of course, it wasn’t occupied by some poor martyred student. Tonight, he waited for the faint glow of a lantern or the rustle of the tent tarp, but the modest dwelling remained dark and still. The night absorbed the shadows of the tree branches. To the east, a faint glow in the inky night sky heralded the coming of the tardy moon. Around him, the sounds of the night, the crickets’ halting chirps, and the chill autumn breeze tickling the bellies of the brittle leaves overhead, all heightened his senses to any anomaly.

Behind him, the swish of waving fabric and the soft crunch of footsteps brought him to attention. He straightened and peered into the night. Her white blouse caught his eye and then her hair, it had escaped its ribbon and waved over her shoulder and about her face. She came toward him, head down, limping slightly, weeping. Her sigh of despair stabbed his heart, and he winced.

Jo, his brave Jo brought to tears. All his doing.

∙•∙

“Jo.”

A tall, dark figure stepped out from beneath the trees in front of her. The voice? She knew that voice. It haunted her dreams.

“My Jo.”

Slowly the man took a step and then another, his hand extended toward her.

“You,” she said, her lips moving but making very little sound.

His hand lightly touched her arm. In a trance, she folded into him.

His hands, warm, stroked her back. She pressed her body to his, seeking warmth, safety, assurance.

“Shhh, I’m here.”

Remembering she wanted to be mad at him, Jo wriggled out of his embrace and slapped his chest. “Well, you can go away,” she said. “You’re good at disappearing.”

His quiet rumbling laughter added fuel to her disgust. Disgust because she had a weakness for this man. Disgust because his presence made her feel a hell of a lot less lonely and helpless. Her strong, independent, sensible side accused her of being a big fool. She knew full well he couldn’t help her fit in here. Far from it, Ryder’s presence complicated matters considerably. If she were caught talking to him, it would be the end of her brief, abysmal career.

With his hand holding her wrist, he said, “We have to talk.”

“No, too dangerous. If you’ve returned my traveling trunk, I thank you. I have no more to say to you.”

Again he chuckled. Drawing her back to his side, he put his lips to her cheek. “You’re right. Perhaps we don’t need words.” His lips found her earlobe. She shuddered with desire and sighed in surrender to his touch. His hand went to her throat, and warm fingers caressed her cheek. His lips found hers, and for a few brief seconds of ecstasy she forgot herself, but only for a few brief seconds.

“I have to go. Good night.” And without giving herself time to think or hesitate, she took off at a brisk pace, sore ankle be damned, into the wood, praying she’d find her foolish mind in the sanctity of her tent.

∙•∙

Ryder let her go, but followed close behind, stopping at the back of the tent. Having done this many, many times before, he loosened the tent from the half wall of planed boards, stepped over, and entered the tent, his feet landing on the side of the stove. He waited quietly for Jo to drag her empty travel trunk through the opening at the front. When she reached for the lantern, he put out his hand to stop her, and she squeaked.

“Shhh, we don’t need a light, do we? It casts shadows. Best if no one knows I’m here.” Reaching to his right, he tugged a quilt off the cot and draped it around her shoulders. “There now. You sit, and I’ll stoke the fire in the stove. It’s going to get cold tonight.”

“How did you do that?” she asked, falling back on the cot.

“What?” Finding the kindling bucket, he poked the coals to life in the little cast-iron stove.

“Get in here, how did you get in here?”

“Oh. I came in the back, climbed over the half-wall. Not magic. I’ve used this tent before. There are lots of places to take shelter no one is making any use of or would think to enter. I check in on Dodie and stay here. She told me she’s filled you in on how and where the abductions took place.”

The interior of the tent was dark, but he could see the yellow quilt Jo had wrapped around her, and he knew the layout, so finding the kettle to heat some water didn’t pose a problem.

Tugging the quilt tighter about her, Jo tucked her legs to the side and slipped off her shoes. The shoes thudded to the dirt floor. He smiled to himself. With the lid off the cast-iron top of the stove, he glanced her way. She sat rubbing her feet and caught him staring at her feet and pulled the quilt over them. In a huff, she said, “Yes, the girls filled me in, but I don’t see how the Joneses fit into it. They’re prigs, zealots, and tyrants, but abductors of fair-haired young girls? I doubt it.”

He poked at the stubborn coals and added more kindling. It took off, the light of the flames illuminating Jo’s elegantly featured face and setting her lovely locks to life in a blaze of amber. Such beauty and elegance caused his mouth to go dry.

Not waiting for an invitation, he sat down beside her, gathered her into his arms, and took a deep breath. “Yeah, I know. I can’t get anything concrete on them. Their name isn’t Jones. I know that for sure. Ann Pollard, the teacher you replaced, I’ve spoken to her family. She didn’t come home for the holidays. They haven’t seen or heard from her. She was twenty-two, and a faithful correspondent, writing letters home every week. The last letter they received, Anne spoke of the outing to town. She wanted to purchase a new pair of shoes, said she’d been saving up. Nothing in her letter mentioned traveling anywhere or leaving the school. No one remembered her getting on the train or the stage. She simply vanished. Even her belongings disappeared.

“The elderly couple who approached Grace, no one saw them on the train. No one in Laura Creek remembers them. And no one saw them in town. The Joneses claim they hadn’t spoken to anyone answering their description. They are lying. I’ve been watching and listening, staying out of sight. But I can tell, the old bat lifts her chin and turns her head to the side when she lies. The old man turns his back while he’s talking, hands waving as he walks away. Liars, both of them.

“They’ve never met me, by the way,” he said. “Telt, Twyla-Rose’s father, the sheriff, he’s the one who asked them the questions.”

She tugged at the cover and offered him a corner, which he gladly accepted.

“What about Gerald, their son?” she asked. Their hands touched, and she pulled it back to tuck it under the quilt. He could feel her hip warm against his, but he smiled at her attempt to avoid contact.

“He’s why I’m here. I don’t think he is their son. He goes off every weekend. Dodie thinks he gambles. And I’d say it’s a pretty safe bet.”

Jo huffed and straightened her shoulders. “He’s a spy and a tattletale, that’s what he is.”

“They’re giving you a hard time, I guess?”

She snorted this time and adjusted the quilt about her throat. “You could say that. I have notoriety. Notoriety is frowned upon here. I’m supposed to keep my head down, do as I’m told, and turn into a mouse. I’m not succeeding,” she said and sighed.

“No,” he said. Slowly and cautiously, he put his arm around her to draw her closer to his side. She put her head on his shoulder, and he felt her body relax and grow heavy against him. “I don’t think you could ever fool anyone into believing you’re a mouse. You do take orders well, though. At least I think so.”

She laughed. “When my life depends on it. Mrs. Jones does not appreciate innovation, deviation, or stimulation of the mind.”

His hand went to her thigh, roving over her rounded hip. “Stimulation? I’m all for stimulation. And innovation, I’m really good at innovation,” he said, his lips finding hers.

∙•∙

Momentarily losing her head, Jo yielded to the warm, tingling sensations his kisses inspired. The squeak and bang of the privy door opening and closing brought her back to reality. She sprang off the cot, the quilt pooling around her ankles. “You have to get out of here. Go. You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know,” he said, and she heard him laugh the low, seductive laugh that did funny things to her insides. Instead of standing, he leaned back against the half-wall.

“Dodie said there’s a vacant cottage. You should be in it, Jo. It’s pure meanness on the part of the Joneses you’re not. I’d like to stay here for an hour or so, wait for everyone to settle down for the night. I’m going to get into the office, have a look around.”

Holding up her hand, Jo stopped him. “Don’t. Stop right there,” she said and shut her eyes against the very idea of exploring the old bat’s office. On her hike, she’d thought of it herself, damn it. They were hiding something. The Joneses lived pretty high off the hog from what she could see. They didn’t pay the teachers—they were paid in room and board. Dodie kept the place spotless. They worked her hard, again for room and board. The meals weren’t great. They should be, Dodie and Gerald took care of the stock, but the students were rarely served beef or pork, while the Joneses feasted regularly on cuts of both. The students and teachers got game, or a boiled chicken and garden produce. Desserts were practically unheard of.

“I don’t want to know what you’re doing or how you’re going to do it. I can’t have anything to do with any of this.” She threw her hands up in the air and turned around. The blanket nearly took her down. She yanked it free of her legs, flipped it over her arm, and spun around to face him. “I’m on probation here. I’ve been threatened with the prospect of losing my position three times, and I’ve only been officially on the job for two days. I’ll do what I can to protect the girls, keep my eye on them, but I can’t get entangled in your, your adventures ever again.”

His deep-throated chuckle and the creak of the cot warned her of his imminent embrace.

“Oh, Jo,” he said, gathering her into his chest and stroking her back. She sagged against him, against the power he had over her. When he pulled her back down on the cot to sit beside him, with the cover tucked in around them, holding her close, she despaired at her lack of willpower. “My Jo, shhh. Close your eyes and rest awhile. We’ll sit tight here and wait for everyone to get sound asleep. You can come with me, be my lookout.”

She tossed her head back and cracked her forehead on his chin. “I will not,” she said. He kissed her on her bruised eyebrow.

“If we can get into the old man’s office,” he said, barely taking time to breathe, massaging her arm in meditative circles, “maybe we can find out who the Joneses really are and where they’re from. Tomorrow I’ll follow Gerald. Between you and me, we’ll have this case solved in no time.”


Chapter Twelve

Ryder shifted Jo’s head from his shoulder to her pillow. Carefully, he arranged her legs on the cot and tucked the quilt and covers around her body. They’d both fallen asleep, he didn’t know the time, but he felt fairly confident no one was stirring. Quietly, he slipped out of the tent via his usual route, stepping over the half wall and beneath the canvas. Going down with knuckles on the ground, he crouched and disappeared into the darkness beneath the trees.

Sticking close to the trunks of the trees, he made his way to the great hall. Hugging the side of the building, he stopped to listen for any sounds. An owl hooted, and another owl in back of him hooted in return. A whisper of wind rustled the brittle fall leaves at the ends of the branches.

In his crouched position, he hustled across the open yard. Reaching the side of the administration office, he plastered himself to the side of the building, moved as a shadow, and slid around to the back. Again, he stopped to listen and slow his breathing.

Mr. Jones’s office was the second window down. Mrs. Jones had the front office. Her window, when he tried it, wouldn’t budge. Mr. Jones, however, proved very accommodating. Not only had he not locked his window, but he’d left it open by two inches. Ryder easily slid it open and tumbled inside head over heels, landing softly on the cool wooden floor on his hands and knees.

Still as stone, he listened and waited. Hearing nothing but the sound of his own heart pounding, he withdrew a candle from the inside of his coat and lit it, carefully shielding it from any drafts from the window behind him. The desk sat in the middle of the room. He crawled on three pins, keeping the candle steady in his hand as he went. He set the candle down to try the drawers. The middle drawer opened easily. He closed it. Next, the small side drawer on the right opened easily too. The lower drawer, deep and heavy, opened but made clank and tinkle noises setting his nerves on edge. Feeling inside, Ryder discovered a tall bottle and two glasses. He smiled to himself to think of the Joneses enjoying a shot of rye at the end of the day. The small drawer on the left opened and rattled, and he presumed he’d discovered the bibs, pens, and pencil drawer. The lower left drawer wouldn’t budge, locked tight.

He’d broken into more than a hundred desks, and the odds of finding the key to the locked drawer stuck to the underside of the center drawer were pretty good. He ran his fingers along the inside ridge of wood above the kneehole, and sure enough, found a key stuck there with a piece of what smelled like pitch.

The drawer unlocked quietly, and with a little muscle, rolled open. Thick files occupied the front of the drawer. But the files didn’t interest him. His hand went back, way back beyond the files, and he found two ledgers. He chose the bottom one, withdrew it, and tucked it inside his coat. He snuffed out the candle, closed the drawer and locked it, and tucked the key into his trouser pocket. He spat on his fingers and pinched the wick of the candle before placing it inside his coat pocket. He’d set his shirt on fire more than once. On his hands and knees, he backed up to the window, climbed over the sill, and landed on his feet outside.

»»•««

Jo woke, and finding herself alone, sat for a few seconds thinking she’d dreamt Ryder had arrived, held her here in her tent, and kissed her. Then she stubbed her toe on her traveling trunk and came fully awake to the fact that, yes, he’d arrived and magically restored her trunk, but now, of course, he’d vanished. Disgusted by her weakness for Ryder McAdam, she retrieved her quilt off the floor, the patchwork quilt made from her mother’s old dresses and her father’s shirts, and flung it back on the bed.

Still wearing her school clothes, she removed her blouse, skirt, petticoats, and chemise and hung them up. She donned her nightgown, muttering to herself for being a fool to care what happened to him. Lighting the lamp, she stoked the fire in the stove to heat some water to wash her face and scrub some sense into her head.

She congratulated herself for not batting an eye when the back of the tent ruffled and a long leg swung over the halfwall, then a darkly clad torso, and at last, the shoulders, arms, and head of Ryder McAdam appeared. “I’d thought you gone,” she said, taking a hand towel and drying her face.

The moment, improper and shameful, had her behaving with an unusual and most unseemly degree of sophistication. Heart racing and flustered to hide her blush, she turned her back on him and cinched the rope belt of her robe. Well known to her family as the level-headed one, this naughty adventure was long overdue. Only the thought of the consequences of getting caught kept Jo from surrendering to absolute ruin.

»»•««

With the lamplight outlining her shapely female body through the white cotton lawn of her nightgown, Ryder couldn’t blink or breathe, much less look away. Her glorious honey-colored mane fell to her waist, silky and smooth. The sight of her bare feet drove him crazy. He wanted to touch them. Kiss every cold toe. Slide his fingers up the inside of her ankles, her calf, her inner thigh…

Stop. He closed his eyes and held his breath. When he dared to open them, she had her back to him, slipping her arms into an ugly brown and gold plaid flannel robe, endearing her to him even further.

The tent space didn’t allow for a lot of room to maneuver, but Ryder did his best not to let any part of his person touch any part of her person. He had a very tight hold of himself at the moment, but any hint of touch, such as his shoulder brushing her shoulder, his arm brushing her arms, his leg brushing hers, he feared could ignite a spark of heat that would send them both up in flames of inescapable passion.

Taking the lamp, he set it on the lid of Jo’s trunk. Without looking at her, he sat down on the cot and bent over the black ledger and opened it to the first page. The squiggles, lines, and blotches made no sense at all.

His desire to sink deep into her core and die in her arms had him in a sweat. He rolled his shoulders and bit down on his lower lip, telling himself to forget that beneath her ridiculously hideous robe and thin cotton gown was her beautiful warm body, and that all of her could be his with very little coaxing.

Arrogance, arrogance. He put a tad more pressure on his lip, his teeth nearly drawing blood.

He’d lusted after a few women, but nothing as compelling or as dangerous as this had ever occurred. He could lose his head, make mistakes. And set Jo’s life into a bottomless sinkhole. Bad enough what he’d drawn her into so far, he’d hate himself for a cad and a bounder if he took Jo’s virginity because he lacked self control.

“What’s that?” she asked, leaning over his shoulder, her gaze fixed on the opened ledger. A lock of her hair fell over his arm. She smelled of soap and rose water. He inhaled and closed his eyes. On an exhale, he moved over, giving her room to sit next to him.

“It’s a ledger, I think. I found it in a locked desk drawer. I couldn’t read it over there in the office. The Joneses or Gerald might see the light from my candle moving around from their residence. I’ll return it after I’ve had a chance to study it a bit.”

“Hmm,” she said and flipped a couple of pages without his permission. “Not a ledger, more of a diary or a record book of transactions.”

“Yeah, but what kind of transactions? Look at this one, four thousand £. What’s it mean? And for what?”

“British pounds sterling,” she said, going back to the front of the book. “There’s a letter or something, here, stuck inside this binding. The corner of the envelope is frayed.”

Holding the envelope closer to the light did little to help. The address, written in a script of lines and symbols, provided no clue. The multiple postmarks, a Chinese pagoda, an Egyptian pyramid, and the ink drawing of a Spanish battlement proclaimed the letter a world traveler. The sheaf of paper inside the envelope, a personal letter written to one Ira D. Jaynes from his brother, Omar, gave credence to the duplicity Ryder suspected.

A half-dozen receipts fluttered free and landed on the lid of the trunk. Ryder examined one of them, taking note they were deposit transactions through Wells Fargo Bank of New York made to an account number but no name.

He needed to write the number down on something. His fingers searched inside his coat for a pencil.

Jo reached behind her to the little shelf above the stove and handed him a pencil and paper. No words were spoken.

“Thank you,” he said and gave her a peck on the cheek.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked as he copied the account number. “These deposits add up to around ten thousand dollars,” she said, waving the slips of paper under his nose. “Here’s a receipt for a two hundred thousand something… ¥, I don’t know for sure, but it could be Yen. Who pays two hundred thousand yen for anything? And for what? And who is Ira D. Jaynes, for heaven’s sake?”

He shook his head, muttering to himself. “Jaynes, Jones? I’ll send some wires in the morning. Just guessing tonight. Ira D. Jaynes and Ira D. Jones are one in the same.”

Jo grunted in agreement and passed him the receipts. She returned her attention to the record book, flipping through the pages.

He’d started writing down the amounts on the receipts when her gasp averted his attention from the deposit slips back to the book. Fingers shaking, she removed a loose sheaf of paper. Eyes round and body trembling, she handed it to him.

The letter was addressed to Omar Dakar Hussein Jaynes, Captain of the Oracle, dated September 2. “Dear brother Omar, We have a spirited young woman who recently came under our employ. She is not too old and not too young, fit, a fine figure, strong, good teeth, sound of mind, fair, caramel colored hair, unusual gray eyes, and as I said, unusually high-spirited, too spirited for our little school. I believe she would find favor with the Sultan. He mentioned in his last letter he had tired of the blonde, and the child weeps profusely. They have brought upon him a melancholy which causes headaches and bad temper. We could deliver before the New Year if we could get her shipped before the end of the month. I await your response.”

Ryder read over the letter three times to absorb its meaning. The first time through he couldn’t believe it, the second time through he was so disgusted he thought he might puke, and the third time through he got really, really frightened and angry. Stiff with outrage, he squared his shoulders, folded the letter, and placed it between the last few pages of the book where it had been originally and closed the book.

He blew out the light in the lantern and enfolded Jo within his arms, pulling her close to his chest. He pressed his lips to her forehead and prayed he could stop whatever they had planned. His mind racing, he spoke his thoughts aloud, “The next town outing is a week from this coming Saturday. We have time to set a trap. I wish you weren’t in this tent. They’ve isolated you here on purpose.”

Her fingers clenching and unclenching on his arm, she said, “You think he’s talking about me…about abducting me?”

“I do. They can’t have you. You’re mine now, Jo.”

Her fingers tightened on his arm, her head burrowing closer to his shoulder. She hadn’t disputed his claim, but she hadn’t leaped for joy either.

Going very still in his arms, her voice a whisper in the dark, she said, “You can’t stay here.”

“No, I know, but I don’t want to leave you alone. You’re not safe in this tent. Anyone could sneak in here and cart you away, and no one would be the wiser. I’m not going to let that happen. You’re mine. I am yours. Neither of us can do nothing about this, Jo. You’re not ready to accept it, but I can wait.”

She pulled back and shook her head. “This is not the time. All I really know is no one could haul me away. I’d put up a fight. You know I would. You don’t have to stay with me. You shouldn’t be here. And we both know why,” she said, touching his jaw with the tip of her finger.

In the dark his lips found hers, and they were lost. His hand started to rove over her hip and then up, going inside her robe and finding her breast. He groaned and stopped, aching with need and breathing hard. He put his forehead to hers. “These people are ruthless. They have ways, drugs to make you unable to fight. Opium, morphine, you couldn’t fight.”

He pulled himself away from her, removed his hand from her flesh, and groaned. “I’ll take this back,” he said, closing the record book, “and I’ll get my bedroll. I left it stashed in the orchard. I’m sleeping in here, right beside your cot, on the ground. I’ll protect what is mine.”


Chapter Thirteen

Adhering to the guidelines, Jo plodded through the remainder of the week. She was afraid if she made one false move Mrs. Jones, Gerald, or one of her students would discover she had a man in her tent.

Dodie, Jo observed, had her nose down as well. She performed her duties with quiet efficiency and curtailed her interactions with Grace, Twyla-Rose, and the other girls. She offered polite greetings and the occasional giggle, but she avoided prolonged huddles.

Out prowling around who-knows-where at night, Ryder, Jo knew, slept in her tent during the early morning and possibly most of the afternoon. Little things appeared, announcing he’d made her tent his home: the tin of ground coffee, the jar of blackberry jam sitting on the shelf above her little stove, the paper sack full of peppermint candies spilling out on top of her traveling trunk. He did check in on her throughout the night, and she’d become accustomed to the rustle of the canvas and his soft, ghost-like comings and goings. Sometimes they brushed fingertips in passing, and sometimes she felt his fingers touching her hair.

Ryder had taken to haunting her residence to rest during the day. Now a new treasure awaited her return every afternoon. She’d discovered a black and white magpie feather tucked within the pages of her romance novel. He’d left her a smooth red stone in her teacup that fit perfectly between her thumb and forefinger. He’d put a milky, opaque quartz streaked with black veins shaped like a heart in her robe pocket, and, yesterday, a yellow rose blossom lay on her pillow.

Disappointed to find her tent unoccupied, she slumped down on her cot. Suspense gnawed at her peace of mind and having to keep the secret of his presence pricked her conscience. The little tokens were all very nice, lovely, but she wanted to talk to him, see him. She wanted to hear about his investigation.

Glancing around her small space, Jo thought it looked too neat, too tidy. The quilt folded and draped over the end of the bed, her pillow plumped and smooth, shouted a contrived appearance of vacancy. The only clue he’d been here at some point during the day was the iridescent, blue jay feather poking out between her carefully folded nightgown and the pillow.

She sat for a long while, running the feather between her fingers to calm her fears. Chilled as the interior of her tent grew dim, she lit her lamp and put some wood in her stove to heat water. Shuffling feet, giggles, and whispers, and the squawk of the privy door opening and closing declared the students had started preparing for bed. Once her own ablutions were taken care of, her nightgown and robe on, and a pair of woolen socks on her feet, Jo wrapped her quilt around her and sat on her cot to compose her first letter home.

An eternity, not even a full week, five days gone. She now understood why her brother Gabe’s letters home had always been so bland. How did one express one’s fears and disappointments without raising alarm? Any hint of peril would send her father Buck and her brothers Gabe and Van hell-for-leather to her rescue. She didn’t want to look too closely as to why she didn’t want them or need them to come to her rescue. She didn’t need rescuing, did she?

Ashamed of herself for thinking it, truthfully, she didn’t want her family to discover she’d taken up with an Indian devil who had placed her in danger. And not only that, he’d laid claim to her heart. Her brothers would probably string Ryder up by his heels over the highest beam in the barn if they knew he was sleeping in her quarters. If her father ever found out Ryder was the one who had deliberately kept her in a train car full of train robbers, and that she’d shot someone to defend herself, he’d take him out and strip the hide off him.

She truly believed Ryder McAdam would never allow any harm to come to her. Oh, she wouldn’t put it past him to put her in danger, but he would always provide protection for her. She trusted him. The idea startled her and gave her heart a sharp tweak. All her life she’d put her trust in her brothers and her father. She could count on them one hundred percent. But now, now she had Ryder McAdam. She didn’t need or want anyone else.

Tapping her cheek with the feather, her lip tucked between her teeth, she had to decide how much to reveal.

The blank piece of paper in her lap taunted her. No, she couldn’t tell her family about Ryder, not yet. But what to say without saying anything? That was the question.

Shaking her head, she told herself, forget Ryder McAdam and his adventures, you’re a teacher.

The girls, the girls, of course, she could write about her students. They were bright, enthusiastic. Although it was a damn shame they weren’t being challenged to expand their studies. Ah, well, nothing she could do about it. But now and then she did toss in the title of a few books and suggest the library in town might provide information about locations, climates, and customs of foreign countries. While there they could search for a book on mythology, the Greek gods and goddesses. Or if they preferred a bit of adventure, the tales of Robin Hood or Rob Roy. Tales of The Knights of the Round Table might hold their interest while giving them some insight into the past. She’d even gone so far as to suggest they have a reading hour before bed. If she couldn’t teach them, then they could teach themselves.

Most of her students were eager to discover new worlds. A handful, to Jo’s dismay, dismissed the idea of studying more than the bare minimum to get by. After all, they aspired to be obedient wives, mothers, and God-fearing pillars in their communities, not scholars. To be anything more held the odor of the liberal-minded bluestocking’s and the suffragettes who marched to secure a woman’s right to vote. No man would countenance such a female for his bride.

Jo scribbled a few more details and put a period at the end of her last sentence, having drawn a blank. She couldn’t talk about her comfortable, snug little cottage, the cottage she’d been promised upon accepting her position. And she didn’t intend to tell them she’d been relegated to an army tent next to the privy. She couldn’t talk about her fellow teachers, Miss Ott and Miss Ames. After a few brief conversations over their evening meals, the conversations had run dry.

The tent flap opened, and Dodie entered, dressed in her nightgown and a muckle-dun colored blanket wrapped around her shoulders, with a length of it dragging on the ground. She stood stock still, her dark eyes wide, trembling slightly and teeth chattering. She asked, “Have you seen him…talked to him?”

Jo shook her head and then nodded, squeezing her eyes shut before she explained herself, saying, “Not exactly…seen him? No. I…I mean…Wait, who? Have I seen who?”

Dodie flopped on the cot and snuggled in next to her. “You know who. Move over. I’m freezing. I’ve been waiting for almost an hour out in the orchard for him. He didn’t show up…again.”

Jo spread the quilt over them both and tucked it in around their feet. “Ryder? Your brother Ryder? That’s who we’re talking about?”

Dodie snorted and nudged her with her shoulder. “Yes, Ryder, my brother. When he’s here, he sleeps here. I know he does, but with you in here, I wondered.” She waggled her eyebrows at Jo and snickered.

Jo sighed and closed her eyes. “Who else knows he sleeps here?”

Dodie pulled in her little chin. “No one, I hope.”

“Not even Grace or Twyla-Rose?”

“No,” Dodie said, her chin down, her fingers playing with the edge of the quilt. “I can’t tell them about Ryder. They know him, of course, we grew up in the same town, for heaven’s sake. And I think they know I see him and talk to him, but they don’t ask about him. They know he’s with Pinkerton. They know his plan allowed Daddy-Royce, Mr. Buttrum, and the sheriff to capture the train robbers. But they don’t know he’s here. They don’t know our secret meeting place. So, you haven’t seen him either.”

Jo stroked the jay feather, measuring in her mind what she could reveal and what she shouldn’t reveal. “Well, I’ve sort of seen him. I have evidence he’s been here every day. He leaves me things.”

Dodie jerked to attention. “What? What things? Show me?”

Jo fished out from beneath her pillow a lace hanky and unfolded it to reveal her treasures. “I found this magpie feather on my pillow a couple of days ago, the red stone the next day, then the quartz and the rose blossom, and today the jay feather.”

Dodie picked up the magpie feather and twirled it between her thumb and forefinger. “He’s talking to you, telling you what he’s doing. All of these things speak. The magpie is a mimic and a trickster. This red carnelian is a stone of power, holding it, worrying it, will give you confidence. The quartz, milky, opaque, when you hold it up to the light, reveals black veins of the truth of things past. The jay feather is from a bird famous for being a thief and a liar. The rose, the bud of a yellow rose, speaks of unexpressed regard.”

Jo picked up the rose and held it to her cheek, inhaling its sweet scent, avoiding Dodie’s piercing gaze.

“You? My brother has chosen you? We’re sisters.” Dodie put her hand on Jo’s arm. “You’ve lost touch with who you are, but my brother saw.”

Jo shook her head in denial. “What? Saw what? I don’t understand.”

Her black eyes narrowed, concentrating, Dodie looked deep into her eyes. “Tell me of your mother, your father?”

Jo hesitated, sat up straight, and blinked a few times trying to think her way out of answering these questions. “My father and my brothers live near Baker City. They work a ranch and a guest hot spring.”

Dodie smiled at her and shook her head. “No, who are the people of your parents?”

Thinking to herself, Jo tipped her head to the side, not because of shame for her mother’s Indian blood, but for fear of exposing herself and her family to the prejudices it invoked. The Indians were persecuted and exploited, their children ripped from their arms and sent to schools where they were punished for speaking their own language. Dodie and Ryder were unmistakably Indians. Poor little Dodie, looked upon as inferior, treated as a servant by the arrogant Mrs. Jones, was a prime example of the current attitude of the white man. Jo did not want to be tossed into a category with a bunch of bigots, but on the other hand, she hesitated to confess her lineage aloud.

Mustering her courage, she said, “My mother, Petra, was of the Kootenai people. Her mother married a white man, a wealthy man, who protected and pampered my mother, and her mother, from the world. My mother escaped an abusive man, and luckily my father found her and worshiped her. Our home is away from town and the politics of the day. My mother, for most of her childhood, thought of herself as white. Not until she had her first child did she come to value the ways of her people. She took us, her children, to visit several times, but when her old aunt passed, she stopped making the effort to stay in touch. To be honest, I never felt comfortable with my mother’s people.”

Dodie smiled and gave her a hug. “My brother is alive and doing what needs to be done. I have another sister now. We will wait. Hold the red stone in your palm when you sleep. Do not hold the white one. It will give you bad dreams. I have to go,” she said, disentangling herself from the quilt.

Before leaving, Dodie turned to say, “Our mother was of the Cayuse people, a healer, and our father a horse trainer of Scottish descent. They loved horses, all animals, as do I. I was three when they…they died. Our sister Tru, she took care of us as best she could. She was eighteen at the time. Ryder was ten and Ben not even a year old. I don’t remember my parents. Tru told us stories to keep them alive in our hearts. Ryder says he doesn’t remember, but I don’t believe him. Daddy Royce and Mama Cleantha adopted us, loved us, and gave us a true home. We were lucky.”

The tent flap closed, and a waft of frosty air rushed in. Hurriedly, Jo finished her letter with a few more tidbits. The orchard walks with her students, the difficulty she found having to adhere to the guidelines and limitations of the school’s curriculum, and a few inquiries directed to Birdie-Alice and the expected child, the first grandchild. She closed, sending her love to them all, assuring them she was well and doing fine.

She put more wood in her stove. With a cup of warm tea in her hand, she blew out her lantern and got between the covers. Sitting in the dark on her cot, with Ryder’s gifts spread out on her pillow, she waited for him to come to her. He would come to her tonight, the rose told her so.


Chapter Fourteen

Twice she started to nod off, and twice to keep herself awake Jo stoked the stove with more kindling to warm the tea in her kettle. Close by, the hoot of an owl brought her to full alert. Holding her breath, she heard the canvas rustle at the back of the tent. She rubbed her eyes and sat up, tucking her legs to the side to make room for him.

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

The interior of the tent was dark, dank, and cold, making it impossible to see anything or anyone. But when he bumped into the stove and the lid of her tea kettle rattled, she knew precisely where he stood. When the little cup of utensils on the shelf above the stove clattered to the dirt floor and he cursed, she thought he might be drunk.

“You’re supposed to be asleep, damn it. I need my bedroll. It’s under your cot.”

No, not drunk. In a foul mood, but why?

Going down on his hands and knees in front of her, his cold hand landed on her knee. She put her hand over his before he could withdraw it. “Why are you leaving? Why not sleep here at night too?”

His fingers dug into her leg. He quickly let go, slipping his hand out from under hers. Rising, he said, “I sure as hell wouldn’t get any sleep if I stayed here. So yeah, I’m leaving.” Turning away from her, he stubbed his shin on her travel trunk and let out a low-level howl of pain.

Throwing back her cover, Jo rose to her feet and slammed into his back. To keep her balance, she put her hands on his shoulders. “Why? You’ve been sleeping here during the day all week.”

He turned and slipped an arm around her waist. “Keep your voice down.”

Swatting his arm, she shook her head. “You can’t leave. I am fully awake, and I want to know what you’ve found out. If you don’t sleep here, then where do you go?”

On a deep sigh, he put his forehead to hers. “You don’t need to know where I sleep, or if I sleep at night. I’ll let you know when I find out something important. Right now, I don’t have much to report. I personally watched Mr. Jones mail his letter to Mr. Omar Jaynes. He mailed it to the Port of Portland.

“I sent a wire, and an operative in Portland reported the captain of the Oracle, Omar Jaynes, is rumored to be holed up in a dockside bawdy house. I contacted the comptroller of the Port of Portland. He doesn’t know what the hell the Oracle is hauling. It’s not a passenger ship—that he did know. The Oracle has paid dockage for the rest of the month, estimated date of departure is mid-October.”

He huffed and then heaved a weighty sigh. “As for Gerald, he’s a horrible gambler, in debt all over town. Like I said, I’ll be around, keeping an eye on you. I can’t stay here,” he said and turned away to leave.

“No,” she said, clutching his arm. “You’re not leaving. You’re going to stay right here and sleep on my floor where I know you’re safe. Dodie. Dodie was here looking for you. She’s worried too. You didn’t meet her in the orchard.”

“So, she knows?”

Pressing her lips together, she nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see her.

He gave her a little shake. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here. You could get in real trouble.”

Clutching at the front of his coat, she said, “No. It’s good she knows. I can talk to her. We can worry about you together. She explained to me the meaning of all your little gifts. I love them. I keep them here under my pillow.”

“Yeah, Dodie and I, and my brother Jewel, we look for things to convey messages, it’s a game, a habit. I couldn’t think of any other way to let you know what I was doing. Let you know I’m thinking of you, can’t get you out of my head. You, you’re driving me out of my mind. I can’t, Jo, I have to keep my head clear, for your sake, I have to.”

Her finger, tracing along his jaw and scraping the stubble of whiskers, awakened in her a disturbing maternal instinct to hold him and feed him. “You need to stay here, stay here with me, and rest. Have some food. I have some sausage and bread, and an apple, of course.”

In a swift move that took her breath away, he jerked her into a tight embrace. His hand pressed to her lower back, he pulled her in, curving her body into his hips. With the evidence of his aroused manhood against her stomach, she gasped, eyes wide open now.

“That’s why I can’t sleep here,” he said, his voice a primal growl. “I can’t sleep here, not with you sleeping in your cot in nothing but your nightgown, your hair down around your shoulders, falling to your waist, smelling warm, sweet, fresh and clean. The perfume, or the soap, whatever it is you use, it drives me mad, it fills the air, coils around my head. I can’t think straight. God, Jo, let me go. I have to go.”

On a groan, he gently shoved her aside to go around her. A cold draft moved in around her bare legs. She blinked, staring into the darkness, reality sinking in. “You want me? No one has ever wanted me. I mean…no man has ever wanted me.”

He growled in the dark, a primal, guttural snarl. “I gotta get out of here.” The canvas rustled.

“No, you wait right there, Ryder McAdam. You have to help me understand this. Am I right? You want me, you want to…to…?”

“Yeah. I really want to.”

His verbal admission knocked the wind right out of her sails.

“Why?”

“Christ, why do you think?”

“‘Cause I’m vulnerable. I’m alone. I’m an easy conquest.”

His bedroll landed on her foot. She took a half step back and nearly fell. He caught her, breathing hard, trembling, and pinned her against his chest. “You are not easy. I suspect a lot of men have lusted after you, but you turned up your nose, attacked them with that sharp tongue of yours and sent them away, ears burning and their…their expectations limp in their trousers. I can testify you are not vulnerable. You are very capable of taking care of yourself. As for easy conquest, yeah, it’s why I can’t stay here in this tent with you. Why I don’t sleep here. I come in, get my bedroll, and leave because taking you wouldn’t be any challenge at all.”

He let her go and bent down to pick up his bedroll. She put a hand on his arm. “You’re right, my father and mother made sure I could take care of myself, protect myself from unwanted advances. I could protect myself from you….if I really wanted to, but…I trust you, Ryder.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know.” A giggle escaped her lips. She put her arms around him and pressed her cheek to his chest to hear his heart thudding, pounding. “It’s the silliest thing, I know, and I don’t care. Stay here. Stay with me.”

He pulled his shoulders back, body stiff, arms straight down at his side.

On her toes, she pressed her lips to the nape of his neck, coaxing him to surrender.

“Ah, Jo, don’t do this,” he said, his voice a harsh whisper.

“Sit with me, talk to me. Tell me how you became a Pinkerton man. You said I don’t know you. Tell me, Ryder. I want to know you.”

“You’re lonely for your family, that’s all this is. Go to sleep.”

Tugging on his arm, she turned him around and pulled him down on the cot beside her. “I’m wide awake. This is your fault, you know. Calling me ‘your Jo,' what did you think would happen?”

»»•««

Sitting next to her, elbows gouging his knees, holding his head in his hands, Ryder asked himself the same question. Fussing with the quilt, she arranged it over them both and snuggled into his shoulder. His arm went around her, and he closed his eyes. This, this is what he’d wanted. What he hoped would happen. And he knew himself for a fool to wish for the impossible.

His cheek pressed to the top of her head, he mindlessly stroked her upper arm. He closed his eyes and surrendered to the moment, admitting to himself he was lonely too. The time had come to let someone in, open up, take a risk.

“The railroad goes straight through Laura Creek. At fourteen, I started as a guard, overseeing payroll shipments. At eighteen, I aided in the capture of an OR&N company embezzler which brought my…ah…talents to the attention of a Pinkerton agent.

“Even though Pinkerton said flat out he didn’t have any use for an Indian, he liked the way I worked and took me on as an apprentice for a year. Funny thing, most folks, when they look at me, they know they don’t trust me, and they sure as hell wouldn’t take me for a lawman. Crooks don’t mind me at all. They don’t trust me, but they don’t mind keeping me around.”

He shook his head and took a deep breath. “I’m a half-breed. Tribe members look at me and see a traitor because I’ve taken on the white man’s clothes and his manners. The white man looks at me and thinks stinking Indian. The forts are being dismantled. Pinkerton took me on as a full-fledged agent to work here in this part of the state. Mostly I investigate the Indian Missions and reservations. He sent me back east to his school for Pinkerton Agents, even paid my way. I like what I do.”

With her hand warm on his neck, she asked, “You travel a lot, I guess?”

He didn’t answer immediately. The wood in the stove popped, and a spark lit up the circumference of the top plate. She jerked, her fingers clutching the collar of his coat. He kissed her forehead and held her tight.

With heart beating loud and fast, thudding against his ribcage, he knew the moment had arrived. Time to face the truth. “I have, until now. You gotta’ understand Jo, Indians aren’t allowed to own property. I’m an Indian in this white man’s world. So making a home, getting a place of my own, is out unless my father gifts me some property. But honestly, I think I’d make a damn poor rancher or farmer. I’d go crazy.”

She tipped her head up, her breath warm on the nape of his neck. “You could never give up doing what you do? You love it.”

“Sometimes. Right now, I hate it. I want to be with you, and I want you to be with me, but I can’t stop asking questions and investigating. I won’t, not until I have all the pieces of the puzzle. I lose track of time. I don’t want to eat or sleep.”

Her fingers had started to make a circle over his chest. If she didn’t stop, he’d have to take her down and love the life out of her.

“You’d need a life mate, not a wife.”

Her insight took his breath away, and his heart beat a drum roll.

“You’d need someone who would understand your commitment to your profession, I guess.”

She grew silent, and in a very sad voice she said, “You know teachers, female teachers, aren’t allowed to marry, or even have suitors. We’re not even allowed to be seen in public places holding conversations with men who aren’t family. I really want to be a teacher. I love teaching, but…but not having someone…a home of my own…someone to love, I think I’d eventually perish.”

“I can’t think ahead right now, not this minute.” He clasped the hand on his chest to keep it still and brought it to his lips. “You’re mine, Jo. This I know. I don’t know what to do about it.”

“You could make love to me. I would like that.”

In the dark, his lips found hers. Her hand moved to the inside of his coat. Attempting to be the voice of reason, he said, “This is a really bad idea.”

“I know,” she said, with her lips pressed to his ear.

“We shouldn’t.”

“Hmmm, very bad. Naughty,” she said, placing little kisses across his cheek and down his neck.

He laid her down and moved one of her legs to his side the better to put himself between her legs, his hand easily going beneath her nightgown. His fingers found her center and slipped inside the folds. He pressed his lips to her nipple, his tongue and teeth teasing the flesh through the fabric of her nightgown. She bucked beneath him, pressing her hips into his hand. Ruthlessly, his fingers circled, slipping in and out, circling, in and out. Her cry of ecstasy flew into his mouth. Weeping softly, she clung to him.


Chapter Fifteen

Untangling himself from her legs and arms and leaving Jo sound asleep, Ryder rose from the cot and pulled the blanket and then her quilt up to her ears. She sighed and snuggled down, muttering an unintelligible protest. He slipped from the tent with his bedroll under his arm. The temptation to stay, wake her and make love to her thoroughly, not halfway, but all the way, had his body throbbing with an aching need for release.

Sleep out of the question, he stealthily made his way to the administration office and slipped into Ira Jones’s office.

The desktop was neat, the blotter clear of papers and the pens in their holders. A sepia-tinted daguerreotype of a man and a woman caught Ryder’s eye in a brief flicker of his lit candle. The man and woman were performers, dressed in leotards and sequin-covered costumes. Behind them, a cage hinted there might be a wild animal inside. Holding the candle up, he couldn’t find a name or a title to go with the photo, the faces of the couple dim, faded with age.

The door to the hall stood ajar. He slipped through, guarding his candle, and entered Mrs. Jones’s office. Papers, letters, and forms littered her desktop, and one large colorful flyer piqued his curiosity. Unable to read the flyer upside down, he went around the desk and leaned down over it. Holding the candle up, he caught the hot, dripping wax in the palm of his hand. Around the edge of the flyer were depictions of tight-rope walkers, roaring lions, sword swallowers, jugglers in ornate and exotic costumes, and white-faced, red-nosed, floppy-footed clowns in voluminous, colorful clothes.

The headline read. Circus International on tour throughout the west featuring lions from Africa, sword swallowers from Persia, jugglers from Spain.

In large print at the bottom of the flyer, the headline jumped out at him and nearly cost him his candle. From Argentina, Payasos Georgio Jaynes and his charming wife, Rosa, amaze and delight children of all ages with their magic.

And beneath that, in small type. Circus International brought to your town by the Jaynes Brothers.

Blood surging, pulse pounding in his ears, Ryder searched the flyer for a date but couldn’t find it. His prisoners, namely, Jacob Jaynes and his cohorts, were lodged safely, for the time being, in the Cherry Grove jail. Pinkerton had sent a wire saying they’d be transported soon, but nothing definite. Transported where? Ryder had not a clue. Could be Portland or San Francisco or Denver. Could it all be connected? The clowns, the robbers, the abductions? Maybe the Payasos gang weren’t headed for Canada at all. Maybe they’d been heading for the Oracle in Portland.

Thoughts, plans, ideas mixed with panic stacked up in his brain in a big messy pile. A wire, he’d send a wire, but where and to whom? And from where? He didn’t want to send it from town, Gerald or someone else might find out he knew something. Gerald didn’t know him from dog doo. He wasn’t making any sense. He had to think. Think straight for Jo’s sake, for Dodie’s sake. At this point, he didn’t know anything. But he had the usual gut feeling. He had to go, leave now, tonight. Leave Jo.

Laura Creek, he could ride to Laura Creek, send a wire from there to Pinkerton, warn them. He could be there by this time tomorrow if he left immediately.

»»•««

A hawk feather lay on the top of her travel trunk. Jo blinked, groaned, and shook her head. He’d disappeared into the night again. Rolling onto her back, she folded her arm over her eyes and relived the night in Ryder McAdam’s arms. The fact of her nudity shamed her. She’d asked to be conquered, seduced. But being nearly seduced, almost conquered by a ghost, a phantom, left her wanting whatever it was they hadn’t done. And she knew they hadn’t consummated. He’d never even slipped out of his trousers. He’d played her like a fiddle, making her sing and beg for more. She lay for a few moments lecturing herself. She was a fool, a fool headed for ruin.

Her stomach rumbled, grinding on empty. Saturday, no school, but if she wanted breakfast, she needed to hurry. Time for self-recrimination would have to keep until later.

The girls were up, the privy door opening and closing. Jo washed her face, braided her hair, dressed, and prayed no one could see into her sinful soul.

Dodie waited for her outside her tent and pounced on her, asking, “You saw him?”

“He’s fine. We have to hurry. I have to set the tables.”

“He left you something? What? What did he leave this time?”

Jo stopped. Irritated, she closed her eyes to calm herself and inhaled, letting her breath out slowly. She answered Dodie’s question, “Another feather.” Taking long strides, she took off for the great hall.

Dodie, leaping sideways, asked, “What kind of feather?”

“I don’t know, hawk, I guess, brown, black, reddish.”

“Hawk? That’s a hawk feather. Hawks hunt prey. He’s hunting.”

Jo stopped short and Dodie nearly fell into her arms. Blinking, head shaking, Jo sputtered and asked, “Hunting? What? Hunting? Now? Why?”

“Hawks fly and hunt their prey.”

“Oh, well,” Jo said with a toss of her head, marching across the green, muttering to herself. “Wonderful. He’s gone hunting. I don’t believe this.”

Dodie, giggling, skipping to keep up with her, said, “I thought I heard coyotes last night.”

Jo rushed forward, trotting up the steps of the great hall, refusing to take the bait.

“Sounded close,” Dodie said right behind her, on her heels. “They usually hunt in the orchard.”

“Do you know if it’s sausage or ham this morning?” Jo asked, concentrating on maintaining an indifferent façade.

Dodie giggled and tossed an apron at her. “Fatback, oatmeal, and biscuits. The usual. Twyla-Rose is in the kitchen making biscuits. Heavy as lead and dry as sand. I recommend lots of butter and honey to help them slide down the gullet.”

Cheeks burning, certain Dodie knew the truth, yes, she’d spent the night with her brother, naked and in heaven. She’d begged Ryder to seduce her, and he had, most thoroughly. She tied her apron around her waist and then loaded up the serving trolley with the dinnerware and escaped into the dining room away from Dodie’s all-seeing eyes. Perspiring, she set the tables. Her nerves in shreds, she prayed for composure. All thumbs, she dropped silverware, tipped over two water glasses, and tripped on the leg of a chair on her way around to the last table.

During the meal, Jo sat at her table, unable to eat more than a few bites of her runny oatmeal. She eyed the biscuit dripping with butter and honey, but it held absolutely no appeal. The greasy, undercooked fatback smelled rancid, giving her stomach flip-flops. She wrapped four strips of the limp fatback and two biscuits in her napkin and put the pouch in the pocket of her apron. Thinking to add to her cache, she snatched one of the forbidden oranges from the bowl in the middle of the table. The rule—oranges, any fresh fruit offered, must be shared with at least two other diners.

Mrs. Jones rose to her feet and tapped on her water glass, startling Jo to attention. She slipped the orange to her lap, squared her shoulders, chin to her chest and eyes downcast. Her guilt had expanded into ridiculous proportions. She held her breath, anticipating her public humiliation. Somehow Gerald…Gerald, the spy, had discovered her late night romp, her wild night of uninhibited self-gratification with the heathen mesmerizer, Ryder McAdam.

“Next Saturday, as is the custom, students are allowed off campus to replenish necessities and notions from the merchants in town,” Mrs. Jones said in her usual nasally drone

Jo slumped forward and released her breath, grateful Mrs. Jones’s topic did not include her, so far.

“However,” Mrs. Jones said, her beady, all-seeing eyes scanning her subjects and landing on Jo.

Jo tipped her head and tried not to blink. In her head, her guilty conscience stacked up a colorful list of infractions she had committed of late.

“We are going to make an adjustment in our scheduling.” Groans and grumblings followed Mrs. Jones’s announcement. She tapped her water glass smartly. Her brows drew down over her needle nose, and her thin lips pulled back into a disapproving scowl. “That will be enough of that. If I hear one more, rude outburst, I’ll rescind my offer to give you a day at the circus and send you all to the barns to muck stalls and chicken coops.”

A heavy, tense silence ensued. No one dared breathe. “That’s better,” Mrs. Jones said, bony shoulders thrown back and hands held tightly to her waist. “Now, as I was saying, we have received notice that a circus of some renown is to arrive later next week. We have received a special invitation to attend. We will go as a group and sit as a group. You will be on your best behavior. Miss Ott, Miss Ames, Miss Buxton, I will hold you responsible for maintaining a tight rein on your students. The invitation is for a special, just for the school, Friday afternoon performance.”

Mrs. Jones started to take her seat but paused turned back to the hall to say, “Any misconduct or infraction by any one of you between now and next Friday will prevent the entire student body from attending this event.” Her lips pursed, she gave them all a satisfied nod. “You are excused.”

The girls, demonstrating great restraint, Jo thought, folded their napkins, put them on their plates, and rose from their tables. They slid their chairs back in place, carried their plates to the bin beside the exit door, and filed out of the dining hall in a quiet and orderly fashion.

Once outside, youthful spirits set free, the girls jumped and squealed in excited anticipation, prancing and leaping around on the lawn like young colts.


Chapter Sixteen

The damn rain and wind came straight at him. Worried about Jo wet and cold in her tent, Ryder hunched his shoulders and tucked his chin into the collar of his black canvas long coat. He kicked the flanks of the plodding cob he’d borrowed from the sheriff, urging it down the bank and between the towering yellow larch. He traveled alongside the rivulet of water tumbling down the hill in a small ditch and worked his way up the mountain to home and Laura Creek. Taking mercy on his tired mount, he dismounted and led the horse across the shallow stream. He found the track in the dark and walked the mile or so into town.

Laura Creek, nestled in a meadow between steep and densely forested mountains, offered a bit of shelter from the wind and driving rain. Not a single light glowed in any of the windows of the houses of the town. Going behind the sheriff’s office, he tied his horse to the hitching ring next to the water trough and removed his bedroll from the front of the saddle.

Hardly anyone in Laura Creek locked their doors, save for Howard Buttrum, owner of the bank and the town’s mayor. He locked the bank doors, of course. The sheriff, Telt Longtree, locked the jail if he had a prisoner. Otherwise, he left it open, declaring to anyone who thought to criticize there wasn’t anything worth stealing in the place. Ryder entered through the back door, tossed his bedroll in the dinky cell, and went out to the front office to see if he could coax the dead coals in the potbellied stove to life.

He lit the lantern and filled the coffee pot with more water and a scoop of ground coffee. In four hours the telegraph office would open. With nothing to do but wait for his coffee, he began rifling through the scattered flyers and pamphlets on Telt’s desk. And there it was, the flyer for Circus International. He found specific dates handwritten along the margins. Weak in the knees, he plopped down in Telt’s rickety old office chair. He would’ve gone over backward if he hadn’t caught himself by grabbing hold of the edge of the sheriff’s heavy oak desk.

First stop, Umatilla, then Pendleton today and next day La Grande,and then on to Cherry Grove. After Cherry Grove, on to Enterprise. Then on to Lewiston, the last town on their Columbia River tour. They were to celebrate with a performance aboard the River Belle, which would take them to the mouth of the Snake River where it joined the Columbia. The performers, deserving a rest, would then journey down the Columbia to Vancouver, where they would board a ship bound for South America.

There it was, all laid out, a neat and tidy little plan. But how did the Payasos gang fit in? And the abductions? How and where to look for the answers? He had four, no, three and a half hours to think about it. His head hurt, and his throat ached. The strong shot of hot coffee warmed him up all the way down to his gut.

Two cups of coffee later, Ryder had his telegrams ready and a brilliant idea, but he’d need Dodie’s help. He didn’t have any doubts there. She’d be an eager spy, given she’d have license to do what she loved best, trick riding. But he’d have to hurry if they were to infiltrate Circus International.

»»•««

By noon Saturday, the gentle rain of morning gathered strength and burst into a wind-driven heavy downpour. The girls huddled inside their cottages, reading or playing board games. Jo, wrapped in her quilt, sat on her cot trying to read her book. The tent shuddered and ruffled with every gust. Rain blew in over the back wall. The wind whistled and wailed, driving the rain down the flue where it hissed and sizzled on the stovetop.

The tent flap blew open, and Dodie entered with Grace and Twyla-Rose following behind her. “Come on, you can’t stay in here,” Dodie said, snatching Jo’s riding coat off the hook to the side of the flap. “The water’s coming inside and shooting down your chimney. It’s cold in here.”

Twyla-Rose shuddered. “You’ll catch your death if you stay in here.”

Grace snatched the book out of Jo’s hand and laid it on the trunk. The hawk feather fluttered to the ground. “Miss Ott and Miss Ames are away this afternoon with family. We need you to chaperone.”

Dodie stood with the hawk feather in her fingers, her lower lip tucked between her teeth and a knowing smile on her face.

“I hardly think you need a chaperone,” Jo said, and removed the feather from Dodie’s fingers and hid it beneath her blouse between her breasts. She folded her quilt and held it to her chest. “Very well, but just for the afternoon. I’m sure this storm will have passed by then. I like the rain.”

“That is a pure lie,” Twyla-Rose said. “Rain, maybe, but the wind, I don’t think so. You can bunk in with Dodie tonight. She doesn’t take up a lot of room.”

Grace nodded. “If anyone dares tattle we’ll…we’ll…well, I don’t know what we’ll do, but it will be terrible. Now, let’s get out of here. Mama sent me a tin of cookies. I’ve been saving them for a rainy day just like this.”

Twyla-Rose exited first and then Grace. Dodie hung back. “Gerald’s gone. The Joneses won’t venture out in the rain today. I don’t think you need fear being discovered inside our cottage.”

Folding her quilt and bedding and stacking them so they would fit in her arms, she said, “Very well, but just for this afternoon. I like the rain.”

Dodie snorted and peeked out through the flap, her face screwed up in disgust. “This is not rain—this is a storm. Tree limbs falling all around. You can’t stay here.”

“He’s gone for a while. Probably days,” Dodie said, her back to the tent flap and the storm outside.

“He’s always gone,” Jo said, adjusting her cape over her shoulders and the hood over her head. She stomped past Dodie, her head down against the wind. The wind caught her hood and ripped it from her head. She dropped her pillow in the mud. Silently cursing Ryder McAdam, she raised her face to the heavens in defiance.

Ahead of her, Dodie called to her over her shoulder, “I smell ham cooking. Pretty sure the Joneses are over their feasting. I think we’re having ham-hocks and beans and cornbread for our supper. We better hurry if we want any cookies.”

»»•««

Ryder slowly opened the heavy barn door, cringing with every squawk and rumbling sound it made. Scout II, his old hunting buddy, set up the alarm, growling and barking until he saw who it was. Then his big golden tail started to whip, and his butt wagged. The silly old dog bounced around, his mouth catching Ryder’s coat sleeve. “Shhhh, boy. Don’t want to wake the house. Let me in, fella.”

He moved down between the stalls in the dark, Scout’s thumping feet and joyful yips sounding ahead of him.

“Sorry, old friend, you awake?” Ryder called out to the dapple gray stud in the end stall. The animal whickered and blew his nose, picking up Ryder’s familiar scent. In the stall across from the stud, Magi bumped her gate with her head, demanding attention.

Ryder rubbed Sarge’s nose and pressed his cheek to the horse’s jowl. “So how would you like to join the circus? You, and Magi over there. We could do some of our old tricks. We’ll get Dodie. She’ll be happy to see you and Magi. I know she’s missed you both like crazy.”

Magi thumped her gate again, her head bobbing. She scraped the gate with her hoof. Ryder swung around to give her some attention. “Shhh, now. All in good time,” he said, giving her nose a rub while scratching her behind the ear. At the end of the row of stalls, above the tack box, he found the lantern. “First we have to pack up some of your gear.”

The old dried boards at the front of the barn creaked, and a shaft of light waved from side to side in the doorway. A gruff, menacing voice shouted into the darkness, “What the hell is goin’ on in here?”

Ryder heard the deadly click and snap of a rifle being cocked. “Don’t shoot, Royce. It’s me.”

The light began to swing and float toward him.

“It’s me, Royce. You got your old over-and-under cocked and ready? I know, but don’t shoot.”

“And why shouldn’t I shoot you, looks to me like you’re about to steal my horses.”

Ryder chuckled derisively. “You got me there.”

Lantern light rose up in front of his face, and all Ryder could make out was Royce’s pale, bewhiskered jaw. Ryder lit his own lantern and held it up to get a good look at his father. Royce stood before him in his black barn boots, naked but for the loosely tied plaid wool robe he wore tied at his waist with a cotton cord. Ryder didn’t bother to hold back a mirthful howl of laughter.

“It’s open season on horse thieves,” Royce said, his jaw tight and teeth clenched.

Ryder clamped his mouth shut to hold back the laughter. He sobered or tried to. “Always. I know the rules.”

“Then explain.”

“Royce,” came a feminine voice from the opened barn door. “What’s wrong? You shouldn’t be out here with no clothes on. It’s cold and wet. What was Scout barking at? If it’s the blasted raccoon again, I’ll shoot him myself.”

Royce and Ryder turned, holding their lanterns up and out, allowing the light to shine the length of the barn. A vision in pink flannel, Titian hair set aflame in the lamplight, using her canes, the vision shifted her way over the threshold. Leaning heavily on them, she swung one leg forward, then the other, making slow but purposeful progress toward them.

“Ryder’s quit Pinkerton and taken up horse thieving,” Royce said, throwing his voice up to the rafters.

Ryder groaned, taking several paces forward to help his mother along. She jerked back, eyes wide, and then smiled up at him. “Ryder. Ryder, oh, what a lovely surprise. Pay no attention to Royce. He’s been prowling around bored to flinders ever since he got back from chasing down your train robbers.”

Ryder kissed her cool cheek. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake anyone. I thought I could stay here in the barn until Royce came out to do chores. But he caught me.”

She pulled back to gaze deep into his eyes. “Caught? Sooo, you were planning on stealing the horses?”

“Borrow,” he said to correct her, unable to hide his smirk.

“Steal, borrow, whatever you want to call it. Taking my animals in the middle of the night is stealing in my book,” Royce said.

Cleantha started forward with Ryder’s aid. “Don’t be silly. Ryder doesn’t have to steal his own horse.”

“That horse is in my barn, under my care,” Royce said, and stepping forward, took up his wife’s other side, one arm around her waist.

“You’re cranky because you had to get up an hour early, that’s all.” Royce’s robe fell open, the rope cord dangling down in front of his crotch. Cleantha gasped and tapped him on the chin with her cane. “You are not decent. It’s cold out here. Come on, let’s go up to the house. I’ll make breakfast, and we’ll get this sorted out.”

Ryder balked. “I don’t really have time…”

She stopped and turned on him, shaking one of her canes at his nose. She said, “You are coming to the house. And, you are going to eat. In this light, I can see you are gaunt and sleep deprived. I know whatever you’re doing, it’s important. You taking sick would be very bad, very bad indeed. You won’t last long without food. You can’t run forever on pure stubborn cussedness.” With that, she turned and slowly and awkwardly made her way to the barn door without either her husband’s or Ryder’s assistance.


Chapter Seventeen

Obeying Cleantha’s long-standing house rules, Ryder washed his hands and face using the pump and laundry sink in the enclosed back stoop. He combed his fingers through his hair, pulled it back into a tail, and secured it with a leather lace. The sky had started to lighten. The need to rush, to get back to Jo, had him in a sweat. He’d left her alone and vulnerable. If anything happened to her…unable to finish the thought, he shuddered and put warm water in the soap mug and picked up the razor.

Squinting into the mirror, he set the blade to his jaw and lined out what needed to be done. If he could get back to Cherry Grove before daylight tomorrow, he and Dodie could set to work getting Sarge and Magi back in shape. They’d been grazing on sweet grass and corn for the last four months, running free. He and Dodie would need a place to train and sleep, a place where no one could see them. He had in mind the barn on the sheriff’s property. He could send a telegram asking for permission. But first, he had to get his plan past Royce and Cleantha.

“Ryder, breakfast is on,” Cleantha called to him from the kitchen. “It’s getting cold.”

Checking to be sure he had all the soap off his face, he squared his shoulders. He set a confident smile on his lips, entered the house and came to the table. He nodded to her, took his seat, and dived into his stack of cakes with a will. She slid two fried eggs and a rasher of ham onto his plate. He swallowed, grinned, and thanked her again. Across the table, Royce ate his portion slowly, his brown eyes, steady, watching Ryder.

Refusing to squirm under his father’s hard glare, Ryder ate each and every bite, giving no hint the meal now filled his empty gut like cold rocks in a pillowcase. After sopping up the last of the apple butter with the last bite of his hotcakes, he sat back in his chair and washed it all down with a tall glass of milk. “Thank you, Cleantha, I needed that. You were right. I do feel better now. So I’ll be on my way. Sun’s almost up. I’m taking Sarge and Magi with me. I’ll gather up some of their gear.”

“Sit down,” Royce said, a familiar and unmistakable timbre of authority in his tone.

Ryder clenched his jaw and pulled his lips to the side. He glanced in Cleantha’s direction looking for an ally. She raised her delicate brows and pursed her rosy lips but gave him no indication she intended to intervene.

Royce leaned across the table, one beefy arm stretching out toward Ryder’s empty chair, eyes narrowed and his gaze sharp. “You’re not leaving this house until you tell us what’s goin’ on. This has somethin’ to do with the girl, the schoolmarm I’ll wager. I’m familiar with the symptoms, I’ve suffered the same affliction. She got her hooks in you, didn’t she? Now something's come up, and you think you gotta rush to her rescue.”

Cleantha’s pretty head pivoted from her husband to Ryder, her big green eyes blinking and her pretty pink lips parted. “Woman? What schoolmarm?” Finger pointing at her husband she said, “Oh, oh, the young woman on the train, the one who helped you catch those robbers.” Head pivoting, she asked, “Ryder?”

Heaving a weighty sigh, Ryder sat down, put his elbows on the table, and folded his hands. How much did he know? He didn’t know anything, not really. He had suspicions but didn’t have any hard facts.

Royce and Cleantha hadn’t taken their eyes off him. To save time, he gave them both a nod of surrender. “The schoolmarm is involved, and yes, as you so delicately put it, Royce, she has her hooks in me. But…but, she’s only part of what’s got me in a rush to get back to Cherry Grove. The Payasos train robbers might be one facet of a larger organization. I don’t have any facts, just bits and pieces. Nothing fits together.”

Royce sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his bare chest. Cleantha signaled for him to pull his robe over his lap and legs, frowning at him and tugging on the rope belt of the garment. Royce waved her hand away and stuffed the robe between his legs to cover them. “I’m listening.”

Ryder ducked his head to hide his grin. Sobering, he picked his head up and said, “The Joneses, at the school, that’s not their name. Ira Jones is not a reverend. He’s never had a congregation. Ester Jones is not a teacher. Nobody knows who she is or anything about her. Their bank account is very healthy, nearly a half a million dollars. Which does not jibe with the income brought in from tuitions.

“Ira Jones, or Ira Jaynes, whichever it may be, has a brother, Omar, a sea captain who sails around the world doing what, nobody knows. Omar and his ship are in the Port of Portland. No crew sighted, no cargo loading or unloading. And, in the Cherry Grove jail, we have Jacob Jaynes, the leader of a gang of train robbers who call themselves the Payasos gang. Too much coincidence, to my mind, to have that many people with the last name of Jaynes and not try to connect them all together.”

He paused for breath. “I searched Ira’s office and found a letter, an unsent letter, addressed to his brother Omar. According to the letter, Ira has in mind a certain female, who recently arrived at the school, who might please the Sultan. She’s too spirited, not exactly blonde, but fair, and comely. She might please him more than the two young ones or the older female, who is, the Sultan pronounced, too weepy. Delivery could be made to the Sultan before the end of the year.”

Cleantha sucked in her breath and put her hand on his arm. “Oh, my God, Ryder, your schoolmarm?”

Royce shook his head at her and leaned forward. “What does this have to do with Sarge and Magi?”

Ryder studied his fingers for a second or two before answering. “There is a circus,” he said and brought his head up to meet Royce’s hard gaze. “Circus International arrived in Umatilla last week. They’re in Pendleton now. They’re on a tour of the Columbia and the northwest. They have a clown act, magicians, a man and a woman, Georgio and Rosa Jaynes. They call themselves the Payasos Performers. The circus is made up of performers from all over the world, mostly from the Orient. The owners of this circus are the Jaynes Brothers.”

Royce’s expression changed slightly. His features softened, replaced by puckered brows of concern. “You think this circus is going to aid in an escape of the Payasos gang?”

“Well, they were still in jail when I left town. Pinkerton hasn’t given me a time or a destination for their transfer. We only have the sheriff and two deputies guarding them. A jailbreak would be easy enough.”

Royce sat back in his chair, his arms going across his chest and his chin down in obvious contemplation. Ryder stayed quiet and was about to add a comment when Royce interrupted. “So, you’re thinking of joining the circus? Infiltrate, right?”

Royce never failed to surprise him. Even when he was a kid, Royce could anticipate, foil, and uncover Ryder’s plots and plans. He nodded, and to use Royce’s Irish-speak, he said, “Yeah. That’s about the long and the short of it.”

“You goin’ in as a horse trainer or a circus act?”

“I thought Melody and I could get in as a team, me as trainer and Dodie as trick rider. Play up the Indian in us. You know, wild battle cries, bows and arrows, tomahawks, the full show.”

Cleantha leaned forward and put her hand on his arm. “Dodie? No. No, you will not embroil Dodie in this, Ryder. I forbid it.”

“I won’t let anything happen to her,” Ryder said, putting his hand over hers and looking deep into her pretty eyes. “She’s ready to run, Mother. They treat her like a slave. You’ve paid her tuition there, but the Joneses don’t see her as one of the students. They allow her to attend classes, but she’s being worked to death every day, all day and night. She’s less than dirt under Mrs. Jones’s fingernails. Dodie dreams of Magi and running away. I’d rather set her to doing what she loves to do, and in the process, she can help me catch these animals. I don’t want her to get so desperate she runs off to who knows where, doing who knows what on her own.”

Cleantha closed her eyes, and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I knew she wasn’t happy there, but I had no idea how badly she was being treated. Of course, she would never complain. None of you children are complainers. The Reverend Gooden, he took a ruler to your hands. You told me you’d gotten in a fight and Royce gave you a whipping. Jewel, Mrs. Peterson was sure he’d stolen a chicken from her yard, she’d caught him holding it, cradling it in his arms, blood all over his shirt. We made him paint her house as payment. While he was doing that, a fox got in her yard and took out three of her chickens right in front of her eyes. Did he complain? No, he finished painting her house.”

The room went silent. Royce sat with his chin to his chest. Cleantha pressed her lips together, tears flooding her lovely eyes. Ryder rose from his chair. “Thank you for the food. I needed a good meal.”

“I’m coming with you,” Royce said, pushing his chair back and rising from the table.

Ryder shook his head. Putting himself in check, denying himself the urge to stomp his foot, he said, in his most adult voice, “No, not this time. The Joneses know you, know your face. They don’t know me. They haven’t ever seen me. They don’t even know or care if I exist.

“I’m going to send out some telegrams to the sheriff in Cherry Grove and to the home office notifying them of a possible jailbreak. I didn’t want to use the telegraph in Cherry Grove. The Joneses have a kid who lives at the school. He sneaks around. Hard telling what he knows or what his part is in all of this. Anyway, I didn’t want to take any chances. It’s my guess the Joneses will allow the girls at the school to attend a special performance, possibly Friday evening. That could be when it all goes down, the jailbreak, the abduction, everything.”

Cleantha took hold of his arm, stopping him. “Bring Dodie home, Ryder.”

He patted her hand and kissed her forehead. “I can’t promise that. She’s all grown up, tough and smart. She’s got a taste of how the world works. Without Twyla-Rose and Grace here in Laura Creek, I don’t think she would stay here either.”

“But, she has me and Royce and Jewel. We are her home.”


Chapter Eighteen

A crowd gathered outside the telegraph office. Brother Jewel and his pals. Uncle Quinn and Ryder’s sister Tru had closed the doors to the mercantile and feed to hear the news. The Buttrums and the church ladies, all of them slowed down Ryder’s intent to get out of town quickly without any fuss. At the telegraph office, with the door open so all could hear, Ryder repeated his purpose and suspicions to Sheriff Telt Longtree and Telt’s wife, cousin Wren, and the telegrapher Lottie Terrell and her husband, Percy.

Finally, about to mount up and make his escape, Telt and Royce took hold of the Sarge’s bit, stopping Ryder from leaving and insisting they be allowed to join him.

“We’ll get our gear together. We could be on the trail by noon,” Royce said.

“I know the sheriff in Cherry Grove. I can help,” said Telt, his hand on Ryder’s shoulder.

Impatient, his tolerance stretched to the limit, Ryder barked in protest. “No, you were gone for the whole month of August helping me do my job.”

A gasp of recriminating astonishment went up from the crowd around him, heads shaking and tsk, tsk, tsks’ floating on the morning breeze. He shook his head and looked to the sky, begging for forbearance. Ruthlessly, he tied his bedroll onto the pommel of his saddle. The leather thong broke. He cussed, growled, and threw it aside. “I can’t bring you in on every detail,” he said to Royce.

“You’ve helped me today by informing authorities,” he said to Telt.

To everyone gathered he said, “I have to get going. I need to reach Cherry Grove before dawn tomorrow. Dodie and I need some time with training and relearning tricks. I’d like to catch up to the circus before it reaches Cherry Grove. The weather is better. I should make good time. It’s downhill, after all. I’ll send a wire tomorrow.” He didn’t wait to hear what anyone had to say. He threw his leg up and over Sarge’s well-muscled back, settled in the saddle, and rode off without a backward glance.

Leading Magi and the cob he’d borrowed from the sheriff in Cherry Grove, he started down the mountain. The day was bitterly cold but dry, and he made good time reaching La Grande a little after sundown and Cherry Grove well before dawn. Using the orchard as cover, he made his way to the spot where he and Dodie rendezvoused. After allowing the horses to drink from the canal, he tied them off deeper into the orchard where the grass was tall enough to hide them.

Driven by a wild need to assure himself Jo was all right and safe in her tent, he rushed through the orchard, shoving aside the low-hanging branches. At the big walnut tree, he stopped. Quietly, slowly moving forward, he noted no lights in the cabins, no light in the tent, no traffic at the outhouse. He approached Jo’s tent. Hoisting one leg at a time over the crib wall of the tent, he entered. The air around him, dank and cold, stopped him. He blinked, waited, and listened. Nothing. In the dark, he reached out to touch the stove. Cold, cold as ice.

“Jo?” The quiet, the chilling stillness, captured his breath and stopped his heart. “Jo? It’s me,” he said, his voice a whisper. No softly-whispered greeting answered. No rhythmic sighs of a body deep in slumber, only an alarming quiet filled the freezing air. On his knees, his hands searched the empty cot. No blankets, no quilt, no down pillow, only the vague, rosy sweet scent of her remained.

Although good sense cried don’t do it, he lit the lantern in its place above the stove. Holding it up, he scanned the limited space. Her yellow and blue trunk sat alone, no books or papers or cups sat on its closed lid. At the tent flap, on the clothesline, one forgotten, filmy scarf hung limp and abandoned. The cold stove, the lack of bedding, and no clothing prodded his heart to speed up into full-blown panic.

“Damn. Damn them to hell! They’ve got her.” He spun around once, stopped, and set the lantern on top of the stove. The clank echoed in the stillness, the emptiness.

Couldn’t’ve been gone long, not more than a day. Probably still in town waiting, holding her, waiting for the circus. Shouldn’t have left her alone. Should’ve stayed with her. Knew they were going to take her. Where…where would they take her? She’s here somewhere. Right here. I’d bet money on it. The Joneses…they got her locked up somewhere. Right here. I’ll tear this place apart. I’ll kill’em. I’ll kill’em if they’ve hurt her, drugged her. Oh, God! Oh, God.

His chest hurt and his ribs ached holding back his need to howl like a wounded wolf. Fist between his teeth, shaking, he crumpled, landing on the cot. His head in his hands, he started to rock back and forth chanting ancient curses, crying, trying to think where to start his search.

»»•««

Unable to sleep on the cold hard board they’d assigned her next to the back entrance to the cottage, Jo went outside, her arms folded across her chest against the cold. She snorted to think she actually missed her little stove and sagging cot.

The light in the darkness caught her eye. Her tent, someone was in her tent. Gerald, the little creep. With her out of the way, he’d decided to do a little snooping through her things.

He’d snitched on her right away, of course, reported to Mrs. Jones she’d been invited into the cottage and out of the rain. Funny, the old crone hadn’t objected too strongly, she’d simply said they could do as they pleased as long as no one voiced a complaint.

Jo started across the lawn. The frost on the grass wet her woolen socks. She cinched up the rope belt on her robe, preparing the scold she meant to use to strip the hide off of Gerald, the sneaky worm.

The keening chant coming from her tent stopped her from barging in. Quietly, slowly, she spread the flap of the tent back an inch to peer inside. Ryder? Ryder, his black hair loose, falling over the hands cradling his face, sat on the edge of her cot, rocking back and forth, sobbing—quietly wailing. His despair ripped at the core of her heart.

“Ryder?” she said—her breath a vapor, her voice a bare whisper. He didn’t lift his head. Letting the tent flap close behind her, she stepped into the light and put her hand on his bowed head. “Ryder?”

His black, black, watery eyes smudged dark with fatigue stared up at her, his disbelief there to read. His lips parted. His face was wet with tears and his bronzed complexion had gone pale. He pulled in a huge breath and attempted to stand. Teetering, he fell back, taking her with him to land half lying, half sitting, on the cot.

“My Jo,” he said, his voice thick with tears, his warm lips moving against her forehead. “Safe, my Jo.”

Pulling back to see his face, she meant to ask him where he’d been. His eyes closed, his breathing deep and even, she thought he’d fallen asleep or fainted. “Oh, no you don’t,” she said, giving his jaw a firm pat. “No falling asleep on me, not until you tell me where you’ve been. Dodie said you’d gone hunting.”

“I didn’t mean animals,” Dodie said, slipping inside the tent unannounced.

Jo lurched aside, startled, and nearly slipped off the cot.

Ryder groaned and squeezed his eyes tightly shut.

“You weren’t in your bed. I thought you might’ve gone to the outhouse. Then I saw the light out here and thought it might be my brother had returned.”

Jo tried to get free of Ryder’s embrace, but he had a firm hold of her. “I can’t….sleep on that, that board,” she said and slapped his hand. Wiggling, she set herself free and came awkwardly to her feet. “It’s cold in here. I’ll start a fire and heat some water for tea.”

Dodie shook her head at her brother, who lay there, eyes closed, his hand over his heart, sprawled half on the cot, long legs stretched out and in the way of the exit. “I’ll get your quilt and pillow.”

“Thank you,” Jo said, without giving her a glance.

Angry and not fully understanding the reason why, Jo chucked wood into the little stove and thunked the iron plate back in place. She dipped water into her kettle and set it down with a clank to heat.

Ryder rose and came to stand behind her, his lips close to her ear, arms to his side. He said, “I…I came in here and found you gone. Your bed cold. The stove cold. I thought they’d taken you, stolen you from me.”

Slowly she turned into his body, her fingers sliding up to his tear-stained face and then into his black hair, her gaze probing the depths of his dark eyes. “It was raining and cold. The girls insisted I join them in their cabin. I wanted to stay out here and wait for you. Tell me, where did you go, and why?”

“First, I have to do this,” he said, his lips seeking her mouth, his arms encircling her.


Chapter Nineteen

A discreet cough alerted Ryder his little sister had returned. Jo turned her head to his shoulder and pushed away.

“Good night, or maybe I should say good morning,” Dodie grumbled and then deposited Jo’s bedding on the cot. Averting her eyes, she hastily fumbled with the flap on the tent.

“Wait,” Ryder said, his hand out to stop her. “Sarge and Magi wait for us in the orchard.”

Dodie came to a halt and spun around to face him, mouth agape, black eyes round and blinking.

He put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s time you leave this place.”

Tired, no, more than tired, sleep deprived and hungry, the wisdom Ryder heard in his voice surprised him. He’d approached a crossroads. What came next, he couldn’t say, but it would change everything. Life would not be the same. His life would never be the same. And Jo, Jo, he prayed, would walk with him wherever that might lead.

“Pack up your things, Melody. Do it without notice. You will not return to this place.” She closed her mouth and then opened it, speechless. She nodded her head.

Jo tugged on his coat sleeve. He ignored her, speaking to Dodie. “I’ll explain tomorrow. Meet me tomorrow, Melody, in the orchard at the usual hour.”

Dodie blinked, swallowed, and asked, “Can I leave a note for Twyla-Rose and Grace?”

“Say only you’re with your brother. No more.”

Muttering to herself, Dodie shrugged her shoulders. “How could I say more? You haven’t told me anything.”

He reached out to hold the tent flap open for her. “I know. I know, and I’m sorry. I’ll have a better plan tomorrow. Right now I’m worried about the horses. I have to get them settled and make a place for us to work and sleep. I want to get them settled before I explain. No one must see us. No one must find out where we are or what we’re doing.”

Dodie shook her head at him. “That’s easy enough. I don’t know what we’re doing.”

“We’re going to work up an act, trick riding with Sarge and Magi—like we do for the Fourth of July.”

Dodie slapped her hand to his chest, her face lit up and eyes shining. “Trick riding? We’re gonna put on a show?”

He shushed her, putting a finger to her lips. “Yeah, a show. But we don’t have much time. We have to be ready by Friday. We’re gonna join the circus.”

“No,” Jo said, giving his sleeve a hard tug.

“Yessssss,” Dodie said, the word delivered in a gleeful hiss of anticipation while rubbing her hands together.

“Shush, the both of you, shush. Go now, Melody, and pack your gear before everybody gets up.”

Dodie gave him a dirty look, her lips pulled to the side in a sassy smile. “I know what to do,” she said and ducked out of the tent.

“The circus? Ryder, no,” Jo said pulling him around to face her.

He sat down on the cot, taking her with him. “Listen now,” he said, his arm around her waist, settling her on his lap. “The circus is owned by the Jaynes Brothers. Georgio and Rosa Jaynes have a circus act. They’re magicians. The Payasos Magicians. We have a man in jail, who we thought was the leader of the Payasos gang, Jacob Jaynes.”

Jo stared at him, her eyes bottomless silver pools. He waited for the revelation to sink in. “Payasos?”

He nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”

“The same as the train robbers?”

“Yes.”

“And Mr. and Mrs. Jones, they are connected?”

“All connected. The train robbers, the abductions, the school, Captain Jaynes, Ira Jaynes, alias Ira Jones, the magicians, all connected. Dodie and I’ll try to get inside and learn more. I’ve alerted Pinkerton and the sheriff here.”

“Where did you go? How did you find out all of this?”

He kissed her, holding her tight, savoring the warmth and softness of her body.

“I broke into the school office again, this time I searched the crone’s office. I found a flyer for the circus and a photo of people in circus costumes. I believe they’re relatives—Jaynes’ relatives.

“From there I went to Laura Creek. I couldn’t send a telegram from here. I didn’t know who might intercept it. And I needed our horses. Melody loves Magi. Mag’ll do anything for her. When they’re together, it’s as if they’re one animal. Sarge obeys her too. We’ve performed at the Fourth of July celebration and other celebrations in Laura Creek for years.”

“Where? Where will you stay? Where will you be, Ryder?”

“I have a place in mind. I’m not going to tell you because I want you to be able to say you don’t know when the Joneses start asking questions. And they will be asking a lot of questions.”

She looked down and folded her hands in her lap. “Yes, yes, I see.” She sat very still for a moment and then sagged back into his chest, her head going to his shoulder. “I wish you could stay here with me.”

Her words took his breath away. “That’s what I wish too. But…” He closed his eyes and wished very hard.

One finger to his lips, she said, “You don’t have to say anything more. I know. You have your work, and I have mine.” Finding his lips, she stopped him from uttering practicalities.

»»•««

Jo hadn’t meant to fall back to sleep, but she woke to find Ryder gone and Dodie’s voice asking her if she could come in. In the dark, groggy, dressed in her nightgown and robe, she untangled herself from her quilt and swung her feet to the floor. “Yes, yes, come in Dodie.”

Cautiously, balancing a stack of books cradled in one arm and an overstuffed ditty bag in the other, Dodie entered, eyes averted.

Jo managed a little smile and shook her head. “He’s not here. He had to leave to take care of the horses before it got light.” Wrapping the quilt around her shoulders, she went to the stove to poke at the coals and add fuel.

“Oh, sure. Ah, I’m pretty well packed up, but I had these books, and some mementos and trinkets I didn’t want to leave behind, but I can’t take them with me.” Dodie said, holding up a sagging ditty bag, heavy with content.

Jo waved her hand and put the kettle on the stove to heat water. “Yes, certainly, make use of the trunk. Store anything you need here with me.” She took down the tin of ground coffee and paused, staring into the tin. “Who knows where we’ll be, any of us, this time next week. Could very well be the end of the school, I’ll be unemployed. The girls will go to their homes.”

Dodie deposited her stack of books and the duffle in Jo’s travel trunk. “I think my brother has plans for your future.” She straightened and turned to leave. “If he doesn’t, I’ll pester him until he gets one.”

The tin of coffee still in her hand, she pulled Dodie in for a hug. “You be careful.”

Dodie patted her back. “You too.” Dodie left Jo hugging the tin of coffee to her breast, both girls sniffling back their tears.

The dull routine of the day fell into place. The hours slipped away. Jo had the horrible feeling this was the quiet before the storm. Chaos was sure to come. She marveled at Dodie’s contained composure. The girl gave no outward appearance of one about to set out on a risky adventure.

At the end of the day, Dodie went about her chores, cleaning the kitchen, mopping the floors, filling the wood bins, and making the classrooms tidy. Jo offered to help. But Dodie shook her head at her and made a face. Jo backed away, afraid she’d given the game away and retired to her tent.

She tried to read but couldn’t concentrate. It had started to get dark, and she thought to light the lantern when inspiration hit. Exiting via Ryder’s method, she gathered up her skirt and swung her legs over the half wall. Her petticoat got hung up on a splinter of wood. Cursing, she disentangled herself without ripping her clothes. Under the pale light of dusk, she hurried to reach the cover of the big trees and the back stoop of the great hall.

Dodie, a duffle under one arm and a bundle tied up in a sheet under the other arm, jumped. Startled, she dropped her burdens.

“Sorry,” Jo whispered, taking a half step forward. “You’re meeting Ryder. I’m coming with you.”

“Fine,” Dodie said, retrieving her possessions off the floor. “But no talking. Gerald has big ears.”

Jo nodded and pressed her lips shut with two fingers. She moved aside, allowing Dodie to go ahead of her out the back door to the stoop. Dodie stopped, held up her hand, and peered into the shadows beneath the trees, looking both ways. She waved her hand. Jo followed her down the steps and into the trees.


Chapter Twenty

Ryder paced around and in between the horses. A bird shifted in the trees to his right. He stopped to listen. Magi whickered and bobbed her head. Dodie stepped out of the dark shadows beneath the apple trees and into the remaining twilight held within the opening. She dropped her bundle and rushed past him to wrap her arms around the neck of her childhood friend and companion, Magi.

Ryder chuckled to himself, hands on hips, and shook his head. A snap of a branch to his right put his senses on high alert. A flock of starlings rose up and shifted in tight formation to the west. He didn’t dare warn Dodie. He stepped back into the shadows, ready to defend her.

A figure ducked under a low hanging branch. “Dodie, wait up.”

“Jo?” Ryder came out into the opening. “Jo? What the hell? You shouldn’t be here.”

She brushed the leaves out of her hair and tucked a stray lock behind her ear. “I knew you’d say that,” she said, adjusting her cape over her shoulders.

“Somebody could’ve followed you,” Ryder said, tempted to shake her until her teeth rattled. “They could come looking for you. Or, I don’t know, find out you’re missing from your tent.”

“Then I would tell them I often go for a walk before bedtime. I do, you know, but nobody followed us. I nearly got lost. Dodie moves like a ghost. She avoids the branches that hit me in the face.”

She walked into his outstretched arms and wrapped her arms around his waist. He couldn’t resist her and held her tight, his cheek against her head. “I had to come. I won’t see you for a while. I know I shouldn’t have. I understand why and I know the risk, but I had to. I wanted to give you something.”

Tipping her face up, he leaned in for a deep, long kiss. “I’ll miss being with you. Know that,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion.

“We should go,” Dodie said, picking up her duffle and bundle. “It’s getting dark now.”

Jo patted his chest and dipped her head. “Yes, yes, you should go.”

“Wait,” he said putting his hand over hers. “You wanted to give me something.”

She shook her head and took a step away. “No, it’s silly. Never mind. Not important.”

He gave her a little shake. “C’mon. What did you want to give me? I’m not going to let you go until you show me.”

“No, I’m silly. You and Dodie be careful. I need to get back before it gets too dark to see my hand in front of my face. No moon tonight.”

“You’re stalling, Jo.”

Huffing and wiggling her shoulders, she retrieved from her cape pocket a small white feather. She waved it in his face. “Here. I told you it was silly. I found it on the floor of the tent where you climb in and out. I think it’s from my pillow.”

He examined the goose feather and chuckled. She batted him on the chest and turned to leave.

“No, no, wait,” he said pulling her back into his arms. “Geese mate for life. They might fly separate from each other from time to time, but they are monogamous. I’m yours, Jo. There will never be another. I’ll go but always return to you. I’ll keep your feather here,” he said, tucking the feather inside his shirt, letting it rest on his bare skin, “next to my heart.

She felt the tears running down her cheeks. There was nothing she could do to keep her lips from trembling. Well, there was one thing. She stood on tiptoe and gave him a salty kiss on the lips. No help for it, trembling lips and tears couldn’t be stopped. Her hand pressed to her mouth to muffle her sobs, she made a hasty retreat into the orchard.

»»•««

The orchard, always a shady place, in full darkness became a nightmare. Every row was the same, frightening, branch attacking, and populated with spider web-entangling traps. Jo swiped away the damn tears that blurred her vision. Straight ahead should lead to the irrigation canal and the small wooden weir that crossed the canal. From there, all she had to do was follow the canal down to the walnut grove.

For a moment, panic set in and she came to a standstill. She realized that not only could she not find the path back to the tent, but she couldn’t find her way back to Ryder. He’d probably already left with Dodie and the horses. Thinking herself doomed to wander around in the orchard all night, she emerged at the edge of the trees near the canal. Less than twelve feet away, she could make out the weir. She carefully crossed the rickety, slippery slates of the weir and headed in what she thought was the direction of the walnut grove. She dived into the big trees too soon and came out not behind the great hall but very near the Jones’s residence. Whispered voices sent her back behind a tree.

A thunk of something heavy and the rumble of metallic contents sent her heart into a wild dance.

“Ouch, that was my foot, you fool,” Mrs. Jones said.

“Shush. You want to wake everybody up. Pick up your end. It’s too heavy. You’ll have to help me,” Mr. Jones said. “We can’t drag it all the way. Where’s Gerald?”

“I’m right here,” said Gerald, appearing from the direction of the back stoop of the great hall.

Jo put her hand to her throat and squeezed her eyes shut and thanked Providence as well as her poor sense of direction. If she’d been able to navigate in the dark better, she would’ve come out at the back of the great hall at the stoop. Shoot, she would’ve been caught by sneaky Gerald.

“Just checking the Indian didn’t forget to fill the wood bins,” Gerald said.

“Ha. You were raiding the pantry, is what you were doing,” said Mrs. Jones. “Help Ira. Don’t let it drag on the ground, and for God’s sake don’t drop it.”

“I can’t help carry the crate and carry this,” Gerald said.

“I’ll take it,” Mrs. Jones said.

“It’s pretty heavy,” said Gerald.

“Never mind. I’ve got it. Now let’s get this done.”

They started to move across the green, heading for the cottages. Jo waited and then skipped to the next tree, then the next, trying to stay within hearing distance and yet remain undetected.

“Don’t see why we can’t wait. Daddy Jake ain’t out’a jail yet,” said Gerald.

“Have to do it now. May not have time or opportunity later,” Said Mr. Jones.

“Shut up, the pair of you,” said Mrs. Jones. “I don’t trust the Buxton chit. She shot my sister Stella in the foot. She’s got more sand than she lets on.”

“Uncle Tick said he’d like a chance to teach her a thing or two.”

“Never you mind your Uncle Tick,” said Mr. Jones. “The baggage is worth big money. We’ve got a deal with the Sultan. He expects a virgin.”

Jo lost them, the three of them huffing and puffing. They proceeded around the front of the building to cross the lawn while she rushed the length of the back side of the building, out of sight. Peering around the corner of the building and keeping in the shadows, she waited for the slow-moving entourage. She let them pass and moved on to a big tree, then another and another, until at last she found herself in back of the outhouse. She stayed there, again peering around the corner to spy on the Joneses and prayed no one would come out to use the privy and catch her.

Mr. Jones and Gerald lugged the long wooden crate over to the porch of the empty cottage and slid it up the steps. Jo cringed in sympathy for them. The wooden crate squawked and scraped, the sound carrying on the crisp night air. But no one stirred from either of the cottages, and of course, the tent sat quietly. Mrs. Jones set the square box she’d carried on the top step, bent over, leaned against the porch deck, and rubbed her back.

Fumbling in his pocket at the front door, Mr. Jones let forth a low, unintelligible curse. Jo heard the soft tinkle of keys on a fob. The door opened, and they all went inside. The three of them reappeared and helped Mr. Jones get the crate inside. Gerald came back out to retrieve the square box. They weren’t inside more than five minutes when they all came back out. Mr. Jones locked the door and put his keys in his pocket. Gerald waved a goodbye and quick-marched toward the road. Mr. and Mrs. Jones hurried across the lawn. Mr. Jones declared he needed a drink. Mrs. Jones ordered a double.

Jo pressed her body back against the side of the privy to think and looked to the twinkling stars above. Little wonder the Joneses hated her on sight—she’d helped to put their kin in jail. She’d shot Mrs. Jones’s sister in the foot.

What to do now, she asked herself. Should she follow them, or go, backtrack, and try to find Ryder? Or, or she could break into the cottage and find out for herself what the heck was in those boxes.

She scurried across the lawn and around back of the cottage. None of the windows would open. Not expecting to have any luck at all, she jiggled the doorknob at the back stoop. The door yawned open. Jo stepped inside and stood for a moment to take her bearings. All of the cottages had the same layout. A stoop, an L-shaped mud room with hooks and benches for coats and boots and beyond, a counter for wash basins and mirrors. The cottages were usually equipped with six to ten cots lined along the walls of the main room.

Jo slowly walked down the length of the main room. Mattresses rolled up and tied with string sat at the head of each slatted cot. She came to the end of the room and turned to look back. She went around the bed on her right and looked under it. Nothing. Crossed the room, nothing. Down three beds and there it was, the crate shoved back against the wall, hidden beneath the rolled up mattress. She got down on her hands and knees, thinking to move the crate to read the lettering on the front. It didn’t budge. She slithered under the bed, got real close and saw the lettering, not all of it, but enough to know what it said. Her elbow connected with the corner of the square metal box right on the funny bone. She bit her lip to keep from crying. Wiggling out from under the bed, she scrambled to her feet in a rush to leave. Closing the back door firmly behind her, she retraced her steps to the back of the outhouse and reentered her tent the way she’d left, climbing in over the back wall.

Shivering on her cot, now in her robe and nightgown, her feet tucked under her and wrapped in the quilt, she sat with paper and pencil in hand. The crate had the word military on it. She didn’t need to look inside to know it held carbines. The square box was metal, also military. Her father had one like it. It didn’t contain ammunition. He kept hinges, locks, ointments, nails, and screws in there to keep them in one place. Lighting her lamp, she hurriedly wrote down what she could remember of the conversation and tore the paper off the pad and placed it in the pocket of her robe. She snuffed out her light and snuggled down under her quilt, dreading what the morning would bring.

»»•««

“Miss Buxton? Jo?”

Her pen and paper slipped to the floor. Jo opened her eyes to find Twyla-Rose and Grace standing over her.

“Dodie’s gone,” the girls said in unison.

The words I know nearly escaped her lips. Jo pressed them tightly shut and swung her legs over the side of her cot. She had to play her part. “Have you looked in the kitchen? Maybe she’s gone for a walk,” she said, bending down and picking up her paper and pen and stowing them under her pillow.

“She left this in my shoe,” Twyla-Rose said, waving a small piece of paper in front of her.

Jo accepted the note in Dodie’s careful, fluid script. Her message was short and to the point. “I’m with my brother. You must not worry.” Signed, Melody.

“She signed it Melody,” Grace said and sighed a sad little sigh. “She never did like being called Dodie. But we’ve always called her Dodie. When we were little, we couldn’t say Melody. She’s the big sister we never had. Where could she have gone, and why?”

“What should we do?” asked Twyla-Rose.

Jo heaved herself off her cot and flipped the quilt aside. “Have you shown this to Miss Ames or Miss Ott?” she asked, giving the note back to Twyla-Rose.

“No, we didn’t know what to do. Dodie didn’t tell us anything about going anywhere with her brother. She packed up her things. All of them, and just left without a word. It’s not like her. We’re her friends, like family.”

Grace sniffed and dabbed her eyes with the sleeve of her robe. Twyla-Rose blinked back tears, lips trembling.

“Well, she says not to worry,” Jo said. “We’ll have to trust she left for a very important reason. We need to get ready for the day. An unpleasant day, to be sure, with Dodie gone.”

“Do you know where she’s gone?” Grace asked.

Jo paused and looked the two girls in the eye, her lower lip tucked between her teeth. “No, I don’t know. She says she’s with her brother. He’ll keep her safe.”

The two girls started to leave the tent. Pausing, holding the tent flap open, Grace said under her breath, “She has two brothers. If she’s with Ryder, she’s fine, but if she’s with Jewel, well, I shudder to think what kind of trouble he’ll draw her into.”

Twyla-Rose sighed and ducked her head to exit beneath Grace’s arm, the arm that held the tent flap open.

“Be sure to give the note to Miss Ames or Miss Ott. They’ll notify Mrs. Jones,” Jo said to them.

“Oh, Lordy, the crone isn’t going to like this,” Twyla-Rose said, grumbling to herself before the tent flap closed.


Chapter Twenty-One

Dressed to face the day, Jo stepped out of her tent. Mrs. Jones’s high-pitched scream rent the air. Shoulders back, Jo marched on toward the great hall and the source of the outcry.

“Gone? Gone, the ungrateful heathen.”

The moment Jo entered the kitchen Mrs. Jones turned on her. “You. You know something about this. I know you do. I saw you talking to her, walking with her, your heads together. She liked you.”

It took everything Jo had not to burst out laughing. She found the urge a strange reaction to such an attack, but the woman sounded and looked positively deranged. Her face was purple with rage, and her beady black eyes bulged out of their sockets.

Jo lowered her eyes and performed a small, subservient curtsy. “Sorry, ma’am, if you’re referring to Miss McAdam’s departure, she kept her plans to herself. I’m as mystified as you.” Raising from her curtsy and hoping for an indifferent countenance, she said, “We should probably get on with breakfast, ma’am, the girls will be in soon.”

The old biddy blanched and tucked in her chin and clamped her lips shut. She flapped her arms and sputtered incoherently. “Yes, yes, I suppose you should get on with it. You, and Miss Ames and Miss Ott, will delegate the extra duties the little piece of trash has abandoned. After all, I’ve done for her, allowing her to stay here with a roof over her head, food. Why…I allowed her to run free about the place. I should’ve turned her over to the Indian authorities long ago. They’d take the prideful little heathen in hand, make her repent—rue the day she forsake us to run off who knows where. I should’ve turned her over to the Mission. And I will, should she come crawling back here, begging me to take her in.”

She stalked away, firing off rounds of vitriol to anyone within hearing range. “What the horrible, uncouth Mr. O’Bannon will say to this, I shudder to think. I shall have to inform him, of course. He took the heathen under his wing. More fool he. God knows why, but he does appear to care about her. Run off with her brother, ha. I know nothing of a brother. Probably hasn’t got a brother. She’s gone off with some no good lout. No better than she should be, that one. Never did trust her. Count the silver, take inventory of the supplies. Rotten little apple, probably stealing us blind all along. Rotten, rotten, rotten. Ungrateful and rotten.”

»»•««

They all soon discovered how much work the no-good-little-Indian actually did without praise, without oversight, and without complaint.

On Thursday afternoon, right after class dismissal, a half-dozen colorful wagons, driven by roustabouts shouting orders, began to form up in the meadow across the road from the school. Excited, cheering folks from town followed the spectacle of the circus parading through town.

The girls rushed out of their classrooms and to the road to watch. Arms out to hold them back, Mr. and Mrs. Jones blocked their stampede. Mrs. Jones delivered her edict. “You will go immediately to your quarters until you hear the dinner bell.”

Grumbling, the girls turned away to do as ordered. Jo, Grace, and Twyla-Rose stood for a moment, fascinated by the colors and commotion. “Miss Buxton,” Mrs. Jones said, her voice a whip for attention. “Take your charges to their cottage, and you to your tent, immediately.”

Out of sheer cussedness, Jo raised her head, smiled, and laughed in the woman’s face. “Yes, ma’am.” The girls gave Mrs. Jones a nod, locked arms with Jo, and turned their backs on the old harridan.

“Mean, spiteful, scrawny old cow,” Twyla-Rose said once they were safely out of range. “No wonder Dodie ran off. She tried to tell us all she was being made to do, but I thought she exaggerated.”

“Girls,” Jo said and came to a sudden halt. “We are consigned to our quarters until the dinner bell, correct?”

The two girls nodded, frowns and pouts spoiling their pretty faces.

Jo tipped her head to the side, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “Therefore,” she said, struggling to maintain a straight face, “it would be a violation of the worst order to leave our quarters for any reason.” She arched her brows and grinned.

Twyla-Rose perceived Jo’s destination first. She hopped in place and then sobered and shook her head. “No, no, we wouldn’t dare break the rules and defy Mrs. Jones, not for anything.”

Grace, sparks of mischief lighting up her pretty eyes, clapped her hands in impish glee. “We can’t go back to the kitchen to fix dinner, or clean up, mop the floors, fill the wood bins, clean the tables—we can’t do any of that. Oh, dear me,” she said giggling, her pretty cheeks pink.

Allowing them a few moments of sheer glee, Jo walked ahead a few paces. Turning to face them, she said, “There is a downside of this. We will have no supper.”

Twyla-Rose waved away the thought. “Tonight’s fare, hog-hocks and beans. Mostly beans.” She shuddered and made a face. “We’ll eat in the kitchen. Fix our own sandwiches. We’ve plenty of bread and honey and milk. I milked the cows myself, so I know. The Jones won’t dine with us anyway. She’s having ham. I saw her take it out of the cellar at noon.”

“I’d rather have a sandwich than hocks and beans any day,” said Grace.

“Then, I’ll see you at the dinner bell,” said Jo, leaving them to go to her quarters.

»»•««

Her mind on the dinner the Joneses were going to enjoy, Jo entered her tent unprepared to find it occupied. Her hand flew to her mouth to muffle the scream. Of course, it was Ryder, but not the Ryder she’d last seen.

A warrior stood before her, black hair falling well below his shoulders. The black leather cord encircling his head drew attention to the intense glitter of pride in his black eyes. Worn over a red chambray shirt, a breastplate of bone and beads shielded his broad chest. A dark leather loincloth hung from a beaded leather belt at his waist. And buff colored leggings encased his powerful thighs. Knee high, fringed moccasins coved his feet. The sight of him sucked the wind out of her. She couldn’t move. He held out his hand to her, and she stepped into the warrior's embrace and sighed, reassured he was still Ryder McAdam, the man she could trust with her life.

“I had to see you, make sure you were all right.”

His voice, reasonable, educated, stood at odds with his appearance. Nervous and uncomfortable, Jo found it hard not to giggle. Ryder McAdam, she knew, liked to play games, dangerous games. It was a relief to have him here, but his costume upset her sense of equilibrium. She squeezed her eyes shut, afraid it would always be this way. Loving Ryder McAdam might very well come at a cost to her peace of mind, her sanity.

Her cheek against his shoulder, she said, “I’m fine. But you…what are you doing? Why are you dressed like this?”

“Melody and I joined the circus. We’re the new act.”

She turned her face up to see into his eyes. “Dodie? Is she all right?”

“She’s better than all right,” he said, tugging her over to the cot and pulling her onto his lap. “She’s—I don’t know how to describe it. She’s out of her mind delirious. She’s a daredevil on horseback. I caution her, scold her for taking chances, and she laughs in my face. I’ve never seen her so…so insanely happy. And, she’s not a she, she’s my younger brother Kit.”

Jo, seated on his lap, folded her hands and straightened her spine. “I’m not surprised she’s happier with you and her horse. We’ve been doing her chores.”

He took her hands in his and began stroking her wrist with his thumb. She relaxed her shoulders. A mistake, she knew, but she’d missed him, longed for his touch, the sound of his voice.

“I thought she’d be safer disguised as a boy,” he said and snorted, shaking his head. “She loves the idea, of course. The disguise frees her up to wear trousers and shirts. I don’t think I’ll ever get my little sister back.”

“What if Mrs. Jones recognizes her? We’re all going to the circus for a special performance on Friday.” She put her hands to his chest. “The girls? What if the girls recognize her?”

He shook his head at her. “I hardly recognize her. Twyla-Rose and Grace might recognize her. They’ve seen her trick riding act before, but in a riding skirt, not trousers and war paint.” He furrowed his brow and went silent for a few moments. “You might have to warn them. But not unless you absolutely have to. I don’t trust little girls to hold secrets. They leak like sieves.”

Jo adjusted herself on his lap. The leather breeches were like a second skin. She could feel every ripple and curve of his thigh beneath her butt. He smelled wonderful, earthy and smoky. She forgot to be cautious, to guard her heart, and she forgot entirely she had something to tell him. He started to nibble on her earlobe, and the world outside ceased to exist. All too easily, she laid back on the cot. But when he put his hand on her breast, she opened her eyes and came awake to reality. “Wait, wait, Ryder stop.”

The low rumble of his protest sent a vibrating current through her body, tickling and teasing her with desire. The feel of the hard bone shield through the fabric of her blouse brought home the fact of his power over her. She closed her eyes and gathered her resistance.

“We don’t have time,” she managed to say, sliding out from underneath him. She landed in an ungraceful heap on the floor, her skirt and petticoats up around her knees, exposing her stocking-encased legs.

He groaned, rolled on his side, sat up and helped her to her feet.

“I…I have some information. I don’t know if it will help,” she said, removing a sheaf of paper from her robe pocket. “The other night, when Dodie met you in the orchard, I miscalculated and came out behind the Jones’s residence, near their front porch. I heard voices and stayed hidden in the woods.”

∙•∙

Reluctantly, Ryder came to a sitting position. Having but one subject on his mind, he paid very little attention to what she was saying. He slumped back on the cot, arm bent at the elbow to prop up his head, jaw resting in the palm of his hand.

“So, I followed them,” she said.

He blinked then and came to attention.

“Gerald and Mr. Jones had a long box. I thought it very heavy. They were having a hard time carrying it. They had to stop and adjust their grip several times.”

He sat straight up. “What? Go back. What? When was this?”

She shook her head and sat down beside him with a piece of paper in her hand. “They lugged a long box, a long heavy box, and Mrs. Jones had a small square box. I didn’t realize it was metal until I went inside and cracked my elbow on it.”

It took him a second or two to clear his brain. “No, go back to the beginning. When was this?”

“I followed them. The other evening after leaving you and Dodie. I came out near the Jones’s residence. They were moving a long box. They carried it down to the empty cottage. Mrs. Jones had the smaller box, and it was heavy too. I stayed well hidden. They didn’t see me or hear me. I watched them take the boxes inside the cottage.”

He slapped his thighs, popped to his feet, and grabbed her by the shoulders, bringing her to her feet to give her a shake. “Damn it to hell, Jo. Following these animals—it’s dangerous and stupid.”

Eyes glittering with indignant sparks, she swatted his chest. “Stupid. I’m stupid? You sneak around, snooping and following people all the time. And keep your voice down. It would be very bad if you were discovered. Very bad.”

Both of them righteous, they locked gazes. Ryder blinked first. “Not stupid, but certainly foolhardy. Who knows what they would’ve done if they’d discovered you were watching them.”

She pried his fingers from her shoulders and turned her head. “Well, they didn’t. I was very careful. So, do you want to hear what they said?”

Indignant, lips pursed, she was irresistible. He suppressed the urge to kiss her senseless and said, “Yes, yes I would very much like to know what they said. Clever of you to have written it down.”

She nodded, accepted his compliment, and handed over the paper.

“Mrs. Jones said she didn’t trust me because I’d shot her dear sister Stella in the foot. Stella must’ve been the lady in pink. And Gerald said, his pa, Jake, and his Uncle Tick would like to take turns teaching me a lesson. Then Mr. Jones scolded them and reminded them I was worth more unbruised and virginal.

“I helped, don’t you see, I helped put their kin in jail. I shot her sister. So that explains why they hate me so.”

Ryder crushed the paper in his hand. “Bastards.” Muttering curses under his breath, he paced to the back of the tent. “I wonder what was in those boxes.”

“Guns,” she said, “rifles. And a box of ammunition.”

His heart jumped into his throat. “Jo? Tell me you didn’t?”

She nodded. “Well, of course I did. I had to find out, see for myself.”

Jaw gone slack, he listened to her tell him of her adventure.

The women in his life had all gone mad. Melody, and now his Jo.

“I waited for them to leave and broke into the cottage. Actually, I didn’t have to break in, the back door just opened. I think the catch is broken. Anyway, I found the big long box hidden under one of the bunks. I got down on my belly and got under the bed. The long box had writing on the side. Well, you’ve seen them, they have MILITARY written on them in big black letters. And the square box is an ammunition box. It was metal. I cracked my elbow on it. It had sharp edges. My father has one, but he keeps hinges, nails, salve, whatnot in his.”

Finding his voice, he said, “You went inside, got on your hands and knees, and crawled under a bed.”

She nodded and offered him a sheepish little smile. The urge to shake her again came over him. Instead, he pulled her against his chest, holding onto her, never wanting to ever leave her alone again.

“I didn’t break in, Ryder. Really I didn’t. I jiggled the door handle, and it opened.”

“I believe you,” he said. “You are not safe. No more sleuthing on your own. Melody and I have been accepted. Melody, especially, has been taken under the wing of the musician and his family, the Millers. They take care of the animals, and the concession stands.”

The clang of the dinner bell caused them both to jump. “I have to go,” Jo said and put her lips to his jowl.

Ryder couldn’t let her go. “I’ll be back. I’ll stay with you tonight. I’m not leaving you alone.”

She stood on her toes and brushed his lips with her own. “I have to go,” she said and slipped away from him, leaving his arms empty and his mind racing and praying he could keep her safe.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Late yesterday they’d made it, passed muster, and now Ryder and Melody were on the bill, performers in the Circus International.

“You stay out here, away from the rest of the wagons,” ordered the manager, Mr. Abel Jaynes. “We don’t trust Indians. Keep to yourselves, do your bit, and we’ll get along. I catch you or your little brother stealing, I’ll feed you to the lion. You open the show tomorrow afternoon. Get’em worked up to a fine frenzy. Word’ll get around fast, and we’ll have folks from far and wide comin’ in to see the show.” Turning his back on him, he’d said, with no handshake but a wave of his hand over his head, “You’ll get your cut. One meal a day.”

At the time, Ryder had breathed a sigh of relief. But that was yesterday. Today he didn’t know where Melody had disappeared to. Somewhere with her horse, he supposed. Right now he didn’t much care. He had to think. Spending the last two nights with Jo hadn’t helped, the threat of her abduction at the forefront of his every thought.

He picked up a curry comb and brush from the tack box on the side of the wagon and began to groom Sarge. He’d always relied on the last minute burst of inspiration, luck, whatever you wanted to call it, to come to his rescue—strike him with a flash of brilliance. This time he had too much at stake. Pinkerton expected him to prevent the prisoners from escape and capture the rest of the Payasos gang. He’d successfully infiltrated the enemies’ camp. Now what? They had a performance to give this afternoon. He couldn’t guard the jail, guard Jo, and put on a show. He’d shoved himself into a corner this time for sure. He’d never felt so stupid, so off track.

Brush in his hand with one arm lopped over Sarge’s strong shoulders, he put his forehead against the horse’s neck, stroking the animal’s chest. Right now, he regretted refusing Royce and Telt’s help. They could keep an eye on Jo.

“You falling asleep, or in a trance, there, boy?” came Royce’s rumbling voice from out of the blue.

Ryder jerked and peered over Sarge’s back. His father stood there at the end of the wagon, a lopsided grin on his face.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Ryder asked, and regretted it the moment the words were out of his mouth. Hadn’t he been wishing for his father’s help? He’d conjured him up, is what he’d done.

Royce cautiously looked around the end of the wagon to the rest of the company of circus wagons in the distance. “If you move to this side of your horse we can talk easier.”

Ryder swung Sarge around and tied him off at the wagon wheel to shield them from view of the rest of the circus. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Royce leaned his butt on the tailgate of the wagon and stretched his legs out in front of him, all easy and casual. Ryder, familiar with this pretense of nonchalance, knew better. If he were twelve, he’d be stuffing a pillow down his trousers to protect his butt.

Ryder did admire this man. There wasn’t much Royce hadn’t seen and done. He’d recounted stories to Ryder of his wild youth. He’d portrayed himself as a mean drunken beast full of resentment. A beast who felt obligated to follow in the footsteps of his erstwhile sire. Everything changed when Royce found Cleantha Arnaud, a cripple, a music teacher, and his one true love. They’d taken the then ten-year-old Ryder, three-year-old Melody, and baby Jewel into their home and their hearts. They loved them, nurtured them, and instilled in them a keen sense of self-confidence. Maybe a bit too much confidence. Neither Ryder nor Melody liked to ask for their help. And Jewel, at the age of sixteen and of a playful nature, no sooner did Royce get him out of one scrape than he would land in another.

Royce pulled a tobacco pouch from his coat pocket and started to roll a cigarette. Ryder stood very still, feet planted firmly on the earth, prepared to endure his father’s slow style approach to chastisement. “We got this insulting wire from the school informing us our charge, not our child, had run off. I say insulting because the lady used one descriptor your mother and I took a particular exception to. And if Mrs. Jones were a man, I would have to shove her face up a cow’s butt.” He halted and took a deep breath. “Cleantha thought it appropriate we show concern and demand a refund of Dodie’s tuition money. She also assigned me the pleasure of addressing Mrs. Jones’s disrespect personally.”

Long pause, affording Ryder time to fill in between the lines and adjust his thinking as to the degree of impact the telegram had on his mother’s state of mind. And how her agitation transferred to his father, who consequently had his peaceful existence disturbed. Bringing the scene to life in his mind’s eye, Ryder cringed. Cleantha, her pretty face flushed, shaking her cane in Royce’s face while calling curses to rain down and smite Mrs. Jones on the head. No, not a pretty picture.

Royce tapped the tobacco onto the paper he held between his fingers. He nodded, indicating he was satisfied Ryder had arrived at the correct conclusion and continued. “I shared the news and the telegram with Telt. He decided to come along with me. Thought he might visit Twyla-Rose.”

Ryder understood. Telt, also sufficiently alarmed for the safety of his offspring, dropped everything to high-tail it back to Cherry Grove.

Royce licked the edge of the paper, swallowed, and hesitated, studying the proportions of the creation he held in his hands. He folded the licked edge and pulled away from the wagon to give Ryder his full attention.

“I spoke to the old biddy…ah, matron at the school,” he said, jaw tight. “It took some convincing, but eventually I did receive a refund of Dodie’s tuition. I relieved Mrs. and Mrs. Jones of all responsibility. I assured them, in no uncertain, colorful, terms, no, our daughter, Melody would not be returning to their school under any circumstances.”

Royce stopped to take a breath and roll his shoulders. “Telt insisted we pay a visit to the sheriff. The sheriff informed us the circus is in town. We were pleased to hear you had advised the sheriff of your suspicions. I understand you and Melody commandeered his barn as your base? You have his wagon, I understand. He said I could find you here. So here I am.” The cigarette crumpled in his clenched fist. He flicked it into the grass.

Ryder pressed his lips together to keep a straight face, knowing how much Royce really, really wanted, needed, his cigarette.

Red in the face, his father took a step forward to get up in his face to ask, “What the hell are you dressed like a God damn renegade for, and what in tarnation is going on?”

“Telt is here too?” Ryder asked, suppressing the urge to grin. The grin really was a horrible habit. It happened under pressure or in times of extreme guilt. And this was one of those times. But the technique of answering a question with a question he’d picked up at detective school.

Royce took a half-hearted swing at him. Ryder ducked.

“Yeah, Telt is here too,” Royce said pounding his fist to his palm. “The sheriff is expecting a jailbreak. You’re supposed to be preventing that from happening. But here you are, playing circus. Where’s Melody?”

“I’m right here, Daddy,” said Melody. Leading Magi, Dodie emerged from under the cottonwood tree behind their camp. Dressed in leather breeches and a brown chambray shirt, she looked like a boy of twelve with her hair tucked up and into her slouch hat. As per her brother’s orders, she looked around to be certain the camp was clear of strangers before approaching the wagon. Magi bobbed her head in greeting to Sarge. Sarge whickered and snuffled.

Royce came to full attention. “Jesus, God Almighty, Melody. You’ve both lost your minds? You look ridiculous, girl.”

“Shush, “Dodie said, tying Magi to the stake Ryder had set near the rear of the wagon. “You’ll ruin everything if they catch us talking to you.” She poured water from a bucket for her horse and offered the beauty an apple.

Ryder patted Sarge on the neck. “We don’t talk much. We use one-syllable words, and we try not to string too many of them together. It’s part of our performance. We keep our head down. People talk when they think you’re too stupid to understand.”

Dodie gave her stunned father a big hug and patted his chest. “Don’t worry, Daddy. We’re careful.”

With her back to Ryder, she said, “Sorry about being gone so long. They had me and a kid named Mick clean out the equipment cart they haul behind the lion wagon.

“Mr. Abel pulled the magician off to the side of his wagon for a little chat. So I spilled a pail of water and had to fetch more water out of the barrel. Which, as chance would have it, they’d placed between the lion cage and the magician’s wagon. I heard every word. Mr. Abel ordered the magician to be ready to pull out after the performance tomorrow afternoon. He wants to be well out of town by sundown. They’re only taking the lion cage and cart, the magician’s wagon, and Mr. Abel’s wagon. He’s going to cut all the rest of us loose,” she said and flopped down on the ground, legs folded Indian style.

“Well, hell,” Ryder said. Muttering to himself, he slapped his thigh. “So whatever they’ve got in store for the jailbreak and the abduction will happen tomorrow. And I don’t have a clue how I’m going to stop either one. And there’s this damn circus act we’ve signed on to do. I hope to hell the squad of Pinkerton men I requested arrive today. We’re gonna need help.”

“We only get two performances,” Dodie said, drawing a horse in the dust with her finger. “I love this circus. This is what I want to do. I’m not going back to that stupid girl’s school. And I’m not going home to marry Jimmy Terrel. He’s a dolt. His ears are too big and he’s got freckles. Mick’s parents, the Millers, they’re headed south. They have relatives in Boise who own an arena. They put on carnivals and shows all the time. Mick says the weather is about to turn bad, too cold to hold shows outside. Magi and I, we could do our act in an arena.”

Ryder wisely clamped his mouth shut. Royce opened his mouth, looked at him, and then he, too, pressed his lips together and held his tongue.

“Well, we have a performance to give in an hour,” Ryder said. “We have to paint the horses and get ourselves ready.”

“Paint the horses?” Royce asked.

“Yeah, you remember I said we were going to give the full Indian experience. We put on war paint and scream our heads off. Scare the bejesus out of ’em.

Royce groaned and sat back down on the tailgate. “Right now, you sure are scaring the bejesus out of me,” he said, shaking his head.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Inside the great hall, out of the wind and cold, Jo, Miss Ott, and Miss Ames divided the students into three groups, older students paired with younger girls. Everyone had on their winter coats, hats, gloves, and scarves, and each of them was allowed to carry one blanket for extra warmth. The sun had come out, but the wind had a bite to it that cut right to the bone.

Jo moved between the excited, chattering girls in her group to speak with Twyla-Rose and Grace. “We need to stay together, so sit near me, in front or in back. I want to keep you all in my sight at all times. And, whatever you do, do not scream out you-know-who’s name. It is vital she stay undiscovered. Your father, Twyla-Rose, I believe cautioned you. As I told you, there is more going on here than a circus. We must all be very vigilant and look out for one another.”

At the front door of the great hall, Miss Ames waved her hand and began to move her group of girls out the door. Miss Ott followed. Jo scurried to the front of her group to lead her girls outside and across the road where the carnival had set up a show ring.

Seated on makeshift bleachers constructed of hay bales and rough boards, nothing could’ve prepared Jo for the opening act. Riding bareback, a man and a boy astride dappled white and gray horses emitted a series of high-pitched, warbling screams that ripped the icy cold air. The horses, decorated from their heads to their chest with red, yellow, and black paint cut up the turf as they charged onto the field.

The man warrior, black hair flying, wore a breastplate of bone and beads that covered his chest. One bare arm raised wielded a tomahawk. The slash of white paint running from his hairline across his eyelid and cheek to his jaw emphasized the golden red of his skin. And there was a lot of skin: bare arms, legs, and back.

The boy, riding low to the mare’s powerful neck, moved as one with the powerful animal, his hands holding tight to the smoky mane fanning his face. The boy’s face, painted half white and the other half black with red and yellow paint underlining his eyes, screamed a wild battle cry. He wore a costume of buff-colored leather decorated with black and white feathers and beads on the fringed sleeves and leggings. In contrast to the man, not an inch of skin did he show.

The girls and Miss Ames and Miss Ott jumped to their feet screaming. Jo, surprised, put her hand over her mouth, unable to breathe. Twyla-Rose and Grace jumped to their feet too, but they were laughing, pointing at their frightened comrades. No one noticed. Hysteria had set in.

Jo stood and searched the crowd for the Joneses. She found them to the side, near the band platform. Mrs. Jones, a hand to her throat, clutched her husband’s coat front. Mr. Jones, a scowl on his face, had his arm around her shoulder. Next to them, a robust man in a wide-leg stance and hands on hip, who bore a striking resemblance to Mr. Jones, grinned from ear to ear.

The Indians circled around the field, whooping and screaming. The warrior drew up his legs and took up a squat position on his horse’s back. He came to his feet, arms out, head back, balancing on the horse’s rump. Tomahawk raised, he sent up a terrifying, screaming prayer before letting it loose. The tomahawk whistled through the air in a blur and hit the bull’s eye dead center twenty or fifteen feet from the bleachers. The horse slowed to a safe trot, and the warrior jumped down and ran alongside the horse, grabbed a handful of the horse’s charcoal-colored mane, and vaulted over the horse's shoulders. Jogging alongside the horse, he lagged behind and leapfrogged onto the horse’s rump to remount.

A series of cries went up, and the boy rider charged across the field and handed off a bow and arrow to the warrior. The warrior raised it above his head and shouted another battle cry. He circled the field, came around to the bulls-eye, leaned over the side of his horse, and drew back the bow, letting the arrow fly. It took out a stuffed owl on the post to the side of the bulls-eye. Feathers and stuffing flew in all directions.

The students went wild. Some were near tears with hysteria, and others jumped up and down, screaming and clapping.

The boy warrior, taking center field, set his horse into an easy, rocking trot. The lovely animal pranced with pride, her neck bowed, tail up. The boy crouched on the horse’s back somersaulted forward and stood on his head, legs in the air, arms down the sides of the horse’s shoulders. Quick as lightning, he dropped and somersaulted back, landing on the ground on his feet behind the horse. The horse stopped, backed up, and the boy leapfrogged onto his mount’s back and off they went again in a slow trot. The man came alongside with a large hoop and held it in place over the shoulders of the boy’s horse. The boy jumped back and forth and then tumbled through the hoop to straddle the horse and set her into a gallop.

The warrior tossed the hoop around the pole and the remnants of the owl. He matched his horse’s stride with the boy’s horse. They circled in tandem, slowing their horses to an easy trot. The man came to his feet and straddled both horses. He reached out for the boy. The boy climbed up the warrior’s back and stood on his shoulders. They circled the field amid shouts and cheers.

The boy leaped down from the warrior's shoulders, plopping down on his horse and wrapping his arms around her neck. The man leaped off the side of his horse. His feet barely touching the ground, he swung himself back on the horse’s back. The two warriors set up a warbling cry, sending shivers up and down the spine. The horses set out at a full run around the field. They skidded to a halt before the girls, dust rising up around them. Eyes wild, the horses came up on their hind legs, front legs and hooves scraping the air. The girls, Miss Ott, Miss Ames, Twyla-Rose, and Grace cheered and clapped.

The warriors galloped off the field.

Jo sank down on the wooden bench, exhausted, tears running down her cheeks. The man had far too many facets. How could Ryder McAdam possibly love a plain, homespun nothing? A schoolmarm. She simply wasn’t worthy. Her life would be in a constant state of upheaval. A teacher couldn’t have upheaval. A teacher had to project propriety, self-control—command respect. Ryder McAdam wouldn’t—could never give up being a Pinkerton man. Oh, Ryder McAdam, you are way too much man for me to handle.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Dodie raced to the back of their wagon, sending up whoops of victory. She jumped off her horse and danced around in a tight circle, chanting and singing.

Ryder slowed his mount and prayed his sister would regain her senses before she gave the game away or reverted one hundred percent to the wild. Leg over the horse’s head, he slid off of Sarge’s back and reached for the chamois cloth he’d left on the front wagon wheel. Sarge had worked up a lather and needed his attention.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ryder spotted Mr. Abel Jaynes circumvent the crowd. Taking purposeful strides, he headed in their direction. Ryder waved Dodie away and set to giving Sarge his rub down. Dodie ducked her head and led Magi behind the wagon.

“Well, well, you put on quite a show,” said Mr. Jaynes, his dark eyes cruel and dead belying the grin on his lips. He rubbed his big, tanned hands together. “I watched you practice, of course, but you put your routine together nicely. You had those poor little girls jumping out of their drawers, frightened and thrilled to pieces.”

Ryder stood quiet, unblinking.

“Come, come, Wind Rider, or whatever your name is, I don’t buy your inscrutable savage façade for a moment. You and your little brother are as wily as a pair of foxes.”

Ryder remained impervious, holding his tongue, eyes steady.

“Ah. I see,” Mr. Jaynes said and shrugged his broad, thick shoulders. “I should get down to business. I have a little task I’d like you to perform. If you have success, you and your brother would be a welcome addition to our little show. Yes, indeed. I’d pay you handsomely. You’ve got something, boy. We could rake in the rubes by the droves.” He coughed and waved his hand. “But first, to prove your loyalty, I would test you, make use of your skills. I have relatives here in this little hamlet who have been unjustly incarcerated.”

Mr. Jaynes cleared his throat and shifted on his big feet. “You do comprehend what I’m saying?” Mr. Jaynes said, tipping forward and peering deep into Ryder’s eyes. “Jail, I have family in jail.”

Ryder rolled his shoulders back and refused to give any ground or hint he’d understood anything at all.

“Ah, good, good. To free them I need a stealthy, efficient expert. After your performance, I feel you and your…skills are exactly what the job calls for.”

Ryder folded his arms across his chest and looked down his nose at the man.

Mr. Jaynes shook his head, a smirk on his lips. “Oh, come, come, man. I could turn you over to the Indian agent today, have you and your brother hauled away to the reservation mission easy as snapping my fingers.”

Ryder put up his chin. Mr. Jaynes nodded. “I suspect you’re running from something. Most circus travelers are. We all have a past we’d rather not face.”

Ryder allowed himself to blink.

Mr. Jaynes nodded. “The jailor is a simple man, one deputy. They sleep on the job, leave the door to the office unlocked when they go next door for their meals. They allow visitors at all hours. If you can send a knife with the same accuracy you send an arrow and your tomahawk, the chances of our discovery will be minimal. My relatives will be set free, and you’ll have cash in your…your…” He eyed Ryder’s lack of apparel, hesitated, and finished saying,” pouch, a guaranteed home, a family if you will, and we’ll be on our way with no one the wiser.”

“How much,” Ryder asked.

Mr. Jaynes blanched and chuckled. “Ah, I like your style. A hundred dollars.”

Ryder snorted.

“Five hundred,” countered Mr. Jaynes.

Ryder turned his shoulder and tipped his head.

“Very well, a thousand dollars, but that’s as high as I’m willing to go. After all, I’m offering you sanctuary too. We protect our own.”

Ryder drew himself up, prepared to speak. “I know this sheriff, his deputy, and this jail. They are not as dumb as they look. I’ll be in charge. I don’t want mistakes.”

Mr. Jaynes smiled. “Ah, been there before have you?”

Ryder neither nodded nor blinked. He worked his jaw, though.

Mr. Jaynes waved his hand over his head. “Very well. As you wish…this time.” A sneer replaced his affable smile. “I’m the boss of this outfit. Don’t push me. I won’t tolerate insubordination. You will do as you’re told. You, and your little brother…understand?”

Ryder nodded.

“Good. I’ll have the money for you after you get my family out of jail.”

Ryder shook his head and scowled. “No. No good. Before, I want money before.”

Mr. Jaynes laughed and slapped him on his bare shoulders. “I knew you weren’t as dumb as you let on. Right then, right. Tomorrow after the last performance you’ll get your money. We’ll set the plan in motion after we move out of town. I don’t want the circus connected with the jailbreak.”

Ryder, arms folded across his chest, observed Mr. Jaynes return to his post beside the band platform. The man turned his shoulder, looking behind him at the circus wagons to say something to Mr. Jones, and then the two stepped out of sight.

The juggling clowns had taken the audience’s attention with their flying torches, and the musicians provided the pace and a rhythm. Ryder led Sarge to the far end of the wagon and took the chamois to the horse’s neck and chest. “You heard all of that?” he asked no one.

“Yeah, we heard,” Royce said, poking his head out the back of the wagon. He jumped to the ground. Sherriff Telt Longtree followed.

Telt peered around the edge of the wagon, his gaze to the circus. “Your men down at the jail have been giving a fine performance. But I doubt any of them will volunteer to take a shiv to the heart.”

Ryder snorted. Music, a quick march, echoed across the open field, signaling the clowns had started their water bucket routine. “We can’t talk here. The orchard, behind the school—if you enter from behind the stable in town, there’s a wagon track, it leads to an old tool shed. Dodie and I’ll meet you there tonight. We have to stay put, wait for everyone to get settled in for the night.”

Dodie stepped up, inserted herself into the conversation. ‘We’d appreciate some food. Ryder can live on beans and hardtack, but I can’t.”

“Telt and I are taking Twyla-Rose out to dinner. We’ll get you some food,” Royce said, his arm around her. “You scared the hell out of me. I suppose you think that’s pretty funny. But one of these days, little girl, you’re going to get seriously hurt.”

“And you,” he said, his full attention on Ryder, “you are a show off. You could’ve broken you damn neck out there. Or hit one of those girls with your tomahawk or your damn bow and arrow. I’ve seen you miss your target, remember? And where would that leave your fine Miss Buxton?”

“You say the same thing every time. The last time it was Mother I would leave bereaved and heartbroken,” Ryder replied. “The point is, I didn’t miss the target today.” He shrugged his shoulders, in hopes he could push aside the truth in his father’s statement.

Their routine did involve a lot of risks—he knew that. And yes, he had to think of Jo now. She trusted him, trusted him to keep her safe. For such a long time he hadn’t thought about anyone but himself and his job, which he approached more like a game rather than a career.

“I’ll bring Jo out to the orchard too. She needs to know what’s going on.” He tossed the chamois onto the wagon wheel to dry and said to himself more than to anyone else, “Wish I knew what was going on. Jaynes went right over to Ira Jones after he talked to me. I’ve been waiting for something to break, and I think it did, but I don’t know what the hell to do about it.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Despite his reassurances, Jo did not have a lot of confidence in Ryder’s plans. Or the protective strategies he’d put in place to keep her safe. Or to prevent his demise should the Jaynes brothers turn on him, escape his trap.

Immediately after the performance yesterday, doubts had set in. First and foremost, she doubted they had a future together. She doubted Mr. and Mrs. Jones would even be implicated in a crime at all. It really didn’t matter one way or the other. She couldn’t stay because they hated her. If they were complicit in committing a crime, and she survived, she doubted the city would allow the school to stay open. They couldn’t finish out the year with only three spinster teachers in place. She really doubted Ryder could stop the jailbreak or the Jaynes brothers—there were too many of them. Mr. O’Bannon and Sheriff Longtree were somewhere close by to protect her and catch her abductors. But they didn’t know when, how, or where her abduction would take place.

At midmorning, the field across from the school had begun to fill up with buggies, wagons, buckboards, riders on horseback, kids riding four and five to a horse, and folks on foot. Flocks of folks ringed the field. When the bale and board seats filled up, they sat on the grass, in their wagons, or perched in trees.

According to Ryder, at fifty cents a head for adults and ten cents a head for kids between four and fifteen, the circus stood to make a tidy profit. Not to mention the take from the concessions, the popcorn, the cotton candy, the balloons, the whirligigs, and the carnival games. Yup, Circus International happily fleeced the rubes in Cherry Grove.

Her fear was, with so many people milling around, the noise and chaos, who would notice a little abduction?

Vulnerable as a goat on a rope in a hyena cage, Jo sat in her little tent, a novel in one hand and the fingers of her other hand worrying the carnelian stone. She’d read the first paragraph of the first chapter five times and couldn’t remember a word. The girls, consigned to their quarters again and unhappy about it, had invited her to join them in a bridge tournament. Jo declined, claiming she thought she might be coming down with a cold. The afternoon had proved sunny and unusually pleasant with the smell of fall in the air and a slight breeze twisting the leaves off the trees. On a day like this, at home, at the hot spring, Jo would’ve been out clearing the garden. There was a garden, but with the girls confined to quarters, it stood neglected, the squash and pumpkins lingering on the vines.

The high-pitched screaming warble of the warriors’ act echoed across the field and over the schoolyard. She didn’t have to be there to envision Ryder, black hair flowing and bare thighs hugging the horse’s flanks, charging around the field. His grace and power captured her breath and held her heart. All through the night he’d assured her in every way he could that he would not leave her, let her go, or forsake her, but how could he keep his promise? How could she keep hers, when their lives would take them down different paths? The cheering crowd signaled he’d once again hit the target with his flying tomahawk. She closed her eyes, a smile on her lips, thinking about him.

A bony, cold hand clamped over her mouth. Eyes flying open, Jo stared into the maniacal face of a giddy Mrs. Jones. Jo kicked, and Mr. Jones fell on her, pinning her down. Mrs. Jones pressed an oily, sickeningly sweet, smelly linen napkin to her nose.

She had to breathe but didn’t dare. Kicking, thrashing, she had to breathe, she had to. Her lungs filled with the vapor. Her stomach churned as the sweet odor filled her head. Desperate, losing the battle, she slipped under, falling into the darkness.

Eyes closed, muffled voices reached her. The weight lifted from her chest. The hand over her mouth gone and the horrible cloth away from her nose, she dared to breathe. Barely aware of the scuffle, the squeals and jostling of bodies around her, Jo struggled to right herself. A loud clunk and clank alerted her someone had fallen over her stove. A cry of pain and curse words suggested burned flesh.

“Got’em with the kettle of hot water. He’s out cold,” a familiar voice—the sheriff, Mr. Longtree said.

“I’d like to punch her, but I think I’ll give her a taste of her own medicine,” said Mr. O’Bannon.

Jo opened one eye. Mr. O’Bannon had Mrs. Jones pinned, bent backward over her traveling trunk, the oily, smelly cloth pressed to her pointy nose. Promptly, all fight went out of the crone, and her eyes closed in a swoon.

“Miss Buxton? Good, you’re coming around,” said Mr. Longtree.

Mr. O’Bannon retrieved the kettle, gave it a slosh, and poured a dribble of warm water into a cup. “Try this? It’ll help to get the taste out of your mouth.”

Jo welcomed the moisture, and after a few deep breaths made it to a sitting position.

Mr. Longtree stood over Mr. Jones, brows furrowed. He waved his hand and said to Mr. O’Bannon, “You better toss the cloth in the stove, or we’ll all pass out pretty soon. I don’t suppose your son mentioned what we’re supposed to do with these two once we’ve caught’em.”

Mr. O’Bannon grunted, held the stinky cloth at arms length, and tossed it in the stove. It ignited in a flash and a poof. “Ryder does have a problem sharing details,” he said, closing the stove lid.

“Last night, Dodie said she helped clean out an equipment wagon or something they haul in back of the lion wagon?” Jo said, groggy, rubbing her head.

Both men pulled back and stared at her. A slow, sly grin broke out on Mr. O’Bannon’s face. “She did. You’re right, Miss Buxton. I remember her saying that. I wonder, do you suppose they meant the little cart to house you, Miss Buxton?”

Mr. Longtree tipped his hat back from his forehead and rubbed his jaw. “Ryder’s got Pinkerton men in the crowd watching the circus wagons. Jaynes is looking to pull out right after the last act and get well beyond town. This old biddy is going to wake up and start screaming, and the old man too, for that matter.”

“I’m ashamed of myself for thinking it,” said Jo, “but they were probably going to drug me, tie me up, gag me, and stuff me in a cramped little wagon, forget about me for God only knows how long, and then sell me like a side of beef to some barbarian. Right now, tying them up, gagging them and stuffing these two in a small, airless place for a couple of hours doesn’t really pinch my conscience.”

Both men laughed at her. “Done,” said Mr. O’Bannon.

“Wait,” said Mr. Longtree, “how do you propose to get them over to the lion wagon without being noticed?”

Mr. O’Bannon ran his hands through his curly, sandy hair.

Jo attempted to get on her feet. She wanted more water. Mr. O’Bannon took her cup from her and put a finger on her shoulder and poked. Weak and woozy, she flopped back in place. He grinned at her and said, “You sit, I’ll get you a drink.”

“We’ll think on it while we tie them up,” Mr. Longtree said.

“I’ve got clothesline under my cot,” Jo said. “And a dishcloth over there by the stove should do for a gag.”

Thinking aloud, Jo said, “You know, in books, the criminals always hide in plain sight. Lots of people milling around over there. Mr. Jaynes has never seen you two. If we had her all wrapped up so he couldn’t see who it was, and got her in the wagon, he’d think the deed was done. But I don’t know about Mr. Jones. I suppose he’ll be missed no matter what.”

Mr. O’Bannon eyed her, a speculative grin on his face and a twinkle in his eye. “I’m beginning to understand my son’s attraction to you, Miss Buxton. You have a devious and interesting mind.”

“Okay, here’s what we do,” said Mr. Longtree. “We wrap her up in your blanket, Miss Buxton, keeping her face hidden. I’ll toss her over my shoulder, and deliver her to the equipment wagon behind the lion wagon, like I knew what I was about. Royce, you toss Mr. Jones over your horse’s ass, and get him out of sight. Maybe out to the shack behind the stable, or even better, the stable. Assign one of the deputies to guard him. I’d like to toss his ass in jail, but the kid, what’s his name…”

“Gerald,” Jo said. “And you can use my blanket but not the quilt. My mother made that for me.”

The sheriff nodded his agreement. “Yeah, Gerald. Or someone else with the circus might run and tell Mr. Jaynes. I don’t think we can risk it.”

Mr. O’Bannon handed her the cup of water.

Jo accepted the cup and drained the contents. She licked her dry lips before saying, “I should speak with the girls. They should know what’s going on. This might be the end of their schooling here. We’ll want to contact their parents right away.” She put her hand to her forehead. “I’ll be glad when this day is over. The clown music is playing. Two more acts, maybe an hour to go and the circus is over, and the sun isn’t even down.”

A bare, brown leg came over the back of the tent, then a shoulder, and a head of shiny black hair framed a warrior’s face decorated in war paint.

»»•««

Jo, a little pale but unhurt, sat on her cot. Trussed up like a Christmas goose, Mr. Jones lay unconscious near Ryder’s feet by the stove. Mrs. Jones lay prostrate over the traveling trunk. Royce shook his head at him. Telt started to laugh, but checked himself and swallowed it down, hiding a smile behind the back of his hand.

Jo, her silver eyes dilated, huge in her pale face, held out her hand to him. He stepped over Mr. Jones to take her hand.

“Good, you got’em,” he said to Royce.

“Jo, I was worried. Got dizzy, nearly fell off my horse when our act finished. I had a vision, I think. I saw you, a hanky or something over your face. I couldn’t see your face.”

“The old crone, she doctored up a cloth with something. We tossed it in the stove. Gassy thing, smelled horrible,” said Royce.

Ryder nodded. “Wrap Mrs. Jones up in Jo’s extra blanket. I’ll get her over to the lion wagon.”

“You? Ryder, no. What if Mr. Jaynes sees you?” Jo asked, her hand on his wrist.

“Better me than Royce or Telt. I’ll get points for helping out Mr. Jones. Poor man. It seems he couldn’t manage to carry you, his back went out. His wife took him home to put some liniment on him. I came along and made myself useful like a good little Indian. I don’t ask questions, you see. I do as I’m told.”

“Yeah, fine, fine, but we still have the problem of what to do with Mr. Jones. We can’t put him in the closet too. He has to go somewhere,” said Royce.

“Pinkerton’s sent a special railroad car on a side track. It’s waiting for the prisoners. Pinkerton wants this wrapped up, and thought it best to put all the culprits in one cage where we could keep an eye on them, keep them contained.”

Ryder shook his head. “Oh, and I got a telegram, well more than one. The Port authorities raided Omar Jaynes’s ship yesterday. They found more incriminating evidence of a slave trafficking operation. Communications link Ira, Ester, Abel, Jacob and Georgio and Rose. Omar’s in custody. Eight men, five young boys, and seven young girls are home safe with their families.”

“This has become a major operation,” Ryder said. He grabbed Jo’s writing tablet down off the shelf and put pencil to paper. “Here, give this to the guard, he’ll take charge of Mr. Jaynes, alias Jones,” he said to Telt, handing him the slip of paper.

Jo took hold of his arm and tugged him down to sit beside her. He felt the tears on his arm before he realized she was crying. Trembling and sobbing, she folded into his chest. He put his hand on her back. “Wait now, don’t fall apart on me.”

“It’s all so dangerous, Ryder. So many things could go wrong,” she said, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

“But so many things could go right. Got to get going,” he said to her and pushed a tear off of the side of her nose with his finger. “Jaynes will track me down if I don’t show up soon. Got to get my instructions and get paid the big money.” He winked at her, but instead of laughing, she punched him in the chest and shoved him away.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Jo breaking down into tears worried Ryder. He’d helped Telt get Mr. Jones onto Royce’s horse, and to hopefully save them from being seen, he’d given directions back to town through the orchard. He had old lady Jaynes lashed to Sarge’s back, and he had his story ready.

No, it wasn’t the abduction or even the jailbreak that had Jo upset. He suspected it had more to do with what came next. What happened once the dust settled? He wished he knew. He’d been thinking about it, thinking hard. He didn’t have the solution. He would not lose his Jo. Simply let her go and slip away, he would not.

Deep in thought, Ryder crossed the road, circumnavigating the crowd, going around the end of the magician’s wagon. Gerald stepped in front of him. Ignoring him, Ryder kept walking, leading Sarge to the small, enclosed wagon behind the lion’s cage. Only ten more feet and he’d be home free.

Gerald fell into step beside him. “That the teacher?”

Ryder focused on the wagon and the latch. Sarge snorted and bobbed his big head.

“Gerald,” Abel Jaynes said, coming up on the boy’s heels. “You have things to do. Help Rosa with their wagon. We’re moving out within the hour.”

Abel opened the door to the small cart behind the lion’s cage and stood aside. “You’ve been gone awhile,” he said to Ryder. Ryder untied the bundle from the back of the horse and dumped it in the closet. He closed the door and set the lock. “Man hurt his back, asked for help. I had horse. Lady took man home.”

Abel nodded and reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a roll of bills. “Get the paint off your face, and put some clothes on. Anyone see you?”

Ryder glared at the man, sensing a trap. “Man with broken back, and his woman. I water horse.”

Abel shook his head. “Anyone over at the school, the students, did they see you?’

“No one saw, no one look.”

“Damn Ira and his puny spine,” Abel said, grinding his heel into the dust. He narrowed his eyes and gave Ryder a hard look. “I have another little chore for you. Across the road, at the school in one of the cottages. The one on the end. It’s empty. The back door is jimmied. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting in. Under the third bunk, there’s a box of rifles and a box of ammunition. I don’t care how you do it. Don’t let anyone see you or catch you—put them in the wagon. And don’t try to keep them for yourself or run off with 'em. I’ll track you down and throw you to the lion for his dinner.”

Not really speaking to Ryder, the man gazed off into the distance. “Your wagon isn’t painted. That’s good…good. Doesn’t look like it belongs to the circus, good. We don’t need Ira. Maybe this is better. Pull the wagon around back of the jail and leave it.”

Ryder opened his mouth. Abel waved his hand to silence him. “I’m the boss, remember. Pack your gear. Put it on your horses. I don’t give a damn what you do, just leave the wagon and team in back of the jail. You be ready as soon as it gets dark. Put something over your face. And hide your God damn hair, for God’s sake. Both of you. You and the kid, get the paint off your faces, and your horses. As a matter of fact, don’t take those horses to town. Very distinctive, those horses. Folks would spot’em in a minute.” Without waiting for a response, Jaynes turned and walked away.

Ryder nodded to his back.

Too many strokes of luck could spell disaster or a setup. With his lower lip between his teeth, Ryder considered his options. Head down, ignoring the spectators, the excited children, and the pointing fingers, he waded through the crowd headed for their camp.

“Where have you been?” Dodie asked, jumping out of the wagon and landing in front of him. She’d taken off her war paint, leather trousers and shirt, opting for dungarees and a corded coat. She’d hidden her hair beneath a sweat-stained slouch hat. “Jo? Is Jo all right?”

He tipped his head and picked up a bucket of water, poured some into their galvanized wash pan to get the paint off his face. “She’s fine,” he said, scrubbing his forehead, nose, and chin. “Royce and Telt caught the Joneses in the act. They’ve got the mister. And by now, they’ve got him caged up down at the railroad station. We wrapped up the old lady in Jo’s blanket, covered her up good. I brought her over on Sarge’s back. Mr. Jaynes waylaid me and very obligingly helped me deposit my burden in the equipment cart assigned for Miss Buxton.”

“No kidding,” Dodie said, a big grin on her face. “So the Joneses are out of business.”

“I’d say. I’ll have to get a warrant to get into their office and pull records and ledgers. Pretty sure I won’t have any trouble there. Got a wire this morning, Pinkerton’s got Omar Jaynes and his ship. They found a lot of incriminating records on the ship. The problem is, we don’t know the fate of the school. Jo’s worried. Worried for the students. Worried she’ll be out of a job. And…” He shrugged his shoulders and put his face in a towel, unable to finish the sentence.

“And…she doesn’t know where you two go from here,” Dodie filled in for him.

He hung the towel up on the handle of the bucket and shook his head at her. “Can’t think about that now. We have a problem. And not a lot of time to think about it. I have to get the paint off of Sarge. We’re moving camp. Hustle.”

»»•««

All their gear loaded in the wagon and Magi and Sarge tethered to the back, they crossed the road and headed into the orchard. At the shed, down the lane from the stable, he jumped down and started handing Dodie the gear from inside the wagon. “We’ll keep this stuff here for now. And the horses. Plenty of water nearby. They like the orchard grass. Took care of your nemesis, Festering Ester and her husband, so they won’t be bothering you. You can go back to the school.”

Dodie pulled her mulish, stubborn face and stamped her foot. He shook his head, reading her mind. “Not to stay, but for now. I want you to stay with Jo and the girls. You could help Jo explain to the others what’s been going on.”

“Where are you going?”

“Don’t worry about me. Pinkerton’s got this town covered like a plains dust storm. I have a little chore I have to do for Mr. Abel Jaynes. If you see this wagon at the south cottage, pay it no mind. And for God’s sake don’t point it out to anyone. We’ll meet up here tonight. Telt and Royce, and Jo and Twyla-Rose and Grace. With any luck at all, we’ll have the Jaynes family, the entire Payasos gang, all tucked up and in a train car before midnight.”

Dodie shook her head at him. “You are way too cocky, you know.”

“Yeah, I’m beginning to think so too. Could be time to start making a smarter plan.”

“Any kind of plan would be good,” Dodie said, leading Sarge and Magi over to the tall grass beneath the apple trees. “You can’t just wait for stuff to happen. Sometimes you have to make it happen to get what you want.”

He climbed up on the bench of the wagon and smiled down at her. “You are a wise young woman, little sister. I’ll take your advice under consideration.”

She snorted and tossed her head at him. He grinned and flicked the reins, setting the team in motion.

The last performance of the Circus International ended right at dusk. The attendance, Ryder knew from conversations he’d overheard, had far exceeded the performers’ expectations. The town’s people, and those who’d traveled in to see the spectacle, lingered to gather their families.

Those who’d come by wagon jockeyed around, turning back to town. The enticement of further social entertainments lay in that direction. A potluck and music at the church awaited. Ryder blended in, now dressed in a dark coat, hat, and trousers. He chose the south end of the school grounds upon which to turn his wagon around. He feigned a problem, jumped down, and entered the south cottage. He had no problem finding the rifle box and loading it and the ammunition box into the wagon, but the traffic slowed him down, and he feared Mr. Jaynes would arrive before he got there. No one paid him any attention when the sheriff’s wagon swung off the main street. He left the sheriff’s team with their noses in their feed bags and the brake set on the sheriff’s wagon behind the sheriff’s office. He smiled to himself, enjoying the irony.

In the deep shadow of the alley between the sheriff’s office and the mercantile, Ryder waited, a black scarf over his face as per Mr. Jaynes’s instructions. The door to the office stood open, lamplight spilling into the street. Two stocky deputies sat playing cards at a makeshift table near the potbellied stove, their feet tapping to the beat of the jig coming from the church across the street.

Ryder had no idea where Mr. Jaynes or Gerald were. He’d expected them to be here by now. Mr. Jaynes had balked at Ryder’s insistence there be no side arms. But he’d won his point—the jailbreak had to be a silent one. If they could get out of town with no one the wiser, if their luck held, the prisoners’ escape wouldn’t be discovered until morning. A posse couldn’t possibly form up before midday, and they could be long gone by then.

At the back end of the alley, Ryder heard footsteps. Mr. Jaynes, cloaked in dark coat and hat, approached. “I checked the wagon. Good job,” he said.

Ryder waved the hand holding two very sharp and shiny knives in front of Mr. Jaynes’s nose. “Stay here. Two deputies. I whistle, you come.”

Crouched, staying low to the front of the building, he entered the door and tossed the first knife. The deputy, the one with the sandy hair, his broad back to the door, jerked and slumped forward, the shiv between his shoulder blades. Quickly, Ryder let the second knife fly, and the big barrel-chested deputy, a knife in his chest, fell off his chair and landed on the floor.

Ryder blew a short, sharp whistle. Mr. Jaynes and Gerald inched their way through the door, their eyes big above the scarves over their noses and mouths. Nodding, Ryder showed them he had the keys. He silently made his way down the hall to the cells, moving to the end where the women were held. The redhead aided the wounded blonde to her feet. They started to squeal with glee, but Mr. Jaynes moved to the bars and shushed them. A finger to his lips, he shushed the men in the cells behind them.

Ryder unlocked the ladies’ cell door. “Woman is hurt, she go first,” he said. Mr. Jaynes and Gerald entered the cell to give the lady their support. Ryder gave them a shove, closed the door, and locked it in one swift move.

“Shoot the bastard,” shouted the bald prisoner behind him, his arms reaching through the bars.

Mr. Jaynes pulled a small derringer from his inside coat pocket and pulled the trigger. Ryder stepped aside and ducked but too late. The bullet hit him in the shoulder. Using his left arm, he tossed his third knife. Finding its target, it hit Abel Jaynes in the right thigh. Able crumpled and grabbed his leg, and the pistol dropped to the floor.

“Abel, you son of a bitch. Clumsy, stupid bastard. You had him,” said the bald-headed culprit. “Never could hit the broad side of a barn. And what the hell kind of gun is that? A pea-shooter? Jesus, Christ-a-mighty.”

The two other gentlemen in the cell next to him yelled obscenities so vile and despicable Ryder couldn’t make any sense of them.

Royce, his padded shirt decorated with the knife sticking out of it, and Telt, a knife sticking out of his padded chest, rushed down the hall, guns drawn and aimed at Gerald. “Back up, son. You too, ladies, back up,” Telt ordered.

Ryder unlocked the cell door. Royce picked up the pistol and then patted down the pimple-faced kid. He divested Gerald of a pocket knife and a switchblade and backed out. Telt quickly locked the door.

“We got Georgio and Rosa,” a man shouted from out front. “They’re bringing in the wagons now.”

“Thanks, Jackson,” Ryder hollered back. “I’ll be out in a minute.” He pulled his scarf down from his face. The men in the cells behind him let loose a stream of abuse, all of them shouting and cursing at once.

“You? You, deceitful, side-windin’, snake-eyed-shit-for-skin, piss-ant, egg-suckin’ son of a bitch!”

The other two men in the cell next to the bald-headed man flopped down on their cots, heads in hands, muttering curses and bemoaning their fate.

The one prisoner who hadn’t said a word growled and pressed his face between the bars. “You are a boil on the backside of my ass, you stinkin’ Pinkerton cock-suckin, redskin.”

Ryder turned to the one man standing, pleased to see his face had gone purple with rage. He grinned and tipped his hat which let his long braid loose to fall down his back. “Thank you, Jacob. I do what I can. I accept your compliment.”

“Pinkerton?” Abel said, still holding his leg. The redhead had gone down on her knees to tend to it. “An Indian? You? You’re a Pinkerton cull?”

The woman grimaced and pulled the knife from Abel’s thigh. Ryder had his eye on her. He took a step forward and said in a quiet and threatening voice, “Slide it nice and easy under the bars.” She called him a nasty name and did as she was told. Quickly she tied a strip of her petticoat good and tight around Abel’s wounded thigh.

Abel sucked in his breath and glared at Ryder, pure hatred shining in his eyes. “I had plans for you, you traitorous piece of no-good spit. I took you and your brother in, gave you my protection.”

Royce shed his padded shirt and tossed it aside. “You’re bleeding,” he said to Ryder and would have taken Ryder’s arm to bind it, but Ryder stopped him, shaking his head. He said, “Stings a bit, he grazed me.”

Meeting Mr. Jaynes’s hate-filled stare with equal loathing, Ryder said, “Ah, and what about all the children and the men? What about all the young girls you abducted, drugged, and sold? What about them? Did you offer them your protection? Did you save them? Did you believe you were giving them a better life as slaves? You, sir, are scum, a traitor to humankind.”

“What?” Mr. Jaynes jumped to his feet. “Abductions? Girls?”

“Oh, yeah, I know about your little operation. Mr. and Mrs. Jones, ah, Jaynes, your brother and his wife, they showed their hand this evening. We have them. We have Omar and his ship. Yes, we have Ira and his lovely wife, Ester. We have Giorgio and Rosa, and of course Gerald here. I think if we pressed him he’d give up some details. Pinkerton has records of transactions and contacts. Did you really think all we had you on was a failed jailbreak and a few robberies? No, Mr. Abel Jaynes, the leader of the Payasos robbery, abduction, smuggling gang, we have a long list of crimes we’re gonna charge you and your brothers, their wives, and children.”

“Indians don’t talk like that,” said Mr. Jaynes. He narrowed his eyes and came close to the door. “You’re an Indian. Where did you learn to talk like that? Who the hell are you? What are you?”

The room began to tilt. Ryder braced himself with one hand on the door behind him. Royce draped Ryder’s good arm over his shoulder. “Come on, lean on me. Shut up. That bullet more than grazed you. You’ve got a hole in your shoulder. The bullet went clean through. You’ve done your duty. The world is a better place. You’re dripping blood all over the floor.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The fate of the school remained unresolved. Jo did her best to assure the girls a solution would be found. They’d nodded and made all the right noises, but she could see by their woebegone faces they weren’t reassured at all. She went so far as to suggest to Miss Ames and Miss Ott the three of them form a cooperative of sorts and run the school themselves. But Miss Ames and Miss Ott weren’t positive they should, or could, manage such an arrangement.

Too many unanswered questions hovered around their fate. Jo begged them to wait a few days before they abandoned the idea. First and foremost, she insisted, they notify the parents of events and take responsibility for the girls. Demonstrate they could handle the situation.

At sundown, Jo, Miss Ames, and Miss Ott scratched up a meal of fried potatoes and eggs to serve the girls in the great hall. Dodie joined them in the middle of the meal. The girls, surprised and beside themselves with joy, recognized her as the daredevil on horseback at the circus. They gave her a hero’s welcome with a round of cheers and hurrahs. The meal turned into a celebration, all business and difficulty forgotten. By the time they’d finished their meal and cleared away their dishes, the circus spectators had cleared out, and the circus wagons were gone.

In the dark, Jo, Dodie, Twyla-Rose, and Grace sat shivering before a sputtering campfire in the middle of the orchard, sipping what Dodie claimed was coffee. The stars had long since disappeared behind a heavy bank of clouds. A cold frozen mist had started to sift tiny white pellets on the ground. “Well,” said Dodie, slapping her hands to her thighs, “I’m going into town. Something’s not right. They should’ve been here by now. If we sit out here much longer, we’ll freeze to death.”

“Agreed,” Jo said, and popped up, adjusting her gloves and wiggling her fingers to keep the circulation going.

Grace tossed the contents of her cup into the grass. “I’m going to bed. Whatever is going on, they don’t need me.”

“I’ll come with you,” Twyla-Rose said. “You two should come with us. Daddy will come get us in the morning. We’ll hear all about it then. Maybe he’ll have an idea what we should do about the Joneses and the school.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” said Jo. She gave the girls a hug. “Thank you for keeping the girls from panicking when I broke the news to them. For a minute there I thought we might have to resuscitate Miss Ott, but she came out of the swoon just fine. Funny, Miss Ames, I thought, looked almost relieved. She has a beau, you know? She’d like to get married. If we ran the school, we could make our own rules, our own curriculum, make it more interesting, engaging, progressive. I’d love to try it. I hope we can convince the powers that be of the possibilities.”

“Good night,” Dodie said to them, already dousing the fire with the remainder of her pot of coffee. “I’ll see you in the morning,”

Dodie gathered up Sarge and Magi and leaped up on Magi’s back. She maneuvered the horse to a chunk of firewood. Jo balanced herself, and Dodie reached down to assist her up to ride bareback behind her. Jo adjusted her skirt and cloak, and Dodie set the horse in motion, leading Sarge. They started down the lane that led to the back of the stable. “I’m going to join the circus,” Dodie said.

Jo stayed silent a moment to allow the notion to sink in. “I see.”

“I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking Daddy Royce won’t let me. He’ll tie me up and drag me home.”

Jo snorted. “I doubt he’d go so far as to drag you home. But yes, I think he will object. And I think Ryder will object too.”

“It’s not like I would be alone, on my own doing shows. I’ve made friends with a family, the Millers, and they have a concession stand and a band. They joined the circus in Umatilla simply because it generated more revenue for them to be with a larger outfit. But they aren’t part of Circus International. They were going to leave Circus International anyway and head south. I’ve already told them I’m coming with them. They’re waiting for me in town. We’re heading for Boise for the winter. They have relatives there. They have an arena. I could perform. Magi and me, we could be an act.”

“Dodie…Melody, I don’t know what to say. You once called me your sister. And as your sister I want you to be happy. I know this is what you want. What you think will make you happy. But it’s…it’s so, I don’t know, so daring. You have a lot of guts. I can’t think of anything else to say. I admire intestinal fortitude. I just don’t want anything bad to happen to you. Listen to me talking. I applied to a school I knew nothing about and look at the mess I’ve gotten myself into. I thought I’d be safe. You never know how things will turn out. You never know.”

Dodie huffed, her breath forming a white cloud above her head. “But you had to take the risk. You had to. If you hadn’t, we would never have met. You wouldn’t have met my brother. You wouldn’t have found out what you’re really meant to do.”

Jo put her face closer to Dodie’s head and asked, “And what is it you think I’m meant to do?”

“I think you’re meant to be the leader. The matron of a very fine school for young women, young women who want to learn and be independent thinkers and doers, is what I think.”

Jo leaned back to absorb the idea. The notion took hold and formed into a solid desire. Yes, it was exactly what she wanted to do.

They rode the rest of the way in silence. Leaving the horses at the stable, they walked over to the sheriff’s office. Several wagons had pulled up in the churchyard. A few campfires glowed in the dark with folks huddled around them. However, for the most part, the people in town had retired for the day. Even the saloon was quiet, no piano playing, no drunken brawls. It didn’t seem right. Something wasn’t right.

A young deputy sat with his feet up on the desk, smoking a cigar, a whiskey glass full of amber liquid in his hand. He swung his legs down and set the cigar and glass aside the moment they crossed the threshold. “Yes, ma’am, what can I do for you?”

Jo drew herself up in an attempt to appear intimidating and not scared out of her mind with worry. “We are hoping you can help us locate Mr. McAdam.”

The man swallowed hard, coughed, and came to his feet. “Yes, ma’am, they took him to the hotel.”

“Took him to the hotel?” Dodie said, and leaped at the man, almost jumping up on his desk.

“Whoa, son, he’s fine. Sent the doc right over. He lost some blood but….”

Jo didn’t wait for him to finish his sentence. She’d turned and headed out the door, Dodie right behind her.

What passed for a hotel was really more of a boarding house. Spare rooms were scarce. Jo marched in and demanded of the wizened, elderly man behind the registration desk where they could find Mr. McAdam. He started to lecture her on why he would not give her the direction of a gentlemen’s room when Telt and Royce entered from a side parlor, each with a tumbler of whiskey in their hands.

Telt waved his hand at the old coot. “Family,” he said.

Silenced, the old man nodded, rolled his eyes, and sat back down in his chair to read his paper.

“We got him a room in a corner attic space with a cot,” Royce said. Jo shoved him aside. Holding her skirts up, she flounced up the stairs.

Dodie glared at him and stomped up the stairs after Jo.

“You left us sitting out in the cold and dark, Daddy,” said Dodie, tossing her accusation over her shoulder as they proceeded up the second flight of stairs to the attic room. “We didn’t know what had happened. Why didn’t you send someone to tell us Ryder was hurt?”

“We thought you’d have enough sense to go somewhere warm,” he said in his defense. Behind him, Telt groaned.

“Sense?” Jo said, punctuating the word. “Sense…would be for men not to put themselves in positions where they are sure to get injured. What happened? How bad is it?” She stopped at the landing, looking down at them.

Royce shook his head at her. “It’s a bullet wound to his right shoulder. Went through the muscle. He bled like a stuck pig. We staunched up the wound as best we could. We tried to get him to a doctor, but he wouldn’t see the doctor until he had all of his prisoners safely tucked away in the railroad car.”

Jo threw up her hands. “Sense? Don’t talk to me about good sense,” she said and opened the narrow attic door. A small fire burned in a tiny little fireplace in the corner of the room. She felt a draft coming down from the peak over the dormer and shivered. Ryder lay flat on his back, his black hair damp with perspiration across his forehead and neck, muttering to himself. “Need a hat. A green hat. Big feather. My Jo needs a hat. Feather…fly…my Jo.”

Dodie turned on her father, hands on hips, eyes blazing. “And you two, what were you doing? You were downstairs tossing back shots of whiskey. He has a fever, damn it. Someone should’ve been up here taking care of him. Go away. Just go away.”

The men backed out of the room. Dodie closed the door on their backs. “I’ll get some water in a basin and a cloth.”

Jo picked up a small brown bottle off the stool beside the bed and read the label. “The doctor must have left this. We don’t know if he gave him some already. I don’t want to take the risk of double dosing him. Yes, we’ll need a basin and a pitcher of cool water and some clean clothes.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Jo dipped the washcloth in the cool basin of water and laid it across Ryder’s fevered brow. Dodie, her head lying on a pillow she’d made from Jo’s cape and wrapped in one of the blankets Ryder had kicked off the bed, had fallen asleep hours ago on the rug by the fireplace. The sun broke through the cold fog and filled the room with a cheerless, gray light. A wet slush of snow lay on the main street below.

Ryder’s wound wasn’t fatal, but the fever and the infection could kill. He’d stopped thrashing and muttering an hour or so after Jo had begun to nurse him with her cold water baths.

He took a deep shuddering breath, smiled, and opened his eyes. “Have to find my Jo a new hat,” he said to her and went to sleep. A sound sleep, a peaceful sleep. She felt of his forehead, sweaty and damp, but cool, and laid her head down on his thigh and wept.

»»•««

Ryder woke weak and clammy, the sheet beneath him wet and sweat soaked. The little fire in the fireplace blazed away, but he felt a draft coming from somewhere above his head. Jo lay with her head on his thigh with her arms stretched out on either side of his torso. He wanted to lay a hand on her head, but hesitated, afraid he’d wake her.

Royce stood in the doorway. “So you’ve come to. Dodie wanted me to check on you. She’s in our room just below you. She slept on the floor up here. She dragged herself down to our room around midday.”

Ryder put his finger to his lips and asked in a whisper, “What time is it? What day is it?”

Royce came closer to the bed on tiptoe. “It’s almost four o’clock, Sunday.”

Ryder relaxed against his damp pillow. “Good. The train? What about the train?”

Royce put his hand on his shoulder. “Telt and I saw the train off this morning. Prisoners were fed and watered, tucked in, and well-guarded. They should arrive in Portland before dawn tomorrow.” He handed Ryder a telegram. “This came for you about an hour ago.”

Ryder started to take it and winced, forgetting about the wound. “You read it,” he said with his eyes closed, seeing flashes of red behind his eyelids as the fire shot up the back of his neck.

Royce snorted and flicked the telegram open. “Pinkerton pleased-stop. Gather records-stop. Send all ASAP-stop.” Royce, brows puckered asked, “What’s ASAP?”

Ryder shook his head. “As-soon-as-possible. Pinkerton is cheap. He hates long telegrams.

Jo? I thought I told you not to bring her here.” Ryder said, one eye open, struggling to ignore the hot fire in his right shoulder.

Royce shook his head at him. “Didn’t bring her. She and Dodie marched into town with a mission, and there was no stopping them. Telt and I took a blistering, I can tell you. She’s been here all night. Wouldn’t let anyone else touch you, not even Dodie. Twyla-Rose and Grace told us at breakfast she wants to run the school. She wants the other teachers to partner up and keep it running.”

Ryder slumped back and closed his eyes. Of course, she would. Why would she want to hitch her wagon up with an unreliable fool like himself? A half-breed, an Indian? That would be crazy. Jo deserved better than a part-time, here-and-then-gone-again man. He couldn’t ask her to do it, give up her dream of being a teacher to become what? His sometimes wife. But he couldn’t let her go. It would kill him to think of her with another man. The world would frown on her, shun her, cast her aside in disgrace if she stayed a single lady and took an Indian, a Pinkerton man for a lover. His Jo, how to keep her and let her go? He didn’t have the answer.

“Has Grace notified Buttrum?” Ryder asked.

Royce nodded. “He’s on his way.”

Ryder nodded again. “Good. He’s friends with the mayor. We’ll need him to make the case for Jo and her plan to the town council.”

“Dodie is leaving in the morning,” Royce said, his jaw tight, his arms folded over his chest. “I suppose you know she wants to leave with these carny people.”

Ryder pressed his lips together and nodded. “She talked about it.”

“I could toss her over my shoulder and pack her home.”

Ryder nodded. “I thought about that too.”

“She’d just run off, I s’pose,” Royce said.

Ryder nodded again.

Royce heaved a weighty sigh. “Cleantha is going to kill me,” he said, head down and kicking the bedpost with the toe of his boot.

“I s’pose she’ll send a few arrows into my hide too. I was supposed to be taking care of her.”

Royce’s head came up, brown eyes blazing, brows drawn together in a fierce pucker. “Yes, yes, damn it to hell, you were. I’m gonna use that as my defense. Melody promised she’d come home at Christmas for a long stay. She reminded me I wouldn’t see her until Christmas if she’d stayed at the school. You know how she is, she reasoned me out of my objections and left me no choice but let her have her head.”

Ryder snorted and again suffered a sharp stabbing pain to his neck.

Jo stirred and pulled herself up, her eyes full of sleep, her hair down over one eye, pink creases on her cheek from the chenille bedspread. “Ryder?” She reached up and laid the back of her hand to his temple and then his forehead, and sobbed.

“I think we could use some food,” Ryder said, the fingers of his left hand brushing the hair out of her watery eyes.

“No fever,” she said in a grateful whisper and moved up his body to press her cheek to his.

Ryder wrapped his good arm around her shoulder and looked to Royce through a veil of tears. Royce backed out of the room and closed the door gently behind him.

»»•««

“You aren’t eating,” Ryder said, his fork dripping with venison and gravy, mouth open to catch it all. His eyes, however, were focused on Jo and her bowl of untouched soup.

“You should be eating this soup, not me,” she said. “You’re the one who just went through a night of high fever and delirium. You’re recovering from a bullet wound. You have no business eating solid food. It should be chicken broth and calf’s foot jelly for you.”

He nodded and shoveled the savory food into his mouth. Closing his eyes, feigning rapture to put on a good show, he chewed and swallowed. “All the more reason to replenish, build up my blood with some good hearty food. Have some,” he said, pushing his plate toward her. “You’ve lost weight since you arrived at that school. They don’t feed any of you the way they should. But you’ll soon change that,” he said and forced a smile he didn’t feel.

Jo picked up her spoon, put it down, and took a dainty bite of her bread and butter. “I wish,” she said, examining the contents of her soup bowl, but didn’t finish the thought.

He shifted the pillows behind him, set his fork down on his plate, and cleared his throat. “It’s getting dark. You should go. You can’t stay here, Jo. People are going to talk. You can’t afford to set tongues wagging if you want to take over the school. We have to think of your reputation.”

Her head jerked up, and her eyes flew open. The stricken, hurt look on her face tore at his heart. “Well,” she said, chin out. “I don’t give a snap. I’m staying right here.”

He shifted. “Come on. You want to run the school, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then you have to maintain your reputation. Staying here in this room with me, a single man and you a single woman, will ruin you. If it hasn’t already. We can say I’ve been sick, and you nursed me from the brink, but I’m gaining my strength fast, and you’re tempting me with your feminine wiles.”

“Oh, pish tosh, tempting you my…my…my…”

“See, I’m a bad influence. You wanted to say, ass, didn’t you? Come on you wanted to say ass.”

She burst out laughing. “You come on,” she said, barely able to catch her breath. “You’ve been sneaking in and out of my tent for weeks. And we’ve…we’ve…well, we’ve gotten to know each other very well.”

“That is an understatement.” She had turned a very pretty shade of pink, and couldn’t look him in the eye. “You know I’m right, Jo. This isn’t your little tent—this is a public hotel. The whole town is watching. Go down to Telt and Royce’s room, say your goodbye’s to Dodie. She’s leaving in the morning.”

Jo pulled back, opened her mouth to say something, closed it, and then said, “So you know about her dream?”

“I do, and so does Royce. He’s going to let her go. Of course, our stepmother, Cleantha, will kill us for not stopping her. But yeah, we have to let her go. She’d run if we tried to make her stay.”

Pushing the comforter aside, he thought to swing his legs over the side of the bed. He’d moved too fast. The walls waved like water. Swimmy, he adjusted the sling holding his arm and tucked the comforter up under his armpits. “In my coat pocket, look in my coat pocket.”

Jo found his coat, the one with the gaping, jagged hole in it, blood stains running down the length of the right arm, hanging up on a hook on the back of the door. In the inside pocket, she felt a roll of paper and brought it out. “Ryder, this…this is money.”

“Yeah, Jaynes paid me off. I almost forgot about it. Give it to Melody. Don’t tell her it was from Jaynes. No one needs to know where I got it. I was going to turn it in, but no one knows about it. Melody should have it. We gave the best damn show ever. She was spectacular. She deserves it. It’s her pay for a great show. She can put it away for an emergency if things get tough. She can get away and not have to sell anything, like her horse or her self-respect.”

“You should give her this yourself.” She stuffed the roll of bills back in his coat pocket. “Didn’t know you were a coward. No, Ryder, you need to give her the money yourself.”

He shook his head. “If I give it to her, she’ll probably take it as an insult or something. Throw it in my face. Big brothers are obtuse and a pain in the butt, I’ve been told.”

Jo laughed and laid down beside him on his good side. He put his left arm around her. “You have to go. Really, you have to,” he said. She turned her face up, placing little kisses to his chin, his jaw. Unable to resist, they joined in a long, slow kiss.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Footsteps, a herd of footsteps on the stairs below and a pounding on the door brought Ryder to his senses. Dodie burst into the room, wide-eyed, and she plastered her back to the door. “Jo, get under the bed.”

Ryder snorted and chuckled. “What?” He pulled Jo closer, even though she struggled to sit up.

The sounds of raised voices and footsteps on the landing below grew louder. Dodie grabbed Jo by the arm. “Get under the bed, Jo. Now.”

She grabbed Jo by the arm and dragged her off the bed. Jo stumbled to right herself. Dodie shoved her to the other side of the bed and pushed her down to her hands and knees. “There’s room. They won’t see you. Hide. They’re coming, and I can’t stop them.”

Ryder sputtered ineffectually and tried in vain to right himself. Jo disappeared from view, sliding belly down to the floor beneath his bed. He raised himself up using his left arm and opened his mouth to give his sister a blistering scold. The door flew open, and a flood of reporters swept into the room. Three men toting tripods with box cameras and six reporters wedged themselves into the small space. Dodie took up her position at his left side, her hand on his bare shoulder, a benign smile pasted on her lips.

An avalanche of half-baked questions toppled over and on top of each other. “Mr. McAdam, how do you feel? Is your wound serious? Give us the details. What made you suspect? Why did you join the circus? Where is Miss Buxton? Is she the same Miss Buxton who helped you capture the Payasos train robbers? How is the girl’s school involved in all of this? Were there more abductions? How many girls did they get? Was Circus International involved in human trafficking? How did you manage to uncover it?” Nine male voices, all at once, mingled in a mishmash of noise. Ryder slumped back on his pillow. Feeling more than a little sick, he regretted eating that big meal.

“Gentlemen, please,” Dodie said, very quietly, very politely. “My brother is recuperating from a bullet wound. One question at a time. We’ll start with the reporters in the back and on the right.”

A huge burst of light exploded, filling the room with the smell of flash-powder and a cloud of smoke. Ryder, his eyes squeezed shut, coughed. They all coughed. Another burst of light and another. Dodie, blinded, fumbled to open the little attic window behind her and fanned the smoke away. Facing them, Dodie told them, “That will be enough of that. You may have more photographs tomorrow when my brother is feeling stronger. One question each. Begin. You there in the back with the glasses, ask your question.”

“You and your little brother are Indians, how is it you’re not on the reservation? Does Pinkerton know you’re an Indian?”

Unprepared for a frontal attack, Ryder felt bereft of speech. Dodie took command. “For your information, and I want the rest of you to get this correct in your columns, I am not his little brother, I am a female. My name is Melody, M-e-l-o-d-y, Rain McAdam. I do trick riding in a circus. I wear trousers. Yes, we are half-breeds, our mother was a full-blooded Cayuse, the daughter of a chief and our Scottish father trained and bred horses. My brothers and I were adopted by Mr. and Mrs. Royce O’Bannon of Laura Creek.”

Ryder put his left hand on her arm. “My name is Wind Ryder, R-y-d-e-r McAdam. I went to work for the OR&N, that’s the Oregon Railway and Navigation Company, at age fourteen, guarding and overseeing payroll shipments. At eighteen, I aided in the capture of an OR&N company embezzler. Mr. Pinkerton sent me to a special school for investigators in Chicago.” He closed his eyes and eased up to a stronger sitting position. “To save time, perhaps it would be best if I gave you a statement.”

The reporters nodded eagerly.

“Authorities have been chasing the Payasos gang from Arizona to Idaho for over a year. They moved into Oregon in late summer.”

“My sister is a student at the Ascension school.” Ryder stopped to gather his strength and straightened. “Are you with me so far?” he asked, more as a way to give himself time to correlate the sequence of events in the most efficient manner he could muster. The reporters lifted their heads from their notepads and nodded. “My sister reported three failed attempted abductions at her school over the past year. The abductions were reported by the girls to the superintendent and the principal of the school, Ira Jones and Ester Jones respectively. The Joneses dismissed their claims. That raised the alarm in my mind.”

“What about Miss Buxton? How does she fit in? She was on the train. She shot one of the Payasos gang members. Did she kill him?” asked one of the reporters from the back of the room.

“While in Baker City I learned Miss Buxton had taken a teaching position at the school. We traveled on the same train. I informed her of the attempted abductions. And yes, she was very courageous. She did indeed shoot one of the gang members, a lady, a relative of Mrs. Jones, in the foot to stop her from making an escape. As you already know, Sheriff Longtree, Mr. Buttrum, my father and myself captured all of the train robbers.

“I’ll supply you with a list of names. My father will give them to you later. In every town the circus performed, a report of a missing girl came to light within days of the circus leaving town. In the Port of Portland, on board the Oracle, the ship owned by Omar Jaynes, port authorities discovered several children, a few men, and seven young women being held prisoner. I’m pleased to report they have all been returned to their families. And no, I don’t know their names. I don’t believe they will be released to the public. I’m getting very tired.” He closed his eyes for a moment, deliberating with himself how much he should say about Jo.

“Through investigation, we discovered an abduction of Miss Buxton was planned. The circus arrived. My sister and I infiltrated to gather information and to gain the confidence of our suspects. With the aid of my father, Royce O’Bannon, and Sheriff Telt Longtree of Laura Creek, we thwarted Miss Buxton’s abduction and captured the Jayneses, alias the Joneses, in the act.

“Abel Jaynes enlisted my assistance to take out the deputies guarding his relatives who were being held in the Cherry Grove jail. Again Royce O’Bannon and Sheriff Telt Longtree foiled his plan. We faked the slaying of the deputies. When I opened the cell door, Mr. Jaynes and his cohort stepped in. I locked the door. Mr. Abel Jaynes drew a small derringer and shot at me. I sustained a minor injury.”

“We want to hear Miss Buxton’s side of the story,” said an obnoxious, pinched-faced reporter by the door.

“Miss Buxton is resting,” said Dodie, giving Ryder’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “If you would all go down to the front parlor, I’ll see if she is feeling up to meeting you there. Please give us a few moments. It has been a very long couple of days.”

Grumbling, the horde retreated out the door and down the stairs. Ryder slumped down into his pillow and closed his eyes. “My God. Where the hell did they come from?”

“Pinkerton,” said Royce from the doorway. “He’s spreading the word far and wide. Promoting the genius of his agency.”

Using her elbows and palms, Jo inched her way out from under the bed, huffing and grunting. “Genius?” she said, making it up to her hands and knees. One hand going to the side of the bed to aid her, she attained a standing position. “Some genius. You’re a rash, is what you are, Ryder McAdam,” she said, wiping the dust bunnies from her skirt and blouse. “You couldn’t keep your affliction to yourself. Oh no, you like to spread the rash around to your loved ones so we could all suffer fear and anxiety together.”

“What am I going to do,” she said, half crying, half laughing. “Look at me. I’m a mess, covered in dust—my hair—my hair, what am I going to do with my hair? And…and there’s a dead, dried up mouse under there.” She shuddered and gagged, pointing to the head of the bed, right about where her head would’ve been.

“Here,” Dodie said, coming up to her and plucking a goose feather from her hip. “Sit down. I’ll help you with your hair. We’ll get you cleaned up a bit. Daddy Royce will take you down the back stairs.”


Chapter Thirty

Jo left the room without closing the door. Royce tried to take her elbow, but she jerked away from it and gathered up her skirt to march ahead of him down the back staircase.

“She’s mad,” Ryder said, folding his left arm over his eyes.

“Yeah,” Dodie said. “I couldn’t think of anywhere else for her to hide, you don’t have a wardrobe in here. “She’ll cool down.”

“No, it’s not having to hide under the bed, it’s my way of life. It’s no good, Melody. It’s no good. I can’t ask her to be my wife. I can’t give her a home. I don’t have anything of value to give her, no property, nothing. My life is unpredictable and dangerous. What kind of husband could I be to her? I’d be gone all the time.”

“Oh, pooh. You’ll never know unless you ask. I think she’s scared, scared of herself, scared to live the unknown. We all are.”

Ryder lowered his arm and studied his little sister. In the last two months, she’d changed, matured right before his eyes. “There’s something for you in the inside pocket of my coat, take it. Keep it as insurance against the day you’re given the choice of having to sell your horse or your saddle to survive.”

“Riddles?” She scowled at him, hands on her hips, and shook her head at him but did as instructed.

The roll of bills fit neatly in the palm of her hand. The expression of pure astonishment, black eyes big as saucers and mouth agape, made him grin. “My ill-gotten gains for a job well done,” he said.

She ruffled the edge of the fold, hands visibly shaking. “How much is this? Where did you get all of this?”

“Jaynes. He admired my accuracy with a blade. And my pragmatic way of doing business.”

Dodie, a silly lopsided smirk on her pixy face, tossed the roll of bills up and down, catching it like a ball in the palm of her hand a few times.

Ryder had a question to ask, but did he dare? She might kill him for it, but he had to know before she left the protection of her family. “Melody,” he said, “do the Millers know you’re a girl? You told the world today. Those reporters are going to put it in their papers.”

She shrugged her shoulders but didn’t meet his eyes. “I don’t know if you noticed, but Mrs. Miller wears trousers under her skirts. When they aren’t performing, she doesn’t bother with the skirts. She caught on to me right off. I didn’t fool her for a moment. She didn’t say anything until I asked them if I could join them. The boys were disgusted ’cause they thought I was one of them. Even better, a true wonder. Her husband slapped me on the back, congratulated me on pulling off a good joke.”

The back of his throat tightened, the words stuck in his throat. “You’re really leaving? You’re going tomorrow.”

She nodded, her eyes cast down to her boots. “I have to,” she said and came to give him a hug. “I have to go. Twyla-Rose and Grace are meeting us in the dining room for supper. I promised Daddy Royce I’d be his little girl tonight.”

»»•««

Holding her hands tightly in front of her waist, Jo faced the press. The cape draped around her shoulders hid most of the dirt and grime on her white blouse and skirt. Dodie had performed a miracle with her hair, arranging it in a beautiful twist at the base of her neck in the back. The cameras flashed, and the men’s ogling faces disappeared in a bright smoky yellow glow.

“Tell us about the abduction. Where did it take place? Did you fear rape? Are you in love with Mr. McAdam? Did you know he’s an Indian? What about the school? Were there other girls involved? Speak up. We can’t hear you in the back.”

The urge to tell them all to shut the hell up overwhelmed her. Her fingers dug into the flesh of her wrist, and she pressed her lips together. Blinking, she struggled to bring their faces into focus. Finally, she held up her hand to shade her eyes from the glare, and sounding much stronger than she felt, said, “If you really want answers to your questions you must allow me time to formulate answers. Close your mouths, please.”

They laughed at her. One of the men said, “She’s a schoolmarm, all right.”

Jo nodded. “Thank you. I want to make this very, very clear. No other students were involved. The young ladies at the school are off limits to you. We have contacted their parents and notified them of the events and the results of those events. The fate of the school hangs in the balance. If any student wishes to speak to the press, it will be with the permission of their parents. Not with me. Not with the other teachers. The school grounds are on private property. You will not trespass.”

The men grew silent, and a few of them actually looked chagrined now that she could see their faces. “I never feared rape. I find the question ludicrous. It exposes your ignorance as to why young women, and young boys too, are being abducted and sold in the first place. You would do better to adhere to the facts rather than sensationalize with titillating speculation. Pinkerton has rid the country of a very large threat and scourge. The school is grateful to Mr. McAdam. We admire his investigative talents, as I’m sure does Mr. Pinkerton.”

Sheriff Telt Longtree had come to stand beside her and folded his arms across his chest. Jo took a deep breath, adjusted her cape closer about her shoulders, and nodded to him. “I must get back to my students. As you can imagine, this entire episode has upset our routine. Good day, gentlemen.”

She allowed the sheriff to act as a shield. The questions followed her out of the parlor, across the room to the front door of the hotel and onto the street. “But are you in love with the Pinkerton man? He’s an Indian, what about that? How and where did the abduction take place…details? We want details.”

The sheriff helped her into the buggy. Holding up his hand, he turned to address the pack. “I was there. I subdued the Joneses. I’m taking Miss Buxton to her school. When I return, I and Mr. O’Bannon will give you our statements. Go have a beer,” he said and waved them off.

Grumbling, the reporters backed off. The sheriff climbed into the carriage and whipped the horse into a fast trot. “Never, in all my days, have I ever seen anything like that,” he said to the horse’s rump.

Jo sagged in relief. “Thank you.”

“I know you don’t want to hear this, but you can expect more. There will be a long, drawn-out trial and you will have to testify. The Portland press will no doubt hound you too. Can’t say when, but you will be called up to testify. And this trial will make the headlines.”

The tears pooled in her eyes. Her throat closed up in a cramp. All she could manage was a nod.

“Grace’s daddy, Howard Buttrum, you remember him? He’s due in at any time this evening. He’s gonna put in a good word with the mayor and the city council to recommend keeping the school open. Royce and I’ll do what we can.”

Jo really couldn’t speak and opened her mouth to say thank you, but no sound formed. She cleared her throat. “I don’t know if the girls want to stay at the school. Most of them didn’t care for the Joneses. I know that. Neither did I. Convincing them we can do better might be a hard sell.”

They pulled up in front of the administration office at the edge of the school grounds. Daylight had turned to dusk, a light snow falling. “One more thing,” the sheriff said. “You should know to keep the school open the city will require a lease and a large deposit. I managed to find that out this afternoon. The Jones’s lease will run out in December.”

Pulling herself up at the waist and staring straight ahead, she asked, “How big of a deposit?”

The sheriff jumped down and came around the horse and held out his hand to her. “Three thousand dollars covers the lease for the next three years. The buildings, the grounds, it all belongs to the city.”

She nodded and tried not to look crestfallen, and drawing herself up, offered him a smile. “Thank you for bringing me back to the school. And thank you for…for everything. I’m very grateful to you and Mr. O’Bannon. I have no way to repay you.”

Holding her hand, he said, “My wife, Wren, drove a double team of mules and two freight wagons from Oregon City to Laura Creek. At the time, she was about your age. She did it all by herself with a dream of opening her own mercantile. And that was just the first of many hurdles she had to overcome to get what she wanted. I’ll never underestimate the power of a woman’s determination or stamina.”

“Food for thought,” she said, her voice cracking, flooded with tears. “Good night, Sheriff.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Dodie arrived at the cottage at dawn to say goodbye to her friends, Grace and Twyla-Rose. Jo, who had taken Dodie’s bunk, extracted a promise from her to write. Her friends wished her well, and with tears in their eyes, sent her on her way.

Jo, Miss Ames, and Miss Ott called the meeting to order in the great hall directly after breakfast Monday morning. “Parents will be arriving this afternoon and tomorrow. We’ve received several telegrams voicing concerns for your safety. We’ve done our best to reply promptly and give assurance, but it is natural for your parents to find this all very unsettling,” Jo said to open the meeting. “We have an appointment to meet with the mayor and the city council members on Wednesday. We intend to put forth a united front if it is your wish this school remain in operation. We are here to listen to your concerns. Everyone will have a voice in this decision. I, Miss Ames, and Miss Ott have drawn up a curriculum, schedule, and rules for the school. There are many changes we would like to make. I’ve lined them out up here on the chalkboard at the front of the room. Please study them. Write down your questions, recommendations, and complaints. We will hold another meeting directly after our evening meal. Right now, you are dismissed to attend your classes as you normally would.”

Twyla-Rose rushed up. “I’ve raided the smokehouse,” she said, cheeks rosy, a little breathless. “We’re going to have a whole ham for supper. Grace picked four squash. A feast, we’re going to have a feast.”

Jo laughed. “Good girl. Everyone will think more positively on a full stomach. Which reminds me, we need to form a group of volunteers to glean the garden.”

“Grace and I will see what we can do,” Twyla-Rose said and skipped off to alert her classmates.

There simply were too many things to be done and managed and listed and remembered. Jo wandered into her classroom, making notes on her tablet. Cheers went up. The girls crowded around her, hugging her, praising her bravery, and vowing to stand with her against the objections of their parents, the mayor, and the city council.

She got the girls settled down, and they’d begun a lesson in geography when Ryder showed up in the classroom doorway. His right arm in a black sling over black suit coat and a white ruffled shirt, black hair pulled back in a long braid, he looked pale but handsome nonetheless. He nodded to her. She quietly circumvented her students and stepped out into the hall. He handed her a telegram. “I thought I better deliver this myself.”

She didn’t speak but stared at the yellow paper and blinked.

“It’s from your father,” Ryder said.

The implications of the telegram simply overwhelmed her. She’d lain awake all night contemplating what she should say. What she should tell her father, her family. Arguing with herself, she told herself to go home, give it up, there were far too many obstacles in the way to keep the school operational. Run or stay? She thought she’d decided to go home. Then the dawn came, and she said goodbye to Dodie and knew she couldn’t. She had to at least try to keep the school open, make this a better place for the girls to learn and expand their view of the world.

Her father loved books, loved reading and writing. Jo had grown up with an enthusiasm for learning. But many of these girls had no encouragement to broaden their minds. Perhaps she’d be called a bluestocking, yes, to think a female should have knowledge of other countries, their customs, and religions, of science and biology, astronomy and the philosophers, but Jo thought a girl should at least be exposed to such subjects and be allowed to decide for herself what she wanted to learn and experience.

“He’ll be here tomorrow night,” Ryder said, bringing her out of her reverie.

“You read it?” she asked, flipping the telegram open.

“No, I didn’t read yours,” he said, waving his telegram in front of her. “I read mine. I took it as a threat.”

Jo groaned. Quickly scanning the cryptic message, she got the idea. “He’s scared for me. He has no doubt read the papers. Hard telling how they wrote it up. I haven’t found the courage to read any of the articles yet,” she said, unable to meet Ryder’s penetrating gaze. He could look right through to her heart. He could melt her resistance with his touch. And right now she couldn’t afford to let her guard down, not for one second.

“I’m going to be in the administration office all day,” he said without even trying to touch her, which left her feeling decidedly unloved and abandoned. Her inconsistency of thought and desire she knew to be totally unreasonable—hadn’t she just been guarding herself from his touch?

Oh, she didn’t know what she wanted from him. Yes, yes she did, but she wouldn’t admit it, not until he told her what he wanted. She wouldn’t make a fool of herself…she wouldn’t. “We’re having ham and squash for supper. You should join us.”

He shook his head. “I’m meeting with Buttrum, the mayor, and some of the council members at the hotel for supper.”

Jo pursed her lips, drew back her shoulders, and tucked in her chin. “I see. Going to talk about the silly woman who thinks she can run the school all by herself, I suppose.”

He put his hand to her cheek and looked deep into her eyes. “You don’t have to do anything all by yourself, Jo, not if you don’t want to.”

She tipped her cheek to press it against the warmth of his palm. “And what about you? Do you want to be all by yourself?”

“Never again, my Jo, never again.”

His words echoed in the empty hall. He dropped his hand to his side and left the building. Left her standing there wondering what he’d meant, and what he intended to do about it, whatever it might be.

»»•««

The girls showed great enthusiasm. Rapid-fire discussions broke out after their hearty supper meal. Even the younger girls felt brave enough to express their thoughts and concerns. Miss Ames and Miss Ott declared they’d never heard the girls talk so much. The infectious optimism of the students brought Miss Ames and Miss Ott around to thinking the school could be managed by the three of them, declaring if they dropped a few of the strict guidelines female teachers were expected to adhere to, they might even enjoy their profession.

Between the three of them, they declared the rule of a female teacher having to remain celibate and unmarried during her tenure archaic and patriarchal. Teachers at the Ascension School for Young Ladies, soon to be renamed the Grove Academy for Young Ladies, could marry and have a home apart from the school grounds. The girls were consulted, and they heartily agreed with a show of hands and cheers.

Jo retired in a more positive frame of mind than she had the night before. Ryder had not made an appearance since Monday morning. No news from that quarter did not necessarily portend good news. Twyla-Rose and Grace, when she pumped them for information, shrugged their shoulders and said neither of their parents had said a word about anything to them.

At times like this, Jo missed Dodie. Dodie would’ve scouted out all manner of gossip and tittle-tattle by now. No, it wouldn’t matter, but at least she might have a better idea of which way the wind was blowing.

And to top it off, she had no sign or word from her father. She would’ve thought he’d be here by now. She chalked up his tardiness to the weather, probably snow in the pass between Cherry Grove and Baker City. At ten o’clock sharp the next morning, the meeting with the mayor and council members would take place in the great hall. Her future, the future of the school, hinged on the outcome of one meeting.

Sleep? Impossible.

»»•««

“We have here records from school transcripts for Miss Agnes Ames, Miss Patricia Ott, and Miss Josephine Buxton. You all have excellent academic qualifications,” said the mayor. “We also have acquired, through the diligence of Mr. McAdam’s investigative experience, personal recommendations, vouchers, and references from instructors, private citizens, and acquaintances. And of course, these,” the mayor said, waving a thick sheaf of paper in front of him, “the heartfelt admiration of your students.”

So her absentee lover, Ryder McAdam, had been a busy boy, investigating each and every one of them. Oh, sometimes Jo wanted to smack him. But of course, he wasn’t here. When she needed his support, he just wasn’t to be found.

The mayor took a breath, and Jo held hers. She sensed a but coming. The mayor, a bewhiskered, rotund gentleman of some seventy years, cleared his throat. “The council members have read through all of this…this material, and we recognize the desire and the good intentions of the students and these three teachers. But we cannot, in good conscience, lease this important property to women.”

Jo sucked in her breath and held it. She thought she would explode. The girls, her students, sent up their protests. The mayor silenced them with his gavel. The parents who had gathered did what they could to bring the girls back to order.

A flash of light, then another, burst and Jo came awake to the fact the press had gathered in as well. She groaned. God, what a circus.

The mayor held up his hand. “Please, no more photos.” Wisely sensing he might be losing control and fearing the level of rebellion rising, he quickly moved on to explain. “There is the matter of the lease, which must be signed by a responsible person, a male, preferably a spouse. And then there is the matter of the rental fee, which is substantial and I doubt any of these modest teachers has such an amount.”

The hall went quiet.

“She does, Josephine Buxton does,” came a deep, resonating, and familiar voice from the back of the hall.

Jo jumped to her feet. Her father entered the hall and plowed through the crowd with one arm raised above his head.

Photographers blasted away. The room lit up with a bright yellow powdery light. The excited voices of those gathered blended into one loud rumble of thunder in Jo’s ears.

Ryder, grinning from ear to ear, followed right behind her dear parent carrying a round, colorful box. “My daughter is a woman of independent means, your honor,” said her father, ignoring the crowd and heading for the mayor and his table at the front of the room. “She has the wherewithal to see your lease and then some,” he said, waving Jo’s bank book in the air.

Ryder, taking long, purposeful strides, walked right up to the mayor where he sat and leaned down to get in his face. “She also has a spouse, if she’ll have me.”

He turned to face Jo and came to her, holding out the box to her. Her father chuckled and crossed his arms over his broad chest.

Jo, trembling, tears blurring her vision, held out her arms to accept the box. She opened it, and the lid fell to the floor. Inside, nestled in lovely lavender tissue paper, sat a beautiful green velvet hat with a pheasant feather and a small bouquet of rust-colored roses tucked neatly in the curled brim, held in place by a deep green velvet ribbon.

Ryder placed it on her head at an angle, leaned back and adjusted it just so. He said, loud and clear for everyone to hear, “I love you, Josephine Buxton. I’m not easy to love, I know. I presume. I take risks. But I’m loyal and I love with my whole heart and soul. You are my Jo, no matter what your answer, you will always be, my Jo.”

Bursts of light flashed all around the room. Pandemonium broke loose. The girls jumped up and down, cheering.

Too choked up to respond immediately, Jo swallowed and tried to smile, but her trembling lips wouldn’t hold. She gulped and put her hand on his jaw. “And you are mine. There can never be another. I’ll marry you.”

She brought up her head and looked around him to address the mayor and the council members. “But not because I want the school, you understand. I love this man with or without the school…I am marrying this man.”

The girls went wild, screaming and clapping, grabbing their stunned parents, swinging each other around. Twyla-Rose and Grace rushed forward to hug her and kiss her. They even kissed Ryder, who stood, a grin on his face, tears rolling down his brown cheeks.

Over her head, Ryder waved to Royce and Telt, who had taken up a position to the side of the table where the mayor and the council sat. Jo blew them a kiss and threw her arms around her man. “You’re my man, Ryder McAdam, my Ryder.”
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