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Jenny stared at the circle of faces around her. They had to be kidding. Well, if this was their idea of a joke it was a mean one. She crossed her arms over her chest and let her eyes wander across the group. Two of the younger women, the ones who had introduced themselves as Cecily and Megan in Northern accents, were beautiful. The older woman, who’d introduced herself as Agnes, mother to Roger, the man she had been supposed to marry, was lovely as well. Or would have been if her face wasn’t red and swollen and blotched from what had probably been gallons of tears.

Well that lowdown, rotten...her thoughts cut off there. She was very close to repeating an ugly swear word she had heard her father use occasionally and that would not do at all. Especially considering the circumstances.

She put her hands on her hips. Behind her Jackson busied himself with the horses, refusing to meet her eyes.

The minute she’d seen Jackson her heart had leaped high in her chest. He was tall and strong and handsome enough to take her breath, all coal-black hair and piercing blue eyes set in a face that featured high cheekbones and a lush mouth.

He had a golden glow to his skin and a bad habit of clamping his mouth shut whenever she asked questions. Like where the heck was her groom-to-be? Why had none of her about-to-be in-laws shown up to get her? 

He’d gotten tired and yet he hadn’t wanted to stop. So she waited until he took a nap under a tree, re-hitched the wagon perfectly then woke him with a rousing shout that sent him scrambling to his feet, hand clamping down on his hat as she arced the wagon in a perfect half-circle just long enough for him to jump aboard.

“What are you doing you crazy little fool?”

“Driving this team,” she replied sharply. “I took a long nap a few hours back and again while you napped under that tree. You are beat and you know it. Now we could push these horses until they dropped but I don’t think either of us want to do that so how about I drive until the horses need rest, say another two hours, and then we stop and rest them?”

He’d scowled at her but she’d seen an unwilling spark of admiration in his eyes. That spark had come again when they had had to camp roughly because he had, like a fool, insisted on pushing past the houses where they could have lodged for the night.

She’d built a campfire and then she’d spotted a fat rabbit running past, a rabbit that ended up in the frying pan thanks to her grabbing his gun and shooting it.

The horses had been seen to by both of them and as she rubbed the gentle gray mare he had finally said, “Well, you most certainly do know you’re way around things.”

She knew those were words of high praise coming from him. They’d spent the night taking turns sleeping against his protests that he could watch their makeshift camp alone. This morning he had deliberately stayed silent no matter how many times she had tried so hard to talk to him about her groom and his family. The only thing he had said was, “You’ll be fine I expect.”

Well he had been wrong about that one!

She put her hands on her hips and spoke slowly. “Let me get this right. Roger ran off?”

Agnes gulped, wiped her eyes and whispered, “I am so sorry. I...well I just don’t know what came over him. He was all fired up about being wed and all but then he just bolted the day before he was supposed to fetch you from the train.” She wrapped her arms around herself and cast Jenny’s valise a desperate glance. “I...er...well, you’re here now anyway and...well the men are all out on the ranges, except for Jackson here...”

“I’m heading out Mrs. Gormley.” Jackson gave them all a nod. “Soon as I get these horses stabled and grab my Black Lightning...”

Jenny lifted an eyebrow.“Black Lightning?”

Jackson nodded in her direction. “My stallion. I expect the others are up around the ridge lines.”

Cicely nodded. “Yes, please tell Charles and Lucas...well tell them we will see them Saturday.”

Jenny blinked. “Saturday? It’s only Tuesday. Surely they don’t stay away so long.”

Agnes cleared her throat. “Oh, yes. It makes it harder on us here because there’s so much to do but we manage.”

Jackson ambled off and Jenny’s eyes followed him. Agnes muttered, “The nerve of that Injun...”

Jenny blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Agnes’ hands fluttered in the air. “Oh I don’t know. I thought...well I was sure Roger said you’d just go home again but Jackson there was sure you wouldn’t.” She gave Cecily and Megan a black look. “I suppose the two of you sent him after her then?”

Cecily looked aggravated. “When we saw Roger riding out and Jackson bringing that wounded calf back we told him what had happened, yes. We’re both mail-order brides, remember? We know all too well how desolate that train station is. Besides, maybe Roger didn’t tell you but there’s no train back out until Friday.”

Agnes blanched. Her hand went to her throat. “Friday?”

Megan put in, “Yes, next Friday. She would have had nowhere to go for nearly two weeks. Roger had to have known that Agnes, in fact I’m sure he did because it’s in the contract that you have to be there to pick up your bride due to the lack of accommodations and the fact that the train runs so seldom along that track.”

Agnes flushed. “Now I’m sure Roger didn’t mean her no harm...”

Megan cut in. “But harm is just what would have come to Agnes. There’s no way we could have left her, even if Roger did. I suppose you’re just going to have to house her until something gets figured out.

“House her? You mean let her stay here?” Agnes turned redder than pale. “Why whatever will Senior and Roger say about that? I mean it’s pretty clear Roger’s changed his mind and I don’t know how he’ll take it if she stays here. In fact I’m not really sure how Senior’s going to take it and I don’t need no trouble and I don’t even know her either, how am I supposed to just let her stay here?”

“I’m standing right here.” Jenny’s bright hard tone hid how close to tears she was but Megan and Cecily came closer anyway, both their faces registering sympathy. “I can take care of myself, thank you all very much. If Jackson had told me what was happening instead of bringing me to where I am most certainly not wanted by anyone I would have been able to figure out something else. I don’t need your pity and I sure don’t appreciate everyone talking about me like I am not even in the room.”

Cecily put a hand on her arm. “You’ll have to forgive us. It’s just that we do know what it’s like to arrive at that station. We knew if nobody showed up for you you’d have to stay there and there’s nothing up there but the train station and a hotel I wouldn’t allow any decent woman to stay in.”

Decent woman. A lump rose in her throat. God was punishing her, she just knew it. Her groom running off proved it. She could not help what had happened, and she could not take it back but she could have told her prospective groom the truth before she ever set a foot on that train.

Agnes wrung her hands and said, “Well, I suppose you can stay in the...well there’s only the two bedrooms. I expect Roger thought he would marry you as soon as you stepped off the train and so...” her face went scarlet. She spoke too fast. “Anyway as all you can do is stay here until we can get you back to the train then we’ll just put you over in the little room there.”

Jenny looked toward where Agnes pointed and her heart sank. The ‘little room’ was nothing more than a curtained –off alcove on one side of the kitchen. 

She tried for graciousness. “Thank you Mrs. Gormley.”

“Oh, Agnes is fine but.
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