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 Prologue 
 
    The hotel’s lobby was as clean as twenty-year-old Amalie Brassel could get it. She worked hard after the dining room had closed, and most of the hotel’s guests had retired for the evening. She blew a loose auburn curl out of her eyes and retreated down the hall toward the storeroom. 
 
    Mister Caldwell opened his office door just as Amalie passed and said, “Miss Brassel, would you please come into my office as soon as you’ve put your cleaning supplies away.” 
 
    Amalie groaned to herself and answered, “Yes, sir. Just give me a minute.”   
 
    The sound of the office door closing caused Amalie to sigh, knowing that, once again, she would have to face her new employer and his unwelcome suggestions. She wished Mister Caldwell’s uncle was still the hotel’s owner but wishes alone were not enough to help her deal with the overly ardent young man.     
 
    Two minutes later, she knocked on the door and entered, responding to Mister Caldwell’s call of, “Come in.” 
 
    Amalie closed the door behind her and stood with her hands tightly clenched in front of her.  
 
    “Ah, Miss Brassel—or should I call you Amalie? Have you considered my request?” 
 
    Amalie blushed and nodded. “I have, and I can’t do as you asked, sir. I just can’t.” 
 
    Arthur Caldwell sat behind the large mahogany desk and stared at Amalie. “I told you there would be consequences if you did not accept the offer to warm my bed at my request. You are aware that you are still under contract with the hotel for another six months?” 
 
    Amalie nodded but refused to look at him. 
 
    “Now, I have the legal authority to terminate your employment and ruin your reputation so that you will not find another decent job in this town, but I have found a better solution. I also have the right to sell your contract to another employer. I’ve spoken to Rex Horrison at the new saloon across the river, and he’s looking for working girls for his upstairs enterprise.” 
 
    Amalie gasped and said, “You wouldn’t. How could you do that to me? I just want to work and live my simple life.” 
 
    Mister Caldwell laughed, and it made Amalie’s skin crawl. “You have one week to make up your mind. You will either come to me willingly, or I will sell your services to Rex. One week, Amalie—you decide. Now, leave me.” 
 
    Amalie didn’t respond before turning to rush from the office. She couldn’t do what he wanted, and she’d die before she became a soiled dove. Amalie nearly bumped into her friend, Nate, who was the hotel’s handyman, on her way out. 
 
    Nate reached out and took her arm. “The walls are thin. I heard what Caldwell said to you. Don’t be afraid. I knew he wanted to do something like this when Rex was here for his meeting earlier today, but I think I have an idea. Go to your room, and please try not to worry. I won’t let them hurt you. If all goes well, you’ll be safe in a week’s time.” 
 
    Amalie nodded, whispered, “Thank you,” and hurried to the small room at the back of the hotel that she called home. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Nate Sperling wasn’t exactly sure what he could do to help Amalie out of the situation into which Caldwell had put her, but he knew of one man who might be able to help him find an answer. 
 
    Judge Alexander Evans had been a lawyer and judge since before Nate was born twenty-three years ago. If anyone had an answer, Judge Evans would, and if not, he would know where Nate could find one. 
 
    Nate walked as briskly as his damaged leg would allow and hoped the judge would be in his office. Luck had followed Nate when he found the judge free and in his office. 
 
    “Come in, Nate. Always good to see you. What brings you by?” Judge Evans asked with a smile and an outstretched hand. 
 
    Nate shook the offered hand, sat in a chair across from the desk, and explained the situation. 
 
    “Hmm,” Judge Evans said as he leaned back in his chair. “That is a despicable situation, but unfortunately, Caldwell has the legal right to sell Miss Brassel’s contract; however, Rex would be in the wrong to force her into the life of a soiled dove, but that would be difficult to prove—it would be her word against his.” 
 
    “What can I do to help her? You’ve met her at the hotel. She’s a sweet young woman. She’s had a hard life and doesn’t deserve what Rex has in store for her,” Nate answered. 
 
    “None of the women working for Rex deserve the lives they are living, but most would tell you they are happy as they fear the saloon owners who run their places with an iron fist, and many have brutal associates,” the judge explained. “Amalie needs a legal way to exit Caldwell’s employ, and the only one I can think of is marriage.” 
 
    “Marriage?” Nate exclaimed. “How can we find someone to marry her?” 
 
    “I would suggest you marry her, but I’m afraid that between Caldwell and Rex, you might turn up in the river.” 
 
    Nate nodded. “I wouldn’t doubt that.” 
 
    “No, we need someone whom no one would dare go up against. How about your brother? I can arrange for a proxy marriage. The marriage can be annulled after a short time, but it would at least give Amalie a legal and safe way to leave town, and no one would dare question your brother or injure his wife,” the judge explained. 
 
    “Deke?” Nate stammered. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. He might not agree.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out—send him a telegram and ask him.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Nate hurried to the telegraph office, knowing he only had a few days to do what he could to help Amalie. He stood there for several minutes before picking up the pencil to write his message: 
 
    Deacon Sperling 
 
    Prairieville Wyoming Territory STOP 
 
    Need help STOP 
 
    Female friend in danger STOP 
 
    Must hide her immediately STOP 
 
    Judge suggests proxy marriage STOP 
 
    Will you agree to marry her STOP 
 
    Can I send her to you STOP 
 
    Nate  
 
    Caldwell Hotel 
 
    St. Louis Missouri STOP 
 
    Nate walked back to the hotel, wondering what he might say to Amalie. He’d promised that he’d help her and told her not to worry. Could he keep his promise?  
 
    Nate was surprised to find Amalie sitting in the kitchen, sipping a cup of tea. 
 
    “I thought you’d be hiding in your room,” Nate said. 
 
    Amalie shrugged. “He gave me a week. I might as well enjoy my freedom until then. I refuse to work for Rex, so this might be my last week of life. I’ll die before I do what Rex or Caldwell expects.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I spoke to the judge. He said you could get married and legally break the contract.” 
 
    Amalie smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “How am I supposed to do that? No one would marry me even if they wanted to. They’d be too afraid of Rex.” 
 
    “Not as afraid as Rex would be of my brother. I sent him a telegram, and if he agrees, Judge Evans can marry you in a proxy marriage, and the Sperling name will protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Amalie said. “How is a name enough to protect me?” 
 
    “Umm…my brother has a reputation for fighting for what’s right. He’s a powerful man, and no one would dare injure his wife.” 
 
    Amalie bit her lip and stared at Nate. “What, exactly, does your brother do for a living if people fear him?” 
 
    “He’s a rancher, and only men who walk on the wrong side of the law fear him,” Nate explained. 
 
    “A rancher? What else? Is he a lawman?” 
 
    “He was. Now he assists the law whenever he can.” 
 
    “I see.” She paused. “Are you sure this will work?” 
 
    “I hope to find out as soon as he responds to my telegram.” 
 
    As if on cue, a freckled-faced young man entered the kitchen and said, “The desk clerk said I could come back here to give this to you, Nate.”  
 
    Nate gave him a coin, thanked him, and said that if he had a response, he’d walk down to the telegraph office himself, not wanting anyone to hear his plans. 
 
    Nate read the telegram and smiled. 
 
    Nate Sperling 
 
    Caldwell Hotel 
 
    St. Louis Missouri STOP 
 
    Agree to marriage as protection STOP 
 
    Use my name as leverage for protection STOP 
 
    Contact a judge for legalities STOP 
 
    Judge here will complete paperwork STOP 
 
    One condition STOP 
 
    You bring her home STOP 
 
    Deke  
 
    Prairieville Wyoming Territory STOP 
 
    Nate stared at the yellow paper in his hand. There was no way to disregard the meaning of his brother’s words. Deke wanted him to come home, and no matter how much he tried to ignore Deke’s request, he knew it was the only way to help Amalie, although going home was not part of his plan.  
 
    He looked at Amalie and said, “My brother agreed. Pack your things. We’ll see the judge in the morning and leave on the noon train.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Amalie asked, not sure if the situation would truly help her. 
 
    “Wyoming,” Nate answered.  
 
    “I’ve never been out of St. Louis. Is the West as wild as I’ve heard?” 
 
    “No,” Nate assured her. “Well, parts of it can be, but our ranch is safe, and you’ll like the town and the people.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Amalie inquired. “You make it sound good, but you left. If you were unhappy, why do you think I should go besides the fact that I wouldn’t have to work for Rex.” 
 
    “Not working for Rex is enough of a reason, but that doesn’t explain about me. It’s because of my leg. I thought I could do everything when I was sixteen. I tried to break a horse that my pa and brother told me to leave alone, but I wasn’t going to listen. I thought I knew better. They were right. I was bucked off and broke my leg. There was no doctor around, and it didn’t heal right and left me with the stiff leg and limp.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amalie told Nate. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.” 
 
    “When I turned eighteen, my ma and pa caught a fever and passed. That left Deacon and me to take care of the ranch. I knew I wouldn’t be anything but a burden, so I left. Deacon searched and found me, but I refused to go back. I let him know when I settled here, in St. Louis, but I told him I’d never return,” Nate explained with slumped shoulders. “That was six years ago.” 
 
    “And now he wants you to return?” 
 
    “Yes. It was a part of the agreement to provide you with protection.” 
 
    Amalie smiled. “You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’ve been friends for three years since you came to work here. I can’t let you go to Rex’s saloon as a…as a…well, you know.” 
 
    “I know, and I appreciate this, I really do. I’m just not sure if I should cause you all this trouble. If you don’t want to go home, and you shouldn’t have to just because of me,” Amalie stated. 
 
    “I don’t plan on staying. Once you’re safe and settled, I plan to head out and find a new place to live.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t do that. Your brother sounds as if he wants you to come home regardless of your leg. He must love you.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does, but I still don’t want to be a burden to anyone,” Nate insisted. 
 
    Amalie offered, “Why don’t you wait until we get to Wyoming to make up your mind?” 
 
    “Maybe, I will. I need to see the judge before he goes home for the evening and make the arrangements for tomorrow morning. Go pack, steer clear of Caldwell, and don’t say a word to anyone about our plans.” 
 
    “I won’t. If this works, I’ll be free of both Caldwell and Rex.” 
 
    “It’ll work. Between Deacon and Judge Evans, they’ll make sure it will,” Nate said as he hurried from the kitchen, leaving Amalie to wonder exactly what would occur in the morning. 
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 Chapter Two 
 
    Amalie and Nate met with Judge Evans at nine o’clock the following morning. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Miss Brassel. My wife and daughter are here as witnesses. Do you have any questions about the proceedings, or should we get right to it?” inquired the kindly judge. 
 
    “We can start whenever you wish, sir,” Amalie responded. 
 
    Judge Evans made the introductions, asking Nate for the details. 
 
    “I have a telegram from my brother, Judge. He agrees, and a judge in Cheyenne has completed all the necessary paperwork there.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Judge Evans said. “Now, first, I need to fill out the paperwork. Amalie, do you have a middle name?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s Mary.” 
 
    The judge looked at Nate and asked, “Does your brother have a middle name?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s James, Judge,” Nate answered. 
 
    “Deacon James Sperling…and his residence in Wyoming?” 
 
    Before Nate could respond, Judge Evans's daughter, Grace, exclaimed, “Deacon Sperling? Not Deke Sperling? Are they one and the same?” 
 
    Nate nodded. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Grace gushed as she pulled a small book from her reticule. “Look here. I have one of the latest dime novels from the mercantile, and it’s about your brother: Deke Sperling, Bounty Hunter. I can’t believe you’re his brother, and Amalie is going to marry him. This is so romantic.” 
 
    Amalie paled. “Bounty hunter? You said he was a lawman.” 
 
    “No, I said he assists the law,” Nate defended.  
 
    The judge cleared his throat, “Grace, put the book away. We will discuss this at home later. We’re here to see this young lady married and protected.” 
 
    Grace nodded and slipped the book back into her reticule. “Sorry, Father.” 
 
    The judge shook his head and continued with a simple reciting of vows because he hadn’t felt the need to conduct anything fancy. Amalie signed the papers, and Nate signed for his brother. 
 
    “Congratulations, Amalie. You are now Missus Deke Sperling, with all the protection the name provides. Not even Rex would go up against Deke. Nate said the two of you are leaving on the noon train. The sheriff has assured me he will be there to make sure you are not harassed by anyone, although I doubt anyone would try.” 
 
    Amalie wrung her hands and asked, “What do I tell Mister Caldwell? He said I could be arrested if I tried to leave before my contract was fulfilled.” 
 
    The judge handed Amalie her marriage license. “This is your ticket out. As a married woman, the contract is no longer valid. You are under your husband’s protection, and any contract he didn’t sign can no longer be enforced. Show Caldwell the marriage license, and if he rips it up, assure him there is a copy here in my office. Nate will go with you to explain that both the sheriff and I are aware of the situation and your marriage, and if you are accosted for trying to leave town, he will be arrested.”  
 
    Amalie nodded and gave her sincere thanks while doing her best to smile. She was married to a bounty hunter and one that everyone evidently feared. What was she to do? She had to leave town, but to what end? 
 
    Nate escorted her out into the hall, and Grace followed them. She handed the dime novel to Amalie and said, “I can buy another. I think you should learn about the man you’ve married. He sounds wonderful. Good luck.” Grace rushed back into the office when she heard her father shout her name. 
 
    Amalie blew out a breath. “All right. Let’s go tell Mister Caldwell, and then wait at the train station. I’m a bit scared to see him.” 
 
    “I’ll be there, and I’ll explain it all. I am standing in for my brother, after all. I might as well start by protecting you from Caldwell.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Nate and Amalie hurried back to the hotel, and Nate knocked on Mister Caldwell’s office door. 
 
    “Come in,” Caldwell called. 
 
    Nate opened the door and followed Amalie into the office. 
 
    “What is it?” Caldwell snapped. “I don’t have time to see you two right now, and why aren’t you working?” 
 
    Nate spoke. “We are here to give notice that we both quit and are leaving town today.” 
 
    Caldwell began to smile, but he turned it into a sneer. “You, Sperling, are fired, and as far as Amalie is concerned, she has time left on her contract and isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    Nate shook his head. “Her contract is null and void, according to Judge Evans, because she is married.” 
 
    “Married?” Caldwell snorted. “Who would marry her? You, Sperling? I’ll see you in the river before I allow her to leave with you.” 
 
    “Not me, Caldwell—she married my brother Deke.” 
 
    The smile slowly disappeared from Caldwell’s face as the realization of Nate’s words settled in. “Your brother is Deke Sperling—and Amalie married him?” Caldwell stammered. “Where is he?”  
 
    “Waiting for us in Wyoming, but don’t worry—it’s all legal. The judge and sheriff are aware of the situation and your threats. If anything happens to Amalie or me, my brother will come calling on you and Rex,” Nate explained as Caldwell sat behind his desk, speechless. “We’re going now. Don’t have anyone follow us.”  
 
    Caldwell nodded his head in understanding as Amalie and Nate left the office and headed for the train station. 
 
    Amalie finally found the words to ask, “Is your brother dangerous? I thought Mister Caldwell might faint. He looked frightened.” 
 
    “My brother isn’t dangerous in the sense that you need to worry. He’s kind and gentle to those he cares about and those who walk on the right side of the law. If a man crosses that line, Deke can be as dangerous as a rattler.” 
 
    Amalie shuddered. “I don’t like snakes.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Nate assured. “We’ll talk on the train. It’s a long ride to Cheyenne and then a few hours by stagecoach to home.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    They didn’t have any difficulty boarding the train. Amalie and Nate were happy the sheriff stood watch on the platform, although Nate had assured Amalie that neither Caldwell nor Rex would show up. 
 
    Nate fell asleep a short while after the train began its journey. He woke two hours later to find Amalie wholly absorbed in the dime novel Grace Evans had given her. 
 
    “Why are you scowling,” Nate asked. 
 
    Amalie held the book up and said, “Why didn’t you tell me about your brother and your life in Wyoming? I’m not sure I want to be married, given his grief and anger.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I told you: my brother isn’t dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes, you did, but you didn’t tell me the terrible way his wife was murdered, or how the bank robbers shot his baby boy. He went crazy, chased them down, and hanged them without the benefit of a trial,” Amalie stammered as she spoke, and the book shook in her hands. 
 
    “Wait a minute…that’s wrong. It’s all wrong,” Nate insisted. “Let me tell you the truth: someone is trying to make money by writing that garbage and embellishing it for the sake of fiction.” 
 
    Amalie stared at Nate, waiting for him to continue.  
 
    “First, my sister-in-law was not murdered. Deke married Sarah shortly before I left home. He was the sheriff in our local town of Prairieville. I know that he loved her deeply, and she died in childbirth a year after they married. It must have been terribly sad for him, but it happens—she wasn’t murdered,” Nate explained. 
 
    “Then, why?”  
 
    “For sales, I’m sure.” 
 
    Amalie thought for a moment and asked, “If he was the sheriff, how did he become a bounty hunter?” 
 
    “Two months after Sarah died, there was a bank robbery in town, and her sister was shot during their escape, but it was only a superficial graze on her arm. By the time Deke had run from his office, the robbers were gone. He carried Laura to the doc’s office and waited to make sure she wasn’t badly injured. He knew that the men responsible would be out of his jurisdiction, so he walked to the mayor’s office and turned in his badge before tracking the men and bringing them in alive for trial,” Nate told Amalie. 
 
    “That’s when he became a bounty hunter?” Amalie asked. 
 
    “Yes and no. I don’t like the term bounty hunter because Deke gives any bounties on the men he captures to the victims of the crime or their loved ones. He never keeps a penny. The ranch, the Double S, supports him well,” Nate said, smiling at Amalie, hoping to alleviate her fears. 
 
    “All right,” Amalie replied. “I can understand how the author exaggerated the details to sell more books, but what about the Indians?” 
 
    “What Indians?” 
 
    “The ones that attacked the ranch, killing all the hands, and Deke hunted them down and killed them all.” 
 
    Nate did his best not to laugh. “That never happened. The few Indians near the ranch are friendly with Deke, and he gives them a few head of cattle to keep them from starving in hard times. In turn, they don’t cause any trouble. That author certainly has a vivid imagination. What else does he say?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve only read half the book,” Amalie confessed. “I’m not sure if I should read more.” 
 
    Nate smiled. “You can, if you wish, but please ask me about any details before you believe them, or just read it as an adventure story and not my brother’s biography.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Amalie agreed. 
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 Chapter Three 
 
    Deke Sperling strolled into the sheriff’s office and greeted the man with a smile. “You’re looking good, Sam,” Deke said. 
 
    “Morning, Deke,” Sam said. “I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    Deke nodded and said, “Do you have anything to add to the information I already have?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “All we know is what Tara Saunders told us. She hid in the tree line and saw Clyde Wilson walk out of the cabin once the screams stopped, he threw a match into the back door, and the cabin erupted into flames. If that girl hadn’t been in the privy when Clyde arrived, she’d be dead, too.” 
 
    Deke replied, “At least she got out alive, and she can testify to seeing Clyde set the cabin on fire. He’ll hang for murder whether he killed them before or after he set the fire.” 
 
    Sam shuffled papers around on his desk for a minute. He found a wanted poster, handed it to Deke, and said, “People in town are incensed by this brutal killing of four people. The merchants took up a collection, and they’re offering a five-hundred-dollar reward for Clyde’s capture, be it dead or alive.” 
 
     Deke took the poster, looked at it, folded it, and slipped it into his vest pocket. “I’ll find him, sheriff, and as usual, the bounty money will go to the victim. I’ll do my best to bring him in alive. Never did relish killing a man, whether he deserved it or not. I prefer to let the court handle that. Will you make sure that the young woman receives the bounty money when it comes in?”  
 
    “Of course,” Sam agreed. 
 
    “I understand that she has no living relatives, and the last thing I want to see is her having to turn to the life of a soiled dove to survive.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can do that,” Sam answered, “but you’re right about that girl. She’s going to need all the help she can get. She’s staying with the pastor and his wife right now. If some young cowhand doesn’t up and offer to marry her soon, I’m not sure what will happen to her. There just aren’t any respectable jobs for women here, and the family ranch was small and mortgaged. Not sure what—if any—money will be left for her when it sells.” 
 
    “One last question,” Deke said before turning to leave. “Any idea what set Clyde off? If I remember right, he was an ornery man, but he didn’t seem violent.” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Best I can figure is he got into a fight at the saloon and hit a man with a chair. Someone yelled that the man was dead, and Clyde ran. The Saunderses’ ranch is close to town, and Clyde would have passed it on the way out of town. I think he might have been looking for traveling money and supplies and figured that if he’d already killed one man, why not kill off any witnesses, too.” 
 
    “Who’d he kill here in town?” Deke asked. 
 
    “That’s the hard thing about this,” Sam replied. “The man wasn’t dead. He’s recovering, and Doc said he’ll be all right. Clyde ran before he learned the truth and killed four innocent people, trying to get away.” 
 
    Deke nodded and asked, “The Saunderses’ place is north of town, so I assume that’s the way he’ll keep going. I doubt if he’s in too much of a hurry since he thinks he got away with killing the family. I’m sure I’ll catch up to him soon, but I need to leave now in case he runs out of money. I don’t want him killing anyone else.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Sam said. He rose to shake Deke’s hand. “Good luck. See ya when you get back with Clyde.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Deke called over his shoulder as he headed out the door. 
 
    Deke took the road north out of town, hoping that Clyde hadn’t decided to take a different route after he’d left town. When the sun disappeared over the western horizon, Deke decided to camp for the night and start his pursuit again in the morning.  
 
    He dismounted and was ready to tie his horse to a low-hanging branch near a small stream when he noticed an almost imperceptible bit of light in the distance. Deke pulled his field glasses from his saddlebags for a closer look at the hint of light coming through the trees. He was sure it was from a campfire less than a mile away and surmised that it just might be Clyde.  
 
    Deke slipped off his boots and pulled on his moccasins, knowing that sneaking up on Clyde in the dark would take all of the stealth he could muster. The moon was partially full, which gave him just enough light to keep from tripping over the branches and rocks as he made his way toward the light.  
 
    As he neared the light, he crouched low and took a few more steps forward to see a man fitting Clyde’s description through the trees, sitting on a bedroll and drinking from a whiskey bottle.  
 
    Deke slipped his Colt from its holster and proceeded toward the edge of the tree line. Clyde never saw or heard him until the click of the gun’s hammer echoed through the night.  
 
    Clyde tried to jump to his feet, but Deke said, “Hold it right there, Clyde. I’ve got you covered. Use your left hand, unbuckle your gun belt, and drop it to the ground. One wrong move, and I’ll take you back draped over your saddle instead of riding.” 
 
    “I didn’t do nothin’,” Clyde yelled across the clearing. “He went for his gun first.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not—the judge will decide. He’s not dead, anyway.” 
 
    Clyde, whooped and called back, “Then they ain’t gonna hang me?” 
 
    “Nope,” Deke answered. “Not for him, but I don’t like your chances when it comes to what you did to the Saunders family.” 
 
    “I don’t even know them,” Clyde retorted. 
 
    “Probably not, but there was a witness, and I’m taking you in for trial,” Deke said as he walked into the clearing, holding his gun out in front of him. 
 
    Clyde scoffed and spat, “There wasn’t no witness. You’re lying.” 
 
    “Drop your gun belt and turn around,” Deke ordered. 
 
    Clyde complied. He laughed and said that no one could prove he did anything. Little did he know at the time that Tara could and would identify him as the man who had killed her family. 
 
    After Deke delivered Clyde to the sheriff’s office, signed the papers to give Tara Saunders the bounty money, and shook Sam’s hand, he began his journey back to the ranch. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Deke hadn’t had much time to think about the legal situation in which he found himself, and he slowly shook his head. He knew his brother well enough to know that the young woman he had married by proxy must be in serious trouble. The judge also assured him that he could have the marriage annulled once the young woman was safe. 
 
    Deke Sperling had no intention of remaining married, but he’d do it again if it meant saving an innocent woman and brought his brother back to the ranch. He’d been married once, and he knew his heart wouldn’t survive the loss of another wife and child. His life, hunting evil men with bounties on their heads, had served him well. The bounties helped the innocent victims of those he’d captured, and the income from his ranch supported him—what else did he need? 
 
    His brother. That’s what he needed. And now Nate was finally coming home. Now, Deke had to make sure that Nate didn’t feel useless so he wouldn’t take off again. Perhaps the girl he was escorting to the ranch might mean enough to Nate to keep him in Wyoming. He’d gladly annul his marriage to allow his brother to marry the young woman if that was what he wanted.   
 
    After a few days of travel, Deke rode onto his ranch property. He could see the cattle in the distance, and all looked well. He trusted his foreman and ranch hands to run things in his absence. He would need to explain the situation to his men and remind them that the young woman, Amalie, deserved all their respect just as if she were his true bride.   
 
    Deke’s biggest concern was how to keep his brother from leaving again. If the young woman wasn’t enough to keep Nate at the ranch, then Deke would have to find something that would. Nate had always loved horses—maybe he could get him to take over the horse-raising operation at the ranch. He might not be able to bust broncs, but he could do everything else.  
 
    That was the answer. Deke whistled as he continued his ride to the large ranch house. With Nate on his way home, it wouldn’t be as lonely, and who knew what adventures the young woman might bring. He sure hoped she could cook. He was getting tired of trail food. Cookie, his ranch cook, was adequate, but Deke sure missed real home cooking. 
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 Chapter Four 
 
    Deke pulled his wagon up across the street from the mercantile, knowing that when the stage stopped, his wagon would be in easy walking distance. He had no idea how much luggage Nate and Amalie would bring. 
 
    Before Deke could step down from the wagon, he noticed Laura, his deceased wife’s sister, come out of the mercantile, carrying a small bundle. When she saw him, she strode straight to the wagon and glared at him. “I see you’re back in town. How many men did you kill this time?” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, Laura, I don’t go after men to kill them. I want to bring them in alive to stand trial.” 
 
    “That’s what you say,” Laura scoffed, “but I still think you go out trying to avenge my being shot and Sarah’s death.” 
 
    Deke bit back his response and shook his head. Tamping his anger, Deke replied, “You and I both know that my bounty hunting had nothing to do with Sarah’s death. She died in childbirth. When will you stop being angry with me?” 
 
    Laura stared at him with the same eyes that his dear Sarah had, and said, “Maybe when you start to grieve properly and begin living your life again. Sarah would be so disappointed in you, and I feel I should take her place to let you know that she would never have approved of your lifestyle.” 
 
    Before Deke could respond, the stagecoach pulled up, and he jumped off the wagon. “You’ll have to excuse me, Laura. I’m expecting my brother on the stage.” 
 
    As he walked away, Laura called after him and angrily spat, “So, Nate is finally coming home. Are you going to ruin his life, too?” 
 
    Deke ignored her and continued to walk toward the stage, but he could hear Laura’s skirts rustling behind him as she hurried to catch up. Just as Laura stepped onto the boardwalk, the stage door opened, and Nate stepped from the stage to grin at his brother.  
 
    Deke watched as Nate turned around and held out his hand to help someone else from the stage. Deke’s eyes opened wide when a young beauty alighted from the stage. Her dark auburn hair was twisted up, and several strands hung loosely around her face. A slightly askew, small-flowered hat was perched on her head, and she was dressed in a simple, dark blue day dress. He’d have expected her to be wearing the traveling suits he had seen other women wear, and he wondered if she had traveled like that all the way from St. Louis, or if there had been an incident that had caused her to change.  
 
    Laura stepped in front of Deke and went right up to Nate. “It’s good to see you come home, Nate. I see you brought a wife. Aren’t you going to introduce me?”  
 
    Nate smiled and said, “I’d like you to meet Amalie Sperling—”  
 
    Before Nate could finish, Deke stepped forward and said, “She’s not Nate’s wife; she’s mine, and we need to be going now. Nate, please grab her trunks, and I’ll escort Amalie to the wagon across the street.” 
 
    Deke took Amalie by the elbow and guided her away from Laura before she could ask any more questions.  
 
    Nate grabbed two worn carpet bags and did his best to ignore Laura’s questions as he followed his brother. 
 
    Laura stood there, her mouth open, as she watched the three Sperlings ride off toward the Double S Ranch.   
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Amalie felt like an intruder sitting between the brothers, listening to them discuss the changes in the ranch that had taken place in the years since Nate had left.  
 
    When the men’s conversation lulled for several minutes, Amalie found her voice. “Thank you for agreeing to marry me. I didn’t know what I was going to do until Nate found a solution.” 
 
    Deke nodded and asked, “Why, exactly, did you need to leave St. Louis?” 
 
    Amalie dropped her head, embarrassed to try to explain what had occurred to a stranger. 
 
    Nate picked up the conversation. “The new owner of the hotel where Amalie and I worked made untoward advances toward her. When she denied him, he told her he was going to sell her contract to Rex Horrison, the new saloon owner.” 
 
    “Rex Horrison?” Deke said. “I ran into him when I was working a job in Kansas. He’s a nasty polecat. You’re lucky you didn’t fall into his clutches.” 
 
    Amalie finally spoke. “Do you think he’ll come after me?” 
 
    Deke shook his head. “No, I doubt he’d come after a woman unless you embarrassed him in public, but still, if he knows you’re my wife, he’ll know better than to try to best me again.” 
 
    “I never met him,” Amalie explained. “My employer made the deal…or he was going to before Nate explained that I was married to you, and we were leaving town.” 
 
    “That’s good. Your old employer will be the one that needs to worry. You’ll be safe here at the ranch, carrying the Sperling name,” Deke assured Amalie. 
 
    They rode over a small rise, and a large ranch home loomed in the distance. “We’re almost home,” Nate exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s a beautiful home and quite large,” Amalie said. 
 
    Deke said, “Our parents built it, expecting to have a large family, but they only had Nate and me, so we have room to spare.” 
 
    “Ma and Pa always expected us to fill the house with children, but that didn’t work out too well either,” Nate said and then wished he hadn’t when he saw the look that crossed Deke’s face. 
 
    Nate stammered and then continued, “I think you’ll like it. We have cattle and horses, and there’s a big garden and some fruit trees.” 
 
    Amalie found her voice again. “Tomorrow is Sunday. I saw a church in town. Will I be allowed to attend services? I wasn’t able to every Sunday because of my job.” 
 
    Deke pulled on the reins to stop the wagon and turned to look at Amalie. “You are free to do anything you wish as long as it’s within the law,” Deke answered, smiling at her. “I don’t expect you to do anything just because we’re married. You’ll be living at the ranch, and it would be nice if you cooked since I’m not a good cook. Our ranch cook’s food isn’t bad, but it’s predictable.” 
 
    “I can do that. I can keep house, too—I worked as a maid at the hotel. Cleaning is easy for me. I’m just grateful you offered me your name and protection.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. I should add that you don’t need to do any laundry—I’m not home enough to warrant trying to wash my things, so I take them to a nice widow woman in town. It helps her, and it helps me. The men do their own. You can do yours, or you can take them to the widow, too,” Deke explained. 
 
    “That’s one thing I’m not sure I’m good at. The hotel washed my uniforms, and I paid the laundress when I needed something personal washed. At the orphanage, I rarely had laundry duty. They seemed to think I was a better cook than a laundress,” Amalie told him. 
 
    “Orphanage?” Deke inquired. 
 
    “I was left on the orphanage’s doorstep as an infant and grew up there. I never knew who my parents were.” 
 
    “You have a lovely name—did they give it to you at the orphanage?” Deke asked as they pulled up to the ranch house’s back door. 
 
    “No, that was one thing my parents gave me. There was a note wrapped in my blanket that said, ‘Her name is Amalie. Please take care of her. I can’t.’” 
 
    “That must be hard, but at least you know someone cared enough for you to name you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Amalie answered. “When I was in my teens, I asked around to see if anyone knew a family that might have heard of the name, but all I could learn is that it’s of German origins. There was a kind, elderly German lady that operated a bakery near the orphanage, and she donated bread and rolls quite often. She’s the one who told me about my name, but she said she’d never heard anyone use it before me, and she didn’t know anyone asking about a person with that name.” She drew in a long breath, not believing she had spoken at length or revealed something personal. 
 
    Deke hopped off the wagon and looked in the rear. “Did you lose your trunk on the way here? All that’s in the back are two carpet bags.” 
 
    Nate grabbed the bags, saying, “One of the bags is mine. This was all she had.” 
 
    Deke raised an eyebrow. “You don’t have anything else?” 
 
    Amalie shook her head. “I had uniforms for working and two dresses, one for every day if I left the hotel, and one for Sunday.” 
 
    Deke grunted. “That’s not acceptable. Next week, we’ll go to town to buy you some clothes. You’ll also need boots and a warmer coat.” 
 
    Amalie began to argue, but Deke insisted. “You’re my wife, and I’ll not have people think I’m not treating you well.” 
 
    Amalie nodded.  
 
    Nate smiled at his brother and Amalie as if to say that he’d made the right decision to protect Amalie and bring her home. While Deke walked the horses to the barn, Nate whispered to her, “My brother is very protective. You’re safe here.” 
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 Chapter Five 
 
    Nate escorted Amalie into the house and invited her to sit in the parlor while they waited for Deke. Amalie noticed the house was well-furnished and had a woman’s touch, presumably from their mother or Deke’s wife. Amalie made a mental note not to move anything out of place. She had no idea what memories might be connected to the objects. 
 
    She noticed a framed sketch of a young married couple in wedding attire, sitting on the fireplace mantle.  
 
    Nate commented, “That’s Deke and Sarah on their wedding day. Her sister, Laura, loves to draw and is quite good. She drew that, and Sarah framed it. It appears Deke hasn’t moved it since the day Sarah placed it there.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” Amalie said, “I will be sure not to move it.” 
 
    Amalie turned from the mantle and walked a few steps to peer into the next room. It was a small dining room with a hutch filled with beautiful white dishes. She thought the door beyond the dining room might lead to the kitchen, but she didn’t want to appear as if she were snooping, and she just stood there, gazing through the large dining room window.  
 
    Nate interrupted her musings. “I’m not sure what arrangements Deke has made for you. When I left home, we used only two of the bedrooms on the second floor. They were the rooms we’ve used since we were boys. Ma and Pa had the big room on this floor, and there’s also a guest room. Upstairs are three more rooms. Ma used one of them for sewing.” 
 
    “Any room would be an improvement over the small rooms we had at the hotel. They were comfortable when the elder Mister Caldwell ran the hotel, but his nephew built a wall down the center of mine to make a second room for another maid. The only window in the room was shared by the two of us, and Faith never liked to have it open,” Amalie shared. 
 
    “You won’t have to worry about that here. Each room is ample-sized, and the master bedroom has two windows,” Nate told her. 
 
    Amalie’s face turned a bright shade of red. “Oh, goodness! Do you mean I have to share a room with Deke? Surely, he used that room after he married. I’m not sure about this. I never considered what being married meant as far as…umm…sleeping arrangements.” 
 
    Nate shook his hands and head at the same time, “No, no, of course not. Deke would never. I mean, he’s a gentleman, and this marriage is in name only to protect you—unless the two of you agree to change that. Just…don’t worry. I’m sure this will all work out.” 
 
    Amalie couldn’t think of a response, and her heart began to beat rapidly when Deke entered the house. “You didn’t need to sit here and wait for me. Nate can show you to the guest room, Amalie. Your room is still the same, Nate—I never changed it. I had someone in last week to clean the entire house. You should both be quite comfortable.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nate replied, and he picked up both of their carpet bags. “I’ll show you the guest room, Amalie.” 
 
    “Oh, wait a minute,” Deke called after them. “I did make some changes to the house after all. There’s a bathing room next to the kitchen pantry. Please feel free to use it anytime.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Amalie answered before following Nate to find her room. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    The scent of bacon wafted through the house as Nate hurried down the stairs. He met his brother as he was coming out of his room and commented, “I smell bacon.” 
 
    Deke nodded vigorously and added, “And biscuits.”  
 
    When they got to the kitchen, they found Amalie humming and mixing batter in a bowl. “Good morning,” she greeted them. “I hope you like hotcakes because that’s what I’m making. There’s also bacon, and in a few minutes, the biscuits should be ready. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Nate and Deke both assured her they were famished, and they sat down at the table. Amalie poured them each a cup of coffee and then set the pot in the middle of the table. A small vase with a few wildflowers that grew along the side of the house adorned the center of the table.  
 
    Amalie set a plate of bacon next to the coffee pot, followed by a plate of fresh biscuits and a platter of hotcakes. “I couldn’t find any cream for the coffee,” she said. 
 
    “Joey, our youngest hand, normally milks the cow, but he takes the milk to the cookshack. I’ll have him bring some here in the mornings, too,” Deke said as he drizzled honey onto his hotcakes. 
 
    Nate spread blackberry jam liberally on his hotcakes and asked, “Is this from the blackberry patch out back?” 
 
    Deke merely nodded as he continued to eat. 
 
    “You put up blackberry preserves?” Amalie asked with a questioning look. 
 
    “Not me. I take the berries into town, and Joey’s mother makes jam for us in return for half of the berries,” Deke said, taking just long enough to speak before filling his mouth with more hotcakes. 
 
    Nate took a sip of coffee and then asked Amalie, “Can you put up vegetables and preserves? We have a nice garden.” 
 
    Amalie shrugged. “I’ve never tried. The only time we had fresh fruit or preserves was when someone from one of the local churches contributed them. Normally, the cook dropped a bit of honey on the hotcakes when she made them.” 
 
    Deke studied the beautiful woman sitting across the table from him. She certainly seemed to have had a difficult time in life, and he vowed that he’d do whatever he could to make her life happier from here on out. He had no idea how long the marriage would last, but he had taken a vow to protect and cherish her—that, at least, he could and would do. 
 
    Trying to lighten the conversation, Deke asked Amalie, “Do you ride?”  
 
    “Ride?” 
 
    “Horses.” 
 
    A look a terror spread across Amalie’s face. “When I was ten, I was nearly run down by one of those beasts pulling a wagon, and I haven’t gone near one since.” 
 
    “That was the driver’s fault, not the horse’s. Living on a ranch, you need to learn how to ride,” Deke explained. “We have a gentle, old mare named Honey. I think she would work out well for you.” 
 
    “You still have Honey?” Nate said. “I can’t wait to see her.” 
 
    “We still have Buck, too. I’m sure he’ll remember you. He used to follow you around after you decided to quit riding.” 
 
    Nate dropped his eyes to his plate. “You know I can’t ride.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Deke insisted. “Pa said you wouldn’t, not that you couldn’t. After your leg healed, you should have tried again. It was a youngster’s foolishness that caused that horse to throw you, not the horse. Now that you’re home, you need to get back on a horse. You and Amalie can ride together.” 
 
    “I don’t think—" Nate began. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Deke retorted. “Buck would never have thrown you, and you know Pa sold the horse that did. You don’t have any excuses.” 
 
    Amalie must’ve worried she’d started a family argument. She asked to change the subject, “What time is church? I made breakfast early because I wasn’t sure.” 
 
    “Eight o’clock. The pastor likes long sermons, and if services start any later, many people won’t come. We’ll get out of church before eleven, just in time for lunch. I usually eat at the café when I’m in town. I think we should do that today. We need to go into town this week to buy more supplies,” Deke explained.  
 
    “Are the chickens just for eggs, or can I cook one?” Amalie asked as she cleared the table. 
 
    “Yeah, we eat them, too. I’ll kill you an older one after we get back from church,” Deke said. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m not sure I could kill a chicken. We always got our chickens from a butcher’s shop or from donations,” Amalie said, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “I could teach you how to do it,” Nate offered. “It isn’t hard.” 
 
    “If one of you will kill them for me, I’d be grateful. I don’t think I want to try.” 
 
    Nate laughed. “All right. One of us will bring you chicken, and if we’re not here, the bunkhouse cook can always accommodate you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Amalie responded. “I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
    Deke carried his plate to the sink and asked, “What are you planning on making for supper with that chicken?” 
 
    “Chicken and dumplings—is that all right?” 
 
    “Yup, that’s more than all right,” Deke said, looking at his brother, who was grinning. “We like chicken and dumplings.” 
 
    Nate added, “We sure do. I’d be more than happy to bring you a chicken or two whenever you want to make it.” 
 
    Deke offered, “I’ll bring the wagon around, and we can leave. The sooner we leave, the sooner we get back for supper.” 
 
    Amalie laughed. 
 
    Deke smiled. He didn’t smile often, but the thought of chicken and dumplings brought a broad smile to his face. And he’d continue to smile as long as Amalie continued to make good meals. 
 
      
 
    On the ride to church, Nate and Deke quizzed her about the meals she liked to cook and whether she’d ever had anything more exciting like rabbit stew. 
 
    Amalie cringed at the thought. “No. And if it’s all right with the two of you, I’ll stick to chicken, beef, or deer, if you shoot one. I don’t think I’m adventurous enough to cook rabbit or squirrel or whatever else people eat here.” 
 
    Nate and Deke laughed at her concerns. Deke told her that the only time he’d eaten rabbit was out on the trail when he didn’t have much else except for jerky or hardtack left to eat. 
 
    Amalie seemed pleased with that knowledge.  
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 Chapter Six 
 
    The service was just a bit longer than Amalie expected, but she didn’t mind the lengthy sermon. She had always found peace in church, and the pastor’s sermon on acceptance and forgiveness was welcome. Her life was not what she had expected it to be even just a short month ago, but she was grateful to have been accepted into the Sperling family, and she was trying hard to forgive Mister Caldwell for what he tried to do.  
 
    When the service ended, Deke took Amalie by the arm and guided her back down the aisle toward the double doors. They passed by the pastor who was standing just outside the doors, greeting his parishioners on their way home.  
 
    Deke stopped to introduce Amalie to the kindly, elderly pastor. Pastor Dawkins congratulated Amalie and Deke on their marriage and welcomed Amalie to the town and his congregation.  
 
    As Deke and Amalie stepped away from the pastor, they noticed several of the townsfolk staring at them. Deke whispered in her ear, “Don’t let them worry you. They’re just trying to figure out who you are. I’ll introduce you to a few of our neighbors, and the gossip will take care of the rest. By suppertime, the entire town will know that we’re married.”  
 
    Amalie gripped Deke’s arm a bit tighter and smiled up at him. “I hope I don’t embarrass you. People are going to wonder who I am and where I came from.” 
 
    “That’s none of their business. All they need to know is that you’re my wife,” Deke insisted, but Amalie saw several young women giggling and pointing in their direction.  
 
    Before Deke and Amalie had the chance to leave the church grounds and head to the café for lunch, one of the young women came toward them. It was the same young woman that had approached them at the wagon the day before. Amalie remembered Deke explaining that she was his wife’s sister, Laura. “I can’t believe you would come to church and sit there, bold as brass in front of everyone,” she said. “I thought better of you, Deke Sperling.”  
 
    Deke glared at the young woman and said, “If you don’t have anything decent to say, Laura, I would suggest you go home before you cause more problems than you can handle.” 
 
    Laura tightened her hands into fists and rested them on her hips. “Is that a threat?”  
 
     “No one is threatening you, Laura,” Deke retorted. “I just think you should keep your thoughts to yourself before you hurt someone’s feelings.”  
 
    Deke turned to guide Amalie toward the café, and Nate followed them.  
 
    The young woman stamped her foot and called out to their retreating backs, “You’ve made bad decisions before, Deke, but this one is your worst.” 
 
    The Sperling family ate their lunch in peace and quiet. None of them seemed to wish to bring up the situation with Laura or the possible cause of her anger for Deke. The ride home was equally silent, with all three of them lost in thought.  
 
    Deke broke the silence as he pulled the wagon up to the rear of the house. “Nate will bring you a chicken. While it’s cooking, please come out to the barn. I think it’s time you met Honey,” Deke told Amalie. 
 
    Amalie bit her lip, hoping he would change his mind. She didn’t like horses, and they scared her. It didn’t matter if everyone living on a ranch needed to know how to ride; she didn’t want to learn. Amalie gathered all her courage and did her best to push her fears aside. “All right. I’ll come out to the barn a bit later.” She jumped from the wagon and hurried into the house before either Nate or Deke could say a word. 
 
    Nate looked at his brother. “She really is frightened of horses. You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she needs to overcome that fear and learn to ride, even if she rides only Honey. The mare is gentle, and you need to set an example and get back on a horse, too. How can we teach her if you’re more afraid than she is?” 
 
    Nate stammered for an answer. He knew Deke was right, but he hadn’t been on a horse since his accident, and he felt as strongly about not riding as did Amalie. Rather than say this to Deke, he just nodded and walked off to find a plump chicken for supper. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Two hours later, Amalie lost the battle with herself to remain in the house and hide, and she pulled her shoulders back and headed for the barn.  
 
    Deke smiled when he saw her enter the barn. “Is the chicken cooking? I want you to get to know Honey, but I’m looking forward to that chicken and dumplings.” 
 
    Amalie returned the smile. “Yes, the chicken is cooking, and I have a little time to meet your horse.” 
 
    “She’s your horse,” Deke insisted.  
 
    Deke took Amalie by the hand and led her to a nearby stall to a beautiful, dark brown horse. It stood in the stall, its chest pushed against the stall door, trying to get closer to Deke.  
 
    Amalie took a step backward, and Deke tugged her hand gently to draw her closer to Honey. She cringed when Deke ran his hand down Honey’s head and neck. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Deke assured. “She’s very gentle.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Amalie mumbled. 
 
    “If you’re afraid to touch her, let’s make friends with her first,” Deke said, and he pulled a carrot from a nearby basket. “You can feed this to her. She loves carrots.” 
 
    Amalie gripped the carrot as if she were terrified of dropping it, and Deke smiled. “No, you can’t hold it that way. She might accidentally bite you. Hold your hand out flat, palm up.” 
 
    Amalie did as she was told.  
 
    Deke put half of the carrot on Amalie’s palm and gently guided her hand toward Honey’s head, and the gentle horse pulled the carrot from Amalie’s hand. 
 
    Amalie exclaimed, “I didn’t even feel her take it.” 
 
    Deke laughed. “I told you she was gentle. Here, try the other half.” 
 
    Honey took the offered carrot as gently as she had the first piece, and Amalie blew out a tense breath. “I did it,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “That you did. Now, to make sure she’s your friend, you can give her a bit of sugar. Hold out your hand again.”  
 
    Amalie did as directed, and Deke shook a bit of sugar from a small jar onto her palm. She took a step closer to Honey, held out her hand, and the gentle horse licked the sugar happily. Amalie giggled. “That tickled.” 
 
    Deke laughed again. “It always does. Now, it’s time for you to get better acquainted. Just run your hand gently down her head and neck the way I did.” 
 
    Amalie nodded. She tried to still her shaking hand as she stroked the beautiful horse’s head and neck. When she stopped and pulled her hand away, Honey pushed her head against Amalie’s shoulder, and Amalie jumped back in surprise. 
 
    “She wants you to continue rubbing her head and neck. She likes you, and in a few days, you’ll be in that stall with her, brushing her, and the two of you will be the best of friends. Then, when you’re comfortable, we’ll let you ride her around the corral.” 
 
    Amalie looked at Deke out of the corner of her eye and smiled. “You make it sound so easy.” 
 
    “It is. You’ll see.”  
 
    “I have to check on the chicken. I’ll be back in a little while,” Amalie said before walking out of the barn and heading for the house. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Nate had been standing in the corner of the barn, listening and watching. 
 
    “That was a nice thing you did,” Nate told his brother. “Amalie has told me several times that she’s frightened of horses. I didn’t think you’d get her near any horse, including Honey.” 
 
    “Anyone can try to get over a fear. Some do, and some don’t—I suppose it depends on the situation. Now, are you ready to get back on Buck? He’s out in the corral.” 
 
    Nate shook his head. “I told you: I’m not getting back on any horse—ever. I don’t plan on staying. I’m going to head out next week and maybe go to Denver. I need to find city work and stay away from ranches.” 
 
    “I’ll hate to see you go. Do you have enough money to take care of you and Amalie?” Deke asked. 
 
    “What? Why would I take care of Amalie? She’s your wife,” Nate insisted. 
 
    “Only on paper. When I spoke to the judge about ways to get her out of whatever trouble you said she was in and he suggested a proxy marriage, he also said I could have it annulled at any time. All I have to do is ask, and he’ll sign the papers.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. I can’t protect her. If you annul the marriage, she loses the Sperling name. 
 
    Deke shrugged. “Then, you marry her.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t help. It’s not the Sperling name alone—it’s that she’s Deke Sperling’s wife. You have most of the country convinced that you’re some sort of unstoppable hero. Have you read the books they write about you?” 
 
    Deke rubbed his hand over his face. “Those books are full of half-truths and plain lies. I highly doubt that my name alone is enough to keep her safe. She left St. Louis a married woman—she’ll be safe anywhere else.” 
 
    “No, she won’t, and you know it. You know Rex Horrison’s reputation. If his men find her, they could take her back to St. Louis or kill her. It’s the fear of you that keeps her safe,” Nate insisted. 
 
    “If that’s true and you want to keep her safe, stay right here on the ranch. If not, leave, but she goes with you. I never asked for a wife, and I don’t need one,” Deke replied. 
 
    Both men heard a sudden intake of breath, and they turned to see Amalie standing, wide-eyed, in the barn’s entrance. She spun on her heels and ran back toward the house. 
 
    “You did it now,” Nate said. 
 
    Deke grumbled, “This is all your fault.” 
 
    “I’m not the one who just told his wife he didn’t want her.” 
 
    Deke kicked at an empty stall and confessed, “Yeah, you’re right, but I need your help to fix this somehow. I never intended to hurt her. If I was looking for a wife, she’d be perfect, but I’m not. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to accept the pain that might come from loving another woman.” 
 
    Nate clapped his brother on the back. “The first thing you do is apologize and maybe tell her what you just told me. She knew this was going to be difficult, but I don’t think she thought you would toss her away so easily.” 
 
    “Give me time to think. Maybe after supper.” 
 
    “If she still cooks us supper,” Nate uttered to himself. 
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 Chapter Seven  
 
    The tension around the supper table in the Sperling house was palpable. Deke ate his supper as if he were starving, speaking only once when he took the time to mumble once that it was the best chicken and dumplings he’d ever eaten. Nate complimented Amalie several times, who just nodded and picked at her plate.  
 
    As soon as he was finished eating, Nate stood and said, “I have something to do out in the barn. I’ll be back in later for a piece of that pie I see cooling.” He disappeared faster than Deke thought he could move. 
 
    Deke swallowed and looked at Amalie. “I own you an apology. What you heard isn’t exactly what I meant.” 
 
    “You don’t need to explain. I know this isn’t what you wanted, and I’m an inconvenience. You can ask the judge for an annulment whenever you wish. I can find a job as a maid in any hotel in a larger city. I only ask that you pay for my travel there since I don’t have much money. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can,” Amalie said, and she stood to clear the table. 
 
    “Please, Amalie…sit. I want to talk to you and explain,” Deke said. 
 
    Amalie did as asked and stared at Deke as if waiting for him to say something—anything—that might make her feel like less of a burden.  
 
    “I need to explain what you heard,” Deke began. 
 
    “I heard all I needed to hear. I know you married me to offer me protection and convince Nate to come back home. You don’t need to explain further,” Amalie said before she stood to clean the kitchen. 
 
    “Amalie, please…sit back down. I want you to hear me out.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll listen,” Amalie said. 
 
    “First, after my apology, I want you to know that I won’t force you to leave or ask the judge for an annulment. I made the agreement, and I’ll stand by it. What I said to Nate was for his benefit. I’ve missed my brother, and I’ve found a way to keep him here.” 
 
    “You’re using me to keep Nate here,” Amalie said, sounding as if she were trying to hide the hurt in her voice. 
 
    “No more than you used me to get here safely. We both needed something from the other. You needed a home, and I needed my brother to stop wandering,” Deke explained.  
 
    Amalie answered, “I suppose you’re right, but if Nate wants to leave, I heard you say I must leave with him. I understand why. It surprised me, is all. I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. We can work this out.”    
 
    “All right. Let’s start over. We are married, regardless of the reason, and I’ll keep up my end of the bargain and remain married as long as you want. I won’t promise anything beyond you living in this house and carrying my name. This is a convenience for both of us, and if Nate chooses to leave, you may remain here for as long as you wish.” 
 
    “Thank you. I can live with that. I never expected anything more. Honestly, I’m frightened to leave. Mister Caldwell is a conniving man, and I’ve heard that Rex Horrison is not one to break a deal with if you want to live. I worry that Mister Caldwell might try to find me or force another young woman to take my place,” Amalie admitted.  
 
    “Don’t worry about that. When we go into town to get supplies and to buy you some clothing, I intend to send a telegram to a friend of mine who’s a U.S. Marshal. He can check into the situation discretely to see if you’re still in danger or if Caldwell and Horrison are up to no good.” 
 
    “Thank you, I appreciate that. Would you like a piece of pie?” 
 
    Deke smiled. “Yes, I certainly would. Let me call out to Nate, so he doesn’t grumble that we ate all the pie.” 
 
    Amalie laughed. “I can always make another.” 
 
    Deke was nearly finished with his slice of pie when Nate wandered in and sat down at the table. 
 
    “Sorry. I was out getting reacquainted with Buck. He’s still a fine horse,” Nate said before digging into his pie. 
 
    “When are you going to ride him?” Deke asked. 
 
    “I’m not. You know that I’m never riding again. I swore that after my fall, I’d never climb onto another horse.” 
 
    “I know, but Pa and I both told you not to get on that horse, to begin with. He was untrained and wild. You never would’ve been thrown if you’d listened. Pa sold him so that you’d never have to be reminded, but you wouldn’t even get back on Buck. You used to ride Buck every day without a problem. Just get back on him and ride. You can ride with Amalie. She needs to start slowly, too,” Deke responded.  
 
    Nate pushed his half-empty plate across the table, stood as quickly as his leg would allow, and limped out of the room. A few minutes later, the sound of a door slamming echoed through the house. 
 
    Deke drummed his fingers on the table and looked at Amalie. “I need to apologize to you again. A family disagreement isn’t the way I wanted you to start life here on the ranch.” 
 
    “It’ll be all right. I’ve known Nate for nearly three years since I started working at the hotel. I don’t have to tell you that he’s a good man. I’ve seen him face down difficult customers and drunken cowhands who thought the maids and waitresses were there for services the hotel didn’t offer. He’s not a coward, Deke,” Amalie explained. 
 
    Deke nodded. “I never thought he was a coward. He took a terrible fall and busted his leg in two places. We thought he’d lose the leg for a while. He didn’t, but he has the limp, and we did our best to tell him it didn’t matter. When Ma and Pa died, he couldn’t help me as much as he wanted. Then, when he turned eighteen, he just up and left. I looked for him, but he’d disappeared. When I finally found him, he refused to return to the ranch.” 
 
    “Give him some time,” Amalie offered. “Neither one of us is going to jump on a horse tomorrow. Maybe, in time, we’ll both ride. I’m willing to give it a try.” 
 
    Nate took her hand and smiled. “Thank you. If you ride, then maybe Nate will want to try. I understand the fear of getting injured, but the longer you wait to try again, the harder it will be. I’ll give him the time he needs.” 
 
    “And I’ll pray for all of us,” Amalie said. “I know I’m going to need the Lord’s help to find my courage.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    The following morning dawned bright and cloudless. The sun was shining through the kitchen windows as Amalie prepared breakfast.  
 
    Deke ambled into the kitchen and said, “Good morning. Something smells good. I’m surprised that it didn’t wake Nate, too.” 
 
    “Good morning,” Amalie replied. “Nate is outside at the corral. He’s been out there for quite some time, walking back and forth. I think he’s talking to Buck.” 
 
    “Buck? Did he take Buck out of the barn and into the corral?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. They were out there when I came into the kitchen,” Amalie shared. “It looks as if he’s trying to decide whether to ride him or not.” 
 
    Deke muttered under his breath and looked out the window. “I’d better go out to make sure I didn’t push him into something he truly doesn’t want to do,” Deke said. He grabbed his hat off the hook next to the door and hurried out to speak to his brother. 
 
    Amalie watched Deke and Nate as they stood by the corral and talked. They seemed to be getting along, and she said a small prayer they’d find some common ground and not argue again. 
 
    A few minutes later, she heard the door open and saw both Sperling brothers enter the kitchen, laughing and talking. 
 
    “You look pleased with yourselves,” Amalie told them. “I’m happy you’re not arguing. I made fresh biscuits. Sit down, and we can eat.”  
 
    As they ate, Nate told Amalie that he’d decided to try and ride Buck. “If I’m going to stay on the ranch, I’m going to have to ride again. Buck remembers me, and I think we’ll manage to ride. I think I can stay on him. I’ve always heard that once you know how to ride, you don’t forget.” 
 
    Deke agreed and said, “Amalie, you might as well learn to ride, too. You can take a few short rides with Nate and me. After morning chores, we’ll go into town and get you some new clothes and whatever else you need for the house. Also, make sure you buy a riding skirt—you’ll need it.” 
 
    Amalie bit her bottom lip, thinking of something she might say to dissuade Deke from wanting her to learn to ride, but Nate looked happy and almost excited to ride again, and she couldn’t think of anything to say in defense of her fear of horses. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
    Deke pulled up the wagon in front of a small dress shop. He looked at Amalie and said, “Besides a couple of day dresses, you also need to buy a new Sunday dress and a dress nice enough to wear to a barn dance.” 
 
    “Barn dance?” Amalie asked with wide eyes. “What’s a barn dance?” 
 
    “You didn’t have dances in St. Louis?” Deke asked.  
 
    Amalie nodded. “They occasionally had dances in the hotel where I worked but never in a barn.” 
 
    Deke laughed. “Out here in the country, we do things a bit differently, and a barn is a good place to hold a dance. The woman who owns the dress shop goes to church with us, and if you ask her, I’m sure she’ll help you find whatever you need.” He handed Amalie the money for her purchases. 
 
    Amalie just stared at the money in her hand. She had never had that much money to spend any place at any time in her life.  
 
    She looked at Deke and asked, “Do you expect me to spend this?” 
 
    “Why—don’t you think it’s enough?” Deke replied.  
 
    “No, I’m sure it’s enough. I’ve just never spent this much money anywhere before.” 
 
    “I told you that I would take care of you, and making sure you’re dressed well is one of my responsibilities. Also, make sure that you buy whatever personal items and fripperies you ladies enjoy. When you’re done, I’ll pick you up, and we’ll get you some riding boots and a warm coat. If you need me, I’ll be right across the road at the gun shop,” Deke said before helping Amalie from the wagon.  
 
    Amalie gripped her reticule tightly, worried she might lose the money Deke had given her, and she slowly made her way to the store. She stopped to admire the dresses in the window, never having had the chance to shop in a store offering such lovely things before.  
 
    She drew in a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped into the dress shop. She was greeted by a smiling, middle-aged lady, who introduced herself as Mavis Thompson.  
 
    “What can I do for you today?” Mavis asked. “You’re new in town, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Yes. I’m Amalie Sperling, and I’m not sure exactly what I need. My husband said you could advise me.” 
 
    “Sperling? Did you marry Deke or Nate? I saw them both at church yesterday with a young woman that I assume was you.”  
 
    “I was there, yes, and I married Deke.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” Mavis said. “Tell me what you are looking for, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    Before Amalie could answer, a young woman rushed past her and hurried out the door. Mavis laughed and said, “I think she changed her mind. Young people are always in such a hurry.” 
 
    Amalie agreed and said, “Hmm, I need a couple of day dresses, a Sunday dress, a riding skirt and blouse, and something I could wear to a barn dance. Oh, and a nightdress, robe, and some undergarments, please.”  
 
    Mavis smiled and said, “I can help you with all of those. Let’s start right here at the front of the store to find you a lovely Sunday dress and one that will make your husband trip over his own feet when he sees you wearing it to the next barn dance.” 
 
    Amalie tried on several dresses and finally decided on a tasteful, deep blue one for Sunday and a bright pink one with sleeves and lace and ruffles around the neck for a barn dance or whatever special occasions might arise. 
 
    Having found two day dresses, the search for undergarments, a nightdress, and a robe was quicker. Amalie thought her shopping was over when Mavis said, “You have the necessary clothes. Now, you need something special. I have a lovely selection of toilet waters and scented soaps. A young woman as beautiful as you shouldn’t go out without fragrance.” 
 
    Amalie preferred the scent of lavender over the stronger, rose scents, and she chose soaps, bath oil, and lavender water to splash on or use when she rinsed her hair. 
 
    “I think you have everything you need except for some ribbons to match the dresses. I have some at the front counter.” 
 
    Amalie followed her, wondering what else Mavis would think of for her to buy. She worried that Deke might not be happy with what she spent.  
 
    While Amalie chose ribbons to match her dresses, Mavis wrapped her purchases in paper. 
 
     The bell above the door tinkled, and Amalie saw the young woman who had hurried out earlier enter, along with two other young women and Laura. 
 
    “See,” the young woman said, “I told you she was shopping in here.” 
 
    Amalie dropped the ribbons on the counter and looked away from the young women, hoping that Laura would be kinder than she had been at church on Sunday morning. 
 
    Laura’s raised voice carried through the entire shop. “I heard she worked in a saloon, and Deke found her in an alley, drunk and barely dressed. Being a man, of course, she appealed to him in her tainted state, and he brought her back to the ranch. They aren’t really married, you know.” The three young women with Laura giggled. 
 
    Amalie looked at a startled Mavis and stammered, “I didn’t. I never,” before bolting from the store and running right into the hard chest of her husband. 
 
    Deke caught her by the shoulders. “Whoa, what’s your hurry?” he asked. He seemed concerned once he saw Amalie’s tears. “Tell me what’s wrong,” Deke insisted. 
 
    Amalie explained quickly, and Deke took her hand and pulled her back into the dress shop. He looked at Mavis and said, “I’ll pay for my wife’s purchases if you give me a total.” 
 
    When he heard the giggling behind him, he spun and took three steps toward Laura and her friends. Addressing Laura, Deke said, “This anger and hate has to stop. Amalie is my wife. We are legally married. She did not, nor has she ever worked in a saloon. I would strongly suggest you stop spreading lies. We both know why you’re angry with me. I loved your sister, not you. It’s never going to be you and me. Not then, not now, not ever.” 
 
    Deke turned back to Mavis and paid for Amalie’s purchases. 
 
    Mavis thanked him and said to Amalie, “It was nice to meet you, Amalie. Please come back to the shop again. You’re always welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Amalie whispered, and she followed Deke out of the shop, hearing the snide comments and giggles of the young women, which were now directed at Laura and not her. She said a silent prayer that Laura would leave her alone and that Laura’s friends wouldn’t treat Laura as cruelly as Laura had treated her.  
 
    “Thank you,” Amalie said as she followed Deke to the wagon and watched him place her packages in the back. 
 
    “It’s not necessary to thank me. I said I’d protect you, and that means from everyone. Laura has been angry with me for years, and she thinks she can take her anger out on you now. I won’t allow that if I can help it.” 
 
    “She loves you,” Amalie said softly. 
 
    “I suppose she thinks she does. Laura was twelve and smitten with me when I courted Sarah, but we thought it was cute. When Sarah died, she blamed me in public, and when we were alone, she tried to get me to marry her. After she was shot, I found the man responsible and a good reason to leave town for long stretches, hoping she’d find a man and settle down. She never did, but she found my bounty hunting one more thing to be angry about. Now, she’s turned that anger on you.” 
 
    “She’s jealous,” Amalie explained. 
 
    “That could be, but it’s no excuse for cruelty and bitterness. Now, let’s see if we can find you some boots and a warm coat,” Deke told her, and he took her hand. 
 
    They walked hand in hand to the mercantile to find boots and a coat more suitable for winters on the ranch than those offered in the dress shop. 
 
    Deke paid for the boots, the coat, all of the items on Amalie’s household list, and a large bag of penny candy, just as the bell above the door tinkled, and Laura’s friends walked in. 
 
    Amalie steeled herself for a confrontation, but the young woman who had left the dress shop to find Laura approached Amalie and said, “We’re sorry. We didn’t know Laura felt that way. We acted horribly.” 
 
    Amalie did her best to smile. “I forgive you, but don’t be angry with Laura. She’s upset and hurt. She’ll need her friends.” 
 
    The young woman agreed and left the mercantile with the three other young women. 
 
    “That was kind of you,” Deke told Amalie on the way to the wagon. 
 
    “I understand jealousy. There was a lot of it at the orphanage where I grew up. Some children found homes and some didn’t. Anything one of us received as new was coveted by some other child, and hurtful feelings were often the result. It’s easier to forgive and forget than be angry,” Amalie confessed. “Life is hard enough without anger.” 
 
    Deke nodded his agreement and thought that Amalie would make someone a wonderful wife one day. If he were looking, he might have considered staying married to her, but his heart would never allow that. He couldn’t love another. In a few months, he could safely send her on her way. Although he told her she’d have a home for as long as she wanted, he doubted she’d want to remain married to a man who could never love her.  
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 Chapter Nine 
 
    Amalie greeted Deke the following morning, wearing her new dark blue riding skirt and blue striped blouse.  
 
    “Good morning, Amalie. You look nice this morning. I assume ready to ride?” Deke said. 
 
    Amalie shook her head. “I’m not sure about riding, but I thought maybe I could try to sit on Honey while she’s in the corral. Nate told me not to worry because she’s too old to try to jump the corral fence.” 
 
    “She is getting up there in years, and I agree that she probably won’t jump the fence, but I’d never underestimate a horse. She’s very good at following directions, and if you don’t want her to run, she won’t,” Deke assured Amalie. 
 
    “I’ll take your word on that.” Amalie did her best to smile through her nervousness. “Nate said he’d walk us around the corral until I’m comfortable.” 
 
    “Honey won’t run or jump with Nate holding the reins. You’ll do fine. In time, you’ll ride younger horses and gallop across the open range,” Deke told her. 
 
    Amalie laughed. “I doubt that will ever happen, but thank you for your confidence in me.” 
 
    Deke shrugged. “We all start the same way. Getting on the horse’s back is the first step. You’ll do well.” 
 
    After breakfast was eaten and the dishes were done, Amalie strolled out to the corral doing her best to look calm, but her stomach was churning, and she wished she’d skipped breakfast. 
 
    Nate waved from inside the corral, and Amalie smiled and waved back, fighting the urge to run and hide. She scolded herself for her foolishness. Neither Nate nor Deke would allow her to be injured. Honey was a sweet, calm horse, and she was a brave woman—or was she? She wasn’t quite sure at the moment. 
 
    Deke opened the corral gate and took Amalie’s hand. “We set a box out for you to make it easier for you to climb onto Honey’s back. In time, you’ll be able to mount a horse without the box.” 
 
    Amalie looked at him skeptically, but she didn’t say a word. 
 
    He held her hand as she climbed onto the box that had been set next to Honey’s side. “All right—slip your left foot into the stirrup and swing your leg slowly over Honey’s back.” 
 
    Amalie stared at Deke again, calming a bit when he smiled at her. She followed his directions and was amazed that she was actually sitting on Honey. 
 
    “I did it,” Amalie gushed. “I’m sitting on a horse.” 
 
    “That you are—that you are. Now, hold onto the reins, and Nate will walk you around the corral. I’ll walk next to you in case you slide off, but I doubt you will.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, Nate said, “My leg is getting tired. Deke can walk with you now.” 
 
    Amalie answered, “You said you’d ride, too. Come on, Nate—get on Buck, and let’s ride together.” 
 
    Nate nodded his head as if to indicate he’d remembered his promise. He returned a short time later with a saddled Buck. Amalie watched as he used his good leg to lift himself with the stirrup and swing his bad leg over Buck’s back. The look on his face matched the earlier feeling in Amalie’s stomach. 
 
    Nate’s face calmed a few moments later when Buck started to walk around the corral. Deke motioned to the corral gate, and Nate nodded. When Deke opened the gate, Nate and Buck left the corral, while Amalie watched as they rode slowly toward the open field. 
 
    Still holding Honey’s reins, Deke said to Amalie, “I knew he could do it if he tried. He loves horses and riding. I remember when we had to pull him off his horse for supper.” 
 
    “Do you think I will ever be able to ride out of the corral like that?” Amalie asked. 
 
    “I’m sure you will. Here—take the reins. Just let Honey walk. She won’t run off.” Deke gave Amalie a few more instructions on how to get Honey to stop or ride faster before handing her the horse’s reins. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Amalie rode Honey around in circles for several more minutes until Nate returned. He looked as excited as Amalie felt. “I think I should let Honey rest now,” Amalie told Deke. “I can ride her again tomorrow.” 
 
    Deke knew that Honey wasn’t tired, but he thought that perhaps Amalie had needed a break. Tomorrow was another day, and he knew that Amalie would soon ride Honey across the ranch. 
 
    Amalie rode Honey twice every day—once in the morning and once in the afternoon—until they became nearly inseparable. If Honey were out of her stall, she would follow Amalie around the yard as she did the laundry or worked in the garden. 
 
    Amalie always had a carrot or apple for Honey, and she spoke to the horse as she did her chores. Deke swore the horse listened to Amalie and understood her.  
 
    Amalie rode Honey a bit farther each day. One afternoon, Deke asked her if she’d like to take a longer ride with him. “We could ride to the creek. It’s only about a twenty-minute ride, and I think Honey might enjoy stretching her legs a bit more than she does walking around the yard.” 
 
    Amalie giggled. “Maybe she would. Look at what she’s learned.” Amalie whistled, and Honey stopped grazing and ran immediately up to her.  
 
    Deke knew that Honey was Amalie’s horse, but the notion solidified when he saw Honey react to Amalie’s whistle. He hoped that whenever Amalie decided to leave, it was somewhere she could take Honey. He knew Honey would die of a broken heart if Amalie ever left her behind. 
 
    “All right—I’ll ride with you,” Amalie answered.  
 
    Deke and Amalie enjoyed the ride, and when they crested a small hill, Honey picked up her pace to get to the creek for a drink of the fresh water. Amalie held on, seeming to enjoy the quicker pace. 
 
    There was a large, flat-topped boulder next to the creek, and Amalie found it enjoyable to sit on the boulder to watch the fish swim and jump in the water, scattering the sparkles from the bright sun overhead on the water’s surface.  
 
    Deke mentioned that he and Nate used to swim and play in the creek when they were boys, and if Amalie wanted, she could come down to enjoy the cold water on a hot day.  
 
    “No one is around to see you,” Deke told her. “It’s refreshing when the hot sun has been beating down on you for most of the day. Maybe after hanging the wash or weeding the garden.” 
 
    Amalie blushed at the thought of removing anything more than her boots to go into the water, and she said, “Maybe, someday.” 
 
    Deke nodded in understanding. He’d been foolish to suggest she cool off in the water, and he must have embarrassed her. She was easy to talk to, but he had to remember that their marriage was in name only, and he had to be less forward. 
 
    Deke cleared his throat and said, “There’s a church social this Sunday after services. It’s always a good time. You can make something for the potluck supper, and there’ll be dancing after the bidding.” 
 
    “Bidding? What are they selling?” Amalie asked. 
 
    The single ladies auction off picnic baskets. The men bid on them, and the highest bid gets to eat supper with the lady who made the basket.” 
 
    Amalie paled and turned her head away from Deke. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    Amalie shrugged. “We had church socials back in St. Louis, but no one ever bid on a lady. It reminds me of what Mister Caldwell and Rex Horrison were planning.” 
 
    Deke reached over to take her hand. “It isn’t the same thing. The money raised goes to the church’s building fund for additions, repairs, and the stained-glass window the pastor would like to purchase. It’s all quite innocent.” 
 
    Amalie bit her lip before asking, “What, exactly, do they do?” 
 
    “Single ladies make a nice supper and pack it in a picnic basket. The pastor peeks into the basket to give the single men an idea of what the lady has made. Many of the ladies are already courting someone, and their intendeds usually outbid everyone else. It can get interesting to watch some of the men try to get the winning bid, and the pastor makes money for the church.” 
 
    “I see,” Amalie answered. “That sounds innocent enough, but does everyone always have someone bid on their basket? None of the less popular ladies end up standing there without a bid, do they?” 
 
    Deke laughed out loud and then apologized for the outburst. “No. Quite a few men from all of the ranches around here come to the social, and it’s amazing what those men will bid for a nice homemade supper and a lady’s company after eating bunkhouse chow with dirty cowhands for weeks or months on end.” 
 
    “I didn’t understand. That does sound nice. What should I make to take along for the potluck?” 
 
    “Some of your fried chicken and a pie.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Amalie smiled, but Deke surmised that she still was not comfortable with bidding on a woman for any reason. He hoped she’d do her best to fit into her new lifestyle. 
 
    Deke offered her a hand up, and they rode back to the ranch house in companionable silence, each of them lost in their thoughts of the picnic and the dance. 
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 Chapter Ten  
 
    Amalie held Deke’s hand as they walked toward the field next to the church. There were tables set up, and people were milling around, talking and laughing. She carried a small basket containing the fried chicken and apple pie she had prepared for the potluck supper. He was relieved that Amalie had finally realized that her worries about the bidding on the picnic baskets had been foolish, especially since the money would help the church, and everyone would have a grand time. 
 
    Several people Amalie had met at church greeted her warmly, and the three young women who had apologized to her over their unwelcome comments smiled and waved. Amalie smiled and waved back. Laura was noticeably not with her friends.  
 
    After placing her food on the table and speaking to an older woman who seemed in charge of food placement, Amalie wandered through the group of her fellow church congregants. Deke found her chatting with another newly married young woman.  
 
    Deke greeted the outgoing young woman, took Amalie by the arm, and led her away. “You look a bit anxious. Are you all right?” Deke asked. 
 
    “Yes, she’s a lovely person, but she’s also newly married, and she asked me some personal questions I couldn’t answer.” 
 
    Deke thought he understood and said, “I’m sorry that our marriage has put you in a difficult situation.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I can find a way to talk to anyone, and my situation is much better than it would have been had I stayed in St. Louis. Thank you for that.” 
 
    Deke glanced down at her and watched as the sunlight brought out glimmers of red in her hair. Her eyes sparkled with happiness, excitement, or something else Deke couldn’t quite place. She was a beauty, and several men had commented on how fortunate he was, but he didn’t feel fortunate. He felt more like a rat, lying to the world about the lovely woman on his arm. 
 
    He smiled at Amalie and said, “It was my pleasure to help you.” He meant every word. He was beginning to care about her, though he wasn’t sure what to do with those feelings.  
 
    Fortunately, the pastor’s voice announced the start of the picnic basket auction, breaking through Deke’s thoughts, and he guided Amalie toward the pastor. A small wooden stage had been built for the occasion, and the pastor was standing in the middle alongside five young ladies, holding picnic baskets.      
 
            The first basket was auctioned off immediately and won by the young woman’s fiancé. He was the sheriff’s deputy, and no one dared bid against him. 
 
    The next two baskets were also auctioned off quickly, and Amalie began to think this was a sweet, harmless way to raise money and have young people enjoy the picnic. 
 
    Amalie recognized the fourth young woman as one of Laura’s friends. She was a pretty girl with honey blonde hair piled on top of her head. Her smile was contagious, and soon several men began to bid for her basket. 
 
    Everything seemed to be going well until two men, who had obviously been drinking, broke out in a fistfight over the young lady and her basket. The pastor ordered the men to stop and told them to leave the picnic until they’d sobered. That left the bidding up to a smartly-dressed young man that Deke had said was the town’s lawyer. He upped his bid and won the basket and supper with the young woman. 
 
    Deke whispered to Amalie, “The next young lady is Grace Williams. Our foreman, Clint, is smitten with her. More than smitten. I think he’s courting her. He asked me last week if the foreman’s cabin could be repaired for him to use instead of living in the bunkhouse. I think he might be considering marrying her.” 
 
    Amalie thought it sweet, and she watched the auction with increased interest. 
 
    The pastor introduced Grace and said, “I saw meat pies, sugar cookies, apple slices, and pie in Grace’s basket. Who wants to start the bidding?” 
 
    A dirty cowboy from one of the neighboring ranches ambled forward and said, “I can offer a penny for her.” 
 
    Amalie cringed, knowing this would not turn out well.  
 
    The pastor reminded the man that he was bidding on the basket and not Grace. 
 
    Clint stepped forward and offered a dollar.  
 
    The cowboy rested his hand on his pistol and spat. “A dollar and a penny. I want that basket if the lady comes along.” 
 
    Grace paled. 
 
    Amalie took a step back.  
 
    Deke whispered, “Stay right here. I’ll be back.” Then, he moved away from Amalie and seemed to melt into the crowd. 
 
    Clint stood ramrod still, watching the cowboy as he said, “Two dollars.” 
 
    The cowboy snickered. “I guess she’s worth two dollars and a penny.” 
 
    The pastor admonished the man again, and the cowboy laughed harder. 
 
    “Three dollars.” Clint’s voice carried through the crowd.  
 
    “Boy, you’d better back off,” the cowboy sneered. “That girl is mine, and I’ll take the supper, too. Three dollars and a penny.” 
 
    Clint drew in a breath and shouted, “Five dollars.” 
 
    The crowd quieted, and everyone watched the cowboy, wondering what he’d say next. 
 
    Clint smiled at Grace and nodded, doing his best to assure her he’d bid the highest, and that she shouldn’t worry.  
 
    The cowboy reached for his gun, and Grace screamed.  
 
    Deke’s hand was quicker than lightning as he pulled his gun and hit the cowboy on the side of his head. 
 
    The cowboy dropped like a sack of flour, and the sheriff hurried over to arrest the dazed cowboy.  
 
    “Show’s over, folks,” the sheriff said. “He’ll cool his heels in jail for a few days. You all should go back and enjoy the picnic.” 
 
    Clint paid his five dollars, picked up the picnic basket Grace had dropped, offered her his arm, and guided her to a quiet spot in the shade of a large cottonwood tree.  
 
    Deke appeared at Amalie’s side as quickly as he had left, and she smiled at him.  
 
    “I didn’t think anyone could move that fast. I barely saw you remove your gun. What all the dime novels say about you is true, isn’t it? You’re one of the best bounty hunters to ever have lived.” Amalie spoke with excitement shining in her hazel eyes.  
 
    “No, I’m not the fastest or the best. The books exaggerate. I do what I have to do, and I’ve learned to move quickly and quietly and to anticipate trouble. I figured that cowboy was trouble from his words and wanted to be closer to help defuse any situation without gunplay,” Deke explained. 
 
    “I think you saved Clint’s life,” Amalie responded. “You’re a hero.” 
 
    Deke bit back a laugh at Amalie’s praise, a bit embarrassed. He took her arm and said, “Let’s get some food and eat before they start the dance.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    When everyone was finished with supper, the food tables were removed, and several men lay wide planks down on the grass to make a dance floor. Amalie watched as they fit the planks together and kept them in place using wide leather straps on the ends. 
 
    “I wondered where they would dance,” she commented when Deke took her hand once the first notes of music had drifted across the field. 
 
    “They do a good job with the dance floor. People need to have fun along with all the hard ranch work. Come on—dance with me.” 
 
    Amalie moved into Deke’s arms, and they danced as if they were meant to be partners. Deke’s heart skipped a beat when he looked into her eyes. He couldn’t fall in love with this woman he was holding close to him, but each day brought him closer to realizing that he was doing just that. He didn’t know how to stop his feelings.  
 
    When the dance was over, Amalie left to look for Nate. “I’m going to ask him to dance. He won’t want to, but he should. Maybe I can convince him.” 
 
    As Amalie hurried away, the skirt of her green dress flowed around her. The tiny white flowers on the green fabric seemed to dance as she hurried off to find Nate, and Deke felt a pang of jealousy. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Nate refused all of Amalie’s offers to dance, and she wound up spending a delightful time dancing with her handsome husband. It was nearing time for the social to end, and Deke said that he’d find Nate and then help Amalie with the empty basket and escort her to the wagon.   
 
    When Deke was well out of earshot, Laura strolled over to Amalie with a cup of lemonade. She smiled and said, “Are you having a good time?” 
 
    “Yes, I am, thank you,” Amalie said. 
 
    Laura looked around and said, “My friends told me about apologizing to you when they saw you in the mercantile.” 
 
    “Yes, they did, and I appreciated it. I never wanted any hard feelings, and I’m happy things are settled between us,” Amalie explained.  
 
    Laura whispered, “You’d best enjoy it. I have a cousin in St. Louis, and I wrote to him and asked about you. I received an answer a few days ago. It seems that word has traveled around that you were a soiled dove and ran from some saloon. My cousin said a man named Rex Horrison put a bounty out for information about you. He wants you back, and I think I should contact him. I can always use a little money, and you deserve to get what’s coming to you for taking Deke from me.” 
 
    Amalie was stunned. She tried desperately to find the words to fight back. Finally, she drew in a deep breath and said, “I don’t care what your cousin said. I was never a soiled dove, and I never worked for Rex Horrison. Go ahead and write your letter if you need money and revenge that badly. Deke will take care of it for me.” She spun on her heels and walked away with her head held high, but she was shaking so hard, she feared she might stumble.  
 
    Rex had put out a bounty for information as to her whereabouts. Why would he do that? She needed to find Deke and quickly, but she thought better of it. If Deke did anything to help her, Rex and his men might hurt Deke or even kill him. No, the best thing to do was leave town, and soon. 
 
    Amalie didn’t say much on the ride back to the ranch, feigning tiredness, but her mind raced with ways to keep Deke and Nate safe. Leaving was her only option.  
 
    She was up before Deke and Nate each morning to prepare breakfast. Tomorrow, she’d wake earlier or perhaps not sleep at all, and leave before they knew she was gone. It was the only way.  
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 Chapter Eleven  
 
    Amalie’s body felt tired and sore when she reined Honey up at the livery stable. She didn’t realize that ten miles would take so long or drain her body of energy. She groaned as she dropped off Honey’s back and tried to stand up straight.  
 
    “Afternoon, ma’am. How can I help ya?” an older gentleman with gray hair and beard asked. 
 
    “I’m leaving on the stage, and I need to leave my horse here with you for a few days until my husband sends someone to fetch her,” Amalie explained. 
 
    “Sure thing, ma’am. I can do that for ya.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Amalie said, handing the man some money. “Treat her well. I think she’s tired. She likes apples and carrots. Please see that she gets one or the other each day.” 
 
    The man slipped the money into his pocket and smiled. “I’ll take good care of her, don’t ya worry.” 
 
    Amalie nodded and added, “My husband, Deke Sperling, will be here or send someone from our ranch in a few days at most.” 
 
    “Sperling? Yes, ma’am. I’ll take good care and keep her safe for ya.” 
 
    Honey neighed, and Amalie stroked the sweet horse’s neck. Tears fought to escape Amalie’s eyes. “I’m going to miss you, girl. You’ve listened to all my troubles and never judged me. Be good for Deke and Nate. Maybe, someday, you’ll have another lady to spend time with, but it won’t be me.”  
 
    Amalie thanked the man again and headed for the mercantile, where the hostler said the stage would stop inside of an hour. 
 
    She entered the mercantile and inquired about the time of the stage’s arrival. Amalie was informed that the hostler had been correct: it was expected soon. She browsed for a while, bought a bag of penny candy and two books for her trip, and waited outside on the bench in front of the mercantile. 
 
    When the stage arrived, she was pleased to see that the other passenger wasn’t going on to Cheyenne, and she could enjoy the privacy of an empty stagecoach, at least for a while. Handing her single carpetbag—containing only the belongings she had initially brought with her from St. Louis—to the driver, she climbed into the coach, sat back, and closed her eyes. 
 
    When the stage was on its way, and there was no one to see or hear her, Amalie broke down and sobbed. Until she’d ridden away from the ranch, she hadn’t realized just how much she loved Deke or how empty she’d feel being away from him. Amalie understood why he didn’t want a real marriage, but her heart still ached. Even if he had wanted her as his wife, she couldn’t let Rex Horrison hurt Deke. She had to leave. 
 
    Amalie fell asleep. She was surprised when they arrived in Cheyenne. She must have been more exhausted than she’d thought and slept through the night. She realized that she did feel somewhat refreshed as she accepted her carpetbag from the driver, thanked him, and strode toward the train station where she saw the train depot and ticket agent’s window. She was hurrying toward it when a tall, muscular man stopped her. 
 
    “Morning, Missus Sperling,” he said. “I’m Deputy U.S. Marshal Josiah Fullman, and I’d like to speak to you.” 
 
    Amalie paled. Her thoughts raced. U.S. Marshal? Why did he want to speak to her? She hadn’t stolen Honey. You couldn’t be accused of stealing a horse if it belonged to a ranch where you were a part-owner, and as long as she was married to Deke, she owned part of the ranch. He’d even said that she did.  
 
    It couldn’t be about the money she had with her—that was hers. Deke had given it to her so she wouldn’t have to ask him for anything when she’d shopped in town. No, this must be something else.  
 
    Rex Horrison’s bounty? Would a U.S. Marshal collect a bounty, and how did he know where she was?” 
 
    “What do you want?” Amalie stammered. 
 
    “Please, come and sit down on the bench.” The marshal pointed at a wood bench alongside the ticket agent’s office. “I received a telegram from your husband, asking me to keep an eye out for you.” 
 
    Amalie walked to the bench and dropped down with a thud. Her knees gave out, and she knew she was in trouble. Deke had sent a marshal after her.  
 
    She turned her head to look at Marshal Fullman and blurted, “You can’t arrest me for taking my own horse. Deke gave Honey to me. He said I owned half of his ranch. Nate owns the other half. I don’t have Honey with me. I left her at the livery with instructions to take care of her, and I plan to send Deke a telegram before the train leaves to tell him where Honey is. Please, I don’t want to go to prison or be hanged. Would they hang me for taking my own horse?” Fearful tears streamed down Amalie’s cheeks.  
 
    Marshal Fullman lifted his hands as if he were surrendering and said, “Missus Sperling, I’m not here to arrest you, and I don’t know anything about a horse. Deke is a friend of mine. He’s sent telegrams to all the surrounding towns, asking for help locating you. You fit the description perfectly. I knew it must be you when I saw you approaching the train station. He doesn’t want you arrested—he wants you to come home.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why? Is there a problem?” 
 
    Amalie nodded. “Not with Deke. He’s a wonderful man, but I can’t take a chance that he might be killed.” 
 
    Marshal Fullman raised his eyebrows and asked, “Killed? Who is going to kill Deke?” 
 
    Amalie wiped her eyes and told the marshal the story of why she had left St. Louis and what Laura had said at the church social. 
 
    “So, you see, I have to go into hiding somewhere. If I’m not at the ranch, Rex won’t have any reason to kill or injure Deke.” 
 
    “Did you tell any of this to Deke?” Marshal Fullman asked. 
 
    “He knows why I left St. Louis, and he told me not to worry. He doubted that Rex Horrison would worry about one girl, but after Laura said there was a bounty on my whereabouts, I knew the man’s pride must be injured or something. Why else would he send men after me?” 
 
    Marshal Fullman rubbed his chin for a full minute before he spoke. “All right. I’m going to help you and Deke the best way I can, but you must come with me. I can’t protect you if you get on that train. First, I’m going to send a telegram to Deke to let him know you’re safe and then one to the marshal in St. Louis to have him inquire about Horrison.” 
 
    “Will that do any good?” Amalie asked. 
 
    Marshal Fullman nodded slowly. “I believe so. Horrison has a reputation in several states, but we’ve never been able to pin anything on him. He’s a slippery polecat, but I doubt if Caldwell, your former employer, knows how to hide his tracks as well as Horrison, and that’ll be Horrison’s downfall. I’m sure they’ve done this before or are trying to do it again now. We’ll get them both.” 
 
    “I hope so. They are despicable men,” Amalie said, drying the rest of her tears. 
 
    “Come along, Missus Sperling,” the marshal said as he picked up her carpetbag. “We’ll go send those telegrams, get you a meal, and then find a room at the hotel. I’m sure you’re in need of a nice rest after your trip.” 
 
    “Thank you, that would be nice,” Amalie said. She would go with the marshal at least until she was sure Deke would be safe. 
 
    Their first stop was the telegraph office, where the marshal sent a telegram to Deke. Next, he sent a carefully worded telegram to the St. Louis marshals.  
 
    As soon as it was sent, the friendly, red-haired operator said, “Wait—I have a reply to your first telegram coming in.” 
 
    Marshal Fullman read the response and chuckled. “Deke must have been waiting at the telegraph office. This says he’s on his way, and he asks me not to let you get on a train, regardless of what I have to do, short of locking you in a cell.” 
 
    Amalie smiled. “I’m causing so much trouble for you and Deke.” 
 
     “No, you’re not,” Marshal Fullman assured her. “Deke wouldn’t come all this way that quickly if he didn’t care, and I would like nothing more than to see Rex Horrison finally pay for something. Slavery is illegal. One man can’t sell a contract to another for nefarious reasons. Both Caldwell and Horrison broke the law when they entered into that contract, even if it was only verbal. You and Nate are witnesses to Caldwell’s plan, and Horrison implicated himself when he put that bounty on you.” 
 
    “All right,” Amalie conceded. “I believe you. I’ll wait for Deke and do whatever I can to help you with your investigation. It frightens me to think that some other young girl could be auctioned off like cattle.” 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Amalie had enjoyed a hot bath and soft bed the previous night. She slept in late, and the marshal had come to see her in the morning. The marshal said that he wasn’t sure if Deke was riding or taking the stage, but he’d surmised that since the stage was faster, Deke would probably be on the afternoon stage. 
 
    It was close to suppertime when Amalie walked into the hotel’s dining room. It wasn’t overly crowded, and she was pleased with the lack of people. Deke hadn’t arrived yet, though the front desk clerk said the stage had arrived an hour ago. She guessed he had either decided to ride or would be on tomorrow’s stage. She pondered what she might say to him and worried about what he’d say to her. 
 
    Her dinner of roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans looked delicious.  
 
    Just as she lifted a forkful of potatoes to her lips, Deke’s voice cut across the dining room. “There you are. Thank the Lord, I’ve found you. You had me worried, and Nate’s blaming himself for your disappearance.” 
 
    Every eye in the dining room was on Deke, shifting to her when Deke rushed to her table, pulled her to her feet, and gathered her in his arms. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again, Amalie, please. Whatever problem you have, we can work out, but we must work it out together. I’ve spoken to the marshal, and I understand why you ran.” 
 
    Amalie’s face burned red with embarrassment as every person, including the waiter, watched the two of them. 
 
    “Please, Deke. Everyone is watching,” Amalie pleaded. “Let me sit down.” 
 
    When she sat, Deke sat across from her and said, “Finish your supper. I just want to sit here and look at you to be sure you’re unhurt.” 
 
    “I’m all right, I assure you. You must be hungry. Please, have something to eat.” 
 
    Deke nodded to the waiter and said, “Bring me what my wife is having.” 
 
    Amalie ate slowly, waiting for Deke to get angry, but after the waiter had set his plate in front of him, Deke asked quietly, “How did you get here? You certainly didn’t ride all this way. Speaking of riding, where is Honey?” 
 
    Amalie blew out a breath. “I didn’t ride all the way. I took the stage from the first town I came to, and that’s where Honey is. I paid the man at the livery to take care of her, and when I told him you would be in to get her, he seemed to want to do whatever he could to help me. Your name certainly impresses people. I was going to send you a telegram, letting you know where she was. I didn’t steal her.” 
 
    Deke chuckled. “You can’t steal what belongs to you. The marshal told me you were worried you’d be arrested for horse thievery.” 
 
    “Please, don’t laugh. I thought they might hang me as a horse thief.” 
 
    “In civilized towns, they don’t hang horse thieves until after a trial,” Deke said, keeping his tone light. “No judge would find you guilty of taking Honey.” 
 
    Amalie mumbled, “I am sorry.”  
 
    “It’s all right. I understand,” Deke told her. 
 
    Amalie continued, “I couldn’t see any way out. Laura’s cousin said there was a bounty on me, and she was going to write to Rex and tell him where I was. Laura said that she could use the money, and I deserved it for taking you from her. I knew she loved you, but she frightened me, and not just for me—Rex might hurt you and Nate, too. I can’t have either of you hurt on my account.” 
 
    “We won’t be, and Laura needs to learn that I’ll never love her. What she did is unforgivable. This goes far beyond jealousy. She has to understand what could have happened to you by writing to Rex Horrison,” Deke said. 
 
    “What if she already wrote to him? He’ll let his people know, and someone may come after me,” Amalie said, and she shuddered. 
 
    “That’s another good reason for you to come home. You’ll be safe on the ranch. If anyone takes Rex up on his offer, they’ll look for you in town, and you won’t go into town alone. The marshal sent a telegram to the marshal in St. Louis to have him look into Caldwell to see what Horrison is doing about that supposed bounty,” Deke explained. He reached out to hold Amalie’s hand. 
 
    “Will anyone be able to stop Rex? I don’t know why he’s doing this,” Amalie answered, wondering if her fear showed on her face.  
 
    “He may feel as if his pride has been injured. I suppose it depends on how much he talked about auctioning you off at his saloon. The marshal’s also sending out a telegram to every telegraph office from here to St. Louis regarding the bounty. It won’t take long for word to get around that the woman Rex put a bounty on is my wife,” Deke said. 
 
    “That will help?” Amalie questioned. “How?” 
 
    “Knowing that you’re my wife will hopefully be enough to stop them, but any man who thinks he can come after you will know that I will find him and there is no place for him to hide. If nothing else, it may buy us some time. Only a fool would consider going after the bounty, and the foolish seldom know what they’re doing. Please, don’t worry,” Deke said. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Amalie said. 
 
    “Good. Now, I want you to get some sleep, and we’ll head for home tomorrow. I had the hotel give me the room next to yours. One scream and I’ll be in your room before you can scream a second time,” Deke assured Amalie. 
 
    Deke held out his hand, Amalie took it, and he walked her to her room. She said good night at her door, and threw her arms around him and whispered, “Thank you for caring enough to come after me and keep me safe.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Before Deke had the chance to respond, Amalie slipped into her room and closed the door. He stood there for several moments staring at the door. She had thanked him for caring. Of course, he cared. He’d have done the same for anyone—did she think that he wouldn’t do the decent thing and treat her differently?  
 
    He remembered the fear that had coursed through him when he’d found Amalie’s note, saying she was leaving and that she was sorry she’d caused him trouble.  
 
    Trouble? How could she ever think she was any trouble? She’d brought more sunshine into his life than he’d known over the past five years.  
 
    Did he care? Yes, he did, but he questioned how deeply. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    The stagecoach ride home seemed faster than when Amalie had left, but she assumed it was because she and Deke spoke most of the way. He told her of his future plans for the ranch and asked her opinion on various topics. He didn’t mention their marriage or an annulment, but he also didn’t drop any clues to say he wanted her to remain as his wife.  
 
    She said a prayer that she might be in his future since she had already lost her heart to her handsome husband.   
 
    Nate met them at the stagecoach stop with the wagon, happy to see Amalie back safe and smiling.  
 
    As Deke helped her into the wagon, Amalie saw Laura from across the street, her arms across her chest, her foot tapping rapidly. When she mentioned it to Deke, and he turned to look at Laura, the young woman stamped her foot, turned, and marched away. 
 
    Deke shook his head and said, “I’m going to ask the pastor to speak to Laura. Maybe he can help her understand what she’s done. I also plan to speak to her father the next time I go into town. I’d do it now, but I want to get you home.” 
 
    Amalie nodded her appreciation and scooted closer to Nate on the seat to make room for Deke. 
 
    Nate and Deke kept a lively conversation going on the ride home, discussing a new stallion that Nate had seen and thought would make a fine addition to their stock. 
 
    When the wagon stopped in the ranch yard, Deke helped Amalie off the wagon, and she lifted her skirts and ran for the corral, where Honey waited patiently. The mare neighed and bobbed her head as Amalie came closer and nuzzled her, and Amalie stroked her head and told Honey how much she’d missed her.  
 
    “Wait here one moment,” Amalie said to Honey, and she took off at a run for the barn. When she returned, she had a carrot in her hand and fed it to her loving horse. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Nate laughed at his sister-in-law’s antics and said to Deke, “I hope you told her that Honey is her horse to keep, and if she ever leaves again, she has to take Honey with her. I didn’t know a horse could mope around, but that horse certainly has been ever since Clint brought her home. She even looked in the windows of the house, searching for Amalie.” 
 
    “She’s never leaving,” Deke stated. Nate raised his eyebrows. “I mean,” Deke tried to explain, “she knows she safe here and has a home.” 
 
    “Sure, I understand,” Nate answered, and he grinned at his brother.  
 
    Amalie turned and called out to the two brothers: “I’m never leaving Honey alone again. I’m going to ride her every day as long as she lets me. You said I was safe here, at home, and Honey and I can go back to enjoying the creek.” She turned back to Honey and stroked the mare’s neck. 
 
    Nate clapped Deke on the back and said, “You’re right—she’s never leaving. At least, not without Honey, though I think she’s staying more on account of the horse than you.” 
 
    Deke scowled at the idea, but he knew that Nate was right. It didn’t matter why Amalie stayed as long as she stayed. Deke couldn’t imagine life on the ranch without her.  
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Silas Blackburn sat just inside the tree line, watching the Double S ranch house the way he had the previous week. He watched Deke leave as he did every morning to check on his cattle and horses. A few minutes later, Silas watched Nate limp out of the house and head for the barn.  
 
    Silas bided his time, knowing that it would be just a few hours until Deke’s wife took her afternoon ride. He smiled when he saw Amalie leave the house and head for the barn. A few minutes later, he saw her emerge on the mare’s back and proceed to ride in his direction.  
 
    If Sperling’s wife continued with her daily routine, and Silas saw no reason why she shouldn't, she would crest the small hill and ride down to the creek. When she allowed her horse water and took a seat on the large rock along the creek's bed, she'd be close enough for him to complete his plan. He'd be able to grab her, drag her back into the trees, and take her to the cabin that he’d found abandoned well north of the property.  
 
    Time was on Silas's side because he had waited for nearly three years to locate Deke Sperling and enact his revenge against the man he felt was responsible for his brother’s arrest, trial, and subsequent hanging. On the day his younger brother died, Silas swore he would take revenge on the sheriff, the judge, and the bounty hunter who had brought his brother in for trial. He had nearly completed his mission after arranging the demise of the sheriff and the judge. Now, he anticipated the end of his journey with the death of Deke Sperling.  
 
    When he had located Deke, he knew he wouldn't be able to kill him outright—the bounty hunter was a much better shot than Silas was or ever would be—but the bounty hunter had a wife, and that gave Silas an edge. He was sure that once Deke came looking for his wife, he'd be more concerned about her safety than his own, and Silas could enjoy his revenge while ending Deke Sperling’s life.  
 
    Silas smiled as he watched Amalie cross the small hill and ride down to the creek. His excitement grew as he watched her dismount the horse and take her spot on the large, flat boulder.  
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Amalie paid little attention to her surroundings as she watched the angry, dark clouds form in the west, hoping they might bring rain to her vegetable garden rather than skirt around the ranch the way the last storm had. She was sitting there tossing small pebbles into the creek and humming a tune when she felt hands clamp tightly over her mouth.  
 
    Amalie fought with all her strength, but it wasn't enough to push the man off. She soon found herself gagged with her hands tied, staring into the face of a man that brought terror to her heart. Had Rex and Caldwell sent him to bring her back to St. Louis? 
 
    The man grinned and said, “Don't you worry, little lady, I'm not gonna hurt ya. It's your husband I want, and when he comes looking for you, I'm gonna get him. The name’s Silas, and if ya don’t give me no trouble, you’ll be goin’ home soon.” 
 
    Amalie didn't understand what was going on, nor could she understand why this man wanted to harm Deke. Perhaps he might tell her if she could only speak and ask. She said a silent prayer for her safety and Deke’s and that once they arrived at the destination, the surly man seemed to have in mind, she might get some answers from him.  
 
    Silas and Amalie rode for what seemed like an hour—but may have been longer—until they reached a small, ramshackle cabin in a meadow filled with wildflowers, surrounded by trees. Amalie had never been that far from the ranch house, and she knew if she escaped, she’d never find her way back. Her only hope—once she found a way to free herself—was that her sweet mare, Honey, would know the way home.  
 
    The man reined up his horse in front of the small cabin and said, “All right, missy—this is where we’re gonna be staying until your husband comes to find us. I got some food so we’ll be all right. Don’t you fret none. I ain’t gonna hurt you. Just need to get your husband.” He reached over and pulled the gag from her mouth. 
 
    Amalie bit back the angry words she wanted to shout at the man and slowly dismounted, gripping the saddle horn with her bound hands to keep from falling.  
 
    Silas motioned for her to go up the steps into the cabin, and Amalie asked, “What are we going to do—just sit here and wait for Deke to come so you can kill him?” 
 
    He laughed and replied, “That’s exactly what we’re gonna do. I’ve been waiting a long time to take my revenge on Deke Sperling. I don’t think it’s gonna be long now.”  
 
    Amalie wanted to scream at the man and do her best to flee, but with her hands tied, she knew she wouldn’t get far. The best idea she could think of was to keep talking to him. Perhaps she might get him to change his mind.  
 
    “You’re blaming my husband for bringing your brother in for trial, yet you’re willing to kill him. He was doing his job. Wouldn’t it be better to remember your brother by doing something good in his name?” 
 
    Silas laughed harder. “And what do you expect I could do that’s good enough for people to remember me or my brother?” 
 
    Amalie only shrugged. “Get an honest job, work hard, marry, raise good children, and donate some money to a good cause, maybe a local church or orphanage.” 
 
    “I don’t go to church, and I don’t know no orphanages,” Silas replied.  
 
    “There are a lot of orphanages. I grew up in one, and I know how important it is for the children to have even small advantages. Even something like a bushel of fresh fruit was enough to make our day. You could do that for them.” 
 
    Silas slowly shook his head and said, “I feel bad for you growing up in an orphanage. I grew up with my brother on our family’s ranch until my ma and pa died, and we lost the ranch. We’d have been all right if my brother hadn’t started hanging out with the wrong people, but that’s still no reason for your husband to hunt him down like a wild dog and drag him into town so he could be hanged.”  
 
    Amalie lowered her head and said quietly, “I’m sorry you lost your brother. I never had any brothers or sisters, so I don’t understand what you’re going through, but I do know that hating someone else only makes your life more difficult.” 
 
    Silas threw up his hands and said, “You sound like a nice lady, but please don’t start lecturing me or preaching to me because I don’t want to hear it. Your husband’s going to pay for what he did to my brother just like the sheriff and the judge paid.”  
 
    Amalie had begun to understand that she’d never change his mind, and she sat down on one of the rickety chairs in the cabin.  
 
    She dropped her head again and prayed that the man would not kill Deke and that her husband would rescue her before Silas decided she was too much trouble and killed her, too. 
 
    Silas pulled up the other rickety chair and sat across the small, wooden table from Amalie, saying, “You saw the rough terrain we traveled through to get here. Trying to run won’t get you very far. I’ll catch you. If you understand that and say you won’t run, I’ll untie your hands. You can make us somethin’ to eat. Nothin’ cooked because we ain’t starting a fire until the sun sets to hide the smoke. I got cans of beans and peaches and some jerky and bread. While you put that on some plates, I’m gonna go out and unsaddle the horses.” 
 
    Amalie nodded. “I won’t run.” She knew it was a lie because, given a chance, she’d run as far and fast as she could. 
 
    Amalie found one loaf of bread, a small sack of jerky, three cans of beans, and two cans of peaches, and she wondered how long Silas had planned to stay there; it wouldn’t be long before they ran out of food.  
 
    Amalie pulled two old tin plates from a wood crate on the floor, opened a can of beans, and was pouring the beans on the plates when Silas returned from unsaddling the horses.   
 
    “You don’t have much food here—what happens when we run out?” Amalie asked. 
 
    “Not to worry. I figure your husband will be here tomorrow, next day at the latest. By supper, he’s gonna know you're gone, and tomorrow, he’ll be out tracking us. Might take him a day or two, but he’ll be here. We ain’t gonna starve in two days.” 
 
    Amalie knew that Deke would come after her when she hadn’t returned from her ride, but she wasn’t sure how quickly he’d come. Yes, she was his wife, but she didn’t have his heart. Would he understand that she’d been taken, or would he think she’d ridden off to get away from him and their marriage? Her heart ached. She wished he loved her the way she was starting to love him. Love had always eluded her. Maybe it would happen. Someday.  
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 Chapter Fourteen  
 
    Deke heard a horse galloping toward him, and he looked over his shoulder to see Nate, riding his horse and waving his hat as if he were trying to outrun a blazing fire. Deke reined his horse around and galloped to meet his brother. It was the first time he’d seen Nate run a horse with his bad leg since he’d returned to Wyoming. Deke’s gut told him something was amiss, and his gut was seldom wrong. 
 
    He pulled up alongside Nate and said, “What’s your hurry, little brother?”  
 
    Nate replied, “It’s Amalie. She hasn’t returned from her afternoon ride. She’s always back before it’s time to prepare supper, and she’s well over an hour late. She likes to stop at the little creek, and I rode down to see if she was all right, but she was nowhere to be found. It looks as if there might have been a struggle, but you read sign better than I do, so I came to find you.” 
 
    A dark shadow crossed Deke’s face that Nate had never seen before, and the tone of Deke’s voice concerned Nate.  
 
    Deke said, “I want you to go back to the house and wait for her in case she comes back. I’m going to ride to the creek and see if I can pick up her trail. It’s nearing sunset, and if I’m not back by dark, don’t worry. I’m going to keep looking until I find her one way or the other.” He spurred his horse and took off in the direction of the creek without waiting for an answer.  
 
    Nate rode off toward home, knowing if anyone could find Amalie, it was Deke.  
 
    When Deke arrived at the creek, he could tell right away there had been some kind of struggle. He saw Amalie’s small footprints and some much larger boot prints. He also saw where the man wearing the large boots had walked back to the trees, most likely leading Amalie’s horse.  
 
    Deke followed the dry horse tracks to the tree line, grateful the storm had drifted south. He noticed that whoever had led Amalie away had not done a very good job at hiding their path. Deke followed the broken branches and crushed leaves until he came to where another horse had been tethered. He then followed the two sets of horse tracks as he headed north, away from the ranch.  
 
    When he was young, Deke had ridden every square inch of his ranch and the surrounding areas. If they continued to travel in a northerly direction, Deke had a hunch they might be heading for an old abandoned cabin just past the edge of his property.  
 
    He doubted whoever had taken Amalie would expect anyone to follow them immediately, but that was his first mistake. Deke would follow wherever the trail led until he had his wife back again. No one takes anything from Deke Sperling without paying the price. 
 
    Deke had been correct in his first assumption, that the trail was leading to the old cabin. There wasn’t anything else in that direction. The sun had already set, and Deke knew he’d have to go the rest of the way on foot to avoid possibly injuring his horse. He slipped off his boots and pulled on a pair of moccasins to muffle his steps. Deke slid his rifle from its scabbard and took off in the direction of the cabin.  
 
    His mind raced with the possible culprits he’d encountered over the past five years. While he considered that one of them might have abducted Amalie to get to him, and he also considered that it might be someone from Amalie’s past. Regardless, he would make sure she was safe from her past once he’d brought her home again.  
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    As Deke made his way to the cabin, Silas allowed Amalie to rest on an old cot, but he kept her hands tied. “If you try to sneak out of the cabin, I’ll hear ya. Don’t try it or I’ll hog-tie ya and leave ya that way on the cold floor. Understand?” Silas ordered. 
 
    Amalie nodded and laid down on the cot. It smelled musty, and the wool blanket had holes in it, but it was better than being hog-tied and tossed in a corner.  
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Deke spotted the cabin through the trees. Fortunately, the moonlight allowed him to see the two horses—one of them Honey—tied in front of the cabin. He gave a sigh of relief that he’d found Amalie. He didn’t recognize the second horse, but that didn’t matter. One horse meant one man, and that man would meet Deke sooner than he expected. 
 
    From Deke’s vantage point in the tree line, he couldn’t tell if there was a lamp lit in the cabin. What should have been a window on the side of the cabin facing him had been boarded up. He crept slowly to the back of the cabin, hoping to find a window. There was one small, cracked, smudged window at the back of the cabin that might offer him a chance to see inside.  
 
    A small amount of moonlight drifted in the front window, helping Deke see shadows and shapes through it. Deke could make out a large form, lying on the floor near the front door. It was too big to be Amalie, so he assumed it was her captor.  
 
    He did his best to see inside the cabin and saw someone lying on a small cot. It had to be Amalie, but he couldn’t tell if she were alive or not. Just as he was about to step back, Amalie moved on the cot, and Deke released the breath he had been holding. With her abductor lying near the door, Deke couldn’t kick it in to rescue her.  
 
    He’d have to wait until morning and subdue the man when he came out of the cabin. Deke crept away silently and sat on the ground behind a tree where he still had a good view of the cabin’s door, and he waited for sunrise. 
 
    Deke drifted into a light sleep and woke as the sun peeked over the horizon. He stood and stretched. The cabin was still dark and quiet, but he knew that would change soon. He crept back to his spot at the rear of the cabin and looked through the window. Amalie was still asleep on the cot, but her abductor was beginning to stir. When the man started to rise, Deke hurried off to hide behind the outhouse, hoping the man would be out soon to use it. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long before Silas stumbled his way to the outhouse and stepped inside. Deke moved to the side of the door and waited. 
 
    When the door opened again, Silas stepped out, stopping dead in his tracks when he heard a pistol cocking behind him. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” Deke growled, “but you made a big mistake when you took my wife. Now, drop your gun and raise your hands. We’re going to walk back to the cabin to release my wife; then we’re going to town to see the sheriff.” 
 
    Silas nodded and moved toward the cabin.  
 
    When they reached the weather-beaten porch, Deke said, “You open the door nice and slow and walk inside. Don’t get any ideas about trying to grab my wife as protection. I can shoot faster than you can run.” 
 
    Amalie woke when she heard voices outside and saw Silas enter the cabin with his hands in the air. When she saw Deke, she nearly cried out with relief. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Amalie, until I can get this fella tied up,” Deke ordered. 
 
    Amalie nodded. Tears of relief streamed down her face.  
 
    When Silas was properly bound, Deke made his way to the cot and untied Amalie’s hands.  
 
    She sprang to her feet and wrapped her arms around her husband. “Thank you for finding me so quickly. That man took me to force you to come here to find me so he could kill you.” 
 
    Deke slipped his arms around Amalie, returned her hug, and his heart took a small leap. She felt good and right in his arms, but he wasn’t ready to have a wife—or was he? If he wasn’t ready, why did he have the strongest desire to kiss her? 
 
    Deke took a step back and asked, “Did he hurt you at all?” 
 
    “No, he said he wouldn’t. He only wanted to kill you for bringing his brother in for trial. He said they hanged his brother, and he’s already killed the sheriff and judge involved. He frightened me. I thought you’d be killed for sure.” 
 
    “I can’t be killed that easy,” Deke assured her. 
 
    He turned to look at Silas. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Silas Blackburn,” Silas spat back. 
 
    Deke thought for a moment and asked, “Mick Blackburn was your brother?” 
 
    “Yeah, and you, that sheriff, and judge killed him. You’re gonna pay Sperling, maybe not today, but you’ll pay.” 
 
    “Get up,” Deke shouted. “You can tell it to the judge. After what you’ve done, you’ll be lucky to end up in prison if not at the end of a rope.” 
 
    Deke and Amalie followed Silas out of the cabin. He mounted Silas’ horse, telling the complaining man that he could walk back to where Deke had left his own horse.  
 
    He told Amalie they would stop at the ranch first, and she could wait there while he took Silas into town. “If the sheriff needs to talk to you, we can go into town later. You need to go home and eat and rest first.” 
 
    Amalie smiled in agreement. She needed a bath, a warm meal, and to rest where she felt safe. 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Three days later, the sheriff sent word that he’d like for Amalie and Deke to come to town to speak with him. Amalie was nervous, but Deke did his best to reassure her that he’d make sure she was safe. 
 
    “When we returned from Cheyenne, you said no one would dare abduct me to get the bounty Rex offered,” Amalie said, doing her best to remain strong. 
 
    “I still believe that. By now, word has gotten around that you’re my wife and not Rex’s property. People believe that bounty hunters are a bad breed and some may fill that description, but for the most part, they step in and bring in criminals outside the grasp of the law or those who have hidden themselves well enough so the law can’t find them,” Deke said taking her hand to help her remain calm. 
 
    “But Silas Blackburn found me.” 
 
    “No, he found me, and unfortunately, he thought he could use you to get to me. He wasn’t coming after the bounty.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Amalie admitted. “I must be more worried than I thought. Do you suppose the sheriff has bad news for us?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Deke assured. “It most likely has to do with Blackburn’s abducting you and nothing to do with the bounty.” 
 
    He held her hand, and her smile warmed his heart. No, he had to admit that it was more than that. He was losing his heart to his wife. Deke fought it—he had refused to ever love another—but he felt his heart betraying him. 
 
    Deke and Amalie sat in two wooden chairs in the sheriff’s office.  
 
    The sheriff greeted them warmly and offered them coffee.  
 
    Both of them declined.  
 
    Deke asked why the sheriff had needed to see them. 
 
    Sheriff Walden pulled two telegrams and a letter from his desk. “First, the telegrams sent to rescind the bounty or, at least, explaining that Amalie is your wife, seem to be working. Word has spread, and I highly doubt that anyone will come after her now. Second, the marshals in St. Louis arrested Rex Horrison, but when they went to arrest Caldwell, he disappeared. They’re still looking for him.” 
 
    “They arrested Rex Horrison because of what he and Mister Caldwell tried to do to me?” Amalie asked. 
 
    “Partly. They need you to be a witness at his trial, but the reason they arrested him was that when they investigated, they found that Horrison and Caldwell had made another deal concerning a young woman named Faith Rafferty.” 
 
    Amalie’s intake of breath was audible. She gripped the sides of her skirt in her fists. “Faith and I lived at the orphanage together, and we shared half a room at the hotel. She’s only seventeen. Is she safe? Was she hurt?” 
 
    “No, she’s protected,” the sheriff said, holding his hands out in front of him. “Don’t worry. The marshal learned of the auction plan before Miss Rafferty’s contract was sold.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Amalie said. “Nick would be saddened if he knew she was hurt. He cared for her but never would have approached her because of his leg. I believe she cared for him, too. What happened to her?” 
 
    The sheriff answered, “She’ll also be a witness at the trial. Between the two of you, Rex Horrison and Caldwell—if he can be found—will face years in prison. The hotel closed when Caldwell ran off, and Miss Rafferty’s staying at a boarding house in town until the trial.” 
 
    Amalie looked at Deke. “She was a friend of mine growing up, and she was friends with Nate and me for the year she worked at the hotel. She doesn’t have anyone in the world to care for her. I know what that feels like. Can we bring her back here after the trial? She’d feel safe here. I can’t imagine how scared she must be right now.” 
 
    “Of course,” Deke answered. “But I think we should tell Nate of the possibility that we might bring her home after the trial. If he has feelings for this young woman but doesn’t want to be around her, I need to be sure he won’t run off again.” 
 
    Amalie nodded her head in agreement. “I understand. If she can’t come back here, maybe we can help her find a good job somewhere safer.” 
 
    “That, we can do,” Deke promised. 
 
    “The trial is the end of next week,” the sheriff said, handing a letter to Deke. “Amalie needs to be there for the trial.” 
 
    “We’ll both be there,” Deke answered. He shook the sheriff’s hand. “Thanks for helping.” 
 
    When they left the sheriff’s office, Deke said, “I need to go to the gunsmiths for a bit. Do you want to come along?” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll go to the café for a cup of tea and think about our upcoming trip. I never expected to go back to St. Louis, and certainly not to testify against someone like Rex Horrison.” 
 
    “All right. You relax and enjoy your tea. I’ll come by to get you in a short while.”  
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    On the ride back to the ranch, Amalie said, “I didn’t see any packages. Couldn’t you find what you needed at the gunsmiths?” 
 
    “I didn’t need anything. I went to speak to Joe, the owner. He’s my former father-in-law and Laura’s father. I told him about Laura’s threat and the dangerous game she was playing by contacting Rex Horrison to collect the bounty on your whereabouts. Horrison would have expected her either to produce you or hand you over to one of his men, and she might have been easily taken back along with you.” 
 
    Amalie’s face paled, and she bit her lip. “I can’t imagine how horrible that would have been for the both of us. Her love for you has turned into hatred for me.” 
 
    “I doubt she ever loved me in the true sense of the word. She saw me as a prize she tried to take first from her sister, then from my chosen lifestyle, and finally, from you. She has to learn she can’t do this type of thing again.” 
 
    “Speaking of your chosen lifestyle, you’ve been at the ranch ever since I arrived. Aren’t you going after any bounties? Haven’t you found one that appeals to you?” 
 
    Deke shook his head. “I never intended to be a bounty hunter for the rest of my life. It started when I hunted down the man that shot Laura, and then it seemed like an easy way for me to stay away from the ranch and the memories. I missed Sarah and Nate, and their memories haunted me each time I was at the ranch. I couldn’t find Nate, so finding criminals took up my time and eased my thoughts,” Deke confided. 
 
    “But now?” Amalie asked. 
 
    “Now, Nate is home, and he says he’s staying. I still have memories of Sarah, but you’ve filled the house with new memories and made it our home. I’m giving up bounty hunting and will be ranching full-time. There is more than enough to keep Nate, the hands, and me busy.” 
 
    Amalie smiled. “That makes me happy. I think I would worry myself ill if you were out, chasing down men like Rex Horrison or Silas Blackburn.” 
 
    “You’d worry? Why? I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Amalie blushed. She paused to think of how she might answer. “Umm…if something happened to you, Nate would be devastated, and he’s my friend.” 
 
    “I see,” Deke said. “Nate would be devastated.” 
 
    Amalie nodded, but she didn’t say anything else. Deke wished she’d tell him what she truly felt because then it would be easier to tell her what he was starting to feel. What if she were waiting for him to say something first? If so, what might he say? How might he say it?  
 
    When they pulled into the ranch yard, they saw Nate walking from the corral. Deke’s dilemma would have to wait. 
 
    Deke met Nate and explained that he and Amalie had to go to St. Louis and why. 
 
    Nate’s face turned red with anger. “You’re not going without me. Faith is a sweet girl, and if I had known Horrison would go after her, I wouldn’t have left her there alone. I’m going with you. Faith needs a friend and someone to protect her.” 
 
    Deke and Amalie looked at each other. Deke raised his eyebrows. “All right. We’ll all go. The hands run the ranch while I’m hunting, so they can do it while we’re all in St. Louis.” 
 
    Nate gave a quick nod and strode back to the corral. 
 
    Amalie whispered, “Is it just my imagination, or does Nate’s limp look like it’s improving?” 
 
    “I thought the same thing the other day. I remember that when he broke his leg, the doc said he’d need a lot of exercise to strengthen the muscles, but he didn’t give it much time before he left. Maybe riding and working here on the ranch is better than whatever he did at the hotel,” Deke commented. 
 
    Amalie said, “I’m sure that helped, but it could be that coming home has its own way of healing.” 
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 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The train ride to St. Louis was more comfortable than many other trains Deke had traveled. The seats were padded in a blue, floral fabric and the view was better than the times he’d traveled in the horse car with his horse.  
 
    Amalie fell asleep on his shoulder, and he slipped his arm around her to keep her from falling as the train rocked back-and-forth on its way.  
 
    Nate had spent most of the trip in the lounge car playing cards or pacing up and down in their car, worried about what was happening to Faith.  
 
    When the train pulled into St. Louis, Amalie awoke. She seemed surprised to see Deke’s arm around her. She smiled as she straightened her hat and brushed out the wrinkles in her skirt. 
 
    Deke took her arm, guided her off the train with their luggage, and headed for a carriage to take them to their hotel.  
 
    Amalie said, “We don’t have to go to an expensive hotel.” 
 
    “Of course, we do,” Deke replied. “I’m not sure when we’ll get to go to a big city again, and I think we should enjoy it.” 
 
    When they entered the hotel, Deke said, “Why don’t you go into the dining room and order a cup of tea and relax? I’ll order a bath with your room and come to join you for coffee after I’ve checked us in.”  
 
    Amalie smiled when she saw Deke enter the dining room and said, “Thank you for arranging my room.” 
 
    “It was no trouble at all. I decided that with all of the worries and problems you’ve recently had that you deserved a nice trip away from home. Instead of a regular room, I got you a suite. There’s a bathing room right in your room, and when you’re done with your tea, you can go rest.”  
 
    Amalie looked surprised and said, “You didn’t need to get a suite. A simple room would have been all right. I don’t need anything fancy, but I’d love a bath and rest. It’s strange, but sitting on the train for the trip from Cheyenne was more tiring than I expected. It hadn’t seemed that long when I left St. Louis.” 
 
    “I think you’re feeling the stress of the upcoming trial. After lunch, we’ll go see the marshal.” 
 
    “You may be right,” Amalie admitted. “I do need to stop thinking about the trial. I admit I’m worried. Were you able to get an adjoining room? I’d feel safer if you were close.” 
 
    Deke reached over, took her hand, and said, “I didn’t get the suite for you alone. I got it for both of us…if you would allow me to share your room and the rest of your life as a proper husband.” 
 
    Amalie blushed. She couldn’t contain her happiness. “I would love nothing more than to share my life with you as your wife. Of course, we can share a room.” 
 
    Deke grinned at her and asked, “Are you ready to go upstairs, Missus Sperling?” 
 
    “Yes, I am, Mister Sperling.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    When Deke and Amalie entered the marshal’s office, Nate and Faith were waiting in the outer room. Faith flew from her chair to embrace Amalie. “I’m so happy to see you. I can’t believe what nearly happened to the two of us. When Nate came to the boarding house to tell me that you were in town, I cried. I’ve missed you. Is it true what Nate said?” 
 
    Amalie twisted her lip and said, “I don’t think Nate lies, but what exactly did he say?” 
 
    “That I can go home with you after the trial. That I won’t have to be alone any longer. That we can all be a family since you and I are already sisters—or as close as two orphan girls can be.” 
 
    Amalie laughed. “Yes, what Nate said is true. You may come home with us if you wish, and we’ll be a family.” 
 
    “I do want to go with you to get away from here and the memories,” Faith gushed as she hugged Amalie harder. 
 
    Faith stepped back to see Deke smile at her. She approached him and said, “You must be the famous bounty hunter, Deke Sperling. The one that married Amalie.” 
 
    Deke raised his hands as if surrendering and answered, “I’m Deke Sperling, but I’m retiring from bounty hunting, and I don’t believe I’m famous.” 
 
    “Oh, but you are,” Faith insisted. “I just read the newest book about you. It’s all about you tracking down the infamous Burrie Gang singlehandedly and bringing all six members to justice. The final chapter hints at your saving your wife from an evil man, and it mentions the Rex Horrison trial. I can’t wait for the next book.” 
 
    A wave of emotions flooded Deke’s mind. The young woman’s obvious excitement at meeting him was embarrassing, and anger and frustration coursed through him, knowing that the book had embellished the truth.  
 
    “Please, Miss Faith, I’m not the man they write about. There was one man left in the Burrie Gang when I captured him. I did save Amalie, but I have no idea how anyone knew about it.  
 
    “I need that book you’re reading. I think it’s time to contact the publishing company. This needs to stop,” Deke insisted, resisting the urge to buy every copy in the mercantile and destroy them. 
 
    Before Faith could respond, the marshal stepped out of his office, introduced himself, and explained what Amalie and Faith could expect at the trial in the morning.  
 
    ~  * ~ 
 
    After the trial, Deke and Nate spirited the ladies out of town on the afternoon train rather than wait an additional day or two. Both were obviously upset over the threats Rex Horrison had shouted after receiving a twenty-year sentence in the territorial prison for buying contracts to force women to work in his saloon.  
 
    The judge ordered Rex’s saloon be sold and the proceeds divided between the four young women who were forced to work for him after he’d bought their contracts from various sources. He also ordered an investigation into the sales of the contracts and their former employers.   
 
    For his part, Caldwell—who had been captured and returned to town just a day earlier—broke down in sobs while testifying that he knew nothing about what Rex had in mind. He also said that selling contracts was a common practice. The judge didn’t think Caldwell was that ignorant, and he sentenced him to five years. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Excited at her first train ride, Faith chatted incessantly with Nate until she saw something out the window that caught her interest. 
 
    Exhaustion from the stress of testifying had overtaken Amalie, and she snuggled against Deke’s shoulder to sleep. Deke was all too happy to hold his wife close as the train ate up the miles on the way home. 
 
    The stage ride from Cheyenne was less exciting, and Faith asked if the roads were always that dusty. She seemed pleased when the stage stopped, and Deke announced that they were home. 
 
    Clint met the stage with the ranch wagon, and Deke noticed that Faith had a small, battered carpetbag, just like the one Amalie had carried when she’d arrived in town. 
 
    Deke stopped Amalie before she could climb into the wagon and said, “As soon as you’re up to shopping, take Faith into town to buy her everything she needs, the way you did for yourself when you arrived in town. That orphanage certainly didn’t send you off with much.” 
 
    Amalie touched Deke’s cheek and said, “You’re a good man, Deke Sperling.” 
 
    Deke shook his head and answered, “No. I’m only doing what any person would do.” 
 
    Amalie disagreed. “That’s where you’re wrong. Not everyone is as kindhearted as you. I love you.” 
 
    Deke kissed his wife gently in front of the mercantile and the entire town and said, “I love you, too.” 
 
    When he heard his name being called, Deke thought that someone was about to criticize him for kissing Amalie in public, but then he saw his former father-in-law waving at him. 
 
    “Just a minute,” Deke told Amalie. “I’ll go see what he needs.” 
 
    When Deke returned a few minutes later, he explained that Laura’s father and the pastor had both thought it best to send Laura to live with her uncle in Ohio until she could better deal with her anger.  
 
    “They have a big farm,” Deke said. “She’ll have a lot to keep her busy.” 
 
    “But,” Amalie said, “she grew up in town. Do you think she’ll do well on a farm?” 
 
    Deke shrugged. “I think Laura can deal with whatever she needs to, and maybe this will help her learn that life isn’t always easy. It’s a hard lesson to learn, but it’s a necessary one.” 
 
    “Who’s Laura?” Faith asked. 
 
    “That’s a long story,” Amalie answered. “We can talk about it over tea tomorrow when the men are busy working hard.” 
 
    Deke laughed. “I had a feeling we worked harder than you did. Now, is everyone ready to go home?” 
 
    With a resounding “yes from his three traveling companions, Deke told Clint he could head the wagon toward home. 
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 Epilogue 
 
    Ten months later: 
 
    Amalie hurried into the kitchen to find Deke sitting at the table, holding a cup of coffee. He did his best to hide his smile when he asked, “Wife, where is my supper?” 
 
    “It’s too early for supper. I’ve been helping Faith hang curtains in Nate’s house. We’re having steak and fried potatoes. It won’t take long to make, and if you behave, I’ll make you fresh biscuits.” 
 
    “You and Faith have been spending a lot of time working on that house. When Nate had it built, I thought you’d be happy with the way it was,” Deke said. He took a sip of his coffee.   
 
    Amalie shook her head slowly. “The house is lovely. Faith loves it, but it needs things—curtains, rugs, linens, pictures on the wall—and we had to unpack all the things she and Nate ordered. They have less than a week until the wedding, and Faith wants the house perfect by then.” 
 
    “Maybe when they’re married, you’ll spend more time here with me,” Deke said, winking at his wife. 
 
    “We spend a lot of time together,” Amalie countered. 
 
    “Maybe, but we seldom have time completely alone. When we came back from St. Louis, Faith moved into the guest room, and Nate was still living here. It gets a bit crowded,” Deke complained. 
 
    “Nate did move out once his house was completed,” Amalie said as she began peeling potatoes. 
 
    “Yeah, but his house is just on the other side of the creek. I think they’ll come visiting a lot.” 
 
    “Not for a while. I’m sure they’ll want to spend a lot of time alone,” Amalie said.  
 
    Deke set his coffee cup in the sink, slipped his arms around Amalie, and nuzzled her neck. 
 
    “Let’s hope they do. I want to have this house and you all to myself. I’m tired of sharing you with others. You’re mine, all mine,” Deke whispered in her ear. 
 
    Amalie turned in his arms and looked into his eyes. “Yes, we’ll have the house all to ourselves for several months, at least.” 
 
    “What? Why? You didn’t invite more people to live in the house, did you? I know you don’t have any family, so who is it?” 
 
    Amalie shrugged. “I’m not sure, but they’re your family.” 
 
    “Mine? The only family I have is Nate.” 
 
    Amalie giggled.  
 
    Understanding slowly crossed Deke’s face, and he grinned. “Are you saying?” 
 
    Amalie nodded. 
 
    Deke picked her up and set her on a chair. “You need to rest. You can’t work here or at Nate’s. I want you to stay in bed a lot. I’ll hire a housekeeper or ask Faith to work for us.” 
 
    Amalie cupped Deke’s face in her hands. “I love you, but I’m going to be all right. I saw the doctor when Faith and I went to town last week, and he said that I’m healthy and not to worry.” 
 
    “You went to town knowing? In that wagon of ours? I’m buying a new, comfortable buggy for you to ride in tomorrow. You’ll only ride to church if the doctor allows it,” Deke insisted, pacing the kitchen. 
 
    Amalie stood, made her way back to the bowl of potatoes, and continued to peel. “Deke, please stop pacing and worrying. Women have babies all the time.” 
 
    “Yes, but Sarah…” Deke started. 
 
    Amalie took a deep breath, praying for the words to assure her husband that she and the baby would be all right. “The doctor and I discussed that. He said that Sarah was sickly from the start, and I haven’t been ill at all. She wasn’t strong enough. It wasn’t her fault or yours—it happens sometimes. I’m strong, and I’ll follow the doctor’s orders, I promise.” 
 
    Deke nodded and dropped into a chair. “I will agree to let you do whatever the doctor says you can, but nothing more.” 
 
    Amalie kissed him and said, “I agree to that.” 
 
    Their discussion was interrupted when Nate and Faith burst through the back door, talking and laughing. 
 
    “You should see what Faith has done to the house, Deke,” Nate said as he looked around the kitchen. “What’s for supper?” he added. 
 
     “Nothing unless you cook it,” Deke stated. “I’m not allowing Amalie to cook until I speak to the doctor.” 
 
    “Why? Are you ill?” Nate asked. 
 
    “No, only with child.” Amalie smiled. 
 
    Faith squealed, and Nate shook Deke’s hand until his shoulder hurt.  
 
    “Oh, my,” Faith said, “will you still be able to stand with me at my wedding on Saturday?” 
 
    “Nothing could keep me away,” Amalie promised. “Remember—I bought a new dress, and I intend to wear it and dance.” 
 
    Deke began to disagree, but Amalie’s stare quieted him. He mumbled, “We’ll see what the doc says.” 
 
    Deke kept his word and purchased a comfortable buggy for Amalie after he had spoken with the doctor to ensure that Amalie could ride in it safely. The doctor also assured Deke that Amalie could dance at Nate and Faith’s wedding, but Deke made her rest between dances and kept plying her with food and punch to keep up her energy. 
 
    Amalie felt loved and protected, even when Deke was overprotective and questioned most things she did, right up until the night she told him the baby was on the way. 
 
    Deke dragged the kindly doctor out of bed much sooner than he was needed, and he paced the parlor, getting on Nate’s nerves with his constant questions as to why things were taking so long until he heard the baby’s cry. 
 
    He bolted into the bedroom, as soon as the doctor told him he could, to find Amalie sitting up in bed and holding a small bundle in her arms. 
 
    “Come and meet your daughter,” Amalie said.   
 
    Deke embraced them both, tears of happiness and relief running down his cheeks.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Leave a Review 
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading A Bride for Deke. A new book in the series will be released every two weeks by various talented authors. If you have a free moment, I would love it if you could leave me a review. If helps me know what you liked or didn’t and how to improve my stories. You can find me on My Amazon Author Page, my website at mariannespitzer.com, and my Facebook author page. Join all of the authors at The Proxy Brides Readers Group on Facebook Thanks, and God bless.  
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