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“Right up there with Charlaine Harris.”

 


The intimacy scenes were pretty gratuitous
and HOT!!! The book definitely held my interest. Overall, It was a
very good story, right up there with Charlaine Harris (True Blood
series). I was a little disappointed at the end because I was
wanting the story to continue but isn’t that the test of a good
book; always leave the reader wanting more !!!

~Myra D., Book Fanatic

 


Normally I don’t care for romances or
westerns, but I loved "Run into the Wind". It was wonderfully
written, contains mysteries, satisfying, and unforgettable... It is
a novel you can fall into and get lost. Readers are going to enter
a richer world. I envy them the trip.

~Cathy Yoder Farmer, Artist
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Prologue

Mississippi, 1882

She stared intently at the still water, not
daring to whisper. A soft breeze blew, spilling several stray
strands of her long brown hair into her face. Impatiently she
whisked them away as they tickled her nose. She could see shadows
through the murky water as she sat on the bank. A flow of bubbles
erupted from the depths and she smiled slightly as she saw more,
then felt a slight tug on her line. Realizing its mistake the fish
flailed around, haplessly trying to get free. Its erratic movements
caused the surface of the water to quiver. Patiently she waited
just a breath longer, letting the fish tire out a little, as she
had been so carefully taught.

“Ha!” she exclaimed into the still morning,
as she jubilantly pulled her line out of the water. The large bass
dangling from her hook was the biggest one yet.

“Sabrina!” a deep voice growled from nearby,
“You’re supposed to be quiet. You just scared away the one near my
line.” She looked over at the large ebony-skinned man sprawled next
to her in the tall grass at the edge of the river. Although he was
only two years older than she was, he was three times her size.

“Oh Samuel, you’re just jealous. Besides we
already caught enough fish this morning to practically feed the
whole town.”

“Yeah, and you caught most of them,” Samuel
grumbled good-naturedly.

“Guess you taught me too well.”

“Guess you’re right. We better be headin’
back before your father starts looking for us. ‘Sides you gotta get
ready for the festival,” Samuel said, not bothering to hide his
grin.

Sabrina groaned; she hated town functions,
mostly because she was forced to dress up, and Samuel, her best
friend, was not allowed to go. She looked down at her mud-soaked
britches and sighed. The town was having a dance and a fish fry at
the town hall. Since her pa was a Marshall, she had to go.

Reluctantly, they clambered to their feet and
pulled up their strings of fish from the water. Sabrina was
struggling with her heavy load but Samuel knew better than to offer
his help. He tossed his pole over his shoulder and the two headed
toward Montgomery, their home. Montgomery was her mother’s maiden
name, her father built the beautiful manor and named it after her
mother out of devotion.

When Samuel was not working on the ranch he
spent much of his free time with Sabrina, and loved her like a
sister. His own sister had died from yellow fever years ago, and
the only true family he had left was his mother. Samuel’s mother
worked for Sabrina’s family also. She and Samuel had a small house
set back behind Montgomery. Since Sabrina’s whole family was going
into town, the help was given the day off to enjoy the
festivities.

Sabrina sighed as she slowly picked her way
along the well-worn path through the woods. It was no fair; Samuel
wanted to go to the festival but his mother would not allow it, and
she didn’t want to go but was forced to go anyway.

So bitter was Sabrina’s mood, she paid no
attention to her surroundings even though it was a lovely morning.
It had been an especially brutal summer, but the light breeze
hinted that fall may come sooner than expected. The two traipsing
through the woods were an unusual pair to behold but they both had
the same passion for life and adventure, and this, especially, made
them compatible.

As they neared the edge of the woods, they
started to smell an odd scent. It lingered on the air for an
instant and then it was gone. However, its effects were not. The
brief whiff of smoke stopped them cold. Alma, Samuel’s mother,
would have already had the wood stove up and running by this time,
but it was not the sweet scent of the chicory wood that they
smelled but something more frightening. Dropping the fish and
equipment, they did not dare glance at each other as they quickly
made their way up to the top of the knoll. At the peak, Sabrina
stopped dead at the horrifying sight. Her home was on fire. She
started to run but Samuel caught her and pulled her back down
behind the tree line.

She started to fight him at first until she
saw what he did: two strange men pulling Lydia, her older sister,
from around the back of the house. She was kicking and screaming.
Lydia kicked one of the men hard enough to gain her freedom. As she
headed in Sabrina's direction, a single shot rang out, dropping her
to the ground as the men chasing her caught up.

Sabrina gasped and covered her mouth with her
hands to keep from screaming as she watched in horror. Her struggle
with Samuel ceased as she sat in silent shock in the bushes. The
scene was so surreal. The men seemed to be arguing among
themselves. There were five in all, she would later recollect, but
right then she did not notice. Her blood had turned to ice as she
spotted the other body lying lifeless in the yard. She could make
out her mother’s favorite yellow dress, now ruined from the red
stain creeping across it; and her heart nearly stopped when she saw
her father’s body softly swaying from the grand oak in the front
yard. Then her world went black.
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Oklahoma, 1885

Sabrina wiped the sweat from her brow with
the back of her sleeve. The heat was unbearable. The horse she was
working on neighed in agitation. “I know, boy, I’m hot too,”
Sabrina said softly as she set the pail of water she was carrying
in front of the thirsty animal.

“When you get done with the stallion you can
take a break but be sure you have Miss Reynolds’ carriage ready for
her by four o’clock,” Mr. Swanson said gruffly.

Sabrina nodded as she tried to hide a slight
smile. Mr. Swanson was like a fond uncle to her; he acted stern but
she knew he had a sweet spirit. She had worked for him for over two
years. He owned the stables in Tulsey Town and she would never
forget how he had found her sleeping in a stall one morning and
offered her a job and a place to stay. The stable had a loft and
Mr. Swanson said she could stay there as long as she needed.

To look at him in dusty chaps, with face
wrinkled from many years in the sun, you would not think he was
well to do. He had previously owned a large ranch outside of
Tulsey. Not having any children to pass the place down to, he
decided to sell and move to town. He purchased a saloon first,
figuring people needed a place to relax. He was never good with
people, though, so he built a corral with a stable and tended to
horses that visitors tethered.

He spent most of his time at the stables.
Horses were his true love and he was very knowledgeable. Sabrina
had learned a great deal from him. He worked just as hard as she
did, even harder some of the time. Sabrina had not decided if it
was because of his love of horses or his unwillingness to go home
that explained his dedication. He always told her that his wife was
a shrew. She seemed nice enough to Sabrina, just very particular
about everything her husband did, from where he was supposed to put
his hat, to scrubbing his face and hands before dinner.

Along with her space in the loft, Mr. Swanson
gave Sabrina a small salary, from which she saved as much as she
could---not that she needed money for heaven’s sake; she was an
heiress to a fortune. She just wasn’t able to access any of it, at
least not without her brother finding out, and she definitely
didn’t want that to happen.

Her brother, Warren, had been away at a
college in the east studying law when the massacre occurred. She’d
always supposed that the men had attacked her family for money.
When they did not find much on the property, they must have been
infuriated. They had never been caught. Yet. But that would change,
Sabrina thought with determination, as she started to brush down
the horse.

Her father, being the Marshall, had insisted
that all his children learn how to shoot; but Sabrina was his only
willing student. She loved riding out to the cliffs and firing off
endless rounds. She was a crack shot with a rifle as well as a
pistol. How she wished that she had brought her rifle with her that
day.

Sometimes it was hard to keep the horrid
scenes out of her mind. She was mad at Samuel at first for pulling
her back, but she later realized that they would have both been
dead if he had not acted so quickly. His mother was safe as well;
she had gone into town earlier that day along with many of the
hired hands to help set up for the fair.

Since Sabrina was sixteen at the time, the
state gave her brother, Warren, guardianship over her. When Warren
learned of the tragedy, he set off for home as soon as possible. He
had already finished his degree and was working as an apprentice
for a law firm in Boston. He was doing very well; he had graduated
at the top of his class. After the fire, Sabrina stayed in the
small cabin with Samuel and his mother. Luckily, it had withstood
the heat from Montgomery, as did the bunkhouse, barn and stables.
Although she had lost everything, she was determined to go on. She
spent long hours laboring in the frigid temperatures. Part of it
was because there was lots of work to do but the other reason was
that it blocked out her sister’s screams from her mind.

If she did not think about the tragedy, then
it was not real. Right? Therefore, she filled her days with
cleaning the stables, training the horses, and helping with the
tack. Her dad always loved horses and spent all his free time in
choosing and breeding the very best ones. So this is what Sabrina
did; this was her world. At least it was until Warren got home.

He showed up out of the blue one crisp winter
day, appalled to find his little sister running around in trousers,
her hair matted to her head with sweat as she ate dinner among the
other ranch hands. He had been furious. “You must begin acting like
a lady,” he had shouted. “Now you are not even acting like a proper
young girl.” Tears stung her eyes as she recalled one awful fight
with him.

“You cannot go running around like a ranch
hand anymore. You are above that. Besides, if the town knew you
were living out here amongst these men by yourself your name would
be disgraced.”

“You think I care? This is my home and these
are my friends. I will not leave no matter what any small-minded
person thinks. If they don’t like it, they can go to Hell. Hell is
not a fun place; trust me, I’ve been there.”

 


Sighing as she tried to clear her thoughts,
she walked over to the water trough and used the sippin' cup to
take a drink of the tepid liquid. At least it’s wet she thought,
swallowing gratefully. Although she loved being outside, the heat
affected her greatly. “Must have inherited it from mother,” she
murmured, as she lifted the cup and let the water run over her head
and down her back, wetting her shirt.

Abigail, her mother, had been from Boston.
She was very adventurous in her youth and headed west against her
parents’ wishes. Sabrina recalled her mother vividly. She was
beautiful, with glorious strawberry-blonde hair and sparkling green
eyes. Sabrina exhaled noisily, thinking of her own dark brown locks
which were currently cut short to aid her disguise. Though she had
her mother’s eyes, out of the three Lovett children, Sabrina looked
most like her father. Warren would have traded his red locks with
her in an instant, she thought, and smiled wryly.

Sabrina normally would not have taken the
chance that someone would see through her masquerade and find out
that she was a girl by the wet shirt clinging to her curves. But
she was on her break and she was hot. Plus in this heat it would
dry quickly, anyway. She went into a shady stall and sat down on
the hay with her back resting against the rough wood. She
gratefully closed her eyes as she listened to the regular sounds on
the street: the trot, trot, trot of riders going about their daily
business as they came to and from town lulled her into a deep
sleep.
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Brock Stafford reined in his horse outside of
the saloon. He had been traveling for days and all he wanted was a
good meal and a soft bed, preferably in that order. He took his hat
and tried to beat as much dust off of him as possible as he walked
up to the bar. At least no one minded the grime. It seemed as if
the locals had more dirt on them than he did; and he definitely
smelled a heck of a lot better, or at least he hoped so.

Automatically assessing the place, he quickly
took in the shabby furniture, the faded wallpaper, the gouged
wooden bar at the back. He nodded to the few people that bothered
to look up and sauntered toward the rear.

"What'll it be?" the man behind the bar
asked. He was drying some glasses with a dusty rag. "I'll have a
sarsparilla and the biggest steak you got," Brock said, sitting
down at the end of the bar with his back against the wall. This way
he could keep an eye on the doorway. It was a habit he had picked
up long ago; a habit that had saved his life more than once. The
bartender lifted an eyebrow at his request as he shuffled around
preparing the order.

“Very few people come in here and only order
sarsparillas. Well, only one actually: that little fellow who helps
at the stables. What’s his name?" He pondered as he filled up
Brock's glass. Suddenly he snapped his fingers and grinned, showing
off his blackened teeth. "Will! Will’s a nice young fella, kinda
backwards, though.” There was an awkward silence. “You gonna be in
town long?" Mac asked, setting down the rare steak in front of
Brock.

"Planning on it," Brock acknowledged, as he
cut a thick hunk of meat off. He preferred his steaks more dead,
but he did not want to offend the man, especially when he still
needed information.

"Is there a boarding house in town?" Brock
asked between bites.

"Yes sir, Widow Hawkin’s place is just down
the street. She does serve up a fine meal, too. Course if ya want
some company we gotta lotta nice gals here," Mac said, motioning
his head towards a couple of worn looking women sitting around a
card table.

Brock smirked. "I'll keep that in mind." He
finished his meal and put the money on the counter. Mac's eyes
widened as he saw the generous tip. "Thanks, Mr...." The man
hesitated. "Stafford, Sheriff Brock Stafford," Brock said, as Mac's
eyes opened wider.

"Well Sheriff, everyone calls me Mac."

Brock nodded, heading back outside through
the swinging doors. He rode down the street until he found a
two-story house with an old weathered sign out front. Crudely
carved into the wood were the words: Boarding House. He dismounted
and walked up to the entrance, rapping lightly. After a few moments
of silence, he could make out shuffling noises coming from behind
the door which was soon opened by an older woman who appeared to be
in her sixties.

"Good afternoon, sir, may I help you?" she
asked, her smile taking years off her face. Brock instantly removed
his hat, revealing his wavy black hair.

"I hope so, ma'am. My name is Brock
Stafford."

"Ahhh, the new sheriff," Ms. Hawkins broke in
"Well, do come in!" she said, ushering him into the parlor. "Would
you like some coffee?" she asked, motioning for him to sit down on
the settee.

"Oh, no ma'am," he replied smiling, wondering
who could drink coffee when it is hotter than Hades outside. "I was
wondering if you had any rooms available until I can find a place
and get settled."

"Of course I do! You can have the room at the
top of the stairs. The weekly price includes two meals a day and
three on Sunday." She chatted away happily, as she led him up the
narrow stairway to his room. The room had a small single bed
layered with quilts, a small desk which held the wash basin and a
small window facing the alley between that house and the one next
door.

"This'll do just fine," He assured her, as he
went to bring up what belonging's he had and stowed them away in
the small bureau next to the window. He wanted to lie down and go
to sleep but his horse came first. He sighed wearily as he quickly
washed his face and neck and headed downstairs to tend to Troy. On
his way in, he had spotted the livery stable at the end of the
street, not too far from the Marshall's office. Looked like a good
place to him.

Brock rode up to the stable only to find it
void of life. He looked around irritated from his fatigue and then
decided to tend to his own horse. He led his mahogany stallion
inside and noticed an empty stall in the rear and headed over to
it. He was about to open the stall door when he noticed a boy
asleep in the corner. He cleared his throat and the boy woke,
startled, and scrambled to his feet.

"I'm so sorry, mister, may I help you?"
Sabrina stammered. After a quick glance up at the handsome man, she
quickly turned all of her attention to his horse. Sabrina was glad
that it was so hot; it helped explain the blush that suddenly
colored her cheeks. It had been a long time since she had seen a
man like him. He reminded her a little of her father. He was tall,
and his clothes were dusty but clean. Since she did not get an
answer yet, she reluctantly looked back up at his face. He stared
at her intently as if looking into her soul as she waited for him
to answer her question. Nervously she looked down, relieved that
her shirt was completely dry. Well, maybe a little damp. She saw
the long shadows through the open doorway of the stable and
realized the sun was sinking in the sky and she gasped.

"Oh, my gosh! What time is it?" He looked at
his pocket watch irritably.

“It’s three thirty."

"Oh no! Mr. Swanson is gonna skin me alive. I
was supposed to have Miss Reynold’s carriage ready by four." She
started out of the stable and stopped in her tracks, remembering
the man and his horse. She bit her lip in indecision. It would take
at least twenty minutes to rub down his horse and then another
twenty five to get the carriage ready. She sighed, well first come,
first served, she thought as she walked back over to the
gentleman.

"I'm sorry, sir, let me tend to your horse,"
she said, walking over. He watched, impressed, as she spoke softly
to Troy before actually touching him or attempting to take the
reins from his owner. "He's a beauty," she breathed, looking up at
the graceful animal. "What's his name?”

She took the reins and skillfully led him
into a stall. The deep rumble of the man’s chuckle sent shivers
down Sabrina's spine.

"His name is Troy, and my name is Brock
Stafford."

Sabrina nodded to him. "They call me Will."
She ran her hands over Troy's flank.

"He's dehydrated." She looked accusingly at
Brock.

He nodded in agreement. “We’ve traveled a
very long way," Brock murmured, wondering why he felt guilty. He
always took excellent care of his animals and here was this boy
insinuating that he did not. He watched the boy get fresh oats and
water for Troy and then head off to set up the carriage.

"I'll rub him down after he's better rested,"
Sabrina said over her shoulder to Brock. Brock shook his head as he
headed out of the barn. He watched the young boy struggle to pull
the fancy black carriage around so that he could align it with the
horses. "Need a hand?" Brock questioned.. "No, thank you," Sabrina
grunted as she pushed it into place with an extra hard shove. He
watched amused as the boy scurried around, expertly taking down
tack to fix it to two brown mares. She then led the ladies out of
their stalls and hooked them up to the carriage. Sabrina had just
finished checking their hooves and bits when a well-dressed lady in
a bonnet swaggered up to them. She was attached to a nicely dressed
man who Sabrina knew was her brother. She had never liked Sally but
her brother seemed okay. His name was Thomas and she thought he was
a little puny, but he seemed nice enough. He stopped by
occasionally to check on their horses.

“Why who is this?” Sally Reynold drawled with
a simpering smile as she spied Brock leaning against the corral
fence.

“Stafford, Ma’am; Sir,” Brock said, tipping
his hat to the pair.

She noticed he did not introduce himself as
Brock as he had to her and wondered about it. Sabrina nodded to the
woman as Thomas ushered Sally quickly up to the carriage. Sabrina
kept her head down as she held the horses steady and Thomas helped
his sister into the carriage and took the reins from Sabrina.

“Thank you, Will,” Thomas said, paying
Sabrina for the horses’ board and giving her a nice tip. She
thanked him without looking up and headed into the stable to finish
caring for Troy.

"Who was that?" Brock asked, watching the
carriage roll down the dusty street. Sabrina's brow furrowed.

“Why didn't you ask her yourself?" she said,
biting her lip. She had a bad habit of saying what she was
thinking. She sighed, wondering why he had not left yet. Brock was
wondering the same thing as he watched her walk up to Troy's stall
and unlatch the door. She first took a tool and cleaned around his
shoes, removing tiny pebbles and as much dirt as possible. She
checked the nails in his shoes and hammered in a couple that were
loose. Grabbing a brush, she began the tedious yet soothing task of
grooming the horse.

She started at his head and worked her way
down, talking in a soothing tone to the horse the entire time.
Brock strained his ears to hear what the boy was saying but he
could not make it out. At some point he thought he was actually
singing to the horse. Sabrina stepped back, looking at how Troy’s
dark red coat shimmered in the dim light and she smiled at her
work. Troy seemed much more relaxed.

She nodded. "Much better." Turning around
quickly, she ran right into Brock’s chest. The force knocked her
back into the wall and she cursed as she hit her head.

"Would you look where you’re going?" she
grumbled, as she walked around Brock to put her cleaning items
away. "Your horse is fine; you can go now."

At that moment, Mr. Swanson walked into the
stable. "Will" he chastised, "that is no way to talk to a
customer!"

Sabrina hung her head. "Sorry," she mumbled
without looking at Brock. Mr. Swanson peeked into Troy's stall.
"That's a nice piece of horseflesh. You know your animals,
Mr...."

Brock smiled. "Brock Stafford, I'm the new
Sheriff."

Sabrina's eyes widened at the word sheriff.
She mouthed the words as she cringed. She immediately turned her
back on him, sat down and started cleaning a saddle.

"Well how about that! Welcome to town Sheriff
Stafford, I'm Jack Swanson; I own the livery and saloon."

"Nice to meet you. You've got a real good
helper, Troy took right to him and Troy usually doesn't like anyone
except me."

Jack nodded. "Yep, that young’un sure does
have talent. I was quite lucky to find him."

Brock raised his eyebrow "You found him?" The
two men turned as they heard Sabrina noisily get up and stomp out
of the barn. Jack chuckled. "Will's a very sensitive boy. He don’t
talk much and when he does it's mostly about horses. He could use a
mentor,” Jack hinted and Brock nodded in thought as he left the
barn and headed back to his room for a bath and some rest.
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Sabrina headed down to the saloon, The Swan
and the Swallow. Most folks just called it The Swan. She needed a
drink. Since Mr. Swanson owned them both he allowed her to eat free
since she didn't eat much anyhow.

"Hey, Mac," Sabrina said as she climbed up
onto the stool by the bar. Mac was one of the few people in town
with whom she felt comfortable.

"The usual?" he asked and she nodded. Seconds
later, a cool sarsparilla was set down in front of her.

"Rough day?"

Sabrina nodded as she let the liquid run down
her dry throat. She liked Mac. He never asked a bunch of questions
about her past. He just accepted her as is and went on from there.
He was like a grizzled old hermit. Sabrina took another long swig
of her drink. She ordered some food and let her mind wander as she
ate. She thought about the bustling town and how she had ended up
there.

Sabrina was standing in what had been the
parlor of her burned out home, dear Montgomery, with tears
streaming down her cheeks

She watched the workers putting up the wooden
frame to rebuild the house. The house could be replaced but her
family would not be. All she had left was her brother, Warren, and
Samuel and Alma. She had many cousins but they had their own lives
and their own problems.

Upon learning of his family's death, Warren
returned from the East to care for the ranch and his sister. Her
mind was swirling with emotions; she was happy Warren was back but
he was different somehow. He had only been back for three weeks and
had immediately set upon rebuilding the stately home and erasing
all memories of the horror, as if it had never happened.

And to him it hadn't. He had not seen his
sister brutally shot down and worse. He had not seen his father and
mother’s lifeless bodies lying side by side in the yard. Samuel had
cut her father free from the tree with tears streaming from his
eyes. Sabrina had not wept that day---she couldn't. She could not
convince herself that they were really gone. She had sat next to
them for hours as their blood ran beneath them and soaked into the
earth---the same earth and land that her father and mother had
worked so hard to shape and nourish. And she couldn't let them go.
The townspeople came later on, drawn by the smoke from the
still-crackling structure. Her home.

The hot summer day had offered no comfort to
the filthy young girl on her knees who had lost everything that was
dear to her. Some of the women from town had come; they took pity
on Sabrina’s shattered soul and led her off so she could wash the
soot and blood off herself while the men cared for her family. They
buried them on a knoll not far from the stables. She knew that they
would have liked it there. They used to have picnics on the hill
when Sabrina was younger.

A posse was sent out after the killers, but
they were never found. Catching them would not bring back her
family and Sabrina was too wrapped up in her own grief to consider
others.

It took Warren three months to arrive and in
his stead she had run the ranch with the help of Samuel and the
others. The ranch hands had always been fond of Sabrina and admired
her courage. They admired her even more as they watched her work
from before the crack of dawn until long after sunset, only
stopping long enough to grab an occasional bite. They were worried
about her. She had never taken the time to grieve or feel her loss.
It ate at her at night.

She awoke to horrible nightmares; her dark
sunken eyes reflected the turmoil in her soul that her voice
refused to speak and her pride refused to admit. Samuel had tried
to get her to open up and to slow down but to no avail. He was
forced to stand by helplessly as he watched her already sturdy
frame turn harder and leaner than it should have.

Samuel was glad for that day in September
when Warren came back; they all were. Warren had arrived and
Sabrina had smiled for the first time since the butchery. He said
he would stay in the bunkhouse with the other hands until the main
house was finished. He was dismayed to see the state that his
sister was in and blamed himself for not being there for her
sooner.

She had changed so much in the years that he
had been away. However, it seemed that the changes were more mental
than physical. She was still the same height as she was when he had
left. Their mother was a petite woman who was not afraid to stand
up to any man or beast, and Sabrina was just like her in more ways
than one. Not wanting his sister to live like a mule and grow up
like a man, Warren made some rather rash decisions.

Sabrina felt a tear slide down her cheek,
bringing her out of her trance. She quickly wiped it away glancing
around to see if anyone had noticed. Mac was over across the bar
talking to Pamela, one of the saloon girls, and no one else paid
her any attention, which was the way she liked it. Sniffing, she
silently slipped out of her seat and out the door.

Brock awoke with the full light of day
beaming through his bedroom window. He had not meant to sleep in.
He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and stretched.

He got out of bed slowly, still groggy from
the long day of riding the day before. He dressed and prepared for
the day. Today was his official first day on the job. He pinned the
bronze star to his chest and headed downstairs for breakfast. Widow
Hawkins was running about serving her two other guests. She quickly
came over and ushered him to a seat, introducing him to the
others.

"This is Mr. Snyder; he's set up a temporary
shop in the mercantile. He sells spectacles."

She motioned to the other gentleman who was
much older and had a head full of gray hair. “This is Pastor
Stevens; he's a permanent resident."

Brock nodded to the two gentlemen as he dug
in to the fresh biscuits and gravy, smoked ham and fried eggs. He
ate until he was full and pushed back his chair, thanking Ms.
Hawkins for the wonderful breakfast.

He stepped outside into the morning heat and
made his way down the boardwalk towards the Sheriff's office. The
town was alive with the usual hustle and bustle. Some of the
merchants noticed him and nodded or waved.

His office was on the same street as the
livery stable and the bank. He unlocked the door with his key and
stepped inside. A very sparse office with two cells greeted him.
The cells were against the back wall and they each had a small
mattress in one corner. One of the cell doors had fallen off its
hinges and was propped up against the wall. It seemed as if the
entire room was covered with a year’s worth of dust and grime,
though the late Sheriff McAllister had only passed away two months
earlier. He pulled back the once beige curtains and let some of the
early morning light filter in through the dirty windows. He sighed.
This was going to take a lot of elbow grease.

"Sheriff McAllister wasn't much into
housekeepin'," a soft voice said from behind.

Brock spun around, searching out the owner of
the voice and silently cursing himself for letting his guard down.
He instantly recognized the young boy from the stables leaning
against the open door frame. Brock raised an eyebrow as he noticed
he had a bucket and a broom in his hand.

Sabrina said, "Mr. Swanson sent me; he
thought you might need some help straightening the place up." She
stepped into the dark room avoiding Brock's gaze as she looked
around, taking in the enormity of the task in front of them.

The place had been shut up for months but
that did not stop the mice and rats from moving in. There was an
abundance of once important papers scattered throughout the room.
The rats had shredded them for bedding. The roof apparently had
several leaks; water had seeped in and molded the rest of the
papers and mattresses. Sabrina scrunched her nose at the smell.

Brock made a sweeping motion with his arm
indicating the entire place. "As you can see, I can sure use the
help. I'm not really sure where to begin."

Sabrina sat down for a moment in a chair by
the desk. A plume of dust lifted up from the moth eaten cushion she
was sitting on. She tried to talk and ended up choking on the dust.
Brock chuckled as he slapped Sabrina on the back a little too hard
almost sending her sprawling onto the floor.

"Thanks," Sabrina muttered after she finally
caught her breath. "Well, to start off, we need to get some light
in here. You take down the curtains, and I'll start washing the
windows."

Brock smirked as the little runt started
ordering him about as if he owned the place. He shook his head.
Well, the kid is helping me; guess I can follow a few orders. He
walked over to take down the filthy curtains.

Brock reached up and unhooked the curtains,
laying them in a heap by the front door. Sabrina walked outside and
filled the bucket in the horse trough. Returning, she soaped up a
rag and, standing on a chair, started soaping down the grimy
windows one pane at a time.

Not sure what to do next, Brock picked up the
broom and started to vigorously sweep up the dirt and paper on the
floor. Before long, a huge dust cloud filled the room. The dust
burned his eyes and filled his nostrils and he tried not to cough.
He heard the boy coughing; then suddenly he was in Brock’s
face.

"What are you doing?" Sabrina demanded,
grabbing the broom away from the shocked man. "Don't you even know
how to sweep?"

Brock felt his face turning red with anger;
first, he was ordered around; then he was yelled at for no reason.
Someone needed to teach the boy some manners.

"Listen, I'm the Sheriff here! I’m in charge!
This is my office and I say what gets done and by whom, do you hear
me?" The boy eyed him angrily for a second, then smirked.

"Fine,” Sabrina said, dropping her rag in the
bucket and walking out the door.

Brock's eyes widened in surprise. He was
expecting the boy to back down and apologize, not leave.
"Whatever,” he growled as he kicked the bucket in frustration. He
cursed as the bucket tipped over and spilled water all over the
floor, turning the thick dust into mud.

Sabrina stomped up the boardwalk to the
stable. She was muttering under her breath as she walked right past
the smiling Mr. Swanson.

"Finished already?" he called after her as
she entered the barn. Sabrina ignored him and went up to her
favorite horse, Star. She belonged to Mrs. Swanson but she'd never
ridden her, at least not to Sabrina's knowledge. She ran her hand
over the mare's smooth nose as she whispered, “Hey girl, you
appreciate me, don't you?" The horse neighed as if in response and
Sabrina smiled.

She had always loved horses, and had been
around them all her life. They were such beautiful, graceful
animals. She continued rubbing down the horse with a brush using
long soft strokes. It always calmed her down, along with the horse.
The nerve of that man! Just because he's good looking and a Sheriff
he thinks he can order people around. She started brushing faster.
She could feel her face turning red. Did I just say he was good
looking?

You idiot! she scolded herself. You can't
risk blowing your cover over some pretty face. Moreover, he is a
Sheriff, for pete's sake! If he found out who I really am he would
turn me over to Warren in an instant. Life just isn't fair.
Especially for women.

The only acceptable jobs out there were
cooking, whoring, or teaching. She wasn’t interested in teaching,
and she could not cook. In addition, she had too much pride to
become a painted dove. At least she had too much at the
moment---who knew what the future would hold?

She heard heavy footsteps approaching and
heard someone talking to Mr. Swanson. Recognizing the voice she
walked over and leaned against the rough wall so that she could
hear without being seen.

Mr. Swanson grinned widely as the younger man
walked toward him. He was covered in dust from head to toe. So much
for his bath yesterday.

"Mornin' Sheriff."

Brock nodded as he tried to think of what to
say to the man. He wanted Will to help him but he did not want to
apologize to the boy.

"Thank you for sending Will over this
morning,” he finally blurted.

Mr. Swanson chuckled, "You'll have to thank
him. It's his day off; he can do as he pleases."

Brock looked at him in surprise. The boy
volunteered to help him? He felt like an ass.

Mr. Swanson continued as he heard Brock
groan. "Boys a fine worker, though he can get a little cocky."

"You can say that again,” Brock agreed. After
Will had left he’d tried to continue cleaning but had just managed
to make it worse, if that was possible. He had put more water on
the floor to help clean up the mud before realizing that it just
made more mud. Now most of the floor was covered with it as well as
the curtains, which he used in an attempt to soak up the excess
water.

"He's in the barn if you want to talk to
him."

Brock tilted his hat and headed inside.
Sabrina heard him coming and hurried back over to Star, who grunted
at her, annoyed that she had stopped rubbing her halfway through.
She quickly started brushing Star's other flank as she felt Brock
come up behind her.

She ignored him as he coughed to announce his
presence. Not getting a response, Brock felt his anger rising again
but forced himself to calm down. He probably could have hired one
of the local ladies to clean it; well, at least he could have
before the mud incident, but for some reason he wanted Will to help
him.

Maybe he felt sorry for the lad. Heck, at
this point he'd be willing to pay whatever the boy asked. Brock
walked up and put a hand on his shoulder. She turned around quickly
and looked up. "What do you want?" she spat out, not sure why she
was so angry.

"I was wondering if you would help me clean
up my office."

Sabrina raised an eyebrow, surprised that he
would stoop so low as to ask her for help. Sabrina sighed as she
looked up at his imploring face. She almost smiled. Surely he
couldn’t feel helpless, especially with those colts strapped to his
waist. Her eyes inadvertently darted to the area between the colts
and she felt her face turning red as she looked away.

"Thought you wanted things done your way,”
she said, crossing her arms in front of her defiantly.

Brock frowned. "Well, I guess my way wasn't
such a good idea after all."

"Oh, all right! But you’re buying me lunch,"
Sabrina said in mock exasperation.

Brock chuckled. "Deal, I don't suppose you
can eat that much,” he said, eyeing her small frame. They headed
back up to the boardwalk to begin their task.

Sabrina stumbled along the street heading
towards the Sheriff's office. She was having a hard time trying to
keep up with Brock’s long stride. Frustrated she stopped abruptly
and started strolling along at a leisurely pace. Why the heck was
she in a hurry to clean up his mess, anyway? And why the heck did
she volunteer for the job twice? I must be getting dense, she
thought. See? I'm even talking to myself now.

She passed a shop and stopped suddenly,
noticing a new blue silk dress in the window. She had never liked
wearing dresses and had only done so under threat or force, but
this dress was a beauty. She could imagine herself in it at a grand
ball dancing with a tall dark handsome man who looked an awful lot
like Brock. In fact, she could see Brock’s face in front of her
looking at her strangely. She realized that she was seeing his
reflection on the glass in front of her and turned around quickly,
scowling at him. "What?" she said gruffly, lowering her voice. She
could feel her face reddening and she looked away quickly, heading
towards the office at a medium pace. Brock followed her, walking
slowly.

"I was afraid you got lost."

"Well, this isn't a cattle drive! I don't
walk as fast as you do. Why should I hurry to help clean up your
mess anyway?" She mumbled the last part to herself but he heard
anyhow.

"Didn't look like you were walking at all.
Looked like you were gawking at a dress. Is there a girl you’re
sweet on?" Brock asked, smiling.

"One more word and I'll be walking the other
way," Sabrina retorted and Brock hid a grin. He was used to people
respecting him, or at least fearing him, but this boy did neither.
Will seemed to be quite confident in his abilities, which was very
rare in a boy his age. 'Course a kid had to grow up fast out here
to survive. Brock estimated him to be about thirteen or fourteen
years old since it didn’t appear that he needed to shave. But he
seemed so much more mature.

The pair arrived outside the office and
Sabrina waited impatiently while Brock unlocked the door. He
cringed as he opened it slowly. Sabrina's eyes widened and her
mouth fell open at the devastation she saw before her.

"What have you done? I left you alone for ten
minutes!" Her boots squished on the muddy floor as she looked over
the room. Mud was splattered everywhere and the once dirty curtains
were in a filth-sodden pile next to the overturned bucket.

"I had a little accident," Brock
explained.

Sabrina turned on him, her voice rising with
every word. "An accident? The fall of Rome was an accident! This is
a disaster! It's going to take days to clean this up."

"I'd be willing to pay you,” Brock offered
hopefully, still unsure why he was begging this boy to help him or
why he really wanted him to say yes.

"No thanks, I already have a job!” Sabrina
sighed at the look of desperation on his face. She covered her face
with her hands and groaned. She could not pass over an animal in
need, even if it was human. “Oh, all right! Let's just get started?
You wash the windows inside and out and I guess I'll start on the
quagmire." She gave Brock a look, daring him to say anything. He
just shrugged as he picked up the bucket to get more water.

Brock decided it was safest to start on the
outside. It was a bit humiliating to be seen washing windows as the
townsfolk walked by with whispers and grins, but he refused to back
down from his promise. At least he didn’t need a chair, he was tall
enough to reach all of the windows without one. He thoroughly
soaped and rinsed them twice for good measure.

“So you’re the new Sheriff,” a feminine voice
stated from behind him. He turned, noticing the lady who had rented
the carriage previously. She was with the same man.

“Yes, ma’am,” Brock said tilting his hat to
her.

“I didn’t realize who you were yesterday. I’m
Sally Reynolds and this is my brother, Thomas. Our father is the
doctor,” she said with a haughty tone.

Brock forced a smile as he sighed inwardly.
Women like her just screamed trouble. Suddenly a large wet mass
flew out of the open doorway and splattered close to the lady’s
feet. Speckles of must splattered her dress.

Sabrina grinned as she heard the squeal from
Sally. She really had no idea what had come over her. She’d dealt
with her many times in the past and had never gotten upset with her
better than thou attitude, but when she heard her talking to Brock
a strange feeling crept over her. Without thinking, she’d grabbed
the sodden curtains and tossed them outside.

She heard Brock apologizing profusely,
explaining that Will had not seen her standing there. Then Sabrina
heard her walking off in a huff, with her underling of a brother
following after her, muttering apologies to Brock for her
behavior.

Sabrina expected another confrontation with
Brock when he stepped inside the office and was surprised and
disappointed when he came in chuckling.

“I take it that you don’t like the
Reynolds.”

Sabrina forced a look of surprise on her
face. “The Reynolds stopped by? I hadn’t realized.”

She had scraped off the first layer of sodden
debris and shoveled it into the door-less cell to be removed later.
It would be easier to move when it was dry. She had then tried to
soak up the remaining mud, working backwards from the corner so
that it would be not be full of muddy footprints when it dried.

She stretched out her aching back like a cat
and looked over her handiwork. “Well, I guess that’s all we can do
until the floor dries. I’ll take the drapes down to the creek later
and see if I can salvage them.” She paused. “I guess you don’t need
pretty curtains for a jail,” Sabrina said sarcastically.

Brock shook his head “Well, let’s go get some
food and then you can show me where the creek is and I’ll lend you
a hand since it’s my mess.”

Sabrina nodded and headed toward the saloon.
Brock stopped her. “We’ll eat at the boarding house. The last steak
I had at the saloon tasted like shoe leather.”

Sabrina laughed. “Mac must not like you very
much; he’s a great cook. He used to run the chuck wagon back when
Mr. Swanson had his ranch.”

Brock huffed and headed up the steps to his
temporary home. Mrs. Hawkins was in the kitchen fixing lunch for
herself. Seeing him enter with his guest, she smiled and added two
more plates.

Sabrina hungrily wolfed down the chicken and
dumplings. They were made the same way Alma made them: rolled out
and cut. They somehow tasted better than the dropped dumplings Mac
made, less doughy. She dipped the still warm hoe cakes in the broth
and took a huge bite. She looked up and found Brock watching her
amused. She glared at him and wiped the crumbs off her face.

“What?” she muttered as a spray of dry bread
crumbs fell from her mouth. Her mother would have been appalled if
she’d seen her eating like that but Sabrina had to keep up
appearances.

“And to think I imagined you wouldn’t eat
that much,” Brock said, as he wiped his mouth with a cloth
napkin.

“Leave him be; he’s a growing boy,” Mrs.
Hawkins said, patting Sabrina on her arm. She forced a smile at the
older lady.

After lunch they packed up the muddy curtains
and stopped by the livery for horses. Brock rode Troy and Sabrina
rode Star. Mr. Swanson allowed her to take Star out whenever she
wished.

They were quiet as they rode and Sabrina’s
thoughts again drifted to the past. She was thinking about the last
time she saw her brother. They had several horrible arguments.
Warren wanted Sabrina to go back to Boston with him and stay in a
boarding school with other young women of her stature. He would
leave Daniel, their current foreman, in charge of the ranch.
Sabrina was adamant that she would not go. She would not leave her
home and family to go up North to some girls’ school to learn “to
be a lady.”

Her mother taught all of them including
Samuel to read, write, do their math and play music. She didn’t
need any more schooling. She felt that Warren just wanted to get
her married off so he wouldn’t have to deal with her and she told
him so. Warren was unreasonable, to say the least, but Sabrina
found herself a week later on a train to Boston with a chaperone.
Warren had to work out some details with the ranch and would follow
later. She was to stay with her Aunt Betty, her mother’s sister,
until Warren arrived.

Her mother came from a wealthy family. It was
old money---they could trace their roots back to English
royalty---or so she was told. She never had to think about money
before; everything was always provided for her. Warren had given
her some extra money for items during her trip and she kept it
secure in the pocket of her skirt. Yes, she was wearing a skirt
begrudgingly. She intentionally wore a big fluffy skirt to conceal
the pants she wore underneath.

She had devised a plan and it did not include
her going to Boston. That was about three years ago. She waited
‘til her chaperone was asleep and hopped off the train as it neared
the next station, and Will was born.

It didn’t work out exactly the way she
planned. She was initially going to contact her cousins but she was
scared that they would take Warren’s side. She drifted from town to
town keeping up her disguise. It was just safer that way. Since her
father was a Marshall, she had heard her parents whispering
together at night about things that sometimes happened to young
girls in rough towns so she was very careful.

She eventually wound up in Tulsey Town.
Exhausted and nearly out of money, she took refuge in the stable
during a winter storm. Mr. Swanson found her in the morning and the
rest was history. She didn’t know if Warren was still looking for
her, but she didn’t want to take any chances.

One day she happened to overhear someone
telling Mr. Swanson that Warren Lovett was an attorney for the new
circuit court Judge. She guessed he took that position to keep
searching for her so he could ruin her life again. But this was her
new home and her new family and she did not want to leave.

Her horse neighed softly and Sabrina forced
herself back to reality. It seemed like lately she had been
thinking more about the past than the present. She would have to
try to stay more focused, especially around Brock. His eyes and
ears were much more keen than Mr. Swanson’s.

“Almost there. So how did you end up in
Tulsa?” Sabrina asked, breaking the silence.

“Mostly just lookin’ for a nice place to
settle. I’ve been drifting like a tumbleweed for years now. I’m
looking for someplace to plant my feet. I heard about the opening
and here I am.” Brock turned to Sabrina and smiled so brightly she
had to turn her head.

“It does have a certain charm that whispers
home. I don’t have much family left so I kinda feel like the town I
live in is my family.” Sabrina’s brain suddenly told her mouth to
shut up. She had kept her secret by not talking to anyone about her
past. Most townsfolk had been too busy to notice Will, much less
drum up a conversation with the boy, which is a good thing because
Will had not grown an inch in the two years that she had been
there. That in itself was very unusual for a boy. She should have
moved on by now, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Brock didn’t make a reply, and Sabrina was
happy to see the creek in the distance. At least cleaning the
curtains would give her something to concentrate on besides looking
at Brock. She couldn’t help it. He was perfect: tall, muscular,
handsome, smart, everything she would want in a man. And he thought
she was a boy. Great.

They pulled up to the creek and ground-tied
their horses. They’d had several bad storms lately and the creek
was at its brink. The water was rushing fast, which would make it
easier to clean the curtains.

Brock lifted one eyebrow, looking at the
water. “How deep is this creek?”

“About a foot normally; maybe two feet now.
You aren’t scared of water, are you?” Sabrina asked with a mocking
tone in her voice. He glared at her.

“I just have respect for mother nature is
all.”

Sabrina grinned as she rolled up her pant
legs to her knees and took off her boots; she left her socks on to
help with traction on the moss covered rocks. She grabbed one end
of a panel and gestured for him to grab the other end. She waded in
first. Carefully picking her way across the slippery rocks on the
bottom, she turned and instructed Brock to dunk the unfurled cloth
into the water in time with her. The swift water aided their task
and soon the curtain was back to a dingy beige color. They twisted
the cloth between them, wringing out what excess water they could.
Sabrina crossed back over, holding the clean cloth up high. Brock
grabbed it and spread it out over some nearby bushes to dry.

Sabrina’s arms were tired; the water put more
force on the cloth than she had predicted and her muscles were
starting to burn. Not wanting to show her fatigue, she grabbed the
next panel and headed back across the creek.

They repeated the procedure until Brock
pulled a little too hard when they were rinsing it and Sabrina
cried out as she lost her footing. The water grabbed her and
carried her downstream at a surprisingly fast pace. Brock jumped
back onto land and ran down, trying to catch up to Will. The creek
had a sharp bend up ahead and Sabrina was washed up onto the
bank.

Brock leaped over the creek to the other
side. He ran up and rolled her over onto her back with worry spread
across his face. Sabrina broke out into laughter

“That was so much fun! You’ll have to try
it!” she said to Brock, her green eyes sparkling as she looked up
at him with water dripping down her face.

Brock’s whole I told you so speech went right
out of his head when he looked into Sabrina’s eyes.

He stared captivated at her green eyes. “I
never noticed your eyes are green.” Sabrina’s eyes turned sad and
she got slowly to her feet. She normally kept her hat pulled low to
cover her unusual eye color. Looking around, she spotted her hat
caught on a branch nearby at the edge of the creek and plopped it
on her head.

She felt a shadow pass over her and looked
around to find Brock near.

“Didn’t mean to upset you,” he said
softly.

Sabrina sighed. She was not acting like a boy
right now. Shrugging, she finally replied. “My mom had green eyes;
she and my family were murdered. That’s how I ended up alone.”

“Indians?”

Sabrina snorted, “No, Indians would have been
more merciful.” Turning she made her way back down to their horses
to finish the last curtain.

They sat in the shade of the afternoon sun,
letting the wind and heat dry the curtains. It was so peaceful
listening to the running water Sabrina’s eyes soon started to droop
and before she knew it, she was out.

Brock sat staring at the boy while he slept.
He could not explain it but he felt somehow responsible for Will’s
well being. He was much older than the boy when he set out on his
own and it was a long hard road. Maybe he could get a place and
take him in. Sleeping in a stable was no way to live. He’d talk to
Mr. Swanson about it later.

Sabrina woke up and stretched; she could not
remember the last time she had slept so well. She looked over at
her companion and was amused to see he was asleep. She took her
time looking him over, from the small scar above his left eyebrow
to his finely chiseled lips, nose and chin; down his broad
shoulders to his belted waist and finally to his rather large
boots. For the first time in awhile she was sad. Before he came to
town she felt her life was whole. Between her job with the horses
and her easygoing friendship with Mac and Mr. Swanson, she didn’t
really have time to think or be sad. But now, at nineteen she was
maturing in ways beyond her control. When Brock came to town, she
realized she wasn’t complete. She wanted more. She wanted him.

A battle was raging inside of her; keep up
her safety net or give in to her urges and let the devil be damned.
She wanted so much just to reach out and touch his black curls.
Suddenly his eyes opened and he stretched.

“We’d better get headed back,” said Sabrina.
“They can finish drying while they hang.” She jumped to her feet
and went over to Star who was grazing nearby.

Brock sat up raising an eyebrow. More
instructions. Sighing, he, too, climbed to his feet and ambled over
to fold curtains. He didn’t believe that folding curtains was in
his job description. Maybe he should begin thinking about a
wife.

The ride back to town was peaceful. The sun
was dropping in the sky and casting long shadows before them. They
stopped at the stables and Sabrina was surprised when Brock led
Troy inside himself.

“Don’t trust me with your horse?” she
questioned, as she brushed down Star for the night.

“I think you’ve done enough work on your day
off,” Brock reminded her, holding out payment for her help. She
hesitated just a second before taking it. It would look very odd if
she refused the money.

“Night, Will,” he said, ruffling her hair as
he left.
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Brock sat at his desk, going over the papers
that had not been destroyed by the rodents. He had carefully
cleaned the inside of the windows and hung the curtains back up
this morning.

He was busy making two piles; one to discard
and one to keep. Mostly it was old statements from incidents and
wanted posters. While he was cleaning out a drawer, he came across
a folded piece of paper he had missed before. Unfolding it, he sat
staring into the eyes of a beautiful young woman. At the top, bold
letters spelled out “Reward.” Reading further, it detailed the
reward would be paid if the girl was returned unharmed. The claim
would be paid by Attorney, Warren Lovett. A knock on his door
disturbed him, and he added it to the keep pile.

Looking up, he was dismayed to see Miss
Reynold, complete with picnic basket. “Good afternoon! I figured
you’d be too busy to sneak out and eat so I brought you some food.”
She pushed a pile of papers onto the floor to make room for her
basket as she sat it on the desk. Brock gritted his teeth.

“I had our cook whip up some fried chicken
for you. Having you here is such a relief! Why, our last sheriff
was just a joke! Spent most of his time in the saloon. Even died
there---heart gave out is what I heard.” She glanced around for
another chair. Not finding one, she just stood awkwardly as she
realized he had not spoken a word to her.

Brock took a deep breath before replying.
“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll be sure to return the basket when I’m
done.” He bent his head back down to his work in silent dismissal.
She humphed and spun out in a flurry of blue gingham.

 


Sabrina could not concentrate on her work.
She put the wrong-sized shoe on a horse and had to correct it.
After completing that duty she headed inside to soap down the
leather in the tack room. The rich smell of the leather soap was
soothing to her and she was finally able to focus on the task at
hand. As she worked, the warm woodsy fragrance seeped into her
brain and dragged her thoughts back to the good Sheriff. He had a
natural inviting musk about him. Perhaps he used the same leather
soap, Sabrina imagined, he did, after all, wear a leather vest.
Needing a break to clear her thoughts, she saddled up Star and rode
down to the river.

The Arkansas River was a flurry of activity.
She dismounted and sat on the bank, giving her a good view of the
ferry crossing. From her vantage point she could also take in the
newly constructed railroad bridge. The bridge took years to build
and now the iron horse can chug across the river on its way to
California. Sabrina was not fond of trains, perhaps it was due to
the train taking her away from her home by force or perhaps the
fact that the blare of the horn at all hours of the day and night
spooked the horses. Being stepped on by a frightened horse was not
fun. Progress: it was useful but still kinda sad seeing an end to
the olden days.

She yawned, leaning back against a maple
tree. She took a sandwich out of her saddlebag and began her lunch.
The river was a great place to fish. It was full of catfish and big
striped bass. Samuel would like it here. Thinking of Samuel, she
took another bite of her sandwich. She wondered what he was doing
right now. Was he still at Montgomery or did he, like her, strike
out on his, own. She knew that, no matter where he went, he would
take Alma with him. Remembering Alma’s savory homemade cooking,
Sabrina crammed the last bit of dry sandwich in her mouth and rode
back to town.

Brock was leaning against the sheriff’s
office and waved her over as she passed. Hesitating just a second,
she reined in Star and hopped off.

“I wanted to show you I got everything
finished.”

Sabrina looked at him oddly. Why did he care
what she thought? She stepped inside, noticing the neat desk with
all of the posters pinned up next to it. Frowning she took a step
closer to them. Her eyes landed on the reward poster closest to his
desk. It stood out among the most up-to-date wanted posters. Her
likeness stared back at her and she slowly looked away, frowning.
Quickly looking around, she noticed the still broken cell door and
commented on it to distract both of them.

“Yup, the hinge is warped. I have to find a
blacksmith. I don’t think there’s a shop in town and the dang thing
is too heavy to move easily.”

“Actually Ed Johnson has an anvil and some
tools. He hangs out in the saloon sometimes. I know he’s done some
work for the railroad here and there.”

Brock nodded his approval. “I’ll look him up,
thanks.”

She excused herself and beat it back to the
stables, her heart racing as she tried to think. Obviously, he saw
the stupid reward poster. All he had to do was add two plus two
together; she was surprised he hadn’t recognized that the facial
features were very familiar. Men could be so dim sometimes. In
fact, she had half a mind to sneak into his office and rip down the
blasted poster but it would be too conspicuous if it was missing.
The longer that poster was up, the more likely it was that someone
might eventually recognize that she was not a boy. Plus, she knew
Brock had a very sharp eye and took his job seriously.

The next couple of days she didn’t see him at
all. Not that she was looking for him. Troy was left in the stables
during that time and he was getting restless. Concerned for the
horse’s welfare she considered saddling him and riding him herself.
It was against Mr. Swanson’s rules but a horse like Troy needed to
get out and stretch his legs. She moved over to offer him a carrot
and was patting his nose when she heard the door creak behind her.
She turned around to find Brock standing there, observing her.

She glared up at him as her stomach tightened
involuntarily. “You shouldn’t neglect your horse. I was just about
to go down to your office and drag you up here. He’s getting antsy;
he needs a good run.”

Brock was angry not only at the audacity that
Will had to talk to him like that but also because he was guilty.
He had been neglecting Troy. He had been walking the town, meeting
the shopkeepers, and such trying to pick up on any important gossip
about any unlawful elements in town. He had met with the board
members and smiled and behaved as he was expected to. Now all he
wanted to do was go for a long hard ride and this boy was talking
down to him.

“I’ve been taking care of horses before you
were born. You need to mind your mouth before someone does it for
you,” Brock said.

Will snorted at the idle threat. Sabrina was
very good at reading people. She knew that Brock didn’t mean his
words; he was just pissed because she was right. She turned and was
on her way down to grab Troy’s saddle when Brock stopped her with a
hand on her shoulder.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said, still
agitated. Apparently, the boy wasn’t taught to use the good sense
God gave him. Someone needed to teach him that, if he acted like
that towards the wrong person, he wouldn’t fare too well out here
in the West. Brock could snap him in two if he wanted, yet the boy
was not afraid of him. He even seemed to be mocking him at
times.

He quickly saddled Troy and rode off to
explore the outskirts of the growing town. He glanced back once,
surprised to find Will watching him ride away from the doorway. He
had a guilty feeling in the pit of his stomach, as if he had done
something wrong. Shaking his head, he gave Troy a nudge with his
knee and let the horse open up and run to clear both of their
minds.

Sabrina took a deep breath watching him go.
She loved her job and “home” with Mr. Swanson, at least most of the
time, but she missed her freedom---the freedom to do whatever she
wanted, when she wanted to do it. Samuel had always said that she
was spoiled. She had always told him that he was full of crap but
maybe he was right. She was spoiled or at least she had been, she
thought, looking into the horse trough and grimacing at her
reflection in the water. “Mirror, Mirror,” she murmured to herself,
thinking of an old story her mother used to tell her to get her to
go to sleep at night. Sighing, she dunked in her bucket and hauled
it back to the horses. She had half a mind to sneak into his office
and rip down the blasted poster, but it would be too conspicuous if
it was missing. Maybe it wouldn’t be quite so obvious later?

She didn’t know why she had been so
melancholy lately. Maybe ‘cause she didn’t feel well, her back was
hurting her and her stomach was cramping. Realization dawned on
her, and she closed her eyes. Her curse was coming on. Yes, that
must be why she had been so out of sorts lately. Going to her small
trunk of belongings, she grabbed the rags buried at the bottom and
snuck off to the outhouse for privacy.

She then headed over to the saloon to grab a
bite to eat. Mac grinned one of his rare grins as he saw her sit
down. Setting down her Sarsparilla, he squinted at her.

“You’re looking kinda peaked. I’ll fix ya a
nice steak. That’ll perk you up some,” Mac said, nodding, and
Sabrina smiled her thanks.

She did not realize how hungry she was until
he put the sizzling strip of steak in front of her, baked potato
and all. She dug in hungrily.

“What do you think of the new Sheriff?” Mac
asked, watching her closely.

She shrugged, hoping he couldn’t see her warm
face. She thought of Brock riding off on Troy with his muscular
thighs gripping the wild horse tightly to control him.

“He has a good horse.” She swallowed a juicy
bit of steak and heard Mac’s hearty laughter.

“I like him,” a voice said next to her, as
Thomas Reynold took the stool beside her.

“Seems like your whole family likes him,”
Sabrina mumbled a little too loud.

Thomas just laughed. “There are not many men
that Sally doesn’t like. Why do you think I’m ordered to chaperone
her everywhere?”

Sabrina took her first real look at Thomas.
He had light blonde hair that was thick, clean and healthy and
rested comfortably on the collar of his crisp white shirt.

She wondered how the heck he could keep his
shirt so white with all this dust and asked him.

He grinned ruefully. “I have to change it
several times a day.”

She looked down at her own worn, once beige,
shirt. It was now a dirty brown color and she frowned. Her thoughts
wandered back to the dress she had seen in the window when she
first met Brock and her abdomen clenched again. Shrugging it off,
she quickly finished her steak, excused herself and she headed back
to the livery. Troy was still out so she headed to his stall to
clean it while he was gone. After putting in fresh hay, she
stretched her sore muscles and sat down on a hay bale. She did not
typically sleep well at night--- too many bad dreams. She was so
tired that if she closed her eyes to rest for a few seconds she was
quite likely to doze off.

Brock rode into the livery feeling refreshed.
They had ridden down to Keystone and back. Brock hated being stuck
inside and much preferred being out in the fresh air. He was
surprised and a bit disappointed that Will was not there to greet
him. He was hard on the boy this morning and he regretted it for
reasons he could not explain. Frowning, he dismounted and guided
Troy inside. He opened the door to the stall that Troy normally
used and was brought up short by the sight of Will sleeping in the
hay.

His hat had fallen off and his face was very
smooth, like baby skin. He had a strange urge to reach out and
touch it to see if it was just as soft. He took in the now closed
eyes remembering their vivid greenness as Will laughed in delight
when Brock pulled him out of the stream. Again, something ticked at
the back of his brain and he shook his head to clear it. He nudged
the boy’s leg with his foot.

Sabrina awoke instantly, her heart pounding
in her chest. She looked up at the man above her and relaxed a
little, recognizing Brock.

“Sorry, sir,” she mumbled, quickly scampering
to her feet and plopping her hat down low on her head. She reached
out for Troy’s reins but Brock did not release them.

“Must be hard sleeping in the stable,” Brock
commented.

Sabrina averted his prying gaze. “Not too
bad. I’ve slept in worse places. Pretty quiet at night, until the
train comes by,” she said, grinning wryly.

Brock smiled down at the boy. He was tough,
he reminded him of himself when he was younger. “I’ll take care of
Troy; go get some rest,” he ordered.

Sabrina bristled but she bit her lip to keep
from talking and headed to the stall next door. It had a knothole
in one of the boards so she could keep watch. Peeking through the
opening she watched him closely. His biceps contracted and relaxed
beneath his taut shirtsleeves as he methodically and expertly
brushed down the large horse. Her eyelids felt heavy again as the
soothing rhythm soon entranced her. Taking Brock’s advice she
climbed up into the loft and fell asleep.

She awoke early the next morning at the break
of dawn. The pink and orange light was dancing in through the
windows. Feeling an unusual heaviness on her, she looked down and
realized that someone had covered her up while she slept.
Recognizing Troy’s thick horse blanket she blushed, knowing who it
was. She hoped she didn’t snore. She got up and headed to the
outhouse to start her day.

Brock awoke at about the same time. Since it
looked like he would be here a while, he decided to get his own
place. He had never had his own place before; moving from town to
town he never had any urge to settle down. He was unsure why he
felt the need to settle down here, now, but he trusted his gut. His
gut told him that this was home.

Widow Hawking had been so kind to him, he
felt bad about leaving, but he finally approached her and inquired
if she knew any acceptable places to rent or buy.

She patted his arm reassuringly and said that
she would be fine. She also expressed her happiness that he would
stay on in Tulsey Town, suggesting that he talk to Mac at the
saloon. If anyone knew about vacant places, the bartender
would.

Nodding, Brock sat down to breakfast. Her
cooking is what he would miss most. He was a pretty good cook
himself but it just seemed like too much effort to cook for one
person. After praising her cooking until pink showed on her cheeks,
he headed to the jail. He had cleaned out the broken cell and had
made arrangements with Ed, the fellow Will had told him about. The
man was going to come by this morning to see if he could fix
it.

Ed arrived and assessed the damage to the
hinges. He would need to heat up the metal and hammer it back in
place. They carried the heavy door down the street to Ed’s shop. It
wasn’t a shop exactly, more like a tent with a fire pit and anvil
nearby, but he was hoping to get enough money together to have a
shop built.

Brock was ready for a break so he headed down
to the saloon. Mac saw him coming and set a sarsparilla in front of
him when he sat down.

“On the house,” Mac said.

“Thanks.” Brock lifted the glass and took a
sip, allowing the sweet liquid to slide slowly down his throat.
“I’m looking for a place outside of town. You know anything
available nearby?”

Mac picked at his beard as he thought, “Well,
the McAllister place is available of course. And then there’s a
shanty about a mile out of town. Young Will could show you where
they are since you’re going to the stables anyway.”

Brock nodded his thanks, leaving a tip for
the drink.

Sabrina was having another bad day. She had
gotten a splinter in her hand when she was closing one of the
stalls and her cramps were not letting up. She sat on a bucket in
the sunlight trying to pick the splinter out with a needle.
Suddenly a shadow blocked out the sun.

Irritated, she poked herself and winced. She
glared up at her visitor. Brock. Perfect.

“What do you want?” she asked irritably.

“I was stopping by to see if you could help
me but it looks like you need some help,” he said, kneeling next to
her to take a look at her hand.

“It’s just a splinter; I don’t need your
help. I’m behind on my work here, so you’re just outta luck,
Sheriff,” she said emphasizing the last word.

“Will!” A voice sounded from behind her and
she cringed. Jack Swanson came up to them and shook Brock’s hand.
Sabrina scowled even more if that was possible.

“You do not talk to the good Sheriff or any
of my clients that way. I don’t know what’s come over you lately.
You’ve been as wound up as a rattlesnake. I just came from the
saloon. Mac suggested Sheriff Stafford have you show him available
places, and I think that’s a great idea. Go get some fresh
air.”

Gnawing on her bleeding hand, she shot Brock
a dirty look as she moved very slowly to comply. He just kept
popping up like a bad penny and she muttered a string of curses to
herself as she saddled Star. He could saddle his own damn
horse.

Sabrina set a steady pace as they rode out of
town. She was familiar with both places that Mac had suggested and
decided to head for the shanty first since it was farther away. It
was a warm day and Sabrina was sweating under the layers of
clothing she wore to hide her curvy figure.

She refused to acknowledge his attempts at
casual conversation as they rode. She was hot and mad and figured
it was better to just not talk at all. She heard the running brook
before she saw it. She slowed to allow Star to drink from the fresh
water. Taking her canteen from her saddlebag she hopped down to
refill it upstream. She swallowed her fill and refilled it with
fresh water. Taking her bandanna off, she dipped it in the water
and washed her face and neck before wringing it out and wrapping it
around her neck. She felt much better.

She noticed Brock and Troy on the other side
and walked over to him in spite of herself. She took care coming up
behind Star; it was never a good idea to startle a horse. Horses
had a mean kick. Even the gentle ones could be spooked.

“In a hurry?” he asked, referring to the
quick pace Sabrina had set.

“I’ve better things to do,” she said
tartly.

Brock grinned at her. For some reason he
enjoyed taunting the boy. “Sure is warm; maybe we could go for a
swim later. If my information is correct, I was told there was a
swimming hole nearby the place.” He took his hat off, wiping his
face and neck with his own bandanna.

Sabrina couldn’t help staring at the wet
curls clinging to his neck and face. She had an urge to push them
back in place and bit her lip as she looked away, chastising her
thoughts.

“I don’t swim.” Sabrina mounted Star and
nudged her into a trot, using the stream as a guide.

Brock easily caught up to her with Troy’s
large stride. She had felt like galloping but didn’t want to labor
the horse in the heat.

“I could teach you if you don’t know how,”
Brock offered generously as he rode next to her.

Sabrina looked over at him, annoyed to see
him smiling at her. “I know how to swim, I just choose not to.”

“Your loss,” Brock replied, ending the
conversation for now. He was surprised a short while later when
Will announced they had arrived.

Built into the countryside, the “shanty” as
Mac had called it, was an earth dwelling. Three sides were made out
of fallen timber that had been cut and hewn to fit together and the
back was packed earth as it was dug out of the hillside. The earthy
cover extended out and over the roof. The house blended in
perfectly with the landscape of trees.

Brock dismounted and went to inspect the
inside. He looked back at Sabrina to see if she was coming and was
surprised to see her still on Star. “Coming?” He asked.

She snorted, “Those places are always
crawling with bugs. I’ll wait here, thanks.”

“Ya scared of bugs? Aren’t there bugs in the
stables?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Of course not! I bet you couldn’t find one
spider in my whole stable. I keep it clean.”

Brock grunted something and turned around to
enter the house. He moved too quickly and banged his head on the
low door frame. He cursed, checking for blood as he held his hand
over his forehead. Behind him he could hear laughter.

“Watch out for the low ceilings.”

Gritting his teeth, he disappeared inside.
The inside was actually larger than he had expected. It had a small
stone fireplace and a wooden floor. It would suit his needs for now
but he was thinking of the future. There were cobwebs everywhere
with insect carcasses caught inside. He turned around to head back
out the door and BAM! He hit his head again on a roofing timber.
Grumbling as he stooped lower, he crossed it off his list.

Sabrina snickered as he came out covered with
cobwebs and holding his sore head.

“A bit small,” he mumbled as Sabrina laughed
out loud. She leaned down and grasped a piece of cobweb trailing
from his hair. Her hand accidentally brushed his cheek and he
looked up at her, catching her eyes for an instant. He frowned as
he watched Will. The boy seemed embarrassed for some reason. Brock
wiped his face again; it was hot.

Brock spied a glint of light dancing on the
surface of a pond partially hidden in the trees. “Let’s eat before
we head off, “ he said. He took Troy’s reins and walked over as
Sabrina followed on Star.

“I didn’t pack anything to eat.”

“I had Mac pack enough for two,” Brock said,
tying Troy to a nearby tree.

Her eyes narrowed at his response. “So you
just assumed I would volunteer to go with you?”

He shrugged “Ordered, Volunteered, what’s the
difference?” Brock took his hat off and hung it on his saddle horn.
He then started undoing his shirt. Sabrina looked on in horror as
his intentions sank in.

“Wh…what are you doing?” she asked, not sure
if a real boy would look away or not. Of course, a real boy would
not ask someone what he was doing when it was quite obvious what he
was doing. During her moment of indecision, Brock had stripped down
naked. He had thankfully turned his back to her as he removed his
pants.

This, of course, gave her a great view of the
backside of his body. She stood staring unabashed at his smooth
bronze skin stretched taut over his back and buttocks. He was
bronze all over just slightly darker on his arms where he was
exposed to more sun. He either skinny dipped a lot or…

“You’re an Indian?” she found herself asking
in surprise continuing to stare at his naked form as he waded into
the cool water. She was grateful and dismayed at the same time as
Brock ignored her question and dove into the water. He popped up in
the middle of the pond a few seconds later. He tossed his head back
to clear the hair out of his eyes as he grinned at her. The water
weighed down his curls and they hung straighter and longer just
curling a bit at the tips.

“Sure you don’t wanna take a quick dip?”
Brock asked.

“I don’t have time to splash around in the
water. I need to get back to work and so do you. Banks probably
getting robbed as we speak.” She swatted irritably at the small
annoying insects circling her head.

The water looked so cool and refreshing, she
was sick with envy. She felt a drop of sweat roll down her back to
be absorbed in the bundling she wrapped in to cover her breasts and
make her waist straight. Defeated, she sank into the grass swatting
at the gnats she’d stirred up.

A thought suddenly popped into her head. She
probably stank. That’s why he wanted her to go swimming. She
probably smelled of sweat and horses and poo. It was hard for her
to sneak off and bathe undetected. Plus, boys didn’t normally go
for bathing very often. It had never bothered her before but all of
a sudden, she wanted to bathe, to smell good, to be noticed, and
all because of him. Sighing she gave herself a sniff. A bit sweaty
but not too bad. What the heck does one expect in Oklahoma in the
middle of summer?

After several minutes of swimming Brock
regretfully swam over and climbed out. Sabrina forced herself to
look away this time. Brock pulled on his pants and Sabrina took
note he didn’t wear any under garments. Leaving his shirt off so he
could dry off in the sun, he pulled lunch from his saddlebags.

As he sat down across from her, she tried not
to stare at his bare chest and muscular arms as he divided the
food. Mac had packed his specialty: roasted chicken and corn on the
cob. Sabrina’s stomach growled as the wonderful aroma was carried
to her by the light breeze.

To distract herself, she tore into the food.
She felt she had never been so hungry before. It was as if her body
craved food since she wasn’t satisfying its other needs. In
addition, she figured with her mouth full she could not say
anything stupid, right?

Wrong.

“How can you have curly hair if you’re an
Indian?”

Brock raised an eyebrow. “Why do you think
I’m an Indian?”

She blushed at this; she couldn’t help it.
“Um..well---you’re tan all over. I grew up with Indians; I must
have been daft not to notice before.”

“I’m half Comanche.”

“Which half?” Sabrina asked, wondering
curiously how he came to be.

Brock laughed at that. “I’ll tell you another
time. What do you mean, you grew up with Indians?”

Sabrina smirked back at him. “I’ll tell you
another time.” Finishing her food, she stood up and stretched.
Questions were bringing on more questions.

“Why do you pretend to be white?”

“I never said I was white. People see what
they want to see.”

She nodded at that; she knew all about people
making assumptions. It is what she’d counted on to keep her secret
safe for the last couple of years. “You’ll like the McAllister
place much better. It’s closer to town and has a barn that’s big
enough to house several horses.” She picked up her pace, now eager
to show him the place. Brock stared after her, a thoughtful
expression on his face.

The McAllister place was on the way back to
town. Set in a clearing, it consisted of a small frame house with a
pitched roof, barn, corral and water pump. Brock fell in love with
it immediately. Tethering Troy to the Bannister outside, he
dismounted, surprised to see Will do the same since he had no
interest in the previous place. He opened the wooden door and
stepped inside.

The house was about 12x12 with a wood burning
stove and a bed that was hunkered down in the corner. It had a
small loft allowed by the extra room from the high roof and Brock
climbed up the rickety ladder to take a closer look. Satisfied with
the sturdiness of the planks he climbed down. There was a shallow
root cellar dug out near the stove, covered with a piece of
siding.

Someone had cleaned the place out after
Sheriff McAllister passed and he was grateful. He didn’t have the
drive to do anymore cleaning.

“Looks well kept.”

Sabrina looked around, feeling melancholy.
“It was. I don’t know what you’ve heard around town but Sheriff
McAllister was a good man. Sometimes I would come by and help pick
the high-bush blackberries for Mrs. McAllister. They grow on the
edge of the woods.. Sarah was her name; she was always baking pies
sending them into town for us to eat. She made the best blackberry
pie I ever tasted. He kinda fell apart after she passed on.”

“What happened to her?” Brock asked
curiously; he didn’t recall ever hearing Will talk so much at one
time before and wanted to learn more.

“The fever took her. She put up a battle but
wasn’t able to pull through. That’s when McAllister took to
drinking. He was lonely. I think he died of a broken heart.” There
was sadness in her voice as she remembered the loving couple. She
had never met any of her grandparents but that was how she
envisioned them to be.

Brock was silent as he moved around the small
room, grateful for the high-pitched ceiling. Everything seemed to
be in good stead.

“There’s a vegetable garden out back,”
Sabrina said, gesturing to the rear door, which almost blended into
the wall. Most houses didn’t have a rear entrance but Mr.
McAllister was always extra cautious. She opened the back door,
which revealed a tangle of vines and weeds.

It saddened Sabrina to see it in such
disarray. Sarah had worked so hard on it, fighting weeds and
critters alike. A few of the hardier plants still were producing
vegetables. She would stop by from time to time to check up on the
empty place and grab a vegetable or two if she was hungry. Mac
wasn’t big on vegetables unless it was a potato.

“I’m not much into gardening,” Brock said
taking in the mess. He turned to walk over to the barn and corral
and Sabrina followed.

The barn was a little worse for wear. It had
some rotten boards that needed fixing but the roof was good and the
walls were sturdy. A small corral was attached where the
McAllisters kept their milking cow.

Plans flashed through Brock’s mind as he
looked around and thought of improvements he could make to the
place. He nodded to himself; this was it. This was home. He turned
around to head back outside. Not realizing that Will was so close
behind him, he almost knocked him on his rump. Instinctively he
grabbed Will by the arms to prevent him from toppling over
backwards. Brock looked down into the boy’s startled green eyes. He
had grabbed onto Brock’s shoulders to steady himself. Brock stood
entranced and watched unmoving as Will moved his hand up and gently
brushed his cheek. Heat flared where Will touched him and Brock
panicked as he felt something stirring deep inside of him. He
quickly let go of the boy as he moved round him and headed outside
into the fresh air.

Sabrina, not having Brock to support her and
still not in control of her senses, fell to the floor in a heap.
She sat there moaning as she held her face in her hands. Stupid,
stupid, stupid, she said to herself over and over again. Even
though Brock thought she was a boy, she was still miffed at the
rejection, as unpractical as it was.

Her brain finally kicked into gear and she
composed herself and headed out of the barn. She was glad to see
that Brock hadn’t taken off like a bat out of hell but he was
keeping his horse between them.

She forced a chuckle, “I didn’t think you’d
be scared of spiders.”

He looked at her warily. “Spiders?”

“Yup, the barns crawling with them; didn’t
you notice? Why there was one crawling right on your face. Barn
definitely needs a good cleaning, that’s for sure.”

She climbed up on Star and headed back toward
town at a slow trot. In her peripheral vision, she could see Brock
running his hand along his hair and shirt checking for more
spiders. Smiling, she picked up the pace.
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Brock woke up grumpy. He had laid awake most
of the night to keep from dreaming. He didn’t normally dream but
last night he couldn’t stop dreaming about a beautiful woman with
dark brown hair and deep green eyes the same color as Will’s.

Will. He sighed. What in the heck was wrong
with him? At least the boy didn’t seem to notice his strange
behavior the other day. It had been a long time since he had been
with a woman. Far too long he thought, walking over to the
washbasin and splashing cool water on his face.

He didn’t have a lot of experience with women
and most women he had met were like Sally Reynold---just plain
foolish. They always had an ulterior motive and he was not one to
play games.

No, he definitely did not need to start up
anything in town unless he was serious. Not only could that put his
job in jeopardy but his freedom. Maybe he would take a ride down to
Keystone and wet his whistle.

But not today. Today he had to start moving
his things into the homestead. He needed to go to the stable to
pick up Troy. He had been avoiding the livery the last couple of
days; at least when he moved he could simply tether Troy outside
his office while he worked.

He sighed. This is crazy; I’m scared of a
boy. I have never been scared of anyone before, even as a child. I
just need to face it head on. I don’t like boys. I don’t know what
happened to me in the barn. Must have been the heat, or maybe
something in the water. He planned on moving his belongings this
evening and picking up some supplies to get himself settled. He
would have to go retrieve Troy at the stable eventually. He decided
he would just completely ignore the boy. Yes, that would work. He
nodded to himself, proud of his new plan of action.

Sabrina tried to hide her smile as Brock
sauntered up stretching himself to his full intimidating height. He
had been avoiding her like the plague. She did not think he
completely bought the spider story but, not having any excuse for
his own actions that day, he went along with it.

Remembering how his eyes deepened in color as
he held her sent a shiver down her spine. She knew she was playing
with fire, but she did not dare stop. She wanted him. He made her
feel again. It had been so long since she had felt anything. After
her family had died, she cut off her emotions so she would not
feel. She did not want to hurt that way ever again. If she didn’t
love anyone, it wouldn’t hurt if she lost them, right?

She forced a smile for him. “Evening; Troy’s
been waiting for you.”

He nodded his thanks. Unsure of what else to
say, he quickly saddled the horse himself. Without speaking to
Will, Brock mounted Troy and left. Miffed at his silence, Sabrina
turned and headed down the town’s boardwalk deliberately not
watching him leave.

As she passed the jail, she noticed the door
was ajar. She had not been inside for a while. Glancing around
cautiously she entered. Seeing her picture still nailed to the
wall, she quickly ripped it down and folded it up, placing it in
her pocket. Feeling better, she decided to stop by the saloon, pick
up some supper and walk down to the river to eat.

The Swan was slow. Inside there were just a
few regulars who scraped together enough cash to play some cards
and get a drink. She barely noticed them as she headed to her usual
stool.

“Hey Mac, could you pack me up some food? I
need some fresh air.”

Mac nodded as he moved closer, taking in her
demeanor. “Why so glum?”

“I dunno, do you ever wonder why we’re here?
What’s our purpose?”

Mac stared at her. “Sounds like you got the
whole world on your shoulders. The world’s too heavy for a boy of
your age.” He went to the back to get her food and Sabrina followed
him to help. Looking at her, he spoke again. “But, yes, I think we
all have a purpose---mine is to keep the drunks from busting up the
place. And yours, well, you’re good with animals but I don’t think
God planned on you being in a barn your whole life. I’m sure you
know that too; otherwise you wouldn’t be in here pestering me and
worrying. God has plans for us all; we just have to listen when he
calls.”

It was Sabrina’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “I
dunno Mac, maybe you missed your callin’ too.” She bade him
farewell, took her poke sack and walked down to the river.

She sat in her favorite spot under the big
saw tooth oak. The huge limbs offered shade as she sat eating her
chicken. She watched the activity on the river. The whole town
seemed to grow, as if overnight. She knew that Brock had been busy
and had heard a couple of gunshots here and there at night but
nothing major. Usually it was just some drunk with a chip on his
shoulder. That was a bad combination. Mac had banned her from
coming into the saloon after dark. Even though Mac’s saloon was
tamer than some of the other ones in town, she heeded his warning.
She didn’t need any more trouble.

She heard the train whistle a while before
she saw it. The big black steel engine coughed its black smoke into
the air as it chugged closer and closer. The whistle screamed as
the locomotive came into town and stopped with a mighty wheeze.
Sabrina wondered briefly about the people boarding and arriving.
Her own train experience had been unpleasant. The fact was that all
Warren had to do was follow the darn track down to Tulsey Town and
he would find her. She wondered if he was even still looking.

The Reward poster was a couple of years old.
She wondered where the heck Brock had gotten it from? She’d sent
her Aunt a letter at one of the train stops just to let her know
that she was safe. She used the rest of her money to buy a ticket
that would take her as far away as possible. She ended up in Tulsey
because that was all she could afford. The end of the line. Maybe
she was meant to be here. Feeling sleepy she lay her head down for
a quick nap.

Brock rode into town set on getting his last
load and hitting the bed. It had been a quiet week so he felt
confident he could leave early with no big disaster. He noticed
Jack Swanson at the Stables feeding his horse and he frowned. Where
was the boy? As if Troy was reading his mind, the horse sauntered
over to the stables automatically and, sighing, Brock dismounted
and greeted Jack.

“Where’s Will?” he found himself asking.

“Oh, I don’t know, haven’t seen him since
this afternoon. He’s a real good helper but he wanders off from
time to time. You know how younguns are.”

Brock looked up at the sky, the sun had
already set and the brilliant pinks, oranges, and blues were fading
into a deeper purple as the light diminished.

“It’s almost dark; you aren’t worried about
him?”

“I’m sure he’s fine. He probably saw Mac at
supper if you’re worried. I gotta get home before my wife skins me
alive. If you wanna worry about someone, worry about me.” Mr.
Swanson chuckled at his little joke as he headed down the street to
his home.

Gritting his teeth, Brock rode Troy over to
the saloon, tying him up outside. Taking a deep breath, he headed
inside. The saloon was loud but not rowdy. He nodded to a couple of
cowboys playing cards and spotted Mac headed towards him.

“Drink?” Mac asked.

“I’m looking for Will; he hasn’t come back
and Jack was worried about him.” Brock was trying to act casual but
Mac eyed him warily.

“Boy takes off from time to time. He’ll be
back by morning.”

“Did you see him earlier? Did he say where he
was going?” Brock asked, the questions pouring out faster than he
wanted them to.

“He came by earlier today. I didn’t
interrogate him, though. He was troubled about something, said he
was gonna walk down to river. I bet ya two bits he fell asleep,”
Mac said matter of factly.

Nodding his thanks, he left the saloon. A
curious Mac watched him go.

He searched the boardwalk and alleyways as he
rode towards the river. The fading light stretched out in long
shadows making it difficult to see. He heard the water and nudged
Troy toward the riverbank. Ground tying him, he eyed the earth,
trampled down by dozens of feet. There were too many footprints to
discern Will’s small boot print. Looking across the landscape, he
saw the large oak tree and headed toward it. Spying the curled up
bundle beneath the boughs, he stopped, not sure how to approach
him.

He felt nervous; he took a deep breath before
ducking under the branches and nudging the boy’s boot. He almost
jumped as Will shot up into a sitting position, looking
alarmed.

Sabrina felt a jolt of terror when she
glimpsed the hulking figure towering over her. It was dark, the sun
had almost completely disappeared, and she had not meant to sleep
for so long. As her eyes adjusted, she recognized the tall, thin
shape and frowned.

“What are you doing here?”

“Jack was worried so he sent me to find you,”
Brock lied again.

Will snorted. “Well, looks like ya found
me.”

“You shouldn’t be out by yourself after dark;
it’s not safe.”

“Ya know, I really wish people would stop
treating me like I’m a child. I’m fine.”

“Are you?” Brock asked, concerned. “Mac said
you were worried about something.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Sabrina said,
walking out of the trees and heading toward the stables.

Brock hung back and followed the boy slowly,
just in case a sloppy drunk tried to molest him. But it was as if
no one noticed him at all. How sad.

Brock stopped by the jail to pick up the rest
of his belongings. Hopping on Troy, he headed home to unpack, rest
and think; not necessarily in that order.

 


Time seemed to drag by for Sabrina. She moved
through her routine in a daze. Her thoughts kept wandering back to
Brock. He had been busy as of late: As the cattlemen moved into
town, greed seemed to follow. There seemed to be more fights and
general unrest as fall settled in. Sabrina marked time by watching
the old oak tree turn from green to yellow and she sat for hours
watching the squirrels frolic in its boughs and stuffing their
cheeks with acorns.

She tried thinking of ways to drop by his
office just to see him. However, she could not come up with a
plausible excuse. Therefore, she saw him rarely. She did catch him
staring at her a time or two. On the other hand, maybe she was just
hoping he was looking at her. Fine. Forget Brock. She would go
visit Troy.

Smiling for the first time in weeks she
climbed to her feet, dusted off her bottom, and headed to her
quarry. Seeing Brock through the window hunched over a stack of
papers, she headed to the horse tied up outside.

Sensing her nearby, Troy neighed in
anticipation as she walked up to him. She stroked his neck and
chatted softly to the horse. “Your big dumb master doesn’t bring
you by to see me, does he?” she whispered. Troy shook his head as
if in answer. She scratched behind his ears and watched a quiver
run down his spine from pleasure.

A shadow crossed over her and she spoke to
the man behind her. “How’s the new home?” Sabrina asked. She meant
for the comment to come out off handedly, but instead it sounded
wistful. Angry at herself for letting her emotions get the best of
her, she patted Troy and walked away before he could answer. She
felt his eyes following her as she headed back to her sanctuary.
She couldn’t fight the feeling that she had left a bit of herself
behind.
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The following day Sabrina did not see Brock
or Troy at all. Thomas stopped by to drop off some liniment for
Mrs. Swanson’s rheumatism. Sabrina did not know why he couldn’t
have taken it to their house instead of dropping it off with her.
To make matters worse, he did not leave; he just hung around
chatting while she cleaned Star’s saddle. The Reynolds had a new
barn built and no longer kept their horses in town so there was no
excuse for him to stick around.

“Looks like a storm’s coming in,” he
commented as a brisk breeze rose. Sabrina looked up, taken off
guard as she looked at the darkening clouds off in the distance.
She did not know why she hadn’t noticed the change in the weather
herself. Even the air had changed; it was thicker somehow, as if it
was gathering energy.

She put away the saddle and polish and went
to check on the horses; they were snorting and moving restlessly.
She went to the last stall in the back and patted the gentle Star
on her nose. “It’ll be okay, girl. I promise,” she whispered as the
horse neighed back at her. She barely took note as Thomas left to
head home. Closing the main bay doors against the wind, she made a
check on the horses one by one. When she’d settled them all, she
lit a lantern, providing light in the now-dim barn.

Oklahoma had many bad storms. She had heard
lots of stories of strong winds coming out of the sky and picking
up anything in their way. She thought people had been joking at
first but, after hearing so many different stories from different
people, she realized they couldn’t all be false. She wished she was
not alone. She wished someone was with her---even someone like
Thomas. Ever since she’d been on her own, she’d hated storms worse
than ever. Settling into her loft she lay awake, cringing a little
every time a gust of wind shook the rafters.

She lost track of time. The wind blew and
blew. She wondered where all that wind came from and what riled it
up in the first place.

The horses were getting restless. Sabrina
climbed down and, edgy as she was, tried to quiet them. She took
deep breaths trying to calm herself as well. The horses could sense
fear, and she did not want to upset them any more than they already
were. The storm raged on outside even fiercer than before. She
could hear thunder in the distance and cringed at every rumble as
it drew closer.

As a child, during storms Sabrina’s mother
would always try to soothe her by telling her God made storms so
that there would be rainbows. She recalled her mother’s sweet voice
as she sang at her bedside until it passed. Sometimes the whole
family would gather in the main room and sing. She vividly
remembered the rich deep voices of her father and brother. Tears
burned her eyes yet again. Sniffling, she moved from horse to
horse, petting and singing softly to them trying to sooth herself
as well as them.

That evening there were four horses in the
large stable. Their thoughtful owners boarded them at the livery
while they were in town visiting for the night. Along with Star and
another older mare, there were two choice stallions both strong and
high strung at that. She didn’t know how the two bankers handled
such horses. Blaze, the dark red horse, kicked at the gate, wanting
to escape. Solomon, the other visitor, was a dark brown color. His
temperament reminded her of Troy.

She missed Troy, since he now stayed with
Brock most of the time. He was a fine horse. She’d thought about
raising horses in the future and knew he would breed good stock.
‘His owner would breed well, too,’ a soft voice whispered in her
mind. She barely saw Brock anymore either and, yes, she missed him
too. She smiled recalling the day at the McAllister’s place when he
held her close. His expression was hilarious as he realized that
his body was responding to Will. Sabrina would have laughed if she
wasn’t so tense. Forcing herself to concentrate on her task, she
shook her head to clear it.

She would get no sleep this night. Blaze
reared up on his hind legs as lightning struck nearby. Climbing on
the gate, she stretched up to reach his harness. She pulled him
down and tried to get him under control before he hurt himself or
one of the other horses.

Crack! Another flash struck even closer.
Sabrina could actually feel the electricity in the air. This time
all of the horses were flailing in their pens and Sabrina’s less
sensitive nose eventually picked up what they smelled. Smoke. The
lightning had struck the roof and the barn was on fire.

Her first instinct was to open the stall
doors and release the frightened horses, but without the barn doors
open the frenzied horses would still be trapped inside and she
would more than likely be trampled. Thinking quickly she ran to the
main doors and threw them open. She released the closest horse,
making sure she was behind the gate as the horse turned and ran in
terror out of the livery and into the night.

The barn was starting to fill with smoke.
Apparently, the fire was spreading fast even with the torrential
rain. The roar of flames sounded closer so Sabrina quickened her
pace, releasing the next horse.

Covering her face with her shirt, she next
released Mr. Swanson’s old mare, Copper. Three down, one to go she
counted automatically. She coughed as her lungs filled with smoke
and begged for oxygen. It was very warm now despite the cold
drizzle dripping from the ruined ceiling. Tendrils of flame and
fiery ash rained down on her and Star, licking at the straw on the
floor. She stomped out the ones she could as she concentrated on
the latch at Star’s stall. In panic Star had struck the gate with
her hooves, jamming the pin in the latch.

Time seemed to stand still as Sabrina fought
with the lock. She could hear nothing except for the crackling of
the fire, the raging wind and Star’s screams of terror. Sabrina
felt her energy waning as she coughed again, trying to suck air
into her burning lungs. She was starting to feel dizzy when someone
grabbed her from behind. She was lifted up, and pulled away from
the neighing horse. She had a flashback of a time not so long ago
when her befuddled mind screamed out the first word she thought of:
“Samuel!” He was again preventing her from saving the one she
loved. In her mind, Star’s screams mingled with Lydia’s as Sabrina
was pulled out of the barn and into the fresh air.

She coughed, sucking air into her starved
lungs. As her mind cleared a little, she fought the arms still
holding her. Turning on her captor, she looked up beseechingly into
Brock’s face. “Let go! Star’s still in there!”

“It’s too late!” Brock yelled through the
wind and commotion. Townspeople were running around forming bucket
brigades to stop the fire from spreading. Panicking, Sabrina kicked
Brock hard in the shin, jolted loose, and dashed for the burning
barn. She was fast but Brock was faster and he tackled her near the
entrance. She screamed in horror as the barn collapsed in front of
her. Brock grabbed her by her belt and pulled her back to a safe
distance.

Spent physically and mentally, she sank into
the mud and sobbed in anguish. She could hear people yelling and
shouting around her but she did not care. She felt numb to emotion
but she still felt the rain and the cold mud she was laying in. She
lost track of everything as her mind reeled. Star was gone as was
her job and all the money and belongings she had. For the second
time in her life, Sabrina watched as her home burn to the
ground.

She was barely aware when strong arms reached
down for her and picked her up. She wept as she was carried off
into the cold darkness.
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Brock again sat watching Will sleep; it had
become a pastime of his. He remembered the terror he felt when he
arrived in town and saw the barn aflame. His heart almost stopped
as he heard Jack yelling that Will was still inside. He saw horses
escaping and when Will did not emerge, he ran in. He followed
Star’s fearful whinnies, as he knew that Will would be close by.
Seeing him fumbling with the broken latch as the ash fell around
him Brock ran forward grabbed him and pulled him out. Outside in
the fresh air he was taken off guard by his immense sense of relief
that Will was not burned. Will’s screams had torn at his very soul
and he wasn’t certain why.

He carried the boy to the jail and laid him
on an empty cot. His breathing was shallow but steady; he was
exhausted and Brock left him to sleep as he went back out to secure
the town.

Brock wiped his eyes wearily; they still
burned from the smoke and ash in the air. Of course, the fact that
he was up all night did not help matters either. Luckily, the barn
was the only building that was totally destroyed. A couple of
others were damaged by the wind and rain but were repairable. There
were some injuries, but so far the only loss was the horse. He
sighed---what was the boy thinking, risking his life for a horse
that wasn’t even his?

A soft knock on the doorframe roused Brock
from his thoughts. Mr. Swanson came in to see how Will was feeling.
Brock stood to greet him.

“I see you achieved a great deal in the last
couple of months,” Mr. Swanson said, looking around.

“Yes, thanks to Will and his help. He is very
industrious,” Brock said, shaking his hand.

“He’s a good boy, a hard worker but a bit
stubborn. Thank you for saving his life last night. There is no way
he would have left on his own---not without Star,” Mr. Swanson said
desolately.

“I was going to ask about the boy’s well
being, his future. It couldn’t have been good for him to be living
in the stables.”

Mr. Swanson smiled sadly, “No, no it wasn’t
but Will is as stubborn as a billy goat. As I’m sure you’ve seen,
he can be downright ornery at times. I have plenty of room at my
house but he refused to stay with me and the Mrs., ‘didn’t wanna
put us out’ he said.”

“I was thinking about having him stay at my
place since it looks like I’m gonna be here a while,” said Brock.
“Having Will stay with me would be no problem.”

“Well, Will is his own man; it’d be up to
him.” As he left, he muttered, “Good luck trying to convince him,
though.” Brock’s next visitor wasn’t as welcome.

 


Sabrina awoke and the events of the night
before crashed into her consciousness. Her lungs burned as she drew
in a breath, and her throat was parched. She was lying on a cot,
facing a stark wooden wall, very disoriented. She could hear male
voices behind her. Then suddenly a voice stood out: it was Brock’s
deep baritone. The other voice sounded familiar but she could not
place it. She shut her eyes and pretended to still be asleep.

“I came by to check on Will,” Thomas Reynold
stated.

“He’s resting, he shouldn’t be
disturbed.”

“He should still be checked out. Since my
father is tied up with patients, I figured I would come by and
examine the boy.”

Sabrina stiffened involuntarily. She did not
want anyone examining her, much less Thomas. She hoped Brock would
keep him away. The last thing she needed was the man poking and
prodding.

 


Brock glanced over at Will, a thoughtful look
on his face. He had detected the slight movement and change in
breathing pattern. He knew that the boy was awake. “Appreciate your
concern, Thomas, but what he needs most is rest. I’m not letting
you wake him so you can use him for practice.”

Thomas left in a huff and Brock stepped into
the cell. By this time Sabrina had realized that she was at the
jail---that it must have been Brock who carried her here last night
after saving her from the fire. She was grateful to him for getting
rid of Thomas for her, but she could not help but be angry with him
for making her abandon Star. Thinking of the gentle mare, tears
burned her eyes.

“So you’re awake,” Brock said, stepping
closer. Even though he knew she was conscious, she still kept up
the façade, not wanting to face reality.

She heard Brock sigh. The bed dipped when he
sat on the edge of it. His thigh was touching her back and she
closed her eyes even tighter.

“You scared the hell out of me last night. I
arrived to find the barn up in flames with you still in there. I
know you blame me for losing Star, but I’d feel a hell of a lot
worse if I lost you.”

“Why would you care?” Sabrina spat out, as
fresh tears stung her eyes. Her voice came out in a croak. The
retort caused her chest to spasm and she ended up in a coughing
fit. She turned, lifting herself up on her hands and knees to make
breathing a little easier. Brock handed her his handkerchief as she
spat up the black gunk coating her lungs.

“You okay? You want me to go get Thomas?”
Brock asked, concerned.

“No! I’m fine,” She choked out, moving so she
was now sitting up next to him on the cot. She sniffed as she wiped
her face with a clean part of the hankie. She was surprised and
dismayed as it came away black. She looked down at her tattered
clothes. Her shirt and pants were darkened by soot and mud. They
had small burn marks on them here and there from the burning ash.
She needed to change. Fresh tears sprang to her eyes as she
realized all her belongings in the world were in the barn. She had
nothing. No home, no job, no money, no clothes. Nothing.

Brock watched, concerned, as tears came and
Will turned his face away to gain control of himself. His instincts
screamed out to comfort the boy but he did not dare after their
last encounter. “I guess I care because you remind me of myself
when I was a boy,” he said softly, answering her initial
question.

Sabrina snorted at this. “Really? Your home
was burned down in front of your eyes as you were forced to watch
your loved ones die?”

Brock watched with his heart aching as Will
lifted his face up to stare at him head on. The only part of the
boy’s face not covered in soot was the trail of tears rolling down
his cheeks.

The boy’s defiance as he glared at Brock
indicated his spirit wasn’t broken. Brock smiled gently as he
replied. “No, I was referring to your skill with horses, your
loyalty, and your courage. I knew that you had lost your family
somehow. I am sorry it was in such a horrendous way.”Sabrina
clamped her mouth shut. She had said way too much already.

“Ya know, Will, I was talking to Mr. Swanson
earlier about you.”

Sabrina stiffened. He didn’t realize her
secret, did he? She thought frantically about what may have given
her away. She was usually so careful. But something about him made
her not want to be.

“That ain’t polite to talk about people
behind their back,” she chastised.

“Well, I’m concerned.”

Sabrina turned to face him, crossing her arms
against her chest defensively.

“You can’t just live in a barn the rest of
your life. You need a home and someone to mentor you. It’s awfully
tough out here and someone your age shouldn’t be left to fend for
himself like a stray dog.”

Sabrina snorted. “I’ve been doing just fine
on my own. I don’t need anyone telling me what to do. Especially
not a two-bit lawman who doesn’t have the sense to know that dirt
and water make mud.”

Brock sighed; this was not going as he had
planned. For some reason he’d assumed the boy would be grateful to
have a home.

“It’s not safe for you to be on your own.
This town is full of outlaws and thieves. What would have happened
if the stables had caught on fire while you were sleeping?”

Sabrina blanched, hearing the word fire
pulled up vivid pictures of her home going up in flames, her
sister’s screams. The bullet to Lydia’s back had not killed her
instantly and the men had satisfied themselves with her until she
lay still for good. Lightheaded, Sabrina had to grasp the side of
the bed to steady herself. Brock held her other arm.

“You okay?” She pulled away and stood up
swaying, trying desperately to force out the horrid thoughts. She
needed to sort things out; ignoring Brock, she walked out of the
Jail.

Brock sighed as Will walked off, suddenly
feeling alone. Maybe his offer wasn’t so much for Will’s sake as
his own.

Sabrina wanted nothing more than to go down
to the river, it always soothed her; but her rumbling stomach had
other ideas. She sat at the bar and Mac put a hearty breakfast and
glass of milk in front of her. Handing her a damp cloth she smiled
at his sympathetic expression as she washed her face and hands
before she nibbled on some fresh corn bread. Her throat felt raw
and it was hard to swallow. Ignoring the huge slab of country ham
on her plate, she crumbled the corn bread into her milk and ate it
with a spoon. Concentrating on swallowing she didn’t notice when
Mr. Swanson came into the saloon.

“Mornin’, Will,” he said, patting him on the
shoulder.

Sabrina nodded, afraid to try speaking. She
wanted to apologize for losing Star but she didn’t know how to
start. Tears stung her eyes as she looked at Mr. Swanson, “I’m so
sorry about your stables and Star. The latch got twisted and I
couldn’t free her. If I had more time, if Brock hadn’t of grabbed
me…”

“Shhhh…It’s alright boy; I told Brock to
bring you out. Star was a good horse and I know you did everything
you could to save her. It was her time.”

She shook her head. She remembered someone
telling her that at her family’s funeral. It was their time;
they’re in a better place. It did not help then and it did not help
now. She knew he was just trying to make her feel better but it was
not working.

“Brock said you were talking to him about me
earlier.” She meant to sound irritated, but she was so tired she
did not have any fight left. It took all her energy to breathe.

“He thinks you should move in with him and,
frankly, I agree. Will, would it be that awful sleeping in a warm
bed at night and feeling the contentment of belonging? I’ve been
talking to the town council and Brock came highly recommended; he
has a reputation for being very honorable. I love you like a son
but you push everyone away. Will, I know you lost your family but
you’re still alive. Live!” He patted Will’s arm and walked
away.

Sabrina turned back to her meal, surprised to
find that her face was wet. She slowly wiped away the tears
but---to no avail---more just took their place. She never cried
after Montgomery burned, not even at the funeral. She was just too
numb at first, then she was too busy running the ranch and fighting
with Warren. Crying was stupid; it didn’t help anything, just made
you feel worse. Unable to stanch the flow, she laid her head on her
crossed arms and sobbed. She cried for her mother, father, sister,
her home, the friends she left behind, her brother and finally
herself.

 


Brock made a quick circuit around the
boardwalk. He had followed Will to the saloon to make sure he was
okay. Returning to his office, he propped his feet up on the desk
and pulled his hat over his face to block out sunlight. He had not
slept even a wink and was hoping to doze for a bit.

A short while later he heard a knock on the
door. He sat up reluctantly. Will was standing in the doorway. He
motioned for the boy to come in and Will stopped at his desk. Brock
waited as Will scowled down at him, the bitter words coming with
hesitancy. “I guess I could stay… on a trial basis.”

Brock tried to hide his smile. “I’ll pick you
up at the saloon when I leave this evening.” The boy nodded once,
turned and hurried out of the stifling office. Brock watched him
until he was out of sight. Shaking his head, he reluctantly
returned to his paper work. In the ruckus he didn’t notice the new
wanted poster that had arrived. The poster read, “Ted Roberts: Dead
or Alive.” He twisted to add it to the other ones and frowned,
staring at the wall. There was a blank spot. He tried focusing his
mind on the posters to figure out which one was missing. It soon
dawned on him. The girl. The reward poster was gone. He looked
around to see if it had come loose somehow from the nail. He
searched the floor and then his desk. It was nowhere to be found.
Sighing, he pinned Ted up in her place.

Sabrina forced herself to walk down to the
stables. The smell of burnt hair hung in the air and she felt like
retching. The barn was gone. She had hoped that maybe some of her
belongings had survived but it was total devastation. The sides had
collapsed inwards and a pang struck her heart as she imagined
Star’s fear as she abandoned the mare. Tears stung her eyes and she
headed down an alley to sit behind a building.

She blew her nose on Brock’s hankie and made
her way down to the river. She climbed down the embankment to the
water and rinsed out the handkerchief in its murky depths. Wringing
it out, she scrubbed her face and neck and chest as best as she
could. She knew she could go to the saloon and have a bath there,
but she did not want to have to deal with people right now. A crisp
air blew across the river, and she shivered. There was another
storm coming.

Sabrina was waiting inside when Brock arrived
at the saloon. Her head was telling her she was crazy to risk
revealing herself by moving in with him. But her heart was
rebelling and doing little flip flops every time Brock spoke or
glanced her way.

Spotting her at her retreat in the corner, he
motioned with his head for her to come. Feeling like she was being
led to the gallows, she got up and followed him out the door. Troy
was waiting outside, and she went up and hugged him, glad that he
was safe and not in her care that night.

“You can ride behind me,” Brock informed her.
She watched him mount up and he bent down, offering her a hand as
he practically lifted her and swung her behind him. She sat there
for a second, unsure of what to do with her hands. She wondered if
she should hold onto the saddle behind her and tried it as Troy
turned to head out, but it was awkward.

Brock looked back at her and told her to hang
on. Nervously, she placed her hands on his sides.

An electrical current seemed to run along his
spine as Will held onto him. Frowning at his reaction, he nudged
Troy into a gallop. The storm was moving in fast and he wanted to
get to shelter before the rain hit.

The house was in sight when the sky opened
up. A frog choker, her father used to call them. She instinctively
grasped onto Brock tighter and hid her face in his back to block
off some of the rain. Sabrina was happy to be drenched as long as
there was no lightning in sight. Water she could take. Brock rode
toward the barn and Sabrina instantly hopped off and ran to open
the barn door so Troy could seek shelter.

Guiding him into the barn Brock dismounted
and went to light a lantern as Will started releasing Troy’s saddle
straps. Once they were free, Brock lifted the heavy saddle from the
horse and placed it over a railing. Will stripped off the soaked
blanket and hung it up to dry, before she and Brock used their
hands to wick away the water from Troy’s coat so he wouldn’t catch
a chill. After securing Troy in his stall and settling him, Sabrina
and Brock stood awkwardly, both remembering the last time they were
in this barn.

Sabrina couldn’t help but look up at Brock
and smile. “Did you get rid of all the spiders?”

“Yup, no spiders,” Brock replied with a
grin.

“Beat ya to the house,” Sabrina called out
slipping through the door into the rain and leaving Brock to
wrestle with the large barn door in the wind. Her lungs burned as
she hurried as fast as she could, which was difficult through the
darkness and the muck sucking at her feet.

She breathlessly opened the door to the house
and held it for Brock who was surprisingly close behind her.

“I won,” she said, unable to resist as he
arrived lantern and all. He was soaked to the skin. And Sabrina
almost laughed out loud. She would have if he hadn’t been glaring
at her like that. Maybe things would be okay after all.

“You cheated,” Brock retorted, placing the
flickering light on the metal stovetop. He turned around, removing
his vest and laying it on a chair. Next, he pulled his shirttails
out of his pants and began unbuttoning it. Sabrina stood shivering
in the darkness as she watched Brock undress. She watched as he
removed his shirt, his damp skin glowed in the dim light like a
mythical god.

“What are you doing?”

He looked at her oddly. “I’m trying to get
warm. You should undress too ‘fore you catch pneumonia.”

Sabrina was glad for the darkness to hide her
pallid skin as she cringed at her stupidity. Of course changing
clothes was the best option but she only had one set and told him
so. Nodding, he tossed her a clean shirt of his, and she took it,
scampering up the ladder and into the loft to change.

“Strange boy,” he muttered to himself as he
changed into some long johns. He normally didn’t wear long johns
but since he had company now, he sure as heck couldn’t go prancing
around in the nude.

Shaking his head he set about fixing supper
as he waited for Will to come back down. He decided a stew would be
good on a rainy night like tonight. He quickly lit the stove and
put some water on to boil. He added some rabbit meat he had dried
earlier and cut up some potatoes and carrots. He left the pot to
boil and went over to relax on his bed.

Sabrina eyed the pallet in the corner of the
loft. Apparently, he had suspected she would accept his invitation.
Normally, this would make her angry, but she just had too much on
her mind to care right now. She was cold. She quickly removed her
wet shirt and wrappings. She then put on Brock’s shirt in case he
came up the ladder. She never took her eyes off the top rung while
she changed. Dropping her britches, she hung her clothes on the
edge of the loft, hoping they would dry quicker that way. She
risked a peek downstairs and watched as Brock chopped the
vegetables expertly and settled down on his bed.

She was in a quandary. She did not want to
come downstairs in just a shirt and it would look odd if she did
not come back down. She hesitated; her stomach grumbled as the
cooked meat wafted up to her nostrils. Well, that answered her
question. She was starving. She had not eaten much today---her
stomach so twisted with worry and regret. Making up her mind she
wrapped herself in a blanket from her bedding and carefully made
her way down the ladder.

Holding the blanket tightly around her she
stood uneasily next to the ladder as if ready to scamper up it in
an instant if need be. This house did not feel like home to her.
She still thought of it as Mr. McAllister’s house and she felt like
an intruder. Not sure what to say or do she moved to the stove to
stare down into the pot. She did not know too much about cooking
but it smelled like heaven.

“Hungry?” Brock asked quietly. The boy was
still acting odd; it was as if he was avoiding him. Maybe it was
because of his ordeal or just because of the new place. Brock knew
how uncomfortable it was to be in a new place, a new town.

“Um, yes, is there enough for both of
us?”

“Of course, you don’t eat much, anyway. No
wonder you’re not growing.” He stopped smiling as he saw the boy
stiffen. “Sorry, didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“Runs in the family,” she stated in her
defense. This was not a lie; her sister and mother were about the
same size as she was. Thinking of them brought sadness back into
her heart; Brock could read it in her stance and cursed himself for
upsetting the boy. The kid had enough ghosts to battle without him
dredging up new ones.

“Ya know, I changed my mind, I’m not hungry
after all.” She turned, climbed back up the ladder and crawled into
her bed. Her tears ran as heavily as the rain outside.

A short time later she was awakened when
Brock shook her shoulder. Sitting up with the blanket clutched
tightly to her chest, she took the cup of stew he offered her.

The warm broth burned her throat a bit but
was soothing to her stomach. She quickly finished the cup and
thanked him gratefully as he crept down the ladder, leaving her to
her thoughts.
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Sabrina awoke to the wonderful smell of bacon
frying. She thought bacon was the best smell in the whole world.
Crawling out of her bed and peeking her head over the loft, she saw
Brock standing at the wood stove cooking breakfast. Her stomach
rumbled, and she leaned over to check and see if her clothes were
dry yet. Giving them a quick squeeze, she found they were still
damp.

Regretfully, she made her way down the ladder
again wrapped in a blanket.

Brock looked behind him and offered her a
grin. “Morning.”

“You really do know how to cook,” she said,
coming up behind him to peer around his back at the stove.

“I’m very good at lots of things.” Brock
smirked, expertly turning the sizzling bacon. She watched as he
checked on the biscuits he had made earlier and shook her head in
wonder. He was like the perfect prince in a fairytale. Prince
Charming. She imagined a crown on his dark head and giggled.

Brock looked down at her strangely. Noticing,
she faked a cough and cleared her throat. “Never learned to cook
myself.” She sat at the small table as Brock scooped out the crispy
bacon onto the tin plates. He then cracked eggs into the pan,
letting the bacon grease season the eggs as they cooked.

“Well, I guess I’ll have to teach you. You
have to keep up your end of the chores.”

A memory of Alma chasing her out of the
kitchen when she was younger flashed through her mind. She had been
trying to boil water for some tea and had somehow caught the drapes
on fire.

Alma had put the fire out quickly with her
wash water for the dishes. Sabrina’s heart filled with fear as she
now realized what a dangerous situation she had been in. Instead of
being mad at Alma for scolding her, she should have been grateful
for the woman’s swift action. Anyhow, she was not allowed to cook
again, which was fine with her. She would much rather be outside
taking care of the livestock anyway.

Finishing the eggs, Brock carried the plates
outside for them to eat. It was a beautiful morning and the food
was really good. They did not talk while they ate and, for that,
Sabrina was grateful. It was nice to sit and enjoy a good meal with
Brock; she even relaxed her guard a little. As Sabrina finished
eating, Brock stood up, stretching his long, lithe body.

Sabrina knew she was staring again but she
could not help it. She was mesmerized as he raised his arms up over
his head and stretched like a cat.

“I cooked; you clean,” Brock said, heading
toward the barn to check on Troy. Sabrina sighed, watching him go.
She felt a strange churning in her stomach whenever she was near
him. She knew what that feeling was; Lydia had taught her all about
that kinda stuff. She knew her body was reacting to him like a dog
in heat. It really made pretending to be a boy a whole lot harder.
Maybe she’d made a mistake by moving in with Brock. She really
didn’t know what had possessed her to say “yes” or what had come
over him to ask her.

Seeing him in the barn she thought back to
the first time they had been there, when she was showing him the
place. His mouth was so close he could have kissed her. He was
reacting to her too. Of course he still thought she was a boy and
it was confusing him to no end. Just imagine if he knew she was a
girl. She grinned a little as she gathered up the plates to
wash.

Brock leaned against Troy’s stall. The boy
needed clothing and necessities. He would have to take him into
town to get him some. He needed his own horse. Unfortunately, Brock
did not have enough resources for that now. He would just have to
ride double with him on Troy. If need be, Will could walk to town
and back but that was silly since they were both going to the same
place. He tried to ignore the nagging voice in the back of his
head, which told him that he wanted the boy to depend on him and
that he liked it when he rode with Will. Saddling Troy, he headed
to the house to inform Will of his plans.

Sabrina had to drop the blanket while she
finished the dishes and pans. She stood by the small table in
nothing but Brock’s shirt. She was covered almost to her knees but
she felt naked. She needed clothes, she needed money, she needed a
job. It would take months to rebuild the livery, if or when Mr.
Swanson decided to do so. There weren’t that many jobs available
for a boy of her age. She shook her head as she thought of herself
as a boy; hell, she was even confusing herself now.

She heard the creak of the door opening
behind her and froze. She wanted to make a grab for the blanket but
knew that would appear suspicious. So she pretended that she didn’t
hear him enter and continued with her task. She felt a large warm
hand on her shoulder and electricity shot down her spine as Brock
leaned down and told her to get ready to head into town. Flushed
from the contact she turned away and only nodded as she dried the
last dish.

Picking up the blanket and wrapping it around
her, she scampered up the ladder. Up in the loft she took deep
steady breaths. This was driving her crazy. She needed to tell him
the truth. Sabrina despised liars more than anything and that is
exactly what she had become. Fearing that if she did tell him he
would be angry and kick her out, she decided to keep silent. For
now, she had no other place to go. Grabbing her slightly damp
clothing, she squirmed into it and headed back down the ladder.

She handed Brock his shirt back, careful not
to touch him in the process. She thanked him and looked up at him
as she did so. He was so tall she only came up to his shoulder. His
eyes met hers, and he quickly looked away, taking a step back.

“We need to go into town to get you some
things,” Brock stated.

“I don’t have any money right now, I’ll just
make do.”

“Since you’re in my charge, I’ll provide for
you.”

Sabrina bristled at this. “First of all, you
are not in charge of me. I’m kinda down and out right now, and I
appreciate you taking me in until I can get back on my feet. If you
insist on getting me things, just know that I will repay you as
soon as possible. I don’t need charity or anyone feeling sorry for
me.”

Brock was surprised by the boy’s strength and
courage. He had nothing, and yet he was not broken. He nodded to
Will, trying to hide a small smile and received a glare for his
effort. He headed outside and mounted Troy, not daring to offer the
boy a hand up lest he get another lecture. Will climbed up behind
him with no problem. He felt small hands on his waist and sent Troy
into a trot.

They were silent as they rode into town.
Passing the burnt out barn, Brock felt Will’s hands clench into
fists as he held onto his shirt. He guided Troy to his office and
tied him at the post outside. Will was off the horse almost before
he stopped. He looked at Brock with his arms crossed in front of
his chest, daring him to say a word. Sighing, Brock headed toward
the mercantile and hoped that Will was following him.

Sabrina stopped outside of the store and
hesitated. The same blue dress was still in the window mocking her.
She hated it. She hated all dresses. She had much more freedom. Now
she could go and do whatever she wanted to do; be whoever she
wanted to be. So why wasn’t she happy? Frowning, she followed Brock
inside.

He led her over to a table of denim overalls
and pants. She chose a pair of bib overalls in blue and, at Brock’s
insistence, another pair of brown jeans. Next came the shirts.
Grabbing two, she added them to her pile along with a pair of long
johns that Brock tossed on top, smirking as she glared at him.
Ignoring him, Brock added some socks to the pile. He headed over to
the boot section and Sabrina put her foot down.

“My boots are just fine; I don’t need another
pair,” she hissed in embarrassment. “It’ll take me a year to pay
all of this off as it is.”

Brock let her win the shoe argument but
insisted on buying a jacket for winter. It was already fall and,
even in Oklahoma, it can get awfully cold. Sabrina was battling
with herself. She knew she needed a coat she just didn’t need one
right now. If she said no she knew he would argue with her and make
a scene. It would save her a lot of grief if she just went ahead
and let him buy the damn coat now. She reluctantly agreed, but
Brock was already searching through the coats.

Mr. Taylor added up her purchases and wrapped
them in a burlap bundle tied with string.

“Here you go,” he said, smiling happily at
the large sale.

“How much is everything?” she asked.

“Don’t worry about it, son, I just added it
to the Sheriff’s tab.”

She scowled up at him. “How much?” she
repeated slowly, as if he was dense. The mercantile looked at Brock
nervously. “Um, four dollars.”

Sabrina glared at both of them. “Really?
Cause I added it up to be fifteen dollars.” Brock and Mr. Taylor
both looked surprised at that.

“Um, yes, but we’re having a sale.”

“Sure,” Sabrina said, stomping out of the
mercantile angrily as Brock grabbed the package, thanked the clerk,
and chased after her.

Hearing him hurrying behind her, she stopped
and spun around to face him. Not anticipating such a sudden stop,
Brock knocked her backwards into a very large puddle of mud. He
expected the boy to explode in anger but was taken by surprise when
he sat silently in the puddle. The look he gave Brock made his
heart ache.

Sabrina bit her lip as tears burned her eyes.
What a crappy week. Hearing piercing laughter, she looked around
and saw Sally and Thomas nearby. Perfect.

Brock watched in contempt as a chuckling
Thomas went to Will’s aid, pulling him to his feet. Taking control,
Brock stepped forward, thanking Thomas for his assistance and
pulling Will down the street and into a narrow alley.

“I don’t appreciate being lied to. I told you
I would pay you back. I can take care of myself. I don’t need
anyone.”

“Don’t you?” Brock asked softly.

Sabrina could hide the tears no longer. She
felt Brock’s arms wrap around her and held her to his chest. She
didn’t know how long they were standing there in the alley. Time
had stopped for her. All she knew was that it felt damn good to be
held in Brock’s arms. She reluctantly pulled away, sniffling as she
wiped at her face, smearing mud on it.

“You’re getting muddy,”she told him.

“I don’t care.”

“I’m sorry for being such a cry baby. I don’t
know what’s wrong with me.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you. You have
been through too much lately; it’s good to cry on occasion.“

“Do you cry?” she asked, taking Brock off
guard.

“I have,” he answered, looking away. “I got
paper work to catch up with; why don’t you come back to the jail
with me and you can change.”

Looking down at her muddy clothes, she
agreed. Brock shut the door and locked it back after they entered.
Sabrina took her package to the cell she slept in the other night.
It seemed like so much had happened since then. So much bad had
happened in her short life that she was weary from it. Making sure
Brock was sitting at his desk with his back to her she quickly took
off the dirty clothes and put on a clean shirt and the overalls.
She was pleased to see that the overalls did much to hide her
figure and chest. It seemed silly to dress in clean clothes when
the rest of her was filthy but it felt good just the same.

Retying her bundle of new clothes and wadding
the dirty ones up on the floor for now, she went up to Brock.

“Thank you for my clothes.”

Brock looked up at her. “You’re welcome.”

Her eyes widened as she glanced up and took
in the new wanted poster behind Brock’s head.

Brock turned, following her stare. “Ted
Roberts. Head of the Roberts gang. Do you know him?”

Sabrina felt faint; she did know him. He had
worked on their ranch. She had no idea he was a murderer. He was
very quiet, he liked to read, and he was very smart. He was very
nice to Sabrina but something about his eyes, the way they were
always watching her. The way he always gazed at her was
frightening; it made her feel sick inside, like she was dirty. He
had started following her around, keeping track of her. When her
father found out about it, he fired him.

She flashed back to the day of the murders.
She remembered a man on horseback watching the commotion. He was
too far away to see his face but he was on a black horse. Ted
Roberts had a pure black horse.

Brock stood, grabbed her by the arm and set
her in his chair. She shook her head in denial. Her mind and her
heart were locked in combat. She did not want to admit the
possible. “No, I don’t know him,” she whispered, but they both knew
she was lying.

Sabrina felt dizzy and leaned up against a
wall. Brock insisted she go back into the cell and lie down, but he
could tell by Will’s breathing that he was not sleeping. He wanted
to take him home but he had too many reports to write up about the
fire. He liked to keep a log of the goings on in the town. He knew
he would not be able to help Will unless he talked, and it seemed
as if the boy was determined not to, no matter how scared he
was.

This bothered Brock. He wanted to protect him
and keep him safe and happy. So far, he was not doing a very good
job at either.

Sabrina stared at the wall feeling a sense of
deja’vu. She had tried so hard to forget what happened that day so
long ago; to wipe it out of her memory. Now, she wanted to replay
it in her mind... to see if it really was Ted Roberts there that
day. If he was, her family’s deaths were all her fault; she was the
one who rejected him. She was the one who snuck out to go fishing
with Samuel without telling anyone. It was her fault they were all
dead…her fault…all her fault.

She dozed and began to mumble lightly.
Suddenly she was shaken awake by Brock as her screams echoed off
the metal bars of the cell.

“Sorry,” she whispered as people off the
street poked their heads in the door to make sure all was well.

Brock sighed, “I think we should be getting
home.”

Home.

What a powerful word and what deep meaning it
should hold. Home is where you belong, where you are safe and warm.
Where your family is. Where love is. Sabrina refused to cry as she
followed Brock out the door, holding her packages tightly to her
chest. Yes, she was going home.
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Still sleepy, Sabrina leaned up against
Brock’s back as they rode home. She closed her eyes. She knew she
would get no rest tonight. There were too many demons dancing
around in her head for her to sleep.

They soon arrived and Brock lifted the sleepy
boy down and made sure he was on his feet before climbing down
himself. He told Will to go to the house and rest and he would take
care of Troy.

Not wanting to be left alone with her
thoughts, she followed Brock into the barn anyway. She sat on a
bale of hay, deep in thought. Perhaps subconsciously she was not
just hiding from Warren. Maybe she was hiding from something else.
Something darker, something evil. She shuddered at the thought. She
knew she no longer had to hide from Warren. Legally he could not
control her. She had questioned herself many times as to why she
still kept up the charade. Now she knew why. All this time she
knew. She knew someone was looking for her: Sabrina. Nobody was
looking for Will. Will was safe. For now.

Brock finished his work and headed out of the
barn. He didn’t have to motion for the boy to follow; he was right
on his heels. There were biscuits and bacon left over from
breakfast but Sabrina did not feel like eating and offered her
share to Brock. He looked at her in concern.

“You wanna talk about it?”

“About what?” Will mumbled.

“Anything that’s on your mind.”

“Okay, how did your parents meet,” she asked,
taking him off guard. Had she been in a better mood she would have
laughed at the expression on his face. ”Was your mother a captive?
You said you would tell me later.”

She was sitting on the floor next to his bed
with her back to the wall. She didn’t want to go to bed. She didn’t
want to dream.

Brock came over and sat down on his cot. “You
have a good memory. Ok, I’ll tell you.” He lay down on his back and
put his hands behind his head as he stared off into another time
and he told his story.

“My mother is a full blooded Comanche. She
was very proud and very strong willed---so strong that the braves
called her ‘Sharp tongue.’ Comanches are great horsemen and
traders. They are fierce and strong warriors in battle. They travel
a lot, seeking new trade. My father was a trapper; he owned a
trading post where all tribes of Indians would gather to trade for
goods. He was very skilled at his craft and showed the Comanche how
to process the skins to be stronger. Anyway, that is how my parents
met.”

Sabrina was intrigued. Brock was a great
storyteller; his voice was very smooth and soothing. She was
disappointed when he stopped talking.

“Was it love at first sight?” she asked.

Brock laughed aloud. “No, my mother was very
stubborn, very difficult. She was a great annoyance to her father,
a Comanche Elder. She somehow ended up running into my father while
bathing. Before either one could react they were spotted by my
Grandmother, who took the opportunity to force her to marry. My dad
really had no choice in the matter.”

“I doubt that. There are always choices.” She
hesitated. “Are they still alive?”

“Oh yes. They live in a cabin in the
mountains. I see them when I can.”

“Do you have an Indian name?”

Brock hesitated before answering. “Yes.”

“Well, what is it?”

“Eagle Wind.”

“It’s beautiful.”

Brock humphed. “What about your parents?” he
asked cautiously. He wanted to find out how the boy knew the outlaw
but didn’t want to upset him again.

Sabrina closed her eyes as she thought of her
parents. She usually tried not to think of her family---it hurt too
much.

He was silent for so long Brock thought that
maybe he had fallen asleep. He was surprised when Will started
talking. “My mother was traveling with her sister. My Aunt Betty is
very adventurous and loves to travel. She often dragged my mother
along for company. My mother was beautiful. She had copper-colored
hair and green eyes. Needless to say, I look like my dad.”

“Except for the eyes,” Brock broke in.

“Yes, I’m always told I inherited my father’s
looks, my mother’s eyes and my aunt’s spirit. She and my aunt were
traveling by stagecoach. It was attacked by outlaws, and they were
rescued by my father.” She hesitated, wondering how much she should
reveal. “He was a Marshall. It was love at first sight. At least
that’s what my mother always told me. I have never seen a man and
woman love each other so much. They would have died for each other.
And they did,” she added softly.

Brock waited for more of the story but Will
didn’t continue. He looked over at the boy, but he was just staring
off into space. “You should go to bed. It’s late.”

Sabrina shook her head no. “I don’t want to
sleep. I’ll have dreams.”

Brock frowned, remembering the terrified
cries earlier, in town. He wished he could ease his mind. “Do you
want to lie down with me?”

Sabrina nodded gratefully, too tired to think
of anything else. Brock scooted over against the wall and she
climbed in next to him. Brock whispered good night, but she was
already asleep.

Brock awoke at first light. He felt a warm
body pressed against him, and it took him a second to remember he
had let the boy sleep with him. In sleep, Will had wrapped himself
around Brock with his head nestled comfortably on Brock’s chest.
Alarmed by his body’s reaction Brock quickly disentangled himself
and headed outside to get some fresh air.

Sabrina was disgruntled at her rude
awakening. She couldn’t remember ever sleeping so well. Smiling at
Brock’s hasty departure, she stood up and stretched. She wished she
could sleep as well every night. However, the odd look that Brock
gave her when he came back in squashed any hope of a repeat.

Frowning, she headed out to bathe in the
creek nearby. She told Brock so he wouldn’t come down to the creek
by accident. She took her muddy clothing from yesterday with her to
wash out. Might as well kill two birds with one stone. Cleaning
them as best she could, she then took the lye soap and scrubbed
every inch of herself. The water was very cold but refreshing.
Donning her clean clothes she took her wet clothes back to the
house to hang on the clothes line out back. There were a couple of
clothespins left on the line and she used them to secure her
items.

Her mind wandered as she went about her task.
She felt so comfortable and so…safe when in Brock’s arms. She
wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep up her charade. She was
scared he would hate her if she told him, and she was scared he
would hate her if she didn’t. Remembering the look of guilt he gave
her this morning---as if he had done something wrong---she sighed
and went back inside.

Brock was at the stove. “Morning,” she said,
coming up behind him to watch. It always amazed her how quickly the
thick clear egg whites turned pure white. Brock only nodded to
her.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly almost to
herself.

He looked at her quizzically. “Sorry? For
what?”

“For being such a nuisance. I would
understand if you asked me to leave.”

Brock’s heart ached as he looked down at
Will. Maybe he’d overreacted this morning. Now the boy thought he
was angry with him when, really, he was angry at himself. He did
not want the boy to leave. Hell, he had no place else to go. No, he
would just have to be more cautious in the future. Keep himself in
check.

“You haven’t done anything wrong,” Brock
muttered, avoiding those eyes as he turned back to breakfast. “I’m
sorry if I made you think that. I guess I’m just used to living
alone.”

They went outside to eat and Sabrina felt the
best she had felt in a long time. Even before the fire. She felt
Brock’s eyes on her and boldly looked up to meet them. He glanced
away. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

“You can ask. Doesn’t mean I’ll answer,”
Sabrina said, feeling a sense of dread creep over her.

“The night of the fire. When I grabbed you to
pull you out, you called me Samuel. Who’s Samuel?” The question had
been nagging at him lately.

Sabrina frowned; she did not remember that
from the night of the fire. In fact she wished there was a lot more
from that night that she could forget.

“Samuel is...was my best friend from back
home. We did everything together. He saved my life. I wouldn’t be
here today if it wasn’t for him.”

“Is he still alive?”

“Yes. I mean, I hope so.”

“Well, why did you leave?” Brock asked
curiously.

“I don’t wanna talk anymore.” Sabrina stood
up and walked off to the barn. Let him wash the friggin dishes, she
thought, greeting Troy. She started brushing him to calm herself.
She didn’t want to lie to Brock. But she just couldn’t tell him the
truth. It was best just to walk away. Seems like I’ve been doing
that for a long time. Running. And I’m getting damn tired of
it.

Knowing that Brock needed to go to town, she
saddled Troy and had him ready when Brock appeared in the barn. She
forced a small smile to let him know she wasn’t mad at him. In one
graceful move he was on the large horse and he leaned down to offer
her his hand. She hesitated briefly and then grabbed it, swinging
up behind him.

While Brock worked, Sabrina went around
looking for a job. She knew that Mr. Swanson would probably give
her one at the saloon but she knew that he didn’t need any help and
any job he offered her would be charity on his part so that would
be a last resort.

She tried most places on Main Street but
nobody was hiring. Finally, she went down to the river and watched
the men loading the boats. She knew she was not strong enough for
that type of work but it did help pass the time as she rested her
weary feet. Her thoughts kept going back to Brock. She wondered if
he regretted letting her stay with him. It was twice as much work
on his part. She hadn’t learned to cook yet. Maybe Mac could teach
her and she could surprise him with supper. With a plan in mind,
she stood and headed toward the saloon. Mac was behind the counter,
as usual, and she greeted her old friend. It had only been a couple
of days since she’d seen him last but it seemed like much
longer.

Mac frowned at her. “You’re looking kinda
puny; ain’t he been feeding you?”

“Yes, I just ain’t had much of an appetite
lately. I have a lot on my mind.”

“Shame. You could bunk with me; I have a room
out back, but a saloon is no place for a youngster like you.”

“I’m fine. Brock’s been more than generous.
In fact, I was wondering if you could show me how to cook so I
could help him out. I don’t want to be a burden.”

Mac snorted. “A burden---hell he should be
honored that you chose to stay there. Cooking is a fine art. Some
people are gifted and others aren’t. I daresay that you’re not but
I guess I could teach you a few things: the basics at least. Can’t
mess them up.”

She hugged him and he sighed, taking her over
to the kitchen. Sabrina’s mind buzzed as he pointed out the items
on the shelves: cornmeal, wheat flour, molasses, lard; seemed like
a lot of ingredients. He then went on to tell her what part each
played. He instructed her on the proper way to peel a potato, and
she only cut one finger in the process. Her mind whirled as she
listened. She tried to take it all in but he just kept adding more
details as he cooked and it pushed out the other stuff she’d
learned. So she had bits and pieces all jumbled up in her mind.

Mac sighed at her confused expression. “Ya
know, it’d be easier to just get hitched to a girl who can cook and
you’ll be fine.”

Sabrina forced out a small laugh. She heard
Brock’s voice on the other side of the wall and her heart
fluttered. Mac placed a heavy sack in her hands and nodded for her
to get going. She thanked him before stepping back into the main
saloon hall.

It was getting dark outside. Sabrina didn’t
realize she had been there so long. He was at the bar talking to
Pamela, a barmaid. Sabrina knew the woman and normally liked her.
However, right now, she just felt mean-spirited and she didn’t know
why. Brock spotted her and smiled. Damn, he was beautiful. She
warned herself to remain calm and not do or say anything
stupid.

“Ready?” she asked hopefully, as the woman
waited for his answer as well.

“Yup, let’s go home.” He put his hand on
Will’s back to guide him through the growing throng of customers.
He had tied Troy up outside and Sabrina was grateful to be out in
the fresh air. The smoke from the stove and the cheap cigars had
permeated her lungs and she breathed in deeply. It had never
bothered her before; she guessed they were still healing from the
night of the fire.

“What’s in the bag?” he asked.

“A surprise.” She paused, not sure if she
could hold onto the bag and to Brock at the same time.

“You need some help?” he asked.

“I have to keep it level.”

Brock nodded. “Alright, you can ride in front
and hold on to it. I don’t want my surprise getting ruined.”

She was glad for the dim light; she knew her
face was probably red from the attention. He held his hand out for
the bag; she handed it to him and mounted. He handed the bag up to
her as he mounted behind her. His gun barrel was digging into her
side and she shifted her bottom.

Brock grabbed her arm and leaned forward.
“Sit still, would you?”

Miffed, Sabrina retorted. “Sorry, your gun
was poking into my rib cage.”

“Sorry. Better now?” he asked, shifting the
weapon even further back.

“Much.”

He reached around her, grasped Troy’s reins
with both hands and nudged him into a trot. They arrived home way
too soon. She was having fun, but she didn’t think that Brock
enjoyed it as much. He kept trying to shift away from her for some
reason. He headed for the outhouse as soon as they got back and she
was left to dismount by herself with her package. She slid down as
carefully as she could and placed her sack on a bale of hay as she
took care of Troy. Brock had still not come back by the time she
finished so she grabbed the bag and headed for the house.

Brock was inside and he had his shirt off and
looked grim. “What happened to your shirt?” She asked setting her
bag on the table.

“It got soiled.”

“Oh, well I can wash it out for you tomorrow
if you want me too.”

“No!” Brock said abruptly and she jumped.
“I’ll do it myself.”

“Okay, I just thought I could help out is
all. You do so much for me; I just want to do my part.” She was
trying to look at his face instead of his bare chest but it was
hard. Really, really hard not to stare at him. “Um, are you ready
for your surprise?” she asked with excitement in her voice.

Brock hesitated. “Sure.”

“I made supper! Well, with Mac’s help,” she
added, at his look of surprise.

She took the bag and took a slightly lopsided
apple pie off the top, then two steaks and some pan-fried potatoes
that she’d sliced up and cooked in an iron skillet.

Brock laughed. “Perfect. Thank you.”

Sabrina blushed. “The pie was mostly straight
when I made it.” She shrugged.

“I have a surprise too,” Brock said.

“Really? What?”

“I’m going to see about getting you a horse.
That way you don’t have to ride with me.”

She frowned. “I don’t mind riding with you. I
can’t afford a horse right now. At this rate, I’m going to be
paying you back for the rest of my life.”

“You don’t have to pay me back. I’ll buy me
another horse and you can borrow it.”

Sabrina had dished out the food onto plates
and they began eating in silence. She was upset. “I told you I
don’t take charity. I’ll get a job at the saloon if I need to. Or
I’ll just walk to town---it ain’t that far.” She took a big bite of
steak so she would not be able to talk while she chewed.

“You don’t need to get a job at the saloon.
There are lots of unsavory people there.”

“Didn’t seem like you minded talking to
Pamela,” she retorted without thinking. When she realized what she
had said, she wanted to drop into a hole.

Brock looked up in shock. Will didn’t like
him talking to Pamela? If he didn’t know any better he’d guess it
was jealousy, but that didn’t make any sense. Then it dawned on
him. Maybe the boy had a crush on Pamela. How cute. They finished
the rest of the meal in silence. Brock thanked her for the food and
even cleaned up all the dishes.

Sabrina reluctantly bade him goodnight and
climbed up the ladder to sleep. She lay down on her cot wide-awake.
She almost blew it tonight. Why did she have to say anything about
him talking to Pamela? She was sure he talked to women and men all
day long. The thought that Pamela slept with men for money
irritated her…a lot. She didn’t want Brock sleeping with her. Maybe
she should let him buy her a horse, and then he wouldn’t have any
money left to buy a lady of the night. Grinning at her plan, she
crawled to the edge of the loft and looked down. Brock was getting
ready for the night. He had just undone his pants and let them
slide down his firm thighs to the ground. The lantern was still
lit, the soft light made the scene even more enthralling as shadows
danced on the wall. There he was in all his glory. Sabrina held her
breath. As if he could hear her heart pounding, he glanced up and
met her eyes.

They both reacted at once. Sabrina scampered
back from the edge and Brock grabbed his long johns and hastily put
them on. Hearing his footsteps on the ladder, she feigned
sleep.

“I know you’re not sleeping. Why are you
spying on me?” Brock asked in a harsh voice.

Sabrina sat up angrily. “I was not spying! I
was going to tell you that I decided that you could get me a horse.
I saw you were dressing and decided to wait until you were dressed
before saying anything. I normally don’t hold conversations with
naked men.” Then in an innocent voice: “I didn’t mean to scare
you.”

Brock sighed. “I’m sorry, I guess I
overreacted. We can look around at some horses tomorrow. Get some
sleep.”

“Brock?” she called, already knowing the
answer.

“Yes.”

“Can I sleep with you tonight?”

Brock froze thinking back to this morning and
his quick getaway to the outhouse. “I don’t think that would be a
good idea. Good night, Will.”

Sabrina closed her eyes tightly, feeling more
alone than she had in a long time.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11232
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





