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PROLOGUE

Chicago, Illinois

1890

 


Hodge Egan picked up
the cards dealt to him and eyed the pair of aces without
expression. About time, he thought as he lifted the tumbler of
whiskey to his mouth and drank. He’d been donating to Jasper
Sullivan’s wallet for two hours. He was long overdue to win a
jackpot.

The overhead chandelier, aglow with dozens of
candles, was reflected in the U.S. marshal badge pinned to the
lapel of his black coat. When he picked up the expensive cigar and
bit the end, a pretty woman with yellow dyed hair and a gown that
revealed a great deal of pale, firm flesh reached over his shoulder
to hold a flame to the tip. He puffed, adding to the pall of smoke
that hung over the table. As soon as his glass was empty, the woman
poured another drink from a crystal decanter. When she glided away,
her perfume lingered.

“I’m in.” Jasper, the chief of police and
cousin to the mayor, tossed a gold piece in the center of the
table.

“I’ll see you.” Maxwell Body, who owned a
nearby stockyard, flipped his coin and watched it bobble before
settling.

“Me, too.” Emmet Harding, who owned one of
Chicago’s finest restaurants, took a coin from his neat pile and
leaned forward to add it to the pot, all the while holding his
cards close to his chest.

“Marshal?” Cyrus, the bartender at the Beal
Street Hotel and Gentleman’s Club, who was filling in for the
regular dealer, looked over.

“May as well.” Hodge kept his tone casual as
he added his gold piece to the pile. “Been losing the whole night.
Why stop now?”

The men around the table shared wolfish
grins, each one waiting as Cyrus dealt the next of their cards.

“I hear you’re thinking about retiring,
Hodge.” Jasper picked up his whiskey.

“How does a man retire from the law?” Emmet
grinned.

“He turns in his badge and lives the good
life.” Hodge eyed the cards as they were dealt.

“You’re too young to retire. What would you
do with the rest of your life?” Jasper downed his drink in one long
swallow.

“I’m thirty-six. That’s old for a U.S.
marshal. Most are dead by that time, killed in the line of fire.”
Hodge sat back. “Been thinking about going to San Francisco. Went
there once to deliver a prisoner and spent the best week of my life
visiting some fine gentlemen’s clubs. I figure I’ll grow old
playing cards, drinking good whiskey, and enjoying pretty
women.”

Maxwell sighed. “Doesn’t get much, better’n
that. I envy you, Hodge. With no wife or kids holding you back, why
not?”

“That’s what I figure.” Hodge watched their
eyes as each man studied his hand. Over the years as a lawman he’d
learned to read a lot in a man’s eyes. His own were steely,
unblinking, and guaranteed to put the fear of death in a man. He’d
learned to use his eyes, his voice, like extensions of his
weapons.

Jasper blinked hard, and Hodge knew the man
wasn’t happy with the outcome. Maxwell kept his gaze fixed on his
cards, refusing to glance around, which only confirmed that he had
what he hoped was a winning hand. Emmet glanced left, then right,
as though trying to assess his chances against the others.

Only after he’d studied the others at the
table did Hodge look at his own card. He fought to keep his
composure as he saw the third ace. He was going to thoroughly enjoy
raking in all that money. Not that he needed it. His pay as a U.S.
marshal was generous, and his lifestyle simple. But the win would
guarantee him bragging rights among his cronies for weeks.

“Jasper?” Cyrus nodded toward the man on his
left.

“I’ll call.”

“Maxwell?”

The man’s bushy beard twitched with humor.
“You’ll have to pay to see mine, Jasper.” He glanced around the
table before tossing another gold piece and accepting his last
card. “You’ll all have to pay to see these little darlings.”

Emmet tossed down his cards. “Too rich for my
blood.”

Cyrus turned to Hodge. “Marshal?”

“I’ll pay to see them. In fact, Maxwell, I
believe I’ll just fatten the pot.” He tossed two gold pieces and
had the satisfaction of seeing Maxwell’s eyes go wide.

“Thanks. I’ll be happy to relieve you of all
that...”

“Marshal!” A breathless voice was shouting
hoarsely from the doorway.

Hodge glanced over with a twinge of annoyance
when he recognized Will Stout, the kid who worked at the train
station and ran the telegraph.

“Marshal!” With the air of one who had the
attention of everyone in the room, the boy hurried over and
announced loudly, “There’s been a bank robbery in Madison.”

“That’s in Wisconsin, boy.”

“Yes, sir.” Will took a moment to catch his
breath. “The robber shot a clerk working at the bank, then shot the
bank president, before taking off with all the money. Before he
left town he shot the police chief.”

“How badly are they wounded?”

“They’re all dead.”

Hodge’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Anybody on
the case?” The boy shrugged. “Don’t know. With the police chief
dead, they said they want you there as fast as you can ride.” Hodge
swore, low under his breath. Damn the timing! He tossed down his
cards.

Seeing them, Maxwell whistled. “Too bad you
couldn’t have toyed with us a while longer, Hodge. I figured my
hand for a winner. Doubt I’d’ve quit until you ran me up a couple
hundred more.”

Hodge snarled. “Cash me out fast, Cyrus. I’ll
use it to buy my train ticket and bill the government later.”

As he pocketed the gold and strode out the
door, he swore again. The train would take him only as far as
Milwaukee. If the thief decided to make his escape into the back
country, he could be weeks on horseback in some godforsaken
wilderness before he’d know the luxury of a gentleman’s club
again.

He hoped this wasn’t a sign that his luck was
about to desert him.

 


 


 


 


ONE

Delight, Wisconsin

1890

 


“Aunt Molly!” A
chorus of children’s voices had Molly O’Brien glancing over her
shoulder in alarm. “Flora’s hanging behind the wagon by her
knees.”

“Flora.” Molly drew back on the reins,
slowing their horse to a walk. “Get up at once and sit in back with
the rest of your sisters. Right now.”

“Yes’m.”

A cursory glance showed that the fearless
four-year-old had done as she’d been told.

“Don’t try that again.”

“I just wanted to see how the ground would
look while we raced over it, Mama Molly.”

Her comments caused no more than a sigh from
the woman up front. Molly had gradually learned that this child
would constantly test the boundaries of any rule. It was, quite
simply, part of her nature.

“Why couldn’t we stay in town another night,
Aunt Molly?” Ten-year-old Delia O’Brien sat astride a bulging flour
sack in the back of the wagon, nibbling an apple from the bushel
that her aunt had bartered at the Schroeder farm.

“ ’Cause she didn’t want to have to spend any
more time with Mr. Monroe.” Flora grabbed Delia’s hand and managed
a bite of her apple before the little girl snatched it away. “Isn’t
that right, Mama Molly?”

“That may have been part of it.” It wasn’t
possible for Molly to lie, even about something as awkward as a
farmer determined to court her. “But it was time to go. I just
didn’t have anything left to barter for another day at the
boardinghouse, luv.” Molly O’Brien carefully guided the team of
horses around a stand of trees.

“Mrs. Teasdale would have let us stay another
night for free,” the little girl persisted. She said she likes
having us visit.”

“It wouldn’t be right to ask.” Molly wiped a
hand across her brow. “We always pay our way.”

Flora looked up. “How come every time we go
to town, Mrs. Teasdale introduces you to all those farmers?”

Sarah, the oldest, was quick to respond.
“Because she thinks Aunt Molly should be married.”

“I didn’t like Mr. Monroe. He had mean
eyes.”

Molly sighed and fought for patience. “Flora,
Milton Monroe is a nice man.”

“He doesn’t like little kids.”

“Did he say that?”

Flora gave a quick shake of her head, sending
dark curls dancing. “I could tell by the way he looked at us. He
has mean eyes.”

Molly let the remark pass without comment.
Little Flora’s mother had called herself a gypsy, and though Flora
couldn’t remember her mother, she seemed to have inherited her gift
for reading others.

The back of the wagon was loaded with sacks
of flour and sugar, tins of lard and tea and coffee that Molly had
bartered at the mercantile in town. The people of Delight were
always happy to see her, because the milk and cheese from her dairy
farm were the finest in the area.

“Good thing you had that basket of eggs
left.” Flora tapped a finger on the basket now filled with
Annabelle Whitney’s strawberry preserves.

“Had to save something to barter if I was
going to fill that sweet tooth of yours, Flora.”

“I have a sweet tooth?” The little girl
started moving her tongue around her teeth, searching for the
sweetest one.

“Aunt Molly means that you have a fondness
for sweets.” Sarah gave a sigh of exasperation at the little girl’s
ignorance. In light of her advanced age of fourteen, she considered
it her duty to impart some of her wisdom on the three younger
girls.

Though Sarah would never admit it, she’d also
yearned for one more day in town, whether they could afford it or
not.

Their rare trip to Delight took better than a
day each way by horse and wagon, if they pushed the team to the
limit, which was why they made the trip so infrequently. As always,
Molly had arranged to extend their visit for several days, so that
the girls could attend Sunday services with the townspeople and
spend some time doing the things the children in town took for
granted. They’d picked apples with the Schroeder clan. Had gone
swimming in a nearby pond with Reverend Dowd’s daughters after
Sunday services. Had attended a barn dance on the Cramer farm,
where they’d been entertained by both a fiddler and a lad who
played the mouth organ. To top it all off, Carleton Chalmers at the
mercantile, after loading their wagon with their long list of
supplies before dawn, had invited each girl to choose a candy stick
from the jar on his counter. Molly had watched with pride as each
of her four girls thanked him before accepting his generosity.

Molly knew that these precious days spent in
the company of others was especially sweet to her niece Sarah. The
girl was midway between child and woman, and Molly had watched the
shy interaction between Sarah and the boys and girls in town. One
boy in particular, sixteen-year-old Samuel Schroeder, already as
tall as a man and muscular from his years of farm work, had gone to
great lengths to appear disinterested whenever Sarah was around.
But Molly had seen the flush on his cheeks when Sarah had helped
him carry a heavy bushel of apples to the barn. With the bushel
between them, the boy and girl kept their gazes averted, except for
a few hesitant glances. But those were enough to alert Molly that
Sarah was suffering the first fleeting stirrings of womanhood.

Not that she’d had much experience with such
things herself, Molly thought with a sigh. At her brother Daniel’s
urging, she and her parents had left their home in Ireland when she
was just fourteen, to join Daniel and his bride Kathleen on their
wilderness farm in Wisconsin. Within the past fifteen years, Molly
had witnessed the birth of two adorable nieces, the long illness
and death of both her parents, and then, without warning, the
sudden deaths of her brother and his wife, leaving her alone to
struggle with the demands of two little girls and a hundred head of
dairy cattle.

“When will we be home, Aunt Molly?”
Ten-year-old Delia’s voice was just short of a whine.

Home. The mere thought of it had Molly’s
brogue thickening. She loved the farm that was now hers. Loved her
life, despite the endless chores that kept her working from dawn to
dusk. “ ’Twon’t be long now, luv.”

The first part of their journey home had been
made in companionable silence, as the little girls enjoyed the fine
weather and their special treat. Now, after a long day in the
crowded wagon, they were growing impatient.

Delia, who, like her sister and their aunt,
had inherited the O’Brien red hair and pale white skin, glanced at
Flora. “What’s that you’re eating?”

The little scamp didn’t bother to reply.

“Is that a candy stick?” Delia’s tone was one
of outrage. “Aunt Molly, Flora has another candy stick. She took
two.”

“Flora. Mr. Chalmers offered each of you only
one. How could you take two?”

“I didn’t cheat. It’s the same one as
before.” Flora’s words were spoken around the confection in her
mouth.

Delia wasn’t about to let that go. “I saw you
eat that one this morning.”

“I broke it in half and saved some for
later.”

“Why’d you save it ’til now?”

“So I could eat it in front of you.” The
little girl gave one of her sly, pixie grins.

“You shouldn’t tease Delia like that.”
Six-year-old Charity, the most tenderhearted of the four, was quick
to rush to Delia’s defense.

Charity’s parents had been traveling
missionaries killed in a runaway carriage accident. When no
relatives could be located, Molly agreed to take in the infant, who
had grown into a sweet child. Though older than Flora by two years,
Charity was as shy and timid as four-year-old Flora was bold and
reckless.

Flora’s gypsy mother had boasted of traveling
the length and width of the country before settling in Delight. But
after only a few months she’d abandoned her baby on Molly’s farm,
with a note saying she was confident that Molly would find enough
love in her heart to care for one more stray. It took but a single
look at that sad little face and Molly knew there was no way she
would turn the child away.

Molly and her diverse brood were considered
an odd little group by the people in the town of Delight. Being
nearly thirty and unmarried was bad enough, especially since many
farmers in the territory had tried to court the pretty little Irish
immigrant and had been rebuffed. It wasn’t that she didn’t want a
man in her life, but the demands of farm and family left her little
time to think about courtship. Besides, Molly reasoned, most of the
farmers who sought her company were only interested in someone
willing to share their chores as well as their bed, and she had
enough chores of her own, thank you very much, without taking on
those of an overburdened farmer, as well.

It occurred to Molly that she was probably
lacking in some basic female instinct. But shouldn’t a man cause a
woman’s heart to flutter before she consented to share his bed?

Her own heart was no doubt too hardened by
the loss of so many good people in her life, and the role that fate
had thrust upon her. Whatever the reason, she chose to live without
a man, rather than accept one who might prove to be just another
mouth to feed.

A spinster who chose to work her farm without
the help of a husband was bad enough. The addition of four
children, two of whom weren’t even kin, just had the gossips’
tongues wagging faster. Though most of the folks in Delight admired
Molly’s spunk, not to mention her kindness and generosity, she knew
that they saw her as a kindhearted but odd little misfit. Perhaps
she was.

She knew, too, that some of the gossip arose
from the fact that she allowed a former slave to help out with her
farm chores. Addison lived in a little shack in the woods near her
farm. She’d offered him the opportunity to sleep in her barn, but
he’d refused, saying he needed to be alone. She suspected that his
refusal might have had something to do with preserving her
reputation, as well.

Whenever she needed to go to town, the old
man was willing to milk the cows and watch out for her farm in her
absence. In return, she always brought him tobacco and whiskey and
supplies from town, knowing he would do without before ever making
the journey to Delight. Whatever had happened in his past had been
too painful to allow him to interact with people. The fact that he
never thought of Molly and her children as being like other people
didn’t occur to her. It was just the way it was.

“It isn’t fair that Flora’s eating candy in
front of us.”

“It’s my candy,” Flora jeered. “You could
have saved some of yours. Now you’ll just have to eat an
apple.”

“I don’t want another apple.” Delia was
almost in tears. “I want a bite of your candy stick.”

“I think it would be kind to share.”

Molly was pleased to see the little girl
break off three small pieces and share them with the others.

“Thank you, Flora. Now I think we’ll take
time for some lessons.” Molly turned to her oldest niece. “Sarah,
why don’t you go over your sums with the others?”

“Yes’m.” Sarah’s smile faded. She resented
having to play the part of teacher and second mother. Reluctantly
she began calling out a series of numbers and realized at once her
aunt’s wisdom. The younger ones were forced to forget their
differences while stretching their minds to add or subtract,
multiply or divide.

Miles later Molly turned to call over her
shoulder, “That’s enough sums for today. How about a song?”

The girls needed no coaxing to follow her
lead. As they topped a rise, they were singing at the top of their
lungs one of Molly’s favorite hymns from Sunday services.

“... Bless the beasts of burrrrrr...
dennnnnn...”

At the sight before them, their words died
abruptly.

Two bodies lay on the ground, one face up,
the other on its side, arm extended over the head. The grass around
them was trampled; the earth stained with their blood.

“Are they dead, Aunt Molly?” Sarah’s voice
was hushed with horror.

“I don’t know.” Molly drew the horse and
wagon to a halt and climbed down, cradling her rifle in the crook
of her arm. “Stay here.”

The suddenly silent girls needed no coaxing
as they watched her bend to the first, gingerly touching a finger
to the throat. The man’s face was too bloodied and battered to
distinguish age or features.

“This one’s alive, though barely.”

Sickened by all the blood, Molly moved to the
second and felt for a pulse. Like the other, this man’s face was
bloody and swollen beyond recognition. A gun lay on the ground
nearby, just out of reach.

“I think this one’s alive, too. Pretty
feeble, and too thready to be certain, but I think his heart’s
still beating.”

The signs of a ferocious battle were
everywhere. There was no doubt that these two had fought
desperately, first with guns, and then with their fists, until they
could no longer stand.

Molly had no idea how long they’d been here,
but this much she knew: Though they may not survive the ordeal of a
long ride in a bumpy wagon, there was no choice but to transport
them to her farmhouse as quickly as possible.

“Fetch our blankets,” she shouted.

The four girls scrambled around the back of
the wagon, moving heavy sacks until they’d located their quilts and
blankets, folded underneath.

“Here, Aunt Molly.” Sarah paused beside her
aunt, then went sickly pale at the sight of the man’s face.

“Look away.” Molly rolled each man onto a
blanket, while ordering the girls to unhitch the horse.

After tying one end of the horse’s harness
around the blanket, she moved along beside the animal as it slowly
dragged each man to the wagon. With the girls pushing and Molly
pulling, the two men were secured in the back, made snug by the
heavy sacks positioned around them to keep them from being jolted
any more than necessary. When the horse was once more hitched to
the wagon, Molly and the girls scrambled aboard. Because she didn’t
want the children looking at those battered faces, she herded them
onto the front bench alongside her and cautioned them to keep
staring forward.

With a flick of the reins, they headed toward
the farmhouse in the distance.

“If they die, do we have to bury them?”

Leave it to Flora to think of the worst,
Molly thought. “No, luv. If they die, I guess we’ll have to haul
them to Delight, so their next of kin can be notified after they’re
buried in the cemetery there.”

“You mean we’ll get another trip to Delight?”
Flora turned to the others. “I hope they die quick.”

“Oh. That’s disgusting.” Sarah huffed and
looked indignant, while the other two girls clapped their hands in
excitement.

“They don’t mean these strangers any harm.”
Now that the horse sensed an end to the journey, Molly had to fight
to keep it moving slowly. Her arms ached from the effort. “But,
Flora, luv, you can’t hope for a man’s death, even if it results in
giving you something you’d like.”

“I can’t?”

“You can’t. No. Life is precious.”

The little girl gave that some thought before
her face was alight with a bright smile. “All right, Mama Molly. I
hope they don’t die quick then. But I hope they die sooner or
later, so we can go back to town. That was the bestest time.”

“Best,” Sarah corrected.

“For you, too?” Flora turned to the others.
“You see? Even Sarah liked it.”

The older girl rolled her eyes and crossed
her arms over her chest in despair. Seeing it, Molly had to bite
down hard on the laughter that threatened.

And wasn’t it grand, she thought, that on a
day such as this, in the midst of life and death, these little imps
could give her a reason to laugh?

* * *

“Where are we going to put those two?” When
the wagon rolled to a stop in front of the farmhouse, Sarah eyed
the two men who resembled mummies, wrapped in blankets up to their
chins.

“The summer porch, I’m thinking,” Molly
hopped down and took a deep breath, to prepare for the task ahead.
It would take a great deal of hard work to haul these two heavy
bodies.

“You could use my bed.” Flora jumped down to
stand beside Molly. “I’ll sleep with Charity.”

“I’m not putting a stranger in your room.
Besides, by having them together on the summer porch, you four can
keep an eye on them during the day while I’m tending the chores.”
Molly led the way inside. “Come with me, girls. We’ll have to
prepare two beds.” She turned to Flora. “Bring Addison up from the
barn, and ask if he’ll lend a hand.”

They carried as many down quilts and blankets
as they could spare to form two bedrolls, carefully folding them to
cushion the weight of the two men. Between the two bedrolls Molly
positioned a rough wooden bench, and instructed the girls to fetch
basins of water, some sharp kitchen knives, and her father’s supply
of Irish whiskey.

At Sarah’s arched brow, Molly smiled. “My da
always used it to clean wounds. He said that even if it didn’t
always work, at least a wee sip or two would make the pain easier
to take.”

She stood and looked around with
satisfaction. Her brother had built the enclosed summer porch on
the north side of the farmhouse. With windows on all three sides,
it offered a cool haven on summer evenings. In winter, no one ever
wandered out here, because the warmth of the fireplace in the
parlor couldn’t reach this. far. But for now, despite the hazy heat
of August, the room was shaded and cool.

This would make a fine infirmary. Not that
she thought they’d be using it very long. Judging by the looks of
those two in the wagon, they had little time left on this earth.
But at least their last moments would be spent in comfort. Or as
much comfort as she could offer, given their condition.

She turned away. “All right. Let’s figure out
how to get those two inside.”

She found the old man standing beside the
wagon, studying the two bodies. He’d been mucking the stalls, and
bits of straw and manure were stuck to his bare feet. His face,
dark as mahogany, glistened with sweat. A faded shirt, unbuttoned,
had been hastily pulled over his torn britches and tucked into his
waistband.

He touched a hand in greeting to the brim of
a felt hat. “Miss Molly, Flora says they’re alive.”

“Barely. I’d like to take them to the summer
porch.”

With Molly and the four girls grasping one
end of each blanket and Addison holding tightly to the other, they
managed to lower the two men from the back of the wagon. With much
huffing and puffing, they inched first one deadweight, then the
other, into the house and across the parlor to the summer
porch.

Through it all, neither man moved.

Exhausted from the effort, Molly walked with
Addison to the wagon and was grateful when he helped her carry her
supplies to the house.

When the wagon had been emptied, she extended
her handshake. “It’s grateful I am, Addison. As always, it was a
relief to be able to go to town knowing you’d see to my stock.”

“I was happy to help, Miss Molly.”

 

She nodded toward his supplies, which she’d
stored in a huge sack. “I had Mr. Chalmers at the mercantile add
some cornmeal.”

“I’m much obliged.” He touched a hand to the
brim of his hat before shouldering his supplies and walking off
across the field.

Molly came to a decision. “Before I have a
look at their wounds, I’d better see about our supper, so that you
four don’t fall asleep at the table.”

In the kitchen she tossed a hunk of beef and
some garden vegetables into a kettle over the fire. While supper
simmered, she drove the team to the barn, where she unhitched the
horse and turned it into a stall.

Returning to the house, she rolled her
sleeves, thrust her hands into a bucket of water, and thoroughly
scrubbed before heading toward the summer porch.

“Will you need my help, Aunt Molly?”

Hearing the thread of nerves in Sarah’s
voice, Molly turned. “That won’t be necessary, luv. It’s stuffy in
here, since the house has been closed up. Why don’t you take the
girls outside and set the table under that big oak.”

“Yes’m.” Greatly relieved, Sarah herded the
others out the door.

Molly squared her shoulders and stepped
through the doorway, preparing herself for the unpleasant task
ahead.

 


 


 


 


TWO

Molly filled the
basin with hot water from the kettle she’d heated over the fire.
Dropping to her knees beside the first bedroll, she eased off the
man’s boots that were dusty and worn, attesting to a long, hard
ride.

As soon as his left boot was removed, she
could see the flesh around his ankle begin to swell and discolor.
Probing his leg, she determined that it was broken. She hurried to
the barn for several lengths of wood.

Returning to the summer porch, she washed the
leg and cleansed it with whiskey before tying the splints as firmly
as she could.

Picking up a knife, she cut away the rest of
the stranger’s bloody clothes. As she stripped them aside, fresh
blood began oozing from half a dozen wounds.

She had to bite down hard against the shock
of all that blood. She’d tended her father through his long
illness, and then her brother, Daniel, after the runaway team had
overturned his wagon, killing his beloved Kathleen and leaving him
with a broken back. He’d lingered another week, without ever
leaving his bed.

Tending these two strangers wasn’t nearly the
challenge her loved ones had been, she reminded herself. After all,
though she hoped to ease their pain, she wasn’t actually suffering
with them, as she’d done with family. Then, each wince, each sigh
or moan, had been like a dagger through her heart.

This first man appeared to be no older than
she. Tall and strongly built. Dark hair fell in matted clumps to
his shoulders. She washed the blood and dirt from his face,
revealing a swollen upper lip and a black eye.

Stealing herself, she began probing the worst
of the wounds in the shoulder and chest area, and determined that
it was from a bullet that had entered through the chest area and
had exited at his side. Since he hadn’t died before this, she could
only assume that the bullet hadn’t torn through any vital organs.
But the wound was filthy and most probably infected.

She worked quickly and efficiently, washing
him thoroughly with lye soap and sponging water gently over his
body. She followed this with a splash of whiskey to each wound,
before binding the ones that were bleeding with clean linen
strips.

Drawing the blanket over him, she moved to
the man in the next bedroll and removed his boots before cutting
away his clothes. This man appeared slightly older than the other,
his lean body corded with muscles.

She was shocked by the ugly wound in his
shoulder. When she rolled him slightly, she could see that the
bullet hadn’t exited, which meant that it was still lodged in his
flesh, causing it to fester.

Working quickly she probed with the edge of
her brother’s hunting knife, until she found the bullet. As she
plunged the blade deep into his flesh, hoping to dislodge the
bullet, the man let loose with a string of curses. His left hand
closed around her wrist in a grasp that threatened to snap every
one of her bones.

“Bloody fool!” Her voice was thick with
brogue. “It’s your miserable life I’m trying to save.”

She reared up, prepared to bash him in the
head with the basin. In that instant all the fight seemed to drain
out of him, and his fingers went slack, his hand dropping like a
stone to his side.

Molly had to take a moment to catch her
breath before returning her attention to the task at hand. Once
more she probed, found the edge of the bullet, and dug the knife
blade deep until the offending metal was dislodged. The man moaned
as a fountain of blood spurted. She poured a liberal amount of
whiskey on the open wound before binding it firmly with clean
linen.

That done, she moved to his other wounds,
which were minor in comparison, needing only a splash of whiskey to
cleanse them. While she examined him, she noted several old scars,
as well. This man had been in his share of battles.

Finally she washed the blood and grime from
his face, noting the deep gash over his brow, and the purplish
bruise from his closed eyelid to his cheek. This would have been
caused by more than a fist. Perhaps a gun barrel, she thought while
she gently sponged. He seemed to have all his teeth, despite the
fact that his jaw was discolored from the punishing blow. She hoped
it wasn’t broken, but in the event that it was, she tore strips of
clean linen and wrapped him from jaw to head, until he resembled a
mummy. There was no help for it, she thought with a sigh. If the
jaw was indeed broken, this would not only help it mend, it would
ease his pain.

As she drew the blanket over him, she leaned
back, drained from the exertion. These two men had been evenly
matched. Both tall, muscled, and apparently healthy. At least
healthy enough to have survived a great deal of time in the heat of
the sun and the dirt of a Wisconsin field. But what had driven them
to fight with such desperation?

Perhaps one of them would recover enough to
tell her the reason. For now, she had a family to feed.

Content that she had done all she could, she
got to her feet, gathered their bloody clothes and the basin and
tools, now tainted with their blood as well, and made her way to
the kitchen to serve up supper, and then, hopefully, to bed.

* * *

The following day Molly glanced at the four
girls, fresh from their chores, spilling out the door of the barn
and into the yard. She envied them the ability to feel completely
rested and leap into a new day after their grueling journey.

“I just checked the two strangers. They
haven’t stirred.” She lifted a heavy jug and filled four cups with
frothy milk, as the girls took their places around the wooden table
set in the farmyard under a giant oak. “I should be back by the
time you’ve finished your noon meal.”

“Back?” Sarah’s head came up sharply. “Where
are you going, Aunt Molly?”

“To fetch their horses, and whatever
belongings I can salvage.” With the milking and the morning chores
behind her, Molly climbed into the saddle of her old mare and
turned toward the distant field. “I’ll be back before supper.”

Sarah’s eyes widened with nerves. “What if
one of those men should call out for help?”

“You can see to their basic needs. A dipper
of water. A cool cloth.”

“Can we go with Sarah, to see what they look
like?” Flora glanced over at the others, hoping they would back her
up. Instead, little Charity looked terrified.

“I don’t think you want to see them yet.
They’re still too bruised and swollen. But if you promise to stay
by the door, you may peek in.”

Charity shuddered. “I don’t want to see
them.”

“I do.” Delia gave a quick nod of her head,
sending red curls dancing, “Just ’cause she’s oldest, Sarah
shouldn’t be the only one allowed to see the strangers.”

Molly decided to nip this in the bud, or the
girls would spend the rest of the afternoon tiptoeing in to stare
at the men. “Unless Sarah needs your help, I’d like you to stay out
here until I get back.”

Flora piped up, “Even if they’re dying?”

Molly gave a sigh. It would seem this child
was determined to get back to Delight as quickly as possible, by
whatever means available. And the death of one or both of these
strangers seemed her best chance. “I want you girls to stay
together out here until I get home. If they need help, let Sarah go
to them alone.”

“Yes’m. But what if—”

Sarah clapped a hand over Flora’s mouth when
the little girl opened it to ask yet another annoying question.

With a nod of satisfaction, Molly set out
across the field. She studied the rich, black earth, alive with
green growing crops. While her neighbors raised wheat, acres of it,
she grew corn, beans, and best of all, hay. Hay to feed her herd.
Enough hay to cut and store to get them through the long Wisconsin
winter.

It never ceased to amaze her that her big
brother had settled in this spot, so far from the place where he’d
been born.

Molly had been in this country since she’d
been Sarah’s age, and yet she still felt a tug on her heart
whenever she thought of that lovely green land across the sea.
Their little farm in Cork would fit in one corner of this vast
farm. There’d been no more than a dozen or so cows. A snug little
cottage. A bit of land for growing things. And yet, with the help
of her grandmother, her mother’s mother who’d come from Scotland,
they had turned their little dairy farm into a profitable business.
And all because of her grandmother’s recipe for making cheese.

It had been her brother’s dream to bring the
recipe to America and have a dairy farm that would be the envy of
all.

With the death of her family, Molly had been
forced to scale back that dream. Now, it was enough if she could
feed her family of growing girls, with enough left over to barter
for their necessities. But it was satisfying to know that her
neighbors were eager for her milk and cheese. Each time the people
of Delight tasted it, they went into raptures over the smooth
texture, the sharp tang of it.

Her grandmother would be proud.

Up ahead she saw two saddled horses grazing,
their reins trailing. Dismounting, she picked up a man’s
bloodstained jacket lying in the grass. Checking a bulge in one of
the pockets she discovered an enormous wad of bills. Though she
didn’t take the time to count it, Molly knew that it was more money
than she’d ever seen in her lifetime.

Was he a banker then? A wealthy farmer?

Had the other man been trying to steal this
man’s money?

It made sense. A wealthy man, and a thief
determined to steal his money, by whatever means possible. The
thought sent a ripple of unease along her spine.

A little farther on she found a second coat,
though she nearly stepped over it since it was half buried in sand.
She stooped to pick it up. As she did, she felt the stab of
something sharp prick her finger. Turning over the jacket, she saw
the grimy badge of a U.S. marshal pinned to the lapel.

Going through the pockets, she found several
documents addressed to Marshal Hodge Egan. There was a remnant of a
train ticket from Chicago, ragged and torn no doubt by the
conductor’s hand. One of the papers, carefully folded, was a
poster, listing the name of Eli Otto, wanted for murder and bank
robbery. Though there was no picture of the thief, he was described
as tall, with dark hair and eyes. The poster carried a warning that
he was armed and extremely dangerous, having already killed three
people, one of them a lawman. There was a reward of one thousand
dollars for the return of the outlaw, dead or alive.

A thief. A murderer, who was extremely
dangerous.

Molly thought back to the two men who were
now lying in beds in her farmhouse. Both could fit that
description. She’d had to struggle to lift all that bone and muscle
into and out of her wagon. Both men were tall, strong, with dark
hair, though she couldn’t describe their eyes.

Walking in methodical circles around the
area, she retrieved a rifle, two handguns, and a very sharp, very
deadly knife that had a flat piece of metal that folded over the
blade, no doubt to conceal it in a pocket or boot.

It was clear to her that each man had used
everything available to fight off an opponent.

As she tied the coats behind her saddle, her
mind was racing.

No wonder they had fought with such
desperation. It truly had been a life-or-death situation.

Under her roof at this very moment she was
harboring both a man of the law and a dangerous criminal, with no
way of telling which was which.

Even worse, she had left her four girls alone
with them. And though one of those strangers might be willing to
give his life to save them, the other would do whatever necessary
to escape, even if it meant harming helpless children.

Catching up the dangling reins of their two
horses, Molly pulled herself into the saddle of her mount and urged
the old mare into a heart-stopping, pulse-pounding gallop.

With each mile, the accusation rang through
her mind. What had she just done? Oh, sweet heaven, she was giving
aid and succor to a dangerous gunman who had killed before, and
would no doubt do so again, given the opportunity. But she could
see no way out of this dilemma. Without knowing their identities,
in order to save an honest man, she would have to fight to save the
life of a man with no conscience, as well. And she would have to do
all this while finding a way to keep her little family safe from
harm.

* * *

“How are we supposed to figure out which is
the marshal and which is the thief?” Sarah stood in the barn, hands
on hips, and watched as Molly wrapped the weapons in a length of
faded linen before climbing to the loft to hide them under a pile
of hay.

“For now, we’ll have to assume that both men
are dangerous.”

“The chief of police in Delight would be able
to figure it out. Couldn’t he contact someone for a better
description of the thief?”

“I’m sure he could. If we could take the time
to go back to Delight. I’m not about to leave two men out here to
die while I go gallivanting off to town.”

“But, Aunt Molly...”

“Give me time to think on this, Sarah. I’m
sure there’s a way to figure out which is which. For now, I want
you to see that the girls are never alone with those men.”

“You said yourself they haven’t moved since
you first got them put to bed. They’re probably not going to make
it through another night.”

“That may be so. But I don’t want to take any
chances. I intend to have a talk with the girls right now.” Molly
descended the ladder before unsaddling the three horses and leading
them into separate stalls. “Whether or not they survive, I have to
get on with my farm chores. Whenever I’m otherwise occupied, it’ll
be up to you to see that the younger ones don’t take any foolish
chances. They’re just little girls. They may not understand the
seriousness of all this.”

“Yes’m.”

Sarah followed her aunt outside, where the
three younger girls were climbing trees. Flora had climbed to the
highest branch and was now hanging upside down, her chubby little
knees the only thing keeping her from a dangerous, if not deadly,
fall.

There was a time when Molly’s heart would
have stopped at the sight of that fearless little imp and her
latest fate-tempting prank. For the moment, she had far more
serious concerns on her mind.

She cupped her hands around her mouth to be
heard over the shrill sounds of childish laughter. “Girls, I need
to talk to you.”

One by one the three shimmied down the tree
and gathered around Molly.

Minutes later, after she’d explained that one
of the wounded men was a U.S. marshal and the other a bank robber,
they looked suitably impressed.

“A real live bank robber.” This from
Flora.

“Is there a reward for the robber?” The
instant that Delia asked the question, the others perked up with
new interest.

“There is. One thousand dollars.” Molly saw
the sudden interest in all their faces. “I would suppose it should
be claimed by the marshal.”

“But we found him.” Flora’s little hands went
to her hips and she tapped her foot in frustration. “It ought to be
ours.”

Molly bit back a smile. “That’s not really
our concern right now. What is important is the fact that we don’t
know which man is the thief and which is the lawman. Until we do, I
expect you girls to stay away from both those men.”

The girls were glancing at one another with
equal parts of revulsion and unconcealed excitement.

Though Molly worried that they weren’t
showing the proper respect for the danger they were facing, she had
to concede that living in the middle of a wilderness as they did,
this was probably the most exciting thing that had ever happened in
their young lives.

Oh, to be so young and innocent. And
foolish.

Watching and listening, Sarah couldn’t help
asking, “Even if we stay away, what about you, Aunt Molly? Someone
has to tend their wounds.”

“I do. Yes.” Her brogue thickened, as it
always did in times of crisis. “But from now on, I’ll keep my rifle
handy while I tend them. They’re weakened enough from their
injuries that they’ll not likely overpower me.”

While the others nodded gravely, Flora had
the last word. “So it doesn’t matter if they die from their wounds,
or if you shoot them, Mama Molly. Either way, once we take their
bodies to town, we’ll find out which one was the marshal and which
was the bank robber, and collect the reward. Do you think it would
be enough to buy a whole jar of Mr. Chalmers’s candy sticks?”

This time Molly did laugh out loud, before
tousling the girl’s dark tangle of curls. “Come on. We’ve had a
long day. It’s time we thought about supper.”

* * *

Molly lay in her bed, wishing that the
silence of the night would soothe her feverish mind.

In the slant of moonlight she looked around
her familiar surroundings. Her meager wardrobe, such as it was,
hung on pegs along one wall. A couple of faded gowns. A few of her
brother’s shirts and britches, which she found more comfortable for
farm chores than her own gowns. She’d had to roll the sleeves and
cut off the pant legs to fit her smaller frame. A battered straw
hat, to shade her fair skin from the ravages of the summer sun. A
pair of dung-caked boots she wore for mucking the stalls. Her
mother’s old nightshift, which billowed about her slender body like
a ghostly tent. Though she rarely wore it, she liked having it
here. It still carried the scent of her mother, who had always
smelled of lilacs. The old woman had loved those lovely spring
blooms. As soon as they burst into flower each spring she would cut
enough to scent every room of the farmhouse. Long after they’d
faded, the house, and her mother’s clothes, would remain perfumed
by them.

Her mother’s chipped wash basin and pitcher
were here, as well as the pretty linen towel her sister-in-law had
embroidered for her the first year she’d arrived from Ireland. It
pleased Molly to use it, and remember the love and pride she’d seen
in her brother and his sweet wife, who had died much too young.

She rolled to one side, then the other, too
agitated to sleep. It wasn’t wise to dwell on those who had died.
She needed to think, instead, about how to protect the living.
Those young innocents, asleep in the next room, were depending on
her.

Neither man asleep on the summer porch had
moved enough to convince her that they would survive. Though their
hearts continued beating, and they were still breathing, there was
no other sign of life. Except for that one terrible moment when the
stranger had bruised and nearly broken her wrist, neither man had
made a sign of protest as she’d poked and probed their wounds. They
hadn’t so much as flinched when she’d poured liberal amounts of
whiskey onto raw flesh to cleanse the wounds.

She doubted either would live to see many
more mornings, but just in case, she’d hidden their freshly washed
and dried clothes and boots in the barn, along with their weapons
and the wad of money. If either man should wake during the night,
he wouldn’t get very far naked and barefoot, without the money
they’d both obviously risked their lives over.

But if one or the other should survive, how
would she determine his identity? If a man had a lick of sense,
he’d claim to be a man of the law. Only a fool would admit to being
a bank robber on the run from the law.

So, how to trick them into admitting the
truth?

The thief had been identified as Eli Otto.
She could begin by calling each man by that name. If one or the
other reacted, she might have what she wanted.

There was also the matter of that U.S.
marshal’s badge. A lawman would take pride in that. But how would
an outlaw react to it?

So many things to consider. Her head actually
ached from the thought of all the ways a thief might try to get
away with his evil deeds.

Despite the way her mind darted from one
problem to another, her body was forced to give in to the
exhaustion this day had wrought. Before she could complete another
thought, she was asleep.

 


 


 


 


THREE

Before dawn Molly
was up and dressed and making her way to the summer porch. Both men
lay as still as death. Their wounds had once again bled through the
blankets.

Molly paused beside the first cot and touched
a hand to the man’s brow. It was cold and clammy, though the
blanket around him was drenched in his sweat as well as his blood.
His breathing remained shallow, his chest barely rising and falling
in an uneven rhythm.

She pressed a finger to his throat and felt
his pulse jerk. She bent close, hoping to gauge his reaction. “Eli?
Eli Otto?”

Though his eyes remained closed, she thought
she detected a slight movement behind the lids.

She would need much more than this to
determine his identity.

She lay a hand on his shoulder and gave it a
shake. “Are you awake, then? Can you hear me?”

He made not a sound.

Deflated at his lack of response, she worked
quickly to change his dressings and disinfect his wounds.

When she bent to the second man and touched
his brow, she quickly withdrew her hand. His skin was as hot as a
stove at suppertime. Like the other man, a fever was obviously
raging through him.

She’d been so careful to cleanse their
wounds. But somehow, despite her best efforts, both men were
fighting infection. Not surprising, considering the length of time
spent sprawled in the dirt, with festering wounds from bullets and
fists. Both had lost far too much blood.

Working quickly she removed the bloody
dressings and began washing the area carefully before pouring a
liberal amount of whiskey on the wound. As before, the man’s hand
instinctively reached up, though his eyes remained closed. This
time Molly was ready for him, and she snatched her hand away before
his strong fingers could close around her wrist, leaving him
clawing at air.

Just as quickly as it had come, his momentary
burst of energy deserted him. His hand dropped limply to his side
and Molly went on with her chore, carefully binding his wounds,
checking his pulse.

When she was finished she bent close to
whisper in his ear, “Are you Eli? Eli Otto?”

His lids flickered, the only indication that
he was struggling to surface.

Her heart skipped a beat. Had he recognized
his name?

Or was it merely the sound of her voice that
had him reacting?

“Can you hear me?”

Though she spoke to him again, the initial
effort seemed to have drained him. He showed no sign of hearing
her, or of being aware of what was happening around him.

His face, still swollen and puffy, attested
to the savage beating he’d endured. The swelling was more
pronounced this morning. The entire face had turned hues of purple
and green and brown. It pained her to look at it.

Having done all she could, she smoothed the
blanket over his chest and placed a damp cloth on his forehead
before walking from the room.

As she made her way to the barn to begin the
morning chores, she wondered if either man would still be with them
by afternoon. They’d survived this far, even though she’d given
them no chance at all. But it was too soon to get her hopes up.
She’d seen enough death to know that it could come at any time.

Another thought worried the edges of her
mind. Though she’d forced a few drops of water between their
parched lips, it wasn’t enough nourishment to sustain them for
long. If they didn’t soon wake and begin to eat, whatever strength
they had would be lost, and life would slowly ebb.

Perhaps that would simplify her task of
determining which man was evil and which one good. If neither
survived, she would leave it up to the chief of police, Dan Marlow,
to determine their identities before consigning them to the grave.
And if only one survived, she would deliver him to town, naked and
without a weapon, if need be, to let the authorities in Delight
decide his fate.

Pushing aside all thoughts of the strangers
on her summer porch, Molly began milking the cows, pouring the
buckets of milk into big jugs, which she arranged on a flat wooden
cart hitched to her plow horse. She led the horse-drawn cart to the
cool, dark cellar dug beneath one end of the farmhouse, entering
from the outside through heavy doors that lifted up to reveal a
sloping ramp made of earth wide enough to allow a horse and cart to
enter with ease. The cellar could also be entered from inside the
house, by lifting a trap door in the kitchen floor and climbing
down a rough wooden ladder.

Her brother had given a great deal of thought
to the design of his cellar, for it was essential to the success of
his family legacy. It was here, in the cool, damp underground, that
milk was transformed into so much more. Butter. Buttermilk. Cheese.
Especially the cheese. Some pale yellow. Some smooth and white, or
pocked with holes, as delicate as lace.

By the light of a lantern Molly set the jugs
on shelves, arranging them so that the freshest was in the front of
the shelf for their meals, while others, in various stages of
fermentation, were placed behind. The air was ripe with the sharp
tang of sour milk that would have been offensive to most who
encountered it. To Molly it smelled of home and never failed to
bring a smile of satisfaction to her lips.

She blew out the lantern and hung it on a
peg, then carefully closed the doors before returning horse and
cart to the barn.

As she started toward the house she waved to
the girls, who were busy hanging the wash on a line hung between
two big trees. Bless Sarah, she thought, for finding chores to
occupy those busy little minds. It would keep the younger ones from
asking a hundred questions, or worse, tiptoeing onto the porch to
chance a look at the strangers sleeping there. She’d caught them
herself, half a dozen times or more, peering down in horrified
fascination at the grotesquely disfigured faces. Flora had actually
been caught daring the others to look when they’d preferred to look
away.

Despite the children’s curiosity, she hoped
she could impress upon them the danger of getting too close. Though
the two men seemed helpless, there was no way of knowing their
reaction if they should recover their strength.

One of them was a ruthless killer. But how to
convince her girls of that fact? She didn’t want them so frightened
they couldn’t sleep. She just didn’t want them taking any
unnecessary risks until she could determine how to go about getting
these two men to town. She would be more than happy to turn this
nagging problem over to others. The sooner the better.

“Mama Molly?”

“Yes, Flora?” She paused to glance at the
little girl tugging on her skirts.

“We hung the wash and collected the eggs.”
Flora wrinkled her nose. “Now Sarah wants us to clean the chicken
coop.”

Molly knew that look. Of all their chores,
the one the girls most disliked was cleaning the henhouse. It meant
using the long-handled scrapers her brother had fashioned from
scraps of lumber to remove an inch or more of droppings from the
roosts and floor. The debris was then shoveled into one of the
small wagons, and hauled to the field, to be spread on the ground
and mixed in with the earth as fertilizer. Though the chore wasn’t
as physically demanding as mucking the stalls, a chore Molly
reserved for herself, it was equally unpleasant.

“I’ve an offer for you.” Molly knelt down, so
that her eyes were level with the little girl’s. “By the time you
finish cleaning the coop, I’ll have bread hot from the oven.”

Two brown eyes went wide with joy. “With
apple butter?”

Molly nodded.

“Can I have two slices?”

“If you’d like.”

She grinned as Flora danced away, calling out
to the others, “Hurry up. Let’s get to the henhouse. Soon as we’re
done we can have warm bread with apple butter.”

Molly was chuckling as she walked into the
kitchen, perfumed with the fragrance of bread baking. Bless that
child. It took so little to make her happy.

She removed several loaves of bread from the
oven and set them on the scarred wooden table to cool. Then she
picked up a bucket of water and headed toward the summer porch, to
tend the strangers.

* * *

Hodge’s first thought was that he’d died. The
fire burning around him, through him, inside him, had to mean that
he was now suffering the fate he’d always assumed would be his. Now
he’d have an eternity to pay for every mean, rotten thing he’d ever
done in his lifetime. And there’d been enough of them to fill a
couple of eternities.

At a slight sound he moved his head. No more
than a fraction, but enough to have pain spearing through his
brain.

Not dead, he thought. Not if he could still
move and feel. But the degree of pain told him that he wasn’t far
from death. That must mean that Eli’s bullet had found its
mark.

But hadn’t Eli been out of bullets? Wasn’t
that why the gunman had come at him swinging instead of shooting?
He could vaguely recall a blow from the thief’s gun barrel that had
knocked him flat and left him dazed. Too late, he’d realized that
Eli had tossed aside his own rifle and had gone for the one Hodge
always carried in a boot beside his saddle. He struggled to recall
what had happened next. He’d managed to get to his feet, but that
blow had left him dazed and disoriented, and he’d heard the
terrible sound of a gunshot echoing through his head.

Had he been shot by his own gun? He couldn’t
swear to it. His brain was so addled by pain, he couldn’t seem to
hold a coherent thought for more than the blink of an eye. But it
would seem that he’d let down his guard for a moment and was now
paying the consequences.

He recoiled at the touch of something cool on
his fevered flesh. He knew what was happening. Eli Otto had come
back to finish what he’d started. In his mind he reared up and took
aim with his trusty Sharps, sending the bank robber to hell.

Then, exhausted from the effort, and
satisfied that he’d done his best to repel the attack, he slumped
back against the bed linens.

He could hear the whisper of a voice, as if
from a great distance. “If you persist in fighting me, I’ll just
have to tie your hands. Like it or not, I’m going to save your
bloody hide, even if I learn later that it wasn’t worth the
effort.”

A smile touched his swollen lips. He knew
that voice.

He was twelve, and back in his childhood
cabin. His tough, older sister Hildy was patching him after a
knock-down, drag-out fight with the Simpson brothers, who had
decided to claim Eagle Creek for the exclusive use of their herd.
When they’d chased off his cattle, he’d known that he had no choice
but to stand and fight the three bullies.

Without a ma or pa to turn to, it had been
just him and Hildy against the raw, untamed Wyoming winter fast
approaching. And so he’d stood, unwilling to give an inch, while
their fists beat his body senseless and their laughter tore at his
soul. They’d told him if he came back, he’d better come with a gun.
Because Eagle Creek was theirs.

He’d dragged himself, bloody and beaten, to
the little shack he and his sister called home. And though it had
been weeks before he’d healed enough to sit a horse, he drove his
cattle back yet again, this time with his pa’s old Sharps
breech-loading rifle in the boot of the saddle.

After the ensuing battle, the word quickly
spread that the Egan kid had become a man. A fearless man. And one
to be reckoned with.

That was the day he’d left his boyhood
behind. The day he’d learned the power of a gun.

The day that had forever changed the
direction of his life.

Now all these years later, Hodge tried to
tell Hildy he was sorry for fighting her. But try as he might, he
couldn’t seem to make his mouth work.

Damn the Simpsons and their fists. Had they
broken his jaw?

“That’s better.” He could hear the voice,
though it now sounded strange to his ears. “As long as you don’t
fight me, we’ll both be better off.”

Not Hildy’s voice. This was a strange female,
with an Irish lilt to her voice.

Molly pulled away the bloody dressings and
poured a liberal amount of whiskey on the wound.

Hodge tried to swear, but the words couldn’t
come out. The female was trying to finish him off. He knew he ought
to fight her, but there was no fight left in him.

He gritted his teeth against the pain. As his
flesh burned to ash, he could feel the darkness descending, and
this time, he surrendered to it.

Maybe death would be easier than living with
this searing pain.

With a sigh he slipped into blessed
unconsciousness.

* * *

“The henhouse is clean, Aunt Molly.” Sarah
led the others into the kitchen, where the big wooden table was
already set for a midday meal.

“Thank you. That’s a big chore to have behind
you.” Molly watched as the girls paused beside the basin of water
and washed up to their elbows as they’d been taught before taking
their places around the table.

“Hot out there today.” Sarah splashed water
on her face and dried it with the linen cloth.

“It is, yes. A good time to think about
working in the cellar until the worst of the heat has faded.”

“We’re going to help make the cheese?”
Charity’s eyes sparkled. “Not just Sarah, but all of us?”

“It’s time all of you learned.” Molly circled
the table, topping off their glasses. “After all, the making of
cheese is to be your legacy.”

“What’s wrong with our legs?” Flora lifted
one sturdy brown leg to study it, and then the other.

“Not legs. Legacy.” Molly slathered apple
butter on a slice of warm bread and handed it to the little girl.
“It’s what I can leave you, just as my gram left it to my mum, and
my mum to me. One day when you’re grown, you’ll be glad to know how
to make the finest cheese in the land. It will mean that you’ll
never have to go hungry. And if you’re wise, and willing to work
hard, you’ll be able to make a fine living off your cheese.”

Flora took her time licking her fingers,
unwilling to miss a single drop of her favorite apple butter. She
indulged her love of this sweet treat the way she indulged
everything in her young life—with unrestrained pleasure. “I’m going
to marry a rich farmer, and then I’ll never have to work.”

Molly turned from the stove to stare at the
little girl. The words coming out of her mouth had sounded just
like the child’s wild, gypsy mother. But how could that be? Flora
had been an infant when her mother had last seen her.

Were some things just implanted in a baby’s
brain before birth?

“I would hope,” she said carefully, “that all
of you would choose to be masters of your own fate.”

“You mean we should be like you, Mama Molly,
and never marry?”

She felt an odd little ache around her heart.
Did her own children see her as a dried-up old spinster? A misfit?
“That’s not what I mean at all, Flora. I just want all of you to be
strong enough to live your own lives. And if you find someone who
loves you just for yourself, and you feel the same about him, then
marriage would be grand.”

“That’s good.”

“Why?” With a cup of tea in hand, Molly took
her place at the head of the table.

Flora glanced across at the oldest, busy
spreading apple butter on a slice of bread. “Because Sarah’s going
to marry Samuel Schroeder.”

“Oh!” Sarah dropped her bread and glared at
the little girl across the table. “Flora, you’re disgusting.”

“ ’Cause I told the truth? You said yourself
that you thought Samuel Schroeder was just about the
best-looking—”

“That’s enough.” Biting her lip to keep from
laughing, Molly held up a hand to put an end to this before it went
any further. She could see the others turning from Sarah to Flora,
trying to keep up with the flow of conversation. It was clear that
neither Delia nor Charity had an interest in Sarah’s love life, or
lack of it. Flora, however, was another matter altogether. This
child seemed destined to see and hear everything. And repeat it to
as many people as would listen.

“Why don’t we take the rest of our meal with
us to the cellar? That way we can nibble our bread while we test
the cheese.”

As she held the trap door and waited for the
others to climb down the ladder, Molly was still grinning.

Poor Sarah. It must be impossibly difficult
trying to keep a secret from this curious bunch. Especially when
one of them was as sly a pixie as had ever been born.

 


 


 


 


FOUR

“When will we be
going to town, Mama Molly?” Flora sat on a three-legged stool and
watched as Molly began to unwrap a length of fine muslin, revealing
a hunk of pale yellow cheese.

She looked up. “We just got back.”

“But you said we’d have to take the dead men
to town.”

Molly cut a tiny slice from the cheese and
tasted it before passing tiny slices around to the others.
Satisfied that it was aging to perfection, she wrapped it and
returned it to its place on the shelf before opening a second
bundle. “They aren’t dead, Flora. They’re very much alive.”

The little girl gave a long, drawn-out sigh.
“But when are they going to die?”

“That’s not for us to know.” Molly handed the
wrapped cheese to Sarah before crossing the cellar to kneel in
front of the sad little girl. “Luv, I have to do everything
possible to help them live.”

“But why?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do. And if
they should die, then we’ll take them to town. If they should live,
my job is to help them get better.”

“Even the bad man?”

Molly nodded. “Even the bad man.”

“But they’re just going to hang him.”

“Maybe. That’s for the law to decide. But
while I’m tending their wounds, you have a job to do, too.”

“I do?” Dark eyes went wide with wonder.

“You have to help Sarah with the chores that
I don’t have time for. And when you say your prayers each night,
you have to remember to pray for those two strangers, as well.”

Little Charity was clearly shocked. She
hurried over to stand beside Flora. “I don’t think we should pray
for a bad man, Mama Molly.”

“Don’t you think he needs prayers, too?”

The two little girls looked at each other,
before Flora answered for both of them. “Is it all right if we pray
that he dies?” In an aside she added, “That way, we did what we
ought to, and we still get to go to town.”

Turning away to hide the grin that split her
lips, Molly decided it was time to change the subject. For now, she
would immerse her girls in the joy of making her grandmother’s
cheese.

“We take the rennet, which we obtain from the
lining of a calf’s stomach, and add it to the milk. This is what
causes particles of the milk to clump together into this solid
gel.” She opened a length of cloth to show the girls what happened
when she cut into the gel. Liquid containing protein and milk sugar
drained out.

Molly held it up. “This is whey. It makes
grand feed for the animals. The solid part left behind is called
curd, and this is what we’ll use to make our cheese.”

She pressed several pieces of curd together
and wrapped them, then shoved them far back on the shelf. “Over
time, this will darken and thicken and begin to taste distinctly
like cheese.”

“How did your grandma learn this?” Delia
tasted the whey and made a face.

“From her grandma. I’m sure someone learned
this by accident, probably when they were using a calf skin to haul
milk, and the rennet in the calf skin turned the milk to cheese.
But now that I understand the process, I can expand on it. I hope,
by the time you girls are all grown up, our farm will become famous
for its variety of cheeses.”

For the next hour, hidden away in the cool,
dark cave of the cellar, Molly cut them tiny slices from each
wrapped bundle of cheese, nodding in agreement when it was firm and
sharp, shaking her head when it was mushy or tart. And all the
while, they washed each bite down with glasses of cold milk.

By the time they climbed the ladder, the
worst of the afternoon’s heat had fled, leaving the day fresh for
the remainder of their chores. As always, Molly blessed her brother
for having created such a cool haven from the heat of Wisconsin’s
summer. In the dead of winter, when the world lay frozen, the
temperature in the cellar would remain equally comfortable, keeping
their milk and cheese and cache of garden vegetables safe from
spoiling.

* * *

Eli Otton struggled up from the nightmare
that held him in its grip. He was once again standing toe to toe
with a man who refused to give up. A bullet in the chest, at least
he thought he’d hit the marshal’s chest, and still the bastard kept
on coming. When he found his gun empty of bullets, he’d swung it
with all his strength, landing a solid blow on the marshal’s face,
knocking him clean off his feet. Then he’d flung it aside and made
a last, desperate scramble for the marshal’s rifle. In his mind he
heard the thunderous report of a gunshot. But which of them had
fired first? Was he dead? Was the marshal?

He could recall falling backward from the
report of the rifle, and then slipping away into a deep, dark
tunnel. At least that’s what he’d thought at the time. As though
he’d been swallowed up by the earth while his life slowly
ebbed.

Shallow, painful breaths had his chest rising
and falling as he struggled to wake. Sweat beaded his forehead as
he surfaced.

Not dead.

He tried to open his eyes, but it was too
much effort. And so he lay, listening for anything that might tell
him where he was. At first all he heard was silence. But as he
became more alert, he realized that there were farm sounds. In the
distance, cattle lowing. Birds chirping nearby. And something else.
At first he was puzzled by the soft, steady hiss of air. And then
his blood went cold as he recognized the sound of someone breathing
nearby.
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