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      If there was one sure thing in the world, it was that the McCoys’ threw one hell of a party. Always the police officer, Seth Peterson watched the barbeque with a cautious eye for any strangers that didn’t belong. These people were like kin to him. Actually they were the only real family he’d ever known. In past years, the McCoy’s and their extended family had had to deal with all kinds of near tragedies and they came through every one even stronger and tighter than before.

      Seth took a sip of his sugary sweet iced tea and surveyed the crowd once again. With the six McCoy brothers, their wives, cousins, and other relatives, the clan had expanded so fast it was hard to keep track. As in most social situations, everyone seemed like they were in their own little worlds. Each carrying on lively conversations with the person next to them while balancing a plate heaped high with some delicious food probably made with love by Liberty Belle McCoy.

      He recalled the first time he made her acquaintance. Libby was a tiny fireball of energy who battled leukemia while conquering the heart of Aron, the oldest of the brothers. She loved to cook and she’d refused to let him leave the ranch without a belly full of the best barbeque ribs and brownies he’d ever tasted. Just thinking about those chocolate goodies had his eyes about to roll back in his head. They were orgasmic. Taking another sip of the tea, he could taste the love put into everything made by the women surrounding him. He envied all the laughing children running around the place. The giggles and squeals of the youngsters playing brought a smile to his face, a feature that had been missing often when he’d seen his reflection in the mirror of late. His childhood had been sadly lacking in all accounts.

      Determined to not recall bad memories, Seth pushed off the tree he’d been leaning against and headed for the large spread of food set up for the partygoers. As his cowboy boots sounded on the temporary wood flooring set up for dancing later, he struggled to recall what the party was for. He spied Avery and Jessie on the way. Jessie rested a hand on Avery’s expanding belly. Was it a baby shower? He shrugged and kept on walking, nearly colliding with Nathan. The young man apologized and went back to texting.

      Young love! Seth shook his head. Rumors floated around that the guy was dating a member of the British royal family. In his eyes, the McCoys were Texas royalty and he couldn’t cover the smirk on his face thinking about the Queen of England eating ribs with white gloves on. Focusing on the buffet table, Seth again had to stop short or get run over.

      “Sorry about that.” Skye chased a toddler that was getting away. Her husband, Noah, followed close behind. Those two would make wonderful parents. Unfortunately Skye couldn’t have any. Seth had been abandoned as a child, how lucky he would have been to be adopted by such a loving couple as them.

      Thirty minutes later, he held a plate overflowing with delicious food made with care. It would have taken less than two minutes to go through the line but he spent the other twenty-eight visiting with the ladies behind the table. All the McCoy, LeBlanc, and other women that made up this special family had asked about him. How he’d been, what was he up to now, and if he had a special lady in his life.

      Usually he would have enjoyed all the friendly chatter, but lately things just hadn’t been right. His life was out of whack. Even the thought of having to sit and make small talk with others seemed like too much work. Lively music playing in the background even rubbed him the wrong way.

      Picnic tables were scattered everywhere. Canning jars filled with roses and wildflowers sat atop checked tablecloths. Spying an empty table, Seth headed in that direction. As he sat down, the sweet smell of roses drifted his direction. They were pink. Usually he would avoid such a girly decoration like it was a rattlesnake nest, but today they seemed to calm his restless spirit.

      As he shoved a large forkful of potato salad in his mouth, he recognized his boss’ voice in the distance. It was Kane Saucier showing off his new baby boy. His wife Lilibet stood by his side. The sight of those two together never failed to bring a blush to his cheeks. It didn’t bother them but it still embarrassed the hell out him that he’d caught the two of them making out in their car. He’d been working the night shift and thought the people in the car might be in distress. They were anything but.

      Shaking his head, Seth returned his attention to the cornbread spread with honey. Growing up with poorly made and meager portions of food, he never took such abundance for granted.

      “Would you like some more tea?” A petite young woman held a pitcher almost as big as she was. Well that might be an exaggeration but he held out his red plastic cup. The ice clinked in the pitcher as she poured. Drops of condensation ran down the side of the glass.

      “You look sad cowboy.” The woman didn’t wait for an invitation but sat the pitcher down on the table and took a seat across from him.

      “I do?” He raised an eyebrow and placed his cowboy hat on the bench beside him.

      “I’m Harley.” She reached a hand across to shake his. Hers was still damp and cool from the pitcher. “You’re Seth right?”

      “Yeah, how did you know?”

      Harley’s laugh sounded, it was the kind of pleasant sound a man could get used to. “I know many things. Are you enjoying the annual barbeque?”

      Seth nodded. So that was what it was, the McCoy’s famous annual event. He eyed the wedding ring on her left hand and quickly glanced around for any intimidating men the size of buffalos headed his way.

      “Don’t worry, my husband isn’t going to kill you for talking to me.”

      “Ha. How do you know that?” He relaxed and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I’m a cop. I’ve seen people killed for less than that.”

      “I told you, I know many things.” She narrowed her eyes and laced her fingers together on the table in front of her.

      “Yeah, like what?” This time he dug into the baked beans. Damn they were tasty.

      “You’re searching for something.”

      He stopped eating and gave her his full attention. “You’re good.” He pointed to her with his fork. “I could use some pepper. That’s what I was looking for.”

      “No it’s not, but here you go anyway.” Harley reached for the shaker and tossed it his way. “You’ve been restless, edgy, not wanting to be around people.”

      His right shoulder lifted and fell. “Yeah, I guess so. Everyone has good days and bad. Times they need to themselves.”

      “Yes, but yours has lasted for quite a while.” He scowled as she continued. “Am I right?”

      He set his utensils down and rested his elbows on the table. “Yeah, I’ve not been myself lately. I love my job but recently it just hasn’t been enough.” It wasn’t like him to open up to a stranger, but he’d heard about Harley from others. That she could sense things. If she could figure out what was going on with him, he wasn’t going to ignore her.

      “Because it should never be enough.” She waved her hands in the air. “Look around you. I think you are searching for someone. Someone that you have been missing for a very long time.”

      “You mean like a wife?”

      She nodded vigorously. Did he really appear that desperate?

      “I’ve been looking. Hell I even tried some stupid dot com thing but it never seems to work. Maybe it’s me, I don’t know.” He took a deep breath.

      “It’s not you.” Harley briefly touched her hand to his. “You haven’t found her yet.”

      “Lady.” He chuckled. “If you know where my soulmate is please let me know.”

      “I know she isn’t here.” She stared him straight in the eyes. “Let your heart guide you. It may take time...” Harley gazed off in the distance before continuing. “It could be a very long time but you will find her and it will be worth it.”

      “You make it sound like I’ll be an old man before I run into this mystery woman.”

      Harley grinned and stood up. “No, you’re a good man. You won’t stop until you find her. I don’t know where she is, or when you’ll meet.”

      “Is there something that you do know?” His hopes rose.

      “Yes, she’s not here.” Harley stared him straight in the eyes. “Just remember sometimes you have to go to the ends of time to find what you’re searching for.”

      [image: ]

      “Dear, sit up straight.” Her mother, Charlene, placed a cloth napkin in her lap and called for one of the servants. Rose McAlister used to know all their names but she’d lost track. Everyone was new from the last time she’d been home. “I don’t know why you hate me so much that you would take a job in such a—what is the word I am looking for?” She waved her finely manicured hand. “Rural. That’s it. Such a rural area. Why, you might as well be going to a third world country.” Charlene lifted her nose as if something smelled bad. “At least if that was the case we could say you were doing charity work. What will people think?”

      “They will think that I finally have a job after you’ve black listed me from every school in the area.” Rose clamped her hand across her mouth. She had a tendency to speak her thoughts out loud.

      “I’ve done no such thing,” her mother denied.

      It was true her mother hadn’t blacklisted her, but just being the daughter of the most busy-bodied, snobbish woman in the city hadn’t done her any favors either.

      The elderly servant placed her dinner plate in front of her. It was lamb with mint. Rose hated lamb but it was her mother’s favorite. “Figures,” she mumbled under her breath. Would it hurt to have something that she liked to eat for once? Maybe even something simple like mac and cheese or hamburgers, heaven forbid.

      “What did you say?” Charlene picked up her shiny silver cutlery.

      “I said thank you,” she lied.

      “You don’t need to thank the help. It’s their job.” And that right there was one of the many reasons that no one ever stayed very long.

      “Everyone appreciates being thanked for a good job well done.”

      At that her mother rolled her eyes. It was a rare thing but it often meant she’d reached her limit. “Why can’t you be more like your sister Ivy? She married that nice looking doctor and they have that lovely property on the shoreline.” This time it was Rose who rolled her eyes. The doctor was not handsome and their property was so ostentatious it could never be considered a home. A castle maybe, but it would never be a warm and inviting home.

      “Ivy does nothing but shop and eat antidepressants like they were candy.” Rose slapped a hand over her mouth. Her mother dropped her utensil on the table and glared. She’d stepped over the line with that one.

      “And what about you? Your father is concerned as well. Just look at your hair. Have you turned into one of the Goth girls?” Rose chuckled at that one which irritated her mother more. “And that car out front. The neighbors are going to think I let the help park in the front driveway.”

      “My car may be old but it is paid for by money I earned myself. As for my hair, I’m trying to be my own person and I want my students to know that they can be successful but keep their identity.” She’d always been the perfect daughter, the perfect student but that hadn’t brought her happiness. There was something else out there for her, something more to make her life worthwhile. Not too long ago she’d broken out of the mold and chalked a pink strand through her hair. Oh the horror! If her mother knew she’d gotten a tattoo also, the poor woman would probably have a stroke.

      “I just want you to be settled and taken care of.” Her mother laid a hand on hers.

      “I can take care of myself.” Truth be told it had been a struggle. With no experience it was hard to get a job other than working at a coffee shop. The only teaching offer she’d received was for a small school district in southwestern South Dakota. It was exciting but also scary thinking about being so far from home. Rose was twenty-five but growing up in this family had left her sheltered from most of the world. At night she’d dreamed of adventures like she’d read in romance and history books.

      “Still, I wish you could find a nice young man to marry.” The troubled tone of her mother’s voice brought her back to the present.

      “Maybe I will there.”

      Rose bit her lip as she watched the other woman at the table shudder as if chilled to the bone. “Just remember Rose, it’s just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as it is a poor one.”

      This time her inner voice stayed quiet, but Rose heard it loud and clear. She didn’t care if the man was rich or poor. Her dream was for a good and honest man to love her. Not just that, but a man that would never let her down and one that would never give up until he found her.
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      Rose McAllister never cared for convertibles but the view of wide open prairie had her yearning to be driving one. Even the metal of the antique locket she’d just bought at the antique store a few miles back felt hot against her skin. Too bad her old clunker didn’t have a sunroof. After cranking the window handle down, she held the locket between her fingers and played with the chain to relieve the scorching against her skin. She took a deep breath of the warm, fresh air. Fragrant wildflowers covered the fields. Their perfume permeated through the air. Prairie grass danced in waves with the wind. The rolling hills were endless. What would it be like to ride a horse bareback through those fields? She could see it now, the wind blowing through her hair, a smile on her face, and a handsome cowboy by her side.

      What would her mother, sister, and their society friends think of that? Oh, right, the same thing they said when Rose told them she was taking a teaching job in the tiny town of Harvest, South Dakota. “Are you nuts?”

      As the old saying went, it wasn’t the middle of nowhere but you could see it from there. Everyone always told her she was the perfect young lady. In her heart Rose knew she danced to the beat of a different drum and that was certainly true in this case. The challenges of working in a small school and having an impact on youngster’s lives was both overwhelming and promising.

      She’d left Milwaukee many hours before, beaming with excitement. A new job as a school teacher in a small town was a dream come true. The prospect of finding a job looked dim until the teaching position popped up online. Apparently they’d had a hard time finding people to teach in such a desolate area. Sure her parents had worried. They’d always been overprotective and it was a long way from civilization. In their minds, that was. To her it was an adventure waiting to happen.

      It was also the chance to start new and find a nice guy. Well, hopefully a nice guy. They had been few and far between in her life so far. The last one left such a bad taste in her mouth there wasn’t enough mouthwash in the world to cleanse his presence away. She’d fallen head over heels for the new history teacher who had stopped in for his morning cup of Joe. He’d swept her off her feet and in only a couple of months he’d emptied her bank account and broken her heart. The jerk even went so far as to bad-mouth her to her employers and get her fired. Were there no honest, hardworking men left in the world?

      All her dreams would come true if this new job worked out and she met a trustworthy guy. Despite the beautiful view, her apprehension grew. When was the last time she’d seen a house, a telephone pole, or even a car? Had she taken a wrong turn somewhere? Rose had been traveling the same red dirt road forever. Her cell’s GPS app had lost signal over half an hour ago and had yet to gain another one. At least she had plenty of fuel. The school’s interviewer had warned her on the phone about going any long distances without a full tank. “Gas stations are few and far between out in this area.” Dropping the necklace back on her chest, Rose peeked in her purse. Even her cell phone had no bars.

      Her left cheek burned from the warmth of the sun’s rays. She shoved the visor to the side to make some shade and tried to smooth her windblown locks. Rose let out a deep breath. They may be desperate for a teacher, but once they saw her in person they might change their minds. They probably weren’t expecting someone with white hair accented with a pink streak, let alone a rose tattoo, and a vintage, thrift store wardrobe. Sure, she didn’t look like a fashionista but she wasn’t a carbon copy of everyone else either. Rose shrugged her shoulder. “Maybe I was just born in the wrong era. Oh great, now I’m talking to myself.” A nervous habit that kicked in whenever she felt things were beyond her control.

      It really was time to get over her self-doubt and low self-esteem. Growing up in a perfect, over-achieving family didn’t need to affect the rest of her life. Not everyone was meant to be a social butterfly or live life in the fast lane. Actually, the more the interviewer had talked about the desolation of the area, the more excited she’d gotten.

      Gazing up to the sky, Rose hoped for a sign. “Hey, I think I’m lost. Could you give me a signal or something? Anything?” Rose searched the landscape once again for any traces of life. Then she saw it. A sign. An actual road sign. About a half mile down the road was some kind of historical marker. She took her foot off the gas pedal and the vehicle began to slow. Hopefully it would tell her where in the world–or with any luck–where in western South Dakota she was.

      Rose frowned as disappointment hit, the brown landmark sign didn’t give much information. It just pointed the way to another spot down the road. Biting her lip, Rose decided to check out the spot where something historical took place sometime in the past. Always the history buff, it would also be a great chance to stretch her legs and maybe figure out where she was.

      The second sign, a quarter mile up the road, pointed to a dirt parking lot. Well, if you could call it a parking lot. It was basically a wide spot on the side of the road. She was used to a more public type of landmark, one with a tour guide and signs every step. There was nothing. She turned in, shifted into park and turned off the engine. Rose got out of the car and arched her stiff back. There was an eerie silence to the place. Where were the birds? Aside from the occasional bee or insect, she was totally alone. She peered around. Her cell phone had no bars so no need to bring that along. Leaving her purse behind, she locked her car and headed for the mowed trail that lead to the landmark. The grassy trail was well kept and obviously well used.

      A small sign warned visitors to stay on the path and the cartoon picture of a rattlesnake left no mistake as to why. She may appear fearless in most things but snakes were a whole other matter. Clutching her flowing skirt closer to her thighs, she trekked on. The wind helped ease some of the heat of the day. Maybe the nearest town was right over the hill or there was at least a map nearby.

      Her spirits lifted, she hiked the trail up a small hill. The tops of prairie grass bordering the trail tickled her fingertips as she reached out to brush the tops. She inhaled the sweet aroma of flowers. Roses? Rose stopped when she came to the top of the hill. Various shades of pink colored the countryside ahead. They were everywhere for as far as she could see. A large stump of a tree seemed to be the centerpiece with a plaque placed in front. The sign was probably donated by some rotary club that maintained the place. It was a stunning view. The warmth from the sun kissed her skin and a bee buzzed some rosy petals nearby.

      She hurried down to where the flowers were the thickest. The whole valley was spotted with varied shades of pink flowers but at the center where the sign and tree stump sat, pink roses held court. This hardly seemed like a place that roses would grow wild. Little white and yellow butterflies fluttered around by the hundreds. She closed her opened mouth in fear one might fly in. What a magical place.

      Had she stepped into a fairyland? It made her giddy and full of joy for the first time in ages. She whirled a time or two like Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music movie. Her arms were out to the side and the skirt flowed in the wind. All at once she stopped but her head kept spinning. The flowers blurred.

      “Whoa.” Rose pressed a hand to her forehead and tried to focus. The ground was swimming. Her heart fluttered. The caffeine from too much gas station coffee had probably caused her jitters. She gasped for breath as her heart threatened to burst from her chest. There was nothing more frightening than not feeling good when you were alone. Her other trembling palm settled above her breast.

      “What in the world?” Rose struggled to remain erect. Standing still, she took three deep breaths to calm the panic. It didn’t work. Something wasn’t right. The flowers transformed from bright pink to dull mauve as a dark cloud crawled across the field. Cloud! Where did that come from? The sky was solid blue last time she looked. Was there some kind of freak tornado dropping from above?

      On noodle-like limbs, she tried to reach the plaque and see if it held a clue to her location. The car was now too far away to be any help. She needed to reach that stump. There was something... A chill ran through her and she hugged her sides. Putting one wobbly foot in front of the other, she kept going. Her long Moccasins boots quiet in the tall soft grass. What happened to the clipped trail? Her gaze fell to the ground and she whimpered. Fear rose its ugly head. Something was very wrong. Did she have heat stroke? Had she been bitten by one of those dreaded snakes? Was the fast food sandwich she’d had for lunch seeking some twisted kind of revenge?

      She blinked her eyes a few times hoping to clear her vision. Everything had changed. The flowers were now gone and the tree was full size. She reached the large oak. Rose circled the tree, her hand scrapping along the coarse bark. A large bird of some kind screeched in the sky. She glanced up to see what kind. That was a mistake. Clouds raced by at a whirlwind speed. She tried to swallow but her throat was parched. Rose reached out and hugged the tree to keep from falling. Rose rested her forehead on the oak but it didn’t help. Weakness and fear overflowed. She hated being vulnerable and at the mercy of any stranger that might come along. A tear fell from her left eye.

      Her bright August day had started with so much promise and now she was sick and afraid. Rose’s shaky limbs could hold her up no longer. The soft flesh of her arm skidded along the rough bark. Her knees hit the ground. Tiny rocks and poky branches pierced her skin. Kneeling, she looked to the rotating heavens once more before crumbling to the ground and then everything went black.

      [image: ]

      The beautiful day went unnoticed as Seth Peterson contemplated his future. His horse, Kadoka, knew the way so that left his mind free to wander. Things were quiet in town but people were concerned. There had been reports of cattle rustling from the ranchers and what had occurred to two women in the area was still a mystery. It hurt like hell to think something like that could happen to a woman he cared about. As if he would ever be lucky enough to find a woman to love him. His footsteps had walked a single path all his life.

      The people of Harvest knew where to find him if something came up. Seth puffed out his cheeks. He’d never get a job as a lawman and it was what he wanted to do more than anything in the world. Despite the fact he was half white, there was no way some would ever see past that. Sure, he’d been an upright citizen, self-taught to read and write, even scouted for the army but others would never see past his darker skin and longer hair. Locals were still cautious after the recent Battle of Greasy Grass in Montana where General Custer lost his life.

      Rounding the top of a hill, he pulled Kadoka to a stop and gazed over the valley below. Someday he’d reach his goal of becoming the town’s sheriff. He’d walked the edges of both worlds all his life and knew in his heart he could bring about peace and keep everyone safe. Seth brushed aside a piece of thick, black hair that had blown in his eye. One thing you could always count on in this area was the wind. It never stopped. A pair of vultures circled above about a half mile away. That was never a good sign for what was beneath.

      “Well, Kadoka, I suppose we better go see what’s got those birds so riled up. It’s probably just some poor calf that’d wandered away from his mama but we better take a look.” Peterson reined his palomino stallion in the direction of the hovering birds. Always cautious, he kept watch on the surrounding hills. No need to be ambushed by some renegades with an eye for a nice piece of horse flesh. It was dangerous times with everyone heading to the hills in search of gold. He grabbed the rifle from the saddle holster and rested it on his knee.

      The disappearance of two young women in the last week had everyone on edge and families keeping a close eye on their daughters. At first the townsfolk thought it was just youthful lovers that had run off with their beaus in the middle of the night but when first one and then the other girl’s bodies were found naked and dead in nearby gullies, people were worried and distrusted any newcomers. If he ever got his hands on the person that would do such a thing, they would not survive. He tightened his grip on the gun.

      There were no similarities in the women other than their bright blonde hair. One was with a wagon train coming from Minnesota. She disappeared in the night while the other was from one of the local ranch families. They sure as hell didn’t need something like this happening. Women were as rare as flowers in the west, only the tough and wild ones survived. A rose was the uncommon and the most prized.

      A quarter mile away, he still couldn’t make out what had the buzzards all fired up. Curiosity getting the better of him, he kicked his horse into a trot. Her hair caught his attention first. It appeared white as snow in the distance. Seth cursed and a knot formed in his gut. It was a woman. Dammit to hell, not another one. He readied his Winchester just in case.

      It was a white woman lying face down in the tall grass. She had blonde hair, a light colored camisole. At least he thought that was what they called the undergarment, and a brown skirt. Was it Alice? The body on the ground resembled the young woman from the only whorehouse in town. What was a woman doing out in the middle of the prairie and why did he have to be the one to find her? She lay still. Was he too late and she was already dead?
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      Seth tied his stallion to the nearby tree and walked softly to her side. His cowboy hat shaded his eyes as he took another glance at the surrounding hills. Her chest rose and fell, that was a good sign. Standing above her, he enjoyed the sight of a shapely leg. The slender limb stirred him more than it should. Damn. He needed to visit one of the whorehouses in Buffalo Ridge. Seth hated paying for it but that’s what a bachelor had to do. It was just such a relief to know she was alive and in one piece.

      He knelt by her side. Judging by her clothes, she appeared to be a whore. Or worse, a woman used and abused and left out to die. His chest ached. She didn’t appear to be beaten or have any broken bones. His tanned fingers smoothed her light blonde hair away from her face and his breath caught. She was far prettier than any woman he’d ever seen. Peterson couldn’t resist touching her golden locks again. It was softer than mink. On her feet were moccasins that almost reached her knees. Fringe accented the sides. Her legs were golden from the sun.

      He squatted on the ground and peeked at his surroundings. It didn’t seem to be a trick but how did she get here? None of the grass had been pressed down from horse hoofs or a wagon. “Miss? Are you hurt?” He poked her shoulder. She didn’t rouse. Peterson turned her on her back. Perky, round breasts rose and fell with her quiet breaths. Her face was painted like Alice’s and the other women that worked at Adele’s. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes lined with black. He frowned. She was obviously a prostitute. That explained her lack of clothing. Her skin was tanned but not burnt. The woman hadn’t been lying there long.

      “Miss?” he spoke louder and shook her again.

      “Hmm,” she mumbled. A slender hand reached to rub her eyes. The woman rolled on her side and opened her eyes. They were deep blue like the Missouri River. She gazed around before looking back at him. Startled but not scared.

      “What happened? Where are the flowers?”

      Peterson surveyed the area. “What flowers?” Was the woman touched in the head?

      “They were everywhere. Pink roses, wildflowers, I don’t know. I was looking at them and I felt sick.” She tried to stand and he steadied her on her feet. “Thank you. It must have been the heat.” The blonde woman took an unsteady step and started to walk. “I need to find my car and drink some water. Where’s the parking lot?”

      What was she yakking about? “What’s your name?” he asked while following close behind. He didn’t want her to fall on her face. That’s just what he needed. A simpleminded whore with a head wound. She’d be easy prey for whatever evil was taking women from their homes and leaving them for dead.

      The woman spun around and he steadied her with his hands on her shoulders. Her skin was so smooth, so soft, and way too white to be out in the sun for very long. “I’m Rosemarie Alexander McAllister but everyone just calls me Rose.” She offered her hand. He wiped his on his trousers and shook it. A soiled dove with a long name and a firm handshake. “And who are you?” Rose asked.

      “Peterson. Seth Peterson.” He tipped his hat.

      She took a deep breath and her chest rose. His eyes again focused on those creamy breasts. Damn it. He was a grown man, not some greenhorn off the range for the first time.

      “Well, Seth Peterson. Thanks for helping me up. I best be on my way.” She took off on foot again, to where he had no idea. He put his hands on his hips and enjoyed the view of her backside and swaying skirt. Something wasn’t right with this girl but she sure was a beauty. The woman stopped and looked around.

      “Seth?” Although it was only proper for her to address him as Mr. Peterson, he couldn’t help relish the sound of his first name on her lips.

      “Yes. Ma’am.” He stepped closer.

      “Where’s my car?” She twirled a piece of blonde, no pink, hair around a finger. How the hell did those pink threads get in her hair? They were faint but definitely visible.

      “Railroad car? There’s no railroad anywhere around here. Well, not for at least twenty miles or so, that is.”

      “No, not a train car. My car. It’s an old mustang.”

      “Sorry. I just came from town and I didn’t run into any stray horses.” Wait a second. “Miss, did someone steal your horse? We don’t take kindly to horse thieves in this part. That’s a hanging offense.” Hell, cattle rustlers, murdered women, and now horse thieves? What next, an Indian uprising or another war?

      “No. Not a horse. Mustang, the car.” The woman surveyed the area like she’d never seen it before. The fact that she may be simpleminded was becoming more apparent?

      “Ma’am, what are you doing out here?” He stepped closer and she stepped back. Her hands were shaking and her lower lip trembled. “Don’t worry. I’m the law, from Harvest. I’m not going to hurt you.” It was wishful thinking but saying so might put her more at ease.

      “You’re from Harvest?” Her eyes perked up.

      “Yes.” Thankfully she didn’t seem to notice there was no metal star on his chest.

      “Did someone leave you here?” If they did, she might have a description.

      “I was going to Harvest and I got lost.”

      That made more sense than talking about railroad cars and pink flowers. It still didn’t explain what happened to her horse. He sure as hell didn’t want to deal with any horse thieves.

      “I was just on my way home but I will take you to town. Do you have kin there?”

      “Kin?” She looked confused and shook her head. “No, I’m the new school teacher there.”

      “School teacher? We don’t have a school.” He placed a hand on her lower back to guide her toward his horse. He bit his tongue before adding that no school would hire a whore for the job anyway.

      “This doesn’t make any sense.” Her eyes searched the fields and she appeared pale. “I stopped to look at the landmark and now everything has changed.” Her hand rose to the back of her head as if looking for a bump. Her lower lip quivered. “I don’t remember falling and hitting my head.”

      Peterson’s heart took a tumble. It was hotter than blazes and she was shaking. His first thought was to take her in his arms and kiss the pain away. If he did Rose would probably scream and start running across the countryside. Maybe that was how she got here? Just his luck, he cursed, to fall for some daft girl that probably ran off from a cat house. He didn’t need that.

      “Let’s go to Harvest and maybe someone will know what happened to your horse.” He guided her toward Kadoka where he clasped his fingers together so she could step up and onto his steed. It was getting hotter by the minute and he needed to get her out of the blazing sun.

      “I told you. I don’t have a horse.” The woman pouted and refused to budge.

      “Ma’am, I’m just trying to help. I can’t leave you out here for the buzzards so either step up and get on or I’m going to throw you on the horse.” His patience grew thinner by the minute. Why did the pretty ones always seem to be the most trouble? He’d hoped for a quiet day all to himself and now he was headed back into town.

      “Grrrrr. It’s a good thing you’re hot because you’re very rude.” Rose lifted her skirt, slung her foot in his hand, and jumped in the saddle. “Didn’t they teach you manners at the academy?”

      Peterson straightened and took a deep breath. How could someone be so irritating and so stimulating at the same time? He removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow with his forearm.

      “Damn, you really are hot,” Rose whispered before turning away and mumbled, “Outside voice. Outside voice.”

      Hell and tarnation. I’ve got a lost woman hearing voices and looking for a horse that she thinks is a railroad car. This day just gets better and better. Peterson shoved his cowboy hat back and grabbed for Kadoka’s reins. “Move behind the saddle.”

      “Why?”

      He couldn’t think. What a beautiful sight she made. Her light hair blew in the wind, those slender legs sitting aside his horse, and a bare shoulder where the strap of her shirt had fallen down. He cleared his throat and tried to concentrate. Modesty and riding side saddle was not a thing that Miss McAllister seemed to be concerned with.

      “So I have somewhere to sit.” He regained his composure, gathered the reins in one hand, and reached for the saddle horn.

      “Oh. I thought you were walking,” she muttered before settling in behind the saddle’s cantle.

      “It’s several miles into town and like you said, I’m hot.” She blushed and glanced to the side.

      When Seth took a seat in front of her, his horse bucked with the extra weight. “Easy there, Kadoka.” He tried to calm the horse.

      Rose grabbed hold around his neck nearly choking him. After he settled Kadoka down, he unclenched her hands from his neck and wrapped them around his waist. Her skin was smooth as silk. She smelled pretty like the flowers she spoke of. He kicked the stallion into a trot but all that did was cause her breasts to bounce on his back. He groaned and slowed to a walk. It may take longer but with her body swaying and pressed tightly up against his he wouldn’t last much longer.
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      The first couple miles Rose tried to stay upright. By the third mile, she gave up and slumped against the handsome man in front of her. His blackish hair was almost as long as hers. Every once in a while one of the silky strands would blow across her face. With the heat Seth must have been warm in his buckskin pants but they showed off his long legs to perfection. In true old west fashion, he also sported a light blue long sleeve shirt, brown buttoned up vest, and scarf tied around his neck. Seth looked like he’d stepped out of a western movie set.

      The man also didn’t act like any police officer she’d ever met. Sure he was all yes ma’am, no ma’am but he had a dangerous air to him. She felt safe enough though being that he was in law enforcement. If any rattlesnake or outlaws were about, this man would mow them down in an instant with all the hardware he had. A rifle, several handguns, a knife, not to mention the guy was huge. Did she just say outlaw? Yes, the heat must really have gotten to her and how could she have wandered so far from her car? If only she had her phone.

      “Hey, do you have a cell phone?”

      “A what?” He didn’t have to say it but it was obvious from his response he was going to pretend he didn’t know what a cell phone was. The ‘I’m from the old west’ façade was getting old fast. They would soon be to town and then she could at least phone her parents and let them know she had arrived safe and sound.

      “Never mind.” She rested her head on the back of his shoulder. A rock solid shoulder built of muscle. He had that long, thick, black hair like the tribal cop, Mathias, on her favorite show, Longmire. Being this close she couldn’t help but inhale the healthy scent of male. It was a surprisingly nice combination of soap, leather, and fresh air.

      Despite the heat, goose bumps rose on her arm. What if he wasn’t taking her to town? She had no idea who this guy was. The man oozed testosterone. If he were to drag her by her hair to a cave, she wouldn’t be a bit surprised. Maybe he was part of some reenactment and not a real policeman after all. Why hadn’t she asked to see his badge? Rose shot back up and scanned the hills ahead. Nothing. Nada. It was unending prairie in every direction.

      “So. Ah. Peterson, is it?”

      “Hmm.”

      Obviously a man of few words, she kept going. “So where did you go to school? You know, to be a police officer.”

      “School?” He laughed. “There’s no school to be a lawman. It’s usually whoever is brave enough or dumb enough to take the job.” He slowed his horse and added, “A sheriff just has to be quick with his head and swift with his hand.”

      “Wait, are you an actor? Am I on TV or something?” Giggling, she smoothed her hair and tried to find the hidden camera but where would they hide one out here? Was it a drone or satellite perhaps?

      “I’m just a simple lawman.” He patted the hand around his waist. “Don’t worry, you are safe with me. I won’t let any roughnecks cause you harm.” The saddle squeaked with every step of the big horse’s hoofs.

      Roughnecks? Was he making fun of her? “You make it sound like you’re Wild Bill Hickok or Wyatt Earp,” she teased and shot in the air with her fingers as pretend handguns.

      “I met Earp once. He’s a good man. Don’t care much for Hickok.” Peterson spit to the side.

      “Well, I guess you didn’t feel too bad about him getting shot in the head then, huh?” she joked. This Wild West reenactment thing was getting old but she could play along too.

      Peterson brought his horse to a halt again. “Hickok was shot?”

      “Yeah. Back in what? 1876. I just saw a show on the history channel about it.” The leather saddle creaked as he turned to face her. He had a blank stern look on his face and his eyes were unreadable.

      “You know.” She titled her head. “He got shot in the back of the head while playing poker in Deadwood. He had a pair of aces and eights, they call that the dead man’s hand. I thought everyone knew that.”

      “This is 1876 and last I heard he was still alive and well.”

      “Yeah, right? And I’m Calamity Jane.” Rose arched her sore back and his eyes fell to her boobs.

      “I met her once. Believe me you two look nothing alike.” He snorted and kicked Kadoka into a walk.

      “If this is 1876, then either I’m dreaming or you’re crazy.”

      “I’m not crazy,” he uttered under his breath but she heard him clear as could be. “You said Hickok got shot, when exactly was this?”

      “Ah, let me see. It was at the Saloon No. 10. I know that for sure. He was playing poker and a guy came up behind him and shot him. A guy named McCall. Jack McCall.”

      “Doesn’t sound familiar but I’ll keep an eye out for anyone by that name.”

      “Don’t worry, they caught and hung him. I believe it was in Yankton.”

      “Yankton, huh?” The horse started to trot and she had to grab him around the waist to hang on.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      “Nope.” The guy sure stayed in character well. That’s for sure. Her teeth rattled with the bounce of the trot.

      “Stop.” Rose screamed and the horse halted.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You may be used to riding around on a horse but my legs are about rubbed raw and all this bouncing is going to shake a tooth loose.” She hated to complain but the stress of not knowing where she was, and Peterson’s insistence that he lived in the 1800’s was starting to get on her nerves. “Plus you’re freaking me out with this old west stuff. How far are we from Harvest?”

      He pointed in the distance. “You can just see the edge of town.” Peterson clicked his mouth and Kadoka started toward town.

      Relief and despair hit at the same time. She was glad to see Harvest but hated to admit her time with Seth Peterson, if that was his real name, was ending soon. Rose circled her arms around his waist and held on tight. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and her heart skipped a beat. With her luck, some member of the school board would probably be the first person they ran into. That’s all she needed.

      A gasp escaped her lips as the town got larger with every step of the horse’s hooves. It was like a movie set. Everyone was dressed in old fashion attire just like him. There were horses and wagons and no signs of the twenty first century anywhere. This couldn’t be Harvest. Even with the heat, she was chilled.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t leave you alone.” His reassurance both frightened and comforted her.

      “Why is everyone starring at us?” Her arms hugged him tighter.

      “Because you’re half naked.” His husky laugh made her tingle.

      “What? I am not.” Feminine giggling caught her attention and she looked up at a group of colorful ladies lounging on a deck above. “But those ladies have less on than I do.”

      “That’s a whorehouse.” He released her hands from around his waist as they stopped in front of a light green building. The overhead sign proclaimed it Brink’s Dry Goods and General Store. “Let me do the talking. I don’t want anyone thinking you’re crazy. I’ll see if anyone has found your horse.” His voice low so only she could hear.

      “I told you I don’t have a horse, I’m looking for my car,” she whispered back.

      “That’s exactly what I mean. You start flapping your mouth about cars and a cell with a phone, whatever the hell that is, not to mention claiming Hickok being dead.” He flung his leg across the horse’s neck and jumped down. “They’ll be wanting to lock you up for the night.”

      Wiping away the tears that threatened to fall, she sniffled and straightened her shirt. That wasn’t a good idea as a dirty cowboy stepped closer for a better look. Tobacco juice drooled down his chin.

      “Hey, Seth. Who ya got there?” The cowboy slurred his words.

      “None of your concern, Butler. Why don’t you go back to the saloon and have another beer.” Grabbing Rose around the waist, he pulled her to the ground, and onto the wooden sidewalk.

      [image: ]

      What had he gotten himself into? The eyes of the townspeople were squarely on Rose. His jaw set and he shoved his hat firmly on his head. They walked into Brink’s business. He didn’t know where else to take her. Maybe they knew something of her family, or her sudden appearance. She hadn’t let go of his hand, not that he was complaining or anything. Even if she was touched in the head, he still cared what happened to her. She appeared way too smart to be crazy.

      “Brink,” Seth called out. A bald head popped up from behind a shelf of canned goods.

      “Afternoon, Peterson.” He walked forward with a feather duster in one hand.

      “Mr. Brink, Miss McAllister was separated from her group a few miles from here. Anyone in town, mention anything about a missing party or horse?”

      The shopkeeper scratched his head. “No, can’t say as they have.”

      “Unfortunately Miss McAllister lost her clothes as well. Can you find her a few garments to wear and keep an eye on her while I go to the jail house?” Rose gripped his hand tighter. Her eyes were wide.

      “I’ll go get Mrs. Brinks and she'll fix you right up ma’am. You poor thing.”

      Rose’s blue eyes pleaded with him to not leave but he had to ask around town and talk to his deputy. “I have no money.”

      “Don’t worry. The Brinks will take good care of you. I trust them.”

      “Good afternoon Mr. Peterson. My husband said you have a lost lamb in need of some things.” A robust woman with a gentle smile gave Rose the once over.

      “Yes, put whatever she needs on my account and I’ll be back soon.” Prying her fingers from his hand, he gently shoved her forward to the couple and walked to the door.

      “Seth,” she rushed after him, “you promised not to leave me.”

      “I’ll be right back. Don’t worry I’ll come for you.” With a mind of its own, his hand cradled her chin. His thumb caressed her cheek. Time stopped. A man could lose his soul in her blue eyes.

      Someone cleared their throat. “Miss, come with me.” She had a kind voice, the shopkeeper’s wife.

      “Let’s find you something to wear, while Mr. Peterson attends to business.” Mrs. Brinks put an arm around Rose’s shoulder and led her to a shelf of clothing. He could still feel those eyes observing him as he walked out the door. There was no doubt in his mind that they wouldn’t find any lost horse or missing persons.
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      Rose couldn’t wait to get to town and now all she wanted to do was leave. Obviously she was dreaming, that was the only explanation that made sense. The shop looked like an antique store. The only problem was that everything was brand new. “This is crazy,” escaped her mouth.

      “What miss?”

      “Oh, nothing. Look, I really don’t need much. I won’t be staying long.” Where was Peterson? She started to panic.

      “You need clothes. You can’t run around in your undergarments.” Rose refused the charity and wasn’t about to put on some hot prairie dress. “At least let me pick out a few things and wrap them up for you. Whatever you don’t want nor need, Mr. Peterson can return.”

      Her ears perked up with the name of her rescuer and she nodded. “Have you known him long?”

      “Yes, Mr. Peterson’s been here a few years. He’s a good man.”

      Her heart soared at the recommendation.

      “Don’t worry, he’ll find your family.”

      What family? She needed to find herself first. Either she was hallucinating or somehow living in another time if this wasn’t a dream.

      “Mrs. Brink. What day is it?”

      “It’s August first, dear.” Her hands busy wrapping her purchases in brown paper and tying it with a string.

      “August first of what year?” Rose crossed her fingers behind her back and held her breath.

      “You poor soul.” Mrs. Brink walked around the counter and placed Rose’s purchases in her hands. “It’s August first, 1876.”

      “I’m sorry, I need some fresh air.” On shaky legs, she headed for the door. A large package of vintage, no, new 1876 clothing hugged to her chest. “Thank you, Mrs. Brink.”

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” The wood floor creaked with her ample weight as she followed Rose down the aisle.

      “Yes, I just need some air. I’ll wait outside until Seth comes for me.” An overhead bell jingled as she opened and closed the door. The sounds and smells of a frontier town surrounded her. In the distance some men argued about the price of gold and a couple of women strolled by engrossed in a conversation as to what they would serve a thrashing crew this year, whatever the heck a thrashing crew was. The air was hot, dusty, and smelled of hay and horse manure. One of those horses whinnied in the distance. Her stomach growled with the aroma of roast beef that someone was cooking nearby. When was the last time she’d eaten? Nausea hit when she got a whiff of bad body odor.

      “Well, look what we have here.” A huge dusty man stepped her way and blocked the sun with his bulk.

      If she just ignored him, maybe he would just go away. A wood bench beckoned so Rose rushed over. She sat down, crossed her legs, and rested her arms on the fluffy package of clothes.

      “Well, ain’t you fancy?” The stranger sauntered over and sank down next to her. Too close. Rose scooted more to the left. He followed suit until she hit the bench arm and was trapped. “You sure are a pretty girl.” It took everything she had to not gag from his rancid breath.

      “I don’t mean to be rude but I’m just waiting for someone. Please leave me alone.” Maybe if she could reason with him, he would go away.

      “Looky here boys, the little lady doesn’t want to be rude but I think she just told me to leave her alone.” Some of the man’s buddies approached. They were just as dirty and menacing as he was. She hugged her package closer to her chest. “I don’t think she’s being very neighborly.” So much for this being a dream, it was turning into a nightmare quickly. “Why don’t you give me a little kiss girly?” Her heart pounded so loud they could probably hear it. Where was Seth?

      His meaty arm gripped her shoulder, imprisoning her. His hot breath scorched her skin. The sinister grins of his friends did nothing to decrease her rising panic. “Please, don’t touch me.” The terror filled voice resembling nothing of her speech, even though it came from her own lips. She had some pepper spray in her purse but that wouldn’t do her any good now.

      “What’d you say missy? I don’t hear too well.” Disturbing laughter rang from his companions. “It sounded like you want me to touch you.” She was frozen stiff. The man’s hand wrapped around her throat and he bent his head. His lips mere inches from hers. An evil smile filled with rotten teeth.

      “No, please stop,” she whimpered. Hysteria rising. Her skin crawled from his touch. Why wasn’t anyone coming to her aid?

      The men goaded and cheered their friend on.

      The click of a handgun hammer cocking back echoed and everything went still.

      She couldn’t move. Her eyes were closed. Rose prayed it was Seth Peterson’s pistol. The wooden sidewalk creaked with the cowboys’ retreating steps and she was suddenly free of the filthy man’s hands. Risking a glance, she watched her tormentor carefully rise with his hands in the air.

      “Touch her again and I’ll kill you.” It was Peterson. He’d come for her. She exhaled and could finally start to breathe again.

      “Now, now friend. I didn’t mean no harm.” The guy spat on the sidewalk and narrowed his eyes at Rose. “I didn’t know she belonged to you.” He and his cohorts grumbled and headed to the saloon. A sense of relief waved over her and she finally stopped shaking.

      “I’m so glad to see you.” That was an understatement for sure. This was not her element. Just because she loved history didn’t mean she wanted to live in it.

      Peterson grabbed her arm and dragged her to her feet. “I thought I told you to get some clothes and stay in the store.”

      “I did, they’re in the package but then she started talking about it being the 1800’s and I had to get some fresh air and then this guy came up and wouldn’t leave me alone.” She rambled on. Her mind was fried so she just kept mumbling.

      “Women.” The man let go so fast, she almost took a tumble. “Sit here and don’t move.”

      All she could do was nod and clutch her package to her chest like it was a life vest.

      “Is that understood?” Seth pointed his finger at her like he was commanding a dog to stay.

      “Yes.” Rose nodded.

      Peterson flung the shop door open. Her ears picked up bits and pieces of a conversation with the shopkeeper. “And add this to my account, too.” Seth tossed her a shawl when he came out. “Put this on and come with me.”

      Rose did as told. Her feet scurried to keep up. What was he so mad about? Son of a biscuit. She was the one that had been harassed by a bunch of drunken cowboys. Her rescuer mounted his horse and then lined the steed up with the sidewalk.

      “Get on.”

      She put her foot in the stirrup and he pretty much tossed her on the back of the horse. The stallion pranced three hooves in the air at one time.

      “Where are you taking me?” She had no choice but to hang on tight.

      “Home,” he grumbled as they trotted down the street.

      A few townspeople stopped and stared. They must have been quite the sight? Laughter from above caught her attention. It was the girls from the balcony. The ones attired in colorful dresses and their long hair hanging free.

      “Who ya got there?” a busty redhead yelled down.

      “A friend.”

      “I’d like to be your friend Seth.” More snickering.

      Peterson tilted his hat to the crowd above. “Good day, Ladies.”

      Jealousy spiked out of nowhere. How many of those ladies had he been friendly with?

      He kicked the horse and almost unseated her. She struggled to hang on. In no time at all they’d left the town far behind.

      “Seth?”

      “What?”

      “Could you please stop this thing?”

      He pulled back on the reins and their mount stopped in his tracks. “This thing is called a horse. His name is Kadoka or don’t they have them where you hail from?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen horses before.” It had all been too much. Unable to keep the tears in any longer, they let loose and she sobbed. Reaching into his pocket, Peterson found a handkerchief and handed it back over his shoulder.

      She sniffled and dried her eyes. “Sorry, it’s been a bad day. It started out good and then somewhere along the line...I lost a hundred and some years.” His spine stiffened at her claim. “Are you mad at me?”

      “Do you know what those men would have done to you if I hadn’t returned?” His wide shoulders twisted so he could look her in the face.

      Rose swallowed. “I could have handled them.” That wasn’t true and they both knew it. She’d been frozen with fear.

      “You don’t even know what year it is and you think you can handle four randy drifters?” Peterson clicked his tongue and his palomino quarter horse trotted again.

      “I’m not helpless.” In fact she had never felt so vulnerable before in her life.

      “That’s debatable,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, and I remembered when Bill Hickok got shot. It was August 2nd, 1876.”

      “That’s tomorrow.” This time he laughed.

      “If you say so. I’m hungry. Can I have something to eat?” Her stomach groaned.

      “Do you think I have a cook stove in my saddlebags?”

      “Well, I thought maybe you might have some trail mix or a granola bar.”

      Suddenly, he turned his horse around. “If we go back to town and get something to eat will you promise not to say anything?”

      “Anything about anything?”

      “Yes.” The fact she had no money popped in her head again. “I can write you an IOU.”

      “I don’t care if you can write your letters or not. I just hope that once we can get some food in you, you might start to remember where you belong.” The village came into view again as they hadn’t gone far.

      His words still rang in her ears. Where did she belong? Harvest had held so many promises and now it was just a glimpse of the past. Like he just said, maybe she just needed some food and things would be back to normal. It was probably just heat stroke that was making her crazy and living life in the old days.

      As they passed a couple in a horse buggy heading out of town, the prospect of that being true got even dimmer.
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      Seth Peterson’s hopes for a few peaceful days to himself had been dashed as soon as he’d laid eyes on the light haired crazy woman bobbing behind him. No sirree, as long as she was around there would be none of that. It was only a couple miles to his home but he knew his companion was exhausted. They’d shared a quiet lunch at the hotel’s restaurant. It was hard not to stare–she was such a pretty thing. What was he going to do with her once they reached his one-room cabin? He should have left her in town but that didn’t seem right either and who would look after her there.

      If she kept squawking like a crazy person, someone might lock her up. Except for her clothes, she appeared normal. The woman was prettier than anyone he’d ever seen, that was for sure. His earlier assumption that she was from a house of ill repute didn’t set well either. At the restaurant, Rose had read the menu written on the blackboard and had even started a tally of what she owed him. Not that he’d ever let her pay but the fact that she knew her letters and sums put her above the usual class of woman that made their living on their backs.

      Where had she come from? And why couldn’t he stop thinking about her? He should have just left her in town. He spat off to the side. Damn, he didn’t want to think about it. She wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes with the men that passed through Harvest. Most were on their way to the Black Hills seeking fame and fortune when they struck gold. Some of the soldiers that stopped weren’t any better either. A lot of those were probably deserters from Custer’s crew.

      Strands of her hair blew in the breeze and even with her riding behind him, they fluttered by and shone like silver in the sunlight. In all his life he’d never seen anyone like Rose. The incident with the drunken cowboy had her shaking in her moccasins but he could tell she had spirit. Her hair was beautiful. It was so pale yet her skin glowed from the sun. Seth inhaled and again he was filled with the smell of flowers that seemed to surround her. The scent was comforting and calm.

      Rose also brought out the warrior in him, the urge to fight anyone that might cause her harm. It was probably just his honor in wanting to protect all that also drove him to want to be a lawman. He should have left her in town for the real sheriff to protect but his deputy said he was out looking for those rustlers. This wasn’t his job even though he wanted it to be. Finally it dawned on him, she was the one he wanted to protect and no one else would do a good enough job.

      Hell, when did he start caring about what happened to someone special? Yeah, it was a lawman’s duty to serve and uphold the law but that was a lot easier when you didn’t care. Things were either right or wrong. People were either good or bad. Which one was she? An innocent woman that was lost and alone or someone that worked for the rustlers and hoped to gain another horse for the herd. Until he knew for sure it was best to keep her as close as possible. She couldn’t keep pretending to be crazy forever.

      He’d taken a different path than when he found her and traveled to his cabin. A sense of pride filled his chest when his home came into view. It had taken several months of hard work to build the log cabin that sat by the edge of a cool, rippling river. Water was scarce in these parts so it was rare to have the place all to himself. Ample fish swam in it, and mule deer liked to gather there for a cool drink in the evenings. It was peaceful and a great place to be alone. Rose stirred behind him. He wouldn’t be alone now.

      “It’s beautiful.” Her breath on his neck hit from out of nowhere.

      “I thought you were asleep.” The vision of her long hair spread across his bed popped into his mind and he tried unsuccessfully to wipe it from his mind.

      “No, just thinking.”

      “About what?” Hopefully it was also what he was thinking about.

      “About how and why I’m here.” That answer cooled the response that had spiked below his belt. It was a mistake to bring her here. She was too much of a distraction for someone that had gone without the company of a beautiful young woman for far too long. Yet she was still safer with him than in town.

      What could he say to that? Kadoka’s hooves rustled in the tall grass that led to his cabin. It had been a long day and he was tired. Too tired to think about what he wanted to do with the tempting woman but that was easier said than done.
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      Not used to riding, Rose wobbled to the river bank. Her legs were shaky and sore. Wasn’t it just a few short hours ago, oh wait, years ago that she had been daydreaming about journeying across these hills on horseback? If she wasn’t so scared it might’ve been fun. She inhaled the sweet smell of prairie grass. A fish jumped in the water. Kadoka whinnied as his owner removed his saddle and began to brush him. What should she do next? Stand here and cry about events beyond her control or grasp life by the horns, so to speak?

      How many people got the chance to live in another country, let alone another century? Her eyes wandered again to the handsome cowboy and his horse. Seth glanced her way, waved, and smiled. The cover of the last romance novel she’d read came to mind. Sheriff Peterson would look perfect on the front of a western. He stood at least a head taller than her five foot six. His long hair was dark as ink in the setting sun. Even in long sleeves she could see the strong muscles in his arms and shoulders work effortlessly with every stroke of the brush. Seth had a short beard where others in town sported bushy mustaches.

      She rung her hands and returned her gaze to the water. The beauty of the countryside was overwhelming as the sun went to sleep on the horizon. If she was daydreaming, no need to worry. She would awaken soon. However, had she really gone back in time, that was a different story. No friends, no family, and no idea what to do next. The aloneness of the situation hit hard.

      A nearby bench beckoned, one obviously made with care by Seth. It was a blessing to have been found by someone with honor. What if a bad man had come across her out in the field? An involuntary shudder shook her body and she rubbed her arms.

      Rose jumped when a leather coat was placed around her shoulders.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you but I thought you looked cold.” The man always seemed to show up when she needed something.

      “Thank you.” Her fingers reached up to pull the garment closer and she covered his hands with hers. Without letting go she twisted to face him. He’d shed his hat and was gazing down at her as if she was the most important person in the world. Well, that was wishful thinking on her part. The man was gorgeous. In this time and in hers, he would cause any lady’s heart to beat faster. Her fingers still lingered where they touched his and even with the chilly night air, her cheeks heated. Their eyes remained locked until he jerked away. It was just a deer trotting out from behind a tree but his hand was on his gun ready for any threat.

      Rose relaxed and pulled the coat tighter. It smelled like him, an intriguing combination of leather, soap, and horses. Why cologne companies thought women liked men to smell like orange blossoms and lemon was beyond her? They should just bottle up the outdoors and call it good. Seth’s hand rested on her shoulder again and her thoughts cleared as if someone was wiping the fog off of glass.

      “It may be hotter than hell here during the day but in the evening it gets pretty cool. We best go inside if you’re ready.” He didn’t wait for her answer before walking away. Kadoka munched on grass in the small corral that was next to the cabin. It truly was a beautiful night as the setting sun created every color from red to blue. Looking at the faint star-filled sky, it dawned on her that there were no blinking lights flying across the sky. She’d once read that there were over 35,000 satellites in space and you didn’t have to wait more than fifteen minutes before one could be seen floating. There had been none in sight.

      [image: ]

      Had she by some strange twist of fate been sent to the past? And what for? Her thoughts had returned to the man inside the cabin. Rose had wished to ride a horse over the prairie and that had happened. Her wish to find Harvest had come true as Seth took her there. Granted it was the town over one hundred years ago but it was still the town.

      “What else had I wished for?” she asked the crickets that chirped nearby. Her fingers snapped as it dawned on her. Right before stopping at the historical marker she’d hoped to meet a nice man.

      In just a few short hours, Seth had come to her aid out in the endless prairie, fed and clothed her, saved her from a bully, and gave her his coat to stay warm. Not to mention the fact that he was in law enforcement, what was more trustworthy than that? It was still odd to comprehend that she’d traveled back in time but she was running out of excuses. Rose pinched the inside of her forearm hard. Yes, it hurt like the dickens so this wasn’t a dream and that was probably going to leave a bruise.

      There was no way the town of Harvest could be a reenactment site either. It was just too accurate. The items in the general store were not mass produced or made in China. Their meal at that only restaurant in town was basic and limited to what was available nearby. Even communication was limited to what small amount of mail that had been delivered to the store while she was there. The town didn’t even have a wire service yet and the nearest train station was miles away. Harvest was in the middle of nowhere. Its only saving grace was the river that ran nearby. Apparently it flooded from time to time so the buildings and homes were built a distance away.

      A wolf howled in the distance and she pulled her arms through the sleeves. For whatever reason it happened, she was here and she was going to make the best of it. Rose got to her feet and something rattled in the grass by the shoreline. In a panic she rushed to the cabin and Seth came out to meet her.

      “What happened?” His hand sat on the handle of his holstered gun and he grabbed her with the other.

      “I think I heard a rattlesnake in the grass.”

      With a hand on her lower back he guided her into the warm cabin. “Come inside. No snakes in here.”

      Hopefully that was true. As much as she hoped some twist of fate had brought her to the man of her dreams, none of this made any sense yet.
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      Few people had ever visited his cabin and Rose was the first woman to ever set her foot inside. There were ranch houses much grander but this was something he had built with his bare hands. Someday there would be cattle outside. He would have enough in the bank soon to buy a bull and a few cows. As Rose wandered around the small space, he worried what she would think. Was the place she came from fancier? It was important that she like him for the simple man that he was and not for any of the wealth he had in the bank.

      A lot of coin will turn the head of the wrong woman. He knew that first hand. The one time he’d courted a woman new to town, he was sure she was the one for him. Until she heard the whispers of his heritage, after that she’d refused to talk to him again and later married the first unattached man that came in on the stage.

      “This is nice.” Her voice stopped his mind from wandering.

      “Are you hungry?” They’d both eaten hearty in town and even had pie. It was more than he usually ate and the good food had made him eager for a nap.

      “No.” She turned and smiled. “Just tired. It’s been a crazy day.”

      “Tomorrow we’ll go to the ranch I work for. We’ll ask around and see if there’s been news of your horse or party.”

      “There is no horse or party.” Rose pulled out the one chair in the home and he sat on his cot. His coat still hung on her shoulders making her appear even smaller than she was. “I know you think the elevator doesn’t go all the way to the top floor,” she drew a circle in the air by her head with her finger, “but for some reason I’ve been sent back in time.” Hell, Seth didn’t even know what an elevator was.

      He exhaled and rested his elbows on his knees. Could it be true? When he was a boy, he’d spent time with some of his mother’s people. They believed in ghosts, spirits, and journeys. Was she on a journey from another time? “Is that how you knew that Hickok might die tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I saw it on TV.”

      “What’s TV and what’s that other thing you mentioned?” He had to think for a few seconds. “Elevator?” Her explanation of the second sounded like something he’d read about in a paper. It was some kind of pulley system that they used on the docks to get merchandise off ships out east. The platform lifted things to another level. The other thing she mentioned didn’t make a lick of sense. A box that was now flat that had moving pictures and sound coming from it. It just didn’t seem possible. “What about wars?”

      “Well, let me think.” Rose shed the coat and he couldn’t help but admire her bare skin and curves. “Did the battle of Little Big Horn happen yet?”

      “The Battle of Greasy Grass in Montana territory?”

      “Yes, Custer’s Last Stand.”

      It was indeed the end of the trail for General Custer and one of the reasons that Seth didn’t venture too far from Harvest. He may be half white but not everyone knew that. A lot of men wore their hair long, Hickok himself did but Seth’s Indian background might not agree with some who’d lost loved ones in the struggle.

      “That battle is still fresh in the minds of most in this area. Will there be others to follow?” Sitting Bull had had a vision not too long before the conflict where he’d seen soldiers falling in their camp. Not too long after that, many soldiers did. Even though they were both exhausted, Seth couldn’t help asking more and more questions about the future. She had an answer for everything. Some objects she spoke of were just too hard to believe. Carriages that flew through the sky with people inside but the events she mentioned about wars seemed more than possible.

      The details of Wounded Knee were too much to grasp. Rose seemed to understand his concern and switched her tales to ones of progress. Advancements in medicine, plentiful food even in the winter months, and something she called technology that still seemed too impossible to understand. Most of what she said made no sense whatsoever but it didn’t seem to matter. He could sit and listen to her all day and that was a first. She was a woman who held his interest and treated him just like any other decent man. Just the sound of her voice warmed his heart and having her in his cabin made it feel like home.

      Where did Rose belong? For some reason it felt like she was in the right place with him. For the first time in his life he wanted a woman to belong to him. He still wanted to be a lawman but having the right woman by his side would make anything possible. As far as her being from the future, it still was too hard to believe but only time would tell. Stranger things had happened. Who would have thought that Custer would fall at Little Big Horn, that gold would be found in the Black Hills, and that just a little over ten years ago the country had been divided in a Civil War.

      His companion rose, stretched her back, and came to sit on the cot next to him. All that seemed to matter was that she was here.

      “What about your man?” He had to know if she was spoken for.

      “My what?” Her eyebrows lifted.

      “Are you married?”

      “Heavens no.” She shuffled backwards on the bed until her back hit the wall. Her shapely legs now out straight and so close he had to calm the urge to reach under her skirt and caress her thigh. “I’m not in a hurry to do that.”

      That wasn’t the response he was expecting. Didn’t most young ladies wish to be wed? He was relieved to hear she wasn’t hitched but she’d said she was a schoolmarm. Was her intent to be a spinster as well?

      “Not that I don’t want to get married.” He relaxed and moved to sit beside her. “I just haven’t had very good luck. I thought I had found the right one but he stole from me and ruined my good name. From now on any man I get involved with has to be one I can trust 100 percent.”

      It was good to hear that she wasn’t opposed to getting hitched but he’d already told her one lie. He wasn’t really a sheriff or even a deputy. Not because he didn’t want to be but because no one wanted a half breed protecting them or their town. For pretty much his entire life, Seth had been a wanderer. Living both sides of his heritage, sometimes with his mother’s people and sometimes with the whites.

      Never had he really cared about putting down roots until he came to Harvest. He’d worked hard, saved his money, and had a nice piece of land and a substantial amount saved up for a few head of cattle. One day it might be large enough that he would need a few hands to keep it running. Bringing a woman onto his homestead had never seemed a possibility until now. With every hour he spent with Rose, he fell more and more under her spell.

      She kept talking about her love for teaching and children. It was hard not to picture the two of them walking hand in hand with a few little ones following behind. Seth shook his head to clear the cobwebs. This wasn’t like him at all. He was acting like some love sick bull that had been blocked off from the rest of the herd. His mother had died a few years after he’d been born. For most of his life his path had been a lonely journey, he just hadn’t realized how much until now.

      So deep in his thoughts he failed to notice she’d stop talking. Her head had bobbed once and now rested on his shoulder. His fingers swept her soft hair away from her face. The poor woman had to be exhausted. There was still no clue as to where she came from but she was here now and he would take care of her for as long as Rose would let him. Sliding away gently, he tried to ease her down on the bed.

      “No, don’t leave.” It was mumbled but he knew what it meant. She hadn’t awakened but Rose’s arms wrapped around his neck and wouldn’t let go. As if it was the most normal thing in the world to do, he enveloped her in his arms and pulled her down beside him. Like a cat she curled up beside him and continued to sleep. Again he had to sweep aside her pretty hair so that he could see her face. How peaceful and young she appeared. He’d never even asked how old she was but he guessed early to mid-twenties. Not too much younger than him.

      He stretched out and crossed one boot over the other. Sure he’d done well but never did he feel richer than with her by his side. This is what he’d been missing. Even though he still wasn’t sure what was going on or even if she was who she said she was, he was determined to find out and protect her with his life. Rose snuggled closer and he took deep breaths to calm the desire she seemed to stir more and more with every hour. The scent of flowers that always surrounded her tickled his nose.

      His eyes grew heavy. It had indeed been a long day and tomorrow would come soon enough. What that day would hold, only the great spirits knew. If his heart had any say in the matter, it would be for the woman lying next him to wake up no longer speaking of lost horses and stories of what was to come. All he wanted was for her to want to be his woman and to become the sheriff of the town. It wasn’t too much to ask but sometimes those were the hardest things to get.

      [image: ]

      Rose yawned and rubbed the slumber from her eyes. It had become nippy and she nuzzled closer to the warm body next to her. Her eyes popped open as memories of yesterday swept back in. Before dropping off to sleep, she’d crossed her fingers in the hope that in the morning she’d be back in the time she began. A steady heart beat rhythmically beneath her ear.

      Never in her life had she woken up next to someone she’d just met. They had only slept and nothing else but it was a sure bet that in this time it would be frowned on for sure. Right now he was the only person she could trust. Seth had briefly warned about the dangers that lurked nearby. Even in this time there were bad people and with no DNA testing or sophisticated ways of gathering evidence. It was nearly impossible to catch the guilty party in a crime unless they were caught in the act.

      Thank God Seth had come to her rescue and not the man, or men, that had killed those girls. After all the crime shows she watched, it was a good bet the perpetrator was a serial killer. She’d shared the information with Seth but it was a good chance he would have no idea what she was talking about. He stirred and Rose sat up faster than she should. The room swayed a bit and as he had so often done in their short time together, Seth was by her side to lend her a hand.

      He jumped up and pumped some water for her to drink. “Here you go.” His hand gently cradled the back of her head as she sipped. “Why are you not married?” her inside voice asked out loud.

      “No one wants me.” His back was to her as he strolled back to the pump and stared out the window.

      “What are you talking about?” Who wouldn’t want this handsome man by their side?

      “It’s because of who I am. My mother’s people don’t like that I’m half white and my father’s people don’t like that I’m half Indian. I’m not good enough for either one.” He tried to shrug it off. “It’s like I wander the earth wondering where I belong. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Get your things ready so we can go.”

      “I think you’re a good man and any woman would be honored to have you.” Sure there were concerns about his background with the tensions on both sides but his lack of self-worth probably had more to do with being abandoned at an early age than anything else.

      “I’ll believe it when it happens.” All the while they talked, he didn’t look her way. He may not have noticed all the shy, and in the case of the whorehouse ladies, not so shy glances from the women in town. Any one of them would gladly change places with her right now.

      The man was handsome as could be and so far a total gentleman. For some reason, it seemed like he was just as out of place in the time period as she was. Wise beyond his years, yet unable to change the way things were. He’d even made coffee over a fire in the yard and offered her jerky. Neither had ever tasted so good before.

      “Are you ready to go? I have to check on things at the ranch and then take you back to town.”

      “Yes, I will just need a moment.” He walked outside while she changed into the new clothing that he’d purchased for her yesterday. It was a long sleeve, full-length dress and a bonnet. Oh joy, she imagined she looked like something off of Little House on the Prairie. The debt she owed him grew. How was she ever going to pay him back for all he’d done? From what he said they didn’t have a school in town. What did women do here who didn’t have a man to look after them? Flopping the ugly hat over her hair, she left the cozy cabin. The morning sun was already pushing the chill to the side.

      Seth eyed her from head to toe.

      “Do I look any better?”

      He chuckled. “No, but at least you don’t stand out and it covers the color of your hair.”

      At least that was something. It would take some getting used to be so covered but it would keep her skin from burning.

      “I’ll take Kadoka down for a drink. Take your time.” He motioned toward the outhouse. It was the second time he hadn’t looked at her while talking that morning. How sweet he was. Regretfully she made the trek around the back of the cabin and toward the trees where the outhouse was. As fun as people may think it was to travel back in time, there were many things she never would want to be without. Having a working bathroom was one of them.

      Her skirt dragged on the ground and something rattled nearby in the tall weeds. Rose froze and screamed.
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      “Don’t move.” In a flash he was by her side. It had to be a rattler and sounded like a big one. The snake could be heard but not seen. At least she couldn’t see it in all the tall grass. Each rattle sent a chill down her back. Even her teeth ached. It was one of the most common fears, ophidiophobia, but when you were paralyzed with fright there was nothing common about it.

      Faster than she thought possible, the snake came out of nowhere and struck. Its head popped up to attack only to explode in fragments from the impact of Seth’s gun. The reptile now lay limp and headless at her feet. Rose hadn’t realized her hero held her tight to his side, the snake had scared her so. Finally able to move, she hugged him tight. Holstering the gun, he embraced her in both arms. His hand gently rubbed her back.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered that and other comforting words some in English and others in an unknown language.

      She sniffled and lifted her head from his strong chest. “You’re like a hero out of some book.” The words sounded silly even to her but it was true.

      He shook his head and gazed off to the side. “I’m no hero. Anyone can kill a snake.”

      Reaching up she touched his whiskered chin with her hand. Her fingers lingered on his neck and her eyes dropped to his mouth. “You are to me.”

      Standing on tip toes, she touched her lips to his. Her eyes closed and her heart opened. His arms tightened around her waist. The kiss was sweet at first but then caught like wildfire. It was as if neither cared where the other came from or where they were going. They were together for the now. Seth’s tongue dipped between her lips and deepened the kiss. He tasted of coffee and sugar. A loud moan rumbled from her throat and all too quickly the intimate moment was over.

      Seth stared down at her seemingly as shocked as she was by what had just occurred.

      “You should be fine now. The sound probably scared anything else in the area.” He stepped out of her arms. “I’ll be around front.” He took off in a rush.

      She automatically stepped one foot out to follow and then halted. As much as she dreaded it she really needed to use the outdoor john. Holding her skirt and her nose, she made fast work of the only available facilities and then washed her hands in the river.

      The man who just gave her the best kiss of her life stood under a tree enjoying the shade. Something had changed. He avoided meeting her eyes and was busy packing her things in one side of his saddle bag.

      At the sound of her footsteps, he briefly glanced her way before mounting his horse. “Get on,” was all he said before reaching for her hand to help hoist her up.

      As soon as she was seated, he kicked the horse into a run. It was several minutes of trying to stay on the rocking horse before she realized they were headed back to town. “Why aren’t we going to the ranch?”

      “I changed my mind. We’re going back to town.”

      “Why?” She had to shout for him to hear with the increasing wind. It was blustery today.

      “To see if they found your people or your horse,” he grumbled. That was no excuse, they’d already gone over this.

      “What’s wrong?” Rose argued. “Suddenly you act like I’m worse than that rattler you just killed.”

      His horse slowed to a walk. The dust and wind continued to whip and she struggled to keep her prairie-style bonnet on.

      “This can’t go any farther.”

      “What?” Was it the kiss? Did she come across as too forward in this time period?

      “You know what.” He twisted and she could see the frustration on his face. “We live in two different worlds both here and wherever you think you came from. No sense starting something that has no hope of finishing.”

      The statement hurt just as much as if the snake had bitten her. For the first time in a long time, she felt something. Felt something for someone in a very strong way. She trusted him and that was more important than anything. Her mouth shut, she rested her head on the back of his shoulder hoping to memorize the feel of his body against hers. It was no sense arguing with him. If she knew why she was here and even where she was, that might make a difference but right now, she’d never felt so lost in more ways than one.

      Fatigue set in. Her limbs felt heavy with worry. Never did Rose think she’d have to be concerned about her future when she was living in the past. The easy sway of the horse was a comfort but a tear slipped from her eye. Sniffling, she brushed it away. When Seth placed his hand over the one she had resting around his waist she lost it. The waterworks began with no stoppage in sight.

      Seth brought the back of her hand to his lips. “I’ll never abandon you Rose but you’re too much of a temptation to me. You can stay with the Brinks until you’re better.”

      Better? Her eyebrow crinkled and she dabbed at her eyes with the edge of her skirt.

      “You still think I’m crazy don’t you?” It was probably just as hard for him to think she’d been brought back in time as it was for her. Heck she still didn’t totally believe she was here.

      “I want to believe you but it doesn’t seem possible. You might have hurt yourself and just need more time to rest up. I would be honored to court you then.”

      “Court me?” Okay, now she was just mad. Tugging her hand from his, she placed both on her hips. She should be grateful that the man was doing the honorable thing but the fact that he didn’t believe her hurt like hell. Ever since her boyfriend had betrayed her, she was the one that didn’t trust others and now she was the one that wasn’t being believed.

      “Yes, if you’ll still have me.” Seth hadn’t turned around but she’d heard the strain in his voice. Unable to help it, she laid her head back on his shoulder and remained quiet. They did have things to figure out. Maybe it was for the best. What if she fell in love with him and then fast forwarded back to her time? Her heart would be broken.

      Harvest was not too far away. The sounds of the place could already be heard. Horses, wagons, cows, and townspeople echoed in the distance. And a woman’s scream. Rose’s head popped up. There were people running to the whorehouse on the edge of town.

      The sheriff kicked his horse into a gallop and she hung on for dear life. She spied Butler, the man that had bothered her in front of the general store leaving out the back. A couple seconds later, Kadoka dug in his heels when they reached the front of the cathouse.

      “What happened?” Seth threw his leg over the saddle horn and leaped to the ground.

      One of the working girls that approached them had tears running down her eyes. “It’s Alice. She’s dead.” Her cries chilled Rose to the bone.

      “What?” Seth helped her down off the horse and wouldn’t let go of her hand as he led her through the front door. Being the sheriff, it was natural that he would have to investigate what happened.

      “Stay with me and don’t leave my sight,” he instructed.

      “What’s going on?” Never having been inside a house of prostitution before, she couldn’t help but look around. The building had three floors. The first was a type of parlor and the second and third had rooms.

      They followed a couple of the other girls as they led the way upstairs to what she assumed was Alice’s bedroom. He drew her closer and whispered in her ear as they walked. “Those other girls that were found dead.” Seth didn’t elaborate but there had to be a connection.

      She looked him in the eye and nodded.

      “They looked a lot like you. Slender, young, and long blonde hair.” Her legs locked and she stumbled.

      “Don’t worry. As long as you are with me, I won’t let anything happen to you.” He squeezed her hand and her limbs began to move again.

      By the looks of the other girls standing outside the bedroom, this must be where Alice lived and died. A few men comforted the girls in the hallway while some girls just hugged each other. At the doorway Seth stopped and told her to stay. As if she wanted to witness a murder scene.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” he reiterated.

      “I won’t.” Where would she go? The craziness of her situation hit hard. There was no more pretending that this was a dream and she’d wake up safe in her bed. As the saying goes, shit just got real. No more romanticizing about her fantasy man. Someone was dead. A young woman, who was already leading a hard existence, had been cut down in the prime of her life.

      It was warm upstairs and sweat started to trickle down between her breasts. She’d rather be wearing the lighter garment that the other women had on instead of the matronly dress she’d gotten at the dry goods store. Someone put a fan in her hand and she waved it vigorously. The air was stagnant and the metallic smell of blood lingered in the air.

      A man placed a chair beside her and Rose gratefully took a seat. It was obvious that she was not cut out for this life.

      From where she sat, words from the other room trickled out. Seth asked questions such as who the last person to see Alice alive was and who her customers were last night. Apparently the poor woman was still alive when they’d closed the door for business in the middle of the night.

      A commotion sounded from below and Rose sat up straighter. Heavy boots sounded on the wooden stairs and they creaked and moaned with each step. More people were coming to see what was going on.

      “All right everyone get back.” A tall man in a large cowboy hat stormed down the hall. He had on a bright red shirt with a shiny gold badge on his chest. Had they called in for reinforcements?

      The stranger glanced at her before concentrating on the room that people had stepped away from.

      “Hey Hank,” Marie, a dark haired woman, that lived in the house spoke.

      He just nodded and headed into the room.

      “Thank the Lord the sheriff is here,” Marie spoke up and a few people nodded.

      A sense of pride spiked in Rose’s heart. Seth really was a good man. If she had to be stuck in this time, at least she had Seth with her and looking after her. He may not be by her side but she knew in her heart he would see she would be looked after. Too bad Alice didn’t have anyone to protect her. It took too much energy to remain siting stiff as a board and she slouched back in the chair again.

      Her ears perked up when loud voices echoed from the room.

      “What are you doing here?” It was a deep voice she hadn’t heard before.

      “Trying to figure out what happened here.”

      “Let the sheriff work,” someone else interrupted. The new guy was not welcome it seemed.

      “As if I don’t have enough to do with those damn rustlers all over the place and now this.” The newcomer went on to ask the same questions that Seth just did. He must be a lawman from a nearby town sent to help. Perhaps he was a Pinkerton. Her history buff imagination kicked in again. They were the ones that tracked down the James Younger gang weren’t they?

      Not able to sit still any longer, Rose got up to see what was going on. A crowd had formed in front of the door and she had to stand on her tiptoes to see. One of Alice’s friends dabbed her eyes, headed down the hallway, and slammed a door behind her. She had to fight back the urge to follow and lend her sympathy but Rose was a stranger in town. These people didn’t know her but human kindness didn’t care. Rose took a step to follow when the discussion in the room dragged her attention away and back to the crime.

      A spot by the door was vacant now and she stepped up to the doorway. As if the smell wasn’t bad enough, the sight of the poor woman almost knocked her to her knees. Blood soaked the front of the woman’s nightgown. Rose quickly glanced away from the body but the image would probably never go away. What had caused someone to end the life of someone so young? The woman’s room was sparse but clean. Only a few personal belongings could be seen. A simple dresser with drawers and few hooks on the wall held her dresses.

      At the sound of Seth’s voice, her attention focused again on him. “Her neck was slit just like the other girls. Was there a knife found anywhere? The guy that did this would’ve gotten blood on himself as well. Did anyone see anything at all? A new stranger in town perhaps?”

      A few shook their heads or said no. She was a stranger but no one seemed to consider her a suspect.

      “That’s enough.” The guy in the red shirt yelled and everyone stared his way. “No one wanted you for sheriff, Peterson, they voted for me. So get the hell out of here before I arrest you for disturbing the peace.”

      What was he talking about? Seth’s eyes met hers and his face turned bright red.
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      He’d always hated Hank Anderson but never more than now. The townspeople hadn’t had a chance to vote for Seth for sheriff. When the last lawman died from a fall off his horse, Anderson came in and forced a few of the town’s elders to hire him on the spot. The man had fought in the Civil War and was handy with a gun. So was Jesse James and he didn’t see any town hiring Jesse and his brother Frank to take up the badge any time soon.

      As much as he wanted to argue with the man, it would do no good. Like it or not, Hank was the law and if he didn’t do what he said, Seth would be behind bars and then who would look after Rose?

      “You know where to find me if you need any help.” Seth nodded to the few that would meet his eyes and he left the room.

      Rose looked wide-eyed and confused. “What’s going on?”

      He grabbed her hand in his and led Rose down the stairs and out the front door of the house.

      “You said you were the sheriff.” She waved her finger in his face.

      “No, I didn’t. You thought I was the sheriff and I never corrected you because I thought you would feel safer with me. With the way you were talking about time travel, I didn’t want someone to take advantage of you.”

      “I did feel safer but now I just found out that I can’t trust you either.” The hurt was evident on her face. After she’d shared the fact that a former beau had broken her heart in just the same way as this had to hurt even worse. Dammit he felt like a fool.

      “That was never my intention.”

      She threw her hands in the air, spun around, and took off walking.

      “Where are you going?” He followed and matched her step for step.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You really need to rest and get your wits about you.”

      “My wits?” Rose stopped and stamped her feet. “That’s it isn’t it? You still think I’m ‘dim witted’ like you said. You thought I would believe anything you told me.”

      “No. Yes. I mean.” He stammered as she took off again. “How do I know this wasn’t all an act? I find you out in the middle of nowhere. Talking crazy. I couldn’t do anything to help these other girls but I thought if I could save one, I would. I just didn’t think I would fall for you.”

      “What are you talking about?” She’d slowed but stepped off the wood walkway and into the street as if unsure of where to go. His heart ached. Rose had nowhere to go.

      “I do care for you but we need to find out where you came from. What if you have a husband at home? Children? What if we’d have crossed lines that you couldn’t return from?”

      “What lines? Do you really think I care that your mother was Indian?”

      “It matters to a lot of people.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter to me. Lying does.” They stood in the middle of street. A horse trotted by pulling a wagon that covered their shoes in dust.

      “I’ll take you to the Brink’s. You can stay with them until we figure this out.” He took her elbow but she shook it loose.

      “I know the way and there is nothing to figure out. You think I’m lying and you are a liar.” The statement hurt as much as if she’d struck him. Rose stormed off and left him standing in the middle of the street.

      After watching her reach the general store in one piece, he hurried back to his horse. There was nothing to do. Her rejection hurt worse than anything ever had. She hadn’t rejected him because of his heritage but because of his character. Seth was only doing what he thought was best for her. Climbing into the saddle, he kicked Kadoka into a gallop. Rose was where she belonged. Not with him. She deserved better.

      He’d gone several miles before he pulled back on the reins. No sense running his horse into the ground to try and outrun his pain. In just the short time since he’d known Rose, she’d come to mean so much. It hurt to think of her all alone. It hurt worse to think he might never see her again.

      “Was this love?” he spoke out loud and Kadoka snorted. Obviously even his horse thought he was just as loco as he first thought Rose was. Was she really from the future? The great spirits were powerful. Perhaps she’d been sent from the future but for what reason?

      His cabin came into view and his mood lightened. If only she were here with him the place would be complete. Kadoka whinnied and some wild horses in the distance answered. His stallion pranced on three feet. Even animals did crazy things for love. There, he’d said it again. Never had he felt so alone.

      Seth took care of rubbing down Kadoka. The more he thought about Rose being on her own as well as what had happened to Alice and the other girls, the jumpier he got. He was not going to give in to the urge to return to town. It was time to think about what to do next. He needed a plan. In the past, he’d let others dictate what direction he would go but no longer. Next time he chose a path, it would be the right one and the one that he wanted to take.

      There should have been a vote for sheriff but would the townsfolk have picked him? He brushed his stallion with vigor. There wasn’t a speck of dust on the stud when he got done. With a pat on the hindquarters he sent his horse out to pasture. The horse deserved it after all the trips back and forth to town. It took all he had not to saddle him back up and stand outside the Brink’s place to watch over Rose and keep her safe. She didn’t want him there and that hurt more than anything.

      He was still hot. This part of the territory was like a desert of sorts in the summer. It was hotter than hell during the day and cold at night. The winters were nothing to brag about either but it was the only home he’d ever known. What was it like where Rose was from? It was hard to imagine wagons that had wings and flew like birds across the sky with people inside. He shook his head. Even to go so far as to visit the moon in the sky. It was just too much to comprehend.

      Seth wandered down to the creek. He needed a bath. Stripping off his clothes he dove into the still warm water to take a swim. The water soothed his mind but not his body. It was too easy to imagine Rose here with him swimming in her night shift. When his feet touched the sandy bottom he stood. No, knowing what he did of Rose so far, she would be bathing naked just like him. Even the freshness of the river couldn’t keep that image of her from causing parts of his body to rise to the occasion.

      The woman was fearless. She had spirit, even if she didn’t realize it herself, and the west needed women like that. Many women that he’d come across that were traveling west were like flowers. They were beautiful to look at but withered with the first storm. Rose was like a wild rose. Rare, yet strong. Protected by thorns to keep away those that might want to uproot them from where they belonged.

      He combed his hair with his fingers. Rose may not be from here but she was where she belonged. That he knew in his heart. Tomorrow he would go to her and tell her. She was going to listen to him as he told her so and, the spirits willing, she’d be home with him and if she’d have him, in his bed tomorrow night.

      Stepping on the shore, the water trickled off his skin in the fresh night air. His hair was wet and heavy on this back. The sky burst with flashes of light. A storm was coming as it often did in the summertime. Thunder would rumble for hours. As often happened, rain would come through before morning. The livestock had been blessed with green fields to eat this year.

      A coyote called out to his mate. Seth dried off with his shirt before pulling on his pants and boots. It would be a long night but they both needed time apart to think. Already he felt better about the situation. Tomorrow he would tell Rose how he felt and even though he found it hard to believe she was from the future, he really didn’t care. He just wanted to be with her.

      [image: ]

      Rose settled into the small iron bed but tossed the quilt to the side. It was stuffy in the attic of the Brink’s general store but at least she had a place to stay. Even her bones hurt from the exhaustion the last few days had caused or maybe it was just time travel lag. She smirked. She was so tired that giddiness had set in. Unfortunately, there was nothing to be giddy about.

      What an unbelievable day of ups and downs. First a murder, then finding out that Seth wasn’t sheriff, and now having to stay with people she barely knew. The Brinks were nice but you could tell they weren’t real excited about having her there. She was sure to keep her mouth shut about being from the future. They held the sheriff –she rolled her eyes, correction, they held Seth in high regard. When the name Anderson came up they held their tongues.

      The real sheriff of Harvest had stopped by to talk to her a few hours after she’d arrived. The guy was a bit rough around the edges but said he would try and locate her mustang. She was careful not to elaborate the details. As far as he was concerned her ‘horse power’ had four legs and a tail. That’s all she needed was to be committed to some sanitarium because she claimed to be from the future just as Seth had warned. He did ask some questions about the other towns she remembered stopping at and she just named the last one she’d gotten gas in. Of course she omitted the part about gassing up her ‘horse’.

      Anderson also asked if she was married or had any male members of her family that might be looking for her. Several times she had to stop herself from calling the man a male chauvinist pig and remind herself that a single woman should not be traveling alone. They weren’t even allowed on wagon trains traveling west unless married.

      She tossed and turned but couldn’t get to sleep. The ends of the feathers in her pillow kept poking her in the face which added to her frustration. What she wouldn’t give for a hot bath to relax her muscles and a wine cooler. Being on horseback wasn’t something that she did everyday either. Rumbles of thunder had echoed for hours but so far no rain.

      As much as Rose didn’t want to admit it, she missed Seth. They’d not been apart since she arrived here. So he stretched the truth a little, well a lot, he did protect her. A coyote howled somewhere in the distance. What if the monster that had killed those girls had found her instead of Seth finding her? She slid under the blanket and shivered. Her body would be food for the buzzards now and she’d never find her way home. She may never get back to the future but as least with Seth it hadn’t seemed to bother her as much.

      His kiss was like no others. Never had she enjoyed long hair on a man but on him it fit. It was gorgeous just like him. The man was swoon-worthy in every sense of the word. He could handle a gun, keep her safe, and even though he wasn’t quite sure what to think of her story, the man never talked down to her. Seth wanted to know more about the future. Even his horse seemed to like her. Was that the equivalent to one’s cat or dog taking a shine to you in modern dating? What a mess.

      The bed creaked as she turned over on her side. Her whole history of dating had been a disaster. Blind dates hadn’t worked. The internet was too scary and the last guy shattered her faith in men. It was too bad. That thought crossed her mind as she finally drifted off to sleep. Seth Peterson was a man she’d like to know better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          10

        

      

    

    
      Morning came way too early. After a quick sponge bath, Rose dressed in her underwear that she’d washed out and left to hang dry overnight. Running water was definitely what she missed the most so far. She’d always enjoyed wearing dresses but long sleeves in the summertime was something she never did before. It was just too hot. Using some of the pins that Mrs. Brink loaned her, she piled her hair on top of her head. That helped a little.

      Last night’s storm had left the air hot and humid. The wind would pick up before long. It always did. That was the one thing that had remained consistent since she’d arrived in the 1870’s. In exchange for staying at the Brink’s she’d agreed to help in the store. That was the way things worked here she found out. Funny how Seth had never asked for a thing, yet he fed, clothed, and gave her a place to stay without asking for anything in return.

      He weighed heavily on her mind. She briefly considered asking to borrow a horse to go talk to him but she’d probably get lost. After a simple breakfast of bread, jam, and coffee, she began familiarizing herself with the store. If there was some way of transmitting this stuff to her home in the future, she’d make a fortune selling it to antique dealers. As it was, she dusted the shelves, organized can goods, and swept off the wood sidewalk in front of the store. It was a losing battle with the dust stirred up from horses and buggies. Even last night’s rain was quick to dry in the early morning breezes. By mid-morning she was exhausted.

      “Morning Miss McAllister.” She jumped. It was the sheriff and she placed her hand across her racing heart. Damn, Seth for being in her thoughts 24/7.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Sheriff Anderson dismounted his horse and stepped up the two stairs to stand on the walkway, his boots dirtying the place she’d just cleaned. Her eyebrows lowered.

      Setting the broom aside, she brushed the back of her palm across her forehead. “That’s all right. I was just sweeping.”

      “Helping out the Brink’s huh?” He removed his hat. The sun shone on his badge. Despite him being the law, she really didn’t feel like making small talk with the man right now.

      “Yes, they’ve been kind enough to let me stay until I can find my way back to the...I mean back to where I came from.”

      “That fall from your horse must have really caused some harm.” He nodded a greeting to a few cowboys riding by.

      “Yes. I’ve been out of sorts ever since.” She crossed her arms across her chest.

      “I still can’t figure out why you were out riding by yourself. Your friends and family allowed that?” He frowned and shook his head.

      “They didn’t know. I just went out for a morning ride by myself and must have gotten lost.” The lie was all she could come up with.

      “Still, I can’t believe no one came looking for you.”

      Rose just shrugged her shoulders. It took all her strength to stay listening. The strong coffee had made her jumpy and she wanted to see Seth.

      “I do have good news for you.”

      That got her attention. “What?”

      “Your family showed up at the next town. A wire just came over to the office. They’ve been searching everywhere.”

      The caffeine jitters were replaced with hope. Could it really be true? “My family?”

      “Yes, they’re real worried. Said they’d been looking everywhere for you.”

      As much as she wanted to believe it was true, it just didn’t seem possible. Her family had their issues just like everyone else but there was no doubt that they loved her. “For real. Robert and Charlene McAllister are here?”

      “That’s your parent’s right?” He grinned.

      “Yes, I just can’t believe they’re here.” It didn’t seem possible.

      “Did you think they would go somewhere without you?”

      She tried to keep the stories straight. Rose had told the sheriff she was with her parents who were traveling in the area. Had her parents, in fact come looking for her and were just over the hill in another town. Was that her gateway back home? Before she could get her wits, the Brinks walked out the front door of the store and the sheriff retold the story.

      “That’s wonderful Rose. You best go pack your things and the sheriff can take you right there.” The woman beamed with excitement.

      “Yes, ma’am. I got an extra horse for you right here.” The sheriff gestured to the pair. Funny, she hadn’t noticed until now that there was another horse tied to his saddle horn.

      “Um, I, ah.” For so long she’d wanted to return yet it didn’t seem like the time to go. The way things were left with Seth just didn’t seem right.

      “I can’t wait all day miss.” The sheriff put his hat back on his head. “I got a lead on those rustlers that I have to go check out.”

      “I’m not sure.” This was too sudden. She took a glance around town hoping to spot Seth. He wasn’t anywhere in sight.

      “I got to go to the jail house. If you’re not ready when I get back, I’m leaving without you.”

      Her lower lip quivered and she nodded her head. That said the sheriff stepped down, got on his horse, and rode off.

      Before Rose knew it Mrs. Brink ushered her back in the store and sent her upstairs to get her things. What little there was had been packed in a pillowcase Seth had given her to put her clothes in. It must have been his. She pressed it to her nose and it smelled like him. Her eyes misted. There was so much left unsaid. He may have lied to her but she’d never thanked the man for all he’d done for her.

      “Coming girl?” Mrs. Brink yelled up the back stairs. The woman sure was in a hurry to get rid of her. Maybe she really didn’t belong. Maybe it was their way of telling her she needed to go. Rose’s moccasins shuffled down the steps as fast as she could go. A headache formed. Was she making the right decision? What if her parents really were here and if she missed them, she’d be stuck here forever. A place she didn’t fit in with no one to depend on or trust. That was the way she’d felt in the future but as least she’d had her family. It wasn’t an easy choice but it was the only one she had.

      “Thank you for all your hospitality.” She hugged them both.

      “It was nothing and Mr. Peterson paid for your stay when he brought your things.” Mrs. Brink’s brushed it off.

      Rose swallowed the hurt. Here he was yet again looking out for her. She studied the town again for the handsome man with the long dark hair. Still nothing. He was gone from her life forever.

      “Would you please thank him for all he’s done for me?”

      “Of course. Most people in the town don’t know what to think of him but he’s always been fair and right to us.” The older woman embraced her again. “Now go find your family before they head out and you miss them.”

      As much as she may want to stay and talk to Seth again, it wasn’t to be. If her family really was here, she had to go. Her place was in the present not living in some prairie town in the 1800s. How she missed shampoo, electricity, and real bathrooms. For some reason, Rose had a feeling she’d be missing Seth more.

      “Here you go miss.” The sheriff held her horse so she could jump on. His eyes lingered on her legs as her skirt rose up. Just showing an ankle seemed to be scandalous. “You do know how to ride don’t you?” His look said he was doubtful.

      “Yes, I’ve ridden before.” That was with Seth but she’d been paying attention. You just kick the horse and it goes. Right? Taking the reins, she turned the horse and waved good bye to the Brinks. Nudging the horse harder than expected it took off. Rose gripped the saddle horn and hung on for dear life.

      It seemed like forever before the sheriff got along beside, reached for her reins, and slowed the horse to a walk. “Easy there.”

      A few strands of her hair had come loose and hung in her face. “I guess I kicked him harder than I thought.”

      “I reckon so.” He still had control of her horse and pulled the gelding along behind his. “He is also a she. We have to make some time but let’s keep it to a trot for a while.”

      The first few minutes were fine. The next thirty was pure agony. All of her hair was now down and blowing in the wind. Between the dirt, heat, and wind it was a tossup of what was worse. All she knew was that she needed a bath.

      “How far is it to town?” Rose wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her forearm. At least the long sleeves had kept her from burning in the hot sun. Again her thoughts turned to Seth. Where was he and what was he doing? Did he even think about her after the horrible way she’d treated him?

      “We’d make better time if we were moving faster but at this rate, it’s going to take all day,” he grumbled.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I’m more of a city girl.” Actually she’d started to enjoy the beauty of the wide open spaces and big sky. The stars at night had been beyond belief. It just seemed like the right thing to say.

      “Yeah,” he spit over the side of his horse. “Women don’t belong out here. Just look at the girls they found dead.”

      Even with the hot sun, Rose felt a chill down her back. “What about them? It wasn’t their fault they were murdered.”

      “No, I guess not.” He opened his mouth to say more but then shut it. Perhaps he didn’t want to worry her. As least he was the sheriff, a real sheriff. The man had guns and knew how to use them if trouble arose.

      They settled into a quiet silence again for the next hour. They’d slowed to a walk as the day heated up and only stopped a few times for food and water that the man had thankfully thought to bring along. He was right. She didn’t belong out here. Halfway back, she’d probably have expired on the dirt and been left to die.

      The motion of the horse rocked her to sleep and somewhere along the line the terrain had changed. Before they had traveled a well-used road filled with wagon wheel ruts and horse manure. Now, they seemed to be headed to what looked like the Badlands. That was one of the places on her ‘must see’ list that she’d circled on her map before traveling west.

      “The Badlands?”

      “What did you say?” The man ahead of her stopped and twisted around to face her.

      She hadn’t realized she spoke out loud. “This looks like the Badlands, I’ve always wanted to visit here.”

      The man raised his eyebrows. Did everyone think she was loco?

      “Why?” He took a drink of water from his canteen. “I never heard the area called that or anyone wanting to visit.”

      She stopped herself before announcing it was a national park. It wasn’t yet but it would be. “I’ve always heard how beautiful it was here.”

      “Who told you that?” The guy didn’t miss a beat.

      “I don’t remember.” The view was amazing. All around her were buttes and cliffs of rock. The pictures she’d seen hadn’t done it justice.

      “Must have been Peterson. No one ever comes here but the Sioux.”

      The mention of his name caused the day to dim. Rose gazed up to the sky. Clouds had moved in.

      “Then why are we here?” The question came across snippier than she intended and he stopped his horse again.

      He took off his hat and motioned to the sky with it. “Storms moving in. I have a cabin near here to wait it out.”

      “I thought we were not that far from town?” A gust of wind blew her skirt up and it spooked her horse. Luckily her hand was on the horn as she was nearly unseated.

      “We are but this looks like it could blow up a twister any minute.” He pushed his hat low on his head and signaled his horse to keep going.

      Rose studied the dark clouds as they rolled over the sky. It didn’t look that bad. She pulled back on the reins. Wouldn’t it be better to keep going than traveling in the other direction? Her mare danced around wanting to follow the other horse. She struggled to keep the horse under control as she surveyed her surroundings. Nothing looked familiar. If she tried to find the nearest town by herself, she’d be lost for sure.

      Thunder shook the ground, and the horse took off to join the other. “How soon before it will hit?”

      “Hard to tell. Sometimes it rumbles for hours, other times it can hit in minutes.”

      That was true. The other night the thunder sounded for hours before there was even a drop of rain.

      “But where are we going?” Her voice could barely be heard over the loud gusts.

      “I’ve a hunting cabin near here. Won’t be long. We can ride out the storm, rest the horses, and then continue on after it blows over.”

      They circled some of the higher buttes and the deep valleys helped shield against the twirling dirt storms. Even with last night’s rain the wind had stirred up the dust.

      Finally a lone cabin could be seen in the distance. Surprisingly there was a good number of cattle grazing nearby.

      “Look, there’s cows. There must be a ranch nearby.” The fact that there might be other people in the area lightened her mood.

      “Yes. They may have wandered off in the storm last night.”

      They stopped in front of the shack. Rose let out a sigh of relief when her feet hit the ground. Her butt was sore and her legs felt like rubber bands from being in a saddle all day. It had only been a few hours but it felt like all day.

      One of the cows mooed and Rose noticed the varieties of brands on the sides. That was the only way back in the day for ranches to identify their cattle. From the looks of them, there were several cattle ranches in the area.

      “Get in the cabin before it gets worse.”

      Rose held her skirt down against the wind as she hurried to the small house.

      Sheriff Anderson led their horses to a nearby wooden corral. She stood by the door and watched as he quickly unsaddled them. With a saddle horn in each hand, he carried one over each shoulder and hurried for the cabin. She’d quickly learned that men cared as much about their saddles as they did about their horses.

      Rose held the door open so he could get inside. Shutting it against the impending storm, she glanced around the small one room cabin that was similar to Seth’s. Always her thoughts returned to him and loneliness settled in.

      “Have a seat and I’ll make some coffee.” He rummaged around on a shelf for a coffee can and pot. I’ll get some water from the pump outside. With that he left and she took a seat on the only chair in the place. It sat next to a cot. The small bed had a red plaid blanket with a few accents of silver thread.

      Running her fingers over it, the thread moved. Looking closer she realized it wasn’t thread at all but hair. They were strands of long blonde hair.
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      After a restless night, Seth downed a quick breakfast and saddled his horse. He should never have left Rose alone. Why hadn’t he made it clear from the start that he wasn’t the law in these parts? He’d been too shocked at the way she talked to stop her. All that talk about Hickok being dead. It was nonsense. No way around it, it just was.

      It had also been nice to have someone think of him with such respect. The job he’d always aspired to. It was his goal to help and protect all people. Having that shiny badge on his chest was his one goal in life. Well it was until Rose was dropped into his life. Now he just wanted her back.

      His shoulders sank as Kadoka walked lazily into town. Seth was so tied up in his thoughts he could care less as his horse grabbed bits of grass as they wandered. It wasn’t until he spotted a lone figure in the cemetery on the edge of Harvest that his mind cleared. Dammit, he’d missed Alice’s funeral. In the summer and with no ice to keep her cold, they would’ve had the burial as soon as possible.

      He still couldn’t believe she was gone. It had to be the same person that killed the other girls. He knew it was. Seth hadn’t known the other women but he had known Alice. Not in the biblical sense but he did know her and the other working girls at Adele’s. That made it personal. The killer had claimed one of their own.

      He shaded his eyes from the sun and squinted. The man, by what must be her grave, held his hat in hand and was down on one knee. There was something familiar about him. Taking control of Kadoka, they loped to the town’s burial ground.

      Seth dismounted and tied his horse’s reins to the white picket fence that surrounded the tombstones. Even down on one knee the guy was a big fella. The man must have heard him approach as he shoved his hat on and got up in a hurry.

      “Wait,” Seth hollered and raced over to catch the man before he could leave. He grabbed the man’s elbow and turned him around. “What the hell?” He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. It was Ted Butler and he was sober and wearing a suit.

      “I got no business with you Peterson so just leave me alone.”

      Seth held up his hands. “I never said you did. I’m just surprised to see you here and, uh…” he looked him up and down, “…you look good.”

      “A lot of good it does me now.” The man took off his hat and swatted it against his leg. “I can’t believe she’s gone. Who would do such a thing?” Butler was near tears. “If I get my hands on the bastard that did this?” His fists raised.

      He’d never seen the guy like this before. “You really cared about her didn’t you?” He didn’t mean to speak it out loud but Seth never expected the town drunkard to think about anyone but himself.

      “She was always nice to me. Saw me as a person.” This time he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and blew his nose. Hard. “Said if I got myself cleaned up and off the whiskey, she’d even go out with me.”

      “Alice was a good-hearted woman that was for sure.” Seth patted the guy on the shoulder. “She will be missed.”

      “I’m going to kill whoever did this.” Butler spat.

      “Did Alice ever mention anyone that she was afraid of?” Seth inquired. Maybe they could work together to find the killer?

      The guy shook his head.

      “What about any customers who were a little rough?”

      “No, Adele would never allow that.” Butler let out a deep breath. “Wait a minute. I saw the sheriff leave the back door of the house not too long before I came in the front door. Maybe she was talking to him before she died. Maybe he knows something.”

      “Wait a minute, you saw sheriff Anderson going out the back door of Adele’s while you were going in the front.”

      “Well not at the same time. You can’t see the back from the front but as I was walking down the sidewalk. I saw him hurrying out the back. Maybe he was sporting a gal and didn’t want anyone seeing him in the whorehouse?”

      “So how long after you saw him did you find out about Alice?”

      “I reckon not more than five or ten minutes. I stopped to shoot the bull with Fred in the parlor before I went on up. When Alice didn’t open the door after I knocked, I just went in.” His face was white. “I touched her to see if she was still alive.” The man started to tear up again. “Her skin was still warm but she was gone. Her beautiful eyes stared up with no life in them.” It was a full out sob now. “I ran out the back looking for Anderson but he was nowhere in sight. Then I got scared that someone might think I did it,” he sobbed. “I went home like the coward I am.”

      Seth took off his hat. Never had he felt so helpless. There had to be something they could do.

      “Butler. We have to find this guy before he does any more harm. Let’s go find the sheriff and see if he’d heard anything. Alice couldn’t have been dead for very long. I think it’s a good chance the sheriff might have seen whoever did this.”

      “You think so? Why wouldn’t he be doing something about it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he didn’t want anyone knowing he was there either.”

      Seth stepped back, put on his hat, and glanced toward the fresh grave. The wind blew some of the flower petals off that had been laid there. There had to be something he could do. Badge or not, he would.

      “Let’s go see what we can find out.” He led the grieving man out of the cemetery by the arm. “Let’s go find the sheriff.”

      Seth mounted his horse and told Butler to meet him by the sheriff’s office.

      Anderson wasn’t there. The deputy said he hadn’t seen him all morning but left a note that he was in charge for the day. That obviously meant he was to sit on the porch with his feet up as that was where they found the guy. If Seth was the sheriff, he would have the guy out talking to ranchers and finding out if there were any more missing cattle.

      Just as they finished talking, Butler arrived leading his horse behind. At the sound of hoof beats in the distance, they all turned to see the dust stirred by a cowboy galloping toward the town.

      “Wonder what the hell he’s all fired up about?” The deputy placed a hand on his gun belt.

      It was one of the ranch hands that worked with a neighboring herd. The racing quarter horse slid on its hindquarters when his rider pulled on the reins.

      “Hell, Phil what’s all the commotion about?” The deputy placed his hand on his gun.

      The rider threw his leg over the horn and jumped to the ground. “Haven’t you heard yet?”

      “Heard what?” The deputy spit on the ground.

      Phil puffed up his chest and seemed to enjoy the crowd of townspeople that had started to gather. “It’s big news.”

      “Well, tell us about it. I ain’t got all day.” The deputy sighed loudly.

      Seth narrowed his eyes at the deputy. The man probably wanted to put his feet back up.

      “It’s big news. Come all the way from Deadwood.” A few more men showed up to see what was going on. “Bill Hickok was killed.” The crowd gasped. “Shot in the back of the head playing poker.”

      “Who shot him?” a fella asked.

      “A man called Jack McCall. Heard they were playing cards together the day before and McCall didn’t like losing. Came back the next day and shot him in the back of the head. Bullet went clean out Hickok’s cheek and into the wrist of one of the other players.” A woman squealed and fanned herself with a handkerchief.

      Seth felt like he’d been shot himself. The day he’d met Rose, she’d mentioned this. Had she seen in the future or was she really from the future as she claimed? “I guess he didn’t have a winning hand, the poor fella.” It was an insensitive thing to say but Seth wanted to hear what else the guy had to add.

      “They were playing five card poker. Heard he had two aces and two eights, all black. Not sure what the fifth one was, but that was the dead man’s hand.”

      He had to take some deep breaths to calm his racing heart. Not only had she predicted the man’s death but she even knew the cards he’d held in his hand. If she knew all this maybe she might know who had killed the girls. He also needed to make things right with her and tell her how he felt.

      “Come on.” He nudged Butler. “There’s someone I got to see before we head out to find the sheriff.”

      He took long and fast strides to reach the Brink’s General Store. The bell above the door jingled as they opened and closed it.

      “Morning,” Seth called out and both the man and his wife came out from the back room.

      “Morning, Seth,” Mr. Brink’s answered before adding, “Mr. Butler.”

      The man by his side sheepishly nodded. He’d spent more time in the saloon than he ever spent in this store.

      “I came to see Rose.”

      “She’s not here,” the Brinks answered at the same time.

      “Where is she?” There wasn’t a lot of time to track her down in town but he needed to do it.

      “Rose left a couple hours ago with the sheriff. He said her family was waiting for her over in Plank.”

      He felt the blood rush from his head and it must have shown on his face.

      “I’m sorry Seth. She wanted to stay and talk to you before she left but the sheriff wouldn’t wait.”

      Mr. Brink walked over to the front door. “That man is always in a hurry.” He shook his head. “I remember that poor girl that was murdered. She forgot some of the material she ordered here. I just happened to mention it when Anderson was here. Before I knew it, he grabbed it out of my hand and said he’d deliver it. It was probably a good thing in the long run as he was the one that found that poor dear’s body.”

      After hearing this, Seth broke out in a sweat. His eyes met Butler’s and he could tell they were both thinking the same thing.

      “The young woman from the wagon train, did they ever stop in here for supplies.”

      This time Mrs. Brink’s spoke up. “They sure did. I remember her. Bought a pretty red plaid blanket.”

      “Was the sheriff here when they were?”

      Mr. Brink seemed to catch on as his eyes got big and he stood a little straighter. “Come to think of it no but after they left, he came over asking some questions. I figured he was just looking out for the town and seeing what their business was here.”

      “How long ago did Rose and the sheriff leave.”

      “A couple hours ago, I guess. I would think he’d be on his way back by now. With those clouds rolling in, he may have stayed there though.”

      “Thanks. Let’s go.” He ushered Butler out.

      “Are you going after them?” Mr. Brink followed them out the door.

      “Yes.” It was on the edge of his tongue to say more but before he declared the sheriff a killer, he needed to know more. His first priority was finding Rose.

      “Do you think he might be rustling those cows too?” Ted spoke in a low voice.

      “I’m starting to wonder that as well.” He spotted Phil watering his horse in a nearby tank.

      “Hey Phil.” They walked over to talk to him.

      “Yeah.”

      “If you were to see some of the cattle that were lost, do you think you would recognize them?”

      “Of course I would. I know all the brands in the area even the ones they took.”

      Seth scratched the beard that was starting to grow too long on his chin. Since Rose had come into his life he hadn’t had a chance to think about anything else, let alone take time for a shave.

      “We think we might have a lead on who took the cattle and who may have murdered those women. Would you be willing to ride with us?” he explained his suspicions about Anderson and Rose.

      Sure, he could confront the guilty man on his own but it would be his word against the lawman. He needed all the witnesses he could get. Despite giving up alcohol for the last twenty-four hours, Ted Butler hadn’t always been the most respected man in town.

      “Hell yeah. Let me get a fresh horse and round up a couple of the other hands in town.”

      It took ten minutes but they were finally on the trail out of town. This would have been the way they left but Phil’s ride in had kicked up a lot of the tracks on the road. Even with the rain last night, the wind dried the soil fast.

      They’d been gone for hours. Each man had to cover their noses and mouths against the increasing wind. Seth kept an eye on the right side of the road and Phil, who he’d found out had also been a scout in the army, watched the left.

      It was late in the afternoon when, Seth called out. “Wait.” He held up his hand and dismounted. The tracks of two shod horses turned off the road and headed into the hilly country.

      “Do you think it is them?” Phil joined him and studied the ground.

      “I hope she is safely in Plank but I have my doubts. We’ve no choice but to follow these and find out.”

      Phil stood up, pulled his dust filled bandana away from his mouth. “We better hurry. This storm is moving fast. The rain gets in those gulleys and it’ll flood in a hurry.”

      Seth mounted Kadoka. If Rose was still with Anderson and he’d taken her into the stony hills, they needed to hurry and find them fast.
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      Inside she was shaking but outside she tried to remain calm. As soon as she noticed the hair on the blanket, Rose knew it was true. The sheriff, if he really was one, had killed those girls and stolen the cattle. What other crimes had the man done? When he went outside again to see to their horses and the cattle contraband, she snuck out the door. Taking the saddle blankets, her clothing, and anything else she could find, Rose stuffed them under the plaid blanket on the cot to make it appear she was lying there sleeping. It wouldn’t fool anyone for long but if it would help her gain even a of couple of minutes that might make a huge difference.

      The cabin was tucked in a gulley but high enough above ground to not worry about flooding. With Anderson nowhere in view, she ran behind the dwelling and headed for the rock formations that made up the Badlands. It didn’t matter what the place was called now, she knew it was the area that was in her time a national park. If only she would have studied a map of the area before arriving here.

      A harsh wind whipped at her skirt. She gripped the hem to keep it under control and kept going. The storm was the least of her worries when she was the target of a serial killer. Why he was doing it, she didn’t know. Maybe he just enjoyed killing, maybe one of the girls knew he was stealing cattle and threatened to tell. Who knew what caused bad people to do bad things? All she knew was that she hadn’t been sent back in time to die. At least she was going to do everything possible to make that not happen.

      “Rose?” The sound of her name echoed off the hills.

      Her foot slipped on a rock when she heard her name called a second time. He knew she was gone. Forcing her inside voice to remain quiet, she eyed the steep cliff in front of her with dread. There was no way out of the path she had taken. Rose would be trapped if she stayed and the only way out was up. Tying her long skirt in a knot at the side, she looked for the safest path up.

      Along one side of the small valley was a crooked but easier way than climbing straight up. It was also partially hidden which was good.

      “Rose? Where are you?” The roar of the wind had calmed but she was still close enough to hear Anderson call. A loud crack of thunder stirred her to get moving. She had to hurry. If it started to rain the rocks would be slippery. The sky had taken on a grayish green color. That wasn’t a good sign either.

      As she climbed, Rose took hold of anything that was available. Roots, rocks, it didn’t matter. Soon her fingernails were broken and full of dirt. The hem of her skirt had snagged a few times and her sleeves were ripped in spots. Her moccasin boots dug into the soil wherever they could.

      The top of one butte neared but what would be on the other side? Probably just more empty prairie and stony hills. Never a couch potato, Rose had considered herself in pretty good shape, until now. Whether it was the stress of fleeing for her life or scaling straight up, she was exhausted in no time. Sweat soaked her back, and she gasped for breath. The air was heavy with the impending storm. Putting one hand in front of the other, she pulled her way to the top.

      Rose collapsed on her back and closed her eyes. It was time to calm her erratic heart and regain her strength. She opened her lids and gazed at the ominous sky above. The sky was dirty gray and the wind had calmed. Slowly the life streamed back into her body. Taking one last deep breath before rising, she opened her eyes and frowned at the fine hair on her forearms that was standing straight up. Sitting up, she swept the hair out of her eyes and it stayed there. Her hair stood on end. Even in the hot dress, she felt a chill. The air was electric. She had to find shelter fast.

      Out of nowhere someone’s hand covered her mouth. She struggled. Rose kicked as hard as she could sending rocks and dirt in all directions. Rose was pulled to standing and a strong arm locked around her waist. The badge on his chest was the first thing she saw.

      [image: ]

      Seth fought the urge to run Kadoka. The horse was already tired and it would be foolish to run head first into something that very well could be a trap. He shook his head. This seemed like a foolish thing to do. He was racing after a girl from the future and one that was with a sheriff who may or may not be a murderer. Not to mention the fact he was with the town drunk, a cowhand, and a couple other fellas he didn’t know. They must make an odd looking group.

      “I don’t like the look of that.” Phil nodded to the sky.

      Seth glanced up. He’d been too concerned about his woman. Yes, even though she’d turned him away, he’d claimed her as his. They would work things out. He would explain again why he did what he did. Thunder rumbled through the valley like a herd of buffalo. Come to think of it, he didn’t like the sky up above either.

      It’d quickly gone from looking like it might rain to a dangerous situation. The wind had stopped and his horse was dripping wet. He started to look over his shoulder. It seemed like they were surrounded by danger both from the storm coming behind them and the desperado they feared was up ahead. Seth took a moment to pray to both the white and red people’s gods. Lightning struck nearby and their horses jumped. His ears rang with the loud clap of thunder that accompanied the bright flash of light.

      They calmed their mounts and stopped to check their surroundings. At any moment someone could shoot at them from above. The hills were filled with strongholds and Seth and the men riding with him would be easy targets from above.

      “Let’s keep close and hurry. We might need to find shelter before long.” Phil and Butler agreed. A cow bellowed in the distance and they all froze. A few seconds later, more cows could be heard. Seth dismounted and held a finger to his lips. Handing the reins to Phil, he quickly sneaked along the wall of the canyon they were in and left the men behind. He inched up to the corner and poked his head around.

      His fears had been answered. Anderson had the rustled herd in a coral. Even from a distance Seth could see the different breeds and brands of the cattle. Rose had to be there somewhere. His fingers itched to take his gun and shoot the man dead on the spot. The concern for the woman in his life was the only thing that stopped him. What if Anderson had hidden Rose somewhere? He’d never find her if he killed the man first? The fact that the man was a sheriff also stopped him. If he just happened to fall upon the stolen cattle and was an innocent man, that wouldn’t fare well neither.

      Scratching his beard, he trotted back to the men.

      “What ‘ya see?” Butler stuffed some tobacco in his cheek, replacing one drug with another. He may have sworn off the bottle but the man looked like he could use a drink. Even Butler’s horse was jumpy with his rider visibly shaking and sweating bullets.

      “Are you all right?” Seth tossed out as he patted his horse. Kadoka was as agitated as they all were.

      Butler tugged at his collar. “Yeah. What’s next?” It was good to know the man was determined to do some good. “Is it that bastard Anderson?” In his hurry to find Rose, he’d forgotten about the other man’s loss. He would miss Alice too. No one deserved what she got, well except for the one that killed her.

      “I saw his horse but no sign of Rose or him. I think we need to split up.”

      Seth pulled his rifle from the saddle holster. “Either of you good with one of these?”

      With Butler dealing with the shakes, the obvious choice was Phil. “I am.” The cowhand took the gun and dismounted. They discussed their plan of attack. Hurrying off, Phil climbed the left side of the canyon to get a good place for spotting the sheriff, if he was indeed the one they were after. Who knew the lawman might have the outlaws surrounded and need their help.

      If Seth were a gambling man, he’d bet his horse that wasn’t true. He’d had a bad feeling about the guy from the first moment they’d met. So what if he was part Indian, he had just as much of a right to run for sheriff as Anderson did. Hell, he might even have won. He’d been a coward to let himself be discouraged from entering the race. If what he thought was true, the town of Harvest just might need a new peacekeeper soon. With Rose by his side, he could do anything.

      Seth studied Butler as he wiped the water from his forehead. He was sweating more than before. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Take a drink of water before you fall off your horse.” He passed him his canteen and the man took a big swig. “I want you to ride in.”

      “Ride right in big as day?” His bloodshot eyes got bigger.

      “Yes, he won’t be expecting you. If he sees me, he’ll start shooting.” Seth pointed in the direction he was going to be. “I’m going to circle around and see if I can find Rose. Wait ten minutes and then go in.” That left the remaining men to stand their ground in case the guilty tried to escape their way. Seth hated to tie up Kadoka in the approaching storm in case something happened but if they needed to leave in a hurry, it was vital that his mount be where he expected. With a final twist of the reins, his stallion was secure and Seth hurried to get into place.

      It took longer than he thought to find the right spot. Fortunately Butler couldn’t tell time so he hadn’t shown up yet. It briefly crossed his mind that the guy had fled back to town and the bottle. He relaxed when he saw Ted walking his horse slowly in the valley. So far the sheriff was nowhere in sight.

      “Rose?” Seth jumped when he heard Anderson holler her name. Peeking around the rock he was hiding behind, he saw the man exit the cabin and yell for her again. She must have fled or was hiding. That was a good sign. A bright flash blinded him and thunder vibrated through the canyon again. The storm on the other hand, wasn’t. The thought of Rose out in this weather without shelter was worrisome to say the least.

      “Hey, sheriff. You got a drink for a weary traveler?” Butler yelled as he strolled into sight.

      Seth watched as Anderson cautiously came to the front of the cabin. His hand rested on his pistol.

      “What the hell are you doing out here Butler?”

      “How the hell should I know?” He slurred his words. Whether it was the large wad of tobacco he’d stuffed in his cheek or his need for alcohol Seth wasn’t sure.

      “Well you’re here for something, that’s for dang sure.”

      Butler took both feet out of the stirrups and jumped from his horse. He fell flat on his back.

      “Damn fool drunk.” Anderson shouted before slapping his hat against his leg and marching over to the man on the ground. “I don’t have time for this. Get on your horse and get back to town.” By the time the sheriff had reached Butler’s horse, the man had gotten himself upright and was pointing a rifle at the sheriff’s belly.

      “What the hell Butler? Have you lost your goddamned mind? Put that gun down before you shoot someone.”

      Butler stepped in front of his horse, his gun held tightly in both hands. “I am gonna shoot someone and that someone is you.”
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      “I ain’t got no quarrel with you. Go on back to town.” Anderson moved to get something out of his pocket and Butler shot at the other man’s feet. Dirt and dust flew all over the sheriff’s trousers. “What the hell? I was just going to give you some money for some whiskey.”

      “I’m done with drinking.”

      Anderson’s laughter echoed in the valley. “Is that why your hands are shaking so badly? Come on, give me the gun before you hurt yourself.” He inched closer and Butler backed up.

      Seth watched from above not sure what to do. If he yelled from above, Anderson might grab for the gun and have Butler for a hostage. This wasn’t how he had things planned. If Anderson had Rose tied up somewhere else and he was killed, they might never find her. Never had he felt so hopeless and unsure what to do.

      He drew his gun and aimed it at the sheriff’s legs. If the man lunged for Butler at least he might be able to take him down and not kill the man. It was almost impossible to do at this distance but things had gotten out of control in a hurry.

      “I am going to hurt someone and that someone is you.” Butler repeated and spit a wad of tobacco at the other man’s boots.

      At that the sheriff raised his hands in surrender. “Now what did I do? Haven’t I always been good to you? Let you sleep it off in the jail when you had too much of the wild turkey?”

      “I saw you leave the whorehouse.” Ted taunted.

      Seth’s heart dropped when he heard where this was going. When the wind dropped he could hear everything as clear as a bell and this didn’t sound good. Butler was going to kill the one he knew murdered the woman he loved. He sure didn’t blame him, he’d do the same damn thing but he had to find Rose first. Carefully and quietly, he started to move closer to the two men.

      “So what? I can go there just like any other man in town.”

      “I saw you leave the back door right after Alice was killed.”

      Even from the distance, Seth could see the redness in Butler’s face. The rifle in Butler’s hand trembled. If he didn’t get there soon, the gun would probably go off by accident.

      “So what?”

      “You killed her!” he accused.

      “She turned me down.” Anderson placed his hands on his hips. “Can you imagine that? Said there was someone else that she cared about and was going to give up whoring.”

      Butler’s mouth dropped. “You killed those other girls too!” he shouted.

      “And what if I did. Do you think anyone’s going to believe you? The town drunk over the town’s elected sheriff?”

      Seth hurried. The sheriff wasn’t admitting guilt because he thought he was going to die. The guy was going to take the man holding the rifle down.

      “And you rustled these here cattle.” Butler pointed the rifle toward the herd.

      “Yeah, they don’t pay me shit you know. A man’s got to eat. What’s this got to do with you anyway? You’ve never cared for anyone but yourself. Stupid ass drunk. You’re not fit to lick my boots. Put the gun away and I’ll forget this ever happened.”

      “I’ll tell you why. The one Alice was waiting for was me. She saw me as more than a drunk and I saw her for more than a whore. I loved her and you killed her. You bastard.” He pointed the gun at the guilty man’s chest.

      “Now, now.” The sheriff held up his hands and squared his feet.

      Seth spotted Anderson twitch and knew he was going to lunge for Butler’s rifle. The gun went off. Anderson fell toward the shooter and then dropped to the ground. His red shirt sported a hole in the back.

      “No.” Seth ran the rest of the way down and quickly checked the cabin. Rose’s meager belongings were there but she wasn’t. His heart raced as he rushed to Anderson. Turning him over, the soon to be dead man wheezed and blood spilled from his mouth. “Where is she?” He shook him by his collar but it was no use. The life slipped from the man’s eyes and he was gone.

      “I’m sorry.” Butler had tears streaming down his face. It was a sight he’d never thought he would see. Butler killing the sheriff dead.

      Phil ran their direction. “What happened? Is she here? I couldn’t hear from where I was?”

      Seth got up, cupped his hands over his mouth, and yelled. “Rose. Rose.”

      The other two men joined in and started searching around the area. Equally hopeful and yet dreading what they might find. A few minutes later they met in front of the cabin.

      “We have to keep searching.” Seth wasn’t going to give up. “Rose?” he yelled one more time.

      “Seth.” a woman’s voice returned in the distance.

      “Rose?” Seth flew around the corner of the cabin to see the woman he loved hurrying toward him. A man with a badge was beside her. When she rushed to him and threw herself into his arms, he relaxed for the first time in hours. There were no words to explain how happy he was to see her alive and well. He crushed her body against his. His finger caressed her hair and he mumbled words of endearment he’d never thought he would say.

      A few seconds later a thunder of hoofbeats rumbled in the canyon and he pushed her behind him. It was a group of Pinkerton men and the two ranch hands that had ridden with them. One was leading Seth’s horse. They halted in front of the cabin while a couple of men stopped at the body of the dead men. Finally he realized that it was also a Pinkerton man that was with Rose.

      The man stepped up and introduced himself. “I’m Detective Clay Barker. You must be Mr. Peterson.” Seth nodded. He was shocked at the arrival of the group and that they addressed him as Mr.

      “Miss McAllister told us what happened but we’ve been following Anderson for some time. He was working for a rancher down in Texas and fell for the man’s daughter but she wasn’t interested. When they found her dead and he’d run off, the man hired us to find him. Looks like he tried to cover things up by impersonating a lawman.”

      “The townspeople voted for him.” It was still a sore spot as far as Seth was concerned.

      “That still don’t mean he was upholding the law just because he wore the badge. Heard tell you might be interested in the job since the last one is dead.” The man gestured to the corpse that was being wrapped in a blanket and lifted onto a horse. “We’ve heard good things about you from your woman and from other’s we’ve been talking to in town.”

      Seth’s forehead wrinkled at that but as he looked around at the different Pinkerton men, some did look familiar. Had they really had men in town keeping an eye on things?

      “I’m personally going to speak with the town council of Harvest on your behalf,” the detective declared.

      “I don’t know what to say other than thank you.”

      Barker shaded his eyes as he glanced up at the sky. “Looks like the storm’s gone the other direction.” He patted Seth on the shoulder and strolled over to shake hands with Butler. The detective then strolled over to a rider-less horse that Phil held. The cowhand shook his hand then waved as the detectives all got on their horses. The group turned and rode off, the body of the murderer and cattle rustler strapped on the back of one horse.

      “You one of them?” Seth eyed the ranch hand as he approached.

      “Yup. I just talked to the others.” He pointed to the two men that had ridden with them and the one that was still grieving the loss of his loved one. “We’re going to stay and get all those cattle rounded up and then head them into town.”

      “Thanks for everything. I mean it.” He reached up and shook his hand.

      “Just doing our job.” Phil saluted and rode back to the others.

      Seth had Rose go gather her things while he said their farewells to Butler and Phil. After a quick stop in town to gather a few supplies from the Brink’s store and let them know what had happened it was starting to get dark. By the time, they got back to his cabin they were both exhausted. For all his hard work today, Seth gave Kadoka a good rub down and extra grain before turning him loose in the corral.

      Seth could barely keep his eyes open until he spied Rose rising from the river, naked and dripping wet.

      He quickly gathered a few of the things he’d purchased for Rose from the store. There was no looking away, he just kept walking. She was the most beautiful thing in the world. First off was his shirt, then his boots, and finally his pants before wading into the water. Rose giggled and ducked under the water but he grabbed her before she could get away.

      He couldn’t think straight and didn’t know what to touch or where to look first. Never would he get enough of her. This woman was special. This one was his and he was never letting go.

      “Turn around.” She did as he told her. “This probably isn’t as nice as what they have in your time but it was all the store had.” Rubbing the bar of lavender soap in the water, he worked up a lather before touching her hair. They’d been in so much dirt today. It was one of the first things they thought about getting her when they’d walked in the dry goods store. The other gift he bought would be for later.

      Her hair was already wet so he rubbed the suds in the long stands and ran his fingers through to untangle it.

      “That feels and smells wonderful.” Rose complemented him.

      He kissed her shoulder and pulled her to his chest. “Not as wonderful as you.” Seth continued to lather her skin wherever he could reach. Her head rolled back on his shoulder and he dropped a kiss on her lips. It was one that lingered and grew in intensity but not long enough with her. It would never be sufficient enough for him. One second, one minute, one lifetime would never be enough.

      Rose ducked under the water and out of his grasp. She stood and washed away the bubbles that clung to her hair. It was hard to look away from her breasts. Her nipples were tight from the cold. Seth quickly washed himself before gathering her to his chest again. This time his fingers traced the lines of her back and pulled her closer. Their eyes locked. Hers shone with promise and what he hoped was love. A cool breeze touched their skin and she shivered. Seth pulled her close and wrapped her in a warm embrace. Her firm breasts were pressed tight against his bare chest.

      Smoothing her wet hair away from her face, he whispered, “Stay with me.”

      “Always,” she spoke softly but he felt like yelling it to the heavens.

      Kissing her again became as important as breathing. A fish jumped somewhere near and an owl hooted. The night was perfect, she was perfect.

      Taking her by the hand, he led her from the river. Kadoka whinnied loudly from the corral and shook his silvery mane. Even the stallion seemed to approve. When they reached dry ground, he lifted her in his arms and carried her the rest of the way to the cabin.
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      Waking up in his arms was heaven on earth. Rose twirled her finger in the fine hair on his chest. She’d never cared for hairy men before. Not ones with chest hair, beards, or long hair on their head but she cared for this one. In the short time that she’d been here there were a lot of things she’d never done or cared for before but she did now.

      Bathing naked in the river was one. Making love to the handsome man she’d so recently met was another. As soon as they’d entered the cabin, Seth had dried and kissed every inch of her skin. The only time he stopped touching her was to start a small fire in the stove. The soft light from the flames only highlighted his beauty, if you could call a man beautiful. He was to her. Tall, lean, and strong, he lifted her onto the small bed.

      She closed her eyes and snuggled closer remembering the feel of his hands on her skin. The kisses he dropped between her breasts before taking first one, then the other in his mouth. He was a wonderful kisser. Even now her toes curled just thinking about it. When he slipped between her thighs and claimed her as his own, it was a moment she’d never forget. Surely she had died and gone to paradise. A huge smile crossed her lips.

      He kissed the top of her head and she purred. “I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

      “You didn’t and I can’t think of anything or anyone I’d rather wake up to.” Seth pulled her tight against him. Their limbs were wrapped around each other from head to toe. The warmth from his skin heated her own.

      “What is this?” His finger lightly touched the pink flower on her lower back.

      “It’s a tattoo. A pink rose.” She giggled as he licked his finger and rubbed it.

      “I’ve seen markings on people before but never like this. Never this color.” He frowned and traced her jawline with his finger. “It’s from the future too?”

      “Yes.” It suddenly hit her. If she came from another time, what would stop her from going back? Panic set in. “What if...”

      This time he touched his finger to her lips. “It crossed my mind too. Don’t worry. Wherever you go I will follow. If I have to go to the ends of time to find you, I will.”

      He kissed her forehead and groaned as he got out of bed. She lingered to watch and tried to remember every inch of his handsome body before he playfully dragged her from the blankets. They needed to go to town and see what was going on now that the town’s sheriff was dead. She dressed in the clothes she’d arrived in as her others were ruined. Hand in hand they strolled around the cabin and along the riverbank. As long as Rose was there Seth seemed to want her to be with him. It weighed heavily on her mind that she might leave at any time.

      “We have to go but there is somewhere I want to take you first.”

      Rose rode behind him on Kadoka enjoying the magnificence of the land. It already felt like home. In the distance, she spotted a tree that had been split in half.

      “The storm.” Seth pointed ahead. “It must have been hit.”

      They stopped by the large oak and she pressed her palm to the bark. What a shame. It was so big and yet it fell to strong winds. She suddenly realized it was the tree where Seth had found her. This must have been what caused it to be cut.

      Seth stopped under the tree and pulled something from his pocket. She’d never seen him act so nervous before.

      “What is it?” Rose reached for his hand before he hid it behind his back.

      “When we stopped for supplies, I bought this for you. It’s nothing much but it reminded me of you.” He tried to shrug it off but he was shaking like a leaf. It warmed her heart to see him so serious about her.

      Seth reached for her hand and covered it with his. “A woman out west is like a rose. A rare beauty that is wild and precious to behold, just like you.”

      Her heart raced and a lump formed in her throat. She could tell he wasn’t used to sharing his feelings but he was baring his soul to her.

      “I don’t have much to offer and we haven’t known each other long but I promise to always love you and protect you.”

      “I think you have so much to offer.” Her eyes teared. “More than I could ever hope for. I know it is crazy but I love you, too.”

      His lips touched hers in a kiss so tender and so full of promise that everything felt right in the world. Whatever world they may be in. They may not know why she was there but they knew they belonged together.

      The kiss may have ended but his eyes shone with love. Seth grinned and took his hand from hers. “It’s a locket. It had a pink rose on it.”

      Her gaze lowered to the jewelry in her palm. It was shiny, golden, and new. As she studied it closer, it looked familiar. “I’ve seen this before.” It was the necklace she had bought at the antique store.

      Suddenly a pain shot through her head and her vision blurred. Rose screamed. Seth rushed to her side but she fell anyway. It was as if she fell right through his arms. Oh, no. It couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t have gone so far only to be brought back again.

      It was happening. She was going back in time or the future this time. The last look at his face showed one of panic. “I’ll find you. I’ll never stop looking.” He reached for her again and suddenly Seth was gone. Everything was gone and all was black.
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      Present day

      Scratching his short beard, he tucked a piece of long hair behind his ear. Before he’d arrived here, he’d had the short hair that most officers preferred but once in South Dakota, he’d let it grow. There was something about the area that comforted him. It felt like he could be himself here. His coworkers didn’t seem to mind. Some of the tribal police in the neighboring county wore theirs long as well. Being adopted he never knew what his true nationality was but he felt in his heart he was Sioux.

      Officer Seth Peterson took the usual way home. The first road south of Harvest with the usual stop at the prairie rose landmark. It’d been a long day. He didn’t feel like stopping but it was an obsession. Why? Who knew? From the first time he drove by the place he felt a pull. It was like there was something or someone waiting for him there. Maybe it was just the legend of the place.

      A man fell in love with a woman back in the 1870’s. When she disappeared he planted the field full of pink flowers so she would always find her way back. It was sad and yet beautiful at the same time. Seth took a deep breath and rubbed his cheek, not the typical hangout for a lawman after a long, hard day. A bar maybe, or a beer and a game on the tube would be more like it, not a stop at some sentimental landmark that was kept up by the local homemaker’s group.

      He drove by, cursed, and hit the brake. A car with Illinois plates sat in the small crushed rock parking lot. Seth shifted the squad car in reverse and parked next to the out-of-state car. It was probably a couple of tourists that got lost on their way to the Badlands. He turned the car off and got out. Removing his mirrored sunglasses he rubbed his tired eyes. Yes, it had been way too long a day. He hesitated and his hand lingered on the car handle.

      “Son of a...” he groaned and shoved his glasses back on. His cowboy boots made a crunching noise on the path. He didn’t feel like making chit chat with travelers but he knew he’d regret not stopping. Why? How the hell did he know, it was just something he did every day.

      Rounding the hill, the flowers had a calming effect. The sweet fragrance of roses tickled his nose. Maybe that was why he came here. The stress of the job was easily erased with the beauty of nature. A monarch butterfly fluttered by his face. He smiled and looked at the sky as a hawk cried out. Seth placed his hands on his hips and gazed over the valley. Maybe the tourists wouldn’t see him and he could leave quickly.

      Walking further, he still didn’t see anyone. Where were they? He kicked up dust walking quickly down the hill. The vision of catching a couple doing the nasty in the weeds flashed through his mind. He slowed down and surveyed the terrain. There. Down by the stump there was something lying on the ground.

      “Hello?” he called out, hoping to warn whoever lingered around. No response. He kept walking. The closer he got, the more worried he became. It was a body. A blonde woman lay very still on the ground. Her golden hair covered her face.

      Seth quickly knelt by her side. “Miss? Miss?” He gently shook her arm. “Are you okay?” He pushed the hair from her face and his breath caught. He’d seen her somewhere before but where?
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      Rose could hear someone talking. Was it Seth? She ached for him. Her heart had been torn into pieces, then crumbled, and fluttered to the ground. If she could just reach him and be in his arms again everything would be right in the world. There it was again, the voice calling to her.

      Her eyelids were heavy but she finally managed to open them. The light from the sun was blinding. She blinked and raised a hand to shade her eyes. A warm hand touched her cheek. Was it him?

      “Miss, are you okay?” The voice was familiar yet different. She struggled to rise. Her fingers scraped the rocks. Strong arms lifted her to sitting. Rose shook her head to clear the cobwebs. The ground and flowers were going in and out of focus. Flowers! No, she was back in her time. It had all been a dream. A big stupid dream. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. Her blurred vision now turned clear.

      “Miss?”

      Rose finally turned his way and stared. The man looked so much like her Peterson but it couldn’t be. His hair wasn’t as long but still the same color. She couldn’t see his eyes, just her reflection looking back through his sunglasses. The strong jaw was graced with a short beard, the same stubble she yearned to feel again on her skin. He tilted his head and looked just as surprised to see her as she was to see him. “Who are you?”

      The man seemed to relax a little and sat on the ground next to her. “The question is, who are you and what are you doing lying on the ground here? There are rattlesnakes in these parts.” He looked at her legs that were covered by her skirt. “You didn’t get bit or anything?”

      Rose sat up straighter and laced her fingers in her lap. “I guess the heat must have gotten the best of me and I dozed off.” It was the only explanation that made any sense.

      “Don’t move. I’ll go get some water from the car.” Seth stood up.

      “No, don’t.” Rose scrambled to her feet as he reached to steady her. “I’m fine now. Really.” She smiled and brushed some dust from her behind. How embarrassing to be out in the middle of nowhere daydreaming. She fought back a sob. It seemed so real, though.

      “I feel much better now. I’ve been driving for a while, I got lost, and I just needed a little rest.” Explaining that she’d just traveled back in time and fallen for a guy that was his twin probably wouldn’t go over too well. Whether it was a dream or not, she’d be subject to a sobriety test and thrown in the back of the squad car before she knew it. Maybe she was crazy for taking a job out here?

      “Are you sure?” The officer pushed his cowboy hat back and placed his hands on his hips. “Lost, huh?”

      Rose began walking back up the trail to her car. “Yes. I was heading to Harvest but I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere. Do you know where that town is?” It was important to keep talking. Talking about anything but what just happened.

      “Sure that’s in my jurisdiction. It’s right up the road a few miles. You can’t miss it.” He walked by her side until they reached the car. “Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little pale. I’d be glad to drive you there and have one of the other deputies come back for your car.”

      “No. Thank you for your help though.” Her mind bewildered with everything that had just happened. She smiled, unlocked the car, got in, and fastened the seat belt. After starting the car, Seth knocked on the glass. Opening the window, a gust of dry wind and dirt grazed her face.

      “Are you visiting anyone? I know just about everyone in the area. I’d be happy to give you directions or you could just follow me back to town.”

      “No. I’ll be okay. Thanks again.”

      “Well, take this.” He reached in his front pocket and handed her a card. “It’s my name and number. You know, just in case.” She tossed the card on the seat without reading it. She had to go before she broke down.

      “Thanks again officer, I do appreciate your help.” Rose rolled the window back up. She didn’t want to be rude but all Rose wanted was to be alone and cry. The guy was a dead ringer for Peterson and being around him was just making it harder. Putting the car in reverse, she spun out onto the road, and drove off. The tears started to fall. It was so real. Her body still hummed for his, burned for his.

      After only a couple of miles, Rose pulled over to the side of the road. The tears fell so hard she couldn’t see the road. She sniffed and rummaged in her purse for some tissue. The officer’s card fell on the floor. Wiping the tears from her eyes, she focused on the business card. Officer Seth Peterson. What the…?

      A siren made her jump about a foot off her seat. A squad car was parked right behind hers. None of this day had made any sense. Her eyes darted to the side mirror. All she needed now was a ticket. For what, she didn’t know. The officer got out of the car. It was him. The same officer that had found her only a moment ago.
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      Seth watched the car drive away. Watched her drive away. Sweat dotted his forehead. How could he have lived a lifetime in the past few minutes but he had? The locket she dropped felt hot and heavy in his palm.

      The reason for stopping there every day finally made sense. He just hadn’t realized it until she was gone. The man that had planted the flowers so many years ago wasn’t some stranger from the past that had spiraled out of control because of his loss. That person was him. He wanted her to see it and return to him. It just took over a hundred years for that to happen.

      Seth ran to the squad car and hit the lights. She wasn’t getting away this time. Rose hadn’t gone far. Did she know it was him? Would she think he was nuts? Was she waiting for him? He had to be careful. What if he scared her off and she thought he was the crazy person this time?

      He parked behind her car and hit the siren once. She was watching him in the mirror. Getting out of the car, he tucked the sunglasses in his pocket. “Could you get out of the car please?” he instructed her.

      Rose got out slowly. His heart lurched. She had been crying. “Rose?”

      “Is it you?” she asked before stepping closer.

      “Am I who?” Did she remember him or even want to remember him?

      “I saw your card. You have the same name as someone I once knew.” She reached out a hand before it fell to her side. “It’s crazy. It was a long time ago. It isn’t even possible.”

      “It may not be as crazy as what I just experienced.” He leaned up against the side of her car. “I’ve been stopping at that site every day since I got here. I never knew why until today.”

      “Really?” Rose leaned against the car also and gazed into the distance, lightheaded from all that had happened.

      “As soon as I saw you I had this feeling that we’d met somewhere before. I just had no idea that it was about a hundred years ago.”

      Rose spun to face him. It was him.

      “Crazy huh? It was like everything flashed before me in about a minute.” He kept talking. Afraid she would leave if he stopped and questioned anything. “I remember it all. The first time we met. You were riding into town with me on a horse named Kadoka. The time we spent at the cabin. The time we bathed in the river. The time I gave you this,” he handed her the locket, “and lost you forever.”

      She clutched the locket to her chest and a tear streamed down her face.

      “I was a crazy man. I searched everywhere even though I knew you had left my time never to return. I ran into an Oglala Medicine man. He told me to leave something behind. Something that would show you the way back and we would find each other again.”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and searched her eyes. “I know it is crazy but...?”

      Rose sobbed and hugged him tightly. She was trembling. Her blue eyes looked up and her voice was shaky. “Is it really you Peterson?”

      Seth laughed. “I don’t really understand it or how it happened but I believe I am. I remember every detail. The whimpering sound you made when I kissed you in the river, the ticklish spot on your hip, and the pink rose tattoo on your lower back. I can’t wrap my brain around it but I know these things.”

      She blushed and hugged him again. “So what do we do now, where do we go from here? We’re strangers yet, we aren’t.” Her eyes asked so many questions.

      “I have no answers. I only know one thing. I told you I would find you and I did. I’m never letting you go again.” He kissed her. Her lips were soft and yielding. Drinking him in and giving just as much in return.
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      Next Spring

      Butterflies fluttered in Rose’s stomach as she exited the car. They’d returned to the pink rose landmark, this time riding together in Seth’s squad car. Rose clutched his hand tightly. There was no way she would let go. They stopped asking why and only caring about the here and now. As they wandered around the flowers, she couldn’t stop glowing. The whole experience was mind-blowing. How many people got the chance to live two lifetimes?

      After finally getting settled in town and in her job they dated all through the winter. They’d had a lot of catching up to do but his first kiss had brought her up to date. It was as if they had just picked up where they left off. Standing in front of the landmark Seth reached in his pocket and she held her breath. This hadn’t gone well the last time they stood in front of this spot. This time it was a ring he held in his hand and not the locket that hung around her neck.

      “I can’t wait to begin our next lifetime together. Will you marry me?”

      Tears welled up in her eyes and she nodded yes. Seth kissed her again. The sweetness of the kiss touched her heart. Just a few short months ago, she was scared and lost in another time. After more words of love and promises for the future, she finally stopped to read what was written there.

      She’d always wanted to read the plaque on the stump but had been too afraid until now. Seth held her hand tightly in his. Rose took a deep breath and focused on the plaque.

      The words on the sign were simple, ‘You may be lost but I will find you.’ She turned and smiled at the handsome man by her side. As crazy as their journey may have been, they’d found each other again.
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