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    This prince’s Pea won’t fit under the mattress…but the truth will!

Micah grew up in the Zapato orphanage, and is proud to take over Abuelo Zapato’s role of providing for the family—the children who have become his siblings—in Everland’s leather goods shop. Since being scarred in one of his brother-in-law’s gunfights, he knows they’re the only family he’ll ever have. And he’s at peace with that…until fate—or the Guild of Godmothers—drops two unexpected females in his path.

When his old childhood friend Penelope—Pea—shows up just in time to save him from a gruesome death, Micah is smitten. And when he sees her cuddling the new baby orphan, he’s in love. 

But Pea isn’t in Everland on a whim; she’s there on a mission regarding Micah’s past, and refuses to tell him the truth. That secret is going to tear them apart, unless they get some help from a particularly dopey Godmother.

And that's when everything goes wrong…or does it?
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Dedication: 
 
      
 
    For Princess Wiggles, obviously.  
 
    Six months is my favorite stage—the cooing, clapping, wiggling, drooling, smiling, babbling…  
 
    All of it. 
 
    I love you, little one. 
 
    
 
 
  
 
  


 
    ONCE UPON A TIME 
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    His head hurt. Why did his head hurt? 
 
    “What’s your name?” The little girl with the big eyebrows who’d haughtily asked him the question was just about his age, willowy with two black braids hanging down over her shoulders. She was the first one to approach him since the matron had pushed him into this basement room in the orphanage. 
 
    Something told him he shouldn’t answer, that he should ignore her and stick his nose up in the air like Father always said.  
 
    Wait…Father? He rubbed his temple. Yes. He couldn’t picture him in his mind, but there was a tantalizing memory of cigar smoke and peppermint.  
 
    But Father wasn’t here, was he? He was all alone, with a tremendous headache and no knowledge of who he really was. That’s why the officer had dropped him off here, after all.  
 
    The orphanage wasn’t scary, because he refused to let it be scary. But it was lonely. He’d never had a brother or sister—had he?—or seen this many children all together at once. So he decided to ignore whatever his father’s advice might’ve been, and respond to the girl’s repeated demands for his name. 
 
    “Michael,” he finally said. That much he remembered.  
 
    But she seemed unimpressed by his proclamation. “Michael what? You gotta have a last name.” When she put her hands on her hips like that, she reminded him of an exasperated Mrs. Potsdam, although much younger and much, much skinnier. Mrs. Potsdam didn’t wear her graying hair in pigtails, either. And Mrs. Potsdam didn’t roll her eyes with quite as much frustration as this girl did. 
 
    Who was Mrs. Potsdam? 
 
    He rubbed both of his temples now, trying to understand why he could picture the old woman’s kindly smile, but couldn’t remember who she was. He grew increasingly frustrated because, try as he might, he couldn’t remember his last name. Or Father’s name, or his address. All he got for his troubles was a pounding behind his eyeballs, which made him want to cry—half in pain, half in frustration.  
 
    But he wasn’t going to cry. He didn’t cry when—when—when whatever it was that happened, happened, and he wasn’t going to cry now. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” he finally admitted in a whisper. When he opened his eyes, he saw the girl’s expression had changed from exasperation to pity. 
 
    “Well, we already have three Michaels. They all have last names, so that’s what we call ‘em. We also have a Mickey, a Mikey, a Mike and a Mick. You’ll have to be something else.”  
 
    He blinked at her announcement. “I don’t have another name.” 
 
    “Don’t worry; it’s easy.” She waved one hand dismissively. “We just choose something. Like…” She cocked her head to one side and dropped her hand back to her hip as she considered him. “Micah.” 
 
    “Micah?” 
 
    “Yep. Like from the Bible. He was a prophet, you know. I just read his story last week.” 
 
    He was impressed. “You can read the Bible?” He could read too, but it was hard, and reading the Bible sounded harder still. And boring. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” She nodded. “I’m really smart. Everyone says so.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Penelope, like from Greek liter’ture. There’s only one Penelope, so I get to keep my name.” 
 
    He frowned. “That’s not fair.” Why should he get a new name, and not her? “I’m going to call you something else.” 
 
    Her eyebrows both lifted in surprise. She really had impressive eyebrows—thick and black, two slashes across her pale forehead over her pea-green eyes. 
 
    It was those eyes which had first captured his attention. He’d never seen a color like them; they were clear and bright, but the exact color of cooked peas.  
 
    He’d always liked peas. 
 
    “If I have to be Micah, then you have to be Pea. Pea for Penelope.” 
 
    “That’s dumb.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You just gave me a new name.” 
 
    “Yeah, but a Bible name. That’s important. Way better than a vegetable name.” 
 
    He smiled shyly. “But I like peas.” 
 
    She blinked those pea-green eyes once—which were fast outpacing her eyebrows as her most noticeable feature—and smiled back. 
 
    So he became Micah, and she became Pea. 
 
    His headaches lessened as weeks turned into months, and only seemed to bother him again when he tried too hard to remember who he was, or why the officer had found him wandering in such a bad part of the city in too nice clothes.  
 
    The staff at the orphanage were already overwhelmed as it was, so Pea tried to teach him to read. He much preferred sitting and listening to her read; she was just a kid, but read almost as well as Mrs. Potsdam, whoever she was. 
 
    And then, after seven months at the orphanage, there was a call from the Children’s Aid Society for orphans needed out west. Micah didn’t want to leave Pea—who wasn’t chosen, probably because of her know-it-all attitude and those eyebrows—but he had to admit life out west with a family sounded better than growing up in an orphanage.  
 
    Still, the hardest part of the day he left was saying goodbye to Pea. She’d become his best friend, and there was something telling him—despite the headaches—that he’d never had a friend before. 
 
    Standing there in the hall leading to the girls’ dormitory, she hugged him. It was the first time she’d hugged him, and it felt…nice. Like she would miss him. He hugged her back, then stood with his hands on her shoulders and looked seriously into those pea-green eyes awash with tears. 
 
    “I’ll never forget you, Pea.” 
 
    And he never did. 
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    Summer, 1877 
 
      
 
    They were going to hang a man.  
 
    Penelope heard the news as soon as she stepped off the train at the dirty little station in Dilbert, Wyoming. How could she not? It seemed to be all anyone was talking about, and besides, there was a man literally yelling as he told a gathered group of rough-looking men how it had taken him and three buddies to subdue the poor victim. 
 
    “Poor victim” because he obviously wasn’t whom they thought. 
 
    According to the story being told—yelled—as Penelope walked about to stretch her legs, a group of miners had recognized Draven and had attacked him. They’d assumed the feared bounty hunter was in town to take down one of them—she wondered why no one else had stopped to question why they’d assumed that, but decided it wasn’t part of her mission, and thus she could ignore it. So they’d waited until the man had ordered his third whiskey at Dilbert’s disgusting-looking saloon, and four of them had jumped him. Then they bashed him over the head. 
 
    And now they were planning on lynching him. Right now, in fact.  
 
    Didn’t this town have a sheriff? Penelope tsked in irritation, over the fact she seemed to be the only level-headed person around here. 
 
    Draven? Brought down in a bar by a rifle butt to the back of his head? Preposterous! Plus, Penelope knew for a fact, as of last week, the man in question was out in Utah, following up on a lucrative bounty out there. There’s no way he could’ve made it to Dilbert this quickly, and no way he would’ve let his guard down long enough to be captured by a lynch mob. 
 
    A lynch mob who had just finished celebrating at the same sordid saloon, judging from the crowd of men pouring out into the street. And—oh dear—the one in the front was holding a rope already tied into a noose. 
 
    Well. Penelope sighed. It looked like it was up to her to do something about this. Especially since she had a horrible feeling about who this mob would really be hanging. 
 
    She flagged down the porter and requested her luggage. “I know this isn’t my destination, sir. I have just discovered I have rather urgent business here, which I assume will take up enough of my time so as to prevent me from being on the train when it departs.”  
 
    When he continued to complain about having to fetch her luggage, she drew herself up to her not-inconsequential height and gave up on impressing him with her manners. “Get out of my way, then.”  
 
    All she’d brought on this trip was a large valise and her rifle case, and she could easily fetch that herself. The longer she spent arguing with this man, the more time the mob will have to kill the other man. 
 
    Sure enough, by the time she’d climbed down once more, holding her two pieces of luggage and scanning the station platform with practiced eyes, almost ten minutes had passed since she’d first heard the news. Dilbert’s main street was almost empty, and the few citizens she did see were hurrying towards the western edge of town.  
 
    Blast! That’s where the lynch mob would be then.  
 
    Behind her, the train whistled as it chuffed its way out of town. Penelope straightened her shoulders, hefted her bags, and hurried westward, praying she’d still make it in time.  
 
    The mob had gathered just outside of Dilbert. Of course, this far in the back, it was hard to call it a mob. Here were the mothers and curious children, the shopkeepers and the prostitutes. Here, at the rear of the crowd, were the people who wanted to know what was going on but didn’t want to be involved. They weren’t the dangerous ones. 
 
    By lifting herself up on the toes of her very elegant—and increasingly dirty—boots, she was able to see the rest of the crowd, which stretched up to the trunk of a large tree. How unusual, to see a tree so large, this close to town. Perhaps it was a favorite picnic spot…or the local hanging tree.  
 
    Knowing what she would find when she reached the tree, Penelope began to elbow her way forward, not bothering with niceties. She only prayed she wouldn’t be too late. 
 
    Oh, thank God. She breathed the silent praise when she reached the front of the group of casual bystanders, and the rear of the angry mob. Because these men in front of her? Definitely angry mob. And—per her prayer to the Almighty—they hadn’t committed their offense yet. For the moment, they seemed content to shake their impromptu weapons and yell insults about Draven, one of the West’s most feared bounty hunters. 
 
    Under the tree’s largest limb stood a wagon hooked up to a skittish-looking horse, whose eyes rolled fearfully at the sight of so many angry men wielding pitchforks and rifles and rope. There was an unsavory man holding onto its reins, but he looked ready to yank on its head at any moment. And when he did, that wagon would lumber forward, severely inconveniencing the man with the bound hands standing in the rear of it, the noose around his neck also tied to the tree limb above him.  
 
    The man who, even now, scanned the crowd with those gorgeous so-dark-they-were-almost-black eyes she remembered so well. Did he look confused? Frantic? Scared? It was hard to tell from this distance, but she would know him anywhere. 
 
    It was Micah. It had to be. He looked too much like that serious little boy from so long ago. She’d spent months searching for him, and it was cruel to find him here, like this. 
 
    And somehow—impossible, considering the dozens of people there—he lifted his eyes and met hers. Was there a spark of recognition? A glimmer of hope? Penelope cursed under her breath, wishing she was closer to him, because then she’d be able to better hear the accusations the men were hurling at him.  
 
    But she didn’t miss the way one of them grinned cruelly and yanked hard on the rope, pulling Micah up onto his toes and stretching his neck. The rope bit into his skin and she saw the grimace that flickered across his expression, even from this distance. If he survived this—if she could save him—he’d carry that scar for life as well.  
 
    If? To hell with that! She would save him. She had to. 
 
    Penelope dropped her valise and scanned the men around her. Picking the cleanest-looking one, she tapped him on the shoulder smartly. When he turned, she smiled. “Excuse me, sir. Be a dear and hold this for me?”  
 
    Without waiting for his agreement, she hefted her rifle case into his arms. It was her own design, an elegant mahogany Mr. Prince had made for her as a Christmas present one year. She flicked the latches and opened the lid, revealing her pride and joy cradled in velvet.  
 
    The Prince lever-action .45 Long Colt had a twenty-four inch barrel, and every inch had been etched with decorative swirls and designs. She lifted it out of the case and smoothly loaded it from the collection of cartridges which sat nestled in their own velvet box under the rifle’s lever.  
 
    The whole process took only a few heartbeats, and when she looked up, the gentleman holding her case was staring dumbly at her. She offered him a grateful smile, then in one easy motion, turned back to the tree and lifted the rifle to her shoulder. 
 
    It fit like it belonged there, like it was an extension of herself. It had been made especially for her, and someone like her shouldn’t have been able to afford it. 
 
    Ahhh, the benefits of working for a gun manufacturer.  
 
    But this wouldn’t be as easy as shooting a target at Mr. Prince’s shooting range. In the moments since she’d looked away, the man at the horse’s head had led the animal—and the wagon—away from the tree. Micah now dangled from the noose which had been wrapped around his neck, his legs kicking inefficiently to find purchase on a ground impossibly far away. His face turned red, then purple, as his bound hands clawed at the rope at his throat. He’d never be able to reach the knot at the back of his neck, not in time. He twisted as he struggled, and Penelope prayed he wouldn’t disrupt her aim. 
 
    And, as if he’d heard her silent prayer, Micah’s eyes met hers once more. Maybe he didn’t see her. Maybe he only saw the rifle. Maybe he knew what she was trying to do, or maybe he was praying she was a Good Samaritan who could put him out of his misery. Either way, his eyes locked on the rifle and he froze, halting his struggling, halting his desperate attempt for air.  
 
    He was trusting her. It was a heady feeling, and she wouldn’t squander it. 
 
    Penelope exhaled and squeezed the trigger, reveling in the power of the weapon in her arms. There was no recoil worth noting, no jarring to throw off her aim. Just a smooth, graceful, beautiful tool. She rarely needed a second shot with this weapon, because she rarely missed. 
 
    Today was no exception, despite the unpredictability of her target, which was only a small rope fifteen yards away. Her bullet bit into where it hung from the tree branch, slicing the rope in two and dropping Micah—coughing and sputtering—to the ground.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    His throat burned, his head ached, his chest felt like there was a thick leather band around it, and his hands throbbed from being tied so tightly in front of him. But all Micah Zapato could think was, Pea? 
 
    That was it. Just her name, ringing incredulously through his mind. 
 
    Dios mio, when he’d seen the woman—tall and far too elegant for a town like Dilbert—in the crowd, he felt his heart skip in something besides fear. It was the same lurch the traitorous organ gave every time he’d seen a dark-haired woman with green eyes during the last two decades. But this time the woman had Pea’s unfortunate eyebrows, too.  
 
    He’d almost laughed at himself, sure he was hallucinating in his moment of impending death, because there was no way Pea had grown up to be so…so damn beautiful. Even those brows were gorgeous.  
 
    Then she’d looked away and the pendejos had yanked the wagon out from underneath him and he’d gotten busy dying. Until he’d swung back around and seen her pointing a rifle at him, and knew—knew—she must be the angel of death Abuela used to talk about, only she’d come for him disguised as his best friend from childhood. 
 
    It was really kind of laughable, and as soon as he finished coughing up his lunch, he’d have a good long chuckle. 
 
    Assuming he lived through the next few minutes, that is.  
 
    Her quick actions in saving his life had seriously pissed off the men who’d been trying so diligently to end it. With a growl, the man who was left holding the end of the rope lunged for Micah, and pulled him up off the ground by the back of his shirt. For Micah—who wasn’t a small man, and who hadn’t been thrown around since Sam had left the orphanage and Micah had become the oldest boy—all this manhandling was getting a little old. It was enough to make him forget Abuelo’s teachings about peace. Peace was all well and good, but some things could occasionally be helped by a solid punch to the nose. 
 
    Or a long-barreled rifle, brandished by a beautiful woman. 
 
    “Put him down!” She was sweeping through the crowd, that rifle against her shoulder like she was born with it. “Drop him, or the next one is going through your throat.” It didn’t sound like an empty threat. It sounded like a sincere promise from a woman who could slice a half-inch rope in half from a hundred paces.  
 
    Dios mio! Forget the angel of death—this woman looked like an avenging angel, sweeping among the killers and the angry mob. Didn’t she realize what was going on here? Didn’t she realize how quickly a group like this could turn? Holding a loaded weapon—Pea hadn’t shown any interest in firearms, had she? It couldn’t be her—was no guarantee of safety. Most of these men held loaded weapons, and just because they weren’t pointed at her, didn’t mean they couldn’t be.  
 
    Right now, the only thing keeping her safe was their incredulity and her brass. He wasn’t the only one she’d surprised the hell out of by shooting that rope and saving his life. But even as the man behind him released his shirt, Micah knew his life being spared wasn’t guaranteed. All she’d done by shooting that rope—who is she?—was prolong the inevitable, and put herself in their sights too.  
 
    “No,” he croaked, stumbling forward a step. Get back! He wanted to yell, but lacked the breath.  
 
    She, being a woman, ignored him.  
 
    “You’re lynching this man?” Her imperious tone demanded an explanation. She really did sound like the little girl who’d confronted him all those years ago, finding fault with his name, of all things. 
 
    “ ’S Draven!” One of the men behind him shoved Micah in the back, causing him to stumble another step. “Bastard deserves to die! We’re jus’ protectin’ ourselves, if’n he’s here to kill one of us.” 
 
    It took a moment to work through the man’s garbled speech, and then Micah just barely managed to stop himself from rolling his eyes. They were going to kill this Draven preemptively, that was it? So they were basically admitting they had reason to fear a bounty hunter. What kind of crimes had they committed? 
 
    When Micah saw the way one of the woman’s unfortunate eyebrows lifted incredulously at the same realization, his lips quirked in amusement.  
 
    She noticed, and her lips thinned in response. Because she thought this was too serious a matter to laugh at? Well, he had the right to laugh at his own death, and if she didn’t get out of here, she might have cause to laugh too. 
 
    “That’s not Draven.” Her tone was cool. 
 
    Of course he wasn’t Draven. This time he did roll his eyes, because he’d been trying to tell these pendejos that. He’d been in the middle of telling them that when they’d hit him over the head with what was apparently a sack of lead, and then again when they’d yanked the wagon out from under his feet. He wasn’t Draven. 
 
    Whoever this Draven was. 
 
    Of course, these men weren’t likely to listen to his avenging angel any more than they listened to him.  
 
    “Shut yer mouth, girl, you don’t know nothing. That’s Draven, lookit his eye.” 
 
    My eye? Micah’s bound hands—wonder if there’s any chance someone will cut me free?—inched towards his right eye socket, but he forced them down. The wound had itched something fierce for the first six months, but in the two years since he’d been shot, he’d gotten used to the pull of scar tissue, and the pitying stares from others.  
 
    Sounds like this “Draven” had similar problems. 
 
    “I am looking at it.” The woman hadn’t lowered the rifle, and Micah found himself wishing she would, so he could see her entire face. “That’s how I know he’s not Draven.” 
 
    “Draven’s eye’s all messed up.” The man shoved Micah again, but Micah braced himself and didn’t move. “Just like this son-of-a-bitch’s.” 
 
    “No,” her voice was as steady as her aim. “Draven only has one eye. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Silence met her announcement, and then someone from the mob spoke up. “That’s what I heard too.”  
 
    Other voices chimed in. “Yeah, missing his right eye.” 
 
    “Ripped out by a bear, I heard.”  
 
    “Torn out as part of a heathen ritual by them Injuns down in Colorado.” 
 
    “Nah, he lost it in a knife fight with Bloody Bill Murphy.” 
 
    “It got shot out in a brawl, is how I heard it. Down in Noelle.”  
 
    Micah found himself holding his breath as the mood of the mob changed from angry to speculative. But it was too good to last. The man behind him—the man still holding the end of the rope, the ringleader—shoved Micah again.  
 
    Dammit, this was getting old. A beating, fine. A lynching, alright. But he’d better quit smacking me like I’m a misbehaving kid. 
 
    The ringleader wasn’t easily distracted from his purpose. “What makes you the expert, lady?” he sneered at her. 
 
    “Because I know Draven. He’s darker, his hair is longer, he’s much older, and the entire right side of his face is mauled.” Well, she sure made this Draven sound appealing, didn’t she? “This gentleman”—her eyes flicked towards Micah, but the gun stayed steadily pointed at the ringleader—“Is Mr. Micah Zapato, a leather-worker and shoe-maker from Everland. He’s not a bounty hunter, although he did receive that scar on his face when he was a bystander in a showdown between a hunter and his bounty two years ago.”  
 
    How in the hell did this woman know so much about him? 
 
    “Zapato?”  
 
    The ringleader grabbed Micah’s shoulder and swung him around. Micah wasn’t a small man, but his knees were still weak from his almost-hanging, and he stumbled into his captor. 
 
    “Zapato?” he repeated. “You a Mexican?” 
 
    No, but he might as well be one. As a kid he’d been picked up in Denver by Abuela and Abuelo Zapato, who were collecting kids for their orphanage. They hadn’t built the home ‘til they got to Everland and had settled down, and that’s when all the kids took on their last name.  
 
    He didn’t know who he was, so he might as well be Mexican, especially if this Draven wasn’t. “Si, Señor,” he managed to croak out, trying his hardest to look Mexican. How does one look Mexican?  
 
    The ringleader glared suspiciously at him for a moment, then clucked with disappointment. “We got us a damned Mexican, boys! Draven ain’t a Mexican!”  
 
    He shoved Micah again, but this time, Micah let himself be shoved. Anything to get out of here sooner. He was fairly certain his hands would be numb for days. Probably won’t be able to do a damned thing with that pigskin leather. If the order was even really waiting for him, as the pig farmer had promised. Maybe once Micah had been grabbed by the lynch mob, the farmer had figured the order had been canceled. 
 
    All the more reason to get out of here. 
 
    He stumbled away from the ringleader and the tree, the noose still dangling around his neck. And the men—all of them—did nothing to prevent him leaving. In fact, the not-quite-an-angry-mob-anymore actually backed away as he took a few more steps towards the woman with the rifle. 
 
    The woman who, even as he stepped closer, backed up. Logically, he knew she was only doing that so she could keep the ringleader in her sites. Illogically, he wondered why she didn’t want to be around him.  
 
    Who was she, and how did she know so much about him? 
 
    And then he stumbled to a stop in front of her, and he knew. She still hadn’t dropped that rifle, and she still kept her cheek pressed against the carved mahogany stock. But behind the rear sight, her pea-green gaze flicked to him, and he knew.  
 
    He felt something tighten in his chest, which had nothing to do with being hanged.  
 
    Those eyes had haunted him for two decades. And above them, a pair of eyebrows which were no longer the angry bushes of childhood, and had mellowed into something thick and elegant and…regal.  
 
    Under his regard, she slowly lifted her cheek from the rifle’s stock, and he caught his breath. Dios mio, but she was beautiful! Her skin was still so pale it was almost translucent, her hair still black as midnight—only now it was tied up under one of those fancy traveling bonnets, instead of the braids he remembered—and her chin still pointed pertly. But those eyes—and those eyebrows—declared her identity. 
 
    He lifted his bound hands in front of him, the wrists pinched by the half-inch rope and his palms pressed together. Still, as well as he could, he wiggled the fingers of his right hand. It’s really her. 
 
    He cleared his throat, but his voice still croaked a bit when he said, “Hello, Pea.” 
 
    And when she frowned at him, he managed a laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWO 
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    Pea. 
 
    Good heavens, how had she forgotten that ridiculous nickname? He’d given it to her on the day they’d met and had called her that for all of the months they’d clung to one another in that over-crowed New York orphanage. Of course, she’d been the one to give him his nickname, so she supposed it was fair.  
 
    Pea. That name—and his smile—brought back so many memories. It had been over twenty years, but she’d never forgotten her best friend. Never forgotten the way his hugs made her feel safe, or the way he laughed at her attempts at seriousness, or the way he’d always made her feel better. 
 
    She wanted to throw her arms around him, to feel that comfort once more…but she couldn’t. Not now, not until they were both safe.  
 
    Instead of giving into the desire to lunge for him, to cut his bonds and to help hold him up, she kept her rifle pointed at the man under the tree. He’d been the man at the station, the man bragging about how he was going to hang the infamous Draven. Luckily, her words had convinced him and the crowd Micah wasn’t to be feared, and they were starting to disperse. 
 
    When she reached the man who still held her rifle case, she deliberated. Should she take the time to put away her rifle, and rely on the Prince .32 rimfire pistol hidden in the front drape of her skirt to protect them both on their way back to the train station?  
 
    No, better not risk it. “Micah, can you carry my valise?” she asked, without taking her eyes off the men under the tree. 
 
    He grunted in response, but bent to lift up the bag. Knowing she could support the rifle in one hand for a short amount of time, she reached out and shut the case without looking at it, then grabbed the handle.  
 
    Then, moving as one, she and Micah backed away from that haunted tree and headed towards Dilbert’s train station. She needed to buy two tickets to Everland, and could only hope the return train was coming sooner, rather than later. Micah couldn’t afford to linger here. 
 
    He didn’t say anything as they hurried—or limped, in his case—through town, but she kept her eye on him. It might’ve taken four men and three whiskeys to subdue him, but he’d eventually succumbed. The skin around his left eye—opposite the horrible scar—was already purple and puffy, and there was blood at the corner of his mouth from a split lip. Who knew what other injuries he sported? Judging from the way he favored one leg, he probably needed a doctor. 
 
    Would they be able to get to one in time? Would the mob find them again? Would he last until she got help? 
 
    When they reached the station, she halted long enough to crouch and carefully put away her beloved rifle. Her pistol would be enough protection for now, even if she wasn’t as good of a shot with it.  
 
    When she stood, Micah was slumped against the rail, his bound hands limp in front of him. Unconsciously, she reached for him, desperate to help, to lift him up. But she stopped before she made contact, when she remembered why she’d been looking for him for so long. Turning the motion into a gesture at the station, she cleared her throat. 
 
    “I’ll go in and get two tickets out of here. And see who has a knife large enough to cut through that rope.” His hands must be numb by now. 
 
    But he shook his head in utter exhaustion. “I can’t, Pea.” His voice was hoarse, and she ached for his pain. “I can’t—” 
 
    “Go on?” she finished for him. “You can, Micah. You have to.” She glanced once more towards the west, afraid she’d see the mob come flowing back into town any moment. Neither of them would be safe until they were on the train. “I’ll help you. Lean on me.”  
 
    She reached for him, but he stumbled back. Despite his exhaustion, his bruises, his blood, he managed a small smirk, which must’ve hurt like the blazes. “No, Pea. I mean, I can’t yet.” Each word sounded like it was being wrenched out of his wounded throat. “I came to Dilbert for a reason.” 
 
    His words cut through her frantic worry, and her brows dipped in concentration. Why had he…? Oh yes, the leather. “Your order of pig leather for the new saddles out at the Volkov ranch. Of course he would prefer the European style, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    His snort was barely audible. “One of these days, you’ll tell me how you know all this, right?” 
 
    Because it was her job to know. But all she said was, “One of these days.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say something more, but he exhaled heavily instead. He looked very much like a man who’d been beaten and hanged ought to look. 
 
    Frowning slightly at that thought, Penelope nodded. “I will go get our tickets, and you will wait here in the station while I make sure your order has been delivered. Deal?” 
 
    His brows rose, but the movement turned into a wince. “You sure? I can—“ A cough cut him off. 
 
    “No, you can’t,” she said flatly. “You can barely stand. Come on.” 
 
    It took everything in her power not to reach for him, to help him up onto the train platform. Instead, she picked up her rifle case and valise, clenching her hands around the handles in an effort to calm her heartbeat and her worries. 
 
    He was here, with her. He was safe. She’d done it. Her mission was almost complete. 
 
    Later, she had to help him onto the train. His knee had locked up—he said he’d twisted it during the fight—and his hands were still clumsy from being tied up for so long. She told herself their history together was the only reason she found herself longing to take his hands in hers, to rub some feeling back into them, to comfort him.  
 
    But she suspected it would be a lie. 
 
    Instead, she focused on getting him into the train. And once they were seated side-by-side on the bench seat inside the train, she unwrapped the food she’d bought on her hurried return into Dilbert to make sure his pig leather order was loaded onto the same train. The porter had been surprised—indignant, even—to have to deal with her, but she brooked no nonsense, and once he agreed to her request, she tipped him an extra few dollars for his help.  
 
    He’d looked surprised, and she’d nodded firmly. She might not be a beauty, but in her experience, men could be handled with a firm tone and complete confidence…and a few extra coins. 
 
    One thing she was very good at was managing men.  
 
    Now, she spread the napkin on her lap, peeled off her gloves, and held up one of the apples to him without meeting his eyes. Instead, she kept her focus on his hands lying limp on his thighs. 
 
    Such large hands! She never would’ve thought Micah would grow into such a large man. His life hadn’t been easy since the Zapatos had found him, but everything she’d discovered told her it had been a fulfilling one. Micah’s hands were crisscrossed with old white scars and fresher nicks, and he had calluses on the pads of his fingers. They were working hands, in a way she hadn’t expected. 
 
    What would it feel like to be held by them? 
 
    She shivered at the thought, not entirely in revulsion. No. No, she tamped down on that thought.  
 
    Men had no place in her life. Especially this one, who would bring so much more trouble than she wanted or needed.  
 
    She was happy as she was, with a job and a home and a place of her own. Once she began to daydream about being held by a man, about being safe with a man…that man then had control over her, over her thoughts.  
 
    And she was in control of herself, thank you very much.  
 
    It wasn’t until he shifted slightly on the hard bench that she realized he hadn’t taken the apple she’d held out to him. Mastering her breathing—stop thinking about him as a man! He’s just Micah!—she dragged her gaze to his face.  
 
    He’d propped his head against the window, and rocked gently with the train’s movement. His scar covered the side of his face facing her, the brow-bone destroyed in the point-blank shot which had nearly killed him when his brother-in-law had faced off against El Lobo to protect Rojita. The rest of his face was covered with signs of his most-recent altercation, and her fingers itched to smooth away that pain too. 
 
    Those lovely dark eyes of his were closed, and he looked…he looked remarkably like the little boy she’d fallen half in love with, so long ago. 
 
    “Micah?” she asked gently. “Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    With what looked like an all-over sigh, his eyes opened slowly and focused on the apple in her hand. Then his wry glance flicked her way. “No thanks.” He swallowed heavily. “Don’t think I could manage to chew it.”  
 
    One of his hands twitched, as if he wanted to rub his jaw, and she saw the bruising under his dark stubble. Poor man. An apple would be difficult if he’d been kicked in the face, as she suspected. 
 
    So she nodded slightly and returned the apple to its place, instead tearing one of the biscuits in half. It was soft and warm from the oven—just like the woman at the eatery had promised when she’d sold it to Penelope.  
 
    “Here then.” She held the bread towards Micah, but he just looked at it. 
 
    And then, when he switched his gaze to her, she felt it all the way down into her stomach. Swallowing quickly, she ignored those thoughts, and instead, waggled the biscuit temptingly. “It’s still warm. I don’t have any butter, but I know it’s delicious. Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    “Starved.” He didn’t blink, didn’t take his eyes off hers, and she wondered if he was talking about food. “But I don’t think I’m up for eating.” 
 
    His hand twitched again, like he was trying—and failing—to lift it. Was he really so exhausted, so wounded from the beating and lynching, he couldn’t feed himself? Sleep would be the best medicine, she knew, but he had to have some sustenance too. 
 
    So she nodded smartly, ripped a smaller piece of bread between two fingers, and held it to his lips. As naturally as breathing, he ate it out of her hand. 
 
    And not once did he blink. His dark eyes held hers with an intensity that promised…something. Something she didn’t want to name. Something she refused to acknowledge, even as his lips brushed against her fingertips a third, a fourth time.  
 
    When that half of the biscuit was done, Penelope reached—without tearing her gaze away from his—for the second half. But her hand fumbled against the food still in her lap, and one of the apples rolled onto the floor. 
 
    The faint thud wrenched her eyes away, and she welcomed the chance to focus on the food, shifting it off her lap so she could fetch the missing apple. Why was she breathing so hard? Why did she feel like a butterfly, pinned down and unable to move, while a man she used to know examined her soul? 
 
    And why didn’t she hate the feeling? 
 
    “Got any water?”  
 
    She wondered if he’d felt any of the same things she had. Had he felt the same tingly sensation as their skin touched? Had it just been her? 
 
    Still, it was the excuse she needed to scoot farther from him, and rearrange the food between them, before reaching for the flask with the water she’d purchased from the eatery where she’d bought the food.  
 
    “Here.” She thrust it towards him, praying he had the strength to take it from her. Praying she wouldn’t have to help him. Praying she wouldn’t have to hold it to his lips, to watch his tongue flick over the drops, to watch his rope-burned throat as he swallowed.  
 
    Praying she would.  
 
    But no, after a long moment he forced himself upright with a grunt and reached for the flask. His hands were covered in a smattering of dark hair and scarred in a way they never would’ve been had he stayed in New York. A deep, secret part of her wondered what they might feel like on her skin. Rough and callused, or gentle? 
 
    She looked away while he drank, unwilling to address her uncomfortable feelings when it came to Micah Zapato’s lips.  
 
    Instead, she stared down at her fingers twined in her lap. Today, she’d saved his life. Mr. Prince would reward her handsomely, and not just for completing her job. That’s all I want. Recognition of a job well done and enough money to continue to maintain her little apartment. 
 
    “Why are you here, Pea?” 
 
    His question cut through her thoughts, and she reacted automatically. “Don’t call me that.”  
 
    “Why not?” His voice sounded a little stronger since the drink. 
 
    “Because it’s a silly name.”  
 
    He was silent for a long moment. Long enough she glanced at him from the corner of her eye. She saw his shoulders move slightly in what might’ve been a shrug. “I like peas.” 
 
    Just like that day so long ago. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Micah,” she whispered. She had. He’d been her best friend, and she hadn’t had another one since he’d left. 
 
    “I never forgot you, Pea.” 
 
    Somehow, she didn’t hate the nickname so much, not when he used it. So she didn’t bother trying to hide her pleased smile, like she might’ve back home. New York was full of men who would compliment her only to gain her trust or favor, and she’d had to remain strong and stoic. But with Micah, she didn’t want to hide her feelings. 
 
    He cleared his throat, and she watched him take another drink. And tried not to think about his throat or his skin.  
 
    “Is that why you showed up today? Great timing, by the way.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thanks. I’m glad I made it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re a crack shot with that thing. I’ve never seen a rifle like it before.” 
 
    “It’s a Prince lever-action. Handmade for me.” 
 
    He made a noise which might’ve been incredulity. When she finally looked over at him, his expression matched; at least, it might’ve been incredulity, but it was hard to tell, between his scar and bruises. “What are you doing with a handmade rifle, Pea?” 
 
    “I…” Oh God, where to start? “I work for Prince Armory. For Mr. Prince himself.” She was one of his assistants in his office and had clawed her way up from the manufacturing floor over ten long years.  
 
    He snorted softly and rested his head against the back on the hard wooden bench. “That’s in New York, right? Never left, huh?” 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “This is my first trip west.” 
 
    “I should be honored.” He shifted and winced. The bench wasn’t particularly comfortable. “I’m damned grateful, I’ll tell you that much. I owe you my life.” 
 
    Shrugging, she looked down at her hands once more. “That’s what friends are for,” she said quietly, uncomfortable with his praise. 
 
    “Are we still friends then?”  
 
    She imagined she could hear the recrimination in his quiet question. 
 
    Oh, why hadn’t she ever bothered to track him down earlier? She’d never forgotten him—had always considered him a friend. But she’d just let him…slide into her past. Even once she was grown and had the means and intelligence to track him down, she’d never bothered, not until Mr. Prince gave her a reason to. 
 
    But for that matter, she’d never left the city she’d been living in when last they saw each other, so he could’ve looked for her too. If he’d wanted. 
 
    She shrugged. “Are we?” 
 
    “I’d like to be.” His eyes closed. “’Course, that doesn’t explain why you’re here, saving my hide.” 
 
    “And your rear end!” she quickly quipped. 
 
    It took a second for him to get the joke about the leather shipment, but the way he exhaled slightly might have been a laugh. “So you saved the leather too? I guess I owe you more thanks.” His voice was quieter, weaker. 
 
    But her joke wasn’t going to get her out of explaining her purpose here. How was she supposed to tell him she’d brought him news which would change his entire life? News every orphan desperately wished for? News that he was wanted. 
 
    News she’d always dreamed of getting herself. 
 
    His faint snore saved her from having to find the words. When she looked over, she realized he really was exhausted. He’d been beaten, knocked unconscious and nearly hanged today. She’d gotten a little food and some water into him. Rest would be the best medicine, now. 
 
    And she admitted she was a little relieved to not have to announce her purpose here, quite so soon. 
 
    So she didn’t wake him; instead she settled back against the bench and carefully wrapped up the remaining food. Everland was still hours away, and one or both of them would be hungry before then.  
 
    This was not how she imagined finding Micah again, but it was a good thing she’d been impatient enough to track him to Dilbert. For all the time she’d been tracking him from Denver she’d been both looking forward to seeing him again, and dreading it. Looking forward to it because he’d been her best friend as a child—the only person she’d ever let close to her. Dreading it because she was about to hand him her own dream come true. 
 
    She remembered the way it felt when Mr. Prince had given her this mission. 
 
    “Here it is,” he’d said to her that day in his office as he’d handed her the satchel with all of the information and newspaper articles. “This represents twenty years’ worth of investigation, Miss Greene. I’m trusting you to do what no one else has been able to do. A man needs an heir, someone he can trust to take over his business. Someone who will care for him, and who will make him proud.”  
 
    When Mr. Prince had nodded to her, his expression serious, Penelope’s knees had gone weak. She so desperately wanted to make her employer and mentor proud of her. So, no matter that it was her dream come true, no matter that she longed to be the one Mr. Prince trusted to care for himself and his business, she had vowed to complete her mission. She had vowed to find Micah. 
 
    And now she’d found him, and just in time. He wasn’t in any condition to hear her good news, not now. But she would get him back home to Everland, make sure he was safe and healthy…and then she’d tell him.  
 
    She couldn’t wait to see his reaction when she gave him the news every orphan longed to hear. Soon. Soon she could tell him, then return to her job at Prince Armory, proud in the knowledge she’d completed the mission Mr. Prince had entrusted her with. 
 
    As she was finishing with the food, Micah gave another little snore and shifted slightly, his head tilting to one side on the rough wooden back of the bench. Without thinking, she scooted closer to him just as he lost traction and fell against her shoulder.  
 
    It wouldn’t have worked, had she been shorter. As it was, it just reminded Penelope they were well-matched. And of the time they’d spent together as children, all crammed into the school room, listening to the matron teach. Micah had been one of the kids who’d preferred napping through lessons, and often did it with his cheek pillowed against the ever-attentive Penelope’s shoulder. 
 
    His hands were still resting against his thighs, palms up, the blood only recently returning to the limbs. Impulsively—knowing he was asleep—Penelope gathered one in her own hands. It was large and firm and the scars seemed wrong. He’d been such a sweet boy and—she now knew—came from such wealth. It wasn’t fair he’d had to toil so hard, and ruin his body in such a way. 
 
    His ruined brow even now rested against her, so Penelope couldn’t trace that scar with her fingertip the way she’d yearned to since learning about it. According to his brother-in-law, Micah had been shot point-blank when he and his grandmother—or rather, the matron of the orphanage who’d raised him—had been acting as decoys in a scheme designed to trap the man who’d been hunting Rojita, Micah’s sister. Or rather, the woman who’d been raised alongside him. The entire orphanage treated one another like siblings, which was something Penelope couldn’t understand. 
 
    Orphanages weren’t families. Orphanages were the opposite; they were for people who didn’t have families. They were symbols of not belonging. They were what happened to children who weren’t wanted, who had to grow up to prove to the world they were strong and independent and could survive on their own. 
 
    Without a family. By carving a place for themselves alone. 
 
    She squeezed his hand. Somehow, Micah had gotten lucky and found a family. And she was bringing him news about his real family.  
 
    But her? She was fine the way she was. She was proud of how she’d built her life on her own and knew she didn’t need anyone. Didn’t need a family. Didn’t need a man. 
 
    But holding his hand sure felt nice. 
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    “Dios mio, Rojita, quit poking me and leave already!” 
 
    His sister’s only response was to press harder with the cold compress and smack him on the shoulder with the other hand. 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?” 
 
    “For taking the Lord’s name in vain. You know I don’t want you or Hank talking like that in front of the kids.” 
 
    Micah rolled his eyes and jerked away from her ministrations. “That’s why I waited until after they all went off to school.” He pulled the wet cloth out of her hand and held it to his own cheek. “You’re going to miss your train if you keep hovering over me. I’m capable of taking care of myself—and the kids—you know.” 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    By the time Pea had gotten him home to Everland yesterday, he’d barely had the strength to drag himself out to the orphanage and his bed. Hopefully, she’d gotten a room at the Inn, because he felt badly he hadn’t walked her there or carried her luggage or anything. He hadn’t even managed to arrange to have someone fetch the leather shipment from the station. 
 
    Nope, Micah had gotten home and collapsed into bed without seeing anyone. And then this morning Rojita had screamed when she’d seen him, which brought young Tom and the twins running, and told Micah just how bad he looked. 
 
    Luckily, Pea had cleaned him up a little on the train, so Rojita didn’t have to deal with all the blood. But the bruising and the rope burn around his neck were bad enough. His brother-in-law had taken one look at that—of course Hank would notice the rope burn—and had raised his brow at Rojita.  
 
    “You get the story, Red,” he’d said as he’d taken his hat off the peg by the door. “I’m going to check on everything with Nottingham before we leave. The luggage is already at the station.”  
 
    And that’s why Micah was doing his best to shoo his sister out the door. “You and Hank deserve a honeymoon—even if it’s two years too late. He’s got everything planned out in San Francisco, and I won’t forgive you if you miss that train because you were busy fussing over me when I don’t need it.” 
 
    “But you do need it! You’re all—” 
 
    “Listen, Rojita.” He caught her hand in his free one. “You’re good at fussing over us. But since Abuela died, you haven’t taken any time for yourself, and we notice. This”—he used the wet cloth to gesture to his bruised jaw—“was just a case of mistaken identity.” 
 
    “Really?” She wasn’t doubting him; the way she chewed on her lower lip told him she was genuinely concerned. 
 
    “Really. Those yahoos thought I was some bounty hunter who happens to have a messed-up face too.” He managed to keep the bitterness out of his voice, because he never wanted his sister to feel guilty about what had happened years ago. Guiltier than she did already, at least. “It didn’t have anything to do with Abuelo’s gold.” 
 
    His sister sighed in what was probably relief. “Promise?” 
 
    “Swear to God.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and pulled her hand away. “I wish you wouldn’t. The other day I heard Jack say— Well, he said a word I don’t want him knowing.” 
 
    “He’s twelve, Rojita, and is apprenticing with a blacksmith. The kid’s going to learn all sorts of words.” He should know; Micah was the one who’d taught him how to curse in Spanish last summer when the boy had requested it. “Besides, Abuelo used worse words all the time.” 
 
    “I know. I just want to do the best I can by them, you know?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    He did understand. Since the Zapatos—the elderly couple who’d founded the orphanage, who’d taken them in and made them a family—had passed away, Rojita and Micah had taken on the responsibility of the children. She and Hank had moved into the rickety third floor bedroom, because it was the largest, and Rojita made sure they were all well-fed and clean. Micah had learned the leather-working trade on his grandfather’s knee, and had taken over the shoe-shop from Abuelo several years before. These days it was the saddle and tack the local ranches needed which paid their bills at Crowne’s Dry Goods, but thanks to a family secret, they’d never starve. 
 
    Years before, Abuelo had hidden a fortune he’d inherited from his father. Knowing wealth begat jealousy, he’d insisted the orphanage live frugally, and it had worked. Neither Micah nor Rojita had known about it until Hank had come into their lives. It was the show-down between Hank and El Lobo, the gunslinger after the money and Rojita, which had given Micah the scar he wore over his right eye.  
 
    In the last two years, they’d depleted a lot of that money sending Mary Contrary off to school in Salt Lake City, and paying for all sorts of medicines and doctors to try to save Abuela. She’d finally insisted they stop and let her die in peace. The remaining gold was still buried on the property, because Micah and Rojita had agreed with Abuelo’s original reasoning: others knowing they had money would only lead to discontent. 
 
    So Micah and Rojita and Hank were the three keeping the orphanage afloat. The roof needed work before the winter, and one entire wall of the shoe-shop had been shored up with timbers. Skipper King had been after Micah to let him and his partner rebuild, but they’d been putting it off. With the five kids left at the orphanage, and Mary in Salt Lake, they had enough bills. 
 
    To his relief, Rojita had quit hovering over him and poking his already-healing cuts from the lynch mob’s boots, and was now focusing on the remaining breakfast dishes. She also hadn’t had the time to bug him into telling her why he’d been beaten six ways to Sunday, and that little blessing was why he was so desperate to get her on the train for her long-delayed honeymoon with her husband. 
 
    “So did your friend ever find you?” 
 
    Apparently, he wasn’t going to get out of talking about this after all. He tossed the damp cloth down on the tabletop. “What friend?” 
 
    “Penelope Greene.” Her back was to him as she scrubbed the bacon pan, but he heard the teasing note in her voice. “She was very curious about you, you know. And very, very beautiful.” 
 
    Micah sighed. “I know.” It wasn’t until he’d said it that he realized what it sounded like, and he stiffened until he saw his sister wasn’t going to tease him any further about it. 
 
    “She said she knew you back when you lived in New York. You must’ve been just a little kid?” 
 
    “We were friends at the first orphanage I went to.” A dull ache built behind his eyes at the thought. “She helped me figure out who I should be.” Since he couldn’t figure out who he’d been. Pea had given him the name he went by now, and they’d talked a lot about the future. 
 
    “Well, it was nice of her to come looking for you after all these years.”  
 
    He heard the question in his sister’s voice, but didn’t answer it. Instead, he asked one of his own. “What was she asking about?” 
 
    “Oh, everything. Hank says she talked to all sorts of people in Everland before coming to talk to him, and that’s when he found out how you two knew one another. He said she seemed very anxious to find you, which is why she jumped on the train for Dilbert, even though I told her you’d be back soon.” 
 
    And thank God that she did. Still, he didn’t want to tell Rojita about his adventure. “She should be staying at the Inn—she said Rip promised to keep her room until she returned.” 
 
    “That sounds like a big-city girl, alright.” Rojita wiped her hands on the dishrag and stared into the distance. “Her dress was just gorgeous, Micah. Did you see it? I don’t think I’ve seen anything quite so sophisticated here in Everland.” 
 
    His sister’s comments made him uncomfortable, somehow. Like she was saying Pea didn’t belong here, where he belonged. “I dunno. Plenty of the fancy ladies in town have nice dresses.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Rojita shrugged, focusing once more on him. “But she just seemed so urbane. That means she belongs in the city.” 
 
    “I know what it means,” he snapped. He didn’t read as well as Rojita or the other orphans—or as well as Pea, for that matter—but he’d spent a lifetime listening to stories and books being read aloud. Starting with Mrs. Potsdam and Pea, who’d never been far from his thoughts all these years. 
 
    The dull ache built into a throbbing headache.  
 
    “I’m glad she’s here, Micah...whoever she is to you.” 
 
    He sighed and leaned forward, squeezing his temples between his palms. “Me too.” He was glad she was here. Beyond glad. But why was she here? She’d managed to avoid answering him on the train yesterday, and he’d been too distracted once they got back to Everland. Maybe he could figure it out today, if this maldito headache would go away. 
 
    “I just hope she’s not too much of a distraction while I’m gone—” 
 
    He snorted. “Rojita, we’re going to be fine here. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a sigh as she put away a stack of plates. “You make passable beans, and I’ve asked Briar to stop in to make sure you’re not starving the kids.” 
 
    He snorted. “We won’t starve.” Although he wouldn’t mind some of Briar’s cookies… “And I’ll make sure everyone bathes regularly. And, uh…” What else was she worried about? “And they’ll do their schoolwork and not run with knives and I’ll even make sure they brush their teeth.” 
 
    He could hear the smile in her voice when she asked, “And you won’t burn the house down, right?” 
 
    Slapping his palm over his heart, Micah nodded seriously. “Promise.” 
 
    She gave in and chuckled. “Fine. Fine!” She threw up the dishtowel in defeat. “I’ll go. You’re in charge, not-so-little-brother. Hopefully Miss Greene won’t distract you too much.” 
 
    But he had the sinking suspicion that she would. 
 
    Which is probably why, an hour after his sister had left on her long-overdue honeymoon, Micah was still sitting at the table, his head in his hands and his third cup of coffee growing cold in front of him. He needed to get that leather shipment unpacked. Tom had told him the crate was already sitting behind the shop, so Micah needed to start on the fancy saddle Dmitri had ordered for one of the mares. But instead, he’d been sitting here thinking about Pea, and the time they’d spent together at the orphanage. 
 
    And wondering why she was here. 
 
    The knock on the door dragged him out of his contemplation. “Come in,” he muttered, and then repeated it again louder when nothing happened. Maybe it was Dmitri, asking after that saddle and wondering why Micah wasn’t in the shop. Maybe it was Mrs. Bellini, looking for Jack and her son, Eddie, like she had the last time they’d played hooky from school. Maybe it was Pea. 
 
    After a long moment, the front door creaked open—something else to add to the list of chores—and a slender hand with long, delicate fingers wrapped around the edge. “Micah?” 
 
    It was Pea. He tried to straighten, but winced at the movement.  
 
    “’Morning, Pea. How are you?” 
 
    “How am I?” She pushed into the room in a flurry of lace and silk. “How are you? I came by to see if you were doing better, and I find you hunched over the table like that?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He forced himself upright and tried to smile. “I’m okay. I was fine this morning. Really.” 
 
    She put one hand on her hip—the other held a beautifully wrought leather satchel—and cocked her head at him. She was tall and slender, just like she’d been as a girl, and between that black hair all piled up elegantly on top of her head, and the fancy green dress she wore with the ridiculous bustle in the back, she did look like a fine society lady.  
 
    She looked out of place, standing in the doorway amid the scarred dining table and mismatched chairs. Kind of like how those thick eyebrows looked out of place with the rest of her delicate features. But—his lips twitched slightly—he’d always liked the mismatched chairs, and he liked her features more than a little, which he’d only just realized. 
 
    One of those eyebrows rose. “You were fine this morning…so, then what happened?” 
 
    Hell. He should’ve known she’d see through him. 
 
    “I got a headache.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He snorted. “I was hung.” 
 
    “You were—!” She pressed her lips together, but he could see the laughter twinkling in her eyes. “Horses are hung, Micah. You were hanged.” 
 
    He lifted a brow at her, although it hurt like the blazes. “Did you just make a naughty joke?” 
 
    “No,” she said haughtily as she lifted her chin and swept towards the table. “I corrected your grammar.”  
 
    As she stepped into the room, the door swung shut with a slam which made him wince again. She dropped her satchel to the table by little Blue’s high chair and crossed behind Micah. 
 
    “Besides, a hanging shouldn’t give you a headache, unless there’s something really wrong.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And when did you get to be such an expert on—“ 
 
    He stopped talking when she put her hands on his temples. Her touch—when had she taken her oh-so-proper gloves off?—sent a jolt right to the part of him he’d never have mentioned in polite company, naughty jokes or not. Dios mio, she felt good.  
 
    Her fingers started kneading the skin at his temples, then across his brows, and he decided her fingers were Heaven. He groaned and dropped his head forward a little. “Nevermind. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    He heard the smirk in her voice when she said, “That’s what I thought. When will you learn that I always know better than you?” 
 
    “You’ll probably have to remind me a bunch of times.” He chuckled. “But this is a good way to do it. Feels…” He groaned again. “Nice.” 
 
    Her fingertips caressed his scar. In the years since he’d received it, women had stopped smiling at him, stopped touching him. Even the girls over at the Gingerbread House couldn’t look him in the face when they flirted with him. Micah couldn’t imagine any one of them touching that scar, not as easily as Pea was.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine letting anyone. 
 
    “You went through quite a lot yesterday.” Her efficient fingers were turning him into pudding. “And you’ve understandably got a lot of tension right here.” She traced his brow, where El Lobo’s gunshot had carved away a good part of the bone and left his face lopsided, and him lucky to be alive. “Do you think that’s the cause of your headache?” 
 
    He knew it wasn’t, but he shrugged slightly and made a little grunt, which might’ve been agreement. She hmm’d lightly and pressed the pads of her fingers into his forehead, and then around to the side of his head. At the same time, her thumbs pushed against the base of his skull, and he couldn’t contain the low groan of pleasure which erupted from his lips.  
 
    “Is it, Micah? Or is the cause of the pain something deeper? Older?” 
 
    He couldn’t believe she was touching him like this. So…so naturally, like the two decades since they’d seen one another hadn’t happened. Like the way it was when he used to lay with his head in her lap while she read to him out of one of her ridiculous fairy tales books. Like he’d brush and braid her hair for her, because she said his fingers were more nimble than anyone else’s. 
 
    Like they were old friends, old lovers. 
 
    The memory—or maybe her touch—washed a sudden flood of tears behind his eyelids, and he swallowed down the emotion which had caught in his throat. 
 
    “Well?” Her thumbs pressed against his skull again. “I’m right, aren’t I? These headaches are older than your injury.” 
 
    He couldn’t answer, but managed a little head-jerk which might’ve been a nod.  
 
    She huffed. “I thought so.” Her fingers worked their way—and their magic—around to the top of his head. “You used to have headaches at the orphanage whenever you tried to remember anything about your past.” 
 
    He didn’t remember. “Did you—” He cleared his throat and tried again. “Did you do this for me then?” Surely he would’ve remembered something which felt this nice? 
 
    “No. But I’ve thought about it since then,” she whispered. “I wondered if it would help.” 
 
    “Oh, it does.” He dropped his head forward so she could reach the back of his head. “My headache is gone.” It had been replaced with something entirely different. A feeling of…of contentment he’d never experienced before, and one which didn’t have anything to do with the tightness in his trousers. 
 
    Having her here, with him, felt so damn good. 
 
    Her fingernails raked across his scalp, and he shivered in pleasure. She must’ve noticed, because she did it again. Had anyone ever touched him so familiarly? Somehow this…this caress seemed more intimate, more primal, than the way the gals at the Gingerbread House used to hold him. And she’d just walked in off Perrault Street and touched him like this, because she thought it might help? 
 
    “Is that why you came, Pea? To rub my head and make the headaches go away?” She was the only person who’d guessed the aches were older than his injury, and that they only came up when he tried to think about his life before he’d met her. “Because—not that I’m complaining—but it seems awfully odd, you traveling all the way out here from New York.” 
 
    She was silent for so long, he was afraid she wasn’t going to answer. Then, finally, she said simply, “No.” Her whisper was faint, and her fingers stilled. “I didn’t come to cure your headache, but when I walked in and saw you, I wondered if my hypothesis was right, and I wanted to test it.” 
 
    “Oh, it was right, Pea.” He fought the urge to move his head under her fingers to recapture some of that pleasure.  
 
    “I’m glad.” Her fingernails twitched once more. “I’m glad I could help you yesterday, Micah, and I’m glad I could help you today.” 
 
    Help me? He snorted silently. She’d done more than help him. She’d saved his life, but was now making him feel like he’d died anyhow, and gone to Heaven. “Is that why you tracked me down?” 
 
    “No, I came to find you because—” 
 
    “Micah!” The call came from outside, and Pea bit off whatever she was going to say.  
 
    He cursed under his breath, recognizing Tom’s enthusiastic cry, moments before the ten-year-old burst through the door carrying two sacks. “Micah, guess what?” 
 
    Sighing, Micah wondered if he’d ever find out why Pea had shown up in Dilbert with her rifle like some avenging angel. “I can’t imagine,” he said dryly. 
 
    “We got us another orphan!” 
 
    And that’s when Micah saw Jack standing behind Tom on the porch, holding a baby. 
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    To Penelope’s surprise, Micah hadn’t turned tail and run like another man of her acquaintance might. He hadn’t even stood up in shock, when that boy—later introduced as Jack Horner—brought in the baby. He’d just smiled and held out his hands.  
 
    “Well, well,” he’d said in a sing-song voice. “Who do we have here? Aren’t you a pretty one?” 
 
    And Penelope, still standing behind him with her hands raised over his head like a benediction, had fallen a little bit in love. She’d come to the orphanage that day to tell him everything—about his father, about his place in Society, everything—but when she’d seen him in pain, she’d acted instinctively, wanting to help him, to make him feel better. 
 
    And once the whirlwind of the baby arrived in their midst, she knew it wouldn’t be appropriate to show him the documents she carried in the small leather satchel, until things had calmed down a bit.  
 
    Throughout the rest of that afternoon, Penelope had gotten a glimpse into a world so familiar, and at the same time, so alien. She’d been raised in orphanages, but none of them boasted the friendships this one did. The children—Jack and Tom Tucker, and the pretty little twins, and the sweet little boy, Blue—all looked up to Micah, and he took care of them, like he was their older brother. Like they were a family.  
 
    In all of her years in orphanages, the closest she’d come to that feeling were the few months she’d spent with Micah. And maybe those months had spoiled her; when he’d left, she’d been so sad she hadn’t let anyone else get close to her. And then she’d grown up and spent a few years teaching the youngest children, before eventually working her way into a  bookkeeping position at Prince Armory. She’d kept an apartment, gone to church, remained a valued employee of Mr. Prince’s…and not once had a friend as special as she remembered Micah being. 
 
    As close as these children were. 
 
    And yet, from the moment he’d seen her again, Micah had welcomed her back into his life. So openly, so genuinely, she was humbled. Standing there in the kitchen that morning, surrounded by the most wonderful chaos, Penelope felt like an outsider. An outsider who desperately wanted to be an insider. Wanted to experience the teasing and laughter and occasionally screaming and the fights and everything. 
 
    For the first time, she wanted to be a part of something larger than herself. She’d built a place for herself, but was beginning to suspect—just by watching Micah and his family of orphans—she needed a place relative to other people. To friends. To family, even? 
 
    Which is why she didn’t bow out and leave Micah to his chaos that day. Why she stayed at the orphanage and even held the new baby while he made lunch for everyone. Why she comforted little Blue when he got jealous of the attention the baby received, why she helped the girls clean up after, why she did her best to laugh along with them, even if she didn’t get all of their jokes.  
 
    And why she’d come back the next day, and the next, and the next. Each morning, she’d wake up in her little room at the Van Winkle Inn and think today she’d show Micah the letters from his father. And each day, she’d go out to the orphanage, and be swept up in being a part of something she’d never experienced before. And the satchel of papers would be forgotten.  
 
    To be honest…she was beginning to suspect Micah didn’t need those letters. He was happy here. He was happier here than he’d be back in New York, no matter how wealthy he’d be. She’d offered to search for him, because she’d liked the idea of riding to his rescue—of swooping in with the information she’d always longed to receive, and saving him from his sorry existence with the knowledge he not only had a father, but a rich one. 
 
    But seeing him laughing with Jack, or tossing the twins over each shoulder, or tickling Blue until the little boy laughed so hard he hiccupped, how could a rich father—one man—possibly compare? 
 
    There was nothing like this in New York. Nothing she’d ever seen. At least, not since she’d lost Micah. 
 
    Today she hadn’t even bothered to bring her satchel with her—it was still shoved under the mattress at the Inn along with the rest of her valuables, a trick she’d learned as a child to keep her things private. No, today she didn’t want to think about his father, or the life she would have to return to. Today she wanted to only think about Micah and that sweet little baby. 
 
    As she approached the orphanage, she heard singing coming from the little shop nestled against the building, and it took her breath away.  
 
    “De colores, de colores, se visten los campos en la primavera. De colores, de colores, son los pajaritos que vienen de afuera. De colores, de colores, es el arco iris que vemos lucir. Y por eso los grandes amores de muchos colores me gustan a mí.” 
 
    Was that Micah? She changed direction and pushed open the door to his leather-working shop, knowing he hadn’t been able to work as much as he’d wanted in the last few days. 
 
    Sure enough, there he was, bent over a workbench with a leather punch in one hand and another tool in the other, a lovely piece of tan leather stretched over a form in front of him. He was singing quietly and the baby— 
 
    Penelope sucked in a breath, blinking away sudden and unexplained tears. The baby was nestled tightly in a sling against his chest, one little fist waving and a lock of her black hair visible.  
 
    It was the most idyllic, most beautiful scene she could imagine. The father, hard at work, still managing to cradle and sing to his daughter. Oh, the baby wasn’t really his daughter, but he obviously loved her the same way he loved Blue and the twins and the boys.  
 
    He’d make a wonderful father.  
 
    It was heartbreaking to know once his father found him, Micah would have to leave these children—leave this life—to return to New York. 
 
    He glanced up from his work to see her, and the concentration in his expression melted into joy. “Pea!”  
 
    When he smiled, her heart fluttered slightly. His hair was as black as hers, and his eyes were dark too, but that smile…that smile lit up the world. 
 
    “Hello, Micah. I came to see if you needed a hand with…” She nodded to the baby, who was now making little angry grunts. 
 
    A look of relief flashed across his face. “Oh, thank God.” He straightened and began to tug at the sling, untying it. “She’s been fussy—probably hungry—but I’m right in the middle of a fiddly bit and didn’t want to stop.” 
 
    Laughing, Penelope stepped around the workbench to take the baby from him. As she did, her hands closed over his, and their eyes met over the tiny black-haired head. And her heart lurched. There was something there, something in this moment, which screamed to her.  
 
    This is what life is about! A hardworking man, a tiny life relying on the two of you! The joy in his face when you walked in, the pride in keeping the baby safe and happy! 
 
    Her rather important job at Prince Armory seemed to matter less and less these days.  
 
    And then the baby’s lower lip pulled down in that adorable pout Penelope couldn’t resist, and she was pulled back to the here-and-now. “Oh no. Shush, shush, darling,” she murmured as she cradled the baby to her breast. “I’m here, I’m here.” Miraculously, her voice—or something about her—always seemed to calm the baby. “Let’s get you something to eat, hmmm?”  
 
    She continued to talk to the little one as she picked up the bottle Micah had obviously made earlier and gave it a few shakes. “It’s not as warm as you like it, but it’s hot outside, isn’t it?” The little one reached for the bottle and Penelope had to chuckle. “That’s what I thought.” The new-fangled rubber nipple on the end of the tube slipped easily into the baby’s mouth, and she sucked eagerly. “That’s right, little one. Everything’s fine now, isn’t it?” 
 
    She’d been amazed when Micah had pulled the glass bottles from a shelf in the pantry and sent Tom running into town with enough money to buy formula. Formula! She’d had no idea babies could drink something powdered which worked as well as milk! Apparently, Blue had come to the orphanage as a baby too, and Abuela—the elderly woman who’d raised Micah—had invested in some bottles to keep on hand. Those and the diapers had certainly come in handy, although recently, Penelope had found herself doing more hand-washing than she ever had during her adult life. 
 
    And to her surprise, she was loving every minute of it. Babies had never interested her too much when she’d been at the orphanages; they were just tiny, loud little things that a bunch of harried women up on the top floor rushed about taking care of. Sometimes the little ones grew to become noisy little children, and sometimes they were weak and were buried in the orphan’s lot at the cemetery; it was just a fact of life in the orphanage. 
 
    But this baby would lack for nothing, she knew. In a few short days, the little one had completely stolen her heart, and as Penelope held the bottle at the precise angle Micah had taught her, she knew she’d move Heaven and Earth to keep this baby safe.  
 
    The little one had dark hair and eyes, which might eventually be a shade between green and gray. Penelope couldn’t help but think of herself when she stared down at the baby. Had she ever looked like this? She must have, because she’d arrived at her first orphanage at just about the same age. Small and helpless and hungry. 
 
    The matron had said an old woman with a big wart on her nose had delivered Penelope to the orphanage late one evening in the middle of a rain storm. The woman hadn’t even named the baby before she’d disappeared, so after a few days, the matron decided on “Penelope,” since the older children were reading Odysseus.  
 
    And that was the sum total of Penelope’s knowledge of her beginnings. She knew orphan children’s pasts were often a mystery; rarely did one have the fortune of finding their true family. The best they could hope for was making a family. Although, seeing Micah and his family, suddenly that option didn’t seem like second-best. 
 
    What about this baby? Did she have a name already? A loving family who had cradled her to their hearts? Or had she been cast off, the same as Penelope? Would they ever know the truth about her? 
 
    The little one was sucking down the last of the milky formula, and her wiggles drew Penelope’s attention away from her maudlin musings. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Did you pick up any more formula, or should I stop by Crowne’s this afternoon?” The question came naturally, as if she were not only aware of what it took to care for a baby, but familiar with the town as well.  
 
    “I think we’ve got enough, although I did ask Ian to order some more just in case. Once she’s a little more settled we’ll start her on solids, and things will be easier for everyone.” All that was visible of Micah was the top of his head leaning over the workbench as he concentrated on the part of the saddle in front of him. 
 
    “Solids?” She lifted the baby to her shoulder to be burped. “But she doesn’t have any teeth!” 
 
    He froze for a moment, and when he glanced up at her, he was smiling. “She doesn’t need teeth, Pea. We’ll mash up the food real good. Start with boiled vegetables and make sure they’re so mushy she can eat them without teeth.” His grin grew. “We can start with peas.” 
 
    “Oh.” She focused once more on the tiny mouth sucking greedily at the bottle. “I guess there’s so much I don’t know about babies, huh?” 
 
    “That’s alright. I know plenty.” It wasn’t bragging, just stating the facts. She knew he’d helped to care for all of the younger children at the orphanage. “And I also know it’s much harder on your own.” 
 
    He wasn’t looking at her anymore, so she felt safe peeking his way again. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, babies require a bunch of hands. Jack is alright, but Tom is all thumbs, and the twins…well, they’re a little too enthusiastic. Rojita would’ve been in charge usually, but I refuse to telegraph her and Hank and tell them to come home sooner. But…if I didn’t have you here—if I was trying to take care of the baby and that bunch of dunderheads…I don’t know what I would’ve done.” 
 
    There was something in his voice which told her his words were important somehow, but she didn’t know how to respond.  
 
    He cleared his throat, staring down at the leather without having actually moved his tools in a solid minute. “I guess what I’m trying to say, Pea, is thanks. I’m still not sure why you came to find me, but having your help for the last few days has meant a lot.” He glanced up at her, and seemed surprised to find her staring. “And you too. Just being here, I mean. It’s meant a lot.” 
 
    Her smile was tentative. “I’m glad to be here.” She was. She’d learned so much about diapering and bathing and burping and swaddling…and Micah. She’d learned so much about Micah, and as a result, herself. 
 
    Uncomfortable at revealing so much about herself, she cleared her throat and looked down at the baby. Her little contented smile was heart-warming, and Penelope made a face to try to get the baby to giggle. She brushed one fingernail lightly down the infant’s cheek, and marveled at the little one’s perfect skin. “When do babies get their teeth?” 
 
    “Six months, maybe eight, depending on the kid.” She could tell from the way his voice sounded Micah was working on the saddle once more. “She’s still got a few to go.” 
 
    “You know how old she is? Did you find out more about her?” The baby seemed to know they were talking about her; she blinked slowly, but otherwise didn’t take her gaze from Penelope’s. 
 
    “Yeah, turns out that ten-year-old boys aren’t really the most reliable when it comes to getting information,” he muttered, his attention on the leather. “But I asked Meri Carpenter yesterday evening.” 
 
    “She’s the doctor’s wife, right?” Over the last few days, Penelope had found herself asking all sorts of questions around town in an attempt to learn more about the place Micah called home. And the more she learned, the more fascinated she became at such a welcoming, happy place. 
 
    “No, she’s a doctor in her own right. She tended Abuela last spring.” 
 
    “Oh.” Penelope knew the old woman’s death was still raw to all of them. “Well, what did Doctor Carpenter say about our little girl here??” 
 
    “She was the one who happened to be standing nearby when Pearl Pettigrew got off the train—Pearl’s from Haskell. She, ah…she works at Bonnie’s Place.”  
 
    Penelope broke her gaze away from the little one’s. “Bonnie’s Place?” 
 
    As she watched, Micah’s cheeks reddened, but he didn’t look up. “Yeah.”  
 
    It wasn’t until he cleared his throat that she understood. Bonnie’s Place must be a whorehouse, or someplace similar enough to make Micah blush to talk about it. “Ah. Alright then. So Pearl is the mother?” If so, the baby’s father was probably one of her customers. 
 
    “No. Pearl is real tiny, with pale hair and a real squeaky voice.”  
 
    She couldn’t resist teasing. “Sounds like you know Pearl pretty well.” 
 
    His eyes flew up to meet hers, and the shock in them made her want to giggle. The thought of Micah knowing any woman “pretty well” was enough to make her stomach flip over—and she’d have to examine why that was later—but he sure was fun to tease.  
 
    “I just— I don’t— I’ve met her—“ 
 
    She started giggling, and had to put him out of his misery. “So you don’t think Pearl is the baby’s mother?” The little one nestled in the crook of her arm was long-limbed and dark-haired, much like Penelope herself. 
 
    He cleared his throat once more, and rubbed the back of his neck. “Meri told me Pearl said the baby is about four months old, and the mother is one of, um…her colleagues.” 
 
    “At Bonnie’s Place.” Penelope kept her tone and expression serious, but felt like smirking at Micah’s discomfort. 
 
    “Yeah. A gal named Clara. She’s the really, really tall one.” 
 
    “You say that like I should know who she is.” 
 
    He blinked at her for a few seconds, then his face split into a grin. “Sorry, Pea. I forgot.” 
 
    “Forgot what?” 
 
    “That you weren’t one of my friends—I mean, one of the men I hang around with on Saturday nights at the Gingerbread House, like Max DeVille and the others.” His smile dimmed, and he cleared his throat again. “But you are one of my friends. Right?” 
 
    Drat these stupid tears. It must be the baby she was holding; she wasn’t usually this emotional. “I’ve always been your friend, Micah.” 
 
    He nodded once, his now-serious eyes as dark as his hair. “I’m glad you’re here, Pea.” 
 
    “Me too.” It didn’t seem sufficient to convey how special this time was to her, or how much she’d fallen in love with his life.  
 
    Instead of trying to find the words, she rubbed her nose against the baby’s forehead. The little one always smelled so wonderful, no matter how many dirty diapers they’d gone through, or how long ago they’d last bathed her in the basin on the counter. She smelled like…it was impossible to describe, but the scent—and the fluffy black hair and the gummy smile and those baby coos—never failed to send a jolt of longing through Penelope. 
 
    Desperate to change the subject, she hurried to ask, “Did this Pearl say what the baby’s name is?” 
 
    “No.” He’d gone back to his work. “She said Clara never let herself name her. She’d been planning on giving her up to a family who wanted a baby, so she couldn’t bring herself to name the little sweetheart.” 
 
    Sweetheart. Penelope grinned at the endearment. “Do you know of any families in the area who want a baby?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard of any—we are an orphanage, after all. Blue wasn’t the last baby we took in actually—there was a little boy about eighteen months ago. But he was adopted by a farm couple a few miles west of here and is fat and sassy now.” 
 
    “No one ever wanted Blue? Or the girls or any of the others?” 
 
    “There’ve been other orphans who’ve come and gone, you know. But…” He leaned in closer to his work, concentrating on the leather. His words turned speculative. “But we’re a family, si? If someone came along and tried to adopt Blue or one of the girls—or even Jack or Tom, although God knows why anyone would want those dunderheads—I dunno if I could let them go. They’re a part of my heart now.” 
 
    A part of my heart. This boy who’d grown up to be a good man, a brave and intelligent and special man, was worth more than his father was willing to pay to have him back. 
 
    “So you wanna name her?” 
 
    His question took her by surprise. “What?” 
 
    “The baby.” He still hadn’t looked up. “What would you name her?” 
 
    Penelope bounced the little one a little, and then held her upright. The baby burbled and smiled that special smile, which showed off her one dimple and crinkled her eyes. Penelope’s heart melted, and she resisted the urge to kiss the little cheeks. “Antonia.” 
 
    “Antonia? Why?” 
 
    “Anthony is the patron saint of lost things. She was lost, but now she’s found a home.” And a place in his heart, Penelope knew. A place in her own heart, for that matter. 
 
    “You’re Catholic?” 
 
    It wasn’t the question she was expecting, but she answered it, speaking to the baby instead of him. “I was lucky enough to receive a scholarship to a prestigious girls’ school through one of their charities. I found I liked the idea of saints interceding on my behalf. Lord knows I could use it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Alright. ‘Antonia it is. But be warned that the girls are going to call her ‘Toni.’ I just know it.”  
 
    His utter ease with these children—this baby—shook her in the most wonderful way. “You belong here,” she blurted.  
 
    It wasn’t a question, but he answered anyhow. “I do. I couldn’t imagine life without my family.” 
 
    Then he smiled, and Penelope smiled back, and she knew the truth. 
 
    She was falling in love with Micah all over again, and she couldn’t hurt him. This is where he belongs—this humble leather-working shop, this orphanage, this family. This was his life, he was happy here… and she wouldn’t take that away from him. 
 
    It would break her heart to leave him, to leave little Antonia, to leave this town and this life she was coming to adore. But she couldn’t hurt him.  
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    “So what you’re saying is, I’m a terrible cook.” Micah pretended outrage as he held out his hand to help Pea step down to the boardwalk in front of Mayor’s Books on their way to Crowne’s Dry Goods. He liked the way she held his hand a few moments longer than necessary.  
 
    Pea snickered at his tone. “No, no! Well…yes.”  
 
    She giggled—actually giggled—again.  In the almost-two weeks since she’d exploded back into his life, she’d changed. He hadn’t pressed her for an explanation on why she’d tracked him down, and something told him he didn’t want to know. But when she’d arrived in Everland with him, she was anxious and uptight. He remembered the way her knuckles had turned white as she’d clenched the handles on her rifle case, and how she’d whipped her head around, trying to keep track of all the people and conversations around her. 
 
    Now though? Now she laughed with him and the kids all the time. She was relaxed; she teased. She not only recognized people in Everland, she greeted them by name and asked after their families. And Antonia? Dios mio! Seeing her strolling down Andersen Ave, holding that baby…it was like a dream come true. 
 
    Well, a dream he hadn’t even known he’d had. But Pea had always been part of his heart—she’d never left it. And now she was here, cradling and cooing at a baby with dark hair and green eyes just like a mother would. It was enough to make a man’s heart swell. 
 
    “You think you can do so much better, huh?” He jabbed the giggling Penelope with his elbow, but carefully, so she didn’t jostle little Antonia. “I mean, I’ve had your cooking, and I appreciate you making that— What was it? With the chicken?” 
 
    “Baked chicken,” she said blandly. 
 
    “Yeah, everyone liked that meal. But I’m the one with the baby experience here.” 
 
    “And I’m apparently the one with taste, Micah. No wonder she didn’t like her first taste of real food. You just mashed up some peas!” 
 
    He rolled his eyes as they meandered past Mayor’s Bookstore. “That’s what you’re supposed to do.” 
 
    “Sure, if you want the poor dear to grow up without any appreciation for fine cuisine.” 
 
    “And you think you can do so much better?” 
 
    “Tonight I’ll take the rest of the peas you managed not to desecrate, and I’ll make a pea soup which will tickle your fancy well enough.” 
 
    He made a show of slowing thoughtfully to a stop, then clucking his tongue against the top of his mouth. “I dunno… I’m not particularly ticklish.” 
 
    Having stopped as well, she snorted and rolled her eyes. “Then I’ll save it all for this sweetie, won’t I?” He loved the way she puckered her lips when she spoke to the baby. “You’ll like my pea soup, won’t you, sweetheart? It’ll be yummy and it’ll fill up your tummy so much better than just mashed peas. Yes it will.” She blew a raspberry, then giggled along with the baby. “You’re just the cutest little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You really are.” 
 
    Her gaze jerked towards him in surprise. “The baby, not me.” 
 
    Micah grinned. “Both of you. You’re adorable.” 
 
    And Dios mio, he liked the way she blushed. The way those eyebrows pulled together in the middle, like she was confused by his praise. He liked everything about her.  
 
    Of course, after almost two weeks working beside her for the baby’s sake, he knew she wasn’t for him. She’d often spoken about her life back in New York, and how she’d have to return. He could tell how proud she was of her position and everything she’d worked for, and knew there wasn’t a place for her here in Everland. 
 
    Especially with someone like him—a poor, scarred leatherworker. Even if that poor, scarred leatherworker hadn’t suffered a single headache since she’d been here, since she’d rubbed his head and brought back so many good memories. 
 
    So he cleared his throat. “You sure you don’t have any baby experience? You mastered the ‘baby-talk’ thing pretty well.” 
 
    She shoved her nose in the air and raised one expressive eyebrow. “I might be a strong, independent, self-sufficient woman, but aren’t women supposed to also be intrinsically nurturing? I am still a woman, am I not?” 
 
    He had no idea what “intrinsically” meant, but it didn’t matter. Chuckling at her haughty tone, he made a production out of eyeing her fancy green gown—one of three she’d brought in that valise—top to bottom, lingering on the curves of her hips and breasts. “Yeah, Pea,” he drawled. “I suppose you are.” 
 
    Gasping in mock outrage, she clutched Antonia to that same breast and whirled back towards the street. “Good day, sir.” 
 
    He laughed out loud then and followed her down the boardwalk to the street. “I just mean you never talk about your time teaching—I guess that’s where you got good with kids—but you’re always talking about Mr. Prince and your job with him.” 
 
    She slowed and allowed him to catch up, which told him she’d just been pretending indignation. Had she minded the way he’d looked at her? Like he was appreciating her the way a man appreciates a woman? Even if his face was half-hideous and he couldn’t offer her anything near the life she was used to? 
 
    “I’m not always talking about Mr. Prince.” 
 
    They were standing in the middle of Andersen Avenue, but she’d made no move to continue. He barely noticed her frown, his attention was too riveted on the way her eyebrows had knotted together in the center of her forehead. So maybe he wasn’t as polite as he should’ve been when he snorted and said, “Are you kidding? I feel like I know all about the man.” 
 
    As she shifted the gurgling baby to the opposite shoulder, Pea’s eyebrows smoothed out in surprise. “You do?” 
 
    “Let’s see…” Micah counted on his fingers. “He’s middle-aged but handsome, you said, although I’m not sure why that’s important. He’s rich and smart, but he’d have to be, because he built his company up from nothing just by being real talented with his hands and the fiddly bits. He doesn’t have a family, but he doesn’t strike you as happy, since he’s demanding and intimidating.” He snorted again. “Why anyone would want to work for him—or know him—is beyond me.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment, her eyebrows unreadable. Then she shrugged. “I respect him.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s obvious. But do you like him?” 
 
    Another silence, but he could tell from the way those pea-green eyes weren’t focused on him that she was actually thinking about the question. “I think…I think I do. He’s not demonstrative, but I appreciate his praise. I strive for it, and I want to make him proud of me.” 
 
    Micah snorted and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sounds like a father,” he muttered under his breath, looking past her at Crowne’s, their destination.  
 
    “Yes.” At her solemn agreement, his eyes snapped back to hers, and he was surprised to see something like pity in them. “He…he would make a good father, I think. The kind I always wanted.” 
 
    His lips pulled down, and he stared at the way her hand rested on Antonia’s back. What to say in response to a wild claim like that? Pea hadn’t said it for sympathy, he knew, but…  
 
    “Penelope Greene!” 
 
    The bellow—because it most certainly was a bellow—caused both of them to whip around. There, standing in the middle of the road between Gordy’s restaurant and the bookstore, was a man. And not just any man; this hombre was tall, and broad, and uglier than sin. His dark skin and darker hair didn’t quite cover the horrible scars which had obliterated the right side of his face, and his scowl did nothing to help either. 
 
    But it wasn’t until Micah’s eyes dropped to the man’s hips—where his palms rested on a pair of matching revolvers—that he figured out this must be Draven. The bounty hunter feared from here to Reno, the mean son-of-a-bitch Micah had been mistaken for.  
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    “Penelope Greene,” the man roared again. “I’ve been looking for you!” 
 
    That’s when Pea muttered a curse most women wouldn’t even admit to knowing, and shoved the baby into Micah’s arms.  
 
    “What?” He juggled Antonia. “What are you doing? What’s going on?” 
 
    But her brows had drawn back down into her serious face, and she wasn’t looking at him. “Stay behind me,” was all she said. 
 
    “What!” he repeated. “Are you nuts?” He tried to hand her back the baby. “No way, you get behind me. Or better yet, let’s all of us get out of here.”  
 
    Everyone else on the streets had run for safety. Where was Deputy Nottingham? Hank had left him in charge while he and Rojita were in San Francisco. Surely the deputy should be the one out here in the street, standing up to Draven—Dios mio, what was she doing now? 
 
    “Draven.” 
 
    She’d stepped away from Micah, closer to the terrifying hombre in the middle of the street—and was now holding a— 
 
    Was that a pistol? Where’d she get that from? Her back was to Micah and the suddenly fussy baby, so he couldn’t see where she’d been hiding it. Dios mio, had she been wearing a gun the whole time she’d been here? It must be because she worked for Prince, but this was ridiculous! She looked like she was about to face down a terrifying— 
 
    Oh wait. She was. 
 
    When Draven spoke, his bellow had turned to a rumble. And damned if he didn’t sound faintly amused at Pea’s audacity. “Did you just pull a gun on me, girl?” 
 
    “Just to make sure I’ve got your attention. I don’t want these good people hurt.” 
 
    She didn’t want them hurt? Micah cursed under his breath, and stepped up beside her. “Pea, what are you doing?” he hissed. “Quit pissing him off and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “He’s here for me,” she replied, low enough only he could hear. “Just stay back.”  
 
    And then she stepped in front of him once more, leaving Micah standing there staring at her back and the bounty hunter’s scowl over her shoulder. Antonia began to cry, and he realized it was because he’d been squeezing her too tightly. But who could blame him?  
 
    “Pea!” She didn’t answer, and Micah thought his knees were going to buckle and leave him lying there like a fool in the middle of the road. 
 
    It was just like two years ago. He’d stood here in the middle of the street, staring defiantly at a vicious killer, praying he’d fall for their trick…and El Lobo had shot him. Shot him point-blank in the face. 
 
    Staring at the back of Pea’s head, feeling his pulse pounding desperately behind his eyes, Micah wondered if this is what Hank had felt that day. Micah had only been worried for himself, but Hank had been in love with Rojita then. Had he been terrified for himself, or for her? Had his stomach threatened to rebel, his lungs threaten to stop working, at the thought of Rojita in danger? 
 
    Because that’s what was happening to Micah. Dios mio, do I love her? Of course he loved her—she was his oldest friend. But was it more than that? All he knew was the idea of her in danger—her standing up to Draven—terrified him.  
 
    He stepped forward once more, praying he could find the words to convince her to take the baby and run, to let him find out what Draven wanted, when the bounty hunter spoke once more. 
 
    “I see your mission was successful.” 
 
    Pea nodded once. “It was.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “And does he know?” 
 
    Does who know? Me? What do I know? 
 
    Pea stared at Draven for three heartbeats longer than was comfortable. Then: “No. He does not.” 
 
    “Pea?” Micah whispered. “Who’s he talking about? What mission?” 
 
    She ignored him, and Draven spoke again. “He’s in Denver, waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’ll telegraph him.”  
 
    “Not good enough,” the older man rumbled dangerously. “You know that. He deserves better.” 
 
    And for the first time since they’d heard her name called, Pea trembled. Micah might’ve missed it, if he hadn’t been staring at her, trying to figure out what was going on, but she closed her eyes on the tremble, and his heart ached to gather her in his arms and protect her from whatever she was afraid of. 
 
    And dammit, he would.  
 
    Terror or not, memories of that last shoot out or not, he would protect her. 
 
    He stepped around her, definitely, decisively. Not beside her, but placing his entire body between her and the bounty hunter. And while she was staring at him, her eyes wide in surprise, he thrust the baby into her free arm.  
 
    “Put your gun away, Pea.” 
 
    He didn’t give her a chance to respond, but turned once more to Draven. Micah knew he wasn’t a small man, but he’d never intimidate a man who was known all across the west. Still, he braced his legs, planted his fists on his hips and tried to look as big as possible. “Get out of here, Draven. You’re not needed or wanted in Everland.” 
 
    Then Micah scowled. 
 
    He knew he had a good scowl—his face was made for it. Blowing off half of his forehead could do that for a man.  
 
    But Draven only raised his brows. In surprise? Or was he impressed with Micah’s bluff? Because there wasn’t a maldita thing he could do to back up the demand that Draven leave, and the bounty hunter had to know it. 
 
    “You think you can protect her from me, boy?” 
 
    It hadn’t been the question Micah had expected, but Draven’s rumble was unmistakable. 
 
    Micah nodded. Hell yes, I’ll protect her. But all he said was, “I’ll prove it, if you force me to.” 
 
    Draven stared at him for two minutes longer than was comfortable, his hands resting on those twin guns of his. In the interminable wait, Micah felt Pea’s hand close around the backside of his shirt. Was she trying to pull him away, or just letting him know she was there? His heart pounded harder, knowing that if he failed, Pea and Antonia would pay the price. 
 
    After what seemed like forever, Draven nodded once, firmly. “I ain’t going to hurt Miss Greene. You’ve got my word.” 
 
    He’s not going to hurt her. But Micah couldn’t let himself relax. Not after the way he’d seen Pea tremble.  
 
    “What do you want, Draven?” 
 
    “I want to make sure Miss Greene understands the situation she’s in. She has an obligation.” 
 
    Micah didn’t know what that obligation was, but he wasn’t about to have this conversation with an armed bounty hunter on a deserted city street. “She knows her obligations. She’s an honorable woman.” 
 
    Behind him, Pea’s fist tightened on his shirt. “Micah…”  
 
    Her whisper was faint enough he doubted Draven heard her.  
 
    But Draven took his hands off his guns and addressed her anyhow. “Miss Greene, I’ll be on the next train to Denver. If you don’t tell him, I will.” 
 
    Tell who? It didn’t matter. Micah just wanted the man gone and Penelope to stop being scared.  
 
    From behind, she whispered, “I’ll do it. I’ll tell him.” And then, louder, “I’ll tell him. I owe him that much.” 
 
    “Good.” The bounty hunter nodded once to Micah, tipped his hat to Pea, and then turned on his heel.  
 
    It wasn’t until he realized Draven was striding towards the train station that Micah lunged for Pea, pulling her against him with his free arm and pinning the baby between them. “Pea. What was that all about? What’s going on?” 
 
    She was making little noises that sounded suspiciously like sobs, but he’d never known her to cry, so he must be mistaken. She was taking great heaving gulps of air though, and he wondered if her heart was beating as frantically as his was.  
 
    But she didn’t answer. Instead, she tightened her hold on Antonia, pressing kisses to the baby’s soft black hair and patting her back softly. After a minute, Pea began to murmur soothing words and Antonia calmed. It was how Micah knew Pea was calm once more.  
 
    “Mi amor?” The endearment just slipped out.  “How do you know Draven exactly? And what did he mean, your ‘mission?’ Does that have anything to do with you being here?” 
 
    She was bent over the baby’s head and inhaled deeply. Whether for comfort or to brace herself, Micah didn’t know. But she lifted her chin, stared him in the eyes, and said, “We still need more formula, right? And I want a carrot for tonight’s soup.” 
 
    His jaw dropped, moreso when she pulled out of his embrace, taking the baby with her, and stepped backwards. “You’re not going to answer my questions?” 
 
    She just looked at him, her stare so flat she had to be hiding her true emotions. And rather than answering him, rather than acknowledging the terrifying confrontation, she just blinked slowly. “Let’s go see what Mr. Crowne has in his larder, shall we?” 
 
    And then she turned towards the opposite side of the road and walked away, leaving him surrounded by questions and the growing doubt he ever really knew Pea at all.  
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    Well, that encounter certainly took care of whatever confusion—and secret dreams--she’d been harboring about life here in Everland with Micah. Sure, maybe the last few days had seemed like something out of a fairy-tale, with the two of them working beside one another and joking and teasing like no time at all had passed. And maybe she’d begun to wonder if her life in New York was really all that wonderful. Maybe she’d begun to think about a life here—honest hard work, laughter, babies—as more desirable than her lonely apartment. Her lonely life, few people she could allow close, few people she could trust and admire. Maybe she’d realized how lucky Micah was, how blessed.  
 
    But Draven had reminded her where her loyalty lay, curse him. 
 
    The fearsome Draven had worked for Mr. Prince for many years, on retainer. The matching Prince .45 revolvers he carried were proof of his first payment, and he’d been willing to travel all over for the man, chasing down hints and rumors, the stock-in-trade of a bounty hunter.  
 
    But seeing him here in Everland, none-too-gently reminding her of what she owed Mr. Prince… Penelope muttered something rude under her breath and hurried ahead of Micah to enter Crowne’s Dry Goods. She couldn’t meet her old friend’s eyes right now—didn’t want to see the confusion and probable anger because she hadn’t explained…well, anything.  
 
    She couldn’t! How could she confess that she hadn’t tracked him down for old times’ sake? She’d tracked him down to tear his beautiful, admirable life apart. 
 
    Tears pooling in her eyes, she ducked down one of the aisles, praying Micah would give her a moment to collect herself. When she heard him greet Ian—and heard Ian’s baby Erik coo happily in response to Micah’s words, and she was sure, a tickle—she breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    Antonia took that moment to squirm, and Penelope held the baby out just far enough to stare into her clear green eyes. The baby sent a gummy smile up at her, and Penelope had to blink faster, to keep the tears at bay. How am I going to leave you, little one?  
 
    She pressed her cheek to the infant’s, then dropped four or five kisses in quick succession, savoring the perfect feel of the baby’s soft skin under her lips, the smell of the baby’s hair. Oh God! Little Antonia was the most-perfect thing she’d ever held. How could Penelope leave her? How could she go back home to the city and the job she’d thought was so all-important? 
 
    She pressed the baby to her chest and began to walk, hoping maybe some deep breaths would distract her thoughts, and keep her from losing her control. 
 
    Instead, she nearly ran into a woman. She was short and round and wore her gray hair parted in an unflattering style, which did nothing to distract attention away from the large wart on her chin. She was wearing a tremendous grin, a grin which said there was absolutely nothing wrong in the world.  
 
    Surprised, Penelope stumbled backwards slightly, and the baby laughed.  
 
    “Hello!” the other woman said brightly. And then, addressing Antonia, “And hello to you too, little one!” 
 
    Penelope didn’t have the strength for being polite. Not right now. She looked around hopelessly, wondering if there was anyone to save her from having to have a conversation with this odd stranger.  
 
    The other woman, however, misinterpreted the look. “Oh, don’t worry, Penelope. They can’t see us.” 
 
    How does she know my name? And what is ‘they can’t see us’ supposed to mean? “Why?” she asked a little more sarcastic than was polite. “Is this place haunted?” 
 
    “Eek! Haunted?” To her surprise, the stranger whipped her head back and forth frantically, as if looking for ghosts herself. “What?” 
 
    Penelope blinked. “What?”  
 
    “What!” 
 
    A second woman stepped around the shelves, and rolled her eyes. “What?” 
 
    Penelope’s mouth dropped open. “What?” 
 
    The second strange woman had unnaturally bright red hair, cropped short, and was wearing a scowl. In fact, the little wrinkles between her eyes and at the corners of her mouth said the scowl was probably perpetual.  
 
    “Alright, alright.” The red-head pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed loudly. “Let’s start again. 
 
    The first woman—the not-so-bright one, Penelope had silently dubbed her—blinked, then smiled cheerfully. “Hello!” Then, dutifully, she turned her attention to the baby. “And hello to you too, little one!” 
 
    “What?” Who the heck were these women? 
 
    The woman blinked again. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, for—” The red-headed one muttered something impolite and rolled her eyes again. “Just tell her already.” 
 
    Penelope had had enough of this strange encounter. She clutched Antonia to her and stepped backwards. “Tell her what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Oh, God.” The grumpy woman groaned. “Not you. Dorcas, you tell her.” When the woman with the wart just stared, her companion gestured, exasperated. “At least introduce yourself!” 
 
    “Hello!” Dorcas didn’t seem bothered by repeating her greeting a third time. “I’m Dorcas! This is Grunhilda.” She gestured to her red-headed, frustrated companion, and then leaned in conspiratorially. “We call her Grumpy.”  
 
    Obviously. But Penelope tightened her lips, refusing to be baited into joining the conversation. Didn’t these women see she didn’t want to speak to them right now? She didn’t care if she looked rude—she didn’t want to speak to anyone! 
 
    Dorcas didn’t seem to mind. She just smiled kindly and clucked her tongue slightly. “Looks like you might have a case of the grumpies yourself, but that’s alright. We know all about it, don’t we?” She winked hugely at her companion, who just rolled her eyes yet again. “You have every reason to be grumpy right now, Penelope. We do understand.” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” She couldn’t keep the question from slipping out. 
 
    “Oh, we know all sorts of things. We’re Godmothers.” 
 
    Where was Micah? Did she still have enough time to collect her thoughts before he reappeared, or would she be stuck talking to this idiot forever? “Huzzah for you,” she snapped waspishly, looking for a way around the pair. 
 
    It was Grumpy who answered, to her surprise. “Godmothers with a capital G.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. What’s that mean?” She craned her neck to peer over the shelves. What had they said about Micah and Ian not being able to see them? Because the two men were still chatting up front and hadn’t seemed to notice Penelope’s accosters.  
 
    “We’re Godmothers in the sense of fairy Godmothers.” 
 
    Dorcas’ proud, though casual, statement had Penelope’s attention whipping back to the pair. What? “Where are your wings?” 
 
    Grumpy sneered. “She didn’t say we are fairies. We don’t have wings. That would be dumb.” 
 
    Well, she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Dorcas spoke up again, gesturing wildly in what was either an attempt to make Penelope understand, or to slap the baby. “Grumpy here was Rojita’s—that’s Micah’s sister, you know—Godmother. She was instrumental in getting Hank to realize how he could help the entire Zapato family.” The pride in Dorcas’s voice when she spoke of her companion was sort of touching. “See, all little orphan girls get a Godmother. Doc says it’s narrative causality. We keep a close eye on the orphanage’s rosters, you understand.” She nodded, wide-eyed and serious.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” These ladies were completely batty. “And you’re here because of Antonia?” The little one was doing her best to pull down Penelope’s careful coiffure of curls, and she shifted the baby to the other shoulder, her arms beginning to ache. “You think you’re going to be her Godmother?”  
 
    Well, once Penelope was gone, maybe it would be good to have another set of eyes on the baby. Even if they did belong to…this silly woman. 
 
    But that silly woman just laughed a tinkling laugh—Even her laugh sounds dumb!—and shook her head. “Heavens, no. No, no, no. Antonia? No.” Another laugh.  
 
    Oh. Well, maybe they weren’t as crazy as they’d first sounded—though they were still quite crazy. 
 
    Dorcas ruined that favorable impression when she continued, “Somnolena—in between her naps—has already called dibs on Antonia. I’m your Godmother, Penelope.” 
 
    Swell. 
 
    Penelope exchanged a look with the baby—skeptical on her part, gummy and full of spit on Antonia’s part—which seemed to say it all. Then she cleared her throat and resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of her own nose in exasperation.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Her tone didn’t seem to dissuade Dorcas. “I’m your Godmother, Penelope,” she repeated, as if her audience was just hard-of-hearing and not incredulous.  
 
    Her audience, however, had had just about enough, and the baby was getting really heavy. “I’m not sure why I should believe I have a Godmother, but—“ 
 
    “Of course you have a Godmother, dear. Me. How do you think you got that wonderful job at Prince’s Armory and gained Mr. Prince’s trust so easily, hmmmm? You needed access to that file, because you’re the only one who could find Micah again. You think all of that happened randomly? Oh, no, no, nononono.” 
 
    The strange woman clucked dismissively and shook her head. 
 
    “Listen—” Pea shifted the baby again, irritated at the intimation she hadn’t gained her job on her own skills and experience, but the “Godmother” cut her off before she could start her rant. 
 
    “Just make pea soup.” 
 
    That was unexpected. “What?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Not this again.” Grumpy rolled her eyes—was this the third time or the fourth time? Surely she must have a headache by now; Penelope certainly did. 
 
    Dorcas looked flustered for a moment, but then she reached into her jacket-bodice and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. A pair of pince-nez followed—where had she hidden those?—which she tucked onto her nose while smoothing out the paper.  
 
    Penelope listened to her mumble under her breath.  
 
    “Godmothers…wings…Antonia… No, did that, did that. Ghosts? Why is that scratched out? Oh! Orphanage, that’s important. Let’s see…pea soup, hmm.”  
 
    She straightened, tucked her pince-nez back into her bodice, and smiled as she folded the paper again. “Yep. Pea soup.” 
 
    “Pea soup,” Penelope repeated blandly.  
 
    “Yes, go back to the orphanage and make pea soup.” 
 
    Penelope glanced at Grumpy, who was actually eyeing Dorcas a little worriedly. “I was…I was planning on doing that already.” 
 
    “Oh, were you?” Dorcas asked brightly. “Good, good. Excellent, in fact. Isn’t that excellent, Grumpy?” 
 
    Grumpy looked less sure. “Excellent, yeah. You’re sure about this plan?” 
 
    Dorcas flapped her hand in Grumpy’s face. “Shush, shush. It’ll be wonderful.” She nodded enthusiastically to Penelope. “Babies love pea soup, don’t they?” 
 
    How should I know? “I certainly hope so.”  
 
    “Good, good.” 
 
    So these women had popped out of nowhere, accosting her when she just needed a moment alone, and for what? To tell her to do something she’d already been planning to do? The entire encounter was a complete waste of time!  
 
    “So, we’ll just, ah…” Dorcas looked at her companion. “We’ll just be going then. Won’t we, Grumpy?” 
 
    That’s when Antonia began to laugh. And laugh and laugh and laugh. 
 
    And Penelope’s heart broke at the precious sound, all of the hopelessness crashing back again. Crazy would-be-Godmothers and all, she was going to miss Everland more than she could’ve ever imagined.  
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    What in the hell was she in Everland for? Why had she tracked him down? Why had she saved his life? What was Pea doing here? 
 
    There were times Micah envied Herr Doktor, the town’s burly blacksmith. When he was angry or frustrated, he had a perfect excuse for hitting something with a hammer. Micah was stuck tacking the last of the pig leather on Dmitri’s new saddle. He wanted to pound something, and the third time his punch slipped because his hand was shaking so hard, he threw the thing across his workbench.  
 
    Dammit. What did she want? 
 
    He’d asked her that, maybe not in as many words, but close enough, several times over the last week. She’d shown up in his life—saved it, in fact—and just seemed to…fit. She fit in. She laughed with the kids, she shouldered more responsibility than he would’ve expected from someone he hadn’t seen in two decades.  
 
    And the baby? She loved Antonia in a way Micah had never seen in an orphanage. Every morning Pea showed up at the orphanage full of joy and excitement to spend time with the baby. He wouldn’t have been able to complete Dmitri’s saddle in time if it hadn’t been for her help with Antonia.  
 
    Even now, Pea was in the kitchen making soup for him, the kids, and even the baby. Maybe she was right and Antonia just wanted something better-tasting than mashed peas. Her making dinner meant Micah had the time to come out in the shop and finish this maldita saddle. But he couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t think about anything other than her. 
 
    Why is she here?  
 
    He should’ve pushed her, should’ve asked her again and again until she gave him a good answer. Instead, he just let it be, because he was afraid she’d tell him something he didn’t want to hear. He pretended she was here just because she wanted to be here, with him. Wanted to be part of his life, the life he’d built and was proud of here in Everland. 
 
    But the confrontation in the street today—the one which had taken at least five years off his life!—proved otherwise. Draven—Dios mio! Draven in Everland!—had proved she was here for some other reason. Some reason Micah couldn’t begin to guess, and wasn’t sure he wanted to know. A mission, Draven had said. What mission? And who was it she had to tell what? 
 
    Why did she come?  
 
    He wanted her in his life, and had loved every moment of their time together here in Everland, but he was beginning to suspect she didn’t want him in hers. 
 
    Otherwise, she would’ve been honest and upfront with him from the beginning. 
 
    Micah sighed and reached for a different-sized punch. Obsessing over it wasn’t going to help. He needed to focus on his work. At least until he had to go inside for dinner to face her and the— 
 
    “Fire!” Tom burst into the shop, panting. “Fire in the kitchen, and it’s spreading!” 
 
    Fire! Micah acted on instinct, remember Abuelo’s repeated instructions, “These oils are very flammable, mi hijo.” He slung the saddle up onto his shoulder and pushed Tom out the door ahead of him. If he was able, he’d come back to save the remainder of the leather shipment and his tools, but the children were much more important.  
 
    There was smoke creeping out the front door already, but the kitchen was along the back of the house. What happened? Had the fire started from dinner? 
 
    Thank God most of the little ones were already outside, standing near the scraggly bush Abuela had long ago designated the fire-safe gathering spot. One of the girls—Micah could barely tell them apart up close, much less from this distances—was bouncing the wailing baby in her arms, and the other was struggling to keep little Blue from running back inside.  
 
    Micah dropped the saddle and grabbed Tom by the shoulder, spinning him around. “You go check on the girls, then go into town.”  
 
    “I can help!” 
 
    He was used to the ten-year-old’s attempts to do a man’s work before his time, but Micah didn’t have patience right then. “No!” He shook the boy once for good measure. “Do as I tell you. You can help by fetching Skip and Sheriff Nottingham and anyone else you see.” He softened his voice. “Alright?” 
 
    To his relief, the boy nodded. “Alright, Micah.”  
 
    When he turned to jog towards the twins and their charges, Micah inhaled sharply to prepare himself for what he had to do. Pea and Jack were still inside, unless the boy hadn’t come home from Herr Doktor’s smithy yet. Micah had to go in and see what could be done, if anything. 
 
    Growling under his breath, he pushed his way into the home he’d grown up in, but stopped and immediately pulled out his handkerchief and tied it around his face. The entire back of the house was on fire, flames crawling up the wall behind the stove.  
 
    And there was Pea, standing in front of one of the broken side windows under the stairs, hurling stuff out. It wasn’t until he got closer, his mouth pressed tight to keep from coughing, that he saw she had a pile in front of her and was tossing things out as fast as she could bend down to pick them up.  
 
    He didn’t understand what was happening until Blue’s beloved leather horse—the one Abuelo had made three years ago, and Micah himself had re-stuffed more than once—smacked him in the head and dropped into the pile. Pea didn’t even notice him—she just grabbed the horse and tossed it out the broken window too. 
 
    Micah looked up into the stairwell, to catch the bundle of fabric which was tumbling down. He didn’t look at it, but tossed it out too. What was going on? 
 
    It had to be—  
 
    “Jack!” he bellowed, as loudly as he could in all of the smoke.  
 
    Pea whirled around just as Micah gave into the urge to cough. She was also wearing a handkerchief, and her face was streaked with soot and tears. “Micah! I don’t know what happened!” She wheezed. “The stove just…the flames came out and I don’t know! I’ve never seen—” 
 
    He didn’t have time for her explanation right now. He pointed up the stairs. “Is Jack up there?” When she flinched away from him, he knew he’d sounded harsh, but dammit, there wasn’t time. 
 
    To his relief, she nodded, more tears spilling down her cheeks. He didn’t know if it was from the smoke or her fear, and he wished he had the time to comfort her. 
 
    “He said he could find the valuables better than I could. We’ve already gotten out most of the—“ 
 
    He cut her off, shouting, “Get outside, Pea! This whole place is a deathtrap!” 
 
    It was. It was the ricketiest building in town, and wasn’t going to last much longer against these flames. Cursing under his breath, he took the stairs three at a time, praying they’d hold. He had to find Jack and get him out of there. 
 
    Luckily, the boy had finished the kids’ rooms on the second floor and was heading up the second set of stairs to Micah and Rojita and Hank’s rooms on the third floor. Rojita had taken everything of value to San Francisco with her, except her winter wardrobe. It’d be a shame to lose her red cloak, but Micah would buy her a new one if they all lived.  
 
    His own room held nothing worth dying over, so without wasting breath on arguing with Jack, he threw the twelve-year-old over one shoulder and half-leapt, half-slid down the stairs once more.  
 
    There were already flames licking across the dining table, but he didn’t let that stop him—he just jumped, and when he and Jack hit the front porch, they rolled.  
 
    Before he’d made it to his feet, a loud crunching noise sounded behind them, and he yanked Jack out of the way of a falling timber. He stumbled upright and watched as his home began the slow process of crumbling in on itself. 
 
    “Oh, God, Micah!”  
 
    He turned in time to see Pea hurtling towards him. The band around his chest loosened a little, seeing her safe, and he was able to take a real breath for the first time since he’d entered the house.  
 
    She’s safe. He looked over her shoulder at the rest of the kids—minus Jack and Tom—still huddled together by the tree. They’re all safe. Safe. 
 
    Once the terror began to ebb slightly, anger slowly crept in. Not anger at anyone in specific—although he might start at Pea and Jack for doing something so damn-fool as to stay inside a burning building just to save a few mementos—but in general. He was angry at fate, for robbing them of their home, and angry at—angry at—at— 
 
    Angry at her for not telling him the truth. At showing up and making him believe he could have a wonderful life with a wonderful woman, only to find out she’d been lying to him. She was here for a reason which sure as hell didn’t involve playing “family” with him, and he didn’t know why. 
 
    “Micah!” She reached him, and he watched her hands flutter towards him and back down a few times, like she didn’t know if she could touch him or not. “I’m so sorry! I don’t know what happened! I was cooking, everything was normal. But the fire just got out of hand, and the next thing I knew— I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Are you sure?” he snapped, interrupting her. “You didn’t mean to burn down our home? Dios mio, Pea!” He pulled off his bandana, taking a deep breath of the blessedly cool air in an attempt to cool off himself. 
 
    “You’ve caused nothing but chaos since you arrived!” Beautiful, blissful chaos. “You sauntered back into my life, saving me like some stupid princess in a fairy tale, and why? Why, Pea? You couldn’t even be bothered to tell me the truth, could you? Couldn’t tell your oldest friend why you’d come?”  
 
    He knew he was shouting now, but couldn’t make himself stop. His home was burning behind them, the smell of ashes thick on the wind, and he couldn’t stop himself from pouring out all of the frustration and confusion that had been building in his chest all day.  
 
    “You don’t belong here, Pea.” He threw out the challenge like a gauntlet, half-hoping she’d pick it up, half-dreading he was about to kill off the thing which had come to mean the most to him. “You never belonged here.” 
 
    And despite the anger blazing through him—at her secrets, and the fire behind him—part of him shriveled when her expression closed off. Gone was the genuine concern in her eyes, replaced by that aloof, urbane coolness. Her expressive eyebrows smoothed flat, and she lifted her chin. 
 
    It wasn’t until that moment he knew he’d lost her. Before his eyes, she changed, and he realized in the last days, she’d become someone else, someone better. Now, though, she was the same woman who’d gotten off that train with him. The one who hadn’t yet rubbed his head, the one who hadn’t rolled up her sleeves to keep baby spit-up off of them. The one who hadn’t yet sung little Blue to sleep, or helped the girls with their hair, or Tom with his sums. The one who hadn’t yet stolen his heart. 
 
    She looked like someone who didn’t belong here, and Micah’s heart hardened at the thought. 
 
    He wanted to curse himself. 
 
    “You’re right,” she agreed coldly. He tried to ignore how her curls had come out of their usually elegant coiffure to fall, regally disheveled, around her face. The smell of burned hair was almost overpowering. “I never belonged here. For a short while, perhaps, I pretended…” 
 
    He dragged a hand through his hair, not caring that it came back covered in soot—like everything else in his life at that moment. “So why don’t you go back to the city? Go back to your precious Mr. Prince you’re always going on about? Go back to your fancy job and your important business.” 
 
    As he turned his back to her, he said, “We’ll be fine here without you.” 
 
    But watching his home burn, and knowing that the woman he’d thought he loved was leaving behind him, Micah knew it was a lie. He’d never be “fine” again.  
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    It’s as it should be. As it should be. As it should be. 
 
    The refrain pounded inside Penelope’s head as she ran through town. Her hair was singed from her efforts inside the orphanage, her skin covered in ash and soot, and she held her skirt up around her calves to run. She knew she looked a fright, but she didn’t care one whit.  
 
    All she could think was, This is as it should be.  
 
    The filthy and terrified children had all met her gaze when she’d turned to them, and the sight had broken her heart. How could she leave them? Blue and the twins and—oh God!—baby Antonia? Her heart climbed up into her throat and lodged there, until she couldn’t think of a single thing to say to them, so she’d just lifted her skirts and ran, already half-blinded by tears.  
 
    She hadn’t acknowledged all of the townspeople running towards the orphanage, just as they hadn’t stopped for her. No, they were too busy running to help their friend and neighbor.  
 
    As it should be.  
 
    Everland was the most amazing little town, and she didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve any of it—the camaraderie, the friendship, the smiles, the love… 
 
    Oh God! The love. She’d lost Micah once again. Only this time it was because of her own stupidity, her own inability to tell him how she felt and why she was here. She should’ve told him when she’d first arrived in Everland, but now? Now that she’d seen how happy he was, how perfect his life was here?  
 
    She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t tear him away from all of this, the way she was being torn away. His father would demand he return to New York to take over the family business, and she couldn’t do that to him. 
 
    This is as it should be. 
 
    Micah in Everland, and her… Where did she belong now?  
 
    “Whoa there, dearie!” A body, soft and sudden, stepped out from between two buildings just in time for Penelope to bounce off it. 
 
    She stumbled back, then stood gasping for breath in the middle of the street, trying to understand what just happened. 
 
    When her mind caught up to her eyes, she gasped. It’s that woman! The one from the store with the wart...Dorcas the not-a-fairy-Godmother! Penelope would’ve snapped at her, but she just didn’t have the energy. Instead, tears gathered in her eyes once more.  
 
    “I burned it down! I burned the orphanage…” Saying it out loud made her feel even worse. How had such an accident happened? One moment her soup was simmering happily, so she’d turned to mix up some biscuits. When she’d turned back, the curtains were on fire and the flames were greedily licking the walls. God forgive me, I burned down an orphanage! Micah’s home! The children’s home! Antonia’s home! 
 
    But Dorcas just smiled and bobbed her head. “Yep, I know. Everything is going exactly as planned!” 
 
    “You…” Penelope swallowed thickly, not sure if it was shock or anger making it hard for her to breathe. “You knew this would happen?” 
 
    Maybe Dorcas saw something in her expression, because she suddenly blinked and began to frantically shake her head back and forth. “Me? No! Nononono! Of course not. Not me. Terrible accident, terrible shame. Guess you’ll be leaving town as Micah suggested now, huh? Oh, dearie, dear, dear.”  
 
    She said all that in what seemed like one long breath, which made her sincerity suspect. Penelope narrowed her eyes at the odd woman. “What do you mean?”  
 
    How’d she know Micah had commanded her to leave, which is what Penelope had been thinking about—dreading!—for so long?  
 
    Dorcas shrugged not-at-all-convincingly. “Well, since you’ve decided not to complete your mission, you’ve got to report in to Mr. Prince. He’s in Denver, you know.”  
 
    And with that, the woman held out Penelope’s valise. Where had she gotten it from? And for that matter, where had she been hiding it? 
 
    Numbly, Penelope reached out and took the bag. This is as it should be. “Yes,” she said, her voice as empty as her heart. “I know.” 
 
    Mr. Prince was in Denver, and she owed him more than she could express, for giving her a job and the means to be independent. She would go to Denver and return that favor the only way she could. 
 
    “And here’s this too!” 
 
    Dorcas held out the custom rifle case, but Penelope was too numb to be surprised, or even care. She took the case in her other hand, the weight of both dragging her shoulders into a slump.  
 
    “Thank you,” she mumbled, though not sure if Dorcas really deserved her appreciation. Not sure of anything anymore. 
 
    “There’s a ticket for today’s train to Denver tucked in with the rifle, dear. I didn’t think you’d make it in time, but luckily—hehehe, as if we have to rely on luck!—the train’s running late. Oh!” Theatrically, Dorcas put her hand to her ear. “Listen. There it is, now.”   
 
    Sure enough, a whistle floated through the summer evening, along with the stench of burning hair and lost dreams. Penelope took a deep breath—she deserved that stench and more—and straightened her shoulders. 
 
    She would get on that train. She would go to Denver. And she would tell Mr. Prince what he needed to know. And then…?  
 
    And then she would try to figure out where she belonged.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
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    Smoke and ashes and Pea.  
 
    He was surrounded by her scent.  
 
    Funny how for twelve days he’d been around her all the time, and never noticed it. It was probably just the fact it had become a part of his life, and her subtle whatever-the-hell-flower-it-was scent was now…normal. But now, trying to get comfortable in the bed she’d so recently vacated at the Inn, it was all around him, and driving him absolutely nuts. 
 
    Sure, he’d requested another room, but by the time they’d arrived, Rip only had three available rooms—this one and two other rooms, which the kids were sharing. Of course, by the time they’d finally left the ruined orphanage, dawn was only an hour or two away, so they probably could’ve just slept in a haystack, with as exhausted as they all were. 
 
    Right after Micah had chased Pea away, Tom had returned—running for all he was worth—at the front of a column of townsfolk. Micah would’ve been ecstatic to see them, except most of his attention was still on the fact he’d just yelled at the woman he’d loved and told her to leave.  
 
    Fortunately, Skipper took charge, and soon had all the men throwing water from the well on the blaze. They’d managed to slow the spread long enough to run in and grab a bunch of Micah’s tools and supplies from the shop—including that last batch of pig leather he’d nearly been lynched for two weeks ago—and had also dragged the personal belongings Jack and Pea had saved further from the flames. Ella Crowne took those items home immediately to wash and dry them, and had assured the twins their dollies would be as good as new by tomorrow.  
 
    Micah had pushed aside all thoughts of Pea and worked as hard as the other men to save what they could, but the fire moved quickly through the old wood. It blew itself out just as the stars were emerging. For a while after that, he simply kneeled on the ground with one of the girls pressed up against his side, Blue’s head on his thigh, and Antonia sleeping against his chest, and watched their home smolder.  
 
    It had been a fitting end to what had turned out to be a crummy day.  
 
    And now they were all tucked into Rip’s last three rooms at the Inn; the twins in one, the boys in another with Blue on a pallet on the floor, and Micah here with Antonia in what had been Pea’s room. In fact, Rip had told him his room had already been paid for through the end of the week, but “Miss Greene’s” bags had been removed earlier that evening. 
 
    Yeah, when Micah had told her to get out of his life. 
 
    From her bureau drawer, Antonia whimpered slightly and shifted. Micah’s eyes closed on what was fast becoming a familiar ceiling. It was so late it was almost early, and the only thing keeping him from getting up again to start his day, was the knowledge he’d wake up the baby if he did so, and the poor thing had been through enough excitement in her life lately. 
 
    So he just stacked his hands behind his head and tried to shut down his nose. Of all the things that had happened the previous day, he certainly did not need to smell Pea’s faint perfume today. The scent was just a constant reminder of his stupidity. He wouldn’t be in this mess—feeling like his insides had been burnt up along with his home—if he hadn’t gone and fallen in love with her.  
 
    She didn’t belong here in Everland with him, no matter how much she might’ve enjoyed taking care of the kids with him these last few weeks. She loved the children, and he’d thought maybe she’d started to love him—  
 
    No. No, he wasn’t going to think like that. 
 
    She’d shown up in his life again and turned him every which way but up. 
 
    A new thought abruptly pushed thoughts of Pea aside for a moment...Rojita—Dios mio!— she was going to kill him!.  
 
    Micah groaned and rolled over in bed, but froze when the baby whimpered. Great, something else to blame myself for. Antonia did not need to wake up screaming for another bottle, not for another few hours. No one needed that.  
 
    After he’d put the other kids to bed, he’d made up a bottle for Antonia—Ian Crowne had been kind enough to open his shop so Micah could fetch a bottle; she needed to eat something—and he’d sat with Skip out on the boardwalk while she ate. They’d talked about the new orphanage King and Cole Construction would build, and Skip enthusiastically described everything he had planned for the new shop. 
 
    As his friend talked and the baby ate, Micah thought about the money in that sack buried behind what used to be his home. He remembered how much was there the last time he and Rojita had opened it up, and listened to what Skip said about time and materials. There should be just enough money left from Abuelo to rebuild the orphanage, sturdier and bigger, which was much better than just patching up the existing building like they’d done for years.  
 
    But if they used every last piece of gold to rebuild, and even accepted charity for the kids’ clothes, books, and other necessities…how would they survive in the future? Could his leather work support, not just the kids, but Mary Contrary in Salt Lake? How about Rojita and Hank, when they started to have children of their own? Hank already contributed most of his salary to the “family” of orphans, but would that be enough? 
 
    Just about the time Antonia fell asleep with the tube clamped between her lips, Micah had come to a realization: it would have to be enough, because the last of Abuelo’s money was going to have to go to Skip and Rupert for the new building, which they would start construction on tomorrow morning. 
 
    Rojita is going to kill me. 
 
    He sighed, and flopped over once again onto his back, wondering why he couldn’t get comfortable. Thanks to the movement, he could now smell the smoke from his hair on the pillow, even over Pea’s perfume. He’d much rather smell her than himself, but he supposed it couldn’t be helped. He’d made sure all of the kids had bathed and changed into a new set of clothes—the boys were wearing some of Eddie Bellini’s hand-me-downs, and Frau Doktor had donated the rest from her own growing brood—before they’d finally climbed into bed. With luck, they’d sleep the sleep of the deeply exhausted and finally clean, and wake up without any nightmares of everything they owned being consumed by flames. 
 
    Micah, for his part, hadn’t been so lucky. By the time Antonia was asleep in her drawer, and Skip was on his way home to his new wife, Micah’d barely had the energy to wash his hands and face in the now-black wash water. Instead of bothering to change, he’d just stripped nude and fallen into bed—her bed, complete with her scent on the pillow and her imagined warmth all around him.  
 
    But despite—or maybe because of?—those tantalizing details, he couldn’t sleep. The mattress was like a rock, and his mind was still whirling from the night before. He was too busy thinking about the way she’d looked, her hair down for the first time he’d ever seen, and the tips of her curls already smoldering. Her face streaked with tears, her hands raw and red as she’d tried her damnedest to save his family’s beloved belongings.  
 
    When he’d burst out that door and seen her whole—if not hale and hearty—he knew a greater relief than he could’ve ever imagined. That’s when he knew the truth: he loved her, and much more than the way he’d loved her when they were kids. 
 
    No. He loved her the way a man loved a woman who worked and laughed beside him, who rubbed his head when it ached, who cradled a baby to her chest and hummed while she cooked. He loved her the way an ugly, scarred man loves a woman who is beautiful, inside and out, eyebrows and all. 
 
    He loved her the way a man does when he’s willing to bare his soul, to share his secrets. 
 
    Too bad she didn’t love him that way in return.  
 
    Did she love him in any way? Or had the last two weeks been just… Just what? Just a lark to her? Just a chance to get out of the city and experience life in the orphanage again, while apparently not doing the job she’d been sent to do? Whatever that was. 
 
    Even her perfume seemed to mock him. Something complex and fruity and flowery, nothing like the women in Everland would wear. Something Pea could only get from a big city. Just one more thing that proved she was meant to live there.  
 
    She belonged in the city, where she’d worked hard to build the life she wanted. It was stupid to hope she’d be interested in working hard to build the life he wanted here in Everland. 
 
    Dios mio! What did Rip stuff these mattresses with? Rocks? 
 
    Micah rolled back over. It was like sleeping on rocks! Or at least, a few rocks, spread out unevenly. He jabbed an elbow into the mattress a little harder than warranted—even though he knew taking his anger out on inanimate objects rarely worked—then hissed in pain. Stupid mattress. 
 
    It didn’t help that the whole maldita thing smelled like her. He punched his pillow. Is that why I can’t get comfortable? 
 
    He might as well move to the floor like Blue, because he’d never slept in a bed this lumpy in his life. 
 
    With a sigh, he gave up. He wasn’t ever going to get to sleep, not with Pea on his mind and her bed under him. Micah rolled upright, swinging his legs off the bed and wondering if he needed to bother wrapping a sheet around himself. Nah. All the kids were asleep, and he was just sitting here in the dark, his rear end already numb from this worthless mattress.  
 
    What were these lumps? 
 
    Whispering a curse, he felt around down by the ropes. Yeah, there was something crammed under the mattress. What…? 
 
    He climbed out of bed and kneeled on the floor, and pulled out something Pea had obviously forgotten and left in the room. 
 
    It was the leather satchel, the one she’d brought to the orphanage on the first day when she’d rubbed his head and banished his headache. 
 
    Standing there in the middle of the room, holding her satchel, his heart began to pound. It was Pea’s, and he was sure it had something to do with why she’d come here. He hadn’t seen it since that first day. But she’d left it here, even though she was well on her way to Denver…so maybe it wasn’t so important after all? 
 
    Only one way to find out. Maybe he could have Rip send it to her if it did appear to be important. 
 
    He glanced at the bureau where Antonia lay. Surely she was now sleeping deeply enough to risk a light? And even if she did wake up, well…at least he was awake already too. Realizing he was trying to justify lighting a lamp, he gave up pretending. 
 
    If it would explain what Pea had been doing here, he was willing to risk waking a sleeping baby. 
 
    He turned the lamp up, and brought the papers as close as he dared. Dios mio, he hated reading! All the little letters made squiggly dark lines, which chased one another around the paper, and he had to squint to make any sense of them.  
 
    Whereas…Sol-i-cit-or?...Estate in full…future profits… The first bundle of papers he’d pulled out seemed to be the most official ones. Some kind of will, maybe? Yes, Micah decided as he flipped through. A lot of fancy words to say this man’s son—one Michael Prince—was going to inherit everything.  
 
    Michael Prince. The name seems familiar…  
 
    Micah inhaled sharply and waited for the thumping pain which usually came when he tried to remember something from his childhood. But there was nothing this time. Then he realized he hadn’t had a headache at all since Pea had rubbed his head. 
 
    But still…hadn’t his name been Michael, before she’d changed it for him? That day he’d arrived at the orphanage, and the reason he’d called her Pea? Yes, Michael…Michael something.  
 
    And wasn’t her employer named Prince? Of course he was, she worked for Prince Armory. Was this her employer’s will? If so, this Michael Prince stood to inherit quite a lot. He flipped through the papers, wondering what all those big numbers meant. If they represented money, it was far more money than Skip was asking to rebuild the orphanage. More money than Abuelo had ever had, in fact. More money than anyone had ever had, as far as Micah knew. 
 
    Why was she carrying all this around? The only logical explanation, was it had something to do with the “mission” Draven had mentioned. But what did this have to do with why she’d needed to track down a friend from twenty years ago? And then why stay in Everland for two weeks with all of this vital information just shoved under her mattress? 
 
    Sure, he knew she was loyal to Mr. Prince. How could he not? She spoke about the man as a paragon of civility, manners, and intelligence. So he was obviously someone she really admired, and not just because by giving her the job as one of his personal clerks, he’d given her the independence she dreamed of. Hell, she’d even said she’d always wanted someone like him as a father! Is that why she was carrying his will around? 
 
    Was Pea deranged? Obsessed with this Mr. Prince? Or was Mr. Prince—her employer—named Michael, and this was his father’s will? Maybe she was just transporting all these papers for her employer?  
 
    Or was all this part of her “mission”? Was…was Pea looking for this Michael Prince? 
 
    Micah tossed the will down on the now less-lumpy mattress and pulled out another bundle from the satchel, which was a series of yellowed newspaper clippings, most from twenty years ago, but some more recent. Various headlines from various papers around the northeast, but all had the same theme: 
 
    Businessman Seeks Information… 
 
    Nanny Dead, Son Missing… 
 
    Andrew Prince Grieving After Horrible Carriage Accident… 
 
    Prince Armory Still Without Heir… 
 
    Fourth Imposter Fails to Secure Lost Fortune… 
 
    Reward Offered For Useful Information… 
 
    He picked the article which looked the longest, expecting it would give him the most information, and began to laboriously read. Apparently Mr. Prince’s carriage had been in an accident when the horses spooked. During the crash, the gunpowder for the antique black powder pistols—packed under the seat to be shipped home—had caught fire from an uncovered lamp. After the ensuing explosion, the only remains found had been the nanny’s, and no one knew what had happened to the little boy.  
 
    Micah’s heart began to pound, and he picked up another article, wishing he had Rojita’s ability to read fast. Instead, he painfully picked over each word, trying to make sense of the story.  
 
    The little boy had been named Michael and was described as being dark-haired, dark-eyed, and had a “gentle disposition.” Mr. Prince had offered rewards for information or the return of his son twenty years ago and—Micah grabbed one of the more recent articles—it seemed he still was. Sadly, there had been a series of impostors over the years, as both boys and full-grown men had pretended to be the man’s son. However, most reporters assumed the boy had died in the accident, and his body destroyed in the inferno with his nanny, Mrs. Potsdam. 
 
    Mrs. Potsdam. 
 
    Micah’s hands began to shake in time with his pounding heart. Mrs. Potsdam? He knew that name. He knew that woman. Her name dredged up a picture of a round woman, gray hair pulled into a bun and a cheery smile on her face. She’d always been singing, and this was the first time he’d ever thought of her without the pain from his head sending him to his knees.  
 
    He’d known Mrs. Potsdam! And he’d shown up at the orphanage—he scrabbled through the papers to find the first bundle—two days after the accident. He’d been scared and confused and so hungry, and then Pea had taken charge of him. Had there been an explosion? Had he hit his head?  
 
    In twenty years, he’d given up on ever knowing the truth of why he’d been deposited at that orphanage. Instead, he’d concentrated on making a future for himself, building it here in Everland. He had a family he loved, a job he was good at, and until a few hours ago, a home. He’d have a home again, once Skipper and Rupert worked their magic.  
 
    Yeah, he’d gotten used to the idea of not having a past, and focused instead on the future. But what if…what if this was his past?  
 
    His hands were shaking so much, he could barely hold the paper, and placed it carefully with the others on the bed. Had he been the little boy in those articles? The little boy who’d been lost in the horrible accident which had killed his nanny? 
 
    The little boy who’d been wanted? The boy someone had been looking for over all these years? 
 
    There was something else in the satchel, something even lumpier. Micah willed his hands steady as he pulled out a rectangular-shaped object wrapped in cloth. Peeling away the edges, he saw it was a frame. A frame with an old daguerreotype photograph in it. 
 
    A man, standing with his hand on a boy’s shoulder. The boy was young, and dressed in a fancy suit, and looked…happy.  
 
    Micah stared at the child, his breaths coming faster and faster. He knew that boy! He’d known that boy since he was seven, when Abuela bought a mirror for his older sister to use, and he’d really seen himself for the first time. That was the same face which had stared back at him for years, until El Lobo’s bullet had destroyed it.  
 
    That’s me. 
 
    And the man, standing behind the boy, looking so proud and strong? Something began to climb up Micah’s throat, but he wasn’t sure if it was his heart or bile. Either way, he suddenly couldn’t breathe, because for the very first time in twenty years, he remembered. He recognized this man.  
 
    Father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER EIGHT 
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    This is it.  
 
    Penelope sucked in a deep breath and held it while she straightened her shoulders. She’d arrived in Denver yesterday and discovered where Mr. Prince was staying. She’d arranged a room for herself in the same hotel, but asked he not be alerted to her presence yet. It might’ve been cowardly, but she hadn’t been ready to face him at that time; she’d needed time to prepare herself for what she knew she had to do. 
 
    She might’ve had to crush her girlhood dreams…but maybe she’d be able to gain a new one. 
 
    It wasn’t until she was unpacking her valise that she realized she didn’t have her satchel. All of those carefully cultivated newspapers and detectives’ reports and—oh no!—Mr. Prince’s photograph were missing.  
 
    Penelope had sunk to the bed then, her eyes wide with horror. That stupid woman, the one claiming to be a Godmother! She’d handed Penelope her packed valise, and Penelope had been so distraught, she hadn’t thought to check it for all of her belongings.  
 
    All of that information was still under her mattress at the Van Winkle Inn! It was an old habit she’d learned as a child in the orphanage to store her valuables under her mattress, the only place she felt she had complete control over. But now, that habit could turn out to be problematic.  
 
    Maybe Rip wouldn’t rent that room out to anyone, and the information would still be there when she got back to Everland. 
 
    Because she was going back. She missed the children, missed Antonia, missed Micah, too much not to go back. Sometimes her arms positively ached from missing the baby, and she hadn’t smiled since before Draven had shown up in Everland.  
 
    And she dreamed of Micah. She might not have his regard anymore, but lying in bed last night, she’d realized she had to explain things to him or she’d never forgive herself.  
 
    But first, there was something she had to do. 
 
    This morning she’d taken care in her appearance; the fancy dress she’d worn upon her arrival to Everland had been packed away for two weeks. It hadn’t been appropriate for scrubbing breakfast dishes, or diapering Antonia, or sweeping the dust off the orphanage’s front porch…but here in the big city, it was appropriate again. 
 
    And today, it was so very important Penelope make the best impression she could on Mr. Prince. Today, she was going to change her life forever.  
 
    Deciding she was as ready as she’d ever be, she lifted her fist and knocked on his hotel room door.  
 
    “Enter.”  
 
    The curt voice on the other side of the door was familiar. How many times had she stood outside Mr. Prince’s office with the latest sales numbers or invoices from the factory, waiting to be invited in, so she could sit at his desk with him and pore over the ledgers together? 
 
    Today would be different. Today, she would deliver the news he’d been waiting two decades to hear…and do her best to convince him to ignore it. 
 
    She pushed open the door, her rifle case clenched tightly in her left hand. Upon entering, she left it by the door, then stepped towards the window and the portion of the room which had been set up as a parlor. Mr. Prince sat in one of the wingback chairs, his elbows resting on the arms and his fingers steepled in front of his chin. 
 
    A second man, standing in front of her employer, turned to face her, and she wasn’t surprised to see Draven looking at ease with his hands resting on his gunbelt. She frowned, but his expression was impassive, as always. The bitterness she felt towards him rose up her throat once more, and she tried her hardest to tamp it down, to not say something she’d regret. It was almost impossible, mostly because she’d spent the last two days thinking if he hadn’t shown up in Everland—hadn’t confronted her and Micah—she wouldn’t have to be standing here.  
 
    “Penelope, it’s good to finally see you.” 
 
    Mr. Prince had never called her “Penelope” before. She frowned slightly in response, wondering what had changed.  
 
    “I can see by your eyebrows you’re confused.” 
 
    He’d also never referenced her admittedly unfortunate eyebrows before either. 
 
    “Did you know that, my dear? You would have a perfect poker face, as they say, except for the fact your every thought is telegraphed via your brows. I’ve always found that trait of yours to be charming, although of course, I’ve never mentioned it. As your employer, it wouldn’t be appropriate.” 
 
    Penelope swallowed. “What’s changed, sir?” She dreaded his answer as much as she dreaded answering his questions.  
 
    The older man stared at her as if debating how to respond. His dark eyes were so much like Micah’s, she shifted uncomfortably, remembering the last time she’d seen him three nights ago.  
 
    That fire had been the most terrifying experience of her life, up until the moment Micah disappeared upstairs. She’d stood outside with the children, alternating between praying and trying to calm the twins, and had nearly wept in relief when he’d come barreling out of the door with Jack.  
 
    But then, any small amount of regard he might’ve had for her crumbled in an instant.  
 
    Finally, Mr. Prince shifted. “I think a great deal is about to change, Penelope. Why don’t you explain why it’s taken you two weeks to report back to me that you’d found my son? Not even a telegram.” His voice grew hard and his eyes narrowed, the only signs he was angry. “ ‘Dear employer and mentor, who has taken me under his wing and cared for me like a daughter all these years, I found the person you’ve spent twenty years searching for, and you can at long last rest easy.’ “  
 
    The news he’d cared for her was like a slap in the face. Penelope actually swayed slightly, suddenly empty and terrified. She’d spent years looking up to this man, and had assumed he’d seen her as only one of a group of employees. To know she’d had—and lost—his regard, so soon after losing his son’s as well…was heartbreaking. 
 
    Still, she forced herself to speak. “I’m sorry,” she croaked out. She swallowed, and then tried again, “I’m sorry, Mr. Prince. It wasn’t my intention to cause you further pain.” 
 
    His hands slammed down on the arms of the chair as he sat forward, and she jumped at his sudden movement. “It wasn’t?” There was genuine anger in his voice now. “If it hadn’t been for my old friend, here”—he nodded to Draven, who still stood impassively, just watching—“I would have been completely unaware my son is alive. I have carried the guilt for two decades—why did I put that black powder in the same carriage as my son? I’ve spent years and thousands of dollars looking for some iota of hope that he’d survived! And now!” His hands pounded the chair’s arms once more. “Now I’ve discovered the truth! Michael is alive, Penelope! I have a son…and you didn’t deem it necessary to tell me.”  
 
    The older man took a few deep breaths and sat back in his chair once more, but he looked far from relaxed. “I’ve been betrayed by my best pupil, the woman I admired and cared for. And you say you didn’t intend to cause me pain? Bah!” 
 
    There was nothing else she could say, besides apologize again, and he didn’t seem to want to hear that. So she just lifted her chin and stared at a point in the wallpaper behind his chair. 
 
    “Well, girl? Don’t you have any excuses to offer? Anything you want to say?” 
 
    “No, sir.” She swallowed again. “I’m sorry, but…I’d do it again.” 
 
    “You’d once again take your sweet time in reporting this momentous news to the man who paid you to complete your mission?” 
 
    “No, sir,” she repeated. Then she took a deep breath, and prepared to lose everything. “I never intended to tell you at all.” 
 
    Silence. Stillness. Mr. Prince stared at her, then slowly turned his incredulous gaze on Draven. The bounty hunter was staring at Penelope but, as if he could feel his friend’s unspoken question, he shrugged.  
 
    Draven’s tone was as scary as his visage when he said, “All I know is what I’ve told you, Andrew. She was awfully cozy with the boy.” 
 
    “He’s not a boy!” Her defense of Micah slipped out before she had time to think it through. But rather than apologize and allow some of her dignity to come out of this unscathed, her tongue tripped over itself as she tried to explain to them the man she’d come to love.  
 
    “Micah has built himself a life to be proud of in Everland, Mr. Prince. He’s a man. He’s a strong, kind, caring, gentle, good man.” She stepped towards her mentor, the passion in her description carrying her forward. “He has taken care of those orphans as well as any father could, and he loves them.” She swallowed, knowing what still needed to be said. “He belongs in Everland.” 
 
    “He belongs in New York, by his own father’s side!” 
 
    His outburst managed to surprise her, even though it shouldn’t have. Penelope took a deep breath, wondering how she could convince him. “Sir, I… I took your commission because I care about your happiness. Until I stumbled across that file, I had no idea your loneliness was caused by something so…so horrible.” 
 
    This was the truth. She’d always known her employer, while brilliant, was a harsh man. But last month, in the midst of some re-filing, she’d opened his special cabinet and discovered all the newspaper clippings he’d saved, and realized the reason for his demeanor. Andrew Prince was still very much grieving for his son. 
 
    But it wasn’t until he’d found her snooping, and had told her the whole story, that she’d understood. Looking at the photograph of him and his young son, she’d been struck by a wave of memory which almost dropped her to her knees.  
 
    Micah. She’d never forgotten him, even in the twenty years which had passed. So she’d sat down abruptly, cleared her throat once—or maybe a dozen times—and whispered to Mr. Prince she thought she knew why no one had been able to find young Michael Prince. 
 
    After all, she was the one who’d changed his name to “Micah,” and had told the matron at the orphanage his name was Micah instead of Michael. No one else had known the truth. 
 
    Mr. Prince had offered her his vast resources and a substantial reward to find his son, which she had. She’d found him with a noose around his neck, and over the last two weeks, he’d wrapped himself around her heart. 
 
    Remembering that, she did her best to make Micah’s father understand, despite his angry expression.  
 
    “Mr. Prince, you know I tracked Micah—Michael—to Denver, where he was adopted by a Señor Zapato. The Zapatos and their group of orphans made their home in Everland, Wyoming, which is an unusual little town.” Very unusual, she mentally added, when an image of those crazy women claiming to be godmothers flashed into her head.  
 
     “But when I arrived in Everland, I learned so much more.” She’d interviewed Micah’s brother-in-law, who was the Sheriff, as well as a number of other citizens. “I learned how devoted he is to those children, and how he works long hours every single day to provide for them. I learned how proud he is of his leather work, and how much the town relies upon his skills. I learned how he was scarred horribly in a shoot-out two years ago, and how he’s become more private since then.”  
 
    She took a deep breath. “And when I tracked him down, I learned how much he loves his life.”  
 
    Mr. Prince stared at her, the anger in his expression mellowing to something which might’ve been curiosity, or might’ve been irritation. Penelope closed her eyes, willed her knees to support her, and finished what she needed to say.  
 
    “I knew I couldn’t be the one to take that from him.” 
 
    “Sit down, Penelope.” 
 
    His command told her he wasn’t going to be ignored. So she sat. In order to reach the open chair, she had to pass by Draven, who stepped out of her way. The little nod he gave her might’ve been respectful, but she glared at him anyway.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for Draven showing up in Everland and reminding her of her debt to Mr. Prince, she might’ve gone on happily pretending nothing was wrong. She might’ve continued to live in Everland and work beside Micah, praying nothing changed.  
 
    But Draven’s threat to tell her employer meant she was honor-bound to return and explain it herself. Of course, first she had to burn down an orphanage, hurt her oldest friend, and crush her mentor’s dreams of starting a family dynasty.  
 
    Once she was sitting—although not settled, the opposite of settled, in fact—Mr. Prince steepled his hands once more and stared at her over his fingertips. Fortunately, she’d worked for him for years, and knew what this meant. This was just him thinking, formulating his words.  
 
    Finally, he spoke. “Penelope, let me get this straight… You think this man—my son—would be happier living a life of drudgery and hardship, rather than one of ease and wealth I could offer him?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I do.” She laced her fingers together on her lap and forced herself to meet the older man’s eyes. “He has found love there. He considers the other orphans his brothers and sisters. His family.” 
 
    “I am his family, Penelope.” Mr. Prince’s dark eyes turned steely.  
 
    “No, sir. You’re his father.” She fumbled for an explanation. “What I went to Everland to tell him? He had a father who had been searching for years, who wanted him? That was every orphan’s dream. Believe me, I know.”  
 
    She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice, but when Mr. Prince’s expression softened, she knew it hadn’t worked.  
 
    “Any orphan in the world would be thrilled to call you ‘Father,’ Mr. Prince.” She closed her eyes and hid her wince, knowing she was about to hurt him. “But a father one hasn’t seen, or even known about, for twenty years isn’t a family. What he has now—a life he’s worked hard to build for himself and the love of so many—is worth more than any amount of wealth and status in New York. He…” She took a deep breath and shared what had taken her two weeks to realize. “He doesn’t need a father to save him, to take him from that life.” 
 
    No one said anything for such a long amount of time, Penelope grew uncomfortable and opened her eyes once more. Mr. Prince’s hands had dropped back onto the arms of the chair, and the poor man was staring down at the floor. She hoped—prayed—he was thinking about her words and would believe she spoke the truth.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Prince,” she offered. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but I saw him and the life he has now, and I knew he would miss all of that if I told him the truth.” 
 
    He didn’t look up. “So you didn’t even tell him he has a father who loves him?”  
 
    She’d never heard her mentor sound so…so defeated.  
 
    Still, she owed him the truth. “No, sir. I didn’t want to give him that burden of making him have to choose.” She swallowed. “Maybe it was arrogant of me, to make the decision for him…” But that was her burden. As soon as she returned to Everland, she’d find a way to explain everything to Micah. 
 
    The older man’s fingers tightened on the arms of the chair, but he didn’t look up. “Would you have even told me you’d found him? Would you have left me waiting indefinitely for the return of my portrait?” 
 
    I can’t even return it to you now! 
 
    Her tongue flicked out over her lips as she thought of the best way to answer. “I…I’m sorry. I spent two weeks in Everland, and I was so happy. Happy with him and with his life.” She leaned forward, entreatingly. “Sir, his life is so different from what I thought I wanted, but seeing him, seeing how happy he is and how happy he made me…it opened my eyes to the truth.” 
 
    “What’s that?” When Mr. Prince finally met her eyes, his own were empty. 
 
    She hated she was causing him this pain. “That life isn’t about money or how nice your house is. It’s about who you spend it with.”  
 
    They stared at one another for a long moment, before Penelope confessed the rest. “I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to return to New York or even travel to Denver to meet you. I didn’t want him to have to choose between those two completely different lives.” She unclenched her fingers long enough to smooth out imaginary wrinkles on her green dress. “I would’ve told you, I’m sure. I owe you so much, I would’ve told you…but it was Draven’s arrival in town, and his threat to tell you for me, which reminded me of my duty.” 
 
    From behind her, she heard a grunt, which made her flinch. 
 
    Draven spoke. “I could see from the way you looked at that boy, you needed a kick in the backside to get moving.” 
 
    A flicker of interest crossed Mr. Prince’s face. “How did she look at him?” 
 
    “Like a woman in love. She pulled a gun on me, Andrew. Handed that baby to your son and stepped in front of him and pulled a gun on me.” 
 
    The older man’s lips twitched slightly as he looked back at Penelope. “Your boutique pistol? I’m not surprised. You’re quite the talented markswoman.” 
 
    Penelope’s eyes widened at the compliment, and she barely managed to nod her thanks, before Draven’s deep rumble startled her again. 
 
    “He’s got guts, I’ll give him that. He had no idea what was going on, but he was determined to protect her. Stood in front of Miss Greene here, even though he must’ve been remembering what happened the last time he faced down an armed man.” 
 
    Micah had been shot, disfigured. She wasn’t surprised Draven knew Micah’s history, but she still ached to hear it. Micah must’ve been so scared, but he’d still stood up to Draven. For her.  
 
    Mr. Prince was nodding, and his speculative look appeared more unnerving than his anger had been. “You’re right. That does sound like he’s got guts. And it sounds like he cares for Penelope here.” Then, in one sudden movement, he sat forward. “And it sounds like you care for him, don’t you?” 
 
    She’d gone to Everland to reunite father and son, and to reconnect with an old friend. She hadn’t meant to fall in love, but somewhere between seeing him cradling baby Antonia and watching him stand up to Draven, she had.  
 
    Penelope swallowed. “I’m sorry sir, but yes.” 
 
    “Why are you sorry?”  
 
    “Because I know I’m just a clerk. I don’t have a right to care for your son.” 
 
    The older man hmmm’d under his breath. After a long moment—a moment she spent squirming under his thoughtful gaze—he finally said, “But you don’t care for my son, do you? You don’t think he should even have the chance to be my son. You care for your childhood friend, who has shown you a life you never expected. That’s the case, isn’t it, Penelope?” 
 
    She closed her eyes briefly. Oh, God. How could she hurt him this way? Especially after the way she’d hurt Micah.  
 
    But she said the only thing she could. The only thing which would keep him from losing more respect for her. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “So what I want to know, young lady, is what you’re planning on doing now? What are your intentions, now that you’ve made decisions about my future—and Michael’s as well—without consulting either of us?” 
 
    “I hurt him,” she blurted. “I don’t know how I can make it up to him, and I don’t know if I can tell him the truth, since I hid it from him for so long. I don’t know if he’ll forgive me. But I have to try.” 
 
    Pushing against the arms of her chair, she surged to her feet. Staring down at Mr. Prince, she came to a decision. She then hurried across the room and scooped up her rifle case, clutching it to her chest. It was her most prized possession, the one thing she was most proud of. It represented an unusual skill she’d been able to cultivate, and the regard she had towards her wealthy employer.  
 
    But it also represented her old life. Now that she’d been a part of Micah’s—however briefly—she knew she couldn’t go back to New York. She couldn’t ignore the joy she’d felt, working beside Micah and his family. She wanted—needed—to find some way to be part of his life. 
 
    So she thrust the rifle case into Mr. Prince’s arms. “I’m quitting. You’ll never know how much your respect and regard has meant to me, sir, but I can’t go back to that life.” 
 
    “I see.” He stared down at the case as if he could see just how much it meant to her  and hurt her to return it. “You’re going to run back to my son, aren’t you? You think a life toiling sunup to sundown is going to be better than the luxury in the city?” 
 
    She didn’t bother giving him an answer, because they both knew what she would say. Instead, she swallowed thickly. “Goodbye, sir. And thank you.” 
 
    She was almost to the door, when he called out one word which stopped her. 
 
     “Wait.” 
 
    The command was harsh, the way she remembered his voice on days when the production line was out of commission, or he’s gotten disappointing distribution news. Her reaction—turning back to him—was instinctual. “Sir?” 
 
    “You love him, don’t you?” 
 
    God help me, I do. “I never understood what love was until I saw Micah again, sir. I do love him, and I know my lies and my stupidity probably ruined any chance I might’ve had for a life with him…” She lifted her chin. “But I have to try.” 
 
    He met her eyes, but she couldn’t read his thoughts.  
 
    “Well then, Miss Greene, good luck.” 
 
    By the time she closed the door to his suite behind her, Mr. Prince had already started a conversation with Draven. She didn’t know what they were planning, but it wasn’t her business anymore. Mr. Prince had untold wealth and influence available to him. He would go to Everland as quickly as possible, to try to sway Micah to his side, and she knew it.  
 
    Penelope somehow had to get there first. She had to explain why she hadn’t told the truth right away. She had to make Micah believe she’d done it with his best interests in mind. Had to explain her feelings for him… 
 
    And pray he believed her. 
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    “This is it, huh?”  
 
    Micah used two of Rojita’s precious remaining books to hold down the curling corners of the rolled-up design Skip had dropped off earlier. He smoothed down the paper, his palm caressing his friend’s pencil marks which showed the six upstairs bedrooms, the fancy indoor lavatory, the modern kitchen. “This is incredible.” 
 
    “I know,” Rojita said. She was bustling around the other side of the Sheriff’s office’s tiny table, mixing up a batch of biscuits to go with their supper. “And to think it’ll be right here on Andersen Avenue! We’re not going to be stuck outside of town anymore.” 
 
    Micah snorted. “The old place was ramshackle and falling apart. It was just as well we were outside of town where no one could see us. But this…” He traced the railing of the wraparound porch. “This new orphanage is going to be gorgeous.” 
 
    Nodding, Rojita leaned over and pointed with the tines of a flour-covered fork. “And did you see back here?” There was an outbuilding marked in the plans, with a bunch of writing. “Skipper said that’ll be your new shop, right there on the property. Since you and the men were able to save so many of Abuelo’s—I mean, your tools—you shouldn’t have any trouble starting over.” 
 
    Starting over. That’s what he was doing. That’s what they were all doing, but Dios mio, Micah felt it the keenest. A month ago he’d had a life, a purpose. A family, a home. Alright, he still had those things, but he didn’t have Pea. He’d gained something special and wonderful, but then he’d lost it again.  
 
    Losing Pea, knowing he’d shoved her away with his harsh words and impatience, had been harder than losing the home he’d grown up in.  
 
    The last few days had been exhausting, but mostly because Micah had forced them to be exhausting. At dawn, every day, he’d been out at the fire site—their old home—salvaging whatever he could from the ruin—a cooking pot here, a porcelain ewer there, a set of Tom’s shoes he’d left under what had been the front porch, anything which could help them start again. 
 
    He did it, focusing on the future, so he didn’t have to think of the past, of what he’d lost. Of Pea.  
 
    “Just think of how fine those bedrooms are going to be, with their matching curtains and quilts.” Rojita was smiling as she scraped the bowl, musing aloud. “The kids will love not having to share a room for once. Well, with you in the main room, each of the older boys can have their own room, and we’ll have to ask the twins if they want to share or not. That would mean the baby could either have her own room, if they want their own rooms and Blue does too, or she’d have to double-up with someone…” 
 
    Antonia chose that moment to wake from her evening nap, her distinctive come-and-get-me squeal rising out of the basket in the corner beside the jail cell.  
 
    “Could you feed her dinner?” Rojita asked, nodding to the boiled carrots she’d set aside earlier. “It’s a lot easier before the kids come in.” 
 
    I’ll say. Hank’s office was really just one big room—a desk, a table, some storage, and the cells. The apartment was upstairs, but there wasn’t enough room up there for everyone to eat, so Rojita did some of the dinner preparation downstairs. Still, she’d cleared off half the table for him to study the new orphanage designs this evening, and it was nice to have a few minutes with her before the chaos of dinner began.  
 
    The baby was wet, of course, so he cooed at her as he changed her diaper. Antonia had the most wonderful laugh—high-pitched and infectious. He loved her as much as he loved Pea. In fact, it was almost as if his feelings for both of them were wrapped up together. It was impossible to think about loving Antonia, without remembering Pea’s arms around the baby, Pea’s lips as she blew raspberries for the baby, Pea’s low voice singing the baby to sleep, Pea’s eyebrows… 
 
    Well, just Pea’s eyebrows.  
 
    It wasn’t until he was sitting at the table again, the house plans rolled up and put aside, and the baby sitting happily in front of him, that he picked up the previous conversation where it had been left off. “I’ll take the back bedroom in the corner and put Jack and Tom in the room next to me.” He laid one forearm across the baby’s legs to keep her upright while he mashed the carrots for her. “That way, you and Hank can have the big front bedroom.” 
 
    It wasn’t until he was focused on Antonia’s second bite—most of which ended up on her chin when she tried to grab the spoon and feed herself—that he realized his sister hadn’t responded. He looked up to see her focused on rolling out the biscuits, very clearly not looking at him.  
 
    “Rojita?” 
 
    “Hank and I aren’t going to move into the new orphanage, Micah.” 
 
    The news hit him like a punch in the gut. Starting over? Ha.  
 
    “What do you mean you’re not moving in with us? We’re a family. We belong together.” 
 
    She kept rolling and cutting. “And we’ll still be a family, even if we’re not living together. But these last few days, living here…”  
 
    Rojita paused and looked around the office. The downstairs might be spartan, but the little apartment upstairs—where Micah and the kids were sleeping on pallets laid practically on top of each other—was cozy, and it was where the town’s Sheriff belonged. Since Hank had taken the job as soon as he’d married Rojita, he’d just moved into the orphanage with the rest of the family and Deputy Sheriff Nottingham had the apartment now, but had agreed to move in with his mother for the next few weeks to give them all a place to stay.  
 
    His older sister sighed and finally met his eyes. “We like it here, Micah. I’ll always be a part of the orphanage, teaching and cooking and cleaning even, but in an apartment like this one…” She shrugged and went back to her biscuits. “We could have our own family here.” 
 
    Antonia chose that moment to spit carrots back at Micah, and the conversation was paused while he wiped them both up. Rojita wanted babies of her own? Well, why not? She shouldn’t have to spend the rest of her life caring for all of them, not if she wanted to be a mother herself.  
 
    “Besides,” she said slyly, “you’ll need the biggest bedroom for your wife.” 
 
    “Wife?” He kept his attention on the baby. 
 
    “I heard while we were gone, you and Miss Greene got pretty cozy. I heard she was over at the orphanage every day, and the two of you were quite smitten.”  
 
    When he looked up, she winked at him, and he scowled in response. “You heard wrong. She went back to the big city, where you said she belonged.” Where I told her to go. 
 
    But Rojita just shrugged. “Everland is a strange and wonderful place, little brother. There’s no telling what might happen.” 
 
    “Yeah. Like an orphanage catching fire in a freak accident.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Exactly. Although the building was horrible, you have to admit. We’ve been talking about renovations for years, but I guess we just needed a kick in the pants to make it happen. This could be a blessing in disguise.” 
 
    “A blessing?” Pea is gone! “We’ve had to give Skipper every last dollar Abuelo saved, just to pay for this new building. We’ve got nothing left.” 
 
    To his irritation, Rojita just shrugged. 
 
    “We’re strong and capable, Micah. Not everyone has a secret stash of money to fall back on whenever they need help.” 
 
    “Neither do we. Not anymore,” he muttered, staring down at the carrots. 
 
    “Listen.” His sister finished arranging the biscuits in the pan, then propped her hands on her hips. “Accidents happen. I understand you’re bitter and angry about this one, but you told me you believed it was an accident. You still do, right?” She waited for his begrudging nod. “Then we should be rejoicing everyone made it safely out of the fire and that you, Miss Greene, and Jack managed to save so much. This is a miracle, Micah.” 
 
    She was right. He knew that. “Yeah,” he admitted. “It’s just…” 
 
    “Just what?” she prompted when he trailed off.  
 
    He coaxed another spoonful of carrots into Antonia. “It’s just I’m worried, alright? I’m glad I can keep working, and I know Hank will keep giving us what he can, and the town’s been incredible, providing so much for us.” He kept his attention on the baby. “But I’m worried about how we’ll survive. Six kids now. And with you moving out, and just me…”  
 
    He couldn’t finish, and she knew him well enough by now to know not to push him. Besides, he was just lucky she hadn’t mentioned that damn-fool “wife” idea again.  
 
    “Plenty of people have six kids and survive just fine, Micah. You, Hank and I…we’ll make it work. We’ve been making it work for years, and only using Abuelo’s money for emergencies.” 
 
    He grunted. He knew she was right, but that didn’t make him any less bothered. And the worst part was, he knew this ball of hurt in his stomach, this anxiety, wasn’t about the money at all. It was about the fact he was having to start over. Without Pea. 
 
    Dios mio, he could kick himself for letting her go. 
 
    “If you’re really so concerned…”  
 
    He watched from the corner of his eyes while Rojita wiped her hands on her apron.  
 
    She hesitated a moment, but finally said what was on her mind, “You could always telegraph your long-lost father.” 
 
    His eyes snapped up to hers. “What?” he croaked out. 
 
    For the first time since starting this conversation, Rojita looked uncomfortable. She shrugged and shifted her weight. “I found the leather satchel with our other things.” She nodded at the smaller cell where the family’s remaining meager belongings were stacked. “The newspapers and the photograph…it’s obviously you.” Her expression turned sad. “That’s your father, Micah. He’s been looking for you for years. Decades.” 
 
    While he was trying to put into words an explanation for why he didn’t want anything to do with Andrew Prince, Antonia stole the spoon from his hand and began to pound it against the table. He moved the bowl of carrots out of her way, and took the damp towel Rojita hurried to fetch. Wiping the carrots off the baby’s face and chest, he did his best to avoid his sister’s eyes. 
 
    “Micah, he obviously loves you. Do you remember him?” 
 
    Yes. He remembered more than he expected—the way his father smiled proudly at him, the way his father used to read a book to him every evening in the nursery before Mrs. Potsdam put him to bed. The way Father would take him to the factory and tell him about all the machines, even though Micah was too young to understand. 
 
    He remembered the way Father had hugged him that afternoon, before putting him in the carriage with his nanny on their way to their country estate. He’d been loved. 
 
    But all of that had been taken from him, thanks to a blow to his head and his missing memory. Pea had come into his life then, and had filled it enough until Abuelo had taken him to live in Everland.  
 
    Prince Armory, the fancy life back in New York…that was her world, not his. She’d said she’d always wanted a father like Andrew Prince, her mentor. Well, as far as Micah was concerned, she was welcome to him. He hoped they’d both be very happy and leave him here where he belonged. 
 
    Antonia burbled happily as she slammed the spoon against the table, and Micah smiled despite his heavy heart. 
 
    “Micah?” his sister prompted. “Tell me.” 
 
    “I’m afraid,” he blurted, then clamped his lips on the confession, not wanting to say any more. 
 
     “Afraid of him?” she gently asked. “Or of the situation?” 
 
    He took a deep breath and stared at the baby’s round, happy face. “Those papers…they said he wanted his heir back. They said his son was going to inherit his business and ‘take his place in society.’ “ 
 
    “And you don’t want that,” Rojita guessed. 
 
    “This is my life. I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    “Miss Greene was from the city.” There was a hint of a question in his sister’s statement. 
 
    Yeah, and if I wasn’t willing to leave Everland for her, I’m sure not leaving it for him. “The kids need me.” 
 
    Silence, as she moved around the table, and he breathed a sigh of relief when she placed her hand on his shoulder. “We all need you, Micah. The kids, me, even Hank, although he doesn’t like to admit he’s always wanted a brother. Little Antonia needs you.” She scooped up the baby and dropped her on his lap. “Miss Greene needed you.” She took a deep breath. “And your father needs you. He needs to know you’re alive.” 
 
    Was she right? Did he owe it to his father to go to New York? “Pea ran back to him, where she belongs. He knows all about me now.”  
 
    Rojita kept her hand on Antonia’s back while the little one tried to chew on Micah’s shirt buttons. “So you think you’re going to have to choose between him and us? Between Everland and the city?” 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t leave,” he repeated, cuddling the baby against his chest. “I love my life here.” 
 
    When Rojita placed her hand on his scarred temple and turned his face up to hers, he saw the understanding in her eyes. “Don’t you think she understood that, Micah?” 
 
    Pea understood. The bolt of clarity hit Micah like a punch in the chest. She understood! That was why she hadn’t explained what her purpose for being here was. She’d come to Everland to tell him about his father, but once she saw how happy Micah was, she’d hesitated until it was too late.  
 
    She hadn’t lied to him for two weeks; she’d just been trying to avoid hurting him! Was it possible she cared for him—a scarred, poor leatherworker—as much as he cared for her? 
 
    What would’ve happened had Micah not allowed his frustration to boil over when he told her to leave? Would she still be here with him, or had Draven’s appearance meant she had to quit hesitating? 
 
    And had she not told him for his own sake, or because she’d come to realize how nice life could be outside her big-city dreams?  
 
    Sitting there staring at the big black stove on the opposite wall and cuddling the baby to him, Micah almost didn’t hear the knock. He felt Rojita leave his side, and briefly wondered who would bother to knock on a jail’s door. Gradually, the murmuring by the entryway drew his attention from wherever it had slipped off to, and he realized Rojita was speaking to someone.  
 
    He shifted in his chair to see who it was. A woman? A flash of green skirt behind his sister had him slowly standing, not daring to hope. His throat grew tight and his pulse began to pound behind his ruined temple.  
 
    Could it be? 
 
    Then Rojita stepped aside—he vaguely noted the pleased grin on her face—and there she was. 
 
    Pea! 
 
    Micah didn’t say anything; he couldn’t. Just stood there, staring. Wondering if he’d guessed right about her intentions during the last weeks. Wondering if he’d guessed wrong. She’d come back. Back to Everland, back to them. 
 
    Back to him. 
 
    His step towards her was more of a fall, though he caught himself at the last moment. She didn’t seem to notice, as she flicked her gaze between him and Antonia. Did she give them a look of longing, or was that just his imagination?  
 
    Rojita cleared her throat. “Welcome to our temporary home, Penelope. I’m going to go upstairs and put the biscuits in. You’ll stay for dinner, I hope? We can bunch up.” 
 
    We’re already bunched up, Micah wanted to say. He wanted to make a joke about Pea being welcome as long as she didn’t burn this building down. He wanted to tell her how much he’d missed her, and how much she meant to him. 
 
    Unfortunately, his throat didn’t seem to want to work at all.  
 
    And then Rojita was gone and Pea closed the door behind herself. He was alone with her and the baby, and he still couldn’t make himself say a maldita thing. 
 
    “Hello, Micah.” Her greeting was hesitant, unsure. Like she didn’t know how he was going to react.  
 
    Did she think he was going to ignore her? Send her away? Rant and rave? How could he, loving her as he did? No, he wasn’t going to do any of those things, but he had to know if Rojita was right. He had to know if Pea had set out to hurt him, or if she’d only wanted to keep from hurting him.  
 
    When he finally forced himself to speak, his voice was harsh, barely a whisper. “Why did you come back, Pea?”  
 
    She was staring at little Antonia, who was currently chewing on her fist and nuzzling against his collar. If he hadn’t been watching Pea, he would’ve missed the way her expression crumpled. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her beautiful pea-green eyes to his, and he watched them fill with tears. Those incredible eyebrows dropped at the corner, and he could see her pain written on her face. 
 
    Whatever she was about to say, it would change him forever.  
 
    She took a deep breath. Held it. Let it out. Looked away. Like she wasn’t brave enough to speak. 
 
    But then she met his eyes once more, offered a tremulous smile, and said simply, “Because I love you.” 
 
    That’s when Micah’s eyes filled with tears.  
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    When she saw tears in those so-dark-they-were-almost-black eyes, Penelope’s knees went weak. She’d done this to him. She’d broken him until he couldn’t look at her—couldn’t hear her true feelings—without pain. 
 
    She had to do what she could to fix this, even if it didn’t work out in her favor. She hated to see him so hurt. 
 
    “Micah.” She took a stumbling step forward, hoping her legs would support her long enough to make him understand. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry about the fire, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth.”  
 
    Quietly, he said, “My name’s Michael.” 
 
    Her eyes closed on a wince. “I know,” she whispered. She’d been the one to give him his new name, after all. That was why no one besides her had been able to find him all these years. “I know,” she repeated, trying to assure both of them. “And I’m so sorry you had to find out that way.” 
 
    When she’d arrived in Everland, she’d stopped at the Van Winkle Inn to collect her satchel containing Mr. Prince’s will and newspaper articles and the photograph, before trying to track down Micah and his family. Rip hadn’t known what she’d been talking about when she’d asked after the satchel, but had escorted her up to the room she’d stayed in last week. While she searched—increasingly frantically—under the mattress where she’d stored the documents, he’d casually mentioned the Zapatos had stayed with him after the fire. Micah himself had slept in this bed the same evening she’d left town. 
 
    Micah had found everything. He knew why she’d come to Everland, and knew what she had kept from him for so long. But he had no idea why she’d done it. 
 
    If she accomplished nothing else on this trip, if he told her to go away again and never return, she had to make him understand before she did. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. Hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. 
 
    With one of his large hands cradling the baby’s back, he broke the silence. “Is your employer really my father?” 
 
    “Yes,” she croaked. She swallowed and tried again. “Yes, Mr. Prince has been looking for you for years. I was reorganizing some files a few months ago and found that collection of papers and the photograph.” Locking her hands in front of her, she focused her attention on the baby’s bottom, trying not to think how hard it was to hold Micah’s stare. “I took one look at the little boy in that picture, and I knew why no one had found you. Because of me.” She swallowed. “Because I told the orphanage your name was really Micah, not Michael. It was my fault you were missing for so long.” 
 
    “So you came looking for me.” His voice was still flat.  
 
    Longing to hear some gentleness, some encouragement, she forced herself to meet his eyes again. “I had to make it right. But once I was here—”  
 
    The baby chose that moment to throw herself backwards from Micah’s shoulder, in that unpredictable way she sometimes did. He caught her in time, but not before she’d twisted in his arms enough to see Penelope. Her chubby face lit up with one of her wonderful, gummy smiles, and she burbled, “Baaaamamama” happily. 
 
    Penelope gasped, her hands rising to cover her mouth and her sudden tears. She knew it was just sounds to Antonia, totally meaningless…but that happy babbling had cut right through Penelope’s chest and into her heart in the most intense way. 
 
    She ached to reach for Antonia, to put her arms around both the baby and Micah. But he… 
 
    Micah stood stiffly, staring at the suddenly wiggly baby. Then, almost imperceptibly, he relaxed and met Penelope’s eyes. “She just started saying that.” He shrugged. “I thought she was missing you, and judging from the way she’s trying to get to you, I’d guess that’s still true.” 
 
    The baby stuck three fingers in her mouth and continued to make noise. “Mammmabababammmamab.” 
 
    Smiling, he held her towards Penelope. “I think it would make both of you ladies very happy if you’d come over here and give her a hug.” 
 
    Penelope fairly flew across the room, wrapping herself around the little one and inhaling deeply of the clean-smelling baby scent. Home. The feeling slammed into her, and she couldn’t stop the two tears which leaked from under her lids. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit down, Pea?” His invitation was gentle, and her heart ached to hear it. She was the one who was supposed to make him feel better, not the other way around.  
 
    She shook her head. She had to get this said. “Micah, I’m sorry. I never wanted to hurt you, just like I never wanted to hurt your father. I made choices, and maybe they weren’t the right ones, but they were made in good faith and—” 
 
    Realizing she was beginning to cry in earnest, she forced herself to stop her blathering, to try to calm down. As if trying to help her, Antonia’s little hand patted her face, right below one eye.  
 
    She took a deep breath, and met Micah’s eyes. Those sad eyes which were watching her like he couldn’t make sense of her. “I tracked you here from Denver, but once I found you again, I hesitated to tell you why. I was thrilled to find you—my oldest friend—and interested in the life you’d built for yourself. But I was surprised, because you seemed to actually enjoy your life here. But surely you would enjoy being wealthy more, I thought.” 
 
    His expression had eased slightly, but she pushed on. 
 
    “I hesitated at first, because I’d come here to give you an amazing gift: a father and a life of ease. It’s every orphan’s dream to discover their parents still want you.” She did her best to tamp down on her bitterness, and instead turned her attention to the baby in her arms. Antonia had been abandoned, just like the rest of them at the orphanages…all except Micah. 
 
    “I was jealous, I guess. I knew and admired Mr. Prince, and here I was delivering him—and the life I’d always yearned for—to you. So I didn’t tell you right away.”  
 
    She looked up and met his eyes again. “I meant to tell you that first day, when I went to your home with all of the papers. But…well…you distracted me. The way you looked, the way you felt.” She swallowed, then confessed the truth. “The way you made me feel. I admit I was intrigued enough to be distracted from my mission. And then this little one arrived”—she bounced Antonia a bit—“and we became focused on her. Antonia became our life.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Those were hectic days. I sure appreciated having your help.” 
 
    “I would’ve walked across lava to be there with you, with her, with the children. And that was a complete surprise to me, because…” She swallowed. “Because I never wanted your life. Ever. I always pitied the people who didn’t have the bustle and culture of a big city. I never wanted your life—never wanted to worry about more than just myself, never wanted a family, or…or a man.” 
 
    When she uttered the word “man,” she made sure Micah knew exactly what she was thinking. What she had been thinking, since she first saw how he’d grown into a handsome and oh-so-desirable man.  
 
    When his eyes darkened further and he stepped towards her, she knew he understood. 
 
    “So I was surprised to discover how much I loved your life. It was because of you, Micah. I was falling in love with you, and with your love for your life. It was because of you.” Her voice dropped as she nuzzled the baby’s head. “It’s always been about you.” 
 
    His voice seemed to come from far-off when he said, “Then why didn’t you tell me the truth about why you were here?”  
 
     “Because I came to know you.” She met his eyes again, willing him to understand. “I saw that even though I’d come to bring you a dream come true, it was my dream come true, and not yours. You wouldn’t be happy away from Everland. But you would still feel obligated to your father—I knew once you knew how much he missed you, your heart would force you to go to him.” 
 
    To her surprise, a gentle smile split his face. “And by hiding the truth from me, you thought to save me that decision? To save me that heartache?” 
 
    Her relief caused her to gasp and tears to form once more. “You knew? You understand?” 
 
    Slowly, softly, he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her and Antonia. “Not until just a few minutes ago. I don’t like the fact you didn’t feel comfortable telling me the truth, but I understand why you did it.” Then he took a deep breath, one she felt throughout her entire body. “And I love you for it.” 
 
    If he hadn’t had his arms around her, she might’ve sunk to the floor then, so great was her joy and her relief. “Really?” she asked, her face so close to his. “You mean that?” 
 
    “The part about understanding, or the part about loving you?” 
 
    “Both. Either!” She was crying as much as she was grinning now. 
 
    “Both.” He kissed her left eyebrow, then her right one. “I’ve loved you since I was a little boy. I fell in love all over again when you showed up like an avenging angel to save me from that lynch mob. I love the way you take charge of everything—your life, my life—because you want the best for everyone.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I love the way you accepted my dreams were different from yours, and you took the time to appreciate them.” He kissed her tear-stained left cheek. “And I love the way you came to love my dreams.” He kissed her right cheek. 
 
    Pulling back slightly, arms still around both of them, he smiled. “I love you, Pea. You’ve always been in my heart.” 
 
    And when he kissed her lips, her heart went soaring. She was standing there in the middle of a small-town jail, being kissed by a man who worked from sunup to sundown for his family…and she couldn’t be happier. Couldn’t be more in love. 
 
    Which maybe explained why she was still crying.  
 
    Several minutes went by before Antonia began to squirm and babble, and they broke away with awkward laughs. Micah’s eyes were dark with desire, and she was breathing heavier than usual.  
 
    A grin tugged the corners of his lips up—those sensual, wonderful lips! “That’s the first time I’ve kissed a girl who was bawling like a baby.” 
 
    “I can’t help it.” She sniffed as she wiped at her eyes. “I never cry.” 
 
    “I will correct you, mi amor. You never cried in your old life.” He took the baby from her, returning Antonia to his shoulder. “Here in Everland, you’ll find lots to cry about.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” She smiled, trying to get her tears under control. 
 
    “A promise. You’ll cry in frustration at the children’s antics. You’ll cry for friends’ joys and losses. You’ll cry in reverence the first time I make love to you.” 
 
    He said that last part so seriously her eyes widened. Then she burst into laughter and threw her arms around both Micah and Antonia. “I think I’m going to love your life as much as I love you, Micah Zapato.” 
 
    “And I’m going to love giving you a new dream, Mrs. Zapato.” 
 
    She began to cry again—in joy, of course—right before his smiling lips met hers.  
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    Micah’s heart couldn’t get any fuller as he stepped outside the jail, his arm around Pea and the baby against his shoulder. The sun was sinking in the western sky, and the underside of the clouds were tinted with pinks and purples. He breathed in the scents of cooking dinners, fresh grass, and the baby’s skin. This is home. 
 
    Beside him, Pea sniffled once, but she was smiling when she met his eyes. “You really mean it, Micah?” 
 
    Their conversation over the last few minutes had been interrupted a few times, by the best kisses he’d ever experienced. So it was understandable she hadn’t quite followed along. 
 
    “Of course, mi amor.” He dropped a kiss to her lips, just for emphasis. “I’ll have to contact my father—and I know you’ll help me—but I want to live here. I hope he’ll be able to understand that.” 
 
    He’d expected her to assure him Andrew Prince was a good man, but instead, her eyebrows drew together.  
 
    “I hope so. He’s a very determined man.” 
 
    She should know, he thought. Still, all he said was, “So am I. Especially when I’m fighting for my family.” 
 
    Just then, two women crossed in front of the couple. They startled Micah, and he told himself he probably hadn’t been paying attention; it wasn’t as if they’d actually appeared out of thin air. The one beaming at him and Pea was short and round, with a giant wart on her chin, while her companion wore close-cropped red hair and a scowl. 
 
    “There! Look, look!” The be-warted was pointing at them enthusiastically. “I told you it would work, didn’t I? I told you burning down the orphanage wouldn’t go to waste.” 
 
    What? Before Micah could figure out how to respond, her grumpy-looking companion growled something under her breath.  
 
    Then the red-haired woman stepped forward and spoke directly to Micah. “I am so sorry about all of this, Mr. Zapato.” 
 
    “All of what?”  
 
    He looked down at Pea, but she wasn’t able to offer him any clues. She was much too busy glaring at the still-nodding woman with the wart. 
 
    “The fire,” the grumpy-looking one said with a sigh. “We tried to tell her it was too drastic and dangerous, just to force Penelope’s hand, but—” 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” the other woman shrieked. 
 
    The red-head whirled, one long finger pointing at her companion’s nose. “It might not’ve, Dorcas! You can’t take risks like that. The Guild’s Council will have to meet to determine if you should be allowed—” 
 
    “Narrative causality! Narrative causality!” The woman apparently named Dorcas was jumping up and down in the middle of Andersen Avenue now, screeching. “Narrative causality!” 
 
    “Don’t you dare evoke that with me, Dorcas!” 
 
    Against his shoulder, Antonia started, then twisted to stare at the strangers. Micah tightened his hold on Pea, wondering who the hell these women were, and why they were determined to ruin what had previously been a lovely moment with his intended bride.  
 
    “All I’m saying is it was vital to dispose of that old run-down building! The orphanage had to be moved into the center of town, to make it a central part of the girls’ stories—” 
 
    The grumpy one interrupted, “Not for another hundred and fifty years! You knew that! We had decades to gradually influence the town’s layout. You took drastic measures unsanctioned by the Guild, and now—” 
 
    But Dorcas was already jumping away, out of the red-head’s reach. “Godmothers think in the long-term, Grumpy!” she called over her shoulder. “Narrative Causality!” 
 
    The grumpy one growled something unflattering under her breath, before scowling once more at Micah, and hurrying after her friend. “You might not be a Godmother for long, Dorcas!” she hollered.  
 
    As the two turned down the alley behind MacKinnon’s new restaurant, Micah thought he heard a faint “narrative causality!” drift back. 
 
    The street seemed still for a few hushed heartbeats. Crazy women. 
 
    Micah bounced the baby farther up on his shoulder, and she tugged on his ear. “What was that about?” 
 
    Pea was frowning after the two women. “I’m really not at all sure, but I’ve met them before.” 
 
    “How come I’ve never seen them? And what the hell is a Godmother?” 
 
    Pea’s attention turned to him and she finally smiled. Dios mio, he loved her smile. He loved the way her beautiful pea-green eyes crinkled slightly at the corners, and he loved the way her expressive eyebrows lifted slightly. And he loved the way her lips reminded him of her kisses.  
 
    “I don’t understand that part either, but remind me to have a conversation with Antonia and the twins in another few years, about unexpected favors from strange women.” 
 
    He dropped a kiss to her nose. “Deal. I like the idea of you being around to help me raise them.” Especially now that Rojita wanted to concentrate on starting her own family. 
 
    As if conjured, his band of ragamuffins came careening around the corning of Perrault Street. Tom and Jack were tussling with Eddie Bellini—while running, which was impressive—and the twins had their heads close to two of Herr Doktor’s little girls, giggling about something. One was absent-mindedly holding Blue’s hand, as he licked a peppermint stick clutched in the other. Rojita wouldn’t be happy if he ruined his dinner, but it was hard to be angry with a sticky, tousled, beaming four-year-old. 
 
    When the group saw Pea, a collective squeal rose, and his kids broke away from the others. She stepped out of his arms and lifted hers just in time to catch Blue and one of the girls, then was nearly toppled when Tom threw himself at her.  
 
    “Pea’s home!” 
 
    “Where’d you go? Was it nice?” 
 
    “Did you bring us anything?” 
 
    “Don’ eber weave us ‘gain!” 
 
    “We missed you awfully!” 
 
    “Are you staying with us? Want to share my pillow, Pea?” 
 
    She was laughing too hard to answer any of their questions, but she gave each of them a kiss and a long hug—even sticky Blue, who grabbed hold of her hand and wouldn’t let go. 
 
    Micah had thought his heart was as full as it could be, but he’d been wrong. Watching her love these children, the way she hadn’t been loved as a child…surely this was as full as his heart could get—?  
 
    “Are these the Zapato orphans?” 
 
    The deep voice behind him startled Micah out of his musings, and he swung around to find a stranger standing on the boardwalk. A stranger who was carrying a rifle case which looked suspiciously like Pea’s missing one. A stranger who stared, horrified, at the ruin of Micah’s brow. A stranger wearing the nicest suit Micah had seen outside of Dmitri’s fancy dress uniform, with a fine hat and shiny shoes.  
 
    A stranger who looked at him with eyes which matched his own. 
 
    Micah’s throat went dry. He wasn’t sure what to say, but he knew this man. He was the man from the photograph. The man Micah now remembered. Father. 
 
    But Pea, bless her, knew what to do. She rose to her feet—still holding Blue’s hand—and took Antonia from him. Micah gladly passed her the baby without looking away from his father. He took a step towards the older man, but that was as far as he could go.  
 
    He was here? The great Andrew Prince had come to Everland, instead of demanding Micah return to New York? 
 
    It was the older man who finally broke the silence. “Michael.” That was all he managed to get out, and even that one word sounded as if he were choking as he said it. 
 
    Taking pity on him, Micah smiled gently. “I’m called Micah here, Father. I’ve been Micah for twenty years.” 
 
    His father’s eyes had lit up when he heard Micah call him “Father.” Now he began to nod. “Micah Zapato. You took on the name of the couple who raised you. I owe them a great debt of gratitude, and since the station master told me the orphanage recently burned down, I would like to pay to replace it.” 
 
    The offer—so similar to what Rojita had suggested he ask for—surprised Micah. “The plans have already been drawn up for a replacement building here in town.” 
 
    Behind him, Pea gasped. “That’s wonderful, Micah!” 
 
    “Yeah.” He turned just enough to smile at her. “It will be a beautiful building.”  
 
    Tom piped up, “I get my own room!” 
 
    Micah smiled. “Six bedrooms, and the large one in the front is for me and my wife, or so I’ve been told.” 
 
    When Pea blushed and shifted the baby in her arms, he almost chuckled. Might have, had his father not cleared his throat then and reminded everyone of his presence. 
 
    “Then you must allow me to become a patron of the new orphanage. I have more money than I can ever spend, and this is the least I can do to honor the Zapatos’ memory.” 
 
    It was more than Micah could’ve hoped. He glanced at each of the children’s hopeful faces, and knew his father had answered all of his worries. Still, money couldn’t solve everything. 
 
    “We called them Grandmother and Grandfather,” he said gently. He wanted Andrew to know Abuela and Abuelo had been so much more than the couple who’d raised him. “They’re family.” Just like Rojita and Antonia, and all the other kids. And Pea. 
 
    His father swallowed slowly, then nodded again. “Family. Yes.” His gaze flicked to Pea, holding the baby. “I’ve recently been reminded that family is more important than position or prestige or power.” 
 
    The hesitance when he said it eased Micah’s tension. His father was just as nervous about this first meeting as he was. So he stepped to the side a bit, and held out his hand. “Would you like to meet them?” 
 
    Andrew’s eyes widened. “Meet the children?” 
 
    “Meet my family.” Micah rattled off their names—the girls curtsied in perfect harmony, so it was impossible to tell them apart—before pointing to the upstairs window. “Rojita, my older sister, is cooking enough dinner for all of us, and her husband Hank—the Sheriff—should be home to enjoy it soon.” He extended his hand to Pea. “And last, but not least…” 
 
    Pea extricated herself from Blue’s grip and stepped forward. “Hello, Mr. Prince.” She sounded hesitant, and Micah wondered what had happened when they’d met in Denver. 
 
    But his father’s gaze dropped to where she was holding Micah’s hand. “I think, all things considered, you’d better call me ‘Andrew.’ I brought you back your rifle, as my way of telling you that I do not accept your resignation, but it seems like you’ve already found a new position.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. One I think I’ll like even more.” She smiled shyly. “But you still need to meet the rest of our family.” She shifted her shoulder so the baby turned to look at Andrew. “This is Antonia.” 
 
    The little one—with hair as dark as Micah’s and Pea’s—chose that moment to gift Andrew with one of her gummy smiles. She pulled her fingers out of her mouth long enough to beam at him. “Baamamabababama!”  
 
    Micah’s father blinked in surprise. Then slowly, so slowly it was hard to fathom, the older man smiled. His smile was so much like his son’s that Micah’s breath caught in his throat. Father. How had he ever feared this man’s reaction? How had he ever wondered if this man would accept his family, his way of life? 
 
    “This is my home, Father. This is where I belong, and where I want to stay. This is my family.” He rested his hand on Pea’s hip, the baby between them. “But…” He took a deep breath. “But you’re welcome to stay here with us, for as long as you’d like. Everland is a wonderful town, and I’d like you to get to know it, as we get to know one another. You probably have to go back to New York, but I want you to know…” 
 
    Micah swallowed, then glanced at Pea. She was beaming up at him, and when he felt a presence on his other side, he looked down to see Jack standing there, supporting him. This is what family is about, after all. 
 
    He exhaled and smiled happily, as the baby cooed. “I want you to know, Father, you’ll always have a place here, if you want it. With us.” 
 
    His father didn’t react right away. Instead, he looked away from Micah to take in the bustling, healthy town, with neighbors calling back and forth and the children scampering home to supper. He glanced up at the perfect sky, and down at the neat boardwalks, before nodding slowly.  
 
    Then he stepped forward with his arms open. “Well, it seems like I haven’t just found my son, have I? I’ve found a whole new family.” 
 
    Pea was laughing when the older man wrapped them all in a hug, but Micah couldn’t manage a sound. Instead, he buried his face in his father’s shoulder and fought to hold back his tears.  
 
    Had he thought his heart full a moment ago? Impossible! This was as full as it could get. 
 
    And when the baby babbled, “Mamamababammama!” he knew he was wrong yet again; his love wasn’t finite. His heart would grow as his family grew, and he was sure he would find more to love, each passing day.  
 
    Here in Everland.  
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    Keep reading for a sneak peek from Little Red! 
 
    And what’s going on with Draven? You can find out this Christmas, when he’ll return. 
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed Micah and Pea’s fairy tale, I urge you to friend me on Facebook or follow me on Twitter; I frequently post fun bits of social history that I find while researching my latest book. Do you like reading historical westerns, and like hanging out with others who do too? Join us on the Pioneer Hearts Facebook page, where we have the most wonderful discussions, contests, and updates about new books! 
 
      
 
    The Everland, Ever After series is so much fun! If you’d like to keep up with my stories, or read deleted scenes, or receive exclusive free books, sign up for my newsletter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Reviews help other readers find books they’ll love. 
 
    All feedback is read and appreciated.  
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    Sign up for Caroline’s Newsletter to receive exclusive content and freebies, as well as first dibs on her books! 
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    Did you miss Rojita and Hank’s story? It’s the first Everland Ever After, and it’s available for FREE on all e-readers! 
 
      
 
    From Little Red: an Everland Ever After Tale 
 
      
 
    Her back hurt. Why did her back hurt? Rojita cracked her eyelids just a bit, wincing at the way the full brightness of the late-winter sun lanced straight through to the back of her brain. Never mind, better to just keep them closed.  
 
    She was lying on the frozen ground; the sharp rock or stick or something under her rear end told her that. And just as soon as the dull ache in her back faded, she’d get around to shifting off of it. In the meantime… why did her back hurt at all? 
 
    She’d been riding hard, and then—oh yes, the horse had stopped suddenly. Had she been thrown? Wiggling her toes in her boots and flexing her fingertips, Rojita gave a little sigh of relief. Nothing hurt worse than her back, which meant that nothing was broken, and at least she could walk. The mean-spirited animal—no doubt a trait inherited from its master—must’ve tossed her off in such a way that she’d landed almost-safely.  
 
    Where was the blasted animal? How long had it been since the accident? Had it wandered off, leaving her here in the Wyoming wilderness with no hope of rescue? Was El Lobo even now picking along her trail—having gotten another horse, of course—creeping ever closer to doing her unspeakable harm? Had this delay cost Abuela the orphanage?  
 
    Rojita groaned, and then winced at the sound. She couldn’t be that weak, could she? Abuela and the children were counting on her getting to Everland before Lobo, even if they didn’t know it. She had to stand up, to find that darned horse, and to start riding before he caught up with her. 
 
    “It’s about time you woke up, Red. I was getting worried.” 
 
    Too late. He’d found her. He was here.  
 
    She kept her eyes closed, wondering if she could fool him into thinking that she was still unconscious. Everything that she knew about the man said that he was ruthless, but surely he’d wait until she was awake to do any harm that he had planned? 
 
    “I can see you wiggling over there. Anything broken?” 
 
    He had a deceptively nice voice. Warm and smooth; comforting like café con leche on a cold day. It was a shame, to waste such a voice on a gunslinger like El Lobo. He wasn’t warm or comforting or nice, but he sure sounded like it. That voice was probably his secret weapon; he could convince anyone that he was a kind-hearted, law-abiding citizen, and then he’d swoop in and defraud their widows of land that they’d purchased legally and rightfully.  
 
    But Rojita wasn’t going to be fooled. She knew him for what he really was, thanks to Abuelo’s warning. She knew about the men he’d goaded into drawing on him, and how he shot them down without a flicker of conscience. She knew about the lawmen he’d killed in Mexico, and about the way his name was used as a curse by law-abiding folks throughout Texas. And since he’d found her in Salt Lake City, she knew about his cruel smile and calm certainty that absolutely no one would stand in his way of getting what he wanted. 
 
    Unfortunately, she was what he wanted, and Rojita had to suppress a shiver at the thought. Think! She was going to figure out a way out of this. She’d been to school in a big city; surely she was smart enough to outthink a common bandito like Lobo. Just because he was at a complete advantage here didn’t mean that she couldn’t beat him to Everland after all. 
 
    “Come on, Red, wake up. I managed to run down your horse—you’re welcome, by the way. All we’re waiting on is you.” 
 
    Her horse? Her horse? She’d stolen it from him. Lobo would know that, and would be… angry, wouldn’t he? So why did he sound exasperated instead?  
 
    Unless… Her eyes snapped open, the bright Wyoming sky not bothering her nearly as much as it had a minute before. Unless this wasn’t El Lobo.  
 
    With a gasp, Rojita jerked herself up onto her elbows, twisting to find the source of the caramel-warm voice. She had just a glimpse of a small fire and a man hunched behind it, before the pain made everything go black again.  
 
      
 
    Don’t worry, that’s not El Lobo she sees! Read more of Little Red to find out who it is! 
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