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Prologue
Deadwood, South Dakota - August 1876


“Murder in Deadwood.”
“Notorious gunfighter James Butler Hickok, ‘Wild Bill’ was shot during a game of cards at the local saloon.”


The print seemed to jump off the pages as he read on.  Each word hammered home a truth he’d known was coming, a truth he’d steeled himself for. It had been a week since he first read that paper, a hollowness echoed in his chest. As the train chugged on, he stared out the window as the passing scenery blurred. Deadwood. Home, once upon a time. He ran a hand through his dusty brown hair, the year's etching lines on his face that mirrored the map of scars tracing his body.  Had anyone gone to the funeral?  No, most likely not.  His brow furrowed even more.
The journey blurred a haze of smoke from passing locomotives and the rhythmic clickety-clack of the tracks. Stepping onto the Deadwood boardwalk, the harsh sunlight was a slap in the face. As he walked through the town he was keenly aware of the glances in his direction. 
He was an outsider. 
There was a time when he relished being an outsider. Nine years, he mused, was a lifetime ago in this lawless land. His boots thudded a lonely rhythm against the weathered boards as he headed towards the familiar creak of the swinging saloon doors.
Headed towards the ramshackle hotel, a flash of blonde hair caught his eye. Sheridan. His heart hammered against his ribs. He hadn’t expected to see her again, especially not under these circumstances.
Time seemed to warp as Sheridan, her beauty undimmed by the years, crossed the dusty street only a few yards from where he stood. His satchel felt heavy on his shoulder, a physical manifestation of the burdens he carried. He barked an order to a quick street urchin, coins clinking in his hand as the boy scurried off with his luggage.
The cemetery surprised him. A scattering of mourners stood around a freshly turned mound, their faces etched with mourning. He hadn’t expected anyone, though none of them were familiar faces. A pang of guilt, sharp and unexpected, ripped through him. Were these ‘Wild Bill’s’ friends? The weight of his actions settled on him.
Sheridan lingered, tears glistening on her cheeks as she placed a bouquet of wildflowers on the raw earth. He watched from the shadows of a gnarled oak, his own throat thick with unshed tears. She looked like an angel, her beauty even sharper in the stark contrast of death.
“Jimmy.” Sheridan choked back a sob, her voice thick with unshed tears as she traced a circle on the rough mound of earth. “I wish things had been different for you. Back then, you were full of dreams, bigger than this whole town.”
She paused, her gaze distant, filled with a thousand unspoken memories. “But somewhere along the line, you changed. This outlaw life… it hardened you, twisted you into something I barely recognize. This violence, this running… it wasn’t you, Jimmy. It wasn’t the man I fell in love with.”
A single tear escaped, tracing a glistening path down her cheek. “Maybe I was naive. Maybe I thought love could save you. But this… this whole mess…” Her voice trailed off, a tremor of anger shaking her words. “This wasn’t you, Jimmy. This is a circus, a bloody, brutal game.”
He watched her, his heart a lead weight in his chest. The pain he’d caused was etched on her face, a mirror reflecting his own turmoil. A part of him ached with a desperate need to comfort her, to explain, to somehow lessen the blow. Yet, another, more cynical voice echoed in his mind. She deserved better, a life untainted by the blood on his hands.
Chapter 1
Kearney, Missouri - June 1866
Mary Mimms’ voice boomed across the dusty yard, carried on the warm afternoon breeze. The clanging of the dinner bell echoed her call, a not-so-subtle reminder that playtime was over.
“Sheridan! Susan!” Mary called out louder. She shook her head with annoyance. “Where are those cousins of yours Zee?”
“Down by the creek, most likely.” Zerelda glanced up from her mending with a smirk on her face.
Moments later, two figures emerged from behind the weathered barn, their laughter a melody against the symphony of buzzing cicadas. As they neared the porch, Mary’s brow furrowed.
“Sheridan Wade and Susan James!” Mary exclaimed, her hands instinctively reaching for her hips. “Look at the state of you both! Covered head to toe in mud!”
A sheepish grin spread across Sheridan’s freckled face. “Sorry, Ma’am.” She mumbled, the playful glint in her clear blue eyes betraying her remorse. Susan, younger and less adept at hiding her mischief, giggled outright, burying her face in Sheridan’s shoulder.
Mary huffed, a puff of air escaping her lips. “Don’t you ‘sorry, Ma’am’ me! Girls, you’re both too old for these childhood antics. Now march yourselves straight to the wash house and scrub that dirt off before you track it all over the floor! And hurry up, dinner’s getting cold.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Sheridan conceded, grabbing Susan’s hand and pulling her towards the small wooden structure at the back of the property.
“What would Jeremiah say if he saw you lookin’ like that Sheridan?”  Mary yelled from the porch and shook her head. “I’ll tell you! He wouldn’t want to marry a dirty little girl!  That’s what he’d say!”
“If that’s what he’d say I’d roll in dirt!”  A mischievous glint flickered in her eyes as she mumbled under her breath, barely audible to Susan. “Daily!” 
The lukewarm water felt refreshing against her sun-kissed skin as she scrubbed away the mud, leaving trails of golden brown on the washbasin. Sunlight streamed through the gaps in the weathered wooden walls, illuminating dust specks dancing in the air.
A gentle breeze whispered through the nearby cottonwoods, carrying the sweet scent of wildflowers. It was a day that begged for adventure, for exploring the hidden trails and chasing butterflies in meadows bursting with life. Sheridan glanced out the small window, longing tugging at her heart.
Susan, a wisp of a girl with hair the color of spun honey, still had a few carefree months before her eighteenth birthday. Sheridan, however, had crossed that threshold several months ago, a milestone that seemed to echo with a hollow clang in her heart. It only served to intensify Aunt Mary’s relentless matchmaking.
Jeremiah, a prominent lawyer in the area had been constantly shoved in her direction. In her aunt’s eyes, Sheridan’s adventurous spirit and independent streak were nothing but stubbornness. She yanked off her mud-caked pantalettes and petticoat, tossing them onto the growing pile of laundry. The sound of her aunt muttering from the kitchen filtered through the thin walls. Causing another round of giggles from Sheridan and Susan.
After both girls had thoroughly cleaned themselves, they walked towards the house, a sense of anticipation prickling at Sheridan’s skin. Just as they reached the doorway, a dark shadow fell across it, momentarily blocking the afternoon sun. Sheridan’s breath hitched.
“Hello?” Sheridan looked at the stranger suspiciously. Noticing his eyes darted nervously around the yard before meeting hers. “You must be Uncle John’s friend?”
“I, uh, that’s right.” The man stammered. “You must be Susan, right? Or Zerelda?”
“I’m Susan.” The younger girl corrected him.
“I’m Sheridan.”  She shook his hand and walked up the porch.  “Come on in, Uncle John is gone for another week.  We’re just going to have supper. I’m sure Aunt Mary won’t mind.”
“Thank you ma’am.”
“You mentioned knowing Uncle John?” Sheridan held the door open, her voice laced with a subtle challenge.
“I’m a friend of his cousin.” The man smiled broadly.
“Uncle Robert?”  Sheridan smiled. 
“Sheridan, who is this?” Aunt Mary’s voice boomed from inside, laced with a hint of curiosity.
“Just a friend of Uncle Robert’s.” Sheridan replied, ushering the man in with a touch more force than necessary. “This is Mr.…” She cast a questioning glance at the stranger.
“Peter,” He stammered slightly as he quickly coughed and then offered his hand and a warm smile. “Morgan.”
““Welcome, Mr. Morgan,” she said finally, her voice polite but firm. “You’re just in time for supper. We were just about to sit down. Hungry, are you?”
“Well, if that’s what that heavenly smell is, how could I refuse?” He happily followed them into the small cabin.
Peter’s stomach churned, and a dark thrill snaked its way up his spine. Seated at their well-worn dinner table, he felt like a wolf invited to dine with the sheep. Fate, it seemed, had a twisted sense of humor. Months of planning to capture the notorious James brothers had morphed into this unexpected opportunity. Susan James, sat across from him, completely unaware of the danger that lurked beneath his carefully constructed facade of polite conversation.
The setting sun cast an orange glow through the window, painting long shadows across the worn floral wallpaper. Each creak of the floorboards sent a jolt through him, a frantic drumbeat against the forced casualness of his words. Every stolen glance at the grandfather clock by the fireplace felt like a desperate plea for his accomplices to arrive.
Chapter 2
Savannah, Missouri - July 1866
Sheridan wrinkled her nose, the stench of stale sweat and unwashed bodies clinging to the cramped cabin walls. She had preferred when they were on the move and not held up in a tiny room. At least moving from place to place afforded her some sense of freedom. Even that fleeting freedom felt like a distant memory now. She had lost count of how long she and her cousins had been held captive. How many days – or was it weeks? – had they been cooped up in this miserable excuse for a shelter?
Pete’s hulking form filled the doorway, momentarily blocking the sliver of sunlight that dared to peek through the grime-coated window. “Fresh air, ladies.” He grunted, his voice a gravelly rasp. He clamped a set of rusty wrist restraints on each of them before roughly shoving them outside.
A steaming bowl of stew awaited them, its aroma doing little to tempt Sheridan or Zerelda’s appetite. Susan, however devoured her portion in record time. Sheridan waited until Pete and his cohorts were a safe distance away, their gruff voices fading into the background. Leaning closer to Zerelda, she lowered her voice.
Zerelda lifted her head, her eyes wide and shadowed with fear. “Do you think they’ll even find us, Sheridan?”
“Course they will!” Sheridan said, her voice firm despite the tremor in her own heart. She squeezed Susan’s shoulder, the other girl’s quiet strength a comfort. “You know neither of them will rest until their little sister back safe.”
Susan met Sheridan’s gaze, a spark of fierce determination flickering in her blue eyes. “They’ll find us.” She echoed, her voice laced with unwavering faith.
A sly smile tugged at the corner of Sheridan’s lips. Leaning closer to Zerelda, she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial murmur. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you Jesse stealing glances of each other, every chance you get.”
Pete’s shadow loomed over them as he held out a stale hunk of bread. Sheridan flinched, her spoon clattering against the bowl.
“Here.” He drawled, his gaze lingering a few moments too long on Zerelda.
“Thank you.” Sheridan grabbed the bread quickly and split it with her cousins.
“No need to be shy,” Pete chuckled, a sound devoid of humor. He knelt beside them, invading their personal space. “You girls don’t have anything to worry about. We ain’t here to cause you harm.”
Sheridan scoffed. “Then why are we here?”
Pete’s smile faltered for a brief moment, a flicker of something akin to annoyance crossing his features. “Let’s just say you’re valuable collateral damage.” He said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Your cousins messed with folks they shouldn’t have. Now, we gotta sort things out.”
“So, you’re using us as bargaining chips?” Sheridan’s voice was laced with icy anger.
Pete shrugged, his feigned nonchalance failing to mask the calculating glint in his eyes. “Sharp as a tack, ain’t ya?” He reached out, his hand brushing against her cheek in a gesture that sent a shiver down her spine. “Just keep your pretty little heads down, and everything will be fine.”
With a wink that did little to ease her apprehension, Pete lumbered away, leaving the girls to stew in a chilling silence. Zerelda’s voice, barely a whisper, shattered the quiet. “Do you really think they won’t hurt us?”
Sheridan forced a smile, though it felt brittle around the edges. “Pete, maybe. But these others...” she trailed off, letting her gaze sweep across the empty cabin, the unspoken threat hanging heavy in the air. “The rest of them wouldn’t think twice about it.”
Chapter 3
Savannah, Missouri - July 1866
The warm Missouri wind whipped Frank’s hair into a frenzy as he scanned the horizon for the third time that morning. Two days perched on this desolate cliff had left him stiff and sore, his backside numb from the unforgiving rock. Beside him, Jesse mirrored his pose, a deep frown etching lines across his brow. Exhaustion clung to them both, a constant reminder of their desperate situation.
Their initial intel had placed the outlaws near an abandoned mine, but the tip proved cold. Now, perched on this windswept cliff overlooking a vast canyon, a different picture had emerged. Relief warred with anger as they spotted Susan, Zerelda and Sheridan huddled together in the distance, dirty and exhausted but alive. But the sight of the heavily armed men surrounding them sent a cold dread slithering down Frank’s spine.
There were too many. Even Frank and Jesse, both wanted outlaws themselves, knew they were outmatched. A single shot, a single misstep, and it could all be over. Swallowing the bitter taste of defeat, they’d retreated to the safety of the cliffs, frustration gnawing at their insides. Talking their way out was a fool’s errand. They needed a plan, a miracle. But staring out at the vast emptiness of the plains, hope felt like a distant flicker.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in fiery hues, a heavy silence settled between the brothers. Finally, Jesse spoke, his voice hoarse. “I have a plan, but you ain’t gonna like it.”
Frank’s head snapped towards him, a flicker of surprise battling the despair in his eyes. “What’s that?”
Jesse met his gaze, a spark of determination replacing the earlier gloom. “We’re heading to Rock Creek.”
“Might as well hang yourself right now.” Frank clenched his jaw. “Save the law the trouble.”
“Maybe,” Jesse agreed, his voice low and steady.
Chapter 4
Rock Creek, Nebraska - July 1866
It had been five years since Jesse had last seen Teaspoon and he was certain the reception he had coming wouldn’t be good, but he knew this was the only way. The war was over. What was said, what was done – it couldn’t be undone. He hoped that he would still find a friend in Rock Creek or at least a former Texas Ranger he could turn to for help.
Jesse pushed open the creaking door of the general store, the bell above jangling a rusty welcome. The air inside was thick with the mingled scents of coffee, leather, and something he couldn’t quite place, perhaps gunpowder. A lone shopkeeper, an unfamiliar face, looked up from behind a cluttered counter.
Jesse cleared his throat. “Excuse me, sir. I’m looking for someone. A fella named Teaspoon Hunter.”
The shopkeeper’s gaze narrowed, a flicker of suspicion crossing his features. “Teaspoon, huh? What business do you have with him?”
Jesse felt a prickle of unease creep up his spine. The guarded tone wasn’t what he’d expected. “Just some personal matters.” He said, forcing a smile.
The shopkeeper studied him for a long moment, then finally grunted. “Lives out east of town, past Miller’s farm. Can’t miss the place, got a lopsided windmill out front.”
Relief washed over Jesse, momentarily erasing the knot of tension in his stomach. He hadn’t been sure if Teaspoon would still be here, or if he had moved back to Texas. Now, at least, he knew where to find him.
“Thanks, much obliged.” He said, tipping his hat to the shopkeeper before exiting back into the warm afternoon sun.
As he mounted his horse and rode out of town, a shadow of doubt lingered in his mind. The way the shopkeeper had reacted, the guarded tone of his voice, he knew he was treading dangerous waters.
Jesse squinted through the dust haze as he approached the lone figure on the porch. It was Teaspoon, unmistakable in his faded hat tilted low over his brow. The man who used to exude a boisterous energy now seemed weathered, his movements slower, more deliberate. Jesse had half a mind to turn back. Their last encounter had been a fiery explosion, leaving a chasm that five years hadn’t healed. But there was no other option. His sister’s life, and his cousin’s depended on it.
He dismounted, the creak of leather echoing in the quiet afternoon. As Jesse approached, the porch swing creaked to a halt. Teaspoon rose slowly, his face a mask of unreadable emotions. The years hadn’t dulled the piercing glint in his eyes, a glint that could hold both warmth and a steely edge.
“Well, well,” Teaspoon drawled, his voice a low rumble that sent shivers down Jesse’s spine. “Been a long time, Jessee.”
For a long moment, silence stretched between them, thick and heavy with the weight of their past.
“Teaspoon.” Jesse’s voice rasped, a touch rougher than usual, every movement measured as he walked towards the older man. The porch floorboards creaked beneath his boots, a sound that seemed to echo in the tense silence.
“This ain’t exactly a social call, considerin’ you’re a wanted man clear across half a dozen states.”
Jesse stopped a few paces away, his jaw clenching for a brief moment. “Yeah, I figured you might’ve heard about that.” He said, his voice low and strained.
“Heard plenty,” Teaspoon conceded. He moved with the measured steps of a man who’d lived a life full of hard miles. “Heard you’ve been busy, Jesse. Robbin’ banks, trains, eludin’ lawmen...” His voice trailed off, a question hanging heavy in the air.
Jesse met his gaze head-on. “You’re right about me bein’ here, Teaspoon.” He said, his voice firm despite the turmoil churning in his gut. He sat down on the porch chair next to his former mentor, a silent plea in his eyes. “The Garrett’s have my sister and cousins. Kidnapped ‘em, Teaspoon.”
Teaspoon steepled his fingers, his gaze fixed on a knot in the weathered wood of the table. The silence stretched, thick and heavy with unspoken words. Finally, he spoke, his voice low and gravelly.
“Well, Jesse.” He drawled, “You must be desperate to come crawling back here after all this time, begging for my help.”
Jesse felt a flicker of shame twist in his gut, but he braced himself. “I’ll do whatever it takes.” He blurted out, the urgency in his voice raw and unmasked.
Teaspoon’s lips stretched into a humorless smile. “That’s mighty good to hear.” He said, as he pushed himself out of his chair with a groan, the movement stiff with age. “Because the price for my help is your freedom.”
Jesse’s breath hitched. “After my family is safe.” He choked out, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. “I wanna see them hang.”
Teaspoon held his gaze, his eyes steely and resolute. “Only after your family is safe and the Garretts are captured,” he countered, laying out his compromise firmly. “Then, I expect you and Frank to surrender yourselves. Clear?”
The weight of the demand settled on Jesse’s shoulders. Freedom, the life he’d built for himself – all of it bartered away for his family’s lives. “Yes sir.”
“Frank too.” Teaspoon pressed, his voice leaving no room for argument.
Jesse swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’ll make sure of it.”
“Your word, Jesse.” Teaspoon said, leaning forward, his voice low and dangerous.
“You have it.” Jesse said, extending his hand to seal their pact.
Teaspoon studied him for a long moment, then finally nodded. “How many men are we dealing with?” He asked, his voice shifting to a more practical tone.
Jesse forced himself to focus, pushing aside the tangle of emotions churning within him. “Twelve, maybe fifteen.” He said, reciting the information they’d gathered.
Teaspoon grunted. “And your family, are they in good health the last time you saw them? Can they handle a long ride?”
“Yes.” Jesse said, a flicker of hope igniting in his chest.
“Alright.” Teaspoon said, a hint of determination creeping into his voice. “I’ll have a posse ready to ride by dawn. Meet me back here before sunrise. We ride out together.”
Jesse nodded, his throat tight with a mixture of dread and gratitude. As he mounted his horse and rode back to their hidden campsite, a heavy weight settled on his stomach. He had struck a deal, but at a terrible cost. Keeping the bargain a secret from Frank until the very last moment felt like a betrayal, yet he couldn’t risk his brother jeopardizing their only hope.
Reaching the campsite, he found Frank waiting, a flicker of worry etched on his face.
“What did he say?” His brother asked, his voice laced with tension.
Jesse took a deep breath. “We ride out at dawn.” He answered, the weight of the unspoken truth a bitter pill to swallow.
Chapter 5
Savannah, Missouri - August 1866
Teaspoon, true to his word, had assembled a formidable force. Ten men, a mix of weathered gunslingers and lawmen – the town Sheriff, a tall lanky man with a steely glint in his eye, stood out among them. Jesse felt a sliver of hope pierce through the knot of worry in his gut. He recognized two faces – Buck Cross and Jimmy Hicock, old friends from before the war. A flicker of a smile tugged at the corner of his lips, a fleeting moment of camaraderie amidst the grim circumstances.
Five days they rode, the relentless sun beating down on their backs as they traversed the dusty plains. Finally, they reached the outskirts of Savannah Missouri. Their target – a small, weathered shack nestled in a remote canyon – was exactly where Jesse had last seen the Garrett brothers and his family. A wisp of smoke curling from the chimney confirmed his suspicions. They were still there.
Disguised in shadow, Jesse and Buck clambered up a rocky cliff overlooking the camp. From their vantage point, they studied the scene below. The sight that greeted them sent a surge of anger coursing through Jesse’s veins. Three figures – the unmistakable forms of Susan, Zerelda and Sheridan – huddled together near the shack, guarded by four men. The Garrett brothers unmistakably stood out from the rest of the gang with their matching silver colts.
Jesse gritted his teeth. The advantage was clearly with the outlaws. He and Buck retreated, their heads buzzing with strategy. Back at their campsite, the group huddled around a flickering fire, the plan taking shape. The consensus was a daring one – a silent strike that hinged on a single opportunity. They would wait until one of the girls was escorted away from the camp, a moment when the guards would be most vulnerable.
Hours crawled by. Finally, just as the first rays of dusk began to paint the sky in hues of orange and purple, Jesse spotted her. Zerelda, flanked by a burly guard, was being led towards a secluded patch of trees. This was it.
Adrenaline surged through his veins. With a quick nod to Buck, he raised a clenched fist – the prearranged signal. The camp stirred. Two deputies, faces grim with purpose, melted into the shadows, flanking the perimeter. The rest of the posse, muscles coiled and guns drawn, followed suit, forming a silent ring around the unsuspecting outlaws
Chapter 6
Savannah, Missouri - August 1866
The second the door shut behind Zerelda and her armed guard, Sheridan leapt into action. Springing to her feet, she cast a quick glance at her still bound cousin Susan.
For hours, Sheridan had painstakingly worked on the ropes binding her wrists. She’d discovered a rough edge on a loose nail – a potential tool for freedom. It had been a slow, agonizing process, fueled by a desperate hope and the gnawing sound of her captor’s heavy boots growing fainter with each passing minute.
Now, time was of the essence. With nimble fingers, she worked on Susan’s ropes, the rough fibers finally giving way with a satisfying snap. Relief flooded Susan’s face as she rubbed her chafed wrists, her eyes wide.
“Watch out the door and let me know if they are coming back!” Sheridan whispered to her cousin.
Sheridan lunged for the window. It wouldn’t budge. Frustration clawed at her throat as she scanned the frame – a row of iron nails mocking her desperate attempt at escape. Her gaze darted around the room, searching for anything, anything that could be used as a weapon. All she saw was a cast iron pan abandoned on the cold belly of the forgotten stove. It was a laughable defense against the unknown threat outside.
Dejection settled over her like a shroud. A pan? Against men with guns? She clenched the handle for a brief moment, the cold metal a stark contrast to the rising heat of panic. With a defeated sigh, she let the pan clatter back onto the stove.
Then, the world exploded. A gunshot ripped through the tense silence, shattering the fragile illusion of safety. Sheridan’s heart lurched into overdrive. Another shot followed, and then a barrage of shouts erupted from the camp outside.
“What is it?” Sheridan yelled over the noise ringing in her ears.
“I don’t know!” Susan covered her head and leaned against the wall.
Sheridan cracked open the cabin door, fleeting glimpses of chaos – struggling figures, the flash of gunfire. A gasp escaped her lips as she spotted Zerelda, a flailing figure thrown onto the back of a galloping horse ridden by an Indian. Were they under attack by a raiding party?
The thought sent a fresh wave of terror through her, she wasn’t sure which was worse, captured by Indians or these men. Either way this was their chance to escape!
“What’s happening?” Susan cried, her voice trembling in fear.
“No time to explain!” Sheridan barked back, grabbing the forgotten cast iron pan from the stove. It was a flimsy weapon, but it was all she had. “Get the blanket from the floor!”
Susan scrambled towards a pile of dusty rags, her eyes wide with fear. Sheridan rushed to the window, heart pounding in her chest. With a deep breath, she slammed the pan against the glass, shattering it with a deafening crash. Ignoring the sting of flying shards, she pushed the broken frame outwards, creating a makeshift escape route.
The girls wasted no time. Susan, clutching the blanket, scrambled through the window first. Her heart racing, Sheridan pushed herself through the window, ignoring the sharp stabs of pain where the glass bit into her flesh. Staggering to her feet she grabbed Susan’s arm and together they bolted towards the sheltering embrace of the trees.
Out of the darkness a figure materialized from the edge of the woods, a hulking silhouette against the dying light. Before Sheridan could react, the figure lunged and grabbed Susan.
“Sheridan!” Susan screamed and looked around hysterically for her cousin.
Panic coiled tight in Sheridan’s heart. She couldn’t abandon her cousin. Adrenaline surged through her veins, momentarily overriding the throbbing pain lancing through her arms from the broken glass.
There wasn’t time to think, Sheridan jumped on the man’s back and using her arm she pulled tightly against his neck hoping to cut off his air supply. The surprise attack worked and he released Susan but he backed up against the tree knocking Sheridan hard against it.
For a few moments, she was stunned. She felt his hands on her arms and she clenched her fist. As she stood up she turned and quickly punched him landing her fist square in the man’s face.
The man staggered back, hand flying to his bloodied lip. It was a fleeting window of opportunity. Sheridan wasted no time. “Susan, come on!” She yelled, grabbing her cousin’s hand and pulling her towards the horses.
But fate, it seemed, had other plans. Just as they reached the edge of the herd, a powerful hand clamped down on Sheridan’s shoulder. She whipped around, a scream dying in her throat as his grip tightened on her arms, his vice-like hold immobilizing her.
“Stop fightin’ me!” He growled.
“Run Susan!” Sheridan screamed as she struggled against the man.
The man grunted as Sheridan’s kick connected with a satisfying thud on his shin. He momentarily loosened his grip. With a surge of adrenaline, she lunged forward. But her escape was cut short. Her boot caught the ripped hem of her dress and sent her sprawling.
Dirt scraped against her skin as she hit the ground. Without missing a beat, she scooped a handful of loose earth. Just as the attacker lunged for her, she flung the dirt into his face. A surprised roar erupted from him, his eyes momentarily blinded by the stinging grit.
Capitalizing on the distraction, Sheridan shoved with all her might, sending him stumbling backward. Just as she took a step forward, she felt a strong clutch on her ankle yanking her viciously back towards the ground. The world spun for a moment, the breath knocked out of her lungs. She twisted in his grasp, desperate to land a blow, but the man was too strong. He pinned her to the ground, his weight a suffocating force.
“I’m with Jesse!” The man grunted through gritted teeth, the dirt momentarily blinding but not stopping him.
Sheridan’s breath hitched. “Jesse?” She echoed, disbelief warring with a flicker of hope in her eyes. She hesitated, her body still tense, but the fight slowly draining out of her.
“Follow me.” The man rasped, finally releasing his vice-like grip. Relief washed over Sheridan as she regained her freedom.
She waved Susan over, her voice hoarse but urgent. “He’s with Jesse. Come on.”
Susan, wide-eyed but no longer trembling, hurried to her side. Together, they followed the man, his movements purposeful as he led them deeper into the woods, towards a shadowed rise that blended seamlessly with the darkening landscape.
“Watch your step, Susan.” Sheridan murmured, her voice barely a whisper. “Put your feet where he does, and hold on tight if you start to slip.”
Susan nodded silently, her gaze fixed on the man’s surefooted steps navigating the uneven terrain. Sheridan positioned herself behind her cousin, a watchful guardian. Thankfully, Susan seemed to find her footing. They ascended the slope in relative silence, the only sound was the rasp of their breath and the occasional rustle of leaves underfoot. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the man reached a plateau and gestured towards a clearing below.
“Just a little further.” The man grunted, his voice gruff but not unkind.
A wave of relief washed over Sheridan as her eyes fell upon a handful of men, some wearing badges. Zerelda, her face etched with worry, stood out among them. As they emerged into the clearing, Sheridan broke into a run, throwing her arms around Zerelda in a fierce hug.
“Oh, Zee!” She cried, tears finally springing to her eyes. The ordeal of the past few months – it all threatened to come flooding out.
Zerelda returned the hug tightly, her voice thick with emotion. “Sheridan, Susan! I thought...” She trailed off, but the worry in her eyes spoke volumes.
Sheridan pulled back, wiping at her tears with the back of her hand. She was relieved to see that the man she previously thought was some renegade Indian was part of the group of men that had rescued them.
Chapter 7
Savannah, Missouri - August 1866
Sheridan huddled close to her trembling cousins, their bodies radiating exhaustion and lingering fear. Yet, amidst the physical and emotional drain, a flicker of relief lit up her eyes. The gruff but reassuring voice of the older man, Teaspoon, echoed in her ears. Her Aunt Mary and the younger children were all accounted for, found huddled and frightened but unharmed in the back room.
A wave of fear crashed over Sheridan, so violent it threatened to pull her under. Her mind conjured a horrifying image: her younger cousins, bound and helpless, fear etched on their faces as the unknown stretched before them. Memories of that night flooded back, a torrent of terror and confusion.
The warm glow of candlelight, the satisfying comfort of a full stomach – all shattered by the creak of the cabin door swinging open. Pete and his brother Kyle Garrett, dark silhouettes framed by the dying sun, had filled the doorway, their faces twisted into menacing masks. Fear, raw and primal, had taken root in that moment, erasing details except for the screams and the panicked scrambling. Despite the lingering fear, a deep well of gratitude welled within her. They were safe. For now.
The flickering flames of the campfire cast dancing shadows on the faces of the men gathered around it. Jesse, his expression unreadable, sat apart from the others, a deep furrow etched in his brow. Across from him, a stocky man with a bushy beard, whom Sheridan recognized as Sheriff Lewis, was gesticulating wildly.
While the Sheriff demanded to haul the James brothers straight to town, Teaspoon harbored a different plan. He knew a swift hanging was all they’d face. His agreement with Jesse included capturing the Garretts. Teaspoon wasn’t a man to break his word, and the glint in his eye promised the Sheriff a fight if he disagreed.
“Hold on a minute!” The Sheriff boomed, his voice tight with anger. “If you’re letting these two waltz off after the Garretts, then I want some guarantee they’ll turn themselves in when it’s all done. A little collateral, perhaps?”
He pivoted on his heel, his gaze sweeping over the three women huddled together. A flicker of fear crossed Sheridan’s face, her heart hammering against her ribs.
Jesse rose to his feet instantly, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “The hell you say! They’ve been through enough already!”
“They’d be safer in jail, wouldn’t they?” The Sheriff countered, his voice surprisingly calm despite the heated exchange. “You wouldn’t have to worry about the Garretts coming after them again. Protected, you might call it.”
Susan’s head snapped up at the word “jail.” Her face, streaked with dirt and dried tears, paled even further. Terror, a tangible force, seemed to emanate from her in waves. She clutched Sheridan’s arm tighter, seeking comfort and a silent plea for reassurance.
Jimmy, ever the hothead, slammed his fist on the makeshift table, rattling the plates and mugs. “That ain’t right!”
Teaspoon, ever the voice of reason, rose from his seat, his weathered face etched with concern. “Now hold on a minute, everyone. The Sheriff has a point. You ladies would be safer where you could have some protection. But as guests in town, and not in a jail cell.”
Zerelda’s choked sob echoed in the flickering firelight. “I just want to go home!” She wept, burying her face in Jesse’s shoulder.
Jesse held her close, his touch a silent promise of protection. “It’s just until we get all of the Garrett’s.” He murmured, his voice rough with unspoken worry. “Then you’ll be safe, I promise.”
“I’ll go.” Sheridan looked at the Sheriff, her voice surprisingly steady despite the tremor in her hands.
Zerelda’s head snapped up, her eyes blazing with sudden fury. “Have you lost your mind, Sheridan?”
“Zee.” Sheridan interrupted gently, dropping her voice to a low whisper. “If we don’t go with them now, Jesse and Frank could be hanging by sunrise. This way, they’re free men. They can’t hold us hostage forever.”
Zerelda’s face crumpled, a silent war raging behind her tear-filled eyes. Sheridan’s words were logical, but the idea of spending more time as a prisoner sent a chill down her spine.
The murmur of conversation around the campfire dwindled, replaced by the crackling of the fire and the occasional clink of a spoon against a metal plate. A sense of finality hung in the air, a shared understanding that this meal would be their last together, at least for now.
Chapter 8
Savannah, Missouri - August 1866
Teaspoon kept an eye on the James’ family as they ate dinner. He wasn’t the only one to notice there was some discord between them. Even without eavesdropping, their body language spoke volumes. Frank’s clenched fists were a dead giveaway – simmering anger was on the verge of boiling over.
Buck’s question hung heavy in the air. “What’s got those two riled up?” He muttered, peering towards the fire pit where Jesse and Frank sat.
Teaspoon simply shook his head. “Knowing Frank and Jesse? Not a rabbit hole we want to go down, believe me.”
The words were barely out of his mouth when chaos exploded across the small camp. All three men whipped their heads around, tension crackling in the air. Sheridan stood abruptly. The resounding slap that echoed through the silence of the night left them all speechless. Frank, hand flying to his reddened cheek, looked like he was barely holding in his anger. Before anyone could react Sheridan turned and stormed across the camp into the darkness.
Jimmy shoved his half-eaten dinner aside, the clatter echoing in the sudden silence. “Excuse me.” He mumbled, his gaze flickering between Sheridan’s retreating form and the stunned faces around him. He couldn’t just sit there while she stormed off alone in the dark. With a determined stride, he followed in the direction she fled.
Minutes ticked by as Jimmy navigated the darkened camp. The image of Sheridan’s fiery exit and the emotion etched on her face gnawed at him. Finally, he spotted her solitary figure huddled beneath a small tree, arms wrapped tightly around her knees. He cleared his throat, the sound rough in the stillness, and scuffed his boots on the path, hoping to announce his arrival without startling her further.
“You all right?” Jimmy asked gruffly, his voice laced with concern despite his attempt to appear casual.
Sheridan looked up, surprised to see the man she’d tangled with earlier. This was the same man who had played a part in their rescue. Shame washed over her hot anger and cooled her raging temper. “I’m fine.” She mumbled, then added quietly, “I’m sorry about hitting you.”
“You pack a mean right hook.” Jimmy gave her a lopsided grin, a hint of amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes.
A genuine laugh escaped her lips. “I’ll try not to use it on you again.” She promised, the tension easing a fraction.
“I’m Jimmy, by the way.” He extended a hand, and with a silent nod of gratitude for his help earlier, she took it. He gave her a gentle pull, helping her stand.
“Sheridan.” She smiled and walked slowly back to the camp, following his lead. “I apologize if our outburst caused a scene.” She said, her voice regaining some of its strength.
“No need to apologize ma’am.” He looked at her and smiled.
“Frank just… gets under my skin sometimes.”
Jimmy chuckled, a low rumble in his chest. “Well, that I can understand.”
There was something in his gaze that made her hold his eyes a moment longer than necessary. A spark of something, a flicker of understanding, or maybe just a shared experience of dealing with difficult people.
Her formality was a shield against the unfamiliar emotions swirling within her when she thanked him again. “Mr.?” She asked the question hanging in the air.
“Hickok.” Jimmy’s grin softened a touch.
With a determined nod and a small smile, she turned and walked back towards her cousins at the fireside.
“What did he want?” Frank spat, his voice dripping with suspicion.
Sheridan offered a tight smile. “Nothing.”
“Consider yourself lucky it wasn’t just you Garrett’s took,” Frank muttered as he brushed past her. His voice dipped to a venomous whisper. “I’d have let them have you.”
Sheridan’s blood ran cold. The anger that had subsided flared anew, hotter and more dangerous this time. She glared at his retreating, the urge to lash out a physical one. Instead, she clenched her fists and forced a calm she didn’t feel. With a pointed movement, she pulled her blanket closer to Zerelda, creating a clear barrier between her and Frank. The night air wasn’t cold, but a shiver ran down her spine nonetheless.
Saying goodbye to Jesse in the morning would be difficult. They’d always been close. But the thought of leaving Frank behind? It was a welcome relief, a weight lifted from her shoulders. As Sheridan settled down for a restless sleep, she pulled the blanket tight.
Chapter 9
Missouri River at the Nebraska border - August 1866
Between the hours of riding under the summer sun and listening to her cousin Zerelda’s ceaseless tears, Sheridan was never more thankful to hear they were setting up camp for the night. Frank and Jesse had been ready by the first light of dawn and after saying their goodbyes, they had ridden out with a handful of men, as they set off to confront the Garrett brothers.
The air hung thick with the residue of Zerelda’s hysterics. Sheridan, unable to stomach the silence any longer, pushed herself to her feet with a determined stride. Reaching her older cousin, a crumpled figure wracked with sobs, Sheridan knelt gently. Taking Zerelda’s trembling hands in her own, Sheridan squeezed them firmly, a silent vow of solidarity.
“Everything will be alright Zee.”
A flicker of movement caught Sheridan’s eye. Through the haze of worry, she saw Jimmy and another man returning, their horses laden with what looked like rabbits. A spark of hope ignited within her.
“There, look. They’ve brought back some food. I’m going to see what I can do to help with dinner.” With a determined glint in her eyes, Sheridan rose to her feet, the weight of Zerelda’s fear a silent burden she shouldered alongside her own.
“Is she alright?” Jimmy asked before she could speak, his voice gruff but laced with genuine concern.
“She’ll be okay,” Sheridan replied, nodding curtly.  The tightness in her voice betrayed a deeper worry. “We haven’t been introduced. I’m Sheridan.” She addressed the tall dark-haired man beside Jimmy.
“Buck Cross.” He set the pile of rabbits on the ground and shook her hand.
“Nice to meet you.”
“Well, you boys got yourselves a right haul there!” Teaspoon emerged from behind a tent, a stack of dented tins held precariously in his arms. “Those rabbits will make a meal fit for a king... or at least a hungry bunch of rough necks.”
Sheridan couldn’t help but smile at Teaspoon. He was a welcome distraction from the knot of worry in her stomach. “I’d be happy to help with anything you need.”
She emptied the tins of beans into a pot and hooked it on the metal frame over the fire to warm. She would have volunteered to clean up after the horses at that point if it meant she got a few minutes of distraction from her cousin’s incessant crying.
Preparing rabbits was a familiar task, yet it never sat well with her. A strange mix of respect and revulsion bubbled within her as she watched Buck line them up on a rock with practiced ease.
“Do you like rabbit?”
“Mhmm,” she mumbled, the word lacking conviction.
“They’ll taste better if you don’t look so guilty about eating them.” Buck teased gently.
The arrival of Teaspoon with more provisions was a welcome distraction. “You near done with those, Buck?” He boomed, setting down another stack of dented tins. “Managed to scrounge up some corn too, courtesy of the boys.”
The aroma that soon filled the air was a far cry from the usual monotonous fare of boiled rabbit and beans. Buck had patiently shown her a different way to prepare the rabbits, a method that involved browning them over the fire before adding them to the pot with the beans and a medley of vegetables scavenged from Teaspoon’s seemingly bottomless supply of provisions.
As the stew bubbled merrily, a lull settled over the camp. Teaspoon, ever the social butterfly, couldn’t resist breaking the silence.
“So, how’d you ladies all become kin?” He inquired, scratching his beard thoughtfully.
Susan shrugged, a wry smile gracing her lips. “We’re cousins... sort of.”
Sheridan took over the explanation, her voice gaining a note of amusement. “Susan’s Jesse and Frank’s sister. Zerelda’s mother is their father’s sister, and mine is Zerelda’s father’s sister.”
Teaspoon furrowed his brow, clearly struggling to grasp the intricacies of their familial ties. “So, you two is cousins.” He pointed at Zerelda and Susan then pointed at Zerelda and Sheridan. “And you two is cousins.” He thought for a moment. “But you two ain’t.” He pointed to Susan and Sheridan.
“That’s right.” Sheridan nodded, a smile breaking through the weight of her worries momentarily lifted by the simple act of sharing a meal and conversation.
Zerelda, however, couldn’t shake the fear gnawing at her. “Teaspoon—” She interjected, her voice barely a whisper. “Will they put us in jail when we get to town?”
Teaspoon chuckled, his weathered face crinkling at the corners. “Now, now, Zerelda, darlin’.” He soothed, reaching out to pat her hand reassuringly. “Don’t you fret your pretty little head about that. Just focus on enjoyin’ this delicious meal.” He winked at Sheridan, a silent acknowledgement of her assistance that went into the delicious stew.
Chapter 10
Rock Creek, Nebraska - August 1866
The past two weeks in Rock Creek had settled into a comforting rhythm for Sheridan, Zerelda, and Susan. Confined to a cramped hotel room for the first few days, their world had shrunk to a suffocating box. Relief had washed over them when Reverend Thomas O’Neil and his wife Patricia, pillars of the small community, had offered their home. Now, the cozy kitchen thrummed with the comforting hum of normalcy. The aroma of cinnamon and sugar, swirling from the cookies Sheridan had just put in the oven, was a delicious reminder of simpler times.
Zerelda, her needle flashing in practiced arcs, diligently altered the dresses generously donated by ladies from the church. Both Zerelda and Susan had petite frames and needed only minor adjustments to achieve a perfect fit. Sheridan, however, presented a different challenge. Towering most women at five foot nine, she dwarfed the donated garments. Undeterred, Zerelda, had taken matters into her own hands. She’d deconstructed two of the dresses, transforming them into a single, flowing skirt that promised to complement Sheridan’s tall figure.
While the scent of baking filled the air, Susan sat hunched over a sheet of paper, her brow furrowed in concentration. With each careful stroke of the pen, she crafted a message of reassurance: a letter to her mother, explaining their safety under the Sheriff’s watchful eye.
A sudden movement outside the window caught Zerelda’s attention. “Here comes one of the wardens.” She announced, her voice laced with a hint of apprehension.
“Is it Jimmy?” Sheridan asked, a flicker of something crossing her features before she quickly smoothed it away. She ran a self-conscious hand through her hair, a futile attempt to tame the wild golden curls that escaped her braid.
“Are the cookies done yet?” Rose, the Reverend’s elder daughter, practically burst into the room, Opal, her younger sister, trailing close behind. Their bright eyes scanned the countertops, their excitement palpable.
“Almost!” Sheridan replied with a warm smile, carefully maneuvering each golden cookie from the tray onto a plate. “Just one each, mind you! You wouldn’t want your Mama cross with me for spoiling your dinner.”
“Afternoon, ladies.” Jimmy tipped his hat in a gesture of greeting, his gaze lingering for a few moments on Sheridan before settling on the room as a whole.
Zerelda, still harboring resentment from their forced imprisonment, couldn’t resist a dig. “We haven’t fled town, Mr. Hickok, if that’s what you were checking on.” Her voice was laced with a touch of sarcasm.
Sheridan, however, felt a warmth bloom in her chest at his arrival. A mischievous grin tugged at the corner of her lips as she countered Zerelda’s remark. “Jimmy’s taking me out for a little… shooting practice.”
“Sheridan.” Zerelda huffed, her voice laced with exasperation. “You should come over here and let me show you how to sew a proper stitch. It’s a far more ladylike skill to have than wrestling with a gun.” She patted the space beside her on the worn quilt.
“There’s a secluded spot a few miles out,” Jimmy interjected, as he held the door open for her.
Sheridan offered him a grateful smile, a silent thank you for the rescue. Taking his hand she swung her leg over the saddle, settling in behind him.
“Thanks again for taking the time to do this, Jimmy.” She said.
“No trouble at all,” he replied, his deep voice a soothing rumble. As they rode out of the Reverend’s yard and into the open valley, Jimmy continued, “I promised Jesse I’d look after you ladies. So I figured I’d volunteer my services to the Sheriff. Just until things settle down a bit.”
Sheridan couldn’t help but glance at him, a question forming in her mind. “Did you know Jesse, before the war?” She inquired, her tone cautious.
A curt nod, Jimmy confirmed, his jaw clenching for a brief moment, a flicker of something she couldn’t decipher crossing his features. A shadow seemed to pass behind his eyes, a fleeting glimpse of a past he wasn’t eager to share.
Weeks ago, when he’d first introduced himself, the name hadn’t quite clicked. Jimmy. Just Jimmy. It wasn’t until later when whispers laced with a mixture of awe and fear slithered through the town, that the truth dawned on her.
Wild Bill Hickok.
The name, once a meaningless string of syllables, now resonated within her, carrying the weight of a thousand whispered stories – tales of lightning-fast draws, icy nerves, and a reputation as deadly as a viper’s strike.
The realization sent a jolt through her. This easygoing man beside her, with his gentle hands and kind eyes, was a legend whispered about in hushed tones. A shiver danced down her spine, a curious mix of apprehension and… something else.
He reined in his horse, his dark eyes meeting hers. With a practiced ease, he dismounted and extended a hand to help her down. The touch sent a jolt through her, a spark of something unexpected.
“Jesse ain’t a bad man.” Sheridan offered, feeling compelled to defend her cousin despite his flaws. “Just… a lost soul, I guess.”
“Lost soul, huh?” He grunted. The words hung heavy in the air, cloaking them in silence. “More like a short fuse.”
“Like you?” Her eyebrow arched in response.
“Guess so,” Jimmy grumbled.
“Don’t worry.” She smiled. “I don’t believe everything I hear. However being you are teaching me to shoot, I do hope you can shoot as good as rumor has it.”
“Well, I’ll let you be the judge of that.” He shook his head with a weary grin on his face.
Sheridan met his gaze, her own blue eyes filled with a quiet determination. A wry smile played on her lips as she reached into the hidden pocket of her skirt and produced the tiny Derringer pistol.
“What are you going to do with that?” A sharp bark of laughter escaped him before he could stop it. “Shoot a cat?”
“Jesse gave me this gun.”
“Listen Sheridan,” he said, his voice taking on a gentle yet firm tone. “That weapon’s effective range is about the length of your arm. If you’re close enough to someone to use it, trust me, you don’t need practice, or aim.” He reached into his holster and withdrew one of his ivory-handled Colts, a beautiful, well-worn weapon. “Here,” he offered, extending the gun towards her.
Sheridan’s grip tightened around the Colt, the weight of the weapon a stark contrast to the dainty Derringer. A tremor ran through her hand, a flicker of fear battling with a steely resolve in her eyes. “You want me to shoot this?” She asked, her voice barely a whisper.
Jimmy’s gaze softened, a hint of empathy replacing his amusement. “Just hold it for a moment, Sheridan,” he instructed gently. “Get a feel for the way it sits in your hand.” He watched as she tentatively wrapped her fingers around the grip, her knuckles white with apprehension.
The polished metal felt cold and foreign against her skin. Curiosity warred with trepidation as she traced the smooth curve of the handle with her thumb. “Have you... killed people with this gun?” The question tumbled out before she could stop it.
Jimmy met her gaze unflinchingly. “Yes,” he admitted, his voice a low rumble. A flicker of something dark and shadowed crossed his features, a hint of a past he wasn’t eager to share.
Sheridan swallowed hard, the weight of his answer settling heavily on her chest. “It’s… intimidating. Much more so than that little one.” She gestured towards the Derringer tucked away in her pocket.
Jimmy nodded, understanding etched on his face. “A gun is a gun.” He replied, his voice firm yet reassuring. “No matter the size or the shine, it’s a tool. A tool that demands respect. And when you draw it, you better be damn sure you’re ready to use it.”
The weight of his words hung heavy in the air, a stark reminder of the harsh reality of their world. Sheridan straightened her shoulders, a newfound determination settling in her gaze. “Alright.” She said, her voice firm.
Jimmy walked a few paces away and with practiced ease, pinned a target to a nearby tree. He returned and positioned himself behind her, his voice calm and instructional as he guided her stance. Following his instructions, Sheridan raised the gun, aiming for the target. Her finger trembled slightly on the trigger, a mix of fear and focus swirling within her.
“Deep breath,” Jimmy murmured. “Inhale slowly, hold it… then let it out slowly.” He waited until her breathing calmed before continuing. “Don’t pull the trigger, squeeze it. A smooth, controlled squeeze.”
Sheridan furrowed her brow, unsure. “What do you mean?”
Sensing her hesitation, Jimmy lowered the Colt and holstered it. Taking her hand in his, he demonstrated by linking their index fingers. “Imagine your finger is the trigger.” He explained, mimicking a jerky pull. “See how that moves your entire hand? You want to be steady. Here’s what you need to do.” He gently squeezed her finger, demonstrating a smooth, controlled motion. “Feel how my hand stays still?”
A spark of understanding lit up Sheridan’s eyes. “I see.” She murmured.
Jimmy placed the gun back in her hand. This time, when she raised it, her stance was steadier, her gaze focused. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and squeezed the trigger. The sharp crack of the gunshot echoed through the clearing, followed by the satisfying thud of the bullet hitting the target.
Chapter 11
Rock Creek, Nebraska - September 1866
Sheridan blew through the Sheriff’s office door, a whirlwind of defiance. The Sheriff barely glanced up from his newspaper. His deputy, a young man with nervous eyes, jumped as if startled by a rattlesnake. Across the room, Jimmy sat hunched over, his hat pulled low over his brow, a posture that spoke volumes about his desire to avoid the impending storm.
“Miss Wade!” The Sheriff boomed. “I’ve told you a hundred times—”
“I know, I know!” Sheridan interrupted, her voice laced with a simmering frustration that threatened to boil over. “You aren’t trapped in a house singing hymns and listening to your cousin crying all day. I’m going stir-crazy in there!”
“Your sanity ain’t my concern lady.” He retorted, his voice laced with a gruff protectiveness.
“My safety is!”
“Exactly! You want to be kidnapped again?” He asked. “Or dead? Next time maybe they will just send your cousins a message by killing you.”
The room fell silent, the weight of his words hanging heavy in the air. The Sheriff’s gaze softened, a flicker of concern replacing the irritation.
“I’m not here to argue.” Sheridan huffed, the fire momentarily extinguished from her voice. “Any news on Jesse and Frank?”
“If we had any new developments, you would know it.” He replied dryly. “Because your cousins would be hanging from a rope right outside my office.”
Sheridan bristled at his words, but before she could retort, Jimmy rose from his chair. “Let it go, Sheridan.” He murmured, his voice low and calming. He placed a hand on her shoulder, a silent reassurance.
Ignoring the Sheriff’s parting sneer, Sheridan stormed out of the office. Jimmy followed close behind, the weight of the unspoken tension hanging between them.
“Oh I hate that man!” She said just louder than a whisper.
“I’ll take you back to the Reverend’s.” Jimmy lifted her onto her horse and then mounted his. “Looks like a storm is coming.”
As they rode out of town, the sky above began to darken, mirroring Sheridan’s mood. Warm fat raindrops began to splatter the dusty ground, a harbinger of the approaching storm.
They rode on in comfortable silence, the rhythmic clopping of hooves the only sound against the growing rumble of thunder. Suddenly, with a wildness that caught Jimmy off guard, Sheridan surged forward, urging her horse into a full gallop. A startled cry escaped his lips, but he quickly spurred his own horse after her.
“Sheridan!” He yelled, his voice lost in the growing roar of the wind. The rain came down in sheets now, blurring the landscape into a watercolor wash. He pushed his horse harder, worry gnawing at him.
Just as abruptly as she had taken off, Sheridan reined in her horse and dismounted. She stood in the middle of the rain-soaked plains, arms outstretched, face tilted towards the sky. A wild, exhilarated laugh escaped her lips, a stark contrast to the storm raging around her.
Jimmy dismounted, concern etched on his face. He rushed towards her, grabbing her arms and shaking her gently. “Have you lost your damn mind?” He yelled, his voice barely audible over the wind.
“I haven’t felt this alive in months!” She screamed back, her eyes sparkling with a manic joy. “It’s glorious!”
Jimmy couldn’t help but laugh, a deep, rumbling sound that seemed to defy the storm. “Crazy woman.” He muttered, releasing his hold on her.
The playful energy seemed to be contagious. With a mischievous grin, Sheridan snatched his hat from his head and bolted away, her laughter echoing across the rain-soaked plains.
Jimmy, caught off guard by her sudden attack, watched her go for a moment before a smile tugged at his lips. He chased after her, the thrill of the chase adding to the strange exhilaration that gripped him.
Sheridan, her skirts billowing around her legs, held the stolen hat aloft, a symbol of victory and rebellion. She glanced over her shoulder, gauging the distance between them. Just as she felt Jimmy’s strong arms close around her waist, lifting her off her feet, she spun around, the stolen hat still held high.
Jimmy chuckled a low rumble in his chest. “Looks like I underestimated you, Miss. Wade.”
As soon as Jimmy released her, a playful glint ignited in Sheridan’s eyes. Before he could react, she darted away again, a burst of laughter trailing behind her.
He wasn’t about to let her win that easily. With a long stride, he closed the distance between them in a few steps. His arms encircled her waist before she could escape again, lifting her effortlessly off the ground. A surprised squeal escaped her lips, quickly dissolving into laughter.
Sheridan wrapped her arms tightly around his neck, the playful defiance replaced by a sudden shyness. “Alright, alright!”
She conceded, her voice breathless, but the mischievous glint still lingered in her eyes. With a playful smile, she placed his soggy hat back on his head
“Lot of good it will do now.” He murmured, his voice husky.
Sheridan leaned back, gasping for breath. Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs. But it wasn’t just exertion that left her breathless. It was Jimmy. Just being near him sent a jolt through her, a potent mix of excitement and something far deeper.
Her fingers, trembling slightly, reached up to brush a strand of rain-soaked hair from his neck. Hesitantly, her fingertips grazed the smooth skin there, sending a shiver down her spine. A blush crept up her cheeks as she met his gaze, the intensity in his dark eyes.
“Sheridan —” Jimmy murmured, his voice rough with unspoken emotions. He gently set her down on her feet, a silent battle raging within him.
Without a word, Sheridan leaned forward impulsively and pressed her lips against his. The kiss was a spark that ignited a firestorm within them both. His touch, a calloused hand on her back, sent shivers down her spine. Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around his neck, melting into him. His kiss, unlike any she’d ever experienced, was a whirlwind of heat and possessiveness. It was intoxicating.
As his tongue brushed against hers, a jolt of electricity shot through her. Her knees buckled slightly, and she clung to him for support. She was drowning in a sea of unfamiliar sensations, both exhilarating and terrifying.
Suddenly, Jimmy pulled away, his breath ragged, his voice thick with a mixture of desire and regret. “We can’t do this.”
“Why?” She pleaded her voice barely a whisper. The sudden break in their connection left her feeling raw and exposed.
“I’m no good for you.” He said, his gaze flickering away from hers. His jaw clenched, and a shadow of something dark crossed his features, a hint of a past he clearly wasn’t eager to share.
He cupped her face gently in his hands, his touch surprisingly tender. He leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, a stark contrast to the passionate one they’d just shared. “You deserve better, Sheridan.” He murmured. “Someone with a clean slate, someone who can offer you a life filled with happiness and ease.”
He pulled her close, holding her tightly against his chest as the rain continued to pour down. Sheridan buried her face in his rain-soaked shirt, the warmth of his body a stark contrast to the turmoil brewing within her. His words echoed in her mind, leaving a bitter taste on her tongue. Part of her understood, part of her craved the safety he spoke of. But another, deeper part, ached for the intensity she’d just tasted, a connection that transcended logic. The storm raged on, mirroring the war raging within Sheridan’s heart.
Chapter 12
Rock Creek, Nebraska - September 1866
The afternoon stretched before Sheridan, a monotonous tapestry woven from the quiet murmur of Opal and Rose’s voices and the rhythmic creak of the rocking chair. An hour had bled into two, each tick of the clock another hour lost in the nothingness. She’d positioned herself by the window, a sentinel guarding a desolate landscape. No sign of Jimmy. Not a flicker of dust on the horizon that might herald his return.
Disappointment settled in her gut. Ever since their kiss, Jimmy had vanished like smoke in the wind. Their stolen moments replayed endlessly in her mind, a tantalizing glimpse of a thrilling and forbidden connection. A lone rider crested the distant hill, a flicker of hope igniting in Sheridan’s chest. But as the figure drew closer, her heart plummeted. It was Buck, his easy wave a stark reminder of her confinement.
With a sigh, she dismissed the girls to the parlor, their innocent chatter a stark contrast to the turmoil within her. Out back, Buck dismounted, his kind brown eyes filled with a concern he couldn’t quite mask.
“How are you holding up, Sheridan?” He asked.
“Fine, thank you.” She replied, forcing a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Any news about Jesse?” The question tumbled out, a desperate plea for any shred of information.
Buck shook his head regretfully. “Nothing yet.” He hesitated, then cleared his throat. “Is there anything you or your cousins need?” His question hung heavy in the air, a silent acknowledgment of their forced imprisonment.
“We’re managing,” Sheridan replied tightly. “Is Jimmy alright? I haven’t seen him in a few weeks.”
Buck shifted uncomfortably. “He’s… fine,” he stammered, clearly reluctant to elaborate. “Just busy.”
Sheridan raised an eyebrow, a silent challenge to his flimsy lie.
“Is the Reverend home?” Buck asked, changing the subject abruptly.
“He’s in the parlor,” Sheridan replied.
Sheridan stole a furtive glance through the hallway, watching Buck engage the Reverend in polite conversation. Since the Sheriff’s unwelcome visit and his new restrictions, the Reverend and his wife had become overzealous wardens. Their days were now filled with a never-ending list of chores, an attempt to keep them subdued.
Exhaustion gnawed at Sheridan, but it was a dull ache compared to the fiery itch of cabin fever that pulsed through her veins. She craved escape, a chance to breathe air untainted by the stifling expectations that clung to her. Even the solitude of her thoughts felt like a forbidden luxury.
With a silent rebellion growing in her chest, Sheridan slipped through the kitchen door, the creak a barely audible whisper against the drone of the Reverand’s voice. She sprinted across the backyard, her boots pounding against the packed earth. The small grove of trees blurred past in a green haze as she pushed her limits.
Reaching the edge of the woods, she glanced back, a sliver of hope battling with the fear of discovery. Seeing no sign of pursuit, a triumphant grin spread across her face. The meadow stretched before her, a sea of tall grass swaying gently in the breeze. She crossed it with a lightness in her step, the weight of confinement momentarily lifted. Then, a surprise awaited her on the far side. A gurgling melody filled the air, leading her gaze to a sight that stole her breath.
Nestled amongst the trees on the opposite bank of a small creek stood a cabin. It was a simple structure, weathered and worn. A smile tugged at her lips as she hummed along with the rushing water.
Sheridan curiously approached the creek’s edge. The rocks, slick with moisture, offered precarious footing. She picked her way carefully, her focus solely on reaching the other side. Suddenly, her foot betrayed her, slipping on a hidden patch of moss. A startled cry escaped her lips as she tumbled forward, landing with a splash in the cold, muddy water.
Sheridan muttered a string of colorful curses under her breath. She stared down at her once pristine blouse, now a canvas of mud splatters. Kneeling at the water’s edge, she ignored the chill that seeped into her bones and focused on rinsing the mud from her hands and arms. Her skirt served as a makeshift towel, the once crisp fabric damp and clinging uncomfortably.
With a determined grunt, she grasped a low-hanging branch, using it to haul herself out of the creek. The victory was short-lived. As she rose, a snag on the rough bark sent a ripping sound through the air. Sheridan winced, looking down to see a fresh tear marring the hem of her skirt. Thankfully, the damage was minimal, with a jagged tear at the bottom and a bit of lace dangling just out of reach on the offending branch.
A wry smile tugged at her lips. A small price to pay for a day of freedom, she decided. Shaking off the lingering chill, she continued towards the cabin, her pace quickening with renewed curiosity. As she drew closer, the signs of neglect became undeniable. This was no quaint retreat, but a deserted shell. The roof gaped open in a jagged maw, charred by some long-ago fire. Half a wall stood, a stark reminder of the ravages of time or perhaps a more sinister force.
As she sat on the porch and looked out at the horizon she wondered who had lived here and why they abandoned it. Was it a family? Had there been a fire in the home that had burned it to the point they left everything? She closed her eyes and rested for a few moments with her back to the railing.
Deciding to investigate the woods behind the home she walked carefully around the burnt pieces of wood that still littered the ground. She heard a cracking noise as she stepped down on the mossy ground. It sounded like a pile of old branches but she didn’t see anything but grass and moss under her feet. Suddenly she felt the ground give way and she fell into darkness.
Chapter 13
Rock Creek, Nebraska - September 1866
Buck’s goodbye handshake with the Reverend felt strangely hollow. A prickle of unease crawled up his spine as he realized Sheridan was absent. He’d half-expected her to be lingering around, eager for any news of Jimmy. But the house was eerily quiet. Had she finally decided to take matters into her own hands and venture into town?
Disquiet morphed into a cold dread as Buck entered the Sheriff’s office. Finding Jimmy slumped in his usual chair, eyes red-rimmed and weary, offered scant comfort. “Hickok,” Buck greeted, his voice gruff with unspoken worry. He slapped Jimmy’s knee with uncharacteristic force. “Has Sheridan been here?”
Jimmy jolted awake, startled from what looked suspiciously like a doze. “What? No.” He rubbed a hand over his face, his voice rough with exhaustion. “Why?”
“She’s missing.” Buck shook his head, frustration lacing his voice.
Jimmy pushed himself to his feet, a tense energy crackling around him. He straightened his hat, a subconscious gesture that did little to quell the knot of worry tightening in his gut. His hand instinctively drifted towards his gun belt, the worn leather a familiar comfort in the face of the sudden unease.
“Marcus.” He barked, his voice sharp with urgency. The young deputy, diligently sweeping the jail cell, snapped to attention.
“Keep an eye out in town for Sheridan Wade, you hear? If she shows up, keep her here.” The last sentence was clipped, almost an order to himself. “I don’t care if you have to lock her up!”
Marcus, sensing the gravity of the situation, nodded curtly. “Yes sir!”
Without another word, Jimmy strode out of the office with Buck in tow, leaving the bewildered deputy in his wake. The weight of his apprehension hung heavy in the air, a silent harbinger of the storm brewing within him.
The worry escalated into a full-blown search as the sun began its descent, painting the sky in fiery hues. Buck and Jimmy fanned out, their eyes scanning the landscape for any sign of Sheridan. Riding south along the familiar creek, a glint of white caught Buck’s eye. He nudged his horse closer, a ragged scrap of lace fluttering accusingly from a low-hanging branch.
“What would she be doing all the way out here?” Buck asked.
“There’s no telling what’s goin’ on in that girl’s head.” Jimmy cursed under his breath.
Without a word, both men spurred their horses across the water. Reaching the other side, Buck followed a trail of faint footprints leading towards a dilapidated cabin nestled amongst the trees.
Chapter 14
Rock Creek, Nebraska - September 1866
The pain echoed through Sheridan’s body, stealing her breath in ragged gasps. She lay sprawled on her back, gazing upwards at the sliver of sky framed by the opening. Darkness had begun to paint the edges of the world, and a chill seeped into her bones, mingling with the stale, earthy stench that filled the confined space.
Mustering every ounce of strength, she attempted to sit up. A searing jolt of pain ripped through her arm, eliciting a strangled cry that tore from her throat. Carefully, she rolled onto her side, cradling her limp left arm in her lap. Even as her eyes adjusted to the darkness around her it was so dark that she could barely make out her own hand the end of her arm.
Panic gnawed at the edges of her consciousness. Blinded terror fueled her movements as she scrabbled across the thick mucky floor. Her right hand brushed against a solid surface, the familiar texture of stacked stones sending a tremor of relief through her.
“Sheridan!”
The sound seemed to come from a world away, a faint echo in the vast emptiness. Was she hallucinating? There was no way anyone knew where she was.
“Sheridan!”
“Hello?” She croaked, her voice hoarse and raw. “Hello? Can you hear me?”
The distant call echoed again, closer this time. Hope, a fragile flame, flickered to life within her.
“I’m here!” She yelled, her voice strained. Two shadowy figures merged at the opening above.
“Sheridan?!” Jimmy’s voice boomed down the well.
Relief washed over her, so potent it almost eclipsed the throbbing pain in her arm. “Jimmy!” She cried out, her voice hoarse but filled with desperate hope. “I’m ok. I think I broke my arm.”
A heavy thud resonated from above, followed by the rhythmic creak of wood. Peering upwards, Sheridan watched as the sky grew larger, the first stars emerging like pinpricks in the encroaching darkness. Shivering uncontrollably, she leaned against the cold, damp wall.
“Sheridan,” his voice called down, softer this time. “I’m coming down to get you.”
Jimmy’s silhouette materialized above the opening, a fleeting glimpse against the sliver of twilight sky. He secured a rope. Then, a steady descent began. Sheridan could feel the rope straining, and hear the creak of wood, but see nothing but the relentless dark. It was as if the world had shrunk to the cold, damp walls around her and the agonizing throb in her arm.
He landed beside her with a soft thud. Tentatively, he reached out, his hand brushing against her head in a gesture of comfort. Relief, warm and sweet, washed over her.
“I’m so glad you found me.” She whispered, tears blurring her vision.
“Shhh—” he murmured. “Let’s get you out of here. Can you hold on to my neck with your other arm?”
“Yes,” she managed, a wince escaping her lips as she attempted to stand.
“Don’t strangle me.” He chuckled, as he loosened her grip around his neck. “Wrap your legs around my waist so you don’t fall.”
Following his instructions, Sheridan clung to him, her head resting on his back. She gritted her teeth as the rope went taut, her injured arm screaming in protest. The ascent was agonizingly slow, each jerk of the rope sending a fresh wave of pain through her. Finally, with a final heave, Buck pulled them both over the edge.
A cold sweat slicked Sheridan’s skin despite the damp chill of the well. The adrenaline that had fueled her through the ordeal was fading fast, leaving behind a searing ache that throbbed with every beat of her heart. Jimmy sat beside her on the rough ground, a comforting weight against her trembling form.
“Easy, Sheridan.” he murmured.
He knew he had to get her to the doctor, the quicker the better, not just to control the pain but to prevent any potential worsening of the injury. He cast a worried glance at her arm, already swollen and bruised a sickly purple in the fading light. With a practiced hand, he fashioned a makeshift sling from his shirt, hoping to offer some support and minimize the jarring movements.
“I've got you,” Jimmy whispered, his words a silent promise. He turned towards Buck, his voice laced with urgency. “I can handle it. I’m going to take her to the doc’s.”
Jimmy helped her onto his horse, settling her in front of him before mounting himself. He steered his horse carefully, weaving a path through the gathering darkness, each step a delicate dance to minimize the jolts that sent fresh waves of agony crashing over her.
By the time the flickering lights of the town pierced the night, Sheridan was pale and barely conscious. The unrelenting pain had finally claimed its due. She slumped against Jimmy, succumbing to exhaustion.
Chapter 15
Rock Creek, Nebraska - September 1866
The warm sun was a stark contrast to the damp chill of the well. Sheridan cracked open her eyes and yawned, a grimace twisting her features as a sharp pain pulsed in her arm. Two days had passed, and though she still bore the mark of her ordeal, a slow tide of recovery was washing over her. Trapped in the doctor’s clinic at Jimmy’s behest, she knew she was well enough to return to the Reverend’s, but the restlessness gnawed at her.
“Come in.” She pulled the blanket closer, propping herself upright against the headboard. Jimmy’s entrance, a welcome sight, brought a smile to her lips.
“Looking much better today.” He removed his hat, revealing a relieved grin.
“Thanks.” A blush crept up her neck. “Again, I’m grateful to you and Buck.”
“What were you doing out there?”
“Exploring.” She offered with a shrug. “I didn’t mean to wander so far.”
He chuckled, understanding flickering across his features. Settling on the edge of the bed, he placed a small satchel on her lap. “You’re being paroled.”
“What?” Surprise colored her tone as she peered inside, a familiar skirt and blouse nestled within.
Jimmy winked, the amusement dancing in his eyes. “Get dressed.”
“Jesse?” Her eyes grew wide with concern.
“No.” Jimmy shook his head. “It’s more of a probation.”
With a mischievous grin, he disappeared through the door. Sheridan waited until the latch clicked shut before bursting out of bed. Donning her nightshirt, she struggled with the awkwardness of her injured arm as she wrestled the camisole on.
Getting the blouse on proved particularly troublesome, her attempts to maneuver her broken arm into the sleeve ending in comical tangles. Finally, frustration bubbling over, she resigned herself to manipulating the blouse one-handed, only to get hopelessly stuck midway through.
Stuck and defeated, she squatted precariously, attempting to secure the buttonhole with the doorknob while she fought with the reluctant button. Just as she felt victory within reach, the doorknob twisted under her pressure, and the door swung open.
Jimmy’s jaw dropped as he took in the sight. “What are you doing?” He choked out, amusement warring with concern in his voice.
“Would you mind helping me?” Embarrassment tinged her cheeks, but the absurdity of the situation elicited a giggle from her.
He suppressed a laugh, stepping forward to take control. “Don’t laugh!” She admonished, though a smile played on her lips.
Taking the garment from her, Jimmy expertly secured the button, tucking the blouse into her skirt carefully. When his hands brushed her back as he tucked in the final wisp of fabric, he recoiled quickly, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his features.
“Good as new.” He breathed.
“So,” Sheridan ventured, taking his arm with her good hand, a playful curiosity in her eyes. “What exactly do you mean by paroled?”
Jimmy chuckled a low rumble in his chest. “Let’s just say... I made a deal with the Sheriff.”
Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “I’m all ears, Mr. Hickok.”
“The town teacher left a few weeks ago.” He began, leading her out onto the sun-drenched boardwalk. Leading her through town towards the schoolhouse, pausing in front of a quaint little cottage, he turned to her. “And I told him you’d be perfect for the job.”
“Me? A teacher?” Her voice rose in disbelief.
“You’re great with the Reverend’s kids.” He countered, opening the gate and ushering her inside. “Plus, you can read, can’t you? You’re a smart girl, Sheridan.”
“But I don’t know the first thing about teaching!”
“You’ll do fine.” He reassured her, pressing a key into her palm.
“What’s this?”
“The job comes with a place to stay.” He gestured towards the door. “You’ll have relative privacy.”
Sheridan’s eyes widened. “Here?”
“On one condition.” He said, his gaze serious. “You won’t run off again. Now you ain’t promisin’ the Sheriff, you give me your word Sheridan.”
A solemn nod met his gaze. “I promise.”
A smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “You can go anywhere in town, but if you want to visit your cousins, go for a ride, or explore,” he continued, his voice stern but laced with a hint of concern. “You need to get Buck or me with you. Is that understood?”
Sheridan, touched by his protectiveness, squeezed his arm with her good hand. “Yes sir.” She replied, a playful glint in her eye. Then, unable to contain her gratitude, she leaned in and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “Thank you, Jimmy.”
Jimmy, caught off guard by her sudden affection, flushed a deep crimson. He mumbled a gruffly. “Better get some rest, you start tomorrow.”
Sheridan watched Jimmy walk towards the jailhouse, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his features before he disappeared inside. A warmth grew in her chest. This unexpected turn of events had granted her a reprieve from the Reverend’s stifling household, and she was beyond grateful.
With a determined glint in her eye, Sheridan surveyed her new home, a small but charming cottage bathed in the warm afternoon sun. Taking a deep breath, she crossed the threshold, ready to embrace this new chapter in her life.
Chapter 16
Rock Creek, Nebraska - September 1866
Sheridan flopped down on the hard wooden chair behind the desk and closed her eyes. About halfway through the day, she’d been certain she wouldn’t make it without resorting to a little frontier discipline on the Johnson boys. Just then, a small voice piped up beside her.
“Miss Wade?”
Sheridan peeked over. A little girl, Anna, offered a shy smile and placed a piece of hard candy on the desk. “Thank you, Anna.” Sheridan said gratefully, the sweetness a welcome contrast to the day’s chaos. The little girl scurried out, leaving a small flicker of warmth in her wake.
The creak of the schoolhouse door announced Jimmy’s arrival. He leaned against the doorjamb, his gaze sweeping over the room. “How was your first day?”
“Remind me why anyone chooses to have children?” She countered, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. She shrugged out of her shawl, the cold seeping in from the setting sun.
“That bad, huh?” His laughter rumbled through the room. He sauntered over, extending his arm.
Sheridan couldn’t help but grin. “Those Johnson boys are monsters.”
“Their Pa ain’t no stranger to the jail that’s for sure,” Jimmy replied as he extended his hand to her. “You ready?”
Sheridan, surprised by the unexpected offer, looked up at him. “Where are we headed?” she asked, her voice laced with curiosity.
“Dinner,” Jimmy explained, a genuine smile warming his features. “Thought you might need it after your first day.”
“Thank you Jimmy.” She smiled softly, her voice filled with gratitude.
At the restaurant, Jimmy held the door open, his touch lingering on her back as she entered. The host led them to a quiet table towards the back, the dim lighting offering a cloak of privacy.
They ate dinner and chatted casually about different things. Jimmy told her about his time riding with the Pony Express and scouting during the war. Sheridan had told him about growing up in Missouri with her cousins.
“How old were you when your father died?” Jimmy took her hand and walked towards the cottage.
“Seven.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t think my mother ever really wanted children. I remember it was only a few weeks after he died, she took me to Missouri to live with her brother. That’s my cousin’s Zee’s father.”
“Is your mother still alive?” He stood on the porch with her.
“I’m not sure.” She shrugged and unlocked the door. “I never heard from her again.”
“I’m sorry.” He frowned.
“It’s ok.” She smiled and took his hand. “One of the children’s mothers baked me a cake. Would you like to come in and have a slice?”
“Just for a few minutes.”
“Zerelda and I are more like sisters than cousins.” Sheridan pulled the cake out of the cupboard and cut two slices, a wistful smile playing on her lips. “Jesse, Frank, Zee, Susan, and I were inseparable back then. We’d spend hours exploring the woods behind our houses, building forts, and getting into all sorts of mischief.”
She placed a slice on a plate and carefully set it on the table. “As we grew older though,” Sheridan continued, a shadow crossing her features for a brief moment. “Zee outgrew our adventures I suppose. She preferred reading or mending in the house.”
“So you and Frank weren’t always at each other’s throats?” Jimmy thought back to the night he saw them arguing.
“No, not at all. We were the best of friends.” She handed him a plate with a large slice of lemon cake.
“What changed?” Jimmy asked before shoveling a large bite of cake into his mouth, crumbs scattering across his plate. He swallowed, sheepishly grabbing a napkin
Sheridan offered a wistful smile. “We just grew up.” She sighed heavily. “Things change. Frank...” she hesitated, then continued, “He had feelings.” Her gaze drifted down to her plate, swirling the remnants of frosting with her fork. “I didn’t feel the same way. Like a brother, sure, but... He left home not long after.”
The silence stretched, heavy with unspoken memories. A flicker of something, perhaps curiosity or a rekindled spark, ignited in Sheridan’s eyes as they met Jimmy’s. A wistful smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “So, tell me, Jimmy,” she said, her voice soft, “what’s next for you?”
Jimmy snorted, a humorless laugh escaping his lips. “Truth is, I haven’t figured it all out yet. Just been drifting from place to place, making ends meet the only way I know how.”
Sheridan reached across the table, her touch warm and comforting on his hand. “You’re more than just a hired gun. You’ve got something special in you.”
A shadow of longing crossed Jimmy’s face. He shook his head slowly. “Honestly? I’m a simple man. All I ever really wanted was a quiet life, a place to settle down, maybe a family.”
“Then don’t let go of that dream.” She insisted, her voice filled with conviction.
A flicker of doubt clouded Jimmy’s eyes. “Some things are out of reach, Sheridan.” He murmured, his voice heavy with a lifetime of disappointment. He squeezed her hand gently, a silent expression of gratitude.
Suddenly, he jumped up from the table, nearly knocking over his chair. “Hold that thought.” He mumbled, rushing out of the room. A moment later, he reappeared, sheepishly holding a wrapped package.
“I, uh, I got you something.” He stammered, placing it awkwardly on the table.
Sheridan’s eyes widened with surprise and delight. “For me? Can I open it now?”
Jimmy grinned, a genuine smile that lit up his face for the first time that evening. “Of course.” He finished off his cake in a single bite, then gathered their plates, a nervous energy buzzing beneath his gruff exterior.
Sheridan carefully tore away the brown paper, her breath catching in her throat. Inside, nestled in soft tissue paper, lay a dress. A beautiful confection of pale ivory, the fabric whispered against her fingertips, adorned with a delicate pattern of tiny green flowers.
“Oh, Jimmy...” She breathed, her voice thick with emotion. “
He looked at her, a hopeful question hanging in the air. “Do you like it?”
“I love it!”
“I thought you wouldn’t have as much trouble with the buttons down the front there with your arm.”
“Stay here.” Sheridan took the dress and rushed into the bedroom.
As quickly as she could she disrobed and stepped into the new dress. Once she got both arms into the dress she began the task of buttoning. It was far easier to have the buttons in the front as she could use both hands to button her entire bodice.
She looked in the mirror and smiled, it even fit her! She hadn’t had any clothes that fit her properly since she had been there. She adjusted her sling over the dress and walked into the parlor where Jimmy stood waiting.
“You look…” He smiled and cleared his throat. “You look beautiful.”
“Thank you.” She replied, her voice filled with warmth. She spun a slow circle, the soft skirt swirling around her ankles. “It’s just perfect.”
A nervous glint flickered in Jimmy’s eyes. “Well, I, uh, I should probably get going.”
“Wait,” Sheridan crossed the room and surprised him with a hug. “Thank you, Jimmy, for everything.”
“You’re welcome.” He mumbled, a blush creeping up his neck.
“I had a wonderful time tonight.” She continued, her eyes sparkling as she stepped back. Playfully, she positioned herself between him and the door.
“Sheridan, what are you...?” Jimmy’s question trailed off as she leaned in close.
“Just a goodnight kiss before you disappear.” She teased, tilting her chin up expectantly.
As their lips met, a spark ignited between them. Her touch sent shivers down his spine, her fingers trailing a path down his neck before settling on his chest. Instinctively, he pulled her closer, but she flinched, her smile replaced with a grimace. Her injured arm, caught between them, throbbed with pain.
“Sorry,” Jimmy mumbled, pulling back abruptly. Concern clouded his features. “I should be goin’.”
“Goodnight Jimmy.” Sheridan called out as he reached the doorway. She reached for his arm, a hint of vulnerability in her voice.
“Night Sheridan.” He turned towards her and smiled. Then, with a sigh, tipped his hat, and walked across the street, his retreating figure swallowed by the darkness.
Chapter 17
Rock Creek, Nebraska - November 1866
The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the Reverend’s porch as Susan, her warm brown hair catching the golden light, blew out the candles on her birthday cake. Laughter erupted from the small gathering – her cousins Zee, and Sheridan, the Reverend and his wife Patricia, and Jimmy. Opal and Rose, squealed with delight, their pigtails bouncing as they dug into their slices of cake.
“How do you like teaching Sheridan?” Patricia asked as she cleaned up the dinner plates and attempted to keep her daughter’s frosting-laced fingers off the tablecloth.
“I enjoy it.” Sheridan laughed. “And if all the children were as well-behaved as Rose and Opal, however, it would be a lot easier.”
Patricia chuckled, the sound rich and full. “Well, they certainly seem to adore you. Every day they come bursting back from school, chattering excitedly about your lessons.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” Sheridan said, her smile genuine.
“Opal, Rose.” Their father stood up. “It’s time for bed. Say goodnight to our guests.”
“Oh do we have to father?” Rose, the eldest pouted as she quickly gobbled up the last bite of her cake.
The Reverend smiled and nodded. The girls each said goodnight and retreated to their room.
“We should be going as well.” Jimmy stood up and took Sheridan’s coat from the chest it laid on.
The lingering warmth of the birthday celebration clung to the air as Jimmy helped Sheridan with her coat.
“Will we see you at service tomorrow?” The Reverend’s jovial voice filled the room, sending a playful blush creeping up Jimmy’s neck. Sheridan squeezed his hand.
Outside, the moon cast a silvery glow on the path as they mounted the horse. Sheridan leaned forward, her arms wrapped tightly around Jimmy’s waist. As the horse broke into a gallop, a comfortable silence settled between them, punctuated only by the rhythmic clopping of hooves.
Reaching her back door, Sheridan dismounted with ease. Jimmy followed suit, noticing the bucket of water thoughtfully placed by the porch for his horse.
Their fingers brushed as they laced together, sending a spark of electricity racing through them. Inside, the flickering lamplight painted warm shadows on the walls. Sheridan set the key down, the click a soft echo in the stillness.
Sheridan met his gaze, her eyes shimmering with desire. In a gesture of quiet confidence, she unfastened his gun belt, hanging it on the doorknob. It was a small act, yet it spoke volumes. It was a laying down of defenses, a silent invitation.
The world outside faded away, replaced by a promise whispered on her lips. Their kiss deepened then, a slow exploration. Jimmy’s hand traced the curve of her back, sending shivers dancing across her skin. The lamplight cast a warm glow on their entwined figures, dancing shadows on the wall.
Chapter 18
Rock Creek, Nebraska - November 1866
Sheridan locked the schoolhouse and waved to her cousins. Guilt gnawed at her. Two weeks had flown by since Susan’s birthday, and she hadn’t found the time to visit. As she approached, Zerelda’s uncharacteristic grin sent a tremor through her. Before she could question it, Susan launched herself into Sheridan’s arms.
“We’re going home!” Susan exclaimed.
“What?” Sheridan blurted, confusion clouding her features.
“It’s true!” Zerelda chimed in, grabbing Sheridan’s hand and practically dragging her to the Sheriff’s office.
She hadn’t expected to see Jeremiah Chase among the crowd. The sight inside stunned her. Teaspoon, the Sheriff, and a few men she didn't recognize stood only a few yards away, but Jesse and Frank were absent. Dissonance scraped against her calm. Panic clawed at her throat. “Where’s Jesse?” She blurted out.
“That’s the question of the day ain’t it?” The Sheriff roared, frustration coloring his voice.
Sheridan’s gaze swept across the jail cells, landing on the faces of the men who had terrorized them months ago. A wave of nausea washed over her as she met Pete Garrett’s gaze.
Teaspoon offered with a helpless shrug. “Them young whippersnappers outsmarted this old coot.”
“The hell they did!” The Sheriff bellowed, kicking the spittoon with a vengeance. A muttered curse followed as he stubbed his toe.
Jeremiah stepped towards Sheridan, a hint of concern softening his features. “Glad you’re all safe, ladies. Barely slept a wink knowing you were in danger.”
Susan scoffed. “Why are you here, Jeremiah?”
“Mary requested I ensure your safe return.” He placed a hand on Sheridan’s arm, sending a jolt through her. “Besides,” he added with a suggestive smile, “I couldn’t wait to see you again.”
Sheridan took a step back and smiled uncomfortably as she looked up at Jeremiah. She couldn't quite put her finger on why he gave her the creeps, but there it was again – a stark dissonance against the warmth she'd expected to find.
“We leave tomorrow.” Jeremiah cleared his throat.
“But… I have school.” Sheridan stammered, clutching at a fading lifeline. “I’ve been teaching—”
“They’ll find another teacher.” Jeremiah dismissed her, his voice laced with a smug finality. “We’re getting married. Your Uncle John has given his blessing.”
Disregarding Jeremiah’s protests, she rushed out of the office. Outside, Jimmy’s broad back was already a retreating figure, anger radiating from him like heat waves. Sheridan sprinted after him, her lungs burning with exertion.
“James!” She cried out, her voice barely audible over the din of the town.
He didn’t stop. Frustration bubbled within her. She quickened her pace, reaching for his coat sleeve as he entered the livery.
“Don’t make a scene, Sheridan.” He growled, his voice laced with a bitterness that cut deep.
“I’m not marrying him!” She declared, her voice trembling slightly. “I’m staying here with you.”
Jimmy ignored her protest, his long strides taking him deeper into the barn. She hurried after him, her heart pounding against her ribs. As she rounded the corner, the familiar scent of hay and leather filled her senses. He was silhouetted against the afternoon sun, his frustration and anger were palpable.
Sheridan knew she had to make him understand, but the anger in his eyes silenced her.
Taking a shaky breath, she spoke, her voice barely a whisper. “Jimmy…”
He turned, his jaw clenched, eyes blazing with a storm of unspoken emotions. “There’s nothin’ left to say, Sheridan. Your fiancé is waiting.” His voice was laced with a bitterness that made her flinch. He wasn’t interested in a fight, just a clean break.
The truth, harsh and undeniable, hung in the air. She wasn’t the one leaving. He was pushing her away. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring his image. A choked sob escaped her lips.
Jimmy saw the tears, but the muscles in his jaw clenched tighter. This was for the best. He couldn’t offer her a life dodging bullets and chasing outlaws. He couldn’t give her the life she deserved, a life with a life with security and stability.
He turned away, his voice rough as he spoke. “Don’t cry, Sheridan. You know it was never going to last.”
“But—” her voice cracked the single word a plea that died on her lips.
He wouldn’t let her plead. With a finality that broke her spirit, he continued. “Take care of yourself, Sheridan. And for God’s sake, be happy.”
He didn’t wait for a reply. He strode out of the barn, leaving Sheridan alone with the scent of hay and the echo of his goodbye. Her world seemed to tilt on its axis, the familiar dusty floor of the barn suddenly unsteady beneath her feet.
Tears streamed down her face, hot and unchecked. She sank to her knees, the weight of his rejection crushing her. This wasn’t how it was supposed to end. They were supposed to fight, to find a way, anything but this cold, final goodbye.
Chapter 19
Independence, Missouri - January 1867
Feelings of emptiness and desperation echoed in the space of Sheridan’s heart as she sat before the vanity. Zerelda fussed with Sheridan’s hair, her humming a cheerful tune that mocked the turmoil within. Not the emotions a bride should possess on her wedding day, a bitter thought snaked through Sheridan’s mind.
Gratitude, a heavy and unwelcome guest, sat beside the despair. Gratitude for Jeremiah’s swift proposal, a lifeline thrown in the sea of her secret shame. A child, a precious life growing within her, yet to see the light of day, threatened to be branded a bastard. The weight of societal judgment pressed down on her.
She had tried, desperately, to find Jimmy. Letters sent to Rock Creek returned, marked “recipient unknown.” Even Buck, Jimmy’s friend, offered no solace, his reply vague and uncertain. Left with a bleak future, Sheridan had made her choice. A choice that felt more like a surrender.
The mere thought of Jeremiah’s touch, let alone his clumsy attempts at intimacy, sent a wave of nausea crashing over her. He wasn’t an unattractive man, with his chiseled jaw and sharp blue eyes. Yet, his presence never sparked a flicker of warmth within her. It was all business, a transaction – his name and financial security for her and her unborn child.
A single tear escaped, tracing a glistening path down her cheek. Zerelda, oblivious to the inner storm, chuckled. “Don’t get weepy on me, Sheridan. It’s your wedding day!” She gushed, her voice brimming with excitement.
Sheridan managed a ghost of a smile. The nausea that had plagued her mornings since the discovery simmered just below the surface, threatening to erupt at any moment. With trembling hands, she slipped into the ornate wedding gown, its pristine white almost blinding her. It felt like a shroud, a symbol of her surrendered dreams.
Each button fastened by Zerelda felt like a nail hammered into a coffin, sealing her fate. The air shimmered with an unsettling unreality as she walked through the unfamiliar house, soon to be her prison. Jeremiah’s family, titans of steel, had showered her with an opulent wedding – a show of wealth and power, perhaps.
Jeremiah awaited her at the bottom of the staircase. They had opted for a home ceremony due to the unpredictable winter weather. The normally elegant ballroom had been transformed into a makeshift chapel, adorned with flowers Susan and Zerelda had painstakingly arranged.
Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs as she passed rows of smiling faces – family, friends, and Jeremiah’s business associates. Every fiber of her being screamed to bolt, to turn back and vanish into the vast plains beyond the town. But her feet, heavy with duty, carried her forward.
When Jeremiah reached for her hand, Sheridan looked up. Her eyes, usually sparkling with life, were now a desolate landscape reflecting the storm within. A practiced smile graced her lips, devoid of any warmth. The officiant’s words blurred into a monotonous drone. All she could hear was the pounding of her heart, a frantic drumbeat echoing the finality of her lost dreams.
Perhaps the vows were a blur, the words echoing hollowly in the grand hall. Maybe she even spoke them, her voice a stranger in the cavernous space of her mind. But when the ceremony ended, and Jeremiah leaned down to claim his “marital right” – a kiss that burned the message into her heart the cold realization of emptiness and loneliness – Sheridan knew, with a horrifying certainty, that this wasn’t a beginning. It was an ending. The death of a love that could have been, and the start of a life devoid of love.
Chapter 20
Rock Creek, Nebraska - March 1872
Jimmy nursed his whiskey, the amber liquid a poor substitute for the warmth that had seeped out of his life. He barely recognized himself reflected in the grime-coated mirror behind the bar. The stranger staring back had haunted eyes and a beard that hid a jaw clenched tight against the ache in his heart.
Regret bit at him like a hungry dog. He’d let his chance of happiness slip through his fingers. No, to call it letting go felt like a lie. He’d shoved her away, a brutal act of love disguised as cruelty. Regret, a constant companion, gnawed at him. He’d heard whispers of her, living in Independence, Missouri. A fool’s errand, he knew. Yet, he’d succumbed, drawn by a morbid curiosity.
He’d glimpsed her from afar, a fleeting vision in a sun-drenched meadow. A smile, as radiant as ever, illuminated the face of a child running beside her. It was the life he’d envisioned for them, a picture-perfect memory that haunted him.
It was the life he wanted for her.
The relief was a double-edged sword. It meant he hadn’t stolen her future, hadn’t condemned a child to grow up in the shadow of his reputation. But the ache in his chest remained a dull throb that refused to subside. He’d yearned for that life, a life he’d convinced himself he could never have.
He raised the glass of whiskey to his lips, the cheap liquor burning a familiar path down his throat. It did nothing to dull the memories, the stolen moments that haunted him. The saloon, dimly lit and filled with the murmur of weary men, offered no solace.
He’d built this exile, fueled by guilt and desperation. But seeing her, even from afar, had shattered the fragile peace he’d constructed. The longing gnawed at him, a relentless tide threatening to drown him in a sea of what-ifs.
But beneath the surface churned a deeper truth. It wasn’t just Sheridan he’d run from. It was his legend, a reputation that cast a long shadow across his life. He couldn’t risk dragging her into that darkness, not when a simple life, a family, was within her reach.
A boisterous laugh shattered the melancholic haze. Cody, his old friend, swaggered through the saloon doors, a stark contrast to Jimmy’s hunched figure.
“Same old Cody.” Jimmy managed a ghost of a smile, tipping his hat in greeting.
“Why change perfection?” Cody boomed, returning the gesture. His booming laugh filled the room, but it held a hollow ring to Jimmy’s ears.
“Hardly recognized you with all that hair on your face.” Cody continued, his gaze lingering on Jimmy’s beard. “Like a damn grizzly.”
Jimmy forced a chuckle. The comparison felt apt. He’d let his appearance go, a reflection of the tangled mess his life had become.
“Heard you got married,” Jimmy grumbled.
“Two kids, with another on the way.” Cody beamed, his face creasing into a genuine smile. A smile that twisted the knife in Jimmy’s gut.
A life, a family.
“Guess you’ve been busy,” Jimmy replied, the words scraping like sandpaper against his throat.
“Your letter mentioned needing help with something?” Cody’s eyes narrowed, his playful demeanor fading.
Jimmy took a long pull from his whiskey. “Let’s step outside.” He mumbled, pushing himself off the stool.
The cool night air offered a reprieve from the stifling atmosphere inside the saloon. Jimmy led Cody away from the flickering gaslights, their path illuminated only by the sliver of a moon peeking through the clouds.
Under the cloak of darkness, Jimmy finally confessed, his voice barely a whisper. He spoke of his decision, a choice driven by desperation. Jimmy explained his convoluted plan, the twisted logic that had led him down this dark path. But with each word, the doubt gnawed at him, growing into a monstrous beast threatening to consume him whole.
Cody listened, his earlier cheer replaced by a stunned silence. When Jimmy finished, a tense silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken questions and a world of what-ifs.
“You’ve lost your damn mind Hicock!” Cody finally exploded, his voice laced with a mixture of anger and disbelief.
“I know it sounds crazy,” Jimmy admitted.
Cody’s face contorted in disbelief as Jimmy finished. “This isn’t some game Hicock! This is my reputation on the line!” He emphasized each word, his voice tight with frustration. “This man, can he even shoot?”
Henry Sinclair emerged from the shadows, his face a mask of steely resolve. He demonstrated his sharpshooting skills with a flourish, the playing card fluttering to the ground with a bullet hole through its center.
“You do this, there’s no turning back,” Cody warned both men, his voice a low growl.
The weight of Cody’s words settled on Jimmy like a leaden weight. He was severing ties with his entire past. This new life, this fabricated identity, was a one-way street.
“I know the risks.” Sinclair finally spoke, his voice devoid of emotion.
Cody’s words hung heavy in the air as looked at Jimmy in disbelief. “You realize you can’t contact anyone you knew.” He repeated, each syllable a hammer blow. “Not Buck, Teaspoon, Kid, anyone, not even me. You do this and I won’t know you anymore.”
“I’m sorry, Cody.” He rasped, the apology a meager offering for the friendship he was severing. A ghost of a smile, tinged with profound sadness, flitted across his lips. “You’re a good friend.”
“I just know I’m going to regret this,” Cody muttered, shaking his head in a gesture of resignation. He reached out and grasped Jimmy’s shoulder, his grip surprisingly tight as he pulled him into an embrace.
“I wish you the best, stranger.” Cody finally said, his voice rough with unspoken emotions. He reached out, his hand landing with a heavy thud on Jimmy’s shoulder, a final, fleeting connection to the past.
Chapter 21
Independence, Missouri – August 1876
The scratch of Jeremiah’s pen on the desk echoed in the silence. “Sheridan?”
“Mhmm?” She mumbled her voice barely a whisper as she glanced up at him from her embroidery.
“Didn’t you know that James Hickok fellow when you were in Rock Creek?”
A jolt of electricity shot through her. The name echoed in her mind, a ghost from a past she’d desperately tried to bury. “Yes.” She croaked, her voice cracking with a raw vulnerability she hadn’t intended to expose. “Why?”
Jeremiah waved a newspaper in his hand, the mocking headline screaming at her: “Notorious Gunfighter James Butler Hickok ‘Wild Bill’ Shot During Card Game.” Her blood turned to ice.
“He’s in the newspaper.” Jeremiah continued. “Thought Wild Bill’s name was William or Bill.”
“Is he… is he dead?” Sheridan’s heart pounded heavily in her chest as she struggled to breathe.
Each beat of her heart felt like a drumbeat echoing her question. The silence stretched, agonizingly long, before Jeremiah uttered the words that shattered the last vestiges of her composure.
“Shot in the head.” He confirmed, his voice devoid of any empathy.
The room spun. The ornate furnishings she’d once found stifling now blurred before her eyes. The air grew thin, stealing her breath. All she could see was Jimmy, his laughter echoing in the rain, his smile lighting up the darkness.
Jeremiah’s voice droned on – a distant, meaningless buzz. Yet his words clawed their way through the fog of grief: “Sounds like he was quite a troublemaker, hot temper.”
“Is there a service?”
“Two days ago according to this article.” He shook his head. “Deadwood, South Dakota. What a hell hole that must be.”
“I should go and pay my respects though.” She whispered, her voice barely audible to her ears.
“Go?” Jeremiah scoffed. “Why? He’s just someone you once knew.”
His words cut deep, but they couldn’t extinguish the spark of defiance flickering within her. “He saved my life.” She said, her voice gaining strength. “Twice.”
Jeremiah studied her for a long moment, his hand hovering in mid-air as if to reach out, then thought better of it. “You may go.” He finally conceded. “If you ask nicely.” His voice dripped with a patronizing condescension.
“May I go please?” She forced the words from her lips.
“Yes.” He released her arm and smiled. “RJ will stay here. With me.”
“Why?”
No sooner had the last word escaped her lips than a white-hot pain exploded in her side. Sheridan’s breath whooshed out of her lungs in a surprised gasp. The world tilted sideways as she stumbled backward, her back slamming against the unforgiving wall. The air refused to come back, a tight band constricting her chest with every panicked attempt to inhale. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring the already distorted scene.
Through the haze of pain, she saw him advancing, his face a mask of rage. Instinct took over, and Sheridan threw her arm up in a feeble attempt to ward off the next blow. Her voice, when it finally came, was a broken whimper, barely audible even in the confines of the silent room. “I’m sorry.”
Instantly the rage and anger left his face and had been replaced with civility. “You are forgiven.” He took her hand and helped her to her feet. “RJ is staying here because it is far too dangerous a place for a child.” He kissed her cheek. “I’ll expect you back in a week.”
“Of course.” She nodded quickly and left the room immediately.
Sheridan ran up to her bedroom and shut the door. She wept silently. With her back against the door, she slid to the ground and wrapped her arms around her legs.
“Are you alright Ma’am?” The housekeeper stopped making the bed and walked over to her.
“Sara, I’m sorry.” Sheridan wiped her eyes on her sleeve and stood up. “I didn’t see you in here.”
“Is everything alright?”
“An old friend of mine has died and I’m going to pay my respects.” Sheridan went to the armoire and pulled out a few dresses. “Would you please make sure and take extra care of RJ while I’m gone? Just keep an eye on him?”
“Of course dear.” The woman nodded.
Seven years of service had turned Sarah into more than just the housekeeper. Years of folded laundry and spotless floors revealed a darker truth hidden beneath the surface. The fading bruises, the flinch at a raised voice - a silent language Sarah understood all too well. She’d witnessed the way Jerimiah treated his wife, the way Sheridan wilted under his gaze. It mirrored Sarah’s reality, a life with limited choices.
“I’ll only be gone a few days.” Sheridan assured her.
“I can pack that for you if you like.” The woman took some shoes from the cupboard and placed them in the trunk. “Go spend time with your son until you leave.”
Chapter 22
Deadwood, South Dakota – August 1876
The heat from the day brought out the ripe stench of the town and Sheridan involuntarily scrunched her nose. Jeremiah was right, Deadwood was a hell hole. She had checked into the hotel the day before and spent the day watching the town through her window. She knew she didn’t have time to waste but she was procrastinating.
For its colorful characters, she had to admit everyone in town had been polite. Just about everyone greeted her as they passed and she hadn’t seen one person killed, but the day was still young she laughed ruefully to herself. Her attention was immediately drawn to the bawdy calls from the brothel across the street. Keeping her eyes straight ahead of her she passed the loud and very scantily dressed ladies that shouted lewd things in her direction.
Just beyond the ramshackle buildings, a fresh grave drew her gaze. Tears welled up, blurring the scene. Leaning against a weathered wall, she watched from a distance. A motley crew paid their respects: weary-eyed miners, gamblers with a glint of gold in their pockets, even a couple of women dabbing away tears.
She didn’t recognize the deceased.
Not anymore.
When the last straggler ambled away, she tightened her grip on the flowers, their delicate scent a stark contrast to the harsh surroundings. Heart pounding a frantic rhythm, she walked towards the grave, each step a descent into the past. Reaching the edge, she surveyed the mound of raw earth and rocks. Already, other tokens of remembrance lay scattered - wildflowers, poker chips, a chipped whiskey flask.
This wasn’t just a visit to a grave. It was a confrontation with a past she’d buried deep. A love she still carried in her heart, a love she needed to put to rest.
“Jimmy.” The name tumbled from her lips, a whisper in the desolate graveyard. She laid a hand on the rough mound of earth, the coarse texture a stark contrast to the delicate flowers she clutched in the other. A sigh, ragged and raw, escaped her.
“I wish things had been different for you.” She choked out, tears tracing warm paths down her dusty cheeks. The wind, hot and dry, whipped at her hair. “What happened, Jimmy? What turned that bright spark in your eyes into this... this emptiness?”
Her gaze swept over the scene – the ramshackle town, the fading echoes of bawdy laughter, the relentless sun. This wasn’t the life she remembered, the man she knew. “This circus?” She spat, the word bitter on her tongue. “This wasn’t you. This wasn’t the man I loved.”
The words caught in Sheridan’s throat, a sob escaping before she could force them back. “I couldn’t bring our son, Jimmy.” She confessed, her voice thick with grief. But even in the absence, she pressed on, her hand tightening on the cool earth. “You’ll live on in him, in his kindness, his laughter...”
Her voice trailed off, searching for the right words. “He’s so wonderful. You would be so proud. So smart, curious, with that same glint in his eyes you used to have.” A bittersweet smile tugged at her lips as a memory flickered - a younger Jimmy, eyes sparkling with mischief, a perfect echo of their son.
The memory faded, replaced by the harsh reality of the grave in front of her. “I love you, James.” She whispered, the words a fragile thread connecting her to the man beneath the earth. “I always will.”
Sheridan had come seeking solace, a clean break from the ghost of Jimmy. But as she knelt by the grave, the raw ache of loss only intensified.
She hadn’t found closure, not the kind that neatly packed away the past. Instead, the visit had ripped open a fresh wound, exposing the vibrant tapestry of their love, a love that even death couldn’t extinguish. Tears welled anew, a testament to the undying affection that still burned within her.
The setting sun cast long shadows across the graveyard, painting the scene in a melancholic glow. Sheridan rose, brushing dirt from her knees. She left a piece of her heart with Jimmy, alongside the fading flowers.
Chapter 23
Deadwood, South Dakota – August 1876
Nine years. Nine years of dusty towns, nameless faces, and the constant echo of a life ripped apart. Jimmy watched from behind the gnarled oak, a silent sentinel at his own fabricated grave. Each tremor of Sheridan’s grief as she knelt before the freshly turned earth was a knife twisting in his gut. He’d sacrificed their happiness for her safety, but witnessing her raw pain was a fresh kind of torture.
His heart lurched as Sheridan spoke, her voice thick with sorrow. Her words hung heavy in the air.
“... but you will live on in him. He’s so wonderful, Jimmy. You would be proud of him.”
A son. The revelation slammed into him like a physical blow. A part of him, a continuation of their love, thrived even in his absence. The years of self-imposed exile, the justifications he’d built brick by agonizing brick, crumbled in that instant.
He hadn’t just abandoned Sheridan. He’d abandoned their child.
The carefully constructed wall of logic crumbled. It wasn’t just about protecting her anymore. It was about a future stolen, a family fractured. Shame burned with an intensity that eclipsed even the weight of his past.
Ignoring the primal scream of caution, James took a step forward. He couldn’t stay hidden any longer. He emerged from his hiding place, the handkerchief he carried clutched in his hand.
Sheridan froze, her back stiffening. Slowly, she turned, her eyes widening in disbelief. The years had been kind to her, fine lines whispered around her eyes, testaments to the life she’d lived without him, but her beauty remained, a radiant echo of the woman he’d loved with a fierce, possessive hunger.
“Sheridan.” He rasped, his voice rough with emotion.
Chapter 24
Deadwood, South Dakota – August 1876
Sheridan stirred, her eyelids fluttering open. A sliver of sunlight peeked through the curtains, painting stripes across her face. As her vision cleared, she saw a familiar hand resting gently on hers. A gasp caught in her throat, and she turned, her breath hitching at the sight of him.
Denial slammed into her like a tidal wave. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a cruel trick of the mind, a ghost from her past haunting her sleep. Her heart hammered against her chest, a frantic drumbeat echoing in her ears. Panic threatened to consume her, but a flicker of warmth in his touch anchored her to reality. The calloused hand felt undeniably like his, the faint scar on his palm a memory etched into her skin.
“James?” She croaked, her voice barely a whisper.
He leaned closer, his eyes searching hers. The years had etched lines on his face, a map of the life he’d lived without her, but the warmth in his brown eyes remained.
“No, no you’re dead.” She said in a shaky whisper.
“Shhh.” He rasped, his voice thick with emotion. The weight of the lies hung heavy in the air. “There’s something... something you need to know.”
He sat on the edge of the bed, his gaze fixed on their intertwined hands. The silence stretched, taut with unspoken words. Finally, he spoke, his voice trembling slightly as he recounted the past, a story etched in regret.
Jimmy spoke of the agonizing decision to push her away, to vanish from her life. He described the years that followed, as a desolate existence fueled by guilt and anger.
“I couldn’t ask you to live under the shadow of ‘Wild Bill Hicock’—” He swallowed hard. “I couldn’t live with it anymore.”
He spent the next few hours weaving a tapestry of his past, a tale of loneliness and regret. He spoke of the nameless towns, the empty faces, the constant feeling of being a ghost haunting the edges of his own life. He confessed the guilt that gnawed at him, the ever-present fear that his reputation would find him, endangering not just him but everyone around him. He explained the switch, the desperate act fueled by loss and utter madness.
Sheridan listened, the anger that had flared slowly morphing into a deep, melancholic ache. It settled in her bones, a heavyweight that spoke of years lost. Yes, the anger had faded, replaced by a profound sadness that threatened to drown her.
As James spoke, a range of emotions flickered across her face – disbelief and a flicker of something that might have been acceptance, but mostly, a crushing sense of “what could have been”.
“So that man just pretended to be you for years?” She finally asked her voice barely a whisper. The question hung heavy in the air, a testament to the absurdity of the situation.
“Yes,” he rasped, his voice thick with regret.
She scoffed a harsh, humorless sound. “If he’s you,” she began, her voice laced with a bitter edge, “Who are you then?”
“James Reed.”  He said simply, the weight of the assumed identity pressing down on him.
“James Reed.” She repeated the name, a foreign echo in the room. A new wave of anger, sharp and searing, threatened to consume her. “Where have you been?”
“California.” He shrugged, the nonchalance of his response grating on her already raw nerves. “Bought a stake in a gold mine there.” Each word was a fresh wound, a testament to the life he’d chosen while she was left to navigate the life she scraped together out of the wreckage of their love.
“Well, Mr. Reed.” She spat, her voice dripping with icy sarcasm. “I hope you’re happy.”
Those were the last words he had told her that day in the barn. That day he broke her heart. She closed her eyes, the memories flooding her mind, clouding her reason.
“Take care of yourself, Sheridan. And for God’s sake, be happy.”
“Sheridan, wait!” James lunged for her, his hand reaching out to grasp her arm. “I made a mistake letting you go.” He pleaded, his voice thick with desperation. “When I knew I could give you a normal life, I looked for you.”
“What?” She flinched at his touch.
“I saw you with your husband and child, you looked so happy.” His brows furrowed. “I didn’t want to cause trouble.”
His words were a fresh blow, a knife twisting in the open gash of her grief. Happy? She’d forced a smile, built a facade of normalcy for the sake of their son, for the sake of her sanity. But every laugh, every milestone was a carefully guarded lie. Her entire life was built on deceit and desperation born from his absence.
Now, she was forced to atone for that lie, in every raised voice, every slammed door, every bruise hidden beneath long sleeves. The man she loved, the man who should have been her shield, had left her exposed. The life she’d built, a fragile fortress constructed from shattered dreams and a silent vow to protect their son, now threatened to crumble around her.
“You didn’t want to cause trouble?” She scoffed, the anger finally bubbling over. “So you just... disappeared? Left me to pick up the pieces, to raise our son alone? Did you ever stop to think what that did to me, to him?”
Tears welled up in her eyes, threatening to spill over. The years of holding it in, of burying the pain so their son wouldn’t see it, all came crashing down in the face of his return.
“It was better thinking you were dead!” she choked out, the words a harsh indictment of the life he’d stolen from them. “You should have let me grief the man I thought you were!”
With a final, scathing look, she pushed past him, the slam of the door echoing not just in the hallway, but in the desolate emptiness of her heart. She didn’t need his apologies, his justifications. All she wanted, all she craved, was the man she’d loved, the man who’d been a ghost for far too long.
But the ghost had returned, a living, breathing reminder of a past both beautiful and devastating, and Sheridan wasn’t sure she was strong enough to face the ghosts, or the future, he now presented.
Chapter 25
Deadwood, South Dakota – August 1876
A soft rap against the wood jolted Sheridan from her restless sleep. Moonlight traced silver across the room, illuminating the silk robe draped on the end of the bed. With a tired sigh, she pulled it on over her thin nightgown and padded towards the door.
“Who is it?” She rasped, her voice thick with sleep and unspoken weariness.
“It’s me,” came Jimmy’s voice, low and gravelly. It sent a tremor through her, a mix of anger and something softer, a flicker of warmth she couldn’t quite extinguish.
“Go away, Jimmy.” She sighed, the word heavy with unspoken hurt.
Silence stretched between them, thick and heavy. Then, a plea, rough around the edges. “Please, Sheridan.”
Hesitantly, she cracked open the door. The sight of him, so familiar yet distant, tugged at a forgotten corner of her heart. Before she could change her mind, he slipped past her. He perched on the edge of the bed, a large shadow against the pale moonlight. Sheridan sank onto the opposite end, their gazes locked in a silent battle.
“I’m sorry,” he finally rasped, the words raw and heavy. “There’s no excuse for what I’ve done…” He trailed off, searching for the right words. “I thought I was protecting you.”
A humorless smile played on Sheridan’s lips. “We all make mistakes we regret.” She said softly, her gaze dropping to her hands clasped tightly in her lap.
A tense silence followed, broken only by the rasp of Jimmy’s breath. “Are you happy, Sheridan?” He finally asked, his voice barely a whisper.
She ignored the question, opting for a deflection. “Why are you here, Jimmy?”
He reached out, hesitantly placing a hand on the bedspread near hers. “Tell me about our son.” He pleaded. “What’s his name?”
The mention of their child brought a genuine smile to her face. “RJ.” She said, the name soft on her lips.
“RJ?”
“Randal James,” she explained, unclasping the locket at her throat. With trembling fingers, she flipped it open, revealing a tiny picture bathed in the soft glow of the bedside lamp. “Named after my father, and his.” A flicker of sadness crossed her features.
Jimmy’s brow furrowed. “Does your husband know?”
A tear escaped, tracing a glistening path down her cheek. “No.” She whispered, wiping it away hastily. “When I found out I was with child, I wrote to you. But there was no answer. I couldn’t bear the thought of him being… a bastard. I had nothing, Jimmy. No money, no family to help. I had no choice.”
Shame washed over Jimmy’s face. “Sheridan, I’m so sorry.”
“What’s done is done.” She touched his cheek and smiled softly. “He’s a good boy. He looks so much like you.”
A ghost of a smile touched Jimmy’s lips. “I hope he’s better behaved, at least.” He chuckled, a dry rasping sound. “Do you have any other children?”
The question hung heavy in the air. Sheridan closed her eyes, a wave of grief washing over her. So many times she’d tried to bury the memory, the pain of what could have been. She hadn’t wanted a child with Jeremiah, but the unexpected pregnancy had brought a flicker of joy, a future she could hold onto. But that future had been shattered one violent night. He’d come home drunk, and after a fight fueled by rage and jealousy, he’d hit her. Not just a slap, but a brutal beating that stole not only the baby growing within her but the possibility of ever having another.
“Sheridan?” Jimmy’s voice broke through the fog of her memories, laced with concern. His arms wrapped around her, a silent apology. He held her close, his warmth seeping through the thin fabric, a stark contrast to the icy grip of the past. “I’m so sorry,” he murmured, his voice thick with regret. “If I brought up bad memories…”
The weight of his arm around her felt like a forgotten luxury. Years had passed since she’d felt such genuine affection, a warmth that spread through her. Leaning into him, she closed her eyes, the memory of tenderness sparking a fire she thought long extinguished. Her arm snaked around his waist, drawing him closer.
Jimmy felt the whisper of her breath against his neck, a prelude to the soft kisses that began a slow descent down his jaw. Her touch was urgent, a desperate plea disguised as passion. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, a sweet impatience that mirrored the frantic rhythm of her heart.
“Jimmy,” she murmured, her voice thick with emotion.
He cupped her face, his touch a stark contrast to the urgency of her moments ago. Tears glistened in her eyes, reflecting the moonlight. He ached to kiss them away, to chase away the shadows that lingered in her depths. But for now, he simply held her.
Standing up he dimmed the light, then reached out and pulled her face to his and kissed her tenderly. The salty tears on her lips were a stark contrast to the sweetness he tasted when their lips met. He wanted to kiss away all her pain but he knew that wasn’t possible. He ran his hand down her neck to the delicate strap of her nightdress and slipped it off her shoulder. He felt her body tremble with every touch.
As if in a frantic rush she unbuttoned the remaining buttons on his shirt and pushed him towards the bed. Jimmy stopped her hurried pace and wandering hands as he laid her back. He took a deep breath and stepped back to disrobe. In the semi-darkness, he could see her sit up and begin removing her nightdress.
“There’s no rush,” he whispered, his voice husky with emotion. “We have all night.”
A smile tugged at the corner of his lips. He settled beside her on the bed, his touch feather-light as he traced the curve of her arm. Her breath hitched, and she leaned into him, their lips meeting in a kiss that was both desperate and achingly sweet.
He coaxed her back onto the bed, his movements slow and deliberate. Lying beside her, he trailed kisses down her neck, each touch a whispered promise. He undid the ribbons of her night dress, savoring the cool fabric against his fingertips before exploring the soft skin beneath.
Moonlight bathed them in an ethereal glow, highlighting the urgency in their movements, the raw passion that fueled their every touch. The heat of the night was no match for the fire that burned between them, a slow burn that promised a night of whispered secrets and untold tenderness.
Chapter 26
Deadwood, South Dakota - August 1876
The first blush of dawn peeked through the curtains, painting the room in soft hues of gold and pink. Jimmy stirred awake, careful not to disturb Sheridan nestled against him. Her back was to him, her breathing a gentle rhythm in the quiet morning. He closed his eyes for a moment, savoring the sound, the warmth of her presence a stark difference to the emptiness that had haunted him for so long.
He reached out, brushing a stray strand of her pale golden hair from her shoulder. Leaning in, he placed a soft kiss on the nape of her neck. He knew today was the day she left, and despite the ache in his heart, a part of him cherished every stolen moment, every memory he could etch into his soul.
As she stirred in her sleep, the sheet pooled around her hips, revealing the smooth curve of her bare skin. Drawn by an irresistible yearning, he traced her silhouette with his fingertips, his touch light and tender. Then, a flicker of concern shadowed his gaze. Light bruises marred her arm, their angry red stark against the pale canvas of her skin. They looked like… finger marks.
“Morning.” She smiled through a hazy fog of sleep and kissed him softly.
Jimmy returned the kiss, but his heart felt heavy. He knew this stolen night was coming to an end. “Good morning,” he murmured.
As Sheridan rolled onto her back, a flicker of vulnerability crossed her features. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, the words catching in her throat. “About what I said yesterday. Wishing you dead.”
Sheridan leaned into him, seeking solace in his familiar embrace. Her eyes fluttered shut, the weight of her decision pressing down on her. She longed for these stolen moments, for the comfort of Jimmy’s presence, but the harsh reality of her situation loomed large. A few more minutes, that’s all she wanted.
His hand trailed down her side, a tender exploration that sent a tremor through her. But his touch faltered abruptly. His breath hitched a sharp intake that shattered the quiet intimacy. He froze, his fingers hovering just above a hidden landscape of pain.
With a rough movement, Jimmy ripped the sheet away, the soft fabric falling to the floor. Sheridan flinched, a wave of shame washing over her as she instinctively turned away, seeking refuge in the cool morning light filtering through the window.
“Jimmy, don’t…” she whispered, her voice tight with a mixture of anger and vulnerability.
“Did he do this to you?” He stood up abruptly, pain flickered in his eyes, a raw and visceral reaction to the sight before him. But it was quickly overshadowed by a rising tide of fury, a dangerous anger that sent a shiver down Sheridan’s spine.
He stalked closer, his gaze sweeping mercilessly over her exposed skin. The delicate unblemished he once knew was marred by a horrifying tapestry of bruises. Some were a sickly yellow, fading remnants of past battles. Others were a raw, angry red, a testament to the recent violence she’d endured. There was barely an inch of her that wasn’t marked, a silent scream against the cruelty she’d been forced to endure.
“Did he do this to you?” Jimmy’s voice was a low growl, a dangerous edge creeping into it.
Sheridan’s defiance crumbled. Tears welled up in her eyes, blurring her vision. “It doesn’t matter,” she choked out, a bitter edge to her voice.
“It matters to me, damn it!” Jimmy exploded, his voice thick with suppressed rage. He stood up, towering over her. “How could you live like this, Sheridan?”
Sheridan flinched at his outburst, but her back remained straight. “Live like this?” she echoed, her voice laced with sharp anger as her hands trembled while hurriedly buttoning her dress. “You think I want this?”
“Then leave him!” Jimmy pleaded, his voice softening but the frustration still evident. “Come with me. I have a place, a house near the ocean.”
“You aren’t listening to me!” Sheridan’s voice cracked with the force of her refusal. “This isn’t about what I want. It’s about what I have to do.”
A flicker of despair clouded Jimmy’s eyes. “What about our son? If you won’t leave for yourself, then do it for RJ!”
"He doesn't touch RJ," Sheridan choked out, tears spilling down her cheeks like a broken dam. Her voice, usually laced with strength, now trembled with raw emotion. Quickly, she began to pack her belongings, her movements frantic yet purposeful. "He uses RJ to force my hand," she whispered, more to herself than him. "And I won't leave my son."
“He’s not his father, Sheridan!” Jimmy argued, frustration mixing with his growing desperation.
“Jeremiah would never let me go.” She said, shaking her head. “Legally, he is RJ’s father.”
“Let me handle it.” Jimmy insisted, determination hardening his features.
"Sheridan's breath caught in her throat. The dangerous glint in his eyes sent a shiver down her spine, an overwhelming feeling of despair settled into the heart. “So you’d become the monster you have tried to avoid?”
He reached out for her, but she pulled away, her gaze hardening.
“You made your choices, Jimmy.” She said, her voice flat. “And I’ve made mine.”
Tears streamed down her face, a mixture of grief, anger, and the painful acceptance of a life unlived. “I’ve always loved you.” She confessed, her voice cracking with emotion. “And I always will.”
She leaned in and kissed him, a bittersweet farewell. The taste of salt mingled with tears, a potent reminder of the sacrifices she’d made.
Pulling away, Sheridan met his gaze, her eyes filled with a heartbreaking resolve. “You were right.” She whispered. “Somethings just aren’t meant to be.” She said, her voice thick with unshed tears. “Some things are just... broken.”
Tears welled up in Jimmy’s eyes too, mirroring the pain in hers. He reached out a hand as if to hold onto a memory, but Sheridan was already walking to the door. Then, with a final lingering look that held a lifetime of unspoken emotions, she turned and walked out, leaving Jimmy alone.
Chapter 27
Independence, Missouri – August 1876
The train screeched to a halt, jolting Sheridan back to reality. Relief washed over her as she disembarked, the familiar platform a stark contrast to the stolen world she’d left behind.
“Mama!” RJ’s joyous cry cut through the crowd.
A choked sob escaped her lips as she knelt, engulfing him in a hug. Her heart, a hollow ache since leaving Deadwood, since leaving Jimmy, felt a flicker of warmth bloom within it. With RJ's sweet smile pressed against her cheek, and the fierce love radiating from his small body, Sheridan felt the strength returning, a tide pushing back the emptiness.
“Did you miss me?” He held tightly to his mother’s neck.
“More and more every day!” Sheridan whispered, burying her face in his soft hair. The familiar scent, soothed her soul, a stark reminder of the life she was duty-bound to.
“And did you miss me, sweetheart?” Jeremiah’s voice, smooth and practiced, broke the moment. He materialized beside them, a bouquet of lilies – her least favorite – thrust forward.
“Oh, thank you.” Sheridan stammered, forcing a smile as she accepted the flowers and leaned in for a perfunctory kiss.
“I have Sarah making your favorite dinner.” Jeremiah continued, his arm brushing against hers as he steered her towards the waiting carriage. “Fried chicken.”
“I can’t wait.” She lied, clinging to his hand a little too tightly.
“Did you see any buffalo there, Mama?” RJ’s question cut through the tense silence.
Sheridan’s heart ached. “No, honey,” she said softly.
The grand house loomed in the distance, her ornate prison, amongst the oak trees, the wardens. As they drew closer, Sheridan instinctively wrapped her arm around RJ, a silent comfort against the storm brewing within. He snuggled closer, oblivious to the battle raging in his mother’s heart.
“Are you alright, my dear?” Jeremiah’s voice, laced with concern, sent a shiver down her spine.
“Just a bit homesick, I suppose.” She replied, forcing a smile. A single tear escaped, tracing a cold path down her cheek. She quickly brushed it away, praying it had gone unnoticed.
The taste of freedom, the memory of Jimmy’s touch, was a cruel reminder of everything she’d lost. The walls of her prison seemed to close in, suffocating her spirit. The thought of facing Jeremiah that night, of enduring the charade of their marriage, filled her with a dread that threatened to consume her.
Sheridan ascended the white marble steps, each one a heavy reminder of the life she was trapped in. The river sparkled behind the house, a mocking symbol of the freedom that flowed just beyond her reach.
Chapter 28
Independence, Missouri – September 1876
Sheridan tapped lightly on the library door, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. Sara had mentioned Jeremiah requesting her presence, and a familiar dread coiled in her stomach. The library, with its towering bookshelves and worn leather armchairs, was often the setting for his most unsettling declarations, especially when bourbon fueled his suspicions.
Steeling herself, she pushed the door open and entered, a smile plastered on her face. “Sara told me you wished to see me?”
Jeremiah sat behind his mahogany desk, a half-empty glass of amber liquid swirling in his hand. He looked up, his eyes glinting with a dangerous mix of curiosity and something darker. “Please, sit,” he gestured curtly, taking another long swallow of his drink. The clink of the glass against the crystal decanter echoed in the tense silence.
“We haven’t had a chance to speak of your trip,” he began, his voice laced with a coldness that sent shivers down her spine.
“What’s there to speak of?” Sheridan offered with a shrug, forcing a nonchalant tone.
Jeremiah leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “It’s rather curious, wouldn’t you say? A trip to a funeral for a man you haven’t spoken to in…” he trailed off, his gaze narrowing as he seemingly counted on his fingers. “Nine or ten years, was it?”
“I told you, darling,” Sheridan said sweetly, her smile strained at the edges. “He saved my cousins and me from that awful kidnapping incident.”
He ignored her explanation, his brow furrowing as he paced the plush rug in front of the fireplace. “It got me thinking about our son.” He continued, his voice low and ominous. “RJ. Randal James. Turning nine this year, wouldn’t that be right?”
A knot of dread tightened in Sheridan’s stomach. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, Jeremiah.” She said, her voice barely a whisper.
He stopped pacing and turned to face her, a cruel smile twisting his lips. “Well, I know your father’s name is Randall. Seemed fitting at the time, you wanting to name our son after him.” His eyes narrowed, a dangerous glint flickering within them. “But James…”
“After my cousins,” she interjected quickly.
“Of course,” he sneered, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Your cousins.”
The air crackled with unspoken accusations. Sheridan rose slowly, a desperate attempt to put some distance between them. “Darling,” she said, her voice trembling slightly, “I had no idea you were upset with RJ’s name.”
“Our son?” He bellowed, a humorless laugh erupting from his chest. He stalked towards her, his movements predatory. “Oh, Sheridan. Is he? Is RJ truly our son? Because lately, I’ve been wondering about your little trip… and your dear friend Wild Bill. Or should I say, James Hickok?”
Sheridan recoiled, her blood running cold. “Jeremiah, please…” she pleaded, backing away further.
But her pleas fell on deaf ears. With a snarl of rage, he lunged at her, his fist connecting with a sickening thud on her cheek. The world spun as she stumbled backward, crashing onto the cold, hard floor. A metallic tang filled her mouth as the impact sent blood blossoming from her nose.
Dazed and disoriented, she struggled to her hands and knees, her vision blurry. Her fingers brushed against the warm wetness on her face, and a wave of nausea washed over her. Blood stained the front of her dress, dripping down her neck and matting in her hair. The pain was a dull throb in the background, overshadowed by the stark terror that gripped her heart.
The crystal decanter exploded in a shower of amber liquid and crystal shards against the oak mantelpiece. Sheridan’s chest heaved, her knuckles white around the remnants of a leather-bound classic she’d snatched from the shelf. Her heart hammered a frantic counterpoint to Jeremiah’s enraged bellows.
“You were carrying that bastard’s child when we wed!” He roared, lunging for her.
Sheridan darted back, the book a flimsy shield against his towering form. Years of living on eggshells had honed her reflexes. “Why else would I have married you!” She shrieked, voice ragged with a mix of fury and terror.
The doorknob rattled as it was twisted open a sliver. A peek of RJ’s tear-streaked face, pale and small, filled the gap.
“There you are, boy!” Jeremiah snarled, his voice a gravelly rasp. Bloodshot eyes, usually glazed with drunken indifference, now burned with a manic intensity. “Come, stand with your old man! We need to have a little chat about your… origins.”
Sheridan surged forward, a scream tearing from her throat. She shoved herself between Jeremiah and their son, the impact knocking the wind from her lungs. “Leave him out of this!”
“Sprouted a backbone, haven’t you?” He snarled, his eyes narrowed. “Seems burying your lover made you forget who owns you around here.”
A strangled sob escaped Sheridan’s lips. “Stop it! Don’t you ever speak of him! You’ll never be half the man he was!”
The defiance in her voice seemed to further enrage him. In a flash, his hand shot out, wrapping around her throat like a cold, unforgiving vise. Sheridan’s gasp became a choked gurgle, the air ripped from her lungs. Terror clawed at her throat as she scratched at his forearm, her nails leaving thin red crescents on his flesh.
“If you touch my son…” She rasped, each word a desperate struggle for air. “I’ll kill you.”
He squeezed harder, a cruel smile twisting his features. “I won’t touch the little bastard, but I own you.” He leaned in, his voice a venomous whisper. “Do you understand me? I own you!”
Sheridan’s vision swam. The room spun, the only constant the pressure on her throat and the searing pain in her lungs. With a final, desperate gasp, she managed a choked, “Yes.”
The pressure on her throat eased. She slumped to the floor, gasping for air, her body a trembling mess. Tears streamed down her face, each one a silent scream of despair. Her heart shattered into a million pieces as she heard a choked sob from behind her as Jeremiah slammed the door shut behind him.
Turning her head, she saw RJ huddled beside her, his small frame wracked with silent tears. Shame washed over her, hot and suffocating. She had failed to shield him from this ugliness, from the truth of their fractured home.
In that moment, amidst the wreckage of their living room and the debris of their broken lives, a spark of defiance flickered to life within Sheridan. This couldn’t be her life anymore. This couldn’t be RJ’s life. She had to find a way out, for both of them.
“RJ.” She sat up and tried to comfort him. “Sweetie, your father just had too much to drink.”
“He’s not my father, is he?” RJ’s voice trembled, shattering the fragile silence after the fight. Tears welled in Sheridan’s eyes, a fresh wave of shame crashing over her. This pain, this humiliation, was far worse than any of Jeremiah’s blows.
“Oh, honey, I never meant to hurt you,” she whispered, pulling him into a tight hug. air.
“It’s okay, Mama,” RJ mumbled, his small hand patting her back awkwardly. He wiped at his own tear-streaked face with his sleeve, smearing blood and tears onto the white fabric of his shirt.
Sheridan’s heart clenched. The sight of her son, his innocence tainted by violence, fueled a fierce determination within her. She wouldn’t let Jeremiah win.
“Come with me, RJ,” she said, her voice firm despite the tremor in her hands. She grabbed his hand and led him out the back door, the cool night air a welcome relief after the stifling tension inside.
They walked in silence until they reached the familiar path leading down to the riverbank. This was their haven, a place where the rushing water masked the sound of their whispered secrets and muffled sobs.
Sitting on the smooth stones by the water’s edge, Sheridan used the river’s cool water to wash the blood and grime from her face and neck. The sting of the water was almost refreshing compared to the internal fire burning within her.
“Your father, was a good man.” she began, her voice catching slightly. “He reminded me a bit of Uncle Jesse.”
“He robbed people?” RJ asked.
“No, not like that.” She smiled. “He was very good with a gun, very fast. People started talking, and you know sometimes people twist things like a bad knot? That’s kind of what happened with your father. Pretty soon he had a reputation that wasn’t really him. Do you understand?”
RJ nodded slowly, a furrow etching itself between his brows.
“He didn’t know that I was going to have you.” She said, planting a kiss on his cheek. Her voice trembled slightly, and she glanced towards the house, a flicker of fear in her eyes. A floorboard creaked faintly from inside. Had Jeremiah heard them?
“He thought that leaving was the best thing for everyone.”
“Was my father the man that died?”
Sheridan’s breath hitched. This was the question she dreaded. A million unspoken words choked her, the truth a tangled mess with Jeremiah’s threats and her fear for her son’s safety.
“That’s a tough question, honey.” She said, her voice barely a whisper. “And when you’re a little older, I promise I’ll explain everything. But for now, just know that your father loved you very much.”
Wiping her wet hands on her dress, Sheridan forced a smile that felt brittle. “Let’s go back inside and have some dinner. After that, you go straight to your room. I’ll be up to read you a story before bed.”
“Ok.”
Sheridan knelt before RJ, her voice thick with emotion. Tears, some fresh, some dried, traced glittering paths down her cheeks. “RJ, this is very important. Listen carefully.”
Her son’s eyes, wide and worried, mirrored her own fear. “If Jeremiah ever comes near you, I want you to run. Run to the church in town. You know how to get there, right?”
He nodded solemnly, a small hand clutching his shirt where the bloodstain had begun to brown.
“Yes, but Mama—” His voice trailed off, a question hanging in the air.
Sheridan’s grip on his shoulders tightened. She said, her voice surprisingly firm despite the tremor running through her. “You don’t wait for me. You understand? Promise me now that you will do as I say.”
RJ met her gaze, his lower lip trembling slightly. “I promise, Mama.”
“I love you more than anything, RJ.” She whispered, pulling him into a fierce hug.
Chapter 29
Independence, Missouri – September 1876
The creak sliced through Sheridan’s fragile sleep, a familiar harbinger of dread. She knew the look in Jeremiah’s eyes, the one that promised no tenderness, only a brutal exercise of power. This time, the fight had drained out of her. What was the point? She closed her eyes, a silent surrender that tasted like ash in her mouth.
Her mind, desperate for escape, fled to a happier time. A younger Sheridan, filled with the reckless joy of youth, explored the woods with her cousins. Peppermint candy from the general store, the thrill of skinny dipping, the scolding from her aunt - memories painted in golden hues against the bleak canvas of her present.
A disgusted grunt pulled her back. “Well, that was a waste of time.” Jeremiah sneered, rolling off her.
Sheridan’s lips twisted in a humorless smile. “Why pretend anymore?” She whispered, her voice hollow.
The sound of retreating footsteps was a small victory, but the silence that followed stretched on, taut and heavy with unspoken threats. The fireplace crackled, casting flickering shadows on the wall that seemed to writhe and morph in the firelight. She wasn't certain how long she lay there, her body a tense coil, senses strained for any sound. Suddenly, the sharp crack of a gunshot shattered the quiet. Her heart, a frantic drum, hammered in her chest. Adrenaline, a cold fire, surged through her veins, banishing the lethargy of despair. She was out of bed in a flash, her robe billowing around her as she raced towards the source of the sound.
The hallway echoed with the sound of RJ’s terrified cry. He was at the top of the stairs, eyes wide with fear.
“Mama?” His voice wobbled.
“You’re okay!” She whispered, scooping him into a fierce hug. “Go to my room, hide in the closet. Don’t come out until I come for you.”
His small body trembled against hers. She pushed him gently towards her room, fear gnawing at her insides. The muffled sounds of a woman’s sobs and frantic whispers drew her towards the housekeeper’s quarters. As she reached the doorway, her eyes adjusted to the dim light.
Sara stood over Jerimiah’s lifeless body, a gun clutched in her trembling hand. Shock and horror warred on Sara’s face.
“Sara?” Sheridan gasped, her voice barely a whisper.
“Mr. Chase,” Sara stammered, her eyes darting from Sheridan to the body on the floor. “He…”
Sheridan approached cautiously and gently took the gun from the woman’s grasp.
“My daughter,” Sara choked out, tears spilling down her cheeks. “He was…”
A wave of nausea swept over Sheridan. She stumbled towards the doorway, bile rising in her throat. When the spasms subsided, she saw Sara’s young daughter, barely thirteen huddled on the bed, clutching the remnants of her torn clothes.
This wasn’t just about her anymore. The monster she’d endured was a predator who had preyed on the innocent. A surge of protectiveness, fierce and primal, washed over her.
“Calm your daughter,” Sheridan instructed. “Take her up to my room. She can rest there. I’ll ride out to the Sheriff in the morning.”
Chapter 30
Independence, Missouri - September 1876
The rose fell from her hand and hit the casket with a soft thud. A single tear traced a path down Sheridan’s cheek, a silent goodbye to a life she never wanted. She was surprised to see so many people at the service, a testament to the public life Jeremiah led. As they slowly filled the hole, a heavy weight lifted from her chest. This wasn’t grief, but a measure of closure she desperately needed.
The Sheriff’s visit the day after put a stop to any further investigations. After speaking to both Sara and Sheridan as well as both the children he had no reason to doubt their stories. He told Sheridan in confidence that her husband had several allegations against him from roughing up some of the girls at the brothel.
Before Sara and her daughter left, Sheridan pressed a wad of cash into Sara’s hand. “A little something for a fresh start.” She said, her voice thick with emotion.
Sheridan wasn’t certain where her life was going to lead, but she and RJ weren’t going to stay in that house that was for certain. They both needed a fresh start also. Reaching for RJ’s hand, Sheridan squeezed it gently.
Chapter 31
Santa Maria, California - April 1877
The carriage slowed down as it passed through brick arches and an ornate iron gate. Sheridan peered out the window at the beautiful Spanish styled hacienda coming into view. Just beyond the beautiful crepe myrtle and birch trees she could see the deep blue waves of the ocean.
“There RJ, look!” She pointed. “There’s the ocean!”
“Do you think it’s warm or cold?”
“I don’t know.” She smiled. “We’ll have to find out for ourselves.” A flicker of uncertainty crossed her eyes, a silent acknowledgement of the unexpected turn their journey had taken.
“Ma’am.” The driver stopped the carriage and opened the door.
“Please just wait here.” She instructed. “I’m not certain if this is the right place.”
She looked at the beautiful tiles that lined the fountain in the front and the small vineyard to the side of the home. It was so beautiful, but it didn’t quite match the image of Jimmy she’d built in her head. Still, a sliver of hope bloomed in her chest.
Climbing the brick stairs, Sheridan knocked on the heavy wooden door. A few minutes passed until the door opened and a woman with warm eyes and a welcoming smile greeted her.
“Buenas tardes.”
“Hello.” Sheridan smiled back, her nerves tingling with a mix of apprehension and hope. “I’m looking for James Reed?”
“Si. Come in.” The woman opened the door graciously. “Have a seat in here, I’ll go get Señor Reed.”
Sheridan watched the woman walk down the long hallway and disappear into a room. While she waited in the parlor, she fidgeted with her bag, her mind swirling with questions. As instructed, she sat for a few minutes on the cushioned bench, but found it difficult to stay still. Finally, she stood up and looked out the window at the vibrant flowers and the vast ocean beyond.
“Sheridan?”
A voice broke through her thoughts. She turned to see Jimmy standing in the doorway, his face etched with surprise and a hint of something else – relief? Guilt?
“Hi.” She took a few hesitant steps towards him, her heart pounding in her chest.
“You are even more beautiful than I remember.” He closed the distance between them in a few steps and enveloped her in a warm embrace.
“RJ.” Sheridan pulled back and held out her hand towards her son.
Jimmy watched, transfixed, as the young boy with his eyes walked away from the window and took his mother’s hand. His breath hitched as he looked at the child. He remembered Sheridan saying his son looked like him, but he wasn’t prepared for the actualization - the mop of brown hair, the curious eyes mirroring his own.
Kneeling down, Jimmy held out his hand and smiled at the boy.
“RJ, this is your father.”
Sheridan fought back tears as she saw the emotions flicker across Jimmy’s face. The journey to California had been fueled by a desperate need for a fresh start, but a part of her had always wondered what might have been. Now, standing before him, the weight of that unspoken question hung heavy in the air.
“Gloria has dinner cooking, you’ll both stay won’t you?”
“Can we Mama?” RJ looked up at her.
“We weren’t expecting to stay long.” She explained, her voice tight. “We still have to check into the hotel and unpack. Perhaps tomorrow.”
“You’re family.” Jimmy put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “You are welcome to stay here.”
“Please?” RJ pleaded.
Suddenly, she felt like she was fighting a losing battle. The warmth in Jimmy’s eyes, the ease with which he interacted with RJ – it was all chipping away at the walls she’d built around her heart. She shrugged and agreed before following Jimmy out to get their things from the carriage.
Dinner was filled with laughter and conversation, mostly between RJ and Jimmy, who seemed to have an instant connection. Afterward, as Sheridan tucked RJ into a guest room, a wave of exhaustion washed over her.
“This place is so…” Sheridan walked down the hallway with Jimmy, her voice trailing off.
“Different than you pictured?” Jimmy took her hand and squeezed it softly. The familiar warmth sent a shiver down her spine.
“I don’t know, you said you had a stake in a mine, but somehow I just pictured you with a gold pan out in a river.”
“With a long beard?”
“Of course.” She laughed, the sound rich and full, a stark contrast to the hollow laughter of the past few years.
“I want to show you something.”
Jimmy led her to a small balcony overlooking the ocean. The trees swayed in the breeze, their leaves rustling like gentle whispers. Paired with the rhythmic crash of the waves, it was a symphony for the senses. Sheridan leaned against the railing, her gaze drawn to the vast expanse of stars blanketing the night sky.
“This is like heaven.” She took a deep breath of fresh ocean air and closed her eyes, a sense of peace settling over her for the first time in a long time.
“It is now.” He stood beside her, his arm wrapping around her waist, drawing her close. “Tell me you are here to stay.”
“Jimmy, I didn’t come here with any expectations.” She admitted, her voice barely a whisper. Looking up at him, she felt the familiar flutter in her heart, a feeling she’d thought long buried. “It was time you and RJ met.”
“I want that too.” He ran his hand down her arm, his touch sending a jolt of electricity through her. “Ever since I found out I had a son, it’s killed me not to be there. To raise him, with you.”
“You said before that we just weren’t meant to be together.” She looked up at him, a flicker of sadness in her eyes.
“Maybe we weren’t then.” He leaned in and kissed her softly, a tender promise lingering on his lips. “But damn woman, if we haven’t proven that wrong.”
A choked sob escaped her lips, tears welling up in her eyes. Tears of relief, of newfound hope, of a love she thought she’d lost forever. He held her close, his arms a safe harbor against the storm she’d endured.
“Marry me, Sheridan.” He breathed softly into her ear.
A genuine smile, the first in years, bloomed on her face. It wasn’t a decision, it was a feeling, a truth echoing in the depths of her soul. “Of course I will.”
They stood there for a long time, enveloped in the starlit night, whispering dreams of a future filled with love, laughter, and the promise of a fresh start – together.
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