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From #1 CBA Bestselling Author Tamera Alexander, book 3 in the historical blockbuster
Fountain Creek Chronicles series. The threat of war--and a final request--send Veronique
Girard from France to a distant and uninviting country. In the Colorado Territory, she searches for
the man who has held her heart since childhood--her father. Pierre Girard left Paris for the
Americas to seek his fortune in fur trading, vowing to send for his wife and daughter. But twenty-
five years have passed and his vow remains unfulfilled. Sifting through shards of broken
promises, Veronique embarks on a dangerous search for a man she scarcely remembers.His
grief finally healed, Jack Brennan is moving on with life. After years of guiding families west, he is
now working as a freighter to the mining towns surrounding Willow Springs. What he doesn't
count on is an unexpected traveling companion on his trips up into the mountains, and how one
woman's search will cause havoc with his plans... and his life.

"The strength of the book lies in its beautiful art work and its logical dissection of the baffling
complexities of protein structures…admirably concise, lucid and accurate presentations of
difficult concepts…invaluable for students…" Nature"As an introduction to what proteins look
like, how they fold up and how they interact with other molecules, large and small this book has
no peer. It will be invaluable to students and research workers." Trends in Biotechnical
Sciences"As usual, the distillation is authoritative and breathtaking." Tom Alber, University of
California, Berkeley"It is superb. It gives a terrific overview, with great breadth and a proper and
fair weight to the subject it treats." Ken Dill, University of California, San FranciscoAbout the
AuthorCarl Brandenwas educated at Uppsala University (PhD) and the MRC Laboratory for
Molecular Biology, Cambridge, where he was a postdoctoral fellow in the laboratory of J.C.
Kendrew. He has pursued a career in basic research, science administration (as science advisor
to the Swedish Government), and biotechnology. Formerly Research Director of the European
Synchrotron Radiation Facility in Grenoble, France, he is now at the Microbiology and Tumor
Biology Center at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm. A protein crystallographer with a
distinguished academic career in research and teaching, he has made major contributions to
the understanding of many biological structures, and is an editor of Structure. John Toozewas
educated at Cambridge University (MA), London University (PhD) and Harvard University
(where he was a postdoctoral fellow in the laboratory of J.D. Watson). After several years in
basic research, he moved principally into science administration and science publishing, notably
as the executive secretary of the European Molecular Biology Organisation, Heidelberg,
Germany. He is currently Director of Support Services at the Imperial Cancer Research Fund
Laboratories, London, and editor of EMBO Journal. A molecular biologist, his previous books
include Molecular Biology of Tumor Viruses, The DNA Story (with J.D. Watson) and the very



successful first edition of Recombinant DNA: A Short Course (with J.D. Watson and D.T. Kurtz).
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Praise for the FOUNTAIN CREEK CHRONICLES“Alexander has written a charming historical
romance that features well-drawn characters and smooth, compelling storytelling that will have
readers anxiously awaiting the second installment of the FOUNTAIN CREEK CHRONICLES.
Highly recommended. . . .”—Tamara Butler, Library Journal(Starred Review)“It’s a pleasure to
read this debut book. Rich prose, a realistic setting and characters, and a compassionate story
of love will keep you turning the pages long into the night. . . .”—Romantic Times TOP PICK (4½
stars)“[A] tenderhearted story of redemption . . . Rarely does a debut novel combine such a
masterful blend of captivating story and technical excellence. Alexander has introduced a
delightful cast of winsome characters, and there’s a promise of more stories yet to be told.”—
Kristine Wilson, Aspiring Retail“Book two in the FOUNTAIN CREEK CHRONICLES is a winner.
Alexander deftly portrays the heroine’s wounded soul and her struggles with regret while being
careful not to reveal anything too soon.”—Bev Houston, Romantic Times“This second book in
the FOUNTAIN CREEK CHRONICLES reveals the power of love and forgiveness. All of the
characters in the story are interesting and complex, even if they play minor roles. A warmhearted
inspirational story.”—Nan Curnutt, Historical Novels Review“Tamera Alexander’s characters are
real, fallible, and a marvelous reflection of God’s truth and grace. Her stories unfold layer-by-
layer, drawing you in deeper with every page.”—Sheryl Root, Armchair InterviewsRekindled has
been named toLibrary Journal’s Best Books of 2006 listand is a nominee forRomantic Times’s
Best Inspirational Novel of 2006.Books byTamera AlexanderFROM BETHANY HOUSE
PUBLISHERSFOUNTAIN CREEK CHRONICLESRekindledRevealedRememberedFountain
Creek Chronicles (3 in 1)TIMBER RIDGE REFLECTIONSFrom a DistanceBeyond This
MomentWithin My HeartTAMERAALEXANDERFOUNTAIN CREEK CHRONICLES | BOOK
THREEREMEMBEREDRememberedCopyright © 2007Tamera AlexanderCover design by
Studio GearboxCover photograph by Steve Gardner, PixelWorks Studios, Inc.Scripture
quotations are from the King James Version of the Bible.All rights reserved. No part of this
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any
means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior
written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed
reviews.Published by Bethany House Publishers11400 Hampshire Avenue SouthBloomington,
Minnesota 55438Bethany House Publishers is a division ofBaker Publishing Group, Grand
Rapids, Michigan.Printed in the United States of AmericaLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-
Publication DataPS3601.L3563R46 2007813'.6—dc222007007116DEDICATIONTo Joe, with
loveThank you for Paris.For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,
saith the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your
ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.ISAIAH 55:8–9ContentPROLOGUECHAPTER
ONECHAPTER TWOCHAPTER THREECHAPTER FOURCHAPTER FIVECHAPTER
SIXCHAPTER SEVENCHAPTER EIGHTCHAPTER NINECHAPTER TENCHAPTER



ELEVENCHAPTER TWELVECHAPTER THIRTEENCHAPTER FOURTEENCHAPTER
FIFTEENCHAPTER SIXTEENCHAPTER SEVENTEENCHAPTER EIGHTEENCHAPTER
NINETEENCHAPTER TWENTYCHAPTER TWENTY ONECHAPTER TWENTY
TWOCHAPTER TWENTY THREECHAPTER TWENTY FOURCHAPTER TWENTY
FIVECHAPTER TWENTY SIXCHAPTER TWENTY SEVENCHAPTER TWENTY
EIGHTCHAPTER TWENTY NINECHAPTER THIRTYCHAPTER THIRTY ONECHAPTER
THIRTY TWOCHAPTER THIRTY THREECHAPTER THIRTY FOURCHAPTER THIRTY
FIVECHAPTER THIRTY SIXCHAPTER THIRTY SEVENCHAPTER THIRTY EIGHTCHAPTER
THIRTY NINECHAPTER FORTYCHAPTER FORTY ONECHAPTER FORTY
TWOEPILOGUEACKNOWLEDGMENTSPROLOGUECimetière de Montmartre, Paris,
FranceJuly 17, 1870VÉRONIQUE EVELINE GIRARD laid a single white rose on her mother’s
grave, and bent low to whisper into the afterlife. “If somehow my words can reach you,
Maman . . .” Her hand trembled on the cool marble. “Know that I cannot do as you have asked.
Your request comes at too great—”An unaccustomed chill traced an icy finger up her spine.
Sensing she was no longer alone, Véronique rose and slowly turned.Cimetière Montmartre’s
weather-darkened sepulchers rose and fell in varying heights along the familiar cobbled
walkway. Rows of senescent, discolored tombs clustered and leaned along meandering paths.
Canted summer sunlight, persistent in having its way, shimmered through the leaves overhead
and cast muted shadows on the white and gray marble stones.Movement at the corner of her
eye drew her focus.There, peeking from behind a centuries-old headstone, sat a cat whose coat
shared the color of ashes in a hearth.Véronique sighed, smiling. “So I am not alone after all. You
are the racaille skulking about.”The cat made no move to leave. It only stared at her, its tail
flickering in the cadence of a mildly interested feline. Cats were common in Paris these days,
and they were welcome. They helped to discourage the overrunning of rodents.“He is not the
only racaille skulking about, mademoiselle.”Véronique jumped at the voice close behind her,
instantly recognizing its deep timbre. “Christophe Charvet . . .” Secretly grateful for his company,
she mustered a scolding look as she turned, knowing he would be disappointed if she didn’t.
“Why do you still insist on sneaking up on me here?” She huffed a breath. “We are far from being
children anymore, you and I.”Contrition shadowed his eyes, as did a glint of mischief. He took her
hand and brought it to his lips. “Mademoiselle Girard, be most assured that it has been many
years since I have looked upon you as a child.” Playful formality laced his tone even as his
expression took on a more intimate look—one Véronique remembered but considered long ago
put behind them. “With the slightest sign of encouragement from you, mademoiselle
—”“Christophe . . .” She eyed him, anticipating what was coming and wishing to avoid it.Gentle
determination lined Christophe’s face. “With the slightest sign of encouragement I would,
mademoiselle, for the final time, attempt to capture the heart of the woman before me as easily
as I once won the heart of the young girl she once was.”She stared up at him, not completely
surprised that he was broaching this subject again—especially now, after her mother’s passing.
What caught her off guard was how deeply she wished there were reason to encourage his



hopes.She’d known Christophe since the age of five, when they’d tromped naked together
through the fountain of Lord Marchand’s front courtyard. Remembering how severe the
punishment for that offense had been for them both, she curbed the desire to smooth a hand
over the bustle of her skirt. Those escapades had extended into their youth, when after hurrying
through their duties, they had raced here to explore the endless hiding places amidst this silent
city of sepulchers.She’d adored Christophe then. Of course it wasn’t until later in life that he had
noticed her in that way, but by then those feelings for him had long passed and showed no sign
of being resurrected.She repeated his name again—this time more gently. “You know you are my
dearest friend . . .”A dark brow shot up. “Dearest friend . . .” He grimaced. “Words every man
hopes to hear from a woman he adores.”His sarcasm tempted her to grin. But she was certain
whatever rejection he felt would be short-lived. After all, he had said a woman, not the
woman.He gave an acknowledging tilt of his head. “You can’t blame a man for trying, Véronique
—especially when such a prize is at stake.” Resignation softened his smile. “In light of this, I
hereby renew my solemn vow made to you in our twenty-sixth year as we—”“Twenty-fifth year.”
Véronique raised a single brow, remembering that particular afternoon five years ago when he’d
made the promise as they strolled the grassy expanse of the Champs-Elysées.“Pardon, ma
chérie. Our twenty-fifth year.” His eyes narrowed briefly, a familiar gleam lighting his dark pupils.
“I stand corrected, and will henceforth extinguish the fleeting hope that my dearest friend” —wit
punctuated the words—“will finally succumb to my charm and consider altering her
affections.”With a serious sideways glance, she attempted to match his humor. “You will not
regret your restraint, Christophe, for you would not be pleased with me. On that I give you my
vow.” She shrugged and gave herself a dismissive gesture, secretly hoping her mother could
somehow hear their exchange. Maman had always enjoyed their bantering, and had loved
Christophe dearly. “I am like wine left too long in the cellar. I fear I have lost my sweetness and
grown bitter with time’s fermenting.”He tugged playfully at her hand, and a familiar quirk lifted his
brow. “Ah, but I have learned something in my thirty years that you apparently have not,
Mademoiselle Girard.” His smile turned conspiratorial.“And what would that be, Monsieur
Charvet?”Truth tempered the humor in his eyes. “That the finest French Bordeaux, full-bodied
and rich in bouquet, does not yield from the youngest vintage, ma chérie, but from the more
mature.”Unable to think of a witty reply, Véronique chose silence instead. Christophe’s
handsome looks and gentle strength had long drawn the attention of females. Why he still held a
flame for her, she couldn’t imagine.A silent understanding passed between them, and after a
moment, he nodded.He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, then bowed low and proper, mimicking
the grand gesture used daily among the male servants in the Marchand household in which
they’d grown up serving together. “I will henceforth resign myself to the designation I hold in your
heart, Mademoiselle Girard, and I will treasure it.” He smiled briefly and added more softly, “As I
always have, ma petite.”My little one.Christophe’s use of his childhood name for her encouraged
Véronique to draw herself to her full height. But barely brushing five-foot-three, she hardly made
for an intimidating figure and knew full well she looked far more like a girl of eighteen than a



woman of thirty. Her mother had often told her she would one day be thankful for such
youthfulness. That day had yet to dawn.Christophe motioned in the direction of the street. “I’ve
come to escort you home. Lord Marchand has requested a meeting with all members of the
household staff.” He took a breath as if to continue, then hesitated. The lines around his eyes
grew deeper.Véronique studied him, sensing there was more. “Is something amiss,
Christophe?”This time the quirk in his brow didn’t appear fully genuine. “Be thankful I came to
retrieve you, ma petite. Dr. Claude volunteered to come in my place—that racaille— but I would
not abide it.”She grimaced at the mention of Dr. Claude’s intent.“You must watch yourself around
him, Véronique. Though I have overheard nothing absolute, I believe he deems himself worthy of
your hand and has spoken with Lord Marchand about pursuing it.”Véronique pictured Dr.
Claude, the personal physician to the Marchand famille. “Of his worth there is no doubt, and his
rank and situation are far above my own. But—” she made a face—“he is so old and his breath is
always stale.”Christophe laughed. “Fifty may be older, yes, but it hardly portends impending
death, ma chérie.” He shook his head. “Always such honesty, Véronique. An admirable quality,
but one that will get you into much trouble if not balanced with good sense.”She let her mouth fall
open. “I have perfectly good sense, and while you’ve always warned me against being too
honest, my dear maman—may she rest in peace—always said that giving a right, or honest,
answer resembles giving a kiss on the lips.”He smiled. “When the answer is one you’re seeking,
no doubt it is just that.” He held up a hand when she started to reply. “But let me say this—if your
dear maman held any belief that contrasts one of my own, I will instantly resign mine and adopt
hers without exception.” His gaze shifted to her mother’s grave. “For she was a saint among
women.”He stepped past Véronique and knelt. Laying a hand on the tomb, near the white rose,
he bowed his head.Véronique watched, knowing the depths of his affection for her mother. She
knelt beside him and ran her hand across the cool, smooth stone. Her mother had died slowly.
Too slowly in one sense, too quickly in another.Arianne Elisabeth Girard had suffered much, and
there were many nights when, in a fitful laudanum-induced sleep, she had begged God to take
her and be done with it. For a time, Véronique had begged God not to grant her mother’s wish.
How selfish a request that had been.But no more selfish than what her maman had asked of her
in that final hour.It had been unfair and carried much too great a cost. Her mother would have
realized that under ordinary circumstances, but the fever and medications had confused her
thinking. Véronique had heard it said that one could never recover from the loss of one’s mother,
and if past weeks were testament, she feared this to be true.Picturing her mother’s face, she
struggled to find comfort in a sonnet long ago tucked away in memory. Beloved by her maman,
the sonnet’s words, penned over two hundred years earlier, were only now being made to
withstand the Refiner’s fire in Véronique’s own life.Wanting to feel the words on her tongue as
the author himself would have, she chose the language of the English-born poet instead of her
native French. “‘Death, be not proud, though some have called thee mighty and dreadful, for
thou art not so.” ’Christophe spoke fluent English, as did she. Yet he remained silent, his head
bowed.Her brow furrowed in concentration. Her voice came out a choked whisper. “‘For those



whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow, die not, poor death. Nor yet canst thou kill me.” ’ Her
memory never faltered, but more than once the next passages of the sonnet threatened to lodge
in her throat.John Donne’s thoughts had often lent a measure of consolation as she’d been
forced to watch her mother waste away in recent months. But instead of affording comfort that
morning, Donne’s Holy Sonnet seemed to mock her. Its claim of victory rang hollow, empty in
light of death’s thievery, however temporary the theft might prove to be in the afterlife.She pulled
from her pocket the diminutive book of Holy Sonnets, its cover worn thin, and turned to the place
her mother had last marked.The note at the bottom of the page drew her eye.Still remembering
her mother’s flowing script, the artistic loops and curls that so closely resembled her own,
Véronique experienced a pang in her chest each time she looked at the barely legible scrawl
trailing downward on the page at an awkward angle. But dwelling on her mother’s last written
thoughts offered her a sliver of hope.“‘Death is but a pause, not an ending, my dearest
Véronique.” ’ Véronique softened her voice, knowing that doing so made her sound more like her
mother—people had told her that countless times in recent years. If only she could hear the
resemblance, especially now. “‘When the lungs finally empty of air and begin to fill with the
sweetness of heaven’s breath, one will realize in that instant that though they have existed
before, only in that moment will they truly have begun to live.” ’Ink from the pen left a gaunt,
stuttered line that disappeared into the binding, as though lifting the tip from the page had been
too great an effort for the author.Christophe’s hand briefly came to cover hers.Véronique closed
her eyes, forcing a single tear to slip free. She still cried, but not as often. It was getting easier—
and harder.Her gaze wandered to the name chiseled into the marble facing— ARIANNE
ELISABETH GIRARD—then to the diminutive oval portrait embedded in stone and encased in
glass beneath it. She had painted the likeness at her mother’s request one afternoon in early
February, shortly before her passing, by a special bridge along the river Seine. Some of
Véronique’s most cherished memories could be traced back to that bridge.Memories of a man
she’d never truly known . . . and yet had always struggled to live without.Her memories of him
were clouded and murky, much like the Seine. Yet she remembered the feel of her father’s hand
enfolding hers. The tone of his voice as he used words to paint mental portraits describing how
the early morning light played against the ripples of the water, rewarding the observant onlooker
with multifaceted prisms of color.Though only five when he left, she recalled how he’d made her
feel as they’d walked the canals together—cherished, chosen, loved.Véronique studied the
small portrait of her maman. She had sketched the curves of her mother’s face from memory,
just as she did everything. Another gift from the Giver, her mother had called it. The ability to see
something once and commit the tiniest details to memory. To store it deep inside, kept safe as if
locked away in a trunk, to be taken out and painted or sketched at a later time.At least that’s how
it used to be. She hadn’t lifted a brush in months, not since her mother had grown ill.But she
couldn’t blame that solely on her mother’s illness—unflattering critiques about her work from a
respected instructor had contributed. She’d been at the Musée du Louvre, copying portraits of
the masters along with other students, and the instructor’s criticism had been especially pointed.



“You’re merely trying to impress us, Mademoiselle Girard, when you would be better served
staying within the bounds of conventional artistry. You are here to learn from the masters, and
their techniques. Not give us your interpretation of their paintings.”His assessment stung.
Though the criticisms were not new, and were partly founded in truth, his public declaration that
her work was not worthy of distinction and that her talent was lacking did nothing to bolster her
confidence.Wind rustled the trees overhead.Véronique’s gaze trailed the luminous shafts of
sunlight as they slanted across the grave, turning the marble a brilliant white against the drab
brown of an over-dry summer. As far back as she could remember, a place existed deep inside
that remained incomplete, wanting. Surely God had granted her this gift of painting with the
purpose of meeting that need.Yet since her mother’s death all attempts at filling the void with it
had fallen grossly short of the mark.The emptiness within spawned the jolting reminder of her
mother’s last request. “I want you to do what I never could, Véronique. Go to him. . . .” Véronique
had wanted to turn and run, but her mother’s urgency had rooted her to the bedside. “Find
him. . . . I know your father is still alive.” Her mother’s eyes pooled with tears. “Do this for him, for
yourself. . . . Your papa is a good man.”Her mother’s gaze had trailed to the table by the bed and
settled upon a stack of letters. Once white rectangles, now yellowed with time and bearing
marks of oft-repeated readings, the bundle was tied tight—too tight it seemed—and with a
ribbon Véronique didn’t remember seeing before. “They are no longer my letters, Véronique.
They are yours.” A tear had slipped down her mother’s left temple and disappeared into her
hairline. “In truth, they have always been yours. Take them. Read them, ma chérie.”She couldn’t
refuse her mother at the time, but Véronique didn’t want the letters. She didn’t need to read them
again. She already knew of her father’s promises to send for his young wife and their five-yearold
daughter once he was settled in the Americas—once he’d made his fortune in fur trading.But
Pierre Gustave Girard had never sent for them.Christophe chose that moment to rise from his
quiet vigil and offered his arm. Véronique stood and slipped her hand through, willing the
voiceless question hovering at the fringe of her thoughts to be silenced once and for all.Paris
was her home. How could her mother have asked her to leave it to go in search of someone who
had abandoned them both?Christophe walked slowly down the cobbled path, shortening his
long stride in deference to hers.The shaded bower they walked beneath, courtesy of canopied
trees, encouraged the chirrup of crickets long after the creatures should have fallen silent in the
summer’s warmth. Lichen clung to the graves, frocking the rock surfaces in blankets of grayish
green. Iron gates of mausoleums barred entrance to keyless visitors, even as the chains hanging
from their doors drooped beneath the weight of their mission.“How can time move so slowly in
one sense, Christophe, when there seems to be such a scarcity of it in another?” Her question
coerced a smile from him, as she knew it would.“Always the poet and artist’s perspective on life.”
He looked down at her. “Something I have aspired to understand but have failed miserably to
do.”“And give up your realism? Your ability to” —she tucked her chin in an attempt to mimic his
deep voice—“‘see the world as it truly is, not as others see it’?”Christophe shook his head,
smiling. “Oh, for the memory you have, ma petite. To so fully capture both phrases and images



with such distinguishing clarity. You never forget anything.”“That is not true, and you know it. My
thoughts are easily scattered these days, and I often forget things.”“Ah yes, you forget to eat
when you’re painting late at night.” His look turned reprimanding. “Or when you used to paint. You
forget to quench the flame as you fall asleep reading” —he snapped his fingers—“whatever
foreign poet it is that you’re so fond of.”She slapped his arm, chuckling. “You remember very well
what his name is.”“Oui, I know the master John Donne. But why must he be . . . English?”She
giggled at the way he said the word. As though it were distasteful.Pausing, he looked down at
her. “It’s good to hear you laugh, ma petite.” He started down the path again. “Let’s see, where
was I?”“I believe you were listing my faults. And none too delicately.”“Oui, mademoiselle. But it is
an extensive list, non?” His tone mirrored his smile. “Just the other day, when you forgot to put
sugar in Madame Marchand’s tea, I thought we might have to convene the parliament to decide
your fate.”She smiled while cringing inwardly, thinking of Madame Marchand, the family’s
matriarch. Six years ago Lord Marchand had transferred Véronique’s services to his elderly
mother after his only daughter, to whom Véronique had served as companion since childhood,
had married.Madame Marchand had reminded her of the sugar oversight no less than four times
the day of her grievous error. And without uttering another word, the woman had prolonged the
reprimand in proceeding days through short, punctuated glares—starting first with the sugar
bowl then slinking to Véronique.She sighed and shook her head. “I’m afraid my mind has been
elsewhere of late.”“But I have saved the worst of your faults for last.” Christophe stopped and she
did likewise. “You continually forget others’ shortcomings even when they’ve purposefully set you
at naught. You extend grace where none is due. . . .” He grew more serious. “And you, along with
your dear maman, have always given the Marchand household the best of service, regardless of
Madame Marchand’s ill temper and demanding disposition. The ungrateful, aging . . .”Her eyes
widened at the name he assigned to Madame Marchand, but she would’ve been lying if she
denied having thought the same thing on occasion.They rounded the corner and she spotted
one of Lord Marchand’s carriages waiting near the entrance. She had walked the two-mile
distance that morning, enjoying the time to think—and to be out from under Madame
Marchand’s scrutiny. “Is Lord Marchand’s requested meeting so urgent, Christophe?”He kept his
focus trained ahead.The seriousness in his expression caused her smile to fade. “Has
something happened?”He aided her ascent into the carriage, climbed in beside her, and rapped
the side of the door; the driver responded.Véronique wanted to press the matter but held her
tongue. Pressuring Christophe had never met with success. Quite the opposite, in fact.The driver
merged the carriage onto a main thoroughfare and chose an avenue running adjacent to the
Musée du Louvre and the Seine. The river arched through the center of town, its dark waters
murky and pungent from the daily deluge of rituals from the city’s inhabitants.Véronique pushed
back the velvet curtain from the window to allow movement of air within the carriage, aware of
the shadow stealing across Christophe’s face.He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his
thighs. “There are things I must say to you, and I ask that you allow me due course, ma chérie,
before you offer response.” He glanced back at her. “Or I fear I will not be able to complete my



task.”His tone held unaccustomed solemnity, which provided ample motivation to fulfill his
request. Wordless, Véronique nodded.“Within hours Emperor Napoleon is to declare war on
Prussia. Lord Marchand has secretly received word that Prussia is mobilizing an army even now.
No doubt they’re finding Spain a willing alliance. Lord Marchand—” The carriage came to an
abrupt halt. Christophe glanced out the window before continuing, his voice lowered. “Lord
Marchand predicts the dispute will be far reaching. Already our patron has made plans to depart
for Brussels within the week, and . . . I am to accompany him. His entire family will be journeying
with him as well.”Suddenly the reason behind Christophe’s reticence became clear. She gently
touched his arm. “I don’t want to leave Paris, Christophe, now of all times. But if—” The carriage
jolted forward, and resumed its pace. “But if Brussels is where the family must go, then I’ll
happily accompany Madame Marchand. I’m certain it won’t be for long, and that this . . . blow our
country has suffered will be quickly resolved.”He nodded just as the carriage jolted forward, then
resumed its pace.The look he gave her made her feel like a naïve schoolgirl. “It’s not that simple,
Véronique, for many reasons.”The lines of his brow deepened, and she sought to ease his
worry.“I’ll be fine. The trip to Brussels might even be good for me. And once we return everything
will be—”“Madame Marchand has informed our patron that she has no plans for you to
accompany her.”His voice came out flat and final, and Véronique felt as though someone had
suddenly cinched her corset two sizes smaller. She tried to draw breath. “But I . . . I don’t
understand.” She shook her head. “I’m . . . her companion.”Christophe’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve
been informed that . . . Madame Marchand has already arranged for a new companion to escort
her to Brussels.”Véronique moved her lips but no words would come.The carriage turned onto
the cobbled road leading to the Marchand estate.The discovery of her reduced rank—whatever
her position might be—encouraged the emotion to rise in her throat. Véronique swallowed
against the knot of anger and tears, and struggled to find the positive in this situation, just as her
mother would have urged her to do. “Am I to assume that the remaining staff will stay and
maintain the home’s readiness for the Marchands’ return?”He didn’t answer. His lips formed a
tight line.“Christophe,” she whispered, growing more unsettled by the second. “We have always
been honest with each other. Tell me what my new position is.”Staring at the floor of the carriage,
he exhaled an audible breath. “After this week, you will . . . no longer be employed within the
Marchand household. He has secured a position for you in the household of Lord Descantes,
and they depart for England straightaway.”When summoned to Lord Marchand’s private study
that same hour, Véronique gathered her remaining nerve and willed the frenetic pace of her
heart to lessen. She always found the formal nature of Lord Marchand’s study intimidating, and
the latching of the oversized door behind her compounded her unease.She spotted Christophe
standing by the far window, his back to her. Lord Marchand had requested to meet with him first,
and relief filled her, gathering that Christophe would remain for her meeting as well.“Bonjour,
Mademoiselle Girard.” Standing behind his desk, Lord Marchand motioned for her to sit in one of
the mahogany gondola chairs opposite him.She paused long enough to curtsy, and then chose
the seat that put her in Christophe’s direct line of vision. If only he would turn around.Lord



Marchand said nothing for a moment, his hesitance giving her the impression that what he was
about to say required great effort. “Monsieur Charvet has informed me that the two of you have
spoken, Mademoiselle Girard. And that you are aware of the change in circumstances.”She
nodded, wishing Christophe would look at her.“Before I continue, let me say that it was of utmost
concern to me to locate a position for you that would reflect my appreciation for your years of
excellent service, mademoiselle.” Regret flickered across Lord Marchand’s face. “As well as for
your mother’s,” he added with surprising tenderness. “Therefore, my request that you be placed
with Lord Descantes’ family.”“Merci beaucoup, Lord Marchand.” She coerced a smile, glad that
Christophe had confided to her about the Descantes family in the carriage earlier. She
remembered having met the couple at a formal dinner once. Lord Descantes, severe in his
countenance, was in fact most kind, and his wife his equal in that regard. “I’m greatly indebted to
you for using your influence for my benefit.”Lord Marchand held up a hand. “It is not only my
influence that gained you the position, but also Monsieur Charvet’s. He put his own reputation on
the line when he recommended you. You may be naïve to the ways of parliament, but no doubt
you are aware of agreements made between alliances.”She nodded.“Negotiations are reached,
deals are struck and sealed, all with a single handshake. Nothing more. The integrity of a man’s
word is the binding force of that contract. Nothing need be written because the man’s reputation,
the man himself, is the guarantee. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”“Certainly, your
lordship,” she answered. Whatever had transpired, the position with the Descantes family would
be binding. If she chose not to work for them, there would be no other position for her, and it
would compromise both Lord Marchand’s and Christophe’s reputations.“You’re a bright young
woman, Mademoiselle Girard. It is one of the reasons I handpicked you to be companion to my
daughter all those years ago. Francette never had much initiative on her own. I think it partly due
to the loss of her mother at such a young age, but I also blame myself. As her only parent, I gave
her too much, too easily.”Véronique had long considered this to be true, but of course had never
voiced the thought.“So I sought to locate a companion who would challenge my daughter,
inspire her by example.” Lord Marchand’s smile held endearment. “And I did not have to look far,
for I found that child living right here in my own home. You did those things for Francette.” A
knowing look moved over his face. “You did what I never could.”Lord Marchand’s last phrase,
coupled with something in his expression, made Véronique sit straighter in her chair. “Lord
Marchand, I—”She fell silent at the look he gave her.“Véronique . . .” A sigh escaped him. His
expression became aggrieved. “I would ask that you not interrupt me, mademoiselle, as I lay out
the circumstances to you.”Surprised by his informal address and reminded of her place in this
home, Véronique nodded, wordless. Twice in one day she had received such an
admonishment.“As Monsieur Charvet informed you earlier today, you do indeed have a position
with the Descantes. You will serve as tutor and companion to each of their four daughters. But
what he did not know, and what I intentionally withheld from him, is that the family will not be
traveling to England.”He paused, and the moment seemed to pause with him.Véronique stared
across the desk at this man she’d known all her life, and yet had never really known. Christophe



turned, drawing her attention, and the look in his eyes communicated one single overriding
emotion—anger.Queasiness slithered through her midsection. The air in the study suddenly
grew thick and moist.“Your mère and I . . .” Lord Marchand kept his gaze confined to the ornate
desk behind which he sat. “We often conversed late in the evenings, here in this room. Over the
years, we became . . . friends. Nothing beyond that,” he added quickly, as though reading
Véronique’s thoughts. “But I grew to care very deeply about your mother. She loved you more
than her own life, Véronique. She shared with me her dreams for you, her hopes. And toward the
end . . . her regrets. I made your mother a promise before she died.”Véronique found it difficult to
breathe, much less remain seated. Her mother’s last request played over in her mind. “I want you
to do what I never could.”She rose slowly, fisting her hands to ease their shaking. She heard
herself asking a question, while somehow already knowing the answer. “To what destination will
the Descantes be traveling?”Lord Marchand rose and came around to her side of the desk. So
close, yet maintaining a respectful distance. “They are bound for the Americas, ma chérie. They
leave for Italy one week hence, and you are to accompany them. Lord Descantes will conduct
parliamentary business there for some weeks—perhaps longer, and then you will travel with
them to the Americas, to a place by the name of New York City. When you arrive, your service to
the Descantes family will be concluded, and someone will meet you to take you the rest of the
way.”Véronique looked between Lord Marchand and Christophe, numb with shock, feeling
betrayed and yet absurdly protected at the same time. “The . . . rest of the way?”Christophe
stepped closer. His eyes were bright with emotion. “You are strong, ma petite. Much stronger
than you look, and far stronger than you consider yourself to be.”She shook her head. That’s
what her mother used to say. “I’m tired of being strong, Christophe.”Lord Marchand’s gentle sigh
drew her attention back. “Through a connection Lord Descantes has established, I have hired a
gentleman who will meet you in New York City. I posted a missive with instructions to him this
very morning. Lord Descantes will inform him of your date of arrival once that is determined.” A
tender smile accentuated the traces of vanished youth about Lord Marchand’s eyes. “According
to your mother’s wishes, and in keeping with my promise to her, this gentleman will accompany
you to the Colorado Territory, to the last known whereabouts of your father—a town by the name
of Willow Springs.”CHAPTER | ONENear Big Hill, Oregon TrailMarch 1871KNEELING OVER A
DESOLATE PATCH of drought-ridden valley, Jack Brennan slipped off his hat and briefly closed
his eyes. An early morning sun warmed his back and cast a long shadow over the familiar plot of
earth. Slowly, reverently, he placed his right hand over the unmarked place.Moments
accumulated in the silence.A zealous spring breeze swept fine granules of dust over and
between his fingers. Without pretense of a marker, this unadorned spot in southeast Idaho held
what had once meant everything to him.He studied the grave that cradled the bodies of his wife
and their only child and welcomed the haze of memories that always huddled close when he
came back to this place. The place where it had happened. The memories were brief in the
reliving, and yet those precious recollections were what had sustained him through his hardest
times.It had taken years, but healing had come. Finally, and completely.Gradually his gaze was



drawn to the lone wild flower sprouting up right where a headstone might have been placed.
Braving the desolate landscape, the delicate petals of the yellow owl’s-clover bloom bore the
palest shade of its name. Its leaves were sticky to the touch and edged in a fine fur that gave the
plant a grayish color. The slender flower lifted heavenward, bespeaking courage and a
persistence not easily worn down.An apt flower to be covering his Mary’s grave.Jack let out a
held breath and surveyed the western horizon, far in the distance, where the brown plains
blurred with the gauzy blue of sky. “This will be my last visit here, Mary.” He spoke quietly,
relatively certain she could hear him and knowing that he needed to get these things said. One
thing he was sure of—if Mary was listening, it was from somewhere other than beneath his feet.
Despite knowing that, something had compelled him to return here year after year.He knew this
location as sure as he knew every trail, hill, creek, and riverbed—both dry and running—from
here to California and on up into Oregon. He’d traveled the fifteen hundred mile stretch from
Missouri to the western territories so many times he didn’t feel at home anymore unless he was
on the move. Or at least that’s how it used to be.Over time, things had changed. He had
changed.In the past thirteen springs of guiding wagons west, he’d made camp at this spot each
time, the families traveling under the care of his leadership never having been the wiser. Grief
was a private thing. Not something to be hoarded and turned into a shrine as he’d seen others
do when they lost a loved one, but rather a formidable adversary to be met head on, without
hesitation and with a due amount of respect. Otherwise a man might never find his way through
to the other side, where grief became less an enemy and more a venerated, even trusted,
teacher.He scooped up a fistful of dirt and let it sift through his fingers.Slowly, he stood. “For
years, Mary, not a day passed but what you didn’t occupy my every thought. I’d be wishing I
could hold you close again, that we could . . . make love just once more, like we did the night we
made our son.” He shifted, and sighed. If not for the faded daguerreotype buried deep in his
saddlebag, her exact features might be lost to him now. Time had a way of erasing even that
which at one time seemed unforgettable.“Sometimes I try and picture where you and Aaron are,
what you’re doing . . . what he looks like now. If he’s a young man approaching full grown, or still
the little tyke I carried on my shoulders.” He glanced behind him, remembering.He’d long since
released the guilt of being unable to prevent the ropes from slipping and the wagon careening
downhill, crushing the two people he would have gladly given his own life for. Life wasn’t always
fair, nor did it repay a person kind for kind. A man didn’t live thirty-eight years on this earth and
not learn that early on.Two thoughts had assuaged his grief. First, believing there was something
better waiting after this life. And the second, akin to the first, trusting that the good-byes said on
this earth weren’t meant to be forever.He breathed in the scent of prairie grass and sunshine,
and distinguished a pungent scent of musk on the breeze. For good measure, he retrieved the
rifle on the ground beside him and scanned the patches of low-growing brush surrounding the
area. The gray mare tethered nearby pricked her ears but gave no indication of alarm.After a
long moment, Jack lifted his gaze skyward. He kept his voice soft. “Things have changed so
much in the fifteen years you and Aaron have been gone, Mary. It’s not like it was when we first



set out. There’re forts and stagecoach stops along the way now. Miles of telegraph wire stretch
across the prairie as far as the eye can see.”If it was quiet enough, he could sometimes hear the
whining hum as messages zipped along the woven strands of copper from one side of the
country to the other.It seemed as though the Union Pacific rarely paused for breath these days.
Journeying from Missouri to California used to take four months of slow, arduous travel. Now it
took two weeks by rail. Many of the railroad lines, such as the Santa Fe, had built tracks directly
over the old dirt trails, replacing them forever. All of these things combined, though good in their
own right and an indication of a growing country, signaled the end of his livelihood—and the end
of an era.“This country’s changed, Mary, and I’ve had to change with it.” He looked away for a
moment. “I used to see your face in a crowd and my heart would about stop right then and there.”
He shook his head. “ ’Course it wasn’t you. I knew that. It was just someone who favored you.”But
that hadn’t happened in a long time, which made him even more confident that his decision to
return one last time was the right one.He slapped his hat on his thigh, sending out a cloud of
dust, then slipped it back on. “I’ll always carry you in my heart, Mary. Same goes for you, son.”
He thought back to the morning Aaron was born. Losing a wife and losing a child carved deep,
but very different, scars. He’d be hard-pressed to define which loss had borne the greater
burden through the years, but it went against the nature of things for a parent to bury their child.
Of that he was certain.“Part of me thinks you’ve been waiting a long time for me to do this, Mary.
And that maybe you’ve even been encouraging it somehow, but . . .” He cleared his throat. His
heart beat a mite faster. “I’m movin’ on. I sold our land up in Oregon a while back. I just never
could settle down there without you and Aaron with me. Didn’t feel right somehow.”Mary’s soft-
spoken ways had made it hard for her to express her feelings the first time their opinions had
differed. “You always said my stubborn streak was as thick as the bark on a blackjack, Mary
Lowell Brennan.” He eyed the wild flower again, smiling. “But you’d be surprised at the patience
God’s taught me through the years.” And what a difference living with you, even for those three
short years, made in my life.Bowing his head, Jack offered up a final wordless good-bye.He
walked to the mare and loosened the tether, then swung into the saddle. He sat astride and
studied the scene that lay before him, wishing he possessed the ability to capture such
landscapes on paper. He’d even purchased a sketch pad and pencils a few years back—to fill up
some of the lonely nights on the trail. And though he could draw enough to get his point across,
sketching with any sense of artistry was a talent that clearly eluded him, and therefore was one
he admired all the more. To be able to capture how the young spring grasses, barely calf high,
bent in the wind as though bowing in deference to the One who created them—and how the
prairie, though seemingly flat for mile upon endless mile, actually rose as it stretched westward,
in gradual measures until finally reaching the foot of the great Rocky Mountains, where a new
beginning awaited him. At least that was his hope.The gray mare shifted beneath him.Jack
leaned down and gave her a firm stroking, smiling when she whinnied in response. “Steady, girl.
We’re ’bout ready.”When guiding his last group of wagons from Denver to Idaho, then on to
Oregon last summer, he’d met a couple by the name of Jonathan and Annabelle McCutchens.



About a week into the journey, Jonathan had taken ill, and they’d been forced to leave him and
his wife behind. But the day before that happened, Jonathan had asked him to mail a letter, and
had told him about the town of Willow Springs.As Jack turned the mare westward and nudged
her flanks, Jonathan’s words replayed in his memory as though it were yesterday.“I didn’t find
what I came looking for in that little town, but I discovered what I’d been missin’ all my life.”Jack
urged the mare to a canter and, sensing her desire, gave her full rein. One of the first things he
planned on doing when he reached Willow Springs was to deliver the letter in his pocket from
Annabelle to a preacher by the name of Patrick Carlson and his wife, Hannah. He’d been given
specific instructions to hand it to them personally and had gotten the distinct impression that
Annabelle wanted the three of them to meet. He looked forward to it.The next thing he wanted to
do in Willow Springs was to visit the banks of Fountain Creek and pay his last respects to
Jonathan McCutchens, who had died on the trail. Passing through Idaho, Jack had taken the
opportunity to visit Annabelle and her new husband. Thinking of that visit again brought a smile.
He couldn’t help but think of how much Jonathan McCutchens would have approved of her
choice.Just as he would approve of Jack’s right now.Something in the way Jonathan had spoken
about the town, about what he had discovered there, had kindled a spark of curiosity inside him.
Jack needed a fresh start, and he hoped he might find it in a little town tucked in the shadow of
Pikes Peak.CHAPTER | TWOWillow Springs, Colorado TerritoryApril 5, 1871VÉRONIQUE WAS
THE LAST to exit the stagecoach in Willow Springs. She’d scarcely stuck one booted foot out
the door before a group of half a dozen gentlemen—and she used that term loosely—were
already at her disposal, hands extended, smiles expectant. A bit too expectant.She chose the
one man out of the fray who she knew truly fit the description—the garrulous older gentleman
who had served as her escort from New York City all the way to this vast, barren wilderness
these Americans had the good humor to call the Colorado Territory. If by territory they meant a
vacuous, drought-ridden, desolate piece of God’s earth, then they’d chosen the correct term.
With one unapologetic exception—The grand range of rugged mountains so proudly scaling the
western horizon.One peak in particular rose in confident splendor, towering over all else in its
shadow until it surely crested the threshold of heaven. The highest summits sat shrouded in a
fresh falling of snow, which wasn’t surprising with the lingering chill in the air. Breathtaking
beauty! And she had to admit that the air smelled so fresh it tingled her lungs—quite the
opposite of the cloistered air in Paris that trapped the smells of decay and détritus.“Watch your
footin’ there, miss.” Monsieur Bertram Colby grinned as his callused hand engulfed her small
gloved one. “This first step’s always a mite big for someone your size.”Holding her unopened
parasol, Véronique managed to gather the folds of her skirt in one hand and place her foot on
the rickety stool. After three weeks of traveling in Monsieur Colby’s care, she’d grown
accustomed to the man’s usual warning and was able to keep her balance with his aid. Though
her first impressions of Americans had been left wanting—on the whole she found them to be
brash, boisterous, and far too outspoken—she readily admitted that Bertram Colby had proven
to be every bit a gentleman, regardless of his rough exterior.“Thank you most kindly, Mr. Colby.”



Véronique detected the twinkle in his eyes. “Merci beaucoup, monsieur,” she added more softly,
rewarded with the expected raise of his brow.He gave a hearty nod. “I sure like it when you talk
your own way, ma’am. It’s right pretty, and surely becomes you.”Several of the men standing
nearby nodded in unison, right before their collective attention moved from being focused on her
face to an area considerably lower, and behind—to her bustled skirt.Véronique glanced down at
the ensemble she’d chosen that morning. Though she’d grown more accustomed to the
attention her clothing drew, she still felt uncomfortable with it. The jacket with floral appliqués,
and the ornately-bowed skirt, once an eye-catching emerald green, had taken on a decidedly
duller hue with layers of dust coating it. Numerous women had paid compliments on the bustled
style of her dresses. More so the farther west they’d traveled. They had also commented on her
feathered chapeau trimmed in ribbon and ostrich feathers, which she wore fashionably angled
over one brow. Some insisted they’d never seen such elegant fashions.But the only reaction
she’d received from any of the opposite gender were overlong stares. Though much was
different in this new country, it seemed some things never changed.With a tilt of her head, she
acknowledged the men gathered round, not wanting to appear rude but neither wishing to
encourage future discourse. With a practiced flourish, she opened her parasol, then lightly
brushed at the dust clinging to her skirt, with little success. No doubt the skirt and jacket were
ruined.“Don’t you worry about that dress, miss.” Monsieur Colby delivered a look to the other
men saying that she was not to be pursued— a look he’d well mastered—and guided her across
the street to a three-story building bearing the name Baird & Smith Hotel. He kept his hand
beneath her elbow. “There’s a woman here in town who takes in laundry. She scrubs the
daylights outta my clothes and they come back good as new. She’ll have that fancy getup of
yours cleaned and fresh as spring—I guarantee it.”Véronique smiled as she climbed the steps to
the boardwalk. “I appreciate that, Mr. Colby,” she answered, all the while imagining the
aforementioned laundress dunking her fine garments in a filthy washbasin and “scrubbin’ the
daylights out of them,” as he had so aptly described it.With silvered-dark hair and full beard,
Bertram Colby was an impressive-looking man, in a rugged way, and was no stranger to this
untamed life. Though far from the gentil, cultured men she’d known back home, Monsieur
Colby’s polite character was beyond question. She guessed him to be around sixty, but couldn’t
be certain. The deep lines of his tanned face bore silent testimony to his countless miles of
experience as a “trail guide,” as he called himself, in this sun-drenched territory. And one thing
was indisputable—Monsieur Colby bore the kindest countenance she’d ever seen. He always
looked as though he were waiting for another reason to smile.He nodded toward the hotel. “You
go on inside and get your room. I’ll see to all your trunks.” Taking the steps from the boardwalk
down to the dirt street—not a cobblestone to be found, she noticed— he threw his parting words
over his shoulder. “You can get settled and rested up before supper, and then I’ll take you to
Myrtle’s for some good eatin’.”She offered her thanks but doubted he heard her over the noise of
the street traffic. Pausing for a moment, she watched him move through the crowds. As he
nodded to men and tipped his hat to women, Véronique saw every one of his gestures returned.



He had a definite way with people, a natural ease with them. It was an attribute she greatly
admired and wished she possessed to a greater degree. She’d grown more reserved in recent
months, despite having been relatively confident in her abilities back in Paris.Never one to
second-guess herself before—it seemed now a daily occurrence.Bertram Colby had proven to
be a most satisfactory traveling partner over the past three weeks, even if his informal nature
breeched her level of comfort on occasion. She’d found these Americans to be far less inhibited
in their conversations, and if there was one thing Monsieur Colby was overly fond of, it was
conversation. But as a newcomer to this country, she’d found his stories both entertaining and
enlightening, though right at the moment she would have traded every last pâtisserie in Paris for
a hot bath and a moment absent of chatter and curious stares.Thoughts of those sweet pastries
from home served as a reminder that she hadn’t eaten since that morning. The food offered
along the stagecoach route had been tasteless fare, either undercooked or over, and unfit for
consumption—which described most of the entrées they’d been served since leaving civilization
back East. Surely her stomach had forgotten how it felt to be full and contented.Véronique
retracted her parasol and entered the hotel lobby, thankful to find the establishment clean and
orderly looking. The hotel’s furnishings were simple but tastefully coordinated, a welcome
change from the roadside inns they’d frequented along the stagecoach routes.A young girl
entered from a side door adjacent to the registration desk. Her arms were loaded with folded
bedding, and from her intent expression she was clearly focused on her task. She brought with
her a delicious aroma that smelled like freshly baked bread. Véronique’s mouth watered at the
thought of a warm slice smeared with fresh butter and a side of fresh berries with cream—a treat
she and her mother had often shared in the evenings.She touched the cameo—a gift from her
father to her mother— at the base of her throat and felt a twinge of homesickness tighten her
chest.The clerk chose that moment to turn, and reacted with a grin. “Good day, ma’am. Welcome
to the Baird and Smith Hotel. How may I serve you?”Returning the smile, Véronique couldn’t
help but stare. The girl’s flawless skin, combined with long black hair and violet-colored eyes
made for a striking combination. To discover such etiquette, not to mention grace and beauty, in
this unrefined territory took her by surprise. She’d experienced far less cordial greetings in the
finest establishments in Paris, and from older, more experienced staff no less. She approached
the desk. “I would like a room, please. And my length of stay is undetermined as of yet.”A long
pause, attributable no doubt to the unexpected accent.The clerk recovered quickly. “Of course,
ma’am. We have several rooms available and would be happy to accommodate you, however
long your respite with us.” The girl couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen, but her
mature voice and manner—obviously coerced but with a genuine-sounding intent—lent her an
older air, and Véronique liked her instantly. “Would you prefer a ground-level room or
accommodations on an upper floor?”Again Véronique detected the slightest touch of rehearsed
formality in the girl’s tone, hinting that she might be trying to appear older than she looked.
Véronique smiled. How well she understood that desire. Feeling adventuresome, she lifted a
brow in silent question. “I will trust your recommendation, mademoiselle.”That earned her



another grin. “Then I’ll be pleased to see you installed into room 308.”Cringing inwardly,
Véronique smiled. She should have known it would be the uppermost floor.The girl made note of
the room number in the registry, then turned the leather-bound book around and indicated where
to sign. “That’s a corner room. It’s the hotel’s nicest and will give you the best view of Willow
Springs. You can even catch the sunset over the mountains if you lean out the window a
bit.”Véronique’s grip on the quill tightened just hearing the suggestion. The clerk lifted her
slender shoulders and let them fall again. “Plus it doesn’t cost a penny more.” She quoted the
price of the room, which included breakfast served in the dining area off to her right.“That will be
most adequate. Thank you.” Véronique signed the register, purposefully leaving the departure
date blank. The prices quoted for lodgings were reasonable, and she still had ample funds. Lord
Marchand and Lord Descantes had both been most generous in their provisions; the combined
amount had more than covered her expenses since parting ways with the Descantes family in
New York City.Before she left Paris, Lord Marchand had explained that additional provisions
would be waiting for her in an account at the bank in Willow Springs. He’d further explained that
he would continue to provide for her needs on a regular basis. Exactly what “regular basis”
meant, she wasn’t certain, and she made mental note to visit the bank soon. But for now, her
funds were more than sufficient.Reassurance of her financial standing prompted an odd
question in her mind, one she was none too eager to answer—should she have cause to seek
employment in Willow Springs, for what kind of position did her skills qualify her to fill?Though
not an accomplished musician, she had learned to play the piano alongside Francette, being the
girl’s companion. But Véronique anticipated little call for that talent in Willow Springs. The same
was true for having learned how to serve as an assistant to the hostess for a formal dinner party
of a hundred or more guests, or how to mingle among the elite at political balls and hold
intelligent conversation with other companions to wives and daughters of foreign dignitaries—
everything considered important to know for the companion to the daughter of a lord in
parliament, but seeming of little use in this foreign country. And certainly of no use in this remote
territory.Véronique returned the pen to its holder beside the ink bottle, determining not to dwell
on what she couldn’t change. Instead, she drew inspiration from the hotel clerk’s warm welcome.
“My name is Mademoiselle Véronique Girard. To whom do I owe the pleasure of such a gracious
greeting this afternoon?”The girl dipped her head. “My name is Lilly. Lilly Carlson, ma’am.” Those
violet eyes of hers danced.“And are you the proprietor of this fine establishment?”Lilly giggled.
“No, ma’am . . .” She hesitated and added more quietly, “I mean, Mademoiselle Girard,”
mastering the pronunciation the first time. The girl learned with efficiency. “I help Mr. and Mrs.
Baird in the afternoons, and some mornings. I’m working to save money for a new t—” She
paused and glanced away. When she looked back, shyness clouded her former sparkle. “I help
with the laundry and the dishes and greet the guests, on occasion.”Véronique nodded, watchful.
“My only hope is that Monsieur and Madame Baird are paying you well, mademoiselle. An
employee responsable is worth a goodly sum.”Whatever the reason for the girl’s hesitancy
seconds before, it vanished. Her countenance brightened once again. “I’ll go get the key to your



room and show you upstairs. And . . .” Lilly paused again, her pretty mouth forming a delicate
bow. “Would you like me to draw you a hot bath?”Véronique wanted to hug the child. “That would
be heaven. Merci. My trunks should arrive here in a short time.”She nodded. “I’ll have them
carried up to your room.”As Lilly disappeared back through the side door, laughter coming from
outside drew Véronique’s attention. She stepped closer to the window for a better look.Bertram
Colby stood on the boardwalk a few feet away, speaking with another man. The stranger’s back
was to her, but the sound of his deep laughter carried through the open window. She could hear
their voices but not the specifics of their conversation.Standing at least a head taller than
Monsieur Colby, the man was broad shouldered and possessed a manner that bespoke
familiarity. And kindness. He turned toward her then, and Véronique found her interest
substantially piqued.Monsieur Colby’s voice lowered. He looked away, still speaking, and the
taller gentleman reached out and laid a hand on Colby’s shoulder, nodding. Apparently Monsieur
Colby had crossed paths with a trusted camarade, and that spoke most highly for the man.The
sound of a door opening brought Véronique’s attention around.“I’ve got your key and have water
warming on the stove for your bath, Mademoiselle Girard.” Lilly joined her by the window.“Thank
you, Lilly.” Véronique motioned in the direction of Bertram Colby and his friend. “What do you
know about that gentleman standing there?”“Mr. Colby? Everybody knows—”“Non, non, my
apologies,” Véronique whispered. “I have made Mr. Colby’s acquaintance. I was referring to the
other gentleman.”Lilly shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.” A mischievous grin crept
over her pretty face. “And I think I’d remember if I had. He’s a mite easy on the eyes, isn’t
he?”Although not familiar with Lilly’s phrasing, Véronique understood her tone and agreed
wholeheartedly, though wasn’t about to admit such aloud. She nudged Lilly with a shoulder and
gave her a playful smile. “How is it that you take notice of such things, ma chérie? That man is far
too many years your senior.”Innocence swept Lilly’s face. “Oh, I wasn’t talkin’ about me,
Mademoiselle Girard.” The tiniest flicker of a gleam entered her eyes as she turned. “I was
looking at him for you.”Véronique chuckled and stole a last glance out the window before turning
and following the girl upstairs. She felt more at ease on her first day in Willow Springs than she’d
ever expected to, especially when the real journey still awaited her. “I think I would be wise to
keep both of my eyes on you, Lilly Carlson. You are youthful, to be sure, but by no means are you
still a child.”Thoughts of Christophe sprang to her mind, bringing memories of home. The longing
for Paris was always close. That never changed, no matter the miles distancing her from her
dearest friend, or from the Marchand home, or from everything familiar.What was so foreign in
that moment was the sudden and unexpected connection she felt to this place—and to the
father she’d never really known. She thought of the letters her mother had received from Pierre
Gustave Girard, and of a particular missive in which he had informed them he was turning from
fur trading to mining. “The streams and rivers no longer yield sufficient trappings, but there is
opportunity in mining in these grand mountains. Many have found their fortune already, and I
hope soon to be among their number.” In a subsequent letter he had described his new
profession but his words hinted at having been carefully chosen. And even as a young girl,



Véronique had gathered that mining was a dangerous occupation.That envelope, nested with
others at the bottom of one of her trunks, bore a handstamp with this town’s name, and a date
registering almost twenty years ago. But would that letter’s journey back to its birthplace prove to
be any more fruitful than the years of waiting she and her mother had endured?Lilly reached the
third floor and chose the left hallway.Formerly lost in her thoughts, only then did Véronique
notice it—the girl’s irregular gait. Véronique paused briefly on the thirdstory landing, her gaze
dropping to where Lilly’s dress swooshed around her ankles. The sole of the girl’s right boot was
markedly thicker than the left, and badly worn on one side. Lilly managed a smooth enough
stride given the variance, but her compensation wasn’t enough to completely disguise the limp.
Or the brace that framed the heel of her boot and extended up her leg.From the fleeting grimace
on the girl’s face, Véronique guessed that the stairs were a struggle for her.Lilly paused at the
last door on the right, and Véronique did the same, wanting to inquire but daring not. Lilly turned
the knob and indicated with a flourish of her hand for Véronique to enter first.Decorated in soft
florals of yellow with accents of crimson and green, the room provided a warm welcome, though
it wasn’t a third the size of her private quarters in the Marchand residence. But it would suffice for
now, until more suitable quarters could be arranged. Véronique sighed and stretched her
shoulders, both weary and hopeful, but mostly thankful to have finally reached Willow Springs
and to be done with that portion of her journey.“This is the only room in the hotel that has a bay
window.” Lilly crossed the cozy quarters and pushed open the window, opening the shutters
halfway. “Come and take a look.”Véronique didn’t budge. “Yes, I am certain it boasts an excellent
view, as you claim. Perhaps I’ll look another time. I’m rather fatigued at the moment.”“Oh . . . of
course. I’m sorry.”Regretting the apology she heard in the girl’s tone, Véronique sought to make
up for it. “Thank you, Lilly, for giving me such a warm reception. Your kindness has helped to
shorten the distance I feel from my home.”“And . . . where is your home?”“France. I was born in
the city of Paris. I have lived there all my life.” Véronique ran a hand over the simple blocked quilt
covering the bed. “Until now,” she added softly.A look of wonder brightened Lilly’s eyes, as did
numerous questions. But to the girl’s credit, she didn’t pursue any of them.Véronique studied the
girl as she crossed to the door. Not only smart, but sensitive as well. Such intelligence and
beauty in one so young; yet beneath it all she sensed a fragility the girl kept well masqué, most
of the time. And what was it the girl was saving for? She’d almost admitted as much downstairs
moments ago, before catching herself. Perhaps a new bonnet, or a dress. All niceties a girl of her
age would rightly desire.Véronique laid aside her parasol and reached into her réticule for some
coins. “This is for you, Lilly.”Lilly stared at her outstretched hand. “Oh no, ma’am. You don’t need
to do—’ ’Véronique took the liberty of pressing the coins into her palm. “An employee
responsable is worth a goodly sum . . . remember?”Lilly looked at the money, and gave a shy
nod. “Thank you, Mademoiselle Girard. I’m much obliged.” She paused at the threshold, her
hand on the knob. “I’ll knock on your door as soon as your bath is drawn. It shouldn’t take me
long, and the water closet’s only two doors down from yours.”Véronique scanned the room, only
now noticing that it was without private bathing facilities. Recalling Lilly’s comment that this was



the nicest room in the hotel, and thinking of the girl’s impediment, she masked her true feelings
and offered her thanks as Lilly closed the door behind her.She unbuttoned her jacket and moved
to hang it in the armoire, then noticed the dust covering the garment. Shaking it out as best she
could, she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was still arranged atop her head, minus a
few curls slipping free, but there was something else about her image that made her
pause.Stepping closer to the mirror, she decided what it was.My eyes.Smoky brown in color,
they appeared dull, lifeless. She thought of Lilly’s flashing violet eyes and their brilliance,
contrasted them with her own, and came up lacking. Truth be told, the girl possessed the exact
coloring Véronique would have chosen if the Maker had granted her choice.Sighing, she turned
away and withdrew the few remaining pins from her coiffure. Her hair fell down her back. She
massaged her neck and shoulders. This journey had been enlightening in so many ways, and
humbling in others.Being employed by Lord Marchand had afforded her and her mother a way of
life she’d taken for granted, having known nothing else. The household staff had seen to all of
her basic needs. Her clothes, only slightly less fine than Francette’s, had been sewn by the
Marchands’ personal family seamstress and when soiled would disappear only to reappear the
next day, freshly laundered and back in her armoire. Until forced to leave Paris last summer,
she’d never realized how pampered an existence she had lived, and how much she had
depended on the security and familiarity of that life to make her feel safe. To tell her who she
was.She moved closer to the window, careful not to get too close, and gave the shutters a push
to allow the cool breeze greater entrance. That was one thing she’d quickly come to appreciate
about this Colorado Territory—no matter how warm midday grew with the coming spring, the
evenings summoned a welcome cool. She breathed in and detected a sweetness on the air—a
pleasant fragrance, yet unfamiliar.Then she heard it again. . . . Laughter so rich and deep that the
mere sound of it persuaded a smile.Considering the direction from which it came, she guessed
Monsieur Colby and his friend were still standing just outside on the boardwalk, two stories
below. She gauged the distance to the window.White lace curtains fluttered in the breeze,
bidding silent invitation—either that or issuing a dare. She hesitated, trying not to think about
how the floor beneath her feet projected from the building, supported only by a corbel beneath.
But the need to be in control, to prove that she could do something of her own volition,
momentarily outweighed her fears.She forced one foot in front of the other.For centuries,
buildings in Paris had been built with oriel windows, so the architectural design wasn’t new to
her. She simply tried to avoid them, making an extra effort to do so when they were open, like
now.She braced her hands on either side of the window. It’s only three stories. It’s only three
stories. The phrase played like a silent mantra in her head.Quick breaths accompanied the
pounding in her chest as the sides of the window inched past her peripheral view. Finally, her
midsection made contact with the sill. She gritted her teeth and ignored a shiver as the street
below moved into view.Closing her eyes, she gathered the last of her nerve and leaned forward.
A swimming sensation caused her to tighten her hold on the wood framing. She waited for it to
pass, and gradually opened her eyes.Monsieur Colby and his friend were indeed standing



where they had been, below her window, as she’d guessed. Street traffic had thinned as
afternoon made way for evening.Her body flushed hot, then cold. I can do this. . . .One street
over, a woman at the mercantile swept the boardwalk while a young boy scrubbed the front
windows. A bubbling creek carved its way down the mountains, skirting the edge of town, and a
white steeple rose in the distance. She couldn’t be certain at this distance, but what appeared to
be a graveyard lay alongside the length of the churchyard. Lilly had been right, this window
provided an excellent vantage point from which to view Willow Springs.A flush of
lightheadedness made her head swim, and a faint whirring began in the far corners of her
mind.Rouge tinted the western horizon, an azur sky offsetting the reddish hue. The mountains
glowed in the late afternoon sun, giving the appearance that someone had lit a candle deep
within them.With every thump of her heart, the whirring inside her head grew louder. “Breathe,
Véronique, breathe. . . .” Her mother’s voice rushed toward her from years long past.Véronique
gulped in air and tried to push herself back inside. But her arms refused the command. She
teetered. The town of Willow Springs started to spin, and everything became a blur.CHAPTER |
THREEHER BREATH LEFT IN A RUSH. Véronique felt herself falling. But in the wrong
direction.“Mademoiselle Girard!”Arms came about her waist and pulled her
backward.“Mademoiselle Girard!”A hard jolt to her backside helped clear the fog in her head,
and gulped breaths discouraged the whirring. Véronique blinked several times, aware now of
being sprawled on the floor, with someone close beside her.“Are you all right, ma’am?”The panic
in Lilly’s voice unleashed a barrage of emotions. Véronique’s throat tightened. She massaged
her pounding temples, touched by the girl’s concern but also warm with embarrassment. “Oui, I
am fine. Though I am most grateful you came when you did.”Lilly’s arm loosened about her waist
even as she hastily repositioned her skirt over her legs. But not before Véronique saw the brace
extending up the girl’s calf and thigh.Lilly hesitated, and then motioned to the window. “If I might
be so bold, Mademoiselle Girard . . . what were you trying to do over there just now?”“I think I
was trying to look out the window.” Véronique shrugged, the order of events still sketchy in her
mind. Slowly, the memory of the man’s laughter resurfaced. “You were correct, Lilly. This room
does provide a nice view. It’s—” she paused, wanting to get the phrasing right—“a mite easy on
the eyes.”Lilly glanced from her to the window and back again. “Well, I’m not too proud to say
that you about scared me to death, ma’am. I knocked, you didn’t answer, and I came in to find
you hanging out the window.”Véronique considered the two of them on the floor and could barely
stifle a giggle. What must this girl think of her?A gradual smile softened Lilly’s shock. “I take it
you don’t do well with heights, ma’am. Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve put you in a room on
the first floor instead.”“Non, non. I do not wish to move. I like this room very much.” Summoning
an air of nonchalance she’d mastered years ago in defense against Christophe’s tireless wit, she
shrugged again. “Heights are not that bothersome to me . . . as long as I do not look
down.”————The boardwalk, deserted an hour earlier when they’d first entered the dining
room for breakfast, now teemed with morning shoppers. “Monsieur Colby, I cannot thank you
enough for all you have done for me. You have been most kind and attentive.” Véronique opened



her réticule to retrieve the bills, hoping he wouldn’t argue the point.They’d met for breakfast at
the hotel. The pancakes, cooked thin and crisp around the edges and served with jam to spread
between, reminded her of crêpes back home, and the sausages had been plump and delicious.
She’d also enjoyed a restful night’s sleep, thanks to Lilly having drawn a warm bath for her,
followed by the late meal she’d shared afterward with Monsieur Colby. She’d half expected his
friend might join them but she hadn’t seen the man since Lilly had come to her rescue.She held
out the money. “S’il vous plaît, Monsieur Colby, I would like you to have this as a token of my
gratitude for your services. You have worked most diligently on my behalf.”“No, ma’am. I’m not
takin’ that.” He took a step back. “That French fella, Descantes” —his pronunciation prompted
Véronique to smile—“he already paid me exactly what I agreed to at the outset, and I’m not takin’
a penny more. Wouldn’t be right. Anyway, I’d hardly call what I did for you real work. It was more
like a vacation, what with the railroad comin’ clear into Denver now and the stagecoach runnin’
the rest of the way. I didn’t do any real guidin’—not like I used to. As I see it,” he added, throwing
in a wink, “my main job was to make sure the menfolk left you alone. And I’ll admit, I had my
hands full on that count.”Realizing she was fighting a losing battle, Véronique acquiesced and
tucked the bills back inside her réticule. It had been awkward at first, traveling with a strange
man in a foreign country. But she’d grown accustomed to Bertram Colby’s gentle manner and
attentiveness, his always knowing what to do and where to go next. She would miss him.She’d
been disappointed upon learning at their outset in New York City that he wouldn’t be able to
continue in her employ beyond Willow Springs. From her brief glimpse of this small town, she
gathered that finding a driver with a suitable carriage to take her to the neighboring mining
communities would prove to be a more difficult task than she’d imagined.He tipped his hat. “The
last weeks have been a pleasure, ma’am, and I hope you enjoy your stay here. Be sure and take
in some of the hot springs if you have a chance. They’re mighty nice and have healing powers,
some say. I hear there’s a fancy hotel openin’ soon in a town not too far from here just so folks
can come, rest up, and soak for a while.”Seeing the exuberance in his expression nipped at
Véronique’s conscience. She had not lied to Monsieur Colby, but neither had she been
completely open with him about why she was in this country. He believed her to be on a pleasure
trip and she hadn’t corrected the misassumption. “Merci beaucoup. The hot springs. I will
attempt to see that attraction during my stay.”Twice she’d been tempted to tell him her real
reason, and twice she’d held back. She’d not confided in him, and apparently neither had her
benefactors. She’d overheard Lord Descantes conversing with Monsieur Colby in New York City
and had also been briefed on the letter penned by Lord Marchand to him. In short, the letter
declared that someone of great personal import to Lord Marchand needed safe passage to the
town of Willow Springs and that Monsieur Colby was to see to her every need in the course of
travel. The amount Lord Marchand paid Colby was listed in the missive, and her former employer
had compensated him well—demonstrating the same generous nature he’d shown her.“I don’t
know what France is like, ma’am. But this is mighty pretty country out here. I think you’ll like it.
The people in this town are good and honest . . . for the most part. You remember everything I



told you, you hear?” His expression reflected concern. “ ’Specially about some of the men.”She
smiled. “Oui, I will do my best.” Though she knew it would be impossible for her to remember
everything, given the way the dear man liked to talk.He’d often warned her about “scoundrels” as
they’d traveled together, but apparently he was not familiar with the ways of French men. She
could hardly imagine the men here being any bolder when it came to their advances on women.
Growing up with Christophe as her closest friend had made her privilégiée to insights that might
have otherwise remained hidden.He had been the first to disclose to her the pivotal nature of a
man’s thoughts, revealing how varied they were from a woman’s. Through Christophe’s detailed
discernments, she’d learned that the two sexes approached situations, as well as relationships,
quite differently. That bit of knowledge had proven beneficial on more than one occasion.“A
grown woman out here on her own is one thing, Miss Girard. But bein’ as young as you are . . .
Well, miss, that’s another. You best watch yourself at every turn.”“I will do that. I promise,” she
answered, knowing he considered her much younger than her thirty-one years. But since it
wasn’t proper to discuss a woman’s age—nor was it important to sway his opinion in this regard
—she let it pass. “I wish you all the best as you continue with your responsibilities in Denver,
Monsieur Colby, and I hope our paths will cross again.”“I’ll be back through here in a couple
months or so, ma’am. I’ll be sure and look you up, if you’re still here. To see how you’re farin’.”“I
will look forward to that rendezvous.” She curtsied. “And I will also look forward to seeing how
you are . . . farin’.” She tried to pronounce the word as he had, and failed miserably. But the
attempt earned her a grin.Watching Monsieur Colby walk away proved more difficult than she
had imagined, and Véronique busied her thoughts with the tasks at hand. She needed to visit
the town’s depository that morning to ascertain her financial standing, which was based solely
on whether Lord Marchand’s funds had been deposited as he’d promised her before she left
Paris. Then she would visit the town’s livery to inquire about hiring a driver and a carriage.But
one thing she feared was certain—the likelihood of finding an escort as capable and honorable
as Bertram Colby seemed a dwindling hope.————“How kind of you to hand deliver her letter
to us, Mr. Brennan.” Hannah Carlson lifted the lid from the Dutch oven on the stovetop and gave
the contents a stir. “And definitely beyond the call of duty.”“My pleasure to do it, ma’am.” Jack
savored the aromas as he watched Mrs. Carlson slide a skillet of corn bread into the oven.
Home-cooked meals were a rarity for him.So far, everything Annabelle had told him about
Patrick and Hannah Carlson was proving to be true. He’d instantly felt at home and could see
why Annabelle had spoken of them with such fondness. When they’d invited him to stay for
lunch, he’d gladly accepted. It delayed his trip to the town’s livery to speak with a Mr. Jake
Sampson about the wagon he’d ordered, but the day was young.“Mrs. McCutchens and her—”
Jack caught himself. “I’m sorry, I should say Mrs. Taylor now. She and her husband send their
best to you both. And, Pastor” —he glanced across the table at Patrick Carlson—“Matthew sent
a special message for you. He said to tell you that he wished the two of you could have another
one of your . . . ‘front porch interviews,’ if that makes any sense.”Patrick shook his head, a
thoughtful smile surfacing. “It does indeed. Matthew Taylor’s a good man.”“I always had a certain



feeling about Annabelle and Matthew,” Hannah said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Especially
after we got that one letter. Remember, Patrick? Annabelle penned it while they were traveling to
catch up with your group last summer, Mr. Brennan. She wrote to reassure us that she and
Matthew ‘hadn’t killed each other yet.” ’ She laughed softly. “And that’s when we knew.”Pastor
Carlson shook his head. “No, that’s when you knew, Hannah. I still didn’t trust him.”The pastor’s
tone was teasing, but Jack sensed a smidgen of truth in it, and he understood. He’d had
reservations about Matthew Taylor the first time they’d met on the northern plains, when
Matthew and Annabelle rendezvoused with his group heading west. But Matthew had quickly
proven him wrong, for which Jack was thankful. After everything Mrs. Taylor had been through—
losing her husband, Jonathan, so early in their marriage and so unexpectedly—she deserved
some happiness.And that she’d found it with Jonathan’s younger brother just seemed right
somehow.Mrs. Carlson returned to the table with a fresh pot of coffee. “Lunch will be ready in
just a few minutes. By chance, Mr. Brennan, did you see Matthew and Annabelle’s daughter
while you were there?” She glanced at his empty cup with a raised brow.Jack nudged it forward.
“Thank you, ma’am. And I certainly did.” His smile felt sheepish. “I gotta admit I was a bit
surprised to discover they already had a daughter, but Matthew explained that Annabelle was
with child when his brother passed on. I didn’t realize that on the trail.” Knowing that would have
made his decision to leave Annabelle and her first husband, Jonathan, behind on the trail even
more difficult. “Their Alice is a cute little thing, and not lacking for love, I can tell you.”Hannah
pursed her lips. “Oh, I’d love to see that precious child. Annabelle mentioned in her letter that
Sadie was doing well. Did you get to see her too?”“Briefly.” Jack blew across the surface of his
coffee and took a sip. “Sadie was real quiet around me, but that’s understandable . . . after all the
hardship she’s been through. They say she’s adjusting well.”Jack gathered understanding from
the couple’s subdued nods and was relieved he didn’t need to comment further.The evening
he’d visited in the Taylors’ home, Matthew and Annabelle had been open with him about their
pasts, and about Sadie’s. So many emotions had accompanied his learning that Annabelle and
Sadie had both been sold into prostitution as young girls—surprise, disgust, and anger had
battled inside him—but he’d also never been more in awe of God’s ability to heal and to make
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TWOEPILOGUEACKNOWLEDGMENTSPROLOGUECimetière de Montmartre, Paris,
FranceJuly 17, 1870VÉRONIQUE EVELINE GIRARD laid a single white rose on her mother’s
grave, and bent low to whisper into the afterlife. “If somehow my words can reach you,
Maman . . .” Her hand trembled on the cool marble. “Know that I cannot do as you have asked.
Your request comes at too great—”An unaccustomed chill traced an icy finger up her spine.
Sensing she was no longer alone, Véronique rose and slowly turned.Cimetière Montmartre’s
weather-darkened sepulchers rose and fell in varying heights along the familiar cobbled
walkway. Rows of senescent, discolored tombs clustered and leaned along meandering paths.
Canted summer sunlight, persistent in having its way, shimmered through the leaves overhead
and cast muted shadows on the white and gray marble stones.Movement at the corner of her
eye drew her focus.There, peeking from behind a centuries-old headstone, sat a cat whose coat
shared the color of ashes in a hearth.Véronique sighed, smiling. “So I am not alone after all. You
are the racaille skulking about.”The cat made no move to leave. It only stared at her, its tail
flickering in the cadence of a mildly interested feline. Cats were common in Paris these days,
and they were welcome. They helped to discourage the overrunning of rodents.“He is not the
only racaille skulking about, mademoiselle.”Véronique jumped at the voice close behind her,
instantly recognizing its deep timbre. “Christophe Charvet . . .” Secretly grateful for his company,
she mustered a scolding look as she turned, knowing he would be disappointed if she didn’t.
“Why do you still insist on sneaking up on me here?” She huffed a breath. “We are far from being
children anymore, you and I.”Contrition shadowed his eyes, as did a glint of mischief. He took her
hand and brought it to his lips. “Mademoiselle Girard, be most assured that it has been many
years since I have looked upon you as a child.” Playful formality laced his tone even as his
expression took on a more intimate look—one Véronique remembered but considered long ago
put behind them. “With the slightest sign of encouragement from you, mademoiselle
—”“Christophe . . .” She eyed him, anticipating what was coming and wishing to avoid it.Gentle
determination lined Christophe’s face. “With the slightest sign of encouragement I would,
mademoiselle, for the final time, attempt to capture the heart of the woman before me as easily
as I once won the heart of the young girl she once was.”She stared up at him, not completely
surprised that he was broaching this subject again—especially now, after her mother’s passing.
What caught her off guard was how deeply she wished there were reason to encourage his
hopes.She’d known Christophe since the age of five, when they’d tromped naked together



through the fountain of Lord Marchand’s front courtyard. Remembering how severe the
punishment for that offense had been for them both, she curbed the desire to smooth a hand
over the bustle of her skirt. Those escapades had extended into their youth, when after hurrying
through their duties, they had raced here to explore the endless hiding places amidst this silent
city of sepulchers.She’d adored Christophe then. Of course it wasn’t until later in life that he had
noticed her in that way, but by then those feelings for him had long passed and showed no sign
of being resurrected.She repeated his name again—this time more gently. “You know you are my
dearest friend . . .”A dark brow shot up. “Dearest friend . . .” He grimaced. “Words every man
hopes to hear from a woman he adores.”His sarcasm tempted her to grin. But she was certain
whatever rejection he felt would be short-lived. After all, he had said a woman, not the
woman.He gave an acknowledging tilt of his head. “You can’t blame a man for trying, Véronique
—especially when such a prize is at stake.” Resignation softened his smile. “In light of this, I
hereby renew my solemn vow made to you in our twenty-sixth year as we—”“Twenty-fifth year.”
Véronique raised a single brow, remembering that particular afternoon five years ago when he’d
made the promise as they strolled the grassy expanse of the Champs-Elysées.“Pardon, ma
chérie. Our twenty-fifth year.” His eyes narrowed briefly, a familiar gleam lighting his dark pupils.
“I stand corrected, and will henceforth extinguish the fleeting hope that my dearest friend” —wit
punctuated the words—“will finally succumb to my charm and consider altering her
affections.”With a serious sideways glance, she attempted to match his humor. “You will not
regret your restraint, Christophe, for you would not be pleased with me. On that I give you my
vow.” She shrugged and gave herself a dismissive gesture, secretly hoping her mother could
somehow hear their exchange. Maman had always enjoyed their bantering, and had loved
Christophe dearly. “I am like wine left too long in the cellar. I fear I have lost my sweetness and
grown bitter with time’s fermenting.”He tugged playfully at her hand, and a familiar quirk lifted his
brow. “Ah, but I have learned something in my thirty years that you apparently have not,
Mademoiselle Girard.” His smile turned conspiratorial.“And what would that be, Monsieur
Charvet?”Truth tempered the humor in his eyes. “That the finest French Bordeaux, full-bodied
and rich in bouquet, does not yield from the youngest vintage, ma chérie, but from the more
mature.”Unable to think of a witty reply, Véronique chose silence instead. Christophe’s
handsome looks and gentle strength had long drawn the attention of females. Why he still held a
flame for her, she couldn’t imagine.A silent understanding passed between them, and after a
moment, he nodded.He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, then bowed low and proper, mimicking
the grand gesture used daily among the male servants in the Marchand household in which
they’d grown up serving together. “I will henceforth resign myself to the designation I hold in your
heart, Mademoiselle Girard, and I will treasure it.” He smiled briefly and added more softly, “As I
always have, ma petite.”My little one.Christophe’s use of his childhood name for her encouraged
Véronique to draw herself to her full height. But barely brushing five-foot-three, she hardly made
for an intimidating figure and knew full well she looked far more like a girl of eighteen than a
woman of thirty. Her mother had often told her she would one day be thankful for such



youthfulness. That day had yet to dawn.Christophe motioned in the direction of the street. “I’ve
come to escort you home. Lord Marchand has requested a meeting with all members of the
household staff.” He took a breath as if to continue, then hesitated. The lines around his eyes
grew deeper.Véronique studied him, sensing there was more. “Is something amiss,
Christophe?”This time the quirk in his brow didn’t appear fully genuine. “Be thankful I came to
retrieve you, ma petite. Dr. Claude volunteered to come in my place—that racaille— but I would
not abide it.”She grimaced at the mention of Dr. Claude’s intent.“You must watch yourself around
him, Véronique. Though I have overheard nothing absolute, I believe he deems himself worthy of
your hand and has spoken with Lord Marchand about pursuing it.”Véronique pictured Dr.
Claude, the personal physician to the Marchand famille. “Of his worth there is no doubt, and his
rank and situation are far above my own. But—” she made a face—“he is so old and his breath is
always stale.”Christophe laughed. “Fifty may be older, yes, but it hardly portends impending
death, ma chérie.” He shook his head. “Always such honesty, Véronique. An admirable quality,
but one that will get you into much trouble if not balanced with good sense.”She let her mouth fall
open. “I have perfectly good sense, and while you’ve always warned me against being too
honest, my dear maman—may she rest in peace—always said that giving a right, or honest,
answer resembles giving a kiss on the lips.”He smiled. “When the answer is one you’re seeking,
no doubt it is just that.” He held up a hand when she started to reply. “But let me say this—if your
dear maman held any belief that contrasts one of my own, I will instantly resign mine and adopt
hers without exception.” His gaze shifted to her mother’s grave. “For she was a saint among
women.”He stepped past Véronique and knelt. Laying a hand on the tomb, near the white rose,
he bowed his head.Véronique watched, knowing the depths of his affection for her mother. She
knelt beside him and ran her hand across the cool, smooth stone. Her mother had died slowly.
Too slowly in one sense, too quickly in another.Arianne Elisabeth Girard had suffered much, and
there were many nights when, in a fitful laudanum-induced sleep, she had begged God to take
her and be done with it. For a time, Véronique had begged God not to grant her mother’s wish.
How selfish a request that had been.But no more selfish than what her maman had asked of her
in that final hour.It had been unfair and carried much too great a cost. Her mother would have
realized that under ordinary circumstances, but the fever and medications had confused her
thinking. Véronique had heard it said that one could never recover from the loss of one’s mother,
and if past weeks were testament, she feared this to be true.Picturing her mother’s face, she
struggled to find comfort in a sonnet long ago tucked away in memory. Beloved by her maman,
the sonnet’s words, penned over two hundred years earlier, were only now being made to
withstand the Refiner’s fire in Véronique’s own life.Wanting to feel the words on her tongue as
the author himself would have, she chose the language of the English-born poet instead of her
native French. “‘Death, be not proud, though some have called thee mighty and dreadful, for
thou art not so.” ’Christophe spoke fluent English, as did she. Yet he remained silent, his head
bowed.Her brow furrowed in concentration. Her voice came out a choked whisper. “‘For those
whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow, die not, poor death. Nor yet canst thou kill me.” ’ Her



memory never faltered, but more than once the next passages of the sonnet threatened to lodge
in her throat.John Donne’s thoughts had often lent a measure of consolation as she’d been
forced to watch her mother waste away in recent months. But instead of affording comfort that
morning, Donne’s Holy Sonnet seemed to mock her. Its claim of victory rang hollow, empty in
light of death’s thievery, however temporary the theft might prove to be in the afterlife.She pulled
from her pocket the diminutive book of Holy Sonnets, its cover worn thin, and turned to the place
her mother had last marked.The note at the bottom of the page drew her eye.Still remembering
her mother’s flowing script, the artistic loops and curls that so closely resembled her own,
Véronique experienced a pang in her chest each time she looked at the barely legible scrawl
trailing downward on the page at an awkward angle. But dwelling on her mother’s last written
thoughts offered her a sliver of hope.“‘Death is but a pause, not an ending, my dearest
Véronique.” ’ Véronique softened her voice, knowing that doing so made her sound more like her
mother—people had told her that countless times in recent years. If only she could hear the
resemblance, especially now. “‘When the lungs finally empty of air and begin to fill with the
sweetness of heaven’s breath, one will realize in that instant that though they have existed
before, only in that moment will they truly have begun to live.” ’Ink from the pen left a gaunt,
stuttered line that disappeared into the binding, as though lifting the tip from the page had been
too great an effort for the author.Christophe’s hand briefly came to cover hers.Véronique closed
her eyes, forcing a single tear to slip free. She still cried, but not as often. It was getting easier—
and harder.Her gaze wandered to the name chiseled into the marble facing— ARIANNE
ELISABETH GIRARD—then to the diminutive oval portrait embedded in stone and encased in
glass beneath it. She had painted the likeness at her mother’s request one afternoon in early
February, shortly before her passing, by a special bridge along the river Seine. Some of
Véronique’s most cherished memories could be traced back to that bridge.Memories of a man
she’d never truly known . . . and yet had always struggled to live without.Her memories of him
were clouded and murky, much like the Seine. Yet she remembered the feel of her father’s hand
enfolding hers. The tone of his voice as he used words to paint mental portraits describing how
the early morning light played against the ripples of the water, rewarding the observant onlooker
with multifaceted prisms of color.Though only five when he left, she recalled how he’d made her
feel as they’d walked the canals together—cherished, chosen, loved.Véronique studied the
small portrait of her maman. She had sketched the curves of her mother’s face from memory,
just as she did everything. Another gift from the Giver, her mother had called it. The ability to see
something once and commit the tiniest details to memory. To store it deep inside, kept safe as if
locked away in a trunk, to be taken out and painted or sketched at a later time.At least that’s how
it used to be. She hadn’t lifted a brush in months, not since her mother had grown ill.But she
couldn’t blame that solely on her mother’s illness—unflattering critiques about her work from a
respected instructor had contributed. She’d been at the Musée du Louvre, copying portraits of
the masters along with other students, and the instructor’s criticism had been especially pointed.
“You’re merely trying to impress us, Mademoiselle Girard, when you would be better served



staying within the bounds of conventional artistry. You are here to learn from the masters, and
their techniques. Not give us your interpretation of their paintings.”His assessment stung.
Though the criticisms were not new, and were partly founded in truth, his public declaration that
her work was not worthy of distinction and that her talent was lacking did nothing to bolster her
confidence.Wind rustled the trees overhead.Véronique’s gaze trailed the luminous shafts of
sunlight as they slanted across the grave, turning the marble a brilliant white against the drab
brown of an over-dry summer. As far back as she could remember, a place existed deep inside
that remained incomplete, wanting. Surely God had granted her this gift of painting with the
purpose of meeting that need.Yet since her mother’s death all attempts at filling the void with it
had fallen grossly short of the mark.The emptiness within spawned the jolting reminder of her
mother’s last request. “I want you to do what I never could, Véronique. Go to him. . . .” Véronique
had wanted to turn and run, but her mother’s urgency had rooted her to the bedside. “Find
him. . . . I know your father is still alive.” Her mother’s eyes pooled with tears. “Do this for him, for
yourself. . . . Your papa is a good man.”Her mother’s gaze had trailed to the table by the bed and
settled upon a stack of letters. Once white rectangles, now yellowed with time and bearing
marks of oft-repeated readings, the bundle was tied tight—too tight it seemed—and with a
ribbon Véronique didn’t remember seeing before. “They are no longer my letters, Véronique.
They are yours.” A tear had slipped down her mother’s left temple and disappeared into her
hairline. “In truth, they have always been yours. Take them. Read them, ma chérie.”She couldn’t
refuse her mother at the time, but Véronique didn’t want the letters. She didn’t need to read them
again. She already knew of her father’s promises to send for his young wife and their five-yearold
daughter once he was settled in the Americas—once he’d made his fortune in fur trading.But
Pierre Gustave Girard had never sent for them.Christophe chose that moment to rise from his
quiet vigil and offered his arm. Véronique stood and slipped her hand through, willing the
voiceless question hovering at the fringe of her thoughts to be silenced once and for all.Paris
was her home. How could her mother have asked her to leave it to go in search of someone who
had abandoned them both?Christophe walked slowly down the cobbled path, shortening his
long stride in deference to hers.The shaded bower they walked beneath, courtesy of canopied
trees, encouraged the chirrup of crickets long after the creatures should have fallen silent in the
summer’s warmth. Lichen clung to the graves, frocking the rock surfaces in blankets of grayish
green. Iron gates of mausoleums barred entrance to keyless visitors, even as the chains hanging
from their doors drooped beneath the weight of their mission.“How can time move so slowly in
one sense, Christophe, when there seems to be such a scarcity of it in another?” Her question
coerced a smile from him, as she knew it would.“Always the poet and artist’s perspective on life.”
He looked down at her. “Something I have aspired to understand but have failed miserably to
do.”“And give up your realism? Your ability to” —she tucked her chin in an attempt to mimic his
deep voice—“‘see the world as it truly is, not as others see it’?”Christophe shook his head,
smiling. “Oh, for the memory you have, ma petite. To so fully capture both phrases and images
with such distinguishing clarity. You never forget anything.”“That is not true, and you know it. My



thoughts are easily scattered these days, and I often forget things.”“Ah yes, you forget to eat
when you’re painting late at night.” His look turned reprimanding. “Or when you used to paint. You
forget to quench the flame as you fall asleep reading” —he snapped his fingers—“whatever
foreign poet it is that you’re so fond of.”She slapped his arm, chuckling. “You remember very well
what his name is.”“Oui, I know the master John Donne. But why must he be . . . English?”She
giggled at the way he said the word. As though it were distasteful.Pausing, he looked down at
her. “It’s good to hear you laugh, ma petite.” He started down the path again. “Let’s see, where
was I?”“I believe you were listing my faults. And none too delicately.”“Oui, mademoiselle. But it is
an extensive list, non?” His tone mirrored his smile. “Just the other day, when you forgot to put
sugar in Madame Marchand’s tea, I thought we might have to convene the parliament to decide
your fate.”She smiled while cringing inwardly, thinking of Madame Marchand, the family’s
matriarch. Six years ago Lord Marchand had transferred Véronique’s services to his elderly
mother after his only daughter, to whom Véronique had served as companion since childhood,
had married.Madame Marchand had reminded her of the sugar oversight no less than four times
the day of her grievous error. And without uttering another word, the woman had prolonged the
reprimand in proceeding days through short, punctuated glares—starting first with the sugar
bowl then slinking to Véronique.She sighed and shook her head. “I’m afraid my mind has been
elsewhere of late.”“But I have saved the worst of your faults for last.” Christophe stopped and she
did likewise. “You continually forget others’ shortcomings even when they’ve purposefully set you
at naught. You extend grace where none is due. . . .” He grew more serious. “And you, along with
your dear maman, have always given the Marchand household the best of service, regardless of
Madame Marchand’s ill temper and demanding disposition. The ungrateful, aging . . .”Her eyes
widened at the name he assigned to Madame Marchand, but she would’ve been lying if she
denied having thought the same thing on occasion.They rounded the corner and she spotted
one of Lord Marchand’s carriages waiting near the entrance. She had walked the two-mile
distance that morning, enjoying the time to think—and to be out from under Madame
Marchand’s scrutiny. “Is Lord Marchand’s requested meeting so urgent, Christophe?”He kept his
focus trained ahead.The seriousness in his expression caused her smile to fade. “Has
something happened?”He aided her ascent into the carriage, climbed in beside her, and rapped
the side of the door; the driver responded.Véronique wanted to press the matter but held her
tongue. Pressuring Christophe had never met with success. Quite the opposite, in fact.The driver
merged the carriage onto a main thoroughfare and chose an avenue running adjacent to the
Musée du Louvre and the Seine. The river arched through the center of town, its dark waters
murky and pungent from the daily deluge of rituals from the city’s inhabitants.Véronique pushed
back the velvet curtain from the window to allow movement of air within the carriage, aware of
the shadow stealing across Christophe’s face.He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his
thighs. “There are things I must say to you, and I ask that you allow me due course, ma chérie,
before you offer response.” He glanced back at her. “Or I fear I will not be able to complete my
task.”His tone held unaccustomed solemnity, which provided ample motivation to fulfill his



request. Wordless, Véronique nodded.“Within hours Emperor Napoleon is to declare war on
Prussia. Lord Marchand has secretly received word that Prussia is mobilizing an army even now.
No doubt they’re finding Spain a willing alliance. Lord Marchand—” The carriage came to an
abrupt halt. Christophe glanced out the window before continuing, his voice lowered. “Lord
Marchand predicts the dispute will be far reaching. Already our patron has made plans to depart
for Brussels within the week, and . . . I am to accompany him. His entire family will be journeying
with him as well.”Suddenly the reason behind Christophe’s reticence became clear. She gently
touched his arm. “I don’t want to leave Paris, Christophe, now of all times. But if—” The carriage
jolted forward, and resumed its pace. “But if Brussels is where the family must go, then I’ll
happily accompany Madame Marchand. I’m certain it won’t be for long, and that this . . . blow our
country has suffered will be quickly resolved.”He nodded just as the carriage jolted forward, then
resumed its pace.The look he gave her made her feel like a naïve schoolgirl. “It’s not that simple,
Véronique, for many reasons.”The lines of his brow deepened, and she sought to ease his
worry.“I’ll be fine. The trip to Brussels might even be good for me. And once we return everything
will be—”“Madame Marchand has informed our patron that she has no plans for you to
accompany her.”His voice came out flat and final, and Véronique felt as though someone had
suddenly cinched her corset two sizes smaller. She tried to draw breath. “But I . . . I don’t
understand.” She shook her head. “I’m . . . her companion.”Christophe’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve
been informed that . . . Madame Marchand has already arranged for a new companion to escort
her to Brussels.”Véronique moved her lips but no words would come.The carriage turned onto
the cobbled road leading to the Marchand estate.The discovery of her reduced rank—whatever
her position might be—encouraged the emotion to rise in her throat. Véronique swallowed
against the knot of anger and tears, and struggled to find the positive in this situation, just as her
mother would have urged her to do. “Am I to assume that the remaining staff will stay and
maintain the home’s readiness for the Marchands’ return?”He didn’t answer. His lips formed a
tight line.“Christophe,” she whispered, growing more unsettled by the second. “We have always
been honest with each other. Tell me what my new position is.”Staring at the floor of the carriage,
he exhaled an audible breath. “After this week, you will . . . no longer be employed within the
Marchand household. He has secured a position for you in the household of Lord Descantes,
and they depart for England straightaway.”When summoned to Lord Marchand’s private study
that same hour, Véronique gathered her remaining nerve and willed the frenetic pace of her
heart to lessen. She always found the formal nature of Lord Marchand’s study intimidating, and
the latching of the oversized door behind her compounded her unease.She spotted Christophe
standing by the far window, his back to her. Lord Marchand had requested to meet with him first,
and relief filled her, gathering that Christophe would remain for her meeting as well.“Bonjour,
Mademoiselle Girard.” Standing behind his desk, Lord Marchand motioned for her to sit in one of
the mahogany gondola chairs opposite him.She paused long enough to curtsy, and then chose
the seat that put her in Christophe’s direct line of vision. If only he would turn around.Lord
Marchand said nothing for a moment, his hesitance giving her the impression that what he was



about to say required great effort. “Monsieur Charvet has informed me that the two of you have
spoken, Mademoiselle Girard. And that you are aware of the change in circumstances.”She
nodded, wishing Christophe would look at her.“Before I continue, let me say that it was of utmost
concern to me to locate a position for you that would reflect my appreciation for your years of
excellent service, mademoiselle.” Regret flickered across Lord Marchand’s face. “As well as for
your mother’s,” he added with surprising tenderness. “Therefore, my request that you be placed
with Lord Descantes’ family.”“Merci beaucoup, Lord Marchand.” She coerced a smile, glad that
Christophe had confided to her about the Descantes family in the carriage earlier. She
remembered having met the couple at a formal dinner once. Lord Descantes, severe in his
countenance, was in fact most kind, and his wife his equal in that regard. “I’m greatly indebted to
you for using your influence for my benefit.”Lord Marchand held up a hand. “It is not only my
influence that gained you the position, but also Monsieur Charvet’s. He put his own reputation on
the line when he recommended you. You may be naïve to the ways of parliament, but no doubt
you are aware of agreements made between alliances.”She nodded.“Negotiations are reached,
deals are struck and sealed, all with a single handshake. Nothing more. The integrity of a man’s
word is the binding force of that contract. Nothing need be written because the man’s reputation,
the man himself, is the guarantee. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”“Certainly, your
lordship,” she answered. Whatever had transpired, the position with the Descantes family would
be binding. If she chose not to work for them, there would be no other position for her, and it
would compromise both Lord Marchand’s and Christophe’s reputations.“You’re a bright young
woman, Mademoiselle Girard. It is one of the reasons I handpicked you to be companion to my
daughter all those years ago. Francette never had much initiative on her own. I think it partly due
to the loss of her mother at such a young age, but I also blame myself. As her only parent, I gave
her too much, too easily.”Véronique had long considered this to be true, but of course had never
voiced the thought.“So I sought to locate a companion who would challenge my daughter,
inspire her by example.” Lord Marchand’s smile held endearment. “And I did not have to look far,
for I found that child living right here in my own home. You did those things for Francette.” A
knowing look moved over his face. “You did what I never could.”Lord Marchand’s last phrase,
coupled with something in his expression, made Véronique sit straighter in her chair. “Lord
Marchand, I—”She fell silent at the look he gave her.“Véronique . . .” A sigh escaped him. His
expression became aggrieved. “I would ask that you not interrupt me, mademoiselle, as I lay out
the circumstances to you.”Surprised by his informal address and reminded of her place in this
home, Véronique nodded, wordless. Twice in one day she had received such an
admonishment.“As Monsieur Charvet informed you earlier today, you do indeed have a position
with the Descantes. You will serve as tutor and companion to each of their four daughters. But
what he did not know, and what I intentionally withheld from him, is that the family will not be
traveling to England.”He paused, and the moment seemed to pause with him.Véronique stared
across the desk at this man she’d known all her life, and yet had never really known. Christophe
turned, drawing her attention, and the look in his eyes communicated one single overriding



emotion—anger.Queasiness slithered through her midsection. The air in the study suddenly
grew thick and moist.“Your mère and I . . .” Lord Marchand kept his gaze confined to the ornate
desk behind which he sat. “We often conversed late in the evenings, here in this room. Over the
years, we became . . . friends. Nothing beyond that,” he added quickly, as though reading
Véronique’s thoughts. “But I grew to care very deeply about your mother. She loved you more
than her own life, Véronique. She shared with me her dreams for you, her hopes. And toward the
end . . . her regrets. I made your mother a promise before she died.”Véronique found it difficult to
breathe, much less remain seated. Her mother’s last request played over in her mind. “I want you
to do what I never could.”She rose slowly, fisting her hands to ease their shaking. She heard
herself asking a question, while somehow already knowing the answer. “To what destination will
the Descantes be traveling?”Lord Marchand rose and came around to her side of the desk. So
close, yet maintaining a respectful distance. “They are bound for the Americas, ma chérie. They
leave for Italy one week hence, and you are to accompany them. Lord Descantes will conduct
parliamentary business there for some weeks—perhaps longer, and then you will travel with
them to the Americas, to a place by the name of New York City. When you arrive, your service to
the Descantes family will be concluded, and someone will meet you to take you the rest of the
way.”Véronique looked between Lord Marchand and Christophe, numb with shock, feeling
betrayed and yet absurdly protected at the same time. “The . . . rest of the way?”Christophe
stepped closer. His eyes were bright with emotion. “You are strong, ma petite. Much stronger
than you look, and far stronger than you consider yourself to be.”She shook her head. That’s
what her mother used to say. “I’m tired of being strong, Christophe.”Lord Marchand’s gentle sigh
drew her attention back. “Through a connection Lord Descantes has established, I have hired a
gentleman who will meet you in New York City. I posted a missive with instructions to him this
very morning. Lord Descantes will inform him of your date of arrival once that is determined.” A
tender smile accentuated the traces of vanished youth about Lord Marchand’s eyes. “According
to your mother’s wishes, and in keeping with my promise to her, this gentleman will accompany
you to the Colorado Territory, to the last known whereabouts of your father—a town by the name
of Willow Springs.”PROLOGUECimetière de Montmartre, Paris, FranceJuly 17,
1870VÉRONIQUE EVELINE GIRARD laid a single white rose on her mother’s grave, and bent
low to whisper into the afterlife. “If somehow my words can reach you, Maman . . .” Her hand
trembled on the cool marble. “Know that I cannot do as you have asked. Your request comes at
too great—”An unaccustomed chill traced an icy finger up her spine. Sensing she was no longer
alone, Véronique rose and slowly turned.Cimetière Montmartre’s weather-darkened sepulchers
rose and fell in varying heights along the familiar cobbled walkway. Rows of senescent,
discolored tombs clustered and leaned along meandering paths. Canted summer sunlight,
persistent in having its way, shimmered through the leaves overhead and cast muted shadows
on the white and gray marble stones.Movement at the corner of her eye drew her focus.There,
peeking from behind a centuries-old headstone, sat a cat whose coat shared the color of ashes
in a hearth.Véronique sighed, smiling. “So I am not alone after all. You are the racaille skulking



about.”The cat made no move to leave. It only stared at her, its tail flickering in the cadence of a
mildly interested feline. Cats were common in Paris these days, and they were welcome. They
helped to discourage the overrunning of rodents.“He is not the only racaille skulking about,
mademoiselle.”Véronique jumped at the voice close behind her, instantly recognizing its deep
timbre. “Christophe Charvet . . .” Secretly grateful for his company, she mustered a scolding look
as she turned, knowing he would be disappointed if she didn’t. “Why do you still insist on
sneaking up on me here?” She huffed a breath. “We are far from being children anymore, you
and I.”Contrition shadowed his eyes, as did a glint of mischief. He took her hand and brought it to
his lips. “Mademoiselle Girard, be most assured that it has been many years since I have looked
upon you as a child.” Playful formality laced his tone even as his expression took on a more
intimate look—one Véronique remembered but considered long ago put behind them. “With the
slightest sign of encouragement from you, mademoiselle—”“Christophe . . .” She eyed him,
anticipating what was coming and wishing to avoid it.Gentle determination lined Christophe’s
face. “With the slightest sign of encouragement I would, mademoiselle, for the final time, attempt
to capture the heart of the woman before me as easily as I once won the heart of the young girl
she once was.”She stared up at him, not completely surprised that he was broaching this subject
again—especially now, after her mother’s passing. What caught her off guard was how deeply
she wished there were reason to encourage his hopes.She’d known Christophe since the age of
five, when they’d tromped naked together through the fountain of Lord Marchand’s front
courtyard. Remembering how severe the punishment for that offense had been for them both,
she curbed the desire to smooth a hand over the bustle of her skirt. Those escapades had
extended into their youth, when after hurrying through their duties, they had raced here to
explore the endless hiding places amidst this silent city of sepulchers.She’d adored Christophe
then. Of course it wasn’t until later in life that he had noticed her in that way, but by then those
feelings for him had long passed and showed no sign of being resurrected.She repeated his
name again—this time more gently. “You know you are my dearest friend . . .”A dark brow shot
up. “Dearest friend . . .” He grimaced. “Words every man hopes to hear from a woman he
adores.”His sarcasm tempted her to grin. But she was certain whatever rejection he felt would be
short-lived. After all, he had said a woman, not the woman.He gave an acknowledging tilt of his
head. “You can’t blame a man for trying, Véronique—especially when such a prize is at stake.”
Resignation softened his smile. “In light of this, I hereby renew my solemn vow made to you in
our twenty-sixth year as we—”“Twenty-fifth year.” Véronique raised a single brow, remembering
that particular afternoon five years ago when he’d made the promise as they strolled the grassy
expanse of the Champs-Elysées.“Pardon, ma chérie. Our twenty-fifth year.” His eyes narrowed
briefly, a familiar gleam lighting his dark pupils. “I stand corrected, and will henceforth extinguish
the fleeting hope that my dearest friend” —wit punctuated the words—“will finally succumb to my
charm and consider altering her affections.”With a serious sideways glance, she attempted to
match his humor. “You will not regret your restraint, Christophe, for you would not be pleased
with me. On that I give you my vow.” She shrugged and gave herself a dismissive gesture,



secretly hoping her mother could somehow hear their exchange. Maman had always enjoyed
their bantering, and had loved Christophe dearly. “I am like wine left too long in the cellar. I fear I
have lost my sweetness and grown bitter with time’s fermenting.”He tugged playfully at her hand,
and a familiar quirk lifted his brow. “Ah, but I have learned something in my thirty years that you
apparently have not, Mademoiselle Girard.” His smile turned conspiratorial.“And what would that
be, Monsieur Charvet?”Truth tempered the humor in his eyes. “That the finest French Bordeaux,
full-bodied and rich in bouquet, does not yield from the youngest vintage, ma chérie, but from
the more mature.”Unable to think of a witty reply, Véronique chose silence instead. Christophe’s
handsome looks and gentle strength had long drawn the attention of females. Why he still held a
flame for her, she couldn’t imagine.A silent understanding passed between them, and after a
moment, he nodded.He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, then bowed low and proper, mimicking
the grand gesture used daily among the male servants in the Marchand household in which
they’d grown up serving together. “I will henceforth resign myself to the designation I hold in your
heart, Mademoiselle Girard, and I will treasure it.” He smiled briefly and added more softly, “As I
always have, ma petite.”My little one.Christophe’s use of his childhood name for her encouraged
Véronique to draw herself to her full height. But barely brushing five-foot-three, she hardly made
for an intimidating figure and knew full well she looked far more like a girl of eighteen than a
woman of thirty. Her mother had often told her she would one day be thankful for such
youthfulness. That day had yet to dawn.Christophe motioned in the direction of the street. “I’ve
come to escort you home. Lord Marchand has requested a meeting with all members of the
household staff.” He took a breath as if to continue, then hesitated. The lines around his eyes
grew deeper.Véronique studied him, sensing there was more. “Is something amiss,
Christophe?”This time the quirk in his brow didn’t appear fully genuine. “Be thankful I came to
retrieve you, ma petite. Dr. Claude volunteered to come in my place—that racaille— but I would
not abide it.”She grimaced at the mention of Dr. Claude’s intent.“You must watch yourself around
him, Véronique. Though I have overheard nothing absolute, I believe he deems himself worthy of
your hand and has spoken with Lord Marchand about pursuing it.”Véronique pictured Dr.
Claude, the personal physician to the Marchand famille. “Of his worth there is no doubt, and his
rank and situation are far above my own. But—” she made a face—“he is so old and his breath is
always stale.”Christophe laughed. “Fifty may be older, yes, but it hardly portends impending
death, ma chérie.” He shook his head. “Always such honesty, Véronique. An admirable quality,
but one that will get you into much trouble if not balanced with good sense.”She let her mouth fall
open. “I have perfectly good sense, and while you’ve always warned me against being too
honest, my dear maman—may she rest in peace—always said that giving a right, or honest,
answer resembles giving a kiss on the lips.”He smiled. “When the answer is one you’re seeking,
no doubt it is just that.” He held up a hand when she started to reply. “But let me say this—if your
dear maman held any belief that contrasts one of my own, I will instantly resign mine and adopt
hers without exception.” His gaze shifted to her mother’s grave. “For she was a saint among
women.”He stepped past Véronique and knelt. Laying a hand on the tomb, near the white rose,



he bowed his head.Véronique watched, knowing the depths of his affection for her mother. She
knelt beside him and ran her hand across the cool, smooth stone. Her mother had died slowly.
Too slowly in one sense, too quickly in another.Arianne Elisabeth Girard had suffered much, and
there were many nights when, in a fitful laudanum-induced sleep, she had begged God to take
her and be done with it. For a time, Véronique had begged God not to grant her mother’s wish.
How selfish a request that had been.But no more selfish than what her maman had asked of her
in that final hour.It had been unfair and carried much too great a cost. Her mother would have
realized that under ordinary circumstances, but the fever and medications had confused her
thinking. Véronique had heard it said that one could never recover from the loss of one’s mother,
and if past weeks were testament, she feared this to be true.Picturing her mother’s face, she
struggled to find comfort in a sonnet long ago tucked away in memory. Beloved by her maman,
the sonnet’s words, penned over two hundred years earlier, were only now being made to
withstand the Refiner’s fire in Véronique’s own life.Wanting to feel the words on her tongue as
the author himself would have, she chose the language of the English-born poet instead of her
native French. “‘Death, be not proud, though some have called thee mighty and dreadful, for
thou art not so.” ’Christophe spoke fluent English, as did she. Yet he remained silent, his head
bowed.Her brow furrowed in concentration. Her voice came out a choked whisper. “‘For those
whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow, die not, poor death. Nor yet canst thou kill me.” ’ Her
memory never faltered, but more than once the next passages of the sonnet threatened to lodge
in her throat.John Donne’s thoughts had often lent a measure of consolation as she’d been
forced to watch her mother waste away in recent months. But instead of affording comfort that
morning, Donne’s Holy Sonnet seemed to mock her. Its claim of victory rang hollow, empty in
light of death’s thievery, however temporary the theft might prove to be in the afterlife.She pulled
from her pocket the diminutive book of Holy Sonnets, its cover worn thin, and turned to the place
her mother had last marked.The note at the bottom of the page drew her eye.Still remembering
her mother’s flowing script, the artistic loops and curls that so closely resembled her own,
Véronique experienced a pang in her chest each time she looked at the barely legible scrawl
trailing downward on the page at an awkward angle. But dwelling on her mother’s last written
thoughts offered her a sliver of hope.“‘Death is but a pause, not an ending, my dearest
Véronique.” ’ Véronique softened her voice, knowing that doing so made her sound more like her
mother—people had told her that countless times in recent years. If only she could hear the
resemblance, especially now. “‘When the lungs finally empty of air and begin to fill with the
sweetness of heaven’s breath, one will realize in that instant that though they have existed
before, only in that moment will they truly have begun to live.” ’Ink from the pen left a gaunt,
stuttered line that disappeared into the binding, as though lifting the tip from the page had been
too great an effort for the author.Christophe’s hand briefly came to cover hers.Véronique closed
her eyes, forcing a single tear to slip free. She still cried, but not as often. It was getting easier—
and harder.Her gaze wandered to the name chiseled into the marble facing— ARIANNE
ELISABETH GIRARD—then to the diminutive oval portrait embedded in stone and encased in



glass beneath it. She had painted the likeness at her mother’s request one afternoon in early
February, shortly before her passing, by a special bridge along the river Seine. Some of
Véronique’s most cherished memories could be traced back to that bridge.Memories of a man
she’d never truly known . . . and yet had always struggled to live without.Her memories of him
were clouded and murky, much like the Seine. Yet she remembered the feel of her father’s hand
enfolding hers. The tone of his voice as he used words to paint mental portraits describing how
the early morning light played against the ripples of the water, rewarding the observant onlooker
with multifaceted prisms of color.Though only five when he left, she recalled how he’d made her
feel as they’d walked the canals together—cherished, chosen, loved.Véronique studied the
small portrait of her maman. She had sketched the curves of her mother’s face from memory,
just as she did everything. Another gift from the Giver, her mother had called it. The ability to see
something once and commit the tiniest details to memory. To store it deep inside, kept safe as if
locked away in a trunk, to be taken out and painted or sketched at a later time.At least that’s how
it used to be. She hadn’t lifted a brush in months, not since her mother had grown ill.But she
couldn’t blame that solely on her mother’s illness—unflattering critiques about her work from a
respected instructor had contributed. She’d been at the Musée du Louvre, copying portraits of
the masters along with other students, and the instructor’s criticism had been especially pointed.
“You’re merely trying to impress us, Mademoiselle Girard, when you would be better served
staying within the bounds of conventional artistry. You are here to learn from the masters, and
their techniques. Not give us your interpretation of their paintings.”His assessment stung.
Though the criticisms were not new, and were partly founded in truth, his public declaration that
her work was not worthy of distinction and that her talent was lacking did nothing to bolster her
confidence.Wind rustled the trees overhead.Véronique’s gaze trailed the luminous shafts of
sunlight as they slanted across the grave, turning the marble a brilliant white against the drab
brown of an over-dry summer. As far back as she could remember, a place existed deep inside
that remained incomplete, wanting. Surely God had granted her this gift of painting with the
purpose of meeting that need.Yet since her mother’s death all attempts at filling the void with it
had fallen grossly short of the mark.The emptiness within spawned the jolting reminder of her
mother’s last request. “I want you to do what I never could, Véronique. Go to him. . . .” Véronique
had wanted to turn and run, but her mother’s urgency had rooted her to the bedside. “Find
him. . . . I know your father is still alive.” Her mother’s eyes pooled with tears. “Do this for him, for
yourself. . . . Your papa is a good man.”Her mother’s gaze had trailed to the table by the bed and
settled upon a stack of letters. Once white rectangles, now yellowed with time and bearing
marks of oft-repeated readings, the bundle was tied tight—too tight it seemed—and with a
ribbon Véronique didn’t remember seeing before. “They are no longer my letters, Véronique.
They are yours.” A tear had slipped down her mother’s left temple and disappeared into her
hairline. “In truth, they have always been yours. Take them. Read them, ma chérie.”She couldn’t
refuse her mother at the time, but Véronique didn’t want the letters. She didn’t need to read them
again. She already knew of her father’s promises to send for his young wife and their five-yearold



daughter once he was settled in the Americas—once he’d made his fortune in fur trading.But
Pierre Gustave Girard had never sent for them.Christophe chose that moment to rise from his
quiet vigil and offered his arm. Véronique stood and slipped her hand through, willing the
voiceless question hovering at the fringe of her thoughts to be silenced once and for all.Paris
was her home. How could her mother have asked her to leave it to go in search of someone who
had abandoned them both?Christophe walked slowly down the cobbled path, shortening his
long stride in deference to hers.The shaded bower they walked beneath, courtesy of canopied
trees, encouraged the chirrup of crickets long after the creatures should have fallen silent in the
summer’s warmth. Lichen clung to the graves, frocking the rock surfaces in blankets of grayish
green. Iron gates of mausoleums barred entrance to keyless visitors, even as the chains hanging
from their doors drooped beneath the weight of their mission.“How can time move so slowly in
one sense, Christophe, when there seems to be such a scarcity of it in another?” Her question
coerced a smile from him, as she knew it would.“Always the poet and artist’s perspective on life.”
He looked down at her. “Something I have aspired to understand but have failed miserably to
do.”“And give up your realism? Your ability to” —she tucked her chin in an attempt to mimic his
deep voice—“‘see the world as it truly is, not as others see it’?”Christophe shook his head,
smiling. “Oh, for the memory you have, ma petite. To so fully capture both phrases and images
with such distinguishing clarity. You never forget anything.”“That is not true, and you know it. My
thoughts are easily scattered these days, and I often forget things.”“Ah yes, you forget to eat
when you’re painting late at night.” His look turned reprimanding. “Or when you used to paint. You
forget to quench the flame as you fall asleep reading” —he snapped his fingers—“whatever
foreign poet it is that you’re so fond of.”She slapped his arm, chuckling. “You remember very well
what his name is.”“Oui, I know the master John Donne. But why must he be . . . English?”She
giggled at the way he said the word. As though it were distasteful.Pausing, he looked down at
her. “It’s good to hear you laugh, ma petite.” He started down the path again. “Let’s see, where
was I?”“I believe you were listing my faults. And none too delicately.”“Oui, mademoiselle. But it is
an extensive list, non?” His tone mirrored his smile. “Just the other day, when you forgot to put
sugar in Madame Marchand’s tea, I thought we might have to convene the parliament to decide
your fate.”She smiled while cringing inwardly, thinking of Madame Marchand, the family’s
matriarch. Six years ago Lord Marchand had transferred Véronique’s services to his elderly
mother after his only daughter, to whom Véronique had served as companion since childhood,
had married.Madame Marchand had reminded her of the sugar oversight no less than four times
the day of her grievous error. And without uttering another word, the woman had prolonged the
reprimand in proceeding days through short, punctuated glares—starting first with the sugar
bowl then slinking to Véronique.She sighed and shook her head. “I’m afraid my mind has been
elsewhere of late.”“But I have saved the worst of your faults for last.” Christophe stopped and she
did likewise. “You continually forget others’ shortcomings even when they’ve purposefully set you
at naught. You extend grace where none is due. . . .” He grew more serious. “And you, along with
your dear maman, have always given the Marchand household the best of service, regardless of



Madame Marchand’s ill temper and demanding disposition. The ungrateful, aging . . .”Her eyes
widened at the name he assigned to Madame Marchand, but she would’ve been lying if she
denied having thought the same thing on occasion.They rounded the corner and she spotted
one of Lord Marchand’s carriages waiting near the entrance. She had walked the two-mile
distance that morning, enjoying the time to think—and to be out from under Madame
Marchand’s scrutiny. “Is Lord Marchand’s requested meeting so urgent, Christophe?”He kept his
focus trained ahead.The seriousness in his expression caused her smile to fade. “Has
something happened?”He aided her ascent into the carriage, climbed in beside her, and rapped
the side of the door; the driver responded.Véronique wanted to press the matter but held her
tongue. Pressuring Christophe had never met with success. Quite the opposite, in fact.The driver
merged the carriage onto a main thoroughfare and chose an avenue running adjacent to the
Musée du Louvre and the Seine. The river arched through the center of town, its dark waters
murky and pungent from the daily deluge of rituals from the city’s inhabitants.Véronique pushed
back the velvet curtain from the window to allow movement of air within the carriage, aware of
the shadow stealing across Christophe’s face.He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his
thighs. “There are things I must say to you, and I ask that you allow me due course, ma chérie,
before you offer response.” He glanced back at her. “Or I fear I will not be able to complete my
task.”His tone held unaccustomed solemnity, which provided ample motivation to fulfill his
request. Wordless, Véronique nodded.“Within hours Emperor Napoleon is to declare war on
Prussia. Lord Marchand has secretly received word that Prussia is mobilizing an army even now.
No doubt they’re finding Spain a willing alliance. Lord Marchand—” The carriage came to an
abrupt halt. Christophe glanced out the window before continuing, his voice lowered. “Lord
Marchand predicts the dispute will be far reaching. Already our patron has made plans to depart
for Brussels within the week, and . . . I am to accompany him. His entire family will be journeying
with him as well.”Suddenly the reason behind Christophe’s reticence became clear. She gently
touched his arm. “I don’t want to leave Paris, Christophe, now of all times. But if—” The carriage
jolted forward, and resumed its pace. “But if Brussels is where the family must go, then I’ll
happily accompany Madame Marchand. I’m certain it won’t be for long, and that this . . . blow our
country has suffered will be quickly resolved.”He nodded just as the carriage jolted forward, then
resumed its pace.The look he gave her made her feel like a naïve schoolgirl. “It’s not that simple,
Véronique, for many reasons.”The lines of his brow deepened, and she sought to ease his
worry.“I’ll be fine. The trip to Brussels might even be good for me. And once we return everything
will be—”“Madame Marchand has informed our patron that she has no plans for you to
accompany her.”His voice came out flat and final, and Véronique felt as though someone had
suddenly cinched her corset two sizes smaller. She tried to draw breath. “But I . . . I don’t
understand.” She shook her head. “I’m . . . her companion.”Christophe’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve
been informed that . . . Madame Marchand has already arranged for a new companion to escort
her to Brussels.”Véronique moved her lips but no words would come.The carriage turned onto
the cobbled road leading to the Marchand estate.The discovery of her reduced rank—whatever



her position might be—encouraged the emotion to rise in her throat. Véronique swallowed
against the knot of anger and tears, and struggled to find the positive in this situation, just as her
mother would have urged her to do. “Am I to assume that the remaining staff will stay and
maintain the home’s readiness for the Marchands’ return?”He didn’t answer. His lips formed a
tight line.“Christophe,” she whispered, growing more unsettled by the second. “We have always
been honest with each other. Tell me what my new position is.”Staring at the floor of the carriage,
he exhaled an audible breath. “After this week, you will . . . no longer be employed within the
Marchand household. He has secured a position for you in the household of Lord Descantes,
and they depart for England straightaway.”When summoned to Lord Marchand’s private study
that same hour, Véronique gathered her remaining nerve and willed the frenetic pace of her
heart to lessen. She always found the formal nature of Lord Marchand’s study intimidating, and
the latching of the oversized door behind her compounded her unease.She spotted Christophe
standing by the far window, his back to her. Lord Marchand had requested to meet with him first,
and relief filled her, gathering that Christophe would remain for her meeting as well.“Bonjour,
Mademoiselle Girard.” Standing behind his desk, Lord Marchand motioned for her to sit in one of
the mahogany gondola chairs opposite him.She paused long enough to curtsy, and then chose
the seat that put her in Christophe’s direct line of vision. If only he would turn around.Lord
Marchand said nothing for a moment, his hesitance giving her the impression that what he was
about to say required great effort. “Monsieur Charvet has informed me that the two of you have
spoken, Mademoiselle Girard. And that you are aware of the change in circumstances.”She
nodded, wishing Christophe would look at her.“Before I continue, let me say that it was of utmost
concern to me to locate a position for you that would reflect my appreciation for your years of
excellent service, mademoiselle.” Regret flickered across Lord Marchand’s face. “As well as for
your mother’s,” he added with surprising tenderness. “Therefore, my request that you be placed
with Lord Descantes’ family.”“Merci beaucoup, Lord Marchand.” She coerced a smile, glad that
Christophe had confided to her about the Descantes family in the carriage earlier. She
remembered having met the couple at a formal dinner once. Lord Descantes, severe in his
countenance, was in fact most kind, and his wife his equal in that regard. “I’m greatly indebted to
you for using your influence for my benefit.”Lord Marchand held up a hand. “It is not only my
influence that gained you the position, but also Monsieur Charvet’s. He put his own reputation on
the line when he recommended you. You may be naïve to the ways of parliament, but no doubt
you are aware of agreements made between alliances.”She nodded.“Negotiations are reached,
deals are struck and sealed, all with a single handshake. Nothing more. The integrity of a man’s
word is the binding force of that contract. Nothing need be written because the man’s reputation,
the man himself, is the guarantee. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”“Certainly, your
lordship,” she answered. Whatever had transpired, the position with the Descantes family would
be binding. If she chose not to work for them, there would be no other position for her, and it
would compromise both Lord Marchand’s and Christophe’s reputations.“You’re a bright young
woman, Mademoiselle Girard. It is one of the reasons I handpicked you to be companion to my



daughter all those years ago. Francette never had much initiative on her own. I think it partly due
to the loss of her mother at such a young age, but I also blame myself. As her only parent, I gave
her too much, too easily.”Véronique had long considered this to be true, but of course had never
voiced the thought.“So I sought to locate a companion who would challenge my daughter,
inspire her by example.” Lord Marchand’s smile held endearment. “And I did not have to look far,
for I found that child living right here in my own home. You did those things for Francette.” A
knowing look moved over his face. “You did what I never could.”Lord Marchand’s last phrase,
coupled with something in his expression, made Véronique sit straighter in her chair. “Lord
Marchand, I—”She fell silent at the look he gave her.“Véronique . . .” A sigh escaped him. His
expression became aggrieved. “I would ask that you not interrupt me, mademoiselle, as I lay out
the circumstances to you.”Surprised by his informal address and reminded of her place in this
home, Véronique nodded, wordless. Twice in one day she had received such an
admonishment.“As Monsieur Charvet informed you earlier today, you do indeed have a position
with the Descantes. You will serve as tutor and companion to each of their four daughters. But
what he did not know, and what I intentionally withheld from him, is that the family will not be
traveling to England.”He paused, and the moment seemed to pause with him.Véronique stared
across the desk at this man she’d known all her life, and yet had never really known. Christophe
turned, drawing her attention, and the look in his eyes communicated one single overriding
emotion—anger.Queasiness slithered through her midsection. The air in the study suddenly
grew thick and moist.“Your mère and I . . .” Lord Marchand kept his gaze confined to the ornate
desk behind which he sat. “We often conversed late in the evenings, here in this room. Over the
years, we became . . . friends. Nothing beyond that,” he added quickly, as though reading
Véronique’s thoughts. “But I grew to care very deeply about your mother. She loved you more
than her own life, Véronique. She shared with me her dreams for you, her hopes. And toward the
end . . . her regrets. I made your mother a promise before she died.”Véronique found it difficult to
breathe, much less remain seated. Her mother’s last request played over in her mind. “I want you
to do what I never could.”She rose slowly, fisting her hands to ease their shaking. She heard
herself asking a question, while somehow already knowing the answer. “To what destination will
the Descantes be traveling?”Lord Marchand rose and came around to her side of the desk. So
close, yet maintaining a respectful distance. “They are bound for the Americas, ma chérie. They
leave for Italy one week hence, and you are to accompany them. Lord Descantes will conduct
parliamentary business there for some weeks—perhaps longer, and then you will travel with
them to the Americas, to a place by the name of New York City. When you arrive, your service to
the Descantes family will be concluded, and someone will meet you to take you the rest of the
way.”Véronique looked between Lord Marchand and Christophe, numb with shock, feeling
betrayed and yet absurdly protected at the same time. “The . . . rest of the way?”Christophe
stepped closer. His eyes were bright with emotion. “You are strong, ma petite. Much stronger
than you look, and far stronger than you consider yourself to be.”She shook her head. That’s
what her mother used to say. “I’m tired of being strong, Christophe.”Lord Marchand’s gentle sigh



drew her attention back. “Through a connection Lord Descantes has established, I have hired a
gentleman who will meet you in New York City. I posted a missive with instructions to him this
very morning. Lord Descantes will inform him of your date of arrival once that is determined.” A
tender smile accentuated the traces of vanished youth about Lord Marchand’s eyes. “According
to your mother’s wishes, and in keeping with my promise to her, this gentleman will accompany
you to the Colorado Territory, to the last known whereabouts of your father—a town by the name
of Willow Springs.”CHAPTER | ONENear Big Hill, Oregon TrailMarch 1871KNEELING OVER A
DESOLATE PATCH of drought-ridden valley, Jack Brennan slipped off his hat and briefly closed
his eyes. An early morning sun warmed his back and cast a long shadow over the familiar plot of
earth. Slowly, reverently, he placed his right hand over the unmarked place.Moments
accumulated in the silence.A zealous spring breeze swept fine granules of dust over and
between his fingers. Without pretense of a marker, this unadorned spot in southeast Idaho held
what had once meant everything to him.He studied the grave that cradled the bodies of his wife
and their only child and welcomed the haze of memories that always huddled close when he
came back to this place. The place where it had happened. The memories were brief in the
reliving, and yet those precious recollections were what had sustained him through his hardest
times.It had taken years, but healing had come. Finally, and completely.Gradually his gaze was
drawn to the lone wild flower sprouting up right where a headstone might have been placed.
Braving the desolate landscape, the delicate petals of the yellow owl’s-clover bloom bore the
palest shade of its name. Its leaves were sticky to the touch and edged in a fine fur that gave the
plant a grayish color. The slender flower lifted heavenward, bespeaking courage and a
persistence not easily worn down.An apt flower to be covering his Mary’s grave.Jack let out a
held breath and surveyed the western horizon, far in the distance, where the brown plains
blurred with the gauzy blue of sky. “This will be my last visit here, Mary.” He spoke quietly,
relatively certain she could hear him and knowing that he needed to get these things said. One
thing he was sure of—if Mary was listening, it was from somewhere other than beneath his feet.
Despite knowing that, something had compelled him to return here year after year.He knew this
location as sure as he knew every trail, hill, creek, and riverbed—both dry and running—from
here to California and on up into Oregon. He’d traveled the fifteen hundred mile stretch from
Missouri to the western territories so many times he didn’t feel at home anymore unless he was
on the move. Or at least that’s how it used to be.Over time, things had changed. He had
changed.In the past thirteen springs of guiding wagons west, he’d made camp at this spot each
time, the families traveling under the care of his leadership never having been the wiser. Grief
was a private thing. Not something to be hoarded and turned into a shrine as he’d seen others
do when they lost a loved one, but rather a formidable adversary to be met head on, without
hesitation and with a due amount of respect. Otherwise a man might never find his way through
to the other side, where grief became less an enemy and more a venerated, even trusted,
teacher.He scooped up a fistful of dirt and let it sift through his fingers.Slowly, he stood. “For
years, Mary, not a day passed but what you didn’t occupy my every thought. I’d be wishing I



could hold you close again, that we could . . . make love just once more, like we did the night we
made our son.” He shifted, and sighed. If not for the faded daguerreotype buried deep in his
saddlebag, her exact features might be lost to him now. Time had a way of erasing even that
which at one time seemed unforgettable.“Sometimes I try and picture where you and Aaron are,
what you’re doing . . . what he looks like now. If he’s a young man approaching full grown, or still
the little tyke I carried on my shoulders.” He glanced behind him, remembering.He’d long since
released the guilt of being unable to prevent the ropes from slipping and the wagon careening
downhill, crushing the two people he would have gladly given his own life for. Life wasn’t always
fair, nor did it repay a person kind for kind. A man didn’t live thirty-eight years on this earth and
not learn that early on.Two thoughts had assuaged his grief. First, believing there was something
better waiting after this life. And the second, akin to the first, trusting that the good-byes said on
this earth weren’t meant to be forever.He breathed in the scent of prairie grass and sunshine,
and distinguished a pungent scent of musk on the breeze. For good measure, he retrieved the
rifle on the ground beside him and scanned the patches of low-growing brush surrounding the
area. The gray mare tethered nearby pricked her ears but gave no indication of alarm.After a
long moment, Jack lifted his gaze skyward. He kept his voice soft. “Things have changed so
much in the fifteen years you and Aaron have been gone, Mary. It’s not like it was when we first
set out. There’re forts and stagecoach stops along the way now. Miles of telegraph wire stretch
across the prairie as far as the eye can see.”If it was quiet enough, he could sometimes hear the
whining hum as messages zipped along the woven strands of copper from one side of the
country to the other.It seemed as though the Union Pacific rarely paused for breath these days.
Journeying from Missouri to California used to take four months of slow, arduous travel. Now it
took two weeks by rail. Many of the railroad lines, such as the Santa Fe, had built tracks directly
over the old dirt trails, replacing them forever. All of these things combined, though good in their
own right and an indication of a growing country, signaled the end of his livelihood—and the end
of an era.“This country’s changed, Mary, and I’ve had to change with it.” He looked away for a
moment. “I used to see your face in a crowd and my heart would about stop right then and there.”
He shook his head. “ ’Course it wasn’t you. I knew that. It was just someone who favored you.”But
that hadn’t happened in a long time, which made him even more confident that his decision to
return one last time was the right one.He slapped his hat on his thigh, sending out a cloud of
dust, then slipped it back on. “I’ll always carry you in my heart, Mary. Same goes for you, son.”
He thought back to the morning Aaron was born. Losing a wife and losing a child carved deep,
but very different, scars. He’d be hard-pressed to define which loss had borne the greater
burden through the years, but it went against the nature of things for a parent to bury their child.
Of that he was certain.“Part of me thinks you’ve been waiting a long time for me to do this, Mary.
And that maybe you’ve even been encouraging it somehow, but . . .” He cleared his throat. His
heart beat a mite faster. “I’m movin’ on. I sold our land up in Oregon a while back. I just never
could settle down there without you and Aaron with me. Didn’t feel right somehow.”Mary’s soft-
spoken ways had made it hard for her to express her feelings the first time their opinions had



differed. “You always said my stubborn streak was as thick as the bark on a blackjack, Mary
Lowell Brennan.” He eyed the wild flower again, smiling. “But you’d be surprised at the patience
God’s taught me through the years.” And what a difference living with you, even for those three
short years, made in my life.Bowing his head, Jack offered up a final wordless good-bye.He
walked to the mare and loosened the tether, then swung into the saddle. He sat astride and
studied the scene that lay before him, wishing he possessed the ability to capture such
landscapes on paper. He’d even purchased a sketch pad and pencils a few years back—to fill up
some of the lonely nights on the trail. And though he could draw enough to get his point across,
sketching with any sense of artistry was a talent that clearly eluded him, and therefore was one
he admired all the more. To be able to capture how the young spring grasses, barely calf high,
bent in the wind as though bowing in deference to the One who created them—and how the
prairie, though seemingly flat for mile upon endless mile, actually rose as it stretched westward,
in gradual measures until finally reaching the foot of the great Rocky Mountains, where a new
beginning awaited him. At least that was his hope.The gray mare shifted beneath him.Jack
leaned down and gave her a firm stroking, smiling when she whinnied in response. “Steady, girl.
We’re ’bout ready.”When guiding his last group of wagons from Denver to Idaho, then on to
Oregon last summer, he’d met a couple by the name of Jonathan and Annabelle McCutchens.
About a week into the journey, Jonathan had taken ill, and they’d been forced to leave him and
his wife behind. But the day before that happened, Jonathan had asked him to mail a letter, and
had told him about the town of Willow Springs.As Jack turned the mare westward and nudged
her flanks, Jonathan’s words replayed in his memory as though it were yesterday.“I didn’t find
what I came looking for in that little town, but I discovered what I’d been missin’ all my life.”Jack
urged the mare to a canter and, sensing her desire, gave her full rein. One of the first things he
planned on doing when he reached Willow Springs was to deliver the letter in his pocket from
Annabelle to a preacher by the name of Patrick Carlson and his wife, Hannah. He’d been given
specific instructions to hand it to them personally and had gotten the distinct impression that
Annabelle wanted the three of them to meet. He looked forward to it.The next thing he wanted to
do in Willow Springs was to visit the banks of Fountain Creek and pay his last respects to
Jonathan McCutchens, who had died on the trail. Passing through Idaho, Jack had taken the
opportunity to visit Annabelle and her new husband. Thinking of that visit again brought a smile.
He couldn’t help but think of how much Jonathan McCutchens would have approved of her
choice.Just as he would approve of Jack’s right now.Something in the way Jonathan had spoken
about the town, about what he had discovered there, had kindled a spark of curiosity inside him.
Jack needed a fresh start, and he hoped he might find it in a little town tucked in the shadow of
Pikes Peak.CHAPTER | ONENear Big Hill, Oregon TrailMarch 1871KNEELING OVER A
DESOLATE PATCH of drought-ridden valley, Jack Brennan slipped off his hat and briefly closed
his eyes. An early morning sun warmed his back and cast a long shadow over the familiar plot of
earth. Slowly, reverently, he placed his right hand over the unmarked place.Moments
accumulated in the silence.A zealous spring breeze swept fine granules of dust over and



between his fingers. Without pretense of a marker, this unadorned spot in southeast Idaho held
what had once meant everything to him.He studied the grave that cradled the bodies of his wife
and their only child and welcomed the haze of memories that always huddled close when he
came back to this place. The place where it had happened. The memories were brief in the
reliving, and yet those precious recollections were what had sustained him through his hardest
times.It had taken years, but healing had come. Finally, and completely.Gradually his gaze was
drawn to the lone wild flower sprouting up right where a headstone might have been placed.
Braving the desolate landscape, the delicate petals of the yellow owl’s-clover bloom bore the
palest shade of its name. Its leaves were sticky to the touch and edged in a fine fur that gave the
plant a grayish color. The slender flower lifted heavenward, bespeaking courage and a
persistence not easily worn down.An apt flower to be covering his Mary’s grave.Jack let out a
held breath and surveyed the western horizon, far in the distance, where the brown plains
blurred with the gauzy blue of sky. “This will be my last visit here, Mary.” He spoke quietly,
relatively certain she could hear him and knowing that he needed to get these things said. One
thing he was sure of—if Mary was listening, it was from somewhere other than beneath his feet.
Despite knowing that, something had compelled him to return here year after year.He knew this
location as sure as he knew every trail, hill, creek, and riverbed—both dry and running—from
here to California and on up into Oregon. He’d traveled the fifteen hundred mile stretch from
Missouri to the western territories so many times he didn’t feel at home anymore unless he was
on the move. Or at least that’s how it used to be.Over time, things had changed. He had
changed.In the past thirteen springs of guiding wagons west, he’d made camp at this spot each
time, the families traveling under the care of his leadership never having been the wiser. Grief
was a private thing. Not something to be hoarded and turned into a shrine as he’d seen others
do when they lost a loved one, but rather a formidable adversary to be met head on, without
hesitation and with a due amount of respect. Otherwise a man might never find his way through
to the other side, where grief became less an enemy and more a venerated, even trusted,
teacher.He scooped up a fistful of dirt and let it sift through his fingers.Slowly, he stood. “For
years, Mary, not a day passed but what you didn’t occupy my every thought. I’d be wishing I
could hold you close again, that we could . . . make love just once more, like we did the night we
made our son.” He shifted, and sighed. If not for the faded daguerreotype buried deep in his
saddlebag, her exact features might be lost to him now. Time had a way of erasing even that
which at one time seemed unforgettable.“Sometimes I try and picture where you and Aaron are,
what you’re doing . . . what he looks like now. If he’s a young man approaching full grown, or still
the little tyke I carried on my shoulders.” He glanced behind him, remembering.He’d long since
released the guilt of being unable to prevent the ropes from slipping and the wagon careening
downhill, crushing the two people he would have gladly given his own life for. Life wasn’t always
fair, nor did it repay a person kind for kind. A man didn’t live thirty-eight years on this earth and
not learn that early on.Two thoughts had assuaged his grief. First, believing there was something
better waiting after this life. And the second, akin to the first, trusting that the good-byes said on



this earth weren’t meant to be forever.He breathed in the scent of prairie grass and sunshine,
and distinguished a pungent scent of musk on the breeze. For good measure, he retrieved the
rifle on the ground beside him and scanned the patches of low-growing brush surrounding the
area. The gray mare tethered nearby pricked her ears but gave no indication of alarm.After a
long moment, Jack lifted his gaze skyward. He kept his voice soft. “Things have changed so
much in the fifteen years you and Aaron have been gone, Mary. It’s not like it was when we first
set out. There’re forts and stagecoach stops along the way now. Miles of telegraph wire stretch
across the prairie as far as the eye can see.”If it was quiet enough, he could sometimes hear the
whining hum as messages zipped along the woven strands of copper from one side of the
country to the other.It seemed as though the Union Pacific rarely paused for breath these days.
Journeying from Missouri to California used to take four months of slow, arduous travel. Now it
took two weeks by rail. Many of the railroad lines, such as the Santa Fe, had built tracks directly
over the old dirt trails, replacing them forever. All of these things combined, though good in their
own right and an indication of a growing country, signaled the end of his livelihood—and the end
of an era.“This country’s changed, Mary, and I’ve had to change with it.” He looked away for a
moment. “I used to see your face in a crowd and my heart would about stop right then and there.”
He shook his head. “ ’Course it wasn’t you. I knew that. It was just someone who favored you.”But
that hadn’t happened in a long time, which made him even more confident that his decision to
return one last time was the right one.He slapped his hat on his thigh, sending out a cloud of
dust, then slipped it back on. “I’ll always carry you in my heart, Mary. Same goes for you, son.”
He thought back to the morning Aaron was born. Losing a wife and losing a child carved deep,
but very different, scars. He’d be hard-pressed to define which loss had borne the greater
burden through the years, but it went against the nature of things for a parent to bury their child.
Of that he was certain.“Part of me thinks you’ve been waiting a long time for me to do this, Mary.
And that maybe you’ve even been encouraging it somehow, but . . .” He cleared his throat. His
heart beat a mite faster. “I’m movin’ on. I sold our land up in Oregon a while back. I just never
could settle down there without you and Aaron with me. Didn’t feel right somehow.”Mary’s soft-
spoken ways had made it hard for her to express her feelings the first time their opinions had
differed. “You always said my stubborn streak was as thick as the bark on a blackjack, Mary
Lowell Brennan.” He eyed the wild flower again, smiling. “But you’d be surprised at the patience
God’s taught me through the years.” And what a difference living with you, even for those three
short years, made in my life.Bowing his head, Jack offered up a final wordless good-bye.He
walked to the mare and loosened the tether, then swung into the saddle. He sat astride and
studied the scene that lay before him, wishing he possessed the ability to capture such
landscapes on paper. He’d even purchased a sketch pad and pencils a few years back—to fill up
some of the lonely nights on the trail. And though he could draw enough to get his point across,
sketching with any sense of artistry was a talent that clearly eluded him, and therefore was one
he admired all the more. To be able to capture how the young spring grasses, barely calf high,
bent in the wind as though bowing in deference to the One who created them—and how the



prairie, though seemingly flat for mile upon endless mile, actually rose as it stretched westward,
in gradual measures until finally reaching the foot of the great Rocky Mountains, where a new
beginning awaited him. At least that was his hope.The gray mare shifted beneath him.Jack
leaned down and gave her a firm stroking, smiling when she whinnied in response. “Steady, girl.
We’re ’bout ready.”When guiding his last group of wagons from Denver to Idaho, then on to
Oregon last summer, he’d met a couple by the name of Jonathan and Annabelle McCutchens.
About a week into the journey, Jonathan had taken ill, and they’d been forced to leave him and
his wife behind. But the day before that happened, Jonathan had asked him to mail a letter, and
had told him about the town of Willow Springs.As Jack turned the mare westward and nudged
her flanks, Jonathan’s words replayed in his memory as though it were yesterday.“I didn’t find
what I came looking for in that little town, but I discovered what I’d been missin’ all my life.”Jack
urged the mare to a canter and, sensing her desire, gave her full rein. One of the first things he
planned on doing when he reached Willow Springs was to deliver the letter in his pocket from
Annabelle to a preacher by the name of Patrick Carlson and his wife, Hannah. He’d been given
specific instructions to hand it to them personally and had gotten the distinct impression that
Annabelle wanted the three of them to meet. He looked forward to it.The next thing he wanted to
do in Willow Springs was to visit the banks of Fountain Creek and pay his last respects to
Jonathan McCutchens, who had died on the trail. Passing through Idaho, Jack had taken the
opportunity to visit Annabelle and her new husband. Thinking of that visit again brought a smile.
He couldn’t help but think of how much Jonathan McCutchens would have approved of her
choice.Just as he would approve of Jack’s right now.Something in the way Jonathan had spoken
about the town, about what he had discovered there, had kindled a spark of curiosity inside him.
Jack needed a fresh start, and he hoped he might find it in a little town tucked in the shadow of
Pikes Peak.CHAPTER | TWOWillow Springs, Colorado TerritoryApril 5, 1871VÉRONIQUE WAS
THE LAST to exit the stagecoach in Willow Springs. She’d scarcely stuck one booted foot out
the door before a group of half a dozen gentlemen—and she used that term loosely—were
already at her disposal, hands extended, smiles expectant. A bit too expectant.She chose the
one man out of the fray who she knew truly fit the description—the garrulous older gentleman
who had served as her escort from New York City all the way to this vast, barren wilderness
these Americans had the good humor to call the Colorado Territory. If by territory they meant a
vacuous, drought-ridden, desolate piece of God’s earth, then they’d chosen the correct term.
With one unapologetic exception—The grand range of rugged mountains so proudly scaling the
western horizon.One peak in particular rose in confident splendor, towering over all else in its
shadow until it surely crested the threshold of heaven. The highest summits sat shrouded in a
fresh falling of snow, which wasn’t surprising with the lingering chill in the air. Breathtaking
beauty! And she had to admit that the air smelled so fresh it tingled her lungs—quite the
opposite of the cloistered air in Paris that trapped the smells of decay and détritus.“Watch your
footin’ there, miss.” Monsieur Bertram Colby grinned as his callused hand engulfed her small
gloved one. “This first step’s always a mite big for someone your size.”Holding her unopened



parasol, Véronique managed to gather the folds of her skirt in one hand and place her foot on
the rickety stool. After three weeks of traveling in Monsieur Colby’s care, she’d grown
accustomed to the man’s usual warning and was able to keep her balance with his aid. Though
her first impressions of Americans had been left wanting—on the whole she found them to be
brash, boisterous, and far too outspoken—she readily admitted that Bertram Colby had proven
to be every bit a gentleman, regardless of his rough exterior.“Thank you most kindly, Mr. Colby.”
Véronique detected the twinkle in his eyes. “Merci beaucoup, monsieur,” she added more softly,
rewarded with the expected raise of his brow.He gave a hearty nod. “I sure like it when you talk
your own way, ma’am. It’s right pretty, and surely becomes you.”Several of the men standing
nearby nodded in unison, right before their collective attention moved from being focused on her
face to an area considerably lower, and behind—to her bustled skirt.Véronique glanced down at
the ensemble she’d chosen that morning. Though she’d grown more accustomed to the
attention her clothing drew, she still felt uncomfortable with it. The jacket with floral appliqués,
and the ornately-bowed skirt, once an eye-catching emerald green, had taken on a decidedly
duller hue with layers of dust coating it. Numerous women had paid compliments on the bustled
style of her dresses. More so the farther west they’d traveled. They had also commented on her
feathered chapeau trimmed in ribbon and ostrich feathers, which she wore fashionably angled
over one brow. Some insisted they’d never seen such elegant fashions.But the only reaction
she’d received from any of the opposite gender were overlong stares. Though much was
different in this new country, it seemed some things never changed.With a tilt of her head, she
acknowledged the men gathered round, not wanting to appear rude but neither wishing to
encourage future discourse. With a practiced flourish, she opened her parasol, then lightly
brushed at the dust clinging to her skirt, with little success. No doubt the skirt and jacket were
ruined.“Don’t you worry about that dress, miss.” Monsieur Colby delivered a look to the other
men saying that she was not to be pursued— a look he’d well mastered—and guided her across
the street to a three-story building bearing the name Baird & Smith Hotel. He kept his hand
beneath her elbow. “There’s a woman here in town who takes in laundry. She scrubs the
daylights outta my clothes and they come back good as new. She’ll have that fancy getup of
yours cleaned and fresh as spring—I guarantee it.”Véronique smiled as she climbed the steps to
the boardwalk. “I appreciate that, Mr. Colby,” she answered, all the while imagining the
aforementioned laundress dunking her fine garments in a filthy washbasin and “scrubbin’ the
daylights out of them,” as he had so aptly described it.With silvered-dark hair and full beard,
Bertram Colby was an impressive-looking man, in a rugged way, and was no stranger to this
untamed life. Though far from the gentil, cultured men she’d known back home, Monsieur
Colby’s polite character was beyond question. She guessed him to be around sixty, but couldn’t
be certain. The deep lines of his tanned face bore silent testimony to his countless miles of
experience as a “trail guide,” as he called himself, in this sun-drenched territory. And one thing
was indisputable—Monsieur Colby bore the kindest countenance she’d ever seen. He always
looked as though he were waiting for another reason to smile.He nodded toward the hotel. “You



go on inside and get your room. I’ll see to all your trunks.” Taking the steps from the boardwalk
down to the dirt street—not a cobblestone to be found, she noticed— he threw his parting words
over his shoulder. “You can get settled and rested up before supper, and then I’ll take you to
Myrtle’s for some good eatin’.”She offered her thanks but doubted he heard her over the noise of
the street traffic. Pausing for a moment, she watched him move through the crowds. As he
nodded to men and tipped his hat to women, Véronique saw every one of his gestures returned.
He had a definite way with people, a natural ease with them. It was an attribute she greatly
admired and wished she possessed to a greater degree. She’d grown more reserved in recent
months, despite having been relatively confident in her abilities back in Paris.Never one to
second-guess herself before—it seemed now a daily occurrence.Bertram Colby had proven to
be a most satisfactory traveling partner over the past three weeks, even if his informal nature
breeched her level of comfort on occasion. She’d found these Americans to be far less inhibited
in their conversations, and if there was one thing Monsieur Colby was overly fond of, it was
conversation. But as a newcomer to this country, she’d found his stories both entertaining and
enlightening, though right at the moment she would have traded every last pâtisserie in Paris for
a hot bath and a moment absent of chatter and curious stares.Thoughts of those sweet pastries
from home served as a reminder that she hadn’t eaten since that morning. The food offered
along the stagecoach route had been tasteless fare, either undercooked or over, and unfit for
consumption—which described most of the entrées they’d been served since leaving civilization
back East. Surely her stomach had forgotten how it felt to be full and contented.Véronique
retracted her parasol and entered the hotel lobby, thankful to find the establishment clean and
orderly looking. The hotel’s furnishings were simple but tastefully coordinated, a welcome
change from the roadside inns they’d frequented along the stagecoach routes.A young girl
entered from a side door adjacent to the registration desk. Her arms were loaded with folded
bedding, and from her intent expression she was clearly focused on her task. She brought with
her a delicious aroma that smelled like freshly baked bread. Véronique’s mouth watered at the
thought of a warm slice smeared with fresh butter and a side of fresh berries with cream—a treat
she and her mother had often shared in the evenings.She touched the cameo—a gift from her
father to her mother— at the base of her throat and felt a twinge of homesickness tighten her
chest.The clerk chose that moment to turn, and reacted with a grin. “Good day, ma’am. Welcome
to the Baird and Smith Hotel. How may I serve you?”Returning the smile, Véronique couldn’t
help but stare. The girl’s flawless skin, combined with long black hair and violet-colored eyes
made for a striking combination. To discover such etiquette, not to mention grace and beauty, in
this unrefined territory took her by surprise. She’d experienced far less cordial greetings in the
finest establishments in Paris, and from older, more experienced staff no less. She approached
the desk. “I would like a room, please. And my length of stay is undetermined as of yet.”A long
pause, attributable no doubt to the unexpected accent.The clerk recovered quickly. “Of course,
ma’am. We have several rooms available and would be happy to accommodate you, however
long your respite with us.” The girl couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen, but her



mature voice and manner—obviously coerced but with a genuine-sounding intent—lent her an
older air, and Véronique liked her instantly. “Would you prefer a ground-level room or
accommodations on an upper floor?”Again Véronique detected the slightest touch of rehearsed
formality in the girl’s tone, hinting that she might be trying to appear older than she looked.
Véronique smiled. How well she understood that desire. Feeling adventuresome, she lifted a
brow in silent question. “I will trust your recommendation, mademoiselle.”That earned her
another grin. “Then I’ll be pleased to see you installed into room 308.”Cringing inwardly,
Véronique smiled. She should have known it would be the uppermost floor.The girl made note of
the room number in the registry, then turned the leather-bound book around and indicated where
to sign. “That’s a corner room. It’s the hotel’s nicest and will give you the best view of Willow
Springs. You can even catch the sunset over the mountains if you lean out the window a
bit.”Véronique’s grip on the quill tightened just hearing the suggestion. The clerk lifted her
slender shoulders and let them fall again. “Plus it doesn’t cost a penny more.” She quoted the
price of the room, which included breakfast served in the dining area off to her right.“That will be
most adequate. Thank you.” Véronique signed the register, purposefully leaving the departure
date blank. The prices quoted for lodgings were reasonable, and she still had ample funds. Lord
Marchand and Lord Descantes had both been most generous in their provisions; the combined
amount had more than covered her expenses since parting ways with the Descantes family in
New York City.Before she left Paris, Lord Marchand had explained that additional provisions
would be waiting for her in an account at the bank in Willow Springs. He’d further explained that
he would continue to provide for her needs on a regular basis. Exactly what “regular basis”
meant, she wasn’t certain, and she made mental note to visit the bank soon. But for now, her
funds were more than sufficient.Reassurance of her financial standing prompted an odd
question in her mind, one she was none too eager to answer—should she have cause to seek
employment in Willow Springs, for what kind of position did her skills qualify her to fill?Though
not an accomplished musician, she had learned to play the piano alongside Francette, being the
girl’s companion. But Véronique anticipated little call for that talent in Willow Springs. The same
was true for having learned how to serve as an assistant to the hostess for a formal dinner party
of a hundred or more guests, or how to mingle among the elite at political balls and hold
intelligent conversation with other companions to wives and daughters of foreign dignitaries—
everything considered important to know for the companion to the daughter of a lord in
parliament, but seeming of little use in this foreign country. And certainly of no use in this remote
territory.Véronique returned the pen to its holder beside the ink bottle, determining not to dwell
on what she couldn’t change. Instead, she drew inspiration from the hotel clerk’s warm welcome.
“My name is Mademoiselle Véronique Girard. To whom do I owe the pleasure of such a gracious
greeting this afternoon?”The girl dipped her head. “My name is Lilly. Lilly Carlson, ma’am.” Those
violet eyes of hers danced.“And are you the proprietor of this fine establishment?”Lilly giggled.
“No, ma’am . . .” She hesitated and added more quietly, “I mean, Mademoiselle Girard,”
mastering the pronunciation the first time. The girl learned with efficiency. “I help Mr. and Mrs.



Baird in the afternoons, and some mornings. I’m working to save money for a new t—” She
paused and glanced away. When she looked back, shyness clouded her former sparkle. “I help
with the laundry and the dishes and greet the guests, on occasion.”Véronique nodded, watchful.
“My only hope is that Monsieur and Madame Baird are paying you well, mademoiselle. An
employee responsable is worth a goodly sum.”Whatever the reason for the girl’s hesitancy
seconds before, it vanished. Her countenance brightened once again. “I’ll go get the key to your
room and show you upstairs. And . . .” Lilly paused again, her pretty mouth forming a delicate
bow. “Would you like me to draw you a hot bath?”Véronique wanted to hug the child. “That would
be heaven. Merci. My trunks should arrive here in a short time.”She nodded. “I’ll have them
carried up to your room.”As Lilly disappeared back through the side door, laughter coming from
outside drew Véronique’s attention. She stepped closer to the window for a better look.Bertram
Colby stood on the boardwalk a few feet away, speaking with another man. The stranger’s back
was to her, but the sound of his deep laughter carried through the open window. She could hear
their voices but not the specifics of their conversation.Standing at least a head taller than
Monsieur Colby, the man was broad shouldered and possessed a manner that bespoke
familiarity. And kindness. He turned toward her then, and Véronique found her interest
substantially piqued.Monsieur Colby’s voice lowered. He looked away, still speaking, and the
taller gentleman reached out and laid a hand on Colby’s shoulder, nodding. Apparently Monsieur
Colby had crossed paths with a trusted camarade, and that spoke most highly for the man.The
sound of a door opening brought Véronique’s attention around.“I’ve got your key and have water
warming on the stove for your bath, Mademoiselle Girard.” Lilly joined her by the window.“Thank
you, Lilly.” Véronique motioned in the direction of Bertram Colby and his friend. “What do you
know about that gentleman standing there?”“Mr. Colby? Everybody knows—”“Non, non, my
apologies,” Véronique whispered. “I have made Mr. Colby’s acquaintance. I was referring to the
other gentleman.”Lilly shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.” A mischievous grin crept
over her pretty face. “And I think I’d remember if I had. He’s a mite easy on the eyes, isn’t
he?”Although not familiar with Lilly’s phrasing, Véronique understood her tone and agreed
wholeheartedly, though wasn’t about to admit such aloud. She nudged Lilly with a shoulder and
gave her a playful smile. “How is it that you take notice of such things, ma chérie? That man is far
too many years your senior.”Innocence swept Lilly’s face. “Oh, I wasn’t talkin’ about me,
Mademoiselle Girard.” The tiniest flicker of a gleam entered her eyes as she turned. “I was
looking at him for you.”Véronique chuckled and stole a last glance out the window before turning
and following the girl upstairs. She felt more at ease on her first day in Willow Springs than she’d
ever expected to, especially when the real journey still awaited her. “I think I would be wise to
keep both of my eyes on you, Lilly Carlson. You are youthful, to be sure, but by no means are you
still a child.”Thoughts of Christophe sprang to her mind, bringing memories of home. The longing
for Paris was always close. That never changed, no matter the miles distancing her from her
dearest friend, or from the Marchand home, or from everything familiar.What was so foreign in
that moment was the sudden and unexpected connection she felt to this place—and to the



father she’d never really known. She thought of the letters her mother had received from Pierre
Gustave Girard, and of a particular missive in which he had informed them he was turning from
fur trading to mining. “The streams and rivers no longer yield sufficient trappings, but there is
opportunity in mining in these grand mountains. Many have found their fortune already, and I
hope soon to be among their number.” In a subsequent letter he had described his new
profession but his words hinted at having been carefully chosen. And even as a young girl,
Véronique had gathered that mining was a dangerous occupation.That envelope, nested with
others at the bottom of one of her trunks, bore a handstamp with this town’s name, and a date
registering almost twenty years ago. But would that letter’s journey back to its birthplace prove to
be any more fruitful than the years of waiting she and her mother had endured?Lilly reached the
third floor and chose the left hallway.Formerly lost in her thoughts, only then did Véronique
notice it—the girl’s irregular gait. Véronique paused briefly on the thirdstory landing, her gaze
dropping to where Lilly’s dress swooshed around her ankles. The sole of the girl’s right boot was
markedly thicker than the left, and badly worn on one side. Lilly managed a smooth enough
stride given the variance, but her compensation wasn’t enough to completely disguise the limp.
Or the brace that framed the heel of her boot and extended up her leg.From the fleeting grimace
on the girl’s face, Véronique guessed that the stairs were a struggle for her.Lilly paused at the
last door on the right, and Véronique did the same, wanting to inquire but daring not. Lilly turned
the knob and indicated with a flourish of her hand for Véronique to enter first.Decorated in soft
florals of yellow with accents of crimson and green, the room provided a warm welcome, though
it wasn’t a third the size of her private quarters in the Marchand residence. But it would suffice for
now, until more suitable quarters could be arranged. Véronique sighed and stretched her
shoulders, both weary and hopeful, but mostly thankful to have finally reached Willow Springs
and to be done with that portion of her journey.“This is the only room in the hotel that has a bay
window.” Lilly crossed the cozy quarters and pushed open the window, opening the shutters
halfway. “Come and take a look.”Véronique didn’t budge. “Yes, I am certain it boasts an excellent
view, as you claim. Perhaps I’ll look another time. I’m rather fatigued at the moment.”“Oh . . . of
course. I’m sorry.”Regretting the apology she heard in the girl’s tone, Véronique sought to make
up for it. “Thank you, Lilly, for giving me such a warm reception. Your kindness has helped to
shorten the distance I feel from my home.”“And . . . where is your home?”“France. I was born in
the city of Paris. I have lived there all my life.” Véronique ran a hand over the simple blocked quilt
covering the bed. “Until now,” she added softly.A look of wonder brightened Lilly’s eyes, as did
numerous questions. But to the girl’s credit, she didn’t pursue any of them.Véronique studied the
girl as she crossed to the door. Not only smart, but sensitive as well. Such intelligence and
beauty in one so young; yet beneath it all she sensed a fragility the girl kept well masqué, most
of the time. And what was it the girl was saving for? She’d almost admitted as much downstairs
moments ago, before catching herself. Perhaps a new bonnet, or a dress. All niceties a girl of her
age would rightly desire.Véronique laid aside her parasol and reached into her réticule for some
coins. “This is for you, Lilly.”Lilly stared at her outstretched hand. “Oh no, ma’am. You don’t need



to do—’ ’Véronique took the liberty of pressing the coins into her palm. “An employee
responsable is worth a goodly sum . . . remember?”Lilly looked at the money, and gave a shy
nod. “Thank you, Mademoiselle Girard. I’m much obliged.” She paused at the threshold, her
hand on the knob. “I’ll knock on your door as soon as your bath is drawn. It shouldn’t take me
long, and the water closet’s only two doors down from yours.”Véronique scanned the room, only
now noticing that it was without private bathing facilities. Recalling Lilly’s comment that this was
the nicest room in the hotel, and thinking of the girl’s impediment, she masked her true feelings
and offered her thanks as Lilly closed the door behind her.She unbuttoned her jacket and moved
to hang it in the armoire, then noticed the dust covering the garment. Shaking it out as best she
could, she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was still arranged atop her head, minus a
few curls slipping free, but there was something else about her image that made her
pause.Stepping closer to the mirror, she decided what it was.My eyes.Smoky brown in color,
they appeared dull, lifeless. She thought of Lilly’s flashing violet eyes and their brilliance,
contrasted them with her own, and came up lacking. Truth be told, the girl possessed the exact
coloring Véronique would have chosen if the Maker had granted her choice.Sighing, she turned
away and withdrew the few remaining pins from her coiffure. Her hair fell down her back. She
massaged her neck and shoulders. This journey had been enlightening in so many ways, and
humbling in others.Being employed by Lord Marchand had afforded her and her mother a way of
life she’d taken for granted, having known nothing else. The household staff had seen to all of
her basic needs. Her clothes, only slightly less fine than Francette’s, had been sewn by the
Marchands’ personal family seamstress and when soiled would disappear only to reappear the
next day, freshly laundered and back in her armoire. Until forced to leave Paris last summer,
she’d never realized how pampered an existence she had lived, and how much she had
depended on the security and familiarity of that life to make her feel safe. To tell her who she
was.She moved closer to the window, careful not to get too close, and gave the shutters a push
to allow the cool breeze greater entrance. That was one thing she’d quickly come to appreciate
about this Colorado Territory—no matter how warm midday grew with the coming spring, the
evenings summoned a welcome cool. She breathed in and detected a sweetness on the air—a
pleasant fragrance, yet unfamiliar.Then she heard it again. . . . Laughter so rich and deep that the
mere sound of it persuaded a smile.Considering the direction from which it came, she guessed
Monsieur Colby and his friend were still standing just outside on the boardwalk, two stories
below. She gauged the distance to the window.White lace curtains fluttered in the breeze,
bidding silent invitation—either that or issuing a dare. She hesitated, trying not to think about
how the floor beneath her feet projected from the building, supported only by a corbel beneath.
But the need to be in control, to prove that she could do something of her own volition,
momentarily outweighed her fears.She forced one foot in front of the other.For centuries,
buildings in Paris had been built with oriel windows, so the architectural design wasn’t new to
her. She simply tried to avoid them, making an extra effort to do so when they were open, like
now.She braced her hands on either side of the window. It’s only three stories. It’s only three



stories. The phrase played like a silent mantra in her head.Quick breaths accompanied the
pounding in her chest as the sides of the window inched past her peripheral view. Finally, her
midsection made contact with the sill. She gritted her teeth and ignored a shiver as the street
below moved into view.Closing her eyes, she gathered the last of her nerve and leaned forward.
A swimming sensation caused her to tighten her hold on the wood framing. She waited for it to
pass, and gradually opened her eyes.Monsieur Colby and his friend were indeed standing
where they had been, below her window, as she’d guessed. Street traffic had thinned as
afternoon made way for evening.Her body flushed hot, then cold. I can do this. . . .One street
over, a woman at the mercantile swept the boardwalk while a young boy scrubbed the front
windows. A bubbling creek carved its way down the mountains, skirting the edge of town, and a
white steeple rose in the distance. She couldn’t be certain at this distance, but what appeared to
be a graveyard lay alongside the length of the churchyard. Lilly had been right, this window
provided an excellent vantage point from which to view Willow Springs.A flush of
lightheadedness made her head swim, and a faint whirring began in the far corners of her
mind.Rouge tinted the western horizon, an azur sky offsetting the reddish hue. The mountains
glowed in the late afternoon sun, giving the appearance that someone had lit a candle deep
within them.With every thump of her heart, the whirring inside her head grew louder. “Breathe,
Véronique, breathe. . . .” Her mother’s voice rushed toward her from years long past.Véronique
gulped in air and tried to push herself back inside. But her arms refused the command. She
teetered. The town of Willow Springs started to spin, and everything became a blur.CHAPTER |
TWOWillow Springs, Colorado TerritoryApril 5, 1871VÉRONIQUE WAS THE LAST to exit the
stagecoach in Willow Springs. She’d scarcely stuck one booted foot out the door before a group
of half a dozen gentlemen—and she used that term loosely—were already at her disposal,
hands extended, smiles expectant. A bit too expectant.She chose the one man out of the fray
who she knew truly fit the description—the garrulous older gentleman who had served as her
escort from New York City all the way to this vast, barren wilderness these Americans had the
good humor to call the Colorado Territory. If by territory they meant a vacuous, drought-ridden,
desolate piece of God’s earth, then they’d chosen the correct term. With one unapologetic
exception—The grand range of rugged mountains so proudly scaling the western horizon.One
peak in particular rose in confident splendor, towering over all else in its shadow until it surely
crested the threshold of heaven. The highest summits sat shrouded in a fresh falling of snow,
which wasn’t surprising with the lingering chill in the air. Breathtaking beauty! And she had to
admit that the air smelled so fresh it tingled her lungs—quite the opposite of the cloistered air in
Paris that trapped the smells of decay and détritus.“Watch your footin’ there, miss.” Monsieur
Bertram Colby grinned as his callused hand engulfed her small gloved one. “This first step’s
always a mite big for someone your size.”Holding her unopened parasol, Véronique managed to
gather the folds of her skirt in one hand and place her foot on the rickety stool. After three weeks
of traveling in Monsieur Colby’s care, she’d grown accustomed to the man’s usual warning and
was able to keep her balance with his aid. Though her first impressions of Americans had been



left wanting—on the whole she found them to be brash, boisterous, and far too outspoken—she
readily admitted that Bertram Colby had proven to be every bit a gentleman, regardless of his
rough exterior.“Thank you most kindly, Mr. Colby.” Véronique detected the twinkle in his eyes.
“Merci beaucoup, monsieur,” she added more softly, rewarded with the expected raise of his
brow.He gave a hearty nod. “I sure like it when you talk your own way, ma’am. It’s right pretty, and
surely becomes you.”Several of the men standing nearby nodded in unison, right before their
collective attention moved from being focused on her face to an area considerably lower, and
behind—to her bustled skirt.Véronique glanced down at the ensemble she’d chosen that
morning. Though she’d grown more accustomed to the attention her clothing drew, she still felt
uncomfortable with it. The jacket with floral appliqués, and the ornately-bowed skirt, once an eye-
catching emerald green, had taken on a decidedly duller hue with layers of dust coating it.
Numerous women had paid compliments on the bustled style of her dresses. More so the farther
west they’d traveled. They had also commented on her feathered chapeau trimmed in ribbon
and ostrich feathers, which she wore fashionably angled over one brow. Some insisted they’d
never seen such elegant fashions.But the only reaction she’d received from any of the opposite
gender were overlong stares. Though much was different in this new country, it seemed some
things never changed.With a tilt of her head, she acknowledged the men gathered round, not
wanting to appear rude but neither wishing to encourage future discourse. With a practiced
flourish, she opened her parasol, then lightly brushed at the dust clinging to her skirt, with little
success. No doubt the skirt and jacket were ruined.“Don’t you worry about that dress, miss.”
Monsieur Colby delivered a look to the other men saying that she was not to be pursued— a
look he’d well mastered—and guided her across the street to a three-story building bearing the
name Baird & Smith Hotel. He kept his hand beneath her elbow. “There’s a woman here in town
who takes in laundry. She scrubs the daylights outta my clothes and they come back good as
new. She’ll have that fancy getup of yours cleaned and fresh as spring—I guarantee
it.”Véronique smiled as she climbed the steps to the boardwalk. “I appreciate that, Mr. Colby,” she
answered, all the while imagining the aforementioned laundress dunking her fine garments in a
filthy washbasin and “scrubbin’ the daylights out of them,” as he had so aptly described it.With
silvered-dark hair and full beard, Bertram Colby was an impressive-looking man, in a rugged
way, and was no stranger to this untamed life. Though far from the gentil, cultured men she’d
known back home, Monsieur Colby’s polite character was beyond question. She guessed him to
be around sixty, but couldn’t be certain. The deep lines of his tanned face bore silent testimony
to his countless miles of experience as a “trail guide,” as he called himself, in this sun-drenched
territory. And one thing was indisputable—Monsieur Colby bore the kindest countenance she’d
ever seen. He always looked as though he were waiting for another reason to smile.He nodded
toward the hotel. “You go on inside and get your room. I’ll see to all your trunks.” Taking the steps
from the boardwalk down to the dirt street—not a cobblestone to be found, she noticed— he
threw his parting words over his shoulder. “You can get settled and rested up before supper, and
then I’ll take you to Myrtle’s for some good eatin’.”She offered her thanks but doubted he heard



her over the noise of the street traffic. Pausing for a moment, she watched him move through the
crowds. As he nodded to men and tipped his hat to women, Véronique saw every one of his
gestures returned. He had a definite way with people, a natural ease with them. It was an
attribute she greatly admired and wished she possessed to a greater degree. She’d grown more
reserved in recent months, despite having been relatively confident in her abilities back in
Paris.Never one to second-guess herself before—it seemed now a daily occurrence.Bertram
Colby had proven to be a most satisfactory traveling partner over the past three weeks, even if
his informal nature breeched her level of comfort on occasion. She’d found these Americans to
be far less inhibited in their conversations, and if there was one thing Monsieur Colby was overly
fond of, it was conversation. But as a newcomer to this country, she’d found his stories both
entertaining and enlightening, though right at the moment she would have traded every last
pâtisserie in Paris for a hot bath and a moment absent of chatter and curious stares.Thoughts of
those sweet pastries from home served as a reminder that she hadn’t eaten since that morning.
The food offered along the stagecoach route had been tasteless fare, either undercooked or
over, and unfit for consumption—which described most of the entrées they’d been served since
leaving civilization back East. Surely her stomach had forgotten how it felt to be full and
contented.Véronique retracted her parasol and entered the hotel lobby, thankful to find the
establishment clean and orderly looking. The hotel’s furnishings were simple but tastefully
coordinated, a welcome change from the roadside inns they’d frequented along the stagecoach
routes.A young girl entered from a side door adjacent to the registration desk. Her arms were
loaded with folded bedding, and from her intent expression she was clearly focused on her task.
She brought with her a delicious aroma that smelled like freshly baked bread. Véronique’s mouth
watered at the thought of a warm slice smeared with fresh butter and a side of fresh berries with
cream—a treat she and her mother had often shared in the evenings.She touched the cameo—
a gift from her father to her mother— at the base of her throat and felt a twinge of homesickness
tighten her chest.The clerk chose that moment to turn, and reacted with a grin. “Good day,
ma’am. Welcome to the Baird and Smith Hotel. How may I serve you?”Returning the smile,
Véronique couldn’t help but stare. The girl’s flawless skin, combined with long black hair and
violet-colored eyes made for a striking combination. To discover such etiquette, not to mention
grace and beauty, in this unrefined territory took her by surprise. She’d experienced far less
cordial greetings in the finest establishments in Paris, and from older, more experienced staff no
less. She approached the desk. “I would like a room, please. And my length of stay is
undetermined as of yet.”A long pause, attributable no doubt to the unexpected accent.The clerk
recovered quickly. “Of course, ma’am. We have several rooms available and would be happy to
accommodate you, however long your respite with us.” The girl couldn’t have been more than
thirteen or fourteen, but her mature voice and manner—obviously coerced but with a genuine-
sounding intent—lent her an older air, and Véronique liked her instantly. “Would you prefer a
ground-level room or accommodations on an upper floor?”Again Véronique detected the
slightest touch of rehearsed formality in the girl’s tone, hinting that she might be trying to appear



older than she looked. Véronique smiled. How well she understood that desire. Feeling
adventuresome, she lifted a brow in silent question. “I will trust your recommendation,
mademoiselle.”That earned her another grin. “Then I’ll be pleased to see you installed into room
308.”Cringing inwardly, Véronique smiled. She should have known it would be the uppermost
floor.The girl made note of the room number in the registry, then turned the leather-bound book
around and indicated where to sign. “That’s a corner room. It’s the hotel’s nicest and will give you
the best view of Willow Springs. You can even catch the sunset over the mountains if you lean
out the window a bit.”Véronique’s grip on the quill tightened just hearing the suggestion. The
clerk lifted her slender shoulders and let them fall again. “Plus it doesn’t cost a penny more.” She
quoted the price of the room, which included breakfast served in the dining area off to her
right.“That will be most adequate. Thank you.” Véronique signed the register, purposefully
leaving the departure date blank. The prices quoted for lodgings were reasonable, and she still
had ample funds. Lord Marchand and Lord Descantes had both been most generous in their
provisions; the combined amount had more than covered her expenses since parting ways with
the Descantes family in New York City.Before she left Paris, Lord Marchand had explained that
additional provisions would be waiting for her in an account at the bank in Willow Springs. He’d
further explained that he would continue to provide for her needs on a regular basis. Exactly
what “regular basis” meant, she wasn’t certain, and she made mental note to visit the bank soon.
But for now, her funds were more than sufficient.Reassurance of her financial standing
prompted an odd question in her mind, one she was none too eager to answer—should she
have cause to seek employment in Willow Springs, for what kind of position did her skills qualify
her to fill?Though not an accomplished musician, she had learned to play the piano alongside
Francette, being the girl’s companion. But Véronique anticipated little call for that talent in Willow
Springs. The same was true for having learned how to serve as an assistant to the hostess for a
formal dinner party of a hundred or more guests, or how to mingle among the elite at political
balls and hold intelligent conversation with other companions to wives and daughters of foreign
dignitaries—everything considered important to know for the companion to the daughter of a
lord in parliament, but seeming of little use in this foreign country. And certainly of no use in this
remote territory.Véronique returned the pen to its holder beside the ink bottle, determining not to
dwell on what she couldn’t change. Instead, she drew inspiration from the hotel clerk’s warm
welcome. “My name is Mademoiselle Véronique Girard. To whom do I owe the pleasure of such
a gracious greeting this afternoon?”The girl dipped her head. “My name is Lilly. Lilly Carlson,
ma’am.” Those violet eyes of hers danced.“And are you the proprietor of this fine
establishment?”Lilly giggled. “No, ma’am . . .” She hesitated and added more quietly, “I mean,
Mademoiselle Girard,” mastering the pronunciation the first time. The girl learned with efficiency.
“I help Mr. and Mrs. Baird in the afternoons, and some mornings. I’m working to save money for a
new t—” She paused and glanced away. When she looked back, shyness clouded her former
sparkle. “I help with the laundry and the dishes and greet the guests, on occasion.”Véronique
nodded, watchful. “My only hope is that Monsieur and Madame Baird are paying you well,



mademoiselle. An employee responsable is worth a goodly sum.”Whatever the reason for the
girl’s hesitancy seconds before, it vanished. Her countenance brightened once again. “I’ll go get
the key to your room and show you upstairs. And . . .” Lilly paused again, her pretty mouth
forming a delicate bow. “Would you like me to draw you a hot bath?”Véronique wanted to hug the
child. “That would be heaven. Merci. My trunks should arrive here in a short time.”She nodded.
“I’ll have them carried up to your room.”As Lilly disappeared back through the side door, laughter
coming from outside drew Véronique’s attention. She stepped closer to the window for a better
look.Bertram Colby stood on the boardwalk a few feet away, speaking with another man. The
stranger’s back was to her, but the sound of his deep laughter carried through the open window.
She could hear their voices but not the specifics of their conversation.Standing at least a head
taller than Monsieur Colby, the man was broad shouldered and possessed a manner that
bespoke familiarity. And kindness. He turned toward her then, and Véronique found her interest
substantially piqued.Monsieur Colby’s voice lowered. He looked away, still speaking, and the
taller gentleman reached out and laid a hand on Colby’s shoulder, nodding. Apparently Monsieur
Colby had crossed paths with a trusted camarade, and that spoke most highly for the man.The
sound of a door opening brought Véronique’s attention around.“I’ve got your key and have water
warming on the stove for your bath, Mademoiselle Girard.” Lilly joined her by the window.“Thank
you, Lilly.” Véronique motioned in the direction of Bertram Colby and his friend. “What do you
know about that gentleman standing there?”“Mr. Colby? Everybody knows—”“Non, non, my
apologies,” Véronique whispered. “I have made Mr. Colby’s acquaintance. I was referring to the
other gentleman.”Lilly shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.” A mischievous grin crept
over her pretty face. “And I think I’d remember if I had. He’s a mite easy on the eyes, isn’t
he?”Although not familiar with Lilly’s phrasing, Véronique understood her tone and agreed
wholeheartedly, though wasn’t about to admit such aloud. She nudged Lilly with a shoulder and
gave her a playful smile. “How is it that you take notice of such things, ma chérie? That man is far
too many years your senior.”Innocence swept Lilly’s face. “Oh, I wasn’t talkin’ about me,
Mademoiselle Girard.” The tiniest flicker of a gleam entered her eyes as she turned. “I was
looking at him for you.”Véronique chuckled and stole a last glance out the window before turning
and following the girl upstairs. She felt more at ease on her first day in Willow Springs than she’d
ever expected to, especially when the real journey still awaited her. “I think I would be wise to
keep both of my eyes on you, Lilly Carlson. You are youthful, to be sure, but by no means are you
still a child.”Thoughts of Christophe sprang to her mind, bringing memories of home. The longing
for Paris was always close. That never changed, no matter the miles distancing her from her
dearest friend, or from the Marchand home, or from everything familiar.What was so foreign in
that moment was the sudden and unexpected connection she felt to this place—and to the
father she’d never really known. She thought of the letters her mother had received from Pierre
Gustave Girard, and of a particular missive in which he had informed them he was turning from
fur trading to mining. “The streams and rivers no longer yield sufficient trappings, but there is
opportunity in mining in these grand mountains. Many have found their fortune already, and I



hope soon to be among their number.” In a subsequent letter he had described his new
profession but his words hinted at having been carefully chosen. And even as a young girl,
Véronique had gathered that mining was a dangerous occupation.That envelope, nested with
others at the bottom of one of her trunks, bore a handstamp with this town’s name, and a date
registering almost twenty years ago. But would that letter’s journey back to its birthplace prove to
be any more fruitful than the years of waiting she and her mother had endured?Lilly reached the
third floor and chose the left hallway.Formerly lost in her thoughts, only then did Véronique
notice it—the girl’s irregular gait. Véronique paused briefly on the thirdstory landing, her gaze
dropping to where Lilly’s dress swooshed around her ankles. The sole of the girl’s right boot was
markedly thicker than the left, and badly worn on one side. Lilly managed a smooth enough
stride given the variance, but her compensation wasn’t enough to completely disguise the limp.
Or the brace that framed the heel of her boot and extended up her leg.From the fleeting grimace
on the girl’s face, Véronique guessed that the stairs were a struggle for her.Lilly paused at the
last door on the right, and Véronique did the same, wanting to inquire but daring not. Lilly turned
the knob and indicated with a flourish of her hand for Véronique to enter first.Decorated in soft
florals of yellow with accents of crimson and green, the room provided a warm welcome, though
it wasn’t a third the size of her private quarters in the Marchand residence. But it would suffice for
now, until more suitable quarters could be arranged. Véronique sighed and stretched her
shoulders, both weary and hopeful, but mostly thankful to have finally reached Willow Springs
and to be done with that portion of her journey.“This is the only room in the hotel that has a bay
window.” Lilly crossed the cozy quarters and pushed open the window, opening the shutters
halfway. “Come and take a look.”Véronique didn’t budge. “Yes, I am certain it boasts an excellent
view, as you claim. Perhaps I’ll look another time. I’m rather fatigued at the moment.”“Oh . . . of
course. I’m sorry.”Regretting the apology she heard in the girl’s tone, Véronique sought to make
up for it. “Thank you, Lilly, for giving me such a warm reception. Your kindness has helped to
shorten the distance I feel from my home.”“And . . . where is your home?”“France. I was born in
the city of Paris. I have lived there all my life.” Véronique ran a hand over the simple blocked quilt
covering the bed. “Until now,” she added softly.A look of wonder brightened Lilly’s eyes, as did
numerous questions. But to the girl’s credit, she didn’t pursue any of them.Véronique studied the
girl as she crossed to the door. Not only smart, but sensitive as well. Such intelligence and
beauty in one so young; yet beneath it all she sensed a fragility the girl kept well masqué, most
of the time. And what was it the girl was saving for? She’d almost admitted as much downstairs
moments ago, before catching herself. Perhaps a new bonnet, or a dress. All niceties a girl of her
age would rightly desire.Véronique laid aside her parasol and reached into her réticule for some
coins. “This is for you, Lilly.”Lilly stared at her outstretched hand. “Oh no, ma’am. You don’t need
to do—’ ’Véronique took the liberty of pressing the coins into her palm. “An employee
responsable is worth a goodly sum . . . remember?”Lilly looked at the money, and gave a shy
nod. “Thank you, Mademoiselle Girard. I’m much obliged.” She paused at the threshold, her
hand on the knob. “I’ll knock on your door as soon as your bath is drawn. It shouldn’t take me



long, and the water closet’s only two doors down from yours.”Véronique scanned the room, only
now noticing that it was without private bathing facilities. Recalling Lilly’s comment that this was
the nicest room in the hotel, and thinking of the girl’s impediment, she masked her true feelings
and offered her thanks as Lilly closed the door behind her.She unbuttoned her jacket and moved
to hang it in the armoire, then noticed the dust covering the garment. Shaking it out as best she
could, she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was still arranged atop her head, minus a
few curls slipping free, but there was something else about her image that made her
pause.Stepping closer to the mirror, she decided what it was.My eyes.Smoky brown in color,
they appeared dull, lifeless. She thought of Lilly’s flashing violet eyes and their brilliance,
contrasted them with her own, and came up lacking. Truth be told, the girl possessed the exact
coloring Véronique would have chosen if the Maker had granted her choice.Sighing, she turned
away and withdrew the few remaining pins from her coiffure. Her hair fell down her back. She
massaged her neck and shoulders. This journey had been enlightening in so many ways, and
humbling in others.Being employed by Lord Marchand had afforded her and her mother a way of
life she’d taken for granted, having known nothing else. The household staff had seen to all of
her basic needs. Her clothes, only slightly less fine than Francette’s, had been sewn by the
Marchands’ personal family seamstress and when soiled would disappear only to reappear the
next day, freshly laundered and back in her armoire. Until forced to leave Paris last summer,
she’d never realized how pampered an existence she had lived, and how much she had
depended on the security and familiarity of that life to make her feel safe. To tell her who she
was.She moved closer to the window, careful not to get too close, and gave the shutters a push
to allow the cool breeze greater entrance. That was one thing she’d quickly come to appreciate
about this Colorado Territory—no matter how warm midday grew with the coming spring, the
evenings summoned a welcome cool. She breathed in and detected a sweetness on the air—a
pleasant fragrance, yet unfamiliar.Then she heard it again. . . . Laughter so rich and deep that the
mere sound of it persuaded a smile.Considering the direction from which it came, she guessed
Monsieur Colby and his friend were still standing just outside on the boardwalk, two stories
below. She gauged the distance to the window.White lace curtains fluttered in the breeze,
bidding silent invitation—either that or issuing a dare. She hesitated, trying not to think about
how the floor beneath her feet projected from the building, supported only by a corbel beneath.
But the need to be in control, to prove that she could do something of her own volition,
momentarily outweighed her fears.She forced one foot in front of the other.For centuries,
buildings in Paris had been built with oriel windows, so the architectural design wasn’t new to
her. She simply tried to avoid them, making an extra effort to do so when they were open, like
now.She braced her hands on either side of the window. It’s only three stories. It’s only three
stories. The phrase played like a silent mantra in her head.Quick breaths accompanied the
pounding in her chest as the sides of the window inched past her peripheral view. Finally, her
midsection made contact with the sill. She gritted her teeth and ignored a shiver as the street
below moved into view.Closing her eyes, she gathered the last of her nerve and leaned forward.



A swimming sensation caused her to tighten her hold on the wood framing. She waited for it to
pass, and gradually opened her eyes.Monsieur Colby and his friend were indeed standing
where they had been, below her window, as she’d guessed. Street traffic had thinned as
afternoon made way for evening.Her body flushed hot, then cold. I can do this. . . .One street
over, a woman at the mercantile swept the boardwalk while a young boy scrubbed the front
windows. A bubbling creek carved its way down the mountains, skirting the edge of town, and a
white steeple rose in the distance. She couldn’t be certain at this distance, but what appeared to
be a graveyard lay alongside the length of the churchyard. Lilly had been right, this window
provided an excellent vantage point from which to view Willow Springs.A flush of
lightheadedness made her head swim, and a faint whirring began in the far corners of her
mind.Rouge tinted the western horizon, an azur sky offsetting the reddish hue. The mountains
glowed in the late afternoon sun, giving the appearance that someone had lit a candle deep
within them.With every thump of her heart, the whirring inside her head grew louder. “Breathe,
Véronique, breathe. . . .” Her mother’s voice rushed toward her from years long past.Véronique
gulped in air and tried to push herself back inside. But her arms refused the command. She
teetered. The town of Willow Springs started to spin, and everything became a blur.CHAPTER |
THREEHER BREATH LEFT IN A RUSH. Véronique felt herself falling. But in the wrong
direction.“Mademoiselle Girard!”Arms came about her waist and pulled her
backward.“Mademoiselle Girard!”A hard jolt to her backside helped clear the fog in her head,
and gulped breaths discouraged the whirring. Véronique blinked several times, aware now of
being sprawled on the floor, with someone close beside her.“Are you all right, ma’am?”The panic
in Lilly’s voice unleashed a barrage of emotions. Véronique’s throat tightened. She massaged
her pounding temples, touched by the girl’s concern but also warm with embarrassment. “Oui, I
am fine. Though I am most grateful you came when you did.”Lilly’s arm loosened about her waist
even as she hastily repositioned her skirt over her legs. But not before Véronique saw the brace
extending up the girl’s calf and thigh.Lilly hesitated, and then motioned to the window. “If I might
be so bold, Mademoiselle Girard . . . what were you trying to do over there just now?”“I think I
was trying to look out the window.” Véronique shrugged, the order of events still sketchy in her
mind. Slowly, the memory of the man’s laughter resurfaced. “You were correct, Lilly. This room
does provide a nice view. It’s—” she paused, wanting to get the phrasing right—“a mite easy on
the eyes.”Lilly glanced from her to the window and back again. “Well, I’m not too proud to say
that you about scared me to death, ma’am. I knocked, you didn’t answer, and I came in to find
you hanging out the window.”Véronique considered the two of them on the floor and could barely
stifle a giggle. What must this girl think of her?A gradual smile softened Lilly’s shock. “I take it
you don’t do well with heights, ma’am. Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve put you in a room on
the first floor instead.”“Non, non. I do not wish to move. I like this room very much.” Summoning
an air of nonchalance she’d mastered years ago in defense against Christophe’s tireless wit, she
shrugged again. “Heights are not that bothersome to me . . . as long as I do not look
down.”————The boardwalk, deserted an hour earlier when they’d first entered the dining



room for breakfast, now teemed with morning shoppers. “Monsieur Colby, I cannot thank you
enough for all you have done for me. You have been most kind and attentive.” Véronique opened
her réticule to retrieve the bills, hoping he wouldn’t argue the point.They’d met for breakfast at
the hotel. The pancakes, cooked thin and crisp around the edges and served with jam to spread
between, reminded her of crêpes back home, and the sausages had been plump and delicious.
She’d also enjoyed a restful night’s sleep, thanks to Lilly having drawn a warm bath for her,
followed by the late meal she’d shared afterward with Monsieur Colby. She’d half expected his
friend might join them but she hadn’t seen the man since Lilly had come to her rescue.She held
out the money. “S’il vous plaît, Monsieur Colby, I would like you to have this as a token of my
gratitude for your services. You have worked most diligently on my behalf.”“No, ma’am. I’m not
takin’ that.” He took a step back. “That French fella, Descantes” —his pronunciation prompted
Véronique to smile—“he already paid me exactly what I agreed to at the outset, and I’m not takin’
a penny more. Wouldn’t be right. Anyway, I’d hardly call what I did for you real work. It was more
like a vacation, what with the railroad comin’ clear into Denver now and the stagecoach runnin’
the rest of the way. I didn’t do any real guidin’—not like I used to. As I see it,” he added, throwing
in a wink, “my main job was to make sure the menfolk left you alone. And I’ll admit, I had my
hands full on that count.”Realizing she was fighting a losing battle, Véronique acquiesced and
tucked the bills back inside her réticule. It had been awkward at first, traveling with a strange
man in a foreign country. But she’d grown accustomed to Bertram Colby’s gentle manner and
attentiveness, his always knowing what to do and where to go next. She would miss him.She’d
been disappointed upon learning at their outset in New York City that he wouldn’t be able to
continue in her employ beyond Willow Springs. From her brief glimpse of this small town, she
gathered that finding a driver with a suitable carriage to take her to the neighboring mining
communities would prove to be a more difficult task than she’d imagined.He tipped his hat. “The
last weeks have been a pleasure, ma’am, and I hope you enjoy your stay here. Be sure and take
in some of the hot springs if you have a chance. They’re mighty nice and have healing powers,
some say. I hear there’s a fancy hotel openin’ soon in a town not too far from here just so folks
can come, rest up, and soak for a while.”Seeing the exuberance in his expression nipped at
Véronique’s conscience. She had not lied to Monsieur Colby, but neither had she been
completely open with him about why she was in this country. He believed her to be on a pleasure
trip and she hadn’t corrected the misassumption. “Merci beaucoup. The hot springs. I will
attempt to see that attraction during my stay.”Twice she’d been tempted to tell him her real
reason, and twice she’d held back. She’d not confided in him, and apparently neither had her
benefactors. She’d overheard Lord Descantes conversing with Monsieur Colby in New York City
and had also been briefed on the letter penned by Lord Marchand to him. In short, the letter
declared that someone of great personal import to Lord Marchand needed safe passage to the
town of Willow Springs and that Monsieur Colby was to see to her every need in the course of
travel. The amount Lord Marchand paid Colby was listed in the missive, and her former employer
had compensated him well—demonstrating the same generous nature he’d shown her.“I don’t



know what France is like, ma’am. But this is mighty pretty country out here. I think you’ll like it.
The people in this town are good and honest . . . for the most part. You remember everything I
told you, you hear?” His expression reflected concern. “ ’Specially about some of the men.”She
smiled. “Oui, I will do my best.” Though she knew it would be impossible for her to remember
everything, given the way the dear man liked to talk.He’d often warned her about “scoundrels” as
they’d traveled together, but apparently he was not familiar with the ways of French men. She
could hardly imagine the men here being any bolder when it came to their advances on women.
Growing up with Christophe as her closest friend had made her privilégiée to insights that might
have otherwise remained hidden.He had been the first to disclose to her the pivotal nature of a
man’s thoughts, revealing how varied they were from a woman’s. Through Christophe’s detailed
discernments, she’d learned that the two sexes approached situations, as well as relationships,
quite differently. That bit of knowledge had proven beneficial on more than one occasion.“A
grown woman out here on her own is one thing, Miss Girard. But bein’ as young as you are . . .
Well, miss, that’s another. You best watch yourself at every turn.”“I will do that. I promise,” she
answered, knowing he considered her much younger than her thirty-one years. But since it
wasn’t proper to discuss a woman’s age—nor was it important to sway his opinion in this regard
—she let it pass. “I wish you all the best as you continue with your responsibilities in Denver,
Monsieur Colby, and I hope our paths will cross again.”“I’ll be back through here in a couple
months or so, ma’am. I’ll be sure and look you up, if you’re still here. To see how you’re farin’.”“I
will look forward to that rendezvous.” She curtsied. “And I will also look forward to seeing how
you are . . . farin’.” She tried to pronounce the word as he had, and failed miserably. But the
attempt earned her a grin.Watching Monsieur Colby walk away proved more difficult than she
had imagined, and Véronique busied her thoughts with the tasks at hand. She needed to visit
the town’s depository that morning to ascertain her financial standing, which was based solely
on whether Lord Marchand’s funds had been deposited as he’d promised her before she left
Paris. Then she would visit the town’s livery to inquire about hiring a driver and a carriage.But
one thing she feared was certain—the likelihood of finding an escort as capable and honorable
as Bertram Colby seemed a dwindling hope.————“How kind of you to hand deliver her letter
to us, Mr. Brennan.” Hannah Carlson lifted the lid from the Dutch oven on the stovetop and gave
the contents a stir. “And definitely beyond the call of duty.”“My pleasure to do it, ma’am.” Jack
savored the aromas as he watched Mrs. Carlson slide a skillet of corn bread into the oven.
Home-cooked meals were a rarity for him.So far, everything Annabelle had told him about
Patrick and Hannah Carlson was proving to be true. He’d instantly felt at home and could see
why Annabelle had spoken of them with such fondness. When they’d invited him to stay for
lunch, he’d gladly accepted. It delayed his trip to the town’s livery to speak with a Mr. Jake
Sampson about the wagon he’d ordered, but the day was young.“Mrs. McCutchens and her—”
Jack caught himself. “I’m sorry, I should say Mrs. Taylor now. She and her husband send their
best to you both. And, Pastor” —he glanced across the table at Patrick Carlson—“Matthew sent
a special message for you. He said to tell you that he wished the two of you could have another



one of your . . . ‘front porch interviews,’ if that makes any sense.”Patrick shook his head, a
thoughtful smile surfacing. “It does indeed. Matthew Taylor’s a good man.”“I always had a certain
feeling about Annabelle and Matthew,” Hannah said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Especially
after we got that one letter. Remember, Patrick? Annabelle penned it while they were traveling to
catch up with your group last summer, Mr. Brennan. She wrote to reassure us that she and
Matthew ‘hadn’t killed each other yet.” ’ She laughed softly. “And that’s when we knew.”Pastor
Carlson shook his head. “No, that’s when you knew, Hannah. I still didn’t trust him.”The pastor’s
tone was teasing, but Jack sensed a smidgen of truth in it, and he understood. He’d had
reservations about Matthew Taylor the first time they’d met on the northern plains, when
Matthew and Annabelle rendezvoused with his group heading west. But Matthew had quickly
proven him wrong, for which Jack was thankful. After everything Mrs. Taylor had been through—
losing her husband, Jonathan, so early in their marriage and so unexpectedly—she deserved
some happiness.And that she’d found it with Jonathan’s younger brother just seemed right
somehow.Mrs. Carlson returned to the table with a fresh pot of coffee. “Lunch will be ready in
just a few minutes. By chance, Mr. Brennan, did you see Matthew and Annabelle’s daughter
while you were there?” She glanced at his empty cup with a raised brow.Jack nudged it forward.
“Thank you, ma’am. And I certainly did.” His smile felt sheepish. “I gotta admit I was a bit
surprised to discover they already had a daughter, but Matthew explained that Annabelle was
with child when his brother passed on. I didn’t realize that on the trail.” Knowing that would have
made his decision to leave Annabelle and her first husband, Jonathan, behind on the trail even
more difficult. “Their Alice is a cute little thing, and not lacking for love, I can tell you.”Hannah
pursed her lips. “Oh, I’d love to see that precious child. Annabelle mentioned in her letter that
Sadie was doing well. Did you get to see her too?”“Briefly.” Jack blew across the surface of his
coffee and took a sip. “Sadie was real quiet around me, but that’s understandable . . . after all the
hardship she’s been through. They say she’s adjusting well.”Jack gathered understanding from
the couple’s subdued nods and was relieved he didn’t need to comment further.The evening
he’d visited in the Taylors’ home, Matthew and Annabelle had been open with him about their
pasts, and about Sadie’s. So many emotions had accompanied his learning that Annabelle and
Sadie had both been sold into prostitution as young girls—surprise, disgust, and anger had
battled inside him—but he’d also never been more in awe of God’s ability to heal and to make
new.CHAPTER | THREEHER BREATH LEFT IN A RUSH. Véronique felt herself falling. But in
the wrong direction.“Mademoiselle Girard!”Arms came about her waist and pulled her
backward.“Mademoiselle Girard!”A hard jolt to her backside helped clear the fog in her head,
and gulped breaths discouraged the whirring. Véronique blinked several times, aware now of
being sprawled on the floor, with someone close beside her.“Are you all right, ma’am?”The panic
in Lilly’s voice unleashed a barrage of emotions. Véronique’s throat tightened. She massaged
her pounding temples, touched by the girl’s concern but also warm with embarrassment. “Oui, I
am fine. Though I am most grateful you came when you did.”Lilly’s arm loosened about her waist
even as she hastily repositioned her skirt over her legs. But not before Véronique saw the brace



extending up the girl’s calf and thigh.Lilly hesitated, and then motioned to the window. “If I might
be so bold, Mademoiselle Girard . . . what were you trying to do over there just now?”“I think I
was trying to look out the window.” Véronique shrugged, the order of events still sketchy in her
mind. Slowly, the memory of the man’s laughter resurfaced. “You were correct, Lilly. This room
does provide a nice view. It’s—” she paused, wanting to get the phrasing right—“a mite easy on
the eyes.”Lilly glanced from her to the window and back again. “Well, I’m not too proud to say
that you about scared me to death, ma’am. I knocked, you didn’t answer, and I came in to find
you hanging out the window.”Véronique considered the two of them on the floor and could barely
stifle a giggle. What must this girl think of her?A gradual smile softened Lilly’s shock. “I take it
you don’t do well with heights, ma’am. Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve put you in a room on
the first floor instead.”“Non, non. I do not wish to move. I like this room very much.” Summoning
an air of nonchalance she’d mastered years ago in defense against Christophe’s tireless wit, she
shrugged again. “Heights are not that bothersome to me . . . as long as I do not look
down.”————The boardwalk, deserted an hour earlier when they’d first entered the dining
room for breakfast, now teemed with morning shoppers. “Monsieur Colby, I cannot thank you
enough for all you have done for me. You have been most kind and attentive.” Véronique opened
her réticule to retrieve the bills, hoping he wouldn’t argue the point.They’d met for breakfast at
the hotel. The pancakes, cooked thin and crisp around the edges and served with jam to spread
between, reminded her of crêpes back home, and the sausages had been plump and delicious.
She’d also enjoyed a restful night’s sleep, thanks to Lilly having drawn a warm bath for her,
followed by the late meal she’d shared afterward with Monsieur Colby. She’d half expected his
friend might join them but she hadn’t seen the man since Lilly had come to her rescue.She held
out the money. “S’il vous plaît, Monsieur Colby, I would like you to have this as a token of my
gratitude for your services. You have worked most diligently on my behalf.”“No, ma’am. I’m not
takin’ that.” He took a step back. “That French fella, Descantes” —his pronunciation prompted
Véronique to smile—“he already paid me exactly what I agreed to at the outset, and I’m not takin’
a penny more. Wouldn’t be right. Anyway, I’d hardly call what I did for you real work. It was more
like a vacation, what with the railroad comin’ clear into Denver now and the stagecoach runnin’
the rest of the way. I didn’t do any real guidin’—not like I used to. As I see it,” he added, throwing
in a wink, “my main job was to make sure the menfolk left you alone. And I’ll admit, I had my
hands full on that count.”Realizing she was fighting a losing battle, Véronique acquiesced and
tucked the bills back inside her réticule. It had been awkward at first, traveling with a strange
man in a foreign country. But she’d grown accustomed to Bertram Colby’s gentle manner and
attentiveness, his always knowing what to do and where to go next. She would miss him.She’d
been disappointed upon learning at their outset in New York City that he wouldn’t be able to
continue in her employ beyond Willow Springs. From her brief glimpse of this small town, she
gathered that finding a driver with a suitable carriage to take her to the neighboring mining
communities would prove to be a more difficult task than she’d imagined.He tipped his hat. “The
last weeks have been a pleasure, ma’am, and I hope you enjoy your stay here. Be sure and take



in some of the hot springs if you have a chance. They’re mighty nice and have healing powers,
some say. I hear there’s a fancy hotel openin’ soon in a town not too far from here just so folks
can come, rest up, and soak for a while.”Seeing the exuberance in his expression nipped at
Véronique’s conscience. She had not lied to Monsieur Colby, but neither had she been
completely open with him about why she was in this country. He believed her to be on a pleasure
trip and she hadn’t corrected the misassumption. “Merci beaucoup. The hot springs. I will
attempt to see that attraction during my stay.”Twice she’d been tempted to tell him her real
reason, and twice she’d held back. She’d not confided in him, and apparently neither had her
benefactors. She’d overheard Lord Descantes conversing with Monsieur Colby in New York City
and had also been briefed on the letter penned by Lord Marchand to him. In short, the letter
declared that someone of great personal import to Lord Marchand needed safe passage to the
town of Willow Springs and that Monsieur Colby was to see to her every need in the course of
travel. The amount Lord Marchand paid Colby was listed in the missive, and her former employer
had compensated him well—demonstrating the same generous nature he’d shown her.“I don’t
know what France is like, ma’am. But this is mighty pretty country out here. I think you’ll like it.
The people in this town are good and honest . . . for the most part. You remember everything I
told you, you hear?” His expression reflected concern. “ ’Specially about some of the men.”She
smiled. “Oui, I will do my best.” Though she knew it would be impossible for her to remember
everything, given the way the dear man liked to talk.He’d often warned her about “scoundrels” as
they’d traveled together, but apparently he was not familiar with the ways of French men. She
could hardly imagine the men here being any bolder when it came to their advances on women.
Growing up with Christophe as her closest friend had made her privilégiée to insights that might
have otherwise remained hidden.He had been the first to disclose to her the pivotal nature of a
man’s thoughts, revealing how varied they were from a woman’s. Through Christophe’s detailed
discernments, she’d learned that the two sexes approached situations, as well as relationships,
quite differently. That bit of knowledge had proven beneficial on more than one occasion.“A
grown woman out here on her own is one thing, Miss Girard. But bein’ as young as you are . . .
Well, miss, that’s another. You best watch yourself at every turn.”“I will do that. I promise,” she
answered, knowing he considered her much younger than her thirty-one years. But since it
wasn’t proper to discuss a woman’s age—nor was it important to sway his opinion in this regard
—she let it pass. “I wish you all the best as you continue with your responsibilities in Denver,
Monsieur Colby, and I hope our paths will cross again.”“I’ll be back through here in a couple
months or so, ma’am. I’ll be sure and look you up, if you’re still here. To see how you’re farin’.”“I
will look forward to that rendezvous.” She curtsied. “And I will also look forward to seeing how
you are . . . farin’.” She tried to pronounce the word as he had, and failed miserably. But the
attempt earned her a grin.Watching Monsieur Colby walk away proved more difficult than she
had imagined, and Véronique busied her thoughts with the tasks at hand. She needed to visit
the town’s depository that morning to ascertain her financial standing, which was based solely
on whether Lord Marchand’s funds had been deposited as he’d promised her before she left



Paris. Then she would visit the town’s livery to inquire about hiring a driver and a carriage.But
one thing she feared was certain—the likelihood of finding an escort as capable and honorable
as Bertram Colby seemed a dwindling hope.————“How kind of you to hand deliver her letter
to us, Mr. Brennan.” Hannah Carlson lifted the lid from the Dutch oven on the stovetop and gave
the contents a stir. “And definitely beyond the call of duty.”“My pleasure to do it, ma’am.” Jack
savored the aromas as he watched Mrs. Carlson slide a skillet of corn bread into the oven.
Home-cooked meals were a rarity for him.So far, everything Annabelle had told him about
Patrick and Hannah Carlson was proving to be true. He’d instantly felt at home and could see
why Annabelle had spoken of them with such fondness. When they’d invited him to stay for
lunch, he’d gladly accepted. It delayed his trip to the town’s livery to speak with a Mr. Jake
Sampson about the wagon he’d ordered, but the day was young.“Mrs. McCutchens and her—”
Jack caught himself. “I’m sorry, I should say Mrs. Taylor now. She and her husband send their
best to you both. And, Pastor” —he glanced across the table at Patrick Carlson—“Matthew sent
a special message for you. He said to tell you that he wished the two of you could have another
one of your . . . ‘front porch interviews,’ if that makes any sense.”Patrick shook his head, a
thoughtful smile surfacing. “It does indeed. Matthew Taylor’s a good man.”“I always had a certain
feeling about Annabelle and Matthew,” Hannah said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Especially
after we got that one letter. Remember, Patrick? Annabelle penned it while they were traveling to
catch up with your group last summer, Mr. Brennan. She wrote to reassure us that she and
Matthew ‘hadn’t killed each other yet.” ’ She laughed softly. “And that’s when we knew.”Pastor
Carlson shook his head. “No, that’s when you knew, Hannah. I still didn’t trust him.”The pastor’s
tone was teasing, but Jack sensed a smidgen of truth in it, and he understood. He’d had
reservations about Matthew Taylor the first time they’d met on the northern plains, when
Matthew and Annabelle rendezvoused with his group heading west. But Matthew had quickly
proven him wrong, for which Jack was thankful. After everything Mrs. Taylor had been through—
losing her husband, Jonathan, so early in their marriage and so unexpectedly—she deserved
some happiness.And that she’d found it with Jonathan’s younger brother just seemed right
somehow.Mrs. Carlson returned to the table with a fresh pot of coffee. “Lunch will be ready in
just a few minutes. By chance, Mr. Brennan, did you see Matthew and Annabelle’s daughter
while you were there?” She glanced at his empty cup with a raised brow.Jack nudged it forward.
“Thank you, ma’am. And I certainly did.” His smile felt sheepish. “I gotta admit I was a bit
surprised to discover they already had a daughter, but Matthew explained that Annabelle was
with child when his brother passed on. I didn’t realize that on the trail.” Knowing that would have
made his decision to leave Annabelle and her first husband, Jonathan, behind on the trail even
more difficult. “Their Alice is a cute little thing, and not lacking for love, I can tell you.”Hannah
pursed her lips. “Oh, I’d love to see that precious child. Annabelle mentioned in her letter that
Sadie was doing well. Did you get to see her too?”“Briefly.” Jack blew across the surface of his
coffee and took a sip. “Sadie was real quiet around me, but that’s understandable . . . after all the
hardship she’s been through. They say she’s adjusting well.”Jack gathered understanding from



the couple’s subdued nods and was relieved he didn’t need to comment further.The evening
he’d visited in the Taylors’ home, Matthew and Annabelle had been open with him about their
pasts, and about Sadie’s. So many emotions had accompanied his learning that Annabelle and
Sadie had both been sold into prostitution as young girls—surprise, disgust, and anger had
battled inside him—but he’d also never been more in awe of God’s ability to heal and to make
new.
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Heidi, “Tamera Alexander Has Done It Again!. REMEMBERED, the last book in the, FOUNTAIN
CREEK CHRONICLES series kept me captivated with each turn of a page. I love how she
continues to weave past characters from her other novels in with the new.It's clear to me that
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never really understood why the heroine's benefactor was willing to give her so much money. It
seemed strange to me. The interaction between Jack and Veronique I found quite entertaining. I
really enjoyed the character development. My greatest disappointment was in the conclusion of
the book. Without giving away spoilers, I thought the book ended very abruptly. I finished one
chapter and turned the page only to find that the book was over. Sure there is an epilogue that
summarizes a few things, but these are the very things I wanted to read about, not have
summarized. I still enjoyed the book, but wished the author would have included a couple more
chapters. If the length was a concern there were definitely parts earlier in the book that could
have been left out in order to have a more satisfying conclusion. All in all it is a good conclusion
to this trilogy with satisfactory updates on all the beloved characters of the previous books. I



would have given this a five star rating up until the final chapter.”

Barbara Upshaw, “Remembered Fountain Creek Chronicles Book 3. Because it was one of the
best books I have read!! Hope I get to read some more About Fountain Creek!!”

WGM, “Absolutely Wonderful. This was the best book I have read in quiet some time. Colorado
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Ms. Kitty, “Beautiful. This book touched me so much. There are many lessons in it. I just loved
the weaving God did in this story.”

sandy, “Good.. .excellent story. Would recommend”

Chris, “Five Stars. I love everything I have read by Tamera Alexander and her research once
again was wonderful for this story!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. A beautiful series of complex characters and stories with
God's grace weaving throughout. Hard to put down.”

Karen Mason, “Five Stars. Classic love story!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Love all your stories!”

The book by Bette Jean Cundiff has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 422 people have provided feedback.
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