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For my niece Kathy Hardison Wells, 
who stays focused on the Lord.
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“All this,” said David, “the Lord made me understand in 
writing by His hand upon me, all the details of this pattern.”

1 Chronicles 28:19 NASB
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Prologue

August 1887 
Outskirts of  Fort Bridger, Wyoming

Keeping his eye along the steep ridge above him, Sergeant 
Bryan Gifford clutched his Sharps carbine next to his hip. He 
hunkered among the thickets of scraggly sagebrush, which 
wouldn’t allow much protection from the renegade band of 
Sioux who bore down on his unit in a surprise attack. The 
sagebrush’s pungent smell tickled his nose, and its yellow 
flowers were bright against the brown earth, but he had no 
time for enjoyment of the surrounding kinnikinnick, the eve-
ning star, or the wintergreen that crept over the warm rocks. 
For just a moment, he thought of when he’d played soldiers 
with his two brothers, but this was no game. This was the 
real thing, and if he made it out alive, he’d run, not walk, to 
the nearest train headed to Cheyenne, into the waiting arms 
of his true love.

Bryan thought about the recent unrest among the different 
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tribes. After the government passed the Dawes Act in Febru-
ary, they had taken away the land of the tribal communities. 
Maybe they have a right to be angry, Bryan thought. Their 
land was going to be divided up into parcels of 160 acres for 
families and eighty acres for individuals. But it was up to him 
to follow the orders of his superior, not disobey them, and 
right now he didn’t care who was right or wrong. He just 
wanted to win this attack and save his men . . . and his life.

Bullets whizzed past him from Private Charlie Foster shoot-
ing in the direction of the jagged rocks above him. Charlie 
signaled to Bryan from another group of rocks, indicating 
that he’d cover him. Crouching low, Bryan made a beeline 
for the safety of the rocks, his boots stirring up the dry dust.

When he was only a foot away from Charlie, he felt an 
arrow pierce his heart. He knew he was mortally wounded. 
For a moment he wavered sickeningly, feeling the sharp pain, 
then he lunged for the shelter of the outcropping of rocks.

“Sarge!” Charlie yelled, dragging Bryan next to him. Char-
lie cradled his upper body, and Bryan heard the ripping of his 
shirt as Charlie quickly yanked the fabric free, exposing the 
embedded arrow. His voice seemed distant now, but Bryan 
saw Charlie’s frantic eyes look around for help when his hand 
came in contact with blood. “I need to get this out.”

Bryan’s hand stayed Charlie when he reached for the arrow. 
He lay helplessly, knowing that his life’s blood pumped from 
him, soaking his chest. The yelling of victory from the Indians 
seemed distant, as did the silence of his men around him. 
He reached for Charlie’s hand, and the private paused, fear 
etched in his young face. Charlie was barely old enough to 
be in the Army, and this was the first scrimmage of any kind 
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he had encountered. Up until now it had all been drills and 
make-believe.

“Charlie, listen to me,” Bryan said, his voice barely above 
a whisper. “You must leave right now or you won’t make 
it!” Bryan gasped for breath, his sight becoming fuzzy. “I’m 
not going to make it . . . but I’ll fire into the air until you 
can scamper out of sight . . . They’ll think you’re dead.” He 
winced, forcing down his pain, then stared at Charlie, seeing 
the fear reflected in his hazel eyes.

Charlie shook his head. “No, I can’t leave you like this.”
Bryan mustered all his strength to grab the private by the 

collar of his uniform and pull him closer. “You have . . . no 
choice. All the others are dead . . . You have to obey my orders 
while there’s still time!”

“Yes, sir.” Charlie’s eyes filled with tears, and he was shak-
ing.

“One other thing . . . I need you to do.” He released Char-
lie’s collar. He was becoming light-headed now. He must try 
to concentrate. “Go to Cheyenne and find Greta Olsen. Tell 
. . . tell her . . . I love her and we’ll meet . . . in heaven.” He 
gasped, trying to clear his throat, and tasted blood on his 
tongue. He had to say this before he died. “And tell her for 
me . . . that there’s only one other man worth her love . . . 
my brother—”

Suddenly Bryan stopped and looked heavenward as the 
midmorning clouds scattered, revealing the brightest of skies 
and the most glorious of gardens . . .
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1

August 1888 
Central City, Colorado

Greta Olsen perched primly on her seat, clutching her Bible 
as the train headed to Central City, Colorado. She stared 
out a smudged window at the moving landscape of canyons 
and mountain ridges, where snow capped the distant purple 
peaks. The ride was somewhat thrilling, as well as frightening. 
The Colorado Central chugged up its winding tracks around 
the Rocky Mountains and the sparkling Clear Creek. Greta 
held her breath at their incredible beauty, wincing as her 
ears popped with the change in altitude. The further up the 
mountains they traveled, the chillier and drier the air became. 
Greta pulled her woolen cape tighter about her shoulders, 
thankful that she hadn’t packed it in her case.

She contemplated the new venture she’d thrust herself into. 
The advertisement for a mail-order bride was tucked safely 
into her reticule. Greta had hated leaving the crowded farm-
house outside of Cheyenne where she’d lived since coming 
to America. After saying goodbye to her only family, she’d 
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watched as the wheat fields, already ripe with promise, were 
soon gone from her sight. Her eyes had flooded with hot 
tears, and an ache planted inside her chest.

But that was yesterday, and today there would be no tears. 
In fact, she was excited about living this deep in the moun-
tains, even after hearing the rumors of the cold and snow and 
the rugged life where miners were as thick as fleas on a dog’s 
back, as she was informed by Peter, her brother-in-law. But 
that hadn’t deterred her. Greta wanted adventure and had 
closed the door to her heart on love once and for all. She had 
no illusions when it came to love. It may have finally worked 
for her sister and Peter, but just look what had happened to 
Clara, Peter’s mother! Greta decided that when she wed, her 
marriage would be one of mutual love and respect.

Greta caught the gaze of a young lady with big brown 
eyes sitting across the aisle, so she smiled back at her with a 
nod, thinking maybe the lady might be a new friend here in 
the Rockies. The lady’s lips lifted slightly at the corners, then 
she turned to look out the train’s window, keeping her hands 
clasped together in her lap. Greta guessed her to be about the 
same age as herself and wondered where the young woman 
might be headed. She glanced down at the lady’s left hand, 
noticing it was devoid of a wedding band.

Through the entire trip, the young woman had not moved 
from her stiff sitting position, nor had she spoken to anyone. 
She simply handed the conductor her ticket when asked. Her 
hourglass figure was smartly dressed in a dark navy traveling 
suit with black velvet trimming, and the matching hat sported 
a long-plumed black feather at the band. Apparently she was 
well-bred—Greta noted her poise and secretly admired her 
fashionable attire. The few dresses Greta owned now were 
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beginning to show wear. She looked down at the frayed cuffs 
of her traveling dress and crossed her arms at the wrists, 
hoping to hide them.

Knowing they had only a little time left on the train before 
reaching Central City, Greta turned her attention to her open 
Bible, her sister Catharine’s parting gift before Greta left 
Cheyenne. It had belonged to Catharine, and their mother 
before that. Greta remembered her sister’s words before she 
left: “Greta, you take Mother’s Bible—I want you to have it. 
Remember to let it guide all that you do. And remember us 
when you read—it can be the connection we have when we’re 
apart, until we meet again.”

A newspaper clipping fell into her lap, and Greta care-
fully opened the folded paper, now browning with age. She 
recognized it—Peter’s ad that Catharine had responded to 
when they were still in Holland and thoroughly adrift as to 
their future. Catharine must have forgotten she’d placed it 
there. She’d read it to Greta and Anna a dozen times, and now 
its creases were worn through with use. Greta remembered 
how God had been faithful to Catharine, Anna, and herself, 
providing Catharine a good husband and a fine home for all 
of them. It was a good life . . . for a while.

Lord, what’s in store for me now? No one but Bryan will 
ever hold my heart . . . but at least here, deep in the mountains, 
I won’t hear the constant howl of  the prairie winds. It was 
enough to drive a person mad, to her way of thinking. She 
wondered how terrible it must have been for Bryan. Had he 
been in pain as he lay dying on the windswept prairie? She 
shuddered to think about him suffering at all, and prayed that 
his death had been swift like the ambush. Sorrow flooded her 
heart for what could’ve been.

_Brendan_Promised_JE_djm.indd   13 7/10/12   8:22 AM

Maggie Brendan, Twice Promised
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group,  © 2012. Used by permission.



 T w i c e  P r o M i s e d

14

She slipped her own mail-order-bride ad from the Bible and 
ran her gloved finger over the name at the bottom: Jess Gifford. 
That name was one of the reasons she’d answered the ad in the 
first place. Could it be that Jess was related to Bryan? Perhaps a 
distant cousin? She sighed. Probably just a coincidence . . . but 
there might be a slim chance. It shouldn’t be too hard to find 
out. Now she regretted that she and Bryan hadn’t talked more 
about his family. She smiled. The stolen moments together had 
been so short. Most of it had been spent kissing and planning 
their future, not talking about their pasts.

Greta folded the piece of paper, tucked it into the book of 
Psalms, and tried to read. When the conductor announced 
they were nearing their destination, she gathered her things 
together from her seat in readiness to disembark the train 
into this fresh, new world.

The engine puffed and ground to a screeching stop, al-
lowing the handful of passengers to make their way toward 
the depot. The wiry conductor reached up and grabbed her 
carpetbag, set it down on the depot’s wooden platform, and 
took Greta’s hand to assist her down the metal steps. “The 
rest of your bags will be unloaded momentarily, miss.”

Feeling suddenly adrift, Greta stood numbly off to the side 
next to her carpetbag and scanned the platform, expecting 
Jess Gifford to step forward for her. Maybe he was delayed 
but would show up any moment. She adjusted her cape, then 
stepped over to a nearby bench to wait, ignoring the open 
stares of men about the rough-hewn depot. Mercy! The raw 
mining town was filled with miners, trappers, and merchants 
milling about. She observed the constant movement on the 
busy streets from where she sat.

Only moments later, she was joined by the lady who had 
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sat across from her on the train. “May I sit here with you?” 
Her large brown eyes seemed kind, but she looked unsure 
while she waited for Greta’s response.

“Hallo. Alstublieft! Of course!” Greta noticed the finely 
etched cheekbones and smooth olive complexion, framed by 
dark brown hair that peeked from her fashionable hat, and 
thought again how very pretty the woman was. As the lady 
bent to place her bag next to her feet, the long feather from 
her hat tickled Greta’s cheek. Greta giggled.

“I’m sorry.” The lady smiled, then took a seat on the bench 
and extended her hand. “I’m Cora Johnson.”

“I’m Greta Olsen,” she said as she took Cora’s outstretched 
hand. “Are you waiting for someone?”

A flash of concern crossed Cora’s face. “As a matter of 
fact, I am. And you? Are you visiting someone or moving 
here?” Cora folded her hands in her lap. “I’m sorry, I didn’t 
mean to pry.”

Greta smiled. “You’re not. I . . . I’ve answered an ad for 
a mail-order bride.” She swallowed nervously. “But I see no 
one has arrived to pick me up, so I thought I’d just sit here 
a few minutes to wait. Apparently Jess Gifford is delayed.” 
Greta tapped her foot as she looked out over the boardwalk, 
hoping he would appear soon. She was tired but anxious 
to meet the intriguing man she’d been corresponding with.

“Did you say Jess?” Cora raised an eyebrow with a bewil-
dered look.

“Yes.” Greta turned sideways to face her. “Jess Gifford. 
Do you know him? Tell me what you know. I’m as nervous 
as a cat crossing a busy street—”

Cora huffed, then straightened her skirts without looking 
at Greta.
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“Is something wrong, Miss Johnson?”
Cora’s face turned pink. Clearing her throat, she lifted her 

gaze and let out a deep breath, but before she could reply, a 
tall cowboy swaggered toward them, bowing slightly as he 
lifted his hat. His brown hair was matted around his head 
where his hat had been. He smiled broadly at them.

“I’m here to pick up Jess’s mail-order brides,” he said. He 
twirled his Stetson in his hand.

The ladies rose simultaneously. “I’m Greta Olsen, his mail-
order bride. I thought Jess was to meet me. Who are you?” 
Greta asked, her hands on her hips. Had she heard him right? 
Did he say brides?

“Begging your pardon, I’m Mr. Gifford’s mail-order bride.” 
Cora whirled, glaring at Greta, her dark eyes snapping as her 
ladylike composure suddenly became a thing of the past.

“There must be some mistake. I thought you said brides, 
but there can be only one bride!” Greta ignored Cora’s glare 
and faced the good-looking cowboy. He’d better have a good 
explanation for this. She hadn’t traveled all the way here to 
be made a fool of.

“I’m Zach Gifford, Jess’s brother, and . . . er, you did hear 
me right. I did say brides.” He donned his hat, then reached 
for their bags, lifting one in each hand.

“There must be some terrible mistake!” Cora folded her 
hands across her chest. “A man can’t have two brides. Not 
to mention it’s illegal! This is ridiculous! And I’ll not stand 
for it!”

“Nor will I!” Greta reached for her bag, but Zach held on 
to it. “Where is this Mr. Gifford?”

Zach held Greta’s eyes for a moment. “If you ladies will 
give me a chance, I can explain everything, but we can’t stand 
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here squabbling in the street, now can we? I’ll take you for 
an early supper and we’ll talk.”

When the two ladies looked at each other doubtfully, he 
leaned back on his boot heels and quickly added, “Besides, 
that was the last train today, so you have nowhere else to go.”

Zach’s brown eyes glinted with a dash of fire. Greta wanted 
to slap the silly grin right off his face but instead mustered 
up the courage to consider his plan. After all, it was late, and 
what other options did she have? She knew no one in this 
town. “You’re right about that, Mr. Gifford—”

“Please, everyone calls me Zach. Now let’s go rustle up 
a good supper over at Mabel’s. Then I’ll see that you both 
get settled for the evening.” He started walking away. With a 
glance over his shoulder, he nodded at them to follow.

Cora shrugged. “I suppose we have no choice until we find 
out what this fiasco is all about.”

“Goed. Okay. But I’m not one bit happy about it!” Greta 
followed the lanky cowboy, whose boots caused puffs of dust 
to rise in the street.

Cora, with a sour look on her pretty face, tossed her head 
so that the feather in her hat bobbed. “And you think I am?”

Fifteen minutes later, after Zach had collected the rest of 
their luggage and loaded it into his buckboard, they were 
seated in a cheerful diner down the street from the train depot. 
His stomach growled at the smell of food, and he realized 
how hungry he was. He’d been so busy at the store that he’d 
been late meeting the train. He ordered steak and gravy for 
everyone, then turned his attention to the anxious ladies. 
Each was pretty in her own sort of way. Greta was a tall 
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blonde with a creamy complexion and large blue eyes. Cora, 
a little shorter than Greta, had dark hair and exotic, deep-set 
brown eyes with eyebrows that arched gracefully. Two ladies 
who could be the devil to reckon with if crossed. Which of 
course, he had just done. As they awaited his explanation, 
he wondered where to start.

He cleared his throat and decided to plunge right in. “I 
know that you’re both very angry with me at the moment, 
but I hope you’ll hear me out.” He set his hat on the chair 
next to him and looked directly across the table at the two 
mail-order brides. “I didn’t set out to dupe you, but I wanted 
you to care about my brother for my own selfish reasons. 
You see, my brother’s business took off like a steam engine 
when the miners descended on Central City on their way to 
the gold and silver deep in the mountains. I’ve been working 
right alongside him, but I have other things I’m interested in 
besides running a general store.”

“And what has that got to do with us, pray tell?” Greta 
clearly was getting impatient. “Does he need two wives to 
help him run his store?”

Zach grinned. She really didn’t mince her words, but he 
liked her straightforwardness. “No, but he could use more 
help. I’m afraid he’s a bit unorganized and doesn’t do well 
with keeping track of orders, or ordering things, for that 
matter. He complains but says he has no time for a wife 
because he’s too busy, and she would need more attention 
than he could afford to give.” He paused, watching their at-
tentive faces. They seemed to be two totally opposite women, 
but that could be a good thing, couldn’t it? It might make it 
easier for Jess to choose. “So I actually wrote those letters. I 
took it upon myself to correspond with you two lovely ladies 
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seeking husbands in hopes that one of you might fit the bill 
as a wife for my lonely brother.”

“You mean Jess doesn’t know?” Greta sputtered, almost 
knocking over her water glass.

“We’re not things you can just order up and amuse yourself 
with for your own purposes,” Cora snapped. “Your letters 
were quite convincing—which leads me to believe you must 
have a wife yourself.”

“Actually, I’m not married. I’ve courted a few nice ladies, 
but I’m not considering marriage right now. But this is not 
about me.” Zach would have to tread carefully or things might 
not go as he planned. “I know what’s good for my brother.”

Greta gave Zach a hard look. “Cora’s right. Now we both 
have arrived to marry a man who doesn’t even know we exist!”

Cora looked over at Greta. “I say we leave on the first train 
back to Denver tomorrow.”

Greta’s rosy lips pursed in an angry line. “You may be right, 
but I don’t want to go back to Wyoming and deal with the 
humiliation of it all. I can’t speak for you, Cora.”

Zach ran his hands through his hair in exasperation. “Then 
you may as well stay here. Accommodations are scarce at 
the moment, I’m afraid. I’ll put you up in a cabin for now, 
and you can decide how you feel tomorrow about my plan.”

“And what plan is that?” Greta shot him a disparaging look.
“I’ll introduce you to my brother as mail-order brides seek-

ing husbands, who want to work in the general store. That’ll 
give you both ample time to get to know him, and he can 
decide between the two of you.”

Greta laughed. “Oh, I get it. He’s supposed to fall in love 
with one of us just like that!” She snapped her fingers.

“Well . . . yes . . . as a matter of fact, I think he could. Both 
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of you are stunning. Any man would jump at the chance.” 
Zach leaned back in his chair.

“Just imagine that, Greta. We’ve been duped into falling 
for an imaginary love.” Cora shook her head and sighed. 
“And I thought I’d found a man I could love. I should’ve 
known better.”

The waiter appeared, placed three heaping platefuls of food 
before them, and refilled their water glasses. Greta looked 
across the table at Zach. “Well, I have no fantasy of love. I 
was looking for a change of scenery and maybe someone I 
could care about, but love . . . well, that’s a different story 
altogether.”

Cora’s eyebrows shot upward, but Zach didn’t question her 
about her hopes. Whatever they were, they were her private 
affair. Still, she might grow to love Jess. It could happen. Or 
. . . His gaze traveled to Cora. Maybe his brother would favor 
Cora’s dark beauty.

“What do you say, ladies? Are you willing to give my plan 
consideration? Let’s say in three weeks, if either of you hate 
it here or don’t take a shine to Jess, then I’ll pay your train 
fare back home.” Greta groaned and Cora winced. “Or to 
wherever you’d like to travel.”

“As far as Holland?” Greta chuckled, then took a deep 
breath and looked at him evenly. “Maybe it won’t be all that 
bad. What do you think, Cora? Shall we stay here and see 
what develops?”

Zach held his breath. Surely one of these pretty ladies could 
be Jess’s bride. Or had he made a huge mistake?

Cora dabbed her mouth with her napkin and then laid it 
next to her plate. “I don’t relish going back to Denver, true—
but you owe us an apology for toying with our hearts. I’m 
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not sure about Greta, but I developed deep feelings for Jess 
through those letters, even if he didn’t write them.”

Zach felt the collar of his shirt tighten against his Adam’s 
apple and the heat of embarrassment creep up his neck. “I do 
apologize, ladies. I hope you will see fit to forgive me. Either 
way, I think you’ll like living in Central City, if you should 
decide to stay. If not Jess for your husband, you’d have your 
pick of men. The men outnumber the women five to one.” 
He propped his elbows on the table and clasped his palms 
together, then leaned toward them. “Is it a deal then?” He 
watched as the two ladies seemed to confer through a private 
signal until they faced him across the table.

“Against my better judgment, I’ll say yes,” Cora muttered.
“Ja. Yes. Count me in. This should be interesting.” Greta 

nodded her agreement. They all stood, and the ladies fell 
in step behind the cowboy as he walked back to his wagon.
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Jess strode over to the glass front door of the mercantile and 
flipped over the sign to read Closed, then dragged down the 
shade. It had been one of those busy days when he could’ve 
used an extra set of hands, especially since Zach had slipped 
out, off on one of his foolish errands, no doubt. He reckoned 
it was time to hire another helper. He knew Zach didn’t really 
want to work here with him.

Jess turned the key in the lock, untied his stained apron, 
and flung it on the nail behind the counter. Dang! He hated a 
dirty apron, but as usual, he’d forgotten to wash yesterday’s 
out. He probably couldn’t get the stains out anyway.

He had trouble staying organized or remembering where he 
put the list that he wrote each day for his customers’ orders, 
much less remembering to wash an apron. His mind was al-
ready racing ahead, thinking of one of his biggest and most 
persnickety customers, Agnes Cartwright. She wasn’t going 
to like the fact that the bolt of drapery fabric she’d ordered 
for her living room hadn’t arrived. He chuckled. That was 
because, once again, he’d forgotten to add it to the order 
sent to Chicago.
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Jess leaned back against the long wooden counter. Hours 
before, miners, farmers, and shop owners had flooded the 
store. It seemed everyone demanded something and didn’t 
want to wait their turn. He sighed. He loved people and 
loved chatting with them, but it was too easy for him to get 
sidetracked and forget either the task at hand or the others 
impatiently waiting. Well, they would just have to wait their 
turn! He was who he was and that wasn’t likely to change. 
Not now, not ever.

Jess decided that instead of going upstairs to his small liv-
ing quarters to scratch up something for supper, he’d haul his 
tired legs over to Chun-Lee’s. He was hungry enough to eat 
a bear, and his stomach was gnawing at his backbone. The 
morning biscuit and jerky were long gone, and not stopping 
for lunch today made him nearly light-headed. He intended 
to change his habits as soon as he could.

He snatched his jacket and hat from the peg behind him and 
opened the front door. It was almost dark, and the glowing 
streetlights lent a comforting presence to the evening chill. 
He turned the key in the lock and strolled down the sidewalk.

Zach drove the ladies about three blocks to the edge of 
town, to a clearing dotted with a couple of cabins set among 
the vast expanse of rolling foothills at the base of the Bald 
Mountain summit. The night was clear and cloudless with a 
large yellow moon that gave off enough light to see. Greta’s 
eyes adjusted to the soft darkness that enveloped them, the 
distant sounds of the town in the background, and her heart 
fell when Zach stopped in front of a rough cabin made of 
hewn pine chinked with mud. She could tell that it was little 
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more than a miner’s cabin and tried to hide her disappoint-
ment. She watched as he set the brake and then climbed down, 
turning to assist her and Cora.

“Is this your cabin?” Cora’s eyes were wide as he led them 
to the door and pushed it open.

“No. It belongs to a trapper friend of mine who’s away 
right now.” Zach lit the kerosene lantern on the table and 
turned up the wick. “No electricity here, but there’s another 
lamp between the two cots. A pump over there in the kitchen 
area supplies water, and the outhouse is out back.”

Greta gulped and held her breath, afraid to breathe in the 
stale odor of tobacco and leather that clung to the air. One 
swift look about the cabin’s one room revealed a small table 
with two mismatched chairs, a round hooked rug, a couple 
of crates that she figured must be for extra seating, and a 
row of pegs along one wall where a pair of pants and shirts 
hung. In the kitchen area, an open shelf housed blue enamel 
cookware, plates, and a coffeepot.

How would she ever sleep here?
“Do you mean that Cora and I are to share this cabin for 

three weeks?”
Zach stood with his hands resting on his hips and surveyed 

the one-room cabin. “I agree it’s not much to look at, but it’s 
better than sleeping out under the stars. There’re two cots 
over there,” he said, pointing toward the back of the cabin. 
“I’ll start you a fire since it’s a little drafty, then bring your 
baggage inside. Jeb always has a stack of firewood at the back 
door.” He slipped out before either of them could say a word.

Greta looked over at her new companion, whose face was 
lined with worry.

“This is not acceptable at all,” Cora said. “I shall be looking 
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for other accommodations right after breakfast.” She wiggled 
her nose at the dust.

Greta peeled off her cape and hung it on a peg, determined 
to make the best of the situation for at least one night. She 
watched as Zach quickly made a toasty fire in the grate to 
remove the evening chill, unloaded the rest of their belong-
ings, and lit the other lamp. He appeared anxious to leave.

“Ladies, you can take a short walk back to town and have 
breakfast at the diner if you’ve a mind to. Just put the tab 
on me. Later, we’ll pick up supplies that you’ll be needing 
for cooking.”

Cora’s face showed wry amusement. “I doubt that I’ll be 
doing any cooking in this little hovel.”

Zach cocked his head in Cora’s direction. “I guess if you 
find yourself hungry enough, you just might.”

“I won’t be here that long. As soon as Jess meets me, this 
whole thing will be settled,” Cora commented through tight lips.

“At any rate, will you be taking us to meet Jess tomor-
row?” Greta said, reminding him why they were here in the 
first place.

“Indeed.” He doffed his hat at her. “Right after you have 
breakfast, walk on down to Gifford’s Mercantile. We open 
up early, and I expect I’ll be there long before you rise. Get 
some rest. I’ll be waiting for you.”

Cora’s eyebrows drew together in a frown. “You want us 
to walk?” She took a stance with her arms folded, expressing 
her displeasure at the entire episode. Greta wanted to laugh 
but held herself in check. Did Cora ever walk anywhere?

“We’ll manage.” Greta nodded at Zach, whose face showed 
relief. “We can take a short walk, and the morning air should 
be invigorating,” she said, ignoring Cora’s tightly pursed lips.
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Zach smiled. “That’s the attitude! I’d come get you, but 
we open at 8:00 a.m., and I thought you two might be a little 
tired from your travels.”

“How very considerate of you,” Cora said sarcastically.
“Ladies.” He tipped his hat and moved toward the cabin 

door that still stood open. “Sleep well. I’ll see you in the 
morning.” The door banged shut behind him.

———
As if  I could sleep here in this cramped cabin! Cora grabbed 

the end handle of her trunk and dragged it to the nearest cot 
shoved against the wall. At least it had a quilt on top. She 
pulled it back and found there were no sheets on the lumpy 
mattress, which appeared to be a hundred years old. Now 
why am I not surprised? It was a miner’s cabin, after all. It 
probably belonged to a bachelor since she saw no sign of a 
woman’s touch anywhere. She took a deep breath and sighed 
loudly enough that Greta turned from the front window, 
where she stood watching Zach ride away.

“What’s wrong?” Greta moved toward her.
Cora sat down on the edge of the cot. “Everything! No 

groom, two brides, a miner’s drafty cabin to sleep in! What 
do you think?” She gave a hysterical giggle and knew that 
Greta thought she was losing her mind. “I don’t know why 
I let myself get talked into this even for one evening, much 
less three weeks. This just won’t work, I’m afraid.”

Greta sat across from her on the other cot. “For now, I say 
we just make the best of the situation. If we feel differently 
at the mercantile, we could possibly find a job using other 
skills. You do have some other skills besides looking for a 
husband, don’t you?” she asked.

Cora blinked, staring down at the knotty pine floor. At 
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least it wasn’t a dirt floor. Should she tell Greta that she had 
no real skills other than playing the piano? She certainly 
couldn’t cook because her family had always managed to af-
ford a cook. Her mother had insisted on it. Most of Cora’s 
time had been occupied with reading, visiting the sick, and 
attending to church matters. “Well . . . I guess I can do a few 
things. What about yourself?”

Greta laughed. “I can always learn new things. At least 
I have an education. I could find something worthwhile to 
support me. I won’t starve.” She twisted sideways and pulled 
back the gaily colored quilt. “I see what you mean. I didn’t 
pack sheets. But I’m dying to get these clothes off and fall 
into a heap, sheets or not.” She kicked off her high-heeled 
leather shoes and proceeded to unbutton her bodice.

“I packed sheets. I can let you borrow one, and I’ll take 
the other.” Cora pulled out soft linen sheets. “These were to 
be for my honeymoon,” she said, running her hand across 
the smoothness of the fabric.

“Oh, we can’t use those. I’ll look around. Maybe they’re 
stored in a cupboard or one of the shelves.” Greta padded 
around the cabin in her stocking feet.

Cora walked over to Greta and handed her a sheet. “No, 
really . . . take it. At least that way you can cover up with the 
quilt. The temperature has dipped with nightfall, and I’m 
sure it will only get cooler before morning.”

She could see the reluctance in Greta’s eyes and thought 
that under any other circumstances they might have become 
friends. “I detect an accent, and you used a word at the depot 
that I’d never heard.”

“I’m from Holland. I arrived with my sisters a little over 
a year ago.”
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“I see. Then that accounts for your fair complexion and 
blonde hair. I never knew anyone from Holland.”

“Well, now you do,” Greta said good-naturedly with a 
bright smile.

Cora thought Greta was pretty and energetic, which would 
definitely cause competition where Jess was concerned. One 
look at Greta and he wouldn’t be paying Cora any mind.

Cora turned and started making up her bed, suddenly very 
weary. She would need to visit the outhouse before bed, so 
she hurriedly undressed with her back to Greta and threw 
her robe over her nightgown. Not that anyone would be see-
ing me outside for miles around! But she clamped her mouth 
shut instead of grumbling out loud. She lifted the lamp off 
the table and pushed against the creaking back door, then 
traipsed quickly to where the not-so-inviting outhouse stood 
in the silvery moonlight.

Greta had been counting sheep, praying for sleep to take 
over, when she heard a loud thumping outside. Had Cora 
locked herself out? She had visited the outhouse more than 
once, and the disturbance kept Greta from sleeping. Was her 
stomach upset?

A scream came from behind the cabin, and the sound 
brought Greta bounding out of bed with a chill coursing 
down her spine. Frantically, she yanked open the heavy pine 
door and squinted into the night, her eyes trying to adjust 
with the aid of the moon hanging high over the timberline. 
She shivered with fear.
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