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Ronan’s Bride        Love might just be the trap that puts him behind bars.
  
 
    With anger driving him, Ronan rides away from Shirleyville to the small mining town of Orion. Fed up with not measuring up to the standards of others, he is set on making his own way. Soon, he’s caught up in trouble he can’t get out of. 
 
    
The town of Shirleyville is divided by the founders and the newcomers. Judge Taggart struggles to keep control of the valley. And then there are his children to worry about. Plus, George decides to send to China for a mail-order bride. 
 
    
Bridgette has given up her Bounty Brigade but instituted her next scheme. Some are glad some are mad. Sterling has his own battle for Independence with his relative – the Duke. 
 
      
 
    Come on back to the Montana Brides of Solomon’s Valley and check on all your friends. Cassidy, Bridgette, Levi and Eve, Sterling and Judge and Rachel Taggart and their children. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Ronan Murphy sent a scathing glare back at the church. Christmas day. Well, there was no joy in it for him. Not with that image burned in his mind. Cassidy in her wedding dress walking down the aisle to stand with Matt Stearns. 
 
    Ronan grabbed the reins to his horse and swung up in the saddle.  
 
    Ben Murphy, his father, ran out the door and waved his arms. “Don’t run off, boy. There are other women.” 
 
    Ronan wasn’t stopping for anyone or anything. The day had turned cold, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was to get as far away from Shirleyville and Cassidy as possible. He had his horse, rifle, and pistol along with his bedroll and fleece jacket. He didn’t need anyone. 
 
    He rode west while eying the row of dark, blue clouds to the north racing toward the sun. Too soon they blotted it out, darkening the day, and matching his mood. The wind kicked up, and after another mile down the road, sleet pelted him.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
 
    Ronan took the left fork in the road. He’d heard there was some town up ahead, and he needed to seek shelter. 
 
    His thinking slid to places he didn’t want to go. The wedding would be over. Cassidy and Matt would be in their cabin. He really did wish her well but thinking of them together made him angry. 
 
    Why was he the one always denied? He’d wanted to be Levi’s deputy, but the town council wouldn’t hire him. He’d wanted Cassidy. To marry her. She said he wasn’t right for her, and she’d chosen Matt. Steady Matt. 
 
    Cassidy wasn’t cut out to be a rancher’s wife. Ronan cursed the wind and the day. Cassidy was wild like him and loved to ride over the range at full gallop. He could see her in his mind. Her blond hair flowing behind, her laugh as she spurred her horse on. Ronan shook his head. She was something. But she was gone now. Out of his reach. And he needed to put her out of his mind. 
 
    The day was turning to shadows as darkness overtook the land. Ronan kept to the road, urging the horse to continue even into the face of the growing wind and sleet.  
 
    Pa had been on him to settle down and work the family ranch, but he had Ronan’s brothers, Tom and Adam, to help. They didn’t need or want him around. 
 
    Besides, Ronan couldn’t see himself chasing cattle all day long. Tied down to one place. No, he’d thought that he would catch mustangs and outlaws for the bounty, but he’d do it with his partner, Cassidy. 
 
    A gust of wind whipped raw frozen air and spewed cold rain into his face. Ronan growled back at the wind. His anger wouldn’t be cooled. He yelled at his horse and dared the weather to just try and stop him. “Come on, Thunder. Keep going. There’s a town somewhere up here.” 
 
    The horse snorted but charged up the hill. The horse struggled up the steep slope, and the rain changed to snow. Finally, the road was blurred out by a foot of white powder. The anger deep inside him, kept Ronan going, but he had to slow down to see the road. 
 
    Finally, a dim light shone ahead. It had to be the mining town. He couldn’t remember the name, but it didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered anymore. He kicked Thunder to keep him going. 
 
    Just as the snow had turned back to stinging sleet pellets, he turned onto the town’s only street, stopped at the livery, and dismounted. He banged on the door and shouted. 
 
    An old man opened it. “Get on in here before you freeze. Don’t know what people think riding around in this awful frozen weather. There’s a stall in the back. Hotel is down the street if you got money. Pull up some hay if you don’t. But it will be a dollar for the horse and feed.” 
 
    Ronan threw the man a coin. “Rub him down for me. We had a hard ride.” 
 
    The old man grunted. “We nothing, you pushed that horse to his limit. Ought to be ashamed.” 
 
    Shutting out the old man’s lecture, Ronan shoved open the door and went back out into the weather. The hotel wasn’t that far up the street, but the weather made it seem like miles. He thought about stopping at the saloon but decided he didn’t need to add any more trouble to his name. 
 
    He entered the hotel and was thankful for the woodstove throwing off heat in the small foyer. He walked up to the desk and banged on the bell. “I need a room.” 
 
    A sleepy clerk came from the back room. “Pay in advance.” He pointed to a sign. “How long you staying?” 
 
    “Not sure.” Ronan slapped a couple coins on the counter, took the key, and started up the stairs. 
 
    The clerk called after him. “There’s a stove in your room. Some logs in it for a fire. If you need more, it will cost you.” He whirled the book ledger around. “You forgot to sign.” 
 
    “I’ll sign it tomorrow.” Ronan didn’t care. Why did they need to know who he was anyway? He’d paid. 
 
    Ronan walked to Room 5, unlocked the door, and threw his bedroll on the chair next to the bed. Too tired to do much, he lit the fire and tumbled into bed. Sleep was the only place that he wanted to go. Tomorrow, he’d figure out the rest. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Pearl, get in here and stoke that fire, girl.”  
 
    She glared at her uncles. Why her father had put her in their hands was beyond her. She’d have been safer if he’d left her on the streets. Then again, he probably didn’t know that Uncle Brad and Uncle Dean were outlaws. 
 
    They’d protected her from the vermin they ran with, but she’d had no chance at schooling other than what Dean taught her. Worse, she’d had no chance to find a decent man. Instead, they ordered her around as if she was their slave. 
 
    If this little town had a decent place, she’d have quit them and worked in town. But Orion had nothing more than a store, saloon, livery, and hotel. Miners came in to get supplies and then stopped in the saloon to be fleeced by the gamblers. And the real reason is Dean wouldn’t let her go. 
 
    Brad was slick with the cards. She’d watched enough to know when he was dealing from the bottom of the deck or pulling a card from his sleeve. He’d tried to get her to help him, but she didn’t want anything to do with their crooked ways. 
 
    Uncle Dean, now he was almost decent except he was the one running the gang. They’d just come back from stealing gold from the stage lines that ran down from the other mines near Orion. He left the Orion alone as a tribute for protection from the law, and the little town rewarded him by not asking questions. 
 
    She wondered if she was guilty because she stayed with her uncles. Dean said she would go to jail if she tried to leave. Irritated at her lack of a future, she frowned and poured herself a glass of water. She was tired of running from town to town and then down to the hideout.  
 
    “I’m tired of this town, Uncle Dean.” They were in the dining room of the Orion hotel. A fancy room for a small town, but drafty and cold in the winter storm. 
 
    “All right, Darling. We’ll stay another day until the snow melts, then we’ll ride for the hideout along Diamond Ridge. Be sure and pick out a new dress for yourself.” 
 
    She nodded and walked to the hotel foyer to go to her room. Apparently, Uncle Dean had never gone shopping for a new dress in Orion. There weren’t any. Oh, maybe a flour sack with some print on it, but nothing like what she wanted. And there was no place to wear a gown anyway, much less a decent man to wear it for. 
 
    The hotel clerk wasn’t around. She thought Uncle Dean had said she was in room five. She grabbed a key from behind the desk. There was only one key for room 5. Most of the rooms had two keys as this hotel usually rented a room to more than one man. 
 
    Tired and cold, she climbed the stairs. Uncle Brad was supposed to have put her satchel in the room. Although Brad wasn’t known for following his brother’s orders. Not long ago, he’d turned himself in to some lady for the bounty in a jail in Shirleyville. Dean had to break him out. 
 
    Pearl put the key in the door and unlocked it. She went in and felt a bit pleased at seeing the stove flickering red from a fire. Sometimes her uncles could be almost nice. She turned the lantern for some light and took off her jacket. 
 
    A groan came from the bed. 
 
    She held up the lantern and saw a man sleeping in her bed. She was about to leave when she saw her satchel by the dresser. Thinking it was some down-on-his-luck cowboy or miner, she set the lantern on the table. 
 
    Pearl put her hands on her hips and shouted. “Just who do you think you are, sleeping in my room?” 
 
    The man startled and came up swinging. “Who? What?” 
 
    “You’re in my room!” 
 
    “I paid, lady.” He was standing now.  
 
    All six feet of him. And by the muscles that rippled under his shirt, a strong one. She wondered if Uncle Dean had hired another killer to join the gang. She’d heard Brad say that they’d lost a man in the gold raid. 
 
    Pearl swallowed hard and was thankful that the man still had his clothes on. She pointed to the dresser. “That’s my satchel.” 
 
    He glared at her. “The clerk gave me the key. Go get another room.” 
 
    Since he’d been sleeping in her bed, she really didn’t want to stay. “I will do that Mr.?” 
 
    The glare left his gaze. “Ronan Murphy. Sorry, I was tired.”  
 
    “Pearl Warren. I’ll go downstairs and get myself another room.” He had shoulder-length hair, eyes that were hard to nail down as to the color in the dark room. Tall and strong and sure of himself, he impressed her. 
 
    “I’ll carry your satchel for you and start your fire.” He kept looking at her.  
 
    Normally, she fought off the admiring stares of men she didn’t know. Living with her uncles and their gang, she’d had to learn to be tough and hard. She regretted that tonight. “Ronan, that’s a different name.” 
 
    “Irish, my father said. Named me after his uncle. A rogue scoundrel by his account. What have you got in this thing?” He held up her satchel. 
 
    “None of your business.” She grinned. 
 
    “What is a lady like you doing in a nowhere town like this?” 
 
    “Again, none of your business.” She sighed. “Actually, that is a good question, and one that I am afraid has no good answer.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her. “I’d like to see you in the daylight. Maybe for breakfast?” 
 
    She laughed. “Well, the cook knows how to make eggs and bacon. I’ll be downstairs in the morning. I don’t think we can leave tomorrow. By the looks of the snow, it will take a few days before we can travel.” 
 
    “We? You’re not married?” 
 
    “No. Not married. Not even close.” She liked him with his smooth talk. He smelled good, unlike most of the bums they encountered. Why he was here in Orion was a puzzle. Outlaws and miners described the usual citizen or passerby. 
 
    Pearl opened the door. “I’ll go down and get another key. You can get your boots on.” She took the satchel and didn’t wait for him to answer. Knew he wouldn’t, but also knew he’d do what she said. 
 
    The clerk was still not around, but she picked room six and made sure both keys were there, and for protection, she took both of them. She’d turned to go back up the stairs when Dean came to the counter. He pointed at the satchel. “Don’t flash that around town.” 
 
    She frowned. “I had to get another room. Someone was in mine. I didn’t think you’d want me to leave it with a stranger.” 
 
    Alarm showed on his face, and he grabbed for the bag. 
 
    She pulled it from him. “He didn’t even know it was in his room. He was tired.” 
 
    Dean took on the scowl he wore most of the time. “I’ll have to speak to the clerk.” 
 
    “No harm, Dean. I mean it. He’s a nice guy. Leave him alone.” 
 
    Dean leaned against the counter and struck a match to light a cigarette. “Would that be the clerk or the guy in the room?” 
 
    “Both.” She stared at Dean until he dropped his gaze. It had become a game with her. And now, more times than not, she could make Dean look away. Having won her challenge, she walked up the stairs and to room six. 
 
    Ronan was waiting. 
 
    She opened the door. “Thanks. See you for breakfast.” 
 
    He put a hand on the top of the door to stop her from shutting it and leaned in close. “Don’t forget.” 
 
    She went into the room. With a glance back at him, she smiled. “Breakfast. I won’t forget.” 
 
    He moved his hand and let the door shut. 
 
    Pearl wondered about him. He wasn’t afraid of anything, and even though danger covered him like a black overcoat, she wasn’t afraid of him either. Why did she always attract the bad men? But maybe he wasn’t bad. Maybe he was just tired. Tomorrow, in the light of day, she’d see if he could be the one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Ronan woke up to the blazing glare of a sun determined to melt the night’s snowfall. He rolled out of bed, wondered about the girl who’d barged into his room, and what she must have in that satchel. 
 
    She’d sure been particular about it. Fearful even.  
 
    A rumble in his stomach reminded him of the breakfast he’d promised to eat with her. That ought to be interesting. He moved the curtain and looked at the blinding white landscape. Orion wasn’t much of a town, but it had offered warmth last night. 
 
    He glanced east and thought of Shirleyville. And Cassidy. The snow reminded him of times they’d galloped over the meadow and through drifts. Her wild laugh. The way she smiled and the spark in her blue eyes. 
 
    But all that was gone. It had been a dream that evaporated with the morning light. Now, she was in the arms of another. Maybe they’d never really been meant for one another. But looking at the stark white land, Ronan had never felt so alone. 
 
    “Dreams die, too.” He whispered it to the window, but the words echoed in his soul. 
 
    The smell of bacon wafted in the air. Ronan let the curtain fall and left his room, nearly running into Pearl. In the light of day, he saw what he’d missed in the dark. Pearl was a pretty woman. Maybe a year or so younger than him. Hair dark and eyes darker with a hint of mystery. 
 
    She smiled, sending a twinkle to her eyes. “No one could resist that bacon. You have money for breakfast?” 
 
    Ronan cocked his head and wondered why she’d ask. “Of course. You’re not fixing to rob me, are you?” He grinned but watched her reaction closely. Women worked the miners and often took their money. She was a beautiful woman and could have stolen any man’s money belt if she’d been of a mind. 
 
    Her face reddened. “No. Certainly not. What do you take me for? It’s just that I understand many young men rove about the land with little or nothing except the shirt on their backs.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to insult you.” 
 
    She tossed her head, slapping her thick braid into his face. “And I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m hungry, let’s go.” 
 
    He grabbed her arm, stopping her. “Whoa, let’s start the day over.” He bowed to her. “I’m Ronan Murphy and glad to escort you to breakfast.” 
 
    Pearl curtseyed. “Pearl Warren. Thank you for the offer. I’m sure we’ll enjoy the meal together.” Laughing, she accepted his arm and walked alongside him. 
 
    Ronan liked the feel of her beside him. All the years with Cassidy, they never once walked together like this. The ache inside him dulled as Pearl told him about how good the breakfast would be. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    She hugged his arm. “We come to Orion often. My uncles let me stay in the hotel sometimes for weeks at a time. It’s warm, and the food is good. I know the cook, Mr. Wishbone. He’s wonderful.” 
 
    Ronan escorted her to the dining room. Despite such a small town, the hotel was new and decorated. The dining room had maybe a dozen tables set with glassware and utensils. The walls were clean and bright with green wallpaper. The room looked more like something you’d see in Cheyenne than some small mining town. It was odd that such a little town in a remote area would have such a fancy place. 
 
    Ronan pointed to a table near the window. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Lovely. I enjoy looking at the snow. It reminds me of tiny diamonds and makes the land look so clean and inviting. Have you ever noticed how a white horse doesn’t even look white next to the snow?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I guess I haven’t paid attention or had a white horse.” 
 
    “What do you do, Ronan Murphy?” She smiled at him and looked around her.  
 
    Ronan didn’t see anyone else in the dining room. “Are you looking for someone?” 
 
    She sat back and took a sip of coffee. After a few moments, she set her cup down. “So, you answer me with a question. All right, I’ll answer first. My uncles. They are quite particular with the company I keep. Mainly, I need to know that you’re not a sheriff.” 
 
    With a grin, Ronan shook his head. “No worries there. I’m just riding. Seeing the country.” 
 
    “In the winter, in the mountains? Are you wanted by the law?” 
 
    “No. You sure ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    They enjoyed the food and made small talk about life in a mining town. Then she was finished and put her napkin on her plate. “Asking questions is a woman’s prerogative.” She picked up her reticule and took out some coins. 
 
    Ronan cleared his throat. “Let me pay for the meal.” 
 
    Pearl collected her coins. “Why thank you, Ronan. A chivalrous man in the wilds of Montana. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” He didn’t go on but found it sadly humorous that she’d consider him impressive. 
 
    Again, she looked around the room and then out the window. 
 
    Ronan shook his head and laughed. “Are you expecting someone?” 
 
    She turned to face him; her eyes fiery. “No. I already told you that.” 
 
    “I guess I better go check on my horse. I rode him pretty hard yesterday.” An image of Cassidy’s wedding flashed in his mind. He stared at Pearl to shove the image away. She was a pretty woman well able to take the sting out of losing Cassidy. 
 
    Pearl stood. “You aren’t leaving, are you?” 
 
    “Just the dining room.” He began to wonder if she was wanted by the law the way she was so jumpy and always looking out the window and around the room. 
 
    “Could I go with you? I love horses.” 
 
    “Guess so.” He stood and waited for her to follow him. “You have a jacket? It’s still cold outside.” 
 
    Pearl rubbed her arms. “Yes, in my room. Want to go up with me?” 
 
    Ronan threw his coat over his shoulder and followed her up the stairs. Despite his mood, he was finding himself more than a little interested in her. 
 
    He waited while she retrieved her jacket and was surprised when she lugged that heavy satchel along with her. Ronan pointed at it. “You changing rooms again?” 
 
    She laughed. “No, I just had a feeling I should take it with me.” 
 
    He reached for it to carry it for her, but she turned away. “I’ve got it. I’m not one of those weak girls from the city.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. “No, I’d say you’re not. Let’s go visit Thunder.” 
 
    “That’s your horse’s name?” 
 
    “Real original isn’t it? I named him Thunder because the first day I saw him running, a storm was coming up, and a loud blast of thunder rolled across the plains. I knew that day he’d be mine, and that was his name.” 
 
    She grinned at him as they walked out the door. “I like that story. I like you, Ronan Murphy.” 
 
    He glanced at her. Yeah, he liked her, too. But he couldn’t shake the idea she was running from someone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl walked beside him. He was perfect. Strong. Smart. And kind. The last one was the quality she’d been looking for. The hard life in the west seemed to knock that trait from most of the men she’d met. 
 
    Oh, her uncles saw to it that she was safe, but she was getting tired of living in Orion and a hideout deep in the badlands. She wasn’t wanted, but she was as much on the run as they were. She hugged the satchel to her chest.  
 
    Ronan turned to her and held his arm out for her to enter the barn first.  
 
    She smiled at him. She could add gentleman to his list of good character traits. He was perfect. Yet, she had to wonder why Mr. Perfect was roaming the wildland. Despite whatever the answer could be, she was taking him today. 
 
    “Here he is. Hey Thunder. They feed you good?” The horse was black with a blaze and a white stocking on his left hind leg.  
 
    Pearl stroked the horse and smiled. “He looks like a fine horse. Might have some thoroughbred in him.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. “So, you’re a horse expert, too. Not many women would know a thoroughbred from a coyote.” 
 
    She laughed. He made her feel good. Pearl stared at him. Longing to be honest with him, but afraid if she did, he’d leave her. And he was the first man that she’d found who she could trust. 
 
    She leaned against the stall. “My family, we come from good breeding. We had a horse farm in Kentucky and raised thoroughbreds. Raced them, too. They were fine animals. Strong and noble. Honest.” The past and sting of tears moistened her eyes. She fought it and pushed them back. 
 
    He looked away from her. “You have a horse in here?” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course.” Little Red wasn’t up for a big ride. Not the big ride that she had planned. She thought fast.  
 
    He looked behind him and pointed to a big bay with a smart head. “Now, this fella looks like a good horse.” 
 
    Pearl followed his gaze. “Yes, he does. I like his eyes. They look honest.” 
 
    Ronan cocked his head. “You do have a way of describing a horse that I’ve never heard. That how you do it in Kentucky?” 
 
    She nodded. “You like it?” 
 
    “Maybe. If you’re talking about the horse.” 
 
    “I was.” She reached a hand to the bay and patted his neck. “See, he trusts me. Says he’d go anywhere with me. He’s my horse.” There she’d given the perfect reason to take the animal. 
 
    Pearl stared at Ronan. His long hair. Strong jawline. Muscular shoulders. And honest eyes like the bay. But could she trust him? She didn’t know him. They’d had breakfast together. That was all. 
 
    Yet, if she didn’t get out of her uncle’s gang soon, she never would. She’d felt her chances dwindling. The hold her uncles had over her were strengthening like the bars of a jail. She opened the stall door and pulled on the horse’s halter, tied him to the stall, and stared at Ronan. “Go for a ride with me?” 
 
    He scratched his jaw. “A ride?” 
 
    “Yeah, just a little one. I’ve been cooped up in the hotel for too long. Please?” 
 
    He grinned. “All right. I suppose Thunder might like to stretch his legs.” 
 
    In no time, the horses were saddled. Pearl grabbed her satchel and hung it on the saddle horn. 
 
    “Ready?” She mounted the bay and looked at Ronan. He still looked reluctant as if he didn’t trust her. She’d seen honesty in the horse’s eyes and Ronan’s, but she wondered what he saw in hers? 
 
    Pearl smiled to quiet her anxious heart. “Let’s go. I know a trail back of town.” 
 
    He mounted Thunder. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Pearl tapped the bay’s sides. He trotted out of the barn, and she swung him down the alley in back of the small town. She reined him to a trail she’d seen, and soon they were below Orion, and headed for the forest and cover. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3  
 
      
 
    Ronan followed her down the steep trail and wondered what he was getting himself into. Was she married? All she’d mentioned were her uncles, but something about her wasn’t quite honest to use a word she seemed to like. 
 
    She moved with purpose as if she knew what she was doing. For all her seeing truth in a horse’s eyes, Pearl had the look of a woman with a plan. She had a look about her something like the scheming one Bridgette would get, but with a darker twist. 
 
    Pearl was a pretty woman. Dressed in proper riding clothes. Again, like the hotel, she didn’t match the unfinished wood of a mining town. Maybe she was the daughter of a mine owner. Then again, it led to the question of why wouldn’t she be married by now? 
 
    The day was warming up and the snow melting with it. Ronan stopped and took off his jacket. The fleece reminded him of Cassidy and her family. He jabbed Thunder and ran up to the waiting Pearl. 
 
    She wore a frown along with creases on her forehead. “For a minute, I thought you were leaving me.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “My, my. You are a man of few words. I was hoping we could have a pleasant conversation during our ride.” She urged her horse on down the trail. 
 
    “Kind of hard when I’m behind you.” 
 
    She looked back and smiled. “We can ride together in a few minutes. We’ll be off the mountain and in the valley.” 
 
    Ronan had the bothersome feeling she knew what she was doing and keeping him in the dark. But in a few minutes, just like she said, the steep trail deposited them into a valley. She stopped and waited for him. 
 
    “Let’s let these ponies stretch their legs. I’ll race you to that pair of big pine trees.” Pearl didn’t wait for him to answer but spurred her horse and galloped away. 
 
    Not one to deny a challenge, Ronan gave Thunder his head and galloped after her. In no time, he was ahead of her. Pleased that he was beating her, he had that same bothersome niggle in the back of his mind that she’d let him catch up and get ahead. 
 
    At the pines, he reined Thunder to a stop and turned to her. “I got the feeling you let me win. I don’t like that.” 
 
    She feigned surprise. “Not at all. I did have to slow down because I lost my balance when my foot slipped out of the stirrup. I should have taken the time to shorten them to fit me.” 
 
    He looked and figured they were about in the right position for her. “It was a good run, anyway.” 
 
    She went around him to a trail. “Let’s see where it goes?” 
 
    “You been out here before?” 
 
    “No. But I love adventure. Don’t you want to know where it goes?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I see where it goes. In that forest. I like the wide-open areas myself.” 
 
    Pearl grinned. “I like to discover things.” She reined the big bay onto the trail and didn’t look back. 
 
    Despite the small voice that kept saying turn around, Ronan went in after her. The trail must have been used by miners because it was wider than a deer path, but he didn’t see any recently broken branches or tracks. 
 
    About a quarter of a mile in, the trail widened, and he rode up beside her. “Are you taking me somewhere, or are you still discovering?” 
 
    Pearl laughed but kept the mystery in her dark eyes. “Discovering. I haven’t been down this trail.” 
 
    “We’ve been riding for a couple of hours now. Do you think the horses have stretched their legs enough?” The long ride yesterday had left him feeling worn out not to mention Thunder could use a rest. 
 
    “Just a few more turns. Please, indulge me?” 
 
    Ronan had to admit, her smile and beauty were bending his will to hers. Then again, he had nowhere to go and no one to please. What did it matter? “All right. A few more bends in the trail.” He looked up and could barely see the sky from the dense forest.  
 
    She urged her horse to a trot and took the lead. 
 
    He pushed Thunder to a trot and rode alongside her. “Thought we should ride together while we can. Just how long do you intend to keep going?” 
 
    “I told you, I want to discover what’s up around the bend. Where is your sense of adventure?” Her red lips went into a cute pout. 
 
    Shocked, Ronan resisted the urge to grab her and kiss those lips. She was playing him like a trout on a line, and he wasn’t even fighting. “I guess I wore my adventure out yesterday riding in the cold.” 
 
    She looked at him sympathetically. “Sorry. I guess I should have known you’d be tired. Then again, you didn’t tell me where you’d been.” 
 
    “Nope. I didn’t.” And he had no intention of telling her either. Living through Cassidy marrying Matt had been hard enough, he didn’t want to go through it again telling a stranger. 
 
    She pointed. “Look, isn’t that the loveliest stream. Let’s stop and rest the horses.” 
 
    He nodded. Grateful for his horse and himself. He dismounted and helped her down from her saddle. That is until he saw the initials DW burned into the leather. He rubbed his finger over them and looked at her. “I might not have been a scholar, but I know Pearl doesn’t start with a D.” 
 
    She blushed. “No, it doesn’t, but Diane does.” 
 
    He stared at her and tried to see if there was any honesty in her eyes. He didn’t think so. Her face may be angelic, but those dark eyes had the look of trouble. Instead of confronting her further, he nodded. Ronan supposed everyone had a right to secrets. 
 
    She tied her horse to a branch and went to the stream and took a drink. “Nothing like fresh, cold water.” She grinned at him and patted the rock beside her. 
 
    Feeling more and more like that trout about to be landed, he sat beside her. “It’s peaceful here.” He glanced at her and got the feeling any peace he was feeling was about to be shaken. 
 
    She folded her hands and leaned back against him. “I love it out here. The fresh air. Birds singing.” 
 
    “Wolves prowling around for dinner. Hungry bears.” 
 
    She sat up and looked around. “Really? Do you see any?” 
 
    He laughed. “No, I don’t. But on second thought, it might not be a bad idea to keep our rifles with us. I see you have one on your saddle.” 
 
    “My uncle says it’s necessary out here in the wilds.” 
 
    “Smart man.” 
 
    She got up and brought her gun but didn’t get his. “There, we’re safe now.” 
 
    “I think it’s about time to go back. As it is, it will be almost dark by the time we get to town. Sun goes down early here in the mountains.” He started to stand when he heard the click of a gun. 
 
    He turned to see that she was pointing the rifle at him. “Throw me your gun.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your pistol. Throw it to me.” She pulled handcuffs from her skirt and threw them to him. “Put these on.” 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of bounty hunter you think you are, but I’m not wanted by the law.” He started to move toward her. 
 
    “The cuffs.” She raised the gun. “I’ll shoot. I’m sorry, but I have to do this. It’s my only chance. Put those handcuffs on and get to your horse.” Her angelic face had turned all business.  
 
    Stupid. How could he be so dumb as to let this girl take him? When he got to Thunder, he saw that his rifle was gone. He put the cuffs on. Tightened them when she demanded and wondered how he was going to get out of this trouble. 
 
    Her gun poked him in the ribs. “I’m an expert shot and not afraid to shoot. Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    “Look, Pearl or Diane or whatever your name is, I’m not wanted by the law. I’ve got about a hundred dollars on me. Take it and let me go.” 
 
    She looked at him. “No. That’s not what this is.” She stared at him as if she wanted to say more but didn’t, and instead waved the gun at his horse. 
 
    Hot anger stung him. He glared at her but got on Thunder.  
 
    She pulled out another set off cuffs and secured one side around the saddle horn and the other his wrist. She put the rifle in her scabbard and held the pistol on him.  
 
    “Where’s my rifle?” 
 
    She pulled it from behind a tree, unloaded it, and put it back in his scabbard. She mounted her horse and motioned for him to ride in front of her. “Just do as I say, and we’ll get along fine.” 
 
    “I thought we were getting along before you pulled your gun on me.” 
 
    She looked up. “I figure we have three more hours of riding. There’s a shack up ahead. If we go now, we should get there before dark. We’ll stay there tonight and have shelter. I think we’ll need it.” 
 
    Ronan shrugged. “Mind telling me what this about?” 
 
    “Maybe later.” She looked behind them and then rode across the stream. Then dismounted. “Don’t make me shoot you. Stay right where you are.” She tied his horse to a tree. “I’ll be back in a minute.” She cut down a branch and went about wiping their tracks. Then rode across the stream and wiped those tracks away. She rode her horse downstream and entered farther upstream before coming to get him. 
 
    Ronan stared at her. “Are you an outlaw?” 
 
    “No.” She glanced at him. Her eyes were moist. “No, I’m not. Follow the trail. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl kept the horses at a steady walk. Her uncles wouldn’t know she was missing until tonight. Maybe not even then. Dean paid her little mind except to order her around to fetch him things. Except while they were at the hotel, he liked to order the clerk around. 
 
    Brad had his own problems and stayed away from Dean as much as possible. So, there was a chance they wouldn’t know she was gone until tomorrow. She hadn’t seen anyone in town watch them leave. 
 
    As far as she knew, they hadn’t seen Ronan. This was her chance to escape. She stared at Ronan’s back and prayed that he would go along with her. That he’d be more than a prisoner and agree to get her away from the gang. 
 
    If they got out of Montana, she thought she’d be safe. They were headed for Wyoming down through the Yellowstone country. All she knew was she had to get away from her uncle’s gang. 
 
    Her father had been a fool to entrust her to their care. The three brothers had been close, but her father had died in a raid after the war. Brad and Dean had taken her in and raised her. But now, she was a grown woman and wanted to have a life. A decent life. 
 
    Her uncles were afraid to let her go. Dean said the Pinkerton’s would torture her until she told where the hideout was. She begged him to let her go, but he wouldn’t. Brad had tried to set her free once, but Dean had found them. 
 
    They’d fought. And Dean had won. She would remain their prisoner.  
 
    “How far is that shack?” Ronan twisted around to see her. 
 
    “Just keep going until I tell you to stop.” Pearl felt guilty for what she was doing to him. But once she explained who she was and what was going on, more than likely, Ronan would have tried to take in Dean and Brad. They had a high price on their heads. 
 
    She prayed that Ronan would listen and agree to her terms. She had money. Stolen, but it was hers. She’d earned it. 
 
    Though she had no doubt that Dean and Brad would come after her. She’d have to be relentless with Ronan and make him ride hard to keep ahead of the gang. What she didn’t know was how wide the syndicate that Dean had amassed would be. 
 
    She’d thought about getting to the railroad in Shirleyville, but she knew Dean had men watching the trains and in the town. He’d paid off the conductors to tell him when a gold shipment might be going so he could get his gang to rob it. 
 
    The shadows grew longer until they met across the trail. After a few more turns and bends the darkness took them over. The old trapper had told her the shack was on this path. They couldn’t miss it. She’d paid him well for the information, and for his silence. 
 
    Then she saw it. The dark form barely seen in the forest shadows. “There it is. You can get down from your horse now.” 
 
    Ronan glared at her. Hard to see in the dying light, but just the same, she could see the anger in his eyes. Feel the tension between them. No longer nice, he was her enemy. Although she’d seen anger in him when they first met. So, it wasn’t all against her. No, he came with his own troubles. 
 
    She let him stand by his horse, still attached by the handcuffs to the saddle horn. “I’ll go in and light a lantern. I’ll come back and get you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He said it with sarcasm bordering on hate. 
 
    Pearl ignored him. Tried to anyway. She really wanted him to understand and be on her side. She would need him to help her. But this was the only way she could think of to get him away from the town. She’d pay him. Pay him well. If she could trust him. Later. 
 
    In the shack, she spotted a lantern. It still had oil in it, and she struck a match and lit the wick. She set it on the rickety table in the center of the small room. Dirt and dust described most of what she saw. 
 
    An old wood stove at one side proved it might be useful to keep them warm for the night. Then she’d move them on. She’d thought about stopping at Gardiner for supplies, but her uncles might have lookouts. 
 
    It wouldn’t take long for Dean to get the word out about her. She’d tried to run before, and he had her back with the gang in less than two days. This time, she had to do it right. But she needed help. She glanced at Ronan. He was looking around. Then he saw her and his face hardened. 
 
    She turned from him and made sure all the shutters were closed. She didn’t want anyone coming along the trail and see the light and stop in. After starting a fire in the stove, she went outside to check on Ronan. 
 
    Pearl held the pistol on him and went to the opposite side of her horse. “Be good, and I’ll take the cuff off the saddle.” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    She unlocked the handcuff and ran around his horse. “Take the horses and put them in the shed. Take off their saddles and throw them some grain.” 
 
    Ronan nodded and did as she said. 
 
    The air was turning colder. By the time he came back carrying their bedrolls and saddle blankets, she was shivering. “I’ll make some beans.” 
 
    He stopped at the shack and turned to her. “Beans. We had a much nicer breakfast this morning. Sure you don’t want to go back?” 
 
    There was no jest in his question. Pearl shook her head and again waved her gun. “Just get inside and be careful.” 
 
    “I never argue with a woman holding a gun.” He entered and sat in the chair at the table. 
 
    Pearl rummaged in the saddlebags and pulled out a can of beans. “I already started the fire. You can open the can and set it on the stove.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You going to trust me with a knife?” 
 
    Tears stung her eyes. She didn’t want to do this. Didn’t want to have to force him to take her away from her uncles. But she was out of options. “Please.” 
 
    That stopped him. The anger in his eyes dimmed. By the yellow light of the lantern, she could see compassion crack the anger on his face. Or maybe she just wanted to. Pearl wasn’t sure of anything anymore other than she had to get away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Bridgette sat back in her padded chair by the big window. Sterling was in town taking care of mayor business. The boys were in school, and she was home alone. Her hand rested on the stack of envelopes. 
 
    With her new enterprise, Bridgette’s Bridal Registry, she had more than enough to keep her busy. It was a good thing she’d picked up her mail yesterday so Sterling wouldn’t find out. 
 
    She’d told him bits, but he’d acted as if it was just talk and she’d not done anything about it yet. Well, he should know her by now. When an idea came to her, she went after it. She still had her law practice, and every now and then an outlaw who wanted to turn their life around came to her for her bounty for assistance program. 
 
    Since Cassidy had married Matt and Ronan had run off, she no longer had Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade, but they had put up posters in the badlands that outlaws still found. She wondered about Ronan. He was just so wild that she half expected to find him on a wanted poster one day. 
 
    She hoped not, but the last time she saw him riding away from the church, Ronan looked betrayed, angry, and wilder than ever. She pulled the first envelope from the stack and opened it carefully so as not to damage the return address. 
 
    The letter was pretty straight-forward.  
 
    The ad you put in the newspaper spoke to my heart. I am lonely. In Denver right now but am willing to move if there is a man who would have me. Dear me, that sounds desperate, but I am. I’m not ugly but not beautiful. I am smart, and as you can see, I can write. I am twenty-nine. Healthy. And want a chance at a good life with a hard-working man. I desperately want to have a family. 
 
    Thank you for your consideration to include me in your program, 
 
    Jericho Winters 
 
    The first thing that Bridgette thought about was the name, Jericho. Odd name for a woman. But she seemed like a good candidate for Delmer or Elmer. They were getting out of prison in the spring, and she’d promised to help them find a bride. 
 
    Delmer had said he and Elmer had become proficient at carpentry and had plans to open a lumber shop in Shirleyville. It seems Delmer was the carpenter and Elmer had become quite an expert in designing buildings. 
 
    She put the letter in a separate pile. Bridgette believed she would like Jericho and would send her a letter with a ticket to Shirleyville. Now, she needed to find another one who would fit the other brother’s needs.  
 
    Bridgette thumbed through the envelopes and stopped on another one. It smelled of perfume. She looked at the address, but it didn’t give a clue as to the name. She opened the envelope and unfolded the letter. 
 
    To my future husband, 
 
    I believe this is meant to be. I am a widow. My husband died in a wagon accident last year, and I am tired of living alone. I have some money, am good-looking, and tired of being alone. The men in Abilene are not to be trusted. I saw the ad, and my heart quickened. I believe we can have a good marriage. 
 
    In hope, 
 
    Florence Winwood  
 
    Bridgette put the envelope with Jericho’s letter. Bridgette had two promising prospects, now. She took out her stationary and wrote them both letters of acceptance. She felt certain that Elmer and Delmer Selmer would be pleased with her choices. What could go wrong? 
 
    She considered her fee. After all, she had to write letters and read them. Her time was worth something. And Sterling needed the extra income now that Duke Longshire had fired him. She glanced out the window.  
 
    Her husband had hired a man to watch the house. It seems the syndicate that the duke was associated with might want to cause her harm since she had put the ranch in her name when she’d filed the papers. 
 
    The duke was still trying to wreak havoc in the valley and cause problems. His Herefords roamed the open range much to the anger of the other ranchers. Sterling had sold off quite a number, but the remaining cattle wandered all over creation.  
 
    It was a good thing Sterling was going into politics because he didn’t have what it took to be a rancher. Their foreman was putting up barbed wire fences to try and keep the rest of the herd on the ranch, but it was taking time. 
 
    Bridgette truly loved helping people. She still got together with Cassidy when they could, but Matt had put an end to her escapades. At least those that didn’t include him. Bridgette laughed. She’s seen them riding together over the hills like two bandits. 
 
    Cassidy had changed though. She always wore a lovely dress whenever they were in town. In a way, Bridgette was glad Ronan had left town. Her sister didn’t need him around to tempt her to go back to her old ways. 
 
    Now, she needed to go into town and mail these two letters without Sterling finding out. He was such a proper man. He and Judge Taggart got along splendidly. Bridgette glanced out the window again but didn’t see her guard. 
 
    Good, she got tired of being watched. Besides, she kept the little derringer in her pocket just in case. And Sarah had promised her one of Mr. Beasley’s pups when they were ready. The silly mongrel had brought another dog home to Sarah. Love at first sight, Sarah had said, and soon there were ten puppies to prove it. 
 
    Mrs. Beasley looked like a hunting dog crossed with one of her mother’s sheepdogs. Bridgette had picked out the biggest pup and named him Wally. She didn’t know why he just reminded her of a Wally. Anyway, she thought he would make a welcome and useful addition to their guard needs. 
 
    She addressed the envelopes and then tucked them in her dress pocket. Tomorrow, she’d offer to take the boys to school, and then mail the letters after she dropped them off. She loved her sons. Little Federico was walking and running without a limp now. Tony was a good boy and made them proud. 
 
    Bridgette patted the slight bump in her belly and cooed to the unborn son or daughter resting in her womb. Bridgette knew some might call her a schemer, but she had found her greatest joy in her children and her husband. She was a blessed woman. 
 
    She said a quick prayer for Delmer and Elmer and Jericho and Florence that they would fall in love. Bridgette thought back to the day she’d first met Sterling. She had to admit her heart had done a double take upon meeting him. 
 
    Love? She was no expert, but it was clear there was no formula to make it happen. Most of the valley believed Ronan and Cassidy would get married. But they hadn’t. And before that, everyone in Shirleyville just new that Matt and Sarah would be married. But they didn’t.  
 
    Matt broke it off, and in no time, Sarah had met Doctor Philip Newsome. Now, Sarah and Philip were engaged to be married this summer. No, love wasn’t something you could control. 
 
    As for the letters she was about to send, she would have to trust that somehow, these ladies would come and find the man of their dreams. And for Delmer and Elmer, she hoped they’d cleaned up some and got an education to make themselves respectable and worthy of a woman to marry. 
 
    Bridgette laughed and rose from her chair. “It will all work out. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ronan sat on a crate next to the table. He’d knifed open the can of beans, and Pearl was cooking them. 
 
    She took two plates out of her saddlebag and set them on the table along with spoons. “I wish we had some bread. I didn’t have time to take any from the kitchen.” 
 
    “Are you ready to tell me what is going on?” 
 
    Pearl shook her head. “No. Tomorrow I will.” 
 
    Ronan stared at her. Even in the flickering yellow of the stove and the lantern, he could see the sadness in her eyes. “What’s going to change from tonight and tomorrow?” 
 
    She flicked her gaze to him. “We’ll be farther away.” 
 
    “From your uncles?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Have they hurt you?” 
 
    She turned away and picked up the can with a glove. “No. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.” 
 
    Ronan flexed his muscles, but his hands were still cuffed. Still, he thought he could take her. Not that he wanted to take a chance of getting shot or hurting her.  
 
    Why he cared, he wasn’t sure. He owed her nothing. And she was kidnapping him. He ought to just clobber her with his fists the next time she came near him. Like now as she was dishing out the beans onto his plate. 
 
    But he didn’t. Something, someone, maybe God, held him back as the small voice in his gut said to wait. So, he waited. He let her dish out the beans. He ate his and didn’t try to escape. 
 
    That she was afraid of someone was obvious, and that she didn’t know him but had taken a chance with him somehow made him feel respected. Maybe she thought she could trust him after tomorrow. Maybe she was just crazy. 
 
    He remembered his pa telling about a lady who came to the mines that he and his partner were working. She was pretty but didn’t live in reality. She was always watching the sky, saying someone would come to rescue her. Know one knew what happened to her. One day, she was just gone. 
 
    Pearl wasn’t crazy. Just scared. For that reason, Ronan was going to sleep well and wake up tomorrow to hear her reasons. He didn’t have any plans anyway. He’d ridden out of Shirleyville with one thought in his mind, and that was to get away from Cassidy.  
 
    He’d done that all right. Unfortunately, the memory of their times together followed him. Even though she’d never given him a bit of encouragement other than to ride for adventure, he felt lost without her. 
 
    Glancing at Pearl, he took in a deep breath. Maybe she was sent to him so he could forget Cassidy. He could do that. Pearl was a mystery. Where Cassidy was all out in the open, and he never had to guess where he stood with her. Pearl was full of secrets.  
 
    It was dark now. The stove had gone out. The lantern turned down. She wanted it dark. As if she was afraid of somebody finding them. Well, maybe he’d understand tomorrow.  
 
    The dark closed in leaving only the wind rushing through the trees and the holes in the walls of the old cabin. Ronan closed his eyes, but his thoughts turned to the past. To Cassidy telling him that he didn’t own her. He’d treated her rough. Had believed he had the right to boss her around as if she were his property. 
 
    Why? He hadn’t really loved her. Maybe he’d thought he had, but now looking back, he wondered. Maybe it took her shoving him away to realize the truth. Pearl had said the horse had honest eyes. Did he? 
 
    All his life, he’d been in a race to nowhere. Ride the fastest, shoot the fastest, be the first. Demand others get out of his way. It had angered him that the town wouldn’t hire him as deputy. 
 
    Levi tried to tell him it was because he was too reckless. Ronan knew that might be true, but more than that they’d seen the dishonesty in his eyes. He’d run hard trying to prove himself to his pa, his brothers, maybe even the town. Problem was, he didn’t know who he was. 
 
    Then he remembered Cassidy’s words to him. He’d asked what kind of man he was?  She hit him with words that still haunted him. “That’s what you need to find out Ronan.” He was quiet for a moment. Maybe that was what he was going to do.  
 
      
 
    In the past, he’d only succeeded in being the wild one. He sighed in the deep of the night. Maybe his life had a purpose. Perhaps that’s what he’d looked for in all those wild rides, and why he wanted Cassidy with him. 
 
    But she’d found her way. She’d changed and fallen in love with Matt. He glanced to the dark where Pearl lay. What did he have to lose? He’d help her. Whatever trouble she was in, he’d help her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Pearl awoke before the sunlight could stream over the mountains. Cold seeped into her bones, and she shivered but still threw off the blanket and struck a match on the stove to start the morning with a small amount of warmth. 
 
    A look at Ronan and she saw that he was still sleeping, or at least looked that way. His hat was over his face, so she couldn’t see his eyes, but he didn’t stir. She dug in her saddlebags and pulled out some bacon and beans. 
 
    Soon the small shack was alive with the crackling and smell of bacon. She glanced at Ronan and saw that he was coming to. It never failed in the male world she’d lived in. Her uncles might say they wanted to sleep in, but when she cooked the bacon, they magically awoke. 
 
    Men. She couldn’t get away from them quick enough. She greatly missed the companionship of other women. Oh, there’d been a few, but most of them wanted nothing to do with her. That was one reason she was leaving. The loneliness was eating her from the inside, gnawing at her soul.  
 
    “Smells good.” Ronan sat up. “You mind setting me free?” 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me the big mystery about why you’re kidnapping me?” 
 
    “I’m not kidnapping you.” 
 
    “So, I’m free to go when I want to?” 
 
    She stared at him. “Not yet. I figure we’ll head south. Have you ever been to Yellowstone? It’s our country’s first national park.” 
 
    “No, never been there. Heard of it, though.” He rubbed his wrists, and she could see the cuffs were making marks. 
 
    “Maybe later, if I can trust you, I’ll take those off.”  
 
    “I won’t run.” 
 
    She sneered at him. “I don’t believe you. If we get farther away, and I can see no one is following me, then I’ll take them off.” 
 
    He shrugged. “All right. That bacon done yet?” 
 
    She huffed. “Is that all you men think about?” 
 
    He stared at her. Looking at her like a man looks at a woman. “No, it isn’t. But as long as you’re cooking, the bacon smells good.” 
 
    She dished him out a plate and one for herself and sat down but stayed away from him. She had no intentions of getting caught by another man and kept prisoner. Once they made it to the Yellowstone, she’d tell him what she was doing and why.  
 
    Ronan did have a kindness about him. But she was far from trusting him or anyone. For now, the cuffs would remain on. 
 
    He chewed on a piece of bacon and stared at her. “That’s rough country, the Yellowstone, I’ve heard.” 
 
    “I’ve been through it once.” She looked up and grinned. “You’ll be amazed. There is nothing like it.” 
 
    “You make it sound grand. Or maybe it’s because you want me to go along with you. I won’t run away because I do want to know what you’re up to. It’s not often you find a beautiful woman in a mining town and then she kidnaps you.” 
 
    “You’re not kidnapped.” She was getting tired of his questions. For all she knew, he was an outlaw himself. It wasn’t like she’d had time to ask for references. 
 
    Soon, they were finished eating. Pearl faced the window and looked out to see if anyone was following. The trail was empty. She said a quick prayer for their safety. That Ronan wouldn’t hate her for what she was doing. That the Lord would watch over them and keep them from her uncles. 
 
    Turning, she saw him watching her. She let her hands drop and explained. “I pray every morning.” 
 
    “That’s good practice.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    He stared at her and then looked down. “No.”  
 
    Pearl thought she detected a bit of regret in his one-word answer. She’d hoped he would have said yes. She really needed him to be a good man. 
 
    She stood and gathered her things and rolled up her bedroll. “Let’s get ready to go.” 
 
    He nodded and put his things up. “I’d have had more if I’d known I was going on a trip.” 
 
    “Sorry. It couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “Most kidnappings are that way. At least, you look prepared.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Soon, you’ll understand.” She picked up the satchel and went outside. Yes, she’d kept her bedroll in the barn along with an extra one. Plus, the supplies she’d needed for the trip. 
 
    Ronan followed. “I get the feeling that whatever you keep in that bag is one of the reasons you’ve got me along on this ride. I take it we’re not just going on a sight-seeing trip.” 
 
    She ignored him, saddled her horse, and motioned for him to do the same. She waited for him to mount his horse and then cuffed him to the saddle horn. She mounted her horse and looked back at him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “You know where you’re going?” 
 
    She nodded. “I have a map. We go up this ridge then ride it south before going down on the east side of the ridge.” 
 
    “All right, lead the way.” He snickered. 
 
    Pearl didn’t like that. He shouldn’t deride her and think she didn’t know what she was doing. She’d ridden more miles than most people rode in ten lifetimes. She had a good memory and sense of direction. Plus, she had the map from the old trapper. 
 
    She periodically looked back, but she never saw anyone following them. She prayed that her uncles wouldn’t think she would go back to Yellowstone. She hoped they’d think she went east. She’d told them she wanted to go to Chicago. To civilization. 
 
    Uncle Dean used to be a nice man, but the years on the run had made him hard. Then losing Lilly had wrecked him as well as put a chasm between him and his brother Brad. The two of them spent more time arguing than anything else. 
 
    Then when Brad had turned himself in to Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade, Dean went into a rage. Threatened to kill Brad. But she knew he wouldn’t. Instead, he rode out one morning and brought Brad back. 
 
    If she’d been ready, she should have run away that day. But Dean had left Rigby in charge of her. She hated him. He was cruel, and if Rigby hadn’t feared Dean so much, she hated to think what he’d have done to her. 
 
    Pearl figured it was only a matter of time before Rigby or someone else challenged Dean and took over the gang. Then she would be in more danger. She had to get away from them while she could. 
 
    She stopped atop the ridge and looked back at Ronan. He was practically asleep in the saddle. Some guard he would make. Then again, she’d given him no reason to protect her. Yet, that first night when she’d met him, she thought she’d seen decency in his eyes and manner.  
 
    Too late now. She was committed and Ronan with her. She followed the trail and just like the trapper had said, they were above the tree line. She stopped at a clearing and dismounted, undid Ronan’s cuffs to the saddle horn and gestured for him to dismount. 
 
    “Horses need a rest.” He tipped his hat back and stared at her. 
 
    She licked her dry lips and snugged her jacket around her. “I stopped, didn’t I?” She didn’t like being questioned. 
 
    Ronan gave her that wry grin that she was beginning to dislike. She turned away and looked out over the valley. As she scanned the valley floor, she was about to relax when she saw them. Like ants, they were making their way across the meadow. 
 
    She pulled out the binoculars that Dean had bought her. Looking through them, her blood chilled. He was on her trail. 
 
    Ronan was looking. “You know them?” 
 
    She handed him the binoculars. “My uncles and their gang.” 
 
    He took the eyeglasses and looked. Handing them back to her, he nailed her with a hard gaze. “Gang? Like outlaws?” 
 
    She met his stare and nodded. “Outlaws. The Dean Warren gang. They have stolen their way across Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana. We’ve traveled down to Texas and Mexico and then back up through New Mexico, Utah, and Idaho. I’d say they are wanted in more states and territories than you can name.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I’m still an innocent bystander. I’ve been with the gang since I was eleven when my father died. My uncles took me in, but they were already steeped in their life of crime. They almost left me in a convent in Texas but felt sorry for me, and here I am.” 
 
    Ronan pointed to the satchel. “Is that stolen money?” 
 
    She nodded. “I figure they owe it to me. It’s my chance of breaking away and having a decent life.” Her heart thumped hard. “I want to offer you the job of seeing me to safety. I’ll pay you. Richly.” 
 
    He shook his head. “With stolen goods. You even know where that money came from?” 
 
    She nodded. “I do, but they’d have never gotten it back.” 
 
    Ronan strode past her, ignoring the gun she’d pulled from her holster, and took the bag. He opened it and then stared at her. “From Shirleyville. That’s where I’m from. This is the money from the town’s bank, and I know the banker.” 
 
    She grabbed the bag from him. “He owns a bank. I doubt he needs it.” 
 
    Ronan shook his head and glared at her. “You only see from your own little world that you’re living in. He’s going to lose his bank. The people who had their money in that bank are at a loss and with winter coming. Wake up.” 
 
    He mounted his horse, and for a moment, she thought he was going to ride away from her, but he didn’t. Instead, he stared at her. “Better get mounted and on the trail.” 
 
    “You’ll help me?” 
 
    Ronan stared at her. “I’ll help you get away from your uncles, and then I’ll help you return this money to Mr. Satchel’s bank.” 
 
    “What will I do?” She couldn’t imagine not having the money. It was her ticket to a free life. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll have to join the decent people of this world and trust that God you pray to. But if you spend that money, you’re as much an outlaw as your uncles.” 
 
    The truth of his words hit her like a bullet in the chest. He was right. She knew it. At least, Ronan didn’t talk like he would leave her. Maybe she could trust him. Then again, she didn’t have a choice. 
 
    *** 
 
    Judge Taggart closed the door behind him and faced Mr. Satchel. “I know you don’t want to take a loan, but if you don’t, you’ll have to close your doors. You don’t have the funds to keep running this bank without it.” 
 
    Sitting at his desk, Mr. Satchel put his hands on either side of his head. “I know. I also know what that means for the town. Giving Adler’s bank a monopoly means he’ll have control over most of the businesses and ranches in the valley.” 
 
    Taggart nodded. “I can’t let this town go to Adler and Duke Longshire. They don’t mean to run this town for the good but only for their own well-being. Sterling Merritt is doing everything he can as mayor to prevent them from taking over.” 
 
    “If they’d only find the outlaws and the money.” 
 
    “I don’t want this to get around because I’m working with the federal marshals. But the gang that took that money is well known throughout the west. I think Longshire, maybe even Adler, hired them to take your money.” Taggart pulled a chair and sat across from the banker. 
 
    “What can I do? I have the Benton’s asking for a withdrawal so they can buy feed.” 
 
    Taggart nodded. “I know. I have money, lots of it. Let me bankroll your needs. The town is worth it to me.” 
 
    “If Adler finds out, he’ll ruin me.” 
 
    “Adler already knows you’ve been robbed. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t hire the gang to rob you. That’s part of the gang’s method. They hire themselves out to rob and wreck businesses. If I had the proof, I’d turn Adler over to the feds now.” 
 
    Satchel shook Taggart’s hand. “Just this once. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Understood. Levi still hopes he can find the gang and return the money.” The judge stood and looked at the door. “I promised Rachel I’d take her to lunch. With all the children in school, she gets lonely.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel grinned. “Go and enjoy your wife.” He stood to get the door for the judge and stopped. “Has the council agreed on a deputy for Levi yet?” 
 
    “No. the syndicate’s councilman has made it clear he won’t support any of the men Sterling or I suggest. We have another man coming in tomorrow. We’ll see.” 
 
    “Thanks again, Judge. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. I don’t want Shirleyville to fall to the syndicate. That would put us all in jeopardy. As it is, there are rumors of regulators coming to tear down the fence around the open range so the duke’s cattle can graze on the land. The ranchers are against it of course. I hope to keep the valley peaceful.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel shook his head. “Maybe you better get Preacher Brett to start a prayer service. I don’t like where our little town is headed.” 
 
    “I think I’ll do that. Rachel and I will go and have a talk with Brett after lunch. If you need anything else, let me know.” The judge left the bank and walked to Sally Mae’s Diner.  
 
    He’d just gotten to the door when Rachel called out to him. She’d been in Dolly’s Dress Shop. By the look on her face, that little trip was going to cost him. But he didn’t care. He loved her more each day and would give her the moon if he could. 
 
    “Did you have an enjoyable shopping trip?” 
 
    Rachel hugged him. “Yes, I did. Bridgette mentioned she needed to go to Cheyenne again this month. I’d like to go with her and hope you are going too. The children will be fine without us. Sarah said she would watch them for me.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, Bridgette warned me she had another one of her bounty outlaws coming up for trial. That girl. I am glad Cassidy and Ronan stopped the Bounty Brigade, but outlaws are still coming in to turn themselves into Bridgette for the sweet deal she offers them.” 
 
    Rachel laughed. “She is brilliant and helping young men who made a wrong turn is a noble cause.” She paused at their table in the diner. “Speaking of wrong turns. Has there been any word about Ronan? I felt so badly for him. Happy for Cassidy and Matt, but Ronan looked so lost and sad at the wedding. William said he saw him ride off at a gallop that very day practically before the I dos were finished.” 
 
    “No, I talked to Ben, and he said his youngest son was gone. Didn’t leave word to anyone. We’ll add him to our prayers.” 
 
    Rachel grinned. “I never stopped praying for him.” 
 
    “You are the wisest woman in Solomon’s Valley.” 
 
    She blew him a kiss. “That’s because I married the wisest man. Your wisdom is rubbing off on me.” 
 
    “Ha, I would say just the opposite. The wisest thing I did was send that mail order bride letter to you. And I thank the Lord every day that you answered and came west to marry me. You’ve made me happy beyond my dreams, Rachel.” 
 
    She took his hand in hers and squeezed. “I am, too.” 
 
    The judge ordered for them and blessed the meal. He was a blessed man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
     Ronan followed Pearl along the ridge. That her uncles were following them gave him a bad feeling. He’d met that Dean. The one that had taken Cassidy and warned he’d kill her if Ronan didn’t bring Brad to him.  
 
    Danger had shone in the outlaw. Rested in his eyes and the relaxed way he walked and talked. That her uncles had protected her from the gang members was a testimony to the fear they held of Dean. 
 
    He stared at Pearl’s back. Her dark hair flowing over her jacket collar in waves of rich color. Her form was all woman so that he couldn’t get her out of his mind.  
 
    The cuffs chafed his wrists. He glanced at the waning sunlight and the high thin clouds. They needed to find shelter. “Did that trapper have any other shacks?” 
 
    She shook her head and looked back. Worry etched her beautiful face. “No. Do you think the weather will turn on us?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Could. It’s winter, you know. Almost the new year.” 
 
    She stared at him and then stopped her horse. “I don’t think we should have a fire.” 
 
    He looked back. “Maybe not. Then again, I don’t favor freezing to death either. If you want my advice, get off this ridge and go down where the trees will give us some warmth and maybe block the smoke.” 
 
    She nodded. “All right. We’ll go down the west side. I don’t want to chance running into his gang. He’s got trackers that could find a flea in a pack of hounds.” 
 
    “All right.” He held up his hands. “How about setting me free? I don’t want to run into your uncle. I had dealings with him once.” 
 
    She eyed him with disquiet. “You know who he is then. Are you a bounty hunter?” 
 
    He grinned. “Used to be. I gave that up.” 
 
    “You’re not after my uncles then?” 
 
    Ronan shook his head. “No. I wasn’t after anyone.” 
 
    “But you know where my money came from?” 
 
    “Let’s get off this ridge.” A cold gust of wind stung him. Again, he held his hands up to her. 
 
    She frowned but took the key from her pocket and rode to him. “Please don’t run out on me.” 
 
    “You have a funny way of making someone feel sorry for you.” He rubbed his wrists. “I won’t run out on you. Not now. But I know this, if we don’t find some kind of shelter, we’re going to freeze.” 
 
    Her soulful brown eyes begged him to be good. “Ronan, I’ll follow you.” 
 
    He didn’t answer but jabbed his horse to go ahead of hers. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The terrain was treacherous. Ronan followed a trail of sorts and just hoped it wasn’t used by mountain goats. After another hour of picking through rocks and sparse trees, it angled down into the forest below, widened a bit making him think it might be an elk or deer trail. 
 
    He called back to her. “We’ll ride until just before dark. I don’t want to be caught in the mountains without shelter and riding where I can’t see the trail.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    He heard the cold and exhaustion in her voice. That made up his mind. As soon as they reached a good section of trees, he was stopping. Pearl looked and acted like she was tough, but she was a woman, and he knew she had her limitations. 
 
    He’d been around Cassidy enough to learn that. Women were the weaker sex, whether they wanted to admit it or not. They were stronger in other ways, but physically, they had limits. Pearl was reaching hers. 
 
    Ronan kept a lookout for game. He wanted more than beans and knew she needed a hearty meal. As if in answer to his unasked prayer, a buck wandered into his view just below them. He took his rifle from the scabbard and prepared to shoot. 
 
    “You don’t have bullets.” 
 
    He looked at her. She shook her head and pulled out her rifle. She took steady aim and fired. The bullet roared and echoed through the canyon. The buck bolted, jumped up, and fell ten feet from where she’d shot him. 
 
    “Good shot, Pearl.” 
 
    She grinned. “Dean and Brad made sure I could shoot a gun and hit what I shot at.” 
 
    He nodded. “Let’s go on down. I can cut some pine for a lean-to. We’ll wait until dark to light a fire. It’s cold enough that we can pack some of the meat.” 
 
    She followed him down the ridge deep into the forest. The light was beginning to disappear. 
 
    Ronan found the buck and dressed it out. Then in the distance, he heard wolves howling. He looked at her. “Let’s get away from the leavings. There are wolves around, maybe a grizzly, and I don’t feel like fighting them.” 
 
    Pearl shuddered. “Good idea.” She stared at him. Fear in her brown eyes. “I thought bears slept in the winter.” 
 
    Her voice shook, and he didn’t think it was from the cold. If he thought about a grizzly, he’d be shaking too. “They do. But I’ve heard of some who made surprise visits in the winter.” He began to regret taking the meat with him. He’d tried to bleed it but could see drops coming from his saddlebag. 
 
    After another hour, they came to a small stream, and he stopped. He put the extra meat in the water and soaked his saddlebags to get the blood out. He looked up and saw the first stars in the twilight. “Go ahead and make a fire. I’ll fill the canteens.” 
 
    She didn’t offer a word but went about dutifully to obey as if she’d done the same for years. Ronan watched her. That she’d been kept as prisoner or slave was evident by her rote behavior. 
 
    He took out his hatchet and chopped some branches and leaned them against the side of a rock facing. Soon, he had a lean-to of pine with branches to sleep on. Ronan glanced at the sky. In no time at all clouds, bright with snow had moved in and hid the stars. Between the weather, the wolves, and the outlaws, he wasn’t sure of their chances. 
 
    “The fire is going. You don’t think the gang will see the smoke, do you?” She trembled and sat beside him. 
 
    He put aside the troubles they were in and grinned at her. “No, I don’t. You sit right there, and I’ll cook the deer. Once you get a good meal inside you, you’ll feel better.” 
 
    She nodded, not looking at all sure of his words.  
 
    Ronan went to the horses and hobbled them. Wouldn’t do any good to have them run off and leave them afoot. He unsaddled them and brought the bedrolls to the lean-to and handed her a blanket.  
 
    “Wrap yourself up and keep warm. Once you get cold, it takes a lot to warm up again.” He put his blanket over her shoulders. He smiled at her and left to check on the meat, beans, and coffee. 
 
    The wolves sounded closer. Ronan made sure the rifles were loaded and took them to Pearl. “We better keep these close.” 
 
    She started. “You don’t think Dean is close?” 
 
    “No, I was thinking more of the animal kind of danger. We’ll be fine. I just want us to be ready in case we need the guns.” 
 
    Pearl nodded. “Okay. The food smells good.” 
 
    Ronan checked the meat. It did smell good. He just hoped the wolves, bears, and outlaws didn’t smell it. Then the wind picked up and sleet pelted him. He took a cup of coffee to her. “This will help warm you up.” 
 
    She looked at him. “Is that sleet?” 
 
    He nodded. “Should turn to snow soon.” 
 
    “Much?” 
 
    Ronan shrugged. “No telling.” He hoped not a lot. They still had a lot of hard miles to go before they reached Wyoming.  
 
    After a few more turns, the meat was done. He took the pot of beans and the meat to her and then climbed in the lean-to. “I think it’s done. We better eat hearty tonight. We can’t afford to leave anything.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Because of the wolves?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She ate heartily and packed away more than he thought she would. Maybe she’d make it out of this. The wind howled, and he heard a nervous nicker from one of the horses. He finished his meat and plate of beans. 
 
    “I need to check on the horses.”  
 
    Pearl grabbed his arm. “Come back. Don’t leave me.” 
 
    Her words tore at his heart. How had he gone from kidnapped and angry to protector and caring? “I won’t leave you. I promise. I’ll just be gone a minute. I’ll put some more logs on the fire and check the horses.” 
 
    She nodded but watched him. 
 
    Outside the lean-to, Ronan shivered as a gust of wind knifed through him. He found the horses not far from them and led them to the rock face where they’d be blocked from the wind. “Easy boys. Yeah, I know it’s cold.”  
 
    He fished out a bit of feed from the sack. He tied the two horses together and then the rope around the nearest tree.  
 
    By the time he crawled back in the lean-to, he was shaking from the cold. The temperature must have dropped because he couldn’t stop his teeth from chattering. Pearl looked to be asleep. 
 
    Ronan didn’t want to wake her, but he needed one of the blankets. Gently, he pulled the one from her shoulders. 
 
    Her eyes came open. She sat up. “You’re freezing. The horses?” 
 
    “I have them tied up right beside us. They’re fine.” 
 
    She leaned back. “I’m sorry for dragging you into this.” She stared at him, sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “Hey, we’ll be fine. The storm will blow over, we’ll get to Yellowstone, and your uncles will never find you again.” 
 
    Her face told him she didn’t believe him. “The storm sounds worse.” She shivered. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long night.” He reached for her and pulled her to him. “I’ll keep you warm. Nothing else. I just need to keep you warm.” 
 
    She pushed away from, but she was shivering. Then she relaxed in his arms and laid her head against his shoulder. 
 
    Ronan ran his hand through her hair. “We’ll be all right. I promise.” His icy heart began to melt. No one had ever needed him before. As the youngest of four boys, his father never needed him. Cassidy sure hadn’t. 
 
    He looked down at Pearl. She was asleep again, her breathing soft and regular. She was safe in his arms. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl woke to a world that was blinding white. Despite the winter blanket of snow, she wasn’t cold. Embarrassed, she realized she’d slept the night in his arms. She pulled away, and he stirred. 
 
    She sat away from him and looked at the man she’d chosen to take her to freedom. His hair went down to his broad shoulders. He was a strong man. Lean and muscular. She knew that from leaning against him all night. He’d kept her warm possibly saved her from freezing. 
 
    Never had she been so close to a man. Because Dean was the feared leader of the outlaw gang, she didn’t have to worry about that. Ronan? Was he a man to be feared? She wasn’t sure. He seemed nice enough, and he hadn’t tried anything with her. 
 
    No, he’d taken care of her. Protected her from the cold. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the cold stone. What was she doing? All she’d wanted was her freedom, but now she’d dragged Ronan into her bid for liberty. 
 
    She heard one of the horse’s snort. Thinking she’d start the fire; she eased past him and went outside. There must have been two feet of snow on the ground. The white blanket muffled the sounds making the world seem small and they the only ones in it. It was cold, but there was no wind. 
 
    Pearl gathered some sticks for the fire, and then went to the stream and filled the coffeepot. She’d just started the fire when she heard a rifle shot.  
 
    Ronan burst out of the lean-to and shoved snow on the fire. “Could you tell where it came from?” 
 
    She shook her head, feeling as if she’d done something wrong. She shouldn’t have started the fire. Dean would find her and take her back. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He stared at her. “You did nothing wrong. Let’s just sit and listen. Maybe there’ll be another shot, and we can tell if it’s from behind us or not.” 
 
    They sat facing each other. Quiet. Listening. But all she could hear was her heart beating so hard. 
 
    “It can’t be them. It can’t be.”  
 
    He put a finger to his lips. “I’ll go to the ridge and see if I see smoke.” 
 
    She nodded. “Maybe we should go.” 
 
    Ronan looked around and nodded. “I can see the trail. We’ll have to walk for a while. It’s too dangerous to ride.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Her insides were shaking not from the cold, but fear.  
 
    She packed up the bedrolls and brought the blankets to the horses. The animals were nervous. She could feel it too. “What do you think has the horses spooked?” 
 
    “No way of knowing. Could be those wolves we heard. Anything.” He saddled the horses and tied the packs to the back of the saddles. But kept a wary eye around him.  
 
    Seeing Ronan look worried, bothered her. She wasn’t one to pet fear. Usually, she threw it off and faced whatever had her concerned. But today, she couldn’t shake it. 
 
    Ronan came to her leading the horses. “Let’s go. You can ride, I’ll stay in front and check the trail.” 
 
    Pearl wanted to say no but thought better of it. She climbed into the saddle and followed his lead. She’d asked him for help, she’ be wise to accept it. They’d just started out when they heard another rifle shot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ronan saw the worry on her face and felt it go straight to his desire to keep her safe. He walked ahead of Thunder and led the animal on safe ground. It would be a time before the sun edged up over the mountains to melt the snow. 
 
    By the feel of the day, he thought it would warm up. Good and bad news as the footing would be slick with mud and make the creeks and streams run hard with the snowmelt. But at least, it wouldn’t be so cold. 
 
    He worried about Pearl. She was strong, but he’d felt her shivering through the night. They needed to find shelter, but these parts were far from civilization. Maybe they should have headed east. Then again, her uncle’s gang might have overtaken them by now. 
 
    What little he knew of the syndicate back in Shirleyville was evidence of the danger they were to good citizens. He wanted to ride on out and take the money to Mr. Satchel’s bank. He’d been good to Ronan’s family and all of those who settled in Shirleyville. 
 
    Now, that Adler and the duke, and those they hired were threatening the old town. They wanted to take over the valley. What he saw of Dean and his gang was that they had the means and manpower to do it. 
 
    He glanced back. She was sitting on her horse, almost asleep. Good, she was going to need her rest. So far there’d been no other gunshots. Maybe just someone getting their breakfast. Then again, he felt it in his gut. That intuition he had when trouble was hounding him. 
 
    He felt that now. Hurry. Go. It’s what he heard with each step, and it kept him pushing forward. They’d been going about an hour when another rifle shot echoed down the valley. There was no way to tell which direction it came from other than somewhere behind them. 
 
    One glance at Pearl and her worried frown kept him from taking a break. The only way out of this valley was to get through it. The quicker, the better. Winters were fickle. Even now in the warming temperatures, there were times when the cold air swept through, and he questioned their survival. 
 
    He’d seen his share of steers frozen where they stood by the quick changes. Yellowstone, he’d heard about it. That it had warm springs. They might survive if they could reach it. Then swing east. 
 
    Ronan hadn’t asked her where she wanted to go, but he figured he could get her on a train going east, and he could take the money back to Shirleyville. He darted a gaze back to her. The gunshot kept her on edge. 
 
    The sun had sneaked up over the mountains and was working its warming magic on the valley. Ronan took off his jacket and draped it over his saddle. Thunder still looked tired. So, Ronan kept walking. 
 
    Finally, they reached a stream. The water gurgled and rushed on its way down to the valley floor below. He stopped and tied Thunder to a stout branch. Then he helped Pearl from her horse. 
 
    “We’ll rest an hour here.” 
 
    She looked behind her. “Do you think Dean and his gang are behind us?” 
 
    He looked at her. Give her the truth, or best wishes? “You tell me. Do you think Dean wants you back that bad?” 
 
    She nodded. “I know he does. He almost let me go once. I wanted to go to school. Then he shook his head and said he couldn’t chance me telling all their hideouts and plans. Once he started in with the syndicate, there was no escape for me.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “I guess it was five years ago.” She looked so sad that Ronan vowed to himself to do everything to make sure she never had to fear her uncles again. 
 
    “We’ll get away. I won’t let them take you back.” He filled their canteens and then took the horses to drink.  
 
    A wolf howled to the right of them.  
 
    Ronan grabbed a rifle and threw it to Pearl. “Keep watch. They’re hungry this time of year.” He’d known a trapper that met his end by a pack of wolves, and there was no way he wanted that for him or Pearl. He went to Thunder and took hold of the reins. 
 
    “Mount up.” Ronan helped Pearl up. “Keep the rifle ready.” 
 
    Pearl might be scared, but the determined look on her face told him no wolf was going to stop her. He could probably add uncle to that, too. 
 
    He mounted Thunder. “We’re going across. It’s likely to be rough.” He rode down to where the trail crossed the stream and urged Thunder into the swirling waters. The horse snorted but went in. He slipped on the slick stones, recovered, and surged through to the other side. 
 
    Once across, he waved for Pearl to come. She was about halfway when he saw the first one circling to her left. Dark and snarling it slunk toward on her. 
 
    “There’s a wolf behind you. Hurry across but hang on. I’m going to shoot it.” Ronan waited while she grabbed hold of the saddle horn, and then he fired. 
 
    The wolf yelped and ran into the brush, but another one came from the rocks. Silver gray, its yellow eyes gleamed in the sun. 
 
    Pearl kicked her horse, urging him across the stream.  
 
    Another wolf charged from upstream and scared her horse. The animal stepped back only to get nipped on the hock from the wolf behind her. 
 
    Ronan kept firing. As soon as he fired, another wolf would appear and attack Pearl’s horse. She kept her head though, no screaming and panicking. She kept urging the horse forward to his side of the stream. 
 
    He kept firing. Finally, three wolves lay dead. And Pearl was beside him.  
 
    “My horse, he’s bleeding.” 
 
    “You stay on him and keep your rifle ready.” He handed her his reins and stepped down. The big bay had a few nips on him. At least, he’d kicked a few of the wolves. “Easy boy.” Ronan grabbed some mud along the bank and rubbed it over the bleeding wounds. There was one deep one on his flank, but they didn’t have time to stop. After firing those shots, it was sure to give their position away to the gang. 
 
    “When we stop, we can take care of it better. I think he’ll be all right.” 
 
    Pearl talked to the horse in a soothing voice and patted his neck. “Do you think those wolves will come back?” 
 
    He looked her in the eyes. She deserved to know if she didn’t already. He nodded. “They’ve tasted blood. They know they’ve slowed their prey down. They’ll be following.” 
 
    “I thought so.” She checked her rifle. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He mounted Thunder, and they took off through the forest. Ronan kept them to a fast trot but didn’t want to go any faster. The ground was solid mud and muck. Only the pine needles kept it from being too slick. 
 
    Finally, he stopped. “You have any idea where we need to go?” 
 
    She pulled a map from her saddlebag. “We’re on the wrong side of the ridge. We’d be close to Gardiner if we were on the other side.” 
 
    He looked up the steep cliffs. “No way to cross over here. We’ll have to move on farther south. Maybe find a place we can cross over.” 
 
    “The map shows one on the west side of Yellowstone.” 
 
    He took it from her. “Then that’s where we go.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl ached on her aches. She’d thought running with her uncles was bad, running from them was worse. She glanced back and saw blood flowing down her horse’s flank. He was limping now. 
 
    “Ronan. We have to stop. My horse can’t take much more.” 
 
    He turned and rode back to her. It’s almost dark. We’ll look for some shelter.”  
 
    She stopped the horse and dismounted. “My horse is suffering. I’ll not ride him another inch.” She stared at him. 
 
    “All right.” He dismounted. “Looks like some shelter in those rocks. Give him some water.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    Ronan stopped and threw his hat at her. “I’m going to look around. Keep a hand on those reins in case the wolves come back.” He looked at the wound and washed it with his handkerchief and water. “If you see some moss stuff it in the wound. Hopefully, that will stop the bleeding. I don’t need to tell you we’ll not get away on one horse.” 
 
    She’d figured that, but hearing his words, shot fear through her heart. She patted the big bay and prayed for him. She didn’t see any moss or much of anything useful where they were. She listened for the wolves or her uncle’s gang. They were pretty much one and the same to her. 
 
    It wasn’t twenty minutes, and Ronan came back. “Follow me. No need to get on your horse, it’s just a little ways.” 
 
    She tugged on the horse, and reluctantly he followed her.  
 
    Ronan had found a cave. It wasn’t deep but big enough that the horses could go inside with them. Plus, it offered good cover from the wolves, and there was a stream near the cave.  
 
    She relaxed a bit. “This looks perfect. Think we can cook the rest of that meat?” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Let me get some of that moss on your horse first.” He dug in the creek and scooped up mud and plants and stuffed it in the horse’s wound. Then he poured out some feed for the horses. 
 
    Pearl gathered sticks and branches for a fire. “Do you think it will get cold tonight?” 
 
    He looked at the clouded sky. “No, I think it will be somewhat warmer. A fire will feel good, though.” 
 
    She nodded and thought about his arms around her last night. He’d kept her warm. He didn’t have to, but he’d given her most of the blanket and shielded her with his own body from the wind. Ronan was a good man. She doubted he even knew it, but she did. 
 
    Pearl stared to the south. “By looking at the map, I think if we head straight south, we can go into Yellowstone by the western route. We didn’t get to see a lot of the land when my uncles rode through, but what I saw was amazing country.”  
 
    “Worried about them following us?” He stopped and gazed north.  
 
    “No. I’m sure they’d stay on the other side of the ridge.” Just because Ronan was near, it gave her comfort. She’d never relied on another man to protect her. Oh, maybe her uncles to keep the varmints in their gang from her, but the gang feared Dean’s anger and never crossed him. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Ronan put hobbles on the horses. He put the saddles near the front and the blankets atop them. “Not hardly a breeze tonight.” 
 
    She had the fire going and gave an anxious look to the swirl of smoke. 
 
    He leaned against the cave wall. “Don’t worry, it’s the same color as the clouds. I doubt anyone could see it.” 
 
    She nodded. “You have the meat?” 
 
    He held it up and ran a sharpened stick through the roast and fashioned the edges of the stick upon rocks that he’d piled up. It will take a while, but ought to make us feel good. Be sure to drink your share of water tonight. Mountain country dries a person out.” 
 
    She was beginning to get irritated by his knowing ways. “I know. You don’t have to treat me like a tenderfoot.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “I was treating you like a woman out in the wilds. Alone.” 
 
    “I’m not alone. I have you.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, guess you do.” 
 
    Fear pummeled her. What did he mean? Was he thinking of leaving her by herself? She thought about getting her pistol and the handcuffs. Had he put them back in her saddlebag? Or had he left them where the gang could find them? 
 
    “The handcuffs—” 
 
    He shook his head. “They’re in your saddlebags. Didn’t think I’d leave them where your uncles could find them, did you?” 
 
    “No.” She looked down, ashamed of even thinking of keeping him prisoner. He could have overpowered her at any time if he’d wanted to. 
 
    Ronan sat down and rested his back against his upended saddle. “You ought to sit down and rest. We have more hard days in front of us.” 
 
    “I guess so.” On occasion, she’d see him eyeing the satchel. She took the bag and set it by her saddle. 
 
    “I’m not going to take it.” 
 
    She whirled. “I didn’t think you would.” 
 
    He pointed a stick at her. “You’re lying. I can see it in those dark eyes of yours. I would think you could trust me a little by now.”  
 
    “I’ve lived a lifetime of not trusting anyone.” She glared at him. “You would too if—” She stopped and leaned against the rough wall of the cave and looked out. The sun was down, and the light failing. She shivered in the falling temperatures. “If you had to live like I have.” 
 
    “Easy. I’m not the enemy.” His footsteps ground softly on the gravel floor of the cave until he came to stand behind her.  
 
    She turned and looked up at him. Was he the one that she’d dreamed of? Could he get her safely away from Dean and Brad? He was standing close to her. She could feel his warmth and smell him. Leather, soap, old sweat from his hat. Pearl wanted to back away, but the solid rock held her in place. 
 
    Ronan stared into her eyes. “I’ll get you somewhere safe. I promise.” 
 
    His voice was soft, deep, and kind. Honest if she had to guess. “I believe you.” 
 
    He didn’t move. Silence hung in the air until the mournful howl of a wolf broke the quiet. 
 
    Pearl leaned into him, and his arms went around her. “Are they close?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, sounded like they were on the ridge to the west. I’ll keep the rifles handy. We’re protected in the cave. Horses are safe.” Ronan stared down at her. Looked like he wanted to say something else but didn’t. 
 
    “Ronan, you make me feel safe. No one has been so kind to me.”  
 
    He held her tight and kissed her forehead, and then let her go. He looked at her for a moment longer and then turned to check on the meat. “Won’t be too much longer.” 
 
    Pearl shoved her hands in the pocket of her jacket. “Good. I’m hungry.” She watched him. Ronan Murphy. She wished he’d kissed her proper. She was falling for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Ronan was glad the night temperature along with the fire kept Pearl warm without him holding her. He had to stay away from her. She ignited feelings inside him that Cassidy had never touched. Then again, she’d never needed him. 
 
    With Pearl, he felt so differently about her. She touched a deep place in his heart. And when she looked at him as if she expected him to make the world right, he couldn’t resist her. The sooner he got her somewhere safe and left her, the better. He’d already had one disaster with a woman. 
 
    He stared at the night sky filled with clouds. At least, they didn’t look like snow. His thoughts drifted back to Cassidy. True, he’d never really told her how he felt until she was with Matt. Even then, he hadn’t done a good job of telling her how he cared about her. Then again, if he was honest, he’d taken her for granted until he saw her with Matt. 
 
    Pearl moaned in her sleep. She’d been restless most of the night. He’d been watching her determined to keep her safe. He’d heard wolves throughout the night, but they’d kept to the ridge and away from them. 
 
    A horse stomped. 
 
    Ronan sat up. He must have fallen asleep. How long, he had no idea, but the sky was lighter. A darted gaze to Pearl showed she’d not moved. He got up and looked at the big bay. The bleeding had stopped, and Ronan didn’t feel any fever around the wound. He might be able to travel today. 
 
    Dean and his gang would be close unless they’d stayed on the east side of the ridge. The sides were too steep to climb up or down now, so if they did, he and Pearl had time.  
 
    Ronan left the cave and looked around. Listening. Watching. The morning was quiet with fog over the stream and the deep parts of the valley. An elk trumpeted from below answered by another. 
 
    He looked around, and the calm returned to him. Somehow, he had a gift. Maybe he’d learned it from the bounty hunting he and Cassidy had done. But he could feel the peace when the danger was past. 
 
    He felt that now. Ronan glanced back at the cave and decided to let Pearl sleep. He figured once they left, they’d head to the west entry to the Yellowstone. Then they’d push on South to the railroad. 
 
    Once there, she could go on to Chicago. Maybe New York. The idea of her leaving made him sad. He was getting used to being with her and liked the idea. Well, he’d do what he had to do to keep her safe and take that money back to Shirleyville. He’d let her decide what she wanted to do. 
 
    He started the fire and had coffee and the meat cooking when she woke up. She looked embarrassed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should be making coffee and breakfast.” She jumped up and half-ran to him. 
 
    “Whoa, take it easy. I had it. You’re free, remember?” 
 
    She glanced at him and nodded. “I guess I forget.” She took his hand and rubbed the places on his wrist where the handcuffs had chafed him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken you that way.” 
 
    He put his hand under her chin and tilted her head so that she’d be looking at him. “You did what you had to do to get away. I can understand that.” 
 
    He’d removed his hand, but she still looked at him. “I, I never did anything like that before.” 
 
    He grinned. “No, I suppose you hadn’t. You did it just right though. Real slick—” 
 
    “Like an outlaw?” 
 
    “No, like a woman who needed a way out. I can understand it when you feel like everything is against you. I don’t hold it against you.” 
 
    “You don’t? Ronan, I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    His gaze slid to the satchel. 
 
    She turned. “All right. You can take the money. I hate what my uncles have become. They ride through towns and ruin people’s businesses. Extort money from them. All for the syndicate, as they call it.” 
 
    “That syndicate is working in the town where I’m from. If I can take that money back to the bank, it will help the town.” Ronan wasn’t even sure why he cared. The town wouldn’t hire him as deputy. Most thought he was an outlaw. Serve them right if he and Pearl just left with that money and spent it.  
 
    He looked at her. She was staring at him. Convicting him. She’d had enough of outlaws. Yeah, he’d do the right thing. For her. For Pearl. 
 
    She smiled. “You have the look of a man whose wrestling with his heart.” 
 
    “That I might be.” He poured her a cup of coffee and cut off a chunk of meat. “Have some breakfast.” 
 
    Pearl took the cup and yawned. “I’ll hurry, and we can leave.” 
 
    “No rush. I don’t think they’re behind us. I think they followed the route you had planned and are on the east side of the ridge. We’ll leave when we’re rested up. That’ll be better for your horse anyway.” 
 
    She looked up abruptly. “Oh, I forgot.” She whirled almost spilling her coffee. “How is he?” 
 
    “Bleeding has stopped. I think he’ll be fine. You’re light. He should carry you without trouble.” 
 
    Pearl turned back around. “I’ll keep an eye on it. If it breaks open, we’ll stop.” 
 
    “Sure.” He stared at her. Even tired and worn, she was pretty when her dark eyes shone bright with determination. 
 
    After she finished eating, she pulled out the map and handed it to him, leaning over his shoulder to point out where they’d go. “It looks like we can enter here. There’s a big lake. Hot springs with different colors. Lots of game.” 
 
    Her hair swept down against his cheek. Ronan tried to concentrate on the map, but the warmth of her touch and the perfumed smell of her hair kept his mind in a whirl. “I thought we’d head south to catch the railroad and then to Cheyenne.” 
 
    She pulled back from him. “We’ll have to watch for the syndicate. They have men all over the territory.” 
 
    “I’ll be with you. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Pearl put her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you. I feel safe with you.” 
 
    He stared at her. There was a time not that long ago she wouldn’t have been able to say that about him. But now, he only wanted what was best for her. There was a longing in his heart that she’d feel about him like Cassidy had about Matt. 
 
    *** 
 
    Judge Taggart went to answer the flurry of knocks on the door. Rachel was busy in the back of the house and George, well, the judge wasn’t sure where he was. Probably getting all dressed up for his bride to be. She was due in on the train later today. 
 
    Sometimes the judge missed going into town every day. He opened the door. “Bridgette, what a surprise.” 
 
    In her usual whirlwind way, Bridgette rushed inside. “Judge, we’ve got to do something about Adler and Duke Longshire. They mean to get us off our ranch and take over the valley for those red and white cows of his.” 
 
    “The Herefords. I have to admit they are beefier than the longhorns. What are they up to now?” 
 
    “Giving Sterling problems all over the town, and then they’re,” She paused to catch her breath. “They are trying to make us go broke. Sterling said his trust in England has been frozen. Said once he became a United States citizen, he lost the rights. They are lying, but we’re short of money.” 
 
    “Do you need a loan?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’ve managed to keep us going by my bounty business. And that’s what I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go in my study.” He gave her a concerned look. “Are you to be out running around in your condition?” 
 
    Bridgette blushed, just a light pinking, but that was a lot for her. “I’m fine. Did you know Indian women could work the field, have their baby, and work some more? If they can do it, then I can too.” 
 
    He laughed. If ever there was a woman who could, it would be Bridgette. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve still got the signs up at the back of our property, and men do show up and ask for help. Now, I have them meet me at Levi’s office for protection. I don’t trust that gang. I know they’ve tried to get in before. That Brad Warren was one of them, and his brother broke him out of jail.” 
 
    “And you still got the bounty for him.” 
 
    Bridgette grinned. “Yes, I did. And I’m not ashamed to keep it either. Wasn’t my fault he got away. But what I need is if you would act as my lawyer and help the men get a lesser sentence. With the boys and the baby on the way, and I need to take care of Sterling and help him, well, there just isn’t time for me to go out of town.” 
 
    The judge studied her. She was something. Beautiful, smart, and cunning as a fox. But he had just been thinking how the four walls were closing in on him. He and Rachel could go to Cheyenne, and it would be a pleasant break.  
 
    “Tell you what, let me talk to Rachel.” The judge didn’t get any further than that when Rachel walked into the room. 
 
    “Talk to me about what?” His wife went to him and stood by his shoulder. 
 
    He looked at her and fell in love all over again. His Rachel. He took her hand and squeezed it gently. “Bridgette was wondering if I’d take some of her cases in Cheyenne. She shouldn’t really be traveling, and—” 
 
    Rachel bent and kissed his forehead. “Yes, why say yes. I think it is such a wonderful idea to help men who got off to a rocky start and help them regain their place in society as a good citizen.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “Great, consider it a deal.” 
 
    Bridgette stood and shook their hands. “Your pay will come out of the men’s portion of the bounty.” She smiled and turned to go when she stopped at the door. “By the way, I do have another idea that I am working on.” 
 
    The judge held in the groan that wanted to protest her schemes, but Rachel rushed in between them and gathered Bridgette in a hug. “What idea? I love the way your mind works.” 
 
    Bridgette paced the length of his study. “I am now writing to secure mail-order-brides for the men when they return from prison.” 
 
    Rachel straightened. “Oh, dear. That could be trouble.” 
 
    Bridgette shook her head. “Well, either the men are redeemed, or they are not. Why the preacher we have spent five years in prison. I would think if we can accept him, we ought to embrace the others.” 
 
    Rachel nodded. “Yes, but to yoke them to unsuspecting women, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll tell them. They will know what they are getting into.” Bridgette grinned, accenting the dimple that made her look all the more mischievous. That and the ever-present bright sparkle in her eyes. 
 
    “Just make sure that you do.” 
 
    Bridgette took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, the way I figure it, my brides either get along with the man I wrote about, or they can stay here. It’s not like we have a shortage of unmarried men.” And with that, she swished her way out the door and to her buggy.  
 
    The judge watched from his window and was happy to see that William was driving her. He hoped Levi and Sterling still had someone watching her. 
 
    Rachel went to him. “Oh, dear. I doubt there is anyone who can keep up with that girl. Poor Sterling.” 
 
    The judge laughed. “Don’t feel sorry for him. She’s liable to make him governor or senator before long.” 
 
    Laughing, Rachel walked to the door to his office. “You are probably right. I remember not that long ago, everyone thought Bridgette was just a pretty face. Look out world. I doubt if six children will slow her down.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. More than likely, once her children can walk and talk, she’ll have them working for her.” 
 
    “Oh, Sol.” She left the room, but he heard her talking to George. 
 
    George knocked on his door. “Judge, it is almost time.” 
 
    “Well, then let’s go get that bride.” George had been with him for years. Together, they’d buried Shirley and the judge’s first wife, Clara. They’d spent a lot of years together. The judge had been surprised when George had told him he had a bride coming from China. 
 
    “Mrs. Rachel, she come, too?” George went to get her, and then they were in the carriage to Shirleyville. 
 
    The judge glanced at his friend. “Tell me about this mystery woman.” 
 
    George shrugged. “She mystery to me, too. I ask brother to find me wife. He look in old family way and promised to send the woman I was destined to marry.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “Very orderly.” He wasn’t sure how old George was, but he wasn’t a young man. By his gray whiskers, the judge figured George to be a few years older than he was. 
 
    They drove into Shirleyville. Fortunately, for the first of the year, the weather was warm. A quick glance showed the newer portion of Shirleyville was busy while the town founders and their stores lacked business with few horses in front of them. 
 
    Rachel took the judge’s hand. “George, would it be proper to give your lady flowers as a welcoming gift?” 
 
    George nodded. “But it is winter.” 
 
    With a frown, Rachel nodded. “But the new store, Hardy’s, they have a small section of flowers. They come in on the train.” 
 
    The judge scowled but gave in. “Let’s go get some. We want her to feel welcome.” 
 
    He drove around Main Street to Second Street. Feeling much like a traitor, the judge drove the carriage to the front of Hardy’s Mercantile and helped Rachel down. 
 
    She gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’ll just be a minute.” 
 
    Rachel had just left him when Adler came out of the harness shop. “Judge Taggart, what a surprise to see you on this side of town. A little competition is good, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Adler.” He didn’t want to say more. Afraid he’d ruin the day with a fight with the man. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you go on.” Adler glared at George. “I hope you don’t have any ideas to bring Chinese to town.” 
 
    The judge stepped in between the two men and stared Adler down. “I hope you’re not going to cause trouble that I have to call Levi over for.” 
 
    “By the way, I hear the town might be hiring a new deputy. You might want to check with Levi.” Adler tipped his hat and went down the boardwalk toward his bank. 
 
    George tugged on his shoulder. “I hope there not be trouble.” 
 
    “Me, too, old friend. I’ll do my best to see there isn’t any.” Even as he said the words, the judge knew there would be. Why men couldn’t live peaceably with one another, he didn’t know. But that they didn’t, the judge knew all too well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Pearl looked back to check the big bay’s flank, but it looked as if it was healing and the horse didn’t limp. They’d taken it slowly the first day, but Ronan had pushed them hard yesterday and today. 
 
    She was about to call out when he stopped and turned to face her. 
 
    “Where is the pass to the Yellowstone?” 
 
    She pulled out the map and held it out. The breeze flapped the paper in her hands but finally, she read it. Pearl looked up and smiled as she saw the big boulder and pine tree just up the trail. “It should be just beyond that rock. Then we turn east and should be in Yellowstone tonight.” 
 
    “You think there are any cabins or shelters we can stay in?” 
 
    “Seems like we stayed in one somewhere by the lake. Wasn’t much. But I—” 
 
    “That should be the last place we go. Odds are your uncles are already there.” He took the map from here. “We’ll go down through the Tetons and to the South Pass. Then head east to Cheyenne. Unless you want to go west to California.” 
 
    She looked away. The truth was there was no place safe for her. Dean would find her wherever she went. She’d tried to deny that fact, but she felt its truth breathing down her neck. Until his gang was caught, until Dean and Brad were found, there was no place safe for her. 
 
    Pearl stared at Ronan. She should tell him. Explain that he should run from her to save himself. But she couldn’t. She was too scared. She liked him too much. 
 
    “You all right? You’re looking all worried. Did you hear something?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    He stuffed the map in his shirt. “I say we go south through the Tetons. Maybe we’ll find a kind rancher that will put us up if the weather changes.” 
 
    Pearl scanned the skies. “You think it will?” 
 
    “It’s winter. I’ve seen the weather change in an hour and freeze cows where they stood. Once, I saw a man frozen by the blizzard.” He frowned and turned his horse to the trail. 
 
    “It’s still warm.” She wanted to sound encouraging but sorrow pierced her at the sound of her own words. 
 
    He didn’t answer but kept them going at a hard pace. When they turned west, Pearl began looking for familiar things. But the last time she’d been through it had been summer, and it all looked different. 
 
    Finally, they stopped along the Madison River. Ronan found shelter under a slab of rock. He helped her down and then kept busy chopping pine boughs for a bed and shelter.  
 
    Pearl’s stomach rattled at her hunger. She watched him work and went to the river.  
 
    Suddenly, he was behind her. “Let’s catch some fish.” He pulled some hooks from his saddlebag along with some string. “I knew an old fella that used to take hair from a horse’s tail to make the string. He’d stand over the ice and dab the hook with some meat on it.” 
 
    She took it from him. “I’m starving. Come on, fish.” 
 
    Together they stood along the river. Ronan had taken a piece of the meat from his pack and fashioned it on the hook. “All we need is one, maybe two big trout.” 
 
    She glanced at him. He looked like a boy caught up in the excitement of the hunt. Not a man running for his life. She was going to tell him again about the danger they were in when he let out a whoop and pulled out a nice-sized fish. 
 
    He grinned and held it up. “This will give us a good dinner.” He looked all strong and capable and filled with manly pride.  
 
    Pearl grinned. “I’m so hungry. I’ll make the fire.” 
 
    “Already have it started. Horses are hobbled. Let’s eat.” He strode to the campsite and put the fish in a pan. “Good thing I never took my gear out when I stopped in Orion. I never meant to stay there long.” 
 
    She sat down on the bed of pine that he’d made. “I’m sorry I took you. My uncles might very well kill you.” 
 
    “Ah, they have to catch us first. I, for one, do not intend on letting them find us.” He stared at her. 
 
    Her breath caught. When had she fallen for him so? He was beyond handsome, and he really did care for her. He had come to her rescue. Even though she had kidnapped him.  
 
    “Dean is smart. I should have warned you. I should have never brought you along.” Tears stung her eyes. “I’m sorry, Ronan.” 
 
    He poked at the fish. “No need. I could have left at any time.” He gazed at her. His face was smooth and not worried. “Pearl, I’m here because I want to be.” He started to say more but stopped. 
 
    She went to him. “I like you, Ronan. More than that. I’m falling for you.” 
 
    He put a finger to her lips. “Shh. Let’s see how it all plays out. I’ve never felt about anyone like I do you. I can tell you that. We’re on this journey together.” 
 
    Pearl caught his hand in hers. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    “Let’s eat.” He cut half the fish and put it on a tin plate. Then took the other half for himself. “Eat up. We can catch another one if you’re still hungry.”  
 
    She ate her fish. How could he be this good to her? No one in her life had taken care of her. Oh, she thought her uncles would, but they accepted her in as their slave. Make dinner, clean the camp, and do whatever bidding they wanted of her. 
 
    At one time, Brad almost sold her off to Mexican slave traders for ten thousand dollars. That time Dean had come to her rescue. Over the years, she’d come to hate her uncles and their gang. Out only for their own good, they used her and others. Always taking and never giving. 
 
    She finished her fish. “That was good.” 
 
    “I’m going to catch another. Want to come?” 
 
    He seemed so happy to go fishing. “Why not?” 
 
    Once they were back at the river, he shoved the pole in her hand. “This time you catch it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “You can do it. Don’t you know that, Pearl? You can do anything you put your mind to. I see that in you. You’re a strong woman, smart, and unafraid.” He said the words and admired her.  
 
    She blushed. “If you say so.” 
 
    He took her arms and held her wrists. “Feel the flow.” He cast the hook far into the river and gently pulled back. “Over and over until you wake that fish up, and he can’t resist what’s on the hook.” He helped her throw it out a few more times. 
 
    She was so secure in his arms, she forgot about her troubles and relaxed. Then she threw the hook out by herself and felt it fall in the river, pulling, she felt a sudden tug and then a fight on the other end of the line. 
 
    “I’ve got one.” She laughed and pulled it in. 
 
    Ronan caught the end of the line and held up her catch. It was even bigger than the other one. “We’re eating good tonight.” 
 
    She couldn’t stop smiling as she helped him prepare the fish. “The best meal I’ve ever had.” 
 
    He glanced at her and put the fish on the pan over the fire. “You did good, Pearl.” 
 
    “No one has said kind words to me in a long time. Not without wanting something from me, anyway.” She sat beside him. Enjoying his nearness and company. 
 
    “As long as the weather holds out, we need to keep going until we find shelter or a town.” 
 
    She nodded. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    He looked at her with kindness in his eyes. “I wish it wasn’t so. I know it’s been hard on you.” He glanced at the shelter. “That money, I really want to get it back to the bank in Shirleyville. The livelihood of many people I know depends on it.” 
 
    Pearl knew what he was saying was true, but this was her money to get away from her uncles. She backed away from him. “I know. But it was my way to get out of the gang.” 
 
    He reached for her and pulled her to him. “I know what it will cost you. But I’m here. I’ll see to your safety. Besides, Shirleyville would be one of the last places they’d look for you.” 
 
    “You said that Duke Longshire was there. He knows my uncles and uses their gang to strongarm businesses and ranchers.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t know you. He doesn’t know I’m with you. We can change your name. He’ll never know.” 
 
    Tears crept down her cheeks. “They always find me. I’ve tried before.” 
 
    “This time, you have me.” He held her close and shielded her head into his shoulder. 
 
    Pearl wanted to believe him. Wanted to hope, but down deep, she knew better. If she was honest with herself and Ronan, she should send him away and give herself up. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dean ordered another steak. Chasing after Pearl had made him hungry and angry. She shouldn’t have run out on them. More, she shouldn’t have taken the satchel of money. She had to have had help, but no one saw her go. 
 
    The only other stranger in town hadn’t bothered to sign in at the hotel. He was gone the same day Pearl left. To make it worse, she’d stolen Dean’s horse. When he found her, she’d pay. He’d kept the men away from her. Made promises that he’d let her leave the gang. Well, that was over. He should’ve let Brad sell her to the Mexican slave trade. That she was family had stopped him.  
 
    Now, that she’d turned on him and run off with money that was his, she was fair game for his gang. All family ties were severed. 
 
    He glanced at a girl selling drinks. She wasn’t pretty, but she’d do. He was about to invite her over when Brad sat down. 
 
    “Think we’ll find Pearl? No one in Gardiner has seen her.”  
 
    Brad annoyed him. Younger by five years, he was always worried. Pearl’s father had been the brother in between. The peacemaker. Too bad he’d been killed. He’d have made a much better partner than Brad. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’ll find her.” Dean glared at his brother. “You started this all off with turning yourself in to those bounty hunters in Shirleyville.” 
 
    Brad scowled. “I’m tired of running. Tired of never knowing where we’re going to be. I haven’t killed anyone.” 
 
    Dean raked a gaze over him. “You’re a liar. Remember Lilly? She died because of you. Maybe you didn’t pull the trigger, but she’s dead.”  
 
    “That wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t.” Brad half-stood as if he thought about challenging him. 
 
    Coolly, Dean laid his pistol on the table. “Think you can run the gang? Think Rigby will obey your orders?” 
 
    Brad sat down. “I’m not challenging you. I could have gone straight. That’s what I wanted.” 
 
    “Is it, Brad? Seems to me, you’re the one that set up the Shirleyville bank with Duke Longshire. No, you’re as deep into crime as you can get.” Dean pointed his pistol at his brother. “You’re an outlaw just like me. Don’t forget it.” 
 
    “Doubt if that would ever be possible. What’s your plan to get Pearl back?” 
 
    “I’ve got men watching the cities around. Trains and stagecoaches. Our beautiful niece isn’t likely to slip by unnoticed.” 
 
    “She could get us hung if she went to the authorities.” 
 
    Dean grinned. “Don’t forget, I’ve got some of them on my side, too. It’s amazing what money can buy.” 
 
    Without another word, Brad left him. 
 
    That his brother hated him was no secret to Dean. You didn’t run a gang of outlaws by making friends. No, he had his eyes and ears paid for throughout the territory. He had to admit it bothered him that Pearl hadn’t come through Gardiner. 
 
    That meant she either doubled back or was on the other side of the ridge and going south. He didn’t like traveling in winter. Weather could be deadlier than any posse, and that’s what he was counting on. They’d heard wolves. By now, Pearl could have become a meal for the pack. 
 
    He hoped so anyway. With a crooked grin, he waved the girl at the bar over. Might as well enjoy himself while he waited. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Bridgette left Federico and Tony off at school. They loved learning and loved Sarah as their teacher. Bridgette smile as Federico ran into the schoolhouse. He no longer limped. Dr. Newsome’s method of putting on several casts had healed the boy's lame leg. 
 
    She drove the buggy to the livery and let Abel take charge of her horses.  
 
    He shook his head. “Mrs. Merritt, what are you doing out here alone?” 
 
    “I don’t need a guard anymore, and the hands at the ranch were busy. Besides,” she pointed to the rifle in the buggy. “I can shoot, and I’m not afraid to.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He shook his head and unhitched the horses. 
 
    “Good day, Abel. I’ll stay in town today until the boys are out of school.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll have them ready for you.” 
 
    Bridgette left the livery and looked at Shirleyville’s Main Street. She saw another building had been boarded up. They would have to buy feed from the business on Second Street. One of the stores that Adler and Duke Longshire fronted.  
 
    She turned down the street to go to Dolly’s Dress Shop. If there were any new goings-on in town, gossip that is, Dolly would know. She walked in and saw Mrs. Satchel whispering to Dolly. 
 
    “Ladies, how are things?” Bridgette knew things weren’t good. The bank was on the verge of shutting down, and Dolly had just learned that a new dress shop was opening on Second Street. 
 
    Dolly frowned. “We’re worried about our town. I hope your husband can help us.” 
 
    “Sterling is trying. By the law, Adler and the duke haven’t done anything we can stop them for. I’d like to get Levi to arrest them, but he can’t.” 
 
    Mrs. Satchel pounded her hand on the counter. “Did you hear about the new deputy that Adler has proposed?” 
 
    Bridgette shook her head. “Who?” 
 
    “Some stranger that I’m sure those two scoundrels dredged out of some prison. Some man named Garrett Findlay. I don’t like him at all.” 
 
    Bridgette glanced out the window. “Has he already been hired? I don’t recall Sterling telling me about him.” 
 
    “No, not yet. But my husband told me.” Mrs. Satchel dabbed a hanky to her eye. “Our bank is in dire straits. If Sheriff Levi can’t find those robbers, we’ll have to shut our doors.” 
 
    Bridgette patted the woman’s shoulder. “I am so sorry. We’ll be praying that the thieves are caught, and the money returned.” 
 
    “Thank you, dear. I have to say I have about given up hope.” 
 
    Dolly nodded. “Maybe we can get Preacher Brett to have a prayer service for our town.” 
 
    Bridgette frowned. “He’s likely to want us to pray for those on Second Street as well as Adler and the duke.” She knew her attitude needed a bit of an adjustment, but she just couldn’t stand idly by while the syndicate took over the town. 
 
    Turning to the shop owner, Bridgette smiled. “Dolly, I want to order a dress. I am gaining in my middle.” 
 
    Dolly grinned. “Oh, Bridgette. That is what happens to women who are with child. Most women stay at home.” 
 
    “Well, I still have things to do. Sterling said another man turned himself in for my bounty program, and I need to speak with him.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you can stand to talk to them. Those outlaws can be dangerous.” 
 
    “Levi stays with me. Plus, he keeps the cell closed.” 
 
    Mrs. Satchel nodded. “I had a brother go bad. I wish he could have turned himself in to you. When are Delmer and Elmer Selmer being released?” 
 
    Looking at a new dress Dolly had just hung up, Bridgette smiled. “Sometime in the spring. I hope they are successful.” 
 
    Mrs. Satchel shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s not safe to have ex-cons around town. They can easily turn back to their life of robbing and pillaging.” 
 
    Bridgette frowned at her. “Oh, for pity sake. All I want to do is see them have a chance. I really do not think they’ll return to crime.” She eyed the other woman. “Unless people in this town turn against them and don’t give them a chance. Besides, I have more plans for the men when they return.” 
 
    “Do tell.” Mrs. Satchel looked her up and down. 
 
    “No, not right now.” 
 
    Dolly huffed. “Be that way. Did you hear that George, the Chinese man who works for the judge, has a mail-order bride coming from China?” 
 
    Bridgette turned to face her. “I hadn’t heard that. We’ll have to do something for her and George. He’s Christian, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, at least there is that.” Mrs. Satchel went to the door. “I better get back to the house and start dinner. My man doesn’t like to wait and always comes home hungry. Oh, I do hope we get that money back soon.” She left and walked down the street toward the bank. 
 
    Dolly shook her head. “I hope they can find it. I’d hate to see Adler take over. Although, he’s doing a good job of it. Did I tell you they tried to shake me up and take my money from me?” 
 
    Bridgette snickered at her friend. “I think the correct word is shakedown. Extortion. Did you tell Levi?” 
 
    “Yes, and he questioned the awful man who threatened me, but he denied it. The boarded-up windows of the stores on Main Street ought to prove their evil handiwork. If I didn’t give them two-hundred dollars, they threatened to open another dress shop on Second Street. I think you know how that worked out.” 
 
    Bridgette went to the door. “Yes, I saw the building going up. Francesca’s, I think, is the name. I won’t be shopping there. I’ll have Sterling look into it. We certainly don’t need that kind of thing going on in Shirleyville. I’ll be by to pick up the dress in a week.” 
 
    Walking across the street, she went to the courthouse to talk with her husband. He’d been keeping things from her again. She was a lawyer and could help people if Sterling would let her. She pushed on the door and saw Sterling with Duke Longshire and Mr. Adler. 
 
    She turned her alluring smile to her husband. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had business. When you’re done, let’s have lunch together.” She glared at the men sitting across from her husband. Oh, how she wanted to give them a piece of her mind. 
 
    “Mrs. Merritt, so nice to see you. You’re looking well for a woman in your condition. Although in Mother England, women stay at home. It’s not respectable for you to be about. Shows poorly on your husband.” 
 
    That duke. She wanted to slap him silly into the next room. Instead, she smiled. “How backward of your country. I guess that’s why we Americans, men and women, kicked you out.” 
 
    Sterling rose from his chair and went to her. “Bridgette, what a pleasant surprise. I’ll be done here in a few minutes. If you’d like, go ahead and go to Sally Mae’s, and I’ll meet you there.” He smiled at her. The smile that said, please do as I say. 
 
    Bridgette nodded and did as her husband asked. He was such a good man, and she knew he put up a lot with her schemes. Yet, he remained so sweet to her. She smiled at him and waved while ignoring the two men at his desk. 
 
    She was at the door to the diner when Levi exited. 
 
    “Bridgette, I hope you have your guard with you.” He frowned because he could clearly see she didn’t. 
 
    “Well, he was busy. Is it true you have a new deputy?” She wanted to hear it from Levi. He was a good sheriff and wouldn’t let Adler push him around. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes. Garrett Findlay. He should be here this Friday. He has good recommendations.” 
 
    “All I want to know is that he wasn’t hired by Adler or the duke.”  
 
    “I knew him back in Denver. He’s a good man. I see your husband coming. Better go in and get a table.” 
 
    Bridgette smiled at Levi and went inside. Having a baby made her hungry. Levi had shut the door behind her and was talking to Sterling. Great, no doubt the sheriff was telling her husband how she needed to be watched and looked after.  
 
    Sterling entered and ushered her to a table near the back. “Bridgette, Levi is worried about you running around the country by yourself. There is no telling what Duke Longshire and Adler will do to get that property away from you. And if it means kidnapping or killing you, they’ll hire it to be done. I’ll take you home. From now on, you don’t come into town unless your guard or I am with you. I sure wish Ronan hadn’t run off.” 
 
    “I am hungry.” 
 
    “Honestly, dear. How can you only think of food when I’m trying to save your life?” 
 
    She held his hand. “Thank you, Darling. I know you’ll keep me safe.” 
 
    “You are an exasperating woman.” He grinned. “Chicken potpie today.” 
 
    “Yum. I’ll take one. And a piece of cherry pie.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can afford to keep you. How are the boys?” 
 
    “They love school. Federico is so happy now that he can walk properly.” She took his hand and hugged it to her cheek. “I’m so happy, Sterling.” 
 
    “Then you will do as I say. I wouldn’t be able to go on if something happened to you.” 
 
    “Levi has a new deputy coming.” 
 
    “Yes, I signed the paper to hire him. He comes with good references.” 
 
    “Trouble is brewing, Sterling. I don’t like what I hear. Dolly has had extortion threats. The Blevins Feed store is gone. Can’t you do something about your uncle? Like, send him back to England.” 
 
    He laughed. “He’s a sore spot in our lives for sure. He keeps threatening my funds, but I believe they are out of his reach. You made him angry today. He made sure to tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I’d like to find something I could sue him over. But I’ll behave.”  
 
    Sterling ordered for her, and soon she had the best lunch around. Someday, maybe Bridgette could cook like that. But then again, she didn’t really care to spend the time learning. After all, she had businesses to run. Defendants to take care of and soon, mail-order brides to win husbands for. 
 
    She laughed. Maybe she could marry old Duke Longshire off. Maybe he’d turn into a decent human. She shook her head. Then again, she’d hate to saddle some woman with that angry man. No, she’d stick to finding wives for her bounty candidates. 
 
    Sipping her coffee, she stared at her handsome husband. The mayor of Shirleyville on his way to becoming governor or maybe even senator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Ronan pushed them hard. Up early and riding until they had to stop to rest the horses. But he knew with winter on them, the weather could turn any moment. So far, they’d been lucky. Or blessed, according to Pearl. 
 
    She prayed every morning.  
 
    He thought it odd with her circumstances. To him, he didn’t think her God must be listening. When questioned, she just looked at him and smiled. “He is with me. The Lord is why I get up each morning. He is my hope.” 
 
    Well, that might work for her. Ronan glanced at the sky. It had been turning cloudier by the moment. He couldn’t tell if the gray clouds held snow or not. At least, he didn’t see the dark blue to the north that usually foretold of a blizzard. 
 
    They’d ridden into Yellowstone two days ago. Even now, Ronan couldn’t believe the strange land they were in. At times, great plumes of steam shot out of the earth. Then there were puddles of multicolored boiling mud.  
 
    Game was abundant, and he’d shot an elk. So at least they ate well. But no cabins. He kept them going south. If they could reach the South Pass, there was a railroad near. Ronan was going to take that money back to Mr. Satchel’s bank. 
 
    “Ronan, I need to stop. Please.” 
 
    He halted Thunder and turned around to look at her. She looked exhausted. His heart went out to her, and he dismounted and helped her down from her horse. “We can rest for a little while.” 
 
    He cut some of the meat they’d cooked earlier and handed her a piece. “Eat up and take some water. I’ll take the horses to the stream.” He gave her the rifle from her saddle. “Just in case.” 
 
    She nodded and sat on a boulder. 
 
    Ronan hated that she looked so tired. He needed to find them shelter. He was afraid to take her into Yellowstone Park to the ranger station. That would be the first place Dean would look. 
 
    He let the horses drink and graze on the tufts of grass shooting up along the banks of the stream. Ronan kept Pearl in his sights and watched over her.  
 
    Then a ray of sunlight broke through the clouds and shone golden light on her dark hair. Any doubts about what he was doing disappeared. He didn’t know how it happened, but he loved her. 
 
    She glanced his way and smiled. 
 
    At that moment, Ronan knew that he’d walk the ends of the earth for her. Give his life to keep her safe. He stared at that shaft of light and prayed that the Lord would watch over her. 
 
    Feeling uncomfortable talking to the Lord that he barely knew, he gathered the horses and made his way back to her. 
 
    She’d taken off her jacket. “In the sunlight, it’s warm. We’re going to make it, Ronan. I know we are.” Her eyes were gleaming.  
 
    He smiled at her and stroked her face. “Yes, we are. I know it, too.” Maybe saying that prayer had helped, but he did feel more confident than he had before. “Let’s mount up. We need to find shelter before nightfall.” 
 
    Pearl grabbed her coat and put it on. “There are hot springs. They could keep us warm if the weather turns.” She looked at the sky. “I don’t think it will snow tonight, do you?” 
 
    “No. It doesn’t look like it.”  
 
    He’d just stopped talking when a chorus of wolves howled on the ridge behind them. 
 
    She ran into his arms. “They sounded like they were all around us.” 
 
    “Let’s get on the horses. Whatever happens. Stay on your horse. I’ll have my rifle out to shoot if we need to. Let’s go.” He helped her back on her horse and then mounted his. 
 
    Thunder pranced nervously.  
 
    Ronan called back to her. “Stay right with me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    Ronan pulled out the meat he’d kept for dinner and threw it aside. “That might stop them for a while.” He kicked Thunder, and they loped down the trail. 
 
    After twenty minutes, he slowed down. He didn’t hear the wolves, but he didn’t trust that they were gone. They followed the river until it turned east. There was a good-sized trail that went south. 
 
    He pointed. “We’ll go down this way.” 
 
    She nodded. “Whatever you think.” Worry etched her face. 
 
    He smiled at her. “We’ll get through.” 
 
    She kept right behind him.  
 
    Thunder remained skittish. Whether sensing his own worry or smelling the wolves, Ronan didn’t know. 
 
    “You think the wolves are gone?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Look for a cabin. Something we can shelter in. It’s going to be dark within the hour. 
 
    She shuddered but nodded. 
 
    A cold wind blew down from the north bringing with it the sound of wolves. They were still being followed. 
 
    Pearl rode up beside him. “There, is that smoke?” 
 
    He followed her direction and saw a wisp of gray just before it caught in the clouds. “Might be.” 
 
    He took off and rode toward the faint column. There hadn’t been any lightning. Then again, they didn’t know who they’d find. Could be Dean and his gang. Or some worse than them. 
 
    They rode hard. The howls were getting closer. And then they rode around a curve in the trail, and a cabin stood right in front of them. 
 
    He thanked the Lord for shelter and rode to the front. He helped Pearl down and tied the horses to the post. They ran up the step and he knocked on the door. 
 
    After a minute, the door opened to a man and a woman who was either all or part Indian if he had to guess.  
 
    “We’d like to rest in your cabin. Wolves are chasing us.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Aye, there’s a bloodthirsty group around here. Put your horses in the barn. There’s plenty of feed and hay for them. Then come on in.” 
 
    Pearl started to help him, but Ronan sent her back to the cabin, and the woman took her inside. While the man left the cabin to help him. 
 
    “Can’t tell you how happy we were to see your cabin.” Ronan grinned at the man, hoping he was a good sort. 
 
    “Aye, we don’t get many visitors. Especially in the winter.” The man stared at him with curiosity. 
 
    Ronan nodded. “No, it isn’t by choice. I may as well tell you, we’re on the run from a gang of outlaws. We’ve done nothing wrong, but they mean to kill us.” 
 
    “I’m Royal Pendleton and my wife, Suzy. Her Indian name is White Fawn. We’ve been here for three years now. You’re welcome to stay as long as needed.” 
 
    “Thanks, we’ll be on our way as soon as we’re sure the weather will hold for a few days. How far is the railroad from here?” 
 
    Royal scratched his head. “There’s one spur not far from here, but I don’t know if the trains are still running. Goes to Caspar. They built it when the Yellowstone was made a national park to service the south side. But like I said, doesn’t seem like I hear the whistle anymore.” 
 
    “Where’s the next place.” 
 
    “Down near South Pass. It should still be used. Take you three days hard riding to get there. If the weather holds, you should be able to make it.” Royal shrugged. “We’ve got plenty of food if you want to stay a few days. Your woman looks worn out.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. “She is. Thanks.” 
 
    They walked back to the cabin amidst a chorus of howls.  
 
    “The wolves always this bad?” 
 
    Royal nodded. “I’ve got a couple dogs that I keep in the barn. They protect the horses. I’ve got traps around, too. I don’t go anywhere without my rifle.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that. We had a run-in with a pack on the way down here.” 
 
    “They’re ruthless. But it’s the way of the wild. Kill or be killed.” 
 
    In the cabin, Pearl ran to meet him. “Suzy said we could stay a day or so. I’d sure like to and talk with her. It’s been ages since I’ve had a woman to talk to.” 
 
    Ronan couldn’t resist the pleading in her eyes. He even considered leaving her here while he took the money back to Shirleyville.  
 
    Suzy came to them. “Your room is in the back. We have a couple guest rooms for travelers that come through.” She laughed. “We thought with winter here, we’d not have any more visitors.” 
 
    Royal led him to the room and helped him put up their saddlebags and bedrolls.  
 
    Pearl’s bag of money was already on the dresser.  
 
    “I’ve got a stew over the fire if you’re hungry.” 
 
    Pearl had followed them into the room. “I’m so hungry. Thank you.” 
 
    “Suzy set out some bowls for stew, and some of that wonderful cornbread you make.” Royal led them to the kitchen table. 
 
    “What are you and your wife doing out in the wilds of Yellowstone in the winter?” 
 
    Pearl darted a gaze to Ronan.  
 
    Ronan took a sip of coffee and then looked Royal in the eye. “Like I said, we’re on the run from a gang of outlaws. Pearl’s uncles. They mean to take her back, and I mean to set her free from the gang.” 
 
    Royal nodded. “I see. Think they’ll come here?” 
 
    Ronan shook his head. “As far as I know, they’re not on our trail. They took the north entrance to Yellowstone through Gardiner. We came through the west entrance.” 
 
    “Well, if they come looking for you two, we’ll send them east and not south. Right, Suzy?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” She smiled at them. “We are not afraid of the outlaws.” Suzy patted a rifle that hung over the fireplace. 
 
    Ronan nodded. “We won’t stay long. If the weather looks like it will hold, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Royal took in a deep breath. “I’d say you’ll be here a few days. My knee tells me snow is in the air. But the good thing is you won’t have to worry about that outlaw gang.” 
 
    Wolves howled around the cabin. 
 
    “Sounds like they’re right outside.” 
 
    Royal grinned. “I’m sure they are. If they get too annoying, I’ll go out and shoot a couple. Helps keep them at bay.” 
 
    Pearl shuddered. “They’re so frightening.” 
 
    Suzy rubbed her shoulder. “They’re just animals looking for food. Not nearly as frightening as the human breed who sweep through the land looking who they can kill and destroy.” 
 
    Pearl held onto the warm cup of coffee and nodded. “I guess not.” 
 
    After a few more rounds of howls, Royal got up and took his rifle. He checked it for cartridges and opened the cabin door. A few shots later, he came back in. “They were trying to get in the barn. A couple was caught in traps. I shot two others. I put in rocks three feet deep to keep them from digging in.” 
 
    Pearl sat closer to Ronan. “I’ve never been so frightened by an animal.” 
 
    Royal went about the cabin and closed the shutters. “I had one jump through the window one night. It’s getting colder out there anyway. The snow might drive them back to their den.” 
 
    Ronan put an arm around Pearl. “Thank the Lord, we found your cabin. We spent one night fighting off wolves. Thanks for letting us in.” 
 
    Royal and Suzy smiled. “It’s our pleasure. Kind of why we thought the Lord put us here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl’s eyes kept shutting. It felt so good to be warm and inside a cabin.  
 
    Ronan put a hand on her shoulder. “We better get to bed. Pearl is beyond tired. You ready, dear?” 
 
    She touched his hand. “Yes, I’m sorry, my eyes keep closing.” She stood and followed Ronan into their room. 
 
    He shut the door and whispered. “I’ll sleep on the floor.” 
 
    She was too tired to even thank him. She crawled under the covers and waited for the sleep to come. “Ronan, are you asleep.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    The wolves howled. 
 
    “They are so frightening.” 
 
    “We’re safe, Pearl. Tonight, there’s nothing to fear.” 
 
    “Why did you tell them we’re married?” Pearl raised up to look at him in the dim light of the lantern. He was laying on the floor, hand behind his head. 
 
    He looked at her. “I wanted to protect you.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ve never felt so safe. Do you think, well, do you have plans after you get to Shirleyville?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not really. See my family. I’ve got three brothers and a father. At one time, I wanted to be deputy. Levi, our sheriff, he’s a good man. I really admire him.” 
 
    “What about the woman, the one that left you for another.” She watched him. He’d mentioned her once. Did she still have a hold on him, or was he free of her? 
 
    He drew in a deep breath. “Cassidy? We were partners. She got married the day I left. The day I came to Orion.” 
 
    “Oh.” She didn’t want to know more. She hadn’t realized it had been so recent. One thing she didn’t want to do was fall for a man who had just been rejected. How much of his kindness and attraction to her was as a result of being hurt? 
 
    “I never loved her. I know that now. I thought I did, but—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to pry.” She laid back down and stared at the ceiling and the dim glow the lantern made. She couldn’t tell him how she felt about him. Not now. She closed her eyes to stop the tears. 
 
    “Pearl, I’d like it if we were married. I feel like we were meant for one another.” 
 
    She was quiet. She couldn’t answer. She wanted to, but she’d been let down by her uncles so often she didn’t trust them. The truth was she didn’t trust anyone.  
 
    “Pearl?” 
 
    “I don’t know you, Ronan. Trust doesn’t come easy for me.” 
 
    “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “When I first saw you in Orion, you had such a wild look in your eye. I was afraid of you. At first, I thought you might hurt me.” 
 
    “That was then. I’ve changed. I was hurting because Cassidy had gone and married another. I had no right to be angry. I’d never told her I loved her. I used her, but I never loved her.” 
 
    She was crying now. Ronan was everything she’d ever wanted. But she was afraid to let him inside her heart. She’d been deceived so often. The men she’d known only wanted to use her. Never giving themselves only taking. 
 
    Then he was sitting on the bed, rubbing her shoulders, and holding her close to him. “Don’t cry. It’s going to be all right. I’ll protect you, but I won’t force you to do anything. You’re free to go or stay with me. Your choice.” 
 
    She relaxed in his arms and sobbed into his shoulder. She should tell him to go and leave her alone. To stay safe and not be involved with her. But she couldn’t. In his arms, she felt as if she was home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Judge Taggart and Rachel drove George into town to pick up his bride. That George was nervous was an understatement as he’d quoted half of Psalms on the way to Shirleyville. The judge stopped the carriage by the depot. 
 
    “Train should be here at any moment, George. Want us to go to the platform with you?” 
 
    George nodded. “Please. I don’t know her at all. Especially you, Mrs. Rachel. Having another woman will help her.” 
 
    “Does she speak English?” 
 
    George shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope so. I told my brother in letter that she would have to know English. But sometimes, he not listen good.” 
 
    The judge helped Rachel up the stairs and hoped George’s dreams would come true with the woman who stepped off that train. He squeezed Rachels elbow. “I have to say that my mail-order bride has brought me nothing but joy.” 
 
    She laughed. “And ten children worth of trouble.” 
 
    “And joy. I’ve been praying for George and the woman.” The judge helped Rachel to the bench. “I hope this is one of the days the train is on time.” 
 
    Rachel snugged her coat around her. “Yes, the air is getting colder. I think snow may be coming today.” 
 
    The judge glanced at the clouds. “Yes, you’re right. Do you want to wait in the diner?” 
 
    “No, no. I think another woman in the crowd will help her feel at ease. I can remember how terrifying it was to step out of that stagecoach to meet you.” 
 
    The judge laughed. “I remember seeing the most beautiful woman in the world, and then found it so funny when I saw all those children. I couldn’t believe they were all yours. And mine.” 
 
    “I do hope you’ve forgiven me.”  
 
    “Forgive you? How many times do I have to tell you that you made me the happiest man in the world? And still, do. You and all the children.” 
 
    Rachel smiled. “I’m so glad, Darling.” 
 
    He got the feeling there was going to be a story after that, but the train whistle stopped her, and she pointed. “Here she comes.” 
 
    The judge stood and put a hand on George’s shoulder. “Brace yourself. Your life is about to change in ways you’ve never dreamed.” 
 
    George grinned. “Yes, Judge. I’m ready.” 
 
    Amidst a cloud of steam and smoke and dreams, the big locomotive chugged into the station. The judge stood beside George. The odd thing was the judge felt as nervous as George. He so hoped for the man’s happiness. 
 
    Finally, passengers began deporting. A woman and a small boy. A couple of men in suits that made the judge think they were meeting with the Duke. Then the conductor helped a woman dressed in Chinese dress from the train. She was George’s age.  
 
    The judge sighed in relief.  
 
    George said something to her in Chinese, but the woman answered in perfect English. “Your wife is coming behind me. I hope you will be pleased.” 
 
    Grinning, George looked anxiously at the door.  
 
    Amid a riot of annoyed berating, the conductor came back out followed by a young woman. She glared out at them and folded her arms. “I am Li Hwan. Where is George?” 
 
    With a frown, George went to her. “I am George Wei.” He bowed to her. 
 
    The judge escorted Rachel to her. “I’m Judge Taggart, and this is my wife, Rachel.” 
 
    With an annoyed scowl, Li stood on the step of the train to appear taller. “Nice to meet you.” Her words were correct, but her face and dark eyes didn’t follow along. 
 
     The older Chinese woman bowed before the girl. “I will get your things.” 
 
    “Do so.” Li walked away from her and to the steps. “Is that the carriage?” 
 
    The judge nodded. “Let me help you.” 
 
    “Where are your servants?” 
 
    “We don’t have any.” 
 
    With her head up high, she glared at them. “I was not told this would be so primitive. And dirty.” She took the judge’s hand and walked down the steps. She sat in the back of the carriage and scooted to the middle leaving no room for anyone else. 
 
    George looked as if he were in shock. He whispered to the judge. “If you don’t mind, let me drive her home. I’ll send a man back with the carriage.” 
 
    “Might be for the best. We can visit with Sarah at lunch. Good luck, George.” By the arrogant look on that young lady’s face, George was going to need it. He’d not gotten a wife but a spoiled girl. 
 
    George shook his head. “I think the false Chinese gods are having a laugh at my expense. I know my brother held anger for me leaving China, but I didn’t think he’d be so vindictive. Although that is the way of my Chinese family.” 
 
    The older Chinese woman came to them. “I am sorry for Li’s attitude. She wasn’t happy about being forced to go to America.” She shook her head. “I am from San Francisco. I’m Mary Zhang. I’ll do my best to instruct her in the ways of the West. She is from Hong Kong, so knows the Queen’s English.” 
 
    George smiled at her. “We’ll get along fine. Do you know if she is Christian?” 
 
    Mary smiled. “I am, but Li is not, a bit of a warning, she doesn’t want to discuss religious things.” 
 
    George nodded and helped Mary down the steps to the carriage.  
 
    Rachel elbowed her husband. “I think perhaps the wrong one is the bride.” 
 
    “I would think you’re right. How old do you think Li is?” 
 
    “I think she is all of sixteen.” 
 
    “My thoughts too. Well, shall we go to the diner and have lunch. Seems we have a bit of a wait.” 
 
    Rachel laughed. “I think you better tell George to send the wagon to pick up Li’s luggage.” 
 
    The judge shook his head. “What is she, Queen of China?” 
 
    Rachel laughed. “If she’s not, someone needs to tell her.” 
 
    They walked to Sally Mae’s Diner and went in just ahead of Greg Adler. Wanting nothing more than to get away from the man, the judge found a table by the window. 
 
    Adler followed them and sat down in an empty chair. “Judge, I was looking for you. I have some news. We picked a deputy. A man, even Levi, knows and likes.” 
 
    The judge frowned. “That you picked him gives me doubts to his loyalty, but as you well know, I have no say in the matter. You’ll have to meet with the mayor and the council.” 
 
    “We have. As soon as Garrett gets here, he will be on the job.” 
 
    The judge ordered his meal and then turned to Adler. “My wife and I would like to enjoy our lunch together. Without interference.” 
 
    Adler scowled. “Very well. I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    Clearing his throat, the judge smiled at Rachel. “More like you wanted to gloat.” He stared at Adler. “When I am with my wife, even you can’t ruin my day.” 
 
    Adler stood. “I heard about you bringing more Chinese to town. We won’t have that. George, we put up with. Tell him not to bring his bride to town.” 
 
    Now that made him mad. The judge stood and poked a finger in Adler’s chest. “George and his bride and her servant are welcome in Shirleyville and every store in this town. If not, they’ll have me to do deal with.” 
 
    With a snide grin, Adler turned his back and then looked back at him. “The town isn’t yours anymore, Judge. Remember that.” And he left the diner. 
 
    Almost shaking from anger, the judge vaguely felt Rachel tug on his arm. “Don’t let him ruin our time together. After lunch, let’s find Preacher Brett and have him start a prayer service for our town.” 
 
    “That’s for sure. I think I’ll need it just to keep me civil.” 
 
    Rachel laughed and kissed his hand. “We’ll pray. For you, the town and George.” 
 
    The judge laughed. “Yes, I forgot about his troubles. And they’re just beginning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    George enjoyed talking to Mary. It seems his brother knew her brother and bargained to buy her as a servant for Li. George didn’t have any idea of what he was going to do with the girl his brother had sent him. 
 
    Obviously, his brother had wanted to get rid of her. She must have made a nuisance of herself in China. Hong Kong is where they were from. It was a plus because they spoke English and like himself, took Christian names. 
 
    How Li had missed out was a mystery if she came from the families near his brother’s home.  
 
    Mary smiled. “I love the country. I can just imagine the colors and variety of greens in the spring. Do you get much snow? It is cold.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Feet of the stuff. But we have a good house and plenty of food.” 
 
    “China still struggles to feed her children. One of the reasons that Li was sent to America. They hear stories of streets of gold and abundant food wherever you look. Most who make the hard trip over the ocean are disappointed.” 
 
    George nodded. “If the judge hadn’t rescued me, I would have died in one of the mining camps. But it was his mine. He saw me, took care of me just like the Samaritan neighbor in the bible. We became friends. He fed his men properly, and his mine did well. But it finally played out. Judge Taggart offered me a job at his ranch. That was many years ago.” 
 
    Mary looked back at Li. “Are you warm enough?” 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “I told the girl to leave her big coat out of the trunk. She doesn’t listen.” Mary took off her coat and handed it to Li. “Stay warm.” 
 
    George took a blanket from under the seat and handed it to Mary. “You keep warm.” 
 
    Lowering her head, Mary nodded. “It isn’t proper for you to take care of the servant.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to be proper. That girl back there needs a switch to her backside as the judge would say.” 
 
    Mary chuckled. “You will have your hands full. The girl has her head in the clouds and believes she is above all. I haven’t had the heart to tell her that royalty isn’t cast from China to a land of primitives.” 
 
    George laughed. “That is how they see us in America, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I am afraid so.” 
 
    George looked back to the young princess. There was nothing he liked about her. She was too young. Her attitude too arrogant. Really, everything about her repulsed him. He could send her back, but that would be risky for the young girl, and she would likely be a servant or slave. He couldn’t do that to her. 
 
    “I have three rooms at the back of the house. You are welcome to stay in one of them.” 
 
    Mary blushed. “Thank you. I don’t think Li will allow it.” 
 
    “You leave her to me.” George tried to think in the Eastern ways, but he’d been in America so long, his mind had switched to the American ways. The judge would help him.  
 
    George knew one thing. There was no way he would marry the spoiled, Li. And even if she hadn’t been so arrogant, he wouldn’t marry a girl so young. That might be the ways of the old country. But he was a man of the West. An American now.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Ronan got up from the floor and looked outside. The snow had finally stopped. They’d stayed with the gracious couple for a week now, and he was restless. He knew Satchel’s bank needed that money. He didn’t worry so much about Pearl’s uncles. 
 
    The weather had put a barrier between them. As soon as it let up, he was taking Pearl south to the train. Then they’d make their way up to Shirleyville. He’d send a wire as soon as they reached a telegraph office. 
 
    Pearl was a mess. At times, she looked at him with hope in her eyes and others she was full of sorrow and fear. He’d tried to convince her he’d take care of her. Love her. But she always backed away. 
 
    Then again, he didn’t blame her. Used by her uncles all these years would make it hard to trust anyone. Not like he was the most trustworthy man to come along either. 
 
    Royal and Suzy were a good influence. They told stories of how the Lord saw them through the hard times. They encouraged them. Ronan believed they knew that he and Pearl weren’t married, but they never questioned them about it.  
 
    Pearl put a hand on his back. “You think we can leave today?” 
 
    He nodded. “Possible. Depends on how warm it gets and if the clouds look like they’re going to bring more snow.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    He faced her. Saw the questions in her eyes and the fear. “I think we can leave. Unless you don’t want to. Suzy has said you can stay until the weather is clear. I want to go on to deliver that money. My town needs it.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “I want to go with you.” 
 
    He smiled and put his hand in her hair and pulled her close. “I won’t leave you. I want you with me, Pearl. But it’s dangerous. The wolves and weather make the going treacherous.” 
 
    “We haven’t heard the wolves in a few days. And the clouds are gone.” She smiled. “Look, the sun is out, and the snow is melting. Royal said there’s a good road that runs east of the Tetons down to the train.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “All right. I’ll let them know we’ll be leaving later today. I’m sure they’ll give us supplies. You pack up your things, and we’ll get ready.” 
 
    Ronan left her. Not sure that taking her along was the right thing to do. She was safe here. They treated her like a daughter and offered her family life. What could he offer her? He only had one goal. After dropping the money at Shirleyville, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do. 
 
    As much as he loved Pearl, he really had nothing to offer her. No ranch. No job. Nothing but a promise to love her. And even that was something he didn’t know how to do. He’d recognized that after watching Royal and Suzy and how they were continually giving to one another love, encouragement, hope. 
 
    He had nothing to give to Pearl. He went outside to check on the horses. In the barn, he could see that they were well fed. They’d not be happy about leaving the shelter. He considered jumping on Thunder and riding away. 
 
    But then an image of Pearl crying stopped him cold. He would see her through this the whole way. No cutting out. If she wanted to leave him, he would let her. But he was going to stay with her until she told him to go. And even then, she’d have a fight on her hands. 
 
    Ronan walked back to the cabin. The air was definitely warming up. He prayed it was for a week or more and not just a day. He looked into the sky. “For Pearl, Lord. Keep her safe.”  
 
    Pearl’s habit of praying had rubbed off on him. He might not be the kind of man the Lord would look down and smile on, but Ronan was moving that direction. Loving Pearl had awakened the need to take care of her. Give her what she needed. And the knowledge that he couldn’t do it alone and needed God. 
 
    Royal met him outside. “You’re leaving today?” 
 
    “Yes, as much as I don’t want to, I think it’s the right time.” 
 
    “I agree.” He patted Ronan on the back. “When you get to a town, make sure you marry that girl. She loves you, Ronan.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I see it in her eyes. The way she moves around you. Her words for you. She loves you all right.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that. Thanks.” 
 
    “My wife has provisions made up for you for two weeks’ worth. Just in case you don’t have good weather all the way and have to hole up somewhere.” 
 
    “What do you think about our chances?” 
 
    “Reaching the train without more snow, fifty-fifty. About a happy life together, 100 percent.” He grinned and held the door for him. 
 
    “Is there any trouble we should be aware of down the Tetons to the tracks?” 
 
    “There are Indians. Mostly friendly, but they can be dangerous. Especially if food is scarce. Winter is hard on everyone. Man and animal.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of her.” 
 
    Royal grinned. “I know that. So does Pearl. Let’s get a good breakfast and see you on your way.” 
 
    The morning went fast. Pearl was excited and paced the room waiting for the time to leave.  
 
    Ronan and Royal got the horses ready. The horses were as anxious to get started as Pearl. Finally, they were saddled and packed. Ronan went inside and called Pearl. They said their good-byes, and he helped Pearl into the saddle. 
 
    Royal pointed to the trail. Ronan took Pearl’s hand and they rode away from their friends and the comfort of their cabin. 
 
    *** 
 
    The trail narrowed, and Pearl followed close behind Ronan. The horses were well-rested and wanted to run, but Ronan kept them at a steady pace. He hadn’t said much since they left the cabin, but the day was warming and the snow melting. Pearl felt hopeful. 
 
    Finally, the trail widened, and she rode up beside him. “You’ve been quiet.” 
 
    He glanced at her in that way he had about him. As if he was holding back the darkness so that it wouldn’t alarm her. “We’ll be fine. The snow is melting. The sky is clear.” 
 
    “And we have plenty of food. And are rested.” She smiled at him. “I’m not weak. I’ve ridden for days at a time with you and my uncles’ gang. I won’t break.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’ve proven yourself. I believe you can do anything you have a mind to.” 
 
    Her heart warmed at the conviction in his voice. “Thank you, Ronan. I think we make a good pair.” 
 
    Hope shone in his eyes. “I’d marry you today if we had a preacher.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ronan. I’m afraid that Dean and that syndicate will never let me go. I know too much. I’d hate myself if anything happened to you because of me.” 
 
    He took her hand in his. “You let me worry about that.” 
 
    “I’d like to.” 
 
    A covey of birds fluttered into the air to the right. Pearl hung onto her horse and kept him from charging down the road. “Easy, boy.” She patted his neck. “What do you suppose scared those birds?” 
 
    Ronan had his rifle out. “I don’t know. Keep going.” 
 
    Her heart sank. “Wolves?” 
 
    He looked at her but wasn’t able to keep the worry from showing. “Let’s speed up a little. You go just in front of me.” 
 
    She didn’t argue but urged her horse ahead of his and let the gelding settle into an easy rocking chair lope. The horse's long stride ate up the distance. She listened but could barely hear anything above her racing heart. 
 
    If she never saw another wolf again, she’d be happy. In another day maybe two, they’d be at the railroad. She prayed for their protection. That a train would be along quickly. She glanced back and saw that he’d stopped. 
 
    She stopped, but he waved her on to keep going. Pearl prayed harder and tapped her horse’s sides. She held him to a slow lope. But she kept listening. For good measure, she pulled out her rifle.  
 
    Then she heard rifle shots. One, two, three echoed over the valley. Pearl slowed down. Where was he? 
 
    Suddenly more shots boomed behind her. She counted to ten. Then she saw him riding toward her. “Get going!” 
 
    She dug her heels into the horse. The animal jumped forward, and they raced down the road.  
 
    Ronan was right behind her now.  
 
    After a few more shots, he rode beside her and pulled her horse’s reins to slow him down. “I think they’re gone.” 
 
    Panic in her throat, she looked at him. “The wolves?” 
 
    He nodded. “I must have killed ten of them. It’s a big pack. Hopefully, they can eat their own and leave us alone. If I see an elk, I’ll shoot it and leave it for them.” 
 
    She nodded, wishing they’d stayed in the warm cabin with their friends. But her freedom lay ahead. She had to take the chance. She looked at Ronan and took comfort in the determined look on his face.  
 
    He wasn’t giving up. He would protect her. Pearl’s question, was, could she protect him from Dean and his gang? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    George sat in the parlor, the middle room of those the judge had given him all those years ago. He waited for Li to come out of her bedroom. She’d taken one good look at him and run into her room and slammed the door. Again. A daily ritual in the household.  
 
    Mary had urged him to be patient with her. Let her get used to him and the surroundings gradually. But nothing seemed to help. She tried to enter but was unceremoniously refused entrance through a tirade in Chinese. 
 
    George realized how far he was from China and anything Chinese in that he could only recall every third word. He felt as if he was a nowhere man. Not wholly American but definitely not Chinese and in that had a bit of compassion on the spoiled girl. 
 
    Mary returned and sat on the sofa and sipped her tea. “I am sorry for the way she has treated you.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. She is too young for me to marry. This isn’t China. I will have to find a suitable man for her. You say she is sixteen?” 
 
    Mary nodded. “Yes, in November, she will begin her sixteenth year. She is afraid. That is why she is acting so oafishly. I apologize for her. It is your right to marry her. She understands that all too well.” 
 
    “I couldn’t. Do you think she would consent to be my daughter if I adopt her?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “She is young but very proud. She will take your refusal to marry her as an insult.” 
 
    “There are no other Chinese near here. Most of the mine owners banned the Chinese. There might be some in the bigger cities. I could take her to Cheyenne in Wyoming.” 
 
    Mary put down her cup. “We are Christians. We should pray for her. Pray what to do.” She frowned. “She cannot go back to China. I know that.” 
 
    “I have waited so long. Had such hopes. The judge, you know that he wrote for a mail-order bride and got Mrs. Rachel and her children. Why did my letter turn out so bad?” 
 
    “Li is a beautiful girl. If she had manners and not so arrogant, would you want her then?” 
 
    He looked at Mary. “No. She is too young.” He stared at Mary. She was the kind of woman he had been hoping for. She was pretty, mannerly, and the right age. “I will not marry, Li.” 
 
    “She will be distraught.” 
 
    “I know. I will pray and ask the judge. His Christian name is Solomon. He is very wise. And Rachel, she will help.” He nodded to Mary to convince himself things would work out. He hoped that his sincere sorrow at the loss of his dream wouldn’t be too easy for the others to see. Although he knew the judge would know.  
 
    It was odd how an American and a man from China could be such good friends. But they were. It was George who saw the judge through the hard, lonely days after his first wife, Clara, and his daughter, Shirley, had died. 
 
    At first, George had feared the judge would die, so he made him cookies and special dishes. Talked to him daily, read the Bible to him, and finally, the judge came out of the dark place that he’d withdrawn into. 
 
    Mary rose and went to the door and knocked again. “I have tea for you.” 
 
    The door remained closed. 
 
    Mary looked at him, sadness on her pleasant face. “I am sorry. I will keep trying.” 
 
    George nodded, but rose from the sofa and strode to the door. He didn’t knock but opened it and went into the room. Now was a time for strength and authority. Li would understand a man’s place of command. 
 
    “Li Hwan, you will come out of your room now.” He didn’t wait but turned and went into the parlor. 
 
    He stared at Mary and waited. It wasn’t long, and like a tentative kitten, Li came out. She didn’t look arrogant but frightened. She blushed and looked as if she wanted to hide. 
 
    George understood. She was afraid of the wedding night. He would set her at ease. “Li, come and sit with us.” 
 
    The girl nodded and went and sat next to Mary and refused to look at him.  
 
    “I am not going to marry you. I find you too young for me. But you are welcome to stay in my house as my guest until we find a suitable man for you. One closer to your age. You are but a girl, a little flower.” 
 
    She darted a look to Mary. “I have failed. What will become of me? I cannot go back to China. Never.” 
 
    George looked at her, and his heart cried for her. “I will not send you back. I take you as my ward. I will look after you and help you.” 
 
    “I not pretty enough for you?” 
 
    With a shake of his head, George went to her and took her hands. He pulled her off the couch to stand before him and kissed the top of her head. “You are my pretty lotus flower. A sweet reminder of the land that I left. I will take care of you until you are ready to choose a man for yourself to marry. This is America. We are free in this land.” 
 
    Li blinked back tears. “You won’t have me as wife?” 
 
    “No. You are too young.” 
 
    Li turned to Mary. “Will you have my servant? That way I will have fulfilled my duty. Your brother paid for me to go to you. I cannot owe you.” 
 
    George smiled at her. “I will take Mary and set her free.” 
 
    Li smiled slightly. “Strange land this America. But I feel better that I pay you.” She grinned at Mary. “You are free, too.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, we will work more things out.”  
 
    Li bowed and went to her door, and she stopped and turned. “Mary, will you come with me.” 
 
    She didn’t say it, but Li sounded so small like the child she was. Mary must have heard it too for she rose and went into the room with Li. 
 
    George stared at the closed door. Mary, now, she was one he could consider marrying. In the weeks since they’d been here, he had grown to admire her. Perhaps when they got to know one another better, there would be a wedding. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ronan had shot at three more wolves in the time they’d been riding. The good thing, this was the last night before they reached the railroad. At least that is the way he had it figured. Pearl was tired but didn’t complain. 
 
    He followed a stream and found a good shelter for them. He cut some pine for a bed and to stop the wind. That was another thing that had him worried. Clouds had begun to clutter the sky, and the temperature was dropping. 
 
    By the time he had fire and a supper going, rain began to fall. He pulled out a slicker that Royal had given him and put it over the shelter. He had the horses hobbled near them and kept Pearl under the shelter. 
 
    He brought her a plate of food and a cup of coffee. “Hopefully our last night under the clouds.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope so.” She took the plate and dug into the food. “I have never known beans to taste so good.” 
 
    “I would think your uncles had plenty when you were on the run.” 
 
    “Oh, they did. But we would mainly go to different camps. The only time we traveled so far it was in Texas and not a bit cold.” She smiled at him. 
 
    She’d lost none of her beauty. If anything, the more he looked at her, the more he loved her.  
 
    He pointed his fork at her. “You do know that as soon as I find a preacher, I’m marrying you.” 
 
    She grinned. “I told you, after we deal with Dean. I don’t want him to hurt you.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “You don’t know my uncle. Even his brother is afraid of him.” 
 
    “He let Cassidy go.” 
 
    “He does have a soft spot for women. Sometimes. I have also seen him be cruel to them. Cassidy was lucky.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He stared at her. “I love you, Pearl. I want to spend the rest of my life taking care of you.” 
 
    She sat back and gave him a grim look. “And what will you do, Ronan? What job? How will we live?” 
 
    Ronan patted the satchel. “This ought to bring us somewhat of a bounty. I’ve made a fair amount with bounties.” 
 
    “I don’t think trading on another man’s blood is a good way to live.” 
 
    “No, but I’ve made enough that I can support you while we figure out what we’d like to do. Besides, it’s not blood money. Bridgette fixes it so they get half the bounty after they do their time.” 
 
    Hope shone in her eyes. “That makes me feel better. You think we could make things work?” 
 
    “Yes. I know so.” He took her plate. “I’ll go clean these. Don’t want any smell to attract those wolves. Hopefully, I’ve killed enough of them to make them think twice about attacking us.” He handed her a rifle. Keep watch. 
 
    The rain came down harder before it turned to sleet while he was scrubbing the plates. There wasn’t much to throw out. They’d both eaten all they could. Finished scrubbing the dishes, he made his way to the camp. 
 
    A scuffing noise to his left made him stop and scan the area while checking his rifle. He waited. Sleet began falling and pinged off him and the rifle.  
 
    A shot from the camp took his attention. He ran to her. Two steps, three, when a sudden grab on his ankle threw him down. Hard. And his rifle scooted away from him. Ronan looked down and saw his foot clamped by the steel teeth of a trap. 
 
    Then he heard a menacing growl. 
 
    He reached for the rifle, but it lay just inches from his fingertips. He lurched straining against the trap. 
 
    The wolf neared, snarling, and fangs dripping. 
 
    Ronan’s hand went around the barrel, drew the rifle to him, and fired at blank range as the grey beast leaped toward him. The bullet found its mark and the animal yelped and rolled. Ronan fired again, and the wolf was still. 
 
    He crawled to the trap, prayed that Pearl was safe, and put the rifle butt on the release. He stood and put his weight on the spring. The pressure around his ankle let go, and he yanked his foot from the trap. 
 
    “Almost feel sorry for you, wolf.” He looked around but didn’t see any other wolves. “Pearl, are you all right?” 
 
    Through the falling darkness, he could see the campfire now. And then he heard her. 
 
    “Ronan, I killed a wolf.” 
 
    He limped toward her. Then at the outskirts of the camp, two wolves circled between them. “Pearl, there’s two more. Do you see them?” 
 
    “I hear them.”  
 
    “I’m going to come in. Don’t fire.” 
 
    “All right. Hurry.” 
 
    He limped, shouted at the wolves to try and scare them away. But they’d turned. Probably smelled his blood and came toward him. One to the right and one to the left. 
 
    “Pearl, get low and keep down.” He raised his rifle and shot the left wolf, hitting him squarely. 
 
    Whipping to the right, his weight fell on his injured ankle, and he tripped. The wolf was in the air, poised to fall on him. 
 
    Ronan tried to shoot but couldn’t get his rifle turned. 
 
    A shot rang out, and the wolf fell on him, dead. 
 
    Breathing hard, Ronan shoved the wolf off and sat up. 
 
    Pearl walked toward him. “Ronan, are you okay?” 
 
    He nodded and got to his feet. “I stepped in a trap. My ankle is hurt.” He limped toward her. 
 
    The sleet turned to soft flakes of snow. Large and fluffy, they floated from the sky. And then she was at his side, helping him. 
 
    Together, they made it to the camp. Ronan checked the horses, and then he sat down in their pine bough shelter. “It’s going to be a long miserable night.”  
 
    Pearl helped him get off his boot. “It looks swollen and bruised. But looks like the only wound is above your boot.” She tore off some of her petticoat and wrapped it around his ankle. “Should you put your boot back on?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The cold can keep the swelling down.” He glanced at the clouds that were a soft pink in the night sky. “We could almost ride now.” 
 
    She sent him a fearful look. “More wolves?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if we get too much snow, we won’t be able to get down to the tracks.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll saddle the horses. You work on getting your boot on.” 
 
    Ronan let her get the horses. He jammed his foot back in the boot, grimaced at the pain, but kept on until it was secure. He didn’t think it was broken, but it hurt plenty. He got up and gathered some of the gear in time to help Pearl saddle his horse. 
 
    The animals were nervous, but that they were tired helped. He had Pearl keep her rifle ready and loaded as he did his. And they started down the trail that was already covered with a few inches of snow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Bridgette waved at the man assigned to protect her. “I’m taking the boys to school and going to stay in town. Would you come with me?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. That’s my job.” 
 
    “Thank you, Garrett.” That the man had been hired as deputy gave her some confidence in his abilities. But she never went anywhere without her derringer safely tucked in her pocket. With the winter coat and clothes, she could hide it easily. 
 
    She thought it silly to have a guard, but her husband and the judge insisted. Seems the duke was getting desperate to grab her land. His cattle were starving. Even though Sterling had sold off as much of his herd as he could, there just wasn’t enough hay in the barn to feed the rest.  
 
    Silly man, the duke had caused them nothing but trouble. She wished he’d go back to England and leave them alone. 
 
    “Tony, Rico, let’s go.” 
 
    Her sons came running from the house. She loved them so and couldn’t wait for the little brother or sister in her womb to meet them. Doctor Newsome said it would be sometime in the summer. A warm feeling swept over her at the thought of the baby inside her. Warm love made with the love she had for Sterling and he had for her. 
 
    They were blessed. She enjoyed their times at church and knew God was watching over them. That was one reason she didn’t think she needed a guard. 
 
    She helped the boys in the carriage and put blankets over them. Snuggling her own blanket over her, she slapped the reins and started her trip to town. 
 
    Garrett rode in front of her. She studied his back. He was a big man. Fast with a gun and sure of himself. Where he’d come from, she really wasn’t sure. He’d apparently known Levi before. 
 
    Levi said he had worked with him in Colorado. The judge had suggested him as deputy, but the council had yet to vote on it. The town was deep in another feud. 
 
    This time it was Adler and his syndicate and the new business owners in Shirleyville against the ones who had settled the town. She frowned. She did not like Adler or his friends, and it made her a bit uneasy that the syndicate was all for hiring Garrett.  
 
    While some of the new business owners came innocently enough and were friendly people, Bridgette didn’t like that the newcomer's success came at the demise of one of her friend’s shops. Mr. Satchel had said that if they didn’t get the money back soon, he would have to leave in the spring. 
 
    Dolly was struggling to keep enough business to feed herself. The new dress shop was complete with a fancy woman from New York along with the added -pe to her store. Francesca’s Dress Shoppe ran sales that the women of the area couldn’t afford to pass up. 
 
    Bridgette made sure to shop at her friend’s stores, but had to admit, at times they were short on items, and she’d send Sterling to pick up a few things from the newcomers.  
 
    “Rico, what is three times five?” 
 
    “Oh, mom, it’s fifteen. That’s kid stuff.” 
 
    “All right. You two just make sure you study hard so you can get into college.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Her sons answered. 
 
    She pulled up to the school. “Have a good day. I’m staying in town, so I’ll be there to pick you up.” 
 
    After quick kisses, the boys ran into the school building. Bridgette waved at Sarah and then turned her carriage around. 
 
    Garrett nodded at her and rode up beside her. “If you don’t mind, we’ll go to the other end of town.” 
 
    She looked at him. What was he talking about? “No, I’m going to my husband’s office.” 
 
    In one quick move, he jumped from his horse to the carriage and took the reins from her. “Quiet. It will only be for a little detour.” 
 
    She was about to disagree when she saw he had his pistol pointed at her. “Like I said, quiet.” 
 
    “All you had to do was ask. The gun isn’t necessary.” 
 
    He looked at her and grinned. “You are one gutsy woman. Most of them would have fainted.” 
 
    “I’m not the fainting type.” She glared at him. “And I take it you’re not the deputy type either. Won’t Levi be surprised.” 
 
    He shoved her roughly. “That’s enough out of you. Keep your head, and you won’t get hurt.” 
 
    She thought about just shooting him with her derringer, but he had his big pistol pointed right at her. Besides, she wanted to know who he was working for. She already knew the duke and Adler were in on the syndicate. If there was someone else, Sterling and Levi needed to know who. 
 
    They veered north of town and down to the road that led to the mining camps. Cassidy had always warned her not to go down that way. It was too bad she’d wanted to surprise her husband and hadn’t told him she was coming. The boys would know she’d brought them in, but no one would ask them where she was until school was out. 
 
    The weather was turning again. “I suppose you’ll let me go after this little meeting.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Nothing to worry about.” He drove down to an old cabin. “Just sit tight until I bring you in.” Garrett left her in the carriage but took the reins with him and led the horses to the old, burned-out cabin. 
 
    Bridgette heard him call for someone, but she couldn’t catch the names. She took her own guesses. Duke Longshire was on the top of that list. Adler, but she didn’t think he’d have the nerve to kidnap her. That left men from the syndicate. 
 
    Who knew who they were? They were talked about as if they were mysterious shadows that no one knew but could see their influence. Whoever they were, she was going to get them. They obviously did not know who they were dealing with. 
 
    Finally, Garrett came back and helped her from the carriage. At least the man did have manners. She had almost liked him, but now he was on her list of nefarious outlaws.  
 
    “We’ll just keep you a minute, and then I’ll escort you to town.” Garrett held her arm as they made their way through the muddy path to the cabin.  
 
    She glared at him. “You chose such a wonderful site. Matches your personality.” 
 
    He grinned. “You’re a feisty one. I’d suggest you close your mouth and listen. Don’t try to make them mad.” 
 
    She turned to him and slugged him in the cheek with her free hand. “I am already mad.” 
 
    Garrett shoved her into the cabin. “Gentlemen, here’s that wildcat you wanted.” 
 
    She turned and squinted in the darkness to see who had given orders for her to be treated so poorly. Instantly, she saw three men. The duke, Adler, and another man who looked a lot like Brad Warren. 
 
    The duke smiled at her without a hint of warmth. “Mrs. Merritt. This will only take a minute.” 
 
    “Duke Longshire. I should have guessed it would be you. I always knew you didn’t have the nerve to face me on your own.” 
 
    He walked to her and slapped her face. “Quiet until I want you to speak. For now, shut up. Understood?” 
 
    More than anything, she wanted to slug that man silly. But she wasn’t stupid. Plus, she had her unborn baby to think of. She nodded but killed him with her eyes. 
 
    “Good. As you know, we need your ranch. You were clever to put it in your name. I want you to put it in your husband’s name. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes. This is hardly news to me.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “I see that you don’t see why you need to do that. If you want your husband and two sons kept safe, you will sign it over. We can get the same results by killing you.” 
 
    Bridgette wanted to ask why they didn’t, but she remained quiet. 
 
    “And you won’t tell Sterling about this visit, or anyone else, because I will see that you or one of your sons is hurt or worse. It matters not to me. That’s all I have to say to you. I’ll expect you to sign the papers by next week. You can tell Adler when it’s done.” 
 
    Adler looked as nervous as a cat in a pack of dogs.  
 
    The duke waved the other man over. “You might think you know this man, but you only met his brother. Listen to him and be honest.” 
 
    “I’m Dean Warren. You had my brother, but I broke him out of jail. Brad’s not a very nice man, I’m afraid he was playing you. But then you did get a bounty for him.” 
 
    He turned to go back into the shadows when he stopped and pointed at her. “You’re a clever one. Maybe someday, the duke will offer you a part in our syndicate.” 
 
    “Ha, that would be the day. I wouldn’t dare work with scum—” 
 
    A quick slap from Duke Longshire stopped the rest of her words. “Remember I said only talk when you need to. That’s enough from you. Now, we’ll be watching. I assume you’re having lunch with your husband. That’s fine. Just don’t tell him anything. Garrett will be with you. Nice touch to have him hired as your guard, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You’ll get yours someday. You’re an evil man, and there’ll be a day when the evil pay for their crimes. I hope I’m there to see it.” 
 
    He’d walked back to the shadows, but even in the dark, she saw him use his fingers like a pistol and shoot her. “Careful, Mrs. Merritt. You’ll be watched. Others in your town will be watching you. Some new and some old friends.” 
 
    The duke nodded, and Garrett grabbed her arm. “Let’s go.” He walked her to the carriage and handed the reins to her. “See you don’t tell anyone. I’d hate to see anything happen to you or your family.” 
 
    She saw the evil truth in his eyes. They’d hurt her or her sons if they had to. She turned the carriage around and went toward town. Garrett followed behind her.  
 
    She’d talk to the judge. He would know what to do. Sterling, she wasn’t sure she should share it with him. He’d go to the duke, and then they’d realize she talked. She had to speak to the judge about her latest bounty applicants and see if he would go to Cheyenne in the next week to represent them. 
 
    There were only two. Young men who’d stepped outside the law and too late had realized how stupid it had been. Then again, how did she know if they weren’t spies for the syndicate?  
 
    Garrett left her in front of the diner and rode to the jail. She scowled at him and then tied the horse and went to look for the judge. She’d seen his buggy, so he was somewhere in town. 
 
    She went toward the courthouse and hoped her husband wouldn’t see her. She needed to find the judge first. She was about to go back to the diner when the judge walked out of the courtroom. 
 
    “Judge, can we go somewhere private?” 
 
    He looked at her and nodded. He led her past the courtroom to a new office. “I decided I needed a place to come to in town. I didn’t want to bother your husband and gave him my old office.” 
 
    She nodded and took his arm and propelled the judge inside. “I was just taken prisoner by Garrett for the duke, Adler and Dean Warren.” 
 
    “What? I was about to recommend Garrett as deputy.” 
 
    “Don’t. He’s one of them. Duke Longshire is desperate to get his hands on our ranch. I’m to sign it over to Sterling and then the duke will take control of the ranch. Dean, Brad’s brother like we figured, is part of the syndicate like we thought. I wasn’t to tell anyone, but I knew I could trust you. I won’t tell Sterling. I don’t want him to get hurt trying to defend me.” 
 
    The judge began pacing the room. “This disturbs me, Bridgette. I don’t want you hurt.” 
 
    “He threatened my sons, too. He is one despicable excuse for a man.” She began pacing too. After almost running into the judge, Bridgette stepped to the side. 
 
    “Judge, I need you to go to Cheyenne as soon as possible with my clients. I can vouch for them. They would be too stupid to be picked up by the syndicate.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “I’ll go tomorrow. I have some friends in the Pinkerton agency as well as a federal marshal. I’ll see what they have against the syndicate and the duke.” 
 
    “Thank you. Oh, I really don’t think Adler is in as deep as we thought. He looked like he wanted to do nothing other than to get out. We might be able to use him against them.” 
 
    “Good. You go ahead and walk out and meet Sterling at the diner like you planned.” 
 
    She nodded. “Judge, should I sign those papers?” 
 
    “Wait until I get back. If they ask, tell them as your lawyer, I have the papers.” 
 
    “Good idea. Thank you, Judge.” 
 
    She ran outside to the diner. Sterling was just entering when he saw her and waved. She put on her best smile which wasn’t all that hard to do when she looked at the man she loved more than anything.  
 
    She would protect him. She had to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Pearl’s eyes were so heavy, and by the slow step of her horse, both of them were about to fall asleep. The weather had held, and the snow had stopped about thirty minutes after they’d left.  
 
    She’d been glad to go. The sight of the wolves she’d shot still sent panic through her. Ronan was also struggling. She knew his foot was hurting, but he kept them going. 
 
    It was noon and warming up when she heard a train whistle. Faint but real. She looked back to Ronan. He’d heard it too. 
 
    He rode up beside her. “Let’s get to the tracks. With any luck, it’s an eastbound train, and it will stop for us. 
 
    He kicked his horse and galloped toward the tracks just faintly visible in the light snow. He waved her to him, and they stopped by the tracks. “Start a fire to get their attention.” 
 
    Pearl ran to pick up sticks and brush. Soon she had a big enough pile to light. The train whistle blew again. Closer this time and coming from the west. She prayed. There just wasn’t anything left in her to spend another night in the cold. 
 
    Ronan stayed on his horse and took a shirt and tied it to his rifle and began waving it in the air. 
 
    She could see the train coming. It was going slow. Pearl darted a look to Ronan. “Do you think they’ll stop?” 
 
    “Yes, hopefully, they won’t think we’re train robbers. But they’ll stop.” 
 
    She stood beside her horse and Ronan’s horse. He kept waving the rifle in the air as the train slowly chugged toward them. Finally, it stopped, and a couple of men with guns jumped down and came to them. 
 
    Ronan nodded and put his rifle in the scabbard. “We need a ride to Cheyenne. For us and the horses. We have money.” 
 
    The two looked at each other. “You sure picked miserable weather to be riding the country in.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. My wife and I thought we could find a cabin.” 
 
    “All right. Come aboard. Jake will help you with the horses.” 
 
    Ronan nodded at Pearl. “I’ll take care of the horses.” He threw the money bag to her. Pay our fair.” 
 
    She nodded and watched him ride to the end of the train to the livestock cars. In minutes, she saw the horses loaded and Ronan limping back. 
 
    She climbed on the step but waited for him. The conductor called them in. “We got a schedule to keep. The snow has already made us late. We got a doctor aboard who can look at that foot for you.” 
 
    Pearl entered the warmed cabin and sat in an empty section. Ronan followed and took the satchel from her. He opened it and pulled out some money. He grinned at her. “Bounty money.” 
 
    She laughed. “I hope so.” 
 
    The conductor came back with another man with a black bag. “This is Doctor Wells. He said he’d have a look at your foot. You two look about done in. Let me get you a sandwich from the other car.” 
 
    Pearl gathered a blanket around her and stretched out in one of the chairs. She looked at Ronan. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Cheyenne.” He hesitated. “Thought about sending you onto Chicago.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m staying with you.” 
 
    He smiled at her. His eyes looked so tired and pained. “I want to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    Pearl took his hand in hers. “With you, I feel safe. Please?” 
 
    He nodded. Then winced as the doctor pulled off his boot. 
 
    “Looks like a mighty sore ankle. The cold probably helped you keep the swelling down. It doesn’t feel broken, and the trap didn’t puncture the skin other than that one place above your boot. I think it will heal if you can stay off it for a few days.” He laughed. “We’re a few days to Cheyenne so that ought to be a help right there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doctor. What do I owe you?” 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t do anything. If you have any trouble, let me know.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. Then he grabbed a blanket and stretched out. It didn’t take minutes and snores came from him.  
 
    Pearl smiled at him and moved his hair from his face. When sleeping, he looked like a man at peace. She sat back in her chair and watched him. He’d told her very little about himself. Oh, she knew he was the youngest of four sons to a rowdy Irish American father. There’d been some trouble with a feud with his family and another. 
 
    He’d partnered with Cassidy in a scheme to bring in men who were wanted to split their bounties with them. Pearl grinned. That was a pretty smart plan and had almost won Brad out of the gang. 
 
    Her mood soured thinking of Dean. He wasn’t about to let any of them leave. She stroked Ronan’s brow. She should get up and leave. Get off at the next stop and turn herself into Dean’s band of outlaws. 
 
    She didn’t have the right to endanger Ronan, but God help her, she loved him. She closed her eyes and prayed. There had to be a way for them. There had to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    After three days on the train, Ronan was beginning to feel restless. The ride had given Pearl time to rest and collect her thoughts. She drew away from Ronan so that he wasn’t sure she would go on with him or not. 
 
    Fortunately, the train had few riders on it, leaving them alone in their car. The conductor knew them as husband and wife so didn’t question their desire to remain alone. If only it were true. 
 
    While Pearl had withdrawn and wanted to separate from him, Ronan had grown to love her even more. He wouldn’t force the issue. He’d learned that with Cassidy, and she’d set him straight. 
 
    So, he sat on his row of seats and watched her. She kept her head turned out the window. Most of the scenery was a blanket of white, but they were coming into Cheyenne later today. She kept her bag of money with her. 
 
    Now, he wondered if he could get it away from her.  
 
    Pearl turned and stared at him. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    He read her uncertainty mixed with longing. Ronan smiled at her. “We’re going to get married and return that money to the bank in Shirleyville, and then live a good life together.” 
 
    She got up and came to him, gave him the bag of money, and sat beside him. “If only I could believe it would work out.” 
 
    “You pray every morning. Why not trust the One you’re praying to?” He took her and held her close. 
 
    She didn’t struggle but eased against him and put her head against his shoulder. “I don’t want you to be hurt.” 
 
    Ronan stroked her hair. “I’ll take my chances. What will hurt me is if you walk away from me.” 
 
    Pearl looked at him. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Surer than anything.” He kissed her. Lightly. Then hugged her to him. “I’ll protect you for as long as I live. I’ll build a good house for you. You won’t ever have to worry again.” 
 
    She kissed his hand. “And we won’t be cold again.” 
 
    “Or have to fight off wolves.” 
 
    Pearl laughed. “No, I never want to see one again.” She grew quiet. “What about my uncles?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s all going to be all right.”  
 
    The train slowed, and in minutes, they saw Cheyenne. Ronan stood and held onto her. “Let’s go. I’ll see to the horses.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving your side.” Trembling, she clung to him. Fear had returned to her. “I’m afraid that Dean has men watching.” 
 
    “You’re married. They’re looking for a single woman.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “First thing we’ll do is find a preacher.” He held her hand. He would never let her go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Judge Taggart left the courthouse with an extra skip in his step. Thanks to Bridgette, he was doing what he enjoyed. And he’d gotten the two men shortened sentences because of her brilliant if not gracious idea to help men who had stepped across the legal line. 
 
    In the past, the judge had used his legal abilities to punish lawbreakers. Now, a good bit older, wiser, and more compassionate, he could see past the offense to the offender. Oh, there were the ones given to evil, and they deserved the worst society could dish out to them, but so many men either had a rough upbringing or circumstances bore down with such pressure that they yielded to the wrong path. 
 
    The judge drew in a breath of fresh, clean air still crisp from the last snow. Bridgette. She was something else. For so long, she was the most beautiful girl in the valley, and no one saw past that. Levi was the first to see the brains behind her beauty. 
 
    Then she’d asked him to help her study law. That was when the judge saw that she had high expectations. When she married Sterling, she changed. Love wove grace and compassion amidst her scheming brilliance. 
 
    Smiling, the judge walked to the hotel, opened the door, and saw Ronan with a beautiful girl at his side standing at the front desk. 
 
    “Ronan.” 
 
    He turned and smiled. “Judge Taggart.” Ronan shook his hand and then looked at the woman at his side. “This is Pearl, my wife. Or she will be as soon as we can find a preacher.” 
 
    “Pearl, nice to meet you.” The judge looked back to Ronan. Wanted to ask him how he could run away from Cassidy’s wedding all torn up about losing her and then be standing in front of him with a girl at his side that he wanted to marry. 
 
    She bowed her head slightly. “A pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Well, one thing for sure, Ronan had good taste in women. “So, you’re getting married?” 
 
    Ronan shifted his gaze to Pearl and back. “Judge, can we go somewhere private and talk?” 
 
    “Is the diner private enough? I’ll buy you dinner.” 
 
    Ronan nodded and took Pearl by the elbow. The diner was practically empty, and he chose a table near the back away from the door. 
 
    The judge waited until Pearl sat down. Then he leveled a gaze at Ronan. “How can I help you?” 
 
    Ronan took Pearl’s hand. “I know how this must look to you, but I love Pearl with everything in me.” He looked at her and smiled. The same kind of smile the judge gave to Rachel regularly.  
 
    The judge nodded. “I understand. Rachel is shopping and should be here shortly to meet me for dinner. If that’s all right?” 
 
    Pearl smiled. “Yes, I would like that.” 
 
    “Judge, Pearl is the niece of Brad and Dean Warren. She’s been kept prisoner by them for years. I helped her escape.” Ronan held up the bag full of money. “I have the money for Satchel’s bank in here.” 
 
    The judge sat in stunned silence. Then the words hit him. “That’s great. We’ve got to get it to Shirleyville first thing.” 
 
    “I know. But Pearl knows the syndicate has men scattered all over the country. She can provide names to the authorities. But she needs protection.”  
 
    The judge nodded. “Yes, she does. I know a federal marshal who is looking into the duke and his cohorts. I’m meeting him tomorrow morning.” 
 
    A commotion at the door caught their attention as Rachel entered. “Ronan, I am so glad to see you.” All smiles, she sat beside the judge. 
 
    Ronan introduced Pearl. 
 
    The judge patted his wife’s hand. “They’re looking to be married. Soon.” 
 
    Rachel smiled. “She’s beautiful, Ronan.” Her words were gracious but full of unasked questions. The judge loved his wife. She was one of the wisest women he’d ever met. Of course, as the mother of ten children, she could have either acquired wisdom or given up. 
 
    Pearl looked straight at her. “I know it’s fast, but we love each other. I promise to love him and never hurt him.” 
 
    Rachel gave the woman a motherly smile. “And I believe you are just the woman that the Lord wanted for him.” She turned to the judge. “You could marry them.” 
 
    Ronan jumped on her words. “Would you? Right now.” 
 
    The judge felt trapped. He didn’t know Pearl, and he sure didn’t want to get Ronan into trouble with her family. “Well, I guess—” 
 
    “Ronan, you and the judge go out and get ready. I’ll take Pearl to our room, and we’ll be ready when you return. Let’s go, Pearl.”  
 
    And like two whirlwinds, Rachel and Pearl left them still sitting. The judge tapped a finger on the table. “Ronan let that be your first introduction to marriage. Women can seem indecisive, but at a moment’s notice, they can seize the moment and leave you at a standstill. Let’s go and get ready.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    The judge looked at him. “You take a bath, get a shave and some clean clothes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl had never met anyone like Rachel. She might be older, but she had such an enthusiasm for living that flooded into Pearl. In minutes, they were in the suite at the hotel. Rachel had ordered a bath to be brought to their room.  
 
    Rachel brought in boxes of dresses she’d bought for her daughters. “I haven’t known Ronan all of his life, but he was always the wild one of his family. Only Cassidy rivaled that wild streak.” 
 
    Nodding, Pearl interrupted her. “The woman he thought he wanted to marry. The one that married someone else and the reason he rode off.” 
 
    “Why, yes. I’m glad you know that.” 
 
    “We had time together to rehash our pasts.” She turned to face Rachel. “I love him. I truly love him and would never do anything to hurt him.” 
 
    “I believe you, dear. I saw it on your face the moment I sat down. But I also see mystery in your eyes. Something you’re afraid of.” 
 
    Pearl sat down on the loveseat. “I’m the niece of Brad and Dean Warren. The outlaws. They will do everything they can to find me and take me back. I know too much about their operations. The syndicate as they call it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Rachel sat down beside her. “Then we will protect you in every way.” 
 
    “I don’t want to cause problems for you and your family or the town.” 
 
    Waving her hand, Rachel shook her head. “We already are neck-deep in trouble with that syndicate. The duke and his ruffians are trying to overtake our town. Shirleyville. It was named for the judge’s daughter by his first wife. They both died of the fever. The judge sent for me as a mail-order bride.” 
 
    Pearl smiled. “I can see he loves you.” 
 
    “He does. And I came to him with ten children in tow. He accepted us all as his own. He has been God’s greatest blessing in my life.” 
 
    Pearl took her hand. “That’s how I see Ronan. I prayed that the Lord would send someone to save me. I could see no way out. And then that snowy night, I saw Ronan in a no-account mining town that my uncles use as a hideout.” 
 
    “Well, I can see we understand one another. Let’s get ready for that wedding.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Ronan followed the judge up the stairs. The tight collar on the shirt itched his neck. The jacket too confining. But he was ready. He’d never looked so cleaned up. And all too quickly, the judge was at the door to his room. 
 
    “It’s a suite and will make a fine place to have a wedding.” 
 
    Ronan nodded and wondered if he’d gone crazy. Married? Oh, he’d entertained thoughts with Cassidy, but it was always something they’d do a long ways from now. And he’d only known Pearl for such a short time. He didn’t even know how long. 
 
    The judge opened the door and gestured for him to enter. “We’ll stand here in the parlor and wait for the women.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. It was the only thing he could do. His mouth was dryer than a desert in a drought. 
 
    Then the door to the bedroom opened, and he saw her. His Pearl. She was dressed in a pretty dress the color of a sunset on a warm summer day. Silky it shimmered as she moved toward him.  
 
    Her dark hair shined and hung past her shoulders. Her eyes were dark and bright and full of love. For him.  
 
    Any doubts he’d had evaporated like fog before the sun. They were meant for one another. Come what may, it didn’t matter. Together, they would match the world and what was before them. 
 
    Pearl walked to him and stood at his side. 
 
    The judge cleared his throat. 
 
    Ronan turned to face him. 
 
    “We’re gathered here to marry this couple in the sight of the Lord. Do you both acknowledge Jesus as Lord and the Son of God.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ronan’s answer was sure and swift. Somewhat surprising as he’d not really thought so much about religion. But he’d meant it with all his heart. 
 
    Pearl answered the same. 
 
    The judge took their hands and put his on top of hers. Today, we are witnessing the marriage of Pearl Warren and Ronan Murphy. Uniting two lives into one under the mighty hand of God as a witness. 
 
    “Do you, Ronan Murphy, take Pearl as your wife to love and protect, cherish and honor?” 
 
    Ronan stared at Pearl. “I do.” 
 
    “Pearl Warren, do you take Ronan to be your husband to respect and honor, love and nurture?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then I pronounce you as husband and wife. Welcome, Mr. and Mrs. Ronan Murphy.”  
 
    Rachel went to them. “Congratulations. We will do everything in our power to see that your marriage is protected and honored.” She hugged them both. 
 
    “Well, since this is a special night, I managed to acquire the honeymoon suite for you two. It’s one floor up.” The judge took keys from his jacket and handed them to Ronan. “I’m not going back to Shirleyville for a couple of days. Perhaps, we can travel together. I’ll arrange a meeting with the federal marshal before we go.” 
 
    “Thanks, Judge. Rachel.” 
 
    Ronan smiled and took Pearl by the hand and walked out of the suite and toward their life together. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl felt as if she were walking on air. As if this was all a dream, for it had been a dream of hers since she was young. Ronan was the answer to that dream. Even now, she got giddy just looking at him. 
 
    They topped the stairs and went to the end of the hall. Ronan unlocked the door and then turned to her. “My bride. Let me do this proper.” 
 
    He picked her up and carried her in the room. For a small western cowtown, the bridal suite was luxurious. A big bed. A tray of snacks on the table by the sofa. A fire that sent soft yellow light in the room while taking the chill from the winter air. 
 
    Pearl kissed him. 
 
    Their kissed lengthened into what they’d desired on the long trip to the railroad. Promising more. Deepening the love between them. 
 
    He set her gently on the bed. “I love you, Pearl. I’ll love you till the day I—” 
 
    She put her finger to his lips, stopping the last word. “Let’s enjoy our love and life together. No talk of endings. Only beginnings.” 
 
    He smiled and took her in his arms. 
 
    She melted in his embrace. Secure in his arms and feeling the beat of his heart. For the first time in so many years, Pearl felt as if she was home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The following day, Ronan and Pearl met with Judge Taggart and the federal marshal. Pearl gave him names of men she knew who worked for the syndicate. Then she pointed out hideouts on the map where her uncles had taken her. 
 
    The marshal told her that agents were on the way to pick up Duke Longshire, He was to be deported with a strict warning not to enter the country again. Pearl’s uncles were on the run. And the money had been returned to Mr. Satchel’s bank. 
 
    The marshal presented a check to her for a generous bounty of ten thousand.  
 
    Pearl held the check in her hands, a tear slid down her cheek. “I feel so guilty.” 
 
     Ronan hugged her. “It’s not just for your uncles, but there were other men with bounties on their heads, not to mention the reward for the return of the bank’s money.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “You earned it, Pearl. The syndicate has run rough-shod over much of the west. Your uncles earned their spot in prison.” 
 
    “They won’t get out?” 
 
    “No, I think the judge has enough to put them away for some time.” 
 
    Ronan shrugged. “I was hoping the job of deputy might still be open in Shirleyville.” 
 
    The judge grinned. “As a matter of fact, it is. We thought we had a man hired, but Garrett Findlay turned out to be a plant by Dean. I’m sure once we get back to town, you just might have a good chance.” 
 
    Pearl held her husband’s hand. “I’d like to live in a small town. Where we can watch it grow and be a part of it all. I’ve traveled around enough in my life.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We’ll be going back with you and Rachel if that’s all right.” 
 
    The judge grinned. “That will make the long trip enjoyable.” 
 
    “I haven’t let my father or brothers know I’m bringing a wife.” Ronan hugged her. “We’ll have to have a house built.” 
 
    Pearl held up the check. “We have the money. Oh, I can’t wait to have friends. Live free and be able to breathe without looking over my shoulder. Do you think they’ll catch my uncles soon?” 
 
    The marshal nodded. “With the maps and information that you provided; I wouldn’t worry too much.” He looked at Ronan. “Besides, I’d say your husband looks like he can take care of you. I’d hate to run into him crossways. If that deputy thing doesn’t work out, talk to me, and maybe I can get you in as a federal marshal.” 
 
    Pearl shook her head. “He’s not going anywhere. Not without me, that is.” 
 
    The marshal laughed. “You’ve got you a smart woman, Ronan. Take care of her.” 
 
    “I plan to.” He stared at Pearl. “For the rest of my life, that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pearl eagerly looked out the window as the train rolled into the station at Shirleyville. She’d never been part of a town before. A place she could call home with people that were decent and kind. 
 
    She glanced at Ronan. He was tense. Was he afraid of introducing her to his friends and family? A woman who had lived with the gang that had robbed their town.  
 
    Then he turned to her and gave her that wry grin. “You ready to meet the town? They’ll love you. I have to warn you about my family. They are loud, especially my father.” 
 
    She grinned. “If he’s like his son, I’ll love him.”  
 
    Ronan pointed. “Here it is.” He looked at her and kissed her. “You’re going to love it here.” 
 
    “As long as I’m with you, I’ll love wherever we are.” 
 
    The train slowed and stopped.  
 
    Pearl waited for Ronan to get up, and then she followed him. The judge and Rachel were just ahead of them and went to the door. Nervous butterflies fluttered in Pearl’s stomach. She hoped the people would like her. That the women would treat her as one of them and she could make friends. 
 
    She clung to Ronan until they reached the platform. To her surprise, there were many people at the depot. And when she and Ronan stepped out, the crowd cheered. 
 
    A distinguished looking man walked toward them. He had a beautiful woman at his side and two of the sweetest boys beside her. 
 
    He took Ronan’s hand. “The people of Shirleyville would like to present you with thanks for freeing the town from the syndicate. The marshal and the army are already rounding up the gang. Mr. Satchel received the money back to his bank yesterday, and everyone is sure that you have saved the town from quite a span of trouble. Thank you, both of you.” 
 
    Ronan shook the mayor’s hand and waved to the crowd, and then he put an arm around Pearl. “Mayor, Bridgette, I want to introduce you to my wife, Pearl. Please go out of your way to make her welcome.” 
 
    Bridgette went to Pearl and hugged her. “Welcome to Shirleyville. I’ll do everything I can to make you feel this is your home.” 
 
    Pearl had to wonder if she was dreaming. She hugged Bridgette and then the line of well-wishers that streamed by them. 
 
    The judge nodded at the mayor, and then turned to Ronan. “If you want that deputy job, it’s yours.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. “On one condition.” He hugged Pearl to him. “That I don’t start for a couple of weeks. My wife and I need some time alone.” 
 
    The judge laughed. “Done.” 
 
    Pearl and Ronan walked off the platform into a new life together. She couldn’t wait to meet all the townspeople and find a house. But one thing that she was sure of. She was home with the man of her dreams. And she would love him forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
     Bridgette sat in Sally Mae’s Diner and smiled at the letter in her hand. Delmer and Elmer Selmer were coming back to Shirleyville in less than a month. They were now going by the names of Del and Jay. 
 
    By the letters she’d received, they were changed men. Del a carpenter and Jay was a building designer. Yes, they were her shining stars in the bounty program. And just for them, she had two of her brides coming into town. 
 
    Jericho Winters and Florence Winwood would be here in a few weeks. Plus, the judge and George had asked her help with Li Hwan. She was the very young mail order bride that had come for George Wei. 
 
    George had told her that he was not interested in marrying a barely sixteen-year-old girl. So, for now, Li lived with the Taggarts and roomed with their daughters of the same age.  
 
    Bridgette’s baby kicked her ribs. The sweet thing was giving notice not to forget she would soon be a new mother. Children. Bridgette loved them. Her two sons, Federico and Tony, were such blessings.  
 
    She sipped her coffee and waited for the mayor to get through with business and have lunch with her. Sterling was so much happier since his uncle had been sent back to England. Life was so good. 
 
    Mr. Adler stopped by her table. “Mrs. Merritt. I see you’re waiting for your husband to get out of the meeting. He should be with you soon.” 
 
    Bridgette glared at the man. “I think they should have deported you, too.” 
 
    “Ask your husband, I gave them information that helped put the duke and his gang away. They threatened me, too.” Adler held his hat in his hand as if he were contrite. 
 
    “Yes, my husband told me that, but I still don’t like you.” 
 
    “Bridgette, I need your help.” 
 
    That got her attention. “You can refer to me as Mrs. Merritt. What kind of help could you need from me?” 
 
    “I want to find a good woman to marry. I’d like you to find me a mail-order bride.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. She closed it quickly and went into her business manner. “I have a couple of clients ahead of you, but I’ll look at my letters again.” 
 
    Sterling walked to their table. “Bridgette, Mr. Adler.” 
 
    “Mayor, I was just doing business with your wife. I’ll leave you now.” 
 
    Sterling stared at her. “Oh, Bridgette, what have you gotten yourself into now?” 
 
    “Oh, just my Bridal Registry. Did you give Ronan his deputy badge?” 
 
    “Sure did. With the bounty money, they bought the house that the duke had built. That big one on the hill. Pearl has made friends with Sarah and even Cassidy.” 
 
    “Pearl is a lovely woman. I’m so happy for Ronan. I guess the wild ones of Solomon’s Valley have been tamed.” 
 
    Sterling laughed. “Well, apparently we have a new crop developing. Li Hwan is giving George fits while James is giving the judge and Rachel trouble.” He patted her stomach. “And who knows what this little one is going to do.” Sterling smiled at her. “You know, with the mother that baby has, anything is possible.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ~~~ 
 
    If you enjoyed Montana Brides of Solomon’s Valley, stay tuned for another series ~ Bridgette’s Bridal Registry.   
 
    Jericho is book 1 in the new series.  Coming January 5, 2020. 
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    Sign up for PacJac News and receive notice of my new books or sales. 
 
      
 
    For more information, please contact  
 
    email  patricia@pacjaccarroll.com 
 
    Web sitehttp://www.pacjaccarroll.com/ 
 
    Fb                        https://www.facebook.com/PatriciaPacJacCarrollAuthor 
 
    Blog                     http://patriciapacjaccarroll.blogspot.com/ 
 
    Twitter                https://twitter.com/PacJac 
 
      
 
    Sign up for PacJac News and receive notice of my new books or sales. 
 
      
 
    Check out all the books in the Montana Brides of Solomon’s Valley Series. 
 
      
 
    The Judge’s Bride  Book 1  Love Happens... Even when you have 10 kids. 
 
    Rachel held the letter in her hand as she watched the banker come up the lane. He was taking the farm. Wasn't it enough she'd been widowed 2 years ago? Worse, good meaning townspeople wanted her to disperse her ten children to families who needed them. She had to keep her family together. The letter from the judge in Montana. Her only hope of keeping her family together was to go west to Montana as a mail order bride.
Judge Solomon Taggart groaned at having to referee a dispute between the two feuding families. That even their children were at each other made him doubt the wisdom of sending that letter to the widow in Minnesota. She had children. She didn't say how many, and he hadn't asked. He grabbed his rifle and swung up in the saddle, praying there'd be no bloodshed. And then he prayed he'd been wise to send that letter. 
 
      
 
    Zebulon’s Bride, Book 2 He’s vowed not to marry until he has established his ranch in Montana. Then he meets Amy, and she has other ideas. 
 
    Zebulon Benton dreams of going to Montana, but he’s the only son. His mother doesn’t want him to g, and his father needs help with the family store. Unknown to Zeb, his mother sends off for a mail order bride. After all, if Zeb marries and settles down, he won’t want to leave his home in Denver. 
 
    Enter Amy Gordon from New York. She appears to be the perfect bride for Zeb. If only ... 
 
      
 
    The Sheriff’s Bride Book 3  He came to town to settle a score but was too late. She was desperate to be loved at any cost. 
 
    Sheriff Levi Smith came to Shirleyville but was too late to settle with the past. Then circumstances force him to reveal the reason he'd come to town and risk upsetting the feuding families all over again. Somewhere along the way, he noticed Eve, and she took his attention not to mention his heart. 
 
    Eve longed to be loved. Oh, she had a mother all right, but Mabel had given her strict orders to never mention to anyone that she was Eve's mother. Eve cares for Levi, but so does Bridgette Howard and that woman is too beautiful for her own good. Walters might be the answer. He's older but rich. either way, he offers a way out. 
 
    Add to the mix Rachel and the judge's children and their shenanigans, the feuding families, and a killing in the town and Levi is busy.

Bridgette gets her own story in Book 4. What a surprise she turns out to be. Ambition, secrets, and love combine in this sweet historical romance. 
 
    Bridgette fancies herself Queen of Montana but is waiting for her king to arrive. She's smart and has plans to be involved in the business and government of Montana. How that is to come about is another problem. An outlaw, bounty, and the judge's offer to lend her law books opens a door for her. Perhaps the duke's nephew is another.  
 
    Sterling Merritt cares little for his uncle or his title. But loves the land of Montana. And then he meets Bridgette. He wants to be a gentleman rancher but may have to go against his uncle which will cost him everything. With nothing to his name, he fears losing Bridgette. 
 
      
 
    Sarah is Book 5  ~ Sarah has put away her doubts and knows Matt is the one for her. She's also received her letter regarding her intent to teach schools in Shirleyville. She's planning on a wedding but is Matt?
Bridgette continues her genius idea to help outlaws by splitting their rewards with them and then offering to represent them as their lawyer to get them shorter jail sentences. Oh, yeah. Her husband, Sterling, doesn't know about her scheme, but he does wonder why she picked property that backs into the badlands.
The judge and Rachel are settling in to married life, but those kids are keeping them busy.
And then there are Cassidy and Ronan. They are up to something, but no one knows quite what.
Come on back to Solomon's Valley and see what everyone is doing.
A Sweet historical romance with a few twists and turns, fun and faith, and a good time had by all. 
 
      
 
    Cassidy  Book 6  Cassidy, the wildest of the Howards, may have met her match. While she is still up to her shenanigans and part of Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade, there just might be a change coming. 
Ronan Murphy wants to keep his untamed ways, but at the same time, he likes Cassidy with him when they ride for Bridgette.
Matt Stearns has the start of his ranch. Everything is looking up. He’s mostly over Sarah, but the nights are getting lonely in his cabin. 
Sarah and Philip continue their courtship with Mr. Beasley tagging along.
The town of Shirelyville has a few storms shaking up the peace. Adler and his syndicate are making trouble for the town.
Come on back and see what is happening in Solomon’s Valley. There just might be a surprise bride for one of the young men. 
 
      
 
    Ronan’s Bride is Book 7 With anger driving him, Ronan rides away from Shirleyville to the small mining town of Orion. Fed up with not measuring up to the standards of others, he is set on making his own way. Soon, he’s caught up in trouble he can’t get out of, and love might just be the trap that puts him behind bars.
The town of Shirleyville is divided by the founders and the newcomers. Judge Taggart struggles to keep control of the valley. And then there are his children to worry about.
Bridgette has given up her bounty Brigade but instituted her next scheme. Some are glad some are mad. Sterling has his own battle for Independence with his relative – the Duke.
William and Darcy start their farm. Sort of.
Come on back to Montana Brides and check on all your friends. Cassidy, Bridgette, Levi and Eve, Sterling and Judge and Rachel Taggart and all their children. 
 
      
 
    All of my books are sweet and clean historical western romances with some fun and faith and always a Happily-Ever-After. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this series, check out my other series on my website and all my books on Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited > https://www.amazon.com/Patricia-PacJac-Carroll/e/B008R9JCN2/ 
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