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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Cassidy crouched in the brush, shivering in the chill of the Montana dawn. To her side, a glance showed Ronan’s breath fogging the air as they waited. Finally, the sun climbed over the eastern hills and showered them with yellow light and a little warmth. 
 
    “Where is he?” She whispered, holding back her anger. 
 
    “Shh,” Ronan cut her off and eased forward.  
 
    She stared at his black hat with that gold pheasant feather tucked in the band. A calling card that announced Ronan was a cocky rooster and proud of himself.  
 
    He waved her back deeper into the brambles. 
 
    Glaring at his back, she vowed to give him a talking to when they were done. His brown hair had lightened some and now grew down past his shoulders. Everything about the man declared he was wild and free. Like a mustang, he’d evaded the rope of civilization and what was expected of him. 
 
    After a few minutes, he looked back at her. His eyes sparkled with the excitement of the hunt. 
 
    Cassidy had to admit she was taken with him. No other man took her breath when she saw him. Nor did any other man drive her to such anger and frustration. 
 
    He eased forward and then abruptly held up his hand to stop her. 
 
    To the right, a mourning dove cooed its soothing call while farther in the hills a coyote yapped on the high ridge. 
 
    Ronan looked back at her. “Keep the horses quiet.” 
 
    She crawled backward wondering what other woman would be caught on her knees in the wet grass for the man they followed. Not that she did it for love. At least, Cassidy didn’t think so. She’d talked to her sister Bridgette about Ronan. 
 
    Bridgette had told her that it was the excitement that Cassidy loved and not the man. Maybe. 
 
    Cassidy reached the trees and half-stood to a crouch to get to the tied horses. Gently, she put a hand over their silky muzzles and spoke quietly to them, and then fished in her pocket and pulled out a carrot for both animals. 
 
    Beyond their hideout, a twig snapped. Through the branches, she saw the legs of a horse and then heard a voice. 
 
    Ronan stood. “Raise your hands. Cassidy, you can come out now and bring the horses.” 
 
    There was only one rider with Ronan. Rolling her eyes, she led the animals to him. “Just one? We thought there were going to be at least two of you.” 
 
    The outlaw scowled at her. “Ben is dead. Andy ran off. I got away and made my way here.” He looked behind him with a worried frown. 
 
    Cassidy pulled out her pistol and whispered to Ronan. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Ronan nodded at the outlaw. “All right, Jay, I want you to ride out about fifty yards and then come back. Say one word, and I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    Jay shook his head. “No.” 
 
    Ronan grabbed him off his horse, pistol-whipped him, and shoved him into the briars. “Get out, Cass. Ride hard out the back way. Don’t stop for nothing.” 
 
    She jumped on her horse, slid down low on the saddle, and kicked her sorrel gelding, racing for the opening in the back of their lair of scrub trees and briars. 
 
    Gunfire erupted behind her, but she didn’t stop. Ronan could take care of himself. Jay was probably dead. The bounty on him had read dead or alive, anyway. She jabbed the mustang, telling him they needed to run faster. 
 
    All the while, thoughts tossed in her mind. She was beginning to fear for her partner’s heart and soul. Ronan had always been rough, but lately, he had more of an edge on him. The last two men they’d taken into jail for Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade had been roughed up when she hadn’t thought it necessary. 
 
    Her partner had blamed her. Said the men made lewd remarks and threatened to hurt her. That bothered her, too. Ronan was getting possessive, but he didn’t own her. 
 
    She rode hard until she reached the road to town and turned around. Ronan was riding toward her without Jay. Their man was either down, dead, or captured by the gang that hid in the badlands. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You were right.” He grinned at her. “Good thing I keep you with me.” 
 
    Cassidy stared at him. Later, she’d set him straight about that. “Where’s Jay?” 
 
    “Dead, I suppose. Serves him right.” 
 
    Cassidy pulled her horse to an abrupt stop. 
 
    Ronan rode on past her a few yards and then stopped. He stared at her with that cocky grin of his. “What?” 
 
    “Jay didn’t deserve to die. He was a man caught up in a trap he couldn’t escape.” Cassidy reined her horse around Ronan and trotted away from him. Toward home. She needed to talk to her mother. 
 
    Ronan caught up to her. “We got a good chunk in the bank, you and me.” 
 
    “We did. Remember, the outlaws robbed the bank.” 
 
    Ronan sneered at her. “I put my money in Adler’s bank.” 
 
    “Well, mine was in Satchel’s, and some of it’s gone from the bank robbery. I’m going home.” 
 
    He rode up beside her. “I’ll ride with you. It’s dangerous out here. Outlaws, miners, and unruly men.” 
 
    She gave him a swift glance. “The only danger I see is riding beside me.” 
 
    “Ah, come on Cass. We’ve had some hard times, but we’re partners.” He grinned and tugged his hat down. 
 
    She shook her head. Ronan was one handsome man, and he knew it. Smart, good-looking, and dangerous. All the qualities that excited her, but she’d seen something today that worried her. 
 
    A tense current rippled between them. A slim boundary between being taken care of and owned. Ronan was a man bordering on out of control, and that scared her and not much scared Cassidy Howard. 
 
    Worse, her heart was at risk. She was falling, and soon she’d have no way out of the trap the two of them were making for themselves. 
 
    She glared at him to let him know she meant business. She wasn’t without her dangerous side, too. “No, I want to ride alone. I need to think through some things.” 
 
    He glared at her and stopped his horse. “Have it your way, Cass.” 
 
    She wondered if he felt it, too. Since they were kids, they’d been at each other’s throats. Children on opposite sides of a feud that had set their attitudes toward one another. Once they’d hated each other, now they’d crossed that boundary and toyed with the opposite feeling of love. 
 
    Whenever he was near, she felt the danger like a low rumble of faraway thunder. The smell of him, leather, sweat, and sometimes whiskey, sometimes lye soap. The low timbre of his voice when that thunder neared. The warmth of his touch. 
 
    Cassidy shook her head. She needed to get away from Ronan Murphy. Bridgette warned her about him even though she worked with him on their bounty scheme. Cassidy wondered if only she were pretty like Bridgette, she could find a decent man who would like her and want to be with her. 
 
    Everything in Cassidy’s world seemed to be on a dead run for trouble. Ronan skirted the edges of the law more and more each day. Soon, she feared he’d be like the outlaws they hunted. 
 
    Shirleyville’s new preacher had turned outlaw and helped rob Satchel’s bank. Bridgette made a scheme with outlaws for their bounty and her promise to be their lawyer. The only constant good in Cassidy’s life was Mother. 
 
    She prodded the horse to go faster. She needed her mother now more than ever. Even if she had to stay home and watch the sheep, Cassidy longed for that peace and her mother’s steady hand and soft words. 
 
    Almost home, she heard rustling in the leaves. She eased her pistol out. The horse shied. Something had him nervous. 
 
    The low growl of a wolf warned her. She raised her pistol in time to see the animal. Skinny and sick, it crawled out of the brush. She fired. Once, twice, three times, she hit the animal before he lay still. 
 
    The wolf was sick. Rabies more than likely. Matt Stearns had come into town saying he’d shot a skunk and a coyote sick with the stuff. Trembling, she thanked God that he’d spared her from the wolf, from Ronan, and the outlaws.  
 
    She just hoped He could spare her from herself.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2  
 
      
 
    Matt Stearns looked out over his four hundred and sixty acres. His land. His ranch. Leaving the Rockin C had been one of the hardest things Matt had ever done. Judge Solomon Taggart had been like a father to him, but it was time to leave. The judge had given him a good bull and ten prime cows.  
 
    As Matt surveyed his land, all regrets vanished. Save for a brief image of Sarah and how he’d lost her and then had to turn her away. He’d loved her or thought he had, but they wouldn’t have been right for one another. 
 
    Sarah loved the city, and he wanted the ranch life. It was better this way. The judge agreed and had said it would all work out. Seems a lot of older folks had that saying. Maybe they’d been through more rough patches and had the experience to know it worked out while the younger ones had to figure it out for themselves. 
 
    A cold shiver ran down his back. Not from the cold, but from the spectre of loneliness. He’d lived it when he was younger. His father had died in the first battle of the War between the States. Later, his mother had died of fever and starvation, leaving him alone to fend for himself. He may have died or ended up an outlaw if the judge hadn’t come along and taken him home with him. 
 
    An excited whinny jolted him back to the present. Matt smiled at a colt running after its mother. He had a good stallion and four choice mares. He aimed to raise horses to sell. His ranch was next to the Benton’s. A good family. Zeb Benton also raised horses and had even helped Matt catch a wild stallion. Matt’s stallion was a fine animal, but nothing compared to Zeb’s Montana Destiny.  
 
    Looking at the open range, Matt felt the loneliness of the land and the approaching winter. He missed the judge and his family. He was alone again, but he did have good neighbors. Matt had enjoyed several dinners at the Benton’s. They had two children now. A little boy and a girl. 
 
    Dee, the young woman that helped Amy, had caught Matt’s eye a time or two. She was pleasant to look at, hard-working, and would make some man a good wife. Matt had seen the looks between Zeb and Amy and knew they were conspiring to match him off to the woman, but right now, his heart wasn’t in the mood to find another. He wouldn’t settle for any girl. She’d have to match his heart, and even Sarah hadn’t done that. 
 
    Matt went inside to have his breakfast. It did get lonely out here. But for now, he’d work on the ranch. He wasn’t desperate to get married any time soon and figured he had plenty of years to worry about that. 
 
    Still, it would be nice to wake up to the smell of bacon coming from his own house. The Benton’s cabin wasn’t that far from his, and there were days Amy’s cooking tore at him to find a woman of his own. 
 
    Then he had mornings like this one when he could go out alone and look over his land. He could hear the birds sing and the wind whisper through the trees. Then he could walk to the creek and listen to the water gurgling in the stream as it ran over rocks on the way to the river. 
 
    All the time was his to do as he pleased. He wasn’t at anyone’s call. He was free. Matt needed his time alone for now. Soon enough, he’d hire a hand or two. A cook. Maybe a cowboy tired of the long days in the saddle that could fix up some decent meals. There were always men looking for a job. 
 
    He sent a wary gaze south to the badlands. The reason he’d gotten this ranch as cheap as he had was that it bordered the rough country that the outlaws used to hide from the posse and even the army. 
 
    How many gangs hid in the canyons, gullies, and ravines, no one really knew, but to rout them out was near impossible. Matt wondered about Preacher Bret. He’d supposedly helped rob the bank in Shirleyville. Been captured by the posse, said he was innocent, and then got away in the night. 
 
    Matt frowned. Those in town had some speculation that Sarah helped Bret escape. She denied it, and Doc Philip backed her up. Either because they were engaged, or because he didn’t want Sarah to be in trouble. 
 
    That was a puzzle. Bret had seemed like a good man, and as a preacher, he kept the congregation alert. That was something a few of the preacher’s they’d had before couldn’t do. 
 
    Thinking of church, Matt took a moment to thank God that Judge Taggart had come along and taken him in. Otherwise, Matt could have become one of those who rode down in the badlands. It was a narrow line between good and evil, and one that was too easily crossed. 
 
    He went back inside to gather his hat and jacket. He was going into town to check on some land north of his and to sell one of the mustangs he’d broken to saddle. The big red roan was sound and smooth to ride. 
 
    Matt looked forward to seeing the judge. He’d missed him and their talks over coffee, discussing the best qualities in a horse, and just being near him. Matt hoped they could have lunch together. 
 
    After saddling his buckskin, Matt caught the roan and brushed him down. “You got to look your best, Red. I need enough money to make it through the winter, and you ought to just put me within reach.” 
 
    The town wasn’t but an hour’s ride. If he timed it right, he’d stop in and see if the judge was free. The November weather had turned cold, and Matt was worried about feed for the stock. 
 
    The judge had been in the valley longer than anyone and years ago had driven a herd of longhorns from Texas to start his ranch. He’d weathered the worst of winters, and Matt valued his advice. 
 
    He gathered the reins to the buckskin and mounted his horse and led the sorrel behind. Mr. Gordon would be pleased with the horse. Gordon was the owner of the new store going up on Second Street. 
 
    Feeling a bit like a traitor to Mr. Hollander and his mercantile, Matt hoped there wouldn’t be hard feelings. New people in town did mean more sales for those already here. 
 
    Matt rode along and admired the scenery. His memory took him back to another day just last spring. A day he spent with Sarah. He’d driven her up to the hill overlooking the property he’d just bought. 
 
    He and Sarah. They had a picnic under the trees and planned their lives. Matt frowned. Maybe making plans wasn’t a wise thing to do. None of those things were to be now. Except for his ranch. But Sarah was engaged to Philp Newsome, the new doctor in town. He was a good man, and Matt had to admit Sarah looked happy. 
 
    Matt thought of Dee as he passed the Benton’s, but she just wasn’t for him. He wasn’t sure why and wasn’t all that sure that he’d even know the right woman when he saw her. After all, he’d turned Sarah away. Yet, he still believed that had been the best thing for them both. 
 
     He rode into town. It looked peaceful enough. Matt laughed when he thought how the Murphy’s and Howard’s feud used to tear Shirleyville apart. The judge had solved that by making the oldest Howard daughter, Aileen, live with the Murphys, and then he made the oldest Murphy son, Daniel, live with the Howards. 
 
    That Aileen and Daniel fell in love and married really helped to end the feud. The families got along now. Especially after Aileen and Daniel had their baby. Matt shook his head and thought about how there was just no telling how love worked things out. 
 
    He passed the livery and rode down the alley to Second Street. Might as well call it Shirleyville part two. Gregory Adler’s bank was the first business to go up. Now Gordon’s General Store was being built. The man had a cabin behind the building, and that was where Matt was going. 
 
    Matt nodded at one of the workers. A man he didn’t recognize which was becoming a common occurrence as more and more strangers rode into town. Then Matt stopped at the cabin and called out to Mr. Gordon. 
 
    A man not but a year older than Matt came out, smiled, and went right to the horse. “He’s beautiful.” 
 
    “You have a saddle?” 
 
    “Sure, do. Let me get it.” Dave Gordon rushed into the cabin and soon came out. “I’ll have to build a lean-to for him. Guess I can board him in the stable for now.” 
 
    Matt nodded. “Abel Wright is a good man. Runs the livery well and keeps the horses in good shape.” 
 
    Dave smiled at him. “Thanks. I’ve got my hands full with building the store.” In no time, he had the horse saddled and ready. “Here goes.” He mounted the animal and rode down the street. 
 
    Matt followed behind him. He was confident the horse would do well, but not so about Dave Gordon. He didn’t know him, but he seemed like a good enough man. 
 
    After twenty minutes of riding, Dave turned to him and stopped. “He’s a dandy horse. Think I’ll name him Dandy. If you follow me to Adler’s, I’ll pay you. I’ll also recommend you to any who ask. You’ve done an excellent job with him.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Gordon.” 
 
    “Just, Dave.” He rode to Adler’s bank and tied his horse up to the hitching post. 
 
    Matt didn’t particularly like Adler. Didn’t have a real reason other than Sarah had called the man a snake. As they walked inside and Matt looked at the banker, he had to admit there was something slick about the man. 
 
    Dave strode to him. “Gregory, hope the day has been good to you.” 
 
    “Fine, Dave.” Adler turned to Matt. “Good to see you, Mr. Stearns. Matt is it?” 
 
    Matt wasn’t about to go on a first-name basis with the weasel. “Mr. Adler.” 
 
    Adler took out the money and handed it to Gordon. “I’d be pleased to open an account here for you, Mr. Stearns. Save you the trouble of having to go to the other side of town.” 
 
    “No, thanks. I bank at Mr. Satchels.” 
 
    Adler grinned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Very well. I’m sure Mr. Satchel will enjoy having some money in his bank. Tough luck to be robbed like that. Guess they haven’t found the outlaws.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” Matt took the money from Dave and left the two men to their pleasantries. Whether Dave was part of Adler’s syndicate, he wasn’t sure. The man would need watching before Matt would take him in as a friend. 
 
    Matt left the two and rode to Satchel’s bank and put his money in his account. 
 
    The banker came out and shook his hand. “Thank you. Many of my account holders have gone over to Adler’s bank.” He nervously rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “Any word on the outlaws?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ronan Murphy walked in and looked around. “Don’t suppose you’ve had any word on the robbery?” 
 
    Mr. Satchel shook his head. “No. Is the sheriff doing anything?” 
 
    With a glare, Ronan shook his head. “Of course, there’s just not much to go by.” Ronan nodded at him. “Matt, I could use your help in looking for the outlaws. Levi is getting up another posse later this morning.” 
 
    “Count me in.” Matt knew that Mr. Satchel might go under if they didn’t recover the money, and the way Adler was going after his clients, it might not matter even then. 
 
    Ronan tipped his hat. “Meet us over at the saloon.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    After Ronan left, Mr. Satchel shook his head. “That boy has been here every day. He wants to catch the outlaws. Half the time he’s got that wild Howard girl with him.” He laughed. “What a pair those two make.” 
 
    Matt nodded. “They are wild ones.” He thought back to the day he’d roused the judge from bed to stop Cassidy and Ronan from killing each other over a calf. That hadn’t been that many years ago, but the two youngsters had done a lot of growing up in that time. 
 
    He could still see Cassidy and her blond hair and blazing blue eyes so determined to keep that calf from Ronan. And she did, too. Then had to admit it was Ronan’s and take it to his family. 
 
    Matt grinned to himself. She was a wild one all right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cassidy soaked in the bathtub letting the warm water soothe her aches and scratches. Going home had been a good choice, and Mother had graciously let her take a bath. 
 
    “Daughter, what on earth have you been doing?” Her mother pointed at a long gash on her arm. 
 
    “It’s just a scratch.” She thought about the wolf. “Mama make sure you and Darcy take the rifle when you see to the sheep. I shot a rabid wolf on the way home.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. I will. I’ll tell Darcy to watch the dogs, too.” 
 
    Cassidy sat up. “Hadn’t thought of that. I think we should talk to Dr. Newsome about that vaccine. Seems he was talking about one that worked against the hydrophobia.” 
 
    “Good idea. I hear he and Sarah Taggart are engaged.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Cassidy wanted to put her hands over her ears. She knew the lecture was coming. Mother made it a point to give it to her whenever she was home. 
 
    “Now that Aileen and Bridgette are married, that leaves you next in line. Darcy is spoken for by William Dowd. They make such a cute couple.” Concern wrinkled her mother’s brow. “Please tell me you are not falling for that despicable Ronan Murphy.” 
 
    “No, Mother. For the hundredth time, we are partners, and that is that.” She grabbed the washcloth and dabbed at the scratch. She and Ronan. What was her mother thinking? Then again, she’d looked at him a time or two and felt her breath catch. He was turning out to be a handsome man. 
 
    He’d let his hair grow to his shoulders. Long and brown and enticing. Ronan was strong, wild, and full of life. Yes, there were times when she wondered. There were other times when she’d catch him looking at her. And that look said he saw more than the tomboy girl who rode with him. 
 
    “Oh, Mother. I don’t think there is a man out there that I could marry. I haven’t met one I respect yet.” 
 
    Mother looked at her and shook her head. “Dear girl. One day you are going to wake up and realize you are an old maid. If I were you, I’d start dressing like a girl rather than an outlaw.” 
 
    “Oh, Mother.” Cassidy braced herself. 
 
    Pointing a finger at her, Mother continued, “You need to fix that wild mop of hair of yours. Wear some dresses. And fix your face up a little. You know, Cassidy, you could be a very beautiful woman if you applied yourself.” 
 
    Cassidy didn’t answer. She kept her eyes closed and hoped her mother would leave her alone. Although, it did bother Cassidy that she’d worn pants so long that she’d forgotten what a dress was like. As for fixing her hair, she didn’t have a clue how to do that. No, if any man liked her, he’d have to get past her wild looks. 
 
    For some reason, her thoughts stopped on Sarah and then Matt. Everyone believed they’d be married by now, but he’d turned her away. And it didn’t take long for Dr. Newsome to snatch Sarah up. 
 
    Grabbing the soap, Cassidy washed away her thoughts. She could be pretty if she wanted to. She could. And probably find a man. Maybe Ronan. Yet, even as she said his name, she knew they’d never make it as husband and wife. 
 
    They fought like two cats over a mouse. Argued over each turn to take while on the hunt after outlaws. No, they were not compatible. Not like Brigette and Sterling or Aileen and Daniel. She splashed water over her face. Maybe once she and Ronan found the outlaws that robbed the bank, she’d quit and start looking for a husband. 
 
    Then she rolled her eyes. What on earth did she have to offer a man? She couldn’t cook much other than over an open fire on the range. She couldn’t sew. Didn’t like to clean. The things she could do had little to offer a husband. 
 
    Ride, rope, shoot. Not things a man looked for in a wife. Not at all. She groaned and sunk under the water. Coming up, she looked at how dirty the water had become and realized it had come from her. That wouldn’t be pleasing to a man either. 
 
    “More baths. That’s what I’ll do. If I have to, I’ll go over to Mabel at the saloon and ask her how to win over a man.” She looked around to make sure Mother hadn’t heard that. Disgusted with herself, she climbed out of the tub and dried off.  
 
    In her room, she looked for a dress. Trying one on, she realized she’d outgrown it. Mostly in her womanly curves. With the towel around her, she went to Darcy’s things and found a dress that fit.  
 
    Darcy, although two years younger, was a bit larger. She put on the garment and then brushed her hair. It had once been blond but was darker now with streaks of gold through it. Pretty even. 
 
    Her younger sister entered the room and saw her. “Cass, you look beautiful. Let me help you with your hair.” 
 
    Cassidy pointed at the dress. “I’m sorry, my dresses didn’t fit.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I have plenty.” Darcy took the brush from her and went about fixing Cassidy’s mane. “Your hair has tangles in the tangles. Let me show you how to fix it so that when you go riding, it won’t get twisted in the wind.” 
 
    Cassidy waited while Darcy braided her hair and then wrapped it atop her head. “There, how does that look?”  
 
    “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    Darcy looked at her. “You are a wild one. But you know what, any man would look twice at you if you’d just try a little.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Darcy grinned. “No, maybe about it. You’re a looker, Cass. I think if you tried, you’d give Bridgette a run for it.” 
 
    Cassidy hugged her. “Thank you, Darcy. I mean it. I’m sorry that I haven’t really been a part of the family since Father was killed.” 
 
    “It hurt us all, but you the most. I think we all understood.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Darcy turned. “Momma’s doing the wash. I’ll see who it is.” Darcy left her and went to the door. 
 
    In minutes, she returned with Ronan behind her. 
 
    “Cassidy?” He said it as a question, but the look on his face said he’d answered it. “You look pretty.” He smiled and went to her. “You smell good, too.” 
 
    “I had to—” 
 
    He kissed her right in front of Darcy.  
 
    She pushed him away. “Ronan.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m not sorry. I don’t think you are either.” 
 
    She walked out of Darcy’s room and into the den. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Why.” He grinned. “I came to get you. The posse is riding again. Thought you’d want to be along.” 
 
    “Oh.” He was right. Normally, she’d be dressed in long pants and ready to go. “I have to change my clothes.” 
 
    “I’d say so. All the men would be chasing you, and I wouldn’t like that.” 
 
    She didn’t like the way he said that. “You don’t own me, Ronan. Get that out of your head.” 
 
    “Maybe. Anyway. I’ll wait a few minutes if you want to change. Kind of wish you wouldn’t though.” He stroked her hair. “I like what you’ve done. Next time find a pink dress. I think it’d look good on you.” 
 
    Cassidy wanted to hit him and go and buy a pink dress all at the same time. “I’ll change.” She went into her room and shut the door. She waited a moment to make sure Ronan wasn’t going to try and enter. 
 
    Hearing nothing, she took off the dress and put on a pair of old pants and one of her father’s flannel shirts. Sadness hit her as she remembered her father. She missed him so. 
 
    Ready, she started out the door, stopped, and pulled her hair down. It wouldn’t fit under her hat if she left it all puffed up on top of her head. 
 
    She opened the door and saw the disappointment in Ronan’s eyes, but he still grinned and went to her. “Well, you’re not the pretty little flower you were a minute ago, but you’re my partner. Let’s go.” 
 
    Darcy caught her hand. “Be careful, Cassidy.” 
 
    “I’ll be with the posse.” 
 
    She nodded toward the door. “I meant with him. He’s a cocky rooster.” 
 
    “I can handle him.” She always had, but maybe Darcy was right. Ronan was no longer the boy that she could intimidate. 
 
    He came back inside. “I got your horse saddled.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She went outside with him. 
 
    Ronan ran and jumped on his horse. “Let’s go. I could use some more of that bounty money. You know if they put a bounty on the preacher yet?” 
 
    “Haven’t heard.” She was most saddened by Preacher Bret’s involvement in the bank robbery. Even though Mr. Satchel said he didn’t think Bret was responsible, the preacher hadn’t helped himself by escaping. 
 
    “I thought there was something wrong with that preacher.” Ronan pulled his hat down hard on his head. “Let’s ride, girl.” 
 
    He kicked his horse and took off at a gallop. 
 
    Cassidy followed but kept to a slower pace. One of these days, Ronan was going to ride right past trouble and leave his back exposed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    After he’d met with the judge, Matt stood outside the courthouse. They’d had a good talk, but lunch would have to wait as the posse was forming at the saloon. Matt heard the kids at the school shouting and laughing. 
 
    After a quick look in their direction, he saw Sarah. She was so beautiful. His heart still stuttered when he saw her. Then he saw Philip walk toward her. 
 
    That was how it was. Matt had turned her away and into the arms of another man. Matt knew it had been the right thing to do, but it still hurt. 
 
    Across the street, Stella wave at him. He nodded to her. She worked in the dress shop and the café during the busiest times and had an eye for him. But again, like Dee, she left him with no feeling. He walked the rest of the way to the saloon and saw several men already waiting and already drinking. 
 
    Levi wasn’t going to like that. 
 
    The sheriff came up behind him. “Thanks for going along Matt. I need more strong men like yourself.” He pointed to the saloon. “I need to send some of them back. A posse is no place for a drunk.” 
 
    Matt nodded. “Ronan still want to be your deputy?” 
 
    Levi frowned. “He’s got his mind set on it. He’d probably be a good one, but he’s made so many men on the council angry that they won’t approve him.” 
 
    A few more men rode up to the saloon. 
 
    Levi waved his arm. “Gather around. We’re going to split up. Zeb Benton said he thought he saw some men riding along the back canyon by his ranch. Sterling Merritt said the same. We’ll ride the land bordering their ranches and see if we can’t find any campsites. It’s been long enough the outlaws might have to come out to hunt for food.” 
 
    Matt mounted his horse and waited. 
 
    Levi passed him and waved the group on. There were five of them. Dave Gordon, a couple riders from the judge’s ranch, Matt and Levi. They’d ridden about three miles when Matt saw two riding hard to catch them. 
 
    Ronan and Cassidy pulled up to the posse. Their horses as wild as the two of them snorted and pranced declaring they wished to keep running.  
 
    Ronan grinned at Levi and Matt. “We’re ready to catch those outlaws. Today is a good day.” 
 
    Levi pointed behind him. “Fall in line. I don’t want you two riding off alone.” 
 
    Matt could see the battle going on in Ronan. He wasn’t used to taking orders, and they didn’t set well. Cassidy was already riding to the rear. As she passed him, she looked at him and smiled. 
 
    There was something about her that caught Matt’s interest. For the first time since he’d known her, he thought she was pretty. Maybe the way her hair shone in the sun or the life in her blue eyes. 
 
    Could be that she’d grown up. She was all woman. Well, would be if she didn’t ride like a wild Indian and look like a drover. Ronan galloped between them with a scowl and broke Matt’s thoughts on her. 
 
    Levi held his hand up, stopped, and turned to face the posse. “Wait here. Matt, come with me.” Together they rode up a hill that backed down to the badlands.  
 
    “I wanted to get in front of the posse and set our plans. Plus, we can get a good view up here. This is Sterling Merritt’s land. Brigette wanted to buy this piece of land because it was near the outlaws.” He shook his head. “She’s as wild as Cassidy in her own way.” 
 
    Matt grinned. “That so?” 
 
    Levi glanced at him. “Don’t ask.” He rode down to the west end of the hill. “If I had to bet, a good place for a campsite would be there near the stream. Think you can ride around to the other side and take a quick look? I’ll send three men to the east, and the rest of us will go straight down from here. I’ll give you an hour to get around the other side.” Levi stopped. “Take Ronan with you but keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Ronan put up a fuss about splitting up with Cassidy.  
 
    Levi grabbed the girl’s reins and kept her close to him. “She’ll ride with me. I should send her back to town. If I didn’t know that outlaws roamed these parts, I would.” He stared at the girl. “You stay right behind me. Give me any trouble, and I will send you home.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Matt rode up to Levi. “We’ll be going.” 
 
    “One hour.” 
 
    “Right.” Matt took off and didn’t wait for Ronan. He could come or not, but in minutes, he heard the man’s horse galloping behind him. 
 
    Ronan glared at him. “Did you tell Levi to send Cassidy back?” 
 
    Matt kept alert watching for any signs of the outlaws. “No. But I don’t think a posse is any place for a lady.” 
 
    “Lady? We’re talking Cassidy.” 
 
    Matt reined his horse to a stop and turned to face Ronan. “Well, I look at Cassidy, and I see a pretty woman. Might do you some good to notice likewise and keep her out of trouble.” 
 
    Ronan narrowed his eyes. “I know what she is. She’s my partner, and you’d be good to remember that.” 
 
    With a wry grin, Matt shook his head. “Well, well. I think you got it bad, Ronan.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Matt shook his head. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.” He rode up behind a stand of scrub oaks and raised his hand. “Quiet from here on out.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bridgette had just come back from taking the boys to school and had nothing to do. Ronan and Cassidy hadn’t come up with any more takers for her bounty for freedom plan. She liked the ring to that. Much better than Levi’s consistent rant that it was a scheme. 
 
    Scheme put her on the level of Adler and Sterling’s uncle, the duke. Besides, she was doing a grand service to men who needed a break. 
 
    She glanced out the window. Sterling was checking the cattle today. It usually took him all day. She smiled to herself. He was a wonderful man, but hardly a success at being a cowboy. Still, Sterling had it in his head that he would make a wonderful rancher. 
 
    Brigette was of a mind to tell him to take up sheepherding. Every day, one of the other ranchers came to their door to say they had found some of his wandering Herefords. She cringed. Sterling was becoming something of a joke in the valley, and she would not stand idly by and allow that to happen. Not if she had to put chaps on and ride after the mangy red and white beasts herself. 
 
    Sterling should be in an office. Officiating. That’s what men in offices did. She had plans for him to be in political office. If Judge Taggart wanted to quit as mayor, that would be the best place for Sterling to begin. 
 
    She’d made sure he had applied for citizenship as soon as they were married, and Sterling was now a legal U.S. citizen. He’d fussed, but she’d prevailed. 
 
    Movement outside caught her attention. She stared out the window but didn’t see anything. 
 
    She turned to see if Rosy had asked for help with the wash but stopped and readied to grab the gun from the drawer of the cabinet when the door burst open. 
 
    “Don’t! I won’t hurt you. I came to ask you to be my lawyer.” 
 
    She whirled and saw the run-away preacher standing in the doorway. “Bret Gentry, our preacher? What are you doing out here in this lawless land?” 
 
    “I had to run, but I saw your poster on the tree in the hideout. I didn’t rob that bank. I knew the men from Texas. From my past. They forced me to go with them and get them in the door. Next thing I knew, one of them shoved a gun in my hand and told me to watch the guard. The gun wasn’t even loaded.” 
 
    Regaining her composure, Bridgette straightened her shoulders and looked him straight in the eye. “You want me to believe you are innocent, yet you sneaked inside my house?” 
 
    “Ah, Mrs. Bridgette, I can see you’re a compassionate woman. And I heard what a good lawyer you are. So, I am asking you to represent me.” 
 
    That brought a smile to her face. She couldn’t help it if compliments made her happy. Although at times, she could hear the verse her mother would constantly recite to her. Pride goeth before a fall, daughter. 
 
    Bridgette had heard the warning all her life. She studied the man in front of her to see if she could detect any scoundrel in him. He did look sincere. “Very well. First thing you must do is turn yourself in.” 
 
    Bret smiled and looked as handsome as any man might under the circumstances. “Will you take me in? I’m afraid if I walk into town, they’ll shoot first.” 
 
    Thinking it would be best if she got him out of her house before Sterling came home, she nodded. “Let me get my riding skirt on, and we’ll ride in. I have a horse you can borrow.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bridgette.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure, but he seemed to be extra nice to her, and she was a married woman. That was not boding well for her defense of this man. She changed quickly and rushed into the room. “Remember, it’s Mrs. Merritt. Let’s go.” 
 
    Soon, they were on the road to town. She kept ahead of him. Not wanting to talk to him. Barely wanting to be seen with him. He was so likable, and he’d escaped before. Bridgette wasn’t sure if Brett was being honest with her. 
 
    Yet, she wouldn’t know what to do if she didn’t have her Bounty Brigade. Sterling spent so much time chasing his herd around the open range, meeting with that despicable Adler, and  even traveling to Chicago to meet with the syndicate. He didn’t tell her much of what was going on, but she knew he was not happy with their plans for Solomon’s valley. 
 
    Bret rode up beside her. “You think you can get me off?” 
 
    She nailed a glare at him. “Are you innocent?” 
 
    He nodded. “I won’t deny, I have a troubled past, but the Lord set me straight. That and five years in prison. I promise you that I did not rob that bank.” 
 
    “Well then, you shouldn’t have anything to worry about.” She smiled. “I am a very good lawyer.” 
 
    “I hope so. A pretty one, too.” 
 
    “Mr. Gentry, Preacher Gentry, I am also a very married one. I love my husband. So, you can stop your charming ways.” 
 
    He smiled. “Sorry, Ma’am. I had no intention of tempting you.” 
 
    “Ha, you do not tempt me.” Bridgette nudged her horse into a gallop. The sooner she turned him in, the better. She refused to look back at him. She needed Sterling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Cassidy rode behind Levi. Half-brother or not, she resented him. She could take care of herself. “Ronan is my partner. I don’t see why you didn’t let me go with him.” 
 
    Levi threw her reins to her. “Because I’m in charge of this posse. Do as I say or go home. And I do mean home.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    He matched her look. “I have half a mind to take you to my house and let Eve deal with you. In fact, that might not be a bad idea. I worry about her all alone out here.” He turned and told one of the men riding with them to stop. 
 
    Levi grabbed her reins again and started for his cabin. “Please. I’d feel better if you were with her.” 
 
    “All right. Give me my reins back.” 
 
    He smiled at her and gave them to her. “Eve is a tough woman, but the outlaws are getting bolder.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Levi. I’m glad you’re my brother. But I don’t need anyone to watch over me. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    He looked at her. “Cassidy, you might think you’re tough, but I assure you, men see you as all woman.” 
 
    She stared back at him. She wanted to say something sharp, but she saw the truth in his eyes. 
 
    “Here we are.” He dismounted and reached up to help her down. 
 
    Cassidy frowned at him and jumped down without his help. “I’m not a weak female that can’t get off my horse.” 
 
    He grinned. “Wasn’t thinking that. Just trying to help you.” He took her by the elbow and walked her toward the house. “Eve, I’ve got a visitor for you.” 
 
    Levi’s wife came outside with a baby in her arms.  
 
    “Cassidy, I’m glad you came.” She put the baby on her shoulder and patted the little one’s back. “I could use some company.” 
 
    Cassidy laughed. “She’s darling.” She walked to Eve and took the baby girl from her. 
 
    Eve looked at Levi. “And where are you off to?” 
 
    “I have a posse out looking for the bank robbers.” 
 
    She frowned. “I hope you find them. Mr. Satchel is worried. Along with most of the town that had their money in his bank. Like us.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine.” Levi kissed her. “Cassidy will stay with you until I get back.” He darted a gaze to Cassidy. 
 
    With a nod, Cassidy signaled she’d stay. Not that she wanted to, but she had to admit, Eve was fun to be around, and her baby was darling. The baby put a hand to her mouth and smiled so sweetly Cassidy thought her heart might just melt. 
 
    Levi rode off, leaving a worried Eve. 
 
    Cassidy touched Eve’s shoulder. “He’ll be all right. Levi is a good sheriff.” 
 
    Eve nodded but looked anxious. “I worry about him. The outlaws are growing in number, and they’re ruthless.” 
 
    She was right. The outlaws had resorted to killing when they stole. That last time with Ronan had shown her that. “We’ll find the outlaws.” 
 
    “Debby likes you. You’re a natural mother.” 
 
    Cassidy blushed. She’d barely held any babies before. There was Aileen’s and Daniel’s little one. But usually, she was out on the range with Ronan chasing the outlaws or mustangs. 
 
    “Come on in. You know, having a child has increased my waist. If you’re interested, I have some dresses that might fit you.” 
 
    Cassidy knew the Lord enough to know that coincidences didn’t just happen. “Thank you, yes, I’d like to see them.” 
 
    After a few hours of trying on dresses, Cassidy had three new ones to take home. “I have to say that just earlier today I realized I’d outgrown all of my clothes.” 
 
    “You’re really pretty, Cass. Levi talks about you all the time. I think he worries about you. That you’ll do something drastic like marry Ronan Murphy.” 
 
    Cassidy held the dresses in her lap and considered Eve’s statement. Ronan? Not that he didn’t turn her head, but she didn’t see them as married. 
 
    “Eve, Ronan and I are partners in a business, but I have no intention of marrying him.” 
 
    After pouring a cup of coffee, Eve handed it to her. “So, is there someone you’re interested in?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t thought of it at all.” As soon as she said the words, she pondered on just why she hadn’t thought about marriage.  Then again, she didn’t have to. Mother did that for her. 
 
    “Well, you’re a beautiful woman. There will be a man for you.” 
 
    Cassidy nodded but wondered if that were true. “I haven’t really given it much thought. I guess growing up in Bridgette’s shadow, I just didn’t see that anyone would want me.” 
 
    “You should.” She sipped her coffee. “I never believed I would be so in love with someone, but Levi makes me so full of joy whenever I see him.” 
 
    “Do you wish he wasn’t sheriff?” 
 
    “Oh, at times, but it is who he is. I can’t imagine him working in a store or even a ranch. He’s a good sheriff.” 
 
    “Ronan wants to be a deputy.” 
 
    Eve nodded. “Levi would welcome him in, but there are men on the council who don’t trust Ronan. He’s wild, Cassidy. I see it in his eyes. The way he walks and carries himself. I fear for you when you’re with him.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “No, maybe not. But he’s like a spring storm set to go off at the littlest provocation.” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. “He’s got a hair-trigger for sure. Might be why they don’t want him as deputy.” She was beginning to agree. He’d pistol-whipped the last man they’d brought in. It took her shooting in the air to stop him. 
 
    “I better start dinner.”  
 
    Cassidy stood. “Let me help you. I’m afraid that is something I’ve done very little of.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll show you one of my favorites. Levi caught a rabbit this morning, so I’m making rabbit stew.” 
 
    Cassidy grinned. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Matt circled around a stout oak and motioned for Ronan to go the other way. They’d spotted the camp from above on the hill. Matt had hobbled the horses and walked down into the ravine.  
 
    Three men were sitting by the fire, enjoying a meal and coffee. Maybe some whiskey by the looks of the bottle they passed around. 
 
    He waited until Ronan was in place. Seeing him at the other side of the stream, Matt waved his gun. 
 
    The outlaws’ horses were just to the side. Matt crawled in the tall grass to the line wrapped around one of the trees. Taking his knife, he cut the rope. He nodded at Ronan. As one, they stood and shouted. 
 
    “Hands up!” Matt yelled at the same time that he spooked the horses and sent them thundering down the stream away from the outlaws. 
 
    To make sure the outlaws knew they were surrounded. He fired his pistol in the air. Once, and then again. 
 
    The three hugged the side of the stream behind boulders. 
 
    Another shot, from Ronan’s direction, echoed in the canyon.  
 
    “You’re surrounded. Give yourselves up.” Matt fired at the boulder. 
 
    The outlaws returned fire. 
 
    Shaking his head at the down on their luck outlaws, Matt kept behind the trees but shouted to persuade them to give up. “Your horses are gone. Give it up.” 
 
    The biggest one half-stood. “No. We’re not turning ourselves in to you.” 
 
    A shot pierced his words and sent the outlaw reeling back. 
 
    Matt glared at Ronan. He’d told him not to shoot the men unless it was necessary. He wanted to yell at Ronan but didn’t want to give away that there were only two of them. 
 
    “We can get him to a doctor. He’s with the posse, but you’ll have to give up now.” Matt hoped they cared enough for their injured companion to heed his words. 
 
    Ronan fired another shot at them. 
 
    That did it. The leader held up his hands. “Hold your fire. We give up.” 
 
    Matt fired his rifle three times to alert the posse. He threw some handcuffs to Ronan. “Secure them.” 
 
    Ronan put the cuffs on the three and shoved them down. 
 
    Matt came over and looked at the one who’d been shot. “Shoulder wound. Get some bandages and stop the bleeding.” 
 
    Ronan complied but didn’t waste any energy doing it.  
 
    The posse rode in with the outlaws’ horses and Matt’s and Ronan’s. Levi jumped down and went to him. “Good work. Think they’re the ones who robbed the bank?” 
 
    Matt shook his head. “I don’t know. They haven’t said a thing.” 
 
    Levi checked on the wounded outlaw.  
 
    The outlaw grimaced. “I don’t know about any bank.” 
 
    Levi sighed and walked to Matt. “We even know if they’re outlaws?” 
 
    “They were quick to fire at us. Wouldn’t hurt to take them in and check the posters.” Matt grabbed his horse’s reins.  
 
    Levi mounted his horse. “Let’s get them to the jail, and we’ll parcel out what we have. Mr. Satchel got a good look at the robbers and should be able to tell us if this is them.” 
 
    Two of the outlaws glanced at one another. 
 
    They’d rode an hour when they stopped for water near Sterling’s ranch. 
 
    Sterling was herding a few Herefords to the stream and saw them and waved to the group. “I had some cattle I had to chase back onto my ranch. Looks like you caught the bank robbers.” 
 
    The older outlaw shook his head and pulled out a folded paper from his shirt. “We saw this and was considering turning ourselves in when you came on us. We don’t know nothing about any bank.” He handed the paper to Levi. 
 
    Matt and Sterling read the poster over Levi’s shoulder. 
 
    Sterling gasped. “Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade! What is that!” 
 
    Matt noticed Ronan backing his horse from the men. 
 
    Levi shook his head. “I told them they’d get in trouble.” 
 
    Sterling crumpled the paper. “Bridgette, that is not my Bridgette? I thought she stopped that.” 
 
    Levi looked at him and then shouted. “Ronan, I think you have some explaining to do.” 
 
    Ronan shook his head. “No sir, me and Cassidy just bring the outlaws in.” He whirled his horse away and galloped toward town. 
 
    Sterling shoved the paper in his pocket. “What is my wife up to, Levi? You’re her half-brother.” 
 
    “Best you hear it from her. Is she home?” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. “Went into town. At least that is what her note said.” 
 
    Levi started the group riding toward town. “You can ask her when you see her. She’s not in any trouble. I can tell you that.” 
 
    “That’s what you think.” Sterling galloped ahead of the men and even passed Ronan. 
 
    Matt laughed to himself. That Bridgette. It would seem women were trouble. All the men he knew had a time keeping them corralled and happy. He could only guess what Bridgette had gotten herself into.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bridgette took the back way into town to escape any nosy townsfolk from making Bret run. He seemed nervous. She looked at him. “We can tie our horses up here and go in the back door to the jail.” 
 
    “For a pretty lady, you seem to know your way around the jail. That’s not exactly what I’d think a beautiful woman like yourself would know about.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “Ha, not like taking a preacher to jail is what I’d think a preacher would normally be doing.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good one. I can see that matching wits with you will be a pointless task. Do you have to lock me up?” 
 
    She opened the door and held it for him. “You already escaped once. As your lawyer, I advise you to get in a cell and be prepared to tell everything you know. The whole truth and nothing but.” 
 
    He gave a sideways glance to his horse and the road. 
 
    She folded her arms and glared at him. “Or you can keep running for the rest of your life until some bounty hunter fires a bullet with your name on it. It’s up to you, Preacher Bret Gentry.” 
 
    “You drive a hard bargain, lady.” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, I do. That’s why I’m a good lawyer. I won’t give up putting you in jail, or when the time comes to get you free. All legal.” 
 
    Holding up his hands, Bret walked into the jail. “You convinced me.” 
 
    She opened a cell door and waved him in. “I’m sure the sheriff will be here soon.” 
 
    Brad Warren looked at them. “You come in under the Bridgette Bounty Brigade, too?” 
 
    Bret laughed, “I guess I did.” 
 
    Brad stood at his door. “William was in earlier and taught me more about reading and writing. Thank you, Mrs. Merritt.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I spoke with Judge Taggart, and he thinks you can go to trial next month in Cheyenne.” 
 
    Brad wrapped his hands around the bars. “You think you can get me a light sentence?” 
 
    “I think so. It’s important that you study hard. Show yourself willing to change, so you don’t get free and go back to the old life. Do you have any idea what you might like to do?” 
 
    Brad shook his head. “Not really. I’m good with horses.” 
 
    “We have several horse ranches in the area. Perhaps you can work with them.” 
 
    The preacher sat on the bed in the cell. “You have quite a business going, Mrs. Merritt.” 
 
    She glanced at him. “Yes, I do.” She heard a noise outside and went to the door. “Here comes Levi and the posse. Looks like they have some men with them.” Her blood slid to her toes. Sterling was with them, and the look on his face was anything but pleased. 
 
    “The sheriff will be in shortly. I need to see about something.” She left the jail and walked toward the posse and came to Levi first. 
 
    Levi glanced at her and whispered. “You’re in trouble, Sis.” 
 
    “I thought it looked that way. Maybe I should get my lawyer.” 
 
    Sterling rode to her and dismounted. He didn’t say a word but handed her the sheet of paper. She saw one of Ronan and Cassidy’s posters that they’d tacked up on trees in the badlands. 
 
    Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade. Turn yourself in and get a piece of your bounty and a new life.  
 
    She swallowed. 
 
    “Bridgette, what are you up to?” Sterling put a hand under her chin and turned her face to his. 
 
    “I’m a lawyer, and I represent these men to get them off for a lighter sentence. When they get out of prison, they get half of their bounty and a new start on life. I, well, we get the other half. Except.” She stopped. “Except the bank robbers have stolen our money.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The bank was robbed, and all my money is gone. Including the half that I have to pay the men with.” Tears formed. “What am I going to do?” 
 
    Sterling gathered her in his arms. “You’re my wife. I’ll protect you. I told you I have money in my trust. It will all be fine.”  
 
    She relaxed in his arms until she noticed half the town was watching. 
 
    Sterling put his arm around her shoulder and walked her down the street. “You know, Bridgette, I knew when I married you it wasn’t going to be normal. You surprise me. Everyday. After this time, I don’t think there is anything you could tell me that would shock me.” 
 
    Bridgette twisted and turned to him. “Well, how about this.” 
 
    He stopped and looked at her with a bit of fear in his eyes. “What else?” 
 
    “Sterling, I am with child?” 
 
    He stared at her, and his face paled. “You, you’re going to, really?” 
 
    She nodded. “I think my bounty hunting days are over.” 
 
    He kissed her and picked her up. “Should you be walking?” 
 
    “I’m fine, really. I do have some other ideas.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear them. What do I need to do? Do I need to build a bed? A cradle? Do you need to go to the doctor?” 
 
    “Women have been having babies for a long time.” 
 
    “But none of them have been my wife.” He led her to Sally Mae’s Diner. “Do you need to eat?” 
 
    “I could use a cup of coffee. I’d like to know what you think of my other idea.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassidy rode into town after an enjoyable day with Eve. She’d learned how to make dinner with biscuits. Came away with a few dresses, and overall was pleased with herself. She stopped in at the boardinghouse. 
 
    Mrs. Cindy would let her use one of the guest rooms if she needed to sleep or change. She would be amazed when she saw Cassidy in a dress. Talking with Eve and seeing how happy she was made Cassidy want what she had. 
 
    A man. A husband. Who, she didn’t know, but there would be someone. Eve had suggested she wear a dress unless she was riding the range. Sounded reasonable to her. After she changed into a pink dress that set off the color of her hair and even her eyes, she smiled in the mirror. 
 
    Mrs. Cindy knocked on the door and entered. “Why, Cassidy Howard. You are beautiful. Would you like me to fix your hair?” 
 
    “Oh, would you. I fear that I don’t know what to do with it other than pulling it back.” 
 
    “I’d be delighted to, dear.” Mrs. Cindy came into the room and found her brush. “You have such beautiful hair. And shiny. Why most the women in Shirleyville would give anything to have your hair.” 
 
    She brushed and tugged and brushed some more. “Now, would you like me to put it up like the other ladies wear? It really is the respectable way. Only the women in the Gilded Lady wear it down for all to see.” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. “Yes, I think I’d like to be normal, but not sure that is possible.” 
 
    Mrs. Cindy spent the next thirty minutes taming her unruly locks to go atop her head. When she was finished, Cassidy didn’t even recognize herself.  
 
    “You’re ready to meet the world, Miss Cassidy?” 
 
    “Thank you, Cindy. I’ll go have dinner at Sally Mae’s.” 
 
    Mrs. Cindy laughed. “I bet you don’t have it alone.” 
 
    Feeling so different but in a good way, Cassidy walked across the street to the diner. A few people turned around after she walked by. A bit anxious, Cassidy kept her head high and refused to let her fear overtake her. 
 
    As she neared the diner, she noticed the group of men standing outside the jail. Ronan was leaning against the wall of the jail and frowning at the men in handcuffs. Levi was frowning at Ronan. Matt had turned and was watching her walk. He smiled, said something to Levi and left them. The other men all looked at her. Ronan stood up straight and started after Matt. 
 
    Cassidy hurriedly turned away and saw Bridgette and Sterling entering the diner. Cassidy smiled. This could be fun. She made it to the diner just ahead of Matt, who ran to open the door for her. 
 
    “Cassidy Howard, is that you?” 
 
     “It is.” She walked in and went to a table near the window.  
 
    Matt followed. “Would you like company for dinner?” 
 
    “I think so.” She pointed to the chair next to her. 
 
    Before Matt could sit down, Ronan ran in and grabbed the other chair next to her. “Cassidy, I was waiting for you.” 
 
    She looked at him. “You were? You could have fooled me. I saw you standing by the jail with a mean frown on your face.” 
 
    “Bridgette’s husband found out about her scheme. I think we’re out of a job.” 
 
    Matt cleared his throat. “I would say so. No man wants his wife running around doing things that will make him look foolish.” 
 
    Cassidy nailed a glare at him. “Is that so. She was helping him out. Making money for their ranch.” 
 
    Ronan shook his head. “A woman’s place is in the house.” 
 
    Cassidy turned on him. “Is that what you think? I suppose you would build a house for a woman. Keep her warm and provided for.” 
 
    Ronan grinned his wry grin. “I’d keep her warm all right.” 
 
    Matt stood. “That’s enough, Ronan. Cassidy is a lady and deserves to be treated like one.” 
 
    Ronan stood and matched his glare. “Is that what you think? I know her better than you. She can outshoot and outride any man.” 
 
    Cassidy stood and put a hand on each of their arms. “I don’t think anyone has said anything worth fighting over. Sit down if you want to eat with me. You two are making a scene.” 
 
    Ronan darted a look to her. “So, you’re going to eat with two men?” 
 
    “If you’re both at my table and going to mind your manners, yes.” Could they be any more schoolboyish? 
 
    Matt took her hand. “Would you dine with me?” 
 
    Cassidy sent Ronan a quick look and then found Matt’s eyes on her. “Yes. I will, Mr. Stearns.” 
 
    Matt went around and held her chair for her and pushed it in. “Mr. Murphy, I believe you are intruding on our dinner engagement.” 
 
    Ronan scowled. “Cass, is this the way you want it?” 
 
    She shrugged and pointed at Matt. “He asked first.” 
 
    With a swear, Ronan shoved his chair back and slapped his hat on. “I think the girls at the Gilded Lady might be more entertaining.” He rushed off. 
 
    Sorry to see him leave, Cassidy turned her attention to Matt.  
 
    He picked up his fork and aimed a smile at her. “I’m sorry if I ruined your plans. I have to say; I’ve never seen you in a dress before. Maybe at your father’s funeral.”  
 
    Sadness pricked her. “Yes, Mother had us all dressed up for the funeral. Such a sad day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for reminding you.” He sat back and studied her. “Then there was the day you about shot Ronan over that heifer that wasn’t even yours.” He laughed.  
 
    She grinned. “I had Ronan treed like a scared cat.” She sighed. “That was so long ago.” So many things had changed. Yet, she felt caught between then and now. She was still that girl threatening Ronan, but she was also a woman and finding out she enjoyed wearing a dress and having men look at her. 
 
    Matt sipped his coffee and set the cup down. “You’ve changed. A lot.” He stopped talking, but his eyes continued. Not in a leering way but looking almost confused and then pleased. 
 
    Her food came, and she welcomed the change in conversation. She had never had her heart beat so crazily because of some man. Oh, she’d had it beat hard as she considered if she needed to pull her gun or shoot some fool, but Matt had her flustered. 
 
    Yet, she liked it. Her hunger had disappeared, and all she wanted to do was stare into Matt’s brown eyes. Warmth spread through her chest and stomach. She was sure her cheeks were on fire, but she couldn’t look away. 
 
    He didn’t look away either and hardly ate a bite of the stew he’d ordered.  
 
    “Cassidy, I bought some land. I’ll have to pay some out, but I have a start to a good herd of cattle and have caught a few mustangs to break. The army is always looking for horses.” 
 
    She nodded. Thought about telling him how she and Ronan scouted the badlands for outlaws that wanted to turn themselves in to Bridgette’s Bounty Brigade but doubted that was a story a lady would tell a young man over dinner. 
 
    “What do you want, Cassidy?” 
 
    She shrugged. She could barely finish the potpie she’d ordered. “Maybe peach cobbler.” 
 
    He laughed. “I meant out of life. What are you looking for?” 
 
    She stared at him. Her brain had turned to porridge. “I don’t know.” She figured you wasn’t a good answer, and then she shook her head. She was falling down the hole she saw Darcy go down whenever she thought about William. 
 
    Matt sat back. “I got my ranch. That’s a start.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and then put it over his cleaned plate. “Guess I better go. Have a good day, Cassidy. I’m buying.” He rose and then put some money on the table and left. 
 
    Cassidy watched him go. A tug on her heart prodded her to go with him. Where though? She had something to do. Maybe. Sort of. She finished her coffee and stood to go to but suddenly had no desire to chase outlaws.  
 
    Would it be proper for her to go after Matt? She didn’t think so. She needed to ask Bridgette. She had been a man hunter before becoming a bounty hunter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ronan hated Matt. He hadn’t before, but when he saw him with Cassidy at the diner, he hated the man. Hated Cassidy some, too. She wasn’t the Cassidy he knew, and yet so, pretty in that dress. And that made him angry, too. 
 
    He went to the jail to see what was happening. Brett was in a cell where he belonged. The other men they’d captured hadn’t robbed the banks, but they had bounties on their heads and were wanted. Sheriff Levi put them in jail. The one he’d shot was at the clinic. 
 
    Ronan told the men that Bridgette would be in to talk to them. At least he hoped she would. Sterling hadn’t looked none too happy. 
 
    That only added to his foul mood. What if Sterling stopped their deal? And Cassidy, not like she was going to be much of a partner catching outlaws for their bounty dressed up like she was. 
 
    Levi said the judge still refused to hire him as a deputy. Ronan made his way to the Gilded Lady. He needed a drink. A couple of them. Enough to drown out the mess of this day.  
 
    He walked inside the dark building and found a table near the back. Jenny, one of the saloon girls he knew, came and asked what he wanted.  
 
    He grabbed her to sit down beside him. “I need some company, Jenny. And whiskey.” 
 
    She hollered at the barkeep. “What’s the matter, Ronan? Where’s your sidekick, Cassidy?” 
 
    Ronan downed one of the glasses she put in front of him. “She’s gone and put on a dress. Can you imagine that?” 
 
    Jenny grinned. “Yes, I think I can. She’s a woman. Pretty one, too.” 
 
    He grabbed her wrist. “I don’t want to hear talk like that. I just want another drink.” 
 
    The door darkened, and someone entered the saloon. 
 
    Ronan looked up and saw Matt walk into the bar. The anger that had burned in him all day boiled over to the whiskey he’d drank. 
 
    “Matt Stearns! Best if you stay out of my sight today.” Ronan stood. 
 
    Matt faced him. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    That did it. Ronan lowered his head and charged toward him.  
 
    Matt sidestepped him and shoved him down. 
 
    Shaking his head, Ronan got up, glared at him, and charged like a raging bull, hitting Matt in the chest, then whirled and struck him in the eye. 
 
    Holding his bleeding head, Matt slugged him in the jaw and then the ribs until Ronan slumped to the floor. 
 
    Groaning, Ronan waved his hand. “Enough. For now.” 
 
    Matt helped him up and dragged him to the nearest table and sat him in a chair. “Two lemonades. Make that one coffee for him.” He grabbed a handkerchief and held it to his head.”Is this about my supper with Cassidy?” 
 
    Through a swollen eye, Ronan stared at him as if he were the enemy. “She’s my partner.” 
 
    “She might be, but that’s her choice. And knowing Cassidy, I don’t think any man is going to tell her what to do. It wasn’t anything personal. I just had dinner with a pretty lady.” 
 
    Rubbing his head, Ronan nodded. “Not what it looked like. Thought you and Sarah had something. You mad because the doctor took your girl?” 
 
    “No. That had nothing to do with it, but in case you haven’t noticed, Cassidy has grown up. She’s all woman, now.” Matt grinned at him, taunting him. 
 
    Wanting to continue the fight, Ronan balled a hand to a fist but held back when a hammer went off inside his head. “Just leave her alone, and me, too.” 
 
    Matt finished his drink. “Don’t tell me what to do.” He left Ronan and walked toward the door. “Take care of him, Jenny.” 
 
    Ronan glared at him. He had no right. None at all to tell him what to do. Or to sit with Cassidy. Thinking of her, Ronan wondered where she was. What she was doing. And what she was doing in that dress. 
 
    *** 
 
    Matt left the saloon and looked up and down the street. He didn’t see her. Wasn’t sure if he should go looking for her or not. Not that he was afraid of Ronan. More like he was afraid of her. 
 
    Seeing Cassidy in that dress and looking like a lady had done strange things to his insides. He’d never really paid any attention to her before. She was always the Howard kid that needed to be watched. Like Ronan. Two troublemakers. 
 
    But today, no, today was different. It was almost as if she wasn’t Cassidy, but some beautiful woman that he wanted to get to know. Matt swept his hat from his head and rubbed a hand through his thick hair. 
 
    He winced at the small bruise by his eye. Ronan packed a hard punch. He was no longer a kid but a full-grown man with all the power that entailed. And fast as a rattler with that gun and just as lethal. 
 
    A cool breeze ruffled the hair at his neck. Matt gazed at the sky. Soon it’d be winter. He made his way to the park and sat on the bench near the pond. He had a lot to do, but today, he needed to sort things out. 
 
    He skipped a stone across the pond’s still waters. Matt watched another rock skim over the surface of the water. He wondered if that was how he’d end up. Always just skimming the surface of life and never entering in. Never taking what he really wanted. 
 
    Then again, he’d struck out on his own and bought the ranch. It was small, but he could add to it. Already, he’d made good money on breaking the few horses he’d caught. The cattle were in good shape and should make it through the winter. That is if he could keep Sterling’s Herefords from eating the grass. 
 
    Trouble was brewing. Matt hated to see it because he liked Sterling and Bridgette. The judge had said he’d talk to the man. The problem was, it wasn’t only Sterling but his uncle in Britain.  
 
    Some Duke that thought he could run part of the American West as if he was king of Montana. Matt knew the ranchers in the valley wouldn’t take kindly to his ways. Then again, the Duke and Gregory Adler were working together to take over the town.  
 
    Change was in the air, and it wasn’t just the weather. The cold hand of power was reaching Solomon’s Valley in an attempt to rule the people. Trouble was, a few dollars difference bought too many people’s loyalty. 
 
    A gust of cold wind roused Matt’s attention. It was time to get back to the ranch. Too many things needed to be done, and here he was sitting on a park bench. He left the park and was on his way to the livery. 
 
    Just as he reached the barn, Cassidy fell in step beside him. This time her dress was gone and her riding clothes back on.  
 
    She smiled at him. “I have to go with Ronan. We have a job to do. For Bridgette.” She seemed apologetic and acted embarrassed about her clothes.  
 
    Matt nodded. “You watch Ronan, Cassidy. You’re playing with fire. He’s a man set to go off, and I fear for whoever is in his way. You included.” 
 
    She bristled. “I can handle myself.” 
 
    Matt stared at her and knew she wasn’t listening and had no idea of the danger she was in. He grabbed her to him, kissed her, and then let her go. 
 
    She hadn’t resisted like he thought she would. She stepped back and put a hand to her lips. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I wanted you to see how easy it is for a man to take you. Be careful, Cassidy.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re the only that has done that to me.” Her eyes were open and innocent. Her breaths came in short quiet gasps. 
 
    Matt looked away from her. That kiss. It had done more to him than her. She hadn’t learned any lesson. But for him, it had shot an arrow straight to his heart. He shook his head and laughed as he reached for the reins to his horse. 
 
    Then her hand was on his arm. “Thank you for caring, Matt.” 
 
    Her words were soft. Like her lips. She smelled of flowery perfume. Soap. And all female. He dared not look at her. 
 
    Then ever so softly, she kissed his cheek and went to get on her horse. 
 
    Matt waited and then watched as she rode out of the barn. A wild girl, so untamed. Yet all woman. Changing before his eyes, she was no longer Cassidy Howard, the crazy girl who could outride any man. 
 
    She was Cassidy. A woman that had affected him. Deeply. In a secret place in his heart that not even Sarah had touched. 
 
    What had he done? He jumped on his horse and rode out of the livery. Saw that Cassidy had ridden to the saloon where he saw Ronan’s horse still tied to the post. Matt prayed for her. Prayed she’d come to her senses and leave Ronan while she could. Prayed she’d be kept safe. Then, the Good Lord help him, he prayed that he’d see her again. Get to spend more time with her.  
 
    And he left to ride the lonely trail home to a cabin where he’d sit by himself and wonder who he could share his life with, yet knowing that his heart had already made its choice.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Cassidy rode to the saloon and waited outside for Ronan. They were supposed to go to the ravine at the entrance to the badlands and wait and see if any outlaws came to change their wicked ways. 
 
    She thought about wicked ways, but instead of some low-luck robber, she thought of Ronan. Not that she thought he was wicked, but he was growing ornerier and harder to handle.  
 
    Ronan had his heart set on being Levi’s deputy, but so far, the town council hadn’t hired him. Hadn’t hired anyone for that fact. But rumors around said it was because men on the council didn’t trust Ronan. 
 
    Cassidy wasn’t all sure she would trust him with any power either. She brushed a finger over her lips and thought of Matt. He hadn’t been far from her thinking. The way he’d grabbed her, not rough, but tender. And that kiss. 
 
    Just thinking of it grew her insides warm and sent tingles of excitement up and down her arms. She brushed some dirt from her shirt. What a mess she was. Suddenly, she didn’t want to ride to the badlands with Ronan.  
 
    She turned and untied her horse’s reins and was about to mount when Ronan came from the saloon. 
 
    “Well, you’re here. I figured you’d forgot and wanted to sashay around with Stearns.” 
 
    She whirled. Anger shoving her forward, she sent a challenging gaze to Ronan. “I said I’d be here. We can go unless you drank so much you can’t sit your horse. I’ll not carry you back.” 
 
    In one fluid motion, he leaped into his saddle. “That’ll be the day, Missy. You just see if you can keep up with me.” He jabbed his heels into his horse and galloped away from her. 
 
    Cassidy stepped up into the stirrup and swung her leg over the saddle as she watched Ronan ride away. Crazy boy. What was wrong with him, anyway? She tapped the sides of her gelding and tried to shut out the still small voice that was telling her not to go. 
 
    Angry at Ronan, she turned her thoughts to Matt and grew angry at him. She should have slapped him silly for thinking he could grab her and kiss her in such a way. Yes, next time she saw him, she’d do just that. 
 
    She let him stay in front of her until she closed in on the ravine. Ronan had stopped and was waiting for her and waved her over.  
 
    “It’s all clear.” He stepped down from his horse and stretched. “You take the first watch. I’m a little tired.” 
 
    Cassidy frowned. “That’s the liquor talking.” 
 
    “You don’t have a hold on me. Stop riding me.” He leaned against a tree and pulled his hat down over his face. 
 
    She glared at him, but it wasn’t worth a fight. She tied her horse to a stout branch and looked at Ronan’s horse. His reins were loosely draped around a spindly tree. She considered tying them correctly but decided if Ronan had to walk, it just might serve him right. 
 
    A cool breeze chilled the back of her neck. She glanced around. The feeling that they were being watched added to her uneasiness. She tapped Ronan’s knee with her foot. “I think someone’s watching us.” 
 
    He grunted but didn’t wake up. 
 
    She tapped him again. 
 
    “Leave me be, Cass.” 
 
    “You’re no help.” She walked away from him and found a big boulder to put her back against and undid the loop that held her pistol. She checked it to be sure it was loaded and sat down against the rough rock. 
 
    She leaned her head back and dreamed of the dresses Eve had given her. The red one. That’s what she’d wear next. The town had a dance social coming up before the weather changed too harsh to get about. That’s the dress she’d wear. And she’d talk to Bridgette about getting a man. 
 
    A twig snapped. 
 
    Cassidy stiffened and looked around. She had a perfect view of the meeting place they’d set up, and it was empty. A quick glance to Ronan showed he was still asleep. She picked up a pebble and tossed it at him. 
 
    Another snapped twig and a rustle in the bushes to the left. 
 
    She threw a bigger pebble at Ronan. 
 
    This time he came awake with gun drawn. He nodded. His eyes were sharp, and his muscles taut. She did admire him. He reminded her of a panther ready to pounce. But on what? Or who? 
 
    Ronan crouched by the tree. He put his hand out, signaling for her to stay. 
 
    It was times like this that they were a team. Moving like one and understanding what to do. Maybe all those times they battled as children fighting the feud made them work so well together. Yet, she didn’t see themselves together as a couple like Bridgette and Sterling. 
 
    Or Sarah and the doctor. They were only engaged but watching them left Cassidy with an empty spot in her heart. They had something she didn’t. They cared for one another. Ronan might think of her as a partner, but he didn’t care about her. Didn’t see to her comfort or needs. To him, she was one of the boys. 
 
    That hadn’t bothered her until she’d seen Matt’s eyes light up when he saw her. 
 
    A footstep sounded near. Soft, but it was the sound of someone closing in. She looked at Ronan. He shook his head. He hadn’t spotted anyone. 
 
    Her horse nickered at another he could smell, but she couldn’t see. 
 
    At once, three men came from the shrubby bushes, guns blazing and yelling like demons.  
 
    The scene was so startling that Cassidy rose and stumbled in quick succession falling down behind a log. Ronan’s gun roared. Someone cried out.  
 
    A huge form stepped over her and grabbed her hair, putting a gun to her temple. “Ronan, I got your partner.” 
 
    The firing ceased as the giant lifted her off her feet and then set her in front of him. “I’ll kill her if you don’t do what I tell you.” 
 
    Ronan stood. Blood seeped from his shoulder. “Let her go.” 
 
    “No. We want you to turn one of the prisoners loose. The one named Brad Warren.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter to you. But it matters to this little wildcat. If you don’t get back here tomorrow, I’ll kill her. And have fun doing it.”  
 
    Cassidy heard a few other men laughing. She’d never feared for her life like she did now. She hated these men. They were the worse kind of outlaw.  
 
    Ronan looked. “My horse is gone.” 
 
    “Take mine,” Cassidy shouted to him. Now wasn’t the time to be slow. She knew she should have tied his horse up. 
 
    Ronan grabbed her horse and mounted. His left arm was blood-soaked.  
 
    Another man came over to him. “Be here in the morning with Brad.” 
 
    “Who do I tell Brad is looking for him?” 
 
    With a sneer, another man, clearly the leader came out of the bushes. “You don’t. When he gets here, he’ll know why we want him.” 
 
    The one nearest to Ronan slapped the horse and fired a shot in the air. “Hurry if you want your partner back alive.” 
 
    Cassidy watched her partner ride out and shivered as clouds rolled across the mountains taking the sunshine from the day. The air turned cold. She was glad she’d put on her jacket, but it was no protection from the wind. 
 
    The giant who held her tossed her to the ground and bound her feet and hands. “You’re safe until tomorrow.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Honor among thieves?” 
 
    He slapped her. “Best you keep your mouth shut.” “Rigby, watch the trail in case he gets an idea to circle back.” 
 
    The leader came over to her. He wasn’t like the other two. He was clean and had an educated look about him. He knelt before her. “We won’t hurt you. You have my word. That is if Ronan brings back Brad to us.” 
 
    “Why do you want him?”  
 
    “He owes us. Let’s just stop it at that.” He looked at her. “You cold? Ben, start a fire and bring her a blanket.” 
 
    The giant who’d grabbed her grunted but did what he was told. He came back and threw the blanket at her. Then started making a fire. 
 
    Through the trees, Cassidy stared at the sky. “It’s going to rain. Maybe snow.”  
 
    Ben nodded. “Feel it in my bones. Told the boss.” He turned to her and glared. “But he won’t take you in deeper to the hideout. So, we have to stay here and freeze because of you.” 
 
    The other man, Rigby, wasn’t any friendlier but did start making a lean-to of brush and a tarp while Ben began cooking venison that they’d brought along. 
 
     Under the tarp and out of the wind and the mist, Cassidy had finally stopped shivering. She ate a piece of meat and looked at the leader. “What’s your name?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “That’s hardly anything you need to know. In fact, it’s much better for you if you don’t know who I am.” 
 
    “You must be some kind of outlaw with a hefty price on your head.” She studied him. “I only take outlaws that haven’t killed anyone.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’ve heard. You’ve put a bit of a wrinkle in our outfit.” 
 
    “So, Brad, he’s part of your gang?” 
 
    “The less you know, the better.” He stood. “If you think you can keep quiet, I won’t gag you.” 
 
    “I’ll be quiet.” She rubbed her arms and then held the blanket around her. The wind rattled the tarp and let a cold blast of air inside. As darkness fell, the rain changed to sleet and then snow. Cassidy prayed that Ronan made it back to town. That they could get here by morning. 
 
    She glanced at the leader. Still no name. He wasn’t like the others. Handsome with intelligence and his clothes not torn. But he also wore danger like an overcoat. He might smile, but she knew to relax around him would be a risk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ronan rode the horse hard. How had he been taken so easily? Was it the whiskey that had kept him asleep and allowed the gang to sneak up on them? 
 
    His arm ached with the pain while his head was getting foggy. He’d lost too much blood. But he had to save her. Had to. 
 
    Cassidy. His partner. Maybe it was the loss of blood, but he was beginning to think maybe he wanted her to be more than his partner. 
 
    The horse stumbled but regained his footing. Ronan reined him to a stop and did his best to tie himself to the saddle just in case he passed out. The wind was full-blown out of the north now, and sleet pelted him. 
 
    He was still at least three miles from town. Bridgette and Sterling’s ranch was just over the ridge. His decision made; Ronan reined the horse south to their home. He was so cold, and his head fuzzy and dizzy, but he pushed the horse on. 
 
    Finally, he came to the drive to the Sterling Ranch. Relief flooded him just as the sleet turned to snow. He hoped Cassidy had her jacket on. Seems like he remembered her taking it with her to the rock. 
 
    Then he was at the ranch house. A sturdy cabin that Sterling had built for his bride and the two boys they’d adopted. 
 
    Ronan undid the rope and slid from the horse. He tried to call out, but the wind tore his voice from him. With unsteady steps, he made his way up the porch and knocked on the door. He listened but didn’t hear anyone. 
 
    He knocked again and slid down as the darkness took him under.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9
  
 
    Bridgette thought she heard something. Her family sat in front of the fireplace and under blankets. She was always amazed at how quickly weather could change. Again, she thought she heard a noise at the front. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Sterling, with both boys cuddled next to him, shook his head. “Most likely, the wind.” 
 
    “I’ll check just in case.” She got up and opened the door and gasped as Ronan fell across the threshold. 
 
    “Sterling, quick.” She bent down and felt his neck. He was still breathing, but blood soaked his jacket and shirt. 
 
    She looked outside to the raging blizzard. The snow was falling so thick she could barely see. “Is Cassidy with you?” She shook Ronan again. “Cassidy? Where is she?” 
 
    Sterling picked him up and brought him into the house and laid him on the pallet of blankets they’d been using in front of the fire. 
 
    “Boys, go get some more blankets.” Sterling looked at her. “He’s hurt bad.” 
 
    “We can’t get the doctor. It’s a blizzard outside.” 
 
    “Then we’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “Sterling, he was riding Cassidy’s horse. I don’t see her anywhere.” 
 
    “Maybe he borrowed it from her.” 
 
    “Cass doesn’t let anyone touch her horse. I fear my sister is in danger.” Tears stung Bridgette’s eyes, but she held them back. Now wasn’t the time to fall apart. 
 
    Sterling looked at Ronan’s arm. “Bullet went through. He’s lost a lot of blood, though. Tear some bandages, and I’ll wrap the wound. That’s about all we can do.” 
 
    Bridgette tore up a sheet and handed him the rags. “I’ll make some hot tea. Maybe some broth.” 
 
    Sterling looked at Ronan. “I doubt he wakes up before tomorrow. Best we can do is keep him from bleeding and keep him warm.” 
 
    “But my sister.” The panic was rising inside her. Cassidy was in danger, she knew it. They’d always been close. Maybe because they were the two in the middle and the two who got in the most trouble.  
 
    Bridgette paced the room, willing Ronan to wake up. 
 
    As if in answer to her prayers, Ronan gasped and struggled to sit up. Sterling held him down. 
 
    “Cassidy, help her.” Ronan looked around wild-eyed. Then he groaned and fell back. 
 
    Bridgette ran to him and patted his face. “Ronan, Cassidy, where is she?” 
 
    His eyes opened. “They have her.” And he passed out again. 
 
    Sterling pulled Bridgette from him. “Let him rest, or he might pass out permanently.” 
 
    Bridgette nodded and sat in the big chair. Tony and Federico sat beside her, and she held them tight. Praying they’d never see this kind of trouble again. 
 
    Tony held her hand, tracing some of Ronan’s blood on her sleeve. “Will he die?” 
 
    “No, no, he won’t.” She had to say it because his death might mean Cassidy’s. 
 
    Sterling took the boys and put them to bed. She was relieved that they wouldn’t see any more of the blood and hear of hardship, but she missed her boys’ small hands around her. Comforting her. 
 
    Sterling came back and rubbed her shoulders. “Everything will be all right.” 
 
    She reached up and took one of his hands in hers. “How can you know? My sister is somewhere out in a blizzard, and Ronan said they had her. And I can’t help but think they are bad men.” 
 
    “Shh, Cassidy has nine lives like a cat. I wouldn’t be surprised to see her come through that door and ask Ronan why he took her horse.” 
 
    Bridgette laughed. “You’re right. She’s one tough girl.” 
 
    Sterling stroked her hair. “You know who I saw looking at her in an interested way?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Matt Stearns. Cassidy was wearing a dress, and they were eating in the diner.” 
 
    Bridgette sat up and looked at her husband. “Cassidy had dinner with Matt?” 
 
    “Yes, and a little bit of a fight with Ronan, too. And I heard that was over Cassidy. I think your little wildcat sister is finally growing up.” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s interesting.” Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m so worried about her.” 
 
    Sterling kissed the top of her head. “We’ll pray for her.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassidy woke up. The fire was going, but she was still cold. She could see by the tarp over them that it must have snowed. She had no idea what time it was, but the sun hadn’t yet come out that or it was again hidden by clouds.  
 
    She stirred and realized there was a rope around her, and it went to the handsome leader of the gang. 
 
    He sat up. “Well, I didn’t count on the snow, doubt if your partner is going to make it back today.” 
 
    Fear cleared her senses, and she was fully awake. “That’s not his fault. No one knew a blizzard was coming.” 
 
    He stood. “Problems. That’s what you’ve brought to us.” 
 
    “Not my fault.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? You and your partner with your scheme to lure outlaws into jail.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea. We’re helping people start a good life. One where you don’t have to run and hide. We could even help you.” 
 
    He frowned. “You said I couldn’t have killed anyone.” He bent close to her. “I’ve killed plenty.” 
 
    She shrank back from him. How could a man be so captivating and heinously evil at one time? “Sorry about that. You seem educated and smart.” 
 
    “Oh, I am.” He stared at her. “Maybe if you’d come along a few years ago, I’d have taken you up on your offer.” He looked at the sagging tarp. “But I’ve been down the crooked trail way too long.” 
 
    Cassidy stared at him but felt it best to keep quiet.  
 
    He lifted an edge to the tarp to reveal bright white as far as they could see. He kicked Rigby, “Get outside and see to the horses.” 
 
    The boss shoved the giant. “Start some breakfast.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the big man rose and went out to get food. 
 
    Sitting on his haunches, the boss stared at her. “You’re pretty. Why are you out here dressed as a man?” 
 
    “My business.” 
 
    He nodded. “That it is. You and that other fellow married?” 
 
    She shook her head, bracing herself for a fight. The tension in the tent growing.  
 
    He stroked her cheek with his gloved finger. “Too bad we didn’t meet up a few years ago. I might have straightened out.” He sat back and leaned against the rock. “I had a woman I loved. Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You think there’d be a chance for me and you?” His eyes were clear and honest. The evil was gone. 
 
    Cassidy shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I have no intention of marrying an outlaw.” 
 
    He kneeled and bent close to her face. “Then get away from here. Don’t come back. You or your partner.” He untied her, stood, and lifted the tarp. “Rigby, bring her a horse.” 
 
    “You crazy, boss?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. Now do it.” He tapped his pistol to emphasize his words. 
 
    Rigby got the message and ran to bring back a horse. “You can ride?” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. “I can ride.” 
 
    The boss took her and boosted her onto the saddle. “Remember what I said.” 
 
    “What about Brad? He wants to go straight.” 
 
    The boss stared at her. “What’s between Brad and me has nothing to do with you. You just get out of here, find your partner, and tell him to never come down here again. Now, go.” He swatted the back end of her horse, and she rode away. 
 
    The sun broke over the hills to the east and showered yellow warmth over the snowy ground. Cassidy prayed that Ronan was alive. Thanked the Lord for setting her free. And then she prayed for the boss of that gang. That he might find some peace before he died. 
 
    She’d ridden hard when she came to the trail that led to Bridgette’s ranch. She turned. She needed her sister. 
 
    Cassidy knew she’d been in the jaws of death, and it was only by the grace of God that she’d been set free. She needed to change her life. Today, she’d tell Bridgette that the Bridgette Bounty Brigade was finished. 
 
    She hoped Ronan would agree. Prayed he was alive. She spurred the horse on in case the outlaws changed their minds. The sun was warming the air and giving her hope.  
 
    She galloped to the cabin and dismounted. Not bothering to knock, she ran inside and called for Bridgette. 
 
    Her sister came from the main room and ran to her embracing her in a hug. “Cassidy, I was so worried.” 
 
    “I have to find Ronan.” 
 
    “He’s here. In the other room.” 
 
    “Thank the Lord. Is he all right? They shot him.” 
 
    “Cass, what were you two doing?” 
 
    Cassidy looked at her but kept walking to the room. “Something we’re not going to do anymore.” She ran into the room and stopped. Ronan was stretched out on the floor, resting on blankets. He was so still and pale. 
 
    Slowing, she walked to him and knelt. “Ronan? Are you all right?” Gently, she rubbed his good arm. 
 
    Ronan opened his eyes and looked up at her. Confusion registered on his face. Then he struggled to sit. “Cassidy?” 
 
    “I’m here, Ronan. They let me go.” She smoothed his hair from his face. 
 
    Still groggy, he shook his head. “They let you go? What about Brad?” 
 
    “The boss said that was their business. I have a feeling Brad didn’t tell us everything.” 
 
    Bridgette sat beside them. “I’ll have a talk with my client. I’m sorry if I put you two in danger.” 
 
    Cassidy shook her head. “No, it was our idea. But I’m done with it for now.” 
 
    Bridgette sighed. “Sterling is putting a stop to my business as well. After seeing Ronan all shot up, I can’t say that I blame him. I have children to take care of.” 
 
    Ronan sat up and leaned against the chair. “What if other outlaws come out looking for help?” 
 
    Bridgette took a hanky from her pocket and blew her nose. “If any come looking for me, I’ll represent them as long as they haven’t killed anyone.” 
 
    Cassidy looked at her sister, but behind her, she saw Sterling frown.  
 
    Ronan tried to stand, and Cassidy pushed him down. “You need to rest.” 
 
    He looked at her, an uncustomary caring in his eyes. “I’m glad you’re all right. I was trying to get to town but didn’t think I could make it. Bridgette and Sterling took care of me.” He took her hand. “I don’t know what I’d a done if they’d hurt you. They didn’t, did they? In any way?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not at all. The boss, he wouldn’t give his name, he kept the others away from me and made sure I was warm enough. I wonder who he is?” 
 
    “No good, that’s who he is.” Bridgette brought a cup of hot tea to her and Ronan. “When we get into town, you can go through the wanted posters and see if you see him. Though it probably won’t do any good. I’m sure he’s dug himself a hideout deep into the badlands and out of our reach.” 
 
    Cassidy sighed. “I think they were out to catch us. The boss told me our little scheme was doing damage to the gangs. They were losing members and were afraid the outlaws that came to us would tell their secrets.” 
 
    “Like Brad Warren.” Bridgette folded her arms. “I’m going to have a strict talk with him.” 
 
    Sterling came over to her and put his arm around her shoulders. “You, my dear, are going to stop this scheme.” He pointed at Ronan. “That goes for you and Cassidy, too. No more bringing in outlaws.” 
 
    Cassidy stood and faced him. “I don’t like people telling me what to do or pointing at me, but I can tell you this, it was unnecessary. I have no desire to go back there and ride with the Bridgette Bounty Brigade any longer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10  
 
      
 
    Matt had heard about Cassidy and Ronan’s run-in with the outlaws. The news had bothered him all week until he was going into town again. The weather had warmed back up from its frosty snow debut for the year. 
 
    He hurried his buckskin along the road and hoped he’d see Cassidy in town. If he didn’t, he’d stop by her family’s sheep ranch. He slapped the end of the reins against his hand.  
 
    Yes, sir, the snow reminded him of how lonely the days and nights were going to be before too long. At least when he was foreman at the judge’s ranch, he had all the company he could want in ranch hands and the judge’s family. 
 
    There were times when he’d have to go to a line shack for a week or two, but he would always be back to the main house, and the good food George cooked up. Good conversations with the judge. Matt missed the man, but more than that his mind had turned to Cassidy. 
 
    Somehow, Cassidy had opened the door in his heart that he’d slammed shut after Sarah. A breeze whispered by him carrying the last scent of wildflowers. 
 
    That reminded him of that day with Cassidy. She wore a dress and smelled of fresh flowers. He remembered her touch. The kiss he stole from her. Matt shook his head to stop his feelings.  
 
    But they didn’t stop. They hadn’t since that day. Then he’d watched her ride off with Ronan. She didn’t belong with him. He wasn’t far from the outlaws they brought in. Matt could see the wildness growing in Ronan and feared for her. 
 
    Matt had seen other men who worked for the judge act the same way. At first, they were good hands, stuck close to the ranch and did their work. Then gradually, their circle widened. They spent more time in town or on the range. Farther from the other men. Until one day, they rode away. 
 
    Some to another territory or ranch, but many of those crossed to the lawless side of life. The next time Matt would hear of them would be in the newspaper that they’d been caught or hung. Or he’d see their pictures on a wanted poster. 
 
    Matt rode into town and passed by the saloon. He didn’t need a drink. He was having enough trouble keeping his mind on track. He didn’t know if Ronan would be up and around or not, but Matt didn’t want to run into him. 
 
    Not until he saw Cassidy. There was a dance in town, and he was going to ask her. He dismounted at the judge’s courtroom. It’d been too long since he’d talked to his friend. He knocked on the door and entered. 
 
    Judge Taggart looked up and smiled. “Matt, it’s good to see you.” He stood and walked to him with his hand out. 
 
    Matt shook the judge’s hand and was thankful to know such a good man. “Fine, Judge. I needed to order some supplies and wanted to come in for the dance.” 
 
    “Good, the whole town is looking forward to it. Glad to hear you want to go to the dance.” He paused and looked Matt straight in the eye. “Sarah and Dr. Newsome will be there.” 
 
    Matt nodded. “I know. I’m happy for them. I’ll always think fondly of Sarah, but she’s gone from my heart, now.” 
 
    “Good. I wondered how you felt about her engagement. She’s happy, Matt. I want to thank you for being a good man and letting her go. Not many men have the courage and heart to do the right thing.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy, but I know it was right.” Matt felt free talking to the judge about Sarah. His heart was settled and content. Except when he thought of Cassidy. 
 
    The judge pulled out his pocket watch. “It’s about noon. You want to go to Sally Mae’s for a meal?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll put my horse up at the livery and meet you there.” Matt left the judge and rode the buckskin to the livery. 
 
    He tossed Abel the reins. “I’ll be here a couple days. Feed him good, and then I’ll need to rent the wagon for supplies.” 
 
    “I’ll do that and have the wagon ready. You coming to the dance?” 
 
    Matt grinned at Abel. “Yes, I am. You too?” 
 
    “Yep, I will be there. I guess there’ll be enough single ladies for us to choose from.” Abel ran a hand through his hair. He was a tall man, strong and one that the ladies liked. “You taking anyone special to the dance?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t asked anyone.” 
 
    “Good.” Abel took his horse and walked into the barn. “It will be an interesting night.” 
 
    Matt shook his head. Abel was a little proud and sure of himself where the ladies were concerned, but Matt generally liked the man. “See you at the dance, Abel.”  
 
    Matt walked hurriedly to the diner and entered. He saw the judge sitting at the back. Then his gaze found her. Cassidy. She was sitting at a table with Bridgette and Sterling. 
 
    He walked to her. “Cassidy.” She was wearing a dress. A light blue one that brought out the blue in her eyes. 
 
    She smiled and nodded at him. “Matt.” 
 
    With his hat in his hands, Matt felt as anxious as if he were facing a war party of Indians. “Cassidy, I was wondering if you’d go to the dance with me?” 
 
    Her cheeks blushed pink. “I, I guess I could.” She looked at Bridgette. 
 
    Bridgette smiled. “I think it’s just what you need, Cass.” 
 
    “All right. I’m staying in the hotel for a few days.” Cassidy smiled at him. “I’d be honored to go with you.” 
 
    “I’ll be by at four.” He nodded toward the judge. “I’m having dinner with Judge Taggart.” 
 
    Cassidy grinned and nodded. “I know. I saw him walk in.” 
 
    Matt looked at her, turned, and ran into a chair. Feeling sheepish, he scooted around it and finally made it to the table where the judge sat looking rather amused. Matt ordered the stew and a coffee and watched as Cassidy left the diner.  
 
    “She’s a pretty woman.” The judge studied him. “You ask her to go to the dance?” 
 
    “I did. I hope that doesn’t bother you because of Sarah.” 
 
    “No, no. Sarah is happy with Philip, and he’s a good man.” The judge leaned his arm on the table and bent close to him. “You do know that little wild cat, Cassidy, is going take a mighty strong man to tame her.” 
 
    Matt watched as Cassidy walked past the window. “Or maybe just the right man, Judge.” 
 
    He laughed. “Could be. Could be.” 
 
    A commotion at the door took their attention. Mr. Satchel, Hollander, and Fallon strode toward their table. 
 
    With hat in hand, Mr. Satchel nodded. “Judge, Matt. We’d like to have a word with you, Judge.” 
 
    The judge waved at a chair. “Have a seat, Ed. What’s the trouble?” 
 
    Hollander leaned forward in his chair. “It’s that Adler, the Duke from England, and their syndicate. I don’t think Sterling Merritt is involved other than he’s the duke’s nephew, but they’re ruining our businesses.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel shook his head. “He’s about taken over my bank. And he’s got Second Street filled with stores identical to those on First Street.” 
 
    Fallon nodded. “They opened a saloon the other night. Big one with gamblers and girls. And free drinks to bring in the miners.” 
 
    Levi entered the diner and came to their table. “Judge, I know what this meeting is about, and I wanted to throw my support in with them. A gang breaks into one of the stores on First Street at least once a week. I haven’t been able to catch them. I need a deputy. I also think they are threatening some store owners with protection money. We need to go after the syndicate.” 
 
    Matt nodded. “Sterling just got in another shipment of cattle. With winter coming, there won’t be enough free-range grass for all the ranches. Benton says he’s going to fence his pasture in with barbed wire.” 
 
    The judge shook his head. “That could start a range war out here. Murphys have been threatening to shoot Merritt cattle. The syndicate has threatened to send out regulators to protect their investment.” 
 
    Matt finished his coffee. “What do you want to do, Judge?” 
 
    “Stay calm. Let me do some checking.” 
 
    The door to the diner opened, and the room grew quiet. 
 
    Matt looked up and saw Gregory Adler standing by the door.  
 
    Adler gave a wry grin and strode to the judge’s table. “Judge Taggart, men, it had been brought to my attention that Shirleyville hasn’t had an election for mayor or councilmen. I’d like to get that started and suggest we have an election this month.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “It can be arranged. In fact, I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    Putting one foot on a chair, Adler grabbed a biscuit from the table and nodded. “Do that, Judge. It’s time this little town joined the civilized world.” He took a bite of the biscuit and stood. “Oh, by the way, I’ll be running for mayor. I hope that doesn’t bother you.” 
 
    Matt hated the man. He shouldn’t, but right now he’d like to punch the banker in the nose. 
 
    The judge coolly looked at Adler. “Doesn’t bother me at all. It will be good for the town.” 
 
    “Good. I have business with Sterling. I’ll be in touch.” He turned to leave and stopped. “Be sure and set a date for the election soon. I look forward to debating you. This town needs some improvements.” 
 
    Fallon faced him. “You mean like your own stores, bank, and saloon that belong to the syndicate.” 
 
    Adler glared at him but didn’t answer, just turned and walked out of the diner. 
 
    Fallon started after him, but the judge grabbed his arm. “Let him go. He’s not worth fighting over.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it would sure feel good to push that arrogant nose to the back of his head.” He stormed out of the diner with the others filing after him. 
 
    Matt threw his napkin on his plate. “Looks like the town is gearing up for another feud.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that. I think I’ll have a talk with Sterling. See if we can do something about that duke of his.” 
 
    Matt stood and grabbed his hat. “Might want to talk to him about the cattle, too.” 
 
    The judge groaned. “You’re right. I’d be happy if you came with me to tell him about the truth of raising cattle.” 
 
    “Glad to.” 
 
    The judge grinned. “They’re staying at the hotel so they can go to the dance. I bet Cassidy is with them.” 
 
    Matt walked outside with the judge. “That’ll make it more interesting.” He grinned and walked with the judge to the hotel. Matt couldn’t wait to see Cassidy again. They were about to the hotel when he took his hat off and slicked back his hair. He wanted to make a good impression on her. 
 
    The judge talked to the hotel clerk and then ushered them to the dining room. They sat at a table near the back away from others.  
 
    It didn’t take long, and Sterling and Bridgette entered. With a smile and his hand out, Sterling greeted them. “Judge, it’s always a pleasure.” He pulled out a chair for his wife. “I hope it’s all right, but Bridgette thought she should be with me. She is my lawyer.” He laughed. 
 
    Matt couldn’t help but notice the twinkle in his eyes when he looked at her. Bridgette was something. 
 
    She smiled. “Is there a problem? It’s not like you to ask to see us, Judge.” 
 
    “There is a problem. It’s more to do with your uncle, the duke and his cohorts.” 
 
    Bridgette shook her head. “I don’t doubt that would include Gregory Adler. That man is a disgrace to a good town.” She leaned over and stared at them. “He is up to no good. If it was up to me, we’d kick him out of this town.” 
 
    The judge laughed. “You’ll have to fine legal reason, Bridgette.” He sat back and looked at her. “And I don’t doubt you’ll be looking into it.” 
 
    Sterling ran a hand over his hair. “That man. He’s done nothing but cause me grief. The last wire I got from him said he was sending more cattle.” 
 
    The judge cleared his throat. “That is another reason for our talk.” He looked at Matt. 
 
    Matt gathered the napkins and silverware. “It’s simple supply and demand. Not for the cattle but for the grass.” He straightened the napkins. “This is my ranch. Yours. The judge’s and Benton’s. And all in between them is free range. Government land that no one owns. The problem is, all the ranchers surrounding the open range have kept their cattle from grazing on it. We’re saving it for winter.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “I’m aware of this. Already, I’ve got more cattle than my acres will take care of. My uncle insists we put them on the open range precisely because no one owns it.” 
 
    Matt leveled a hard stare at Sterling. “Range wars are deadly, Mr. Merritt. We don’t want one here.”  
 
    Bridgette put her finger on the table on the other side of Merritt’s land. “Who owns this land?” 
 
    The judge shook his head. “The Indians, and believe me, if your cattle drift over into their land, they’ll take them, and there isn’t anything you can do about it.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    Bridgette sighed. “I knew that uncle of yours was going to be trouble, and he hides all the way over in England.” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. “Well, he’s coming to Shirleyville and soon. He’s stopping in Chicago first, and then he’ll wire to tell us when he’s coming to town.” 
 
    Bridgette looked at her husband. “When were you going to tell me?” 
 
    “Honey, I just got the wire. I was going to surprise you tonight at the dance.” 
 
    The judge tapped a knife on the table. “Bridgette, I thought you’d like to know that I got a trial for Brad Warren in Cheyenne this week.” 
 
    She put a hand to her forehead. “Oh, no. Cassidy said those men who captured her wanted him for something. I’ll need a deputy or someone good with a gun to go with me to Cheyenne.” 
 
    Sterling took her hand from her forehead. “Dear, you said you’d stopped the Bridgette Bounty Brigade. Besides, Ronan is still at Dr. Newsome’s recovering from his wound.” 
 
    She looked at her husband. “A deal is a deal. I guess I could take Cassidy.” 
 
    Matt perked up. “I could go along. That is if the judge and Levi will deputize me.” 
 
    The judge looked at him with a wry grin. “That can be arranged.” 
 
    Bridgette turned to Matt. “Cassidy went to Doc’s to check on Ronan, but she’ll be back in time for you to take her to the dance. She’s very excited.” 
 
    Matt didn’t like hearing Cassidy was checking on Ronan, but then they had been partners. “Tell her I’ll be by at four.” 
 
    Bridgette smiled. “I will. Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to my room to think and get ready for tonight.”  
 
    Matt stood and bid her goodbye. “I think I’ll go and clean up. Judge, Sterling.” He left the hotel and went to Hal’s barbershop. A few men stood in line outside. No doubt today was going to be a busy day for the barber. 
 
    Matt glanced at the clinic and wondered how long Cassidy would stay with Ronan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Cassidy opened the door to Dr. Newsome’s clinic. “Doc, anyone?” She walked in and waited by the desk. She caught sight of her reflection in the window and smiled. She’d put on her blue skirt and blouse this morning. She looked good. 
 
    She was saving the red dress for tonight.  
 
    “Oh, Cassidy. Come on in. Ronan and I were just talking.” Dr. Newsome opened the door to the exam room and welcomed her in. 
 
    “How is he, today?” 
 
    “Much better. Fever is gone, and he’s stronger. See for yourself.” He tapped on the door. “Ronan, you have a visitor.” 
 
    Ronan smiled when he saw her.  
 
    Cassidy had rarely seen such a pleasant smile on his face. “You look better.” 
 
    “So, do you. Nice dress, Cass.” 
 
    She held out the skirt and twirled. “Thank you. I just wanted to make sure you were doing all right. I have to leave in a few minutes to get ready for the dance.” 
 
    Ronan sat up. “You could stay here, and we could have our own private dance.” His voice was husky. His eyes hungry. 
 
    She darted a look to Dr. Newsome. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re out of this dance, Ronan. You still need to rest. I told you before that you’d lost enough blood to kill most men. Besides, I’m taking Sarah to the dance and nothing is going to stop me.” 
 
    Cassidy’s good feelings for Ronan disappeared. His compliments made her feel dirty. “I’m going with Matt.” 
 
    Dr. Newsome smiled. “He’s a good man.” 
 
    Ronan cleared his throat. “What am I?” 
 
    Cassidy nailed him with a glare. “That’s a question for you to answer. I never know what I’m going to get when I meet with you.” 
 
    “Cass, we’re partners.” 
 
    “Not anymore. The Bridgette Bounty Brigade is finished.” She turned to garner support from Newsome, but he’d turned away and was watching out the window. By his smile, she figured Sarah was on her way over. 
 
    Just as she thought about Sarah, they heard a woof, and the door opened. Sarah held her dog from jumping. “Philip, Mr. Beasley, and I thought we’d take a walk in the park. Would you like to join us?” She smiled at Cassidy. “Are you going to the dance?” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. She was about to blurt out Matt’s name but thought better of it. 
 
    Ronan took Cassidy’s hand. “I’m going to keep her here.” 
 
    Mr. Beasley barked at him. 
 
    Sarah pulled on his leash. “Mr. Beasley, what is the matter with you?” 
 
    Dr. Newsome put an arm around Sarah’s shoulders, “Let’s go. See you at the dance, Cassidy.” The two left the clinic, the dog running ahead of them. 
 
    Watching them walk to the park, Cassidy sighed. So many happy people with those they loved. If only she had someone. 
 
    “Hey, I’m still here. Why don’t you stay with me?” Ronan tugged on her arm, pulling her close. 
 
    She shoved him, pulling away. “Stop it. You don’t own me.” 
 
    “I suppose you think Matt Stearns has eyes for you?” Ronan stared at her, danger in his edging his voice. 
 
    The air in the room became heavy, and Cassidy edged toward the door. “We’ve had pleasant talks.” 
 
    “You’re like me, Cass. We’re a pair. Always have been. We knew it when we were kids. But we’re past that now.” He sat up, winced, but edged closer to her. “Stay with me. Tonight.” 
 
    “No! I told you I’m going to the dance with Matt.” 
 
    “You’re not his kind, Cass. He wants a woman who’s soft and gentle. You’re a wildcat. You need a strong man to take care of you. Like me.” He eased off the bed and walked to her. 
 
    She shook her head. “You need to lie down.” She would have pushed him back on the bed, but she didn’t like the look in his eyes. So instead, she edged to the door. 
 
    Ronan stopped. “Help me, Cass. I’m too weak to make it to you or back to bed.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you, Ronan.” She opened the door and left him. Dr. Newsome would be back and could help him. Besides, what she’d read in Ronan’s eyes wasn’t weakness. 
 
    And she wasn’t a weak woman. She knew better than to trust him. Cassidy leaned her head against the door. Maybe she needed to find out what kind of woman she was. Did she belong with Ronan, or with a good man like Matt? 
 
    *** 
 
    Matt finished buttoning the blue shirt he’d bought today. He’d been to other dances and hadn’t been so concerned with his looks. Even with Sarah, he’d been sure of himself and didn’t worry about such things. 
 
    Tonight, though, he’d made sure to get his hair trimmed, a close shave, and a new shirt. He’d even dabbed on the barber’s new, good-smelling stuff. Matt wasn’t too sure about that. He’d thought perfume was for women, but he figured he’d been around his horses and cattle too long and it wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    Besides, he wanted to please Cassidy. He shook his head. Was he crazy or what? He’d known her for years. She was a wild kid. Ornery as the wildest cowboy. But the other day when he saw her in that dress, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. 
 
    Tonight, he was prepared to take some ribbing from his friends. Already Abel had laughed about Cassidy going to the dance. Said she might shoot up the place. 
 
    Well, he’d give her a chance. There would be other women there. Dee would come with Amy and Zeb. Stella and Olivia would be there, too. But his only interest was in Cassidy. He loved her spirit and fierce bravery clothed in soft feminine curves.  
 
    While she might have the heart of a lion, she had the face of an angel. Maybe that’s what made her so alluring. You never knew which one you’d get.  
 
    Matt checked his pocket watch, a gift from the judge. It was time to go. Cassidy had said to pick her up in the hotel. Bridgette and Sterling had paid for a room for her and Darcy. After one last check in the mirror, he went downstairs to wait on Cassidy. 
 
    She was already there. She wore a red dress. No blending into the wallpaper for that girl. Her dark blonde hair shown in the yellow light. She was sitting in the foyer. Her hands in her lap and her head up. She wasn’t ashamed even if some in the room were snickering and pointing at her. 
 
    Irritated that anyone would make fun of her, Matt went to her rescue whether she needed it ot not. “Cassidy, you look pretty.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she stood. “You smell good.” 
 
    Matt wasn’t sure that was a good thing, but she looked pleased. “You ready to go?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. 
 
    Right now, she wore the angel face. He hoped the lion part of her stayed put. He held out his arm for her. 
 
    Cassidy gently rested her hand in the crook of his elbow. 
 
    Her touch set off a blaze of warmth racing up his arm. As they went outside, her sweet smell drifted to him. Like heaven. Her touch, the light in her eyes, and that red dress. He couldn’t take his eyes from her. 
 
    As they walked along the boardwalk, she looked up at him. “Do you like to dance?” 
 
    It took him a moment to reply. “I’m not really good at it. Hope you’ll put up with my stumbling around.” He was arrested by her gaze. Those sky-blue eyes. The sweet innocence on her face. Her beauty. They all took hold of him. 
 
    “I’m not very good either, but I figure we can catch on.” She stopped walking and stared at him. “Or talk.” 
 
    He nodded. “They said there’d be food.” 
 
    She smiled, her cheeks turning pink. 
 
    He put a hand on her back. “Let’s get to the dance. It’s a nice evening. Warm even for the fall.” Matt wanted to talk about so much more than about the weather, but Cassidy, in that red dress, had his tongue tied and his brain in a whirl. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to walk her to the livery, greet Abel and the judge, and find a place for them to sit. The music hadn’t started, and people were still coming in. Matt glanced at Cassidy. 
 
    She was looking around the room, fidgeting with her dress, but not looking at him. Sarah and Dr. Newsome entered and took everyone’s attention.  
 
    Matt stared at Sarah. She’d grown even more beautiful.  
 
    “They’re planning their wedding for June.”  
 
    Cassidy’s words stole his attention. He turned to her. She was beautiful in her own right. Not the same as Sarah, but pretty all the same. And there was something more about her. A light in her eyes that he never saw in Sarah’s.  
 
    Matt smiled at Cassidy. “You’re the prettiest one here tonight.” 
 
    She grinned and shoved his arm. “Nice try, but I have eyes. Sarah is the loveliest. Of course, that will change when Bridgette comes.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short.” He tucked a wayward curl behind her ear. “Out of all the women here and yet to come, I’d pick you.” 
 
    Her grin faded a bit. “You would?” 
 
    He nodded and took her hand in his. “I’m an honest man.” 
 
    “I know that, Matt Stearns.” Her eyes searched his. “I hope I can be the kind of woman you’d want to choose.” 
 
    The fiddlers started up with a lively reel and excited couples ran to the middle of the barn to form a line. 
 
    Matt didn’t have a chance to answer her. Instead, he took her hand and led her onto the dance floor. Soon they were laughing as they did their best to keep up with the different dances and not step on each other’s feet. 
 
    Finally, the fiddlers broke for refreshments. 
 
    Taking two glasses of punch, Matt found Cassidy talking to Bridgette. It wasn’t hard to tell they were sisters. Cassidy might not see it, but to Matt, she was as pretty as her sister. The difference was Bridgette carried herself as if she were the queen of Montana. He laughed to himself. How fitting that she would choose to marry a nephew to a Duke from England. 
 
    Matt handed Cassidy her glass. “I think we danced quite well. Your feet don’t look to mangled by mine.” 
 
    Cassidy grinned. “We did great.” 
 
    Bridgette turned to take a glass from Sterling. “Thank you, darling.” 
 
    Matt glanced at Sterling. Saw the way he loved his wife with his attention, and Bridgette looked at her husband in the same manner. Matt wondered if he’d be so lucky. Then he looked at Cassidy and caught her staring at him. He smiled at her. If he was reading her right, she had the same look on her face as Bridgette. 
 
    Cassidy fanned herself. “It’s a little warm. Would you like to take a walk outside?” 
 
    He nodded and took her hand. “To the park?” 
 
    “That would be lovely.” 
 
    Matt led her through the maze of people and outside the barn. The harvest moon was full and bright, with not a cloud in the sky. They walked in silent thought to the park. Matt held the swing for her and then sat beside her. 
 
    “It’s a lovely night.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t think the moon has ever been so bright.” 
 
    “Cassidy, the night is nice, but in my sight, you’re the one that is lovely. I know we’ve hardly talked. But seeing you in the dresses. And this one, you’ve got my attention.” 
 
    “Do I, Matt? Because that makes me happy.” 
 
    “What about Ronan?” Matt had to know. He’d already gone through the heartache of losing Sarah. He’d not make that mistake again. 
 
    Cassidy took in a deep breath. “Ronan? He’s like a mustang running wild over the range. A thing of majestic beauty and excitement, but not one you’d put in your barn. There was a time I thought there could be something between us, but now,” She looked at him. “The way I feel about you shows me there was never anything for Ronan and me other than our crazy partnership in Bridgette’s scheme.” 
 
    Matt’s heart warmed at her words and the way she looked at him. “You know that once I thought I loved Sarah.” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. “I also know that Sarah loves the doctor. Are you still mooning over her?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I realized we weren’t right for one another. She loves the city, and I love the country.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “I do, too. I don’t mind visiting town, but give me the wide-open land with a view of the mountains any day.” She gazed at the moon. “I’ve never been like my sisters. Pa always said I should have been a boy.” She smiled. “But tonight, with you. I know that’s not true.” 
 
    Matt ran a hand through her hair. Soft and silky, he let his fingers run through the dark golden strands. “Cassidy, there is no way I should feel this way about you. Not so quick. I don’t want to rush into anything.” 
 
    She caught his hand and held it in the warmth of hers. “I can wait.” Tears wet her eyes. “But Matt, don’t hurt me. I know I act tough, but I’m so afraid of being alone. All my sisters have someone, and most men laugh at me.” 
 
    Matt put a finger to her lips. “No man was laughing at you tonight. Abel was interested. Maybe a couple others. I shook my head when they wanted to cut in. I won’t hurt you, Cassidy.” 
 
    She looked down. A tear dripped onto his hand, and she kissed it away. “Thank you, Matt. I know I’m not what most men dream of. Not like Bridgette. Or even Aileen and Darcy. They’ve always done womanly things.” 
 
    Matt kissed her hand free of another tear. “Listen to me, Cassidy. You’re everything I ever dreamed of. A woman that’s not afraid to ride, run after wild mustangs, and fight for those she loves.” He stopped and stared at her, put his hands on either side of her face, and kissed her.  
 
    “You’re the woman my heart has been looking for.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” She was trembling in his arms. 
 
    He kissed her again. 
 
    At that moment, Matt was sure. He nodded. The words were on his lips to tell her when Ronan stumbled toward them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Cassidy gasped. Ronan looked so weak, and even in the moonlight, she could see he was pale and his bandage red. “What are you doing up?” 
 
    “I wanted to see you.” Ronan lurched toward them and grasped the beam holding the swing. 
 
    Matt jumped up and caught him before he could fall. Gently, he set him in the swing. “Rest a few minutes, and we’ll get you back to the clinic.”  
 
    Ronan shook his head. “I wanted to take Cassidy to the dance. I wanted her to wear a dress for me.”  
 
    Cassidy got up and pressed her hand on the bandage. “You foolish man. You could bleed to death.” 
 
    Matt shook his head. “I’ll get a wagon. I don’t think he can make it back to Doc’s.” Matt left them and ran toward the livery. 
 
    Ronan put a hand up and wove it in her hair. “Don’t leave me, Cassidy. We’re perfect together. Real partners.” 
 
    She took his hand and pulled it from her hair. “No, we’re not. You never treat me like a lady. You’re rough. Think you own me. And I’m telling you now that you do not own me, Ronan Murphy.” 
 
    “Ah, Cass. We’ve known we belonged together since we were kids.” 
 
    “Ha! We were out to kill each other over that crazy feud.” 
 
    He pulled her hand to his chest. “My heart beats for you, Cassidy. Always has. Even that time in the valley when you nearly shot me over my own cow, I knew we belonged together.” 
 
    “We don’t belong together. You’re wild, Ronan.” She stood and backed from him. “Frankly, you scare me.” 
 
    He laughed. “You? Cassidy Howard isn’t afraid of anything.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I’m afraid of loving a man who doesn’t respect me. Of loving a man who will up and leave me if the mood hits him. Of a man who wants to be free under the Montana sky with no one to hinder him. I see that in you, Ronan.” 
 
    He shook his head, his long hair waving in the night breeze. “I’ll change. I can.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. And if you did, you’d resent me. First chance you got, you’d ride out and never look back.” 
 
    She took another step away from him. 
 
    Ronan sat up and reached for her. “Don’t leave me, Cass. I need you.” He touched his bandage. “I took this bullet to save you. Rode in the freezing night to rescue you.” He stood, wavered unsteadily on his feet, but took a step toward her. “I won’t let you go.” 
 
    She stared at him. All the history they had together. Fighting one another. Throwing rocks. The time he fell off the wild mustang, and she had to get help. Being partners in the Bridgette Bounty Brigade. 
 
    Seeing he would fall, she rushed to him and held him up to steady him enough to get him back to the swing. 
 
    Ronan wrapped his arms around her and held her close. “I love you, Cassidy.” He kissed her. Warm and passionate, he held her close. 
 
    Cassidy pushed against him. But even in his weakened state, he was stronger. Anger spurred her to fight harder. She pulled back, but his arms held her. Desperate, she stomped on his toe. 
 
    He howled and bent down only to have his face met by her knee.  
 
    The fight went out of him, and she shoved him to the swing. “Stay there. And don’t bleed to death.” 
 
    He stared at her with a defeated look in his eyes. “What difference does it make? Without you, my heart doesn’t have anything to beat for.” 
 
    Cassidy went to the back of the swing and kissed the top of his head. “Ronan, I believe you have a trail to take before you find yourself and a woman fit for you. But it’s not me. Maybe a week ago, I’d have believed you, but with Matt, I know him. It’s like he is the match for my heart and soul. I pray that for you, Ronan.” 
 
    He grabbed at her, but she eased away from him.  
 
    “We were meant for one another, Cassidy. You know it.” 
 
    She saw Matt driving a wagon toward them. She didn’t love Ronan. Matt was the one she wanted in her life. 
 
    Matt pulled up to them and set the brake. “I’ll help you to the wagon.” 
 
    Ronan shoved him away. “I don’t want your help. Get away.” 
 
    Dr. Newsome came from the other side of the wagon. “Then you’ll let me help you.”  
 
    Sarah was beside him, and together, they assisted a complaining Ronan to the back of the wagon.  
 
    Cassidy watched Sarah, but she didn’t look at Matt, her eyes were only for the doctor. She turned to see Matt about to climb in the wagon when he stopped and walked toward her. “After we get him back to the clinic, we’ll go back to the dance. I don’t want to miss the last one with you.” 
 
    She started. Did he mean the last dance or their last dance? He’d surely seen Ronan grab her. Maybe saw her kiss the top of Ronan’s head. But it had been a goodbye kiss. One meant for an acquaintance, not for a lover.  
 
    Cassidy prayed as she sat silently next to Matt. She’d never felt this way about anyone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Matt had seen them together on the swing. Her bending down to kiss Ronan. What kind of game was she playing? He’d left one woman and wouldn’t stop to leave another who was playing him as second best. He’d not take it. 
 
    They dropped Ronan, the doc, and Sarah at the clinic and then drove to the livery. Matt helped her down. He put a hand on Cassidy’s back and guided her into the barn. He felt some resistance. Maybe he should have taken her to the clinic. 
 
    He led her to a vacant corner and faced her. “I should have asked. Did you want to stay with Ronan?” 
 
    “No. I said goodbye to him. I thought that you and…” Her voice caught.  
 
    The fiddlers started up again. A slow waltz. The last one of the night. 
 
    Matt didn’t let her finish. He took her hand and put his hand on her back, drawing her close to him. She didn’t resist and leaned into him. 
 
    Tears slipped down her cheeks as he led her onto the dance floor.  
 
    Matt whispered in her ear. “I won’t be caught in the middle.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re the one I want. You only.” 
 
    He looked at her. His face and eyes hard. “That’s not what it looked like.” 
 
    Cassidy leaned her head against his shoulder. “Matt, I love you. Maybe I wasn’t sure until this night, but there is not a dust of doubt in my mind or heart. I don’t know what you think you saw, but Ronan was the one grabbing me. He thinks he loves me, but he doesn’t.” 
 
    The muscles around Matt’s shoulders relaxed. “I’d say a wounded man who walks from the clinic to get to you must care about you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Ronan loves his wild life. Loves his freedom. Right now, there is no room in his heart for another person. He only thinks he loves me because he wants to belong to someone, something. The Bounty Brigade met that need for a time. But that’s over with. He’d be happier with a gang than a wife.” 
 
    Matt rubbed her back. “Sounds like you know him pretty well.” 
 
    She nodded against his shoulder. “We were alike. But I changed. I saw what Amy and Zeb have. Bridgette and Sterling. I want a man who wants to create a life together with me more than a partnership.” 
 
    Matt nuzzled his jaw against her hair. “That is what I want. Two people, one life.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “I love you, Matt Stearns.” 
 
    He stole a quick kiss from her. “I love you, Cassidy. I can’t believe it could come so fast, but you’ve stolen my heart. My life.” 
 
    She put a hand over his heart. “I give you my life. A life for a life.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I have a lot to do to make the cabin right for you.” 
 
    “I can help—” 
 
    “No, it’s something I have to do.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    Matt led her around the room as they danced to the tunes, letting their hearts rejoice at being one. Yes, their feelings had developed quickly, but one thing Matt knew, this was so right. He’d have never thought that he and Cassidy would be so perfect for one another. But everything in him shouted that this was their path. Two diverging lives, turning to merge into one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Bridgette grinned at Sterling and twirled around their hotel room. “The dance was lovely. I wish we could go to a real ball.” She sighed. “Maybe someday.” 
 
    Sterling hugged her to him and looked into her eyes. “I would give you the world if I could.” He kissed her lightly on the lips. 
 
    “Sterling, what would you think about running for mayor or the town council?” She clung to him, willing him to say yes. 
 
    “Whoa, what kind of plans have you got going in that mind of yours? Judge Taggart is the best mayor this town could ever have.” 
 
    “He might be getting tired of the troubles, and he’s got all those kids to raise now. Plus, Rachel. I think he’s tired of being mayor.” 
 
    “I’m not sure many people would want me to be mayor with the duke coming to town and the men he’s put in place. The town is headed for a showdown, and I’m not sure how it’s going to turn out.” 
 
    She twirled away from him. “Greg Adler is going to run.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, I hear things.” She whirled to face him. “You’re a wise man, Sterling. Shirleyville needs you. Why I think all of Montana needs you.” 
 
    “Bridgette, Bridgette. You are one conniving woman. What are you up to?” 
 
    “Why nothing. I told you the Bounty Brigade is over. I couldn’t bear to see anyone else hurt and am so thankful Ronan is recovering, and Cassidy is all right.” She put a finger to Sterling’s lips. “I do have to go to court for Brad Warren, though. And I’d like to check on Delmer and Elmer while we are in Wyoming.” 
 
    Looking a bit exasperated, Sterling rubbed his hands through his hair. “Wyoming? We were talking about the election.” 
 
    Twirling to the dresser, Bridgette pulled out the pins that held her hair. “Yes, we were. We need to put your papers in soon. Which do you want to run for?” 
 
    Watching her hair fall to her shoulders, he gave a distracted answer. “Councilman. I think the people need to get to know me before I run for mayor.” 
 
    She gave a shout of joy and clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful. I’ll get right on it as soon as I return from Wyoming.” 
 
    He caught her and pulled her to him. “Bridgette, I’m the one running for office.” 
 
    “Yes, dear. You are.” She batted her eyes at him, offering no further explanation. He didn’t have to know her plans. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    “Sterling, there is something you are going to have to take care of.” 
 
    “What, dear?” 
 
    “All those cattle you amassed on our little old property. It’s not big enough for that size herd.” 
 
    “Yes, when the duke comes, I’ll speak to him about it.” 
 
    “Sterling, you are going to have to come to terms with that man. He’s trying to rule our lives from England, and well, I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Yes, dear. I’ll be sure and tell him. I have some plans of my own.” 
 
    She stared at her husband. The determined set of his jaw warned her not to trespass on his ideas. She had to remember, he was a smart man, and that was one of the reasons she’d married him. 
 
    “Shall we tell the judge tomorrow that you’re running for the town council?” 
 
    Sterling wrapped her in a hug and kissed the top of her head. “We’ll worry about that tomorrow, my love.” 
 
    Bridgette returned his kiss. “Good idea.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Judge Solomon Taggart had enjoyed the dance the night before. One of the few times he and Rachel had been able to go out together. Today it was back to business. The council had requested a meeting as Adler, and his bunch were causing grief to the town and businesses. 
 
    Solomon sighed. He was tired of all the constant bickering. It was almost as if he had another feud brewing. He glanced at his family. Rachel, eight children still at home. George, although his old friend was planning a new life once his bride arrived from China. 
 
    William had made a tenuous peace with him but still wanted to farm the land near the lake. His own ranch hands had threatened to leave if he allowed William access to good grazing land. With all the acres he owned, you’d think no one would care. Yet, the fact that the land and grass had been held in the grip of a drought kept the judge from allowing farmers into the valley. 
 
    But times were changing. He went to his office and picked up the letter he’d worked on all night. All he had to do was sign it and turn it in to the council later this morning. It wasn’t easy to let go. He’d started Shirleyville as a tribute to his daughter. 
 
    Rachel entered the room. “Still struggling?” 
 
    “No, I just needed you with me to make the decision final. Thank you for coming to my aid.” He kissed her on the cheek, then sat down, and signed his resignation letter as mayor of Shirleyville. 
 
    Rachel rubbed his shoulders. “You do know that I didn’t force you to resign?” 
 
    He reached up and patted her hand. “No, it was my decision. I’m ready. I have a family to raise and a ranch to run. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    He pulled her to him. “Yes. Although, I do have a trip to Cheyenne tomorrow with Bridgette. I’m glad her Bounty Brigade is over.” 
 
    Rachel laughed. “She is something, and always up to something.” 
 
    The judge laughed. “Yes, she is. I always thought Cassidy was the wild one, but Bridgette is the conniving one. Once I let the Howards raise sheep, it didn’t take long, and Bridgette had Aileen and Darcy were making fleece coats. While the men in town turned their noses up at the sheepherders, once Bridgette brought the fleece jackets and let them try them on, they were a hit. Sheep or no sheep, the ranchers wanted warm coats for the brutal winters.” 
 
    Rachel laughed. “Speaking of those Howards, did you notice Cassidy and Matt at the dance?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. I hope Matt knows what he’s getting into with that wildcat.” 
 
    Rachel rubbed his back. “Cassidy will make him a wonderful wife. I thought Sarah would, but when I watched Matt and Cassidy together, I knew they were made for one another.” 
 
    “That so?” 
 
    “Yes, Cassidy is a rancher’s wife. She’s strong and brave and loves the open range. I think she’ll surprise a lot of those in town.” 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, the judge shook his head. “I hope Ronan understands that. He’s looked at Cassidy as if she were his.” 
 
    “Cassidy belongs to no one except the one she chooses, and by the look in her eyes last night, I’d say that man is Matt. By the way, he had that same look. Neither of them is a push over. They’re both strong and sure of themselves. I’m happy for them.” 
 
    He kissed his wife. “You’re correct, I am sure. Right now, I need to go to town and face the council.” 
 
    “Want me to go along?” 
 
    “No, you can stay here. But I appreciate your help in drafting the letter.” He smiled at her. “It means everything to me to know that you’ll be waiting here for me. You’ve made me the happiest man alive.” 
 
    Rachel smiled and kissed him again. “That feeling is mutual. I’ll be praying for you.” 
 
    The judge put the paper in his case. “I’ll try to be back for supper.” 
 
    “If it’s late, stay in town tonight. I heard Mr. Barker was held up at gunpoint two days ago.” 
 
    “I will.” The judge left the house and went to the barn. He missed Matt, but Rod, his new foreman, was a good man. 
 
    Roderick Buckner had come to him last month. He had good references from ranches in Texas. Rod got along with the men and had fit right in. No one questioned him, and he’d held his own with those who might rebel. 
 
    “Rod, I’ll take the buggy into town.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Need an escort?” 
 
    “Might be a good idea.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. If you don’t mind, I’d like to take you in. I have some business with the post office. I can come back out later today if you’d like?” 
 
    The judge shrugged to get his coat to fit correctly. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be. If you’d like, spend the day in town.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I’ll tell Yates to take over for me.” 
 
    “Good choice. He’s been a good man for many years. He’ll make a good ramrod.” 
 
    Soon, the judge drove the buggy while Rod rode alongside. The ride to town was quick and quiet. The judge didn’t feel like talking, and it was as if Rod understood. 
 
    The town was quiet even though several buggies lined the street. The council was here. The judge closed his eyes and tried to picture Clara and Shirley the first time they saw the town. It hadn’t been much to start.  
 
    Mr. Satchel started a bank. Fallon a saloon, but it was Mr. Hollander who started the general store and mercantile that really began the town. Soon a post office was added to the back of Hollander’s store where it still resided. 
 
    The judge stopped in front of the courthouse, stepped out of the buggy, and with a questioning heart, walked inside. They were all here. Along with a few newcomers. Adler chief among them. To the judge’s surprise, Sterling Merritt was also there.  
 
    The judge nodded at the men. “After we have our meeting, I’ll send someone to let you in. For today, we’re having a closed meeting of the town council.” The judge went inside the courtroom and to the head of the table and sat. “Gentlemen, lady. I’m glad you’re all here.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel stood. “Has Levi had any luck finding our money? My bank is in trouble. Adler is taking over the town.” 
 
    The judge held up a hand. “Let’s get things started first. I talked to Levi yesterday, and he hasn’t been able to find the man who took the money. He’s wired the towns around, so they are on the lookout for anyone trying to deposit a large amount.” 
 
    Mr. Hollander stood. “Adler and his syndicate have opened a store on Second Street, and they are intent on running me out of business. There is no way I can meet their prices.” 
 
    Dolly raised her hand. “I was visited yesterday from a rather intimidating man who said I could pay him so much a month to ensure my safety. He threatened me that if I didn’t, I might get what happened to Satchel’s bank. I reported it to Levi, but I think he is already going in ten different directions. He needs a deputy.” 
 
    Fallon slammed a fist on the table. “Well, it better not be Ronan.” 
 
    Satchel faced Fallon. “Why not? He’s a fast gun. He’s smart, and no one comes against him.” 
 
    Dolly shook her head. “We’ve known Ronan all his life.” 
 
    Jake Deeds frowned. “He’s a bit wild. I was thinking we could hire some Pinkerton agents to try to find the money.” 
 
    After a few more voices joined the fray, the judge stood and banged his gavel on the block. “Quiet. We won’t get anything done by shouting at one another. The Pinkerton idea is a good one. I’ll contact their office in Denver.” 
 
    Fallon nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    The judge pulled out the letter in his case. If he’d had any doubts this morning, they’d all been chased away by the loud shouts of the council. “I want to let you know I’m turning in my resignation as mayor of Shirleyville.” 
 
    The council went into stunned silence. 
 
    Finally, Fallon spoke up. “We need elections.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “For the council, too. Shirleyville is growing, and we have problems we need to address.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel stood. “How will we be sure the newcomers don’t get elected?” 
 
    The judge shook his head. “They’re a part of the town. You’ll just have to campaign harder.” 
 
    Jake Deeds shook his head. “I don’t like it. Adler has told people he’s running for mayor. That man will destroy this town.” 
 
    The judge looked at the concerned men and woman. “Then find someone who you admire and convince them to run.” 
 
    Dolly stood. “Anyone but Adler. He told me that women weren’t allowed on the council, and I should resign.” 
 
    “You’ve been here since the beginning, Dolly. I guess I’ll have to talk to Adler.” 
 
    Hollander shook his head. “That duke is going to be here any day. He’s likely to make trouble for the town and the ranchers.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “I thought Sterling Merritt might make a good mayor. He’s smart. Knows how to run things.” 
 
    Fallon jumped to his feet. “But he’s the duke’s nephew.” 
 
    Dolly patted Fallon’s arm. “We will be able to see if the duke rules over Sterling or not when he visits. And remember, Bridgette is Sterling’s wife. She won’t let that man get away with hurting the town.” 
 
    The judge and half the council laughed. “You might be right there, Dolly. I think when the duke meets Bridgette, it just might be the Revolutionary War all over again.” 
 
    Fallon didn’t look amused. “I think we should only have an election for three on the council. That way the old part of town keeps control.” 
 
    “We’ll take a vote.” The judge looked around the room. “How many agree with Fallon?” 
 
    The vote was unanimous. The judge banged his gavel. “All right. Which three want to run in an election?” 
 
    Dolly raised her hand. Jake Deeds raised his. No one else volunteered.  
 
    The judge looked around the room. “Generally, we all came on board as the need arose. Mr. Satchel, you were the first one on the council. I think it fair that you be the third one to have to run in the election.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel wasn’t happy but agreed it was for the best. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Go ahead and let them in. I think we’re done here.” 
 
    Fallon shook his head. “When. When is the election?” 
 
    “In two weeks.” Judge Taggart figured the less time for the turmoil that was about to come on his little town, the better. He frowned. How soon would it be before he didn’t feel that it was his town?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Cassidy spent the day walking as if she were floating. Matt. He made her feel giddy and happy to be with, and yet afraid she’d mess it up and make him mad. All of those feelings balled into one enormous bolt of energy in the pit of her stomach whenever she thought of him. 
 
    They were meeting for lunch, but she needed to see about Brad Warren. That gang leader had been interested in him, and she wanted to find out why. She should check on Ronan, but after the way he’d acted, she didn’t want to see him at all. 
 
    Cassidy walked past the courthouse and saw Mr. Adler and Sterling waiting outside. She got the feeling something was up. She would ask Bridgette. 
 
    Cassidy opened the door to the jail and nearly ran into Bridgette. She didn’t look happy and rushed past her.  
 
    “Sorry Cassidy, I’m in a hurry.” And she rushed away into Sterling’s arms. 
 
    Cassidy shook her head. Her sister was always running into one dramatic problem or another. When she was ten, Bridgette was afraid she’d be a lonely shepherdess. At fifteen, she was sure she would be a spinster and never get out of Shirleyville.  
 
    Entering the jail, she saw her half-brother sitting at his desk. “Levi, I want to visit Brad.” 
 
    He looked up and shook his head. “Your sister just left him. Give me a minute so I can go in with you.” 
 
    “I’d rather talk to him alone.” She didn’t want Levi to know about her time with the gang leader. She’d told them some. Mostly about the two beastly men who shot Ronan and tied her up.  
 
    Levi shook his head. “You’re just like your sister. Come on.” He took the keys and led her to the jail cell. 
 
    Brad sat up and smiled. “Two beautiful women in one morning.” 
 
    Cassidy didn’t return his smile as she saw something in Brad that she didn’t like at all. Before he’d seemed like a nice young man, now when she looked at him, she saw the same dangerous look in his eyes that she’d seen in the boss of the gang that had held her. In fact, now that she looked closely, they bore a striking resemblance. 
 
    She waved Levi off. “I don’t need to go into the cell. I can talk from here. But alone.” 
 
    Levi frowned but left her. 
 
    “Brad, what haven’t you told us?” Cassidy kept her eyes on him, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw Preacher Bret leaning against the wall in the next cell. 
 
    Brad grinned and stood, facing her with his hands on the bars. “Why nothing. I want to go straight and lead a decent life.” 
 
    “I ran into your brother the other day. He wants you back.” 
 
    Brad’s face darkened. “No. I’m not going back.” 
 
    “He thinks otherwise, but he did let me go. For that, I am grateful.” Cassidy kept out of reach from the outlaw. 
 
    “He has a soft spot where women are concerned.” He paused as if weighing what he might tell her. “I made a deal with Bridgette.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you haven’t been truthful with us. Have you killed anyone?” 
 
    “No.” He said the words, but his eyes shifted. Usually, a key that someone was lying. 
 
    “So, the boss of the gang is your brother?” 
 
    Brad scowled. “Does it matter? I want out. That should be enough.” 
 
    “Your brother had me kidnapped, and my partner shot. Why does he want you?” She glared at him, feeling the same oppressive air that she’d felt when she was being held by the gang. 
 
    With a shrug, Brad backed away from the bars. “Because I’m his brother.” 
 
    “That isn’t good enough. Tell me, and perhaps my sister can save your neck from a noose.” 
 
    That got his attention. “What did my brother say?” 
 
    “What is your brother’s name? I forget.” 
 
    “Dean. Although I don’t think you really knew that. As long as I’m in custody, your town needs to protect me.” 
 
    “Why would your brother want to hurt you? Did you betray him?” 
 
    With a sly look and his head tilted back just so, he grinned. “Maybe. Maybe he’s not the only one who likes pretty gals. It’s between us and doesn’t concern you or Bridgette.” 
 
    “That would be Mrs. Merritt to you. We’ll see. I have a feeling you don’t qualify for the bounty brigade. And if you’re supposed to hang, don’t look to us for any help.” She turned and walked out of the cell room. “Levi, I’m leaving.” 
 
    Levi took her by the shoulders. “Bridgette said her bounty scheme is over. I’m glad to hear that because you worry me. On the other hand, I saw you dancing with Matt Stearns. Now, he’s a good man. Anything I should know?” 
 
    She smiled coyly. “Not quite yet.” 
 
    “Stay away from Ronan. He’s getting surlier by the day. He’s an angry young man and not a good man for any woman to be around.” 
 
    “Yes, brother. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    He grinned. “Of all my sisters, you are the one who needs me the most. By the way, you look real nice in a dress, Cassidy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Levi. I’m going to meet Matt for lunch.” She walked to the door. “I really like him. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    She left Levi, who was smiling like a contented hound dog. He’d been a good influence on her family when he came to Shirleyville. Even if he had proved to be the product of the cause of the big feud between the Murphys and Howards. Levi was a good sheriff, but he needed help. 
 
    As she walked past the courtroom, she could see that Adler had gone inside. Sterling and Bridgette too. They were up to something. Cassidy hoped Bridgette would give Sterling sense to break away from the duke and Adler’s syndicate. 
 
    Mr. Satchel was on his way to Sally Mae’s Diner. And he looked anything but happy. He saw her and held the door for her. “Early for lunch.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. I thought I’d have a cup of coffee. I’m waiting for Matt.” 
 
    “Would you ask him to vote for me to be on the town council?” 
 
    “Vote? We’ve never voted before. The judge appoints who he wants.” 
 
    Mr. Satchel wiped his balding head. “He’s being challenged for mayor. Only three councilmen have to run this election. Every year more will be added until the entire council is on the ballot.” 
 
    “I guess things are changing.” She found herself a table, sat, and ordered a coffee. Matt was talking about fences. William about farming. She was wearing a dress and had her mind on making some man a good wife. 
 
    She looked up as Adler and the man who was building another general store entered the cafe. Cassidy didn’t think they needed an election in such a small town. 
 
    She couldn’t imagine the judge not being the mayor of Shirleyville. Yes, times were changing. She thought of Ronan and all they’d been through together. But she had no heart feelings for him.  
 
    Matt, on the other hand, just thinking his name made her heart race. Then she looked up and there he was. 
 
    *** 
 
    Matt entered the diner and immediately saw her. He smiled and went to her, grabbed a chair, and sat next to her. “I couldn’t wait to see you today.” 
 
    She took his hand in hers. “Me too. I wondered if I would feel the same.” Her cheeks warmed. “If anything, I feel more for you.” 
 
    “I thought I’d rent a buggy and take you out to see my ranch. That is if you’d like to. It’s a beautiful day.” Things between them were moving too fast, but he didn’t want her to get away. She was all he’d thought about last night. 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “I have to talk to the judge first, and then I’ll be ready. You can go with me if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’m ready now.” 
 
    He held up his hand. “Wait, I think it will be a nice day for a picnic. Let me get one from Sally Mae.” 
 
    Matt went to the counter and ordered a picnic basket for them. That small voice in his head kept telling him to slow down, but his heart said forget it. He liked Cassidy more each time he saw her. 
 
    In a few minutes, Sally Mae brought him the basket and handed it to him with a sly smile. “You and Cassidy enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    “We intend to.” He went to Cassidy and together they walked to the livery where Abel rented them a sweet little buggy. 
 
    Matt drove them back to the courthouse, and they went in to talk to the judge. He was sitting at desk looking over a paper. 
 
    “Judge, there’s something I’ve got to tell you.” 
 
    “Yes. Hello Cassidy. What is it, Matt. Although I have a feeling, I already know.” 
 
    “I’m going to fence in my range. Merritt’s cattle are always on my east pasture. I tell him to keep them away, but he’s got too many cattle now, and that uncle of his is sending more. I hate to do it. I know how much you hate the wire. But I don’t see any way around it.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “I’ve seen it coming. I don’t see how we can stop it. Sterling doesn’t have the manpower to control his cattle. And like you say; the duke is forcing our hand. I’ll talk to the other ranchers. I’m sure Benton will go along with you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Judge. I’m glad you see it my way.” 
 
    The judge looked solemn. “Times are changing, and I believe they are going to change even faster. We either change with it or go down fighting. And fighting or not, we’ll go down.” 
 
    “Sorry, Judge. I don’t see that I have a choice.” 
 
    “I’ll get the rest of the ranchers, and we’ll have a meeting. Maybe even get the duke involved.” 
 
    Matt took Cassidy by the elbow and led her back to the buggy. “Well, that went better than I’d thought. The judge has always been dead set against fences.” 
 
    Cassidy looked at him. “It’s kind of sad, isn’t it? Times are changing so fast that it’s pulling everything we counted on out from under our feet.” 
 
    Matt squeezed her hand. “Not all change is bad. Some just takes getting used to, and it might have more opportunities for us for the better.” 
 
    “Yes, I was thinking that myself.” 
 
    He drove the buggy out of town and toward his ranch. His was the third one west of town. Sterling’s ranch, then the Benton’s, and then his. He drove her to the cabin. “I wanted you to see my cabin first.” 
 
    She smiled and followed him in. “It’s nice. You’ve kept it up well.” 
 
    “I try. I learned that it’s best to stay on top of things. Judge taught me that. He’s a wise man.” 
 
    “Maybe because his name is Solomon.” She laughed. 
 
    He thanked his good habits for making sure he’d picked up after himself. It was small and cozy but clean. He’d even done the few dishes he had before he’d left. 
 
    He led her to the back porch. “I wanted to show you this view of the mountains.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s beautiful.” 
 
    “There’s a little stream just down from here. It’s downhill, so there’s no flooding. Come on.” He led her around the cabin to the barn. “I wanted a big barn. I have big plans. Already, I’ve trained twenty horses. I sold a few but the rest I keep in the barn so I can work on them every day.” 
 
    She went to the first one. A beautiful black with a star and four white stockings. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
    He walked to her and put his hands on Cassidy’s shoulders. “She’s my favorite. I don’t plan to sell her. I named her Starlight.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “She rides like a dream. I know you’re in a dress, but would you like to ride her. I have a special spot where I thought we could have our picnic.” 
 
    Cassidy turned to him. Her blue eyes were bright and warm. “I’d like that.” 
 
    In minutes, they had the two horses saddled and ready. Matt helped Cassidy on Starlight, although he needn’t have, but she didn’t complain. 
 
    They rode north over the main pasture. A few longhorn cattle watched them but went about eating the grass. Matt led her to the lake he shared with the Bentons and the judge. 
 
    There was a stand of pines in his corner. He led her there and then helped her down. “What do you think of my ranch?” 
 
    She surveyed the land. “I’m impressed with what you’ve done.” 
 
    “I caught a herd of wild horses. I let some go to keep them wild, but the best stock I broke. Starlight was the first.” 
 
    “She rides like a dream.” 
 
    Matt led her to the small clearing in the middle of the pines. He spread out the blanket and set the basket down. 
 
    “I hope you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Always. Mama says I eat like a bear.” She looked down and blushed. “Not very ladylike, is it?” 
 
    Matt grinned. “You’re a lady, Cassidy. Maybe you haven‘t quite figured it out, but I would say that most men around here are well aware of your ladyness.” 
 
    She grinned. “I don’t care about most men.” 
 
    Her words hung between them like golden air. He smiled and handed her a piece of chicken. “It makes me happy to hear that.” 
 
    She held the chicken leg with both hands, then dropped one. “Matt, my heart can hardly stand to see you or be away from you. I’ve never felt this way before.” 
 
    “Mine is the same.” 
 
    Again, the quiet hung between them. Only their eyes connected them. Maybe their hopes, maybe more. 
 
    “Matt, I don’t know what to do or what to say. But I don’t want to ruin this. This feeling I have for you. Help me be what you want?” 
 
    He took her hand in his. “Cassidy, sometimes I think we’re going to fast. That maybe we should be like Sarah and Dr. Newsome and wait a year. Court each other and get ready for a life together.” He stopped. This was crazy. 
 
    She looked at him so intently with tenderness and hope evident in her eyes. “Matt, I’d marry you right now if you asked me. I know that’s wrong. I know others will talk. I’m sorry to put you in such a bind.” 
 
    He set down his plate and took hers from her lap. “Cassidy, there comes a time when a man meets the woman he was made for. For me, that’s you. Don’t ask me how I know, but I do.” He stood and helped her to her feet. 
 
    “Cassidy Howard, I’d be honored if you’d be my wife.” 
 
    “Matt?” 
 
    He kissed her. Soft and tenderly with all the passion in his heart. “You don’t have to answer me today. My offer won’t change. I want to marry you. Live the rest of my life with you. Sit and watch sunrises and sunsets with you. Soon winter will come, we’ll be locked in my cabin for more days than I want to admit to, but one thing I know, with you by my side, I’ll be the happiest man alive. All I want to do is to make you happy, Cassidy.” 
 
    She melted in his arms and leaned her head against his chest. “Oh, Matt. Your words, they come from my heart. They match my deepest thoughts. Do you think it’s possible that it should be so right so quickly?” 
 
    He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    An eagle flew overhead, calling to another in a tall tree on the other side of the lake. 
 
    She looked up at him, “I want nothing more than to be your wife.” 
 
    “Christmas isn’t far away.” 
 
    “That would be perfect. We’ll marry in the church. My mother will want to make a fuss. Levi will give me away.” 
 
    Matt put a hand in her hair and wrapped the dark golden strands around his fingers. “The judge will be my best man. I don’t have any family other than the judge. Does that matter to you?”  
 
    She took his hand and kissed it. “Not at all. You know my history.” She laughed. “I hope you won’t be embarrassed to be my husband. I’ve been a little wild.” 
 
    Matt laughed. “You are a wild one, but I’m strong enough to tame you.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes, my love will lasso your heart like it’s never been before. And after I do, I’ll love you so much that you won’t want to leave me.” 
 
    She leaned against him. “I believe you’re about right, Matt Stearns, but don’t forget, I’ll be lassoing your heart too.” She looked up at him. “I think we were meant to be together.” 
 
    He nodded and smiled down at her. “I don’t know how I’m going to wait until Christmas, but you’re worth the wait.” 
 
    They finished the picnic, and he showed her the rest of the ranch. Then it was time to drive her back to town. Almost there, he stopped on the hill overlooking Shirleyville. “It’s a quaint little town, isn’t it?” 
 
    She leaned against him. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    He was about to say something else when he heard shooting. A gang of six men rode through town, guns drawn. 
 
    Matt wanted to go down, but he looked at Cassidy and stopped. Instead, he turned the buggy around and drove into the shelter of some trees. “Stay down.” 
 
    “Should we help?” 
 
    “Cassidy, I can’t leave you.” He pulled out the rifle. 
 
    They watched as the gang rode to the jail. Minutes later, they came out with Brad and galloped away. 
 
    “That must have been Brad’s brother. He told me this morning that they might come to get him. Brad thought we’d protect him.” 
 
    “From his brother?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m not sure if we should go after them or not.” 
 
    Matt turned the buggy around. “Not today. This is our day and no one is going to ruin it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Bridgette was shaken. The gang had come and taken Brad from the jail. They’d not shot anyone but had scared many. Levi was gathering a posse, but not many wanted to go after him. Cassidy and Matt had witnessed the whole thing from on top of the ridge. Thankfully, they were all right. 
 
    A late train chugged into town and blasted its whistle.  
 
    She looked at Sterling. His face was grim. “You think your uncle is on that train?” 
 
    “By the sick feeling in my stomach, I’d say so. Sorry, Darling, but I think you are about to meet one of the meanest men in the world. My uncle, Duke Longshire.” 
 
    “Has he ever been married?” 
 
    “No, any woman who took up with him would be crazy to do so. And if she’s not, she would be after living with him a few weeks.” 
 
    “Sterling, what are we going to do? The judge had a meeting with the ranchers in the area. They aren’t happy with you and all your cattle.” 
 
    “I’m going to have a talk with my uncle.” 
 
    “What do we call him?” 
 
    “Duke is fine. He’s got a long title, but I don’t think we need to concern ourselves with it. Let’s go. Levi can take care of the jailbreak. We have our own disaster.” 
 
    Bridgette had never met a duke before. She wondered if she should curtsy. Well, she’d have to see how this man was. Just because he was born into some fancy title didn’t make him anything more than they were. After all, this was the United States of America, and everyone was equal. 
 
    They reached the station and had just walked up the steps to the platform when a man dressed in an expensive looking suit and tall hat stepped off the train. 
 
    “Uncle, I’m glad you could make it.” Sterling held out his hand. 
 
    The duke ignored him. “I came to set straight whatever mess you and Adler have made. Where is that sniveling little weasel?” 
 
    “Right here, Duke Longshire.” Adler came up behind them looking every bit the weasel he was. 
 
    The duke growled at him. “I thought this town would be bigger by now.” 
 
    “It’s taken a while to find suitable people to start the businesses. Otherwise, things are going well.” 
 
    The duke nodded. “Very well, I’m tired and would like to rest in the hotel. We’ll have dinner tonight. All of us.” He stared at Bridgette. “You married my nephew. You’re a pretty thing even though you’re not royalty.” 
 
    Bridgette stared at him but did not shrink back. Nor did she answer him. He had no reason to treat her or her husband in such a derogatory way.  
 
    After a moment, the duke looked away. “I assume someone has a carriage for me.” 
 
    Sterling stepped forward. “It’s a short walk.  We’d be glad to go with you.” 
 
    “I don’t like to walk, but if it is what I must do, let’s get on with it.” He started out but in the wrong direction. 
 
    “Over this way, Uncle.” 
 
    With a scowl, the man turned and followed them to the hotel.  
 
    Sterling glanced at her and then faced his uncle. “It has clean rooms and a good dining room. Sally Mae’s diner is also good.” 
 
    Brushing Sterling off as if he were a pest, the duke turned to the banker. “Adler, have you found another hotel to build?” 
 
    “I’m working on it. Truthfully, there is not enough business to sustain another one. Much less a fancy one.” 
 
    Snapping his fingers, Duke Longshire shook his head. “I don’t want to hear that. Make it happen, Adler. You run that other bank out of town yet?” 
 
    Adler glanced at Bridgette and Sterling and then apologetically answered. “No.” 
 
    “Get on it.” The duke turned to Sterling. “And you. Why do I keep hearing you don’t want anymore Herefords? This land looks big enough for a herd ten times the size I’ve sent you.” 
 
    Sterling shook his head. “My ranch isn’t big enough. The other ranchers are going to fence in their land, and then I’ll be in real trouble. It’s not right what you’re doing. This isn’t England, and you can’t keep as many cattle per acre.” 
 
    The duke faced them. “Is that so? You know I have had my doubts about you. I think you just confirmed them. You’re fired, Sterling. Take your cheap woman and leave me. I’ll do all my bidding through Adler from now on.” 
 
    The duke turned to Adler, “I assume you took care of the Dean problem.” 
 
    Adler nodded. “Yes, just before you arrived.” He darted a wary look at Bridgette and Sterling and then turned his back to say something to the duke. 
 
    Bridgette bristled, but Sterling held her back and led her away to the livery. 
 
    Sterling faced her. “Darling, please forgive me for not challenging that man to a duel. Let’s go home while we have one.” 
 
    Bridgette caressed his face. “If we’re together, we’ll be all right.” She was quiet a minute and then looked at her husband. “I bought the ranch. Or put down on it anyway. I’ve paid us up until next year.” 
 
    Sterling stared at her. “Why darling, you didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to worry. I thought it best if it was in my name. So, when I made out the papers, my name is on the deed. Just a technicality.” 
 
    He laughed. “That’s the best news I’ve heard today. That should put a damper on the duke’s plans.” 
 
    “Honey, are you sure you can afford to leave the duke? Isn’t he the one who pays you?” 
 
    “Yes, but I was considering running for council. Now, I think I better run for mayor. One, it’s a paid position, and two, Adler is running, and I just can’t see turning this town over to the likes of those two.” 
 
    “I agree. I’ll help you run your campaign. I’ve studied it some, so I know a few things.” 
 
    Sterling glanced back at her. “You are just one surprise after another.” 
 
    She smiled and hummed one of the catchy tunes they’d heard at the dance. 
 
    *** 
 
    The judge was angry with the duke and Adler, but he felt he had the best men picked out to run against those that Adler had chosen. He was most thankful that Sterling had proven to be a good man and was running for mayor. 
 
    The man was gifted in administration. Not to mention with Bridgette as his wife, she was well-suited to a campaign manager as well as able to throw a grand party. Brigette made no question that she did not like the duke or Adler. 
 
    As far as Sterling not having any money, her bounty money was coming in handy. The judge had offered to pay them, but they’d declined. 
 
    Today, the judge was getting together with his choices for the council and giving them lessons on how to run for office. Of course, he’d never run for office in his life. He laughed. This wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    The duke had brought in seasoned professionals to run their campaigns.  
 
    The judge had recruited Abel Wright, Sterling Merritt, Ben Murphy, and Lee Calhoun to fill out the ticket. The main one was the mayor’s office. If Adler won that, he would give them all fits. As it was, while still being mayor, the judge had put in regulations that gave a grandfather clause to all businesses in the town. They wouldn’t have to put up with any unfair regulations. 
 
    Sterling was right on time, Abel right behind him. Mr. Murphy was a few minutes late, and Lee Calhoun came last. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this election will set the course for our small town. There are those on the other side who want to make it in their image, put all the old timers out of business, and turn it into a town that the duke will control.” 
 
    Sterling held up his hand. “I am sorry to be related to the man. He’s over at the hotel, counting his money and opportunities. He’s already got someone to start another livery. He’ll go after you Abel so watch yourself.” 
 
    The judge pointed at the Murphys. “Mr. Murphy, he will no doubt offer you a ridiculous amount of money for your land to run cattle on it. I’d advise you to decline even though it may mean a considerable sum.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about me. You’ve been good to me all these years, Judge. I won’t let you down. I don’t know of any of the ranchers who intend to sell out.” 
 
    “Good. We’ll pray it stays that way.” 
 
    Sterling smiled. “Bridgette has been going through the lawbooks looking for laws to slow the duke and his syndicate down. He’s on to her and has set his lawyers on the books as well. My money is on Bridgette.” 
 
    Levi entered. “No luck in finding Brad or his brother. Dean Warren is wanted in several states and territories. Fraud, robbery, holdups. And murder.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “We have no proof that he’s involved with Duke Longshire?” 
 
    “Not yet. If we can find Brad again, we just might have what we need.” 
 
    Abel held his hat in hand and humbly looked at the others. “The election is tomorrow. Do you think we have a good chance?” 
 
    The judge nodded. “I do. Adler has added some people to the town, but the original residents outnumber them greatly.” 
 
    Sterling rubbed a hand through his hair. “What about people that aren’t part of the town? What if the duke has a bunch come in on the train?” 
 
    The judge smiled. “Thanks to your wife, Bridgette found an ordinance that I had put in the charter that said you had to be a resident of Shirleyville or the neighboring ranches for six months before you could vote.” 
 
    Sterling grinned. “She takes care of us. Always full of surprises.” 
 
    Levi interrupted. “I have a meeting out behind your ranch, Sterling. Someone sent me a note and said I needed to see what he had to tell me before the election.” 
 
    The judge frowned. “You taking someone with you?” 
 
    “No, I figure that more than likely it’ll be a time of chasing the wind.” 
 
    “I could send Roderick with you. He’s a good man.” 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine. In fact, I should start out about now. I’ll be back in plenty of time to monitor the elections.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “I’m surprised Adler and the duke didn’t want to challenge you in an election. Watch yourself.” 
 
    “Will do, Judge.” Levi left the courtroom. 
 
    The judge faced the men. “Be sure and gather your friends and voting age family to vote tomorrow. Warn them that Adler will try to trick them and intimidate them.” 
 
    Sterling waited until the rest of them had left. “Judge, I was wondering about the ranching situation. I’ve made plans to sell off half my herd. The duke wants to add more and has it in his head that he can take the ranch from me.” 
 
    “Keep Bridgette close to you. I don’t trust Adler or your uncle. They’ll have to go through her to get your land.” 
 
    Sterling nodded. “She’s at the boardinghouse visiting Sarah right now.” 
 
    The judge gestured toward the door. “I promised my children and Rachel that we’d have a picnic today. It won’t be long before the weather changes. We already had that one snow.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful day for one. Enjoy your family, Judge.” 
 
    He grinned. “That I do, Sterling. Very much. Cherish your family every day.” The judge left him and walked to the livery.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Since the gang had taken Brad out of jail, Cassidy had stayed at her mother’s. She’d not wanted to, but Matt convinced her it was for the best. All she thought of while at her mother’s was Matt. 
 
    She’d told her mother and Darcy about him and their plans. Mother was upset that it was so quick, but Darcy was all for her. At times, Cassidy wondered if she were crazy, and yet, at the same time, she couldn’t wait until Christmas.  
 
    She checked the clock in the kitchen. “Mother, Darcy, we need to go into town. We can’t vote, but I want to be there to support the judge. I have a feeling there might be some trouble.” 
 
    Mother came to her. “My daughter, I am sure there will be trouble if you show up. I would prefer you to stay here.” 
 
    Cassidy frowned. “I will not get into trouble. Matt will be in town, and I’d like to be there and have dinner with him.” 
 
    “All right, you girls go ahead, and I’ll stay here. I’ve had my share of trouble in my life.” 
 
    Cassidy kissed her mother and waited for Darcy. Her little sister was the slow one of the family. Always the last and a cause for much yelling in their growing up years. “Darcy, come on.” 
 
    Finally, her sister came out dressed in her frilly yellow dress. She’d told Cassidy that it was William’s favorite. Those two. They spent more time together, yet William had proven to be a good help around the farm. 
 
    Cassidy had brought her riding clothes in case Matt wanted to go riding. They’d talked about looking for Brad. Ronan had recovered from his wound and still seemed to think there was a chance for them. 
 
    “Cassidy, why would you bring your horse along? You know you shouldn’t ride out on the range alone or with Ronan.” 
 
    She glanced at Darcy. “Because I might want to ride. You know I’m not happy being cooped up in the city. And Mama keeps me tied down at home. I’m not like you, Darcy.” 
 
    “Matt loves you, Cass. I see it in his eyes. You love him, too. I believe you are perfect for each other. I’m really glad you’re not with Ronan.” Darcy smiled at her. 
 
    “Thanks, Darcy. I think William will be a good husband for you, too.” 
 
    Her sister frowned slightly. “I wish he would take over our ranch. The judge and most the ranchers are against his ideas to begin a farm on the range.” 
 
    Cassidy nodded and flicked the reins. “He’s got a mind of his own that’s for sure. I consider that a good feature in a man.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I sure do. It’s one of the things I admire about Matt. No one will tell him what to do.” Cassidy grinned at the mention of him.  
 
    Darcy laughed. “You love him, that’s for sure. You should see the way your face lights up when you talk about him.” 
 
    Cassidy nudged her. “I bet it looks like yours when you talk about William.” 
 
    “I’m worried about Mother. Who is going to take care of her and the ranch?” 
 
    The thought had crossed Cassidy’s mind, too. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll have to sit down with her and discuss things. I don’t like the idea of her out here by herself.” 
 
    Darcy frowned. “I don’t either. It makes me reluctant to leave. With the sheepdogs, it doesn’t take anything to run the sheep, but I see more men riding on our range. So far they haven’t bothered us.” 
 
    Cassidy urged the horse on. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they work for Adler and that nasty duke. We need to set him straight. I sure hope Sterling wins the election. I don’t know if this town will survive if Adler wins.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Matt helped the judge set up the election box and keep the line from getting unruly. Already, he’d seen at least six men he didn’t recognize, but they all had papers that they’d been in the valley before the cutoff date. 
 
    Adler had been one of the first to vote. The sneer on the man’s face told Matt he expected to win. The duke had stayed in the hotel. Probably directing his men to disrupt the election. But so far, it had been peaceful. 
 
    Matt looked at the town. Then he saw their wagon. Cassidy and Darcy waved at him and drove to the front of Hollander’s store.  
 
    Cassidy jumped down before he could help her. “We need some supplies.” She grinned. “Darcy and I wanted to see our men.” 
 
    Despite her wildness, Matt loved her. “Glad you’re here. I saw William go into the courtroom just a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Darcy ran to the courthouse. 
 
    Matt walked to her. “I have to stay here and watch the door. Why don’t you go to Sally Mae’s, and I’ll meet you there for lunch?” 
 
    “How’s the voting going?” 
 
    “Good, I think. I’ve seen more of those we know voting than strangers.” 
 
    “Do you think that old Duke and Adler are buying votes?” 
 
     Matt put a hand on the back of her neck and gently stroked her hair. “I wouldn’t doubt it. He’s capable of anything. The duke makes Adler look decent.”  
 
    “That’s what Bridgette said.” 
 
    “Speaking of Bridgette, she’s supposed to be in the diner. Keep an eye on her. Sterling is worried about her.” 
 
    Something clicked in her mind. “Do you think the men who held me captive could have thought I was Bridgette?” 
 
    Matt looked thoughtful. “Could be that’s why they let you go.” He looked at her. “Cassidy, I don’t want to put you in danger, but it might be a good idea if you stay with Bridgette when she’s not with Sterling.” 
 
    “I agree. She’s smart, but she doesn’t know how to handle a gun or ruthless men. I better go now.” She squeezed Matt’s hand and left for the diner. She wished she had on her riding clothes and her holster. Then again, they were in town, and Levi was around. 
 
    Bridgette was sitting by the window, oblivious to the danger she was in. Shaking her head, Cassidy went and sat down with her. “How are you doing? The wife of Mayor Sterling Merritt.” 
 
    Bridgette grinned. “You know, it was a good thing the Bridgette Bounty Brigade had a few deals after Delmer and Elmer. I have some money in the bank.” 
 
    “Matt said you could be in danger from the duke and Adler.” 
 
    Waving her hand, Bridgette shook her head. “I’m not worried. The papers are in order. It’s my ranch. The duke can’t get hold of it as long as I am alive.” She grinned while overlooking the obvious. 
 
    “Bridgette, did you hear what you just said? You need to be careful. I think Duke Longshire and even Adler are certainly capable of killing you. Who knows what has happened to Brad?” 
 
    “Brad was a bit of a conundrum. I’m not at all sure he fit our criteria.” 
 
    Cassidy had an involuntary shiver as she remembered dealing with Brad’s brother, Dean. Even if he had turned her loose, the man was dangerous. “His brother is a killer. You need to stay safe. Ronan is feeling better. Hire him as a guard. Sterling is busy and can’t be with you all the time.” 
 
    “Maybe I will, but I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Think of your boys, Bridgette. These men are not to be taken lightly. They’re dangerous and will stop at nothing to get their way. That you were smart enough to put the ranch in your name, makes you a target.” Cassidy noticed some men she didn’t know walk in the diner, and she quieted. 
 
    Bridgette started to speak out, but Cassidy put a finger to her lips. “Not now. Not here.” 
 
    Looking at the men, Bridgette nodded and changed the subject to Federico and Tony. “Dr. Newsome said that only one more cast and Federico will walk without a limp. Oh, and I told him about the rabies, but he said with winter it would not be prevalent. He’s hoping to have a serum for vaccines next year.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful.” Cassidy stared at the men who sat at the table next to them. “Let’s go. The air in here has grown stale.” She glared at the men. “In fact, it stinks.” 
 
    “Cassidy,” Bridgette stood and pushed Cassidy toward the door and put some money on the table. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Cassidy whirled back and shoved her finger in the biggest man’s face. “Don’t steal the money on our table.” She rushed to Bridgette, and they left the diner. 
 
    Bridgette huffed. “Did you have to do that?”  
 
    Cassidy scowled, “They are Adler’s men. They were sent to find us and intimidate us. I want you to get Ronan and ask him to guard you.” 
 
    Bridgette pointed. “There’s Sterling. I need to be with him anyway. You go on. And stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “Ha! You need to tell those men. If you don't ask Ronan, I will.” Cassidy left Bridgette and stormed to the clinic. She wasn’t sure if Ronan was still there, but the doc could tell her where he was. 
 
    She knocked on the door and then entered. “Doc, Ronan. Are you in here?” 
 
    Ronan came out of the exam room. “Well, well. Little Cassidy Howard. What do you want?” 
 
    She glared at him. His mood had not improved, but he did look stronger. “I came to ask a favor of you.” 
 
    “Not interested.” He turned to her and gave her that wry grin of his. “Unless you came to be my partner again. You and me, Cass.” 
 
    “No. I’m marrying Matt. You can’t change that.” 
 
    His surly attitude returned. “Then I’ve got nothing to say to you.” 
 
    “Ronan, Bridgette is in danger. Adler and the duke want their ranch. It’s in Bridgette’s name. They’ll have to kill her to get it.” 
 
    Ronan sat on one of the chairs in the waiting room. “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to be her guard. Protect her. Nobody is faster with a gun than you.” She paused. “But I don’t want you to get hurt again. Only if you think you’re up to it.” 
 
    “I’m all right. I miss you, Cass. I thought we had something together.” 
 
    She felt for him, but the sooner he realized there was no chance, the better. “I’m sorry, Ronan. I love Matt. If you don’t think you can protect Bridgette, I’ll find someone else.” 
 
    Ronan got up and took his gunbelt from the peg by the door. “I’ll take the job. What does it pay?” 
 
    “You can have my portion of the money we got from Brad. Levi said we still get the bounty. Wasn’t our fault they broke him out of jail.” 
 
    Ronan went to her. Stood close to her and looked straight into her eyes. “If you change your mind—” 
 
    “No. I won’t.” She stepped back. “We’re finished, Ronan. Keep Bridgette and yourself safe.” She didn’t wait for him to answer, but she turned and left the clinic. Her heart beat fast. Ronan brought out something wild and free inside her. But she didn’t want that. She wanted to be married to Matt. 
 
    Steady, stable Matt. She was done with the wild life. Cassidy looked across the fields to the open range. Memories of fast rides over the land racing Ronan and laughing without a care in the world. 
 
    Those days were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Matt escorted the judge into the courthouse along with the council members and those who ran for office. Levi came in after all had entered and locked the door.  
 
    The judge nodded at the men and Dolly. “Let’s tally up these votes. We’ve got an anxious town outside, and I don’t want them to have to wait too long for the results.” 
 
    The judge distributed the votes, and they all sat down and began counting. “Pass them to the right after you’re done, and that way we count them twice so, there’s no discrepancy.” 
 
    Adler shook his head. “Just count them.” He glared at the judge and then Sterling. 
 
    Sterling slid his sheets to Mr. Hollander. “Bridgette wanted to come in and count, but I left her with Cassidy and Ronan.” 
 
    Matt looked up. Cassidy hadn’t said anything about that to him. She had told him she’d asked Ronan to guard Bridgette. With his hand on his pistol, Matt walked around the room and checked the windows. Not that there’d been any threats, but Levi had asked him to help out. 
 
    Now he wondered if he shouldn’t be outside with Cassidy and Bridgette.  
 
    The judge gathered the slips of paper. “I think we’re done.” He picked up the sheet of paper.  
 
    Adler stood. “Well, get on with it. Who won?” 
 
    “Sterling Merritt for mayor. Jake, you won. Abel, you took Dolly’s place, and Frank Fisher beat out Mr. Satchel.” The judge looked at Mr. Satchel with concern. 
 
    Adler clapped Frank on the back. The man nodded and at the same time gave Abel a warning look. 
 
    Mr. Satchel shrugged. “My heart wasn’t in it anyway. If I lose the bank, Rosalie and I have talked about going back east.” 
 
    The judge shook his hand. “I hope it won’t come to that. You’ve been a good member of this town.” 
 
    The judge found Levi and whispered to him. He nodded and opened the doors. The judge asked the winners to go outside with him. Matt kept to the side where he could watch Adler and the street. 
 
    The winners were announced, and the crowd cheered. 
 
    Bridgette came running and hugged Sterling. “Mayor Merritt, that has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    He smiled at his wife. “My first duty is to take my lovely wife to dinner. Shall we?” He held out his arm. 
 
    Bridgette smiled. “Love to. I can’t wait to tell the boys. They wanted to come, but Ronan said he’d stay with them.” 
 
    “I thought he was guarding you?” 
 
    “Cassidy talked him into watching the boys, and she was with me.” 
 
    Matt wondered what his girl would look like now. He scouted the crowd but didn’t see her. 
 
    Then he heard a noise above and looked up. There she was. Rifle in hand, trousers, and hat on, she looked like a rugged outlaw more than a lady. Matt shook his head, what was he going to do with her? 
 
    “Cassidy, get down here. I thought I’d take my girl out for lunch, but it seems she traded herself in as a—” 
 
    “Oh, quiet. I brought my clothes. Let me run to the boardinghouse and change. I’ll meet you at Sally Mae’s.” She jumped onto the top of the porch and shimmied down one of the posts. She grinned and gave him a peck on his cheek before taking off and running across the street. 
 
    Matt wasn’t too concerned with Bridgette as Sterling had her with him. He told Levi he was going to the diner unless he needed him. 
 
    Levi grinned. “Your little wildcat going to change?” 
 
    Matt wanted to pop Levi in the face until he realized the sheriff hadn’t meant any harm. And Cassidy was his half-sister. “That’s my Cassidy. She was protecting Bridgette.” 
 
    “You watch over her, Matt. She’s made some enemies down in the badlands. Her and Ronan. Keep close to her. I got a feeling Adler’s gang is going to retaliate for the vote we had today.” Levi patted him on the shoulder and left to go to the jail. 
 
    Matt considered his warning. He’d always looked at Cassidy as someone who could take care of herself. Then she came out of the boarding house in her blue skirt and blouse. Her hair tamed and put up under a hat that Mrs. Cindy must have let her borrow. 
 
    Yeah, Levi was right. She needed protecting. He walked toward her. Proud to call her his intended.  
 
    Adler had laughed at Cassidy when she’d run to go change, but Matt had ended that with a slap to his smug face. He’d fight any man that made fun of Cassidy. 
 
    Matt trotted across the street to meet her. The woman he lived for. Levi was right, he needed to protect her whether she liked it or not. 
 
    “Cassidy, you’re beautiful. I’m sorry I let you walk to the boardinghouse by yourself.” He reached her and put her hand in the crook of his arm. 
 
    She looked at him and grinned. “What’s got into you? I can walk and take care of myself.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. “But you don’t have to anymore. I’m here now. You remember that.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” She looked at him. “What’s the matter? Did Levi say something to spook you?” 
 
    “He gave me some good advice, and I intend to keep it. Cassidy, you’re a pretty woman and men out here can be ruthless.” 
 
    Cassidy shrugged. “I know it has something to do with that duke and Adler. I’ve felt it, too. The town is on edge since the election. Adler’s gang is likely to hit the town.” 
 
    “You’re too smart, Cassidy. You just concentrate on staying with me. Sterling is keeping Bridgette close to him. They already started back for their ranch. I’m glad Ronan was watching their boys.” 
 
    She grinned. “For all of Ronan’s wild heart, he does like children. Maybe someday, he’ll make the right woman a good husband.” 
 
    “Not you?” 
 
    She laughed and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “You’ve won me, Matt. If you still want me, I will never leave you.”  
 
    Honesty shone in her eyes, giving his heart rest and a sense of home. He loved her, more than he thought possible. He led her to Sally Mae’s and nearly ran into Adler and the duke. 
 
    Cassidy pulled back. “Adler, I’m glad you lost. Our little town just might survive you and your gang.” 
 
    Adler bristled. “You always let your woman talk for you, Matt?” 
 
    Matt put himself between Adler and Cassidy. “She can think and talk for herself. But I’d appreciate it if you’d leave her alone. And I agree with her. You’d be a disaster as mayor of our little town. Might be why you lost.” 
 
    The duke came in behind them, glared at them, and then grabbed Adler’s arm. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Matt watched them go and then made sure to pick a table far from them. “Don’t pester him, Cassidy. He’s a dangerous man.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Matt set her down and took her hand. “Adler himself is yellow, but he controls a gang of men who aren’t. I wouldn’t be surprised to see them show up today.” 
 
    “Maybe I should get my gun.” 
 
    “Cassidy, you’re with me. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    She smiled so sweetly his heart melted. “Matt, you don’t know how good that makes me feel. All my life I felt like I had to stay alert to protect my family and me. I don’t know why, but I think that is one reason I became the family wildcat.” 
 
    He stroked her arm. “You don’t have to worry anymore. I’m here to watch over you. I’ll keep you safe, Cassidy.” 
 
    Tears formed in her eyes. Embarrassed, she wiped them with the napkin. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m getting all teary-eyed.” 
 
    He grinned and ordered for them. “I know you like steak. Thought we’d celebrate.” 
 
    “Thank you. Matt, I can’t wait for the wedding.” 
 
    Matt enjoyed the steak, but he feasted on being with Cassidy. The next six weeks couldn’t go fast enough. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassidy stayed home for a few weeks and then spent more time with Bridgette. Her sister was more sympathetic to the quick marriage. Mother still wanted her to wait but was thankful that Cassidy had chosen Matt and not Ronan. 
 
    Ronan was another problem. He drifted between anger toward her and still trying to change her mind. But with their partnership over, Cassidy had no desire to be around him. Once he came to Bridgette’s ranch and begged Cassidy to go for a ride with him. 
 
    She told him, no, and he rode off in a gallop almost running over Sterling.  
 
    The town had settled down into a peaceful acceptance of disagreement. The new stores tried to seduce customers from the older businesses, but most of the people of Shirleyville understood what Adler and the duke were up to. 
 
    Duke Longshire stayed in Shirleyville to try and get his enterprises going and take control of his land holdings. He failed in the biggest, because Bridgette had put the ranch in her name. Sterling didn’t let her out of his sight. At other times, he hired Ronan to watch her. But when Cassidy came to stay with her, she let Ronan go.  
 
    Preacher Brett was declared innocent after an anonymous letter came to the mayor of Shirleyville. In it, they stated that Preacher Brett had only been a pawn and acted under duress. So the judge declared him innocent but gave Brett a stern lecture it could be revoked at any time if he acted inappropriately. 
 
    The judge was enjoying his retirement and staying home with Rachel to run their household. Oh, yeah. George. His mail-order bride was on her way from China but wouldn’t reach Montana until the spring. 
 
    Cassidy stopped writing in her diary. Sarah had started the idea of writing diaries for her students, but now the whole town was involved. Cassidy wrote about her feelings for Matt and the goings on in the valley. She thought her children might enjoy reading about the history of the area. She’d already written about the feud. 
 
    Looking out the window, Cassidy shook her head at her sister as she took the boys to wait for Sterling to come home. Bridgette was now up to her new adventure. She couldn’t believe her sister was going into another scheme. At least, this one seemed a bit tamer. She’d tried to get Ronan in on her venture, but he’d shook his head and left them. 
 
    Bridgette was now the Mail Order Mistress of Shirleyville. Oh, she hadn’t told her husband yet. He seemed to be under the impression that being a wife and mother would be enough to keep Bridgette busy. He was wrong. 
 
    So far, Bridgette had sent letters across the country looking for women for Delmer and Elmer Selmer. They would be set free from jail in the spring. She figured once she made them happy, she would advertise in town, and tell Sterling. 
 
    Cassidy looked at the open range. She still longed to ride across the land at a crazy gallop, but she’d taken to wearing dresses and being the woman that she was. No more wildcat. At least that’s what she’d promised Matt. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and she heard Bridgette open it. Federico and Tony were shouting so Cassidy missed the words and who it might be. 
 
    “Cassidy, someone to see you,” Bridgette called to her from the stairs to her room. 
 
    “All right. Be right down.” 
 
    She ran down the stairs, careful to hold her skirt up as she’d already tumbled once from forgetting. Once at the bottom of the stairs, she saw Matt. What a surprise because he’d said it would be Saturday before he came by. 
 
    “Matt, you surprise me.” 
 
    He smiled. “I thought you might want to go for a ride.” 
 
    “Oh, in a buggy.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Go and put on your old trousers.” He grinned at her and winked at Bridgette. “Hurry.” 
 
    She rushed and changed. She had to admit her old clothes were more comfortable than all the get up a woman required. Still, she felt a little embarrassed and wondered how she’d dressed so sloppily all those years before she fell in love with Matt. 
 
    Once back downstairs, he led her outside. “Starlight. She’s yours, you know. I thought a ride would do you some good. It’s a beautiful day, and I wanted to ride over the range with my gal.” 
 
    “Oh, Matt.” She kissed him. “Thank you. I love this horse.” 
 
    “I know. Better yet, I love you.” 
 
    “That I know, too.” She jumped on and waited for Matt. He grinned at her and galloped down the drive to the open range. 
 
    Together, they ran their horses over the land. The wind blew in her face, and she relished the feeling of power from the horse beneath her. She’d forgotten how thrilling. How she loved the wildness of it all. The land and the fast horse, but with Matt beside her, it was even richer. 
 
    Matt led her to the highest hill on the range. Getting down, he held the reins and took hers. “How was that?” 
 
    “I needed that.” 
 
    “You know, as my wife, I’ll expect you to ride with me.” 
 
    She smiled, “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” 
 
    Matt took her hand. “You’re my wildcat and always will be. It might have been you in a dress that caught my attention, but it’s your wild spirit, so brave and strong, that won my heart.” 
 
    She leaned against him. “As long as you love me, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head, and then put a hand under her chin and lifted her head. He looked into her eyes and kissed her. “Just a little of what you’ll get every day.” 
 
    They stood on the hill and looked over the land. In the distance, a herd of wild horses ran over the range. Cassidy pointed them out. “Someday, we’ll catch them.” 
 
    “Yes, you know how I love wild things.” 
 
    Cassidy put her hand against the back of his neck and rubbed her fingers in his hair. “Matt Stearns, don’t you know you’ve tamed my heart?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18  
 
      
 
      
 
    Cassidy had spent the last three days staring at white drifts of snow. She’d prayed it would go before the wedding and it looked like her prays were being answered. Warm sunshine this week had practically melted the snow from the road. 
 
    She packed her wedding dress and paced her room. Today, she would go home with Matt, and they’d begin their lives together. 
 
    Mother knocked on her door and opened it. “My Cassidy. You look lovely. I have to say, I wondered if this day would ever come.” 
 
    Cassidy smiled at her and gave her a hug. “I’m so happy, Mother. I love him so.” 
 
    “I can see that.” She put a lace handkerchief in her hands. “My mother gave me this on  my wedding day.” 
 
    “Oh, Mama.” Cassidy hugged her. “Thank you.” 
 
    The front door opened and Darcy ran in. “William has the wagon ready. Oh, Cassidy, you look lovely.” 
 
    Cassidy sat in the wagon and hoped they would get to the church on time. Then she hoped Matt would get to the church.  But she trusted him. And knew that his love was as sure as the sun coming up each morning. 
 
    They drove to the church. William helped them out of the wagon and carried her items. He was a good man for Darcy. 
 
    Cassidy went in the small room in the back, and her mother helped her put on her dress. Cassidy tucked the lace hanky inside her sleeve. “I’m ready. Is Matt out there?” 
 
    Darcy hugged her. “He’s there. And looks like he can’t wait another minute to get his bride.” 
 
    The music started and Mother and Darcy left the room.  
 
    Cassidy closed her eyes and prayed. She opened them, and Ronan was standing in the small room. 
 
    “What are—” 
 
    “Shh,” He put his hand over her mouth. “I had to know. Do you love him?” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. “Yes. Ronan, we were partners. We had something special, but it wasn’t love.” 
 
    He stepped back as if she’d slapped him. “I had to be sure.” He turned and left as quickly and quietly as he’d entered. 
 
    The door opened again, but this time is was Levi. He smiled at her and held out his arm for her. “I’m ready to escort my sister to her groom.” 
 
    She smiled at him and put her hand in the crook of his arm, and they started the walk down the aisle.  
 
    Matt looked at her. And all she could see was the love in his eyes. He was all that mattered to her. 
 
    Levi placed her hand in Matt’s.  
 
    Preacher Bret smiled at them. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here to witness the holy marriage of Matt Stearns and Cassidy Howard.” He wrapped a ribbon around their hands. “Let the Love of Christ wrap around you and bind you together as one. Love one another, always. Don’t let the sun go down on your anger. Treat one another as you would desire to be treated. 
 
    “Matt, will you take this woman to be your wife. To love and honor. Protect and provide for?” 
 
    Matt smiled at her. “I will with all my heart.” 
 
    “Cassidy, will you honor and respect Matt as your husband. Love him unconditionally and give his heart a trusted home?” 
 
    Cassidy nodded. “I will with all that is in me.” 
 
    “I pronounce you as husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” 
 
    Matt kissed her with such love that Cassidy thought she might melt. They turned to face the congregation. 
 
    Preacher Bret clapped. “Let’s celebrate the new couple.” 
 
    Cassidy had never dreamed of such a wonderful wedding. The judge and his family. Most of the town. Even Adler had come.  
 
    Then the time came. Matt took her hand and whispered in her ear. “It’s time for us to go home.” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    Together, they ran outside to a buggy that had been decorated.  
 
    Matt drove her to their ranch. “I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    He smiled. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    He drove the buggy to the cabin. “All right, open.” 
 
    Cassidy opened her eyes and saw a tree decorated in the yard. “I didn’t want you to miss Christmas. Our Cabin isn’t quite large enough for the tree, so I put it in the yard.” 
 
    She went to it and fingered the red bows on the branches. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Darcy and William helped me decorate it. They have a bit of a Christmas present for your mother.” 
 
    Cassidy turned to him. “What?” 
 
    “They eloped last night. Preacher Bret married them. And William has agreed to take over the ranch. They figure they can keep the sheep and still have a good-sized garden. That way there’s peace with the ranchers and the judge.” 
 
    “What a surprise. This is truly a Christmas to remember. I can sense my father smiling down on us.” 
 
    Matt picked her up. “Mrs. Stearns, let me take you into our home.” 
 
    She kissed him. “I love you, Matt. Forever.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Author Note – I hope you enjoyed Cassidy and Matt’s story. They were fun to write, and Cassidy surprised me. I thought she’d choose Ronan, but she didn’t. And that brings me to the next story.  
 
    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 more trouble that 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 Mail Order Mistress of Shirleyville. Some are glad some are mad. While Sterling has his own battle for Independence with his relative –Duke Longshire.
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  
 
    All my books are on Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited > https://www.amazon.com/Patricia-PacJac-Carroll/e/B008R9JCN2/ 
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