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one

Rocking M Ranch, Southwestern North Dakota, 1894




“You want to do what?” Quinn McFarland shoved his hands on his hips.

Anna resisted the urge to squirm under her brother’s stern glare. “I want to find some type of employment.”

Shaking his head, Quinn spun around and looked out the parlor window with his arms crossed over his broad chest. No doubt he was thinking of all the work he had to do and that he didn’t have time to humor his little sister. He turned, slow, like a cougar about to pounce on its prey. “That’s utter nonsense. We have more than enough money and plenty of work around here. Women are supposed to work at home, not someplace else.”

She knew he wouldn’t understand. Anna plopped onto the parlor’s settee, thinking that was the longest string of words her somber brother had said in a week.

She loved their large log cabin and helping Quinn around the ranch, but something was missing in her life. How could she make her work-all-the-time-never-have-fun brother understand how she felt? Why, Quinn practically woke up the roosters each morning.

He rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. His dark brown eyes, so much like hers, softened. “Look, I realize you feel a bit lost since Ma’s been staying at Grandma’s for so long. And now Adam is gone, too. I can’t pretend to understand the connection you two have, being twins and all, but finding employment isn’t the answer.”

Anna stared at her hands. What he said was true. While she loved Adam’s new bride, Mariah, she missed her twin terribly. He talked with her and joked. He knew when she felt sad, and if she was bored, he’d find something to challenge her mind or body. All Quinn did was work.

Twisting her hands in her lap, she glanced up at him. “It’s been hard to lose Adam—”

“We haven’t lost him. He’ll be back.”

“It’s not the same. He has a wife now. He doesn’t need … me.” Thick with emotion, her throat tightened. She poured herself a cup of tea from the pot that sat on the low table in front of the settee. The cup clattered on the saucer as she lifted it.

Adam had found the love of his life and was finally realizing his dream of drawing the West. His wife, Mariah, wrote dime novels for a Chicago publishing company, so traveling with Adam gave her the opportunity to get fodder for her stories. Anna was truly happy for Adam, but his leaving had left a hole inside her that nothing else could fill. Even praying hadn’t helped.

“Have you written Ma about this crazy idea of yours?”

Anna couldn’t look him in the eye, knowing she hadn’t mentioned her desire for a job to her mother. Mama would have had the same reaction as Quinn. Hadn’t she left her own children—albeit grown ones—to care for her ailing mother? She’d never understand Anna’s longing for something different to do.

“I can tell by your lack of response that you haven’t.” He paced to the dining table and back into the parlor, his long legs making quick work of the short distance.

“I have an idea.” Quinn snapped his fingers, crossed the room, and stood before her. Dressed in denim pants, a blue chambray shirt, leather vest, and boots covered in a layer of dust, he looked every bit the rancher that he was. His dark blond hair even had a perpetual ring-shaped indentation from where his hat had pressed it down. “I hadn’t mentioned this to you yet, but I’d planned to take our annual trip to Bismarck next month to stock up on supplies before winter comes. What if we go earlier? Maybe this coming Monday? We can visit Ma and Grandmother for a few weeks.”

Anna set her teacup on the table and jumped up, clapping her palms together. “Truly? Oh, that would be wonderful! They’ll be so surprised to see us this early.”

She dashed around the table and embraced her older brother. He was solid, hard muscled, and a good three inches taller than Adam. Not one to overly show emotion, he lightly embraced her and patted her back. She looked up at him and smiled. “Thank you, Quinn.”

He cleared his throat and stepped back. “I’ve got work to do.”

“Me, too. I’ve got to get busy so I’ll be ready. Three days is hardly enough time to prepare.” All the things she needed to do before leaving raced through Anna’s mind. Pack. Make a list of food supplies. Search the catalogs for anything else they would need over the long, cold North Dakota winter.

“We can wait and go in a few weeks, like I’d planned, if it’s too much of a rush.”

“No! I’ll be ready.”

Quinn chuckled and shook his head. “Make your lists. Don’t forget ammunition and restocking the medicines for the animals. I’ll have Claude write down what we’re needing.” He grabbed his hat from the peg near the front door and left.

Anna hurried to her room and threw open the wardrobe door. Fluffing the skirt of one of her wool dresses, she noted its thinness. She’d need to buy a new winter dress or two and another split riding skirt, and she and Leyna, their cook, needed to make a long list of food supplies.

Excitement surging through her, she grabbed the stack of catalogs from the floor of the wardrobe and hurried to the dining room table. She loved going to Bismarck to visit her grandmother and to shop, and she couldn’t wait to hug her mother again. Oh, how she’d missed her. A smile tugged at Anna’s lips. And just maybe, if she worked things right, she could find employment there and not have to come back to the boring Rocking M Ranch.
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Standing outside of the U.S. Marshal’s office in Bismarck, Brett Wickham rubbed his thumb over his deputy marshal’s badge. Was he really ready to resign? To call it quits and go back to ranching with his younger brother?

“You sure about this?” Taylor watched him. “I’d love to have you back at the Bar W, but if you’re not ready to quit, we can get along without you for a while longer.”

No, it was time. Brett had put months of thought and prayer into his decision. He was ready to live a slower life. After five years of chasing outlaws, his ache for adventure had been satisfied. Two dollars per captured outlaw would never make a man rich, but then he hadn’t done the job for the money. He’d served the state of North Dakota by capturing numerous thieves and murderers and seeing them convicted for their crimes and making life safer for the decent folk.

“I’m sure. It’s time I went home. You still got the draft from the cattle sale?”

Taylor patted his shirt pocket. “Right here.”

Brett nodded. “You did a good job getting that herd here. Why don’t you go to the bank and get the cash for the draft while I tender my resignation. Then we can celebrate with a steak dinner.”

Taylor smiled and rubbed his belly. “That’s my kind of celebration. After I go to the bank, I’ll find my wranglers and pay them their wages, and then I’ll meet you at that little café across from the hotel, all right?”

Brett nodded and watched Taylor amble away until a wagon loaded with supplies blocked his view. His younger brother had been a skinny, pimple-faced kid when Brett left their Bar W ranch to realize his dream of becoming a lawman, but now Taylor was a man. His brother had stepped up when their father died and kept the ranch going. It was time now for Brett to go home and shoulder some of the responsibility.

Maybe if he was lucky, some pretty gals had moved into the area or some of those giggly schoolgirls he used to tease had grown up. He smiled, remembering how he’d tied a frog to one of Sally Novak’s braids. The girl had squawked and thrashed like a chicken chased by a fox. Yep, he was ready to settle down and have some ornery boys of his own, but a man needed the right woman to do that.

The window on the door rattled as he stepped inside the marshal’s office. The scents of leather and gun oil mixed with cigar smoke. Brett nodded at the young deputy seated at the desk. “Marshal Cronan in?”

“Back there.” The man jerked his head toward the rear office.

Brett saw his boss, Marshal Joseph Cronan, seated at the desk, his head down, as he studied a wanted poster. Brett knocked on the doorjamb, and the man looked up. His mustache twitched just before he smiled. He stood, offering Brett his hand. “Caught any more criminals, Wickham?”

They shook hands. Brett sat after the marshal did and hung his hat on his knee. “Not since yesterday.”

Marshal Cronan chuckled. “Well … I don’t reckon we can catch one every day, though I’d sure like to.”

Brett let his gaze rove over the various posters mounted on the wall to his right. The office was rustic, messy, and reeked of cigar smoke, but that didn’t keep the marshal from doing his job.

“So, ya ready for a new assignment?”

Brett resisted the urge to fidget like a schoolboy in trouble. He hated disappointing the man who’d been his mentor. “No, actually I’ve uh … decided to … uh … resign.”

Whew. That was harder to get out than he’d thought.

Marshal Cronan pursed his lips and studied him. He narrowed his eyes for a moment; then resignation dulled his gaze, and he sighed. “Real sorry to hear that. I sure hate to lose a good man like you.”

“I’ve got a younger brother who’s been running the Bar W since our pa died. It’s time I go back and do my fair share.”

He nodded. “A man’s gotta do what he feels is best. I wish I could offer you a fair wage to stay, but …” He shrugged one shoulder.

Brett knew the deal. A marshal risked his life for his job. He didn’t make a wage and only got paid if he captured and turned in an outlaw. If he and the outlaw were killed together, the marshal’s family was expected to pay the burial expenses of both men. It wasn’t right, but that was the way of things.

Brett laid his badge on the marshal’s desk. “Thank you for taking in a rebellious youth and making a man of him.”

The marshal nodded. His chair squeaked as he stood and shook Brett’s hand again. “I’ve got train robbers, cattle rustlers, and the Sallinger gang acting up again. I’m hoping you’ll change your mind.”

Brett flashed him a wish-I-could-help-you smile, slapped his hat on his head, and walked outside, feeling freer than he had in a long while. Yes sirree, time for a new beginning.
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Anna walked along the street that angled down a steep hill, taking in all the sights and sounds of Bismarck. The town seemed to sprout buildings as fast as her garden did weeds. Every time she came to visit there were new houses and stores going up.

Anna enjoyed having her mother walk beside her after being separated from her for over a year. Ellen McFarland still turned heads at forty-seven. They greatly resembled one another with their blond hair and brown eyes. Anna hoped she looked as youthful when she was her mother’s age.

“It’s too bad Quinn had to return to the ranch so soon. I’d hoped he could rest and visit more than a few days.” She looped her arm through Anna’s. “I missed you so much.”

Anna smiled. “I missed you, too. Are you staying here much longer? Grandmother seems to be doing better.”

Her mother’s cheeks turned red, and she looked away. “You children are grown now. Adam’s married.” She stopped and faced Anna. “I’m not sure that I will be returning to the Rocking M.”

Anna’s heart fluttered. She wasn’t coming home?

“I can see this comes as quite a shock to you, darling. Mother is doing better, but I don’t feel she should be living alone at her age. I’d love for you to stay here with us for the winter.”

Anna started walking again. Was this the answer to her prayers? Her loneliness? Could she leave Quinn alone to run the ranch?”

Her mother took her arm again. “It’s a lot to think about. You don’t have to decide right now. Let’s just enjoy our time together. There’s a wonderful little shop a few blocks over that has all manner of feminine accessories. They have the prettiest hair combs.”

Anna thought of the long list of supplies she would have to purchase now that Quinn had returned home, and she found it difficult to get excited over a hair comb. People dressed in fancy clothing passed them by on both sides of the street. The large buildings blocked the view of the hills unless she looked up the street. She missed the wide-open spaces and quiet of the country.

“I do hope Quinn will be all right. I pray for you children every night.”

“It’s been a long while since we’ve had rustlers. I hope we didn’t lose too many head of cattle. At least they didn’t get any of the Percherons.” Anna swatted at a fly buzzing her face.

“I worry about Quinn out chasing rustlers.”

“He’ll be careful.” Anna flashed her mother an ornery look. “What he needs is a wife to settle him down.”

Her mother smiled, brown eyes twinkling. “It will take a very special woman to do that.”

“And a mighty patient one, too.” They shared a laugh.

“If we don’t find a dress you like in one of the stores here in Bismarck, we can try looking in Mandan.”

“I’m not that picky. I’m sure I can find something here.” Anna jerked to a halt as a man rushed out the doors of the Bedford Hotel and nearly plowed into them. He marched down the street without so much as an “excuse me.”

Her mother shook her head. “Whatever happened to manners? I declare, some of the folks these days don’t know how to show even the simplest courtesy.”

Anna scowled at the rude man and pulled her beaded reticule, the small handbag she saved for trips to Bismarck, farther up her arm. “Most of the cowboys on the ranch are quite polite, but we do occasionally get one who isn’t. Quinn soon puts them in their place if they act improper around me.”

“He’s a good brother. He did a wonderful job of keeping that ranch going after your father died. I still regret not helping him more, but I was suffering my own grief at the time. Besides, Quinn was always determined to do things himself.”

They ducked into Harper’s Mercantile. Anna’s eyes took a moment to adjust after being in the bright sunlight. The scents of leather, coffee, and spices filled the air, exciting her. Purchasing such a long list of supplies was a big job, but her interest peaked seeing the new items that the stores in Bismarck carried.

Her mother had offered to make her a skirt, and Ellen fingered a charcoal gray wool, but Anna’s eyes drifted to a dark green.

“Has it been hard for you since Adam and Mariah left?”

Anna shrugged, not wanting to burden her mother with her worries. “I do miss him—both of them, if you want the truth. Mariah quickly became the best friend I’d never had.”

“She’s a lovely woman and seems to be the inspiration that Adam needs. I’m glad I was able to go to their wedding.” Ellen smiled as if remembering the ceremony held in the tiny church in Medora last summer. “At least you know they’ll be back for part of the year. That should be a comfort.”

“Yes, it is.” But it would be a long time before they returned from their travels. Too long. “I’ve been thinking of trying to find some kind of employment.”

Her mother swiveled around, staring with her mouth gaping open like a widemouthed bass. “Don’t you have enough to do at the ranch? It’s most unusual for a woman to work unless she’s a widow with children to support or a schoolteacher. Really, Anna, that seems an absurd idea.”

Anna sighed. Her mother’s response was the same as Quinn’s. Why did it matter if a woman worked outside the home? Surely there were jobs a woman could do better than a man.

“Would you live in Medora?” Ellen shook her head. “Besides, you wouldn’t want to leave Quinn all alone, would you?”

Hadn’t Ellen just asked her to do that very thing by inviting her to spend the winter in Bismarck? And how could she explain that Quinn was the one who deserted her? He worked away from the house all day, and in the evenings after dinner, his head was either in a book on cattle breeding or ranching techniques, or he was checking her bookkeeping. He simply didn’t know how to relax.

“Why don’t you stay a few months here with your grandmother and me? We could have such fun. There are so many more things to do here than on the ranch.”

Maybe an extended change of scenery would do her good. But did she really want to be in a crowded town for so long?

“I’ll think about that.”

“Do you see anything you like here?”

“What about the emerald?” Anna was glad to be on a different topic.

Her mother unrolled the bolt of green wool and held it up in front of Anna. “It looks good with your coloring, although a brown or gray would go better with your eyes.”

“I think I will get this. I love the color.”

They purchased six yards of the wool cloth and several other items then meandered out of the store. The streets of Bismarck were crowded with people. The one thing Anna disliked about the city was all the noise. People chattered everywhere, harnesses jingled as wagons passed on the streets, and the smells were so different than those of the ranch.

“I need to stop at the bank and make a withdrawal. Then what do you say to eating lunch at a café?” Her mother tugged her across the street toward the Bismarck Federal Bank.

“Oh, I’d love to.” Anna nearly bounced. The only time she ate out of the house was at a church social or when she came to town. It was a treat that she eagerly looked forward to.

They crossed the street and headed for the bank. Anna helped her mother up the steps and reached for the bank’s door handle. Suddenly, the doors burst open. Someone rushed out and plowed smack into Anna. She gasped and spun around, snagging her heel on her skirt, and fell down. The other person tripped and landed beside her. Gold coins exploded from a bag and plunged to the ground like shiny raindrops, clinking onto the boardwalk all around her.

Heart pounding, Anna looked up and caught the angered glare of the other person who’d fallen—a woman’s glare. The woman jumped up and grabbed the bank bag, which looked to be only half full now, and raced toward a nearby horse.

A shot rang out from inside the bank, and the door flew open again and clanked against the wall. A poorly dressed man with a full beard charged outside, lugging two more bank bags and waving a gun. He glanced down at Anna and the coins lying all around. The gun turned her way, and her heart dropped. Her mouth went dry. Lord, help me.
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The outlaw’s gun hovered in Anna’s face for only seconds, but it seemed a lifetime. Her breath caught in her throat as her heart stampeded. The man muttered a curse and ran to his horse, pocketing his weapon. Anna’s whole body trembled, but she heaved a sigh of relief as the two outlaws galloped down the hill.

A skinny man with round spectacles ran out the open door. “Bank robbery. Stop them!” He shoved his hands to his waist as he watched the two riders disappear around the corner at the end of the street.

People from all around hurried toward the bank. The clerk looked down at Anna and scowled. His eyes widened when he saw the coins on the ground. “That money belongs to the bank.”

He grabbed her arm and attempted to pull her up. “Someone hold her until the marshal comes.”

Anna jerked her arm away. “No, wait. I didn’t have anything to do with the robbery.” As if she were telling a falsehood, a coin rolled off her lap and clinked against one already on the boardwalk.

When no one moved to hold her, the clerk pursed his lips and dropped to his knees, frantically gathering up the coins.

Anna rubbed her aching wrist and remembered her mother. She twisted around, relieved to see her standing by the bank window, holding her handbag to her chest, shocked but safe.

“May I assist you, ma’am?” An older gentleman offered Anna his hand.

“Yes, thank you.” She reached out to him, and as she stood on trembling legs, gold coins dropped from the folds of her skirt, plunking onto the boardwalk. “Oh, dear.”

The clerk scowled at her again. “That’s the bank’s money.”

“I—” Anna started.

“Listen here, Floyd,” the man beside her said. “This woman is an innocent bystander. I saw it all. That first robber plowed out the doors and knocked this woman in a tizzy. The bank bag fell open, spilling coins everywhere. You should thank her. In a way, she actually saved some of the money by causing that first thief to drop the bag.”

The flustered clerk’s cheeks reddened. He picked up the last two coins and cradled them all in his untucked shirt. “Sorry, ma’am.”

A heavyset man shoved his way out of the bank and looked from side to side. “A man’s been shot in here. Somebody get a doctor.”
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Brett glanced at his pocket watch and resumed staring out the window. He’d been waiting nearly a half hour for Taylor to arrive for lunch. He must have had trouble finding his crew.

Brett sipped his coffee, marveling that he could be so relaxed after finally quitting law enforcement. Out of habit, he glanced at the others in the room, studying their faces, still remembering all the wanted posters he’d viewed on nearly a weekly basis.

“Can I warm your coffee?” A young woman offered him a coy smile.

He held up his cup, enjoying her pretty features and fresh look. “Thanks.”

“Do you want to go ahead and order or keep waiting for the rest of your party?”

Brett shook his head. “I’ll wait. He should be here at any moment.”

The café door rattled as a big man fumbled with the knob.

Finally, he shoved the door open and searched the room. His gaze landed on the wiry man at the table next to Brett’s.

“Doc! You’re needed at the bank. A customer was shot during a robbery,” the burly man shouted, not even taking the time to cross the room.

The man at the table beside Brett’s jumped to his feet, tossed some coins down, and left his half-eaten meal. He hurried from the café, his napkin still tucked in his waistband.

Brett went rigid. The bank. A customer was shot in the bank?

He leaped up, dropping a handful of coins on the table, and raced for the door. His mind pounded out a cadence with his fast-moving feet. Not Taylor. Please, God, not my brother.

A group of people crowded the bank entrance. The doctor tried to shove his way through. “U.S. marshal,” Brett shouted. “Clear the way.”

The crowd parted like the Red Sea had for Moses, and Brett followed the doctor inside. He blinked his eyes as he searched the room. Near the counter, a man lay on the floor. Brett’s chest tightened as he stepped forward.

The doctor knelt beside the man and checked his pulse. He shook his head and stood. “There’s nothing I can do. He’s already gone.”

As the doc stepped to the side, a force equal to a cannonball hit Brett in the gut. Taylor.

His brother lay dead on the floor. The bank draft for their cattle was still clenched in one fist, and his gun lay on the floor a few inches from his other hand. Brett dropped to his knees.

No.

Not now.

Oh, God, why? He fought back tears. A marshal never cried. He scooped up Taylor’s still-warm form and hugged it to his chest, fighting back a moan. As he held his brother’s body in his arms, he listened to an account of what had happened. Taylor had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“If’n that young cock hadn’t gone for his gun, he’d most likely be alive right now,” a skinny clerk with round glasses stated.

Brett clenched his fist. He wanted to clobber the man for referring to his brother in such a way. Taylor was mature for his age and honorable as the day was long. If he’d gone for his gun, it was to protect the others in the bank.

Brett pulled the draft from Taylor’s fingers and pocketed it, berating himself for not cashing it himself. But Taylor had been the one who had raised the herd and driven it all the way to Bismarck. It was his place to reap the benefit.

Some benefit.

He lifted his brother and stood, Taylor’s limp, muscled body weighing heavy in his arms. Brett clenched his jaw so tight it ached. Numbness kept his feet from moving, and his vision blurred as Taylor’s blood soaked Brett’s shirt.

Marshal Cronan left a group he was questioning and strode toward Brett. “You know him?”

Brett blinked, struggling to make his clogged throat respond. “He’s my brother.”

The marshal’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry, Brett. Can I do anything for you?”

“You can give me my badge back.”

“You sure?” The marshal pursed his lips, his mustache twitching.

Brett nodded. “Just let me get Taylor to the m–mortuary.” He nearly choked on that last word. “You need help?” Brett shook his head.

The marshal nodded, understanding that this was a job Brett needed to do alone. “I’ve gotta find Charley Addams.

He draws sketches for me. From the descriptions, it sounds like Jack and Lottie Sallinger robbed the bank. I want to get clean drawings of them before the witnesses forget what they look like. I got a poster on Jack, but nobody’s ever gotten a good look at Lottie until today.”

The crowd of murmuring spectators stepped back as they walked outside. Brett hated their sympathetic stares and curious glances. How could things change so fast? Could he ever go back to the ranch knowing his brother wouldn’t be there?

The first thing he had to do was bury Taylor. He nearly stumbled at that thought. His younger brother had always followed him around, wanting to be like Brett. And yet, Taylor had stayed home while Brett ran away from their overly strict pa and put his life on the line as a lawman. He should be dead, not Taylor.

Brett bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. If it took the rest of his life, he’d hunt down the Sallingers and vindicate his brother.

[image: ]

The next day, Anna pored over the ads in the newspaper, finally settling back in her chair, discouraged. She had hoped that if she stayed in Bismarck for an extended time as her mother had requested, she might find some kind of employment here, but it was no use. She heaved a heavy sigh. Nearly all the advertisements were jobs for men, and the ones that weren’t sounded boring or involved too much work for the puny wages offered. Though Anna loved children, she had no desire to be stuck in a building teaching them all day. So what was a woman to do? She could be a cook, seamstress—if she learned to sew—or clean houses, pretty much the same things she had done back home.

Flipping the paper closed, her gaze landed on an article about the bank robbery. She scanned it and gasped. The description of the female thief sounded just like her. Had that buffoon of a clerk given the law officials a description of her instead of the outlaw? She’d seen the woman up close, and she looked nothing like Anna except for their hair coloring. She’d never forget those cold hazel eyes glaring at her.

Anna shivered. She’d acted brave yesterday in front of her mother, but the truth was, that robbery had frightened her more than she could ever remember being frightened—and she wasn’t one to scare easily. She’d read in the paper that a young man had been killed, a rancher from southwestern North Dakota. A man not even as old as her twenty-two years. How sad to die so young. So needlessly.

She felt the city closing in on her, strangling her. Anna longed for the open fields and high buttes of her Badlands. A place where one could ride for days and never encounter another person. Where the only sounds were those of nature. And yet, she didn’t want to leave her mother. Who knew when she’d see her again?

“I so hate to see you go. You barely just arrived.” Her grandmother lifted Anna’s beaded handbag off the coffee table. “What do you have in here? Stones? It feels like you brought half the Badlands with you.”

Anna giggled. “A gal needs her stuff, doesn’t she?”

“That she does.” A smile tugged at her grandmother’s wrinkled cheeks, then faded. “I do wish you’d reconsider staying longer. I so enjoy your visits.”

Anna patted her hand. “Why don’t you and Mama come to the ranch and stay awhile? It would do you good to get out of town for a bit.”

She shook her head. “No, these bones are far too old to withstand the shaking and rattling of a train all the way to Medora and then taking a long wagon ride to the Rocking M. I’ll just have to content myself with waiting until you visit again in the spring. I do thank you for sharing your mother with me. I don’t know how I would have gotten along when I broke my leg last year if she hadn’t come to help me. I like to pretend, but in truth, I know I’m not as strong as I was before that happened.”

Half an hour later, after hugging her grandma good-bye, Anna left with her mother for the mercantile. She still had numerous items to purchase and arrange to have shipped back to Medora. Once she was done, she would hightail it home, away from the hustle and bustle and accusations of this town. Maybe by next spring, things would have quieted down and she could plan a long stay in Bismarck.
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Brett stacked his small pile of supplies on the mercantile counter and looked around the store. He still needed to fill his tin of matches, pick out a new shirt to replace the one that got ruined when he carried Taylor’s body to the undertaker, and get more cartridges for his Winchester.

Along the wall, he grabbed an extra large, blue chambray shirt and headed back to the counter, his boots echoing on the wooden floor. Two young women batted their lashes at him, and he tipped his hat to them.

“I need a box of those cartridges,” he told the clerk as he pointed to the brand he wanted.

The bell over the entrance tinkled and a shadow darkened the doorway as two women entered side by side. Brett nodded to the older woman and turned his gaze on the younger female. His heart nearly jolted out of his chest. Lottie Sallinger?

He ducked his head and turned. Surely she wouldn’t be so brazen as to march into a store the day after robbing the Bismarck Federal Bank. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her examine a shelf of spices. The older woman stayed by her side like a shadow, chatting merrily. Were they related? Or merely friends?

He ambled to the window, feigning interest in a fancy tooled saddle on display. From his shirt pocket, he pulled out the sketch of Lottie Sallinger. The woman in the store looked exactly like the drawing. His heart pounded, but his thoughts warred with each other. Hadn’t Marshal Cronan said this morning that the Sallingers had been spotted south of Bismarck?

And Lottie Sallinger wasn’t a lady, from all reports. So could she be playing the part of one as a daring, elaborate disguise?

He studied the woman then looked at the picture. The same oval face with a small straight nose and pleasant lips stared back. Of course, he couldn’t see the color of the woman’s eyes, but he wondered if they weren’t the same brown as Lottie’s were reported to be.

The two women took their armloads of purchases to the counter. The clerk scooted Brett’s measly pile over, and his eyes gleamed as the women deposited theirs.

“I have a list of supplies that I need filled and delivered to the train depot by ten tomorrow morning. Will you be able to fill such a large order?”

The woman’s voice was soft, delicate. Not at all what he would expect in an outlaw. That Lottie Sallinger was quite the actress.

Imagine the guts it took to order a wagonload of supplies in the same town you’d just robbed. Would she pay in double-eagle coins, like those missing from the bank?

“I can handle this just fine. What name do you want on the crates, ma’am?” The clerk held his pencil poised for her response.

“Rocking M Ranch. Medora.”

Medora? Was that where the gang hid out when not on a robbery streak?

He’d been through the sleepy little town in the heart of the Badlands. Wasn’t much there. Some big, old factory that a French nobleman had abandoned after his business failed and a handful of smaller buildings east of the Little Missouri River.

Now that he thought about it, the Badlands was the perfect place for a hideout, except maybe during their frigid winters.

Should he arrest her now or follow her, hoping she might lead him to her brother—and the stolen money? And who was the older woman?

He couldn’t even collect the money owed him for the cattle sale since the bank had no funds at the moment. But that was the least of his worries right now.

Brett rubbed his thumb and forefinger down a fancy leather belt. His last arrest had gone bad when he’d gotten in a hurry and hadn’t taken enough care to gather the proper evidence. The outlaw had been set free, and he quickly kidnapped the thirteen-year-old daughter of the man who’d testified against him. Brett clenched his jaw, remembering the day he’d found her battered body. He released the crimped belt.

Lottie was at the counter, counting out a stack of dollar bills.

Brett didn’t want to make the same mistake again. He’d never forget having to tell that girl’s parents that she was dead. The mother’s cries still haunted his dreams. This time, he’d use caution and patience and make sure he had the evidence needed to convict the Sallingers—and see them imprisoned and awaiting trial for killing his brother.
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