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      June 1880, Yuma Territorial Prison

      

      Warden Ezra Dean sat behind his plain wooden desk and eyed each woman before him.

      Gwen stood by the open window, trying to get some breeze and cool her off. She waved the flies away from her face.

      Warden Dean was an average man, with graying brown hair, brown eyes and spectacles that were forever on the end of his nose, which he was always pushing back up. She was always surprised that he never approached them with even the slightest lewd suggestion. But, above all else, he was devoted to his wife of thirty years.

      His home wasn’t far from the prison and Mrs. Dean came occasionally to bring the Warden his lunch. She’d been very kind to all the women.

      He was clearly in love with his wife. He’d smiled and puffed out his chest whenever he introduced her to someone new..

      Gwen had never been in love. Her life as a prostitute didn’t exactly lend itself to falling in love. When she got out of prison, she’d pay off her contract to Jonas Riley and she’d be free of that world forever. She just had to get the money from the robbery. The law had never found the money, so it was still where they’d stashed it. She’d have to wait a bit, but then she'd pay off the contract and finally be free.

      Today, however, Warden Dean wasn’t interested in his wife, instead he surveyed the five women standing in front of him.

      He straightened a stack of papers on the desk. “You each have the chance for a good life, away from your past. You have the opportunity to become mail-order brides. Your husbands will know your history and you’ll have to prove yourselves to them. Are you willing to learn to be a rancher’s wife and to hopefully become mothers? I need your answers now. The stage is waiting. And you should know if you run away, you’ll be sent back here. No trial, no judge. Straight back to finish your sentence.”

      Fiona was a tall redhead and the de facto leader of the group. She glanced around at the other women and then focused her emerald eyes back at the warden, whose spectacles had slipped down his nose again.

      He sat with a pen poised over a piece of paper on his desk.

      “I’m willing,” Fiona said.

      The warden made a mark on the top sheet of paper and then looked up. “Gwen, you’re next.”

      She thought about this. She’d been married before and Hayden had abandoned her, leaving her little choice but to become a prostitute. Did she want to go through that again? But she would get out of prison and that was worth it. She shrugged. “I’ll go. Anything’s better than here.”

      She was short and buxom, with bright red hair and freckles. Gwen knew she was pretty because she’d been Jonas’s best girl. She had a temper that matched her red hair, but, according to some of her customers, she had beautiful dark blue eyes. One man said it was like looking into a sapphire the jeweler in Phoenix had shown his wife.

      Between each woman’s response, the warden made a mark on the paper, then dipped the pen, readying for the next mark.

      Gwen figured he was marking them down in case he had to go into the yard and find another woman, if any of them didn’t want to go.

      “Maisie?”

      Maisie was blonde, a pale, silver-blonde, like she was always standing in the moonlight. She had big, blue-green eyes and a voluptuous figure. She’d been married before but was a widow now.

      They all knew about her husband and all Gwen could say was thank God he was dead. She’d had clients like him. They would beat her and she’d be laid up for two weeks while she healed. It wouldn’t have been so bad to be alone for two weeks if she hadn’t been in so much pain.

      “I’m going.” Maisie took Lottie’s hand.

      “Lottie, I guess that means you’re next,” said the warden kindly.

      She looked at her sister. “I’m going with Maisie.”

      She and Maisie were twins and, except for Lottie’s golden blonde hair, they had the same features and figures.

      “And you’re last Ivy. What about you?” asked the warden.

      Ivy looked over the top of her spectacles. “I’m going, Warden Dean. I’d die here without my friends.”

      “I understand. Now, you’ll be marrying the Campbell brothers of the Circle C Ranch. There are five of them—Ross, Clay, Frank, Tucker and Brodie. Ross and Clay are twins, with Ross older by twenty minutes, or so I’m told.”

      “Which man will each of us marry?” asked Gwen.

      “I don’t know. You’ll find out when you get there.” He leaned his forearms on the desk and clasped his hands. “These are good men. They know what you were convicted of and will marry you, anyway. This is your second chance and I believe almost everyone deserves a second chance. You ladies robbed a bank without one shot being fired. You didn’t hurt anyone, and that’s why you were considered for this experiment.”

      “What’re we going to wear, Warden Dean? We can’t marry these men in prison garb,” said Fiona.

      The warden chuckled. “The Campbells have provided each of you with new clothes, which are in your cells. Mrs. Dean helped me with the dress sizes. You each have a new dress, in various colors, so you don’t look like you’re from prison. Plus you have a skirt, blouse, traveling cloak and some other things, too. Go change and then get on our stage. It, not the wagon, will take you into Yuma, where you'll catch the stage to Prescott. You’ll each find a reticule, as well. You can put your papers in it. It also contains money for traveling expenses provided by the Campbells.”

      Each of the women thanked the warden for the opportunity.

      Then they all ran back to the cells they’d shared for almost three years.

      The warden hadn’t lied. On each bed was a dress, each a different color, a black bombazine skirt and a blouse in the same hue as the dress.

      Gwen’s dress and blouse were in a dark emerald green, which was one of her favorite colors. Also on the bed were two pairs of new bloomers, two chemises, two pairs of cotton stockings with the ribbons to hold them up, a new pair of boots, a corset, dark green traveling coat and a hat to match.

      None of them were happy with the corsets, but they all put them on.

      Also on the bed was a carpetbag to put everything in.

      Gwen watched Fiona as she placed her prison dress in the bottom, then the extra bloomers, chemise, and stockings.

      She cocked her head. “Why are you taking the prison dress?”

      “To work in. Do you think I want to get these clothes dirty?”

      “No, but do you want to be reminded every day where you came from? Do you want your husband to think of that every day or to think of you as the good woman he married? I, for one, have enough in my background I’d rather not be reminded of. I don’t need this dress, too.” Gwen threw the dress to the side.

      “I can always burn it when I get there,” said Fiona.

      After everyone had packed, Fiona handed out the stage tickets.

      Maisie picked up her reticule. “The warden wasn’t kidding when he said the Campbells provided for our traveling expenses.” She held out her hand with ten dollars in coins.

      Gwen picked up hers and found the same thing. “Looks like the Campbells want us to be able to eat on the trip to Prescott.” She dropped the money back into the reticule, then turned around and looked at the other women in the room. “Can you believe we’re going back there? What kind of strange coincidence is that? I almost wanted to yell ‘Anywhere but Prescott!’”

      “It’s strange, that’s for sure,” said Lottie. She’d put on her blue blouse and black skirt. Her golden-blonde hair, which naturally had a loose curl, was like rays of sunshine and was in a bun at her nape. She pulled a few strands loose around her face and then put on her hat.

      She looked great, in Gwen’s opinion.

      Maisie was the oldest of the sisters and her hair was also curly like Lottie’s. She followed her sister’s lead and pulled out strands on either side of her face, too.

      The twins had the most unusual eyes Gwen had ever seen. They were blue-green and always seemed to sparkle. Lottie’s with mischief and Maisie’s with humor at Lottie’s mischief.

      “All right, ladies.” Fiona clapped her hands. “Got everything packed and ready to go? Let’s get out of this place and go get on the stage.”

      Gwen took one last look at her prison cell and vowed she’d die before she ever returned there.

      Wearing their new clothes, coats, and hats, all five women marched out to the waiting prison stagecoach.
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        * * *

      

      In Yuma, Gwen and the others boarded the stage to Prescott. This stagecoach was much nicer than the prison one, but even that was better than the prison wagon that had taken them from Prescott to Yuma. It had bars on the windows and bolts on the floor, which they were shackled to like they were some sort of deranged murderers.

      The Yuma stage had padded seats covered in dark green leather that was attached with brass brads. The windows all had a leather flap decorated with roses and leaves that was pulled down in the event of dust storms or snow.

      At the ten-minute station stops they only changed horses. At the last one, when Gwen and the other women went back to board again, the driver stood in front of the closed door with one hand on the door handle and the other pointed at them. “Ladies, we’ll be at the next stop for about an hour. Make sure you eat, because we won’t stop again for over ten minutes all night. The food ain’t the best, but it’s filling. It costs a dollar, which is highway robbery, but we can’t do anything about that either.” He opened the door and waved them into the coach. “Just thought I should warn you.”

      “We’ll remember to eat. Thank you, Mr. Simms,” said Maisie.

      The driver tipped his hat and assisted each of the ladies into the stagecoach. Then he climbed up, and the coach jolted forward.

      “I’m definitely glad the Campbells gave us each ten dollars. If the food had been more palatable, we’d have used it up just to eat along the way.” Gwen, who sat by the window on this leg of the journey, looked outside. They were heading into the mountains. “Now we still have money for the upcoming feast.”

      The other women laughed.

      Prescott was in a valley in the Bradshaw mountains. Gwen watched as the once distant mountains were getting closer. They were in the high desert now. The landscape here was still mostly desert, with saguaro cacti dotting the countryside like sentinels, waiting for their leader to return.

      Gwen turned back to the women in the coach. “As it is, we’ll have money to give back to our husbands. I, for one, don’t want to be beholden to my husband for anything more than I have to be.”

      “The remaining money will only be about five dollars. I don’t see why we can’t keep it,” said Lottie.

      Gwen remembered her first customers in the bordello. They’d probably saved their pennies and nickels and quarters for months to afford an hour of her time. “Five dollars is a lot of money to most people and I won’t be owing this man, if I can help it.”

      “You’re right,” said Fiona. “It will help us get on our husbands’ good sides if we’re honest from the beginning.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Lottie pouted and then sighed. “It is only five dollars and not worth what could be a black mark for us before we even begin our marriage.”

      Maisie and Ivy agreed.

      Before long, the coach pulled into the stage stop.

      The driver opened the door and helped each of them out. “We have just one hour, ladies. Eat up, and do whatever else you need to.”

      The women filed into the wood building, which was in fairly good condition, made of unvarnished wood, not logs, that had turned gray with age but were straight. Inside, the floor was clean and tables with benches were in the main room. On one wall was a bar with a couple of bottles of liquor on the shelf behind it.

      To the side of the bar was a curtain, which appeared to separate the owner’s sleeping quarters and kitchen from the rest of the building. On the wall directly across from the door was a fireplace with a pot of something cooking that smelled delicious.

      “Welcome, ladies.” A skinny man with a scraggly, graying beard and a full head of dark hair held the door for them. His clothes were stained but clean. “We have fresh bread, coffee and beans for you, if you’re hungry.”

      Gwen’s stomach rumbled.

      The man chuckled. “I guess you are hungry.” He looked up. “Good, to see you, Bill. I’ll get you some coffee.”

      She slapped a hand over her stomach. “Yes, sir. We haven’t eaten since breakfast this morning, about eight hours ago.”

      “Well, you all sit, and I’ll bring you some bread and coffee to get you started. There’s butter on the table.”

      They sat at one of the long tables and the man came over holding five tin cups by the handles in one hand and a coffee pot in the other.

      “Here you go.” He poured them each a cup of coffee. “We have a cow, so there’s milk for the coffee, but no sugar.”

      “We’re very grateful for the milk, sir.”

      “Oh, I’m not a sir. I’m Samuel Jefferies. Pleased to make your acquaintance, ladies.”

      “And we yours,” said Gwen.

      He left and brought over a loaf of fresh bread. It had a crusty outside but was soft and fluffy inside. There was a light sourdough flavor.

      “This bread is superb. If your beans are half as good, it will be the best meal we’ve had since Yuma.” Gwen took another bite of the bread and was in heaven. It felt a little strange talking about Yuma and not mentioning the prison, but Gwen decided to think of it as just a town they passed through on their way to Prescott.

      Next, Mr. Jefferies brought out bowls and spoons. Then he got the pot of beans from the fire and dished up each bowl until it was full.

      The beans were well seasoned with salt, pepper and some kind of chili which gave it some heat.

      Mr. Simms spoke from the next table over. “Hey, Sam. This is not your regular fare. This food is actually good. What happened?”

      Mr. Jefferies put his thumbs in his pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels. “I got myself married…two weeks ago. Maria, come on out here.”

      A pretty Mexican woman came from the back through the curtain at the side of the bar.

      “Congratulations on your marriage,” said Maisie.

      The sentiment was echoed by all the women.

      Gwen held up a slice of buttered bread. “You must be who we have to thank for this good food.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The woman looked down but gave a shy smile. “Sam here rescued me from a band of thieves and murderers. He is my hero.” She gazed up at Mr. Jefferies.

      Gwen wondered if the other women felt any guilt at the mention of thieves. She bet they did, just as she did. But it didn’t matter. They were leaving their past behind and she, more than anyone, had a past to escape from.

      A while later, Mr. Simms came to the table.. “Ladies, we’ll be leaving in twenty minutes. Refresh yourselves, if you have need.”

      Maria came over. “I have warm water and soap in the back, if you would like to use it.”

      “Oh, that would be delightful,” said Gwen. “We might not stay clean for long, but it will be wonderful to be that way even for ten minutes.”

      After they’d washed, Mr. Simms helped them back into the stagecoach.

      “I feel so much better being a little clean,” said Gwen.

      “I agree. I know we’ll be dust-covered again by the time we meet our husbands, but for now, at least, I actually feel like a lady.” Ivy pushed her glasses up her nose. Strands of her dark brown hair were coming loose and she kept pushing them back behind her ears.

      “We were ladies, before prison, there is no reason we can’t be again. To be treated like one, we just have to remember to act like one,” said Fiona.

      Gwen scoffed. “You four might have been ladies, but I never was. I was born poor, raised poor and I’ll probably die poor. I was also a prostitute, if you remember. And I will admit, I fear Jonas finding me and trying to force me to go back.” She swallowed hard. “I’d had no real friends before you four. Even if we were still in prison, I’d feel lucky”

      “I feel lucky, too,” said Maisie. “Until you, I only had Lottie.”

      “And I only had, Maisie,” said Lottie.

      “I guess we’re all lucky. I could still be with Simon.” Fiona turned to gaze out the window.

      “What about you, Ivy?” asked Gwen.

      “I feel the same. I guess I was the luckiest before. I had Maisie and Lottie before I met you and Fiona.”

      “Let’s face it, we’re all pretty darn fortunate. To go from prison to getting married and back in Prescott. The money is still there. They never found it.” Gwen looked at each woman. “We can still do what we planned to do with it. I can still pay off Jonas and finally be free. If he finds me, that is. I won’t go looking for him, but I have no doubt he’ll find me. As much as I hate that thought.

      The following morning, after another fitful night in the stagecoach, as they approached Prescott, Gwen had a rock in her stomach. They were returning to the scene of their crime. And it was a crime. One they’d paid for, but a crime nonetheless.

      As the stagecoach pulled to a stop, the women made themselves as presentable as possible. They patted their hair and ran a handkerchief over their faces to remove the dust.

      Gwen wondered what her husband would be like. Would he be kind, or would he be like Hayden or, God forbid, like one of her customers?
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      The stage pulled away almost as soon as the passengers got out. Mr. Simms unloaded from one side and the shotgun rider took tickets and filled the stage from the other side.

      Gwen didn’t fault Mr. Simms. She knew he had a schedule he tried very hard to keep. “I wonder when the Campbell brothers will arrive.”

      Even at this hour of the morning, tinny music was heard coming from the couple of saloons on Main Street.

      People were shopping and going about their business, not paying any attention to the five women at the stage stop. She really was free. No walls surrounded her or kept her from going anywhere she wanted. Of course, her husband would probably have something to say about that, but for now, she just watched the people and enjoyed herself.

      “I’d say right now.” Fiona pointed at the five men walking their horses up the street.

      Since each man had a saddled, riderless horse behind him, Gwen agreed with Fiona.

      The man at the head of the procession rode past them and down the alley between the stage depot and the Silver Dolly Saloon. There, they dismounted and walked back to where she and her friends stood.

      Fiona, never one to put off the inevitable, stepped forward. “Excuse me. Are you the Campbell brothers?”

      The man with the mustache stepped forward. “We are. I’m Ross. These are my brothers Clay, Frank, Tucker and Brodie.” He pointed at each man in turn. Ross and Clay were the tallest, but all of them were six feet or better.

      Fiona set her carpetbag down and extended a hand. “I’m Fiona O’Neill. Have you men made up your minds who is marrying who?”

      Ross nodded. “You’re marrying me.”

      Fiona’s jaw dropped, but she recovered quickly. “Let me introduce the ladies. You know my name.” She pointed at each woman in turn. “We also have Gwen MacGorman, Ivy Sheahan and Maisie and Lottie MacSheehy.”

      The men came forward to claim their brides.

      The tallest man, next to Ross and who was obviously his twin, approached Gwen. He stopped on the step just below where she stood on the boardwalk. “I’m Clay Campbell, and you’re to be my wife.”

      “Mr. Campbell.” Even though he was still taller than she was, Gwen dropped her chin a little before raising it again. “Pleased to meet you.” She held out her hand.

      He took it and pulled her closer, nearly off the walkway. “Is it true you were a prostitute?”

      She yanked her hand from his and stepped back. “You mean before I was a bank robber?” I knew he knew about me, but I didn’t expect to be confronted with it before we are even married.

      He grinned. “Yes, that would be when.”

      She clenched her teeth and huffed out a breath. “Yes, Mr. Campbell, I was a prostitute in Phoenix. If that’s a problem for you, then perhaps one of the other men would be willing to switch.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and continued to grin.

      Gwen found the grin irritating to no end.

      “I don’t think so.” He leaned down and whispered, “I like feisty women.”

      “Oh, then you’ll love me.”

      His grin disappeared. “No, that’s not likely. Just because I won’t mind you in my bed every night doesn’t mean I’ll fall in love with you.”

      She took a deep breath and stiffened her spine. “Good. Because I learned a long time ago to never give my heart to a man. They’re not to be trusted and have more in common with snakes than humans.”

      Clay laughed from deep in his belly.

      But she meant every word, and she had more experience with men than most women.

      “Mount up,” shouted Ross.

      “Which bag is yours?” Clay pointed at the carpetbags that sat on the street where they’d been unloaded from the stagecoach.

      “The mostly pink one.”

      He walked to the street and picked up the bag.

      She followed him.

      “If you’ll come with me, I’ll help you onto the horse. I assume you know how to ride since you escaped from town after the robbery on horseback.”

      “I do. I doubt you have the stirrups set for me, but I’ll manage.” She grabbed the saddle horn and the back of the saddle. Suddenly, she was lifted onto the saddle like she weighed no more than a sack of flour. She looked down at Clay. “Thank you.” Her dress rode up her legs to her knees.

      “You’re welcome.” He looked from her ankle to above her knee slowly and then to her face before he smiled again. “I think you’ll do.” He mounted his horse, a big roan about seventeen hands tall.

      Gwen was lucky he chose a more normal-sized horse for her to ride. Hers was a black horse with two white socks and a white blaze from her forehead to her muzzle.

      Clay turned and started toward Main Street, following Ross and Fiona who were just ahead of them.

      “Thanks for this horse. She’s pretty.”

      “That she is and a good breeder. We’ve gotten three foals off of her in the last five years. One pregnancy was a set of twin colts, which luckily survived. We could have lost them and her. The third horse is a pretty little filly who’s almost a year old.”

      “What’s this horse’s name?”

      “Blaze, for the one down her head.”

      Gwen chuckled. “Interesting. I’ve been referred to as Blaze before.”

      “I won’t be calling you Blaze…Red.” He lifted a brow and grinned.

      “Red? Red! That’s the best you can do?” Gwen shook her head and faced forward.

      Clay laughed.

      She had a sinking feeling he would be laughing at her a lot.
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      The ten of them headed down the street toward the church. The building was a rectangle with a huge steeple in the front. Three windows were on the side and two in back, plus one on each side of the double doors.

      By the time they got to the church, riding in the direct sun, she was sweating. Gwen wiped her brow and pulled her dress bodice back and forth as much as possible to try to get some air. Her bodice was snug though, because she was chestier than most women. When she was a prostitute and bought clothes, she’d had to take them to a seamstress and have the bodice let out and the skirt shortened to accommodate her height.

      Ross dismounted, walked up the steps and held open the door for everyone else to enter.

      The doors opened directly into the sanctuary. Inside, it was much cooler with all the open windows letting breezes come in and through whichever way they blew.

      Up at the front, the reverend waited with a smile. He was a tall, slender man with brown hair and bushy sideburns. He wore a black suit and a white shirt with a standup collar.

      “Come forward, children.” The man waved them down the aisle.

      “Ah, Ross, there you are. I’m glad to see you made it and with all your lovely ladies, too.”

      “We have, Reverend Cole, and we’re all ready to get married, if you’re ready to marry us.”

      “Of course. All of you men, come stand on my left, and you ladies, on my right.”

      Following his instructions, the group walked toward the reverend. Before they lined up, all the men took their hats off and set them on the pew behind them.

      The women also removed their reticules and set them on the front, left-hand-side pew.

      “I see we have everyone present.” The man opened a Bible that sat on the podium. “You will all act as the others’ witnesses.

      “Let’s begin. Dearly beloved, we are gathered here in the sight of God to join these men and these women…oh, ladies, I need your names, please, and the name of the man you’re marrying.” He pulled a pencil and a folded piece of paper from his pocket.

      “Fiona O’Neill. Ross Campbell.”

      “Gwendolyn MacGorman. Clay Campbell.”

      “Maisie MacSheehy. Frank Campbell.”

      “Lottie MacSheehy. Brodie Campbell.”

      “Ivy Sheahan. Tucker Campbell.”

      “Good. I’ve got them down. I’ll be using your first names only for the ceremony.” He grinned. “After all, God knows who you are. Do any of you object?”

      Gwen looked around at the other women.

      They all shook their heads.

      “No objections,” said Maisie.

      “Gentlemen?”

      Ross looked around, and his brothers all shook their heads. “No objections, Reverend.”

      “Very good. Let’s begin. Dearly beloved, we are gathered here in the sight of God and these witnesses to join these men and these women together in holy matrimony. Do you, Ross, Clayton, Franklyn, Tucker and Broderick, take these women, Fiona, Gwendolyn, Maisie, Ivy and Lottie, to be your lawful wedded wives, to have and to hold, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, from this day forward until death do you part?”

      “I do,” said each of the men.

      “Very good,” said Reverend Cole.

      “Now do you Fiona, Gwendolyn, Maisie, Ivy and Lottie, take these men, Ross, Clayton, Franklyn, Tucker and Broderick, to be your lawful wedded husbands, to have and to hold, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish and obey, from this day forward until death do you part?”

      “I do,” said each of the women.

      Gwen looked down at their clasped hands and then up at Clay. He had that infuriating grin as he gazed down at her. She wished he wasn’t so gosh darn tall. He had to be at least a foot taller than her five feet, two inches, maybe more.

      The reverend paused and glanced at them. “Are there rings to be exchanged?

      “We don’t have rings, Reverend,” said Maisie.

      “We have rings,” said Ross.

      “Very well, gentlemen,” intoned the reverend. “Repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Clay reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a plain gold band. “With this ring, I thee wed.” He lifted Gwen’s left hand and then pushed the ring onto her third finger. Then he leaned down and whispered. “You’re mine now, Gwen.”

      Gwen tried to pull her hand back, but he held her tight. She glared at him. She didn’t like being claimed. It reminded her too much of Jonas and the reason she had robbed the bank to begin with. So she could pay him off. Get out of that contract. She only had six months left on it and the money from the robbery would have paid him off, plus left her some to start over. No, she didn’t like being claimed at all.

      He grinned again, showing her his perfectly straight, white teeth.

      The man would drive her to drink. She relaxed and when she felt him do the same, she snatched her hand away and whispered back, “I belong to no one but myself.”

      He lifted a brow and his mouth turned up at the corners, but he didn’t laugh, not in the church.

      She knew, had they been outside, he would have howled with glee at her bold move and even bolder words.

      “Gentlemen, you may kiss your bride.”

      Gwen looked up at Clay. She’d forgotten about that part of the ceremony. Well, she’d kissed plenty of men. This would be no different.

      Clay gently took her face between his palms and pressed his lips to hers, soft and tender, without any teasing.

      When he pulled back, he brushed a thumb over her bottom lip. “Very nice, Gwen. Very nice indeed.”

      Did he just call me Gwen? So many years since a man had said her name in that soft, tender tone. He’s got confused. Am I Red or Gwen to him? She picked up her reticule and put it in her left hand, leaving Clay nothing to hold on to as they walked out of the church.

      He simply moved to her other side and clasped her right hand in his left one. His hands were so big she looked like a little girl next to him.

      Outside, the couples mounted.

      Clay again lifted her.

      “Would you adjust the stirrups, please?”

      “Certainly. All you had to do was ask.”

      “Now I’m asking, aren’t I?”

      He quickly adjusted the stirrups to fit her. “And I’m doing it, aren’t I?”

      “You are.”

      Ross put his arm up. “Let’s go. I have to stop at the telegraph office for a moment.” He headed toward the telegraph office, which was next to the sheriff’s office.

      The nine of them followed Ross and waited while he went inside.

      Gwen was sure he was notifying the warden the weddings had taken place, and they were no longer his concern. She couldn’t help but notice the sheriff come out and lean against the post for the boardwalk cover. And he watched.

      Ross returned and mounted up. “Let’s go home.” He started them at a fast walk out of town.

      Gwen looked back and saw the sheriff was still watching. She narrowed her eyes and turned back in the saddle, facing forward. What was he hoping to see? Did he think they would be different after almost three years in prison? She didn’t like the sheriff being so interested in them.

      Once they reached the edge of town, Ross kicked his horse into a lope. The gait was one the horse could keep for a long time and was infinitely easier on the rider than a trot.

      Gwen loved riding. She remembered her horse she’d kept in Phoenix. When she ran, she’d left money at the stable so she would continue to be cared for, but it was only enough for about six months. Star was surely gone now, sold to someone else for the upkeep on the stall.

      Blaze was a good mount. Her gait was smooth, and Gwen wanted to let her hair down and take Blaze into a gallop. But she couldn’t, so a lope would do, for now. At another time, she’d get her to gallop.

      Ross slowed them to a walk.

      She and Clay were close enough to talk now. She looked up at Ross and Fiona in front of them. They seemed to be talking.

      Clay leaned back in the saddle, the reins in his left hand as he rested both hands on his thighs. “So, Red…I mean, Gwen, what do you want to do when we get home?”

      “I know what you want to do, but I want to unpack and eat. None of us have eaten since dinner last night.”

      He sat up and frowned. “Why didn’t you say so? We could have eaten in town.”

      Gwen rolled her eyes. “I had other things on my mind, like meeting you and getting married.”

      “We can still go back. I’ll talk to Ross.” He lifted his reins.

      She reached over and touched his thigh. “No, let’s just go home. I want to see where I’ll be living now.”

      He stared a moment. “Okay, Red. We’ll go home.”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “Will you stop calling me, Red? My name is Gwen.”

      “I like Red. It matches your beautiful hair. I can’t wait to see it out of that bun at your nape. But I’ll try to call you Gwen.”

      “Thank you. And I can’t wait to get it out of this bun either.”

      He waggled his brows. “You could do it now. I won’t tell.”

      She laughed. She finally couldn’t help it. “I think having my hair flying behind me would be fairly obvious since it goes to my waist.”

      Clay’s eyes widened. “Now, I really can’t wait. If I had my way, you’d never put it in a bun again.”

      “Well, you don’t have your way. Society dictates that I wear my hair like this and I’ve bucked society long enough.” She faced forward.

      Ross waved his arm in the air and took off, kicking into a lope again.

      The other four couples followed.

      Soon, they were turning down a long road, but she saw a large, red barn at the end and knew they were at the ranch. Along with the barn was a big white building and several other smaller white buildings.

      As they approached, she saw the house that would be her new home. The house was a huge, three-story white house with dark-blue shutters. Across the entire front of the house was a wide covered porch. Gwen could see herself sitting on that porch in the evening, after the dinner dishes were done, having a cup of tea and watching the sunset.

      Around the entire house was a fenced yard. Some of the yard was just dirt, some was weeds and some had flower beds that needed tending. Gwen could do that. Before she was forced to become a prostitute, when she’d still been married, she’d had a garden that she tended and grew very well, if she did say so herself. She could turn the yard into some place nice to look at and for children to play in, when they had some.

      Children? Was she actually contemplating staying here with Clay, just so she could have children?

      They arrived at the barn, and Ross dismounted to open wide the big doors. Then he remounted, and they all walked the horses inside.

      After dismounting, the women stood, hands clasped in front of them, and waited.

      “You ladies can go inside and meet Agatha,” said Ross.

      “I don’t think so,” said Fiona.

      “That’s right,” said Gwen. “You need to introduce us to Agatha, and we can take care of our own mounts. All of us will get inside that much faster.”

      Ross pondered her statement for a moment. “Very well. Their stalls are across the way. Tools are in the cans on the posts between the stalls.”

      Twenty minutes later, they were done and headed into the house.

      Clay picked up Gwen’s carpetbag.

      As they walked through the gate in the white picket fence that ran around the entire house, Two adorable, blonde little girls waylaid Ross as they entered the yard.

      “Daddy!” they screamed together.

      The older child couldn’t have been more than five or six, and the younger was probably around two, maybe three. Gwen wasn’t very good at judging children’s ages.

      The girls wrapped themselves around Ross’s legs. “Did you bring us anything, Daddy?” asked the older youngster.

      Ross looked over at the group. “Go on inside. I’ll be in shortly.”

      Clay put his hand on Gwen’s waist and guided her up the porch steps and into the kitchen. “You’ll love Agatha. She’s the heart of the ranch.”

      Gwen felt the heat of his touch at her waist. She frowned. What was that about? “I’m glad to hear someone is.”

      Clay laughed again. “You’re going to keep me entertained, Red…er…Gwen. I can feel it.”

      “Well, one of us will be smiling.” At least he’s trying.

      Outside the back door to the house were two long wooden tables with three basins on each.

      Clay jutted his chin toward the basins. “Those are so the men can wash⁠—”

      “Before meals. And the buckets underneath the table will have hot water in them and one on top with cold water and a ladle to adjust the temperature of the water.”

      “That’s right. I’m sure that will be one of the duties you and your friends will now be responsible for.”

      Gwen nodded. “I’m sure we will be.” She looked back at Ross and his daughters. Would she have little girls with dark hair or red hair like hers, who wrapped themselves around Clay’s legs? She smiled at the thought, then caught herself and let the smile fade from her face.

      Clay stayed beside her as they entered the house. “You should smile more, Gwen. It becomes you.”

      She huffed out a breath. “When I’m around the girls, I imagine I will smile more.”

      In the kitchen stood a woman, probably in her mid-fifties, with graying brown hair and a bright smile that reached her eyes, which twinkled as though she was up to some mischief. She wore a green calico dress and a bright, red apron with sunflowers on it.

      The kitchen was laid out as Gwen liked. When she’d been married to Hayden, two lifetimes ago, she would have loved this kitchen. A large, six-burner wood-burning stove took up most of one wall but was situated so it was far enough from the icebox on the left that the doors could be opened. The icebox was a four-door model. It and the stove were almost as big as the ones at the prison. And this kitchen had lots and lots of counter space.

      After all of the women had been introduced to Agatha, she smiled wider. “Pleased as punch to meet all you girls. I’m so glad the boys finally got married.” She pointed at the table, which was set for twelve people and a high chair on Ross’s side, and then looked up at Ross. “Why don’t you and the boys get the ladies settled into your rooms? I’ll have lunch on the table in about ten minutes.”

      “Sounds good.” said Ross. He and Fiona left the kitchen first.

      Clay grabbed Gwen’s hand. “Come on, I’ll show you your new home.”

      He took her out of the kitchen and down a long hall. They passed a closed door. “That’s Ross and Fiona’s room. It was my parents’, until they were killed two years ago. They were with Ross’s wife. An outlaw called Black Bart.” killed all of them. He suddenly frowned. “Susie was just a baby. Ross has raised those girls and done well. But if he ever got the chance to kill the outlaw who killed our parents and Sally, he’d take it.”

      Black Bart was not only a murderer but also the father of Fiona’s son. His kidnapping of her child was the reason Fiona had robbed the bank in the first place.

      Gwen’s motive to rob the bank was selfish, she supposed. She wanted to gain her freedom. Be a free woman. But that wasn’t likely to happen now. She still owed Jonas Riley six months of service at the bordello, but the money from the robbery would pay him off. She had to pay him, or he would find her and make her return to her former life. Legally, he could, but it would be with her kicking and screaming. She would never let men use her body again, including her husband. Just because she’d been a prostitute didn’t mean she had no respect for herself. She did, and Clay would respect her before he bedded her.
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      Clay took her to the living room. One whole wall contained bookshelves which were fairly full.

      “You have a lot of books. I used to love to read, but the prison didn’t have a library and I had no one to bring me a book.”

      He walked over to the shelves. “My parents had seven children. We got books instead of toys because they could buy one book and all seven of us would read it. We were lucky they could buy us books fairly often.”

      She put her hand to her throat and her eyebrows shot up. “Seven of you?”

      “I have two sisters besides my brothers. They’re married and live in Phoenix with their husbands and kids, but they’re still part owners of the ranch.”

      Gwen looked over the shelves and finally found a book to read. It was a story by Mark Twain called The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. She missed reading and since she had no intention of spending her wedding night the way her husband did, a good book would probably come in handy. She put it under her arm and used her free hand to lift her skirt to go upstairs to her new bedroom.

      The banister and handrail were made from a dark wood whereas the stairs themselves looked to be oak or maple or some other light wood. Gwen knew little about wood or the trees it came from only that the stairs in the brothel were of oak
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