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      June 1880 – Yuma Territorial Prison.

      

      Fiona O’Neill watched Warden Ezra Dean as he sat behind his desk and eyed each woman before him.  He was an average man, with graying brown hair, brown eyes and spectacles that were forever on the end of his nose. Absentmindedly, he pushed them back up. The uniform he wore was the same as the guard’s uniform except with stars on the epaulets.

      “You each have the chance for a good life. Away from your past. Away from the bank robbery you committed. You can become mail-order brides. Your husbands will know your history and you will have to prove yourselves to them. Are you willing to learn to be a ranch wife and hopefully mother? I need your answers now. The stage is waiting. Fiona what say you? And you should be aware that if you run away, you’ll be sent back here. No trial, no judge. Straight back here to finish your sentence.”

      The women all wore black button-front wool dresses. The idea being that they would last longer and not show the dirt. In this desert heat they were also very hot unless it was the dead of winter. But, being wool, the sweat was generally wicked away so it wasn’t as horrible as it sounded.

      The tall redhead looked 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.”

      “Gwen, you’re next,” said the warden.

      “I’ll go. Anything is better than here.”

      The slender woman with bright red hair and freckles stood with one hand on her hip and the other in her skirt pocket.

      She had a temper to match her red hair and some of the prettiest dark blue eyes Fiona had ever seen. It was like looking into that sapphire the jeweler in Phoenix had shown her once.

      “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.

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

      “I’m going with Maisie.”

      She and Maisie were twins and except for the different-colored hair, they had the same features and figures. Lottie’s hair was golden blonde, not the silvery blond that Maisie had.

      “And what about you Ivy?” asked the warden.

      Ivy looked over the top of her spectacles. “I’m going, Warden Dean.”

      Fiona heard the sob in Ivy’s voice though she’d tried to hide it.

      Ivy was tall, five feet ten inches, same as the warden, and solidly plump, with a curvaceous figure that was mostly muscle. Ivy had been married before, but it hadn’t been a good marriage. She didn’t talk about it much.

      Fiona looked over at the warden. “Looks like you’ve got five volunteers to be mail-order brides. Where are we headed?”

      “Back to Prescott. To the Campbell Ranch, known as the Circle C ranch. Your husbands are Ross, Tucker, Franklyn, Clayton and Brodie Campbell. You’ll all be married and move to the ranch the day you arrive. The five brothers run the ranch, inherited from their parents just last year. Ross is the oldest, followed by Clayton, Franklyn, Tucker and Brodie. Clayton and Ross are twins, but Ross is older by about twenty minutes, I’m told.” He pulled a small packet of papers from a file box on his desk.

      “I can’t tell you which man will marry which woman, I guess that depends on the men." He stood and came around the desk. “I have the background on each of them on these papers.” He handed them to Fiona. “I also have stage tickets from Yuma to Prescott, for you.” He handed those to Fiona, too. “Our stagecoach, not our wagon, will take you into Yuma. There are new clothes for each of you in your room. I was fairly sure what your answers would be, since your sentences will be commuted to time served. You each have a new dress in various colors, so you don’t look like you’re from prison. You have a skirt, blouse and underthings, too. Go change and then get on the stage. You’ll each find a reticule, as well. You can put your papers in it.”

      Fiona laughed and then looked at her friends.

      The women laughed delightedly.

      She knew it was at the thought of new clothes.

      Each of them thanked the warden.

      Fiona hurried toward the door with the others and then stopped and turned. “I believe I can speak for all of us when I say this is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for us. Thank you, Warden Dean.”

      The warden smiled. “Everyone deserves a second chance, Fiona.”

      She smiled, “Only you seem to think so.” She turned and joined the other women.

      In the quarters they’d been sharing for two years, the women each found a carpetbag and clothing on their beds. The dresses were cotton and in different colors and patterns. A traveling coat and hat were on each bed, too.

      Fiona’s dress was green calico with long sleeves and single-button cuffs.

      Each of the dresses were the same style as their prison garb. The skirts were black bombazine and very sturdy. Blouses in the same hue as their dresses also lay on the cots. Each woman dressed in their new clothes. Some opted for the dress and others the skirt and blouse.

      They carefully folded each garment and placed the old black dress in the bottom of the bag and the new clothes on top. In addition to the clothes, they got two petticoats, two bloomers, two chemises and one corset. None of the women had worn a corset for two-and-a-half years. They were deemed unnecessary for prison wearing and unsuitable for prison work.

      The chores had been hard. They all learned new skills, though. Each of them milked the cows, gathered eggs, cooked, and cleaned the common areas of the prison. They all worked in the laundry and the kitchens. If they weren’t cooking, they were doing prep. In addition to the dozen or so women the prison housed at any one time, there were also around 100 to 150 men.

      The women worked mostly in the kitchens, but the laundry and the gardening were done by both sexes.

      Laundry day was Wednesdays and between bedding, towels, and clothing, including the guards’ uniforms, it took most of the day. Ironing was done on Thursday’s. With the guards’ uniforms, it took five women and men all day long.

      Fiona stopped thinking about the prison and what she’d done while there. Once her bag was packed, she took her hair down, brushed it and then rearranged the bun at her nape.

      The other women followed her example and all of them looked better and ready for the journey to Prescott. It would take them four days to travel the 215 miles, provided they didn’t have any breakdowns or bad weather. Since it was late September, the weather should be beautiful.

      Fiona didn’t know anything about stagecoaches, so she wasn’t sure how frequently the vehicles broke down.

      The women filed outside and stepped up into the stagecoach and into the rest of their lives. The coach was black inside. The seats were a plank of wood covered in black leather with no padding of any kind. The windows were covered with a leather curtain that rolled down to keep out the dust and the straps for the passengers at the window to hold were just pieces of raw leather with no finish. She hoped the Yuma to Prescott stagecoach was nicer or they’d be very sore after four days on a wooden plank.
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        * * *

      

      They switched stagecoaches in Yuma. This one was very different inside than the prison coach. The inside of the coach was still plain. But the seats were padded and covered with green leather attached with brass brads. Each door had a finished strap above it on either side for the window passengers to hold when the going got rough. The windows, including on the door were covered with leather flaps decorated with roses and leaves. Above the seats was a plain black material that covered the wood used for the carriage. That was the only similarity with the prison stagecoach.

      Gwen was the smallest and sat in the middle for the first leg of the trip. At each stage stop they rotated so no one sat next to the windows all the time.

      After they’d been on the road for a while, Fiona broached the subject she knew they had all been thinking about. “What about the money? You all know where it’s hidden. I will need my share to get my son, Billy, back but first I have to find his father, Simon.”

      Gwen turned to face her from the window catty corner across the stage. “If you ask me, you should find someone to get rid of Simon and take Billy.”

      Fiona clenched her teeth. “If I thought I could, I would. Then he couldn’t hurt Billy anymore.” Her stomach was tied in knots just thinking about what Simon would do to Billy since she wasn’t there to stop him. He was a harsh and cruel man and Billy was only two-and-a-half years old, when she’d been sent to prison.

      “I don’t need the money right away.” Lottie turned to Maisie, who was in the middle between her and Gwen. “Do you, sis?”

      “No, I don’t. I want to get the lay of the land, as far as my husband.” Maisie was thoughtful, her brows blonde slashes above her eyes. “What if we like our husbands? What do we do with the money then? Just hand it over? ‘Here, sweetheart.’” She motioned with her hand like she was laying a sack of money on a table. “That will go over really well, won’t it?”

      Fiona sighed. “Any way we look at it, getting Billy back probably won’t sit well with my new husband. What do we know about them, anyway?”

      “I’ve been reading these pages that the warden gave us about these men.” Ivy adjusted her spectacles up her nose. “I can’t figure out why they haven’t married before now, except for the fact they lost their parents last year. It does say that Ross, the oldest of the brothers, has two daughters from his marriage. His wife was with his parents when their stagecoach was stopped and they were robbed and murdered.” Ivy read along the page and then she gasped and put her hand over her mouth.

      “What? What is it?” asked Gwen.

      “His wife was apparently viciously beaten and raped. She was found naked in a gully alongside the road.”

      All of them gasped.

      Fiona clamped her teeth together so hard she thought they would crack.

      At first, no one broke the silence.

      Then Fiona took a deep breath. “We have to talk about it. Whoever ends up married to Ross will have to deal with him and he’s bound to be prickly. At least I would be in his place. I’d be wanting some revenge.”

      Ivy raised her eyelids and looked at Fiona. “Do you think it was Black Bart? He’s been known to be vicious like that.”

      She shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. It does sound like his handiwork, though.”

      “How in the world did you end up with someone like Black Bart?” Maisie asked. “In all the time I’ve known you, you have never said.”

      Fiona looked out the window. She’d recited the lie so many times in her mind it almost seemed like the truth. “I grew up next to Simon. His folks’ farm abutted ours. He and I used to play and fish together. He wasn’t always the vile, brutal man that he is now.”

      Lottie leaned forward to see around Gwen. “What changed him?”

      Fiona shook her head and sighed. I’ll tell them the story I’ve made up. It has some truth and some fiction. I can’t tell them the real story. Not yet. Maybe never. “His father was caught in the crossfire between some outlaws, I can’t even remember their name, and the sheriff’s deputies. He was killed by one of the deputies but, because it was during an active battle, no charges were ever filed.” This part is true to an extent. His father did die, just like that, but only because he was trying to protect Black Bart from being arrested.

      She paused and was quiet for a moment. “Simon changed that day. He hardened and was mean and cruel to everyone except his mother and me. By that time, he and I were in love.” She gave a bitter laugh. This is a lie. He was never kind to anyone. “We even planned to marry. I never got the wedding ceremony but I got the wedding night, and I got pregnant with Billy. But Simon became Black Bart and robbed a train and a bank and had a bounty on his head. I tried to refuse to see him after that. But he took Billy.”

      She took a deep breath. “Black Bart gave me an ultimatum, get him $1,000 or I’d never see Billy again and he was only a baby. I did what I had to do and I’ll keep doing what I have to for Billy, so I’m getting my money.”

      “Do you need our help?” asked Ivy.

      “I shouldn’t. My only problem will be getting there, it will take me about two hours to get there after I get the money. I’ll have to steal a horse from my new husband. If you all can keep him and your husbands busy, that would be a great help. I don’t need him following me. I’m going to try to do it at night, so hopefully you won’t even know I’m gone.”

      Gwen laughed. “We shouldn’t have a problem keeping our husbands busy. They are men and most will never turn down a pretty woman.”

      Fiona smiled. Gwen would know. She was a highly sought-after prostitute before the robbery. Her goal had been to start over where no one knew her. She’s getting to start over, but not the way she thought.

      Their husbands all knew they’d done time for the robbery of the Prescott Bank and would probably never let them forget it. Plus, the fact they weren’t really free. If they left and didn’t return to the ranch, they would be put back in prison when caught. Basically, they were still in prison, just without the four stone walls surrounding them.

      Fiona wasn’t looking forward to meeting her husband. She wondered how they would decide who would marry who.

      As the stagecoach rolled into Prescott, Fiona was surprised it hadn’t changed much in two-and-a-half years. The main street was still dusty, and most of the buildings needed a new coat of paint, though the bank looked like it had just gotten one.

      The mercantile was expanding on one side. They must have finally outgrown that building. With the expansion, it would be the biggest building in Prescott. A new two-story hotel, The Prescott Inn, had been built at the south end of town.

      The stage depot had moved and was now across from the hotel. Once the stagecoach stopped, the driver and the shotgun rider both climbed down. One on either side of the vehicle, they opened the doors.

      “Would you ladies like help down?” The driver held his hand up.

      Fiona took his hand. “Thank you, sir.”

      When she reached the ground, he tipped his hat. “You’re welcome ma’am.”

      She knew he didn’t know they were from the prison. The prison stagecoach had come and gone by the time they boarded this one. Both the driver and the shotgun rider had been perfect gentlemen the entire trip.

      Fiona wondered would their future husbands treat them the same way?
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      Ross Campbell and his brothers rode into town ready to meet their brides. The ride from the ranch south to Prescott was edged with cedar trees and high desert on either side with mountains on all sides. Each man had an extra horse for the women to ride back to the Circle C ranch. They had a buggy, but it wasn’t big enough for all five women and he didn’t think they would appreciate riding in the back of a buckboard.

      He was dressed in his best shirt and pants, a Colt on his hip and a rifle in the scabbard on the right side of the saddle.

      His brothers were similarly outfitted.

      Ross pulled along the side of the stage depot, leaving plenty of room for his brother’s horses so they didn’t interfere with the operation of the stage. Then he dismounted and walked to the front of the depot, followed by his brothers, to wait for the women.

      In his hand, he held the letter from Warden Dean about Fiona O’Neill. He chose her because she already had a son, though she wouldn’t have him with her and because she’d been Black Bart’s woman. She might know where he was holed up. Ross also figured she was still the best choice for a good mother for his daughters, Jenny and Susie. And they needed a mother. A woman in their lives who wasn’t a grandmotherly figure like Agatha, who had a difficult time disciplining the girls.

      The little minxes were running wild, and he was tired of it. He assumed his brothers were, too, though they didn’t come right out and say it. The children were only three and five. A reasonable person wouldn’t think they could get in so much trouble, but they managed to.

      Ross watched the stage pull up.

      Five women—two blondes, two redheads and a brunette--disembarked.

      After helping the ladies out of the stagecoach, the shotgun rider walked to the back of the stage where he removed their bags from the boot.

      Each woman had one carpet bag. The bags were all different designs and the women picked up theirs before heading up the steps to the depot.

      “Excuse me,” said a tall redhead wearing a green calico dress. “Are you the Campbell brothers?”

      “We are. I’m Ross. These are my brothers Clay, Frank, Tucker and Brodie.” He pointed at each man in turn.

      She set her carpet bag down and extended her hand. “I’m Fiona O’Neill. Have you men made up your minds who is marrying who?"

      He shook her hand. “We have. You are marrying me.” He resisted the urge to smooth his mustache. Ross had to admit all the women were attractive, but his soon-to-be wife was beautiful with a curvy figure and dark green eyes. If he’d been in the market for a wife before now, he’d have pursued her.

      The other men introduced themselves to their brides.

      Ross walked forward and reached for her bag. “Here, let me take that.”

      She handed it to him.

      “I hope you can ride. We didn’t have a vehicle big enough for everyone.”

      Fiona eyed him. “We can all ride.”

      “Good. The reverend awaits. If you’ll follow me.” He led the way to the horses. He’d chosen a gentle mare. All his brothers had also chosen gentle horses for their new brides.

      “Where is your ranch located?” Fiona walked beside him.

      Her legs were long, he didn’t have to shorten his strides too much. “Not far. About two miles north of town.”

      “Do you have a big house? There will be five couples now, plus your daughters.”

      “The ranch house is plenty big. Our parents already had all of us when they built the house and took that into account. Two bedrooms are downstairs. One for our housekeeper and cook, Agatha, and our bedroom. The other four bedrooms are upstairs. There are actually six bedrooms up there. One of them is occupied by my daughters.”

      “Oh, that must be Jenny and Susie.”

      He smiled. “The little hellions.”

      “They probably take after you,” she said under her breath.

      Ross barked out a laugh and stopped, turning toward her. “Do you always say what’s on your mind?”

      She pursed her lips.

      Full lips perfect for kissing.

      “Pretty much. Would you rather I didn’t? I’ll try to work on it.”

      He shook his head and started walking again. “No, actually, I find it refreshing. I’m tired of women who say one thing and then act another.”

      “You more than likely found that’s the case with your girls…if they are hellions as you say.”

      He ignored the reference to his children’s behavior, because she wasn’t wrong. He’d tried courting other women and found them to be either too soft with his girls or too harsh.

      Ross tied her carpet bag to his stallion and then helped her to mount. “I hope you don’t mind your legs showing. You probably should have a riding outfit.”

      She waited while he adjusted her stirrups. “None of us have riding garments. This will have to do. I suppose you’re the one who might be embarrassed. We’re not.”

      He started to rest his hands on the saddle horn and then thought better of that. “You speak for the other women, as well? How do you know their thoughts?”

      “We all know each other well. We were friends for more than two years before the robbery and another two-and-a-half years in prison. We’re all Irish and once we found each other, most of us working at the hotel in Prescott, we sort of stuck together.”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything further. Ross looked behind him to make sure everyone was mounted, then turned his horse in a wide arc and headed up the alley toward the street.

      Everyone followed him and they formed a single file line behind him. He rode down the street the way they came and went to the church where Reverend Cole awaited them.

      Ross wondered just what he was getting into? Marrying a woman he didn’t even know? But she had to be better than the ones he’d seen in town. Right?
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      Ross held the doors to the church while everyone filed in and then closed them after him. The church was simple inside. No vestibule, just a large sanctuary.

      Reverend Cole was at the front of the church and smiled wide as they entered. “All you men, come stand on my left and you ladies on my right.”

      Following his instructions, the group walked toward the reverend.

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

      “Reverend, we thought for simplicity’s sake Frank and Clay will serve as the witnesses for my marriage then my wife and I will serve as witnesses for everyone else.”

      The reverend nodded. “Very good. All right, ladies and gentlemen, we’re doing this a bit differently. I’m about to marry you all in one ceremony. Ready?”

      “Yes,” said Ross, followed by agreement of his brothers.

      “Yes.” Fiona looked at the rest of the women, who nodded. “We’re ready when you are, Reverend.”

      “Very well.” He went to a marked page in his Bible.

      “Let’s begin,” said the reverend. “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.” He pulled a pencil and a folded piece of paper from his pocket.

      “Fiona O’Neill.”

      “Gwendolyn MacGorman.”

      “Maisie MacSheehy.”

      “Lottie MacSheehy.”

      “Ivy Sheahan.”

      “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?”

      Fiona looked at the ladies.

      They all shook their heads.

      She turned back to the reverend. “We have no objections.”

      “Fine. 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 from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, 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 from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish and to obey, from this day forward until death do you part?”

      “I do,” said each of the women.

      He paused and glanced among them. “Are there rings to be exchanged?

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

      “We have rings.” Ross reached into a pocket.

      “Very well, gentlemen, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Fiona lifted her hand.

      Ross placed the ring at the end of the third finger on her left hand. “With this ring, I thee wed.” He firmly pushed the ring on.

      Fiona looked down at her hand and then back. She smiled brilliantly.

      Ross looked at his new sisters-in-law and they all were smiling. He guessed that was a good start to their marriages.

      The reverend continued the ceremony. “I now pronounce you men and wives. What God has joined together, let no man put asunder. You may kiss your brides.”

      Ross cradled her face in the palms of his hands and slowly took her lips with his. He wasn’t about to give her a peck on the lips. He wanted to know if there was any passion in Fiona.

      She slowly closed her eyes, placed her hands at his waist and leaned into him. Her lips parted on a little moan.

      He pulled back and smiled. There was definitely passion in Fiona. They might have a better than average marriage. Maybe he did want a woman, after all, it had been almost two years since Sally was murdered. Maybe he did need a woman. Ross touched a thumb to Fiona’s swollen lips. “You’ll do, Mrs. Campbell.”

      She opened her eyes and then narrowed them. “I’ll need a lot more than a kiss before I can say the same.”

      Ross chuckled and reached into a pocket. “What do we owe you, Reverend?”

      “Ten dollars will do today, since it was really only one ceremony.”

      Ross handed him a ten-dollar bill. “Thanks, Reverend. I hope you don’t mind but we’ll head home now.”

      “Go with God.”

      Ross took Fiona’s hand and led the way out of the church.

      He helped her mount and then checked to make sure everyone else was mounted before taking off at a trot through town. He stopped in front of the telegraph office. “I need to wire the warden and tell him you arrived and we are married, just as contracted.” He came out in a few minutes and mounted. Then led them out of town. When they reached the edge of town, he urged the horse into a lope.

      Fiona followed suit without any trouble. The woman really could ride.

      They reached the ranch in about twenty-five or thirty minutes and Ross rode directly to the barn. As soon as he got inside the cows began to moo and the cats came running, avoiding the horse’s hooves and meowing up a storm Then he noticed the odor and realized today was muck-the-stalls day. What a way to welcome his new bride!

      He dismounted and walked over to help Fiona down but she was sliding out of the saddle by the time he reached her. She smoothed her dress so it was presentable.

      “We’ll take care of the horses. You ladies can go inside and meet Agatha.”

      Fiona shook her head and clasped her hands in front of her. “We’d rather wait for you to introduce us. We’re all capable of tending stock, if you’d like some help with the horses.”

      Ross nodded his head once. “Sounds good. The stalls for your horses are directly across from ours. Brushes and curry combs are in the can attached to the outside of the stall. Do you need help with the saddles?”

      “No, we can handle them.”

      He raised his brows.

      But she turned and led her mare across the barn to the stall.

      She removed the saddle and the blanket, putting both on the gate. Then she grabbed the curry comb and went to work.

      He watched for a minute and then tended to his stallion.

      In total, the chore was done in about twenty minutes. He was surprised at the women. They were all quite competent caring for the horses and didn’t ask for help with the saddles though he thought they might.

      “Do you feed them grain now or just at night?” asked Fiona.

      Ross raised his voice to be heard over the mooing of the cows and meowing of the cats. “Just at night. They’ll get a little hay now, and water is already in the stall.”

      She nodded and stood with her hands clasped in front of her again.

      “All right, ladies. Let’s all go in and meet Agatha and get some lunch. I don’t know about you but I’m hungry.”

      Fiona nodded. “As are we. The food at the stage stops leaves a lot to be desired.”

      As they approached the house, his daughters looked up from playing in the back yard. He’d fenced it specifically so they would stay safe while outside and not get run over by animals or wagons. Half of the yard was mostly dirt. That was where the girls were. The other half had fairly tall weeds. He needed to get some men out here to pull them.

      “Papa!” they yelled together and ran for the gate, Jenny, the oldest in front. Their blonde hair, in braids, swung back and forth with the motion.

      They looked so much like their mother sometimes his heart hurt to look at them. Sally had been his first and only love. They’d been neighbors, her parents ranch just ten miles away. He remembered how they’d meet in the middle at the creek that separated their properties and watered both herds of cattle.

      She was beautiful and funny, laughing at all his silly jokes. She’d been tough though, too. Just as capable of running a ranch as he was.

      When his girls got older, he’d teach them, same as he would any sons or cousins they might get.

      “Ross. Ross?” Fiona waved her hand in front of his face.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. My mind wandered. I was remembering my wife. My girls look just like her. Oof.”

      Both girls attached themselves to his legs. Susie only reached his knee. She was so tiny. She’d come early and was still small for her age, but she was not quite three so he didn’t worry too much. She would catch up to her sister.

      He bent and pulled them both up into his arms. Then he gave them each a kiss. “Jenny. Susie. I want you both to meet Fiona. She’s going to be your new mama.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fiona smiled at the little girls. Billy would fit right in with them when he got here…as soon as she could pay his father. “Hi. How are you two young ladies today?”

      Susie laid her head on her father’s shoulder and put her thumb into her mouth.

      Ross smiled. “She’s apparently being shy today.”

      “That’s okay.” Fiona made sure to look at the child and watch her reactions to having a new Mama. “How about you, Jenny? Are you shy today, too?”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m very happy to meet you both. I have a little boy about your age, Jenny.” She suddenly missed Billy so much, her eyes teared but she refused to let them fall.

      The child’s eyes lit up as she looked around. Frowning she turned back to Fiona. “Where is he?”

      “Well, he’ll be coming a little later.”

      Jenny sagged in her father’s arms. “Oh.” Then she perked up. “Let’s go inside. Agatha has cookies and pie.”

      “Did you already eat lunch?” asked her father.

      Both she and Susie nodded fast.

      “Yup, we did.”

      He grinned and then nuzzled their necks. “What did you have?”

      Susie bent at the waist and giggled.

      Jenny laughed so hard she couldn’t answer the question.

      Fiona heard giggles and snickers behind her and realized the other four couples were watching the father and daughters. She couldn’t help but chuckle herself.

      “Papa! Stop!” Jenny chortled.

      Ross laughed and set his girls on the ground. “Why don’t you two go and warn Agatha we’re coming in.”

      “Okay,” yelled Jenny, already headed for the back door with Susie hot on her heels.

      Fiona placed a hand on Ross’s arm. “They are adorable. You must be very proud of them.”

      “I am. Susie is a little small yet, but sharp as a tack. And Jenny is my five-year-old who thinks she’s thirty and sometimes tries to boss me around. She’ll try it with you, so don’t fall for it. As long as you’re not mean, you can discipline them as they need it. I don’t spare the rod, so to speak, but I don’t break it over them, either.”

      Fiona put her hands on her hips. “Well, I do spare the rod. I don’t believe in hitting children and I won’t. Plenty of other punishments will get the point across.”

      Ross tilted his head and smiled slowly. “I was right before. You’ll do, Mrs. Campbell. You’ll most certainly do.”

      She lifted her chin and looked at the house that would be her home. It was huge. Three-story painted white with dark blue shutters. A one-story addition was on the side, she thought maybe that was the kitchen since it was the part of the house they’d be entering.

      He chuckled quietly behind her.

      She ignored him.

      Inside the kitchen an older woman with iron gray hair in a neat bun at her nape, wearing a blue calico dress with a bright red apron over it, was bent over between the back of the stove and the wall. She stood when they entered and walked over to them.

      The rest of the kitchen was what she expected except for the four-door icebox and the sink with a pump on it. The large sink was big enough to hold too buckets and was in the middle of the counter between the icebox and the door to the back yard.

      Directly across from the sink was a large table, at least by non-prison standards. It seated about sixteen people and took up nearly one wall. The table ended just before the door to the rest of the house. The back wall had pegs on it and a long shelf above the pegs. The shelf was currently home to at least one gunbelt but she couldn’t see if the holster was empty or not. From this angle she also couldn’t see if it was the only one. Since the men all wore theirs, this one had to be an extra or for Agatha.

      “Agatha, I’d like you to meet the new Missuses. This is my wife, Fiona,” said Ross.

      Fiona held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      Gwen stepped up. “I’m Gwen. I’m married to Clay.”

      “Hi, I’m Maisie and I married Frank. My twin sister, oh, you probably knew that. Anyway, she’s Lottie, and she married Brodie.”

      Lottie waved from behind Maisie.

      Ivy stepped up next and stuck out her hand. “I’m Ivy. I married Tucker. Now that we’re here, we hope to make your life a little easier.”

      “Land sakes, girls. Pleased to meet you all, but with all of you here, what will there be for me to do?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Fiona. “None of us is a great cook. We each have something we do well, like I make good bread, but men can’t live on bread alone.”

      Agatha laughed. “No, they cannot.” She 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 for you in about ten minutes.”

      “Okay. Fiona, this way, please.”

      Ross led her out of the kitchen to the first door on the right. “This was my parents’ room. When they passed, I took this room because I was the oldest. My room is still empty. You ladies can decide what you want to do with it. It’s on the third floor. Because the roof is steep there’s only one large room up there.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be using it as a sewing room. We will need one. Each of us only has one change of clothes, and I’m sure there is mending to do. How many men do you have working for you?”

      “Twenty. We run nearly one thousand head of cattle on our land. That’s a lot to herd. During branding season, which is actually only a day or two, we hire more.” He set her bag on the bed, along with his hat. “We might have forty men working for us, and all need to be fed and might have some mending that needs doing. Usually, we have them do their own laundry, but with the five of you here, you can probably do it and give us some more hours for the ranch work.”

      She looked around the room. The bed was wider and longer than any bed she’d seen before. She raised her brows and pointed. “You must have had that special made.”

      “Around here, most all the furniture is special made except things like tables, chairs, rockers and the like.”

      “Your furniture is lovely. It all matches.” The six-drawer bureau, five-drawer tall boy dresser and nightstands matched so well they could all have been made from a single piece of lumber, if that was possible. On the bed was a beautiful wedding ring quilt and simple dark blue curtains hung on the window. Because the room was on the first floor, they were of a heavy material that was hard to see through.

      “Mother was a lady from the East and Daddy did whatever it took to make her happy. She liked nice furnishings, so he bought them for her. They loved each other, and us, very much.”

      “Do you have any sisters?”

      He sat on the bed.

      She figured he was tired of looking down at her.

      “Two. They live in Phoenix with their husbands’ families.”

      “Are they tall, like you and your brothers? You’re probably the tallest man I’ve ever met.”

      He smiled. “Yeah, they are, poor things. They’re about six feet tall. Their husbands are both shorter than they are by at least an inch. Their kids are all tall, boys and girls.”

      Fiona walked around the room, touching the furniture. Rubbing her palm over the top of the rail on the footboard. The scent of beeswax rose as she passed her hand across the railing. She looked out the window at the view of the ranch yard and the mountains beyond. “Your daughters don’t seem overly tall for their ages. Susie is even a little small.” Why am I talking about his daughters? Is it because I miss Billy so much and they reminded me of just how much of his life I’ve already missed?

      “They take after Sally, thank God. She was just a little thing. A good foot shorter than me.”

      She stopped and looked at him. “I’m not a little thing.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m probably not who or what you wanted in a wife, but I will do my best to be a good wife.” After I get my son.

      He stood and walked to her. He pushed a stray curl behind her ear. “You’re not like my late wife and I don’t want you to be. You can’t take her place in my heart. I warn you now, there is no room. I married for my daughters’ sakes alone.”

      She lowered her eyes. “I understand.” I only married to get my son back but do I also want him to love me?

      Ross placed his arms around her waist.

      Fiona widened her eyes and tentatively wrapped her arms around his neck. I remember how to do this, don’t I? Am I being too loose, responding to him as I do?

      “Do you? I never expected you to be so beautiful, or beautiful at all. You were in prison for bank robbery. Why did you rob the bank? Why did the five of you form a gang?”

      She unwrapped her arms and tried to step away.

      He didn’t let her.

      She knew the day would come when she’d have to explain, but she thought she’d have more time. Fiona sighed. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Everyone has a choice.”

      “I wanted to get my son back.” Tears filled her eyes, and she willed them not to fall. She wouldn’t be pitied. “His father demanded I give him $1,000, or I’d never see Billy again. Given that choice what would you have done? I had no other way to get that kind of money.”

      “The money was never recovered. Did you get your son back?”

      Her gaze flew to his. “How did you—of course.” Her shoulders relaxed. “The warden would have sent you information on all of our backgrounds.” She huffed out a breath. “No, I didn’t get Billy back…yet. I just hope Simon still has him and didn’t sell him to someone.”

      Ross narrowed his eyes, his brows becoming slashes over them. “Simon is your former husband? Billy’s father?”

      “We never wed.” She lifted her chin. “If my past bothers you, we can end this before it becomes impossible to do so.” I hope he says no. I might have entered the marriage just to get Billy, but I like Ross and his daughters. I’ve always wanted a family and he’s giving me a ready-made one, if I’ll accept his condition that he’ll never love me. Can I live like that? Or is that what I want, too?

      He was quiet for a minute. His mouth in a flat line.

      She wondered what he was thinking and when she started to wring her hands, she instead clasped them behind her back.

      “No, I don’t think so. We’ll see if we can find your son. So, why are the other women involved?”

      “As I told you we’re all Irish and it’s not easy for the Irish in this country. They each have their reasons for joining me. I was going to do it by myself." Fiona could have jumped for joy, when he said he’d help her, except Ross would not like the fact that she still intended to pay Simon to go away and leave her with Billy. “Why would you want to help me? I come with a lot of problems you probably don’t want—Simon being one of them. You might as well know now that Simon is his real name, but everyone else knows him as Black Bart, the outlaw.”

      He couldn’t seem to get his hands off of her fast enough.

      She nearly lost her balance. Fiona wasn’t a fool. She knew Black Bart was probably responsible for Sally’s murder. And now, she was pretty sure Ross knew that, too.

      “You’re his lover?” He spat the words.

      “No. The Simon I knew wasn’t an outlaw.” She needed him to understand. Why she didn’t exactly know, but she felt it deep in her bones. Ross needed to know she wasn’t the whore he thought she was. But I can’t tell him the full truth either and she began her story. “He was the boy on the next farm and my fiancé. Black Bart is who he became after his father was killed by lawmen. They didn’t mean to do it, he was caught in crossfire, but no one was ever charged, and Simon went over the edge and became Black Bart.”

      A small lie, but how do I tell him my father practically sold me to him? “I was already expecting Billy by that time and wouldn’t marry him because of his outlaw life.” She turned away and walked to the window, staring at the mountains in the distance. “I wanted a stable life for Billy and a lawful one. I don’t want him to grow up looking over his shoulder and running for the next hideout.”

      “I believe Black Bart murdered Sally, and I’ve been looking for him.” Ross walked up behind her and squeezed her shoulders with his hands. “And you’re going to help me find him.”
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      Fiona pulled out of his grasp and turned toward him. “What makes you think I can help you?”

      “You must know how to reach him to get Billy back and give him his money, isn’t that right?”

      Fiona moved to go around him.

      He stepped in front of her. “You’re not leaving this room until I know where he is and how you were to contact him.”

      Her heart pounded as her anger built. “I can’t tell you. I’d be risking my son, and I won’t do that. I spent years in prison because I wouldn’t do that.”

      Ross’s jaw clenched.

      She knew he was gritting his teeth because, as much as he hated the situation, he wouldn’t hurt her. The man who treats his daughters like he does, is not about to abuse a woman. Unlike Simon—no, Black Bart. Simon was a good man. Bart is not. As far as Fiona was concerned, the two were completely different men. Except now there wasn’t any of Simon left, only Bart.

      Ross ran his hand through his hair. “I’ll help you get your son back if you tell me where to find him.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know you. For all I know, I’d tell you where he is and you’d kill him before he told you where Billy is. I’d lose my son forever. No, I won’t risk it.”

      He paced from the window to the door and back again. “What can I tell you, give you, that will convince you to tell me where he is?”

      Did you know about my connection to Simon from the warden? Is that why you chose me? To get me to talk—tell you where Black Bart is? “Nothing. The only thing I want in this world is my son back.” And I’ll get him on my own because I’m the only one I can trust.

      He stopped in front of her. “Damn you, Fiona. Tell me.” He took her by the shoulders.

      When he would have shaken her, she reached up and touched his cheek. “Don’t, Ross. Don’t become like him.”

      He froze, released her like she was a burning match and then backed away. “I…I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you. I really don’t. I’m just a little crazy where he’s concerned.”

      A knock sounded.

      Brodie stood in the doorway. “Hey, you two. Lunch is ready, and we’re waiting for you.”

      “Coming,” said Fiona. She looked up at Ross. “Shall we? We can finish our discussion later…if there is a later.”

      “Oh, you can be sure we’ll continue this discussion. We’re not anywhere near finished.”

      She nodded and headed out the door to the kitchen, with Ross following her.

      Fiona stepped into the room and saw Agatha had laid out quite the spread for their lunch. Did they eat like this all the time? No wonder the kitchen is so big. She looked again at the four-door icebox. I guess it’s necessary for a group as large as this one if they want to keep anything cold, although maybe they have an icehouse, too. I should ask Ross for a tour of the ranch buildings. Maybe we can finish our discussion or maybe he’ll get distracted enough to forget it or at least put it off.

      Then she noticed the shotgun on top and figured that was for Agatha’s protection. She looked again at the shelf but the gunbelt was still there. She might need one or both of those weapons when she went after Billy.

      Fiona and the other ladies knew how to make a lot of food, enough to feed 150 people at a time, but they never had this much variety. Breakfast had consisted of oatmeal or cornmeal mush. Lunch and dinner were usually the same…bread, butter and stew or chili. Roasted meat or fried chicken was only for the warden and the guards and only once or twice a month. It simply wasn’t available in quantities that would be needed to feed the prisoners, too.

      Christmas was the exception. Turkeys were roasted, and potatoes were mashed for a Christmas dinner for everyone. The warden came down and ate with the inmates, usually with the female prisoners. Fiona smiled at that. He did it because he thought he was safer with the women. She knew better. Some of those women were the most vicious people she’d ever met. They made Black Bart seem tame by comparison.

      The lunch Agatha had prepared looked more like Christmas dinner to her. She gazed around the table and saw her friends were wide-eyed, too.

      “Agatha, lunch looks wonderful. Did you fix this special for our wedding day?”

      The older woman chuckled. “I wish I had done something special for you, but this is just a regular old lunch.”

      “But there’s so much food.” Lottie slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Brodie grinned and hugged his wife close after lowering her hand back to her lap. “You’ll get used to it, honey. This is a working ranch and we eat a lot.”

      Fiona looked up at Agatha. “You are amazing. You cook for them like this every day?”

      The housekeeper reddened from her neck to her hairline. “Oh, t’ain’t nothin’. You get used to it, but I will admit it makes it hard to get the rest of the housework done. I’ll be right glad to have you girls’ help.”

      Ross sat at the head of the table with his daughters on either side of him.

      Clayton at the other end and Gwen on his right.

      Fiona took the open seat to Ross’s right and next to Jenny. “You’ll have it, good lady, starting today. You just tell us what needs to be done, and we’ll see to it.”

      Agatha smiled. “Thank you. I’d say the boys should have gotten married sooner, but those ladies they were seein’ were spoiled little rich girls, and I don’t mind sayin’ it.”

      Every man at the table, except Ross, blushed and looked away from his bride.

      Fiona chuckled. “I hope you’ll still be glad to have us after we’ve been here for a while.” Does Agatha know our background? Will she reject us when she finds out we’re not the ladies she thinks we are?

      “Let’s eat,” said Ross.

      People started passing platters and bowls of food around the table.

      Agatha had prepared a savory stew, fresh biscuits with butter, roast pork, mashed potatoes and gravy, too.

      Fiona also noticed several pies on the counter with plates and forks beside them. Two plates with two cookies each also sat there. She hadn’t had a piece of pie in more than two years, and her mouth watered at just the thought of taking a bite. That didn’t stop her from taking some of everything on the table.

      The biscuits were to die for. They were light and fluffy. She split hers open and loaded butter on both sides and honey on one side, too. She bit into the half with the honey and moaned as the sticky sweetness dribbled on her chin.

      Ross reached over and wiped her chin with a finger, then put it into his mouth and smiled. “Sweet.”

      At the wickedness in his gaze, Fiona nearly slid off her chair. What did he have in mind? She knew he’d go to any length to find Black Bart. Would he try to seduce the information out of her? She smiled at the thought. She certainly hoped he’d try. Though he wouldn’t succeed. Billy was too important to risk because of a seduction, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy Ross’s attempt.

      The food was terrific. Some of the best Fiona could remember. Her mother had been a good cook, but she’d never had to prepare so much.

      Fiona looked at her friends and nodded.

      They each nodded back.

      Fiona stood and took her plate to the sink. “We’ll do the dishes, Agatha. You’ve done enough for today. You’ll need to help us with dinner, though. We don’t know what you have planned or the proportions.”

      “Don’t you worry, sweetie. We’ll get it started when these men get back to their chores.”

      Fiona turned toward Ross. “You’ll have to let me know where I can put my clothes. I don’t need a lot of space.”

      Gwen frowned. “What did you two do in the bedroom when the rest of us were getting settled.”

      Fiona’s face heated. “We talked and the time got away from us.”

      “I’ve cleaned out a drawer and part of the closet for you,” said Ross. “I didn’t know how much you’d need, but there should be plenty of room.”

      “Thank you.” She turned to the other women, who’d risen and were over by the sink, preparing to do dishes. “I’ll be right back.”

      Ross stood in the doorway to the kitchen, waiting.

      She followed him to the bedroom.

      “The top drawer in the bureau is yours and there are some hangers in the closet. You can push Sally’s dresses aside.”

      Fiona carefully hung her skirt and blouse in the closet and pulled out a hanger. They were a bit wrinkled but she’d see to them on ironing day.

      Ross watched her and then opened the drawer on the bureau.

      She put her underthings in the drawer and her nightgown on the bed.

      He lifted a brow at the sleeveless nightgown. “You won’t need that.”

      Mirroring his lifted brow she returned his gaze. “Oh, I think I will. I don’t intend to have relations with you until we get some things settled between us.”

      Ross crossed his arms over his chest. “Such as?”

      She straightened and lifted her chin a notch. “Such as you using me to get to Black Bart. I won’t have it. I won’t risk my son.”

      He lifted that infernal brow of his. “What if I can figure out how to get your son and have Black Bart arrested for the death of my wife?”

      “How will you do that?” She walked up and poked him in the chest. “I don’t even know if Black Bart has Billy. It’s been two and a half years. What if he’s got him stashed with some family or woman somewhere, which he probably does? How will you find Billy if Black Bart dies rather than be arrested? He’s likely to do that, just to thwart me.”

      Ross let out a deep breath. “I don’t know. I have to think on it, but I will figure out a way.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m still not having relations with you. I don’t know you well enough.”

      He slowly shook his head.

      Did he think she was not serious about this?

      “Come with me. I’ll show you the rest of the ranch, and you can ask me anything you want, then we’ll see where we are. Same goes for me. We’ll get to know each other as you get to know your new home. Deal?”

      Fiona thought about it for a minute. “All right. Let’s go and see where it leads us.”

      He led the way outside, through the kitchen.

      Agatha was peeling potatoes for the evening meal.

      “Agatha, where are the other women?” Fiona felt guilty for not helping her but tomorrow would be different.

      “They’ve started cleaning the house. Bless their hearts.”

      “They’re good, caring women.” She locked her gaze on the old woman. “You can trust them.”

      “Never thought I couldn’t. Now you go with Ross and let him show you whatever he has in mind before he has a heart attack from impatience.”

      Fiona laughed but turned toward her husband.

      Ross collected his hat from a peg on the wall. Once they were outside, he held out his arm.

      With the sun beating down, Fiona wished she’d grabbed a hat but the only one she had was the one she’d traveled with. She looked at him, lifted a brow, but then put her hand through the crook in his elbow. They started by making a right at the corner of the fence and walked past where the girls played. She looked around her. No walls. Nothing to obstruct her view of the mountains and the trees. She was free…in a way. She could end up back in prison for going after Billy, if Ross decided to report her. She hoped he wouldn’t.

      The children ran up to the fence.

      She understood the need for the fence, to keep the girls safe, but she also sympathized with them at the way it limited their freedom.

      “Where you goin’, Papa?” Jenny’s little fingers held on to the chicken wire.

      “I’m showing Fiona around the ranch.” He didn’t stop to talk.

      “We come, too?” Susie stood away from the fence and then put her thumb into her mouth.

      The two of them ran along it as Ross and Fiona walked by.

      “Not this time, little darlin’. Just me and Fiona today.”

      They came to the corner of the fence and walked straight ahead.

      “Don’t look back,” he whispered. “They’ll whine about going with us. This way they’ll just go back to playing.”

      “You know your girls very well.”

      “I had a lot of time with them after Sally died. I did get to know them, and they know me. When I say no, they know I mean it. They can push me once; the second time means punishment.”

      “That seems very strict.” Fiona was glad of her long legs and, therefore, long stride, otherwise she would have been running to keep up with Ross.

      “Maybe, but I’ve had to be. I can’t have them running wild. It would be too dangerous for them here.”

      “That’s true. I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      He chuckled. “You just thought I was a mean ol’ man.”

      She hung her head and then laughed. “You’re right, I did.”

      They walked along quietly.

      Fiona was enjoying the feeling of freedom. Even though she really wasn’t free yet, and wouldn’t be until she got Billy back, just being outside the prison walls felt wonderful.

      “What was prison like?”

      She was surprised their thoughts were so aligned. “It wasn’t as bad as some people think, but I don’t want to go back by any means. Being there was like being in your house and yard and never being able to go anywhere else and your daughters weren’t with you or the rest of your family. You end up making your own new family. The other women your brothers married today are my family legally now but they were before, too.”

      She leaned into his arm a little and relaxed as she told her story. “The food was good because we cooked it ourselves. Our first meal, after arriving, was so bad, we kicked out the male prisoners who had been cooking and took the chore over completely. The warden appreciated the quality of the food and assigned us to only work in the kitchen, gardening, milking or gathering eggs.

      “He even tried to keep us from doing our own laundry and just work in the kitchens, but we didn’t want our clothing, as little as there was of it, to be with those of the male prisoners. So, we started helping with the laundry, too.” She tapped his arm. “What about you? What keeps you busy all day...here on the ranch? Do you work with the cattle?”

      “I work with the cattle, especially during branding season. Every man works with them then. But we take care of the mucking of the barn stalls, stacking hay and straw, smoking meat, butchering cows and pigs, that kind of thing. We all stay busy on a spread this big.”

      She tilted her head up and looked at him. “Sounds like it.”

      They walked a trodden path to the buildings. “The first building here is the laundry. It has its own pump and every cowboy is responsible for his own clothes. But with the five of you here, we might have you do all the laundry and free them up for other chores.”

      She nodded and let go of his arm to walk inside. There were wash and rinse tubs against two walls and a counter against another holding jars of soap flakes. The pump was in the middle of the room which she thought was rather ingenious. No one would get in the way of the pump when they were all in there.

      “It’s nice.”

      “Thanks. The next is the outhouse, then the icehouse and the smokehouse.”

      “Where do you get ice? The prison never got ice, so we had to use the milk and meat the same day we got it so it wouldn’t spoil. I haven’t had an iced tea or lemonade in two and a half years.”

      He opened the door to the icehouse. “We’ll see if we can arrange for an iced tea. Although, we don’t usually use the ice like that, I think we might one time. We buy it in town and protect it with straw on the way home. You see how the back is dug into the little hill? That, and bales of straw insulate the ice and let us have it all year long. “

      They walked a little farther and he opened the smokehouse door. Inside were several hanging beef carcasses’ and two pigs.

      She looked around, then lifted her nose and sniffed the air. “Do you raise your own pigs? I don’t smell them.”

      He pointed toward the mountains. “They are over a small hill far away from the house.”

      “Are we supposed to feed them, or do you?”

      “I’ll have one of the men feed them tonight but you’ll do it after that.”

      Good. If I feed them, I could slip away without Ross knowing and go get the money and save Billy. Would the plan work? And if he found out or when he found out, what would he do? Would he send her back to prison?
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      Fiona continued to feign interest in the pigs. The more she found out about them the better.

      “Once you get settled in, you’ll feed them. They’re only fed once a day. Scraps of food except bones. They also get grain. There aren’t usually enough table scraps to feed them all.”

      “Are we walking over there now?”

      “Not now. You can come out with me tonight after supper.” He took her hand and turned right going to the large building on the east side of the house. “This is the bunkhouse. It has room for forty men, which we may have during branding season. That’s why it’s so big.”

      “But you said it’s only two days. Do they stay here longer?”

      “Sometimes. We’re one of the few spreads that has facilities where they can clean up and do their laundry. Then they might have to stay longer depending on how active our bulls were and how many calves we get. We can usually count on 300 or 400 new calves a season. Branding takes a lot of work. Gathering the calves, holding them down and then branding them and castrating the males all takes time. I’m supposed to do the actual branding, but we’ve split it into five teams of eight men. Some doing the herding, some roping, some stoking the fire and keeping the irons hot, some wrestling the calves and then the Campbell brothers applying the actual brand.

      “And every animal is
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