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      Wyoming Territory

      1875

      

      "Are you positive that the contest will take place as usual this year?" Simone asked her daughter. "How many people will be willing to leave their property unguarded to go to town for an Easter parade and an Easter bonnet contest?" Simone appeared doubtful, which was understandable, given that both the Cheyenne and the Lakota Sioux were on the warpath and trying to drive the whites out of their lands.

      "Mama, it is important that we maintain life as normal if at all possible, or else we might as well leave and go back east and give the Indians back their land."

      "I am not sure that we shouldn't just do that, Lily. I can only imagine how I would feel if someone moved on my land and just plain took it away from me."

      "Mama, you are the sweetest person on earth," Lily said, getting up to round the table and give her mother a big hug. "You know how Papa feels about this, and as he says, it is very political and very complicated. The elected officials in Washington are arguing on the right and wrong of this issue and seem no closer to a solution now than a few years ago. It is the hordes of prospectors moving on the Black Hills to hunt for gold who are upsetting the Indians and causing problems for all of us. Papa says the soldiers try to stop them, but there are so many that there is no way the soldiers can stop all of them. They just go back and then sneak around the soldiers."

      "One such patrol was murdered last week," Simone reminded Lily. "How terrible that is. It makes me fearful to be here right now, in spite of the fact that we've been here for over ten years!"

      "It's also why Papa won't let me go riding like he used to. He is afraid I could be captured by either the Sioux or the Cheyenne."

      "He is right, and I expect you to obey your papa. In fact, I will insist on corporal punishment if you try to go riding by yourself right now." It was a well known fact that Simone didn't believe in spanking and equally well known that Montgomery Stone hated to displease his loving wife in any way. Therefore, Lily Stone reached the age of nineteen without ever being spanked. For her mother to promise a spanking if she disobeyed her father, was shocking.

      "Mama, I am grown now. I have no intention of disobeying Papa on this matter. Please, do not worry about things that won't happen. I have no desire to belong to some Indian brave."

      "You know, daughter, your papa is disappointed that you told Phineas Barton that you weren't interested in having him court you."

      "Oh, Mama, Phineas is such an egotistical, pompous jerk! I do not feel as desperate to marry as Papa thinks I should! I am only nineteen, and I think I have a few good years left."

      Simone giggled. "I was twenty-one when I met your papa, and your grandfather was convinced he would need to support me forever!"

      "And you are happy you waited, right?"

      "Oh, very happy. I met your papa, and I fell in love on the spot. I am afraid it upset your grandfather when Montgomery proposed right away," she admitted.

      "He had good taste in choosing you," Lily said, hugging Simone again. "I fear we are off the subject of Easter bonnets; may I enter the contest, Mama?" she asked.

      "How much money do you wish to spend?" Simone asked with a smile, not about to deny her daughter the chance to compete.

      "I'm not sure, Mama. Would you shop with me?" When she saw the fear enter her mother's eyes, she quickly added, "Provided Papa can escort us to town?"

      "If your papa is willing to take us, then I shall go. There are some things I wish to purchase, too," she admitted, and Lily wished that she'd thought to suggest the outing sooner.

      That evening as they sat at the supper table, Lily said, "Papa, Mama and I have some shopping we would like to do, and we would like for you to accompany us to town. Would that be possible one day soon?"

      "Of course," he immediately answered, understanding that Lily was trying to tell him that his precious Simone was too afraid to leave the ranch without his coming along. "I think tomorrow would be a good day; I am fairly well caught up at the moment, and I can trust the men to take care of the rest. We'll leave early if you two sleepyheads can be up and ready?"  Montgomery winked, letting them know he was joking.

      "Oh, you!" Simone giggled. "Who is it I need to push out of bed in the mornings? Hmm?"

      "So, push me out early tomorrow, sweet one, and we'll go to town. After we finish up here, I'll talk to the men and see if anyone needs anything."

      "That is a great idea, Papa."

      "It is, isn't it?" He grinned at her in his normal teasing manner.  "So, what is it you ladies are shopping for?"

      "Lily wants to enter the Easter bonnet competition, and I wish to find some fabric to make new curtains. Also, I am almost finished with the quilt I'm stitching and it's time to plan another. I already know the pattern that I am going to make, but I need the fabrics, and I want Lily's help in choosing those."

      "Is there actually going to be an Easter parade and an Easter bonnet contest?" Montgomery asked doubtfully.

      "Miranda said so," Lily replied.

      "That Miranda! Her father needs to take her in hand, and the sooner the better!"

      "Papa, just because Miranda rode over here alone this afternoon doesn't mean she is out of control. Her father hasn't forbidden her to do so… yet." She tacked the last word on since Miranda was positive her father would do so the minute she returned, and she hoped he wouldn't spank her, too.

      "It isn't safe, and I have forbidden you to go riding alone," he reminded her.

      "I know, Papa, and I won't disobey you. I promise. I'm not a child any longer," she couldn't resist reminding him.

      "You may not be a child, but you will always be Papa's little girl," he insisted.

      Lily blushed, but it was from pleasure. "I love you, too, Papa," she told him emotionally.

      "Well, I am a very lovable man, just ask your mama," he teased, but his hand reached across the table to give hers a squeeze.

      "Very lovable," Simone solemnly agreed. She looked at her husband and that flash of awareness passed between them, promising that later would be her time to show him just how lovable he was.

      "May I say something without overstepping?" Lily suddenly asked. Her parents both looked at her curiously, but it was her papa who nodded, urging her to speak.

      "The look you two just shared?" Lily saw them blush and squirm uncomfortably. "It is truly special, and I grew up witnessing your love for each other. I don't want to marry any man unless I feel for him the same way you two do about each other. Papa, that is why I sent Phineas on his way. I hope you understand."

      "I do now," Montgomery said quietly, nodding. "I wouldn't want anything less for you, either, daughter." He privately decided to butt out and not pick any more men to come calling on Lily. That didn't mean he wouldn't send a would-be suitor on his way real fast if he didn't think him suitable for his Lily!

      "I'm sorry if I embarrassed you," she said, looking more at her mama.

      "It is good to understand, Lily," Simone said with a smile. She knew precisely what Lily was trying to do, and it had worked. Montgomery now understood, and he would stop trying to find a husband for their daughter.
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        * * *

      

      "Miranda Jefferson! I can't believe you would be foolish enough to ride over to the Stone Ranch just to discuss such silly nonsense as an Easter bonnet contest!" Philip Jefferson sputtered angrily. "I had the men ready to search for you… or for your body!" he growled, then turned to face his ranch hands. "Men, I thank you for your time and efforts. We've all been working real hard, including Randi. Maybe it's time we take an afternoon off and relax. Enjoy the rest of today, and don't worry; you'll all get full pay. Again, thank you," Philip said humbly.

      "We'd do anything for you, boss," Sam Cross, his foreman, said, knowing that he was speaking for all of the men. Philip Jefferson paid top dollar, had a nice bunkhouse and fed them extra well. It was a good place to work. They all loved little Randi, too, since most of them had watched her grow up. Sam felt a bit sorry for her right now, however. He knew his stern boss well and that young lady was going to get her backside dusted properly. It was crazy of her to go riding alone with all of the Indian trouble they were having.

      The youngest member of the crew, Danny Preston, was in love with the beautiful Miranda, and at the moment, he was furious with her for risking her safety and her very life. Ever since the boss started asking around if anyone had seen Randi anywhere, Danny felt sick to his stomach at the thought of her scalp hanging from some young brave's belt. Danny wanted to spank her.

      "Boss, something's wrong with ole Clyde!" One of the men came running from the barn to get Philip. Philip took off running for the barn, but not until after he told Miranda to get to the house.

      Danny caught up with her and followed her inside the house that was much too large for two people. "What were you thinking, Miranda?" he demanded, taking her arms and giving her a single shake to get her attention.

      "Oh, Danny, don't you be cross with me, too," she whispered, her lovely blue eyes full of tears. "I just wanted to see Lily for a while; I miss having a female to talk to."

      "Then why didn't you tell your pa and ask him to send me with you to keep you safe? We were scared, and you need those damned britches you're wearing set on fire!" Danny scolded.

      "I thought they would hide the fact that I am a woman," she told him, her eyes innocent as could be.

      Danny was forced to smile. "Honey, those pants don't do one thing to hide your femininity. In fact, they draw attention to the fact that you are a beautiful woman."

      "Oh." Miranda felt herself blushing at her cheeks grew hot.

      "And right now, I'm sure you will wish you had all those layers of petticoats to protect your backside." Danny pulled out a chair, took a seat, and Miranda found herself lying face down over his knee.

      "Oh, Danny, no! Don't do this! Papa⁠—"

      "Your pa might shoot me, but it is time he learned the truth of the matter. I love you, Randi, and I love you too much to let you get away with doing something so damned foolish!"  He raised his right hand and brought it down over the seat of her snug jeans, earning a frantic yelp from the pretty brunette. "You are never going to pull a stunt like this one again," Danny scolded, giving her another solid spank on her other cheek.

      "I'm sorry, Danny! I forgot about the danger!" she pleaded for understanding. "I just wanted to see Lily and tell her what Papa said about there being an Easter parade and that there would be an Easter bonnet contest, in spite of the trouble with Indians. I was excited; it is something to do besides worry."

      "Right now, you'd best worry about your hind," Danny said with assurance. "I refuse to let you talk your way out of a good spanking, little girl," he warned mere seconds before he started spanking in earnest.

      Miranda was shocked that this was happening. She knew full well that her papa intended to spank her, and there was no way she'd be able to tolerate another spanking after this one! Danny was very strong, and she felt every inch of his palm as he spanked her cheeks over and over. It was much worse than the spanking her papa would give her, especially if she told him she was very sorry and just didn't think. Obviously, that didn't work with Danny. He started spanking lower, where she was most tender, and Miranda was soon sobbing and begging him to stop. He didn't, not until she was good and miserable and promising she wouldn't go anywhere outside the house without telling someone.

      Danny put the sobbing brunette on her feet and then stood to hold her in his arms. "I didn't enjoy that one bit, little girl," Danny told her, "but I love you too much to let you get away with doing something that foolish!"

      "I'm sorry, Danny," she whispered.

      "I know you are," he replied as he held her tighter. "It's over and done now, honey. You're forgiven." He kissed the top of her head and then said, "Go and put on a pretty dress, Randi. I like to see dresses on my lady, not pants."

      "All right, Danny," she answered and then ran to do his bidding, her bottom burning and stinging like crazy. At least she could take a couple of minutes to rub the aching area before she came downstairs once more.
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        * * *

      

      Danny watched her leave and then he shuddered. He actually felt ill to think of what she would have suffered if the Indians had captured her and taken her with them. He knew he would track them to the ends of the earth, but what would she have to endure in the meantime? His sweet Miranda had no idea of such things.

      "How long have you and my daughter been hiding this romance from me?" Philip asked.

      "Since the day I rode in here looking for work, sir." Danny told the truth. "It was as though there was an invisible rope pulling us toward each other. We fought it for a couple of months; we avoided each other, but that day we got caught in the barn together during that hailstorm, we decided to stop fighting nature and let things develop naturally. I love Randi, sir, and she feels the same about me. That is why I put her over my knee and spanked her until she won't want to sit down for a good while. She scared the hell out of me," Danny admitted.

      "I see. Did it occur to you that I just might decide to whip her butt myself? I am her papa!"

      "Yes, sir, you are that. I am the man she loves, who loves her in return. She needed to feel my disapproval, and she needs to feel your disapproval, too. What she did was so foolish, it makes me sick to think of what could have happened. At least Mr. Stone sent some men with her to see her safely home."

      "He's a good man. What am I supposed to think now?" Philip asked.

      "I hope you think I'm good enough to be married to Randi, sir. I don't have much of anything, but I am a hard worker, and I will do what I can to provide well for her."

      "I can see you love her. If you were just after her money, you would've called me a mean s.o.b. for scolding her when she rode in, but instead, you gave her a sound tanning. It takes love to do that, unless you're heartless and cold, and you ain't either of those things. I don't intend for you to marry straight away. I believe in long engagements, a year at least. In the meantime, you can work and keep saving your pay. We'll have this conversation again at that time. And there won't be any more secret meetings, Danny. If you love my daughter, then you will court her openly. Understand?"

      "Yes, sir, I do."

      "Fine. You can come to supper tonight at six." Philip wanted to keep an eye on Danny and make sure he was suitable for his daughter. "In the meantime, I need to deal with my errant daughter."

      "Sir, I would ask you to have a care. She is probably very sore. I did my best to make an impression."

      "Miranda is my daughter, Danny."

      Danny nodded and left the house. At least he had the boss' permission to court Randi, and he had an invitation to sit at their dinner table tonight. He would take what he could get and try to make a good impression. He would have to trust the man wouldn't be harsh with Randi.
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        * * *

      

      Miranda scrubbed her face and then put on the dress that Danny liked best of all the ones she owned. It was blue, trimmed in touches of white lace at the neckline and at the cuffs of her sleeves. When she paired it with a white apron, she looked presentable. She brushed through her hair, then used the set of combs that used to be her mother's to keep it back. Miranda hoped to look as grownup as possible when she confronted her parent.

      "Girl, you might as well bring yourself down here and face me. Hiding from me ain't going to save your butt!" Philip's voice carried up the staircase and down the hall to her bedroom, startling her and causing her to jump.

      Miranda knew there was no point in putting off the confrontation, so she opened her bedroom door and went to the stairway to see her papa standing there, waiting for her with a strap in his hand!
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      Philip watched as his daughter's face drained of all color, but she was a brave one, and instead of running to her bedroom and locking the door against him, she came downstairs.  "Papa, I am so sorry I worried you and everyone else, too. I just didn't think about the Indians and all the problems. I've missed Lily and wanted to see her."

      "I don't doubt that, daughter. I want your word that you will come to me if you start feeling trapped here. I will see to it you get to visit your friends, or that you get into town to do some shopping. Do we have a deal?" he wanted to know.

      "Yes, Papa. We have a deal.  Thank you for understanding."

      "I get that. Your dear mama used to feel the same way at times," he informed her. "When that happened, I took a day off to accommodate her."

      "She loved you so much, Papa, and I can see why. I love you, too."

      "I love you, too, Miranda, and I am not a bit happy right this moment. We have another matter to discuss, don't we?" He waved the belt a bit, to let her know she was still in for a tanning.

      "What is it, Papa?" Miranda was truly at a loss to know what he was referring to. She couldn't imagine that she'd done anything to earn a strapping.

      "I've just learned that you and Danny have been seeing each other behind my back. I don't like sneaking around, and you darn well know it, too."

      "It wasn't like that, Papa," she told him with a sweet smile that reminded him of her dear mama. "It was a sudden thing; Danny came here and we both felt like we'd been struck by lightning. We both tried to ignore it for a while, and we did our best to avoid each other. Then we ended up together in the barn during that hailstorm a few weeks ago. We made conversation and discovered we liked each other. Still, I feared it was too good to be true, and I expected Danny to get bored and ride off one day and not look back. Papa, I didn't tell anyone, not you and not even Lily! I was afraid that if I did, I would learn it was some sort of cruel joke. But Danny does love me, and he intends to speak with you and ask if he may court me. Nothing improper has happened. Danny has five sisters and he has good morals. I'm so glad you know, and I hope you are happy for me?" she asked, her blue eyes full of trepidation.

      "Of course, I am happy for you; I just don't like being kept in the dark."

      "It wasn't like sneaking around behind your back, Papa. It was like gently exploring the truth before I said anything. I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings. Truly, it wasn't anything sordid like sneaking behind the barn to kiss and stuff. Danny and I aren't that sort. We respect each other."

      "Well, all right then," Philip said, somewhat mollified. "I don't want sneaking around.  I've given Danny permission to court you for the next year. If you still feel this way about each other then, we'll discuss marriage. I want to be sure he's the right man for you."

      "He is, Papa," she said so matter-of-factly that he believed her.

      "I invited the boy to supper tonight. Fix something good."

      "Yes, Papa, I will. Papa, I am truly sorry I worried you today. I just wanted to see a friend to discuss the Easter bonnet contest, and none of you men get excited about that sort of thing.  Still, I'm sorry I just didn't think. I won't do it again."

      "Danny wasn't too happy with you, either, was he?" Philip couldn't resist asking his daughter about the spanking. He wondered if she would be honest with him, but Miranda wasn't the type to deny something that was true.

      "He caught me off guard, Papa. Once Mr. Stone growled at me for riding alone, I realized I would be in trouble with you. I didn't think Danny would be so upset. But he was. He scolded me and he spanked me, hard! I doubt I am going to be able to sit down this evening."

      "Oh, you will sit, and with no pillow on your seat, either. You deserve a bit of discomfort for the worry you caused all of us today. Those men out there love you, little girl. You frightened them."

      "I will make sure I tell each of them that I am sorry, Papa. You can be sure I won't do this again. I'm not so selfish to want to put all of you through such worry."

      "I'm sure you won't, daughter." Philip shut himself in his den to work on the ranch's paperwork. No purpose would be served by giving her a strapping. It wasn't as he feared, and his daughter was still a 'good' girl. And, he decided, she could do a whole lot worse than having Danny for a husband. It was obvious the man loved her enough to be firm with her when needed. His Randi would certainly need a strong man to guide her, just as her mama had.
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        * * *

      

      "Good day, Stone family!" Keegan North greeted as they entered his general store.  "David, I could use some help!" he called out toward the storage room.

      Lily was curious to see who David was. Mr. North didn't normally have help. A younger man walked out of the storage room and Keegan pointed him toward the family.

      "That is Mr. and Mrs. Stone and their daughter. They're good customers, so treat them right," Keegan instructed, then said, "Folks, this is my kid brother, David North.  He moved out here to be closer to Nellie and me now that our folks are gone." Nellie was Keegan's sister, married to the blacksmith in town.

      "It's good to meet you, David." Montgomery stepped forward and offered his hand.

      "Mr. Stone." David shook hands as he nodded and smiled.

      "I prefer Monty, young man," Montgomery said quickly. "My wife, Simone, and my daughter, Lily; the ladies have some serious shopping to do, and I am going to leave them here while I take care of some business at the bank. Simone, Lily, please wait here for me to return, and then I'll buy you some lunch." While worded as a request, everyone present knew that Montgomery was issuing an order but being polite about it.

      "Yes, dear, we will wait here for you," Simone replied with a loving smile. "Right, Lily?"

      "Mama is right, Papa. Go on about your business and please don't worry about us… just about your wallet!" she added teasingly, and her father left the store laughing. Lily was sure her father would have a fit if either she or her mama were to leave the store for any reason, and she had no desire to push his buttons and make him angry. An angry Monty Stone was a force to be reckoned with. He'd already pointed out that a cattle drive was close to town, and he didn't want them running into a group of drunken drovers.

      "David, Lily wishes to select a hat that she can decorate for the Easter bonnet competition, and of course, trimmings for that same hat. I am here to buy curtain fabric and quilting prints and solids. I think I can manage to do some looking while you help Lily."

      "Very well," David agreed as the older woman walked over to the yard goods section of the store. He looked at Lily and decided her green eyes were the loveliest shade of green that he'd ever seen. He knew a pair of twins back home who had green eyes, but theirs were more hazel. Lily's were a bright green and simply beautiful.

      In the meantime, Lily was examining his brown eyes and dark, wavy hair. David was so handsome, and her heart was pounding with awareness just from looking at him. She'd never felt this sort of attraction before and she just didn't know what to do or say. She looked at him again, to find he was as awe struck as she was. Amazing!

      "I'm sorry for staring, Miss Lily, but you are simply beautiful," David finally broke the spell.

      "I was thinking that you are very handsome, David," she shyly whispered. "I apologize for staring, too." She smiled at him and then said, "I guess we should look at hats?"

      "Yes… hats. We have some right over here." He pointed in the general direction, and Lily turned to head the right way. She caught her toe on a clothing rack and would have fallen if not for David's quick actions. His strong arms broke her fall and helped her find her balance once again.

      "Oh my! Thank you, David. I caught my toe on that rack." She was so busy looking at his broad back that she wasn't paying attention to what she was doing.

      "I should have warned you about that rack. I haven't got it placed quite right yet." He took her a bit farther and showed her a nice selection of hats.

      Lily was so aware of his presence that she couldn't make a decision. There were a lot of bonnets worthy of decoration. Keegan must have ordered a shipment of them in anticipation of the Easter bonnet competition. Keegan really was a good shopkeeper, and he carried what folks around here needed and wanted.

      "I like this one for you, Miss Lily," David suddenly said, reaching for a hat. "The ties on it match your eyes. He gently placed it on her head and tied the bow on the side of her chin.  David nodded in satisfaction, and then he picked up a hand mirror and held it, so she could see herself. "What do you think, Miss Lily?" he wanted to know.

      "Oh! I really like it, David!" she exclaimed. "Let's show Mama."

      "All right," he agreed, pleased.

      "Mama, what do you think of this one?" Lily asked once she had her mother's attention.

      Simone nodded almost immediately. "It's beautiful, Lily, and I'm sure it will be spectacular when you are finished decorating. What will you do to decorate it?"

      "Let me think about it for a few minutes, Mama." Lily was too full of thoughts of David, who was standing so close to her that she couldn't think of anything else. He was so handsome, and it was as though he knew her likes and dislikes already. This hat was the one she would have picked for herself. It was slightly different, and that was why she liked it so much. Perhaps it had a little to do with the fact David had picked it for her.

      "Do you like this, Lily? Or this one?" Simone held up two different bolts of fabric and looked to her daughter for her opinion.

      "I like the second one; I don't care for the first at all." Lily was ever honest and blunt.

      Simone quickly put the first bolt down. "I like this one best, too," she told her daughter. "Now, I want to pick out my quilt fabric, and I saw the perfect fabric to build from." She walked over and got it, then turned to give her daughter a puzzled look. Simone then smiled and said, "Honey, you can take off the bonnet now."

      "Oh! I didn't realize I was still wearing it!" Lily admitted, blushing as the price tag rubbed against her cheek.

      "It looks so pretty on you," David commented for her ears alone. He knew he would never grow tired of seeing her in the bonnet.

      "Thank you." She blushed even more. "And thank you for picking it out."

      "My pleasure," he assured her. "I think you decorate the bonnet perfectly, and you don't need any flowers or bows."

      "Stop! You are making me blush," Lily protested, but she was pleased by his compliments.

      "It's the truth," he insisted.

      "Lily, are you going to help me?" Simone called impatiently.

      "Yes, Mama." Lily smiled at him and said, "Excuse me, David."

      He permitted her to pass in front of him, and for just a moment, his hand rested on her back. The spot tingled and the tingles all traveled to a private spot of her body. She felt dampness seep onto her drawers. Oh my! Was that the way her father's touch affected her mother? Somehow she knew it was. What if David wasn't as attracted to her as she was to him?
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        * * *

      

      David waited on another customer, helping him get some tobacco for his pipe, while he kept an eye on the beautiful Lily. He wasn't used to feeling this way when he met a girl. He'd dated a few but had never really felt serious about any of them. This girl excited him. His fingers still tingled where he'd gently touched her back as she passed by him. Every so often, she would glance his way and give him a shy smile. David was hooked. Moving here, to be around his much older siblings, was a great idea. And helping out in Keegan's store while he looked for a property to buy gave him a purpose… and he'd met Lily. He'd heard Mr. Stone, Monty, he corrected himself, mention going to lunch, and he wondered if he could get himself invited. Maybe Lily would invite him?
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        * * *

      

      Lily knew that David was looking at her as much as she was looking at him. She wondered if it would be unladylike to invite David to join them for lunch. She watched as her mama picked out fabrics for her quilt, and when her opinion was asked, she did her best to be thoughtful and give an intelligent answer.

      Simone knew very well what was going on with her daughter. She smiled again as she caught Lily staring at David. The young man was very handsome, but she knew Montgomery very well; he wouldn't think a man who worked as a store clerk very good husband material. It was a shame, too, because David had really turned Lily's head, and he seemed enamored of Lily. "I think I have enough fabric, Lily. We need to concentrate on your hat now. Have you decided what you wish to use?"

      "Yes, I have, but I can't buy them. I want fresh spring wildflowers, Mama. I want to make this bonnet unique for Easter and still have a pretty bonnet when Easter is over."

      "I think that is a good idea, but with the Indians… You will promise me you won't wander from home without your papa or some of the ranch hands to watch over you?"

      "I have already promised, Mama. Please stop worrying about me. I'm truly not a little child you need to keep watch over." She gave Simone a hug. "Please, Mama?" She understood her mama's fears and was determined to give her mother peace of mind as far as she was concerned.

      "I'm sorry, Lily. I just worry too much, don't I?"

      "Yes, you do, and I seriously have given you my word. I won't break it for any reason, even to gather wildflowers for an Easter bonnet." Lily smiled at Simone, letting her know that she didn't mind.

      David was proud of Lily for having so much patience with her mother. He'd met plenty of young women who would have been angered and made sure their mothers knew it. Lily was truly special.

      "All right, my dear. Thank you for reassuring me. This whole thing with the Indians has me so spooked. Your father is so good to the Indians; he's even hired a couple of them to help with the horses. He's kind and good, but they are angry, and I am afraid they will take that out on us."

      "We can't control that, Mama. Try not to let it upset you. We have so much to look forward to, namely my beating Rebecca Waterford in the Easter bonnet contest." Lily's green eyes sparkled with good humor as she admitted her true reason for entering the contest once again.

      "Is that why you wish to enter?" Simone asked and then laughed. "I knew there was a real underlying reason!"

      "Well, of course! That girl is a pain in the patoots."

      "Shhh! You shouldn't say that where it could get back to her," Simone said in a scolding tone, even though it was easy to see that she agreed with her about the other girl.

      "I've already said it to her face," Lily said, making a face at her mother. "Oh! Did you turn in the list of supplies we need?" she asked as she suddenly remembered they were in town for other things as well as her bonnet and her mama's fabrics.

      "I did. I know your father prefers to get done quickly when we come to town. He wants us home well before dark."

      "It was a pretty drive into town this morning, wasn't it?" Lily asked, trying to get Simone's mind off of the Indians.

      "Yes, it was."

      "Have you found all the fabrics you wish, Mrs. Stone?" David asked solicitously. He really liked the Stone women and didn't mind waiting on them.

      "Yes, and please call me Simone. We don't stand on formalities out here, David."

      "Thank you, Simone. Lily looks a lot like you," he said, and then wished he could recall the words. He was being much too personal with people he barely knew, and if he lost customers, Keegan would feel like thrashing him, even though he was a grown man. "I'm sorry; that just slipped out."

      "I take it as quite a compliment," Simone said.

      A man rushed into the store. "The Sioux have killed another group of prospectors! The word just came in and everyone in the territory is warned to be extra careful right now. They are recommending that no one ride through the territory alone, and they are warning all prospectors to leave Indian territory!"
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      "Oh no!" Lily whispered in shock, but then her attention turned toward her mother and she saw that Simone was extremely pale. "Mama!" she cried out as her mother fainted away. Thank goodness for David's quick reflexes. He caught Simone, lifted her in his arms and carried her to the shoe section of the store. Then he ordered Lily to push the three chairs together, so he would have a place to lay Simone. "Oh, Mama! I need to get Papa!" Lily turned to run for her father, but David caught her.

      "No. Your pa said to stay here, and you should be with your ma if she wakes. I'll get your father. You stay right here, Lily." His voice was firm and uncompromising. He moved fast to run for Monty Stone, while Lily tried to revive her mama.

      "I sure didn't mean to upset Mrs. Stone," the telegrapher said. "It happened up in the Hills, not too close to here."

      Monty came running, David on his heels. Monty knelt beside his wife and gently tapped her cheeks. "Wake up, Simone, sweetheart. You're safe now."

      Simone's pretty green eyes fluttered open to look at her husband. "The Sioux⁠—"

      "Yes, sweetie, I know. It wasn't very close to us."

      "These attacks are getting worse, Monty!"

      "Yes, they are, but I promise to keep you safe."

      "I'm sorry for acting like a big baby," Simone said, covering her face with her hands.

      "It's understandable, with what you went through."

      Simone looked for Lily and then said, "Lily wants to decorate her Easter bonnet with spring wildflowers and I fear for her to go flower picking."

      "Mama, I won't go alone, and that is still a couple of weeks away. If things get worse around here, I just won't do it and will decorate with ribbons."

      "Thank you, honey." She tried to stand up, but Montgomery stopped her.

      "Try sitting up for a few minutes before standing. I don't want you to fall and hit your head."

      "You would never let that happen, Montgomery, and you know it!" She smiled at him, and the color came back to her cheeks.

      "Mrs. Stone, I'm sorry I scared you like that. I have an awful big mouth sometimes."

      "It's all right, Mr. Thomas. When I was a young girl, I was with a family who was attacked by Indians. My girlfriend, her mother and I were taken captive. There were others, too, and they did horrible things to them. Fortunately, my father and a few other men rescued us before we were harmed in any way. It was the single, most terrifying experience of my life, and I still have bad dreams. I am very frightened of Indians when they are on the warpath," Simone explained.

      "I never knew that," the man said, feeling ashamed.

      "I don't often share," Simone admitted. "However, I just wanted you to know why I overreacted to your news. It is a shame about those men."

      "Yes, it is," the telegrapher agreed. "They weren't supposed to be there, however, and the Indians felt they were protecting their land."

      "It's a sad story," Monty added, shaking his head. "I feel for the Indians, but you know the government will eventually take the land away from them."

      "That isn't right, Monty," Keegan declared, forgetting his own rule of keeping opinions to himself. "Not one of us would like it if the government said we had to move and give up what we'd owned our entire life."

      "I know I wouldn't like it, and I would fight back," David added.

      "So, how do we get the government to hear us?" Lily asked.

      "That is the problem, honey. I've sent several letters, and so have others from this area.  We've sent delegates to Washington, but greed is behind the push to take the land, and money usually wins, especially when the ones being displaced are Indians." Montgomery looked at his pretty wife and asked, "Are you feeling better now, Simone? Maybe ready for a bite to eat?" he asked.

      "Yes, darling. I'm fine now. We really must invite David to join us; he has been most helpful this morning."

      "He helped me with Mama when she fainted, Papa. David caught her and thought to lay her on these chairs, and then he insisted on running to find you instead of permitting me to do so."

      "Well, young man, my ladies would love to have you join us for lunch. Would you like to accommodate them? Unless Keegan needs you here?" Montgomery turned to look at Keegan questioningly.

      "Not at all. Go and have a good time, Davy. You can talk to Monty and ask his advice on land, too. No one knows this area as well as he does."

      David nodded at his brother, then smiled at the Stone Family. "I would love to join you for lunch; I'm starving!" he declared. "Keegan, will you store their items until we return?" he asked.

      "Oh, I'll make sure their wagon is all loaded and locked down tight, little brother. I've been doing business with Monty for years now."

      "Keegan spoils us," Monty stated.

      "You spend a lot of money with your family and your ranch hands, and the ranch itself," Keegan replied. "I will spoil you to keep your business," he added with a big grin.

      Monty laughed as he tucked his wife's arm in his. "Is Sally's all right with you, my love?" he asked Simone.

      "You know that is where I prefer to go," she answered, laughing.

      "Yes, but you dear female creatures are famous for changing your minds, so I always ask."

      "Fine, Papa, we wish to eat at the saloon. I hear they have fantastic hard boiled eggs," Lily teased.

      "I wouldn't take you ladies in that place for any reason, even if the food was free and we were hungry!" Monty sputtered, and then looked at his giggling daughter. "You aren't too big for me to spank," he warned, but it was all bluff and his daughter knew it.

      "Oh, Papa, you are so much fun to tease. Of course, we want to go to Sally's. Have you eaten there yet, David?" she asked with a smile.

      "No, I haven't. I've been here two days, and between Keegan's wife Mary and Nellie, I haven't been to any establishments to eat. They seem to want to make up for lost time."

      "Did you recently lose your folks?" Simone asked.

      "It's been a little over a year," David answered. "I had some fixing up to do on the place before I could sell it and make what it was worth. Pa just lost touch with reality and couldn't see how rundown things were getting, and he tightly controlled the purse strings. We lost Ma first.  She simply went to sleep one night and didn't wake up the next morning. It hit Pa real hard, and he just gave up. It was a hard time, but I got through it, sold the place, then traveled out here to give Keegan and Nellie their shares and decided to settle here."

      "This is Sally's," Lily whispered to him when her parents stopped in front of them. They found a table and Sally came out of the kitchen to greet them.

      "Hello Stone family. Who is this young man?" she asked curiously.

      "This is Keegan's brother, David North. David, may I present Mrs. Sally Ritter?"

      "Ma'am," David nodded, "it's real nice to meet you."

      "I already like you better than Keegan! He never comes in here unless Mary is ill, and he doesn't do that if Nellie will feed him."

      "That sounds like Keegan," David answered with a grin.

      "I hope I'll see you more often." She looked at Simone. "You look radiant, Simone. How have you been?"

      "Oh, just fine, Sally. I made the trip in today because I am almost ready to start another quilt."

      "You do love to quilt. I love quilts, but my ma gave up on teaching me because my fingers are clumsy," she declared with a laugh. "Do you folks know what you want? I know that my big friend here wants a steak with fried potatoes and onions, a big glass of milk, coffee, and apple pie, right, Monty?" she asked with a smile for the man.

      "Am I that predictable?" Monty asked.

      "Yes!" the three women replied all together and ended up giggling at Monty's comical expression.

      "True, guilty as charged. That's what I want, Sally. David, you get whatever you want.  You helped my girls, and I'm proud to buy your lunch, too."

      "Thank you, sir. I'll have what Monty is having, Sally," David said. "It sounds great."

      "It is," Monty told him with a shake of his head.

      "We'll make it four," Simone spoke for herself and Lily, having done their silent communication thing that drove Monty crazy.

      "How do you know that's what Lily wants, honey?"

      "I asked her."

      "Yes, she did," Lily confirmed. "It's a mother/daughter thing, Papa."

      "I'll get started on everything," Sally told them, leaving them at the table."

      "So, David, Keegan mentioned buying land; what are you looking for?"

      "I breed and sell horses, sir. I don't need a huge spread like you have for cattle, but I need enough to build a large barn and a couple of corrals, to start with. I will need the barn to be large enough for lots of tack and to hold hay, straw, and feed for the horses. I'll also want to have a small spot with a cot, in case I need to keep watch over a mare due to foal. I'll eventually want a small bunkhouse. There are wild horses around these parts, and I wouldn't mind using a few of them to increase my herd and to strengthen it as well. I'll need to hire a couple of hands to work with me."

      "Haven't you forgotten something?" Lily asked, her green eyes twinkling merrily.

      "Probably," he admitted. "Tell me," he prompted, smiling at her and letting her know it was all right to tease him. He was already half in love with Lily Stone.

      "A house? A place to live?" She giggled as he turned red.

      "Uh, yes, a house is necessary. Do you have any ideas, Mr. Stone?"

      "I thought we agreed on Monty."

      "Yes, sir. I find it very difficult to think right now," he admitted, and Monty chuckled.

      "Girls can be very distracting."

      "I am in awe of Lily," David admitted without shame. "Sir, I would like your permission to come courting?"

      Monty frowned and looked at his daughter. She gave him the look, and he knew the decision was made. "Lily silently communicated with me," he looked at his wife, "and she wants me to say yes. So, David, I formally give you permission to come courting."

      "Thank you, sir. Lily, may I come to visit on Saturday night?" David asked.

      "Yes, of course," she answered.

      "Please come for supper," Simone invited him.

      "Thank you, ma'am. I would like that very much." The talk returned to ranching, and David listened intently as Monty talked of several properties, listing the pros and cons of each place.

      "I think you are smart to go for a smaller place. Horses need pasture, and you'll need to raise some grass to make hay. But you don't need the same grazing a cattle rancher needs, unless you keep a huge herd year round."

      "Which property would you buy if you were in my boots?" David asked the man he was quickly learning to respect. Monty Stone knew the land, understood ranching, and he wasn't one to give bad advice. He would need to thank Keegan for introducing him and suggesting he ask questions of the man, even though it seemed he was ignoring the pretty girl sitting beside him!

      Lily loved listening to her father and David discuss ranching over their meal. She knew each of the places that her father spoke of, but one in particular felt right to her. But unless she was asked for her opinion, she wouldn't say a word. She and David didn't know each other well enough yet for her to picture herself making over the interior of a house on his ranch!

      "Lily, ma'am, I apologize for monopolizing the conversation."

      "No apology is necessary, David," Simone insisted. "I love listening to Montgomery discuss ranching. He's so very smart."

      "You, my dear wife, are prejudiced." It was easy to see that Monty was pleased by his wife's words, however.

      "I must agree with Mama, David. You are so excited, and Papa gives such sound advice.  I hope you find exactly what you are looking for."

      "I'm sure I will. I'm going to go around and start looking at these places this afternoon."

      Their pie and coffee was served then and David said, "I hope your Easter bonnet turns out well, Lily. The hat itself looks very pretty on you."

      "Thank you," she replied with a blush, just as Rebecca Waterford and her mother walked into Sally's. "Oh, great!" Lily grumped, looking toward her mother and rolling her eyes as the two females approached them.

      "I hoped we would find you in here, Simone!" Lucy Waterford gushed. "We were at the store shopping for Rebecca's Easter bonnet and Keegan said you were in town shopping for the same thing. So, what did you get, dear?" she demanded of Lily.

      "I prefer to keep it a secret until that day," Lily answered in reply.

      "Oh, why is that?" Lucy demanded.

      "You aren't still thinking I copied your ideas that year, are you, Lily?" Rebecca managed to look hurt and smug at the same time.

      "I don't think it, Rebecca; I know it for a fact. I am not about to give you one single idea this year, so you'll have to copy someone else."

      "That is not very nice, Lily Stone!" Lucy scolded, all huffy. "You haven't changed one little bit since you two girls were in school together!"

      "Neither has Rebecca, Lucy. She did copy my daughter's bonnet, and it won't happen this year. I am finished here, Montgomery, and I am ready to go home. Come along, Lily and David."

      "I don't believe we've had the pleasure?" Rebecca said in a sultry voice as she rubbed up against David.

      "Then, why are you standing so close to me?" David asked as he moved and placed a chair between them.

      "Oh, don't be so silly. I know you aren't courting Lily. It's well known that she prefers her own company to that of any suitor."

      "Actually, I am courting Lily. I find her charming, beautiful, and a lady through and through. I have never liked cats. Now, excuse me. I wish to thank Monty for my meal."

      "Did you hear that, Mama? He is as rude as that redheaded Lily Stone! I am determined to beat her out in the bonnet contest. Do you think I bought enough ribbon?" she asked.

      "You bought so much that I think other young women will need to hope that Keegan gets more in stock if they wish to use ribbon," Lucy answered. It was a well known fact that Simone Stone didn't like either Lucy or her daughter, and it angered Lucy. She would help her daughter beat that snooty Lily Stone or eat her own Easter bonnet!
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        * * *

      

      "That girl is of loose virtue!" David whispered angrily once they were outside the restaurant. "If I was related to her in any way and caught her rubbing against a strange man like a cat, I would cut a switch and stripe her hide. She is obnoxious."

      "Yes, she is," Lily quietly agreed.

      "Did she really steal your design one year?" he asked with a gentle smile.

      "Yes. It was obvious to the judges, too, but she denied it, and her mother supported her. We were both disqualified. Ever since then, I refuse to tell anyone what I am planning. I don't care if I am beaten, as long as it is fair and square."

      "I understand." David looked down at her, then asked, "Where is her father? He needs to be told how she behaves in public and how his wife, her mother, encourages her. He needs to punish the both of them."

      "George Waterford is too busy with his accounting business to pay attention to what they do. Even if you told him, he would find a way to ignore the facts."

      He looked at her and said, "I am so glad you are you, Lily Stone. I like you a lot, and I am looking forward to getting to know you better. Is it true you send away your suitors?" he wanted to know.

      "I send them away if there is no chance of us getting together. I'm very picky, David. I want a man who isn't afraid to be a man, to stand up for his beliefs, and one who will stand up and tell me when I am pushing too hard or crossing a line. I tend to be very strong-willed at times."

      "I believe I can handle that. A few thorns make for a beautiful rose."

      "How sweet!" Lily exclaimed. Her parents were already at the wagon, just waiting for her to catch up. "I'd better go, David. Papa doesn't like to be kept waiting."

      "I want to thank him for lunch." They hurried to the wagon and David gave Lily a hand climbing up and seating herself beside her mama. "Sir, thank you for lunch. I enjoyed getting to know all of you, and I want to thank you for sharing your knowledge with me today."

      "We enjoyed meeting you, too, David, and we'll see you Saturday evening for supper." Montgomery liked the young man, and he wouldn't be upset if things developed between him and his daughter.

      "I'll be there. Have care going home." David waved at them and watched until they turned and headed out of town and toward their ranch. He then went inside the store and walked over to lean against the counter. For two cents, he would go after Lily and beg her to stay with him forever!

      "It's like that, is it?" Keegan asked, slapping him on the back.

      "I'm going to marry that girl, Keegan. Just wait and see if I don't!"
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      "You are smitten, I do believe, Lily Julianne Stone," Simone said, followed by a happy giggle.

      "Smitten?" Monty asked in confusion.

      "Smitten," Lily confirmed. "Papa, I think that David is the one!"

      "Don't do anything rash, daughter. Take your time and get to know the boy first," Montgomery said with fatherly concern.

      "Just like us, my dear?" Simone asked innocently and watched her husband's handsome face turn red.

      "I just don't want the girl making a big mistake, sweetheart."

      "I don't, either," she said quietly. "Just remember, darling, we did well, and we trusted our instincts. I liked David a lot, didn't you?"

      "Yes, I did. But I want to know him considerably better before I agree to any marriage to my little girl."

      "You sound like my papa," Simone teased him.

      "If he was still alive, I would apologize for tormenting him," Monty insisted, and for some reason, both his wife and his daughter giggled. He, however, was perfectly serious. He didn't bark at them for one reason only—if his lovely Simone was teasing him and giggling with their daughter, then she wasn't thinking of Indians swooping out of nowhere to attack them.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, Lily could barely contain her excitement. It was finally Saturday and David would be coming for supper that evening. Lily was up early, working hard to make sure the dining room was dusted and perfectly clean. She put on a brand new tablecloth that her mama had quilted, and she set the table with their best dishes. Once she was positive the room looked perfect, she concentrated on baking a peach cobbler for dessert.

      "Girl, you are flitting around this house like the president himself was coming to sit down to supper with us."

      "I wouldn't bother so much if it was President Grant, Papa, but David is special."

      "That boy had better not go hurting your feelings," Montgomery growled as he took a sip of his coffee.

      "Oh, he won't, Papa. Mama, what else needs doing?"

      "I think you should bathe and wash your hair, honey. We don't want to put the roast on too early or it will dry out by the time we eat."

      "All right, Mama."

      "Don't you want to eat something first?" Montgomery called to her. "It's not even noon!"

      "I'm too nervous to eat, Papa!" Lily ran off to the bathing room, thankful as could be that her father had installed a water tank to heat bathwater. She lit the burner, and while the water was heating, she gathered her robe and slippers and the scent she wanted to add to the water. Towels were kept in the bathing room. She still had to decide what dress she wanted to wear for the evening, but she had most of the afternoon to figure that out. The important thing was giving her long, thick red tresses the time to dry.

      While she was bathing, Lily pictured the Easter bonnet she hoped to create. Easter was a bit early this year, and she could only hope the wildflowers were in bloom by then. She needed a warm spring for that to happen.

      As she was drying off, she heard a wagon coming down the drive, and she prayed it wasn't David coming early. She ran to a window, to look outside, and was surprised to see Miranda and her father. She put on her robe, left her long hair wrapped in the fluffy white towel, and then ran downstairs to greet them. "Miranda! It's so good to see you," she said.

      "Do you mind if I stay and visit while Papa does some business with Bennett Brothers?  He should be back within three hours' time."

      "Please stay. It will be wonderful to talk with you," Lily said quietly.

      "Are you sure it won't be any trouble?" Philip asked. He didn't want his daughter to intrude if the Stones had other plans.

      "No, Philip. The girls would love to visit. I'm thankful you thought to bring Miranda over for a spell," Simone said with a smile.

      "Phil, do you mind if I ride along with you to Bennett Brothers? I've been meaning to speak with them about a new table for the bunkhouse," Montgomery asked the other man.

      "I'd be happy to have your company, Monty. We don't get to sit down with each other too often." Philip smiled, and Monty hurried to get his coat and hat before strapping on his gun belt and picking up his rifle.

      "We won't be too long, Simone," Philip told her so she wouldn't worry.

      "I'll be fine," she assured the men. She gave Montgomery a kiss on the cheek. "You two men be careful."

      "Most of the trouble is away from here, sweet one," Monty reminded her, "but we'll keep a sharp eye just in case."

      They left then, and Lily and Miranda turned to each other and declared, "I'm in love!"

      "What?" they then asked, both still speaking at once.

      Simone laughed at them and said, "It might be best if you let each other talk. Daughter, your hair will be a pure mess tonight if you don't tend to it."

      "Let's go to my room, Miranda. We can tend my hair and talk."

      "Who are you in love with?" Lily asked the moment they were alone.

      "His name is Danny Preston, and he works for Papa. The day I came over here alone, Papa was very upset with me, and it is a good thing that your father sent a couple of hands with me to see me home right when he did. They were all saddled up and ready to start looking for me. Papa scolded, and he was planning to tan me when ole Clyde took sick. Danny walked me up to the house and he spanked me! Papa saw him, and Danny had a serious talk with him about courting me. Papa said he could, but there was to be no sneaking around behind his back. He takes supper with us a couple of times a week, and we spend a bit of time together every day. He is so handsome, and I am truly in love with him."

      "Because he spanked you?" Lily asked teasingly.

      "Because he loved me enough to let me know he thought me foolish. Don't you see, Lily? It made me feel very special. Now, tell me about you," she ordered.

      "His name is David North, and he is Keegan's brother. David just moved here and is helping out in Keegan's store until he buys his own place. Papa gave him some advice, and I'm excited to see if David selects the same place that I would have picked if I'd been asked. David is coming for supper tonight; Papa gave him permission to court me."

      "I can't believe this; we both have suitors at the same time! Won't that snooty Rebecca Waterford be fit-to-be-tied?"

      Lily told of the run-in they'd had in the restaurant and how angry David was with Rebecca for rubbing against him like a cat. It had both girls laughing. They both jumped when there was a knock on Lily's door.

      "Lily, Mr. Jefferson is here and asking for Miranda."

      "Oh no! Where did the time go?" Miranda asked in shock, but she immediately stood and started for the door, Lily right behind her.

      "Papa, we barely started talking!" Miranda complained when she saw Philip.

      "You would say that if it was eight hours from now," her father teased, and they all laughed.

      "That is very true," Miranda admitted. "Oh, this was fun, Lily. You must come and visit me some day very soon, and plan to spend the entire day."

      "I would enjoy that very much," Lily replied, noting the fearful look on her mama's face.  She quickly added, "Provided Papa can take the time to bring me over and pick me up afterwards." She then looked at Monty, who completely understood that she was asking for her mama's sake.

      "I would be happy to do that, daughter."

      "I know I mentioned it already, Monty, but I am grateful you sent men to escort my girl home after she rode over here alone, without telling a soul where she was headed."

      "I put myself in your boots, Phil, and did what I know you would have done in my place.  Keeping our girls safe is important to us both."

      "It is," Philip agreed. "Let's head on out, honey. I want to get home before dark, and I hear that Lily is expecting a guest for supper," he added with a teasing smile.

      "You have a wonderful evening, Lily," Miranda called from the seat of the wagon as she waved. It wasn't long before they were on their way, and she noticed her papa was keeping a close watch on the area around them. "Papa, are you nervous?"

      "A bit," he admitted. "While Monty and I were at the Bennetts' place, Harold told us that an Indian shot an arrow at him when he was out hunting the other day. He shot back and then learned it was just a boy. Harold is concerned that the boy's family will try to retaliate. I want your promise that you will stay close to the house, and if we are attacked, you'll go to the place I made in the root cellar, and stay there, no matter what happens."

      "I'll obey you, Papa," Miranda promised. "Thank you for being truthful with me."

      "You're not a child, daughter. And that is why it is so important you hide."

      "I understand."

      "I couldn't bear you being hurt in the way they would hurt you, honey," Philip insisted. "No matter what, you hide, and stay hidden until I come for you. If I don't come, stay put until one of the neighbors come. It could be a while, but you don't want to come out until you're sure you will be safe. Tonight, I'll show Danny the place, so that he will know, too."

      "Yes, Papa." For the first time, Miranda was frightened. She scooted closer to her father on the seat, and prayed they would get safely home.
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        * * *

      

      "Daughter," Monty kept his voice low. His wife was in the spare bedroom upstairs, quilting, and he didn't want her to hear him. "May I speak with you?"

      "Yes, Papa. What is wrong?" Lily asked in concern.

      "Hopefully, nothing. Harold Bennett had an Indian shoot an arrow at him while he was out hunting the other day; he fired back and then learned it was a boy about twelve years old.  He felt sick, but that boy's arrow barely missed Harold. If he hadn't bent down to pick up something he dropped, the story would have ended differently. As it is, he is worried he's brought trouble down on all of us. If something happens here, take your mama to the room in the cellar, and knock her out if you have to, in order to keep her from screaming. I am going to put a loaded gun down there, and I want you to promise me you won't let them take either of you captive. I pray to God that isn't necessary, Lily, but the horror of being taken a second time would send Simone over the edge."

      "I'll keep Mama safe, Papa," she promised. "Hopefully, nothing will happen… to us or to any of our neighbors and friends. Is Mr. Bennett doing all right after that awful experience?" she asked about the man she'd known her entire life.

      "He's shaken. It doesn't sit well with him that he shot a child."

      "That child was trying to kill him; he defended himself," Lily sadly stated. "Still, I would be devastated if it happened to me."

      "So would I," her strong papa admitted. "I think it best we try to keep this from your mama if we can. I don't want her frightened, and this would do the trick."

      "I know, Papa. Did you see how pale she was at the mention of me going to Miranda's for a day?"

      "Yes, I did, and you thought quickly by asking me to take you. Simone is having nightmares about the Sioux taking you captive. She wakes up screaming and crying and begging me to rescue you."

      "Oh no!"

      "I hope that David won't discuss anything to do with the Indians. I hope to head him off outside and give him a warning not to upset your mama."

      "I agree, Papa. We must protect mama if we can."

      "You are a wonderful daughter, and I knew you would understand. Go ahead now and get to what you need to do for David's visit. Is there any way I can help you?" he offered. "I already filled the wood box beside the stove."

      "Thank you, Papa. I do believe that is everything."

      He nodded, then announced he was going outside to check on a mare that was foaling any day now. Lily took a moment to close her eyes and pray for all their safety and that the Indians would soon be mollified. She just couldn't understand why those in power wouldn't listen to the wishes of those who lived in the Wyoming Territory. They were the ones who lived here and the ones the Sioux and the Cheyenne would take their unhappiness out on, not the men in Washington who were letting greed get the best of them. The soldiers couldn't stop the prospectors, and the prospectors kept the Indians unhappy. Lily felt terrible for Harold Bennett.  He was a good, kind man, and having to shoot a young boy would take a toll on him, she was sure. She offered another prayer for Harold, and then got busy starting supper.
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        * * *

      

      David wondered if Lily was looking forward to their visit as much as he was. The rest of the week was spent wondering what Lily would think of the places he looked at and wondering which of the small ranches she would consider suitable. He knew in his mind it was too soon to start feeling this way, but the truth was that he was already in love with the beautiful little redhead and all he wanted was to be with her.

      His brother urged him to stay in town since they heard that one of the Bennett brothers was shot at by an Indian with a bow and arrow. But David wasn't about to let anything keep him from riding out to see Lily and her parents. Lily didn't know him well enough yet for him to stay away and hope she understood. He combed his freshly cut hair and slapped some aftershave on his cheeks because he wanted to smell good. He then dressed with care in his newest suit and walked to the stable to get his black stallion. Micky already had Midnight saddled.

      "You ready to go and meet the prettiest little redhead I've ever seen, Midnight?" he asked, patting his horse with affection. He'd been right there when Midnight was born, and he raised him by himself, and broke him, too, even though he'd be the first to admit that it was Midnight who'd trained him. They understood each other, and within a few years, he hoped his ranch was full of little foals sired by Midnight. It would make for good stock, especially when he could point at the stallion and show him off as the sire.

      He headed out of town with confidence, but he made sure to keep his eyes peeled for any kind of trouble. David wanted to make it to the Stone Ranch in one piece. The directions were easy to follow, and fortunately, he hadn't seen another human being the whole of the way there.  He dismounted, and Monty came out the door in a big hurry. "Son, could I have a word?" he asked.

      David felt fear settle over him like a wet moss. Had Lily changed her mind about seeing him? "Of course," he answered politely, telling himself he would take it like a man and not blubber in front of Monty Stone.

      "It's about my wife, David. She can't handle any talk of Indians, and I was hoping I could ask you not to mention the latest trouble with Harold Bennett in front of her. She has been frightened enough, without that adding to her fears."

      "I won't say a word, Monty," he answered, relieved that it wasn't something to do with his Lily.

      "Thank you, young man. My daughter will be happy to see you. I know I'm not supposed to say anything, but she's been getting ready all day," Monty said with a chuckle.

      "I got a haircut and a shave," David admitted with a grin.

      "And you smell real purty, too!" Monty teased him, then slapped him on the back and invited him to come inside.

      David was impressed. Lily was downstairs, her pretty dress covered with an equally pretty apron, but she came running to greet him and make him feel welcome. "I'm happy to see you, David. Did you have any problems finding us?"

      "No, the directions were clear and easy to follow; the only problem I had was in not coming too early," he admitted. "Lily, you're even prettier than I recalled. I've missed you this week and I thought today would never get here."

      "I know! Even though I've been busy, the time seemed to drag," she told him.

      "Lily, do you mind if I say hello to David?" Simone asked with a laugh.

      "Wha… Oh, of course not, Mama." Lily suddenly realized that she was practically drooling all over the man. How embarrassing!

      "We're happy you could make it this evening, David. How was your ride from town?" her mother asked cordially.
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