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CHAPTER 1




January 1872




Josephine “Jo” Shafter stood outside a small log cabin on the outskirts of Springfield, Illinois. She had hogtied Billy Jackson inside the shack and now waited for the sheriff to pick him up. She’d sent her man Jessup, to get the sheriff and bring him back here. Jackson would never kill anyone ever again. Her parents and little brother were finally avenged.

The unusually warm weather had melted the snow and turned the roads first to mud and now just dry and dusty. Jo swatted her hat back and forth across her thigh raising a cloud of dust. She didn’t normally have to wrestle the fugitive quite so much, but Billy wouldn’t go quietly and tried to overpower her, just because she was a girl. A lot of men made that mistake. Once. It wasn’t easy being a bounty hunter, but she was one of the best, male or female.

Her father, the best bounty hunter she’d ever known, taught her everything she knew, including wrestling holds about which good ole’ Billy hadn’t a clue. She got his arm behind him, wrapped the rope around his wrist, pushed him to the ground and hooked the rope around his ankle, pulling tight so his ankle and wrists were next to each other and tied it off. He wasn’t going anywhere.

Daddy also taught her how to shoot, hunt, and track just about any critter on two or four legs. He treated her as if she were a son. For the longest time she was the only child of Rex and Mary Shafter and hunted bounty’s right along his side. Then Robby had come along. Jo was ten then and she remained the “son” until Robby turned ten.

At ten, Robby was old enough to learn to shoot, hunt, and track with her dad and her mother said the time had come for Jo to become skilled at being a wife. Though she still worked the occasional bounty, her mother taught Jo how to cook, a little anyway and bake, her biscuits were unrivaled.

The lessons hadn’t advanced to sewing, cleaning, laundry and whatever else there was to learn. Her mother had died alongside Rex and Robby. Murdered by Billy Jackson and his gang. Jo’s life changed that night. From then on she hunted, spent every waking minute searching for Jackson. Five years the task had taken her but she also had five years of other bounties she’d captured while waiting and searching for Billy Jackson. Five years of putting men wanted for every kind of act of violence and perversion behind bars where they couldn’t hurt anyone again.

Yes, she’d become very good at her job and she had the bounty money to prove it. She’d collected his bounty, one thousand dollars even.

But the time had come to start anew. Time to get rid of the buckskins and put on a dress. Time to get married and start a family of her own. She was manlier than most of the men in town and they would never accept her as someone available to marry, not when she could best most of them at just about anything they did, from chopping wood to shooting and field dressing a deer.

Two months after she captured Jackson, Jo sat on the bench outside the courtroom and thought about what she’d do now. The solution had presented itself in the form of a newspaper ad for mail order brides. As she’d gotten close to capturing Jackson, she’d written to the address for the mail-order brides and ended up corresponding with Sam Longworth for about six months, or had it been nine. She closed her eyes and tried to remember. Oh well, the time didn’t matter. Corresponding with him would have been very hard while she was on the trail, but Billy was dumb and kept circling back to what he knew, so she was able to send regular posts, a total of six letters to Sam.

He was the sheriff of a small mining town in the Montana Territory which was a good thing. She was familiar with his line of work and thought she should be safe from any of her former bounties showing up and wanting retribution.

She’d told him her family was killed in a carriage accident. Jo didn’t want Sam to know that her family had been murdered. He might not want to marry her.

She stayed as close to the truth as possible, which made the lie easier to tell. Her family was killed but by Billy Jackson and his gang. He wanted revenge for her father taking in his brother. The brother had been hanged.

According to the police who investigated her family’s murders, Jackson had gotten the drop on her father. He was found tied up across from her mother and little brother. Billy Jackson, the sick bastard, had forced her father to watch as he killed her mother and little brother. He’d killed her father last by slitting his throat. If she’d been home that night instead of out tracking a bounty, she’d have been killed, too. She knew if her father hadn’t been able to save his family she couldn’t have either.

Jo had made a promise to herself, to her family and to God, that she would find Jackson and his gang or die trying. She’d tracked them and she’d gotten all ten of the gang members. Now she finally had Billy. The last one. He’d been hard to find. Throwing his men to the wolves was nothing for Jackson. Every time she’d gotten close, he’d sent another of his gang members after her and every time she’d taken them in for the bounty. He’d finally gotten wise to that tactic and tried to take her in a ambush, but she and Jessup had killed everyone of the gang except Billy.

Finally, three months after the ambush she’d captured him. Jo stayed for the trial, heard him found guilty.

With all that behind her now, Jo could now think about the new life she was starting. In just two days she’d be boarding a west bound train from Chicago. She’d take it as far as Cheyenne and then ride the stage to Hope’s Crossing in the Montana Territory. where she would meet her intended, Sheriff Sam Longworth. She hated having to lie to him, but she would become the kind of woman he wanted. Jo could learn to cook on a stove instead of a campfire.

She had a nice stash of money from her bounties and could hire out the laundry if need be. What if her new husband discovered she wasn’t what he thought he was getting and he wanted to annul the marriage? All she had to do was have a wedding night but she wasn’t sure she could do that. What if he didn’t find her attractive enough to want a wedding night?

Jo wasn’t unattractive with her golden hair and blue eyes. When she dressed as a woman, she’d been told she was quite appealing. She had a nice figure that didn’t require a corset, which she was grateful for. Just the thought of donning that torture device sent chills up her spine. She’d gotten too used to the buckskin pants and coat along with her flannel shirts and boots that comprised her bounty hunter outfit to be comfortable in a dress, but she’d do what she had to. Sam was expecting a prim and proper young miss, and she would be one, even if it killed her.

*****




April 1, 1872, Hope’s Crossing, Montana Territory




Sheriff Sam Longworth stood on the boardwalk outside the hotel and waited for the weekly stage. His bride was supposed to arrive on the noon coach. Of course, the stagecoach never arrived on time and a spring snowstorm had made traveling hard. He took his pocket watch from his vest pocket and checked the time. Half past two. This stage was later than usual, making him wonder if they’d run into Indian trouble in addition to the snow.

He looked down the long stretch of street, covered in snow. This was his town and he was proud of it, with its dirt streets, boardwalk, and white-washed single-story buildings, except the twelve saloons and six brothels, all of which were plain, unfinished wood and two-stories tall. Hope’s Crossing Hotel was the jewel of town, three-stories in height, with windows in every room and glass in every window, glorious to behold.

Two miles south of town was Nevada City, an even smaller mining settlement. Together the two settlements had about 1200 residents, most of which were single men. Of the nineteen women in the two settlements, twelve of them were prostitutes. None were eligible, upstanding single women. Marrying women. That’s why Sam had sent away for his bride.

There was one church, which didn’t seem like a lot for the seven hundred or so people that lived there, but most of those inhabitants were miners and didn’t attend services on a regular basis. They did, however, manage to keep him and his three deputies busy. His crew worked in shifts. He and Dave took the day shift and Tom and Charley took the night shift.

“Stage’s coming. Stage’s coming.”
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