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Praise for Maisey Yates


“What a fantastic, original take on the wild west, and such a wonderful look at what makes us who we are. An absolutely wonderful, unputdownable story, with characters that grow right into your heart.” --Lori Foster, New York Times bestselling author on Rustler Mountain


“Saddle up for a fabulous ride through the captivating landscape of Rustler Mountain by Maisey Yates. With her trademark charm and wit, Yates delivers a heartwarming tale that will leave readers breathless and longing for more.” --RaeAnne Thayne, New York Times bestselling author


“An enchanting and romantic modern western. You won’t want to leave Rustler Mountain.” --Kat Martin, New York Times bestselling author
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To Flo Nicoll, for being such a great friend.


And to Megan Crane, Jackie Ashenden, and Nicole Helm, for always being the ones to pick me up when I fall down.


This book wouldn’t exist without all of you.









Welcome to Rustler Mountain!


Founded in 1849, this California gold rush town sits only eight miles from the Oregon-California border and served as a home base for thousands of people who crossed the country to make a new fortune for themselves in the American West.


In spite of its gold rush history, Rustler Mountain is perhaps best known for being the town where one of the most dangerous outlaw gangs of the West was apprehended.


On this site in 1867, the notorious Austin Wilder—leader of the gang that was responsible for a string of stagecoach, bank, and train robberies from 1845 to his death—was shot dead by Sheriff Lee Talbot on Main Street in front of the Rustler Mountain Saloon. His brothers and co-conspirators, Jesse and William, were arrested and tried for robbery and murder, then hanged on the courthouse lawn.


Butch Hancock, another member of the gang, escaped and was never caught.


The spirit of the Wild West, with its outlaws and heroes, lives on in Rustler Mountain to this day, where its well-preserved historic Main Street pays homage to the past.


—plaque at the head of Main Street, Rustler Mountain, Oregon









Chapter 1


Millie Talbot had never been called brave.


Mousy, timid, plain, homely, missish. Yes. Jilted, perhaps. Brave, no.


But as Millie stood there staring at the ranch house that sat smack dab in the middle of the Wilder homestead, she thought she might be a little brave for coming there.


Austin Wilder was an outlaw, after all. Maybe not so much in the present moment, and maybe never in the way his five times great-grandfather had been, but he had certainly raised a significant amount of hell in his youth.


An apple that had fallen very close to the tree.


Rustler Mountain traded on its history, and as a result the lore and legends of the Wild West often felt nearer to the present day than they might otherwise.


The town still felt divided the way it had been back then. Into the lawful and the lawless.


As a result, the Talbots didn’t mix with the Wilders.


Ironic that now she needed him.


She’d been rehearsing the speech that would get him on her side since yesterday, when she’d finally come to the conclusion that he and his family were her only options if she hoped to solve two of her current pressing problems.


She’d written the speech.


She’d discarded it.


Help me, Austin Wilder, you’re my only hope.


All the girls in middle and high school had whispered about him. A bad-boy fantasy or something like that. He’d ridden his horse down Main Street, right into the high school once. Defiant and cocky as always.


She’d heard about it. She’d been in eighth grade, so she hadn’t actually seen it.


It had been more common for him to ride his motorcycle into town with his brothers, Carson and Flynn, flanking him, their friend Dalton Wade bringing up the rear, the bikes so loud you couldn’t hear anyone talking over the roar of the engines.


They’d had legendary brawls with the Hancocks, who were also descended from outlaws—but did not mix with the Wilders, for historic reasons—and had near showdowns in the streets with the good citizens of town.


Austin had been arrested for any number of petty crimes in his youth. Moonshining, vandalism, and grand theft auto. Though he’d never been convicted, due to a lack of evidence.


They were the Undesirable Element about town.


They had their own saloon, their own haunts and hangouts, just as the other faction in town did.


Of course that had made him and his brothers ripe for speculation with any teenage girl in town who was inclined toward men.


Almost.


Millie had never had bad-boy fantasies.


She was the ultimate good girl.


And if she didn’t have the library in common with him, she never would have come here.


But that was the thing.


For all his crass-talking, hard-drinking, brawling ways, he had always been a patron of the Rustler Mountain Library.


In Rustler Mountain, there was the good and the bad, and never the twain shall meet.


Except at the library.


She clung to that now. Their common ground. The reason he might help her. The reason he would even know who she was.


She reminded herself of all that now as she tried to force herself to walk up the porch steps so she could knock on the door.


This meeting had seemed easier when it was theoretical.


Well, that was life.


Everything had seemed easy just two months ago. Now it was all different and terrible, and she was about to fling herself on the mercy of Austin Wilder.


Mercy she wasn’t sure he possessed.


But he was a reader. That made her feel they had something in common. It made her feel she had a hope of reaching him.


When she was a girl, and her mother was the head librarian, she used to watch him from behind the reference desk. He always came in alone. He was about five years older than her, so he had always seemed tall and remote.


He still did, honestly.


He wore outlaw the way her father had worn his sheriff’s badge.


Not surprising, because the town’s history was emblazoned everywhere. Their best-selling souvenirs were bricks from the original redbrick streets in town, which had been etched with the words: Rustler Mountain, Last Stop for the Wilder Brothers.


However, for all that the townspeople loved their history, the actual historical society was underfunded. The museum had closed a decade ago. It had once occupied the original courthouse, which was now being used as a town hall, with all the wonderful artifacts in boxes in the basement.


Gold Rush Days, once a staple of town tourism, running all through the month of June, used to bring in schoolchildren and visitors from out of town to see living history, gold panning, and a reenactment of the last stand of Austin Wilder. The historical figure, not the man she was here to see.


She wanted them back. Those events had been the pride and joy of her father, and he’d wanted to see them restored.


Something Millie was working on.


But Millie needed votes. Votes she would have had if her now ex-fiancé hadn’t cheated on her with Danielle LeFevre, the daughter of the former mayor, now town mayor herself.


Danielle was also Austin’s half brother Flynn’s half sister. Which was the kind of small-town complication that was all too common. Millie had never had the feeling that Flynn was close with that part of his family, not that she knew the LeFevres or the Wilders well enough to be sure.


It was a gamble, and she was—historically—not one for games of chance.


But she was desperate.


The way voting on town matters worked in Rustler Mountain was . . . quirky was maybe a nice way of saying it.


Town council members had votes, but so did members of Rustler Mountain’s founding families.


When she and Michael were engaged, she’d had enough votes. Michael was a Hall. The five times great-grandson of Rustler Mountain’s first banker. Michael was friends with the Langleys and the Hugheses, and they would generally vote with him. She could no longer count on those votes.


But the vote it hurt worst to lose was her father’s.


He’d died two and a half months earlier. The loss was fresh enough that there were still days she found herself standing there washing dishes or pruning the roses in her front yard, or putting a book back on the shelf at the library, and she’d be jolted by the sudden realization that John Talbot was dead.


She’d lost her mother ten years earlier, so she was no stranger to loss.


But with her dad gone. . . .


She was the last remaining Talbot in town.


And it seemed that without him, she didn’t matter at all.


It certainly didn’t help that right after his death, she’d found out Michael was cheating with Danielle, and her wedding had been called off and. . . .


Well, here she was.


Danielle was also a member of a founding family and had run on a platform of building Rustler Mountain up, but her idea of the way to go about it was very, very different from what Millie thought needed to happen. She proposed that the part of the budget Millie wanted for the historical society should be “earmarked for town council travel.”


Millie had four members of the town council on her side, as well as the Millses, the Bowlings, and the Lins.


She and her opposition were dead even.


And that was where Austin came in.


She needed the Wilder vote.


She could only hope that she was right in thinking she might be able to get it.


She doubted that anyone in town would believe her if she told them that he was a regular at the library.


But he had been since he was a boy, and he remained one now.


They didn’t speak when he came in. But he did come, once every two weeks, and he spent an hour or so perusing the shelves, coming back to the desk with a stack of books of just about every imaginable variety.


Around town, Austin had a reputation for being remote, cold, and hard. For being, essentially, the reincarnation of his ancestor.


He’d changed, though, after his father’s death, after his half sister had come to live with him and his brothers. The brawls had stopped.


But the town’s memory was more than a century long, so his reputation remained.


Austin had already lived longer than his father, his grandfather, and his great-grandfather. Who had basically all lived just long enough to procreate, and then gotten themselves killed doing something dangerous or illegal.


She had to hope there was more to Austin than that. She wanted his vote.


She also wanted some artifacts from his family for the museum. If she could go into that meeting with his vote and with offerings of new attractions and insights for the grand reopening of the museum, she would feel. . . .


Well, she would feel like maybe she was a Talbot in more than just name.


Austin’s family had a legacy of living fast and dying young. Hers was a legacy of staying strong and steady. Millie often didn’t feel strong or steady.


She needed to be now.


“Have courage,” she whispered to herself as she walked up the steps. She could have used his phone number. She had it in the library system.


But she felt that would be a violation of her sacred librarianship vows.


Not that she had actually taken vows, but she did take her job very seriously. The truth was, she knew which books everyone in town checked out. With knowledge came power and great responsibility. She had to be vigilant. She couldn’t just go telling everybody that Ronald Miller had checked out a book on herbal remedies for erectile dysfunction.


She simply had to check the book out, keep her expression neutral, and perhaps murmur a couple of things about the weather.


She never said anything about the weather to Austin Wilder, however.


She took a breath, and gathered herself up, stomping up the porch steps, trying to use the vigorous nature of her steps to boost herself up.


Then she knocked. Firmly.


She was coming here to talk about the town. The past and the future.


She cared about both with all that she was.


A little ember began to burn in her chest.


She might be mousy a lot of the time, it was true. She couldn’t deny it. But when she got started talking about subjects she felt passionate about, she found her fire.


She was passionate about this.


And maybe passionate about beating Michael.


Maybe.


She waited for a moment, listening for the sounds of footsteps after she knocked.


She heard nothing.


She knocked again.


“Can I help you?”


She whirled around, putting her hand on her chest as if it might catch her heart as it tried to slam its way past her breastbone. “Oh,” she said.


There he was, standing in the dust behind her, cowboy hat planted firmly on his head, cowboy boots planted firmly on the ground.


He was wearing battered blue jeans, and a belt with an ornate buckle. His expression was unreadable, his square jaw set firm, his mouth a grim line. His dark brows were locked together, eyes glittering with emotion she couldn’t name.


He was backlit by the sun filtering through the towering pines behind him, and he looked as dangerous as he was rumored to be, as the many generations of his family were always purported to be.


“Austin?”


He looked her up and down, his gaze bracing.


“You’re the librarian,” he said.


At least he recognized her. She sometimes had the sense that she was nothing more than floral wallpaper to the men of this town. Even to her own fiancé.


Who hadn’t even noticed her when she’d walked in on him with. . . .


She didn’t need to reflect on that right now.


“Yes. I am. I. . . .” She cleared her throat and tilted her chin upward. “That’s not what I’m here about.”


He was so tall. So broad. And somehow it felt very different to be staring him down here, without the reference desk between them.


That, she realized, was her territory, and he, the outlaw, was a trespasser in it.


Here?


She was the one who didn’t belong.


She swallowed hard.


“I was going to say, I know I don’t have anything overdue.”


“We don’t make door-to-door attempts at repossessing books, Mr. Wilder.”


He snorted. “No one in my family has ever rated the respect of being called mister. Just call me Austin.”


It wasn’t an overture of friendliness, but a flat statement of fact. She didn’t know quite what to make of it. “Okay.”


“What brings you up to Wilder Mountain if you aren’t here to repossess a copy of The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up?”


“You . . . you turned that in two weeks ago.” She clasped her hands up at the center of her chest. Someone in high school had once said she made “mouse hands” when she was nervous, and every time she caught herself doing it, it infuriated her.


She lowered them quickly.


“So I did.” He stood there, staring, making her feel tiny even though he was standing down on the ground gazing up at her on the porch.


“You have The Elements of Style and a Jack Reacher book right now,” she said.


“I actually do know which books I have out right now.”


“Right. Well. I came up here because I wanted to talk to you. About . . . I’d like to ask you about a couple of things. The first is that I’d like to talk to you about any artifacts—journals, letters, or family heirlooms—you might be willing to donate to a new endeavor I’m working on.”


He crossed his arms across his broad chest, and she couldn’t help but notice how muscular his forearms were. And his chest under the tight white T-shirt he wore. Which was a silly observation, really. He was a cowboy. A working man. Of course he had muscles.


The heaviest thing she lifted was a weighty reference book.


He frowned. “Why?”


“I want . . . I want to reopen the museum. I have so many documents in the library. Historical journals and newspapers. All the artifacts that used to be on display at the courthouse are just gathering dust and . . . maybe I could put them on display at the library or in a different building in town—I’m still working on that part—but I want to have this information available again.”


“Then what do you need me for?”


“I’m a Talbot. The stories I have about my family, whether lore, legend, or fact . . . they are innumerable. But when it comes to the Wilders, there’s nothing but speculation.”


“And you want what?” He huffed. “Our side of the story?”


“Well . . . yes.”


“Make no mistake, Miss Talbot, what you really want is a boogeyman. You like your heroes and your villains, and you don’t like it complicated.”


“That isn’t true,” she said. “I want to portray the real history of the town.”


“And so you’re done with reenactments of my ancestors being shot in the streets?”


Her mouth dropped open, and then she shut it again. “I have no control over a private company’s Wild West shows.”


“I’m not asking about the Hancock’s Wild West Show. Their historically inaccurate nonsense is their own concern. Their family never had scruples and I don’t expect them to have any now. What I’m talking about is the historical society–sanctioned reenactment of the showdown that occurs under the guise of education.”


“I . . .” She stumbled over her words. “That’s part of the other piece of the conversation.”


“We’ve never spoken more than four words to each other, and you have two favors you want to ask? Damn, darlin’, that is bold.”


She knew that wasn’t supposed to be a compliment, but she took it as one all the same. “I need to be a little bold with this one, so I thought I’d take a shot.”


“Oh, careful. I find that triggering. Considering a Talbot did in fact shoot my ancestor.”


“Sorry,” she said quickly.


For the first time she wondered what it was like to have your family history centered on being the one who was shot dead.


She was related to the one who’d done the shooting.


“I’m kidding,” he said. Then he sighed heavily. “Come on inside.”


He walked up the porch steps, and then past her. She could smell hay, sweat, and something indefinable on the wind as he moved by her. It didn’t smell bad.


On the contrary, he smelled like the land. Like hard work and sunshine. Like dirt and trees.


It made her heart trip over itself, but she quickly gathered her wits. Austin Wilder was the kind of man who turned female heads wherever he went. It was impossible to ignore him. But one thing Millie had going for her—she was focused.


And she would remain focused now.


He held the door open and led her inside the house. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but she found herself fascinated by this place. It was clean. A large open space, a living room, kitchen, and dining area all combined into one. There was a large bookshelf next to an overstuffed chair. Everything was old, well-worn, but scrupulously kept.


She didn’t think there was a speck of dust to be found in the whole place, and it was just . . . not at all what she had expected from a rancher who was descended from one of the Wild West’s most notorious outlaws.


For a man with a tarnished reputation, he kept a very clean house.


“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to a spot at the square oak dining table.


There was no decor in the place, nothing that spoke of whimsy. A wooden floor, the walls covered in wood paneling, the ceiling also wood, with large log beams.


There were blinds, not curtains, over the window. And there wasn’t so much as a throw pillow on the couch. No vases with flowers, or anything like that.


It was nearly military, all that cleanliness combined with the simplicity.


“So what makes you think this is something the town wants? Something you can be successful with.”


“I think you misunderstand me. This isn’t a moneymaking venture. We have a building. The Talbot family. And I want to use it for this. The library is already in possession of a great many documents that I can use. But what I really want is to make the exhibit as interactive as possible. And I want people to get a deeper look at the reality of this place.”


“All right. And to do that you want . . . to go through all my family’s old shit?”


“Yes. And you know, if you . . . have any heirlooms you might possibly be interested in donating.”


“We have a collection of things in the attic.”


“They’re labeled and sorted, aren’t they?” she asked.


Because she could see it. He took good care of what he had.


He was an enigma, Austin Wilder. A man who read books, had a meticulously clean home, everything in its place, and yet possessed an outlaw reputation.


“They are,” he confirmed. “How did you guess?”


“You seem like the type.”


He chuckled. “Most people would say that I don’t.”


“Most people haven’t watched you check books out for the last twenty years.”


He laughed dryly. “Fair enough. So when you put forward your plan for the new museum, you’re confident that the town council is going to approve it? We both know they have a chokehold on what happens on Main Street.”


“Yes,” she said, “they do and . . . that’s where I need . . . my second favor.”


“Your second favor relates to the town council,” he said, the words deadpan.


“Yes.”


“Just how do you think I can help you with a whole panel of people who think I’m as bad as every other Wilder who came before me?”


She cleared her throat. “It doesn’t matter what they think. You have the vote. The founding family vote.”


He rubbed his chin, and the sound of his whiskers scraping against his palm sent an electric response all down her spine. “I see. So you don’t just want to take my family heirlooms and journals to make a museum. You want me to physically come and exercise a vote I’ve chosen never to exercise even once.”


Well, when he put it like that.


“I was hoping you might,” she said.


“All for what? For your family’s continued glory?”


“I told you,” she said, sputtering now. “I . . . I don’t want that. I want to present history in a real way and—”


“And continue with your sensationalized versions of history.”


“They aren’t mine,” she said.


“You’re a Talbot.”


As if that was the end of the discussion.


“And you’re a Wilder but—”


“I think you can see yourself out,” he said.


She was so shocked that she almost couldn’t comprehend what he’d just said. “What?”


“You heard me. You can see yourself out.”


“I . . . I. . . .”


“Is no not enough? Then how about hell no.”


And with that, he stood up and gestured toward the door. And Millie Talbot found herself right back out on the front porch with no artifacts, no ally, and no hope.









Chapter 2




Pa is dead now, and that means I’ve got to keep the boys safe, to keep them fed. We’ve been at Fort Stevens since he died. The plan is to head south, for gold.


—Austin Wilder’s journal, May 10, 1848





“Can you believe the audacity of that little mouse?” Austin hadn’t stopped ranting since Millie Talbot had left his house and taken herself back on down the mountain.


“Unbelievable,” his brother Carson said.


“Absolutely unconscionable,” his other brother, Flynn, said.


“I don’t know.” Cassidy, the youngest child and only girl, looked up at him with a sly expression in her eyes. “I think maybe you’re the asshole.”


“Is that so? Well, that’s the thanks I get for feeding and clothing you for the past fifteen years, you bratty little mite.”


Cassidy did not fear him in the way she should, because he’d had to reform when she’d come into his life. A good thing, he felt, but damn, it would be nice if she understood that he used to be intimidating. He used to scare women and children in the streets.


Not on purpose, but his very presence had been a dark cloud. A long shadow, etc.


It still was, he supposed. But to Cassidy he was just . . . her big brother.


She shrugged. “I’m just saying. This is actually what you want, Austin. You want people to understand our family better.”


“I don’t care if people understand our family. What I care about is the truth. And the jumped-up version of history this town consideres its claim to fame is just bullshit.”


“What does it matter?” Flynn asked. “I mean, seriously. Who cares if we’re the outlaws. Hell, it does me good when I go down to the bar and try to find a woman.”


“Operative word being try,” Carson said, his voice dry.


“I do just fine, big brother.”


“Ew,” Cassidy said.


“Flynn,” Austin said, looking at his half brother, “I thought you’d enjoy the chance to poke at Danielle.”


Flynn snorted. “She’s basically a stranger. She and Michael have barely said a handful of words to me. Even when I did have to spend the holidays with them.”


“Your half brother Michael or her new boyfriend, Michael Hall?”


Flynn’s face contorted. “Oh. God. She’s really with. . . .” He shook his head. “Just when I think I can’t want more distance between myself and my mother’s side of the family. This is why I’d rather be an outlaw than ever be associated with one of them.”


Cassidy was also wrinkling her nose at the whole Michael/ Michael thing. “I don’t care about the outlaw reputation stuff.”


“It’s not the reputation,” said Austin. “I’m not doing this for reputation. I’m doing it because. . . .”


Because he was thirty-five. Because all the other men in their family had the bad luck to die before they reached this advanced age. And here he was.


Here he was staring down a future that he hadn’t really figured he’d have. Not that he had been living the kind of life that had killed those who’d come before him. But he had been sort of convinced that it was a family curse.


His namesake, Austin Wilder, had in fact been killed in a shoot-out on the main street of town. He knew, also, that Austin Wilder had been an outlaw. By any definition of the word. He had robbed stagecoaches, trains, banks—basically, if it wasn’t nailed down, he was happy to try to take it.


He hadn’t been a murderer, though. Austin was convinced of that. Because his great-great-great-great-great-grandfather had kept a detailed journal for most of his life, and if he had killed someone, it would have been written in those pages, in black and white. The journal had never existed to absolve the man. There were some damning things written in it.


But Austin knew there was more to the story than he had in those pages.


Millie Talbot had access to other letters. Journals. Artifacts. She had said so herself. That was the one thing that tempted him to play ball with her. Except . . . there was his pride. And pride was a pretty big factor in his life. Really, in everything he did.


He wasn’t that far removed from his bloodline.


He might not be a criminal—currently—he might not be a cheater, a gambler, or a drunkard, but he was bloody minded, with a stubborn streak wider than Outlaw Lake.


And the idea of agreeing to help out a Talbot with anything, the idea of going down into town and participating in that travesty they called a town council meeting, was enough to make his blood boil.


“I thought you were thinking you might find yourself a wife,” Carson said.


Austin regretted sharing that. He had gotten drunk a couple weeks ago and told his brother that he was starting to think about the future, which he had never done before. But once his birthday had passed and he’d turned thirty-five without incident, making him ancient in the Wilder timeline, he had begun to think about what life looked like on the other side.


So yeah, he had thought about a wife. Kids. He was trying to set the record straight when it came to the family. If there were no descendants. . . . Well, it made the whole thing seem kind of pointless.


Flynn was never going to have children. Flynn was never going to do anything but run around town, and indeed the entirety of Jackson County, being an abject manwhore. Carson had tried his hand at love and marriage, and it had ended so suddenly, and in such a devastating way, he knew full well his brother was never going to try again.


After Alyssa’s death, Carson had looked at him and said that he figured he was going to live well past thirty-five, because he was going to have to live with the grief, and the weight, of having lost his wife.


Austin wished he could have said something comforting in response. He wished he could’ve said he didn’t think fate worked like that.


But he did. So all he’d been able to do was raise a glass and get blinding drunk in a show of support.


“That’s not really a present action item,” Austin said.


“You’re on borrowed time at this point,” Cassidy said, cheerfully.


“You’re just smug because the women in the family don’t have a long history of dying at thirty-four,” Flynn said.


“Yes,” Cassidy said dryly. “The half sister who got left on your doorstep on Christmas Eve fifteen years ago is smug. Super smug.”


“So what exactly do you think I should do?” Austin asked, looking at Carson.


“I think you should consider giving her what she wants. Or the very least, go down there to that town hall meeting and cause a ruckus with your mere presence. Can you imagine?”


“To what end?”


“Why are we here?” Carson asked. “I think that’s the better question.”


“Because this is our homestead,” Austin said. “And it doesn’t matter how the town treats us, and it doesn’t matter that we will always be the bad guys, this land is ours. This is Rustler Mountain. On the banks of Outlaw Lake. This is our country.”


“So what exactly is the problem with putting yourself in a position where you can actually impact what’s happening in town?”


“Because I . . . don’t like people,” Austin said. “Present company excluded. Most of the time.”


“Yeah,” Flynn said. “Most of the time.”


It was the truth. Austin felt deeply entitled to his land. To the house that they still owned on Main Street, even though it was boarded up. The house that the original Austin Wilder had bought for his wife, so that she could have a beautiful home. So that their children could have a future. One that he had never gotten to see.


And he loved his family. His and Carson’s mom had left when they were little, because their dad was a cheating asshole and couldn’t keep a woman to save his life. Their mom had left them because they’d been wild hellions who had done whatever they felt like, whenever they felt like it.


They’d earned that abandonment, he supposed.


Flynn’s mom hadn’t lasted much longer, though she’d been in and out of his life over the years instead of being totally absent. And Cassidy was the product of an affair that had happened outside of town, which was how she had found herself abandoned on the doorstep as a little girl. But by then, their dad had already been dead, and it was up to the brothers to raise her.


They had done it. They’d stopped making moonshine—other than for their own private consumption—they’d stopped fighting, they’d stopped being menaces. Mostly. Because Austin had wanted to do something for Cassidy that no one in their collection of parents had seemed to be willing to do for them.


Change.


The truth was, Austin had loved his dad.


He had been a charming bastard. It wasn’t a mystery how he had managed to get all those women to have children with him. He had been likable. Rough, sure—he’d been the one who’d taught them how to throw a punch. But he’d taken a giddy pleasure in being a rebel, and he’d passed that on to his boys.


It was just that he didn’t have any staying power. He wasn’t reliable. He hadn’t done a very good job of running the ranch that Austin himself now ran. The ranch was the reason Austin had gotten so involved in reading.


Because he had been able to learn all the things he needed to know to be the man of the house. God knew he’d needed that information. It had been essential for him to figure out how to take care of everything and everyone. Because his dad might grill a mean steak and spin a great yarn, but he wasn’t going to make sure that there was enough money in the bank to pay the power bill and keep the lights on.


He wasn’t going to be there at night to tuck his kids into bed, he wasn’t going to make sure that anything other than steak was well-stocked in the larder.


He wasn’t going to get a designated driver to make sure he got home safely.


And hell, at the time Austin hadn’t thought anything of it. They’d all done stupid shit all the time. Austin had been a teenager, tall for his age and too strong for his own good. He’d gotten up to all kinds of trouble whenever possible, living down to his reputation, because why the hell not? He’d dragged his brothers along too, right with him into purgatory.


But then, like a one-two punch, their dad drove his bike into a tree, and Cassidy had been dropped on their doorstep, and he’d known it had to change.


He supposed there was a particular sort of masochism inherent in staying in a town where everyone had known from the day you were born that you were the bad guy.


But it was their land. It was their birthright. Along with their history. That was why he was going through all the journals of the original Austin Wilder. It was why he was writing his book. Incidentally, it was why he had checked out The Elements of Style.


The Jack Reacher book was just for fun.


He really hated to consider it, but he had to wonder if his brother had a point. If participating in the town meeting might actually make his life easier. If what Millie had actually been offering him was a path into . . . the future.


Maybe it was time for him to take his position in the group of founding families.


It would be better for all of them.


Because whether or not his brothers thought they were going to have families or futures including love and marriage and all that, he wanted to plan for the possibility that they might. He was the family patriarch, as dubious an honor as that was in this family, and it meant that the future mattered to him.


They were living the legacy of all the people who had lived on this land before them. And anyone who came after would be living theirs.


The sins of the father and the grandfather and the great-great-grandfather. On and on.


He was also curious as hell what information Millie Talbot had access to. Because he had some suspicions about what had actually gone down the day that his ancestor had been shot in the street. He would dearly love to get his hands on the letters and journals written from the Talbot side of things. She had said that the Talbots were the only ones with representation in the museum, but he had to wonder how curated that representation was.


“I’ll consider it,” he said.


He pushed up from the table and walked over to the oven, where he pulled out the chicken pot pie he had been baking. Not made by him, obviously. He had picked it up in Jacksonville, which was a town about thirty-five miles away. Sometimes he just didn’t feel like dealing with the dynamics in Rustler Mountain, in which case he took the long drive. And if he wanted to go to the Walmart, he had to take an even longer drive into Medford.


He didn’t mind rural living. In fact, he thought it was perfect. There was nothing but views for miles around, and he had his family to talk to if he was ever lonely. Plus, there were enough towns not too far away where he could find a woman for a little bit of company if the urge took him.


What would it be like to have a slightly easier relationship with the people about town? Was it even possible? Well, if he dug up the information he thought he might be able to find, he might even change history.


That, though, would probably not make him any more popular around here. The town’s heroes were enshrined in glory. Their villains firmly kept in the shadows.


He brought the pie tin over to the table and slammed it down in the center on top of a stone trivet. “Eat up, you filthy animals.”


Everybody grabbed paper plates and disposable utensils and ate the pie with relish. After which he brought out a second pie—this one blackberry—for dessert.


He dug into the pie and began to chew thoughtfully. “If I go down and give her our vote, they’re just going to continue with that Gold Rush Days nonsense.”


“It doesn’t really affect you,” Carson pointed out. “I mean, because you don’t participate in anything, and you don’t go to anything. So even if the end result is that it goes on, and they continue to take our family name in vain, what does it really matter?”


“Here’s the thing,” said Flynn. “They aren’t really taking our family name in vain. The Wilders were outlaws. I get that it bothers you, Austin, but it’s the truth.”


“No,” Austin said. “It’s not what bothers me. What bothers me is that the Wilder brothers were painted as being terrible people. In reality, they did what they had to do to survive. They were complicated. Austin Wilder loved his wife, he loved his children. He wasn’t only a bad man. He was . . . a good man who did bad things.”


And Austin needed to believe that was a real thing. A possible thing.


“I don’t know about that,” Carson said. “I think if you get all your earthly goods by nefarious means, you might not actually be a good person.”


“The mountain that we’re sitting on was bought with stolen gold, Carson. If you’re going to be all high and mighty about it, then maybe you shouldn’t have a seat at the table.”


He was mostly kidding. Mostly.


“Hey, I am Team Wilder,” said Carson. “I swear on the name of Butch Hancock the Traitor.”


At the mention of Butch Hancock, Flynn raised his middle finger to the sky and Cassidy pantomimed spitting on the ground. Butch Hancock the Traitor was notorious in their family lore. The town might not think much about him, but as far as they were all concerned, he had abandoned his friends when they needed him most.


And Austin suspected, he had betrayed them.


Based on some of the things in the diaries . . . he was just suspicious.


“All right,” he said. “I’ll do it. But I’m not happy about it.”


“I am,” said Cassidy. “This is interesting. Nothing interesting ever happens around here.”


He didn’t say that, in fact, too many interesting things happened to them. The problem was that they tended to be bad. Tended to involve loss.


But maybe this was his opportunity to make something good happen for their family. Hell, that would be a boon.


And if he actually got his book written and published, a real, in-depth look at the complexity of a Wild West outlaw who had been a good husband, a good father, a caregiver to his siblings. . . .


It might change the way people thought of the Wilder family.


Maybe it did matter to him. More than he had realized.


Maybe their reputation was more of a factor than he had previously believed.


But either way, Millie’s proposal might be the first step to changing it.


He just wished it didn’t mean joining forces with a Talbot.









Chapter 3




Four days without food and I couldn’t stand it anymore. Not for me, but for the boys. I could hear their stomachs growling when they were trying to sleep. I sneaked into another camp and took a rasher of bacon. But when we started cooking it up, the smell filled the air and I was afraid they’d know it was us who took it. But no one came to our camp or said anything.


—Austin Wilder’s journal, May 30, 1848





Millie felt as if she was heading to the gallows. Which was sort of amusing, all things considered. Because not a Talbot in history had ever been sent to the gallows. But Jesse and William Wilder had been hanged publicly on the courthouse lawn on charges of robbery and murder.


She supposed it was really no wonder that Austin wasn’t a huge fan of town history. But it wasn’t her fault that his ancestors had been outlaws.


It felt relevant, though, as she put on a dress that only a few months ago she knew Michael would have pretended to like. She was getting ready to endure public humiliation at the town council meeting where she was going to get outvoted, and there was nothing she could do about it.


If this was her lesson in strength, she was going to be irritated. She had really hoped that the lesson was going to be that she could gain victory as long as she was willing to put herself in uncomfortable situations.


Maybe it was a sign of growth to be okay with the fact that she had to go even though she was going to lose.


Okay was perhaps a strong word.


She wasn’t going to be a no-show. She had too much pride for that. She wished she had had a little bit more pride before now. Wished she had had just a little bit more pride when she had been dating Michael. Because then maybe she would have seen all the relentless red flags in their relationship. But the problem was she had just been so. . . . She really didn’t like the truth. Because the truth was that she had been so surprised any man was paying attention to her that she had been willing to overlook the way he managed to give compliments that hurt. The way he had twisted any given situation and made her question herself.


It was always going to be a broken dynamic when one partner thought they were the catch, and the other one thought they were lucky.


She knew that now. But she had been surprised he’d wanted to date her for as long as he had. Let alone ask her to marry him. She felt the odds of that happening again were low.


Wow. Be sadder, Millie.


She looked at her reflection in the mirror and wished that the woman staring back at her didn’t look quite so tired.


Someone was going to mention that when she walked into the town council meeting. She just knew it.


She wrinkled her nose, and that made her laugh, because it was silly. And it reminded her of her mom. She could remember her doing that, sitting at the library desk, dealing with a difficult patron with endless grace and wisdom, and then turning to where Millie was sitting behind her, scrunching her whole face to let Millie know just how much her mom actually disapproved of the person’s behavior.


That was an interesting side effect of losing her dad. It had brought the loss of her mother closer to the surface too.


But she would hold on to the good memory for now. And she would let it boost her out the door and into her car, down the main street, then left to the old courthouse building.


It was a two-story redbrick structure, with a white roof that had a steeple, with an American flag perched up on the top.


There was a wide green lawn where arts and crafts markets were held every Sunday in the summer, and where there was a community picnic on July Fourth. Invariably, there were at least ten different varieties of doodle dog wandering around wearing bandannas, leading their owners on leashes. She supposed she had to admit that even if her museum was voted down, there was still a robust sense of community in Rustler Mountain.


During Christmas there were people who made old-fashioned candy on different street corners and carolers in Victorian clothes walking the sidewalks. There was Butch Hancock’s Wild West Show, which might be controversial—to Austin at least—but brought heavy traffic into town every weekend in the summer, with rodeo events and blacksmithing demonstrations by Jessie Jane Hancock on an old-fashioned forge.


Gold Rush Days was just the most . . . it was the most educational event, and the museum would be a place where that history could be experienced all year long.


What she wanted mattered.


She scowled as she found a parking space and squeezed her little Camry into it. She didn’t need to be placating herself already. Telling herself that it was going to be okay if she lost before the actual loss was ridiculous.


She would win. She would win.


Except she knew everybody who would be at the meeting and she knew exactly how they were going to vote.


This was the problem with living in the same small town for all of her life. She loved it here. She really did. But everyone had a prescribed role to play. Austin could act as if it was irritating that everyone thought of him as a villain. But he had played that part by leaving her metaphorically tied to the train tracks. As for everybody on the town council, and the other founding families . . . half of them were acting like they were still in high school. And what could be done about that?


She hated it. But there wasn’t much that she could do about it. Except leave. And she wasn’t going to leave. This was her home. This was. . . .


She felt as if she might float away all of a sudden, sitting there in her car with her fingers still wrapped around the steering wheel. Because home meant her mother in the library, and her father at the sheriff’s office, and the family name, and now she felt untethered.


She was still a Talbot.


But it didn’t seem to matter when she was the family representative, not the way it had when it was her dad. Not even the way it had when it was her mother, who had been the very opposite of a stern librarian. Who had offered a safe place for everyone in the community to come in to learn.


She had known that she could never be her dad, so she had set out to try to give the community what her mother had.


She had completed an online degree to get her master’s in library science through an online program and had maintained a support position at the library throughout. Because her mother had been sick. Then partway through Millie’s degree, her mother had died. She had always been glad that she hadn’t gone away to school.


But it had meant that she hadn’t really met other people. She was with the same people she had always known, and who had always known her. Then when Michael had shown an interest in her, she had thought everything was changing.


In hindsight, she suspected he had probably just wanted to be with a Talbot. He had believed there would be a certain sort of cachet in being with her.


But she wasn’t her father. She didn’t walk around with the heroism of the past stitched into her very bones. He’d done that. He had worn his badge with ease and authority. He’d been affable, but firm when he needed to be.


He’d been the legend of the Wild West sheriff come to the modern age.


Like his father before him, and his father before him.


And then Millie had come along. She was the only girl in generations of Talbots, and her parents had never been able to have another child. She hadn’t felt compelled, or even able, to carry on the lawman legacy of the Talbots.


She didn’t think it was a coincidence that Michael stopped being so careful about his affair after her dad died.


He’d clearly decided not to preserve the future he’d been planning with her, because it wasn’t going to give him what he wanted.


A chance to climb the social ladder in a town where said ladder was barely a step stool.


She made a short, frustrated growling noise, hit the steering wheel, and got out of the car. She shut the door, not bothering to lock it, because she never did in Rustler Mountain, and crossed the grass before taking the steps two at a time up to the front door of the courthouse. She pushed the black door open and walked inside, her shoes echoing on the dark wood floor.


She could still remember when this place had been the museum. She missed it. Profoundly.


It still smelled the same inside. Hundreds of years of moisture, age, and different wood varnishes mingling together, creating this specific scent only found in historic buildings. There was something about it that felt welcoming to her.


She wanted to get down to the basement to look at all the artifacts.


She wanted. . . . She felt grounded again. The history of this place, of the people who’d walked these halls, was important.


She wanted to preserve this piece of the past for the future of the town, and for the future of everyone, really. Because she truly believed that history had to be preserved so that people could truly understand the times they lived in now.


Yes, the Wild West was interesting. It was sensational. There were stories of daring cowboys, of wild outlaws. There were also grave stories of injustice. Examples of humans choosing to be the worst versions of themselves over and over again. The way they continued to do. The way they split themselves into groups and marginalized people who didn’t look like them. Who didn’t think like them.


She thought if humanity was ever going to move forward, people had to really understand where they had come from.


She believed it wholeheartedly. Just as she believed that books were the key to changing a person’s heart. That stories were really what taught people that we’re all more alike than different.


So she cared about her little corner of the world. Her little piece of history.


Because she thought all of those things mattered. That children would go through the library and come out different from when they’d come in. That they would come out of living history demonstrations with a deeper understanding of how much progress had been made in the world. And how little at the same time.


She used her passion to steel her nerves as she walked down the hallway and into the meeting room.
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