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  Chapter 1




  Quinn Stockton pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders and braced herself against the brisk March wind as she trod down the street. She remembered how only a short time ago she’d never walked to town, much less on a street such as this. Then she was driven anywhere she wanted to go in her father’s buggy behind two prancing stallions.




  Thinking about what life was like before hurt too much so she shook her head and looked at her surroundings. Last night’s light snow covering made the bleak houses look almost pristine. As she trudged forward, not bothering to lift her skirts to prevent them from getting wet, she fought threatening tears. What was she going to do now? Barrington’s Mercantile had been the last business on her list. Her last hope of finding a job within walking distance of home.




  Home. She shuddered when she thought of the shabby place where her family now lived.




  How had the Stocktons come to this? Though they’d only been in this house six months, it seemed like a lifetime since they’d lived on one of the better streets in Philadelphia. Now they were in a ramshackle cottage on a street she and her sisters were afraid to walk down at night. A cottage their father’s cousin Otis never let them forget he allowed them to use rent free until Papa got back on his feet. Why he’d made this arrangement with their father, she didn’t understand and Papa wouldn’t say.




  But Quinn knew Papa would never be the same again. After her mother’s death three years earlier, Papa turned to drink and had no interest in work. Things began to spiral downward for the Stocktons and Papa ended up broke, sick and jobless. For the last six months he’d lingered in bed in one of the two bedrooms in Cousin Otis’s run-down cottage. The doctor said his bad heart would soon take Rodney Stockton out of this world, not only because he was too sick to get well, but also because he’d lost his will to live.




  What would they do when something happened to Papa? Otis had made it clear that when Rodney died, the Stockton sisters would no longer be welcome in this house unless they could come up with the monthly rent he planned to charge. This worried the sisters daily.




  Reaching the house, Quinn turned into the back yard. She wasn’t ready to face her sisters since there was no way she could hide the fact she was depressed. Not only because she didn’t find work, but also because Edna Barrington had been brutal and insulting. It wouldn’t have been so hurtful if Mrs. Barrington had told her about her niece coming to live with her and stopped with that. But the storekeeper went on to say she didn’t want a drunk’s daughter working in her store and added since Quinn was near destitute she might be tempted to steal from the items in stock.




  With Edna Barrington’s words still stinging her, Quinn took a deep breath and stopped at the woodpile near a shed. They always needed more wood in the house and had a rule when anyone went outside they were to bring some in. She filled her arms with the split logs they used to cook and heat the house. As she stepped onto the porch and stomped the mud and snow off her boots, Deborah opened the back door.




  “Thank you,” Quinn muttered and dropped the split wood in the empty box beside the big iron cook stove, the only source of heat in the house. Straightening, she turned to face her eldest sister. “Were you going out?”




  “I was headed to get wood. Thanks for getting some.”




  “I’m glad you split those logs yesterday. It looks like it’s going to be cold for a while and we’ll have to keep a fire going.” Deborah nodded and closed the door. “How did it go at Barrington’s?”




  “Not well.”




  “I was afraid of that.” Deborah sighed. “I might as well tell you up front, Otis came by to talk with Papa.”




  “What did he say?”




  “They sent me out of the room, but I heard raised voices. I tried to listen, but couldn’t understand them.”




  “Doesn’t Otis realize Papa shouldn’t get upset with his bad heart?”




  “Really, Quinn, do you think Otis cares?” Deborah moved to the stove, opened the firebox and placed wood inside.




  “Probably not.” Quinn removed her cape and hung it on one of the hooks near the door. “Where’s Marlene?”




  “She’s delivering the dress she sewed for Mrs. Rogers. What happened at Barrington’s?”




  Quinn decided it was best not to tell her sister how Edna Barrington referred to the Stockton girls as daughters of a drunk. “Mrs. Barrington’s niece is moving to town and she says she’ll have to let her work in the store. She couldn’t afford to hire an outsider.”




  “You shouldn’t have to be the one looking for work. After all, I’m the oldest.”




  “You know I like getting out and doing things more than cooking and sewing. Besides, somebody has to be here with Papa.”




  “Marlene will be here.”




  “But if she picks up more sewing, she’ll have to be in and out and you know we can’t leave Papa alone.”




  “I guess you’re right.” Deborah moved the pot of stew from the back to the front of the stove where the fire was hotter.




  Quinn turned her head sideways as she got the makings of biscuits from the shelf beside the stove. “How’s Papa?”




  “I checked on him a few minutes before you got home and he was sleeping.” Deborah picked up a wooden spoon and stirred the stew.




  The back door rattled and Marlene stepped inside. “Hello, sisters.” She dropped an arm full of wood into the box. “Mrs. Rogers loved the dress.”




  “Wonderful,” Deborah said. “Did she order another one?”




  “No, but Prudence Elliot was there and asked if I’d make a party dress for her.” She wasn’t smiling as she usually did when she sold a dress.




  Deborah eyed her. “You don’t seem happy about the work.”




  “You know Prudence used to be one of my friends, but it seemed she couldn’t wait to throw it in my face that she wanted the dress so she could wear it to Ellen Simpson’s birthday party.”




  “What did you say?”




  “I wanted to tell her we might have lost our money, but we were still the same people who used to go to all the parties, too. But I didn’t.” Marlene shrugged. “I simply measured her and wrote it down, then she left.”




  “I would’ve had to remind her we were once part of her group,” Quinn said.




  Marlene shrugged. “When Mrs. Rogers paid me she said she was glad Miss Elliot was there so I could get another job. She also politely told me I shouldn’t call her Prudence any longer, but to refer to her as Miss Elliot from now on.”




  “The damn women in this town are vicious,” Quinn snapped.




  “Watch your language, Quinn,” Deborah chided.




  “I can’t help it. People can be so mean.”




  “I agree.” Marlene unbuttoned her cape.




  “Don’t let what she said worry you, Marlene. Everybody knows Prudence Elliot is going to bed with any boy who asks her. She’ll get her comeuppance sooner or later.” Quinn punched the dough she was working on and began pulling off wads and placing them none too gently on the pan to bake.




  “She’ll probably get with child and it’ll be Richard’s. It’d serve him and her both right.” There was bitterness in Deborah’s voice.




  “I hope you’re predicting what’s to be.” Quinn sniggered. ”Mr. big banker Evans wouldn’t be so proud of his son then, would he?”




  “After what Richard’s daddy did to Papa, I hope you’re right and I am forecasting the future.”




  Marlene changed the subject. “How’s Papa?”




  “Deborah said he was asleep.”




  Marlene hung her faded cloak on a peg beside Quinn’s. “What can I do to help?”




  “Why don’t you check Papa then set the table?” Deborah suggested.




  Quinn was taking the bread out of the oven when Marlene returned. “Papa woke up and said he was a little hungry.”




  “I’ll take him some stew.” Deborah put the bowl on a tray and picked up a hot biscuit. “You two go ahead and eat.”




  Marlene dished up stew for herself and her sister. Quinn put the biscuits on the table.




  Marlene played with her spoon for several moments before she broke the silence. “It made me feel worse than dirt when Prudence Elliott said she’d pick out the material in a day or two for her dress. She didn’t even ask if I had the time to sew it or if I wanted the job.”




  “I’m sure you felt degraded. It made me furious when Edna Barrington let me know she didn’t want me working in her store because she thought we were so desperate I’d be tempted to steal from her.”




  “I can’t believe she’d say such a thing. Of course I never dreamed Prudence would treat me the way she did either.”




  Quinn reached across the table and patted her sister’s hand. “If we weren’t in this predicament you’d be going to that birthday party. Maybe we all would.”




  “I know.” A tear slid down her cheek. “How did it happen, Quinn? Did Papa really do those things they accused him of?”




  “I don’t know, but he did make some mistakes.”




  “But they took our house and everything.”




  “When Mother died and Papa started drinking he wasn’t as good at his job as before.”




  “Did he make enough mistakes to lose everything we had?”




  Quinn shook her head. “I guess Mr. Evans thought he did since he took everything we owned to cover Papa’s errors.”




  There was a stretch of silence, then Marlene said, “No man in Philadelphia is going to want to marry Rodney Stockton’s destitute daughters. Look how quickly Richard Evans dropped Deborah when we lost our money. We’re always going to be poor, aren’t we?”




  “Something will—”




  “Don’t try to make me feel better, Quinn. I know you always look on the bright side, but let’s face it, I’m lucky to get four dollars for sewing a party dress. The day dresses bring only one or two dollars. We’ll never get rich on my sewing.”




  Deborah came back into the room and set the tray on the counter. “Papa wants to talk to you, Quinn.”




  Quinn pushed back her bowl and left the kitchen.




  Every time she saw her frail father in bed, it broke Quinn’s heart. He was no longer the tall gentleman with the handsome face and the brown hair graying at the temples. Nor did he have that bright smile or the twinkle that always seemed to be in his hazel eyes. It was hard to think this man, who now looked ninety years old, was the same man they’d always known as Papa.




  As she stepped into his bedroom, Quinn plastered on a smile and told herself not to let the sadness in her eyes show.




  “Hello, Papa,” she said brightly, closing the door behind her. “Deborah said you wanted to talk with me.”




  “Have a seat, honey. This might take a while.” Even his voice was now only a weak version of what it had once been.




  Quinn pulled the straight chair close to his bed and took his hand. “It doesn’t matter how long it takes. I’ve nowhere to go.”




  “That’s my fault, too.”




  “Don’t say that, Papa. It was only an expression.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek.




  He took a deep breath. “Quinn, you know I’ve always been proud of you. Though you’re the youngest, you’re the strongest and probably the smartest of my three daughters. You always have been.”




  “I think we’re all strong and smart, Papa.”




  “Don’t get me wrong, honey. I love all three of you. In your own ways, you’re wonderful women, but you’re the one that holds everything together. You’ve heard the story about when your mother and I were expecting our first child; I had the name Quinn picked out because I was sure we’d have a son. When a girl arrived, I told your mother to name her anything she wanted to. She chose Deborah. Then Marlene came along and again I let your mother name her. When you came into the world, I said, ‘to hell with it. I don’t care if she is a girl. Her name will be Quinn.’” He tried to chuckle. “Your mama didn’t think it was a proper name for a girl, but she got used to it. In the end, I think she even liked it.”




  “I know the story, Papa. Mother told me she did like my name.”




  “I loved your mother, Quinn.” His eyes clouded.




  “I know. She loved you, too.”




  “I felt like half of me died when she did.”




  “I know it was hard for you.”




  He squeezed her hand. “I love you girls, but I haven’t done right by you. I’ve ruined all your lives.”




  “No, Papa. We’re young. We’ll be fine.”




  “How old are you?”




  “I was nineteen a couple of months ago. Marlene’s twenty and Deborah is twenty-one.”




  “All of you should have husbands and be settled by now. Not living in this awful place looking after a sick old man.”




  “Papa, we—”




  He opened his eyes and looked directly at her. “Please listen to me, Quinn. I know I’m not long for this world.”




  “Don’t say that, Papa.”




  “Honey, this is no time for fairy tales. I’m likely to be dead within the month.”




  “Papa—”




  “Please, Quinn, listen.”




  “All right.”




  “There’s something that’s been a family secret for a long time. Now that I’m dying and the rest are long gone, I don’t feel obliged to honor my parents’ request that I never tell. I believe it’s time somebody knew the truth.”




  Quinn frowned. “What truth, Papa?”




  He took a deep breath. “I’m not an only child. Everyone believed my brother died, but he didn’t. My brother’s alive”




  When she started to say something, he added, “Please don’t interrupt. I know you knew nothing about him. Nobody was allowed to mention his name after he left home because of a tragedy. He was about eleven at the time.”




  “What tragedy, Papa?”




  “That’s not for me to say.” He glanced away. “His name’s Henry and he lives out west.” Rodney coughed, then continued. “Though the family wouldn’t have approved if they’d known, Henry contacted me a couple of years after he left. We kept it a secret between us, but we wrote each other occasionally. I don’t know exactly where he is now, but the last time I heard from him he was in a little town called Tornado in western Colorado. He set up a business when he moved there.”




  “Do you want me to write him and tell him you’re sick?” Quinn looked at her father and knew it was important she understand what he told her.




  He shook his head. “Otis says he’ll be taking this house as soon as I die. He might even try to talk you into…never mind.” He paused to catch his breath, then went on. “You girls have to get away from here and away from him. Deborah and Marlene need somebody to look after them and I’m counting on you to see they don’t make foolish mistakes by marrying some good-for-nothing or take part in some of Otis’s illegal activities to put food on the table. You’re the level-headed one in the family.”




  “Papa, don’t—”




  “Don’t argue with me, Quinn.” His voice grew stronger. “Otis only lets us live here because of the things I know about him. I have information that could land him in prison. When I’m gone, he knows you girls can’t do anything about his illegal activities.”




  “Papa—”




  “Let me finish, honey. After we lost everything I was able to hide a little money from Evans. It’s in a metal box tucked under the false bottom of my wardrobe. Come get it when the others go to bed. There’s enough to get you girls to Colorado and to find Henry. I know you’ll use it wisely.”




  “But—”




  Rodney held up his hand. “You have to go, Quinn. Philadelphia has turned its back on you. Take the girls to Colorado and find Henry. I know he’ll help you get a new start. He’s nothing like Otis.”




  Quinn looked puzzled.




  “It’s the only answer, Quinn. Promise me you’ll take your sisters there.”




  “I don’t—”




  His breathing became raspy and labored. “Promise me, Quinn.”




  “All right, I promise you, Papa.”




  “Thank you, honey.”




  “I do have to put one condition on that promise.”




  “You’re always the one to want to bargain, Quinn.” He gave her a weak smile. “What’s your condition?”




  “You have to tell Deborah and Marlene you want them to go to Colorado. They respect my opinion, but getting them to go west will be harder than you realize.”




  “Then I’ll tell them, but if they don’t want to go you have to convince them.”




  “I’ll try, Papa.”




  He nodded. “I know you’ll be able to get them there regardless of how much they complain. They won’t disrespect my last wish.”




  “If they agree to go, I promise you I’ll get them to Colorado and find Uncle Henry.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek again. There were tears forming in her eyes, but she made sure he didn’t see them. “I love you, Papa.”




  “I love you, too, Quinn.” He touched her cheek. “Thank you, my baby girl. I know things will work out. You and Henry together will see to that. Now I can die in peace.” He closed his eyes. “Go send Deborah and Marlene in.”




  * * * *




  A week later Rodney Stockton died with his three daughters standing around his bed.




  Chapter 2




  The stagecoach left Denver at six on a warm May morning and stopped at a way station for the mid-day meal. The food was greasy and not what Quinn or her sisters were used to, but she managed to swallow a few bites and noticed they did, too.




  The driver stuck his head in the door. “Time to pull out, folks.”




  The driver stopped the sisters on the way to the coach. “Ladies, we picked up another passenger. He’s a big fellow and I think you’d be more comfortable if one of you sits on the seat with Miss Goodspell and Mr. Willard.”




  “Since you’re the smallest, why don’t you sit there, Quinn?” Deborah suggested.




  “I’d be happy to.”




  It was now three o’clock in the afternoon and though the temperature wasn’t high, it was becoming warmer inside the crowded coach as it continually bounced and jerked over the rutted road. Marlene sat on a seat between Deborah and Beck, the long-legged cowboy who joined them at the way station. Quinn was sure everyone in the coach could tell the cowboy hadn’t had a bath in weeks. She felt sorry for her sister because the stench was almost overwhelming across the aisle.




  On Quinn’s left sat Hugo Willard, a hefty gentleman who complained continually about the lack of civilization in Colorado. He’d told them before lunch he was on the way to Tornado because he had business at the bank.




  Winnie Goodspell was on her right. Quinn wasn’t sure what to think about this portly lady who said she was going to Tornado to find her niece. When she and Marlene discussed sewing, she seemed pleasant and friendly. When she mentioned her niece, she seemed almost hostile.




  Quinn shifted her position and tried to remember why she’d promised her father she’d come to this wild country with her sisters. Philadelphia might have been bad, but this was terrible. And her sisters weren’t letting her forget it. Though they didn’t say much, they looked at her frequently with accusing eyes. She knew they blamed her for not breaking her promise to their father.




  She was beginning to agree with them. Several times she’d asked herself why they’d come even if their father had wanted them to. What were they going to do if they didn’t find Uncle Henry? Worse, what if Henry Stockton wouldn’t want them around? Or what if he was dead? What would they do then? The train tickets to Denver had taken more money than she expected. Then the stagecoach on to Tornado wasn’t cheap. Of what Papa had hidden for them, there wasn’t enough left to go back to Philadelphia. Neither was there enough to support them for more than a few weeks. The good Lord knew there was nothing for them to do to make money in this place full of its bramble bushes, cacti, ominous-looking distant mountains, and endless dust. What was her father thinking when he insisted they come here?




  Quinn remembered clearly how surprised Deborah and Marlene had been when they came from his room the evening he told them he wanted them to go west when he died. Of course, like her, they said they’d honor his wishes, but they weren’t overjoyed about the idea. In fact they would’ve probably refused to come if Otis hadn’t walked into the house two hours after the funeral and demanded they vacate the place within two days or pay the high rent he’d asked. Or still worse, give into his other suggestion.




  At first her sisters thought they might find another place in Philadelphia, but soon knew it impossible with no jobs and no prospects for one with the exception of Marlene’s dressmaking. They still might have tried to stay in town if Otis’s last suggestion hadn’t been that they could continue to live in his house if they agreed to entertain his friends, with the other girls he planned to move into the house. Though the Stocktons were somewhat naive, they weren’t stupid. They knew what he had in mind meant they become soiled doves. Outraged, they packed their meager belongings in a carpet bag each and one shared trunk and were out of the house the next morning.




  Travel on the train had been rough, but nothing compared to this stagecoach ride. Quinn was surprised Deborah and Marlene hadn’t complained vocally more often. Several times she’d felt like complaining herself.




  The cowboy moved and raised his arms over his head, pulling Quinn’s thoughts back to the present. She thought she’d have to cover her nose with her handkerchief as the rancid smell of his sweaty body reached her. She was sure Marlene was near passing out from the odor. She was about to speak when the man beside her said, “Man, have you ever heard of a bath tub?”




  The cowboy narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying I stink?”




  “I’ve smelled polecats that smell better than you do. It’s a wonder the little lady beside you hasn’t fainted.”




  “You are pretty rank, young man,” Winnie said and crossed her arms over her ample breast.




  “What about you, sweetheart?” The cowboy put his arm around Marlene’s shoulder. “Do you think I smell bad enough to cause you to faint?”




  “It wouldn’t hurt you to take a bath,” Marlene muttered and pulled as far away from him as she could.




  He laughed out loud. “How about taking one with me, sweetie?”




  “Please, sir—”




  “Damn. I like you,” he interrupted. “You’re the first gal to call me sir since…hell, since forever.”




  Marlene tried again to move away, but the man’s grip pulled her closer to him. “Since you seem to be such a nice little lady, how about letting me sleep on your shoulder?”




  “No.” Marlene turned a deep shade of red and moved against Deborah.




  “Mister, please leave my sister alone,” Deborah demanded.




  “Well, well. What have we here? A sis—”




  A shot rang out and the stagecoach sped up.




  Winnie let out a little shriek.




  “Oh, hell, it’s a holdup.” Beck leaned to look out the window.




  “Oh, no.” Hugo patted his chest. “I can’t afford to lose this money.”




  “Keep your heads down everybody and you won’t be hit,” Beck said in a serious tone. “Maybe we can outrun them.”




  Gunfire continued around the stagecoach and then there was a man’s cry as a body fell by the window.




  “Oh, dear. I think I am going to faint.” Marlene put her hand to her throat.




  “Don’t you dare, Marlene,” Quinn said. “We’ve got to keep our heads.”




  “Don’t worry, pretty little lady. I’ll take care of you.” The cowboy grinned at Marlene.




  “But we don’t have much money. Quinn, didn’t we have about—” Deborah started.




  Quinn interrupted her. “You know we barely had enough money to get to Tornado. I only managed to save three dollars. That won’t do them much good.”




  Deborah started to say something, but Quinn threw her a look and she kept quiet.




  The stagecoach came to a stop as dust filtered through the windows. The door jerked open and a man with a red bandana across his face and a dirty brown hat pulled down over his eyes said in a deep, gravely voice, “Get out and put your hands up.”




  Winnie scrambled out first.




  Beck went next and turned to offer his hand to Marlene. A surprised look crossed his face when she took it. He also offered his hand to Quinn and Deborah. They both took it and Quinn couldn’t help noticing how tall he was. When her feet touched ground, she was still an inch below his shoulder. Hugo was the last one out.




  “Throw down the money box,” an outlaw on a black horse yelled.




  Quinn noted there were four masked men on horses and the one on the ground. Five robbers in all.




  The stagecoach driver worked the box loose from its place on the coach and tossed it to the ground.




  “Now climb down,” the man on the big black horse said.




  The driver did as he was told.




  “How about you passengers?” The bandit on the ground eyed them. “You got any money on you?”




  Winnie pointed to Hugo. “He said he had money. These three women only have three dollars between them and I sure don’t have much.”




  The outlaw poked his gun in the Hugo’s stomach. “Give me your money pouch.”




  “No. I can’t do that. I need—”




  The gun went off and Winnie fainted. The rest of the women screamed. Hugo fell backward and blood gushed from the wound in his belly.




  “Shut up.” The outlaw waved the gun at the Stockton girls.




  They quieted and held on to each other.




  Beck moved beside Marlene, but said nothing. Quinn noted he was watching the outlaw closely.




  The robber bent and pulled the money pouch from Hugo Willard’s brocade vest. He tossed it to the man on the black horse. He then took the gold watch from Hugo’s vest pocket, wiped the blood off on his pants and placed the watch in his shirt pocket. As he stood, he poked his gun in the Beck’s chest. “Give me your money.”




  Without argument, the cowboy handed over a small pouch.




  “That all you got?”




  “That’s all.”




  Winnie groaned and sat up. The outlaw walked up to her. “What about you, honey. How much money do you have?”




  “I have a wedding ring I never got to use. Take it,” she cried.




  The outlaw laughed. “Got no use for a wedding ring, ma’am. You keep it. Maybe you can use it yet.”




  He turned to the Stocktons. “So you only have three dollars.”




  “That’s all we have. Do you want it?” Quinn tried not to show how scared she was.




  “No, sweetheart. You seemed to need it more than I do. You keep it.” He walked up close to her. “You’re a cutie with that pretty red hair and those blue-green eyes, but you’re a bit too little for my taste.” He winked at her and moved to Deborah. “Now you’re about the right size and you sure are a beauty. I’ve always been partial to auburn hair with only a touch of red.”




  Deborah backed away from him and said nothing.




  The outlaw laughed. “Don’t worry, honey. Maybe we’ll meet at another time. No matter how beautiful you are, this ain’t the right time to start a courtship.”




  “That’s enough chatter, Slim. Get back on your horse,” the man on the black horse ordered.




  “Sure, Boss.” The gunman whirled around and mounted.




  “Take care of the horses, Zeb,” said the one called boss.




  A chunky man with greasy gray hair spilling from under his hat dismounted, unhitched the six horses from the stagecoach and ran them off.




  “Why are you doing that?” the driver asked. “I need those horses to get these people to town.”




  The outlaw who shot Hugo looked down at the driver. “You’re not going to take these people anywhere.” He raised his gun and shot the driver.




  “No,” Deborah screamed.




  The boss turned in the saddle and looked at her. “Be quiet, pretty lady. I’m not above having him shoot a woman.”




  Deborah grabbed her mouth and both Marlene and Quinn moved closer to her.




  “Try to stay calm,” Beck whispered as he backed up close to the stage beside them.




  “Zeb, you and Harve take the wheel off the coach in case the horses come back.”




  Two men dismounted to remove one of the wheels. Soon the stagecoach was leaning on its side.




  When they remounted their horses, the outlaw who did the shooting looked back at the passengers. “I don’t see why we should leave a man to help these pretty women, do you, Boss?”




  “Don’t you think—”




  Beck didn’t get to finish. The bullet hit him and he slammed against the stagecoach, then slumped to the ground face down.




  Winnie fainted again.




  The outlaws all laughed.




  The one called Boss said, “After you get your fat friend back on her feet, looks like you ladies better start walking toward town. It’s only eight or ten miles.”




  He was still laughing as he signaled his men and they rode away.




  Chapter 3




  As soon as the outlaws left, Quinn took charge. “Now, let’s all calm down and see if we can help these people.”




  Deborah ran to Winnie. Marlene moved to Hugo, but after checking his pulse, shook her head and went to the stage driver.




  “She’s coming around,” Deborah said as she put her arm under Winnie’s neck.




  “What happened?” Winnie sat up.




  “You fainted,” Deborah said.




  Winnie frowned. “Lord, I wish I’d never left New Orleans.”




  “I think he’s breathing.” Quinn put her fingers on Beck’s neck and his eyes popped open.




  “I’m not dead, honey. The bullet hit my shoulder.”




  “You’re bleeding a lot. We need to stop it if we can.”




  Marlene moved beside Quinn. “Can I help? Hugo’s dead and so is the driver.”




  “I’ve got some whiskey in one of my saddlebags. They’re on top of the stage,” Beck said.




  Marlene frowned at him. “This is no time to think about getting drunk.”




  He smiled at her as she knelt beside him. “I wouldn’t think of it, honey. You can use the whiskey to clean the wound. I’m sure the bullet’s still in there and it'll help stop infection.”




  Marlene blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”




  “He’s right.” Quinn stood. “I’m the smallest. I’ll climb up on the stagecoach to get it.”




  “Be careful, Quinn,” Deborah said, walking up to them.




  “I will, but we need to pack his wound as soon as I get the whisky. His shirt’s too dirty to use. Marlene, rip some strips from your petticoat to make a bandage.”




  “It’ll do my heart good to know my shoulder is close to your petticoat, pretty lady.” Beck’s voice was becoming slurred, but he managed to grin at Marlene.




  “I think he’s going to pass out.” Deborah looked at him.




  “I’d use one of my petticoats, but I only sewed them and this dress last week,” Winnie said.




  “I don’t mind using mine.” Marlene lifted her skirt and ripped her top petticoat as she looked down at Beck. His eyes were closed. “I know he smells awful, but there’s something about him that makes me think he’s a good man. I hope he’ll be all right.”




  “I thought he was hit in the abdomen, but it looks like it’s his shoulder. Maybe that means he’ll live.” Deborah checked his wound.




  Quinn came back with the whisky. “How’s he doing?”




  “I’m not sure,” Marlene said. “He passed out.”




  “Is he dead?” Winnie asked.




  “No.” Deborah moved so Quinn could use the whisky to clean the wound.




  “Well, he might as well be dead for all the good he’s doing us. What are we going to do? We might die out here.” Winnie twisted her hands and began to cry. “I don’t want to die.”




  “We’re not going to die. Please don’t say things like that.” Deborah touched her arm. “We’ve got to stay calm. I’m sure help will come soon.”




  “You don’t know how bad it is out here. Indians could come and scalp us or take us for slaves or the outlaws could come back and rape and ravage us then slit our throats or—”




  “Be quiet!” Quinn shouted as she doused Beck’s shoulder with whisky. He flinched, but didn’t wake up. She took the bandages Marlene handed her. When she tied off the last one, she jumped up and faced Winnie. Her voice was firm when she said, “I didn’t come all the way from Philadelphia to be ravaged or raped or scalped or to become a slave. Neither did my sisters. Now, if you don’t want to help us figure a way out of this situation, please sit down and don’t say anything until my sisters and I decide what we need to do.”




  A shocked Winnie Goodspell sat down without speaking.




  * * * *




  Ashe Montgomery leaned back in his wooden swivel chair, stretched out his long legs and put his feet on the scarred pine desk. He unrolled the wanted posters. As the acting sheriff, he felt it his duty to check and see if he’d seen any of the criminals with money on their heads. He might even luck up and find a member of the gang that had been holding up the stages carrying the mine payrolls, his main objective since coming to Tornado in disguise.




  He’d been informed by some of the mine officials in Denver another shipment of gold was due in a few days. He wanted to be ready when it came. Though the local bank officials didn’t tell anyone in town when the shipment was due, it seemed the robbers always knew which stage to hold up. He decided there was an informant in the bank.




  The posters were all of known criminals. Of course he’d keep an eye out for them, but they weren’t his top priority. Ashe’s instinct told him the criminals he was sent to catch were probably a newly formed gang.




  The survivors of the first two holdups reported the gang consisted of five to twenty men. The reports depended on the passengers left alive, so far only women. There had been a lot of conflicting witnessing. Only descriptions of the leader remained consistent. He was a tall skinny man who rode a black horse.




  Ashe re-rolled the posters and tossed them on the corner of the desk. He’d nail them to the wall later so whoever came into the office could keep an eye out for them.




  The door opened and a cowboy almost as tall and dark as Ashe stepped inside. “I hear you need some help around here.”




  “Damn, it’s time you showed up.” Ashe dropped his feet to the floor and swiveled his chair around. He stretched his full six feet and four inches and turned to greet his younger brother. “Took you long enough to get here to help with this case.”




  “I tried to ignore your request, then you sent that damn wire to the office.” Cal moved his six feet two inches into the room and looked around. “Not very lavish surroundings, are they?”




  “Not very.” Ashe stuck out his hand. “It’s good to see you. So you decided to accept the assignment to help me out?”




  “I had some time coming and thought I might visit the folks in Wyoming. Unfortunately, the higher-ups told me to forget my visit and get my ass to Tornado.” Cal tossed his gray Stetson to Ashe’s desk and ran his hand through his black hair. “They said it was at least a three-man deal. Who else did you rope into this?”




  “I was sure you’d come and I figure Beck’ll be along as soon as he can. I heard he was on a case in the mountains.”




  “Yeah. They said a big mine owner was killing off his competition. Reckon it has anything to do with these robberies?”




  “I don’t know, but I hope Beck settles the conflict up there soon. I can use his help here.” Ashe pointed to the coffee pot on the pot-bellied stove. “Want a cup?”




  “It’ll do till I can get to the saloon and get something stronger.”




  “Maybe I can help you a little.” Ashe poured two tin cups of the dark liquid, opened his bottom desk drawer and took out a bottle of whisky. He laced the coffee and handed a cup to this brother.




  “While Beck’s been in the mountains, he hasn’t struck it rich, has he?”




  “Not that I know of.” Ashe nodded to the other chair in the office and Cal took it. “I’m sure if he had, he’d come down and turn in his notice. He’s always wanted to buy his own ranch, you know.”




  “I’m sure you’re right. Think he’ll finish up and head here any time soon?”




  Ashe shrugged. “I’ve never known one of the Montgomery brothers to refuse to help when one of us needs it, have you?”




  “I hope the rest of the family won’t be getting together. You’re bossy enough and Dad always wants to take over.”




  Ashe laughed. “I think Mama needs him on the ranch. If they weren’t so busy, it wouldn’t surprise me much to see her come riding up, though.”




  “So did her sixth sense give her the idea something was amiss with her three sons?”




  “I think I helped that sixth sense. I had to wire them that there was trouble and I was called to take on another case before I could come home.”




  “Have you been back to the ranch lately?”




  Ashe shook his head. “Not since Christmas. You know how Mama is about Christmas.”




  “I well know. She gave me a dressing down because I didn’t get there until Christmas night last year.”




  Ashe laughed. “I remember. Have you been home since?”




  “No, and you kept me from going now.”




  “Sorry about that.”




  “Like hell, you’re sorry.”




  Ashe shook his head. “Help me clear up this case and I’ll go with you for a visit. We might even get Beck to go.”




  “Wouldn’t it blow Mama’s mind if we all showed up together and it isn’t even a holiday?”




  “Makes me smile to think about it.”




  Cal tasted his coffee. “You know as soon as she sees us she’ll tell us we need to give up the dangerous lives of US Marshalls and settle down.”




  “Yeah. She wants us all to get married and settle in Wyoming close to the ranch.”




  “I’m sure she wants grandchildren, too. As the oldest you need to be the first to sire a son.”




  “Hell, Cal. After the fiasco with Margaret I don’t plan to ever marry. A man’s a fool to give his heart to a woman like that.”




  “Ashe, you should be glad you caught Margaret with that man. It kept you from marrying a whore. Look for a woman who’s nothing like Margaret.”




  “There aren’t many women who are different from her. Most I’ve met only want what they can get out of a man.”




  Cal leaned his chair back. “Enough about family and your love life. Tell me about the robberies.”




  Ashe took a drink of his coffee. “There’ve been two. The first was about ten miles out of Tornado. It looks like the robbers are targeting the gold coming down from the mines.”




  “Can’t we concentrate on those shipments? When’s the money being sent?”




  “Nobody knows except the bank and mine executives and they’re not even telling me. All I get is the approximate time. I’m sure somebody in the bank’s supplying information to the gang, but I can’t find the proof I need.”




  “Do you have any idea who it might be?”




  “I have an idea, but I’m not yet ready to accuse anyone.”




  “What about your deputy? Is he helping?”




  “Rober Crews is a part-time deputy. I call on him when I need somebody. I think he’d like the job permanently and I’m sure he’ll take over when this job’s finished. He’s an honest man.”




  “Anybody else?”




  “Hank Stockton.”




  “Is he a lawman?”




  “No, but he’s in the perfect position to hear what’s happening. He owns the Horseshoe Saloon and he’s also a man we can trust.”




  “You’re sure?”




  “I am. Everyone likes him and they talk freely when he’s around. I thought he might pick up something you and I couldn’t. People are hesitant to talk in front of the sheriff. Especially one who’s only been in town a few weeks. I’m sure they’ll be as hesitant to talk in front of a US Marshall.”




  “Don’t they know you’re a US Marshall, too?”




  “No. They think I’m a drifter who stopped a fight in the saloon one night and agreed to the sheriff’s job because their sheriff had recently died with consumption.”




  “Do you want me to keep quiet about my profession?”




  “You can try, but it probably won’t be easy.”




  “Of course we look enough alike that people will soon figure out I’m your brother.” Cal laughed.




  “I’ll spread the word that you’re visiting from your ranch and I asked you to stay as one of my deputies. When Beck gets here, we’ll tell everyone he’s a miner. He’ll probably look the part.”




  “Anything else I need to know?”




  “Only one thing.” Ashe leaned back with a grin. “Not that this part has been all bad, but I’m seeing a woman named Lola Norwood.”




  Cal raised an eyebrow. “Anything serious?”




  “No. I think she might be a link in the information line. She goes to the bank a lot and the bankers are all friendly with her.”




  “Is she pretty?”




  “Actually, she is. Long blond hair and blue eyes.”




  “Hell, why didn’t I get here in time to take that task away from you?”




  “As I said, it’s not that great.” Ashe gave him a sly grin. “I’ve been backing off a little because I think she has it in her head I want to marry her.”




  “You’re that good, huh?”




  Ashe simply nodded.




  Cal stretched. “Well, since I’m going to get involved in this case, why don’t I take a walk down the street and see if I can pick anything up?”




  “It’s almost supper time. I’ll go with you and we’ll stop at the Walk-In Cafe.” Ashe stood and reached for his black hat. “Come on and I’ll show you the new hat shop that came to town about the same time I did. Nice old lady runs it.”




  “I didn’t know you were interested in ladies’ hats.”




  “I’m not, but Mrs. Forester has a daughter who’ll spike any red-blooded man’s interest in a few years.”




  “A few years, huh?” Cal laughed.




  “Yep. She’s way too young. I guess her to be around twelve or thirteen, but she’s going to be a knockout when she grows up.”




  “Same old, Ashe. Still got an eye for the women. Even the future beauties.”




  “Of course. Don’t all us Montgomery men appreciate female beauties?”




  “You’re right about that. Dad started the trend when he married Mama. She’s still a beautiful woman.”




  “I know. I favor her.”




  “The hell you do, Ashe Montgomery. You’re the spittin’ image of Dad.”




  “So. He still turns a feminine head now and again.”




  “Thank God for that, because everybody says I look a lot like you. I’m glad you got your looks from a decent-looking source.”




  The two brothers went out the door laughing.




  Chapter 4




  Ashe and Cal came out of the Walk-in Café as the sun slid behind the mountains, leaving the sky with long fingers of red and purple raking across it.




  “Didn’t you say the stage was due this afternoon?” Cal looked at his brother.




  Ashe frowned. “Sometimes it’s a little late, but it usually gets in before sundown.”




  “Want to ride out and see if we can find out why it’s late?”




  “Might not be a bad idea. Your horse at the livery?”




  “Yeah.”




  “My house is behind the jail and there’s a stable. Since you’ll be staying there you can use it for your horse.”




  “I’ll do that.” Cal stepped off the plank sidewalk. “Meet you back here shortly.”




  Ashe nodded, but before he could head for his stable, Wes Monroe, a local rancher’s son, walked up.




  “Wonder what’s happened to the stage, Ashe?”




  “I’m going to ride out and see.”




  “I hope there hasn’t been another robbery.”




  “If there has been, let’s hope they haven’t killed anybody.”




  “Isn’t one of their trade marks not leaving male witnesses?”
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