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      New Braunfels, Texas

      January 1871

      

      “Please, no! Listen to me!” Jessie Gomez argued vehemently as the five men surrounded her. A sliver of moon shone in the sky above, but she was blinded glaringly by several torches that seemed to wave in her direction in an effort to keep her still. “I didn’t steal the horses! I would never do something so awful as that.”

      “Miss, you were caught red-handed,” one masked man crowed aloud and several others chimed in quickly. She was completely cut off, trapped in a small grove of trees just off the road. She’d been led off road to make camp, thinking she’d be safe with Bill Jackson. It was just the opposite!

      “He handed me the reins!” she cried out desperately and jumped backwards to prevent herself from being burned as a torch was suddenly waved too close to her torso. “Stop that!”

      “For all three horses? Then where’d this disappearing magic man go?” one voice said snidely. The man was chewing a large wad of tobacco and spitting near her foot. She got a good look at him just before he waved the torch again, blinding her.

      “He left me here,” Jessie sobbed angrily, stomping her foot in frustration. Her supposed fiancé had left her there to take the blame. She’d been quite swept off her feet by his rugged good looks and winning smile. She never questioned why he had three horses with him when she came across him in Matamoros.

      Her mother had told her not to follow the man, that he was el diablo, the devil. Jessie didn’t listen. She thought it was another way for her mother to control her life. She’d ridden out that night, having snuck out of her window and met up with Bill Jackson.

      Bill was fascinating to her naïve, young soul. He looked mean and gruff but when he turned to her, he would smile so sweetly. He had claimed to be falling for her. This turned her headstrong mind into mush, causing her to stay complacent and not ask questions. The only time she really went against his wishes was when he tried to force himself on her. She’d crossed herself and told him that she’d be willing if they were married. He’d laughed and handed her the reins, looking over her shoulder and fading into the brush.

      She’d been too stupid to know what a lynch mob was moments ago and now was getting a full lesson in what it entailed. She watched as they eagerly tossed a rope high over a tree branch. This could not be happening to her! Jessie felt her knees go weak as the men closed in around her, armed with pitchforks and guns.

      She was trapped!

      “You have to believe me! His name is Bill Jackson. Black hair and brown eyes, about this tall,” she said, holding her hand above her head. She hated that her hand shook with fear. She could see in their expressions that it didn’t matter what she said, they’d simply decided to hang her as a horse thief.

      “There ain’t no man here that fits that description and Mr. James will be wanting his horses back real quick tonight,” the tall, thick man drawled out. He was simply disgusting and made her skin crawl. There was something about his eyes that told her that if they didn’t hang her, there would be more problems to be had from this man alone.

      “Mr. James is welcome to them!” she said hurriedly, glancing around at the others trying to take measure of her situation. If there was any chance of escaping out of this mess, she was struggling to find it. It was beginning to look hopeless, as they kept moving and weaving about her. The torches came awfully close several times. She could see her breath as it escaped her mouth in little pants of fear. Small, icy clouds drifted upwards into the night.

      “Missy, you ain’t understanding what I am saying. We don’t cotton to horse thieves in these here parts. If we find one, we hang ‘em so they never steal again.”

      “But I didn’t steal them,” she whispered, horrified. There would be no leniency or tolerance from any of these men. They’d convicted her before she’d said a word. Clasping her hands together, she closed her eyes and began to pray. She repeated several Hail Marys and tried not to notice the pitchforks that jabbed at her skirts and the torches that kept getting closer. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw that noose glowing in the light like some foul beast breathing down her neck.

      “Give the signal, Virgil, so Mr. James can meet up with us.” A massive shotgun blast went off beside Jessie’s head, causing her to jump and a riot of screaming began all at once.

      “You damned fool! You aim in the air!”

      “You shot the horse!”

      “Get the other two - quick!”

      “I didn’t know! You said to give the signal?”

      Jessie cracked open an eye at the chaos and saw that, indeed, the horse she’d ridden, a pretty, white mare, lay on the ground bleeding and struggling to get up. Her heart broke at the sight. But what she also saw was that there was a gap between the pitchforks to her right!

      Wasting no time and taking advantage of the mess around her, Jessie grabbed her skirts and ran like the devil was on her heels! She could hear yelling behind her as the branches tore at her hair and face. She would not slow down at all and plunged into the dark night wildly, running for her life. She darted back and forth, running until her chest burned with exertion. But she didn’t dare stop. She could hear the voices in the distance closing in and she knew that if they caught her, she would be dead. Breaking through the trees, she found herself wading through the icy waters of a creek. She didn’t know where she was going and had no real destination other than here! The cold water came up to her waist and, still, she did not stop her progression forward.

      “Please, God, give me a sign!” she whispered aloud and exited the creek, her body trembling with fear and hypothermia. Ahead of her in the distance, she saw an abandoned barn and headed that way. If she didn’t take cover from the cold night, she wouldn’t have to worry about a noose. Her gown clung to her, her thick skirts were slowing her down and making her even more chilled. She had to hide!

      Exiting the grove of trees and brambles, she saw that the barn was not abandoned, but in need of repair. She pulled the heavy door open and saw that several horses were in the first few stalls. The irony of an accused horse thief taking shelter in a horse barn was not lost on her. Her teeth chattered painfully as she wrapped her arms around her waist. She made her way to the back of the barn and hoped that the horses would not be disturbed by her presence. Opening the wooden door to a stall, she saw the pile of fresh hay and buried herself under it in an effort to keep warm during the night and to hide.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, Jason McNeely prepared to ride into town. He was a clerk at the mercantile in New Braunfels and had inherited his uncle’s farm about two years ago. It was just after his wedding to Sarah. And now all he saw were things that reminded him of her. She’d passed away from pneumonia one night about a year ago. Pushing his spectacles up on the bridge of his nose, he put on his coat and headed towards the barn. There was a northerner due to come through sooner or later and he would need to get supplies while he was at work today. He enjoyed working at the mercantile. There was always something new to see and friendly faces. It kept him from being alone at home and gave him a steady income since he hadn’t made any move to raise cattle or horses like his uncle had.

      Walking to the barn, he saw that the door was slightly ajar and stopped in his tracks. Curious, he wondered if he’d left it open. That wasn’t like him. He may not raise horses, but he depended on them to get into town every day. It was quite a long walk. And while he didn’t mind the walk, if he was in a hurry to open the store, the horses were much faster. Pushing open the heavy, wooden door to the side, he glanced inside and saw all was in its place. Maybe he had left it open carelessly.

      “Hello?” he called out watching his breath form fog from the cold temperature.
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        * * *

      

      Jessie’s eyes flew open at the sound of a man’s voice. She didn’t move but lay there shivering inside the hay stack. She was warmer than she had been outside, but her fingers and toes ached something fierce from the freezing temperature. Everything hurt right now. She’d never known this pain before or this fatigue.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      Slowly, she extended her arms and legs to see if she was able to run away again. Her body was cramped and trembling horrifically. Her hands were balled in fists and her teeth made an uncontrollable clicking sound. Try as she might, there would be no running this time. She was caught for good. Her skirts were frozen stiff around her and her body wasn’t cooperating. Is this what dying feels like? she thought wretchedly and closed her eyes painfully.

      “Dear God!” she heard whispered faintly in a deep voice. Struggling, she cracked open an eye only to see the face of an angel watching her, concerned. There was such openness and pity in his green eyes that she began to cry, burning hot trails down her frozen cheeks.

      “Come on, let’s get you inside,” he said gently as he knelt beside where she lay. He quickly took off his coat and put it on her, wrapping her inside. “Can you stand up?”

      Jessie shook her head ever so slowly making her neck hurt.

      “Shhhh. I’ve got you,” he whispered encouragingly and picked her up, cradling her body wrapped in his coat. He carried her out of the barn and towards a small house that had smoke seeping from the chimney. He managed to open the door, only slightly jostling her but she didn’t care. If she was near a fireplace, she’d be warm. At this point, she never imagined she would ever be warm again. She felt frozen down to the bone. He set her down on a bed in the corner of the one-room house. The angel then covered her up with several quilts.

      “Hold tight while I get a bedwarmer for your feet,” he said sympathetically. Jessie didn’t care, the clenching and unclenching of her frozen body was painful. It was the start of warmth from the blankets that kept her sedate and prevented her from crying out in pain. There was hope in the fact that blankets would warm her eventually. She felt the edge of the blanket lifted and a hot pan slid near her wet leather boots. As if he could read her mind, she felt her shoes being removed and the warmth of the bedwarmer burned at her chilled skin.

      “Drink this,” the man’s voice ordered softly, and she tried to comply. She spilled a bit as her teeth chattered of their own volition. It wasn’t as violent a chattering as before and the pungent taste of the alcohol burned a trail down to her stomach from the inside. Sighing, she felt her limbs start to relax a bit from the wintry weather she’d been exposed to all night.

      A chair was scooted close to the bed as she lay there savoring the heat near her feet. Glancing up, she watched him carefully, wondering if he was planning on turning her in to the authorities. If it was the same goons as last night, she was still a dead woman whether it was exposure or a noose.

      “Why were you in the barn?” he asked gently. Jessie didn’t want to answer. She only stared at him from where she hid under the blankets. “Do you want to talk about it?” he questioned, and she shook her head no. She felt tears welling up again.

      “Shhhh. You are safe here. I am going to have to get to work. But I want you to stay here and warm up. It’s too cold out for you to be out there with no coat. I have stew over the fire and we’ll talk over dinner, okay?”

      Why was this man being so nice to her? He stood up and smiled politely down where she lay, his green eyes kind behind the glasses on his face. “Just rest and I will be back soon.” Grabbing his coat, he put a scarf around his neck and walked out the door.

      Jessie was stunned that the man was so trusting to leave her there at his home. Her body was in no condition to move anytime soon and the warmth of the pan at her feet kept her in place. Shutting her eyes, she slept.
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      Jason rode his horse quickly into town. He was running behind opening the shop and it was all due to a beautiful, frozen urchin he’d found. He prayed she would be all right there alone but there wasn’t much he could do for her, other than warm her up. Her eyes looked so haunted and scared, making him feel awful. The poor girl had scratches all over her face and neck from where she looked like she’d run straight into a thorn bush.

      He would pick up more than a few supplies today on his way out, making a mental list of what she would need as well. She looked to be about Sarah’s size and he thought that maybe she could use some of Sarah’s old dresses that he hadn’t been willing to get rid of yet. He would need ointment for her scratches and perhaps other things, but his mind was drawing a blank. It didn’t make sense. She was a beautiful young lady, dressed in a coarsely-made gown. She looked so frightened and it really bothered him.

      He knew he was soft on the inside. His wife, Sarah, had always teased him about how “he’d never met a stranger” and honestly, he was okay with that assessment. Jason had never considered himself a great catch for Sarah. In fact, he’d been surprised when she’d talked to him first. He’d found himself quite tongue-tied when the prettiest girl in town had singled him out at the church picnic. He’d fallen in love that day with her smile. It was one of the things he missed most about her, the way she seemed to light up a room.

      Those had been dark days after her death and he’d taken solace in the mercantile and attending church. Now, he felt like he was on the verge of being tested again and wasn’t sure what to do next. Everything in him said to help the poor woman. It seemed like the Christian thing to do to help the woman out. What was he supposed to do? Leave her there to freeze to death in his barn?

      He began cleaning up the shelves and found himself glancing out the windows, watching the world go by as he stared from the other side of the glass. He saw the families walk by, the smiles on their faces. He felt a knot form in his stomach at the loss of Sarah and what could have been. Shaking his head to wipe away the memories, he glanced around slowly looking for some sort of sign that there would be more for him someday.

      Wrapping up the day, Jason rang up his purchases and bundled them up inside an oval pail that hung easily on the pommel of his saddle. A sprinkling of snowflakes started to drift down from the sky, sticking to his eyelashes. He prayed that the woman had taken heed to his offer and remained in the warmth of the house. If she had left, he hoped she made it to her destination. He didn’t worry so much about her taking anything, for he felt like he hadn’t much to take. The house was worn, but comfortable. His most precious gift was a rifle that his uncle had hung above the mantel. If the woman had needed to take the gun, he would hope it would protect her. It was as simple as that.

      He arrived home and saw that smoke was still coming from the chimney. Thank goodness, he thought. She could use the heat of a steady fire to help thaw out. He’d learned early on to bank the fire carefully, so it still simmered when he returned. He led the horse back to the stall and brushed it down, giving it a large share of oats. He fed the other two mares and moved to check the other stalls, just in case. Seeing nothing, he walked the worn path to his home. At the door, he hesitated momentarily feeling he should probably knock and then decided against it.

      As Jason opened the door, he saw that the young woman was sitting in a chair by the fireplace. She was still wrapped in a quilt. Her dark eyes looked haunted and afraid as she stared at him warily.

      “Are you feeling warmer?” he asked simply, setting the pail that held his things onto the floor. He then moved to hang his coat on a peg near the door.

      “Yes,” she replied. Her voice sounded almost hoarse.

      “Are you up to having dinner? It smells good.”

      At her hesitant nod, he smiled easily and grabbed two bowls. He stepped past her in order to reach the fireplace and noticed that when he’d walked near, she tensed up. Strange. It was like she was scared of him. He handed her the small, wooden bowl and moved to prepare his own. Stepping back, he took a seat nearby, not far from where she sat. She watched him for several minutes as he took a few bites as if they were sizing each other up. She was assessing potential danger and he was simply trying to find out how a strange, beautiful woman ended up here.

      “Are you going to eat up?” Jason finally asked, trying to fill the stillness. She had not taken a bite as of yet, watching him. Finally, hunger got the better of her and she took several large bites causing him to smile. “It’s good, but not that good. Take your time, Miss. There is plenty here.”

      “Thank you,” she said simply.

      “You are very welcome.”

      They ate in an awkward silence. Only the hollow sounds of their utensils hitting the sides of the wooden bowls echoed in the house. Jason wasn’t sure how to proceed or get her to talk. He was curious how she’d come to be in the barn and where she was from. She was quite lovely now that she was thawed out a bit. When he’d first found her, her skin was almost greyish in color and her dark brown eyes looked black in her face, burning with fear and intensity. She’d been afraid, but she was a fighter deep down inside. He could see a spark in her eyes.

      “My name is Jason. Jason McNeely. And you are?”

      “Jessie.”

      One single word. No hints, no information other than her name. He assumed she was running or hiding from someone. “It’s very nice to meet you Jessie. I know you are probably a bit chilled still and your boots were extremely wet. I imagine from the creek over yonder. I have a few things that you are welcome to, if they fit you.” When she didn’t answer, he got another ladleful of stew and filled her bowl again without her asking.

      “Eat up, Miss Jessie. There is no one here that means you harm. You are safe.” It tore at his heart to hear her sniffle suddenly and look away. He finished his stew and moved towards the trunk that sat at the foot of his bed. That is where he’d stored Sarah’s things. It had seemed so final to put them away and he was glad that there would be a use for them again. It pained him momentarily, feeling the twinge of loss yet again, but there was a need. It wouldn’t be Sarah’s glowing smile, but rather it would help aid this lady. Pulling out a few day dresses and underthings, he walked back over to where Jessie sat. He draped the dresses on the back of the chair and moved to see if there were some shoes that might fit as well.

      “Whose are these?” he heard Jessie ask softly.

      “My wife died about a year ago. They were hers.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me, too, honestly. She had a beautiful heart and I miss her. Do you have someone waiting for you?” It felt good to admit that he missed Sarah. He didn’t often get to talk about her and it had been so long since he had company. She was gone, but the memory of her smile was still there in his heart.

      “No,” she told him quickly. There was a hard edge to her voice that surprised him.

      “Maybe someday then, eh?” he said lightly, changing the subject and standing up. “These should fit. They are close to the same size as your boots.”

      “Thank you,” she repeated.

      “Of course,” Jason replied easily, making himself busy with picking up so that way she could finish eating in peace instead of watching him like a scared rabbit. He yanked the covers off the bed and turned over the straw mattress. The bed had gotten wet where her frozen clothing had thawed. That was okay, he thought. It would dry and be fine.

      “I can do that,” she offered quietly behind him, surprising him. He glanced over his shoulder to see her watching. She stood with the quilt still wrapped around her, looking almost earnest.

      “No, you should rest. Sit down, please.”

      “I don’t have any place to go,” she told him quickly, a quiver to her voice.

      “Who said you had to leave?” he asked, surprised. “Rest, Jessie. I’ve got this.”

      “You are being so nice to me,” Jessie admitted, her face confused. Had she never had anyone be kind to her? Treat her decently? “I’d like to help or earn my keep.”

      “We can talk about that later. Why don’t you take those dresses and try them on just behind the pantry door? It will give you a bit of privacy. Take a lantern with you, so you can see what you are doing, okay?”

      He watched her walk towards the pantry and suddenly look over her shoulder at him, frightened. Standing straight up, he restrained the urge to cross his arms in frustration. She was troubled and he would need to be patient with her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “If I change and the shoes you have loaned me fit, do you want me to go?”

      “Do you want to?” he asked simply, watching her face.

      “I would prefer to stay right now.”

      “Then stay. One condition though,” he said with an easy smile. Jason watched her wary gaze suddenly turn hard. “If I am to have company in my house, perhaps we could talk a bit more. Do you like to play checkers?”

      “No,” she said carefully. Her eyes showed surprise at the simple question. She was intrigued at the thought of playing a game. “But I am a quick learner, if you’ll teach me.”

      “Sounds like a plan. You change, and I will set up the game. Would you like hot tea as well? Couldn’t hurt to warm you up a bit more.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Jason turned away to cover his smile. Maybe she was just shy and scared. If she had no place to go, then he’d offer to help out until it warmed up or he could, perhaps, help her find a more reputable place to stay. He knew he was playing with fire having a young lady stay with him, a widower, but she seemed so frightened of everything.

      Putting the kettle on to boil, he heard the pantry door open and close. Looking up, he could not hide the surprise on his face. The gown fit her perfectly. It accentuated her diminutive figure and made her look almost like she’d stepped from a catalog. Her long, dark hair hung free and he noticed that she seemed pleased as she gave a shy smile and tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “It fits very well, don’t you think?”

      “It’s perfect,” Jason breathed and looked away, staring down at the kettle. She was more beautiful than he’d realized. Sarah had been golden, radiant and friendly. This woman’s dark eyes and hair made him think of thick, rich chocolate. Decadent, alluring, addictive… yet she seemed so innocent at the same time.

      “Have a seat and I will explain the game,” he said quickly, making himself busy as he tried to calm himself. His heart was racing and he hadn’t felt such a yearning since Sarah had smiled at him for the very first time. Gathering up two cups, he poured for both of them and took his seat directly opposite of her. Glancing up, he swallowed hard. Her face looked almost eager as she glanced down at the board game, picking up a small wooden disc between her fingertips.

      “That’s a checker. We’ll take turns moving one piece at a time. You can only go diagonally and if the space is open on the other side of my checker, you can jump it.”

      “What if its blocked?”

      “Then you can’t move there. Here, let me show you.” Jason slid his checker forward one place. “Now, you move one.” Jessie slid a checker forward and he grinned, picking up his checker. “This is what I meant. I am going to jump over your checker and you’ll lose that piece.”

      “What?” she exclaimed, looking shocked and outraged. Her eyes locked with his and his smile widened.

      “What? That is how the game is played. I am showing you what you can do to move your pieces. Now, you have the chance to do the same and make me lose a piece, if you can…” he said slyly with a grin. “I am pretty competitive.”

      “Well, get ready to lose,” she retorted and then instantly flushed, embarrassed. “I am not going to lose the game. But if I do, it’s because this was a practice run.”

      “So, you have a competitive streak, too?”

      “A mile wide,” she admitted and watched him carefully. He surmised that she was looking for any signs of condemnation or anger. He honestly had none and eagerly anticipated the idea of a challenging game.

      “Game on then, Jessie,” he concurred, chuckling. He watched as she picked up the piece and stared at the board. She set it down and frowned as he pushed his checker into place in front of her. This blocked her checker and forced her into a trap. He watched her face as she stared at the board silently. He could see her mind was racing and she was moving the pieces in her mind’s eye. She slid a piece on the far side of the board forward, biting her lip. He picked up the piece and took her checker yet again.

      Jason’s smile fell when she picked up her piece quickly and jumped his.

      “I can do a second one, too, right? Am I limited?” she asked triumphantly and moved her piece forward again, taking two chips off the board.

      “Yes, you can. I take it you don’t need any more time to learn if you’ve done that, do you?”

      “Nope. As long as those are all the rules I need to know, then I am good.”

      “You can’t move your checker backwards.”

      Nodding, she waved her hand, encouraging him to hurry and make a move. Jessie apparently really liked the board game and thought she was going to beat him.

      “Care to make this interesting?”

      “How?”

      “Winner cooks dinner tomorrow,” Jason wagered. “Loser cleans up the plates.”

      “Deal! I hate doing the dishes.”

      Jason laughed aloud. It was honest and open, and the first time she’d revealed anything about herself. Picking up his checker, he moved it. “What do you like?”

      “Apparently checkers,” she answered easily and took another piece off the board.

      “Winning and gloating, too?” he said sourly, raising an eyebrow and pushing his glasses up on his nose. This was going to be harder than he thought. This time, it was Jessie who giggled, slapping a hand over her mouth. “No, go ahead and enjoy this because if I lose, we are playing the best two out of three games!”

      “Don’t be bitter,” she choked out, laughing. “Someone has to lose.”

      “This someone is a sore loser,” he teased, pointing at himself.

      She made a false moue with a devilish look in her eyes. “There, there!” she teased and patted his hand mockingly, freezing him in place. Her hand rested momentarily and he stared at it, then stared at her. Her brown eyes were wide, telling him that she felt the spark that he did at their touch. Then her slim fingers slid off his hand, almost regretfully and fell back into her lap.

      “Do you want to restart the game?” he asked quietly, his voice barely recognizable.

      “No. I don’t plan on losing.”

      “One of us has to,” he reminded her, staring at her brown eyes.

      “Maybe if we agree that it’s just a game, then neither of us will feel like they lost.”

      Jason slid his hand forward a bit on the table towards her. “Or we can keep moving our pieces and see where it goes.” He felt a surge of happiness as her hand silently came back up and lay on the table near his. As he looked at her, he realized it was a silent battle of wills. She’d made a move but wouldn’t finish it. She expected him to and he could see it in her eyes.

      “It’s your move,” she whispered.

      “So, it is.”

      Jason did something he’d never done before. He stood up and leaned forward over the small table to kiss her. He had always been the reticent type. Sarah had made the first move towards him, chatting with him that day. If she hadn’t, he would have never thought that she liked him. This time, he wasn’t going to let his fear and uncertainty slip through his fingers. His hands splayed on the wooden top of the table as he leaned forward and locked his arms. He ducked his head and hesitated only a second before he lightly kissed Jessie.

      He felt the hitch in her breath and broke the kiss, thinking he’d made a mistake. Then he leaned back and took his seat again. Her brown eyes were tender as she gazed at him. Jessie’s hand suddenly touched his.

      “Let’s finish the game and see who wins,” she whispered shyly, looking at him. He felt himself incredibly humbled by the look in her eyes. He felt invincible in that single innocent kiss they shared.

      “Heck, I think I just did.”
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      Jessie had been surprised that Jason leaned over to kiss her. He was an extremely handsome man but very shy. She’d noticed his glances and how he looked away. Back in Matamoros, she’d watched the cowboys and vaqueros ride through town, making the marriageable women swoon with admiration. She never imagined that she’d feel that way about a perfect stranger in glasses.

      They played checkers long into the night. She felt so comfortable with him, like it was effortless to talk with him. She’d been so nervous that he would bring back the law or send her into the streets with only the clothes on her back. That was what Bill had done, how could she not anticipate that? But no! Jason had welcomed her into his home and treated her like she belonged. He didn’t push and seemed to be able to tell when he’d gone too far in asking her something. If he did, he backed off right away thus giving her space. She was a stranger to him. She’d not even shared what her last name was, but that didn’t seem to matter. He was just so pleasant to be around, and it amazed her.

      Even now as she turned in, Jason had told her to take the only bed. If it had been Bill, he’d have harassed her to sleep with him or made her feel worthless that she was less of a woman by refusing him. He shamed her for wanting to save herself for marriage. Jason took a blanket and made a pallet on the floor without question.

      “You can sleep in your bed,” she said quickly as he began to lie down. The shocked look on his face and the blush that crept up his neck made her realize how he took her words. “I meant that I will sleep on the pallet and you can have your bed.” He opened his mouth to say something and had to clear his throat, coughing. Jessie grinned at his embarrassment.

      “You are really shy, aren’t you?”

      “You’re a bit braver than I am, I will admit.”

      “It’s okay,” she admitted with a smile. “I like it. Shy isn’t a bad thing.”

      “Thank you, I think.” He lay down on the pallet without another word. She felt extremely guilty for taking the bed. He looked uncomfortable and she was concerned he’d be cold if there was a draft between the floorboards of the house. Picking up a blanket on the end of the bed, she walked towards him.

      “I meant it, take your bed.”

      “I will do no such thing.”

      “It’s yours.”

      “Ladies do not sleep on the floor. Get in the bed, Jessie, and rest.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Positive. I would never have you sleep here.”

      She nodded, feeling her throat thicken at the way he treated her so kindly. He was truly a good man and she’d been blessed to hide in his barn of all places. Silently, she shook out the blanket and lay it over him. She was pretty positive that she’d surprised him as he looked up at her and smiled.

      “Goodnight. You are on dish duty tomorrow,” he teased, taking off his glasses and setting them beside his head.

      “I am pretty sure you lost,” she countered, climbing into the bed and pulling the quilt up to her neck.

      “No, I really don’t think so,” she heard him whisper, admiringly. She shut her eyes as he turned down the oil lamp, darkening the house. She was warm, fed, free and happy. How had she been so lucky? She drifted off to sleep thinking of that fragile kiss they’d shared.
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      “No! No!” Jessie screamed out, thrashing about as she fought the terror of a nightmare. She could feel the rough rope around her neck and smell the torches burning as she struggled with all her might to free herself. Looking around, she saw faceless people surrounding her. Laughing, taunting, jeering her.

      “Thief!”

      “You’ll hang!”

      “String her up!”

      “We don’t cotton to no horse thieves.”

      Glancing down in the dream, she saw her boots were standing on an extremely tall table. It looked exactly like the table they’d played checkers on last night. But how could that be? The wind pushed it, tipping it ever so slightly and would slam it back down into place, letting her breathe for a few moments longer.

      “You’ll hang, little girlie.”

      “Nothing you can do about it.”

      “You’ll meet your maker, thief!”

      “No! I swear I am innocent!” she struggled to scream out, but the laughter got even louder. Their hands pushing and tugging at her skirts. “Get away!”

      “Jessie? Jessie?” She felt firm hands grasp her shoulders, shaking her. “Jessie!” Her eyes flying open, she mindlessly saw a dark figure next to her and struggled even harder. She pulled desperately at the arms as she bucked up off the bed, bodily.

      “Jessie, stop it! I won’t hurt you!” Jason shouted at her and yanked her into his arms to keep her from slapping at him. His warm arms wrapped around her, instantly bringing her out of her nightmare. “Shhhh. You’re safe.”

      “I had such a terrible dream.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked her, his hand stroking her hair as her head lay on his shoulder.

      “I can’t,” she breathed, shakily. Her throat was thick with unshed tears that made their way forward, spilling onto Jason’s shirt he’d slept in.

      “That isn’t a yes or a no. Can’t means that you can but won’t. Let me help you. Sometimes talking about it makes it less real.”

      “I can’t. I just can’t.”

      “I understand. Don’t be afraid,” he urged softly. “But if you ever do need to talk, I’d be happy to listen.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said honestly and lifted her head to wipe her eyes. His eyes looked almost black in the moonlight that streamed through the window, illuminating his face. She could see the tenderness, the worry and concern he felt seeing her upset. “Why are you so kind to me?” she whispered.

      “Jessie,” he murmured, smoothing her hair back from her face and cupping her chin. His thumb caressed her cheek. “It’s so easy and feels so right. I can’t seem to help myself.” His voice seemed to be just as surprised as she was by the tenderness of his words and his actions. He leaned down and kissed her. This time, it appeared he was savoring the moment. He gave a slight sigh of contentment as their lips touched a second time. His lips gently touched hers again, urging her response as he deepened the kiss.

      It took everything she had to pull back and lean away from him. Her breath came in ragged, shallow pants. “We shouldn’t,” she gasped.

      “You’re right,” he said, moving quickly away from her to the end of the bed. “My apologies. I was a bit overcome.”

      “It’s my fault. If I wasn’t such a ninny.”

      “You aren’t. You seem so brave and strong.”

      “You don’t know me…” she countered, surprised by his words.

      “I am starting to recognize parts of you, your personality. I find that they are quite beautiful,” he admitted, stunning her. She could see that dark flush creep up his neck and realized that he’d answered honestly and truthfully, even if he was nervous about saying so aloud.

      “I like you as well, but I am frightened and not prepared.”

      “I am not asking for anything,” he stammered, edging back further as he sat on the edge of the bed. This made her let out a little giggle at his paranoid look. Clearing his throat and pulling on his collar nervously, he continued, “Actually, I think I will ask. I want you to trust me and realize that I am here to help you. If you need an ear to listen or a friend to talk to, I believe I might just want to be that person.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Are you okay?”

      Jessie nodded silently. She was more that okay. She might have had a nightmare, but it brought with it an idea that happiness was within her very grasp with this stranger.
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      Jessie slept through Jason waking up and barely stirred as he left the house. She faintly remembered him smoothing back her hair from her forehead. As the sun streamed through the window directly in her face, she sat up slowly. She looked around the one-room farmhouse. She saw that the fire had been banked and a cast iron pot hung on the swing arm yet again. They’d finished off the stew last night and, obviously, Jason had started dinner for them before heading out to work.

      Jessie made a mental note to ask Jason where he actually did work. Most men she knew from back home were either ranchers, vaqueros or shop owners. Could he be a shop owner? He didn’t look the part of a rugged cowboy. Instead, she could picture him in a suit easily. The man didn’t strike her as a hunter or fighter, but rather more of a sedate lifestyle. Perhaps he was a banker? Or worked at the post office? There was so much she didn’t know about him and found that she wanted to ask. Maybe she could trust him as well? she thought and pushed it away.

      She never wanted anyone to know that she’d been accused of horse theft. Instead, she wanted a fresh start and didn’t think that would be possible here. While she’d run for quite a while blindly in the darkness, would it ever be far enough away from where she was captured? What if they found her?

      She needed to keep herself busy or she’d go mad thinking of what the future could bring. Good, bad or otherwise. It was foolish to hope that, perhaps, Jason could grow to care for her when obviously he was just being nice. Being nice doesn’t mean you kiss a woman like that, does it? she thought idly and smiled to herself.

      Jessie really liked him a lot. She liked his caring ways, his easy smile and competitive nature. Just thinking of how he’d crowed with delight at winning against her made her laugh aloud. She had, in turn, won quickly and gloated with joy. It was probably the most fun and lighthearted night she’d had in some time. And it was with a stranger that had found her half-frozen.

      Pushing back the covers, she made the bed and checked the pot. They would be having beans tonight for dinner. That meant since he started dinner, she’d be doing the dishes. Frowning, she tapped her foot as she thought of how to get the upper hand on him, like she’d done at checkers, and then smiled happily.

      She’d make cornbread to go with the beans and, perhaps, something for dessert. He couldn’t claim to have cooked dinner if she’d helped out. Could he? Besides, they never really calculated who won more games. Well, she did… but he cheated and cooked dinner anyways. Two could play that game!

      Jessie quickly made the cornbread and racked her brains at what to fix with the ingredients she’d found in the small pantry. In the end, she thought she’d try her hand at making a very simple teacake. Her mother used to make them when she had company coming and it was nothing to whip it together. The problem was, she never stuck around long enough to actually see the cake cook. She used to take off with the bowl and spoon in order to lick it clean of the sweet batter.

      She grabbed an egg, the flour, a bit of molasses and carried them to the table. Mother had used sugar, but molasses was sweet, too. Shaking her head, she quickly put the molasses back and peeked in the small cans that lined the shelf, finding sugar in the third can she picked up. For a man alone, he had a well-stocked pantry. Then she remembered that he’d been married before. His words echoed in her head.

      She had a beautiful heart and I miss her.

      Perhaps Jessie was imagining that there was more between them than there actually was. She liked the man and thought he was kind. But how do you compete with a woman that passed away? Did she even want to try to compete? Confused, she went to work whipping the egg into a froth in the bowl the way her mother did. She added a bit of sugar and flour, mixing it again. A small round pie plate sat propped up on the shelf. She’d never cooked over an open fire, but heat was heat. Whether it was a spit turning over a fire or a pot belly stove, it was hot enough to cook. The problem was propping the cornbread and the pie tin in the hearth so they didn’t fall. As she glanced at the fireplace, she saw that if the fire died down she’d be able to place the pans almost near level as long as the wood didn’t collapse. She would not stoke the hearth, but let it fade a bit so she could cook the cornbread and the makeshift cake.

      Hours later, she carefully put the two dishes onto of the logs, nearly burning her fingers. She pulled up a chair and stayed close by to make sure it didn’t burn. Hearing a horse’s gallop in front of the house, she scrambled out of her chair and backed away nearly stepping directly into the fireplace. Could they have found her or was Jason back?

      Slowly, she made her way towards the window and peered through the glass. The waves in the glass distorted the figure and made her heart race. Scared, she reached up and pulled the rifle off the hooks above the mantel. The warmth of the metal gave little comfort. Her heart hammered and her knees knocked together. Holding the weapon carefully, she put it directly behind her skirt. If it wasn’t loaded it would make a very large club. If it was, that was another story. She closed her eyes and said a prayer that it wasn’t the law that arrived, but Jason coming home.

      The door opened, and his beautiful smile greeted her… and promptly fell.

      “Where’s my gun?” he asked carefully, staring at her.

      “It’s here. I was frightened,” she told him in a shaky voice. There was no reason to evade the question. It would be hard to hide the fact that she was antsy.

      “So, you needed to get that rifle? What were you scared of?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Something,” Jason countered with finality, taking off his jacket and scarf. “I know you don’t want to talk about it. But if you are scared, maybe I can help you.”

      “I am not sure you can.”

      “But I can certainly listen and try. In fact, we can talk over a rematch after dinner. That is, once you clean the dishes.”

      “I won last night and you cheated by preparing the beans. I bet it was so that you could claim that you fixed dinner, but guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I made cornbread and cake… oh my word! The cornbread!” she exclaimed, whirling around as she realized that she’d forgotten it on the bed of coals. The edges were browning heavily where it sat cooking. The small cake was also done as well. She grabbed a poker and carefully drug the pans out of the fire. Jason walked over with a grin and a contraption that looked like pliers.

      “Can I help?” She watched him squat down and pinch the edge of the pan, lifting it up off of the stone hearth. He carried it quickly over to the table and set it down. Returning, he did the same but, this time, she took the time to really look at him. He was a fine figure of a man, not as thin or gangly as what she originally thought. “Thank you.”

      “I should be thanking you. Cake sounds like quite a treat. What’s the occasion?”

      “I stomped you last night in checkers,” she answered glibly, making him burst out laughing.

      “Then we’ll definitely be having that rematch, Missy.”

      “I’m not scared,” she teased and stuck out her tongue playfully. As she did so, there was a booming knock at the door. Jessie’s eyes got wide as she felt the blood drain from her face. Jason looked at her curiously and waved her back behind the door. He held out his hand for the rifle and didn’t break eye contact with her until he turned to the door and opened it. The rifle was just on the backside of the door, his hand resting at the tip of the barrel. It would be there if he needed it in a moment’s notice.

      Jessie clasped her hands together in prayer, staring at Jason’s profile.

      “Hey, Mister. We are on the lookout for a woman in these here parts. Brown hair about yea tall?” She recognized the voice! It was one of the men that had been holding a pitchfork in an effort to keep her still. They were here! Her knees almost collapsed underneath her and she found herself sagging against the wall to remain upright.

      “I’ve seen lots of them in this area. Most of the ladies in town are brunettes, quite frankly.” Jessie listened to him speak. Jason’s voice was easy, confident, yet his answer was evasive. Could he be attempting to cover for her?

      “Well, this woman, she’s a sneaky one. She went and stole Mr. Buford James’ prized horses. Then she had the nerve to blame it on someone else.”

      “Oh? Who was that?”

      “Don’t rightly know. Never saw him.”

      “Really? But you are sure that this woman took the horses?” Jason said skeptically. A dark eyebrow raised just over the wire rim of his glasses, showing that he didn’t believe the tale.

      “Reckon so.”

      “You saw her steal them from his barn?”

      “No, but she had them!”

      “Perhaps, she was rescuing them for Mr. James?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But if you didn’t see her steal the horses, then how do you know?” Jason questioned yet again. The tone in his voice was challenging. The more he questioned the men, the louder they became. Several were now answering in rapid fire, yet Jason quickly turned it back on them over and over again.

      “She had them, red-handed!”

      “And what did she say?”

      “Not much. She started boo-hooing that she didn’t take them.”

      “Why would you not believe her?”

      “You should have seen her evil, beady eyes!”

      “Evil, beady eyes? Truly?” Jason laughed at this description of what she looked like. Jessie didn’t think it was funny. She’d always thought that she had pretty eyes when she’d seen her reflection in a pond or a windowpane. She’d never imagined that someone would describe her as evil looking.

      “They were vicious, too. She ran right at a pitchfork without a care in the world.”

      “Let me get this straight. This poor woman,” Jason held up his hand low on his chest. “About yea high? She was caught with horses that belonged to Mr. James and claimed she didn’t steal them, but because of her ‘evil, beady eyes’ she was guilty? And she was so vicious that you had to hold her at bay with pitchforks to save your life?” he said, gasping in mock horror. “That is terrible! Completely awful!”

      They stood there silently. Jessie peeked through the crack of the door jamb, unable to resist. Sure enough, there were several men standing there with confused looks on their faces, unsure if Jason was making fun of them or agreeing with them.

      “Say,” Jason suddenly drawled. “That horse you are holding looks just like mine actually. You wouldn’t be funning me with all this talk about an evil horse thief, would you? Are you in the process of stealing my own horse from me? Horse theft is frowned on by the law. Are you boys lawmen?”

      “No, and that is our horse.”

      “You aren’t lawmen and you threatened a tiny woman for theft? If you aren’t lawmen and you go about shooting people…”

      “We wasn’t gonna shoot her! We was gonna hang her!” one voice chimed in loudly over the others. Oh yes, that was the man that had shot the horse instead of sending up a signal. He was not the brightest man in the bunch and she almost felt sorry for him.

      “Sir, that isn’t helping your case whatsoever. I tell you what. I am going to let the three of you men leave my property with MY horse. If you are smart, you will quit going from house to house bragging about how you almost hung an innocent woman before you are arrested for attempted murder. I wouldn’t tell a soul that I tried to kill someone! Much less a defenseless woman, would you? Yet here you stand, bragging about it! Perhaps, I should take the law in my own hands since that looks like my damned horse!” Jason ranted, getting angrier and angrier. She stared at his expression and saw the outrage on his face. His eyes looked hard and a muscle ticked in the corner of his jaw. She’d never seen this side of him and it was awe inspiring. He was defending her and quite so!

      “Now, you boys get off my land and don’t come back here for another horse. You hear me?” Jason suddenly swung up the rifle from behind the door and cocked it against his shoulder with a practiced move.

      “If I see you three in this town ever again, I will tell the sheriff how you claimed to have nearly hung a woman and that you were seen with my horse. Half the women in this town have brown hair, including my own relatives! I won’t have you harassing and threatening every dark-haired woman in town, much less attempting to hang them. Are we clear?”

      “You’ve got it all wrong!”

      “No, I think I have it quite correct. A woman alone? Horses? A rope? With no lawmen about and yet… you still have what looks to be my horse!”

      “But it’s not your horse!”

      “Have you been in my barn checking out how many I have?”

      “No, but we can go look!”

      “If you touch my barn or come back here again, I will shoot you where you stand. Clear?”

      “Let’s go, Virgil. He ain’t gonna be much help cause he keeps twisting your words.”

      “They are your own words. Your very actions are confused, and I am here to straighten up this mess you’ve gotten yourself into. Now, for the last time, get!”

      Jessie stared at his harsh profile through tears of amazement. He’d sent them away without so much as a word revealing that she was there. He’d protected her! He stood there in the door frame for some time as they rode off, the setting sunlight illuminating his face like an avenging angel. Closing the door, he strode towards the window and watched for several moments to make sure it was clear. Turning, he finally looked at her.

      “I know you didn’t do it, but how about you trust me enough to tell me?” Jason told her in an encouraging voice as he propped the gun near the door in case they returned.

      “How do you know I didn’t?”

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      “You are very lucky that you weren’t hung by those idiots. My God, to think that they tried to hang you.” He gave a slight shiver and pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly. Jessie felt herself collapse as she started to cry in overwhelming relief. She told him everything. Her name, how she’d run off with Bill and how she’d ended up in his barn.

      “I was so scared.”

      “I know you were. I saw your face when you arrived here and just now when they showed up. Did you really think I would give you up?”

      “I wouldn’t blame you.”

      “I would never have a moment’s peace, sweet Jessie.”

      “Can I ask a question?”

      “Ask away,” he crooned holding her to his chest. “You know they were wrong on your height. You are taller than what they said. Plus, you don’t have evil, beady eyes. You have beautiful, caring, brown eyes that shine.”

      “Evil, beady eyes! Humph!” she muttered, making him laugh.

      “That is what you got out of listening to us? Now, what were you going to ask?”

      “Did your wife ever play checkers with you?”

      “No, she said I was too competitive and didn’t like me when I played.”

      “I know you loved her, but she wasn’t right for you.” Jason jerked in surprise as she continued. “You need to lose and quite often, so you can learn some humility.”

      “And I suppose you are the right woman to ‘stomp’ me at checkers.”

      “Absolutely I am,” she said softly, looking up at him. His green eyes stared at her and she could see the love there. “I will beat you at checkers anytime. I don’t plan on ever doing the dishes again.”

      “That sounds like a challenge. Perhaps, I should ask you to marry me so we can play long into the night without raising any suspicion. It wouldn’t be seemly for you to lose every single night.”

      Leaning down, he kissed her tenderly. “What do you think, Miss Gomez. Would you like to marry me and be my partner? I don’t have much to offer but I will always care for you and protect what is mine.”

      “I think that sounds like a splendid suggestion. If you win, I will marry you.” She held herself against him, his arms warm and comforting around her waist. She could hear his heartbeat and sighed in contentment as his voice resonated in his chest. It had been the craziest adventure she’d been on leaving her home so suddenly. Now, she found herself ready to embark on yet another adventure. This time, it was full of promise and the security she needed.

      “And if you win?”

      “I will still marry you.”

      “Then I still win either way.”

      “Precisely.”
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know that their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Ellen Holladay comes across a handsome 'farmer' in desperate search of his sister who has been kidnapped. But can a handsome face and winning smile hide the fact that he is obviously lying to her? When his sister, Emily, is found in the arms of bounty hunter, Cade Singleton - Eli's true identity is revealed.

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?
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      Dr. Rebecca Tulle has decided to return home for her ten-year high school reunion with the intent to show off how much she has changed since graduation. After years of bullying, she feels stronger than ever before and ready to take on the world. She’d once run away, disappearing off the map, from everyone and everything she’d ever known… until now.

      

      Gabriel James, the once gangly awkward boy who’d had a crush on Rebecca all those years ago has certainly changed! Charming, caring and devastatingly handsome… the gorgeous S.W.A. T. officer sweeps her off her feet. He claims that he wants to make up for lost time with a series of firsts… a first dance, a first date, a first kiss.

      

      Could returning to her hometown reveal that some people could have changed for the better? Or could it be that the monsters from high school were worse than she’d ever imagined?
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Mistaken Outlaw. This book is a re-release of its original story. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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