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        Jenna, thank you so much for the invite – I am

        thrilled to be working with you again!

      

      

      

      
        
        To my beautiful husband, you are my everything.
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      Cleburne, Texas

      

      Emily Jessup stared at the strikingly beautiful courthouse on North Caddo Street. It loomed towards the sky, intimidating to behold. Scrollwork along the building showed quite a bit of money was spent towards the construction making it quite the behemoth in the small town. She prayed that she’d be lucky enough to never see the inside of it. She and her brother, Elias, had left home long ago desperate for a better life. They wanted a bit of those funds used for the courthouse, a bit of financial security. Her parents had been hard-working people all their lives, but never seemed to be able to get ahead. It was always a struggle to put food on the table or keep the fires going in the hearth, but her parents were happy.

      They were not.

      It might be okay for Elizabeth and Edward Jessup to have beans for dinner repeatedly because it was cheap and filling. But for Emily and Elias, it was disheartening, soul crushing. She yearned to be spoiled and pampered. Elias wanted top of the line splendor adorning him and the respect it brought with it. When Emily donned the watered silk gown for their first robbery, she understood how he wanted to be looked upon.

      With her threadbare, cotton work dress gone, the looks from townspeople had gone from one of veiled disgust or callous disregard… to a look of admiration and jealously. It felt good. Decadent. Sinful. Honestly, it felt great! She was acknowledged for the first time in her life. Hats were tipped towards her. She was smiled at and flirted with. The silk was soft against her skin and practically whispered as the fabric moved effortlessly as she walked confidently down the street. It gave her a sense of pride and belonging to be dressed to the nines. Flashing money around like there wasn’t a care in the world was new and exciting.

      It was the road that they were taking to get there that was nerve wracking. Their means to an end kept her up at nights and made her stomach hurt with a bad case of nerves. Emily was a beautiful young woman ripe for the picking. She knew it. She’d been blessed with her mother’s chocolate brown eyes and dark, thick hair. The combination was striking and with a faint bit of rouge on her cheeks for coloring, it was devastating. That was Elias’s trick game.

      She was bait.

      In order to be able to gain their monies, Elias had come up with the bright idea of robbing someone just like Billy the Kid. They’d overheard tales of the gang’s escapades and his eyes had alit with a fire that was majestic to behold. Emily had balked initially until he swore on a bible never to kill anyone. They would lift their purses and leave them behind. This meant that her face would be well known and seen, thus keeping them on the move until they could disappear for good. That is, once they had enough money.

      The deal had been struck one evening after they’d all gone to bed hungry. She’d been tired of it and was done starving. A fat, juicy steak, creamed spinach, fingerling potatoes and gravy had haunted her that night. She vowed then and there to never be hungry again. Her brother had taken a dollar and bought a large slab of bacon. They’d eaten until their hearts’ content, leaving plenty for the next day. Being full at night was something so strange. Foreign. When Eli had been kicked out by their father, it sealed her own fate. She’d gathered her things and left with him, never looking back.

      Elias promised no killing, but the guns were necessary for their protection. Emily absolutely hated guns. The resonating pops made her jump in fear. Their guns, hers included, would be loaded but they wouldn’t fire unless it was absolutely necessary. In her mind, she knew that she’d never pull the trigger. It would never be necessary to her unless something or someone threatened her world, her life. Just the idea of pulling the trigger made her flinch. Guns brought death and she wouldn’t be a part of it. Instead, she had a nasty switchblade tucked neatly in the bodice of her gown for protection. The offending gun only had one round and remained strapped to her thigh where it could be hidden. If she ever had to reach for that gun, it would be a darned desperate event!

      Tonight, would be no different than any other job they’d done. She prayed, yet again, that they would never find themselves in that massive courthouse she watched from the milliner’s shop across the street. She stood nearby, pretending to admire the hats in the glass windows. But in reality, she watched the men as they walked by, noting their dress and looking for clues.

      Elias was at the local bar playing cards. It was the same process each time. She would watch the streets and he would talk to the locals to find out who was the richest man in the area. It was vital knowing what he looked like and who to hit up. It was also important to know how to address him. Some men liked to be played, coached, coddled while others wanted to be respected or admired. That was how she sidled up to them, by playing them for fools.

      Glancing back at the glass, she stared at the dingy pane and realized that there was a man in the reflection in the distance behind her. She couldn’t make out his face in the glass, but it was evident she was being watched. Emily dropped her drawstring bag and knelt down to retrieve it, sneaking a peek over her shoulder. The man was quite eye-catching, standing tall on the far side of the street. He steadily met her gaze and tipped his hat boldly, causing her to blush and dart nervously inside the milliner’s store.

      Hearing the bell indicate her entry, she let out of her breath she had been holding and moved towards the back of the room. Dust motes floated in the stream of light flooding the windows as she moved farther away from the door. She bumped into a display and caught it just in the nick of time to prevent it from falling to the wooden floor.

      “Can I help you, Miss?” The clerk looked at her easily with a warm smile on his aged face. The store must be his pride and joy, because he looked to be sincerely interested in her sudden entrance. She idly wondered if they got much business or if it was simply because a pretty woman had walked in.

      “Oh, I am just glancing about. Do you mind if I look at the hats?”

      “Of course not, help yourself and let me know if I can be of assistance.”

      Nodding, Emily moved towards the wall and glanced out the window. The tall man had not moved one inch. Instead, it looked like he’d tethered his horse and was leaning casually back against a post that held the signage for the courthouse. Picking up a hat and holding it up for inspection, she squinted and watched him through a large array of feathers that stood straight up from the crown of the hat in her hands.

      The man was gorgeous and obviously watching her every move. She noticed that he had a gun strapped to each leg and his arms were crossed against his chest. A large-brimmed hat kept his face in the shadows, but she could make out the shape of his face and the hard line of his lips. He meant business and it made her heart pound.

      “Sir, I think I will take this hat,” she said carefully, glancing back at the clerk. “However, I do believe there is a man watching me outside. Do you have a back door to this building that I could leave through? I’m frightened,” she admitted, allowing her lower lip to tremble as she batted her eyelashes to make a single tear fall from her eyes. “He’s been staring at me a while and I am quite uncomfortable. I want my brother to protect me and he is just down the street. I don’t know what I am going to do!”

      “Miss! Please don’t cry!” he assured her quickly, his thick brow creasing with worry. He yanked off his apron and threw it on the counter with feigned outrage for her. “You’ve nothing to be afraid of, I assure you. What man is watching you? Can you point him out without giving yourself away?”

      “Oh yes. It’s the dark one that is leaning against the sign. What a shame that on my first visit to my new home that I feel so threatened by such an ogre.”

      “Him?” he said quickly with a smile, the relief evident on his face. “Miss, you need have no fear. That is Cade Singleton. I assure you, he wouldn’t hurt a hair on your head. He’s a bounty hunter and probably after his next paycheck. You wouldn’t be it. I guarantee it!” he said with a hearty chuckle. “He catches the outlaws. You, Miss, are a lady through and through.”

      Bounty hunter? she thought nervously and felt faint. Could there be a bounty on their heads? They had only been doing heists in the area for a few months and were nowhere near as notorious as some outlaws! “Oh! Thank you so much for the reassurance. I feel so much… safer,” she praised breathlessly, feeling her pulse beat anxiously in her throat. “But I insist on reaching my brother. Is there a back door I could use? If he is watching for an outlaw nearby, then I am not safe, am I?”

      “You’ll be fine. I promise you. Cade Singleton is efficient and has quite the reputation in this area. Why, I bet he already has eyes on the man he’s after,” he assured her again, making her temper rise. The dunderheaded clerk was simply not picking up on the fact that she had no intention of leaving this building through the front door.

      “Can you show me some dresses or bolts of silk? Maybe something new from your storeroom? I might simply have to get a dress made to match this pretty… uh…” she stared at the hat she’d picked up and realized it was actually quite awful looking. The straw bonnet had some lime green silk flowers on it and was decidedly not what she would have chosen if she’d actually been looking. “This lovely shade of spring! Maybe something in a blue with green lace? What do you think? Maybe a feather pattern to match this plume here?” she gestured, pointing at the massive expanse that she had used earlier to hide behind.

      “I think that’d be pretty. Wait here and I will see what I have.”

      “I think I will come with you, sir,” she pushed with a tight smile. “I may decide to purchase two bolts of fabric instead of one since this seems to be the most fashionable place to shop. I can’t wait share this location with my family.”

      Emily saw that he still hesitated and finally gave in, leading her back into the building. Sure enough, there were boxes stacked high and several bolts of material on shelves in the back room. A back door was bolted from the inside and practically glowed. The sun was shining through the cracks around the frame, as if it were being illuminated to show her path.

      “Those are perfect. I will just fetch my brother and be back shortly. He’s buying,” she said quickly and moved towards the exit door. Tuning out the clerk’s voice, she yanked up the bar of wood that had bolted the door shut. Hearing a distant bell chime, she realized that the front door had opened to the shop and that was her cue to get out now! She exited the building blindly into the glaring sunlight. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust as she got her bearings. It was a moment she did not have, if the bounty hunter was hot on her heels!

      She’d stepped right out into an alleyway that was used for delivery wagons. There were ruts in the dirt path and several unmentionables from the horses that had travelled along the road. Glancing over her shoulder, she delicately picked up her skirts and gingerly began her brisk walk down to the bar where Elias was sure to be waiting. As she reached the end of the line of shops, there was a gap between the buildings and she peered carefully around the wooden corner. She could see the horse, but the man was no longer there. She was positive he was on her trail and not far behind her.

      “Sakes alive!” Emily whispered aloud, nervously. Her heart was pounding in her head, making the sounds of the wagons and horses fade into the background. “Go, Emily! Go!” she coached herself aloud and darted across the way, staring to her right. She looked for any sign of the bounty hunter and just knew… she knew deep down that the hunter was on their trail, on her trail!

      Racing along as fast as her corset would let her, panting shallowly, she finally got to the bar where Elias was. What if the bounty hunter was inside waiting? What if he was behind her like she supposed? Afraid, she yanked open the storeroom door. She desperately stepped up into the building and straight into a dark room. The cool, inky blackness could hide her until she could warn Elias and search her surroundings. Shutting the door quickly behind her, she threw the iron deadbolt blindly. Gulping, she turned around and saw light coming from a curtain that indicated where the entrance was at. She fumbled around, nearly tripping until she pulled the curtain aside, surprising the bartender.

      “Hello there,” she said with a wide grin. “I’m lost, have you seen my brother? Tall? Brown hair?” Play dumb and innocent Emily, she thought quickly and continued on when the man’s cold face did not move. Putting her hand up to her forehead, she pretended to feel faint. “Do you have some water? I’m sheer parched and not used to the Texas heat.”

      “Em?” she heard Elias’s confused voice from the left of where she stood. His worried eyes stared at her from a face that looked so much like her own. He was sitting at a table, cigar hanging out of his mouth and looked shocked to have been interrupted during his card game.

      “There you are, Brother. I am ill and need to return home… now.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes. Right now,” she said firmly and stared at him silently, jerking her head to the side in a motion she hoped that he picked up on.

      “Okay, okay. Let me cash out,” he hedged. Nodding, she watched him as the bartender stared at the both of them, wiping the glasses one at a time with a cloth. It was apparent that he knew something was up and expecting a move from someone in the building. That did little to comfort her either.

      “Elias, I am feeling ill again!” she called out quickly over the din of the room and turned to the bartender. “We’ll just be going now.”

      Emily felt Elias grab her arm as he suddenly pulled her through the crowded bar. “No, we can’t go out this way!”

      “Em, act natural. Tell me what is going on once we get outside,” his voice bit out quietly as he continued walking her forward. She just knew once they got outside that the bounty hunter would be watching them again. Waiting. They walked out the swinging doors onto the boardwalk and Elias slapped his hat onto his head, pulling it down low. Her eyes darted around, searching for him. His tall imagine and dark complexion burned in her mind.

      “Now, what’s this about?”

      “I think we should leave now and skip this town,” she said absently as her eyes hopped from person to person in the street. Her heart pounded with unease. Deep in her gut, she knew he was out there, watching her.

      “Why? I have the perfect guy for us.”

      “No, there’s a bounty hunter here!” she argued, stopping in her tracks and jerking her arm from Eli’s grasp. “You aren’t hearing me, are you? There is a bounty hunter here, for us!”

      “So? He can’t be here for us. There’s no bounty on our heads. Don’t be silly.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Positive.”

      “Eli – I saw him staring at me. He was watching me. I can still feel him watching me,” she breathed nervously. It was uncanny how on edge the idea of him following her made her feel.

      “Emily, relax. Do you see him now?” Eli grasped her arm yet again, pulling her into the street in order to cross the road.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she nearly lost her footing and caught herself. As she looked back to where she’d first spotted him down the road, she saw that the horse was there, but the tall, handsome man was not. Swallowing hard, she stared at the people milling along the road, looking for any sign of his presence. “No, I don’t.”

      “Then, perhaps, you are overreacting a bit?”

      “Elias Jessup! Don’t tell me I am overreacting,” she blustered out quietly, yanking her arm from his hand yet again. “I don’t like this. I didn’t from the very beginning. The idea of me being followed, hunted, should bother you, too!”

      His hand snaked out and grabbed her arm, tightly, causing her to flinch. She saw his hard eyes glance around them before focusing on her. “Stop it. Here is not the place to make a scene. Fine, you don’t like wearing pretty things or having a nice meal? Stop then. I get you are scared. That makes you sharp and a keen eye. Something that will protect us both. You’re my sister. I would never let you get hurt. We’ve got each other’s backs, always.”

      Emily stared at him, surprised by the tone in his voice. He’d never really been curt with her before. He’d always been protective of her. Maybe she was making too much of all this? “I know, Eli. I’m sorry. Maybe I was overreacting. It just made my hair stand on end, you know?”

      “I know. Let’s get back to camp and get you ready. Our prospect tonight is a big fish. We’ll get him and leave tonight. I promise.”

      “Thank you,” she breathed, relieved. One more act, one more show before they left town. Perhaps there wouldn’t be many left. They were accumulating quite a bit of money and if they were frugal, they could have a very nice life somewhere far away from Texas. Maybe California or Nevada. She’d heard both were pretty and growing by leaps and bounds. It would be nice to be able to start over instead of running all the time.
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      They walked to the small grove of trees at the end of town, fetching their horses where they’d been tethered just out of sight. Elias watched over his shoulder behind them as Emily stared ahead for any sign of trouble. They returned to their campsite silently, both lost in thought. She was nervous, anxious, and ready for this to be done today. She was ready to be rid of the town of Cleburne.

      Emily sat quietly at their campsite. She only idly listened to Elias’ instructions regarding their prey tonight. The man had headed up a recent horse auction that he had held in town not days beforehand. He was quite proud of how it went and the money it brought in. Apparently, he had cleared twice the amount from the last year. The man was quite arrogant, boasted a lot and liked to be praised. He was feared and respected by the people in the bar, tossing a lot of money on the table. He’d even boasted about his dinner plans and how he planned on finding himself a bit of “sweet” for dessert.

      That sounded awful being referred to as a sweet dessert, but this was an act. She was playing the part, a charade. She swallowed hard. Wine him, dine him, smile at him and lure him out into the alleyway where Eli would be waiting with their horses. Elias would hold him up, pretend to kidnap her and they would steal away with the funds. It was a sound plan and had worked repeatedly over the last several months. Tonight, would be no different.

      Carefully, she brushed her hair and pinned it up blindly into a curled mass at the top of her head. Washing up, she made sure that she smelled sweet and looked the part. Her gown she’d worn earlier had been folded neatly away and a fresh taffeta gown had been unpacked. The shiny, pale blue taffeta practically glowed against the dark grosgrain ribbon trim. It was stunning to behold and complemented her skin beautifully. Pinching her cheeks, she looked at her brother for approval. He frowned and shook his head.

      “Pinch your cheeks again, Em. Make them really red for this guy tonight. He was staring at the fallen doves that wore a lot of makeup.”

      “I’m not one of those women!”

      “No, but you want him to look at you and talk to you, right? Maybe you should use the rouge if you can’t get them a bit darker. We don’t want your face bruised.”

      “Fine,” she bit out, pinching her cheeks hard to create a natural blush. At his scrutiny, she bit her lips hard as well to make them ruddy to match. Elias gave her a thumbs-up, causing her to roll her eyes. “I feel like a lamb being led to the slaughter each time we do this,” she admitted softly. “I hate this.”

      “I know you do.” Elias looked away with an almost guilty expression. “It’s not much better for me, you know? I watch you from a distance and wonder how those men treat you. If they are too forward or if you can take care of yourself. What happens if something goes wrong? I don’t know how I would handle that. I know you dread it and, honestly, I do, too.”

      “Soon?” she conceded. “Let’s be finished with this sooner rather than later.”

      “We’ll try,” he confirmed. They both wanted to be done once there was enough money. The problem was, would there ever be enough? As if he could read her mind, he smiled at her. “Is California still where you want to make our new home? Or maybe Oregon?”

      “Nevada is supposed to be beautiful, too. Or perhaps maybe something a bit more exotic. What if we left the country altogether and travelled the world?” she asked suddenly, clasping her hands together. She could picture a quiet beach with great big, green plants all around her. Cool, clear waters that washed away all the doubts and fears she had bottled up inside of her.

      “Then we’d be doing all of this quite a bit more, in order to pay for it all.”

      “Never mind then. I wonder what Wyoming is like?” she said with a forlorn sigh. The idea of being alone, hidden away on a beach certainly had its merits but if it involved more of this fiasco then she would easily forgo it.

      “I’m not sure. But if it’s like this, it would be nice.”

      “I really like the bluebonnets and flowers we saw here in the spring. It’s a shame we can’t stay. It’s much different from home.” Back home had been humid, mosquito-riddled and impoverished. Here, the land looked almost fertile in the springtime, the pretty clouds of flowers on the ground beckoned you to lie down and stare at the clouds overhead.

      “I know it is. But if we stay, you’ll be recognized. You’re too pretty for your own good.”

      “And you are full of malarkey, Elias.”

      “Love you,” he said, sticking out his tongue like they were young kids.

      “Love you, too,” she agreed, putting her fingers in her ears and waving her hands at him. This made him laugh and shake his dark head. She loved him but she was just afraid that their path would end up causing harm to one or both of them. That fear had been real today with the bounty hunter sighting.

      They waited until almost sundown. The sun gave off brilliant colors of red and coral streaks across the sky making Emily catch her breath. It was stunning to behold and made her long for a time when they would not be looking over their shoulders all the time. She could picture in her mind’s eye having a home of her own and nearby, Elias having a house full of children and a wife. Both smiling, both happy. She wanted that so badly she could taste it! They rode to the edge of town and she relinquished her reins to Elias as she dismounted from the horse.

      “Emily, you’ll be looking for a short man with a loud, booming voice. He’s about fifty or sixty years old and quite nimble, so watch him. He was smart as a whip playing faro today. But if he’s been drinking like he was earlier, he might be quite in his cups by now.” Eli’s voice broke through her fragile dreams.

      “Right. Older man, possibly quite handsy. Loud mouth with deep pockets,” She gave a shiver at thinking of an older man actively wooing her for a chance at warming her bed. There’d be no way!

      “Exactly. Smile and be charming. Lay it on thick, but be aloof. If he sees you and spots you, go in for the hook.”

      “I know. I know,” she said tiredly with a wan smile. On a night where they were doing a job, she usually felt sick for quite some time. Tonight, would be no different. “A shack somewhere in the wilderness is starting to sound appealing.”

      “Look, I know you want to stop. I just want to make sure that there’s enough for both of us easily. I don’t want to ever have to struggle again.”

      “I know.”

      Taking a deep breath, closing her eyes to calm herself, she put on her game face. Tonight, she was a sweet dessert. A lovely piece of woman that this man would want and regret. A woman that every man in the room would want, but focused on…

      “What was his name?”

      “Oh! Sorry! It’s Edward Masterson. Trust me, you won’t miss him.”

      Emily shook out her skirts and then smoothed them carefully to make sure she was exactly the polished woman she wanted to portray. Patting her hair, she snugged up the pins holding the curls in place. Tonight, was an act and she had to look the part. She was glad she was out of sight of the town. While checking her composure and giving herself a mental pep talk, she turned away from her brother. She leaned over and wiggled her bosom upwards to fluff it nicely, then tucked her knife back down in the bodice. “Look away, Eli. It’s shameful how much skin I am showing up top. Mother would be scandalized. Did I pick this dress out or did you? I am falling out of the top of it.”

      “That’a’girl, Emily!”

      “Shut up,” she countered and pinched her cheeks one more time. “I’d prefer to wear something with a bit more material at the top. Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

      “The sooner, the better.”

      Emily stood there watching her brother disappear into the darkness behind the building. When she exited the building, she was to make a right and then another right. He would be waiting in the alleyway for her. Taking another deep breath, she glanced down to make sure that she hadn’t spilled out of the top of her dress. The fabric was gorgeous, but the cut of it was not her style in the slightest. Emily preferred something a bit more modest. This was for work alone.

      Straightening her shoulders, she quickly made her way to the small restaurant in town where Edward Masterson claimed he would be dining. If he wasn’t there, she was instructed to cross the street, whistling the entire way as to alert him. Eli would be hiding nearby in the shadows, watching. Across the way was the bar Eli had been at earlier in the day where he’d learned of this man, this victim. Thankfully, as she walked towards the entrance of the restaurant, the man known as Masterson was there at the back of the room. Now, it was up to her to make an entrance and catch his eye. This was her part to play in their scheming.

      Stepping forward, Emily pretended to not have a care in the world. Her eyelids dropped, a soft smile on her face, and she glided towards the polished counter that served as a small bar on the side of the entrance. If it was a big town they were in, she’d have sworn that the town was going bust by how small the building was. But here in this small town, it was opulent. Mirrors along the wall showed just how much cleavage was exposed thanks to the oil lamps that were lit.

      “Can I help you, Miss?”

      “Oh, thank you but no. I am simply looking around for a little something… delicious,” she said breathlessly, leaning forward. There won’t be enough prayers said to pay for this, she thought. I’m dressed like a hussy! Emily felt her face flush instantly as the man’s eyes dropped immediately to her bosom.

      “She’s with me, Smith. The lady is my guest!” she heard her prey’s voice boom out. That had to be Masterson. He was exactly as her brother had described. Check and mate, she thought. Now, hook the fish and reel him in.

      “Oh? Is that so?” she drawled, turning with a devastating smile towards the older man. She slowly sauntered over, waving off the bartender’s hand from her arm as he rushed over towards her. Her bold eyes never left the older man and she watched his approving smile grow. I might just be sick, she mused as she quickly swallowed her nausea.

      “Do you have something I want?” she breathed softly, taking a seat.

      “I think I have something we’ll both want soon enough,” he retorted confidently causing the other men in the room to laugh behind her. “Now, what’s a pretty, little thing like you doing here?” Masterson poured her a large glass of alcohol and handed it to her. He raised his own glass in a toast, encouraging her to take a sip. The strong, heady taste was not of wine, but a thick mixture that instantly made her eyes water. Port? Brandy? Whatever it was, it was potent! Mustn’t cough, look composed! The show must go on. Elias was waiting for her!

      “Divine,” she whispered and took another small sip. His wide smile made his moustache curl upwards giving her the impression of a feline cat.

      “I couldn’t agree more.” Edward ordered a second steak brought to the table immediately and tossed a few coins onto the table for the waiter. Yes, this man was arrogant and liked to show his power. Eli’s assessment was exactly correct. She was positive that he could probably check off his name next to all seven deadly sins. Greed, lust, envy, pride, and so on. This man would be dangerous if cornered. For her safety, she would need to keep him drinking heavily so if he tried something and actually was as handsy as he had said, she could get free.

      Smiling, she raised her glass again and listened as he began to boast of how important he was. As her plate arrived, she was practically drooling in hunger. Mounds of whipped potatoes, carrots slathered in butter and a large cut of steak were practically spilling over the edge of the chipped porcelain plate. The scent of yeast rolls tickled her nose. She’d make sure that her meal filled her stomach before luring him out into the street. It was the least that could happen since she was uncomfortable with the game she was playing.

      She refilled Masterson’s glass and was pretending to still be sipping on hers while she ate. As she finished her meal, she saw him frowning suddenly and realized she’d been caught. Taking another large sip, she quietly topped off her own glass and politely offered to fill his again. There would be no faking with him, he was watching her carefully.

      “This,” she swirled the alcohol in the glass under her nose to get his mind off the fact that she wasn’t falling down drunk yet as he had seemed to plan, “would be a perfect nightcap, wouldn’t it?” Her eyes met his and she swallowed hard. The man was straight up evil and there was no doubt about it.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” he told her in a voice that made goosebumps appear. Emily was definitely out of her element. “Maybe we should finish the bottle?”

      “Maybe we should finish the conversation and the bottle elsewhere? Someplace a bit more secluded, perhaps?” she said faintly. Get him outside, alone. Let Elias handle it from there. Those were the instructions.

      “I couldn’t agree more. A sweet little thing like you? It might be hard to wait for a taste,” he boomed, making her flush in embarrassment as she heard the catcalls behind her. Gosh, if the floor could open under her chair, she might dive in gratefully just to get away from him.

      “I wouldn’t boast too much. Or perhaps, I might be mistaken about the… man… you are,” she announced cloyingly, meeting his eyes over the wine glass. This made him laugh mockingly as he stood suddenly.

      “Smith! The lady and I are taking the wine and the glasses. Bill me for it! I’ve something to attend to presently,” he said, adjusting his trousers obnoxiously. Emily immediately felt herself gag. Don’t throw up!

      Emily got to her feet and felt the room sway. The alcohol had been strong, but the effect was a bit more than she anticipated. Thank goodness she didn’t drink much at all! Grasping the chair, she slowly moved it forward to push it in while she got her legs in working order to walk. She felt herself staring as Masterson grabbed the wine glasses, handing her one. His outstretched arm would balance her as she walked out of the building. Get to Elias! Get to the alleyway! One step in front of the other, she thought as her head spun wildly.

      The cool air as they exited the building helped, but not enough. Emily was disoriented. Weren’t the instructions to go to the right if you were facing the building? Or was it left, on the right side, if you were in the building? Right, right? Right if you were facing left? Left, left would put her in the main street, right? Facing the building, go right? Why was the building behind her now and which way was right? Making a quick decision, she pointed at the side of the building where it was dark.

      “I think we should head this way and have a little taste,” she taunted. Get him alone, get him to Elias. Step away and get free.

      “I think I’m a lucky man,” he said almost gleefully. “A little something sweet now and a little something later!” He immediately turned, leading her to the dark alleyway. Please be the right right, not the wrong right… which would be left, wouldn’t it? Right? she thought, completely confused, as they entered the shadows between the buildings.

      Emily heard a crunching sound as the glasses and bottle were flung to the ground. Her dazed demeanor slowly turned towards the noise, only to be greeted by a pair of roving hands and thin, urgent lips. Yanking herself away bodily, she could not seem to get free. The man’s bony hands were everywhere, and the cloying scent of the alcohol was making her gag violently.

      “Elias!” she called out faintly and felt a sharp sting across her cheek. Her hand reached up and immediately cradled her injured face. Had he really had the audacity to strike her?

      “You’ll not call out another man’s name while with me! Not after I have paid for your company by feeding you!” Emily locked both arms fully on his chest to keep him away from her.

      “Elias! Elias!” she yelped, pushing mightily as she tried to scramble backwards from his clutches. She slipped and fell in a pile of something mushy, instantly bringing up her dinner once she recognized what it was. Her body shook with force as she vomited, thinking this might be enough to free herself from the older, angry man. This was not the case!

      He, instead, grasped her ankle, yanking her bodily in her taffeta dress through the pile of horse manure causing her to scream in disgust and fright. She didn’t yell for Elias – she yelled for anyone nearby! She didn’t care who!

      “Help! Help me!”

      The wine must still have been affecting her, because she could have sworn that her body was almost being dragged upwards into the air by her leg where the bony hand of Masterson clutched her ankle. She was trapped in a fabric cage as her skirts flew down around her head. Beating frantically downwards which, in fact, was upwards, she tried to cover her bloomers and free herself from his clutches. Emily felt the horse manure hit her cheek. She screamed and vomited again just seconds before hitting the ground forcefully. Shoving the filthy material away from her face, she struggled to sit up and saw a tall, lean shadow holding another high up in the air, shaking him angrily. Her ears rang and her head spun.

      “Eli? Elias?” she said faintly. “Where are you?” A roaring pop sounded out of nowhere and deafened Emily. “No guns!” she tried to yell, and it came out only as a whisper. She saw Eli standing at the end of the alleyway staring at her where she lay on the ground. There was enough light from the restaurant window to illuminate his ravaged face as he saw her condition.

      “You!” Emily heard roar from behind her in a voice that was terrifying. “Elias Jessup! You and Emily Jessup are under arrest! Don’t you move!”

      “Emily, are you okay?” she heard Elias ask her, his voice cracking under the strain.

      “Silence, boy! You are under arrest for the murder of Edward Masterson and wanted for robbery.”

      “No! Not murder, no guns!” she breathed faintly staring at Elias’ pale, stricken expression.

      “Emily!”

      “I’m fine, Eli – run!” she gasped out dizzily, pushing down the skirts that pillowed around her. She wanted to get to her feet but couldn’t get a foot underneath her to push up from the ground. “Go! Run!”

      “Don’t make me shoot you in front of your sister, Jessup! Girl, you are to be silent!” the voice barked and, deep down, she knew in her heart it was the bounty hunter from earlier in the day. She heard the faint click of the hammer being drawn back and stared up at the barrel, dazed. The face she pictured in her mind from earlier in the day was gone. In its place was a darkness from the shadows.

      “Go away,” she breathed wretchedly.

      “I don’t think so, lady. Your brother, however, left you behind.”

      “Good. I’m glad.”

      “You won’t be if they stretch your neck for robbery.”

      “If that means Eli is okay, maybe that will finally end all of this nightmare that has eaten at my nerves and I will have peace.”

      “Peace?” he scoffed. “Peace is something you find in yourself, in your soul. It’s not done through robbery, treachery or deceit like you two have done. You’ll be bait for bringing your brother into custody. People like you don’t get peace in this world.”

      “You are horrible,” she breathed at his dark shadow that seemed to grow in size as he stood over her. “Evil and horrible.”

      “And you smell like absolutely terrible,” he growled as he tied her wrists together tightly. Emily fought angrily against him for a moment, feeling helpless. The rope pinched, and the shadows were nightmarish to behold in her drunken state. She couldn’t breathe because each gasp smelled rank and burned her airway. Her head spun wildly, and her pulse throbbed in her head as she worried about Elias. Then she did something she’d never done before in her life: she fainted.
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      Emily awoke to her head pounding as she was being bounced around. Groaning, she smelled sweat just underneath her face as well as waves of other putrid things in the air around her. Her body rebelled, and she felt herself gagging with each exaggerated movement against her stomach.

      “Stop! I’m going to be sick,” she breathed. Her matted hair slapped against her head, reminding her of what was in her hair and what she’d been dragged through only hours before. It was pitch black outside and the moonlight showed her that she was on a horse, tied, and on a trail. Glancing down, she saw the grasses and wildflowers nearby. “I said stop before I get sick again.”

      “So? You’ll smell the same,” she heard his voice announce uncaringly, making her temper surge. She angrily flung herself off the back of the horse regardless of the consequences. She had been draped behind the saddle on the horse’s flank. When she threw herself off the horse, it caused her to land with a hollow thud that knocked the breath out of her. Wheezing, she felt the nausea subside as her ribs ached to drag in air. Getting her bearings, she glanced to where the horse stood and watched the bounty hunter dismount slowly in the moonlight.

      The evil wretch was actually smiling at her gasping on the ground! He knelt down beside her and just stared at her in the face, adjusting his hat. If she wasn’t trying so hard to catch her breath, she’d have gotten up and ran. Instead, she lay there glaring at him in the middle of the dirt road. A sharp stone poked her shoulder, but she’d never admit it.

      “Well, I can honestly say that was a first for me,” he chuckled. His voice washed over her like warm bath water, comforting. She hated that it actually affected her.

      “Being arrested is one for me, too,” she wheezed.

      “You know, before you decide to go horse jumping, I guess that’s what we’ll call it?” he said, laughing and wiping his eyes. “You might make sure that your dress covers a bit more skin, honey.”

      “I’m not your honey!”

      “No, but if I leave you here exposed like this, you’ll be someone’s honey before morning. How about I untie you, so you can fix your… dress? And then we’ll get back on my horse.”

      Glancing down, Emily felt shame wash over her face. Hot, ragged, angry shame coursed through her as she saw what he was laughing at. Sometime during her bumpy, face first ride on the back of the horse or perhaps during her fall, her bosom had escaped the low-cut dress and lay there practically glowing in the moonlight. Her corset was designed to fit just under her chest, but her chemise had been pushed down so it didn’t show in the scandalous gown she had donned to tempt the older man in order to rob him.

      “Quit looking at me!” she seethed angrily, mortified. She physically kicked towards him and was pleased to see him move away to avoid her boot.

      “Honey, you’re –”

      “I’M. NOT. YOUR. HONEY!” she yelled violently, her body shaking with effort as she swatted at his grinning face with her tied hands. “You are sick, aren’t you? Sick and enjoying my misery!”

      “Nope,” he said, grinning. He knelt down towards her and brandished a knife to cut through the rope at her wrists. “Now, before you go beating on me, tuck your – appendages- back in your stained dress.”

      “I hate you.”

      “You told me already.”

      Rubbing her chaffed wrists, she stood, wobbly, and turned away. Her mind was racing on what to do next. Should she run? Should she do what he says? There were no signs of anyone in the near area and she had no idea where she was at currently. Where could Elias be? Was he following their trail looking for a chance to rescue her?

      “Hurry it up.”

      “I am!” Emily yelled as she carefully shoved her breasts back down in the dress and yanked it up for good measure. She’d make sure that she wasn’t exposed again, especially in front of him. Handsome or not, it was all on the outside. On the inside, he was awful. Plain and simple.

      “Are you going to behave and ride with me? Or shall we take a chance on you falling out of that dress again? I am good either way.” His voice was very close behind her and she could feel his presence just over her shoulder.

      “No, I will behave.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Hands up, so I can tie this again,” he said, holding up the rough, abrasive rope. Her wrists burned from where they’d been tied when she’d fainted.

      “Do you have to?” she muttered, ashamed. Her wrists chafed horribly and knew that the tender skin would be bleeding soon if it didn’t stop rubbing so much.

      “Yes.”

      “Can you tie the rope a bit more loosely?” she asked, biting her lip as he wound it around the skin.

      “Want me to arm you as well? I could give you my gun, too.”

      “Never mind, bounty hunter. You just do what you are paid to do,” she scathed and held back a groan as the rope pinched and rubbed. “You’ll have to put me on the stupid horse since I’m tied up like a good girl. Now, be careful because if you put me on first, I might ride off and leave you behind.”

      “Then I’d have to shoot you for horse theft, too.”

      “I hate you. I really, really do.”

      “So, you’ve said. Over and over again, I might add.”

      Emily watched as he slowly walked over to the horse, held its bridle and said a few soft words to it. He was extremely gentle with the horse, careful almost. With her, it was callous disdain. He simply didn’t care and was doing a job. She was nothing more than a paycheck. A paycheck for wanting to have more in her life and food in her belly.

      “I thought you were in a hurry,” she said finally, after he was taking a long time.

      “I figured you would prefer not to get thrown. But then again, I could be wrong since you dove off the back of the horse.”

      “Well, yes. I would honestly prefer not to be thrown.”

      “Then when I put you on my horse, I want to make sure she isn’t afraid of your atrocious, foul smell.”

      “You can’t resist, can you?”

      “It is a pretty easy target to hit. You do smell something fierce.”

      “My bounty must be worth a lot of money then.”

      “Not really. I am tempted to leave you here.”

      “What? Why are you taking me in then?” she asked, shocked at his callous response. If it wasn’t worth it, then why bother? It made no sense to have to deal with the hassle she was making for him, and she certainly wasn’t going to make it easy on him!

      “I was more curious as to the woman that was luring men to their… empty pockets,” he said with a wry grin. “You know that you and your brother have robbed every rich jackass between here and Shreveport? Are you selective or what?”

      “I don’t have to say a word about what we do or don’t do to you.”

      “No, you don’t,” he agreed, shrugging.

      “So how much was my bounty?” she asked, curiously.

      “You aren’t worth but ten bucks.”

      “That’s it? Goodness! I have that in my satchel easily. How about you take it and let me go?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “When does it stop?” he asked quietly, surprising her. This was the same discussion she had earlier with Elias. When does it stop? When is it ever enough money? Is that how other outlaws got shot and killed? Because they didn’t know when to?

      “Now, apparently.”

      “Exactly. You got stopped by me or it would have continued. Your brother killed that man in cold blood in the alleyway.”

      “He was going to –”

      “I saw what he was doing and what you were doing. He was hiding while you put yourself in danger trying to tempt a man you didn’t know,” he cut her off, abruptly. His face appeared hard in the moonlight. “Are you ready to get on the horse, or what?”

      “Is it safe?”

      “I wouldn’t be asking, if it wasn’t.”

      “Well, according to you, what’s the big deal if I end up hurt or dead if I am worth almost nothing, remember?” she asked bitterly.

      “I guess I did say that in a fashion,” he said quietly, his voice barely registering.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing. You really do stink something fierce. You’ll have to ride behind me – and no jumping off either! You were lucky once. Don’t try it again.”

      “Why can’t I ride in front?”

      “I don’t want manure in my lap,” he admitted, laughing. “How about at the next stop, we get you a clean set of clothes and you can wash up?”

      “Why? You want my neck clean for my hanging? I promise you that the rope won’t care either way. Clean or dirty, it will do its job just like you are doing.” He didn’t say a word and looked away. Emily swallowed hard and fought back the tears that suddenly burned her eyes.

      “Just put me on the darn horse,” she finally said bitterly. Lifting her up, she pulled herself gingerly into place behind the saddle and felt the skittish horse dance around. He jumped forward, sliding his foot easily into the stirrup with practiced skill. Gathering up the reins, he gave a slight nudge that had the horse moving forward yet again.

      They rode for a few hours until Emily found herself exhausted and nodding off, which resulted in her leaning against his back. She didn’t even realize it at first. She drifted off, marveling at how warm and comforting her pillow was. It was hard under her cheek and kept moving for some reason. When she heard the horse neigh, she jerked her head up off his back in shock. She’d literally found herself nuzzling the back of her captor’s shirt.

      “Tired?”

      “Apparently exhausted and out of my head,” she admitted, shocked. It had felt so good and she felt like she’d been wrenched from a wonderful dream into a painful reality. Every move made her wrists ache.

      “We’ll stop just ahead. There is a small creek that shouldn’t have run dry yet. We’ve not had much rain lately, but there should be water. You can clean up and then we’ll stop for the night.”

      “So, the promise of clean clothing was a lie?”

      “No.”

      “Well, I don’t see any dressmakers nearby. So, unless you happen to have a dress in your saddlebag…” Her voice trailed off as she raised an eyebrow towards him. “No commentary, Mr. Liar?”

      “I didn’t lie. You assumed the worst without knowing the facts.”

      “Hmmm, now that sounds familiar!” she gasped sarcastically and then mocked him. “You mean, I judged you without knowing all the information about you? I made an assumption based off of scant information? How horrific!”

      “I didn’t lie and, yes, you assumed incorrectly. I have a name and it’s not Mr. Liar.”

      “I don’t care what your name is frankly.”

      “You want that bath or not? Because quite honestly, I’m tired of the foul smell and the foul attitude you have. Maybe some good strong soap can wash both out of you and you can be a presentable human being.”

      “I hate –”

      “Yeah, I know. You hate me.” His voice was flat as he got off the horse. There was a large thicket of shrubs nearby as well as several small mesquite trees. Other than that, the land was flat with faint rolling hills that looked almost magical in the moonlight.

      “Exactly.”

      “Bath?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      The bounty hunter gaped at her as she sat on the horse. Emily almost laughed at his reaction. Honestly, the smell was bothering her as well and she could have sworn that there was dirt in every crease and orifice of her body, but she’d not give him the satisfaction of cleaning up! If she stunk and it bothered him, she’d make sure she reeked by the time they reached their destination. Elias had always accused her of being hard headed. This bounty hunter had no idea of who he was messing with!

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said, no, I am fine. Are you hard of hearing?”

      “Get down,” he ordered. Emily just stared at him and raised an eyebrow. He stood there next to the horse with his hands outstretched in an effort to help her dismount.

      “I’m good. Thanks.”

      “I’m not. You are offensive. Get down now.”

      “Meh, I will be fine.” Emily pretended to inspect her fingernails, holding up her bound wrists. The man was irritating as could be and it gave her a perverse amount of pleasure to annoy him in return. She could see that he was getting upset with her and struggled to hide her grin.

      “I wasn’t asking. Get down now.”

      “Why? You going to yank me down?” she asked, pretending to be shocked. “What will the big, bad man do? The woman he captured isn’t listening to him. Will he be mean to her?”

      “Potentially.”

      “That’s right. Throw your weight around and bully a poor young woman. How very gallant of you.”

      “Don’t start that crap. You have a smart mouth.”

      “I’ve a smart head on my shoulders, too,” she quipped sarcastically.

      “I have no doubt,” he said chuckling. “Would you please get down?”

      “Are you begging little ol’ me?” she mocked, batting her eyelashes at him. He rolled his eyes at her.

      “If it makes you feel and smell better, then sure,” he said, extending his hand to help her off the horse. Emily felt a surge of triumph the moment she knew he’d see her wrists for the first time in the moonlight. The smile was wiped from his face and he stared at her.

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “Well, actually, yes, I did. I asked if we could skip tying my hands up. In fact, I asked that you leave them loose. So, yes, I did say something. You just chose not to listen because, again, you knew the entire story. Right?” she smarted off. When he pulled a knife from his belt and slid it beneath the rope on her wrists, she flinched at how cold it felt on her hot, chafed skin. The moment the rope fell, she stared at her torn skin. She saw the inky coloring in the darkness indicating that she was bruised. She was certain that she was bleeding.

      “I’m sorry,” he said simply and put away his knife. He offered his hand up politely to help her down. She pushed it away angrily, bitter that it had taken evidence to treat her nicely. Biting back a moan, she struggled to get down off the horse alone. Her hands were weak, and she strained to keep from pulling or touching the sore skin. Once on the ground, she stared at his face coldly.

      “Now what?” she asked, staring at the surroundings. There were bushes and trees in the area, but not a house or farm in sight. It was inky darkness as far as the eye could see and the moonlight, while bright, barely lit the landscape around them.

      “Are you going to run?”

      “Would it do me any good?”

      “No.”

      “Then no, I’m not. Frankly, I’m exhausted and just want to rest. It’s been a long day,” she murmured, feeling fatigue beat at her. She had dozed off earlier and felt the pull of sleep again. She was tired and mentally crashing from the strain and worry she’d felt all afternoon.

      “Then rest just under the tree. I will keep watch while you sleep. In the morning, you can bathe and change.”

      “Because I stink, I know. You’ve told me repeatedly.”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do,” he said, turning his back on her. She stared at him as he removed the saddle from the horse. Walking over to the tree in the darkness, he dropped the saddle onto the grass. The horse blanket was shaken out and laid on the ground. She watched silently as he took a seat under the tree without a word.

      Emily walked over and sat down on the blanket. “Do you need to tie me again? Perhaps you could tie my ankles so I can’t run and my wrists might have a bit of time to heal. Remember, I’m the criminal in your world and a flight risk.”

      “Are you warning me to do so?”

      “No. I’m just surprised that you aren’t. I guess you are pretty confident that you’d catch me again if I ran, aren’t you?”

      “Just go to sleep, Miss Jessup.”

      “Will do, bounty hunter.” Emily lay her head down and stared at her wrists that throbbed. Closing her eyes, she listened to the trees rustle with the wind and wondered what Elias was doing right now. Was he searching for her? He’d been the one to always come up with a plan. He was the leader between the two of them. Now, she was alone. Separated from him and her very presence would put him in danger. Drifting off, she barely heard the gravelly voice from nearby.

      “My name is Cade Singleton, Miss Jessup. Not bounty hunter.”
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      Emily opened her eyes, blinking at the bright sun streaming through the sparse branches of the mesquite tree. Glancing around, she saw that Cade Singleton still sat nearby with his hat pulled low over his face. That cad fell asleep instead of staying up and keeping watch like he said.

      “Lies again,” she whispered to herself.

      “Who lied?” he quipped silently, pushing his hat up with his index finger. This was Emily’s first real look at the man who’d taken her hostage. He was strikingly handsome in the daylight. Just like the fuzzy image through the milliner’s window glass had shown her when she first spied him. Tanned skin, dark brown hair that lay in waves on his head and a dusting of growth on his angular jawline. It was the yellowish eyes that really struck her. She’d never seen such a golden-brown color before and it looked like a pool of liquid gold as he stared at her. She found herself watching his lips move as he spoke again.

      “So, who lied?”

      “What?”

      “You said someone lied. Are you implying that I did?”

      “I thought you fell asleep.”

      “No, I didn’t. But if you thought I was asleep, so would anyone else coming up on us. And it would give me the advantage, now wouldn’t it?”

      Nodding, she glanced away from his piercing eyes. If he was that handsome in the light of day, she could only imagine what a fright she must look. Glancing down quickly, she inspected her torso to make sure her bosom was still tucked into the dress and blushed. Casually looking around, she saw that his lip had curled into a smile. He’d seen her inspection of the dress and guessed why she’d looked.

      “You bosom is covered. How are your wrists this morning?”

      “Fine.”

      “How are they really?” he questioned again, this time arching a dark eyebrow upwards as he studied her.

      “What do you care?”

      “Prickly little thing, aren’t you? I’m just asking if you are hurting and need to see a doc.”

      Emily shook her head no. She didn’t want to see anyone right now. She wanted to get cleaned up. She was desperate to wash away the filth on her and the last twenty-four hours. As if he read her mind, he pointed to a pile of clothing next to her.

      “That’s for you. There is a stream just beyond that hedge. I looked this morning and the creek is low, but it should work for you. Just be careful sliding down the sides. It’s pretty steep. And when the rains are here, it floods pretty badly. There is a rope tied to a bush, so you can easily get up and down the banks.”

      “Thank you,” she said quietly and then hesitated.

      “What?”

      “Do I have privacy?”

      “Do you intend to run?”

      “No.”

      “Then I will stay here and check on you shortly. That should give you plenty of time to wash up. If you need help back up the hill or if there is a problem, just shout. If I have to come find you…” he trailed off with a hard stare. “It won’t be pretty.”

      “Do you have soap?”

      “It’s in the pile of clothing. Do we have an agreement, Miss Jessup?”

      “Yes. You won’t have to search for me and you don’t have to threaten me at every turn. I don’t know where I am at. So, you have the upper hand, bounty hunter.”

      “It’s Cade,” he corrected again and pushed his hat back down, hiding his face. “Time’s a-wasting for your bath.”

      Emily picked up the pile of clothing and felt the large brick of soap inside. She didn’t have a brush, but there was no way she was missing this chance at cleaning up. She could only imagine how atrocious she looked right now. Stepping through the bushes and bramble, she glanced down and saw exactly what Cade meant when he said it was steep. The sides of the creek bed had been worn away over time from heavy rains. There at the bottom was at least a foot or more of the deep of water, with several spots looking significantly deeper.

      Sliding down the dirt embankment, she held the rough rope tightly to slow her descent. The strain made her wrists ache from the tight grip she was trying to maintain to hold herself in place. For a moment, she was almost afraid that she’d not be able to get back out of the creek and remembered she could call for Cade when she was finished. Finally reaching bottom, she set the clothing on a branch that extended over the water.

      Glancing down, she saw the massive amount of staining on her dress and gasped. She must look like a harridan! She quickly plucked the offensive dress off of her and wadded it up. There would be no saving it! She saw that her chemise was also stained, but not nearly as bad. Perhaps she could wash it up and make it salvageable.

      Since she was alone for a brief amount of time, she would not dare remove any of her under clothing. Instead, she’d bathe in it and scrub at the dirt until clean. Stepping into the cool water, she smiled. It wasn’t too bad and not unmanageable. A few small minnows darted here and there in the water. The current wasn’t rough at all, rather like a caress on her skin. Relaxing, she sat down on the rock bottom and sighed happily. Pulling the pins from her mangled hair, she lay back and scrubbed her scalp repeatedly. Her wrists stung from the lye soap and the cool water, but it was welcomed.

      It had only been twenty-four hours, but it seemed like forever since she’d been captured. What she didn’t understand was the why of it. He’d given an excuse saying he was curious, but was his curiosity only worth a few dollars? Could she buy her way out, purchase her freedom from him? She had already tried once and failed.

      She sat up in the water, her chemise sticking to her. It revealed more than it kept hidden from sight. She would need to dry off before putting on the clothing he provided. Standing, she steadied herself on the slippery rock bottom and frowned. The sun wasn’t reaching the base of the creek bed yet. It would be some time before she was dry and Cade would be here prior to that. She was sure of it. Grasping the clothing, she saw that he had given her a long, pullover shirt that nearly served as a dress and a pair of pants. There’d be no gown or fancy dress. It was men’s clothing, but it was clean.

      “Miss Jessup?” she heard his voice loud and clear above the creek near the bushes. “Do you need assistance coming back up the bank?” She knew he was testing her to see if she was still there. Part of her was tempted to be silent to see what happened and rub his nose in the fact that she had listened. However, a bigger part of her wanted him to see her clean and presentable.

      “I haven’t run away yet,” she called. “And yes, I could use help coming back up the bank. It’s quite steep.”

      “Yes, it is. Do you think you can manage to hang on to the rope and I can pull you up? If not, tie it around your waist loosely.” Emily wasn’t keen on having rope tied around her waist or any part of her body again and passed on that idea. She’d hang on to that rope despite whatever comes. “Let me know when you are ready.”

      “I’m ready. Just be quick, please, when you pull me up.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No, I just prefer not to dangle at the end of a rope at any point in my life.” Emily paled as she realized what she had just said aloud and the irony of the statement. “Literally and figuratively so, Mr. Singleton!”

      “I’ve got you on the count of three, hold tight. One. Two. Three!” Emily nearly lost her grip as the rope suddenly jerked almost out of her hands. Clenching it tightly, she locked her elbows as he pulled her bodily up the side of the steep facing. As she got closer to the top, she saw that his brow was creased, and his face was strained as his arms moved quickly to propel her upwards. As she got to the top, she was able to get to her knees on land. He dropped the rope and smiled sheepishly. “That does smart, doesn’t it?” he admitted, showing her his hands. His palms were red, and his smile faded when he saw the bruises circling her wrist where the blood had been washed away.

      “I am truly sorry that I caused that.”

      “You were only doing a job, right?” she quipped and could have sworn she saw him flinch before he hid away his reactions behind a deadpan mask.

      “Just a job.”

      They walked silently back towards the tree where she’d slept and sat down. Thankfully, he’d not said much about her apparel. The shirt was extremely long, and she’d thrown on the overly large pants at the very last minute. She’d nearly lost them coming up the side of the creek but had managed to keep them on. Curious, she watched him sit back down under the mesquite like he was in no hurry to head out.

      “Let’s talk about your job. I’m curious about something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why aren’t you in a hurry to be rid of me?”

      “Who says that I’m not?”

      “Well, you certainly aren’t saddling up yet.”

      “No, I thought I’d give the city time to up the bounty on your brother and give him time to get closer. We’ll go into town tomorrow.”

      “Why? Are you that desperate for money that you’d go after the little criminal? Can’t you catch the bigger prize?”

      “What makes you think they aren’t one and the same?”

      “Elias isn’t Billy the Kid or Texas Jack!”

      “Don’t you think they start out the same way?”

      “No! No, I don’t. Billy the Kid wanted the adventure, the fight. So, did Sam Bass. We don’t want adventure and we don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      “So, why’d you do it? Why’d you entice all those men and rob them?”

      “Because we were starving, okay? Is that what you wanted to hear? We were hungry and starving, so we found a way to buy food and clothing. Is that so wrong?” she cried out angrily, staring at him. Her hands bunched at her sides as she stared at his impassive face. He really didn’t budge, did he?

      “Haven’t you ever done something that you regret and know is wrong, but you do it anyway? Wrong or not, you go forward because not doing it makes you feel like you are dying slowly inside. We were starving to death slowly, a day at a time. Can’t you understand that?”

      Emily slid boneless to her knees as she thought of her brother. “And now? My brother is out there a wanted man, a condemned man, for shooting a worthless snake that attacked me. He was protecting me. How is that any worse than what the man did? Is it better to attack me in the eyes of the law?”

      “Your brother has got to be stopped before he can’t come back from a path he has gone down. Where does it stop? Yes, he was protecting you. So was I, in that alleyway. I am the law where I travel, and your brother is a criminal. He had the will, but not the right to do so. Pure and simple.”

      “Simple? I see. So, there is no flexibility in your defined world. No space for interpretation? You plan on using me as bait to draw him out, too.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you are no better than he is. You plan on a pretty girl drawing out a man to where he is left vulnerable and then preying upon his weaknesses. You are the same type of man, you just view it differently because it makes you feel righteous and justified. It makes you feel important. You are just a sad, lonely man feared by many.”

      “I am a man that believes in justice.”

      “You believe in your definition of what justice is… whatever that is to you at the time. Your justice is based on your opinion of the law.”

      “I won’t have this debate with a woman that has stolen, lied and tricked people to get by.”

      “You mean you won’t discuss it with me because of my point of view. The view of a young woman and her brother starving to death slowly coming from a woman that wants to better her life? That view is wrong to you, foreign. You don’t want to see that there was a reason. It was never malicious.”

      “But it was wrong. A sin.”

      “Oh, ho! Are you going to sit and judge me, too, lawkeeper?” she asked angrily. “You don’t have the right to judge me, so don’t have the audacity to do so. You’ll be eating today, won’t you? You’ll ride your horse, collect your money and go on your merry little way feeling high and mighty! How about you skip a few meals? Do it several days in a row, in fact! And walk because you can’t afford a horse! How about you lose some real necessities and see if it doesn’t make you desperate?”

      “My morals keep me strong and on the right path.”

      “So, you are implying that I have none?”

      “No, I’m saying that they might be questionable.”

      Emily’s body clenched tightly in rage. She felt her spine straighten as she stood there in the clothing provided by him that was utterly too large for her frame. Her hands shook against the urge to reach out and strike the bland expression from his handsome face. Eyes that stared at her, piercing and cold, watching her every move. Taking several deep breaths, she realized she was grinding her teeth and her breath was near whistling from the volume that she was gasping inwards and outwards in anger.

      “Someday, you will do something questionable that conflicts with your sense of justice, bounty hunter. Something that you know in your steel, cold, little, decrepit heart of yours that is wrong but feels right at the time. I sincerely hope that I can be there to see it when it happens. Mark my words, I will rub your snide face in that event with joy,” she snarled and abruptly turned her back on him.

      Several minutes ticked by in silence, giving Emily time to calm herself. Her palms ached from where her fingernails had dug into her hands to keep from harming him. She’d not be goaded by him, nor sink to the level he accused her and Elias of being at. They had a goal and were near it. It wasn’t a lifelong goal or ambition. Stealing had been a means to an end that they both hated, her more than him.

      “Are you finished with your tirade?” she heard Cade calmly ask from behind her.

      “Quite! I am done talking to you,” she bit out.

      “Then we’ll be going. I plan on making it to just outside of Dallas tonight.”

      “So, you can trap my brother?” she asked over her shoulder tightly. Her heart sank as she saw no response. No physical indication that he’d heard her. Instead, she watched him closely as he folded up the horse blanket where she’d slept. He strapped the saddle onto the mare, climbing on. As he sat there, she realized that not only had she been staring at him, but he’d extended his hand to help her mount the horse. Emily found herself blushing at being caught admiring his form. The man irritated her to no end and seemed to be doing his best to alienate himself. Perhaps, when she’d insulted him by calling him a sad, lonely man… it had been true.
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      They rode in silence most of the day. Emily didn’t want to talk to him. She was angry with him, herself and the situation she was in. Cade’s lack of compassion and concern, heck his sheer callousness towards her hurt. The man didn’t care one whit for anyone or anything. He was simply doing a job. His job had been to capture her, which he’d done. And now he’d be entrapping her brother.

      Elias? She could cheerfully throttle him right now. Emily had wanted to be done, but there was never enough for him. The entire day’s events had felt wrong. But instead of listening to his little sister, he’d brushed her off. His hotheadedness would be the end of him one day and she didn’t want to be the reason for it! She could see his face in her mind as he came charging around the corner to her rescue… straight into a trap. He’d pulled his gun and shot at the bounty hunter who held that wretched old man in the air by the throat.

      This, in turn, led her to be angry at herself. Emily was mad that she’d drank the potent alcohol that had gotten her into this situation. She should have stuck firmly that this was a mistake and insisted on getting out of town. She’d given in and cooperated one more time to humor her brother. He was protective of her and hadn’t ever made a mistake before.

      Now, she was filled with anger and regret. She regretted her mistakes. But more than that, she was angry at the attraction she felt to the icy lawman. She found herself staring at him repeatedly. She played in her mind the way his lip curled when he smiled, which was rare! The way he moved as he got onto the horse and the look in his eyes when he saw that the rope had cut her. The way he smelled and felt when she’d lay her head on his back – and the way it comforted her. All of it was insane! She wanted to believe that somewhere deep down inside was a real person that might have a single care in the world that she could play upon to free herself… but did she want to be free of him?

      Emily already knew the answer and it sickened her. She wished she could have met the handsome bounty hunter under different circumstances. Any woman would swoon at the idea of a tall, dark, gorgeous lawman rushing to her aid. Her fuzzy memory caught glimpses of the heroism he’d shown during her rescue… that landed her in the manure. She smothered a laugh behind her hands as she imagined the rank smell again and what he must have thought of her. It was funny, in a sad, sick way.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked her, glancing over his shoulder as they neared a town. She could see the buildings in the distance on the horizon.

      “Nothing.”

      “Look, I know you are upset.”

      “You have no idea right now what I am thinking or feeling,” she cut in quickly.

      “I am trying to make amends. Can you give me a second to say something?” he quickly began, his voice speaking over her as she started to launch into a tirade on how insensitive and cold-blooded he was. Emily clamped her mouth shut and glared at his profile.

      “Thank you. Like I said, I am offering to make amends and apologize for your injury. I thought you might like to get some real clothing and some food. There is a place just up ahead that serves the best steaks. I try to stop there each time I come this way.”

      “Each time you take someone into custody?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “So, you take all your victims, outlaws, and ruffians to dinner? Or just me?” Emily gaped as she saw his cheeks actually flush red and a small tick started in his jaw. “I’m sorry, that was wrong of me. I couldn’t resist asking.”

      “No, you are right. I usually come by myself and figured we could both use a meal. I’m exhausted from staying up last night. I want a meal and a bed. I thought you might like the same.”

      “Not your bed!” she blurted out, jerking backwards. Emily nearly lost her seating on the back of the mare, grasping on to his arms to hold tight. The mare danced around skittishly as she regained her seat.

      “Your own bed, thank you. You’re very pretty, but I’m not planning on being one of your victims tonight. If you can stand my company a bit longer, I will buy dinner.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes. It’s up to you.”

      “I am hungry and would feel better wearing a dress, if possible,” she hedged politely, not wanting to be ungrateful for the boon he was offering. He’d extended the olive branch. The last thing she needed to do was set the branch afire! That would ruin any chance of getting herself and Elias out of this mess. She needed to be smart about this! Having dinner with Cade would have a twofold benefit: she’d be fed and dressed plus she could find out which buttons to push in order to garner her freedom.

      “Then we’ll stop just ahead for the night.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As they rode in, she saw that the town consisted of several one-story, wooden buildings. There were no brick or masonry buildings like there were in Cleburne, Austin or Natchitoches. This was a sleepy, tiny town. As they entered, Cade stopped at the mercantile first and dismounted. He reached up and literally plucked her from the horse’s back, surprising her by how it made her feel. Her toes tingled as his hands grasped her waist. Looking up, she met his golden eyes and glanced away quickly. His face betrayed no emotion.

      She was fooling herself by thinking that he could give two shakes about any person at all, much less herself. He quickly led her inside, heading straight for the clerk who was closing up for the night. After a brief conversation, she saw that the clerk stared at her quizzically and came around the corner towards her.

      “Miss, do you know your measurements?” he asked politely. “I have a few dresses in stock, but you are quite petite.” Emily was surprised by the kindness in his voice and felt tears well up. This wasn’t her shopping for a frock because she was bored or needed a gown for a heist. This was a bedraggled young woman being taken under the clerk’s wing.

      “Come, come, child! Don’t be upset. We’ll get you fixed up in no time. I am assuming you need a few other items, too?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she whispered and allowed herself to be led to where the articles of clothing hung on wooden pegs on the wall. The dresses were simply made. Calico, cotton and muslin, in their simplicity with pretty ric-rak or lace trim to freshen them up. They weren’t the latest styles nor immodestly cut, but they were her style. Rows of buttons ran from the waistline of the dress up to the collar and the sleeves were ample, as to make them look puffed just before the fitted cuffs. They were modest and functional. She held the flowered muslin material and smiled, feeling how soft it was. Then, she dropped it like it was something evil. Glancing back at Cade, she saw him frown and point at the clerk.

      The clerk quickly grabbed the calico dress, a straw hat, a hairbrush and a chemise. Emily was shocked as he gently pushed her towards the storeroom, instructing her to put them on immediately. “But, but, I can’t pay for this! My purse is gone!” she squawked, pushing the ball of clothing back towards the clerk.

      “Put it on, Miss Jessup,” Cade’s voice said flatly, causing her eyes to dart over the clerk’s shoulder and meet his eyes. He looked sternly at her, but there was something in his expression that made her stop arguing. His gaze looked… expectant? Did he want to see her in the pretty, calico gown?

      “Are you certain?”

      Cade’s dark head nodded, his eyes locked on hers. “Put the dress on and we’ll have dinner when you are done.” Emily took back the clothing that she’d thrust upon the clerk and pulled the curtain shut. She turned up the wick on the lamp that hung on the peg, illuminating the area that she had been given to change clothes in. It was filled with all sorts of barrels, crates and burlap sacks that were stacked up on top of one another. She could hear the men talking but couldn’t make out what was said.

      Emily yanked off the clothing and hurriedly pulled the dress over her head. It was a bit loose on her, but it fit. She pulled off the pants and quickly donned the bloomers, feeling more at home in the appropriate clothing. This way, she wouldn’t be stared at or become the center of attention as they stopped for a meal. Glancing up, she saw the door on the far side of the room. There was a back exit that was held shut with a board. It was built similarly to the other storeroom she’d found herself in back in Cleburne.

      She could leave! She could escape!

      Her breath hitched at the thought and then came out in a whoosh. If she left, Cade Singleton would only hunt her down again. And this time, he might not be as polite as he had been so far. Yes, the man irritated the fire out of her! But he’d been kind, too. She couldn’t imagine if he was angry at her. She’d seen a glimpse of it as he’d yanked Masterson off of her in the alleyway. He’d plucked him away like it was nothing. The man was strong, diligent… and intense.

      “Miss Jessup? Are you about done?” she heard the clerk ask politely. “Does it fit?”

      Emily pulled back the curtain and stepped forward. The clothing she’d been wearing was neatly folded and in her hands. She smiled shyly and gave a slight curtsey, turning for inspection. Looking at Cade’s face, he cracked an approving smile that illuminated his face. Staring at him, she realized just how much more handsome he was when he looked happy about something, and then it was gone. The mask was back in place.

      “Let’s go,” he said simply. “I’m starving.”

      Nodding, Emily followed him out of the store. Instead of getting on the horse, Cade extended his arm silently, staring straight ahead. Surprised, she gingerly placed her hand on his arm in compliance as he escorted her across the street towards a large building. The windows were open as well as the front door, allowing all sorts of delicious scents into the air. She smelled peppercorns, caramelized onions, buttery dishes and a hint of something sweet in the air. Taking a deep breath, she sighed contentedly as she practically tasted her upcoming meal.

      “That smells divine!” Emily whispered and found herself practically clutching his arm, as her eyes closed in anticipation. Food had always been her downfall and the idea of a succulent meal tempted her beyond belief! Her eyes shot open as she felt Cade’s hand land upon hers, holding it on his arm. Looking up at him, she grinned sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to pinch your arm. I might be hungrier than I realized,” she explained.

      “You didn’t,” Cade said softly, looking at her intently yet he didn’t remove his hand. He held it until they took their seats at the table. She was surprised that he pushed in her chair for her. It was chivalrous and polite, reminding her of how her father used to do that for her mother. Lost in thought, she found herself watching Cade again wondering what was going on in his mind. He cleared his throat noisily, bringing Emily out of her reverie.

      “Oh! Sorry!”

      “What did you want for dinner?”

      “You mentioned steak, is that what you are having?” At his nod, she smiled brilliantly at the waiter. “I will have the exact same thing he ordered.”

      “Are you sure, Miss?”

      “Absolutely!” she confirmed and saw Cade grinning out of the corner of her eye. A sinking pit appeared in her stomach and she whirled on him. “What? Did you order something strange or outlandish?”

      “Nothing. Just a regular steak,” he said with a chuckle, nodding as they brought him a large beer. They set a large stein down in front of her as well. The thick foam was flowing over the top of the mug onto the table.

      “You think I won’t like what you ordered?”

      “I will be surprised if you do,” he said picking up his glass and taking a large sip. Emily stared at him, curious as to what he actually did order and held up her own glass. “To an amazing meal,” she said bravely and took a sip. The beer was quite good on the initial sip, but the pungent aftertaste made her shiver in disgust. Her nose curled up as her eyes pinched shut.

      “Oh gosh, that is terrible!” Cade laughed aloud at her reaction. Warm, mellow tones washed over her, making her soul sigh in happiness.

      “You should do that more often,” she blurted out and slapped a hand over her errant mouth. His warm relaxed smile made her heart flutter as he watched her, taking another challenging sip of beer.

      “You don’t like it?”

      “Not particularly. Would you like mine, too?” Emily slid the beer towards him eagerly and was surprised to see Cade raise a hand towards the waiter.

      “Could you please bring her a bit of wine and a glass of water? Something mild, please,” Cade told the attendant as he came over to the table. “I was surprised when you ordered the same as me. The beer is called Coffin Varnish. It’s pretty good but strong.”

      “It’s an accurate name,” she mused, nodding gratefully as she was given two glasses. One of water and the other of a pale, purplish liquor. Sniffing carefully, she smiled happily. It smelled like some sort of berry and wasn’t nearly as pungent as the swill she’d been given in Cleburne by Masterson. Taking a small sip, she smiled happily as the tart blackberry wine tickled her tongue. “That is delicious,” she sighed.

      “Good.”

      Emily and Cade sat in silence, awkwardly. She didn’t know what to say and he seemed to be looking around the room at everyone else other than her. The smile was gone, the ease he’d shown was gone and back in its place was the emotionless man. She also looked around the room and noticed that when she looked away, he watched her. The moment she glanced back, he was looking elsewhere. Was he shy? He didn’t act like any other man she’d been to dinner with. Most men flirted, stared and tried to get her inebriated. Cade almost looked like he was afraid of her!

      “Tell me about this place,” Emily invited suddenly. “How did you first come here? Do you live in the area?” Just then, their plates arrived, and she was shocked at the amount of food brought out. They set a large platter down in front of him. Steak, a large heaping scoop of mashed potatoes as well as a basket of rolls. The waiter set the same amount of plates in front of her. Emily glanced down eagerly and gagged.

      “Oh, dear Lord in Heaven above,” she whispered aloud. “I can’t eat this, Cade. The cow is still mooing on my plate!” Cade’s laughter echoed in her ears as he looked at her. He was actually wiping tears from where he’d laughed at her reaction.

      “It’s raw!” she yelped aloud and jumped to her feet in horror. Waving at the waiter, she pleaded, “Sir? Sir! Can you take this back and throw it in the fire? Just bring it back when it’s good and burned. I will wait.”

      “Miss?”

      “It smells divine. It’s just a bit too undercooked for me. Please?” she asked politely, with a weak smile. He took the plate and looked at Cade questioningly. She watched him shrug uncaringly as his knife cut through the steak. Emily took her seat weakly, looking away from him as he took a large bite of the rare steak.

      “How can you eat that? I think I can see the brand marks from the cow!” she whispered weakly. She grabbed her glass of wine, sipping on it.

      “Just because it’s not what you’d like, doesn’t mean it’s not delicious.”

      “Are we discussing points of view and the differences between them again?”

      “Let’s not talk about that again. We can agree to disagree on how we like our steaks. Let’s get back to discussing what appeals to you. So, you mentioned that you like hearing me laugh, huh?” he asked, glancing out of the corner of his eye. He took a large sip of his drink, watching her squirm in her seat, embarrassed.

      “It’s better than staring at me like I am nothing,” she admitted finally. “I prefer a laugh or a smile rather than a blank slate.”

      “I prefer talking with someone who is talking with me, rather than to me – especially when we are disagreeing on the law or beliefs,” he countered, cutting a rather large piece of meat on his plate. Emily swallowed hard and looked away. She wasn’t sure which made her feel more unsettled, the steak or the fact that he was right. She’s been quite contrary with him. There was something about him that just set her nerves on edge.

      “What else do you like?”

      She sat there silently, staring at the lantern, trying to decide how to answer. She had admitted she liked his laugh but didn’t want to give the wrong impression or get painted into a corner she couldn’t get out of. She was attracted to him, but he set her on edge. Why was he asking? Was he trying to strike up a conversation and why? Internally, she wanted to ask why he cared and why he wanted to know. But she couldn’t find a way to voice it without coming across as rude or contrary again. It bothered her that he thought she was talking at him, not with him. Instead, she sat there lost in thought for several moments before she realized that he’d set down his fork and was watching her.

      “How about I start?” he said quietly, as if he understood somehow and was willing to make the first step. “I’m sorry if I was rude a moment ago,” he admitted quietly and cleared his throat. She noticed out of the corner of her eye that he quickly took a sip of his beer. Were his hands shaking? She turned her head, only to meet his embarrassed expression just moments before the mask he wore fell back into place. She barely caught his words.

      “I like the way you frown at me.”

      “The way I frown?” she gaped, staring at him and marveling at the flush that crept up his neck and how his expression changed. The icy coldness was gone and in its place was a myriad of changes. His cold, golden eyes looked like liquid metal, instead of shuttered. Perhaps he held himself back in an effort to protect his sense of self, his emotions. Fascinating!

      “This isn’t for judgement by you, it’s an honest answer. I thought we’d try to have a conversation and it’s usually two sided,” he sputtered and took another large sip of his beer. She found herself staring at him as he licked his lips to get the foam off of them.

      “Are you nervous?” she asked suddenly, seeing his hand on the glass mug shake.

      “A bit,” he admitted with a smile. Emily felt her world turn on its side at the way a dimple appeared in the stubble on his cheek as his lopsided grin made her heart skip a beat. “It’s not every day that I get to have a nice dinner with a lovely young lady that piques my curiosity.”

      “I do?”

      “Maybe just a bit,” he said, winking at her. “I don’t want to praise you too much, Miss Jessup, because I still have to take you in. Plus, what kind of bounty hunter would I be if word got out?”

      “Word about what?” she breathed, clenching her hands to keep them from trembling as her eyes roved over his open expression. If things were different, she could have sworn he might like her or be interested. But things weren’t different. Bounty hunter and criminal, she thought with a sense of dread. No matter what changed, he was tasked with bringing her to justice. Plain and simple.

      “Word that I treated a beautiful young thief to dinner simply because she fascinated me.”

      “Oh,” she breathed, staring into his eyes.

      “Miss, here is your steak as you instructed: thrown into the fire and brought back,” the waiter interrupted and set her plate down in front of her. Emily dragged her gaze from Cade, almost painfully, as he grinned at her. Looking at the plate briefly, she saw that the steak was, indeed, charred and simply didn’t care.

      “Perfect,” she replied absently and glanced back at Cade, who was, by then, chewing on his next bite. His lips were still upturned, and his eyes danced with humor. She liked this, more than she cared to admit. Picking up her fork and knife, she began sawing away at the tough meat. Taking a bite, she grimaced at how tough it was but at least it wasn’t near raw. Plus, it had the added bonus of keeping her mouth closed while chewing. This would prevent any more discussion between them.

      She was nervous yet excited at the same time. It was as if a doppelganger was in the bounty hunter’s seat. This man was vivacious and smiling. Captivating. The lawkeeper was cold, businesslike, almost calculating in his method of extracting justice.

      Emily noticed that Cade tried to engage her several times in conversation, yet each time she took a bite. When her steak was finished, she found other ways to keep from focusing too much on him. Remember how he looked at you the first time, that cold way his face expressed nothing, she thought. Think of how he told me I stunk… repeatedly. The waiter eagerly refilled her wine glass as well as Cade’s beer.

      “I am starting to think you are avoiding talking to me,” he said absently, sitting back in his chair. His eyes pierced her as she brought her glass of wine up to her lips and hesitated. He was on to her game. Setting her glass down, she raised a delicate eyebrow and stared him down.

      “Perhaps, I am avoiding talking to you because I haven’t much to say.”

      “I have ridden on a horse with you for the last day or so, and I do believe that your statement is a falsehood. Miss Jessup, you tend to have quite a bit to say.”

      “Perhaps it’s when I feel like I am being wronged or painted in a horrible light?”

      “Which is why I suggested we try starting over.”

      “Why bother?”

      “Emily? May I call you Emily?”

      “No,” she said weakly, feeling her pulse quicken at the way her name sounded so intimate the way he said it. The hint of a southern twang to his words made it sound like her name was awe inspiring, revered, important.

      “I think, Miss Emily Jessup, that you’ve had to put on an act for so long that you’ve forgotten how it feels to have a man actually talk to you. The real you.” Emily didn’t say a word. It was uncanny at how close to home his words actually were. She watched as Cade dug out his wallet and tossed several bills on the table, getting to his feet. His tanned, rough hand was extended politely to her.

      Without a thought, she placed her fingers lightly in his hand. She marveled at how different his palm was from hers. Callused, warm, strong hands made her feel infinitely feminine and delicate. She got to her feet and allowed herself to be walked out of the restaurant. It felt like any other man wooing a woman. He was polite and kind. In another world, under different circumstances, it could have, perhaps, been a lovely night. Yet in the back of her mind, the thought constantly nagged that this man was taking her in for the price on her head.

      “You’re still quiet, Emily,” he murmured as they walked down the street. She noticed that the town seemed to be nearly empty after the sun went down. There was little noise, little disturbance other than from what obviously must be a bar at the end of the road. She could hear some music and the uproar of men’s voices as they gambled the night away.

      “Just lost in thought,” she admitted softly, staring at the full moon above them. “I’m wondering what Elias is doing tonight and how you are going to trap him.”

      “I think, perhaps, you are thinking of something else and trying to bait me into an argument.”

      “Would it do any good to argue with you?”

      “No”

      “See?”

      “But I do believe that you are distracted.”

      “By what? Why do you think that?”

      “Because I am,” he breathed, pulling her to a stop. Emily nearly swallowed her tongue as she looked up at his face in surprise. “I’m distracted in your company. I’ve watched you as you have watched me tonight.” His golden eyes looked almost black in the beams and dark shadows that the moon cast. His rough knuckles barely grazed her cheek, almost reverently. She hadn’t seen this side of him before and it was captivating. She stood there completely still, her body refusing to move in anticipation of what was coming next.

      “I haven’t been able to focus or think of anything other than how pretty you look this evening. That soft skin,” he admitted huskily as her heart pounded in her chest. “Those lips? I bet they are as sweet as they look.”

      Emily caught her breath as his dark head suddenly leaned down and kissed her. He hesitated for just the briefest moment before making contact, his breath tickling her lips just before their lips touched. His mouth brushed hers ever so slowly, as if he were savoring the moment between them. He hesitated briefly, pulling back and looking at her questioningly. He then quickly leaned forward and kissed her again. Cade smiled gently. “I’ve been wanting to do that ever since you cleaned up in the creek.”

      And that ruined the moment.

      “You really can’t resist bringing that up, can you?” she whispered hotly, thankful for the dim moonlight. Perhaps it would hide her embarrassment that she was sure would have her cheeks flaming red. “That was one of my lowest moments ever and you bring it up over and over again.”

      “I will admit that you are pretty when your eyes glare daggers at me,” he said, chuckling. “C’mon, little thief. I think our evening is over.”

      “Little thief? Don’t call me that!” she squawked, racing after him. His long legs were making quick time as they walked towards the hotel. “That sounds horrible! You can’t go around calling me a little thief! It isn’t proper or polite!”

      “What? You don’t like the title?” he teased. “Then don’t steal.”

      “You are awful,” she breathed angrily, her hands clenched in tight, little fists. Cade stopped suddenly, causing Emily to run right into his back. She nearly fell backwards, but his hands quickly caught her. She got her balance and began swatting his hands off of her.

      “I’m fine! Let go!” she said hotly.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Cade crossed his arms across his chest and watched her. His grin made her want to wipe the smugness off his face.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then quit smiling at me!” She saw his shoulders were moving and heard almost a choking sound from him. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “Nope,” he said, chuckling and opened the door. “Ladies first,” he announced gallantly. Emily stuck her nose into the air and walked into the building, stopping immediately at the sight of scantily clad women nearby.

      “You didn’t,” she breathed, shocked. She turned her pale face towards him, aghast. Cade was grinning from ear to ear closely behind her. The noises from the people in the room became almost silent. Even the woman in the corset that had been singing off key was quiet. You could hear the clink of the glasses and change being tossed onto the gaming tables, but that was it. All discussion had stopped.

      “Hey, Bill,” Cade began. “It’s been a bit, but can I get my room tonight?”

      “It’s always ready for you. You know that, Cade.”

      “Great, thanks! Boys? This round is on me,” he said politely and pulled a few dollars from his pocket. A loud cheer and applause went up. “Can I get a bottle, too?” The bartender handed him a small, brown bottle and two glasses.

      “Anything for you, Cade.”

      “Much obliged, Bill.” Nodding, he tipped his hat and thanked the bartender again. He took the long, thin key from the man and began to walk through the room away from where Emily stood. Cade then turned around, grabbed her arm and pulled her with him. Her feet were quickly running to keep up with him. She couldn’t help but stare at the expanse of flesh that was hanging out of the gowns and corsets on the women. Many men stared blatantly at her in return, causing her to flush with embarrassment. She shouldn’t be here! Did he dare bring her to a brothel? Shame on him!

      Just under the stairs at the very back of the building near the storeroom was a door. Cade inserted the key and quickly opened the door. He turned, looked at her and rolled his eyes. Grabbing her, he pushed her into the room.

      “Don’t start being judgmental and ungrateful, too. Think before you open your mouth. They don’t have to house us, and I thought you’d prefer a bed.” Emily’s mouth shot open and his hand quickly covered it. “Voices carry, Emily. So, if you need to disparage them, do it quietly.”

      Staring at him, she watched as he yanked off the cork and took a large sip of whatever was in the dark bottle. Lighting a candle on the side table, she saw that there were two small beds in the room and let out a sigh of relief. There goes one concern she had.

      “How could you bring me to a brothel?” she whispered. “Ladies shouldn’t be seen in one! This is scandalous!”

      “Ladies shouldn’t steal either,” he said, taking another sip and letting out a sigh. Cade sat down on one of the beds and yanked off his boots, letting them fall on the ground. He then padded towards the door in his socks, locking it with the key from the inside and setting a chair just under the handle.

      “You hypocrite,” she squeaked and quickly made her voice lower, whispering at his quick glance. “You hypocrite! It’s not okay for me to steal? But it’s okay for them to gamble, drink and… and… you know!”

      “Work for a living?”

      “Work? That’s not work!”

      “They are working to earn money to put clothes on their backs and food in their mouths.”

      “Those women don’t have clothing on their backs!”

      “Those women work for their food and struggle to get by,” he said, frustrated. She could tell he was annoyed to even be having the conversation with her. He kept shushing her in an effort to get her to lower her voice. “They are giving us a safe place to sleep for the night and you should be grateful.”

      “What makes you think that I didn’t struggle? That I didn’t have a hard time getting by? I am grateful to have a bed to sleep in tonight! However, my ungrateful brother and I,” she paused for a moment, almost at a loss for words she was so flabbergasted. “We slept on the ground or scrounged around for what we needed. Whoring was never an –”

      Emily’s eyes nearly popped out of her head at how fast Cade moved. He crossed the tiny room instantly, putting his hand over her mouth in an effort to silence her.

      “Emily Jessup, so help me woman, don’t you say another word!” he scolded quietly. “You should never use words like that or language like that. I will let my hand up if you will stay quiet. We are safe here and unknown. Safe. Let’s keep it that way by not pissing off the locals. Do you understand me?” She nodded, surprised and feeling slightly intimidated by his large stature. When he removed his hand, she opened her mouth to speak and stopped. His hands rested on her shoulders as he took a deep breath.

      “Listen to me carefully,” Cade began. “Let me first begin by apologizing if I have offended you. I tried to apologize earlier, and I don’t think you believed that I meant it. I am truly sorry. I am sorry that my job involves having to capture you and your brother. You said that someday I’d do something that was wrong but felt right. Congratulations, little thief. I’ve done it.” He ran a trembling hand through his dark hair and looked away from her.

      “Arresting you felt like I did something right. I did my job. But the more I look at you and talk to you? Mercy, even kissing you? The more I am certain that it was wrong.” Emily stared at him in surprise at the confession.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’d like to drink myself to sleep tonight while I try to figure out how to get us out of this mess. Lie down, little thief, and get some rest,” Cade said gently and kissed her on the cheek. She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of the alcohol mixed in with his scent. The roughness of his cheek made her knees weak. Before she realized it, as his cheek lay against hers, her hand had crept up and cupped his face.

      He pulled his head back and stared at her. She could see the conflict in his eyes. Ever so slowly, he leaned down and kissed her again. This time, she anticipated it and welcomed his touch. Her hand curled in his hair, while her other lay against his shirtfront. She could feel his heart pounding through the material and it made her feel powerful. She heard him give a slight groan of regret as he pulled back, ending the kiss.

      “Apology accepted,” she whispered softly, watching his closed eyes open and a smile alight his face. His eyes crinkled at the corners and that dimple appeared on his cheek. He brought her fingertips to his lips and kissed them.

      “Get to bed, little thief, and stay there,” he growled tenderly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If you hear any noises at the door, wake me. Don’t open it.”

      “I thought you said we were safe?”

      “We are, but you can never be too careful, and I won’t put you in jeopardy.”

      “Thank you.”

      Cade nodded and looked away. Emily lay down on the small cot on the far side of the room, watching him. He picked up the bottle and downed the remainder. Lying down in his own bed, he blew out the candle. She lay there in the silence, listening to him breath and the faint noises from the other room. “Goodnight, Cade.”

      “Goodnight, Emily, sleep well.”
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      Emily cracked open her eyes the next morning and stared at the unfamiliar room trying, to place where she was. Instantly, the last day’s events came crashing back and she was so confused. Cade’s icy cold demeanor turned instantly sensual at the drop of a hat. The man was fire and ice. The bad thing was that Emily preferred the fiery side of him. The side that seemed to be intent on kissing her, talking with her and treating her like a woman. The icy side irritated the heck out of her. That aspect of his personality, the frozen aloof bounty hunter, made him seem almost clinical as he distanced himself mentally from his prey.

      Beams of light poured through the cracks in the wall between the planks of wood, making the dust motes dance. She understood now why Cade kept hushing her and asking her to keep her voice down. Anyone could be listening, and the walls were thin. She sat still, searching for any sounds from just outside of their room. Hearing none, she sat up gingerly and glanced at where Cade lay.

      “Good morning,” he said simply. He was lying back on the cot and had his arms tucked behind his head. “Did you sleep well?” The man had no right to look so good when he awoke first thing in the morning. She was certain that her hair resembled a bird’s nest as she pushed the mass away from her face.

      “Yes, thank you. It was much better than the ground,” she conceded with a smile as she began to twist the curls into some sort of orderly braid. At least if it was secured back, then perhaps it might look a bit manageable and not so haggard.

      “Sometimes,” Cade admitted. “When it’s really loud, it’s hard to sleep.” He sat forward on the edge of the cot, watching her. She noticed that he had untucked his shirt sometime during the night to rest but was grateful he’d remained covered. She wasn’t quite sure how she’d have reacted if he’d been missing an article of clothing. She blushed heatedly at her runaway thoughts, grateful for the dim light. Please don’t notice how embarrassed I am right now, she prayed.

      “I can imagine.”

      Both sat there silently in the dim light. Neither one spoke and neither was sure what to say. Emily had so many questions to ask, about the kiss, about her brother and about her future – but couldn’t voice any. She watched as Cade would hesitate or open his mouth to speak and then close it again.

      “Go ahead,” she urged finally. The tension was eating at her, making her stomach cramp painfully. “Talk to me. It’s been an interesting few days.”

      “It’s nothing,” he replied quietly. “We probably need to get going.”

      “To find my brother?”

      “Yes,” he admitted, and a bit of her soul felt like it died with that simple word. Would he really be so nice, so sweet to her and then still use her for bait? That made her feel almost ill. Poor Elias would have no idea. And when he did figure it out, it would be too late.

      Emily silently followed Cade through the doorway and out of the building. It didn’t seem that talking to him made any difference in his decisions or the path he was choosing to take. He was a bounty hunter through and through. He had a job to do and would do it at any cost. She felt so defeated, so used, so betrayed. In her mind, they’d had a breakthrough. He’d seemed so lively, so tender and passionate. She could have easily pictured him smiling, talking or laughing with her and now that was gone. Instead, she felt ashamed she’d kissed him in return and her brother would pay the price. Waves of guilt washed over her at the thought of Elias being captured.

      “Do you need help climbing up?” Cade offered quietly, breaking through her thoughts.

      “Not really.”

      “You’re mad.”

      “I’m disappointed and upset,” she countered, swatting away his hands as he tried to put them around her waist. Her breath hitched at the feel of his hands on her waist, but she wouldn’t allow herself to be coerced into his scheme. Stomping her foot down on the ground, annoyed, she pushed away his hands again as he tried to help her onto the horse yet again. His eyebrows shot upwards as he looked at her in surprise.

      “I’ve not lied to you.”

      “No, you haven’t. But I feel betrayed nonetheless.”

      “I know you do.”

      Emily stared at his face, wishing for the tenderness she’d seen from him before. It was gone and in its place was the dreaded coldness that would spell her brother’s downfall. This ice-cold man would have no qualms about bringing her brother in to reap his reward.

      “Then why do it? Doesn’t it ever bother you?” She wanted to ask him how he could sleep at night knowing that even though he brought a man to justice, it could be destroying a family at the same time. Is this why he distanced himself? If so, why had he let her in?

      “Because I have to,” he replied calmly and looked away from her.

      “Well, I guess that means I will have to do what I feel I need to as well,” she muttered angrily, putting her foot in the stirrup. She didn’t bat an eye as the horse became skittish and danced around in place. It was Cade that grabbed the reins and brought the mare to a standstill as she took her seat.

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Absolutely, it is. Tie me up, bounty hunter! Because I am not going to make this easy on you. I already have and now live with the guilt.” Emily stared at him with barely veiled hostility. “If I am your prisoner, treat me like one!” she demanded angrily. “Don’t be nice to me and then… then…” she bit out and hesitated, feeling overwhelmed. Her eyes burned with unshed tears of frustration and rage.

      “I’m not tying you up again, Emily. The rope marks are still healing.”

      “So?”

      “Emily, trust me. Please.”

      “Show me that I can,” she countered painfully, swallowing hard and looking away from his face. She wanted so much to believe that she could trust him to do the right thing. But every word he said, every single move they made got her one step closer to her bout with the law much less her brother. Cade never lied. He said he was using her for bait and taking her in for the bounty. Of that, she had no doubts. It was the way his actions and his words didn’t match up that gave her an inkling of hope, one that she quickly squashed. Hope was dangerous and would only lead to disappointment when the inevitable betrayal came.

      Cade didn’t say another word. Instead, he climbed on the horse behind her and gathered up the reins. She wanted to curl her arms around his waist and breathe in his scent as she held on to him, but that would be like cuddling with a dangerous animal. This man had the ability to hurt her in a way she’d never imagined. She could have sworn she heard him sigh after a time but was lost in thought and studying the horizon around them.

      If she knew Elias, he’d be watching and following them if he was on the trail. If not, he’d be riding hell-bent for the courthouse and would confront them there. His temperament and hotheaded attitude would cause them both to be captured. She just knew it. They rode along silently. As the city came into view, Emily felt her nausea growing as her stomach rumbled painfully.

      “May we stop for a few minutes? I think I’m going to be ill.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “No, not in the slightest! But it’s not like you care,” she admitted and slid down off the horse quickly, gulping in deep breaths of air. She closed her eyes and prayed that the nausea subsided soon. She’d always had a tender stomach and being stressed wasn’t helping things in the slightest. Emily paced, arching her neck up towards the warm sun and put her hands on her hips as she waited for the latest bout of nausea to subside.

      “Should we stop for the night? I’d prefer to keep going.” Cade’s rich voice interrupted her thoughts and, for a moment, she might have thought he was concerned about her. Glancing at him, she saw the lack of compassion in his gaze and sighed. A fluke or a trick of the mind.

      “Why?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. This was the first time he’d said or even indicated that he wanted to be done with it.

      “To get this over with, honestly.”

      “Well, in all honesty, I’d prefer to get this over with, too, so I can quit worrying.”

      “Why are you worried?” he questioned, and she noticed that he had a tick to his jaw that was barely noticeable under the scruff of his unshaven jawline. It was the only indication that something was bothering him. Perhaps, he actually had been concerned. While the easy indicators of a person’s thoughts or feelings weren’t so obvious with him, they were there subtly. She usually found herself making sure that someone felt at ease and that they would follow her out away from the crowds, so Elias could make his move. With Cade, he was extremely hard to read… but she was certainly learning!

      “Why wouldn’t I be? Give me a reason not to be concerned,” she breathed, looking up at him. Cade’s eyes melted, and he got down from the horse. She watched him move towards her, intently. Her breath hitched intensely as she found herself drawn by some unseen force, making her step right into his open arms. It felt like she was coming home as she rested a hand on his cheek. He turned his face into her palm and placed the most tender kiss in her hand. The sensation of his lips and the bristle from his beard tickled and teased her, giving her goosebumps.

      “Emily. Get away from him,” she heard Elias’ voice interrupt and a deadly click as the hammer slid back on his gun, arming it. At first, she thought that she might have been dreaming, being held tenderly by Cade and her brother nearby. But then the threat and tone of his voice crashed through any fanciful thoughts.

      “What are you doing?” Emily yelped in surprise, turning in Cade’s arms towards where her brother stood in the distance. He looked like he’d barely slept with circles under his familiar eyes. The concern, shock and anger on his face was evident as he stared at her.

      “I’m saving you, you ninny!” Elias bit out, completely dumbfounded.

      “No guns! That was the rule from the very beginning and you broke it. You created this whole mess,” Emily quickly reprimanded him, pointing at the Colt he brandished towards the two of them! She hated guns, much less when they were aimed in her vicinity!

      “Put the gun down.” Cade’s icy voice stopped Emily in her tracks. It should have stopped Elias, but she recognized that rigid expression on her brother’s face. His ruddy complexion indicated that his blood was boiling at being told to put the gun away by his sister and then by the bounty hunter. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the tip of Cade’s gun not far from her head where he’d pulled it and was aiming towards Elias.

      “Eli – please put it away,” Emily pleaded, stepping directly in front of Cade. She put her hand on Cade’s arm and tried to push it down away from her brother. The man’s arm was rock-solid and she didn’t want to pull too hard, causing his finger to slip. Instead, she pulled, pushed and poked at his arm in an effort to get it aimed in a different direction.

      “What are you doing?” they both exclaimed. She could have sworn that she heard Cade chuckle as she poked at his arm again, only to see it move about three inches and then swing back towards her brother. This simply would not do! If he wouldn’t move his aim from Eli, she’d find another means to make him do so!

      Emily stepped away from Cade’s arms and directly between the two men. She stepped in front of Cade’s gun, shutting her eyes and swallowing hard… and outstretched her arms in an effort to shield Cade as much as possible from her brother’s own pistol. They would have to go through her first if they were going to injure each other. Emily planned on giving “over my dead body” a true meaning.

      Cracking open one eye, she glanced at her brother. Elias looked shocked to see her move in front of the bounty hunter’s weapon. Cade’s voice cursed wildly from behind her and sounded just as surprised. Feeling successful, she heard him release the hammer and holster his gun. She yelped aloud as Cade’s hands spanned her waist intimately. He picked her up bodily and moved her to the side to prevent her from blocking him… and pulled his gun again.

      Emily would have none of it. She extended her left foot out as far as possible and stepped back in front of Cade, causing Eli to chuckle.

      “Well, I’ll be…” Cade muttered and picked Emily back up, intent on moving her again. This time, Emily struggled wildly, flailing her arms. She was determined to keep them from shooting each other.

      “Elias James Jessup! You put that gun away right now or I am never speaking with you again! You shoot me, and I will haunt your scrawny hide! You hear me, Mister?”

      “I hear you,” came a woman’s voice from behind where Cade was struggling to hold Emily. He was trying to set her down, but she kept darting between where Eli stood and Cade. She intended to keep her brother from shooting him, but Cade was mucking it up royally. He kept putting his gun away each time he tried to move her out of the way. Yet Elias still had his gun drawn and was laughing at her.

      “Who are you?” Emily squeaked and saw the pistol in the lady’s hand. “No guns!”

      “Singleton! If you are done playing with your toy…”

      “Hey there, Holladay.” She heard him greet the other woman and felt a flash of envy. They knew each other at some point and seemly were friends. The pretty blond woman instantly irritated her. Emily was willing to bet that Cade never told her she smelled like horse manure on a regular basis!

      “Hey! I’m not his toy!” Emily snapped angrily.

      “My sister isn’t his toy!”

      “This,” Ellen Holladay said coolly, looking at Elias. She waved her gun at Emily with a practiced wrist movement. “Is your beloved sister?”

      “Beloved is a bit much, Miss Holladay,” Eli admitted with a full grin. This was a side of her brother she’d not seen. He looked to be highly amused and almost chagrinned. In fact, his cheeks were flushed, and this surprised her. It was as if he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar! What was he up to?

      “Holladay, if you’ll be moving along, I’ll be collecting the bounty on this one,” Cade said calmly, removing his gun from his holster one more time.

      “Cade, please! No guns,” Emily pleaded, feeling a rush of tears spill over her eyelashes. She hated guns and knew that a simple mistake could be deadly. She’d plead if she had to, but they couldn’t keep aiming at one another – and she knew her brother would never back down from a fight.

      “Please, Cade, let me talk to him.” Amazed, she saw Cade slowly put his gun back in the holster with an exaggerated sigh as he mumbled something indecipherable. As she stepped forward towards her brother, she felt Cade’s hand grab hold of her arm. She glanced up and saw his hardened face staring at her brother, watching him.

      “Emily, he has a choice and needs to make it,” he said quietly, for her ears alone. She knew that he was letting her know that what happened next was completely up to her brother and not her. She saw the strain in his face and knew that if push came to shove, he would do his job as required, whether it was her brother or not. He stared just over her head coldly and then called out, “Holladay, I will be taking your friend in for charges of theft and murder.”

      “What? He told me that he was searching for his kidnapped sister!” The blond woman tucked her gun away, looking shocked at being lied to. Emily’s breath whooshed out of her chest in relief. One down, two to go! she thought.

      “They are the Jessups. Your fellow over there is Elias Jessup, the brains of the group and this young woman is Emily Jessup, the pretty lure that reels men in.”

      “Hey! He isn’t the only one with brains!” Emily cried out angrily and kicked him full on in the shin causing a sharp stabbing pain in her toe. She saw Cade flinch as her foot made contact. His face reddened as her brother and the woman laughed aloud.

      “The sister isn’t kidnapped. She’s going before the judge for petty theft. Elias, however, shot a man in Cleburne. The man died in the alleyway. He’s probably going to hang for murder.”

      “No!” Emily screamed in shock and fainted dead away. Her body collapsed like a sack of potatoes onto the ground. She came to slowly, her head ringing. Cade’s voice was very far away, and she felt someone patting her on the cheek.

      “Cade?” she uttered and scrambled to her feet. “Where’s Eli?” Suddenly the world spun and she reached out, grasping his arm to stay upright. “Where’s my brother?”

      “Holladay took off with Elias. She’s a bounty hunter and claimed to have him under her care. I believe they are headed for the courthouse, too. I’m not completely sure,” he admitted gruffly.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Not really, I was a bit distracted. You hit your head pretty hard,” he muttered, concerned, feeling her temple. Emily felt a sting as his fingers prodded along.

      “Ow!”

      “I bet! You might end up with a black eye, little thief,” he crooned, with a soft smile.

      “Don’t call me little thief,” she said angrily, swatting his hands away. “And quit poking at my head. If you all weren’t so fast to shoot each other, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      “Speaking of,” Cade stopped suddenly. “Why’d you step in front of me when Elias pulled his gun on me?”

      “Oh hush.” She brushed off and straightened her dress. Dusting it off absently, she glanced at him watching her.

      “Why, Emily? You could have been hurt or killed,” his voice cracked momentarily, causing her to pause. She stared at him as he ran his hand through his hair nervously or like he’d been frightened. His face, that he tried to keep so composed, was open and raw.

      “Because I couldn’t let him shoot anyone, much less you. If he’d have shot you, too, he might as well have just put the bullet in me. He’s in enough trouble as it is,” she breathed honestly, feeling her heart lurch in her chest as the words burned true in her mind. Her brother had always been there for her, but the thought of never seeing Cade’s smile again was like a punch to the gut.

      “Why didn’t you want him to shoot me? I was tempted to throw you in the bushes when you stepped in front of me. I couldn’t see straight I was so angry at you for endangering yourself like that.” Cade stepped forward, his eyes burned with intensity.

      “You irritate the fire out of me, too, you hardheaded man!” she shouted, not backing down from him. He was larger than her, his chest heaving almost angrily. But she knew deep inside that he was ready to boil over. It just remained to be seen if it was passion, anger or frustration with her.

      “As long as we both irritate each other to death,” he said firmly, grabbing her by the upper arms. “I plan on irritating you a lot, Miss Jessup, starting right now.” Cade pulled her to him and kissed her thoroughly, making her knees give out underneath her. She was honestly glad that he had grabbed her by the arms because if not, she’d have melted into a puddle onto the ground. The man had a powerful touch that seemed to create a shock to her system each time he touched her. He broke the kiss and pulled her into his embrace, hugging her.

      “What am I going to do with you, my lovely little thief?” he whispered, kissing the top of her head. Emily couldn’t pull herself from his arms. For once in her life, she felt like she was safe and protected. The irony was that she knew deep down that Cade’s code of honor would force him to betray her in the end. He would be compelled to bring her in front of the judge even if he disagreed with it. He would be doing something that was right. But in the end, it would be something he’d regret. They both would. She just prayed that when she stood in front of the judge that he was in a good mood and didn’t order a noose.
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      Emily rode behind Cade, her arms wrapped around his waist. He didn’t ask and she didn’t explain why she clung to him. He felt secure and, in her mind, she told herself that she’d be protected somehow. She was afraid. The closer they got, the more she was afraid. All sorts of things went through her mind. She’d heard horror stories of Judge Bean near the Mexico border and what a fiasco his courtroom was. It was held in a saloon of all things! She’d never been to the blossoming city of Dallas, but what if it was just as wild here as it was there? That is why she and Elias had stuck to smaller towns. Less chance there were lawmen about… until they landed in Cleburne.

      “Is that it?” she asked nervously. Staring ahead, she saw the tall building on the horizon and felt her stomach clench painfully. Emily felt a sinking sensation as he answered simply. He was no more thrilled with this than she was.

      “Yes.”

      “You could let me go,” she whispered and instantly knew that he couldn’t. That was what made him who he was. If he let her go, he’d never be the same man. She would never look at him the same way. The man was strong and resolute in his convictions, which impressed her as much as she dreaded it.

      “Never mind.”

      “Emily?” he started and then stopped. “I know. Me either,” he said aloud as if he could read her mind by just looking at her. Emily didn’t want to be here and she wanted to run away.

      “I know. I understand,” she admitted softly, her head resting against his back. She felt his stomach clench under where her hands had crossed, and she imagined that his stomach was bothering him as well. She hated that he might be nervous like she was. But at the same time, part of her was relieved. If she was hanged today for theft, she hoped he cried. Not to be vicious, but simply because she knew that she would make a fool of herself bawling her eyes out. Even now, she felt tears well up and roll down her cheeks.

      Think of things that make you happy! That make you calm, she thought wildly to herself before she began crying in earnest. She thought of Cade’s smile and how he kissed her. She could almost have fantasized about what it would be like to have a home of her own, to be able to fill it with happiness and laughter. She thought of her parents and growing up with Elias, how he’d pushed her in the mud one day and slipped, landing face first himself. She felt herself smile bitterly against his back as she fought back the tears. Hearing commotion around them, she opened her eyes and saw that they were entering the busy town. A long line of buildings, markets and shops led a path down to a tall, grey, stone building. This building looked to be three floors and quite impressive in size. It was what was down the street that could have knocked her off the horse with a feather.

      There was an empty stand that served as gallows, complete with a trap door that was currently loose and swinging in the breeze. The wood was weathered with age, but still looked sturdy enough to do the job it was built for. “Oh, dear Lord,” she prayed aloud and crossed herself as she felt the blood drain from her face.

      “Emily, don’t look at it and don’t think the worst.”

      “What would you think if the roles were reversed?” she asked hotly, fighting back tears. Didn’t he understand that seeing the gallows filled her with real fear? Her future was completely out of her hands and she felt so lost, floundering. She wanted to run but knew it was futile.

      “I would think that you could trust me.”

      “I am trusting you. I am on a horse in front of a courthouse. If I didn’t feel some sort of supposed trust, then I would have run a long time ago. Excuse me if I am a bit leery right now,” she snapped, dashing the tears away.

      “I know you said that you are trying,” he said simply.

      “But?”

      “But nothing. I’m not looking to pick a fight right now,” he said softly, pulling the horse to a stop in front of the courthouse. Cade got down off the horse and helped Emily down. Her knees gave out. She clenched his arms as soon as her feet made contact with the earth in order to remain upright.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered helplessly, feeling her limbs shake in fear. “I can’t help it, Cade. I’m frightened.”

      “I know you are. Be brave, my little thief,” he coached, and held her hand boldly as they walked up the steps together. She felt herself trembling and her breath was coming in near pants. Walking into the courthouse, she saw a long line of wooden benches along a wall. Cade sat her down, kneeling in front of her.

      “Emily, look at me,” he ordered. Her eyes wandered around aimlessly taking in everything in sight, every minute detail, just to absorb what was going on around her. His fingers touched her chin and angled it down to meet his eyes. His beautiful, golden eyes stared at her lovingly. She felt hot tears run down her cheeks as she stared at him.

      “I don’t want to be here,” she whispered, clenching her hands tightly. “I truly am sorry for what I’ve done and would happily give it all back. Can we go?”

      “I know, shhh,” he breathed. “Don’t cry, please. I need to do something, and I will be gone a minute or two. Can I trust you to stay right here?”

      “By myself?” she squeaked, grabbing his hand. “I don’t want to! Isn’t this enough?”

      “It is. But I need to know that if I do this, that you will be right here waiting when I get back. Emily, trust me, please. Can you promise me that you’ll not move?”

      “I pro… promise,” she stuttered as she gave a shaky sigh, barely holding back the tears. She was certain, deep in her heart, that the judge would throw the book at her. It was scandalous that a woman would be so bold as to rob a man, much less a well to do gentleman. It was unheard of and highly displeasing. Her father had broken off contact long ago when he learned of their antics.

      “You swear it?”

      Nodding shakily, Emily reluctantly released Cade’s hand as she watched him walk down the hallway. As the door shut behind him, she almost let out a cry. She was terrified deep in her soul. She’d heard so many tales in the past of hangings, brandings, fines and punishments that had been levied in an effort to recompense the families that had been wronged. She understood that and regretted every minute of it in this very moment.

      Emily waited. It seemed to take forever before Cade reappeared with his icy, stern expression. Her stomach sank and the fingernail she’d been chewing on just gave way causing a sharp stab of pain. Glancing down, she saw that the nail bed was bleeding where she’d bitten it down to the quick. This would be nothing if they hanged her, she thought morbidly.

      “Come with me and stay absolutely silent unless they ask you a question specifically. They’ll hear your case shortly. It’s not a busy day.”

      “Oh goodie,” she breathed sarcastically and curled her fingers into a fist in order to put pressure on her bleeding fingernail that was now throbbing.

      Walking inside the courtroom, she saw that it was more of the wooden benches that had lined the hallway. What surprised her the most was that the courtroom consisted of a desk and two tables, several chairs and a ledger. It wasn’t impressive or fancy but more of a functional room for a job that had to be done.

      Sitting on the bench, she listened as the man ahead of her was tried for horse theft. She was stunned to see that the judge listened to the accusing family as well as the accused. The accused mentioned that he’d offered to buy the horse, yet the family declined. He’d gone so far as to offer to marry the daughter yet again the family denied this. In the end, he admitted to the crime. The judge banged the gavel, causing Emily to jump nervously. He stepped out of the room along with the twelve men.

      As they walked out, she glanced around and saw Elias’ face at the back of the room. His pale face was white as a ghost and his brown eyes were stark in contrast. His dark eyes met hers and he nodded in acknowledgement. It looked like they would both be heard today. What if they hanged or branded them both? The woman bounty hunter named Holladay sat next to him, looking incredibly arrogant that she’d been the one to bring him in. The jury returned moments later and took their seats.

      It only took seconds for the sentencing. The man that was accused of the theft and murder was ordered to return the horse along with a fine. When he argued that he didn’t have any money to pay the family, the judge flew to his feet and slammed down the gavel in order to gain order in the courtroom that was now in disarray. Horse theft was an extreme crime and it surprised her that the punishment was so light. Usually, if you caught someone stealing a horse from your property, you could be shot on sight. To be released with a fine and returning the horse was unheard of! Perhaps he was a lenient judge. Her mind wandered, racing with the possibility of hope for herself and for Elias that she barely caught the judge’s words.

      “… and you’ll be sentenced to hang until dead at dawn tomorrow.”

      Emily slumped down in her seat, passed out cold.
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      “Young lady? Miss?” she heard a loud voice calling her. Cade’s voice was also there, as well as her brother’s. She heard their concern and the mix of their words. “Let her have some air! I think she is coming to!”

      Emily opened her eyes and saw Cade’s pale face and concerned eyes. Elias’s own dark eyes were over his shoulder as he looked at her. “What’s going on?”

      “You fainted, Emily.” Elias’ face looked so very concerned and guilty. She knew that he was blaming himself for what was going on. Part of her wanted to tell him not to do so, but part of her did blame him. They should have never run away or taken up stealing in order to put food in their stomachs.

      “You’ve done this a few times recently. Are you feeling okay?” Cade’s worried face looked down at her and she saw that he was quite concerned. This made her feel more nervous than before! If he was concerned, was this because he thought she was in trouble? Or was it because she’d fainted?

      “There’s been quite a bit of upheaval and trauma in my life lately,” she muttered, looking away from the intensity of his gaze and her brother’s questioning glance.

      “What happened?” she heard a man’s voice ask and turned towards him. It was the judge that had just passed sentence on the horse thief. His angry face stared at her. Emily felt herself sliding downwards again.

      “Emily! Sit up and answer the man!” Cade prompted, holding her up.

      “Leave her alone! This is your fault!” Elias chimed in. Emily heard the judge holler for Elias to sit down and for the other bounty hunter, Holladay, to get him under control.

      “Miss Emily Jessup, you’ll need to answer some questions for me and the jury. Please come forward. Singleton, if you have to drag her up there, do it. I have plenty more to do today than to humor a lady that has no constitution to her.”

      Cade walked Emily up towards the front of the courtroom and set her in the chair. He stood directly behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. To others, it looked like he was holding her in place. But to Emily, his touch was priceless. He was her rock and made her feel secure. She placed a hand on his and smiled weakly at the judge.

      “So, you are accused of theft?”

      “Yes, your honor.” she admitted, her voice cracking.

      “It says here you stole fifty dollars from a J.R. Hobson of San Antonio. And well… you’ve got quite a list here actually, young lady. A dollar here, ten dollars there, the total stolen from several accounts was over one hundred dollars. The bounty on your head is ten dollars, a fraction of what you’ve stolen. How do you plead?”

      “I am guilty, your honor.” she whispered. “Horribly, horribly guilty and full of regret.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes sir,” she began, and the tears fell in earnest. She knew that they were big, ugly tears, combined with hiccups and she couldn’t help it. “My family was starving, and we couldn’t get by. I was so tired of seeing some people doing well and others struggling. We had no clothing, no food, nothing. So, we stole a dollar from a man that had bragged about swindling a card shark. We took the dollar and bought a slab of bacon. The next time we took something else and bought some warm clothes, and so on. I was hungry but that didn’t make it right. I just wish there had been someone or something out there to help us, to coach us and teach us before we went down that road. Do I regret it? Yes. Would I do it differently? Absolutely. Did I actually steal the money? Yes sir, I did. And I am sorry.”

      “Do you have the money now?”

      “No sir.”

      “Singleton, do you have anything to add?”

      Emily felt his hands gently give her shoulders a squeeze and a small pat under her hand where it rested on his.

      “Sir, if I might have a few minutes?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “I’ve never skirted my duty to this country or felt compelled to do otherwise. But in the last few days, I’ve been challenged. You see, I’ve known what justice is all of my life. Right, wrong or otherwise. There have never been any doubts… until now.”

      “It sounds like one of my dedicated men has been compromised by a little lady.”

      “Sir, I prefer not to think compromised but rather enlightened. You see, I’ve been questioned by one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever come across. This person challenged my authority, has shown proof that there is more to the element of what is right and what is wrong and questioned my way of thought.”

      “Cade,” Emily breathed, tensing up under his hands.

      “Silence!” the judge bit out, staring at Cade above her head. His weathered face showed no emotion, no empathy towards the words he was saying.

      “This person challenged me, your honor. They said that someday I would do something that conflicted with my sense of justice. Something that would be right yet feel wrong.” She heard his emotion in his voice and surprisingly heard him laugh softly. “They even said that they’d like to be there to rub, and I quote, ‘my snide face in that event when it happened’.” The jury, a group of older men, began to laugh and chuckle amongst themselves.

      “I assume this has happened? Where you’ve done something and then realized it was wrong?”

      “Yes sir. You see, those were Emily Jessup’s very words to me,” he said boldly. Emily could have sunk in the chair that was holding her up. Twelve sets of harsh, condemning eyes stared at her.

      “Cade, please be quiet. Don’t do this,” she pleaded quietly, tugging on his hand as it held tight to her shoulder. She was picturing the noose being slipped over her head eagerly by those twelve men as they stared at her hatefully. She knew that they expected her to be in the home, tending to family. Not thinking outrageously, much less voicing her opinion or confronting the law.

      “Again, silence! Or I will find you in contempt!” the judge bit out. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Elias jump to his feet at the back of the room. The young lady with him, Holladay, yanked him back down on the bench. “Singleton, how do you propose to correct this? The courts cannot have you going about doubting yourself or have this young woman spouting off insane ideas.”

      “Sir, my solution is a simple one and twofold. I would like to repay the stolen funds by Miss Jessup to the parties involved.” This drew several gasps from all in the room. “She’s done wrong and regrets it. I believe that she should be forced to make restitution over time by making sure those that feel compelled to follow the same path have a place to go, someone to reach out to. She should teach the error of her ways and lead by example, becoming a redeemed woman that has had a second chance due to your kind tolerances.”

      “And who is to enforce this?”

      “I will, sir,” Cade volunteered. “I think most of you will agree that if she was kept under thumb by a strong man who could watch her…”

      Emily surged to her feet, aggravated. “Kept under thumb?”

      Cade’s hard eyes met hers and he put her bodily back in the chair. “You’ll be quiet and remain seated until I’ve finished.”

      Stunned at the aggressive display, Emily was aghast. He’d never been like this, nor been domineering before. Elias leapt over the bench, causing quite a commotion. Emily glanced over her shoulder and saw Holladay draw a gun on him, pulling back the trigger.

      “No! No guns, please! Elias, sit down and shut up,” she yelped, struggling to get to her feet. But Cade’s hands held her firmly in the seat.

      “See?” Cade’s voice started again once the uproar settled down. “I believe that there is a desire to do what is right in her and I believe she is redeemable. I think that if she is kept under thumb, mine that is… that she could be an asset to society. I am proposing that not only do I pay her fines until she can reimburse me, I am also suggesting that I will marry her and make sure that she follows the path of the law.”

      “What?” Emily breathed aloud. There was a round of applause from several of the men, making her feel like an outsider. She glanced up at Cade, whose hard expression softened for a mere moment as he locked eyes on her.

      “I will marry her and hope I can keep her out of trouble,” he said firmly.

      There was a roar from the back of the room. Elias was clearing the benches angrily and pushing people out of the way in an effort to get to where she sat. Emily got to her feet, amazed at the display and saw several men pull their guns on him.

      “No! No!” Emily yelped and pulled her own small derringer from the holster she’d fashioned that was tied to her leg, pulling it on her brother. Cade’s eyebrows shot up at the glimpse of skin that yanking her skirt back quickly had revealed. Elias’ dark eyes widened as he came to an immediate stop. The betrayal in his eyes tore at her. She’d never disagreed with him, nor had she ever pulled her gun before on anyone.

      “Elias, you will be silent. Please,” Emily quickly admonished, her hand trembling. Cade slowly put his palm over the gun and aimed it down towards the floor.

      “You don’t want to shoot him, my little thief,” he breathed in her ear, his words for her alone.

      “You are right. But I won’t let him take my chance away either,” she admitted loudly, staring at her brother’s face. His eyes looked incredulous as he stared at the two of them. The judge behind her said not a word, watching the entire scene play out carefully. She didn’t dare glance over at the jury. She was certain that there would be no leniency for her by pulling a gun in the courtroom.

      “Your chance at freedom? Or marrying me?”

      “Both,” she admitted thickly, relinquishing the gun quickly to Cade’s strong hands. His warm eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled at the choice she’d made.

      “I can be really irritating,” he admitted, smoothing her hair lovingly and cupped her face. His thumb skimmed her cheek, wiping away the remnants of her tears. Emily’s eyes closed happily at the feeling the simple touch stirred in her.

      “I hope so. I want the chance to irritate you back for as long as I can,” she breathed as he leaned in close to her. His lips kissed her forehead tenderly.

      “Are you two finished with this display?” the judge bit out harshly, interrupting the moment. Emily jumped away from Cade, yet he tugged her back over towards him and rested his hand at the small of her back.

      “Yes, your honor.”

      “Good. I accept your suggestions, Singleton. Now come here the both of you. Singleton, you owe the courts one hundred and three dollars, due immediately. See the clerk on the way out before you go. Young lady? I expect to never, ever see you again. Do we understand each other?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Singleton? Do you take this woman to wife?”

      “Yes.”

      “Emily Jessup, do you agree to love, honor and obey your husband in everything?”

      “Obey is such a strong word,” she hedged and saw the judge’s face redden angrily. “Yes, sir!” she quickly amended.

      “Singleton, you’ll have your hands full. Are you sure about this? I don’t want to see her again or I may hold you in contempt of the courts as well.”

      “Yes, sir, I am positive,” Cade said firmly with a wide smile as he stared down at Emily. She marveled at the openness of his face at this very moment. He loved her! He hadn’t said as much, but she could see it in his eyes. He was proud to be her husband and her heart burst with joy at becoming his wife.

      “Does anyone have anything to say?” the judge intoned, his hand positioned on the gavel just as he prepared to slam it down on the table loudly.

      “Emily shouldn’t have to marry this man,” Elias yelled angrily from where he sat.

      “Holladay? Is that man that keeps interrupting your bounty that you brought in?” the judge roared, getting to his feet. He pointed at her with the handle of the gavel and Emily was decidedly glad that she wasn’t Holladay at that very moment. The coldness in the man’s gaze showed that he didn’t like her in the slightest and disapproved of her job role.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Shut him up and I will deal with him next!” the gavel slammed down repeatedly with quite a bit of enthusiasm. “Singleton, Jessup? I now pronounce you man and wife. This is highly irregular, but I believe he’ll keep you in line. If not, then you won’t be bothering society again if you come in front of my courtroom. Are we clear?”

      “Perfectly,” they both chimed in unison and looked at each other startled that they gave the same response. Cade smiled at her, and she felt herself grinning back at him.

      “Kiss your bride and have a seat. Holladay? Get his loudmouth up here, now, young lady!”

      Cade quickly kissed Emily and took her hand. He led her back towards the rear of the room. Emily looked at him, surprised, expecting to sit close to where her brother was walking up. “I don’t want you in here if Judge Ryan gets nasty with him. I want to get you out of here as quickly as possible if we need to leave,” he whispered in her ear. His words made her throat work, swallowing as she tried to keep from crying. “Whatever you do, don’t say a word. I don’t want him to change his mind or make it worse for your brother.”

      “Holladay you haven’t been able to keep control of him this entire time. Elias Jessup, you are loud, outspoken and, quite frankly, quite obnoxious,” he began but Cade leapt to his feet, shocking Emily. This was the complete opposite of what he had told her.

      “Your honor?” Cade announced loudly.

      “What now Singleton? You’ve had your say. If you’ve got second thoughts now, that is between you and your wife.” This caused a stir of laughter around the courtroom again at the idea of him changing his mind so quickly.

      “Your honor, I wanted to mention and remind you that it was you who presided over my own court case when I was brought in.” Emily felt her mouth drop open at the admission. He’d been arrested and tried? “You gave me a second chance and made me the man I am today by pairing me with Lucas McNeely. He was the bounty hunter that brought me in and taught me everything I know. May I suggest doing the same and pairing me with Elias Jessup?”

      “Sit down, Singleton. You’ll have enough on your hands with her,” the judge said pointing at Emily. “While I do remember and, yes, I agree that pairing up someone with a bounty hunter could be a good idea, it has to be the right person with the right lawkeeper. You aren’t that man right now.”

      The judge turned his attention back to Elias. “Elias Jessup, you are being brought forth for theft in corroboration with your sister and the accusation of murder. Is this correct?” Judge Ryan asked her brother harshly causing Emily’s stomach to give a distinct lurch.

      “Yes sir, but the man had it coming to him.” Elias’ hardened face stared boldly at the judge, a silent challenge. Emily knew that he was angry and would have shot the man again for touching her. That was part of her brother she absolutely adored, how steadfast and caring he could be towards those he loved.

      “All I asked was if what I said was accurate.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So, you shot him?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Was this before or after Holladay arrested you?”

      “She didn’t exactly arrest me, sir,” Elias drawled with a wry smile cracking his face. Several men in the jury began to cackle and make comments that caused Emily to blush wildly at their suggestions. She glanced at Holladay’s hard face and realized it was the same blank mask that Cade wore to protect himself, to distance himself. She was trying to put on a brave front and this made her heart lurch in sympathy towards the other woman.

      “Oh? This is rich! Ellen Jean Holladay, you never arrested the man, yet you brought him before the courts today? Do you mind telling me why not?”

      “He came willingly.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked you.”

      “No, sir. I didn’t arrest him.”

      “And why not?”

      “Because I was helping him find his kidnapped sister – or at least that is what he told me,” she bit out angrily, starring daggers at Elias. Emily watched the scene with amusement knowing just how persuasive he could be and how badly it made the young woman sound aloud.

      “And you believed him?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You fell for a pretty face with a pretty lie. Shameful, Holladay, completely shameful! Perhaps Singleton has the right idea pairing up people’s strong suits with their weaknesses. You are sharp with a gun and noble as the day is long, yet this man snuck one over on you. Keep that up and it will lead to your downfall.”

      The judge turned and stared hard at Elias. Emily watched fascinated as he seemed to be quite adept at reading people. The man’s eyes didn’t miss a thing.

      “Elias Jessup, isn’t that what you and your sister did? You fooled people into a false sense of security and then took advantage of it? Am I correct?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you think, perhaps, you might have learned somewhere along the way, that it’s wrong and brings you nothing but trouble?” Elias’ dark head nodded ever so slightly in acknowledgement. “I want to hear the words, young man,” the judge said hotly. “Nodding or gestures don’t get you where you want to be. Words and actions, sir. That is what I expect from one like you.”

      “Holladay, you are unmarried, aren’t you?”

      “That has nothing-”

      “Don’t interrupt me, young lady! Answer the question!”

      “Yes, sir, I am unmarried.”

      “You are now also under arrest for failing to do your job,” the judge snarled at the lovely blond woman who stood next to Elias Jessup.

      “WHAT?” she barked out. “How am I under arrest?”

      “You failed to apprehend a criminal and, in fact, you aided him in gaining access to the courtroom. This put my life in danger and possibly others. He is accused of murder and, yet, here he stands smiling like a loon and armed to boot!” Emily glanced at her brother in shock. Sure enough, his pistol hung from his hip. The woman hadn’t arrested him, nor had she disarmed him. This did not bode well for her!

      “Sir, I brought him to you to collect the bounty.”

      “You, young lady, need to keep your mouth shut and listen to me very carefully. I believe in redemption and consequences. I think, perhaps, that you need a lesson taught to you, Holladay, so you don’t end up dead in the streets next time a handsome young man fools you. It was against my good graces that I made you a bounty hunter. But Singleton spoke up for you then, too. I’m starting to question his judgement at this point,” he said with a tight, false smile that didn’t meet his eyes as he looked directly at where Cade and Emily sat. She felt herself shrinking down in the seat, yet Cade squeezed her hand sympathetically.

      “And you, Elias Jessup. You charged into a situation and moved into action when your sister was endangered. Don’t look so surprised, young man! I know all about what happened when you shot that man. Singleton told me the entire story when he was pleading for your sister’s hand in marriage. You should thank him because I am going to grant you a chance at leniency as well.”

      “Ellen Jean Holladay, I am giving you an option. You can be held in contempt with your badge stripped from you or you can marry this man and teach him what you know.”

      “Marry him?” she screeched, aghast. Her face was pale with shock as she stared at Elias’ gloating face that was regaining color.

      “Good choice,” the judge bit off quickly, slamming down his gavel. “Jessup? Are you willing to marry Ellen Holladay?”

      “Yes, sir!” he answered with a grin that made the other woman stomp angrily. Emily nearly laughed. She recognized that smile from when they were growing up. He was actually quite thrilled to be taking the blond woman to wife.

      “Good. Sounds like we have a new bounty hunter in town. Jessup, if I hear of you acting up and you visit my courtroom again, I will hang you from the nearest tree. Do we understand each other?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Holladay, next time, you arrest the man. Don’t make goo-goo eyes at him. You can’t be married twice, and I won’t give you a second chance for failing to do a job you swore to uphold. Are we clear?”

      “Yes,” she bit out.

      “You are quite welcome, young lady!” Judge Ryan snapped sarcastically at her curt tone. “I think you are arrogant and a show off. Perhaps, it will do you some good to be brought to heel by a husband. Jessup, do you take this woman to wife?”

      “Yes, sir, I do.”

      “Holladay, do you take this man for husband? To love, honor and obey him?” the judge said bluntly, stressing the word obey.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes, you sure do! Smith, get the rope now!” he roared, getting to his feet. Cade jumped to his feet as well, silently. Emily could see that the room was getting out of hand quickly and she tugged at his hand. His eyes were glued to where her brother and the young woman stood next to each other. Her hands were clenching and unclenching mulishly in anger. But it was her voice that immediately brought them all to silence.

      “Yes, sir, I will marry him,” she said flatly.

      “Good! Smart woman. Jessup, Holladay, I pronounce you man and wife. Jessup, kiss your bride and come forward to be sworn in.” Emily watched, stunned, as her brother turned and kissed the blond woman passionately. The woman flailed like a wet cat, struggling to free herself from her brother’s arms. Several men in the room laughed at the outrage and the sputtering that she did once he released her, but the pride on Elias’s face was epic.

      Grinning, Emily found herself squeezing Cade’s hand as he took a seat to watch the swearing in. Elias raised his hand and placed the other on a bible, repeating after the judge. Her brother, a bounty hunter! The irony was not lost on Emily one bit and she couldn’t help the surge of pride.

      “Jessups?” the judge called out and Emily started to get to her feet, yet Cade pulled her back down in the seat. She realized that the judge was talking to her brother and his new wife, not her.

      “You are Emily Singleton now,” Cade whispered in her ear, as he kissed the shell of it. “Come, Wife. Let’s get out of here before anyone changes their mind.” Getting to her feet, she followed him out into the hallway and down to the clerk’s counter. He had apparently had a plan in motion the entire time, because he pulled out a large sum of money and silently paid the bill she had accrued. Stunned, she stared at him that he’d had the forethought to do this and had carried that much money on him without her knowing it.

      “You planned this all along?”

      “No. It didn’t hit me until yesterday evening. I was hoping that they might grant you some clemency, but I was fully prepared for otherwise.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Cade escorted her from the building, away from the crowd. “I mean, that you were right, and I was wrong. If things went badly, we’d have made a run for Mexico and tried to disappear. I couldn’t let you hang, little thief,” he murmured, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I remembered what it felt like to be scared for your life and hoped you had enough faith in me to know I wouldn’t let that happen to you.”

      “What happened that you were brought in front of the judge? You never mentioned it before,” she said as she suddenly remembered, grabbing his arm to stop him. There was no way she wasn’t hearing his story now.

      “Of course not. I’m not proud of it, but I did turn my ways around. I stole a horse from McNeely. He was the bounty hunter that brought me in. He said I was the only boy he knew of that was slick enough to steal his horse. And instead of hanging me for theft, he preferred that I was on the right side of the law. McNeely also said that if he couldn’t teach me, that he’d put a bullet between my eyes,” he admitted. “I was scared, so I listened.”

      “Oh, my goodness! How old were you?”

      “Fifteen. I was quite a little hellion at the time.”

      “I can’t imagine”

      “I’m sure that part of me is buried quite deep, but I did feel it creeping forward when you pulled that gun on your brother. I was shocked and afraid that you’d shoot. Why’d you do that?”

      “Because I wasn’t going to let Elias’ irate temper keep you from marrying me,” she whispered honestly.

      “You don’t mind?”

      “I’m quite glad, honestly.”

      “No more struggling and thieving?”

      “Nope, only a few stolen kisses here and there.”

      “Little thief, they aren’t stolen if they are willingly given whenever you want them,” he breathed, pulling her into his arms. “All I have wanted to do since I first saw you, was to hose you down and then kiss you senseless. Mercy, you stunk, sweetheart.”

      Emily’s laughter rang out as she threw back her head and laughed in sheer joy.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Yours. 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 <3

      

      Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Lawfully Mine
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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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      Melanie Strow is supposed to be returning from the trip of a lifetime before school resumes for the fall. When a bag is left near her feet while going through customs, she is immediately chased by a K9 officer under the premise that she might be attempting to smuggle drugs into the country. When in fact, the only thing she is carrying is a stomach bug that lands her in the hospital.

      

      Officer Jason Wild is surprised to see his K9 companion, Sheba, identify the modest looking woman as possibly in possession of cocaine. Yet, when he and another officer start in pursuit, instead of running, she collapses onto the floor of the airport deathly ill.

      

      He is quite old fashioned, a far cry from his namesake. She is so different from any other woman he’s ever met, making him feel reckless at heart. Can she find happiness with a ‘wild’ man that could be taken from her at any moment by such a dangerous job? Could it be that they were placed in each other’s path to bring out the best in each other?

      

      Lawfully Freed
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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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      Orphaned as a child, feisty Colleen O’Mara is discovered by the Cherokee people and adopted as one of their own. She becomes a sister to the chief’s only daughter. Learning their ways, she teaches them her language in return. As the United States Army uproots them from their homes, she is fascinated with the dark-haired lieutenant that has come to her rescue as they are forced to make the treacherous journey to the Oklahoma Territory.

      

      Lieutenant Daniel Williams is among the soldiers called up to enforce the removal of the Cherokee people from Georgia. It only took one glance into Colleen’s pale green eyes amidst the chaos to become fascinated with the so-called Indian maiden. Feeling guilty over what is happening to the Cherokee and his love for the enchanting young woman, he abandons everything he had once known in order to make things right for his perfect bride.
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      Other Lawkeeper Novellas:

      Lawfully Yours

      Lawfully Mine

      Lawfully Indulged

      Lawfully Challenged

      Lawfully Freed

      Lawfully Wild

      Lawfully Gifted

      Lawfully Betrothed

      Lawfully Chosen

      

      Full Size Billionaire Books by Ginny Sterling

      Winning the Billionaire

      Spying on the Billionaire

      

      Wanted: Hired Gun - a Silverpines Romance book

      

      Matched Made in Heaven:

      Perfectly Matched

      Hopefully Matched

      

      Bride Books (some maybe steamy- 3 out of 5)

      Beloved Texas Bride

      Treasured Bride

      Outlaw Bride

      Sweet Rebel Bride

      A Perfect Bride

      Fallen Bride

    

  


  
    
      Rose McCabe is a mail-order bride and in love with her intended, Ben Anderson. But he’s missing. Her only hope is Rand Ketcham, a retired bounty hunter who has given up on life. Can she persuade him to leave his rose garden and whiskey bottle long enough to help her?

      Then there is her past. Ben had written to her that it didn’t matter, but was he telling the truth? Was Ben kidnapped, or is he running from her?
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        Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com
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      Lawfully Yours: A Bounty Hunter Lawkeeper Romance - Copyright © 2018 by Ginny Sterling

       

      These books are works of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

       

      All rights reserved. No part of these books may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without express written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Thank you for supporting the author’s rights.
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