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      Introduction to the Lawkeepers

      There’s just something fascinating about a man wearing an emblem of authority. The way the light gleams off that shiny star on his badge makes us stare with respect. Couple that with a uniform hugging his body in just the right way, confidence, and mission to save and protect, it’s no wonder we want to know what lies underneath.

      Yes, what echoes deep inside those beating hearts is inspiring. Certainly appealing. Definitely enticing. Although those ripped muscles and strong shoulders can make a woman’s heart skip a beat—or two—it takes a strong, confident person to choose to love someone who risks it all every day. Anyone willing to become part of a lawkeeper’s world might have a story of their own to tell.

      The undeniable charisma lawmen possess make all of us pause and take note. It’s probably why there are so many movies and TV shows themed around the justice system. We’re enthralled by their ability to save babies, help strangers, and rescue damsels in distress. We’re captivated by their ability to protect and save, defend the innocent, risk their lives, and face danger without hesitation. Of course, we expect our heroes to stay solid when we’re in a mess. We count on them for safety, security, and peace of mind. From yesterday to today, that truth remains constant.

      Their valor inspires us, their integrity comforts, and their courage melts our hearts—irresistibly. But there’s far more to them than their courageous efforts. How do they deal with the difficulties they face? Can they balance work and life? And how do they find time for love outside their life of service?

      We want to invite you on a journey—come with us as we explore the complex lives of the men and women who serve and protect us every day. Join us in a fast-paced world of adventure. Walk into our tight-knit world of close friendships, extended family, and danger—as our super heroes navigate the most treacherous path of all—the road to love.

      The Lawkeepers. Historical and modern-day super heroes; men and women of bravery and valor, taking love and law seriously. A multi-author series, sure to lock up your attention and take your heart into custody.

      Visit The Lawkeepers on Facebook

      Join our mailing list

      The Lawkeepers is a multi-author series alternating between historical westerns and contemporary westerns featuring law enforcement heroes that span multiple agencies and generations. Join bestselling authors Jenna Brandt, Lorana Hoopes, Elle E. Kay, Patricia PacJac Caroll, Evangeline Kelly, Ginny Sterling and Barb Goss as they weave captivating, sweet, and inspirational stories of romance and suspense between the lawkeepers — and the women who love them.

      The Lawkeepers is a world like no other; a world where lawkeepers and heroes are honored with unforgettable stories, characters, and love.

      ** Note: Each book in The Lawkeepers series is a standalone book, and part of a mini-series of sorts, and you can read them in any order.
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      Cleburne, Texas 1880

      

      “Elias! Elias!” He heard his name yelled aloud in the darkness. A voice he never hoped to hear laced with tones of horror and panic. His sister, Emily, wasn’t prone to flightiness or one to exaggerate either. She tended to be pretty cool and level-headed, with an occasional flare up of temper just like any of the other’s in the Jessup family.

      Something was wrong, and Emily had been right. Elias didn’t take lightly to his younger sister being accurate in her premonition of their attempt at a robbery, especially when she claimed to have seen a bounty hunter in town. Now, he’d sent her straight into the devil’s clutches, a rich devil named Masterson. He had been the local braggart that Elias had bet his hat on earlier in the day. Elias assumed he’d be an easy target. Older, thin and spry. He figured that if Emily could ply him with drinks and lure him out into the alleyway, it would be easy to wrest his money from him. Masterson had boasted that he’d made a killing in the horse auction he’d held here in Cleburne a few days prior.

      Elias grabbed the reins of the two horses that he held in the darkness and began to run as fast as he could with the animals trailing behind him. Those horses would be their means of getting away. While he wanted to leave them and race to her aid, he couldn’t, or they’d be trapped without the horses. He pulled harder on the leather straps, pulling with all his might. His boots slid in the dirt from the two anchors that wouldn’t seem to budge any faster than at a slow pace. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. The horses normally responded easily and carried them quickly. It was almost as if they knew that something was wrong and didn’t want to be a part of it.

      Elias heard his sister’s voice scream his name and dropped the reins there in the street behind him, moving into action. He pulled his Colt from the holster. He knew he would be in for a verbal lashing from Emily for using a gun, but the moment called for it. He had to save her from whatever was wrong! She hadn’t entered the alleyway that they’d planned on and now he was praying that she was in the blackness just ahead of him that ran alongside the restaurant. His eyes had been adjusted to the night’s inky darkness. But as he got closer to the building, he stepped into the light, blinding him momentarily. Darting forward regardless, he struggled to adjust his eyes to see what was going on. Ahead of him, he could see something was happening and hoped it was Emily he saw moving.

      The high-pitched, blood-curdling scream as a dark figure hit the ground confirmed it was her. He’d never heard the likes of it before and felt his face drain of all color. Was she dead? No! She was flailing on the ground in the darkness and he heard vomiting. Perhaps she was simply ill. Something was very wrong!

      The dark figure that stood over her morphed into two inky bodies before his very eyes. Elias held his gun up and noticed that his hand shook with fear. He wiped the sweat from his brow and concentrated on the black mass that had doubled, thinking he’d lost his mind. As Emily’s body was dragged upwards in the darkness before him – he confirmed it was her that had been on the ground writhing about. This was madness and he’d crossed the bend! What in the world was going on? He could barely discern the shadows ahead of him and if he hadn’t realized that the dark mess on the ground was his sister, he’d have never known for sure otherwise.

      “Help! Help me!” Emily’s voice pierced white-hot at his gut, moving him forward. His eyes were finally adjusting a bit to the change between the light that had blinded him and the pitch of the black alleyway. “Eli? Elias, where are you?” he heard his sister moan, causing guilt to burn through his veins. Guilt, remorse and rage.

      Elias yanked his gun up again. He saw his hand still shook and took aim far away from where he assumed Emily was. Just before he pulled the trigger, he saw, gratefully, that she was dropped to the ground again. Her voice let out a awful yelp indicating something was wrong or she was hurt in the fall. He didn’t care because if she was on the ground that meant she was out of range of his bullets. He focused instead on the frighteningly tall figures before him that were shrouded in black.

      He pulled the trigger. An explosion of fire burst from the barrel of his gun, causing his hand to jerk up and shocking him at the recoil. Eli forgot how powerful the gun was in the moment. He’d only shot it a few times for hunting or to test it out. He’d never fired at a man before. He’d never had a reason to yet.

      “No guns!” Emily whimpered from the ground. Eli stared at her dumbfounded. Didn’t she realize he was trying to save her from whatever was causing her to scream? No one else had come running into the night yet, but he was sure it wouldn’t be long! No guns? Was she kidding? His sister had been bodily attacked on a mission he’d given her. She was on the ground, potentially injured and a horrific, foul smell was emanating from her direction. Squinting in the darkness, he stared at her and realized that the smooth, classical woman she wanted to portray earlier was gone. She was completely disheveled in the dirt.

      “Oh, mercy,” he breathed quietly in horror. Had Em been raped in the alleyway? He’d kill the man! His sweet, innocent little sister! “Em? Em? Emily, are you okay?” he asked shakily in a voice he didn’t recognize. Elias stared at her on the ground, his heart clenched in terror. His mind racing with all sorts of horrors that had occurred, along with how he’d right the wrong that had been done to her. Faintly, he heard another voice. It didn’t match Masterson’s snotty, booming, arrogant voice that he’d heard earlier in the day as they had sized up their prey.

      “Elias Jessup! You and Emily Jessup are under arrest! Don’t you move! Silence, boy! You are under arrest for the murder of Edward Masterson and wanted for robbery.” This cold voice demanded attention and respect, both of which he brushed off as he stared at Emily on the ground.

      “No! Not murder, no guns!” Emily whispered faintly in the dark, staring where he stood. Comprehension finally dawned on him. They were under arrest? This was bounty hunter from earlier in the day? He was the tall figure that stood in the darkness between him and his sister. Who’d he shoot then? Did he miss? Was it Masterson? If he shot the bounty hunter, he’d hang for sure regardless of if he died or not! The law didn’t take kindly to their own being injured on the job.

      “Emily!” he called out shakily. Eli needed to know she was okay and safe. He could hang as long as she was all right. His eyes tried to read her face in the darkness, but he could barely see her. All he could see was milky blue taffeta on the ground and shadows. Her face was a mere hint of paleness in the inky shadows. What he wouldn’t give for just a bit of light right now so he could verify that she was all right.

      “I’m fine, Eli – run!” Emily ordered weakly. “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, he knew the man was the bounty hunter she’d claimed to see from earlier in the day. He’d scared her and Eli didn’t listen. He heard the faint click of the hammer being drawn back and stared up at the barrel.

      “Go away,” Emily said aloud, in a voice that sounded stronger. She was a fighter and he… he had the full attention of the lawman. They were in danger, both of them. If they were both captured, they would both stand trial for robbery. He, however, would stand trial for murder and swing from the nearest tree. If he died, it would leave her alone in the world, since neither of them was welcomed home anymore, after their choices had led them astray in their father’s eyes.

      “I’ll come for you, Em,” he promised. Shoving his gun back in the holster, he turned and ran while he still could. It made him feel such shame to be leaving Emily behind, but he knew that he wouldn’t rest until she’d been freed. The horses had not moved from the spot where he’d dropped the reins.

      The bounty hunter would be coming quickly behind him and he’d be lucky if he wasn’t shot in the back while fleeing. Keeping low, he picked up the reins and quickly hurried into the saddle. Nudging the horse’s flank gently, the steed needed no other encouragement to pick up the pace and get them both out of town. As he ducked down low in the saddle, he hugged the horse’s neck to stay safe and free from harm.

      “Emily, stay strong.” He vowed again, “I’m coming for you.”
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      Racing back to the place they’d made camp, Eli moved about in a frenzy. There was no reason to pack up for their next gig. It was all about speed and stealth now. He would need the barest necessities for the next several days. Once he had his sister returned then they’d get replacements of what he left behind. He refilled his canteen with water, grabbed a few food items and packed his saddlebag. Bullets, rope and two sharp knives were tucked neatly on his person. If it came down to sneaking into a camp or a building, he’d need as little as possible on him. There were courthouses in the area, but it was well known that bounty hunters would head into a large city to cash in. They dealt in cash and followed the trail.

      Glancing down in the dim light an oil lantern provided, Elias saw his hands were trembling as he gathered Emily’s gear into a bundle and tied it. He swallowed hard, biting back harsh tears of frustration and guilt. He failed Emily and she was paying the price. Angrily, he wiped his eyes and gnashed his teeth. Shoving her bundle underneath some bushes, he realized the foolishness of his movements. If it rained, her things would be ruined. If she made it, she’d want new dresses and pretty baubles… and if she didn’t? No. He couldn’t think like that! These were just things. Her things. The priority now was getting Emily freed from her captor!

      Throwing the bundle down, he put his foot in the stirrup with practiced ease. Glancing at the other horse, he quickly got down and removed the bridle and saddle. The second horse might slow him down and he needed speed. Someone would be getting a horse pretty soon or the little mare Emily normally rode on would be free to roam. Finding and reaching her took priority. Giving a gentle nudge, he prompted the horse into a heavy gallop away from Cleburne and the memories of his sister’s stricken face on the ground.

      Late the next afternoon, Eli stopped and dismounted simply to get his bearings. He’d ridden straight for Dallas but didn’t seem to be getting far. He’d found himself on the wrong path and turned around not far into his journey. Angry that he was not focusing, he felt almost erratic in his pursuit. He’d ridden frantically most of the day, trying to make up for lost time during the night. Getting down off the horse, he dropped the reins, allowing it to graze for a bit. He needed to center himself and concentrate. He was simply exhausted from his errant ride during the night. He couldn’t believe he’d gotten turned around, backtracking his path. As he stood near the creek, staring at the horse, he heard a noise just on the other side of a massive thicket of cattails. It was faint, but there.

      A crackling and humming sound.

      There was someone nearby with a fire and humming a little tune. A female someone. Could it be Emily? Surely not! If it was Em, it would be like her being delivered to him directly. That was not Eli’s luck. He wasn’t certain if he had any luck at all after today.

      Drawing a knife from his thigh, he slowly edged around the tall growth. The brown-tipped stalks seemed to be bursting with seeds causing little fluffs to be caught in the wind and drifting around the light breeze. As he crept low, he found himself listening to the light voice. He realized that it wasn’t his sister’s. Instead of relief that it might have been Emily, he felt… intrigued and cautious. If there was a woman out here, then there was bound to be a husband or father nearby, too.

      Stopping, he hesitated and peered through the cattails, using his knife to part the stalks. As he parted them, he heard the singing stop and froze. Unmoving, he sat there for several moments, muscles burning as he held his position expecting the worst to happen at any moment. Silence and the popping of the fire were the only sounds. He carefully looked to his left and right to check his surroundings. Feeling the wind push the cattails again, he glanced out of the corner of his eye to see the barrel of a rifle edge through the leaves and fronds towards him.

      “Get your hands in the air, you snake!” a female voice bit out harshly from behind the stalks. The lone, black barrel stared him down like a large, deadly, evil eye watching him.

      “Miss, I can explain if you put that gun down.”

      “My having a gun on you doesn’t change how your tongue works, Mister. Talk now,” the voice bit out and he almost grinned. She was a pistol and reminded him of how Emily would argue her way with him.

      “Look, I am searching for my sister and heard you singing. I thought it might be her that I found.”

      “What’s wrong with your sister? Runaway?”

      “Gun?” Elias reminded her, pushing the barrel gently away from his face with his hand. It surprised him to see her jerk it boldly back in place with a pointed shove, putting it mere inches from his nose. He would not make that mistake again.

      “Don’t make me repeat myself, buddy. Where’d your sister go?”

      “I’m sorry. It’s hard to concentrate when I have a shotgun in my face.” He heard the click of the hammer being pulled back, arming the weapon. “She’s been taken! Okay?” he quickly stammered as the gun did not move an inch. Whoever held it had a steady grip on it.

      “Kidnapped?” Eli heard the woman’s horrified gasp. She put the rifle down out of his face finally causing his breath to whoosh out of his lungs in relief. A hand came reaching out of the cattails. “Help me out of here. You shouldn’t go sneaking around, you know? You could get shot.”

      Eli grabbed the delicate hand and pulled as she waded her way out of the water. Her clothing clung to her as she emerged from her hiding place. No gown like other women. She wore loose breeches, a shirt and a vest. The vest had a plain badge on her bosom. He was struggling to keep from looking at her chest as it was obvious that the water line had been just below her breasts. The vest was the only thing keeping her decent from his wandering eyes right now. Glancing away, he realized that his eyes were riveted on other areas that the cloth clung to her.

      “I’d have been quite upset if there’d been a snake in that mess. Madder than a hornet, actually. I’d have shot you for good measure then, just so you could have felt a bite, too,” she threatened with a grin, pushing her hat from her face. The feisty woman didn’t wear a bonnet like other women did. She wore a large brimmed hat that covered quite a bit of her face, protecting it from the sun. As she pushed the hat back, he was stunned by the beauty before him. Bright, clear blue eyes stared at him and she had a small, upturned nose. The bridge of her nose had freckles sprinkled all over it.

      “What happened? Did you see who took her?” she asked, her brow furrowed with concern. “How can I help? I’m a bounty hunter and I bet the rat that took her is wanted. If he took your sister, then he’s probably done other heinous things in these parts!” she snarled emphatically and stuck out her hand in a manly fashion.

      “I’m Holladay. Nice to meet you.”

      “Holladay?” Eli muttered with surprise and found himself suddenly bending towards her extended hand, turning it over and placing a kiss on her knuckles. “Holidays are my favorite. Shall we celebrate?” He found himself grinning as she jerked her hand out of his, holding it against her chest and looking irritated.

      “It’s Ellen Holladay, not that kind of holiday. Find your sister by yourself then, you wretch,” she smarted off and began to walk away.

      “Look, Ellie…” he said suddenly, darting after her only to come face to face with her rifle again as she whirled around and swung it up towards his face. He came to an immediate stop and put his hands in the air. Her intense, hard eyes locked with his for several moments as she stared down the barrel.

      “It’s Holladay. Not Ellie, Ellen or any other name that crosses your lips. Holladay. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Now, good luck with finding your sister,” she dismissed him and turned to walk away again.

      “I could use your help,” he said suddenly.

      “I offered, and you decided to take my help the wrong way. I don’t need a man. And I don’t need your help. You need mine… and on my terms. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal clear.”

      “Good. Now, if you are hungry, why don’t you join me and let’s talk about this mangy rat that took your sister? I need as many details as you can give me.”

      Elias quickly grabbed the reins of his horse and moved to follow the drenched woman that was striding away. His eyes about popped out of his head as he found himself staring at her bottom. Those pants were entirely too clingy when wet and revealed too much! He’d give his eyetooth to see her in a ball gown right now just to see how truly spectacular she really looked.

      Shaking his head, he followed her as she walked down some ways towards a small grove of trees that lined the creek bed. She turned and promptly waded into the water and pulled herself out once she got to the other side. Eli rode his horse across and then dismounted. As Holladay disappeared beyond a tree, he quickly followed her and saw that the grove parted, and a rabbit was quite well done on a spit just above the fire. She frowned as she stared at the rabbit.

      “Well, dinner is burned now. We’ll eat it just the same, I reckon,” she said bluntly, sitting down and yanking off a water-logged boot. Inside was a grimy, dripping sock that he watched her yank off. It seemed that everything she did was deliberate, rushed or angry. He wondered if he kissed her, would she’d be rushed then? Or would she pull that gun on him again? Shaking his head at the image, he stared as she wiggled her toes and yanked off her other sock.

      “What?” she snapped. “Wet feet lead to problems. I need my socks to dry out, so you’ll just have to live with me walking around barefoot for a bit. Not everyone has pretty-boy boots like you,” she muttered, pointing at his boots as she stood up.

      Glancing down, he saw that they were, indeed, much nicer than her boots. Hers were flopped over and the leather scuffed in several places. His were emblazoned with a branded, curling design that had then been rubbed with wax to make them nearly waterproof. She apparently didn’t have that luxury or simply didn’t care. That is why he’d bought them: they were gorgeous boots.

      Watching Holladay walk around in her wet clothes, he saw that she hung the socks carefully on a low branch and returned back to her pack. Opening it, she pulled out two beaten up metal plates and pointed at his waist absentmindedly as she knelt by the handmade spit.

      “Gimme that.”

      “What did you say?” he strangled out, shocked, as she pointed directly at his groin area. As she knelt, her pants were pulled tight against her backside making him lose all cognitive function.

      “Give me your blasted knife and get your mind out of your pants. In fact, if you keep it up pretty boy, you can get the outta here,” Holladay said glibly, rolling her blue eyes at him and frowning.

      “Knife?” he repeated blankly.

      “Yes, your knife. So, I can cut the rabbit?” she reminded him, quickly standing and putting her hands on her hips. “I need your knife because I lost mine in the creek because of your cursed snooping around in these parts. You owe me another one, by the way. A new, sharp knife.”

      “I think I owe you some new boots, too,” he said apologetically, handing over his blade that had been tucked in the scabbard near his holster.

      “I don’t need your boots or your pity. Just replace my knife and we’ll call it even. Now, if we find your sister we’ll talk about rewards then, not now.”

      Blushing, Elias felt humiliated that he hadn’t thought of Emily at all in the past several minutes. She could be mistreated or manhandled, and yet he was here gawking at the delicious-looking bounty hunter he’d happened upon. She really was quite a looker, but he could also see why she was alone. Miss Ellen Holladay had a strong personality that could put off a weaker man.

      Elias, however, loved a challenge and excitement. He nearly rubbed his hands together in glee at the thought of making the lovely bounty hunter wrap around his finger. “I really appreciate you offering to help me find Emily, Miss Holladay.”

      “It’s just Holladay – and you’re welcome. Grab a plate and let’s talk.”
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      Ellen Holladay struggled with keeping herself indifferent with the handsome stranger. She had heard someone moving around and then silence, instantly putting her on edge. She was still coming down from the high of capturing her first true bounty by herself. She’d split the last few captures with other lawkeepers and realized that she could do it alone, no matter what others thought of her.

      As she heard the rustling, she slowly drew her rifle from the makeshift holster that hung on her saddle horn. She kept the rifle loaded and ready in case she needed it. Slowly, she silently waded into the creek. She bit her tongue in an effort to keep from crying out at the cool water that suddenly hit her warm torso. Moving slowly as to not create any noise, she glided up towards the cattails. They were a perfect place to hide, for her and whoever was out there watching her.

      Her arms burned as she held the rifle awkwardly above the water to prevent it from getting wet. Taking her position, she prayed there were no snakes hiding in the massive brush of greenery and held her breath. Slipping the rifle between the stalks, she ever so gently moved it forward until her vision broke through the cattails. As she moved forward, her eyes locked with the deepest set of dark brown eyes she’d seen. They looked like twin pools of hot chocolate. Smooth, warm and decadent.

      Locking her knees, she kept from losing her grasp on the rifle and her stance as she felt her body respond. Have mercy! she thought and realized that the man was staring at her intently.

      It only took moments and she found herself inviting him to her camp. What in the world was wrong with her? A pretty face, a husky voice and she was melting like a bit of bacon grease on a hot stove! The stranger, Elias, was searching for his sister who’d been kidnapped. She felt compelled to help him as it was her sworn duty.

      She believed in upholding the law ever since she’d grown up on the streets. She’d seen her fair share of theft, injury and murder – all of it leading to capture. Holladay didn’t want to be captured. She wanted to be free, but also to be respected. That was one thing she’d noticed: criminals were never respected. They were shunned, feared or hated. She was alone in the world and that was hard enough without being hated for trying to get by.

      She listened to him, enraptured and fascinated. Elias’ voice could charm a snake out of its skin. But deep in her gut, she knew something wasn’t right. He was avoiding telling her something and cleverly disguising it.

      “Tell me about the man that took your sister again,” she demanded as she realized that she’d missed the last few words he’d said.

      “He was tall, very tall. It was dark outside, so I didn’t see much but he grabbed her and put her on his horse. I ran for my horse and they disappeared.”

      “Tall isn’t much of a description. Did you see any features or characteristics that might help identify him? What’s your sister look like? What was she wearing?” she asked clinically, avoiding looking at the handsome man’s concerned eyes.

      “Emily looks a lot like me. Brown hair, brown eyes. She was wearing a fancy dress that was light blue.”

      “Fancy dress, huh? She’s the prim and proper sort?”

      “She’s very ladylike”

      “Unlike me.”

      “Now, I didn’t say that Miss Holladay,”

      “No, I did. I just thought it was strange that your proper sister was dressed all fancy like and you are here wearing dusty pants and a sturdy work shirt with those fancy boots. You look almost like you are out of sorts.”

      “Fancy?” he said, grinning at her, making her bare toes that were warming by the fire curl as she ate her rabbit. She liked the way his lip turned up on one side and his eyes crinkled. He sure was a handsome figure and easy on the eyes.

      “Fancy.”

      “Maybe elegant or stylish?”

      “Why do you need to be stylish if you are herding cattle on a farm, Mister? Those boots probably cost the same as a good milk cow or bull.” She stared as she saw a glint dart across his eyes, confirming her suspicions she’d had before. He was either not telling her the complete truth or hiding something.

      “Let’s stop talking about my fancy boots and talk about you,” Elias told her smoothly. “Tell me about yourself, Miss Holladay, and how you became a bounty hunter. That’s mighty honorable of you and a tough job, I’m sure.”

      “You don’t need to know anything about me other than I am offering to help. Eat up and get some rest. We’ll need to head out first thing in the morning after your sister. You look like you are ready to drop.”

      “I am pretty beat,” he said quietly, yawning loudly.

      “Then rest – and don’t try any funny stuff or I’ll put a bullet between your eyes,” she promised. “Can you put out the fire since my boots are still wet?”

      “Yes, ma’am”

      Holladay preoccupied herself with cleaning up the plates as he kicked dirt onto the fire. It would be a long, cold night for her in the wet clothes. She couldn’t dare take a chance on changing when something didn’t sit right with the handsome stranger’s story. Who was Elias and why didn’t he introduce himself with his last name?

      She watched him lie down and practically fall asleep almost instantly. His face looked almost angelic as he lay peacefully, a thick set of eyelashes that would make any woman envious. She shook out a horse blanket and placed it over him, shaking her head wryly. She’d never have done that for any other bounty hunter. What was it about this man that made her want to take care of him?

      Getting up the next morning, she quickly broke camp before he awoke. It seemed that Elias was a looker and apparently a talker. He was doing his best to engage her in conversation and she was trying to avoid it. The man was flat out stunning, making her look anywhere but directly at him. The last thing she needed was to be infatuated with some man that was going to disappear one day.

      That is how she was born, according to her mother. Some pretty man came sniffing around and nine months later, Ellen Holladay was born and her father fled. Her mother went back to working in the saloon looking for their next meal ticket. She ran away when the men visiting the saloon began to ask about her, leading her to a life on the street.

      Holladay didn’t want to talk about her past. She listened to him talk idly about how he liked the landscape of north Texas and how different it was from where he grew up. First clue! she thought quietly.

      “Don’t you ever want to see the world?” she heard him ask wistfully.

      “Of course, I do,” she snapped and nearly cringed. While she might not want to be attracted to the man, she didn’t need to sound like a harridan either. “What makes you ask that?”

      “I’m just trying to strike up a conversation with you.” She saw out of the corner of her eye that his shoulders were impressive, wide and strong. He shrugged them, and she felt her fingers itch to trace them. She wanted to see if they were as firm as they looked. She shook her head and pinched her arm hard in an effort to clear her mind from the distraction he was presenting.

      “Why?”

      “Because you are here, and I’d like to talk to you.”

      Holladay sighed heavily, letting her own shoulders drop wearily. He wasn’t going to let this go. She might as well shore up her defenses and prepare to be heartbroken, because this gorgeous man was wanting to know more about her. She was bound to fall for him, as attracted as she found herself just looking at him.

      “Castles. I’d like to see what a real castle looks like.”

      “Castles?” Elias whistled appreciatively. “I’d have pinned you for more of a wild woman, like wanting to see California or Arizona.”

      “What is wrong with saying I’d like to see a castle?”

      “Nothing. It just makes me think of knights in armor and fairytales. Myths and legends. Are you inclined to stories like that, Miss Holladay?” he asked with a large grin.

      “It makes me think of great big fire breathing dragons,” she retorted quickly with a frown. She didn’t want to admit that she was like other girls, with flights of fancy. Who wouldn’t want a handsome knight to sweep in and rescue you?

      “Or perhaps courtly gentleman and great sword fights?”

      “No. I like the stories of the knights of the round table.”

      “What about Guinevere and Lancelot?”

      “That’s a story for fools.” She found herself blushing and staring straight ahead from his prying eyes. The man was a keen judge of character and had her pinned. She actually loved the tale of undisputed love against all odds. It was a shame that she found him too late and couldn’t marry Lancelot first.

      “Why?”

      “Because the woman fooled around on her man.”

      “She loved both Arthur and Lancelot.”

      “Why in the world are we debating this? Forget castles. How about Mexico?” she quickly asked, changing the subject. She didn’t want to discuss knights, princesses and damsels falling in love. It was uncomfortable to talk about because she assumed that she’d never marry at this rate.

      “Ahh yes. I could see that. With that blond hair, you’d be treated like a goddess.”

      “Can it, Mister!” Holladay barked out irately, jerking her horse’s reins to bring it to a stop. She patted the horse’s neck in an apology and glared at him.

      “What?” he said innocently, his dark eyes wide.

      “Don’t be calling me weird stuff like that,” she blustered, feeling her face redden.

      “I’m not. I am simply picturing you at some mystical temple deep in the jungle. Perhaps with gold draped around your neck and a leather skirt,” he replied simply, but the wicked glint in his eyes betrayed his voice.

      “Don’t picture me like that!” she gaped, appalled. “Where do you want to go? And quit fantasizing about me or thinking of me like that!”

      “Well, Mexico is sounding pretty good right about now,” he teased her. “Seriously though, I’d give my eyetooth to have my sister here safe and we’d take off for Wyoming.”

      “You’d leave your farm like that? No notice? What is in Wyoming that has you in such a hurry?”

      “Nothing. Just escaping from reality, you know?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Don’t you ever daydream, Holladay? Don’t you ever want to escape, to get away?”

      “No, because it can get you shot if you aren’t paying attention.”

      “Not if you have someone looking out for you,” he said softly, looking at her pointedly.

      “Like you looked out for your sister?” she asked bluntly and cringed as she watched his jaw tighten painfully. She didn’t apologize even though the words hurt. It was true. If he was watching her back and not paying attention, it could lead to injury or death. Being on a trail, just the two of them, wasn’t the safest sometimes. As a woman alone, she always travelled armed to the teeth and cautiously. She fully expected to get caught by surprise one day with a bullet and then her wandering days would be done. She didn’t have a home then and certainly didn’t have a home now. No home and no family meant no worries.

      They rode the rest of the day in silence.
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      Elias had been taken aback by Holladay’s blunt statement. There was no malice or bitterness. For her, it was a brutal truth. The only person it hurt was him, because it was accurate. He was supposed to watch and protect his sister, yet he’d sent her from the arms of one monster into another. They rode for hours on end and finally stopped at dusk. He watched her move about the camp, unsure of himself and of her.

      Holladay was different than any other women he’d met before. Fascinating, strong and temperamental. She didn’t need anyone and almost seemed proud of it… like she was trying to convince herself and anyone around her that she was tough as nails. She looked it, acted like it, but there was a chink in her armor somewhere. And he was intent on finding it.

      He noticed the way she looked at him out of the corner of his eye. She watched him with an unknown want in her eyes. The open desire and fearful confusion her gaze held stunned him. That look made him wonder at the woman she really was under the tough exterior. When she wasn’t looking at him, he found himself staring at her. She was beautiful to look upon. A strong jawline and high cheekbones that were framed by a mass of blond hair that looked like a soft cloud of waves.

      When they talked about where they wanted to go in the world, he truly could picture her dripping in chains of gold and nothing else. The image had taken his breath away as he’d imagined a sight he’d never dreamed of before in his life. She truly was a goddess in his mind. And if she’d mentioned Greece, he could have pictured her there easily as well in one of those white gowns that tied on the shoulders. A toga? It stupefied him this strange intensity he felt towards the prickly young woman he travelled with.

      “Goodnight,” she said quietly and lay down opposite of him. He watched as she rolled onto her side, facing away from the fire. The curve of her hips under the blanket made his fingertips itch to follow the indentation of her waist. The bounty hunter was right. He was distracted, and it was dangerous.

      Elias needed to find Emily and put distance between himself and Holladay before he did something he regretted or made an ass out of himself. There was no room in his life for a woman or a family. And at this point, he was willing to settle for whatever location Emily chose. He simply didn’t care anymore. His mind was finding a way to put the lovely Miss Holladay into the mental picture he created in each location he thought of. This would only create problems if he found himself hung up on her, especially once she found out that he was a wanted man.
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      The next morning, Elias awoke before Holladay and made coffee for them both. He’d been quite surprised at how she travelled. The woman was driven and didn’t stop unless need demanded it. She didn’t eat much and didn’t tarry along the way. He was in dire need of a bath, a full meal and a decent bed. The last thing he wanted was to have another day pass without a cup of coffee or a bit of whiskey in his stomach. Playing cards, listening to the men in town and sizing up his next victim, he’d grown quite fond of how relaxed and warm the whiskey made his stomach feel. It was a comforting feeling and something he’d not found sleeping under the stars. He thought himself soft at first, but now he rather likened it to wanting to have a sense of peace, home or belonging.

      “Good morning sleepyhead,” he said loudly. “You want some coffee and jerky?”

      “Ugh,” she said with a loud groan and frowned at him. She pushed back that thick fall of hair from her head. Several pieces of hair had escaped from her braid during the night. This instantly made him picture her with her hair down and wondering what she’d look like as she woke up with him. In bed.

      Swallowing a large sip of coffee, he began to cough as the hot liquid scalded his throat. Anything to keep his mind off the lovely woman. Maybe he should leave and go about finding Emily on his own. Watching her stretch her arms and rebraid her hair, he stared as the sinewy limbs worked quickly, making her shirt pull tight against her bosom. He realized that he’d rather cut off his arm with a dull knife than leave Holladay behind.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” he strangled out sheepishly. “Went down the wrong way.”

      “I could tell. Is the coffee that bad?”

      “Nawww, it’s pretty good. Here,” he said, offering a small cup to her. He watched the hesitation on her face and the acceptance.

      “Thank you.”

      “Not much of a morning person are you?”

      “Actually, I am usually up before dawn and on the road.”

      “I meant that you don’t wait for breakfast or coffee. It’s just go, go, go.”

      “There’s a need.”

      “Yes. But there is a need to feed yourself, too.”

      “I can eat on horseback,” she countered, taking a sip and smiling. He liked that warm smile that eased her expression. Her eyes were closed peacefully like she was taking in the flavor of the drink. It was a bit stronger than he usually drank it, but it looked to be right up her alley.

      “I don’t doubt it. But I’m sure your horse wouldn’t like you boiling coffee on its back.”

      “Don’t be silly,” she said lightly. He watched her take another sip and close her eyes in delight yet again. “That’s really good.”

      “I’m glad.” He found himself actually meaning it. He was glad. The longer he stayed with Holladay, the more he got a chance to see a new facet to her personality. She intrigued him to no end.

      “No, I usually just have hardtack, jerky or skip breakfast altogether. Why cook when there is just me, you know? It seems like a waste.”

      “That is the problem. It’s just you and you think it’s a waste. You should be wined and dined,” he started and stared as she laughed boisterously. She was shy and didn’t value herself. Unbelievable! He was stunned that this beautiful woman thought the idea of being courted and dined seemed out of reach.

      “Stop it,” she giggled. “No one is wining and dining me. Don’t be silly.”

      “I’m serious. If you help me find my sister, I’d like to take you to the nicest restaurant in these here parts for dinner as a thank you.”

      “If we find your sister, you can save your money and replace my knife and boots,” she countered quickly, looking away from him.

      “And take you to dinner?” he prompted again.

      “Whatever suits you,” she said, smirking, and drank her coffee. It was like she didn’t believe that he would actually do as he said. Elias found himself watching the way her lips turned up at the cup as she hid a mysterious smile that enchanted him. He found himself a bit miffed at the fact that she was brushing him off.

      “So, are we talking again? Or are you still upset with me?” she asked suddenly, her brow creased with a frown.

      “I’m not upset with you. I’m more upset with the fact that you probably have it exactly right. I was a lousy lookout for my sister,” he admitted quietly. “I’m mad at myself for it.”

      “Well, don’t be. Learn from it and move on.”

      “Oh, I have learned,” he said wryly. “Learned quite a bit about my screw-ups and what not to do.”

      “Then get past it all and don’t dwell on it. We need to find your sister and the sooner we get started the better. I figure if you were right that the tracks were headed this way then we should be coming up on them soon. Maybe we should ask about in town if someone has seen Emily.”

      “That sounds like a good idea.”

      “Then let’s get started.” Holladay stood up quickly, dusting off her pants. She hurriedly yanked on a sock and her boot, reaching for the other one.

      “Don’t you want to finish the coffee?”

      “Did I mention that this small town has the best kolaches in North Texas?”

      “What’s a kolache?”

      “A bite of heaven,” she said with a smile, pulling on her other boot and getting to her feet. “Kolaches are some sort of pastry with fruit jams and fillings. They are sweet but spectacular.”

      Elias smiled wickedly and eagerly turned his cup over, pouring the coffee straight onto the ground as he stared at Holladay in a silent challenge. The coffee splattered in the dirt near his foot, but he didn’t care that the brew was sending little bits of mud onto his nice boots. He wanted to see her radiant face smile at him again.

      “I’m ready for this bite of heaven you seem to have discovered. I have a devilish sweet tooth.” She laughed in reaction and overturned her own cup in the same fashion as he did. He was completely entranced by this smiling, laughing side of her personality. It was like the wall had not sprouted up yet around her person. She was showing an open, approachable side that hit him like a blow to the stomach. He found his heart thumping and he was grinning like an idiot.

      “Let’s go!” she agreed eagerly.

      They quickly gathered up their gear and rode into town. Elias would occasionally find Holladay watching him out of the corner of his eye and found it hard not to do the same. She was excited to be getting the pastries she’d mentioned, and he found himself almost as eager. His self-proclaimed sweet tooth was nothing to laugh at. Emily had teased him mercilessly at his first sampling of pecan divinity two months ago. He wouldn’t forget the way that it stuck to his teeth, but the creamy vanilla taste made him weak in the knees. She’d laughed and laughed at him. He’d never had anything like it before. He had let a loud groan escape and took a seat to process the rush of heaven he’d just tasted.

      He would bet his horse that kissing Holladay would be even sweeter. Someday, he thought. He swore to himself that he would pull her into his arms and taste her lips.

      “This is it!” she exclaimed suddenly with delight, interrupting his train of thought.

      Eli glanced up at the small building and noticed that it wasn’t much to look at. But inside the panes of glass, the room was full of people at a counter. He nearly pulled back as he realized that the town looked a bit familiar and prayed that he wouldn’t be recognized if they had been here before.

      “Let’s get the kolaches and go, okay?”

      “Sounds good to me,” she replied amicably, dismounting and heading inside, leaving him outside with the horses. Holladay didn’t wait for any man. She was a woman on a mission. She wanted those kolaches and he wondered idly if she would go after him in the same fashion if he played his cards right.

      “You coming inside?” Her blond head peeked out the open doorway, looking at him.

      “Yep, just tying the horses,” he said quickly, sliding down and hurrying to catch up to her eager face. Holladay was enchanting. She was practically giddy looking towards the counter, peering over the other people’s shoulders. It wasn’t proper or delicate, but anxious and almost childlike. He could just imagine her as a young girl ready to open her Christmas presents.

      “You really like these things, don’t you?”

      “Oh my, yes!” she breathed, looking directly up at him in the crowded space for the first time. She barely came to his chin and her blue eyes were alight with an intensity that made him feel like he’d just had a bite of the pecan divinity again. He found himself staring, mesmerized at her open expression.

      She was breathtaking.

      Kiss her, you fool! he thought and gave in to the desire, leaning forward slowly regardless of the people around him. She stared up at him, frozen. He knew the exact moment that the wall went up around her. He could see her unhindered gaze shutter off, protecting herself. The prickly woman was back and she stepped back away from him quickly.

      Sheesh!

      “What are you doing?” she asked warily. The moment was gone and the sounds around him came rushing in. He didn’t even notice how silent the world grew when he was completely focused on those pink lips that were pursed with annoyance now towards him.

      “You had something in your hair,” he quickly responded and plucked an imaginary speck from the top of her head.

      “Oh. Yeah, thanks. I’m good though. What do you want? Peach?”

      “Whatever is your favorite,” he said blankly, staring at her as he found himself wanting desperately to see the open, happy expression on her face again.

      Holladay frowned and turned away from him. Eli felt like the sun had set suddenly, causing a chill in the air around him. Goodness, this woman was bothering him something fierce! The sooner he found Emily, the faster he could get out of town and away from her. He fully recognized that not only did the bounty hunter have the ability to take him in to jail but she could also crush him mentally as well. It would be about self-preservation if he left quickly.

      He didn’t even hear her order. It was when her guarded face turned around while she was clutching two large pieces of brown paper that he realized she’d ordered and paid for their breakfast. “I was going to get this,” he stammered, shocked.

      “My idea, my treat,” she shrugged. “Just don’t get all funny on me, okay? If I have something in my hair, leave it. I don’t care much for people getting too close to me physically.”

      “Duly noted,” he said carefully, fighting the disappointment that flared in him and accepted the paper. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome. Now eat up. And if you don’t like apple, give it to me and we’ll just get you something else,” she offered simply.

      “What did you get?”

      “Peach and apple,” she said slowly, her face reddening.

      “You got two of them?” he asked, surprised and a bit offended that he wouldn’t get two as well. If they were as good as she claimed, then he was going to want more than just one.

      “Don’t judge me! I bought, so I can get as many as I want,” she said mulishly. Eli laughed heartily and glanced at the counter that had a variety of platters smeared with fruit jams and drizzles of what looked to be frosting.

      “They are that good, huh?”

      “Very much so.”

      “Sir?” Eli quickly called out over Holladay’s head towards the man behind the counter. “We need to get a few more please. One of each?”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Feeding my curiosity. Isn’t it obvious?”

      “You don’t like apple?”

      “I didn’t say that,” he said with a smile, winking at her. “If they are as good as you say, I want to try the apple, peach and – is that mince? I like mincemeat pie!”

      “I’m not sure. The brown looks a bit disturbing.”

      “It’s just raisins, apples and spices. You haven’t had mince before?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’ll have to try it. Hold this and don’t eat it please,” he teased, handing her his folded piece of brown paper that held the kolache. Eli quickly paid the man and thanked him. There was a good chance he wouldn’t be back this way ever again. If this was a delicacy in the area, he found himself wanting to sample every bit of it with her. He grabbed the laden package that was wrapped with twine. “Let’s go.”

      “You don’t want to sit down somewhere and eat?”

      “We’ll snack on them through the day. Let’s find Emily. If we are on horseback, then you can’t see me shoving my kolache into my gullet.”

      “And you can’t see me licking my fingers,” she nodded with a faint smile. “Sounds like a solid plan.”

      “Exactly. You enjoy your two kolaches and don’t worry. I won’t steal them from you.”

      “Good. I’d hate to have to shoot you for petty theft,” she mocked and quickly turned to get on her horse.

      Elias stood completely still, like the air had escaped his lungs. It was a simple, innocent reminder of the difference between the two of them. He was a thief. He stole from the rich in order to get by. It was stolen money that paid for the kolaches he was about to share with her. What would she think if she knew how he’d made his living? Not as a farmer, as he’d claimed but as a thief. A wanted man.

      Find Emily and go, he thought. Go, before he is shot by the woman he’s beginning to care for. He got up on his horse silently and followed behind Holladay as she turned her mare towards the dirt road. Distracted, he bit into the kolache and didn’t taste a thing. His mind was wrapped around the idea of having his fragile world yanked from him and it tasted like defeat.

      They rode silently for quite a while until Holladay suddenly yanked back on her reins. Her wary face glanced back at him and he realized something was wrong. The kolaches she’d bragged about and craved still sat in the wrapped package in his saddlebag, untouched. His heart hammered in his chest at the unknown. What had caused her alarm? He opened his mouth to ask and saw her eyebrows frown heavily. She placed a finger over her mouth indicating he needed to be quiet. Eli followed her lead, slipping down silently from the back of his horse and drawing his gun.

      Holliday stepped silently towards him and he found himself content in just watching her move. She leaned towards him in an effort to tell him something. He breathed deeply, smelling the peach and cinnamon scent on her from when she’d eaten her breakfast. His mouth practically salivated at the idea of kissing her, tasting the sweetness of the fruit and of her.

      “Someone’s just ahead of us and I heard a woman,” she breathed softly in his ear. Her breath giving him goosebumps as it caressed his cheek. Turn and kiss her, his mind screamed at him. Then his brain kicked in, realizing what she’d said.

      “Emily?”

      “Shaddup!” she whispered quickly and leaned closer, frowning at him again. “You have to be quiet or we lose the element of surprise.”

      Nodding, he keenly felt the absence as she pulled back and began to move forward. He would not let Holladay move towards potential danger without him. They were in this together and he’d be darned if she’d take a bullet for him or anyone else. She was moving towards the voices and she wouldn’t go it alone.

      “Ellie!” he whispered, garnering a hard glare from her as she looked at him in surprise over her shoulder. Her finger flew up again, indicating that he should be silent. Elias nearly grinned as he realized that she’d not protested the nickname that slipped out. She crouched down behind the bushes and stared hard, trying to see who was ahead.

      He joined her, tucking himself down low in order to fit behind the bramble of greenery she’d chosen to hide behind. Sitting there, he stared at her, lost. Ellen Holladay simply stole all thought from him. The creamy skin of her cheeks as he looked at her profile beckoned to be touched. Her hard glare was focused straight ahead on something. But in his mind, he saw the grinning woman from this morning.

      “Ellie,” he breathed. His finger gently touched her cheekbone, tracing it. He expected to have a barrel on his forehead at any moment, whether it was Holladay’s or whoever was just on the other side of the branches. He never expected to see her eyes widen as she turned in surprise towards him. Her blue eyes flashed a myriad of emotion. Confusion, frustration and wonder.

      He tucked a blond tendril behind her ear and watched the feelings move across her face. He felt exactly the same, drawn to her and confused by it. His hand slid to the back of her neck, feeling her shiver at the touch. He needed to kiss her. He stared at her lips, imagining how soft they’d be and found himself leaning forward to indulge in a moment of selfishness until he heard a voice.

      Emily!

      Shocked, Elias jumped to his feet, leaving the stunned Holladay crouched behind the bushes. He stared at the scene ahead of him, unable to believe what he was seeing. He felt misled, as his sister was in the arms of a tall, brown-haired man and looked happy to be there. Wasn’t she trying to get away? Where was the clothing she’d been wearing when she was captured? Had this man had his way with her, ruining her chances for marriage in the future?

      Emily looked so radiant, so happy. She was dressed head to toe in a modest calico gown with puffed sleeves. It wasn’t anything like what she’d chosen for herself before when she went shopping, but it suited her. Disturbingly, he noticed that apparently not only the dress suited her, but the man in her arms did, too. Her hand lay on his cheek and he looked to be staring at his sister with the same desire he felt just moments ago for Holladay.

      Glancing down, he saw that Holladay had joined him after getting to her feet. She looked completely confused and torn, staring between his own surprised expression and the couple just ahead of them.

      “Is that her?” Holladay whispered. Elias stared at the duo holding each other and felt his temper building. He’d been stopped from kissing his Ellie. He’d be downright angry if he’d watch his own sister kiss some man that had captured her, while he’d been worried this whole time. Then he realized that he’d only thought of Emily’s safety part of the time. The rest of the time he’d been sniffing after Holladay like a dog in heat. Shame, anger and rage ran through him, causing his blood to boil.

      “Emily? Get away from him,” Elias’ voice interrupted as he pulled the hammer back on his gun that had unknowingly made it to his hand. He didn’t realize he’d pulled it, yet here it was aimed directly at the brown-haired man ahead of him.

      “What are you doing?” Emily yelped. Her voice and expression looked surprised. She turned towards where he stood, still wrapped in the man’s arms. She had the good graces to blush at being caught kissing some stranger.

      “I’m saving you, you ninny!” Elias bit out, completely dumbfounded that there was a tone to her voice. He recognized it. It was the same outraged tone that she’d used whenever he’d tattled on her as they were growing up. She was mad and surprised that he’d interrupted. Goodness, he was mad that she’d interrupted his chance to kiss Ellie Holladay! Goodness knows he’d been trying to think of a way to do so and get it out of his system!

      “No guns! That was the rule from the very beginning and you broke it – creating this whole mess,” Emily quickly reprimanded him, pointing at the Colt that Eli held pointed at the couple unwaveringly.

      “Put the gun down,” the man’s icy voice bit out harshly. Eli stared at him, hearing his heartbeat pound in his ears as he knew that his anger was getting the better of him. How dare she start canoodling with the enemy! How dare they interrupt is own chance, too! The man who was holding Emily smoothly moved and drew his own gun. He held it aloft, pointed directly at Elias.

      “Eli – please put it away,” Emily pleaded, stepping directly in front of the man. Eli watched as she put her hand on his arm and tried to push it down, away from where he stood. When the man didn’t budge an inch, she began stabbing her finger into his arm trying to adjust his aim away from where Eli stood. It was a stupid, childish move that was bound to get him shot at this rate. One slip of the trigger and he, or Holladay, would be the recipient of a bullet. Eli shoved Holladay quickly behind him.

      “What are you doing?” both men yelled at the same time towards Emily as she continued to poke at his arm angrily.

      Eli could have sworn that the man was trying not to laugh at his sister. But he was going to be quite angry if he got shot by her stupid actions. Just as he was getting ready to yell at her, Emily stepped directly between the two men’s guns. She shut her eyes and stretched out her arms in an effort to shield her captor. She cracked open one eye and stared at him, checking to see if Elias had dropped his aim from the man she was protecting.

      Elias stood there, shocked at the ornery display Emily was making. He was confused. Didn’t she want to be saved? The tall man cursed wildly from behind where Emily was standing and put his hands around her waist, picking her up bodily and putting her down to the side of where he stood. Emily then extended her left foot out as far as possible and stepped back in front of the man, causing Eli to chuckle at the antics between the two of them. This poor man had his hands full with his sister. If it wasn’t such a weird situation, he’d say that the man deserved whatever grief Emily gave him. Instead, it was kidnapping plain and simple.

      “Well, I’ll be… ,” the man muttered aloud and picked Emily back up, intent on moving her again. This time, Emily struggled wildly, flailing her arms angrily.

      “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?” Emily’s voice called out angrily towards where he stood. Before Eli could answer, he felt Holladay’s hand rest casually on his hip as she walked from behind him. Good golly, the woman had voluntarily touched him, and it burned through his clothing, searing his body. It was a simple touch of the hand, but it froze him in place.

      “I hear you,” Holladay said calmly, pulling her own gun as she stood next to Elias.

      “Who are you?” Emily squeaked in surprise. “No guns!”

      “Singleton! If you are done playing with your toy…” Holladay had a bland look of disdain on her face. Elias looked between the two of them and realized they knew each other. He felt a burst of jealousy and humor as he saw that his sister had drawn the same conclusion.

      “Hey there, Holladay.”

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

      “My sister isn’t his toy.”

      “This,” Holladay said coolly, looking toward where he stood. She waved her gun at Emily with a practiced wrist movement, “This is your beloved sister?”

      “Beloved is a bit much, Miss Holladay,” Eli admitted with a full grin.

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

      “Cade, please! No guns,” Emily pleaded. Eli frowned as he watched his sister pull the lowest card in the deck. Crying. He saw her begin to sniffle. “Please, Cade, let me talk to him.” Cade slowly put his gun back in the holster with an exaggerated sigh as he mumbled something indecipherable. As Emily moved to step towards where he stood, the man grabbed hold of her arm. The brown-haired man stared directly at him.

      “Emily, he has a choice and needs to make it,” he said menacingly and then called out, “Holladay, I will be taking your friend in for charges of theft and murder.”

      If lightning could have struck him at that very moment, he’d have gratefully died at the devastated look his Ellie gave him. Her beautiful face that he’d touched only moments ago, those lips and those eyes, were now locked on him with a look of betrayal instead of desire.

      “What? He told me that he was searching for his kidnapped sister!” Holladay tucked her gun away into her holster. Elias was certain that she was teetering on the brink of using it and probably put it away to keep from shooting him, as she’d threated so many times in the last few days.

      “These 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 the bounty hunter directly in the shin. Eli stared, shocked at the outrageous behavior Em was displaying and the look of surprise on the man’s face. He actually looked embarrassed as Elias barked out a laugh along with Holladay. Her laugh washed over him, taking any anger from his soul as he stared at her expression full of mirth.

      “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,” the bounty hunter informed Holladay coolly. Eli knew in his heart that what the man said was true. He’d never see California, never kiss Holladay and never have a family of his own. He’d swing from a noose soon enough if this man had his way. Just then, he heard Emily scream out and collapse onto the ground, lifeless.

      Elias moved to rush to his sister’s aid. However, Holladay put her arm out in front of him as the man named Cade pulled his gun yet again on him.

      “Don’t you touch her,” he bit out fiercely, surprising Eli at the barely contained rage in his voice. “You’ve done enough to ruin her life. Move on and I will take care of her when she comes to.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “No, but you’ll be if you don’t go now.”

      “What happened?”

      “She fainted. The stupid girl loves you even though you’ve led her down the wrong path. You’ll end up being the death of her if you don’t leave her alone. Let her discover who she is and what she wants to do with her life. Now, get the blazes out of here.”

      Elias was mortified at the harsh truth. This had been his idea from the very beginning and he could see Emily’s innocent face as she looked at him trustingly. He’d always taken care of her or tried to, even if it was doing something he knew was wrong.

      “Holladay? Get him out of here before I lose my temper!” Cade bit out, staring angrily at Holladay. He then turned back to Emily and was cradling her against him, patting her on the cheek and talking softly to her.

      “C’mon, thief. We need to have a talk. Your sister is safer with him than anyone else right now. Trust me.” He heard the cold tone of Holladay’s voice and felt her warm hand slip into his. Her little hand felt like an anchor as his mind whirled and stormed in confusion. He allowed himself to be led away from where his sister lay in the arms of a cold bounty hunter.
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      They rode off and Elias felt astray. He couldn’t go home to their parents. His father said until they changed their evil ways, they weren’t welcomed back. Emily was with the bounty hunter and headed to jail. And he was alone with a woman that could barely look at him right now. Waves of guilt, shame and confusion rolled over him like waves on a beach. Everything that had felt so right was so very wrong.

      “Where are we going?” he finally asked.

      “Dallas Courthouse,” she replied in a flat, emotionless voice.

      “I suppose I deserve this,” Elias whispered to himself aloud, staring at the clouds above. His father would be so devastated that his only son was hung for murder and theft. His sister would be crushed and he’d miss her terribly. They’d been close growing up and had relied on each other quite a bit over the last few months as they moved from town to town. What would he do without Emily? And Holladay? His Ellie, or so he’d taken to calling her in his own mind, would never let him close again. He’d betrayed her, and she didn’t seem like the forgiving kind.

      “Why’d you do it?” Holladay asked, pulling her horse to a stop. “I don’t understand.”

      “We couldn’t get by,” Elias whispered, looking at Holladay’s hard eyes. “Emily and I simply wanted a better life. Food, clothing and to see the world. Well, I did and I talked her into it.”

      “No, I meant why did you lie to me?”

      “Ellie,” he breathed, devastated at the hurt in her eyes as she stared at him accusingly. “I didn’t know you. And who would ever help the Jessups escape to commit more theft? Once word got out that I killed the man that was molesting my sister, no one would ever aid a murderer, much less a beautiful woman like you. I lied so I could get help finding her. I vowed to protect her, and I have done a pretty bad job of it.”

      “Yes, you have and now she is in someone else’s hands.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t you ever lie to me again, are we clear Jessup?” she said angrily and nudged her horse forward again.

      “Ellie…” he started and then stopped. She was angry, and it was enough that she’d be the one he spent the rest of his free time with. He prayed she wouldn’t stay for his hanging but part of him hoped she would. Maybe she could keep him from weeping in fear as they put the noose around his neck. He’d try to be brave. But the idea of hanging in front of the woman he cared for terrified him. He would admit it easily.

      “Don’t Ellie me, Elias. I am not ready to talk just yet,” she bit out.

      “We might not be able to later. Dallas is just ahead.”

      “Are you planning on escaping?”

      “No. I’m tired of running and letting down the people I care for. Let’s get this over with,” he said flatly. “If they hang me, will you make sure Emily isn’t there? I don’t want you to watch me suffer, but I’d like for at least someone to be there at the end. I don’t want to hang alone and surrounded by strangers,” his voice trailed off as he felt regret burn in his gut.

      “Emily will not be there, I promise you,” Holladay strangled out in a voice he barely recognized as she stared ahead, swallowing hard.

      “Thank you.”

      Elias and Holladay quickly rode into town. He made no effort to run or make things difficult for her. The last thing he wanted was to see hatred or bitterness in her beautiful, blue eyes. He wanted her to look at him like she had earlier. He wanted to touch her face and kiss her before he was sentenced to hang.

      Holladay strode up the steps of the courthouse confidently as he walked behind her, torn. As they entered the courtroom and moved to take their seats, he saw his sister towards the front of the room slide down into the bench unconscious and quickly surrounded by men. Men that included the bounty hunter that had dragged her there and the judge. Elias was certain that his sweet younger sister was terrified and felt a surge of protectiveness well up inside of him.

      “Emily! Sit up and answer the man!” Cade prompted, holding her prone form up in the bench. Her face was utterly pale, devoid of any emotion.

      “Leave her alone! This is your fault!” Elias yelled out, locking eyes with the bounty hunter. Cade’s hard, yellow eyes were blistering with anger towards him. Fine, the man blamed him for Emily’s situation. He could live or die with that, so long as they didn’t terrorize her before they sentenced her. The judge yelled at him to sit down, but it was Holladay’s hand that steadied him, leading him back to his seat.

      “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 Singleton walked Elias’ sister 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. It looked like he was holding her in place. This made Elias see red as the man stared him down across the room. Cade looked possessive of his sister and domineering. Emily put her hand on top of the bounty hunter’s and smiled weakly at the judge.

      “So, you are accused of theft?” Judge Ryan asked her.

      “Yes, your honor,” Emily confessed, her voice cracking.

      “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. Total stolen from several accounts was over one hundred dollars. The bounty on your head was 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,” Emily stared at the ground sobbing, “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?”

      “Sir, if I might have a few minutes?” Elias ground his teeth at the confident, arrogant look on Cade Singleton’s face. The judge nodded, and he continued speaking. “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 my life. Right, wrong or otherwise. There’s never been any doubts… until now.”

      “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 even questioned my way of thinking.”

      “Cade,” Emily reacted, blushing mightily as the judge turned and yelled at her to be quiet. Interruption was not something he tolerated apparently.

      “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. 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 among themselves.

      Even Eli was tempted to laugh if it wasn’t such a sad situation. That sounded just like Emily. He missed some of what was said quietly between the trio up front but was disturbed to hear his sister pleading with the bounty hunter. Was he goading her or setting her up to hang?

      “Again, silence! Or I will find you in contempt!” the judge bit out again angrily and Eli knew in his heart that she was being entrapped by the cold and calculating bounty hunter.

      Elias jumped to his feet at the back of the room to protest, yet Holladay reached up and yanked him back down onto the bench by the waistband of his pants. Her hand then came to rest on his leg, stopping him from moving as he stared at her profile. Holladay’s eyes were locked on the judge and she would not move an inch. Her hand burned possessively on his thigh.

      “Sir, my solution is a simple one and twofold. I would like to repay the stolen funds by Miss Jessup to the parties involved. 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.” This drew several gasps from all in the room, including from Elias. The man was a cold-blooded bounty hunter. Could he have a soft spot for Emily?

      “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…”

      “Kept under thumb?” Emily surged to her feet. Cade put her bodily back in the chair. “You’ll be quiet and remain seated until I’ve finished.”

      That was it! He truly hated the arrogant Cade Singleton! Elias leapt over the bench in one smooth movement, causing quite a commotion. He would do anything to protect Holladay or his sister, and neither one of them would be bullied by that arrogant bounty hunter!

      Holladay was behind him in the bench where he’d left her to make it to the front so he could rescue Emily. He heard her quickly moving forward to catch up to him, her cursing burning in his ears. He wasn’t sure what he would do once he reached Emily, nor how they’d get out of there alive. But dammit, no one was going to bully her or anyone he cared for!

      “No! No guns, please! Elias, sit down and shut up.” Emily’s stricken expression froze him in his tracks. His sister was being held in place by Cade’s hands that rested on her shoulders.

      “See?” Cade’s voice started again, staring at Elias harshly. It was as if he were directing the words to him, for him. “I believe that there is a want to do what is right in her. 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 gasped. There was a round of applause from several of the men of the jury.

      “I will marry her and hope I can keep her out of trouble,” Cade promised firmly, looking down at Emily’s face. The two of them looked incredibly intimate and the look from the bounty hunter made Elias see red. That man had made advances on her and he certainly knew it!

      Elias would beat the lawman to a pulp for putting his hands on Emily. He started forward again and pushed people out of the way in an effort to get to where his sister sat.

      “No! No!” Emily yelled, getting to her feet. She looked completely outraged at the intrusion, pulling her own gun on her brother. All he’d ever done growing up was take care of her and protect her, and now this? She would shoot him for wanting to make sure that she was treated right? Elias didn’t move as his sister’s hand trembled, holding the one-shot derringer that he’d bought her for protection. Her brown eyes were full of unshed tears as she looked at him, and his own eyes widened as he realized that she wanted to marry the bounty hunter.

      “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, whispering something to her.

      “You are right, but I won’t let him take my chances away either,” Emily announced loudly. Elias stared incredulously at the two of them. The judge behind her said not a word, watching the entire scene play out carefully. She then relinquished the gun to Cade as he smiled approvingly at her.

      “I can be really irritating,” he told her, smoothing Emily’s hair lovingly and cupping her face. Emily’s eyes closed happily at the touch. Elias was certain that he’d probably had the same expression on his face when he’d touched Holladay. Dumbfounded at the tenderness between the two of them, he watched as the bounty hunter kissed her on the forehead and held her tenderly.

      “Are you two finished with this display?” the judge bit out harshly, interrupting the moment.

      “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,” Emily countered and then quickly agreed as Judge Ryan’s face grew mottled in anger.

      “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.

      “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. The coldness in the man’s gaze showed that he didn’t like Holladay 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 ever again if you come in front of my courtroom. Are we clear?”

      “Perfectly,” they both chimed in unison.

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

      Elias felt Holladay’s hand on his back as he walked towards the front of the room. His heart thumped in his chest, but it was with anger for his sister’s quick wedding and in fear of his own neck being stretched. He glanced over his shoulder at the back of the room and saw that Cade Singleton had sat down at the very back. Cade nodded at him and Elias knew that if he was going to hang, the man was leaving immediately with Emily. Perhaps he did have a redeeming quality or two. He returned the nod appreciatively and turned back to where the judge was glaring at his Ellie.

      “Holladay, you haven’t been able to keep control of your prisoner this entire time. Elias Jessup you are loud, outspoken and, quite frankly, obnoxious!” Judge Ryan began but was interrupted.

      “Your honor?” Cade announced loudly. She heard the scraping sound of the bench as he leapt to his feet at the back of the room, surprising most of the people in the courtroom.

      “What Singleton? You’ve had your say. If you’ve got second thoughts now, that is between you and your wife.”

      “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. You had given 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?”

      Elias stared at the man, shocked at the offer. He’d been arrested? That was generous of Cade to offer to teach him, but he knew, deep in his heart, that the two of them would end up butting heads and fighting, thus creating havoc for Emily.

      “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 it, right now.”

      The judge moved his attention to Elias. “Elias Jessup, you are being brought forth for theft in corroboration with your sister and the accusation of murder. Is this correct?”

      “Yes, sir, but the man had it coming to him.” Elias’ hardened face stared boldly at the judge, a silent challenge. Ellen watched his jaw tick, a sign of his anger at the situation. Stubborn mule-headed man was going to get himself hung! she thought churlishly, trying to ignore the sudden despair that clenched at her.

      “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,” he challenged with a wry smile cracking his face at the play on words. He’d found her and lied to get her to travel with him. Several men in the jury began to cackle and make lewd comments. Elias felt his temper growing and refused to look at Ellie’s proud face.

      “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,” Holladay bit out angrily, starring daggers at Elias.

      “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.

      “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’s 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 darn question!”

      “Yes, sir, I am unmarried.”

      “You are now also under arrest for failing to do your job,” the judge snarled at Holladay. Hatred brimmed from his eyes. Why on earth did the man dislike her so much? Elias felt himself reach out to steady her. Maybe if she was his anchor, he could be hers. He prayed that was the case as she did not struggle or fight against him resting his hand on her lower back.

      “WHAT?” she barked out unceremoniously. “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!” Elias was impressed. The judge was quick on his feet. Sure enough, his pistol hung from his hip.

      “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 over their shoulders to the back of the courtroom where Cade and Emily sat.

      “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 him. Her blue eyes looked horrified. He was a bit insulted by the lack of enthusiasm she showed at the idea of becoming his wife. He thought there was a bond growing between them, but perhaps not.

      “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. He was already falling for the woman. Maybe, over time, she would come to care for him. If this was his wife, he’d never have to leave her behind even if they ended up travelling the world.

      “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 in record time. 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 do! Smith, get the rope!” the judge roared, getting to his feet. There was quite a bit of commotion as several people got to their feet to defend the bounty hunter. Holladay stood there, 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.”

      This was the moment Elias had been waiting for, a chance to kiss his Ellie. He just wished it was under different circumstances. When he pulled her into his arms, she struggled desperately to free herself. There was no tenderness, no wanton urge. It was perfunctory no matter how hard he tried. The more he tried to kiss her, the more she flailed about wildly. After a moment, he released her. He vowed that he’d try again. And the next time, she’d want him to never stop.

      After the laughter from the men in the courtroom and Holladay’s sputtering stopped, Elias was asked to raise his right hand and place his left on the bible. He felt like he’d been dropped into another world at what was going on around him. One moment he swore he was going to hang and the next he was married to a beautiful woman and now a bounty hunter. He glanced over his shoulder at his sister’s proud face. Smiling, he heard the judge call for attention. Turning back, he saw Cade lead his sister out of the door. She had her new husband to deal with and he prayed she was as content as he felt right now. He paid attention as he and his new wife were given a duty assignment together.

      “Jessups? I want you to find this man and bring him in. You might listen to your wife. She’s smart except when it comes to you,” the judge announced, again causing laughter in the courtroom. “Now, when you bring in Jedidiah Mahoney, arrest the man this time, Jessup. He’s dangerous and won’t treat you as nicely as this young man probably will. Now, get out of here and I expect to see you soon with Mahoney in tow. He was last seen headed towards the new frontier post they are building southeast of town.”

      “Yes, sir,” Elias said carefully, as not to anger the temperamental judge. He was lucky to not be hanged today. He would not press his luck. “Come, Wife, let’s go.” Holladay glared at him and opened her mouth to argue. Eli quickly put his arm on her elbow and pulled her out of the courtroom, hearing the laughter behind them. Once they got outside, she jerked her arm away from him angrily.

      “I can’t believe this!”

      “I can’t either,” he admitted. “But I am glad of it.”

      “I’m not,” she breathed, her chest heaving angrily, and her cheeks flushed. “You kissed me and it was awful.”

      “I plan on doing it again, too.”

      “No, you won’t!”

      “Someday, I sure will! I can promise you that,” he pledged with a faint smile. “Until then, let’s go before the judge changes his mind.”

      “I wish he would, then we wouldn’t be married.”

      “Ellie, stop it.”

      “Quit calling me that!”

      “Fine, Mrs. Jessup,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and looking down at her angry face.

      “My name isn’t Ellen Jessup, it’s –”

      “Yes, ma’am, it is,” he quickly interrupted with conviction. Then he softened his voice as her eyes widened in shock. “It’s Ellen Holladay Jessup. Now, if you are through with your tantrum and done being angry over having been given a second chance, I still have those kolaches and I bet my bride would like one,” he taunted with a knowing smile.

      “You’re absolutely right she wants one. Good gravy! I can’t believe I had to marry you,” she breathed, stomping back to where their horses waited.

      Elias laughed and watched her bottom sway in the pants she insisted on wearing as she descended the stairs. That little, blond spitfire was his wife now and he was a free man. Life was good!
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      “Well, Mrs. Jessup,” Elias grinned. “I think we should start out our marriage and our first assignment together doing some investigating. How about we stay in town for the night? We can look around, get a few goods and talk to some people to see who has seen Mahoney in these parts.”

      “I don’t plan on being married to you long.” Her voice was bland. She was putting on her mask to prevent herself from being hurt. Did she think he would hurt her? Surely not! He would cherish the woman if she would let him.

      “Is that a threat?”

      “No. I am sure when someone recognizes you then they will do their best to take you out of the picture.” So that was it! She was afraid that being married to him would make her a widow in no time. She didn’t want to let herself get attached. Could that mean there was hope for him after all?

      “Would you miss me?”

      “Go away,” she muttered, looking away from him. Elias felt bad. He knew he was goading her and she was angry. He could deal with angry. It was indifference from Ellie he wasn’t sure what to do with.

      “Wouldn’t you like a nice meal, a hot bath and a change of clothes?” he offered.

      “With your stolen money?”

      “With our money, Wife.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “That’s fine. We are still staying the night regardless. I will have a bath sent up to our room and if you choose to use it, well, that’s up to you.”

      “Our room?”

      “I will be getting a room for us. But again, it’s up to you. If you want to sleep outside…” he trailed off and shrugged. “It’s your choice, Mrs. Jessup.”

      “Can you stop that?”

      “Why? I like saying it.”

      “I’m sure, since you feel like you have won the day,” she frowned, rolling her eyes.

      “There is no winning or losing. The game is over and we are playing for keeps now.” Elias walked into a large building that was speckled with windows all over the front of it. He was surprised to see Ellie walk in behind him and the reaction on her face. He wanted to impress his new wife and it looked like staying the night at the nicest hotel he could find might be a way to win her over. Her expression looked surprised at the splendor of the parlor. Velvet settees lined the room along with large mirrors. A chandelier was lit with candles giving a warm intimate glow.

      “May I help you, sir?”

      “Yes, my bride and I will be staying the night. We’ll need a room and a bath sent up, please.” The saddlebags sat heavy on his shoulder, but there was no way he would allow Ellie to carry her own. She was his wife now and he would provide.

      “Of course. Very good, sir.”

      “Two rooms,” Holladay chimed in.

      “One room,” Elias countered with a sly grin towards the clerk. “She’s a little nervous about tonight.”

      “You… you… goat!” she whispered, poking him in the ribs hard.

      Elias turned, resting his arms on the counter and grinned at her fiercely blushing face. “Baaaaaaah,” he said with a lecherous smile, knowing it would make her mad.

      “That is what a sheep says, you idiot.” Holladay rolled her eyes and stomped off towards the rest of the room to look around.

      He turned back to the clerk who was struggling to smother a smile. “Can you please send up some whiskey, too? I need to get a few items for her. Is there a mercantile nearby?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Thank you.” Elias moved to join where Holladay stood admiring the carvings throughout the room. The banister was stunning and where there wasn’t carved wood, there was marble. The hotel had cost a pretty penny, but it was worth it to see her relaxed and happy.

      “Let’s get you to our room.” He rested his hand at her waist only to see her jump at his touch. It was a good sign that she didn’t jerk away or pull her gun on him. She hadn’t even acknowledged him when he’d laid his hand on her at the courthouse. There was promise in how jumpy she was, even if she didn’t want to admit it.

      They climbed the stairs and he found himself watching her carefully. Whether or not she realized it, her face revealed a lot. She was intimidated by staying in such a nice place and he understood that feeling. Putting the key in the door, he was pleased to see that they were bringing a tub to their room already. Perfect, he thought. He’d give Ellie time to relax in the bath while he picked up a wedding gift for her. Opening the door, he held out his arm inviting his new bride to step into the room first. The maids put the bath down and began trailing in kettles of boiling water. As they waited patiently, Elias watched his new wife. She avoided meeting his eyes until the bath was almost full. As the maids left, it only took a moment for her to assume the worst.

      “I suppose you plan on seeing me naked,” she challenged nastily, looking to start an argument with him. He wouldn’t give in or give her any reason. He wanted things to go smoothly between them. Letting her have some time to cool down seemed like a good idea.

      “No, ma’am. I am actually going to leave you to bathe alone, so you can relax. They are supposed to be bringing up a bottle of whiskey for me. You are welcome to it. But other than that?” Just then, there was a knock at the door and Elias quickly opened it, thanked the man and closed it. “As I was saying, other than that interruption, you’ll have about an hour to yourself while I run a few errands. Don’t worry. When I return, I will knock so you can make sure you are decent. I may be a thief, but I do have a code of honor.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked him curiously, her face a mask of surprise.

      “I need to get a few items and that knife I owe you.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “You want me to stay?”

      “Never mind, enjoy yourself,” she brushed off and turned away. Elias saw the look of dismay and rejection before she could hide it.

      “Ellie,” he said gently, putting his hands on her arms as he stood behind her. “I will never force you to do anything and I will always treat you with the utmost respect. I want you comfortable with being my wife.” He watched her delicate profile as she looked at him over her shoulder. She didn’t say a word, just swallowed and nodded as if the words simply would not come forth. She was frightened and nervous.

      “I will be back shortly. Here is the key, lock the door after I leave.”

      “You don’t need it?”

      “I won’t enter our room until you are finished and ready for me to come in,” he gently reminded her. He placed the key on the table that held the wash basin. He slowly stepped back, memorizing her figure as she stood in front of the window. His Ellie was beautiful, inside and out. He’d been blessed in meeting her. As he stepped out of the room, he waited until he heard the telltale click as he stood by the door.

      “Enjoy yourself, my Ellie,” he said aloud to himself and heard the faintest sound from the other side of the door. The soft-spoken words made his heart lurch and his face split into a tremendous smile.

      “Thank you, Husband.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elias found himself at the mercantile in no time. He wasn’t in a rush because he wanted Ellie to have plenty of time. However, he was on the hunt for something special. She didn’t carry much in her bags. He wanted to get her something special, but something she’d use. He found a pair of the softest leather gloves he’d ever seen and thought they’d be perfect for her. If she rode as much he thought, it might help keep her hands soft. Emily had always been worried about her skin and feminine things. Maybe Ellie had a feminine streak in her, too?

      His eyes caught a lace-trimmed chemise with pink ribbons. The thought of Ellie wearing it made him stop and hesitate. He would honor his wife and gift her with things, but not things that would make him lose control and break his word to her. He promised he’d not touch her. There was no reason to tempt fate. He picked up a cotton chemise with flowers stitched at the neckline. This chemise buttoned all the way to the throat and would be more modest than the lacy getup. As he paid, he happened to glance up at the bakery across the way and grinned. His Ellie had a sweet tooth. Walking across the street with his purchases, he whistled happily.

      

      Returning to the hotel, Elias knocked on the door. It had been a while since he left, but he wanted to make sure she was done with her bath. He’d asked the clerk to have dinner sent up to them so they could get to know each other better and simply spend time with one another. He might not be making love to his wife, but he was keenly intent on falling in love with her. Ellie fascinated him like no other woman did. Glancing down at the small box he held, he grinned again.

      Hearing the key turn in the lock, he waited patiently until she opened the door. She stood behind the wood panel and peered around it. Her blond hair was still wet and she’d been braiding it back into place. The scent of lemon soap wafted in the room, smelling clean and fresh. Her bare tiptoes peeked out from under the hem of her pants as he realized that she’d not put her socks back on. Good, he thought.

      “Hello, Mrs. Jessup,” he said with a grin. “Did you have a nice bath?”

      “I did, but I think we need to talk about what my name is. You call me all sorts of things and it’s a bit much. Stick with one thing so I know you are actually talking to me. Holladay, Ellen, Mrs. Jessup or Ellie. Okay?”

      “What do you prefer?”

      “I don’t care,” she said quickly and looked away. Elias shut the door behind him and set down the box on the small table in the room. He noticed that she hadn’t tucked in her shirt yet and her pants looked to be quite big on her when not stuffed down in her boots.

      “You might not care, but I do. I don’t want you mad at me when I make a mistake so let’s talk about it,” he offered, reaching out and tucking a wet strand of hair behind her ear. He watched her shiver and stare at the wood floor. “Ellen is a lovely name, dignified. Holladay seems so businesslike. I would prefer calling you Ellie, if that is okay with you.” He turned her face towards him and looked at her, smiling. “My Ellie. My beautiful wife.”

      “That’s fine,” she said finally, her blue eyes locked with his. She was trying to hide the fact that she was nervous and looked so brave at it.

      “Perfect, Ellie it is,” he grinned. “Is the water still warm?”

      “Yes, it’s not too bad.”

      “Good. I brought you something to be comfortable in and I am going to wash up behind the folding screen. They are supposed to be bringing us up dinner shortly.” A loud knock at the door indicated that it had arrived. Eli let the maid in and she set the plates down on the table, offering to get another chair once she spotted Ellie in the room. She hurried back and Elias shut the door behind her, locking it. He gave the key to Ellie again without a word and pulled the screen forward. Handing her the paper package, he smiled.

      “These are for you,” he said simply and disappeared behind the screen. Stripping off his clothing, he hurried and washed up in the tub. “There is a box on the table. We’ll open it together in a few minutes. If you want to go ahead and eat dinner while it’s hot, I understand. I will be finished in a moment.”

      “I will wait.”

      She was so quiet and somber. It made Elias feel bad that she was so nervous around him. This wasn’t the prickly woman he’d met creeping through the cattails. This was an unsure woman afraid of her future. Perhaps he’d pour them both a whiskey and see if he could get her to talk. He dried himself off as much as possible and put his clothes back on. He’d have preferred to just get into bed, but she was leery enough as it was.

      Moving the screen, he grinned. Ellie must have some sort of faith in him because she sat in the chemise he’d bought her but had donned her shirt over the top for good measure. He could see the neckline buttoned all the way to the top. “I hope you like it,” he started with a smile and ran a hand through his dark, wet hair trying to make sure he looked okay for his bride.

      “It’s very girly.”

      “True, and you are a lovely woman. I thought you might like the buttons and ruffle at the neck.”

      “Oh yes and the gloves are beautiful, but they are too much.”

      “Nothing is too much for my bride,” he said softly and held out a chair, pointing that she should have a seat.

      “Your bride is not too keen on how you paid for the items.”

      “I know that, but what is done is done. I swear to you that I am done stealing and would like to make a home for us when you are ready.”

      “So, you are married and suddenly reformed?” she retorted ironically.

      “I was pretty much finished before I met you. Emily and I had planned on only making one or two more hits before disappearing and hiding.” He poured two glasses of whiskey and handed her one. “Take it easy, it’s strong.”

      “Where were you going to disappear to?” she asked and took a large sip. Elias grinned as she barely flinched. “I’ve had whiskey before. Grew up around it.”

      “Where did you grow up?”

      “On the streets. I lived out of barns and slept where I could.”

      “What made you change? You seem to be doing well for yourself now.”

      Elias took his seat and sipped the golden liquid, grimacing. For a fancy hotel, the whiskey was terrible and tasted like rotgut. “How do you drink this? It’s awful.”

      “I agree,” she admitted with a shy smile. “I’ve had much better whiskey before. What’s in the box?”

      “Something for after our meal,” he teased, returning her smile. He held out the glass and clinked it with hers. “To a happy marriage.”

      “To becoming friends first,” she amended with a pointed look. Elias laughed aloud and tapped her glass again.

      “Amen, Ellie.”

      They ate almost silently except for the sounds coming from the open window. The streets outside were still noisy and the sun had not yet begun to set. Yet here he was, tucked away for the night with the loveliest woman he’d ever met.

      “You know, that is how I got started stealing,” he admitted between bites. “I was hungry every night, trying to give my sister some of my dinner. My parents didn’t have much at all and I was tired of feeling like I was missing out. I wanted more, you know?” The silence was deafening and he looked away from her, feeling as if he were being judged.

      “Go on,” Ellie prompted and poured more whiskey in both glasses. “Tell me.”

      “I know it was wrong and my pa was so angry about it. I remember him asking me why what they had wasn’t good enough. It was tough. I just felt I needed more. I will never forget the first time I took something, I was so ashamed. It was a dollar that I palmed off of a gaming table. I bought a slab of bacon and cooked it myself. Emily had asked me where it came from and I told her,” he admitted softly, lost in thought.

      “There was no criticism, only concern that I’d get caught. We ate that bacon until our bellies were near bursting and there was still more to be had. We’d never had that much food before. It felt good. My parents returned, and Pa demanded to know where I’d gotten the meat. Foolishly, I told him,” he said remorsefully, grabbing the whiskey and taking a large sip of the bitter alcohol. It burned a trail down to his stomach and he wanted to wipe out the memory of the avid disappointment in his father’s face.

      “I told him and that was the last time I was welcome in their home,” Eli told her with a sad smile. “Emily was upset and gathered up her things, too. She said that if I wasn’t welcome at home then neither was she. I swore that day that I would make sure she was taken care of simply because she came with me. She believed I was good, even if I was doing wrong. We were going to start over again in California, Nevada or Wyoming. Where the land is untamed, and we will be unknown.”

      “I’m glad she went with you so you had someone at least,” Ellie said softly, taking a sip. Elias’ eyes shot up in surprise. Before he could say a word, she held up the bottle and refilled both cups. “I didn’t have anyone.”

      “Tell me.”

      “My mother was a saloon girl and I was born in a back room. I grew up there until the men that began to come to the saloon started to notice me. I told my mother, but that made her happy that there was a chance for both of us to make money. I said no and ran. I’ve been alone since I was about twelve or so. I’m glad you had Emily.”

      “How did you get by?”

      “I stole, too,” she admitted and then gave him an angry frown as his face split with a grin. “But I realized that I didn’t want to be hiding and struggling my whole life. I wanted to be respected, admired and on the law’s side. Not running from the law. I decided that when I tried to steal a rabbit from Cade Singleton’s camp. By the way, that is how I know him. Your sister is in good hands. He will be kind to her.”

      “She should have never had to marry him,” he said hotly.

      “And I shouldn’t have had to marry you either,” she retorted. “But here I am.”

      “Yes, you are,” he agreed. His new wife had a way of taking the wind right out of his sails by twisting his words back on him. “So, he is a good man?”

      “Very straightforward. Very honest and upright,” she nodded. “He caught me taking the rabbit and offered to pay me instead of me taking it. He said that he could use help with his horse and I was hooked. The shiny badge, the money, the way he never had to hide. Seeing that people welcomed him when he rode into town, I wanted that.”

      “Similar, yet so different,” he mused, shaking his head. “You know what is missing?”

      “What?” she asked with a grin. Her face was starting to look happy and relaxed, not wary or scared.

      “I think that every bride should have a wedding cake on her special day,” he teased, tapping the box that sat on the table, tied with twine. “Maybe you should open this.”

      “There is a cake in there? It’s awfully small.” She made a face and giggled as she hiccupped drunkenly.

      “There are only two of us. Hence, the small cake,” Elias said with a grin and sat back in the chair, watching Ellie untie the box. He sipped on the whiskey and admired her. She was tenacious, fierce and loyal. He really adored her spirit. As she opened the box, she clapped her hands giddily.

      “Oh, my goodness! There is a cake inside!” Eli laughed and stood to join her. Standing nearby, he removed the tiny cake from the box so she could see it. He would never forget the shining admiration in her eyes as he surprised her. He leaned down and kissed her forehead unthinkingly. He caught himself and noticed that she didn’t flinch but looked away shyly.

      “Do you like it?” he asked, unsure if he was asking about the cake or the kiss. Picking up her knife, he grinned and handed it to her. The cake wasn’t anything spectacular like he’d seen at lavish parties, but rather simple with a few elegant touches. It was a lemon sponge cake that had been dusted with powdered sugar. On it sat a single red rose in the very middle. He’d paid twice the amount for the cake in order to have the bakery put their initials on it. The writing was scrawled and messy, but the look on her face told him that Ellie simply didn’t care. This cake was for them alone and she was touched the by the effort. Ellie took the knife and hovered over the cake, hesitating.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, seeing her wait. She was excited, and he was glad she liked sweets as much as he did. He’d guessed right thinking that she’d like something special.

      “Nothing,” she admitted softly and looked up at him where he stood. “I just think that since this is our wedding cake, that maybe we should cut it together.”

      It was at that very moment that Eli knew he loved her. He placed his hand on top of hers and nodded silently to keep from yelling the words to her. He didn’t want to scare her off. He needed to woo her like she deserved. His hand held hers for a moment longer than needed once it was cut and she smiled at him. Pressing his luck, he leaned down and kissed her forehead again.

      Moving back to his seat, he watched as Ellie carefully served up a large slice for him and an even larger slice for herself. “Don’t judge,” she laughed, embarrassed. “I love lemon everything. Lemon soap, lemon cake, lemonade.”

      “I love…” Elias caught himself and smiled. “I love lemons, too.”

      “Maybe it’s a sign from above?”

      “Perhaps,” he agreed smoothly and finished off the bottle of whiskey in both their cups. “That’s the last of it.”

      “Cake and whiskey,” she said triumphantly, holding up her fork. “Life is good.”

      “Cake, whiskey and a wonderful union,” he corrected and held up his glass in a toast.

      “Amen!” Elias watched her take a large bite and close her eyes in happiness. “Oh, Elias, this is simply divine,” she breathed with her mouth full.

      You are divine, he thought, staring at her and wishing that she would feel the same way about him. “I’m glad.” He picked up his own fork and took a bite. It really was good, and he was glad that Ellie was enjoying it. They both finished and sat back in their chairs, sipping on the whiskey. The sun had set, and he knew that this jovial side of her would disappear once she realized it was time for bed.

      “Ellie, you know that I will stay true to my word tonight. I’ll not touch you until you’re ready,” he began, expecting a fight.

      “I know you won’t,” she slurred happily and with confidence. “I’ll shoot you if you do.”

      Laughing, he held up his glass again in a silent toast. His little bride was a prickly thing and he loved her. Setting his glass down, he turned down the lamp with finality and walked towards the bed. Climbing onto the bed, he lay there with his eyes shut, listening. Eventually, he heard her pad across the room, give a soft hiccup and then gingerly climb into the bed, sighing aloud. Eli grinned at his drunken, little wife. The whiskey had been a good idea in order to get her to relax.

      “Goodnight, sweet Ellie,” he whispered.

      “You meant what you said, didn’t you?” he heard her ask in disbelief.

      “I did. I promised you and I won’t break that promise. Now, if you want a wedding night, I would never turn you down. But it’s completely up to you.”

      “I’d rather get to know each other much better, if that’s okay with you.”

      “It certainly is. Are you going to refuse to talk to me later on when there is no whiskey present?”

      “No.”

      “Good, then let’s make a pact now while we are both in good spirits. Over the next few days, how about we tell each other something no one else knows, so we can grow and get to know each other a bit better?”

      “That sounds good. Mmmkay?” she slurred and promptly gave a small snore. Elias grinned in the darkness and closed his eyes. He wanted more than anything to hold his little wife but, for now, he’d be patient.
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      The next morning, Elias realized that his prickly bride was back. Ellie woke up in a foul mood and demanded that he turn his back while she dressed. She hotly folded up her chemise and put it in her saddlebag. He could have sworn he heard her muttering about “stolen goods and stolen money”. They’d checked out of the hotel and prepared to depart.

      “I thought the idea to stay here was to find out more about where Mahoney was at, not to get me drunk and ply me with sweets.”

      “Was it so bad?” he asked point blank and smiled when she turned away. So much for happiness and breaking through the ice, he thought idly as he saddled up their horses. They rode quite a distance towards where the fort was being built, passing several farms and homesteads as well as a very deep creek. The water was not deep, but the embankment was. It seemed to go on forever. They followed it for several miles and finally found a pass that they could cross at.

      “I thought we weren’t going to do this,” he finally asked, breaking the silence.

      “I’m not doing anything but riding this horse,” she quipped.

      “You know exactly what I mean, Ellie.” Sighing, he watched as she rolled her eyes at him.

      “Fine. You start.”

      “What do you want to know?” he asked.

      “Tell me your innermost fear.”

      “Nice choice. Let’s see, I am afraid of drowning. I can’t swim and never really learned how.”

      “Do you want to?” Ellie questioned.

      “Are you planning on teaching me?”

      “Maybe someday when you can keep your hands to yourself.”

      “I haven’t touched you yet.”

      “You kissed me twice yesterday. Well, technically, if you count the courthouse, three times without permission.”

      “Now, don’t you start about that. I kissed you to seal our marriage. The other two times were on the forehead and don’t count.”

      “Did your lips make contact with my skin?”

      “They didn’t count, Ellie.”

      “Then the one kiss was utterly terrible. I thought I was going to have to scrub my face with lye soap! Is that what I have to look forward to?”

      Elias stopped the horse and jumped off quickly. He was trying to keep calm, but she was goading him. If she wanted a kiss, a real kiss, by golly he’d give her one.

      “What are you doing?” she squeaked as her horse began to prance nervously. Elias grabbed the reins and pulled her out of the saddle bodily, directly into his arms. He wasted no time whatsoever in making sure she was ready. Instead, he simply locked his lips on hers and would beg for forgiveness later. He’d been dying to kiss her and now he would.

      Ellie’s lips tasted incredibly sweet, making him hesitate and chuckle against her mouth as he realized she’d snuck one of the last remaining kolaches. He adored his new bride. He deepened the kiss and slid his arms around her, pulling her tighter against him. When Ellie responded to his kiss by sighing, he felt his knees give and a slight smile cross his lips. She liked it, but he was willing to bet money that she’d never admit it. He pulled back and gently kissed her again… and again. He dropped tiny kisses along her cheekbone and whispered to her, “If you want a real kiss, all you have to do is ask, my lovely wife. I will do that anytime you want.”

      To which, she instantly shoved him away. He grinned as she turned and began to put her foot up in the stirrup, intent on getting back in the saddle. Without thinking, he reached out and slapped her on the backside.

      “Oh! Don’t you do that again or I’ll shoot…“

      Elias interrupted her tirade, laughing. “I know, darling. You’ll shoot me. I think I might just take my chances.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They came across a homestead and Ellie suggested they stop and ask questions. It was a good idea. They might be searching based off old information. It would do them good to stretch their legs and have a bite to eat as well. He wanted to talk to her again to find out what her innermost fear was, and she’d acted preoccupied each time he’d brought it up.

      Dismounting, he waved at her to stay behind him and walked up to the porch. Knocking, he heard the bar being slid into place. The muzzle of a shotgun was pointed directly at him from a knothole that had been popped out of the wood planking of the house.

      “Whoa there!” Eli said instantly, raising his hands. “My wife and I are searching for someone. We just want to talk.” He saw Ellie walk up boldly behind him and felt himself lose his temper.

      “What are you doing? There is a gun pointed at us! Get back on the horse now!” he ordered angrily. He felt his eyes cross as she blatantly ignored him and stepped forward boldly.

      “We are bounty hunters and looking for a man. Lawkeepers. Open the door, if you please. In return we will pay for information,” she said in a stern voice, flashing the tin badge on her chest. Her hard eyes looked at him arrogantly and he realized that she’d done the right thing and he had no idea. He didn’t have a badge, nor had he told them they were bounty hunters.

      “Ellie, we’ll talk about this later,” he told her quietly.

      “No, we won’t,” she retorted ever so sweetly and smiled when the family opened the door, revealing their scared faces. “Tell us what happened and when,” she told them in a sympathetic tone. Elias watched in amazement as they were invited inside. Ellie listened to them, comforted them and encouraged them to speak. He could tell there was hesitation, they’d been threatened. But the aura of confidence she exuded was calming to the skittish family.

      Sure enough, Mahoney had been there. He’d taken what meager money they had and several of their horses. This had happened last night and the husband who had aimed the shotgun on him had been sure that he’d returned. Ellie thanked them for their time and the meal, pushing several bills into the wife’s hand.

      “Get your girls something nice so they feel special. Maybe a new chemise or something,” she’d instructed, and Elias had to keep from grinning. He’d chosen well when he picked out the chemise for her. He’d watched Ellie walk from the house and left a few more dollars for them. It felt good to give back and he could see that they’d struggled, just like he did those years ago. He didn’t want them to follow the rough road he had and regret it.

      “You are a good woman,” Elias said admirably, looking up at his wife as she waited patiently in the saddle.

      “I know,” she said with an arrogant smile.

      “So,” he began, pulling himself into the saddle and encouraging his horse forward beside her. “We were talking about fears. What are you scared of Ellie? You walked right up there with that gun and didn’t blink an eye.”

      “I prefer not to talk about it.”

      “Why not? If I can tell you I am afraid of drowning, you can share with me and I will tell no one else.”

      Ellie pulled back on the reins and looked at him harshly. “I really do not want to talk about it. Ask me something else if you want to talk.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, backing down. It must be a very tender subject for her. “What is your favorite flower?”

      “My favorite flower?” she laughed. “You went from intense to nothingness, didn’t you?”

      “Hopefully, you’ll be comfortable telling me what it is.”

      “Fine. I like honeysuckle. I like that you can smell it on the breeze when it’s blooming. And when it’s not blooming, it’s just a pretty vine.”

      “Honeysuckle it is,” he said with a nod.

      “What is?”

      “What we’ll plant around our home when we settle down. Masses and masses of honeysuckle so my wife is happy.” Ellie shook her head and moved her horse forward away from him, but not before he noticed that she had smiled approvingly. Elias was content simply following Ellie’s lead. She was smart as a whip and he admired her. As they came into the clearing where the fort was being built, he saw that there were several tents and very few houses nearby. People milled about working and, just over the ridge, he saw the beginnings of a town.

      “Let’s head that way.”

      “I think perhaps we should stay here and watch,” she countered. Elias simply got down off the horse and led it back into the trees, so they could stay hidden.

      “I thought you wanted to head towards those buildings?”

      “You are better at this than I am. I’ll follow your lead.” At the silence, he looked up at Ellie. “Why are you surprised?”

      “You argue about everything.”

      “Actually, my Ellie, it’s you who has to argue about everything. If you think it’s best we stay here, then here we shall stay and set camp.”

      “No fire.”

      “Yes, ma’am. No fire.”

      Elias set out the bedrolls next to each other without asking. He might not be able to sleep with his wife, but he would sleep next to her. If someone came upon them, he’d do everything he could to protect her. He glanced over at Ellie and saw that she lay on her stomach in the grass, watching intently. He joined her and smiled.

      “See anything?”

      “People.”

      “Ahhh, yes there are people down there.”

      “What is on your mind?”

      “I thought maybe we could try question two,” Elias replied.

      “What’s that?”

      “What is something you dream of?”

      “Okay, you go first.”

      “No, my lovely little bride. I went first last time. It’s your turn,” he countered, nudging her shoulder with his own. “You’ll go first this time.” He lay there patiently in the grass next to her on his stomach and watched for signs of Mahoney. The drawings he’d seen at the courthouse were rough sketches but the description from the family they’d met was pretty thorough. Small frame, short in stature. Beady eyes and dark hair. Looked almost like a teenager, yet the man was in his early forties. He stared ahead, searching for any man that looked to be frail or young.

      “Children,” Ellie said quietly, interrupting his thoughts. “I dream of having a family someday with lots and lots of children. No child should ever have to grow up alone. I want my children to have what you and Emily had together. A friendship, a bond.” Elias nearly swallowed his tongue.

      “You know how they are made, right? I am willing if you are,” he teased and grew suddenly serious, his face turning red.

      “What’s wrong? Don’t you want children someday?”

      “Ellie, darling, I do. I really, really, do. I have a confession though,” he said, his face burning with embarrassment at her quizzical stare. “I talk a lot and act like I know what I’m doing, but I’ve never been with a woman. I want children badly, but I don’t want you disappointed in me either. I didn’t mind waiting to consummate our marriage because I’m afraid I will mess it up for you.”

      “Well, I’ve never either,” she said shyly. “So we’ll just learn together eventually. I’ve never been kissed until you did it in the courtroom. I was so surprised that I actually didn’t even realize you’d kissed me until it was almost over. Now the second time…” She stopped suddenly, biting her lower lip. “The second time I enjoyed. I am just not sure what to do or not do.”

      “I think we should practice kissing often,” Elias breathed, leaning towards her. “Do you mind if I kiss you again? I didn’t ask last time.”

      “I like you kissing me, like you can’t help yourse-oh!” Elias leaned over and stopped her midsentence. He was gentle, tender and wanted to savor the moment. His sweet Ellie lay in the grass beside him. His world was right here next to him and nothing else mattered.

      Until he heard a click and felt the barrel of a gun at his back. Eli jerked slowly and broke the kiss, staring at Ellie’s beloved face. Her blue eyes widened in shock as she rolled to her side to see what was wrong. “Mahoney!” she whispered.

      “I see you were looking for me,” his nasally voice bit out. “Two bounty hunters in love, kissing in the grass like younglings. So, your man can’t please you yet? Maybe I will just take care of that and show him how it’s –”

      Elias roared to his feet in one smooth movement, shoving the rifle away from where Ellie lay. No other man would touch her, and he’d never allow someone to point a gun at his wife! “You’ll not lay a hand on her!” he yelled, his blood surging with anger. He grabbed the man blindly and beat at him in a rage until he lay prone on the ground. The sound of Ellie weeping broke through the fog in his mind as he stared down at his fists. He’d not killed the man, but he’d knocked him out cold. “Sweetheart, don’t cry. He will never touch you. If you’ll get some rope, I will tie him up.”

      “Are you all right?” Elias stopped suddenly, staring at Ellie’s stricken face. There had been a hitch in her voice that made the world turn sideways. He watched as her eyes dropped, the devastation in them crushing.

      “Darling?” he breathed, afraid she’d been shot and realized that it wasn’t her. It was him. He’d been shot in the shoulder. Glancing down, he felt the burning, fierce pain building in intensity. “I’m fine, Ellie. Let’s tie him up quickly.”

      He watched as she ran over to the horse and yanked the rope from the saddle horn. As she dropped next to him in the grass, he saw she was still crying. “Ellie, I need to tie him up now,” he breathed as he felt his strength waning. He would never leave her unprotected. Struggling, he turned the man over and pulled his arms backwards tying them tightly. He then tied his ankles together and laced the two ropes tightly, effectively hog tying the man.

      Elias dropped to his knees with a sudden exhaustion that was overwhelming. He blinked ever so slowly and found himself suddenly lying in the grass. Ellie was crying over him and shaking him. “I’m fine.”

      “You aren’t fine!” she cried, sobbing and hiccupping.

      “Ellie darling,” he started with a smile. “Forgive me, I lied to you.”

      “About what?”

      “Remember how I told you my fears? It’s not drowning.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’m afraid I will never be the man you want or need.” He placed a hand on her pale cheek and wiped away her tears, frowning as it left a crimson streak on her face that looked like war paint.

      “I have done so many things wrong and I feel like I have done you a disservice. I was goading the judge trying to make you look bad because I wanted to be the man picked to take care of you. Like Emily and Cade. I am sorry for it. I will make sure that I spend the rest of my life making sure that you know,” his breath hitched as she cried harder. The devastation on her face was palpable. Her blue eyes glistened as the tears spilled over her spiky lashes. “I want you to know that marrying me was not a mistake. I want to always make you smile, Ellie, not cry.”

      “You have to be okay,” she reminded him, clutching his hand. “We are supposed to practice making babies together, remember?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Wife.”

      “Then save your energy until I can get some help for you.” She looked up as several men suddenly entered the forest around them. “He’s shot and needs a doctor.”

      “Miss, we heard the gunshot and came as fast as we could.”

      “Can you get him into camp?” she pleaded, her voice tearing at Elias’ soul at the hurt in it.

      As the men tried to help Elias up, the pain in his shoulder suddenly surged and caused his body to sag as he lost consciousness. He didn’t remember anything else other than Ellie’s blood-curdling scream.
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      Elias awoke to a warmth draped over him and a searing pain in his left shoulder. It hurt to breathe much less move. He’d been shot. Where was Ellie? He tried sitting up and wasn’t able to, the weight on his right side was too much. Cracking open a bleary eyelid, he saw nothing but blackness. His eyes were so scratchy and raw.

      “Ellie?” he called out. “Ellie, are you there?”

      “Eli!” she cried out and suddenly the darkness lifted as she pulled her hair out of his face. “I am so sorry about that! Did I hurt you?”

      He stared at her disheveled appearance and instantly felt guilty. His poor Ellie had great big rings under her eyes because, obviously, she’d not slept. Her hair had fallen from her braid, thus causing it to cover part of his face. Under her eyes were streaks of grime from where she’d cried and then a trail of blood. His blood.

      “No, you didn’t hurt me.”

      “Thank goodness,” she breathed. “They said you’d be sore when you awoke, but it’s been a while now and I was beginning to get concerned that…” Her eyes instantly grew glassy as she sniffled. “I was afraid that you wouldn’t wake up.”

      “I will always be here for you. How long have I been out?”

      “Four days with a fever.”

      “Four days?”

      “Yes, I was afraid to leave your side. I hope I didn’t hurt you by lying next to you.”

      “No, that is where you should always be.”

      “I should have known Mahoney was nearby. I should have seen the signs.”

      “Stop it, Ellie. There was no way you could have known. I failed you by not watching your back, just like I failed my sister. I can’t apologize enough for that mistake and I am the wrong man for the job.”

      “You are the right man, and don’t you say otherwise!”

      “You are too good for me,” he told her.

      “You’re right, I am. But you are perfect for me.”

      “We aren’t a mistake. We can’t be,” he breathed tenderly. He raised his right arm to gently wipe away her tears. “You are the better part of us, the better half. I look at you and see perfection in a way I never imagined. You complement me in a way that could only have been designed in the heavens. I was only half a man until you found me. And the first time I looked in your eyes, I was lost.”

      Her tremulous smile tore at him. Then she did something she’d never done before: she leaned down and kissed him. It was simple, innocent and perfect in so many ways. She grabbed his hand and held it against her face, kissing his palm.

      “Ellen Holladay Jessup, I love you like no other woman in the world. I swear the sun in my world rises and sets in those beautiful, blue eyes.”

      “I love you, too,” she breathed softly, her eyes mischievous and loving. Elias smiled as she leaned down. “You better get healed up because I think I have a hankering for a bit more practice, my love.”
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      “Emily Singleton, you get down here, Wife!” Cade said in a voice that brooked no argument. Elias watched dumbfounded as his sister climbed down from the tree almost seven months pregnant. She and Cade were to be blessed with their fourth child soon. Peals of laughter rang out as Cade climbed up and retrieved his oldest child.

      Smiling, Elias waved as Ellie tried to make her way to the picnic table. Her stomach was only starting to distend from their child, but she walked like she was as large as Emily. He’d never tell her that, of course. He was just amazed each night that Ellie loved him.

      They would lie in bed and listen to their three children talk to each other, struggling to stay awake against their parents’ wishes. Cups of water were granted, as were bedtime stories. But each evening when the kids finally went down to sleep, that is when he had his time alone with Ellie. There was nothing more that Elias loved than laying his head on her lap and touching their baby as it danced in her stomach. It was as if he knew that he was already loved, and they waited patiently for a safe arrival.

      “I swear, you look more and more beautiful every day, Mrs. Jessup,” he breathed, kissing that sensitive spot behind her ear. Ellie giggled and tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her. Instead, he took the bowls she held and watched as she headed back inside.

      “You know, Cade? You could help carry something,” he announced sarcastically and watched the man that he’d become friends with over the years move quickly into the house to help out. Elias knew it was a dirty trick to play. But he also knew that if they didn’t help, both Emily and Ellie would wear themselves out before they ever started their picnic.

      It was Ellie’s idea to have family over every Sunday after church and it had become tradition. His sweet wife had been alone for so long that she insisted on making up for lost time. It suited him fine because before Ellie and the kids, all he had was Emily. After her marriage to Cade, he thought he’d lost that connection with his sibling for a while. But instead, they were closer than ever.

      Both had given up theft long ago and Emily had dedicated herself to taking in those in need. It was part of what the judge had requested, but Elias knew that she wanted to help others and felt compelled to make Cade proud of her. The thing was, if she only realized how Cade looked at her, she’d know just how much he cherished her.

      Elias picked up the nearest child and whirled them around in the air, kissing the brown curls affectionately. Instantly, the clamoring of other children wanting to be picked up surrounded him. It was a good feeling to have a home and family with his Ellie. He picked up his niece and twirled her about, watching the door to the house for Ellie.

      “Let me go check on your mama and I will be right back,” he promised his little Rebecca, named for Ellie’s mother. He stood quickly and headed to the house, only to find Ellie absent from the kitchen. “Ellie?” he called out and found her beaming face peering around the door jamb of their bedroom. “What are you doing in here alone?”

      “Waiting for you,” she breathed lovingly, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Have I told you that I love you today, Husband?”

      “No, ma’am. I think you’ve been a bit slack of that lately,” he whispered, dropping a kiss on the tip of her freckled nose.

      “Shame on me,” she whispered against his lips. “I love you to the stars and back.”

      “And I will love you longer than the moon will hang in the sky,” he vowed, cradling his precious wife in his arms. “Dearest Ellie, what would I have ever done if you hadn’t put a shotgun in my face that day?” he asked, smiling at the absurdity of it. Who would have thought that his wife would brandish a gun and steal his heart? The odds of him coming across the love of his life at a moment that he needed her were slim. She’d been placed in his path at the time he needed to love her.

      “You would have probably planned to marry some other woman,” she said evasively, toying with the shaggy hair that had grown past the nape of his collar. “And I’d have to have shot her.”

      Laughing, he picked her up and twirled her around. That had been her answer to everything over the years, but she had yet to pull a gun in anger. He was pretty sure that she couldn’t hurt a fly for all the false bravado she exuded. His tough little wife had collapsed when he’d been shot years ago, and he couldn’t imagine her taking a life. That incident had led their lives in a different direction.

      Elias had volunteered for sheriff instead of bounty hunter. That meant that the town had a lawman at any time that was needed. Cade had passed up the opportunity and Eli had grabbed it with both hands. It would be steady pay and Ellie would never have to search for an outlaw again. This meant they could settle down and raise a family together. This also meant he could be close by in case Emily needed something when Cade was gone.

      “They’re here!” Emily called out from the front door, making the hair on Elias neck stand on end. Ellie’s eyes lit up eagerly as she kissed him again, walking out of the bedroom and leaving him behind.

      “I’m coming!” she called out to Emily.

      “Who’s here, Ellie?” The duo was up to no good! Last time they had put their heads together it involved he and Cade digging a new well for the house. When she got something in her mind, there was no dissuading her.

      “Ellie? I am not digging another well or building anything today. It’s the Lord’s day and we are supposed to…” Elias came through the front door and stopped in his tracks. His father stood next to Ellie’s shining face and Cade was helping his mother down from a wagon. Time had not changed his father or his mother. “What is going on?”

      Ellie waddled quickly to him and put a hand on his chest. “Remember when you said that you wouldn’t be welcomed home? Well, we are going to welcome them to our home instead. You aren’t a thief. You are the sheriff and my beloved husband. You are a man to be reckoned with, not some young, defiant boy running from his father. Stand tall and be proud, my love. Let him be proud of the man you have become on your own.”

      “Ellie, why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I knew you were hurt and I think our babies should meet their grandparents at least one time in their lives. Regret is a awful thing and I want there to be no regrets for you. Nothing but love, happiness and peace for us.”

      “And what if he hasn’t forgiven me?”

      “Will you be mad if I shoot him?” she asked with amusement.

      “Ellie,” he said laughing, feeling a surge of fierceness for her. “I love you so darn much!” He grabbed her hand, his anchor in this life, and walked towards where his father stood silently. His mother stood off to the side, hugging Emily and weeping as Cade looked distinctly uncomfortable at his wife’s tears. Eli felt Ellie squeeze his hand encouragingly.

      “Pa? It’s good to see you, sir. This is my wife, Ellen and our children. Rebecca, Peter, and Mary.” He felt a sinking sensation in his stomach as his father looked down at their innocent eyes and then back up at him.

      “Good Christian names. Are they as much of a rascal as you were?”

      “Probably just as hard-headed.”

      “I hear it’s a family trait,” Ellie chimed in and stepped forward. “I am so happy to meet you both and you are welcome in our home.”

      “Elias, is that true? Am I welcome here?”

      “Sir, if my wife invited you, then you are welcome in our home. I don’t dare cross her,” he said with an easy smile as he met Ellie’s shining blue eyes.

      “You hear that?” his father said quickly to where Eli’s mother stood. “The boy actually does listen. Bout time, too.” Eli felt his eyes mist as his father pulled him into his arms and hugged him. “Bout darn time you got it all out of your system, young’un. I had a wild streak in me, too. It just didn’t last as long as yours did. Your mother put a kibosh on it when I met her. Never told you because I didn’t want you to make my mistakes. ‘Put it behind you and teach them consequences’, that is what your mother always said, and I never listened. Don’t make my mistakes, Son.”

      “Oh, I listen to Ellie, Pa. She won’t let me misbehave,” he pledged and hugged his father again. “It’s good to see you and Mother both. Come sit down. We are fixing to eat.” Elias walked over to where Ellie stood, her hands clasped together on her chest and her eyes brimming with tears.

      “You are too good a woman for me, Ellen Holladay Jessup.”

      “I am the only woman for you,” she said tenderly, wiping her eyes.

      “I love you, Wife.”

      “And I love you. Now, go talk with your parents and I will gather up the kids,” she exclaimed, shooing him off. Elias watched her walk away with a loving expression on his face and said a silent prayer of thanks that Ellie had married him. Perhaps he’d send Judge Ryan a gift for trusting him with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Afterword

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Mine. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders - Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      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 their days are numbered before the law catches up to them. 

      

      Cade Singleton heard stories of the Jessup siblings preying on the rich. When the bounty is increased high enough to entice him into pursuing them, he wants nothing better than to make them see justice. 

      

      When he finally catches up to them in a rural area just south of Dallas, Cade captures Emily and decides to use her for bait to apprehend her brother. Can this bounty hunter find it in his heart to see past Emily's lawless ways and be able to see the kind-hearted woman that lies beneath? Can Emily start over and be freed from her past through loving Cade? And will the Jessup siblings finally find redemption?
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      Officer Cindy Lance had waited eagerly for a K-9 position to open up in the small town of Mayhew, Texas. Her career choices were driven by personal tragedy that shaped her life. She vowed to make a difference in the community. She accepted the challenge that becoming a K-9 officer would bring but that hadn't been the tough part: It was dealing with the arrogant instructor!

      

      'Mad-dog' Enoch Wesson had no intention of taking it easy on the pretty blonde officer that was selected to attend K-9 training class. Her career was full of promise, yet she had the nerve to challenge him at every turn in front of the others. He wanted nothing more than to make sure she knew who was the boss at the training facility.

      

      Cindy strived hard to gain the respect of her handsome instructor and worked diligently with her dog, Duchess. She was ready to resume her career with the force but when an assignment hits too close to home; she finds herself bonding with the one person she thought hated her the most. Only to discover that maybe they aren't so different after all. Can she find the strength to perform a job that could break her heart and crush her soul? Could he overcome his own personal nightmares and be the man she needs?
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