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      When Emma Browning chooses to remain in the wilds of Oklahoma, she discovers a freedom that comes from being an independent woman. Unfortunately, the men in town have other ideas for her. How can a young lady remain unmarried with so many single men nearby? Why is she endangering herself by teaching the less fortunate? After repeated offers of marriage – the one man she finds herself interested in… couldn’t care less about her!

      

      Marshal James Reed has always been shunned due to his heritage. Growing up half-Indian and half-Tejano – his exotic looks have caused him to stand out and he’s struggled to make a name for himself. Now, he is in the Indian Territory after an outlaw when he spots the most beautiful distraction ever: Emma.

      

      When James reveals a secret he’s kept close to his heart, can Emma find a way to reach the man that seems so very untouchable? Suddenly the idea of having someone special in her life is quite tempting… but can the marshal capture his prey, and her heart, without endangering himself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      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

      

      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, Ginny Sterling and many others 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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      Oklahoma Territory

      September 1888

      

      Emma glanced around at the small town located in the Southeast corner of the Indian lands. Mostly Choctaw lived in the area. This place was nothing like Boston and it floored her that her family had picked up and left on the promise of getting ahead when they released the land. Rumor had spread back home that the government would eventually be moving the tribes out and letting people homestead the land in order to develop large herds of cattle to be sold. There was a lot of money being made driving them farther north.

      It had been almost a year now that she lived here, and while she still felt like an outsider at times, this was her new home. It turned out that her mother and father also missed the conveniences of home but had a taste of what living in the west could bring. To her surprise, they picked up and moved on to California. Emma had always been strong and independent. Being here, among the wildness seemed to compound it. She’d turned down the chance to move because she felt comfortable tackling the new teaching settlement that was popping up nearby. People seemed to think that the land was public property, but she felt awful for the Indians that were being pushed off their land. Her father might have wanted to take advantage of it, but now that she was here and knew some of the town… she simply didn’t feel the same way.

      She had freedom here, something she didn’t have back in Boston. There it was about status, dealing with rules, and hob-nobbing with others of your class. Here, she was independent for the first time in her life. Her family left her with some supplies and she existed in a sod dugout house on the outskirts of town. She kept a loaded gun for defense and an axe beside the door. She was afraid sometimes, but it was getting easier being alone. The thing she loved so much about this area was the night sky. She could look up at the stars at night and felt a keen awareness that everything was going to be alright- deep faith in trusting that this might be her new path in life.

      Today was a perfect example.

      She would be starting a new class today, teaching the children their letters and how to read. She had twelve students joining her – half were from the tribe just on the outskirts of town. By teaching the Choctaw children, she was running the risk of alienating herself from the community or a chance at gaining a husband. The only advantage she had right now that kept her from being ostracized by others was the fact that she was a young woman of a marriageable age.

      She wasn’t arrogant about it nor did she flaunt it, but she knew that she had flattering features; but with that brought about some unwanted attention. She’d like to marry someday but she wanted it to be for love. Her mother was completely in love with her father and she was envious of how much they adored each other. She’d seen friends marry and that spark was lacking.

      She wanted a spark of her own.

      Looking around, she viewed the flat land ahead of her – watching the tall golden grasses sway in the wind. It had been a warm summer and it always amazed her at how different everything was. She remembered the first time she’d seen a longhorn steer and gaped indelicately at the massive size of the animal. Prairie dogs made her giggle with childish enthusiasm – they looked like the fluffy rabbits they had back home in the wild, yet with no ears. The rabbits here were lean and long jackrabbits with large ears. Same animal, different adaption to their environment. Just like her – she was the same, yet different now.

      She would be meeting with children that she would shape and mold into adults someday, and in her mind, knowledge was the key to everything. She enjoyed teaching and mentoring more than she ever enjoyed picking out dress patterns or attending soirees.

      She found herself befriending several of the Choctaw people simply because they seemed more real… more in touch with what they needed as a people to grow. Back home it seemed almost senseless to waste food or clothing, but these people used every bit of what they had access too. Hides, hooves, horns, gourds, beads, seeds. It was impressive- their knowledge and resources – causing Emma to realize that they could teach her a thing or two as well.

      The children began to gather by the mesquite trees near her dugout. They had no school house that would allow the Choctaw children to attend, so she took it upon herself to teach them regardless. Today they would be drawing their letters on a tablet with chalk and once it was gone, they’d simply practice with sticks in the dirt. She meant to teach anyone that was willing to learn and would do so by any means necessary.

      Gathering up her wide-brimmed hat to protect her fair skin, Emma quickly walked over and introduced herself. It was always inspiring to see happy faces ready to listen. As she learned their names, she smiled as they told her the meanings. Such beautiful names that lilted off the tongue when they said it. Frowning, she quickly found out that they’d also been assigned English names as well. John, Edward, Margaret, Robert, Sarah and Rebecca all sat beside her in their buckskins beside the other children.

      She loved children because they weren’t born with the same prejudices and opinions as their parents- they had open minds and hearts until they grew tainted over time. She prayed that it wouldn’t happen and that she could teach them to keep their eyes open, to listen to each other and learn from one another.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” she began happily and smiled at each one. “Let’s take a seat and begin our day while the sun is still low in the sky.”

      As Emma talked and prompted the children into discussion, she found that not only would she be teaching them to read and write – but they would be practicing their English as well. She quickly informed them that each time she taught them a word, she wanted to learn one of theirs. This surprised many of the children, causing them to look at each other in confusion. Obviously not many people asked to learn their language. The ice was broken and she’d gained a group of students that would also be friends in the future. To her this was a gift that was beyond priceless and something she’d never had before.

      She felt like she belonged.
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      As the day wore on, Emma felt the sun beating down on her through the trees. It was nearing time to break for the day. Most of the children had chores that they had to perform in order to make sure they had the necessities taken care of for their families. It could be something as simple as picking up dried dung cakes in order to make sure the fires kept them warm at night.

      She understood the need because she had things she had to do as well. First and foremost, she would need to start harvesting what was left of her meager garden. Temperatures would be dropping soon enough and she wanted to be prepared for the winter ahead.

      Last year, several had come to their aid because they simply were ignorant of what winter would bring. In Boston, if you needed something you could fetch someone to the butcher or the bakery. Here, you were the butcher… you were the baker unless you wanted to buy luxuries in town.

      Luxuries were something she couldn’t afford at the time. She was extremely thrifty with what she had left in her account. She had a decent, solid roof over her head and all of her clothing from home still looked almost brand new. The only wants she had currently included being able to maintain her food stores. This meant laborious hours picking, prepping, and canning – something she’d grown quite good at over time.

      Grabbing her woven basket and looping it on her arm, she made her way to the back of the dugout. The vines were heavy with squash, tomatoes, green beans and other vegetables. It was almost the end of the season and she could see the curling beginning on the leaves. One or two hard frosts and she could lose quite a bit of this. Yes, it was beyond time to gather her vegetables.

      Picking diligently, searching through every leaf and vine, picking even the smallest of vegetables – she gathered up as much as she could. She was hot and sweaty, kneeling on her dress in the grass as she worked. Hearing a horse, she groaned in frustration. She had a lot of work to do before the sun set on the horizon and didn’t have time to shrug off the men that constantly bothered her.

      It was bad enough that it seemed to come in a rotation. One, two, three men would seem to hover around her diligently for about a week. It was as if they would step back to allow the next group forward to break down her defenses. She was fed up with being chased by all sorts of riff-raff. She had taken to wearing her plainest dresses that were serviceable as well as putting her hair back in a simple bun. It was like she was trying her best to turn away suitors simply because she hadn’t met the one for her. She felt it in the very core of her being and deep in her heart.

      Glancing up again, Emma stifled a mortified groan as she saw Frank Dalton get down from his horse. He was tall, with a dignified air about him. He commanded attention – good, bad, and all that fell in-between. He was the oldest in his family and while many considered him an upstanding citizen – there was something about him that struck a nerve. She was uncomfortable around him and there was always something in his eyes, making her feel like a cat toying with a mouse. Predatory eyes, with an underlying threat that just simmered in their dark depths.

      “Hello Miss Emma,” he said politely, standing there blocking the sun. She saw in his hands that he had a sparse gathering of some flowers held tight in his fist. He hadn’t even taken his hat off and that was something all courteous gentleman did when they met a lady. Her father said it was a telling sign of respect and she understood his words the moment she’d met Frank Dalton. He didn’t respect anyone unless they gave him a wide berth.

      “Hello Mr. Dalton,” she said politely, sitting back on her haunches and looking up at him as he blocked out the sun. “Kindly step back, if you please? You’ve stepped right in my garden and I do believe there are potatoes underfoot – and it’s Miss Browning.”

      Emma grabbed her trowel and looked away just in time to see his smile fall at her veiled reminder that she’d not given him permission to use her first name. She didn’t care to be on a first name basis with the man and preferred to keep things polite between them. She would nod, acknowledge his illustrious ego in town, and keep to herself like any other citizen.

      “I stand corrected, Miss Browning and I thank you for that,” he began congenially and cleared his throat. Emma didn’t look up and did a double-take as he knelt down beside her and stuck the flowers into her line of vision. Slowly looking up, she saw he was increasingly close and immediately shot to her feet, dusting off her dress.

      “Why thank you, Mr. Dalton – you shouldn’t have.”

      “You know I would relish the thought of maybe taking a stroll about town this afternoon with you. Would you do me the honor?”

      “Mr. Dalton, I do appreciate it; however I must get these crops in as I can. I don’t have the luxury of having such a reputation and career such as yourself. I must fend for myself.”

      “Even more reason for us to take a turn about town – so we can get to know each other a bit better before we announce our engagement.”

      She couldn’t help it – she laughed.

      The man was simply preposterous and presumptuous. She’d seen him about town for a little over a month. He’d flirted and smiled at every woman within eyesight until he spotted her. She’d pushed him off, been quite callous towards him, on the verge of being rude- and declined every offer to be seen with him. She had no intention of leading the man on, yet he didn’t seem to be catching on.

      Swallowing a giggle, she saw how dark his demeanor suddenly got and felt a chill run down her spine. Clearing her throat, she smiled politely and held out her hand to accept the flowers. Just as she was getting ready to escape inside her house and pray that Frank would disappear, Emma saw that things were about to get interesting… times two!

      Jonathan Williams was walking over the crest of a small hill and had emerged from a grove of mesquite trees nearby. He was her neighbor on a nearby plot of land. A local farmer, he was avidly looking for a new wife for his children. His own wife had died last winter. Martha had been overly sweet with a smile for everyone. She couldn’t tell anyone no and obviously that included her husband. She’d died from childbed fever delivering his fifth child. She missed Martha’s easy company and it made her skin crawl at the idea that her husband was sniffing around her.

      “Oh look! Hello Mr. Williams – Mr. Dalton, have you met Mr. Williams, my neighbor? His wife, Martha was a true blessing in these parts and she is sorely missed- isn’t she, Mr. Williams?” Emma said brightly, hoping to dissuade both men at the same time and make her escape.

      “Martha was a truly godly woman and a good mother.”

      “Yes. Yes, she was – and you will find another someday.” Emma gnashed her teeth as she saw his eyes light up. Tarnation! she inwardly cursed.

      “Yes, your children deserve a mother that will take care of them like her own – just like Widow Smith. Have you met her? She’s a pretty thing with two boys of her own to raise. I should introduce you both at church on Sunday. You will be there, won’t you? Mr. Dalton, are you a church-going man too?”

      She knew she was stammering and tripping over her words, but all she wanted them to do was leave. She didn’t need a man in her life right now nor did she need to bother with their shenanigans.

      “That would be mighty kind of you Miss Browning,” Mr. Williams said politely but she could see the disappointment in his eyes as he clutched his floppy leather hat against his chest politely. He’d be a good husband to some woman someday… just not this woman.

      “Dalton, will you be at services too?”

      Jonathan Williams was looking at the man politely and she could see the silent tension between them. Emma was shocked to see that Jonathan didn’t back down from him, but that didn’t change the fact that she could practically see Martha staring up at her husband adoringly in her mind’s eye. No, no matter what attributes the man had – nothing would change the fact that he belonged once to her friend and she wasn’t interested in him in the slightest.

      “Only if Miss Browning will be accompanying me,” Frank Dalton said firmly, not even looking her direction. He was still watching her neighbor like he posed some sort of threat to his being.

      “You two are being ridiculous,” she blurted out. “Of course, I will be attending church – I go each Sunday by myself and enjoy the sermon best when I don’t have to fuss with anyone else. I have work to do and truthfully, you both are stopping me. So, unless you plan on helping me dig? Move along and I will see you at church.”

      Snatching up her trowel once more, Emma got down and began to dig forcefully at the dusty, dry ground that made up her pathetic little garden area. Shaking her head, she heard the hoofbeats fade off and glanced up to see Jonathan’s retreating form in the distance. Neither one made a move to help her and she didn’t expect them to… but it would have been a kind gesture from either of them.

      As the sun began to fall and a brilliant orange streak stained the horizon, Emma finally washed up and headed inside her dugout. Lighting her oil lamp, she washed up and began to prep the vegetables she’d harvested. She sat at a small table, cutting when something caught her attention. Glancing up, she saw a dark figure at the tree line in the distance. Whoever it was stood there, watching in the shadows.

      Trying to act nonchalant, she stood up and moved towards the window to get a better look but pretended to get a bowl from the small wooden shelf on the wall. Whoever it was, they weren’t moving. She walked out of sight of the window to the door and immediately put the large board across the frame. Grabbing her father’s gun, she checked to make sure it was loaded and kept it down by her side. Emma returned to her chair to see if the figure was still there, but when she glanced out of the window – he was gone.
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      Sunday came and Emma treasured her time in the early morning air walking into town. It was peaceful and she was once again struck by the raw beauty that this part of the country could bring. Sometimes the sky was a raw, angry reddish hue at sunrise and other days it was more like an explosion of sunlight on the world around her. Today would be one of those days.

      It was getting cooler out and she had a light shawl wrapped around her shoulders this morning. The air was brisk and dry with a hint of the scent of rain hanging in the air. Musty, earthy, life-giving and just so natural – so real. There was no pretense to this land. It was clawing your way forward with a light in your soul. There was an abundance of life, but you had to look for it. Grasshoppers, rabbits, cattle, snakes and cicadas – things you simply didn’t find roaming in the streets back east. Here it was commonplace.

      It was now her home.

      Glancing upwards, she shielded her eyes. The blooming gray morning light that was dawn on the prairie suddenly disappeared. She grinned as rays of sunlight just above the trees blinded her out of nowhere – this is what she meant by explosion of light. The warmth touched her face only for a moment before she tugged her hat down to protect her fair skin.

      People were milling about the streets heading towards the steeple on the far side of what they were calling a town square. It was comprised loosely of buildings that circled around each other making the shape of a square. Large dirt roads bisected it heading in each direction of a compass. At the very heart of town stood the church that served as a school for Percival Jones to teach during the week.

      Emma couldn’t stand the man.

      It was never her intention to be a rival teacher in the area or to step on his toes but when the man focused his teaching only on the young boys in town – it irritated her to no end. He’d had the nerve to ask several young girls to leave class, claiming that they needed to spend their time learning how to take care of a home. Combining that snide remark with the fact that he publicly said that he could teach her the error of her ways… oh yes- she did not like the man at all.

      Emma remembered that day with a bitterness in her soul every time she looked upon his face. He was an older man that was very set in his ways. He believed quite loudly “that women and heathens should be set aside to focus on the upcoming pillars of the community”. She knew she’d made an enemy when she’d questioned him in front of others.

      “A community is made up of everyone that wishes to be a part of it. What you are describing is chauvinistic and your ideals are not sustainable,” she’d retorted smartly. “If there are no women – your precious pillars of the community will have no descendants.”

      “Ah yes, the lovely Miss Emma Browning. The stories of your beauty I see are true until you open that pert little mouth. Silence!” he snapped loudly when she began to sputter indignantly at his rudeness.

      “I’ve heard all about you and see that you do indeed need a husband to bring you to heel. If you were married to a strong enough man, such as myself, I could lead you in the proper way to be a wife. Now, if you are done creating a stir amongst the fragile women – I have things that I must attend to.”

      Emma’s mouth hung open in shock and disbelief. As she gathered herself, she saw several children watching her reaction and knew she couldn’t let him get the better of her. She laughed merrily and saw his posture tighten before he stuck his nose into the air, acting indifferent.

      “Come children. I will teach you to read, write, and think for yourselves,” she exclaimed loudly and thus- her teachings began.

      With no schoolhouse, they met daily and she was happy to see that they were progressing. She was half-tempted to challenge Percival Jones to a spelling bee in the future but she would not stoop to his level. She had an example to set for her students and teaching them to conquer a bully wasn’t one of them. She wanted them to be confident in themselves, to be knowledgeable and to be able to show the world there was more to them. They weren’t ‘heathens’ and girls who should be at home.

      Shaking her head, she let her irritation at the memory fade from her as she stepped into the church and took her seat. Yanking off her gloves, she absently tucked her blonde hair back underneath her bonnet.

      “Miss Browning? Is this seat taken?”

      Glancing up, Emma smiled politely. Harry Wilson was the postmaster in town. He was a right handsome man whose dark hair was graying at the temples. It always struck her when he removed his glasses from the bridge of his nose at how empty his face seemed. The glasses added to his face, not detracted from it.

      “Certainly not. Please have a seat.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You look lovely today- if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “That’s very kind of you,” she said demurely and then frowned as Percival Jones slid into the pew in front of her. He was at least a head taller than her and blocked her view of the pulpit. Part of her wondered if it was deliberate? Just as she was preparing to say something, he turned that stony expression towards her.

      “Ladies should be wearing gloves when they’ve been working in the field like that,” he drawled in that nasally voice that grated her nerves. Emma glanced down at her jagged fingernails and quickly balled her fists.

      “The sermon today is on lifting up your neighbor – I suggest you move to the front pew, Mr. Jones – and do pay attention to this one in particular,” Emma snapped, yanking her gloves off of her lap and tugging them on in mortification. She saw Percival’s lips twitch as he turned back around to face the front of the church. Glancing out of the corner of her eye, she saw the horrified expression on Harry’s face.

      “Yes?” she chirped, feeling her temper simmering. Why did men seem to enjoy belittling her or treating her like she was simply something pretty to covet? Didn’t they realize that she just wanted to be respected or treated like she was important? Her mother and father had always made her feel like she was something special. Was this just the love of a parent? Maybe she was asking for too much in a relationship? What if all men acted the same and her father was the anomaly?

      “Nothing,” Harry mumbled quickly and looked away as the minister cleared his throat. Emma knew she was letting that horrid Percival Jones get the better of her temper right now but the man seemed to create strife no matter where he went. It was as if he thrived on it.

      She listened absently and rather than feeling a keen sense of ease seep into her soul like usual – something was off-kilter. She felt like the hair at the back of her neck was standing on end and absently rubbed it underneath her collar. The sensation didn’t fade away with her touch; rather she was quite aware that she was being watched.

      Glancing casually over her shoulder, she saw a tall stranger at the back of the building leaning against the wall. He was standing directly next to Frank Dalton who took her cursory glance as an invitation, raising his hand silently in acknowledgement while the stranger stood there watching her. Emma abruptly turned back around, very nearly wrenching her neck with the force of it.

      Staring straight ahead unseeingly, she pictured the man in her mind. He was earthy and beautiful beyond anything that she’d seen before. Dark brownish-black hair that fell in his face slightly and a dark shadow of scruff against his deeply tanned skin. He had high cheekbones that made his almond shaped eyes even more exotic looking and absently wondered if his eyes crinkled when he smiled.

      Who was he?

      “Miss Browning? Miss Browning can you hear me?”

      Emma blinked several times before realizing that the postmaster was addressing her and others were filing out of the church. The service was over and she’d missed quite a bit of it. She quickly got to her feet and saw that Harry was standing there blocking the exit to the pew.

      “Oh? Yes, my apologies Mr. Wilson. I was lost in thought.”

      “I was saying that I received a letter from your family and wanted to inquire if I could walk you to the post office in order to retrieve it?” he asked quietly, watching her. Emma was looking past him to see that the stranger had left out the door with Frank Dalton and two other men. Glancing back at his hopeful gaze, she nodded amicably. She was headed that direction back home and perhaps having company would keep Frank Dalton away from her, as well as Percival… unfortunately, it might also keep the handsome stranger from her as well.

      No matter, she thought idly. She was quite put off by what she’d seen so far from others. He was probably just the same deep-down inside. Oh yes, she was bound for a spinster life at this rate and really was getting to the point that she would accept it if it meant her freedom.

      Emma placed her gloved hand on Harry’s outstretched arm, allowing him to lead her out of the church and down the street. He chatted politely but she was distracted as her eyes scanned the streets around her, looking for him.

      The stranger.

      As they neared the post office, she stood there as Harry opened the door and ushered her inside politely. She could see dust motes in the beams of sunlight that streamed through the beaded glass window panes. The air sat still as she glanced around and the faint sound of papers shuffling came from behind the counter where he’d disappeared for a moment.

      “Ah! Here you go! My apologies that it took me a moment. I… uh… I was planning on walking it out to your home tomorrow,” Harry said quietly and Emma saw that he was pulling at his collar nervously.

      “That was thoughtful of you but unnecessary.”

      “I know, but I thought perhaps we could take a stroll one day or maybe have lunch together… you know- to talk?”

      “That might be nice sometime,” she told him politely, feeling bad that she kept focusing her attention on the stranger that had caught her eye – not the polite man in front of her. Uncomfortable, she saw that he was watching her reaction looking for some sign of interest. Blushing, she looked away and tore into the letter from her parents.

      

      Dearest Emma,

      I hope this correspondence finds you well. Your mother and I have made it to California safely. We miss you terribly and wonder at your well-being. I know you’ve a desire to have a family someday or teach there at the school- both being honorable ambitions. We worry for your safety and have been discussing your future…

      

      “Uh oh,” Emma whispered aloud.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Just a moment,” she interrupted, as she scanned the remainder of the letter. Her father’s bold scrawl was scratched upon the paper and she could hear his voice in her mind as she read his words.

      

      We would like to see you matched with a solid, young man that can provide for you. There are several here that would be acceptable suitors and I think would find your approval. Your mother would like to have grandchildren someday and I – I would like my baby girl home with us again. I feel as if I have allowed you too many freedoms over the years, this being my greatest mistake. Come home, Emma.

      Love always,

      Your Father and Mother

      

      “Is everything alright? You look a bit piqued.”

      Emma folded the letter back and placed it inside the envelope. She saw that it was postmarked just over a week ago. She needed to write back quickly and stand her ground or she’d find herself betrothed to a stranger. She knew her parents and when they got an idea in their mind, it wasn’t long before they took action. She’d been stunned when they’d agreed to let her remain there and obviously they’d had second thoughts regarding it.

      “I am fine. Thank you.”

      Glancing at him, she saw that Harry was watching her in the silence. He’d been so kind and understanding, perhaps she could talk to her friend? Sighing heavily, she closed her eyes fighting the urge to write out a response now. It would need to be carefully crafted so she wasn’t on the next coach headed to California, leaving her students and her very home behind.

      “My family wants me to move out to California and marry,” she admitted in the stillness of the room.

      “Are you engaged?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to go? Do you want to leave the territory?”

      “No, I feel like this is my home. I love this land and its wildness.”

      “You could marry me and stay here.”

      “What?” Emma’s eyes shot straight open as she glanced up at him in surprise. Harry had been a friend for the past several months and while she thought him handsome, he didn’t make her heart flutter with excitement… not like the stranger’s dark glance had.

      “Mr. Wilson…”

      “Please, call me Harry.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered painfully and saw his crestfallen expression. “I can’t give you an answer right now when I don’t know what I am going to do. I hope you understand that. You’ve been such a kind friend, but I need time.”

      “I will take your response as a ‘maybe’” he said with a sad smile. “I’ve always thought highly of you and worry for your safety as well. You’ve spent a lot of time in the past few months teaching those… ah… less fortunate.”

      Emma understood his unspoken words and felt her heart sink. He also disapproved of her teaching the Choctaw children from the village nearby. Could no one understand that she wanted to reach out to them with kindness?

      “I will take your offer under consideration and appreciate it- but I must be going now,” she said politely and quickly extracted herself from the solitary setting. Stepping out onto the wooden boardwalk in front of the post office, she took a deep breath for strength and let out a silent prayer: Please give me a sign that I am on the right path.
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      Frustrated beyond belief, Emma stared at the cracked pan that had split directly in half and was laying on the hearth of the fireplace. She’d placed it in the coals just like she’d always done before when cooking. There must have been a casting defect in the iron skillet as she heard the deafening pop. She could have sworn it was gun fire and dropped to her knees immediately there on the dirt floor. It took mere seconds to realize that the drop biscuits she was baking were no longer in the skillet, but now lying strewn among the coals.

      Cursing silently to herself, she grabbed a small poker and fished out the doughy lumps before they could fill the dugout with smoke. Flour was a precious and expensive commodity – not to mention her cast iron skillet. A new skillet wasn’t in the cards for her right now. She was focusing on trying to save her meager funds for travel if needed or a dire emergency. Breaking a skillet was an irritating inconvenience.

      She finished cleaning up the mess and tidied up her appearance. Taking both pieces of the skillet, she set it in the large vegetable basket she normally used to gather in the garden. Buying a new skillet wasn’t an option, however, perhaps repairing it would be a far more prudent option?

      Although, it would mean asking George Miller for a favor or check to see if he would help her out a bit – repairing the worn skillet at a discount. He was the blacksmith in town and served as a farrier for anyone needing their horse taken care of. He was adept at making horseshoes and other iron items.

      He’d pulled her aside at church about six months ago and offered for her. He’d known that she was alone and said that it ‘just wasn’t right that a pretty girl was all alone’. It was sweet, awfully protective and touching – but he was also her father’s age and she couldn’t picture them in an embrace, much less a kiss.

      Walking into town, she had the heavy basket propped on her hip and tried to balance it. It’s not that the skillet was extremely heavy, it just wore on her after she’d walked quite some ways. Ahead she spotted the steady stream of smoke coming from the forge and smiled. Good – he was working today. Ducking under the awning, she smiled politely and waved.

      “Morning Mr. Miller. How are you?”

      “Miss Emma! I am well,” George said with a light, affectionate smile. Oh yes, everything about him reminded her of her father. It was something in the way he looked at her. His gaze wasn’t that of a suitor, but of a patient uncle or friend. “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”

      “I’ve a favor to ask of you,” she said meekly, knowing that for her to receive a discount it might mean that he could take it the wrong way. She’d said no once before to him and they’d remained friends. She wasn’t sure that turning him down again… and possibly again in the future, would keep their friendship alive.

      “Anything. Just name it, my girl.”

      “Well, I cracked my skillet and I wanted to see if you could maybe repair it? I hate to even bother you…”

      “It’s never a bother. You should know that. If you’d but say the word…”

      “Please. I know, but I simply can’t,” Emma quickly interrupted, putting up her hand. “I know you asked me to marry you and while I’m fond of you also, my friend. But that is the problem – I want to remain friends.”

      “And you don’t think that a husband and wife could be friends?”

      “I… uh…”

      “Are you the blacksmith?”

      Emma turned gratefully to the intruder with a sigh of relief until she spotted her savior. It was the stranger! His sharp hazel eyes were glued on her face with a sardonic arch to his brow. He looked like he knew exactly what they were discussing and seemed amused to be interrupting them.

      “I’m the blacksmith. George Miller, sir – what can I help you with?”

      “My name is Marshal James Reed and I need my horse re-shod – and a bit of information from you,” he announced with a smirk across his lips. “Unless I interrupted a private conversation? Perhaps I should come back?”

      Emma took the bait.

      “No! No. We were just talking. Please, do come in, Marshal Reed. Mr. Miller, I will be back after a while and appreciate anything you can do to help me.”

      Emma backed out of the forge quickly and pulled her bonnet down low to hide the flush in her cheeks. He was a marshal! He was even more gorgeous up close… and those eyes! Mercy! They were hazel, a dramatic light green and yellow combination against his tanned skin, causing them to practically glow. Thick dark lashes framed his eyes and made her a bit envious that her own lashes weren’t so pretty. Oh yes, the man was beautiful, with an air of danger to his aura.
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      James watched the stunning woman walk out of the forge. It was like seeing someone snuff out a candle when she left the room. The world around him was suddenly darker with the loss of her presence. She took the very light with her as she sashayed sweetly down the road.

      “She’s something, isn’t she?”

      Smoothing his hand over his face, he tried to cover his shock and embarrassment at being caught ogling the lovely stranger. He glanced over at the older man and shook his head.

      “That obvious, huh?”

      “Pretty much every red-blooded man in this area has asked her to be his bride… including myself. There’s something about Emma Browning that makes you want to be around her.”

      “So, she’s got a beau?”

      “Not in the slightest,” the blacksmith chuckled and poked at the embers in the forge. “She’s a strong lady that doesn’t want to need anyone. Closest anyone’s come to being a part of her life since her family left for California – I think- has been me. I know she only looks at me like a friend… and I am okay with that.”

      “I see.”

      “I’ve been there when she needed something – as any good friend should- but that is all. Frank Dalton keeps claiming he’ll be her husband. I’ve told him differently but he just glares at me and doesn’t want to hear the truth. Part of that lie he’s created and spreading has sparked a fascination with her in these parts.”

      “That’s Frank’s girl? He said he had someone sweet on the side waiting for him here. I can’t believe…”

      “Don’t then. It’s not true – now, what can I help you with, marshal?”

      “I’m following a lead on a horse thief in the area. I need to make sure Turnip is ready to go at a moment’s notice…”

      “Turnip?” he heard the older man chuckle unabashedly. James didn’t let it bother him anymore – the name fit his horse perfectly. He’d named her the moment he’d selected her.

      “Yep. Her name’s Turnip. She’s a bitter, pungent little filly that is there when you need her. No one else wanted her cause she’s fickle, but we seem to get along. It’s all about fitting together at the right moment.”

      “I like it – but how’d you tame your filly?”

      “She was starving at the stable that held her,” James grinned knowingly. “I had a soft spot for her and she tried to bite me. I bought her, took her by the lead, and fed her for a week before I tried to even saddle her. She’s been with me since.”

      “Sounds like you have a way with prickly women,” the blacksmith said appreciatively and gestured to the doorway.

      “Speaking of, what did... Miss Browning need today before I interrupted? Was she just stopping by to chat with a friend?”

      “No. She’s alone and having a tough time but will never let it show. She’s a true lady, inside and out. She asked me to repair her skillet – I’m willing to bet it’s her only one and she’s too proud to ask for help.”

      “Then don’t let her know that she’s received it,” James muttered quietly and looked at the older man, handing him a fistful of dollars. “Get her a new skillet and fix her old one. Will this cover it?”

      “Yes, and it will cover a set of shoes for Turnip easily.”

      “Don’t tell her.”

      “You don’t want her to know?”

      “No. If she’s as ladylike and proud as I’m thinking that she is- then she’ll only turn down the assistance. Won’t she?”

      “Maybe I should tell her it’s from Frank Dalton?” George Miller teased knowingly, and James felt his cheeks redden in embarrassment. The older man knew he was interested.

      “If you do and she declines the gift, let me know. Otherwise, I will be leaving Frank’s girl alone.”

      “You seem to be a good man, marshal. Now, if you’ll just sign here- I will get started.”

      James stared at the slip and awkwardly held the stubby charcoal pencil over the slip of paper in the register booklet that the blacksmith pulled off a shelf nearby. He glanced up and met George’s knowing, canny eyes.

      “Did I mention that Miss Browning teaches the town children to read and write for free? The headmaster of the school refused to teach the natives and the young girls – but Miss Browning has taken them under her wing. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind taking on another pupil.”

      Silently, James made a sloppy X where the blacksmith pointed and nodded. Apparently the older man was a supporter of his interest in the young lady – even though she was off-limits if she was Dalton’s woman.
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      James walked about town, simply watching and thinking. His mind was racing and his stomach was turbulent. He worked for Judge Isaac Parker and had yet to let the man down. Being assigned to work on a posse with Grat Dalton, J.R. Cole and Frank Dalton would bring about challenges – but nothing he couldn’t handle. His three associates were making a name for themselves fast… both good and bad. James preferred to just get the job done and wanted to return back to the solitude and simplistic lifestyle he preferred.

      He hated being in town.

      The judgement, the looks he received, some of the callous glances… he knew people called him a ‘half-breed’. It was meant to be hateful and his coloring was held against him. He’d never heard the term before but when he was singled out at the age of eight and beaten up, it was a hard lesson to learn. His mother had been part Tejano and Indian. Her blood gave him an extremely dark complexion with exotic features. Deep tanned skin, high cheekbones- but nothing irritated others more than to see his proud stance he’d learned from his mother.

      Looking back on the memories, James realized now that she’d been an outcast too, because of her coloring, but you would have never known it. His mother was a strong woman, standing ram-rod straight and holding her head aloft as she walked like a queen through town. A queen dressed in thin chambray gowns in order to fit in. James often wondered if she was royalty in a previous life due to that austere look she would give him if he misbehaved. Smiling to himself, he remembered how she would glance down her nose and he would cower with fear. She never had to raise her voice to get him in line – nor did she have to get his father!

      His father had died early on in James’ childhood, leaving his mother a widow. He knew from his mother’s stories that their marriage had been a wonderful, loving romance. He’d been in the cavalry and heard all about his father’s ‘dashing uniform and elegant demeanor’. He’d swept her off her feet and into the home of a white man… and she went willingly- all in the name of love.

      James often wondered sometimes how the two of them got along, being so in love… yet so different from each other. His eyes and his height were from his father, according to his mother. She’d smile, cup his chin as a boy and tell him “You are a blessing and a gift in this world. When your father left us, he gave you his legacy – those beautiful eyes to see the good in this harsh world.”

      He became a marshal in order to do good… just as his mother had told him so often. He wanted to make a difference, and upholding order or serving justice seemed to be the only way for him. He struggled to fit in, but as a loner – he seemed to be able to do more. The thought of maybe getting an education never crossed his mind ever again. Once he’d stopped attending school in order to help his mother work their land, that was the last time he’d picked up a book. School led to fighting and brawls that were unnecessary – and after his second broken nose- he’d quit… and had regretted it ever since.

      The day had worn on and James was back in the saddle, looking for a place of solace. In town, he’d seen people watching him carefully. He was looked upon warily. They didn’t know what to make of him and he could honestly understand their hesitancy due to his present company. Grat and Frank Dalton had been known to cavort about town repeatedly… and with Grat’s hot temper? It usually ended in disaster.

      The people that did talk to him had not seen nor heard from Dave Smith. He was notorious in these parts and people dreaded his presence. A horse thief was beyond the pale. Horses were expensive and necessary out here in the middle of nowhere… and the wide-open plains felt just like that: nowhere.

      Glancing up, he was surprised to see a figure ahead of him standing directly in the path of the setting sun. It was a woman near a tiny building. He could see the shape of her figure in stark contrast against the glaring light. As the sun continued to move and his horse stepped forward, the angle of the sun moved enough so he could see who it was. It was the lovely Miss Browning and she looked like an angel… with a smudge of dirt on her cheek.

      “Good afternoon,” she began with a polite smile, pushing back her hair with her forearm. “Can I help you, marshal?”

      Stunned, he sat there for a moment on his horse and then shook his head. This was Frank’s girl and he could see why. She was breathtaking and looked so down-to-earth right now that he didn’t feel as intimidated as before at the forge. She was wearing a simple calico dress that was faded and worn. He must have been staring because she suddenly apologized and dusted off her hands quickly.

      “I must be a complete mess,” she stammered, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “I’ve been trying to gather as many vegetables for the upcoming winter while I can. Mucking around in the dirt takes a toll on your appearance and I’m sure I look to be a ragamuffin.”

      “You look fine,” he said gruffly and turned his horse quickly. The woman made him nervous and he could feel his blood heating at the thought of brushing that bit of dirt off her pretty pink cheeks. Her skin looked so soft, and that smile she gave him made his toes curl in his boots like a young boy. “Just thought I would scout these parts. Have a good afternoon… uh, evening Miss.”

      Yanking up the reins, James quickly moved the horse into a gallop directly back in the direction of town. He had to get away from her before he made a complete fool of himself… or made an enemy of Frank. Deep down inside, he silently hoped to see her again soon – from a distance.
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      Emma stared at the retreating figure on horseback that was very nearly running from her. Why had he ridden out this way only to turn around and go back the very same direction he’d come from? If he was scouting these parts, didn’t he want to inspect closer to the tree line or perhaps over the ridge? What was he looking for? She had so many questions, and the biggest one of all was like a slap to the face.

      Why didn’t he think she was pretty like the other men in town did?

      She’d been pursued, chased, proposed to and friended by just about every man in town to the point she felt harassed, and avoided reaching out at almost all costs. Women hated her, thinking that she was after their men-folk. The men watched her with a keen eye. It was the children she felt most comfortable with. They were drawn to a friendly, open smile and didn’t expect more than that. The marshal however was another matter.

      He didn’t smile.

      He didn’t make eyes at her – in fact, he avoided her eyes completely.

      He didn’t even get down off the horse and act obnoxiously flirtatious like that horrid Frank Dalton did. When Frank rode up, it was obvious the man had no idea that he was intruding on her person. He would grab her arm or get close to her, claiming that they were ‘friends’. Emma didn’t want or need a friend like that. The idea that the marshal was unfazed by her would bother her for the rest of the evening as she went about her chores.
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      “Children – I do believe we have a guest… as long as he decides to join us for a bit,” Emma said tightly as she sat in the shadow of the tree line not far from her house. Small mesquite trees didn’t provide a ton of shade but they were so much better that the bois’ de’ arc trees that grew further south. She’d heard of the horrific thorns that could pierce a shoe and that the Indians used them for needles. Everything had a purpose and meaning … including chance encounters!

      “May we help you?” she called out deliberately. Marshal Reed was alone again near her home. If something was the matter, she wanted to make sure that she and the children were safe without alarming them. “Is something awry?”

      Surprised, she watched him dismount and walk over to where they all sat. He ruffled the dark hair on the head of several children and took a seat nearby in the shade, pulling his hat down low. He didn’t say a word for several moments before she pointedly cleared her throat.

      “Please continue,” he said gruffly. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Is something amiss?”

      “Not at all. I’d just like to rest a moment and thought perhaps I would listen to the story you are reading. You’ve got a clear voice that doesn’t grate on  my nerves.”

      “Well, thank God for small miracles,” she muttered and heard several snickers around her.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing. I was going to restart the chapter as a courtesy to you.”

      His grunt of approval made her hackles rise momentarily until she saw the expectant gazes on her from the children. This was one of her favorite stories as well. Jules Verne was an incredible storyteller that enraptured her. She remembered sitting near her father, listening to him read, as a young girl. Now, she was doing the same. As she finished the chapter, she closed the book and smiled.

      “I think that we shall continue tomorrow – eh? Perhaps we can come up with our own mysterious stories to share over lunch. Practice your letters tonight when you can and we’ll be listening to you,” Emma leaned over and tapped several young girls on the nose. “And you… and you! You all can read the story to me!”

      The children ran off laughing, leaving the two of them in an awkward silence there in the shade. Brushing off a speck of dirt from her lemon-yellow gown, she cleared her throat nervously. He had a brim hat that hid his expression from her and she had set her own hat down on the grass beside her.

      “You and I have run into each other several times in the last two days,” she began. “May I help you with something or did you want something from me?”

      Emma cringed at the way that sounded but there was something about the man that made her nervous… in a good way. Frank put her on edge, as well as Percival. They made her feel horrid or filthy. This man made her feel… feminine.

      “How often do you meet with the children?”

      “Daily, if I can. Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious.”

      “Oh.”

      “Can you keep reading? I’ve never heard this story.”

      “You can borrow the book, if you like.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “I’m sure that you can find time in your busy schedule to finish the last few chapters. There isn’t much left and if you borrow the book- you could start from the beginning. It’s a truly wonderous story that…”

      “I can’t read.”

      Emma grew silent and stared at his figure. He looked to be almost in a defensive pose. His arms were crossed over his chest and to anyone else, it might look as if he was snoozing in the shade. It was the pain and regret in his voice that stopped her.

      “I see,” she whispered softly, folding her hands in her lap. Something in her movement or her words must have rankled him. He jumped to his feet and began to dust off his pants as he headed to his horse.

      “Wait!”

      The marshal didn’t move. He stood there in the sunlight with his back to her, his broad shoulders tense. She could see his jet-black hair sticking out from underneath his hat. It reminded her of the children’s and she wondered at his heritage. Had he missed out on learning like her own students?

      “Would you like to?” Emma said simply, looking at the book – then up at his shadowed face. “I would be happy to teach you.”

      “I don’t want to intrude.”

      “You aren’t. I do this daily and you can join us.”

      “This is a bad idea.”

      “Why?” she asked, shocked. He wasn’t denying that he couldn’t read, so why was he so hesitant?

      “I don’t think Frank Dalton will cotton much to his girl teaching me to read. I could end up with a belly full of lead and I am not sure that learning to cipher or read is actually worth it.” Emma gaped for a moment and snapped her jaw shut with an audible click. She could feel her temper rising, and it took a moment to simmer down.

      “Obviously we need to get a few things out in the open, marshal. I am no one’s woman, much less Frank Dalton’s.” She raised her hand and held up a finger.

      “Secondly, that man thinks I should be at home instead of teaching. I am more than capable of teaching someone how to read. I certainly have a lot more empathy than Percival Jones, the current instructor in town. He is perfectly horrid! Thirdly, children need to be welcomed, loved and cared for. They would blossom under nurturing and understanding – not trying to mold them into something they aren’t…”

      Emma stopped and took a deep breath, when she suddenly heard him chuckling softly. He yanked off his dark hat and sat back down opposite from her in the shade. She looked at him for several moments and saw the smirk on his face. Her lips pursed as she tried to keep from laughing herself.

      “I sounded like a shrew, didn’t I?”

      “You sounded awfully opinionated and passionate about what you do.”

      “Well… I am!”

      “I see that.”

      “Do you want to learn?”

      “Do you want to teach me?”

      Emma and the marshal locked eyes. It was as if he was challenging her silently to turn him away. She could see the want in his eyes and knew that he desired to learn how to read. She could only imagine that it must be humbling for a grown man to have to ask her.

      “I will teach anyone who wants to better themselves or learn more.”

      “And if people begin to talk about you meeting with a half-breed all the time? What will happen then? You are a young lady and I don’t want to cause you problems.”

      “Truthfully,” she began with a shrug. “I think the only thing that doesn’t keep me from being rejected is the fact that I am a young lady in a town full of mostly men. I teach all sorts of people from all sorts of backgrounds… and I’d prefer that you not use the term half-breed around me. We are all human.”

      “When do we begin?”
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      The next several days had her teaching the children in the morning and remaining there until late in the evening when the sun was setting. Emma began doubling her lunch in order to have a light meal just before the marshal arrived. He was incredibly handsome and she marveled at how fast he was picking up his letters.

      “Have you done this before?” she asked suddenly, wondering if he was playing a game with her in order to spend time with her. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried to pull the wool over her eyes. She glanced over at him where he was frowning and concentrating on the small slate tablet in his hand.

      She saw that he was awkwardly holding the piece of chalk the wrong way and the teacher in her immediately went into action. She grabbed the chalk, frowned, and quickly manually moved his fingers around the instrument. He looked embarrassed and she instantly felt a bit ashamed that her frustration was evident.

      “I was about seven or eight when I stopped attending school. A few letters look familiar but when I put them together- I can’t figure them out.”

      Emma saw him put the tablet aside and rub his forehead in exasperation. It must be so intimidating knowing that he is having a tough time and feeling like he is behind when the other children are learning it. It didn’t help things that she was expecting more out of him – or at least hoping for it. She was silently cheering him on and perhaps she needed to be a bit more vocal. Everyone learned differently and she needed to keep that at the forefront of her mind. Some were auditory learners, while others had to read or were do-ers. Maybe Marshal Reed just learned differently?

      “Marshal Reed, maybe we should try this a diff…”

      “Please call me James.”

      “I don’t know that is appropriate.”

      “Well, considering James has a lot fewer letters than Marshal James Reed… I’d prefer to learn how to write my first name rather than the whole thing.”

      The look of earnest relief was her undoing. Emma laughed at the teasing nature in his clear, bright eyes. He wasn’t ignorant in the slightest, it was just finding a way to reach him.

      “Let’s try something different,” she announced suddenly. “Put the tablet and chalk down.”

      “You are right. I guess this is silly for me to learn how to…”

      “James! Stop assuming the worst,” she chided instantly, using his name to get his attention. He had stopped moving at her abrupt tone and was waiting for her to continue. “I didn’t say I was going to stop trying to teach you. I think we should go about it another way.”

      “Like how?”

      She watched as he got to his feet and dusted off his trousers. He had told her that he’d been riding throughout the area looking for an outlaw but hadn’t said much else. She could see that his skin had a slight pinkness to his forehead underneath the tanned skin, revealing that he’d removed his hat for a good portion of the day. She could understand why too – it had been a beautiful fall day. She had enjoyed the clear bright sunshine and cool breezes herself.

      “Let’s try talking and word association to remember your letters,” she invited. “Walk with me and let’s see if this works. I learn best by picturing and doing things in my mind- so perhaps it’s the same with you?”

      Looking up at him and his encouraging smile, she felt her heart do a somersault in her chest. He was incredibly handsome in a rugged, earthy way. There was a wildness to him that made him seem exciting to be around. Emma barely came up to his chin and had to angle her neck to peer at him.

      “The letter J reminds me of a juniper tree. Thin branches and boughs that can be curled. What does it remind you of?”

      “A fishing hook.” Laughing, she grinned and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

      “This is true, but fishing doesn’t start with a J.”

      “No, but a jig does. I’ve got a jig that looks like a bug. I tie it to a line when I’ve got a hankering for some fish. That old thing works every time.”

      “Perfect! So, J for jig but what about the letter A?”

      “Apple?”

      “Do you like apples?”

      “I like them fried,” he admitted with a lopsided yet sad smile. “My mother used to love them. She would cut them up and cook ‘em in butter until they were soft. It’s been a long time since I’ve had them.”

      Nodding, Emma found herself staring at him and blushed, quickly looking away. As they walked in the field, she questioned him repeatedly and had him spelling his name aloud by the time they got back to the tree where her things were.

      “You’ve spelled your name several times repeatedly, do you want to tackle writing it down?”

      Without a word, he picked up the chalk and slate. Carefully maneuvering his fingers around the chalk, he began to draw and whisper to himself their conversation.

      “Jig, apples, memories, elephants, snakes” he breathed and Emma found it endearing to see his intense look of concentration furrow his brow. Her stomach felt like it had butterflies when she saw him holding the slate and scrawling out his letters… doing so caused him to slightly purse his lips and she couldn’t help but notice them.

      They were a dusky color that was dark against his sun-kissed skin. Well-sculpted barely touched the fact that she could picture them in a painting or on a statue. They were beautiful lips and he had the most gorgeous smile… wait!

      He was smiling…?

      “Oh! I’m sorry I was staring!” she exclaimed and glanced around trying to draw attention from herself. “My goodness where has the time gone?”

      “Don’t you want to see if I have done this correctly?” he asked huskily, holding out the tablet towards her.

      Emma blushed furiously, knowing that he was aware she’d been ogling him. Taking the tablet, she looked down at the childish scrawl and saw that he’d done really well. All the letters were facing the correct direction and about the same size – it was just a matter of becoming comfortable holding the pencil or chalk now in his large hand.

      “Do you like what you’ve seen?”

      “What?” she squeaked, stepping back from James’ knowing smile.

      “I said… do you like what you have seen in front of you?”

      “I… I… you… um, your letters look much better,” she stammered nervously, thrusting the chalkboard tablet back at him. “Here.”

      “It’s yours.”

      “So it is.”

      “Can I see you tomorrow?”

      “Really?” she asked, almost in surprise and awe. Emma glanced up at him and saw him peering down at her. He’d stepped forward and was looking at her intently, making her feel something she’d never noticed before. She was keenly aware that she was a woman alone with a man she barely knew – a handsome man that she suddenly yearned for.

      “For another lesson, Emma,” he said softly, reaching up and tucking a curl behind her ear. The feeling of his finger touching the shell of her ear made her shiver with delight as she stared into his eyes before she realized what he’d said. Both of them took a step backwards at the same time.

      “Yes. I will be teaching tomorrow.”

      “I will see you then.”
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      Emma was keenly disappointed that she did not see James for two more days. On the second afternoon when he didn’t show up, she began to grow worried that something had happened to her marshal.

      Heading into town, she saw that Grat Dalton was standing near the barbershop and boasting that they had a lead on the man they were chasing. Grat was filthy with trail dust and the massive spit he shot into the spittoon was nauseating. She had met his gaze and saw the same lecherous look that his brother Frank gave her.

      That heated look was so far from anything remotely comforting. When James looked upon her, she felt her knees weaken and butterflies in her abdomen. When Frank or Grat looked at her, she felt like she was standing there only in her chemise in the middle of town. They gave her possessive, knowing, disgusting looks that made her skin crawl. Even that wretched Percival wasn’t as slimy as the glances the Daltons slid her way.

      Emma wanted a home and family – but not at the expense of herself. She felt like that if she settled and accepted the proposal from a man she didn’t care for, that she would be submitting herself to a life full of sorrow. That was part of what made James so appealing. She could see deep in his eyes that he wouldn’t try to change her. He looked like he enjoyed her personality and wanted to be near her.

      Several more days passed and Emma found herself sitting in a grove with her students gathered around her. Lost in the story that she was reading aloud, she paused to hold up the novel in order to show a sketch on one of the pages. She’d drawn the picture some years ago on a nearly empty page and it was her interpretation of the garden she was reading about.

      Knowledge and reading had always been a favorite pastime of hers. Emma had four books, and all were beyond precious to her. She’d read the tomes over and over again, practically able to recite them word for word. Glancing above the spine of the book and the children’s dark heads – she saw a horse in the distance.

      Getting to her feet quickly, she smiled happily as his horse carried him close by. She held her book against her chest as if to still her heart as she looked upon his smiling face as he dismounted. She knew that women should behave a certain way, act calm and composed, but she was truly happy to see him. As he walked over, she saw that he was carrying a small package wrapped in brown paper.

      “Welcome back, marshal,” she said happily. “Won’t you join us?”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I’ve got some things to take care of.”

      Her heart plummeted into her shoes at the denial and she plastered a false smile back on her face to mask her disappointment.

      “May I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you like Carroll?”

      “Carols? As in Christmas carols?” she parroted, confused by the line of questioning. Instead of answering her, he pressed the package in her hands with a smirk.

      “What’s this?”

      “A gift.”

      “You didn’t need to get me a gift,” she protested quickly, hearing the children talk among themselves. The gossip would be spread all over town this evening that the marshal had given her a present… and she didn’t care.

      “I know I didn’t have to.”

      “Oh.”

      “But maybe I wanted to,” he explained. His husky voice made her purr in delight at the attention and the way he said it. He wanted to give her a present! It made her feel so special to be singled out by this man. A man who was walking off towards his horse!

      “Wait! Don’t you want me to open it?”

      James just tipped his hat and placed his foot in the stirrup of his horse. Emma was appalled to see the finicky appaloosa swing her neck back to nip at him, remembering the horses name… Turnip fit the mare perfectly. He sat unfazed upon the horse waiting and looking at Emma. After a moment, he shook his head chuckling and moved the horse into a walk.

      She immediately tore open the paper wrapping to see a book inside. Gasping, she glanced up at his retreating figure and back at the book cover. Her marshal was a true mystery. One moment he could be cold and callous, the next he was laughing light-heartedly or teasing her… but this was something special.

      Books were keenly expensive and hard to come by – and in her hand was a book by Lewis Carroll called ‘A Tangled Tale’. It was a collection of short stories and must have cost him a small fortune. Some women would want a hat or some frippery… but a book was just her style. A secret love she held in her heart and he’d known it somehow.

      “Wait! James!… uh, Marshal Reed!” she yelped, flushing as she used his first name boldly in front of the children who sat there watching the exchange with avid curiosity. “Won’t you join us?”

      “No, finish your afternoon with the children. I will see you for dinner instead,” he said boldly with a grin and a wink in her direction. Before Emma could get out a word, he gently kicked his horse into a gallop and took off. She could see several other riders in the far distance in the direction he was headed.

      The rest of the afternoon seemed to drag by. She’d finished the story that she’d been reading aloud to the children and they practiced their arithmetic. She’d been lost in thought since seeing James and couldn’t wait to see him for dinner. It was such a heady thought to think that this man wanted to take her out for the evening or court her. He seemed to need no one upon first impression but could that have been a mask he donned? When they met in the afternoons to go over his letters and practice reading, it always seemed to feel special to her – maybe it felt special to him as well.

      Finally, Emma headed home to get ready for her rendezvous with James. She wondered if they would walk to the restaurant in town or if they would ride, but one thing was for sure – she wanted to impress the man who had impressed her!

      She took her time curling her hair up into a neat bun at the base of her neck, tucking the tendrils carefully into place so that the flyaway hair looked somewhat organized about her head. Washing her face, she patted it gently and removed one of her fancy gowns from a trunk that was at the end of her bed.

      Inside the trunk was some of her nicer dresses that she’d kept for special occasions. Her favorite tea dress was lying on top and seemed to be a perfect choice. Unfolding the material, she shook it out to remove any wrinkles. Quickly removing her worn day dress, she slipped the brilliant white gown over her head and fastened the pearl buttons up to her throat.

      She had always loved the fitted bodice on this gown and the way the skirt gathered delicately at the waist. A small shawl and knit gloves completed the look of a proper lady, as her mother would say.

      Hearing a clamoring of hooves in the distance getting closer, she was stunned to see a horse coming down the road at full speed. Alarmed, she stepped outside as soon as she recognized the duo. James pulled back on the reins, pulling Turnip to a stop. Her front hooves danced in the air as the horse leaned back on its rear legs. Both he and the mare looked incredibly anxious and driven… a side of James she’d not seen before.

      “Is everything alright?”

      “Yes. No. Shoot!” he muttered and thrust a bouquet of wildflowers towards Emma. She smiled happily, but only for a split second- when he suddenly grabbed her about the waist and kissed her quickly. She was stunned by the movement and the intensity of feeling that came with it. The feel of his lips made her world tilt sideways. While she should be shocked or outraged at the liberties he’d taken – instead, she was overwhelmed with emotion.

      “You truly look like an angel in that get-up,” he whispered softly, pressing his nose against hers. “I have to go, Emma. We’ve got a hard lead on catching Dave Smith red-handed. Frank, Grat, and J.R. aren’t far behind me – I don’t want them to see me stealing a kiss from you.”

      “It’s not stealing if it was given,” she whispered, looking up at him in awe at this facet of his personality. James smiled at her and kissed the tip of her nose gently.

      “Can I see you when I return?”

      “I’d like that.”

      “These are for you,” he said with a grin. James held up the crushed wildflowers that he’d held against her in his hurry to kiss her. “Be safe, please.”

      “You too,” she replied quickly, saying a quick prayer as he jumped back on his horse quickly. Turnip pranced about as if she could feel the adrenaline and excitement surging from her rider. Emma hoped that everything worked out for him and the posse, knowing that his job was a dangerous one.

      “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

      “Just come back,” she invited simply.
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      It had been several days since James left and she found herself watching the horizon each day or scanning the papers in town for word. Her imagination was torturing her and fear ate at her stomach. Emma found herself wondering all the time if she’d missed out on a chance at having more in her life. She’d stubbornly passed up moving to California with her parents and had been happy until now. She’d forgone marrying or allowing someone to court her, but that had been because she felt like none of them would be a good match… and the one man that she was interested in lived for endangering himself or the thrill of the chase.

      She was getting a taste of what being truly alone was like and didn’t like it. What happened if things carried on between them? Would she be happy being a beau or a wife of a man who could be dead at thirty? Forty? Fifty? What if a ruffian hunted down his family? Could being a part of James’ life endanger her own?

      Shaking her head, she tried to focus on the facts and the positive aspects of meeting James. Since he’d arrived, her heart felt lighter. He was now able to struggle through reading short sentences and could write his first name. She felt safe when he was here or knowing he was nearby.

      She missed him.

      Glancing up, Emma got to her feet and clutched her throat as she saw movement outside of her dugout’s window. Her heart was thumping in her chest as she saw that the board to lock the door hadn’t been put into place yet. One hard push and the wooden door would open easily. Her father’s rifle was propped up beside the door but on the far side of it.

      “Whoever you are- I’ll shoot!” she screamed aloud and quickly moved towards the door. To her absolute horror, the wooden doorway opened pushing her arm that had been extended to grab the gun out of the way. The dark figure was slouched over and stumbled inside, knocking the rifle down.

      “I’ve already been shot.”

      “James?” she gasped and hurriedly slammed the door closed, placing the board into place. Stepping quickly to the table, she turned up the oil lamp and began to inspect him. Yanking off his hat and bandana tied loosely around his neck, she noticed that he was clutching his side and covering it with a horse-blanket that was wrapped around his shoulders. Prying his hand off, she swallowed hard.

      He’d lost a lot of blood.

      “What happened? Here! Come lie down where I can see how bad it is,” she ordered, putting her hands underneath his arms and trying to pry him out of the chair. He chuckled and then moaned as he got to his feet, collapsing just before he got to her small bed. He sat hard on the side and barely was able to get himself fully onto the bed.

      “I’m plumb wore out, Emma,” he uttered faintly.

      “And now it’s time to rest while I see to the mess on your side,” she snapped and quickly apologized. “I know you are hurting, but you’ve got to hang on a bit longer before you pass out in case I need you to move or help me.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he whispered and then went still.

      Feeling tears well up in her eyes, she had to fight back the nervous panic that seeing him so still created in her. Reaching up to check his pulse, she saw her fingers were trembling and covered in his blood. His heartbeat was steady but her fingers left two red circles on his neck, pushing her into a frenzy of movement.

      Jumping to her feet, she grabbed several old dresses and aprons to shred for bandages. Gathering a large bowl of water and some soap, a needle and a bit of thread – she hoped that she had enough to mend what was damaged.

      Pulling his limp hand away from his side again, she saw that a bullet had grazed his ribs. He was lucky it hadn’t done more damage. If it was a hairsbreadth closer inward, he’d probably be a dead man by now due to blood loss.

      Gathering a wash rag, she quickly washed his chest and cleaned up as much blood as possible. She was trying hard not to stare at the expanse of skin exposed by pulling up his shirt. Her face was flushed brightly and it had nothing to do with the heat from the fireplace. She’d never seen a man’s chest before, nor one belonging to a man she was attracted to.

      It took her several hours to finally staunch the bleeding. She had to stop a few times to keep from becoming ill herself as she had to pierce his skin and pull the thread through. Each time it pulled, she felt bile rising up and had to go outside for fresh air. Once she was finished, she poured a bit of whiskey from a flask her father had left her.

      James arched off the bed and screamed in pain.

      Emma screamed in abject horror and fear.

      Both grew deathly quiet a few moments later and she found herself checking for his pulse once again and uttering several prayers up to Heaven that she hadn’t killed him with her meager medical skills learned out of hardship on the prairie. She’d seen people tended, she’d heard of what to do and what not to do… but actually performing the wound-tending herself was another matter!

      She stayed nearby all through the night, worried that she might have done more harm than good. Sometime during the night, she’d drifted off to sleep – her head tilted oddly on her shoulder. Waking a few hours later, she rubbed her sore and stiff neck, regretting that she’d not taken the time to make a pallet on the dirt floor.

      The day dragged by and Emma found herself trying to stay busy in order to pass the time. James was sleeping heavily and hadn’t moved an inch since he’d collapsed on her bed. She’d busied herself with trying to make sure that everything was clean, that she had more thread or horsehair in case his stitches tore open during his recovery, and started a loaf of bread in case he awoke hungry.

      Remembering what he’d told her about apples and his mother, she took two of her last apples from a woven basket on the shelf and sliced them up. The idea of something that was comforting might be just what he needed to help him feel welcome and that he was safe here. She wanted him to heal, to eat, and to realize that she could be a good wife.

      Blushing furiously, she shook her head and laughed at her own thoughts. All this time she’d had offer after offer, yet here comes a man that initially barely gave her the time of day and ended up showing a bit of interest in what she could teach him… and suddenly her heart is all a flutter. It was childish and stupid.

      And unfortunately, it was all true.

      Emma knew then, deep in her soul that she cared for him. The thought of him being gone, injured, or the possibility of him courting her was running roughshod over her emotions. One moment she felt like screaming or weeping – the next she was blushing and giggling with happiness.

      Grabbing the butter, she pulled out the skillet that George Miller had repaired. Emma glanced over at the bed and mulled it over in her head again what George had told her.

      “Your young marshal said to repair it, he’d pay the bill, and keep it a secret. I think he might be a bit sweet on you, Miss Browning. You know… you could not do much better than a man who wants to protect and provide for you.”

      Emma had brushed it off, embarrassed by the attention originally, but now she found herself craving the sideways looks and smiles she missed. He’d been so impressed when he had written his name. That endearing expression on his face as he had tried so hard had been heartwarming. She could have sworn that he might have stuck out his tongue just a bit in concentration like some of the children did and it almost made her laugh in delight. It was a wonderous feeling to feel pride for someone you care for and just as devastating to worry about them too.

      The skillet sat on the grate in the fireplace heating up. As she dropped the butter in the pan, she quickly tossed the apples onto the hot surface and listened to them sizzle. If he awoke and had an appetite, there would be fresh bread and other easy things for him to gain his strength… and if he woke in pain, he could finish the whiskey in the flask.

      “That smells good,” he said quietly from nearby. Emma swung about and nearly fell from the crouched position she was in. Getting to her feet, she leaned over the bed and felt his forehead for any signs of fever.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like a cannonball went through my midsection.”

      “I hate to say this, but it was a lot smaller than a cannonball.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yes, I am. I bet you claim to catch the largest fish in the pond too.”

      “So, you saw my last catch? Were you spying on me?”

      “Not quite,” she said with a grin and brushed his bangs off his forehead. Her hand hesitated as she realized it was more like a caress than a clinical touch. He must have realized it too because he froze and grabbed her hand.

      “I need to turn the apples,” she blurted out, feeling suddenly aware of them being so alone. “Release me, please.” His hand let go instantly and dropped to his side once again. Emma moved away, adding more butter to the skillet and turning the apples that were starting to brown.

      “Do you want to tell me what happened?” she asked in the deafening silence. The only sound present was a small crackling and sizzling from the fireplace where the food cooked. That, and her heart thumping against her chest and pounding in her ears.

      “Me and the boys went after that horse thief, Dave Smith. He’d been seen just south of here so we took off after him. We came around the bend and Dave had been waiting for us. We tried to arrest him… but….”

      James’ voice trailed off and she glanced up from the skillet to see if he’d passed out again. He was lying there, swallowing hard and clenching his jaw. He looked disappointed and angry. Was it with himself?

      “Go on,” she prompted, reaching out her hand and holding his for support.

      “We were coming around the bend and Frank was in front of me. Smith shot him point blank in the chest and when he fell from his horse, the next shot hit me. If I hadn’t pulled Turnip to the side so fast, I’d have been dead too.”

      “Frank Dalton’s dead?”

      “I think so. I was barely hanging on to my horse and J.R. jumped down to check on him. Grat and Bob went on after Smith, leaving us behind. J.R. got back on his horse, yelled something at me and took off. My ears were ringing something awful and all I could think was that I had to get back here to you.”

      “I’m so sorry about Frank.”

      “I’m sorry I had to be the one to tell you. I imagine you must be in shock, I know I am. He was such a strong man, a strong leader. He was morally good even if he made you wonder sometimes. Grat and Bob, his brothers, not so much. I don’t think I want to posse up with them again. They’d probably leave their own ma to die… come to think of it, they did leave their brother, if he wasn’t already dead.”

      James looked lost in thought as he grew quiet. Emma got up and removed the skillet, replacing it with the loaf pan that had been rising all morning long. The small dugout was filled with the sweet smells that would soon be overwhelmed by the scents of fresh bread. He would need comforting things once the grief hit.

      He’d just lost a friend and coworker – someone he obviously respected- and the death had been a shock. Probably was worse having realized his own mortality and how tenuous life was. He was very lucky to be lying there in her home. Life in the saddle was tough. No home, no place to turn to… before now.

      “Emma, you can’t say a word about this yet. It will have to be our secret. You’d be ostracized if anyone knew that a man was here with you all alone.  I can’t have you telling anyone or I could put you in danger if the thief was still out there.”

      “I’ve told no one you are here.”

      “Good. I’ve got to protect you and your good name. I won’t have you punished for helping me.”

      “I think people would understand you were wounded.”

      “Maybe,” he said softly and looked at her. His pale eyes watched her carefully. “But think, this could give us both a reason to marry. I could protect you and things are good between us.”

      “I think that getting shot has addled your brain, marshal,” Emma snapped. She was floored by his callous suggestion and seeming disinterest. This wasn’t how she wanted to be proposed to. She wanted sweetness, undying words of love and affection from someone she admired… not cause things were ‘good’.

      “Don’t you listen? I said I would choose who I married and why.”

      “I won’t chase you like those other boys- I am man enough to walk away from someone if I am not wanted, and perhaps I read the attraction between us wrongly. Did I?”

      “No- it’s not wrong. I did like your kiss.”

      “I want my independence too – I will decide who I court or marry. Why do men always seem to think that I will be just grateful that you’ve given me the time of day?”

      “Maybe you haven’t had the right man courting you then.”

      “And I suppose you are the right man?”

      “I know I am. I’m just waiting for you to realize it.”
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      James left her dugout the next morning after a long, tense evening of silence between them. He’d gotten angry and walked out to cool his heels. Emma wanted to explain that she really truly cared for him but just didn’t appreciate the way he’d phrased things. He could be so cold, so lackadaisical at times, and she wanted him to be a bit more tender, to show a bit more emotion towards her.

      Not just that things were ‘good’.

      That phrase really burned her up!

      Good?

      Hmph!

      As James had left, he’d lashed out in frustration. “You need to decide what you want and if there is a place for someone- anyone at all,” he’d told her.

      As he retreated in the distance holding his bandaged side, Emma had felt tears running down her cheeks and huge a sense of loss. James’ presence in her home had made it feel like a true home- not just a sod dugout house.  She missed him- it had been three days since he had left and she found herself truly longing for his smile, for his company.

      The morning brought about abnormally warm weather for late November and a ruddy sunrise. There was a stillness to the air that set her on edge. Even the animals nearby seemed to be off-kilter.

      As the day wore on it got progressively hotter and more oppressive as thunderclouds built off to the west. She decided that she would take advantage of the warm weather and collect dung to burn while she could. If the temperatures dropped suddenly, she didn’t want to be caught off-guard. It was bound to happen and last year it had caught her family unawares as a blizzard blew through. That was something she didn’t want to have to live through again- on her own. She had canned and rendered meats to hold her over the winter months; this was something that the natives had taught her – to mix it with fats and berries. They taught her sharing and balance – what it truly was to give and take. They taught her well. She was now listening and applying it to everyday life.

      In a field not far from her house, Emma was walking around with a woven basket, picking up bits and pieces of fodder to burn throughout the winter. Just as she was stretching her sore back and was getting ready to head back home- she spotted Turnip coming down the road at breakneck speed. When she saw James’ face, she saw the intensity in his expression.

      Had he returned for her?

      Part of her was joyful that he wanted to be with her, but another part was frustrated at how he left- that he was removing the decision on whether they were going to try to be a couple from her too.

      “Get in the dugout!” he roared, jumping down off the horse.

      “Do you have to yell at me? Do we have to fight all the time?”

      “There is a twister on the ground nearby. You need to take cover.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous- we never get twisters this late.”

      “Yes, we do and you obviously haven’t been here long enough to recognize it- you hear that faint roaring sound? That the birds have stopped singing?” James growled through his teeth, grabbing her arm and pulling her towards the dugout forcibly.

      “Now, get inside!”

      Yanking open the door, James shoved her into the small dugout. He threw the bar on the door and instructed her to get down on the dirt floor. His voice was firm, which only made her hackles and temper rise up in challenge.

      “I’m in a clean dress,” she snapped angrily.

      “Is that the one you want to be buried in?”

      “No!”

      The sudden roaring outside was escalating in volume and she saw his frown deepen. Hearing thumps on the top of the house, she looked out the window to see that it was hailing. Arguing no further, she got onto the ground and rolled under the bed.

      “Hurry, Emma!”

      Emma rolled and scooted as fast as she could, hearing a window pane shatter. James quickly joined her under the bed. Part of her was keenly aware of the turbulent weather around them, but she was also aware of his closeness.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got you,” he whispered in the darkness, putting himself in position to protect her from the wind that was whipping through the dugout.

      “I’m very worried!”

      “I will protect you with everything I am, Emma – let me hold you while I pray.”

      Her heart flipflopped and she knew they were in real danger. Eagerly, she allowed herself to be gathered in his arms and shivered in fear and delight.

      “Is it so bad being with me that you’d turn me away?” he whispered tenderly. “I would love you and care for you – only you- for who you are. I don’t want to change you or hold you back. I want to simply be a part of your life.”

      Reaching up, she clasped her hands together in prayer – against her heart and his. She heard the hammering of hail above and the fluttering of wind as it pushed up under the barricaded door. Her ears were popping wildly, yet everything in her was focused on James.

      His lips descended slowly onto hers as he kissed her tentatively. Emma responded to him, sighing in happiness at the simplicity of his touch. Is this what love was? Not just the fluttering of her heart, but the feeling that your own special someone would support you in whatever you did? Someone that believed in you and treasured you for who you were?

      “I do love you Miss Emma Browning. I hope someday that you can love me in return. Until then, I will be staying nearby. I can’t leave you without making sure you are happy or cared for,” he said softly against her lips. “If you find love elsewhere, I will still watch out for you from a distance as your friend.”

      “James,” she whispered softly, his name a promise between them. “I would have you and only you.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “I think the weather has cleared,” she said nervously in the darkness as they hid under the small bed.

      “I’m not moving,” he chuckled. “We’ve gotten more accomplished in the last five minutes than in the last month of me trying to court you.”

      “You’ve been trying to court me?”

      “And I’ve done a poor job of it if you didn’t realize that.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “I fancy you as much as some of these other men have but recognize that you don’t need anyone in your life either.”

      “I always thought that until you left.”

      “And?” he whispered. “Tell me, Emma.”

      “I need you here with me”

      “So it shall be, my love.”
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        * * *

      

      Exiting the dugout, they saw the destruction around them. Branches had been knocked down and some debris was blown about. A few animals were wandering around freely, but there was no massive devastation, no lives lost. Emma picked up a small boy that was wandering around crying. James grabbed the lead on a cow as they headed towards others that were gathering in the distance near the edge of town. People were stopping to take stock of what had just happened to them all.

      As it turned out most everyone was safe. The young boy Emma held was pulled from his mother’s arms by strong winds and picked up. He lived on the other side of town yet had been set down gently in a grassy field. It was like the hand of God had scooped him up and set him down for a purpose, an unknown reason. The young mother broke down crying when she saw her unharmed son and Emma turned to James, as he wrapped his arm around her.

      “Pastor? I know it’s bad timing- but will you marry us?” she asked suddenly, feeling so thankful and so strongly that she was truly blessed to have him ride into her life.

      “Child, I can’t think of better timing than a celebration of life right about now with all of us as witnesses.”

      “Emma – are you sure?” James asked in surprise. The look on his face was almost incredulous, as if he couldn’t believe her words- her spontaneous decision.

      “Absolutely positive.”
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      Emma shook out her dress and frowned at the wrinkled garment. It had been her favorite gown and the one she’d been wearing when the tornado hit the area. Looking at the fabric, she saw the dirt smudges and marks that didn’t wash out, sighing heavily.

      James never commented on her gown or her appearance- but she had! Emma had literally shrieked at her appearance in a small handheld mirror that had been her mothers. She’d been shocked and appalled at the idea of getting married in a stained dress.

      “How could you ever agree to marry me looking like this? No wonder you looked so surprised at my request that the pastor marry us immediately. You didn’t have to… maybe this was a bad idea. If there was a disaster, does that mean we were cursed from the very beginning?” she asked, horrified. Hot tears rolled down her smudged cheeks.

      “How could I not marry you?” he’s smiled softly, brushing them away as they stood there alone cleaning up the mess that the storm had made.

      “I think our lives will be what we make of it… together. We aren’t cursed at all, my love. We are blessed and recognize the second chance that we’ve been given. It’s not every day that a storm drives the woman I care for into my arms. How can I not jump at the chance to make her mine?” he teased, kissing her tenderly.

      That had been two weeks ago they’d married. Emma found that being a part of his life was more emotional upheaval than she could have ever imagined. Each time James rode out, the fear she’d once felt was gone – replaced by tenderness that bloomed in her heart. Each time he returned home; it was a celebration of love.

      Yesterday when James got home, he’d confessed that he had received a telegram requesting he join a new posse to keep order there in the Oklahoma territory. This was not what Emma had wanted to hear. The idea of them being separated for longer than a day crushed her. If he rejoined a posse- he could be gone for days or weeks at a time.

      It had been a quiet dinner between them with little spoken. She was lost in her thoughts – realizing that she felt a keen affection for him that reminded her of her own parents’ relationship. This was more than she could have ever wanted or hoped for – making their love even more precious to her.

      James rode out the next morning and Emma was so proud of herself for keeping her composure as he disappeared over the horizon. She’d collapsed to her knees crying, not because she was alone – but simply because when he left, it felt like a part of her soul was gone. He could not return quickly enough for her peace of mind.

      It was nearly a week before she saw his beloved face. James looked exhausted beyond belief but happy. It was that tender smile that lit his pale eyes and stopped her heart. She flung her arms around his neck, happily, as he picked her up and swung her around.

      “Miss me, darling?”

      “Terribly- surely you know that.”

      “I do,” he mumbled in-between kisses sprinkled all over her cheeks, forehead and chin. His rough chin tickled her throat terribly causing her to squirm as she laughed merrily. Each time she tried to get away, he pulled her back against him.

      “I have a surprise.”

      “Oh?”

      James captured her lips tenderly, this time it was bittersweet making her think that he was saying goodbye again. Swallowing hard, she tried to fight the panic and knew she was failing miserably.

      “Breathe,” he whispered knowingly. Emma nodded and closed her eyes to compose herself. If he left, he would come back. She would focus on her teachings to fill her time. She was Emma before him – and would be the same person without him.

      “I’ve accepted the position here in town as a permanent position. I will only be a part of a posse if it’s an emergency. Emma, I’ve decided you are my life and it kills me to leave you alone. I want you to…”

      Emma shrieked happily and jumped into his arms. This was more than she could have ever hoped for or expected. The idea of finding love or having him in danger ate at her. That evening that he’d returned bleeding, it haunted her dreams.

      “Being part of your life and having a family someday is more important to me than feeling like I need to prove something. I have you- and keeping my new wife and home safe is important. I want us to have a future and if we are fortunate enough – a child of our own to teach acceptance and love.”

      “I love you,” she said breathlessly.

      “You make me want to become a better man… to make myself worthy of you.”

      “You always were,” she confessed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Welcome to the Lawkeepers

        

      

    

    
      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 and many others 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, in a mini-series, and you can read them in any order.

      

      Discover the Lawkeeper Romance Series today

    

  


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

      

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

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?

      

      Grab Lawfully Mine today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Lawfully Betrothed
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      Once upon a time…

      

      That was how fairy tales were supposed to begin, except in the case of young Faye Miller. When a dark-haired boy sneaks into her favorite hiding spot, she isn’t sure if this was the beginning of a fairy tale, a blessing, or an evil curse. Captivated by the sincerity and earnestness in his kind eyes, she’s convinced that this boy was an angel sent from the heavens to show her life would be okay someday. When he pledges to marry her and gives her a ring made of grass… how could she ever say no?

      

      Now, two decades later…Faye is still waiting for her grey-eyed angel to return to her.

      

      Gabriel Reardon remembered that long-ago day fondly. That memory of an innocent pledge between children got him through the last twenty years of upheaval. He’d been coldly abandoned by his father, struggling for a chance at life and love. Now, he’s returned home as a Ranger and a widower. He is intent on subduing the cattle rustlers in the area and hoping to rekindle a childhood dream.

      

      Could it be that the two of them have missed their opportunity at happiness? Is the fairy tale over… or is this the very beginning of something beautiful?

      

      Fall in love today with Lawfully Betrothed!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Wanted: Hired Gun
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      The theater is coming to Silverpines!

      

      When Chicago actress, Posey Jones travels across country to help an ailing relative- she is immediately thrown into town at the very brink of destruction. Losing her uncle, gaining a home, and her independence- she sets out to establish her theater… only to realize she needs something special to ensnare an audience! When several women send off for husbands, she joins in with a strange request…

      

      Garrison is tired of struggling to find a place where he fits in after a tour in the military. After several months at home, he is mistakenly arrested and sentenced to hang when the ultimate answer to his prayers is thrust into his jail cell: a letter. Now, bound for Oregon – he finds himself married to an outlandish woman that is constantly putting on an act, but when the real Posey shines through… he is fascinated with his new bride and the possible new life that lies ahead of him.

      

      Posey and Garrison also face the herculean task in overhauling the empty building into a theater. He is mortified that his wife expects him to perform a stunt in the show that makes his blood run cold. Can the strong personalities of Garrison and Posey find a way to work together to make the budding theater and their relationship a blossoming success?

      

      Wanted: Hired Gun … a fun, tender read set in the town of Silverpines

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Lawfully Avenged - coming soon by Jenna Brandt
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      U.S. Marshal Lucas Graham had been assigned to look into the deaths of several gold miners in Havilah, California. Though the job is routine, delivering the news to the murder victim’s proxy bride that her husband is dead is not. Neither is the growing attraction he feels for her as he tries to find out the truth of what happened to her husband.

      

      Sadie Steele is running from the law straight into the arms of her childhood best friend, Sam Clayton. The only problem, when she arrives to start her new life with him, a Marshal informs her that he’s been murdered. With nothing to return to, Sadie stays to run her husband’s claim while she waits for the Marshal to avenge her husband’s death.

      

      Will Lucas figure out what’s really going on in time to protect Sadie? Can Sadie find a way to make room in heart for a lawman? And what will happen when danger from the past and present collide?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Afterword

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Chased. 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 Sterling

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Ginny Sterling is a Texas transplant living in Kentucky. She spends her free time (Ha!) writing, quilting, and spending time with her husband and two children. Ginny can be reached on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or via email at GinnySterlingBooks@gmail.com

      

      Join my newsletter for more new releases!
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      Lawfully Chased, Copyright © 2019 by Ginny Sterling

       

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

       

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