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      He’s hunting a killer but he’s met his match in her.

      U.S. Marshal Curtis ‘Griff’ Griffith is on the trail of a wanted man. The last thing he needs is to be distracted by the newest resident of the Dalton Brothers Ranch. So why does he keep returning? It’s certainly not to see the beautiful-but-bullheaded Catherine James.

      Catherine has no interest in men or marriage but there aren’t many choices for single ladies to earn a living on a remote Texas ranch. When she discovers that she holds the key to capturing the outlaw — and collecting some of the reward — she doesn’t hesitate to force Griff’s hand.

      Will they kill each other before they find the murderer, or will they risk their damaged hearts for a shot at a new life?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Dalton Brides Series

      
        	The Rancher’s Mail-Order Bride by Kirsten Osbourne

        	The Cowboy’s Mail-Order Bride by Kit Morgan

        	The Drifter’s Mail-Order Bride by Cassie Hayes

        	Hank’s Rescued Bride by Cassie Hayes

        	Benedict’s Bargain Bride by Kirsten Osbourne

        	Percy’s Unexpected Bride by Kit Morgan

        	Justin’s Runaway Bride by Kit Morgan

      

      Keep reading for extended excerpts from Benedict’s Bargain Bride and Percy’s Unexpected Bride.
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      The Dalton Ranch — Spring, 1891

      The hot Texas sun had just about fried Curtis Griffith as brown as a biscuit and twice as dry. Three long months of scouring every saloon, gambling hell and brothel from Dallas to El Paso — three times — without so much as a trace of Tully Owings. It left him feeling about sixty instead of his twenty-eight years. If he could just track down Owings, all the effort would be worth it, but he was feeling mighty defeated at the moment. The tidy outbuildings of the Dalton Ranch buoyed his spirits some.

      He’d met Bart Dalton a few years earlier when the man was still roaming around searching for something. Griff couldn’t stop a pang of envy when he discovered his old pal had found his true north in the form of a handsome woman named Bonnie, but it passed quickly. Now, whenever the trail of a fugitive drifted anywhere near the Dalton Ranch, he’d stop in for a visit.

      Even though he sat tall in the saddle already, he pulled himself upright to get a better view. The ranch bustled with activity in the late afternoon sun, which seemed odd for a Sunday. The triplet brothers who settled it must have hired a passel of new hands, and at least two more buildings had sprung up since the last time he’d passed through.

      “Those boys don’t let the dust settle, do they, Gladys?”

      The big mare ignored him as usual. A beautiful Appaloosa, Gladys basked in compliments wherever they roamed, but she wasn’t much for conversation. That didn’t stop Griff from talking to her, though. If he didn’t, he could easily go days without uttering a solitary word.

      Her plodding gait told him that her bones ached as deeply as his. Only when the main barn came into view did her pace quicken. Gladys enjoyed the company of other horses — not to mention the Grade A feed the ranch hands lavished on her.

      “They’re all sweet on you, girl,” he said, patting her neck.

      This time she nickered her agreement.

      Griff searched out Bart or one of his brothers but his gaze landed on something he never thought he’d see on a Texas ranch. A parasol. A pink one, to boot. With fringe! As the face under it resolved, irritation set his teeth to grinding.

      “I should have known, Gladys. If there’s one creature on this earth as vain as you, it’s Catherine James.”

      Still, the pale pink of the parasol set off her auburn hair in such a way that Griff couldn’t tear away his gaze. The other women walking with her might as well have been invisible. Even at a distance, he could almost see her green eyes flashing at him, as they always did, from her heart-shaped face. No doubt about it, the woman was a true beauty.

      “She’s also a pampered, uppity, impudent hellcat. Doesn’t matter what’s on the outside when the inside is so unpleasant.”

      Gladys remained mute on the subject as they approached the group. Now that his senses had returned, he noticed Bart’s wife, Bonnie, smiling at him as she carried their almost two-year-old son. Bonnie’s sister-in-law, Maggie — who was married to Bonnie’s younger brother, if Griff had the family tree straight — raised a hand in greeting, but Catherine refused to meet his gaze.

      “Marshal Griffith, it’s so good to see you again,” Bonnie said, shifting little Jedediah from one hip to the other.

      “Mrs. Dalton, the pleasure’s all mine.” Griff doffed his dusty, mangy hat, releasing a mass of wild, too-long light brown hair. Keeping his hair trimmed to a respectable length didn’t matter much when he was on the trail of a killer. But these ladies — well, two of them anyway — were hardy enough to not be offended by too-long hair and rough beards.

      “Mrs. Blue, Miss James, I hope you’re both well.” Try as he might, Griff couldn’t stop his eyes from slipping over to Catherine, a fact Maggie didn’t fail to notice.

      “We’re right as rain, Marshal, and tickled pink you’re paying us another visit so soon after the last,” she said, grinning and nudging Catherine with her elbow. “Aren’t we, Catherine?”

      Only then did the haughty woman deign to meet his gaze. And he was dazzled. Her emerald green eyes sparkled and her alabaster skin glowed rosy in the afternoon light. Her cheeks flushed in a way that made his stomach flip before she dragged her gaze away.

      Stop being such a fool, Griff. Women like her only bring pain, you know that better than anyone.

      “Marshal,” was all she’d say.

      Typical. She’d barely said more to him on the handful of occasions he’d met her since her arrival on the ranch. Probably thought she was too good to associate with a rough lawman like him. Which was pretty ironic, if he thought about it too hard. Hindsight and all that.

      The past is the past, and that’s where it should stay, he thought. But his stupid heart couldn’t seem to rid itself of the painful thorn that had been festering there for so many years.

      “Nice parasol,” he said, careful to keep his tone neutral. The sharp glare his words drew from her, though, told him she caught his jibe.

      “Don’t suppose Bart’s around,” he asked Bonnie, willing his eyes not to drift over to Catherine.

      “No, he’s out in the pasture helping Walt and Nate. A cow’s having trouble birthing her calf. But you know you’re more than welcome to stay in the bunkhouse, as usual.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said.

      “Are you still on the hunt for the same outlaw, Marshal?” Maggie asked, something akin to fear flashing in her eyes.

      “Afraid so, ma’am. But there’s no need to worry. With all the strong, protective menfolk you have around here, Tully Owings would never bother anyone on the ranch. He may be a criminal, but he’s not an imbecile.”

      The ladies snickered — well, all but one. Catherine kept her eyes averted, a frown tickling her perfect pink lips.

      “Marshal, if you don’t mind me saying so,” Bonnie said in her no-nonsense manner, “both you and Gladys look like you’ve been rode hard and put away wet. Why don’t you go tend to her and get cleaned up, then join us for dinner at Walt and Gwen’s house?”

      “Oh, I don’t want to trouble you, it being Sunday and all…”

      Liar! An invitation to a dinner Bonnie Dalton had anything to do with cooking was one of the main reasons he kept stopping in at the ranch. That and to catch up with the Dalton and Blue men. There wasn’t a finer bunch of folks west of the Mississippi.

      “Nonsense,” Bonnie sniffed. “Jedediah was baptized today and we’re having a bit of a feast to celebrate. The more the merrier.”

      “Well then, I thank you for your kind offer. I’d be delighted to join the festivities.”

      As Griff rode Gladys to the barn, a pang of melancholy stabbed his heart. If he caught Owings, he planned for this would be his last manhunt. Which meant this might very well be the last meal he ever shared with his friends. Glancing over his shoulder, he watched the pink parasol disappear around a corner, and the pang grew sharper.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Marshal Griffith couldn’t take his eyes off you, Catherine,” Maggie teased.

      “As usual.” Now Bonnie was piling on?

      Catherine tossed her head back and sniffed. “So?”

      Maggie laughed. “So? So here’s a handsome man who’s obviously keen on you. Why do you think he keeps dropping in like this? As good a cook as Bonnie is, it’s not just for her food.”

      “He always stays here when he’s passing through,” Catherine objected, her skin burning pink — and not from the sun. “Isn’t that right, Bonnie?”

      “True,” Bonnie agreed. Catherine had always liked the woman. “But never as frequently as since you arrived,” she added. Catherine had always disliked the woman.

      “Nonsense! You heard him, he’s tracking an outlaw. That’s all.” Even as the words left her lips, she knew they sounded defensive. Why did she care about the reason for the man’s visits, anyway?

      “Regardless, I have no interest in Marshal Griffith.”

      Maggie opened her mouth to argue — after growing up in an orphanage with the woman, Catherine knew when her friend had her back up — but Bonnie silenced her with a hand on her arm.

      “Why not?”

      Catherine didn’t dare tell them the real reason. Marshal Griffith reminded her just a little too much of the vile men who had kidnapped her, Maggie and Maggie’s sister Mary. His rough appearance, his brusque manner, his profession, which she had no doubt required a fair amount of violence. If she admitted her true feelings to her friends, they would not only tell her how silly such thoughts were, but they’d know the truth.

      Above all, she had to maintain her image in order to maintain her sanity. It was true that she might have fallen apart after evil men with even more evil intentions had kidnapped her and Bonnie a few months earlier, but she’d risen to the occasion and had been instrumental in their rescue.

      In the months after their escape, everyone lauded her for her bravery while looking the devil in the eye. Their praise helped soothe not only her wounded ego but also her fractured psyche. Since being welcomed into the loving embrace of the Dalton and Blue families, Catherine had never felt so safe, so protected.

      But every time Marshal Griffith stopped in, uncertainty and fear roiled around inside her tummy. It wasn’t the same kind of fear she felt about her kidnappers, precisely, but she felt all jumbly and tingly inside whenever he was near. And she didn’t care one little bit for the way her skin burned under his hot gaze.

      Of course, she couldn’t admit the truth to her friends. They’d put more weight on it than such things deserved. No, better to obfuscate.

      “Did you see the man?” She tried to sound blustery, almost offended. “He’s filthy!”

      “No filthier than my husband when he comes home in the evening,” Maggie countered, sounding almost hurt. The last thing Catherine wanted was to insult her friends.

      “Of course, I’m sorry. I just…I just think I’d be better suited to a mercantile owner or a banker or such, that’s all.”

      Liar! Catherine never wanted to marry. How could she ever trust a man after what she’d been through? Better to live a solitary and safe life as a spinster than risk opening herself up again.

      There was just the small matter of supporting herself. She was a fine cook and a talented seamstress, but work was sparse so far out of town. If she could save a little money to set herself up in Wiggieville, or even Weatherford, she was certain she could earn a tidy living working for the ladies in town.

      Maggie shrugged and glanced at her pretty, new parasol — the only luxury Catherine had ever bought for herself. “Well, you certainly have the tastes of a townie.”

      The comment was probably meant to sting, but Catherine wasn’t ashamed to admit the truth of it. She had a taste for finer things. Naturally, she’d love to be wealthy, but she was also realistic enough to know that it would be almost impossible for a lady to become so on her own — without debasing herself, that is. Regardless, she couldn’t let Maggie get away with it unscathed.

      “Green’s not a good color on you, Maggie,” she spit back.

      Maggie wheeled on her and they glared at each other for a long moment. All the old feelings of distrust and animosity they had for each other growing up flared, as it occasionally did. Old habits died hard. The women had grown to love one another as sisters would but, like sisters, they didn’t always like each other.

      “Now ladies,” Bonnie cooed, edging between them, “let’s not have any arguments on such a special day.”

      Almost as if on cue, the newly baptized Jedediah wriggled and reached out for Catherine. The frost in her heart melted the moment the cherub was nestled in her arms, as it always did when one of the Dalton babies snuggled her. She took a deep sniff of his silky, brown hair, her stomach aching with longing for a child of her own.

      It will never be.

      Sadness engulfed her at the thought, but she pushed the unwelcome emotion aside. If she meant to protect herself, there could be no regret. She would simply have to enjoy being an auntie to the Dalton babies.

      Planting a wet kiss on Jedediah’s cheek, the ticklish toddler giggled and flailed a chubby hand with glee. Shifting the boy’s weight to her hip, she plastered a smile on her face.

      “I’m sorry, Maggie. I’m just testy from the cramped quarters.”

      Maggie gave Catherine one of her patented penetrating looks before nodding her acceptance and hooking her arm in Catherine’s free one. They sauntered on toward Walt and Gwen’s house to start preparing dinner.

      “I know it’s hard living with Mama and Papa Blue, as well as Mary in that tiny cabin. But Hank says the boys have plans to build another one for you two. Won’t that be nice?”

      “Yes, nice,” Catherine said through clenched teeth.

      As much as she cared for Mary — everyone on the ranch, really, with the possible exception of grouchy old Mr. Blue — the prospect of living with her permanently soured her stomach. They all meant well, but after growing up in a crowded, run-down orphanage, Catherine yearned to be on her own.

      If they built a cabin for her and Mary, she would be beholden to live there, at least for a while, and she might very well never leave the safety of the ranch. After all, she’d learned the hard way that the rest of the world could be a very scary place.

      “I’m looking forward to hearing the news from Marshal Griffith,” Bonnie said, as they entered the main house.

      There it was again. That feeling she tried so desperately to hide from the others. Every moment of every day, she carried it with her. She hated it but was helpless against its power.

      Fear.

      And, for some reason, whenever the Marshal was near, it grew to oddly epic proportions.
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      As always, Bonnie’s cooking left Griff feeling happy as a hog. Roast beef, fresh green beans from the garden, summer squash and an apple pie that couldn’t be beat.

      “That was one of the finest meal I’ve ever had the pleasure of devouring, Mrs. Dalton,” he said, beaming at Bonnie.

      “Now, Griff,” her husband Bart said, “we’ve told ya before you don’t have to be so formal. ‘Sides, in this crowd, we won’t know who you’re talking to!”

      “I agree, Marshal,” Bonnie added, giving Bart’s hand a squeeze. “We’re all friends here. Almost family, really. Please call us by our given names.”

      “Only if you do the same. Enough of this ‘Marshal’ business.”

      Bonnie glanced at Bart, who leaned over and kissed her cheek. An echo of that pang of envy he’d felt reverberated in his heart before it faded. He’d had his chance at love and marriage. His life now was all about raining justice down on those who deserve it.

      “Very well,” Bonnie said. “Griff.”

      “Well, now that that’s settled, Griff,” said Gwen Dalton, Walt’s beautiful, if domestically-impaired, blonde wife. “You should know that I made the green beans all by myself. I didn’t even need recipe, did I, Bonnie?”

      Bonnie glowed with pride. “You most certainly did not. You’ve turned into quite a fine cook, Gwenny.”

      “Darn tootin’,” Walt agreed, pulling Gwen into him and kissing her full on the mouth. She melted into him for only a split second before pushing him away and slapping at his chest. Her pink cheeks belied her delight at his attention, though.

      “They were delicious,” Griff agreed, even though they were far and away the simplest dish on the table. How could someone get them wrong? Having eaten a meal prepared by Gwen before, he quickly realized the ways were myriad.

      The large dining room filled with agreement. Every Blue and Dalton who lived on the ranch sat at an unthinkably long table covered with several beautifully embroidered tablecloths. No doubt more of Bonnie’s handiwork. Empty platters and bowls, only a random smear here or there remaining, ran down the center of the table. With seventeen hungry mouths to feed — not including the passel of little ones sitting at a shorter table Bart had whipped up — it was a wonder no one had licked them clean.

      As a guest of the ranch, Griff sat near the head of the table, where the three Dalton brothers and their wives ate. The Blue family sat at the other end, too far for Griff to engage with them. Maybe it was only coincidence that Catherine sat directly across from him. Then again, maybe not. However it came to be, he certainly didn’t mind the view, even if the conversation — or lack thereof — left something to be desired.

      “So what brings you back through our neck of the woods again so soon, Griff?” asked Nate Dalton. Of the three brothers, Nate always dressed sharp for family meals. It was a point of pride for his pretty wife Libby. And thank goodness, because Griff would have had to wear his grungy trail clothes if Nate hadn’t generously loaned him some of his fine duds.

      “Same scoundrel as last time, actually,” he said, forcing himself to keep his gaze on Nate and not letting it slip over to Catherine. The effort almost hurt.

      Bart chuckled. “Thought ya woulda hauled his sorry butt back to Dallas by now, Griff.”

      Bonnie squeezed her husband’s hand, giving him a reproachful look. “Watch your language at the table, please.”

      Bart brought her hand to his lips, brushing them across her knuckles. “Sorry, my love.”

      The affection they had for each other — all the couples at the table, actually — made Griff shimmy in his seat with unease. Seeing this much love in one room was almost too much. He couldn’t keep watching, so he shifted his gaze away, landing on Catherine.

      Just as his eyes touched her, she blinked and looked down at her plate. Had she been looking at him? A flutter in his gut told him ‘Yes’. A bitter voice in his head told him ’So?’

      “So? Griff, so?”

      Someone was talking to him! He spun in his seat to face the speaker, almost knocking over his water glass in the process.

      “What?”

      It was Nate again. “So why is it taking so long to hunt this one down? You usually get your man on the first pass.”

      Frustration flared in Griff, the same frustration he’d been feeling for the last few months since he set out to track down Tully Owings. It rarely took him this long to bring in a fugitive and that stung even more than the swarm of wasps he ran into in an outhouse once.

      “Don’t I know it. But this one’s a slippery devil. I hear word of a sighting in a town but he’s gone by the time I get there, if he was ever there at all. No, I think he’s hunkered down somewhere, lying low like the snake he is. One of these days, he’s going to think it’s safe to poke his head out, and I’ll be there to chop it off. Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

      He felt eyes on him and a quick glance confirmed that Catherine was staring at him. Oh boy, another one of those women. He had all too much knowledge of the type of woman who preferred her men to be ‘manly’, and nothing proved a man’s heroism better to such a woman as killing another man in the name of righteousness.

      Catherine would probably be bitterly disappointed to learn that Griff had never killed anyone. He would, if he had to, but all of his arrests had been reasonably peaceable. Sure, there was the odd punch in the mouth, or the threat of shooting the criminal, but the cowards always gave up in the end. And that was fine by him.

      “What’s he look like again?” Bart asked. “We could spread the word around to be on the lookout.”

      “Small fellow, no taller than Bonnie, and just as thin. Running close to forty, brown hair. Nothing much to look at, but he’s got a wicked ugly scar running down the left side of his face.”

      “What’s he wanted for?” Gwen leaned forward, eager to hear the salacious details.

      “Oh, I’m afraid that’s not fit for ladies’ ears, ma’am. Let’s just say that his crimes were so deplorable, so wicked, that there’s a $5,000 bounty on his head.”

      The womenfolk gasped in shock, the men grunted their surprise. A natural response of God-fearing people to such a statement. Only one person on their end of the table stayed silent. As he met her sparkling green eyes, a chill skittered up the back of his neck like a hundred spiders. It was the same sensation he felt the first time he laid eyes on Rebecca.

      Not again…

      [image: ]
* * *

      A fine China platter almost slipped from Catherine’s damp hands as she tried to dry it while keeping an eye on Marshal Griffith in the other room at the same time. It didn’t help that her hands shook like leaves on a tree.

      “Careful,” Gwen scolded from her spot at the sink.

      The orphanage’s kitchen sink was a dingy, mildewed wooden thing lined with greenish-black copper that leaked if you left water standing in it too long. But Gwen’s new sink…it was top of the line. Made of porcelain-enameled cast iron, the gleaming white basin sported not only a backsplash but drain boards on either side. Gwen was almost as proud of it as she was of the matching bathtub.

      “Sorry,” Catherine mumbled as she set the dried platter in a cupboard, glancing out into the dining room again.

      “Seems as if Catherine’s attention is elsewhere tonight,” Maggie chirped, a teasing twinkle in her eye. Catherine shot her a warning look, but Maggie simply laughed as she put a small bowl of leftovers in the icebox.

      “Ladies, who would like to join me in a cup of tea,” asked Bonnie, ever the diplomat. She poured steaming water into a white porcelain teapot with pretty purple flowers running around the top while Libby placed matching cups and saucers on the kitchen table.

      Catherine chewed her lip in indecision. On a normal night, she enjoyed sitting with her new ‘sisters’, chatting about the day’s events or news from Wiggieville or even which of their husbands was the most handsome. The fact that three of them were identical triplets never factored in to their good-natured arguments.

      Movement in the dining room caught her eye. Marshal Griffith stood and started saying his goodnights to all the men in the room. With this family, it would take a while. If she hurried, she might have enough time.

      “None for me, thanks,” she said, trying to sound exhausted. In reality, her heart raced so fast in her chest she was certain they all could hear it. “I’m so tired I can barely see straight.”

      “I’ll walk with you, if you wish,” Mary said, dragging her rail-thin frame upright in her chair with great effort. It had been months since they escaped the slavers, yet she was still frail. Every day she grew stronger and a little happier, but it would be a long haul for sweet Mary.

      “No, dear. You stay with the ladies. I’ll be fine. Goodnight!”

      Catherine ignored the suspicious expression on Maggie’s face and breezed out the kitchen door and into the night. A chill had crept into the air during dinner, and it was echoed on her skin in the form of goosebumps. She did her best to avoid going out alone after dark, but she couldn’t risk anyone finding out what she was up to.

      The moon was barely cresting the horizon, so she hid herself in the deep shadows of the little cabin she shared with Mary and her parents. Pressing herself against the wall, she took deep breaths to calm her nerves. Thoughts of setting herself up in a tidy little cottage in one of the nearby towns kept her occupied while she waited.

      Heavy footfalls grew louder as the man making them came closer to her hiding spot. A fine layer of sweat formed on her brow and her dinner nearly made a reappearance. Choking it down, she held her breath until she could make sure it was him.

      The moment Marshal Griffith strode past her, oblivious to her presence, her heart clenched. She had tried not to watch him all evening, but he cut such a surprisingly fine figure all cleaned up and in Nate’s clothes. She’d never before seen him so dudded up. He looked almost like a gentleman.

      Every time his hazel eyes had passed over her, she felt them like fire on her skin. His presence had so flustered her that her voice quivered any time she tried to speak, so she kept her mouth shut the entire meal. Unusual for her.

      She had to speak now, though, if she was ever going to do it. He was already past her and well on his way to the bunkhouse. It wouldn’t be proper to follow him there. Besides, as friendly as the ranch hands were, she didn’t completely trust any of them. Clenching her fists tight, she stepped out of the shadows.

      “Marshal?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      He wheeled around, his hand dipping to a gun that wasn’t strapped to his hip. Catherine jumped at his reaction, then chuckled nervously. How could such a hard man be afraid of her?

      He blinked in surprise a couple times, and then his eyes narrowed into a squint. “What do you think you’re doing, jumping out at me like that? If I’d had my gun on me, you could very well be dead right now.”

      Any amusement she’d had at the situation fled, replaced by the same old fear that haunted her every day. She refused to show him that he affected her that way, though.

      “I hardly jumped out at you, Marshal. What kind of man is frightened of a tiny little woman like me, anyway?”

      To drive the point home, she tossed her hair and sniffed in the most disdainful manner she could muster. Even in the dim light from the rising moon, she could see a muscle working in his cleanly shaven, well-defined jaw.

      Good!

      “A man who’s on the hunt for a dangerous killer, Miss James, that’s who,” he growled through clenched teeth. “Now what do you want?”

      How rude!

      She’d done nothing to warrant such discourteous behavior, and she had half a mind to dress him down for it. But he’d never agree to her proposition if she scolded him. No, she’d just have to hold her tongue…for now.

      “I’m sorry for startling you, Marshal.” She tried not to sound patronizing. She failed. “You mentioned that the man you’re tracking…Owings?”

      “Tully Owings. What about him?”

      “You said there was quite a large bounty on his head.”

      “So?”

      She drew in a lungful of crisp air to soothe her irritation at his brusque attitude.

      “So…I was curious how that works. How would someone go about claiming that reward?”

      His brow furrowed as he considered her question. “Well, first, the bad guy has to be taken into custody, and that’s not remotely close to happening in this case. Why do you ask?”

      Nerves got the better of Catherine and she broke eye contact with him, glancing down at the toes of her shoes. She scuffed at the dirt as she tried to figure out what to say.

      “Well? Why do you want to know?”

      Looking up, she met his gaze without wavering. “Because I think I know him.”
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      Griff had been thinking of none other than Catherine James when she jumped out at him like a common mugger. She’d been so quiet at dinner, and though he didn’t know her well, he knew she normally chattered away during meals. Something was off with her. Why he cared was a mystery, though.

      When Nate offered to loan him some clean duds for the baptism dinner, he felt obliged to accept. He hadn’t worn a suit in years, but he’d do just about anything to eat Bonnie’s cooking. That was why he kept coming back to the Dalton ranch, not because of Catherine’s presence, as Nate had subtly implied.

      “You sound like a gossiping hen,” Griff laughed as he shrugged his broad shoulders into one of Nate’s brown jackets. It was a bit snug but fit well enough otherwise. He didn’t care much for the smirk on the middle Dalton’s face.

      Yet as Griff sat across from her at the dinner table, he couldn’t stop stealing glances at her. The light shining from the oil lamps on the table danced in her hair like fire. A few stray waves had tumbled free from her upswept style and she spent most of the evening trying to corral them. His fingers itched to help her.

      The handful of times Catherine had deigned to look in his direction had felt like gifts. No matter how much he chided himself for such silly and potentially dangerous thoughts, he couldn’t stop the feeling. When she’d swept out of the dining room after dinner without so much as a backward glance, presumably to help clean up, his mutinous heart ached at her departure.

      The next thing he knew, she jumped out of the shadows, scaring him almost to death. God was looking out for her because, if Griff had had his gun strapped to his hip, as he almost always did, she could very well have died.

      He tried to maintain a neutral expression at her words but he’d just had the shock of his life. Not only was Catherine standing before him, bathed in the light of the rising moon, but she claimed to know Tully Owings. A man worth $5,000 dead or alive!

      How on earth would a girl like her — whose parents probably spoiled her rotten, judging by her snooty attitude and fancy airs — know such a scoundrel? No, she most likely heard Griff describing Owings at dinner and thought she knew someone that looked like him.

      Don’t get your hopes up, Griff.

      “I see,” he said, gathering his thoughts. On the off chance she was actually right, he didn’t want to offend her. “Why don’t you tell me all about it?”

      Catherine’s head titled to the side, appraising him in the blue light of the moon. Almost like she was deciding if she could trust him. Him! A U.S. Marshal!

      “If I tell you, I get the reward, right?”

      He could no longer hold onto his passive expression. His jaw dropped at her audacity.

      “Miss James, hunting down this criminal is my job, and it’s a dangerous one at that. Do you have the slightest idea of what’s involved in bringing a man like this to justice? Forget that Tully Owings would kill you just as soon as look at you, the hunt itself is rife with peril. The sort of people one has to engage with to find a man like him…well, I doubt that a lady such as yourself has ever met such low-lifes, much less spoken to them.”

      As he spoke, Catherine grew more and more tense, until her back was rod-straight and her nose pointed to the Big Dipper. Spiders skittered across his skin again as he drank in her beauty, but it didn’t take long for him to remember that he didn’t much care for her.

      “You might be surprised at the company I’ve been forced to keep, Marshal. But that’s beside the point. What I want to know is, if I give you the information to find this man — and make no mistake, he’s your man — then I get the reward, right?”

      He’d had just about enough of her, no matter how fair she looked in the moonlight. She really was lucky he wasn’t armed because right now he was mighty tempted to show her what it felt like to look down the barrel of a pistol.

      “Of course you don’t get the reward! Even if you’re right, which I highly doubt, I’m the one who has to subdue him — and any cronies he might have collected along the way — and drag his sorry behind to the federal judge in Dallas.”

      Catherine had the gall to cross her arms in a huff and scowl at him. The nerve of the woman…

      Feigning innocence, he added, “Unless you can do all of that all by yourself. Can you?”

      The scowl turned into a glare. “Of course not!”

      “Well, then the best I can do is offer you a $50 finder’s fee. If you’re right.”

      He waited patiently as her face contorted through several different emotions, none of which were becoming of a lady. A twitch of guilt burned in his belly at being the cause of her ire, but he wasn’t treating her any differently than he would anyone else with information.

      But she is different, something in his head whispered.

      As her hands clenched into tiny fists, she reminded him so much of Rebecca it hurt. Yeah, she’s different — yet exactly the same.

      “Then I won’t tell you where he is,” she finally spat out. “Find him on your own. You’ve been doing such a grand job of it so far!”

      She harrumphed and spun on her heel, but before she could take more than three steps, Griff latched onto her arm with a growl and stopped her forward progress. She stumbled but he caught her in his arms before she fell. Her warmth and the light lavender fragrance she wore combined in a heady mixture. He was brought back to sanity by her scream.

      “Let go of me!”
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* * *

      She’d only meant her command to release her to sound sharp, so the screech that erupted from her mouth surprised her as much as it probably did him. It wasn’t that she was afraid he would hurt her. In fact, a secret part of her had wondered what his touch would feel like. Now she knew. Every inch of her body that was in contact with Marshal Griffith sizzled like she’d been branded. The sensation nearly overwhelmed her.

      A shout sounded from the main house in response and running feet quickly approached. The Marshal seemed frozen in place, staring down at her, his hold on her easing until she could find her feet. Shoving at his broad, hard chest, she pushed away from him. The moment his hands left her skin, a chill rippled through her.

      She felt alone.

      “What’s all this about?” Hank ran up to the pair ready to take down the brute hurting Catherine. Maggie was close behind him, worry etched on her pretty features.

      “He-he grabbed me!”

      Catherine huddled in Maggie’s embrace, pretending — even to herself — that the confusing emotion roiling around inside her was fear. It couldn’t be anything else.

      “Is that true, Griff?”

      Hank sounded incredulous but maneuvered himself between her and the Marshal. After what they all went through a few months earlier, he acted overly protective of Maggie, Catherine and Mary.

      “Well, yes…but she’s withholding information from a federal Marshal!” His voice grew louder as he spoke, and the look he gave her wasn’t the enchanted gaze from a moment before. It was hard and accusing.

      “What information?” Hank asked, turning back to Catherine, who hid her face in Maggie’s neck, hoping to avoid answering.

      “She knows where my outlaw is and she’s trying to blackmail me for the information.”

      Maggie pulled back until Catherine looked her in the eye. “Is this true?”

      “I’m not blackmailing him,” Catherine said, squaring her shoulders and meeting her friend’s eyes. “I think I should get the reward is all.”

      The Marshal snorted and turned his fiery gaze on Hank. “See? Hank, talk some sense into this bullheaded woman.”

      Hank scratched the back of his neck as he looked between them. “He’s right, Catherine. The fella who brings in the bad guy gets the reward.”

      “Then I’ll go with him! He probably couldn’t find the man if I drew him a map, anyway.”

      Even in the dim light, the flush of red in the Marshal’s face was as clear as if it had been high noon.

      “That’s ridiculous! Take a woman along on a raid? Stop talking foolishness and tell me where Owings is.”

      “I’m afraid he’s right, Catherine. That’s no place for you.”

      “Why not? I can handle myself.” Panic fluttered in her chest that she was going to miss out on the reward and her chance to finally be on her own. Then more panic settled in that he might let her ride along. What was she thinking?

      “That’s true, dear,” Maggie said, wrapping her arm around Catherine’s shoulders, presenting a united front to the men. “Catherine saved my life back…then.”

      Neither of the women liked to talk about their kidnapping. The terror was still too fresh. In fact, only a few trusted friends in the area knew the truth, and they’d keep the secret till they died.

      “That’s true, I suppose…” Hank said, drifting off into thought.

      “What are you three on about? I can’t be responsible for her safety when I’m hunting down a killer. She’d hold me back.”

      “Nonsense,” Catherine snapped. “Bonnie’s been teaching me how to shoot a rifle and I’ve become quite good, if I do say so myself.”

      Irritation flashed in the Marshal’s eyes. “I’m not taking you with me, and that’s final,” he growled.

      “Then I’m not telling you what I know!” Catherine huffed, crossing her arms and scowling right back at him.

      After a tense moment of silence, Maggie stepped forward. “It seems as if we’re at an impasse. Marshal…I mean, Griff. You’ve been having a devil of a time finding this man. Catherine says she knows where he is. It seems as if that’s worth something.”

      “I offered her a $50 finders fee,” he objected, his tawny eyes narrowing into a glare. “Guess she’s too good for such a paltry amount.”

      Paltry? Catherine had never had that much money at one time in her life. She opened her mouth to tell him so when Maggie spoke first.

      “Hmm, while that might seem generous to you, look at it from her perspective. You’ve been tracking this man for months without so much as a glimpse of his trail. She has firsthand knowledge of where you can find him. Yet, all you’re offering her is one percent of the full reward. Now, does that seem fair to you, Griff?”

      The muscle in his jaw worked overtime as he chewed on Maggie’s observation. “Perhaps it’s skewed a bit,” he finally admitted, a pained expression on his face.

      “Don’t you think splitting the reward down the middle would be more fair? Your search will be over within a day. That has to sound good to you.”

      Every muscle in Catherine’s body tensed. Hope had filled her heart at Maggie’s suggestion — half the reward would be more than enough to allow her to break out on her own — but Griff’s glowering expression quashed it. As much as she loved all the ranch’s residents, she felt out of place. Now he was going to say no and she’d be stuck there forever.

      “I could arrest her right now for withholding information,” he threatened.

      “Ah, but then you’d have to take her to the judge instead of the man worth so much money.” Goodness, Maggie was smart.

      They stared each other down for a moment, his face contorting into all sorts of expressions, none of which were becoming a gentleman — but he was no gentleman.

      “Fine!” he said with an explosion of breath. “Fine. I’ll split it with her. But she stays here.”

      “No!” Catherine nearly shouted.

      Everyone turned surprised looks at her. Even she was surprised.

      “I don’t trust that he’ll send me my half. His only collateral would be his horse, which isn’t worth near that amount, plus he’ll need her. No, I’m afraid I’ll simply have to go along to make sure I get my fair share.”

      “Now she’s calling me a thief!” Marshal Griffith threw up his hands and spun away from them, stalking away for a few steps before returning. He refused to meet her eyes, sending a strange pang to her heart.

      “Catherine,” Maggie urged gently. “It wouldn’t be proper for you to travel with a man for days on end with no chaperone.”

      “Days? Tully Owings isn’t days away. Only a couple hours. It’s perfectly acceptable for a lady to be escorted by a lawman. If we left at first light, we could be on the train to Dallas by early afternoon.”

      The Marshal’s jaw dropped. “Hours? He’s here?!”

      His tone was shocked, yet eager. Any anger he harbored for her had dissipated with the news that his prey was so close. She had him.

      “Close, anyway. All you need to do is say yes. I promise I won’t get in your way. You’ll hardly know I’m there.”

      But you’ll know all too well that he’s there, as you always do.

      His gaze bore into her until it took all her strength not to look away or fidget. But she wasn’t about to back down. Holding her unblinking gaze firm, she allowed her lips to lift in a triumphant smirk, even though all she really felt was terrified.

      The Marshal blinked first.

      “Yes.”
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      “Are you sure you want to do this, Catherine? I’m sure the Marshal will be true to his word and send you your portion of the reward.”

      Worry came off Mary in waves as she stood near the door of the cabin they shared with her parents. Wringing hands, furrowed brow, quavering whisper. Catherine hated that she was causing sweet Mary so much discomfort but she wasn’t about to trust any man to keep that particular promise.

      “I’ll be fine, Mary. I don’t plan to get anywhere near the outlaw. I promised Marshal Griffith I wouldn’t interfere with his capture.”

      That didn’t seem to ease Mary’s anxiety so Catherine pulled her into a fierce hug. “I’ll send word as soon as we get to the train station so you’ll know I’m safe, okay?”

      Mary nodded into her shoulder but remained silent. The poor dear had suffered so much, so much more than she and Maggie had. Giving her a squeeze, Catherine let her friend go, picked up her bag and headed out to the barn.

      It was still early, with barely enough daylight to see well, but the ranch was as busy as ever. Hands bustled about in the barn, feeding animals and getting equipment ready for another long day’s work. The Dalton triplets and the Blue brothers oversaw most of the activity, while their wives hurried to catch up with Catherine.

      “Do be careful,” Bonnie said, giving her a brief hug.

      The others followed suit, then escorted her to where Marshal Griffith was saddling his unusual and beautiful horse. She never failed to notice Gladys when the Marshal visited the ranch. She resembled a dark brown Arabian on the front half, but it looked as if a pot of white paint had been poured on her hindquarters. Dark brown spots dappled the white for a mesmerizing effect.

      “Good morning,” Catherine said with too much cheer. She knew it would needle him.

      He glanced down at her bag and choked. “I told you to pack light. Looks like you’re bringing everything you own!”

      The others glanced at each other, no doubt worried what her reaction might be. They needn’t have been concerned. The Marshal needed her so she had the upper hand. Instead of turning churlish, she simply smiled as sweetly as she could.

      “Everything in here is a necessity and I won’t leave any of it behind.”

      “Oh no, not that ridiculous parasol,” he said, pointing to the handle sticking out of her satchel. “There’s no place on a manhunt for a parasol!”

      “There is on this one,” she laughed as she looked around. “Where’s my horse?”

      Once again, the other women exchanged pointed looks.

      “Oh, you have a horse, do you?” he asked, sarcasm dripping from his voice. “Better go get it saddled up.”

      Anger flared inside her at his words but she maintained her composure. “No, I just thought…”

      “You just thought you’d borrow one of the Dalton’s hard-working mounts, without a thought for how that might affect them. That’s what you thought.”

      Embarrassment replaced anger. It nearly killed her to do it, but she had to admit he was right.

      “Oh,” she finally managed. “Then how…”

      “You’re gonna walk, that’s how. And you’re going to carry that overloaded satchel the whole way.”

      The anger returned. “I’ll walk Marshal Griffith, but either you strap this bag to Gladys or you ride alone.”

      The stared each other down until he muttered something under his breath — a curse, no doubt — and did as she bid. They said their final goodbyes and headed off the ranch. It should have been a relatively easy three-hour walk across the prairie, but almost as soon as they lost sight of the main house, it began.

      “How are your feet doing, Miss James?” It wasn’t hard to pick up on his snideness.

      “Just fine, Marshal Griffith,” she replied, spinning the parasol that was protecting her from the ravages of the Texas sun. “I’d wager that I’ve walked more miles than you’ve ridden.”

      His chuckle said he didn’t believe her. He thought she was a delicate flower or something. Well, she’d show him.

      Stalking off in the direction she knew Tully Owings to be hiding out, she left him to catch up. Not hard when he was on a horse, but it still caught him unawares.

      “Where are we going, anyway?” he asked when he caught up.

      She knew better than to tell him exactly where Owings was holed up, but she could parse out bits of information.

      “Up past Wiggieville.”

      “You’re going the wrong way then.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “You are. We have to go around the Leon River to go north.”

      She rolled her eyes, which he couldn’t see, of course. “My way is faster,” she replied, speeding up even more.

      “Confound it, woman! Quite arguing with me!”

      “Quit bossing me around! I know exactly where I’m going, Marshal.”

      She’d been so focused on proving herself, on showing this arrogant man that she was more than whatever he believed her to be, that she didn’t notice the prairie dog hole until her foot stepped into nothingness and she crumpled to the ground.

      “Ouch!” she cried, clutching her burning ankle.

      He was by her side in an instant, holding her foot and unlacing her shoe. Gently pulling it free, he moved her foot around to test the injury. Concern filled his eyes when he met her gaze.

      “Does that hurt?”

      A fullness filled her chest to almost bursting. He looked so worried. About her. The backs of her eyelids prickled with unshed tears — from the pain — but she sniffed them away.

      “Not too much. I only twisted it. It was my own carelessness. I’ll be fine.”

      “Nonsense, we should take you back.”

      There it was. He wasn’t concerned for her well being, he only wanted to be rid of her. She should have known.

      “I’m fine, Marshal,” she said, snatching her shoe from his hands and stuffing her foot back into it. The ankle was slightly puffy but it really wasn’t that bad. She’d just have to be more careful.

      “You know, everyone else calls me Griff,” he said, helping her to stand.

      She was keenly aware of now nice his hand felt clasping hers. Part of her wanted to rebel and continue calling him ‘Marshal’ but he was offering an olive branch. And they had quite an adventure ahead of them.

      “I’m sorry but I can’t.”

      He blinked rapidly, and if she wasn’t mistaken, disappointment flashed in his eyes. She hurried to clarify.

      “What’s your Christian name again?”

      “Curtis. Curtis Griffith.”

      “Then I shall call you Curtis and you may call me Catherine.”

      The slow smile that lit his features nearly caused her to fall to the ground again. If he weren’t so gruff and hard, she would have sworn she was swooning for the man. She couldn’t resist returning the smile.

      “Well, Catherine, I think you’re done walking for the day. I’ll take it from here.”
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* * *

      The softness of Catherine’s palm stayed with Griff long after he’d helped her onto Gladys. The mercenary part of him itched to take her back to the ranch but something else, something deeper, urged him to carry on. He might regret listening to it but he was powerless not to.

      He kept tight hold of Gladys’s reins. She was about the best-natured horse he’d ever had the pleasure of knowing, but he didn’t want to take any more chances since it was clear Catherine had almost no experience on horses. Odd for a woman of privilege to not learn to ride in her youth.

      In fact, everything about Catherine was shrouded in mystery. She never spoke of her past, not even how she came to be living with the Dalton family. He’d hinted around with Bart but the man was more secretive than a Pinkerton agent.

      They walked along in silence, even though he had so many questions for her, like what drove a lady to join a manhunt that would have most women fainting at the very thought. His motivations in hunting down Owings was straightforward, but hers…he rather hoped it wasn’t simple greed.

      If he wanted to discover her secrets, to find out what made her tick, he’d have to leave gruff ‘Marshal Griffith’ behind. Maybe ‘Curtis’ was just the fellow to gently draw information from her. After all, he’d been trained for it.

      “We’ve got a couple hours ahead of us. Might as well get to know each other a little better, don’t you think?”

      His stomach flipped upside down when she smiled down at him from under that damnable parasol. “That would be nice.”

      So far so good.

      “I take it you’re from Massachusetts, too?” The entire Blue family, along with the Dalton wives, all hailed from the same town back east.

      “Yes, Beckham, actually. You?”

      He hadn’t counted on her asking him questions, but quid pro quo was the name of the game.

      “Originally from Colorado. Now I’m based out of Dallas, but only because the federal judge there likes me and gives me lots of assignments. Do you like Texas? I imagine it must be a big change for someone like you.”

      Irritation flashed in those emerald eyes. Why?

      “Someone like me?”

      “You know, a lady.”

      She sighed deeply. He couldn’t tell if it was from frustration or sorrow. “Curtis, I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’m not a lady.”

      He rather liked the way ‘Curtis’ rolled off her lips. No one had called him that since the day he walked out of that church alone.

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      There was that smile again. He would happily walk along side her for days if she kept smiling at him like that. Unfortunately, she had a tendency to scowl at him instead.

      “Appearances can be misleading, Curtis. You’d think a Marshal would know that.”

      He had to glance up at her to make sure she was only teasing, and the smirk on her pretty lips confirmed it. He grinned back. As much as he tried to resist, he liked her. She had sass, and he’d always been attracted to that.

      But just because he liked her didn’t mean he liked her. Or that he should like her in that way. He wasn’t about to put his heart and soul through another beating like the one Rebecca gave him. She was why he took this infernal job in the first place. At least it allowed him to bring bad men to justice. That was the important thing.

      “So if you’re not a lady, what are you?” A risky question, to be sure. Catherine had never been forthcoming with her past and to ask her outright could turn her sweet mood sour.

      “I’m an orphan,” she replied in a flat, emotionless tone.

      That she answered honestly would have been enough of a surprise to make him stumble, but the truth of it nearly knocked him over. An orphan’s life wasn’t one of luxury and privilege. Hardship and hunger was more like it.

      Griff had visited a few orphanages when needed during the course of his job, and the children — even the older ones nearing the end of their residence — fit the image of Charles Dickens’ ragamuffins perfectly. Not Catherine. She definitely looked more ‘lady’ than ‘orphan’.

      “Oh.” It wasn’t like him to be rendered speechless.

      “I was left at the worst orphanage in Beckham when I was a baby. Mary and Maggie were lucky. They came when they were older, after their parents died.”

      “Lucky? How is that lucky?”

      She looked down at him, a shadow flitting across those dazzling eyes. For the first time, it dawned on him that Catherine had known pain. Real pain, not some trifling lovesick heartache.

      “They knew the love of their parents. And they had each other. I had no one.”

      “You had them, didn’t you? You’re all obviously very close.”

      Her smile looked anything but amused. “Now. But that only came after…”

      Griff glanced up to see why she stopped talking. Concern filled him at the shadow that had fallen on her beautiful features. Gone was the haughty flibbertigibbet. It looked as if the weight of the world had pressed down on her over the course of a few words.

      “After?” he gently prodded, keeping his voice neutral and soft. It was a trick he’d learned in school. Never had much chance to use it as a Marshal.

      Silence lay thick between them. He was tempted to speak but she’d never answer if he did. The next words had to be hers or he’d never learn more about her past.

      “After the kidnapping.”

      He barely heard her words, she spoke so quietly, but their gravity rang in his ears like church bells. This time he really did stumble.

      “Kidnapping?!”

      Her silence answered his disbelief. She sat high in the saddle, her back ramrod straight, not giving away anything she didn’t have to. Not surprising, given her history. A strange sense of pride filled Griff. And horror. Horror that she’d seen so many horrors of her own in her young life, and pride that she had overcome them.

      “You didn’t know? I assumed one of the men would have told you.”

      “No,” he managed. No other words came to mind. Catherine eyed him hard, then a small smile touched her lips.

      “Some investigator you are.”

      That stung, he had to admit, but she was only teasing him. Besides, she had a point. How did a trained officer of the law not sniff out a secret that big?

      You were too busy thinking you had her figured out, that’s how. Maybe she’s not as much like Rebecca as you thought. So what are you going to do about it?
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      Not wanting to push her on a painful subject she clearly didn’t want to discuss, Griff kept Catherine entertained with stories of his travels for the next hour or so. Talking to her came surprisingly easy when it never had before. Maybe it had something to do with his new perception of her.

      “Remind me what breed Gladys is, Curtis.” Catherine leaned forward to rub Gladys’s long, regal neck. “I know you’ve told me before but I don’t have a head for horses.”

      “An Apalousey, some call her a Palouse horse. Not too common anymore, especially down this way.”

      “Where did you get her? The spots on her hindquarters are so unusual.”

      “Up north in the Idaho territory. The Nez Perce Indians used to breed them until their war a while back. I was up that way a couple years ago visiting my cousin in a little place called Hope Springs. I helped catch a cattle rustler and Gladys was my payment for services rendered.”

      No need to tell her about how, after Griff had tracked down the man, the rustler was shot while trying to kidnap one of the resident’s teenage daughters. Or how he didn’t die right away. Or what the girl’s father did to expedite the man’s demise. A shudder rippled down his spine.

      “She’s very nice.” Catherine looked down at him sheepishly. “You know, I never rode a horse until I arrived at the ranch.”

      Griff kept his face blank. “Oh?”

      “The first time I tried to mount one, I tumbled right off. But I’m getting better, don’t you think?”

      “You’re a natural.” She fairly glowed at his praise, and his heart swelled at the sight. He never imagined she would share such personal things with him. It felt nice.

      “Oh, look!” Catherine pointed to a puny cluster of trees up ahead. “Let’s stop for breakfast.”

      “Breakfast?! What on earth are you talking about? I’ve got a killer to catch, or did you forget? I’ve lost enough time this morning without stopping to eat.”

      The easy smile on her face fell away, replaced by an expression he was accustomed to seeing: A scowl. Blast! He couldn’t have kept his big mouth shut, could he? The tension that flared between them since the moment he laid eyes on her wavy locks and sparkling eyes had been easing. He just had to go and step in it.

      “Tully Owings isn’t going anywhere in the next twenty minutes, Marshal.”

      Her cold tone drilled into him, chilling his skin until goosebumps covered his arms. And she was back to calling him ‘Marshal’.

      “Besides, you don’t know this stretch of prairie, so I can tell you that this is the last decent spot to rest until we reach our destination.”

      “Which is…?”

      She didn’t even dignify his prompt with a glance. Instead, she dug her heels in Gladys’s sides until the reins pulled free of Griff’s hand and they trotted off ahead of him. Blasted woman! She really was getting better at riding. He scrubbed at the back of his neck, wondering what had just happened.

      By the time he caught up with them, Catherine was laying a spare saddle blanket on the ground. Where did that come from?!

      “Please bring me my bag, Marshal.”

      Griff’s gut knotted up at her stiff posture and clipped words. He never intended to insult her. Blasted touchy woman. Irritation replaced the guilty pit in his stomach and he jammed his hat on the saddle’s horn. When he yanked her heavy satchel free of the saddle and something inside clanked, she shot a glare at him.

      “Careful!”

      Griff rolled his eyes and dropped the bag at her feet, bowing deeply. “Is there anything else her majesty requires?”

      “Only for you to sit down and be quiet,” she snapped, pulling a seemingly endless supply of bundles from her bag.

      Griff’s stomach chose that moment to rumble so loud that Gladys looked over at him. He couldn’t stop from chuckling as he eased himself down to the blanket.

      “Guess my empty belly didn’t get the message.”

      Her snicker sounded as light as the brook babbling next to them, and just like that, the tension between them eased. Griff took a moment to get a good look at their picnic spot. It really was quite nice. Trees for a little shade, a small brook that Gladys drank from contentedly and flat ground with few rocks.

      The spread Catherine laid out before him made his eyes boggle. Fried chicken, hard-boiled eggs, several rashers of bacon, fried green tomatoes. Even fresh bread with a small crock of butter! Her satchel lay deflated at her feet, nearly empty.

      “This is why your bag was so full?”

      “Yes,” she replied with an ‘Aren’t you sorry now?’ smirk.

      Boy, was he. “I never eat like this on the trail.”

      “Well, you do today. Consider it a bonus for agreeing to take me along.”

      Without another word, he dug in. After the previous night’s feast, he shouldn’t have been hungry but months of barely eating more than jerky and hard biscuits had taken its toll. All he could manage were grunts of appreciation between huge mouthfuls of delicious food.

      Catherine picked at the food daintily, flushing whenever she glanced at his gluttony. Was it pleasure at his enjoyment of the food or disgust? He didn’t have a clue but figured she should take it as a compliment. Judging by this meal, she was every bit as good a cook as Bonnie Dalton. Another surprise.

      By the time he ate his fill, the sun peeked over the tops of the stubby trees. Its warmth and his bursting belly almost lulled him into a nap. If he didn’t have a fugitive to bring to justice, he would have been tempted — assuming she actually knew where Owings was, which he doubted.

      When was the last time he’d enjoyed a fine meal with a lovely lady? Rebecca, no doubt. Pushing those thoughts away, he caught Catherine’s gaze.

      “You’re quite the cook, Miss James.”

      She waved a hand at him. “Can we please go back to using each other’s given names?”

      “I’d like that. A good cook, a crack shot and braver than any woman I’ve ever known. You’re a constant surprise, Catherine.”

      She snorted in a most unladylike fashion, quickly covering her mouth in embarrassment. Pink flooded her creamy cheeks and he finally understood why she brought that silly parasol along. Skin that fair would burn like a cheap steak out here.

      “Brave?”

      “You don’t seem anxious at all about our, um, adventure.”

      “Do I need to remind you that looks can be deceiving, Curtis? In reality, I’m scared to death.”

      “You’re smart, too,” he said with a wink.

      Squinting against the sun, he looked around for his hat. There it was, dangling from the saddle horn. All he wanted to do was rest here for a few minutes longer but the sun was blinding. What was a man to do when he was too full to move?

      “Here,” Catherine said. “I still have a little shade left.”

      Griff shaded his eyes to see what she was holding out to him. The glare was too bright so he blindly took the item from her, trying to ignore the zap of electricity when his fingers brushed across hers. What the…?

      Her parasol!
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* * *

      Catherine bit her lip hard in an effort to not giggle at Curtis, leaning back against a log with her pretty pink parasol — with fringe — held over his head. He looked utterly bewildered for a minute, then caught her amused expression and grinned. The laughter that burst from her felt so good. She couldn’t remember the last time she laughed all the way from her toes.

      Not every man would happily hold a parasol like that. A surge of admiration for him flooded her. She’d always thought he was a fine man, she simply had no interest in him romantically. She had no interest in any man in that way. But the more he visited, the more she rebelled against everyone’s suggestions that she encourage his attentions. For the first time, she was almost tempted.

      No, you must keep your guard up, her brain insisted. Even if he wasn’t the typical rough and tumble Marshal, his vagabond lifestyle held no interest for her. After an entire life of not belonging — anywhere or to anyone — Catherine longed for a place to call her own, a real home.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” he murmured, his shrewd eyes burning her skin.

      “I was just wondering why you joined the Marshal Service,” she hedged.

      His gaze remained on her for a long moment before he pulled open his coat and flashed the badge pinned to his chest.

      “The jewelry, of course.”

      Catherine had spotted flashes of his badge before, but she’d never seen the whole thing. She always envisioned something more ornate, with filigrees and special seals. This was made from flat gray steel, a wide ring circling a five-pointed star. The only lettering said U.S. Marshal. That was it. Pretty plain, really.

      “Very funny. If you don’t want to talk about it, all you have to do is say so.”

      Her feelings were only a little bruised that he wouldn’t share personal details from his life, even though he’d dragged far too many from her. To cover her emotions, she began packing away the remaining food. No sense in wasting it.

      “No, I’ll tell you.” He sat up, closing the parasol and focusing on the carved handle. “Our motto is ‘Justice, Integrity, Service’. I strive to live up to those qualities every day, and I will until the day I die.”

      What drove a man to be so committed to such an ideal? Catherine envied his dedication. She sat perfectly still, not wanting to break the spell. After a moment of gathering his thoughts, he continued.

      “You see, my father…” He glanced up, eyes filled with grief. “I’ve never told anyone this before.”

      “You can trust me,” she whispered, her heart aching for the pain he felt. She would never break his confidence.

      “My father was unjustly convicted of a crime he didn’t commit. The sheriff and judge in Durango were corrupt, and my father launched a campaign to roust them from office. It backfired. They framed him for the murder of his business partner and he was hanged by a mob before the trial.”

      “Oh my…” A hollow ache sat where her stomach used to be. Her thoughtless words about how Mary and Maggie had been ‘lucky’ to have known their parents love must have cut him to the quick. Shame threatened to overwhelm her. Tears sprang to her eyes.

      “I was seventeen. Before he died, he made me vow to not seek vengeance, but rather justice. The Marshals’ code appealed to me because those were the qualities my father valued in a man. As long as I follow those tenets, I know my father’s looking down on me with pride.”

      A tear slipped down Catherine’s cheek unheeded. Emotion roiled around inside her, mixing up what she thought she knew and what was true, until her head spun from it all.

      “What happened to the crooked men?” Asking seemed wrong, somehow, but she had to know. Curtis’s mouth turned up in a grim version of a smile.

      “It took longer than I hoped, but justice finally found them.”

      Curiosity burned inside her to find out what form justice took, but she didn’t press. Divulging such an intimate story must have hurt enough, he didn’t need her dredging up more bad memories.

      They sat in silence, each ruminating over their own thoughts, when a nearby bush rustled loudly. Curtis whipped his pistol from its holster so fast she almost didn’t see his hand move. But instead of a wolf or catamount, the savage creature that emerged stood no taller than her tender ankle.

      “Don’t!” she cried, motioning Curtis to put away his gun. Grabbing a rasher of bacon, she held it out to the skinny pup, which eagerly gobbled it down in two bites. “How did a puppy get way out here?”

      “That’s a coyote, Catherine,” he said, jumping up and looking around. “You shouldn’t feed it. Its mother might be around. Last thing we need is to get rushed by a protective mama coyote.”

      “Nonsense. Look at her, Curtis. She’s starving.”

      He stooped to take a better look. Even she, a city girl, could see the pup’s ribs poking through her mangy, light brown coat. Reaching back, he grabbed a chicken leg, breaking off small pieces to feed the pup. It inhaled them.

      “That’s a good girl,” he cooed, petting it gently. It leaned into his hand and whined for more food. “Not too much too fast, pretty lady.”

      Scooping the little ball of fur up in his big hands, he cuddled it next to his chest and carefully examined it. The way it whined and wiggled in his arms drew a giggle from Catherine. She’d always been of the firm opinion that a man’s character could be discovered by the way he treated animals.

      “Looks like she’s in good shape, other than being a little scrawny,” he finally announced, glancing at her with eyes that matched the coyote pup’s coat perfectly. “But I’m afraid it’s time to get back on the trail, Catherine.”

      Disappointment coursed through her. She’d always loved playing with the odd puppy that strayed through the orphanage’s yard — not that the horrible headmistress would allow the children to keep one. Better not to get attached, old Mrs. Whipple used to say, cuz they’re just gonna up and die on ya anyway.

      Sniffing back the tears that prickled at her eyelids, she nodded and turned to pack the food. She couldn’t bear to watch him shoo the little puppy away. But when she spun around to strap the half-empty satchel to Gladys’s saddle, her heart nearly leapt out of her chest.

      Curtis tucked the pup into a saddlebag and when she caught his eye, he shrugged.

      “What? Can’t leave her out here to die.”
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      Griff no longer felt the need to lead Gladys, knowing that Catherine had enough skill to keep her moving in the right direction. The coyote pup lay snuggled deep in his saddlebag, snoring lightly. Its belly bulged from all the food Catherine kept sneaking to it as they walked.

      “So are you ever going to tell me where we’re going?”

      A blush crept up Catherine’s cheeks. “Do you know the Carson ranch?”

      “Can’t say I do.”

      “Well, it’s a few miles away from here. That’s where Tully Owings is hiding out.”

      “How do you know?” He tried his best to keep the skepticism out of his question. It seemed unlikely that an unmarried woman who could barely ride a gentle horse at a trot should have any reason to visit a ranch this far out of town. She took her time answering.

      “I don’t have much, Curtis. Never have. What I do have are skills. I can cook, clean, sew, embroider, knit, you name it. They’re about the only things I left the orphanage with. That and a pocketful of lies.”

      Bitterness rolled off her like heat rising from a desert, but he stifled his curiosity and let her continue at her own pace.

      “The Daltons have kindly put the word out that I’m available for odd household jobs. Old Mr. Carson needed a big pile of clothes mended so Bonnie and Maggie dropped me off on their way to town a week or so ago. I swear the man didn’t have a single item that didn’t have some kind of hole or tear in it.”

      Griff never would have guessed Catherine possessed such skills. Since laying eyes on her several months earlier, he’d assumed she eschewed manual labor, like someone else he once knew. What a fool he’d been comparing them. The more he got to know her — the real her — the more shame he felt for judging her so harshly.

      “It took hours and hours to work through that pile. I set myself up in an out-of-the way corner of the main house and kept to my task. Mr. XX passed through from time to time, as did some of the ranch hands. They all ignored me as if I wasn’t there, which was fine by me.”

      A shudder wracked her petite frame and that shadow passed across her face again. This time, though, he knew she was remembering her kidnapping. Maybe one day she’d tell him more about it. Of course, that would mean spending more time together. That didn’t sound half-bad to Griff.

      “Mr. Carson was eating a plate of day-old stew for lunch when a shifty character skulked in. He jumped up and shook the man’s hand, calling him by name. ‘Tully, what the blazes are you doing out this way?’ he said. I remember because I thought that was an odd name, but you never mentioned his first name in your previous visits.”

      Excitement and fear pulsed in Griff’s veins. All this time, he half-thought she either made up knowing where to find Owings, or she was mistaken. Maybe not…

      “The man looked just as you described at dinner last night. Small, older, rather ugly and a big scar on his face. He looked like he’d been on the road for some time, sort of like you.”

      Me? He did his best to hide how insulted he felt at her words. He didn’t fancy having her consider him unattractive.

      “Unlike you, though,” she continued, “he had a…hardness about him. Like he would just as soon shoot you as look at you. Before answering Mr. Carson, he glanced around to make sure they were alone. His eyes passed right over me like I wasn’t there. Then he outright told Mr. Carson that he need a place to lay low for a few months.”

      “Fool!”

      Griff’s heart raced in his chest and it was all he could do not to jump up behind Catherine and gallop to that ranch. But she was right, Owings had no idea his freedom — and possibly life — would end this day. No need to rush. This would give Griff more time to plan out his strategy. Besides, the journey was getting interesting.

      “Mr. Carson told him he was welcome to use one of his line cabins as long as he needed. He gave him detailed directions on where to find it. So that’s where we’re going, Curtis.”

      Griff admired her quick thinking and steel trap of a mind. Most ladies he’d ever met wouldn’t have paid any attention to such an exchange between men. At least, he didn’t think so. Catherine made him doubt everything he’d ever assumed to be true.

      Her soft gaze drifted down to meet his. Something inside her opened up and came pouring from those beautiful green eyes. Not for the first time, he found himself lost in their glimmer and depth, wondering what it would be like to stare into them every day.

      Her lips parted, as if reading his mind. Her perfect, berry-pink lips. Lips that were made to be kissed — by him.

      Only him.

      Heat burned in his chest at the thought, but instead of tearing his gaze away, as he had in the past, he just kept right on looking. She felt it, too, he could tell. Her red cheeks gave it away. Yet she didn’t break eye contact either.

      What’s happening? his brain screamed as he reached a hand up to grab the reins and stop Gladys. He had no idea what would come after that, but he rather hoped to learn firsthand if those lips were as delicious as he imagined.

      Just as his fingertips brushed across the leather strap, Gladys jerked back, snorting in terror. What the…?

      A telltale ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch-ch sounded a few feet ahead of them. Rattlesnake!

      The normally unflappable horse stopped short, eyes rolling wildly in her head. She skittered for a moment while Catherine scrambled to stay in the saddle. Griff knew Gladys too well. She was about to run. He lunged for the reins but she cut hard to the right and tore off like the devil himself was after her.

      Without her rider.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The world turned upside down too fast for Catherine to really register fear, but her body got the message instantly. Desperate fingers clutched at the saddle horn as Gladys shimmied around but nothing could keep her on the back of that horse.

      In between heartbeats, she lost her grip entirely. Flying backward through the air, three very clear thoughts passed through her mind at the same time: That horse is going to stomp on me, Curtis is going to hate me and I hope my skirts don’t fly over my head.

      None of those things happened. When Catherine fell from Gladys, Curtis caught her with one strong arm, knocking the wind out of her. He clasped her tight to his side as he spun around and whipped out his revolver.

      BLAM!

      In a puff of dust, a rattlesnake lay dead in the dirt. She hadn’t even realized that’s what spooked the horse. That should have frightened her, or at least fascinated her, but the only thing penetrating the fog that suddenly filled her head was how Curtis’ taut body felt pressed up against the length of hers.

      His strong fingers dug into her waist, supporting her and thrilling her the same moment. The muscles in his arm flexed, shooting unfamiliar twangs of warmth through her. Their hearts thudded in time. His scent, a heady mix of horse, leather and soap, sent her reeling. No doubt, she’d stumble around like the town drunk if he let her go right now.

      Though the immediate danger had passed, she still clung to him, unable to release her grip around his neck. The sinew where her fingers touched his skin jumped and twitched in the most mesmerizing manner. Maybe it would stop if she just pressed her lips against…

      “You okay?”

      Blinking furiously, she shifted her gaze from his twitchy neck to his warm, hazel eyes. Genuine concern filled them — until they dropped to her lips. A soft wanting replaced concern, and her lips parted in response. Only inches separated them. If she leaned forward just a little…

      High-pitched whining cut through the tension between them and drew their attention. The coyote pup! In all the confusion, Catherine had completely forgotten about the pup. Before she had a chance to push away from Curtis, he let her slide down his frame until she could gain her footing.

      The dazed pup stood in the dirt at their feet, swaying slightly before plopping its rump to the ground. It must have fallen or jumped out of the saddlebag at the same time she fell from the horse. Catherine scooped it up and cuddled it to her chest.

      “I know exactly how you feel, little one,” she cooed. It looked up at her with sleepy eyes, sniffed her face and yipped. The poor little thing seemed no worse for wear, thank goodness.

      Curtis stood a couple feet away — it felt like miles — one hand crumpling his hat, the other shielding his eyes against the sun. Following his gaze, Catherine spotted a plume of dust in the distance and heart plummeted to her toes.

      “Gladys…” she whispered.

      “Blast!”

      It wasn’t so much the violence with which Curtis threw his hat to the ground that cut Catherine to the quick, or the ferocity in his curse. It was the accusation in his eyes when his gaze flicked over to her for the briefest of moments.

      He blames me for all of this!

      She blinked away the wetness filling her eyes. First of all, this was no time for tears. Second of all, she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of thinking his opinion of her mattered. Because it didn’t. At all.

      “Well, what are we going to do now,” she demanded. Part of her heart ached that the moment between them ran away with Gladys, but the natural defenses she developed at the orphanage kicked in to protect the rest of the mutinous organ.

      Curtis stood staring after the horse for a moment, fists dug into his hips, before stooping to snatch up his hat. He mashed it onto his head so ferociously it nearly covered his eyes. Without a glance or a word, he started walking.

      Alarm flared in Catherine’s chest, and she hustled after him. “Wait, where are you going?”

      “After my horse, of course.”

      On any other day, she might have been amused at his unintentional rhyme, but there was nothing funny about this situation.

      “But…she’s already so far away I can barely see her.”

      “Yup.”

      Yup? That’s all he had to say?

      “But it could take hours to find her.”

      “Yup.”

      Oh, how this man irritated her!

      “But it’s so hot already…”

      “Yup.”

      “Stop saying that!”

      Curtis whirled around, his eyes full of fire. “What do you want me to say? That if I’d been riding Gladys, I would have been able to handle her and wouldn’t have to wander around like Moses in the desert? That if you’d only stayed where you belong none of this would have happened? That all of this isn’t the fault of your bullheadedness and lack of trust? Well, I can’t. And I’m not going to lose my horse because your feet hurt. So, either shut your trap and get to walking or stay here.”

      Catherine gaped after him as he turned and strode away. He did blame her! That seemed wholly unfair. She didn’t put that stupid snake in their path.

      She opened her mouth to spit out a sharp retort but stopped short. He had a point, if she wanted to be truly honest with herself. He undoubtedly would have been able to at least stay in the saddle.

      Catherine took in her surroundings — hard-packed dirt, scrubby brush, open prairie where anything could stalk her. In other words, not a place she’d like to sit and wait for Curtis to return. If he even would after this mess. The coyote pup wriggled in her arms, as if to remind her that she wouldn’t be totally alone.

      With a resigned sigh, she limped after him. Before she could take three steps, he looked over his shoulder and pointed behind her, a nasty sneer on his face.

      “Don’t forget your parasol!”
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      Hunting down Gladys took the better part of the day, and by the time Griff spotted her — her reins caught up in some brush at the edge of a tiny stream — the sun lay alarmingly low in the sky. If he kept good-enough track of their wanderings, they were a good hour or two away from the place Owings was holed up. If Griff were alone, he’d be tempted to press on and get his man.

      But he wasn’t alone.

      After his little outburst, Catherine had followed him silently, probably not daring to speak. Shame for hollering at her roiled through him for most of the day, but he couldn’t find the words to apologize. True as they might be, his mother raised him better than to speak so harshly to a lady. Especially when what happened was an accident.

      Casting a sidelong glance in her direction, Griff could sense Catherine didn’t have much more walking left in her today. The poor gal looked haggard as a the leather on his old saddle but he knew in his heart that her pride would never allow her to show any weakness. At least in front of him.

      That sense of shame bubbled even harder inside him. He never took her for being tough before but she didn’t utter a single complaint all day. And that was with a twisted ankle. If there was one thing his daddy drilled into him harder than any other life lesson, it was to admit when he was wrong.

      Clearing his throat as he untangled Gladys, he took the plunge. “Listen, I’m sorry about earlier. It really wasn’t your fault, I was frustrated.”

      She gave him a curt nod and sat down on a large rock, setting the coyote pup at her dusty feet. “Accepted. Now, would you be so kind as to tell me what the plan is?”

      “Well, if you trust me to be a gentleman, I propose we camp here for the night.”

      At her gasp, he hurried on. “We’re both exhausted from this little, er, adventure, and I’m sure Gladys here wouldn’t mind a rest. Besides, I don’t fancy the idea of trying to capture Owings in the dark. Too much could happen…”

      He let the veiled warning settle on her for a moment. “You can have my bedroll and I assure you that you’ll be safer than safe.”

      Before Gladys got spooked, they’d shared a moment that almost had him thinking she wanted to kiss him. He must have been imagining it because now she looked disgusted at the thought of spending a minute more time with him than she had to. Of course, he’d helped that right along with his rudeness, hadn’t he?

      Catherine glanced at the setting sun before finally nodding. Before dark fell, Griff had Gladys settled and had gathered enough wood for a decent fire. Trouble was, the breeze kept blowing out the handful of matches he found in a saddlebag.

      “Blast!” he groused after the third try.

      “Here,” Catherine said, kneeling down upwind of him.

      She opened her silly pink parasol in the direction of the wind, creating a windbreak. The fire caught immediately. Griff couldn’t help laughing.

      “That thing’s more useful than I gave it credit for. Good thinking on bringing it along.”

      Catherine’s gaze slipped away from his, but he could tell she felt vindicated. As well she should. He’d been acting the brute with her for no reason other than she reminded him of Rebecca.

      Every minute that passed eased the tension in Catherine’s shoulders until she seemed almost glad of his company. As they settled in front of the crackling and growing fire, the leftovers from lunch divided between them, the time was right to pose the question that had been on his mind since the night before.

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s so blasted important that you had to come along to make sure you got your share of the reward?”

      “A fresh start,” she said, looking him straight in the eye. “I was born with nothing and that’s what I still have. That and this parasol.” She spun the pink delicacy and grinned. Oh, what that smile did to his insides!

      “The ranch life’s not for me, Curtis, and that’s exactly where I will have to stay, probably until I die, if I don’t find the money to leave. And patching old rancher’s filthy clothes isn’t going to do it.”

      Griff chewed on a piece of bacon, thinking. “What about a husband? Surely a lady as lovely as you wouldn’t have trouble catching a fine, upstanding man.”

      He couldn’t miss the shudder of horror that wracked her small frame. “No, I’m afraid that’s not a path I’m interested in.”

      Why did that send daggers to his heart? He couldn’t blame her, after all she’d been through. Still, it didn’t seem right to write off the entire gender. To hide his odd feeling of disappointment, he poked at the fire a little harder than he meant to, sending sparks into the quickly darkening sky.

      “Mind my asking why?”

      He couldn’t meet her gaze. Only when it took her too long to answer did he risk glancing at her. She sat stock still staring into the blaze, lost in a memory. Not even the coyote pup rolling around in the dirt, playing with a small stick, drew her attention. When she finally spoke, he had to strain to hear her whisper.

      “They were going to sell us.”

      Chills rippled across his skin. Did he hear that right? “Excuse me?”

      “The men who took us. They were going to sell us…to other men.”

      Rage boiled inside Griff’s gut. As a federal Marshal, he knew full well such things happened. He even helped take down a ring of slavers supplying young girls to brothels out west. But knowing they’d come so close to taking Catherine nearly drove him mad.

      He bit back the urge to rant loudly and violently about such men. She’d already been through enough. What she needed was kindness and understanding. Still, Griff couldn’t help the admiration that bloomed inside his chest. She faced such evil and not only survived but took the risk to ride with him to capture another villain for the chance to start her life anew.

      “I’m sorry you went through that.” He kept his tone as neutral as possible, but a quaver of anger crept in. “I’m flabbergasted you came with me knowing full well this could be dangerous. Despite what you said earlier, you don’t even seem frightened.”

      Her head swiveled slowly until she caught his gaze. The firelight danced in her emerald eyes and it took a few beats for him to realize his breath had caught in his chest.

      “I wasn’t lying, Curtis. I’m terrified. And I’m sorry I didn’t trust you, but this is too important to me. It’s my only chance to live life on my own terms.”

      How could he have ever thought she was anything like Rebecca? The stunning woman sitting across from him had suffered more in her young life than most men twice his age. Far from being spoiled, anything she owned, which wasn’t much, she worked hard for, and did so willingly. The way she cared for the pup proved her loving, gentle nature, as much as she tried to hide it with blustery airs. And the Daltons clearly adored her. That spoke volumes.

      After months of denying it, he finally admitted to himself that the frequency of his visits to the Dalton ranch most certainly increased once Catherine arrived. As she gazed at him across the fire, he realized that his irritation with her wasn’t because of her personality but because she gave no indication that she returned his attraction. That stung, to be sure, but how could he blame her for not trusting men?

      No, Catherine’s spirit bore no resemblance to the hateful woman who’d turned his heart to stone. In fact, he found that cold lump in his chest thumping just a little faster every time he caught a glimpse of her — almost as if she had brought it back to life.

      A cascade of emotions tumbled down on Griff like an avalanche. His brain fought against them but it had no chance of holding out against the onslaught his heart threw at it. When it quickly admitted defeat, Griff’s brain understood what his heart had known for months.

      He loved Catherine James.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Catherine shifted nervously, not at all comfortable with the way Curtis stared at her so intently yet she was powerless to tear her eyes away. The hard-packed dirt she’d tramped across all day had more moisture than her mouth, at the moment. Gulping hard, she tried to find something to say that might break the tension that sprang up out of nowhere.

      “What about you?” she squeaked. He blinked in response.

      “Pardon?”

      “Why do you…do what you do?”

      For the first time, Catherine realized that Curtis didn’t speak like most of the men she’d encountered in Texas. They had a rough, uneducated quality about them. If he’d been dressed in Nate’s finery the first time they met, she might have mistaken him for a gentleman. Possibly a businessman or some other leader of men. She suddenly needed to know more of his story.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Curtis shifted his gaze to the fire and popped a piece of bread into his mouth. Her skin cooled immediately and part of her wished for him to look her way again. But she waited patiently, composing herself. It wouldn’t do to let her guard down now.

      “I told you, my father…” He trailed off, not meeting her eye.

      “Yes, but this is a lonely life. Don’t you get tired of it? Why haven’t you taken a wife?”

      An age passed before he glanced her way. “If it was allowed, you’d make an excellent Marshal, you know that?”

      She smiled at his quip but remained silent, waiting for an answer. Seeing she couldn’t be distracted, he started with a sigh.

      “I almost did once. Take a wife. As a matter of fact, I stood at the altar waiting for more than an hour before I let myself believe she really wasn’t coming.”

      Catherine managed to hold back her gasp of surprise. Someone left him standing at the altar? Whoever the woman was, she clearly had less sense than the pup, which was currently gnawing on a rock.

      “I met Rebecca during the last year of my apprenticeship at the law firm of my father’s old partner. My plan was to open my own office, but Rebecca didn’t feel that lawyers were…I don’t know, manly enough.”

      “You’re a lawyer?!” That explained a lot, yet raised even more questions.

      He gave her a grim smirk. “Nope. I’m a U.S. Marshal, if you haven’t forgotten.”

      “You gave up your career for her?”

      “Indeed. I didn’t want to disappoint her. Plus, I was also young and stupid. But what man doesn’t want his wife to be proud of him? She had some romantic notion about lawmen so I became a Marshal. Then she left me for a train conductor.”

      He shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe it. She certainly couldn’t.

      “Why didn’t you quit and become a lawyer after she…left?”

      He thought for a moment. “What I said earlier is true. Justice is my true vocation. I know my father looks down at me with pride for upholding the law. Besides, I couldn’t stay there. Not after that humiliation. The Marshal Service offered me the chance to see this great country of ours while staying true to my values.”

      The statement sounded satisfied, but something in his voice gave her pause.

      “But you’d rather be a lawyer, wouldn’t you?”

      He shrugged. “It’s too late now so why cry over spilled milk?”

      “Why is it too late?”

      “Whoever heard of a grown man switching careers mid-stream? Besides, apprenticeships are for young men, not old men like me.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “Old? You’re not old! And who cares what people might think. If you want to be a lawyer, you should at least try. I know if I had a chance to better my life, I would stop at nothing to take it.”

      This time his soft smile curled her toes. “Don’t I know it.”

      A blush warmed her cheeks and she thanked God above that the darkness hid it. How strange. Here she thought Curtis enjoyed vagabonding around the countryside, hunting down devils in human form. But a few years ago, he was ready to settle down with the woman he loved.

      A pang of hatred for the woman — Rebecca — shot through Catherine. How could she hurt a man like that? How could she hurt this man like that? He was noble and smart and generous…he was what every woman wanted in a husband. What woman wouldn’t thank her lucky stars to snare such a man as him? But this Rebecca person didn’t appreciate him or his passion for the law.

      Catherine’s stomach soured as she thought on Curtis’s betrothed. Then it dawned on her. She was jealous! She envied the woman Curtis had once loved. As much as she tried to tell herself that couldn’t possibly be true, she knew in her heart it was.

      Standing to hide her embarrassment, Catherine gathered up the towels and scraps from their meal. She needed space, some air to breath, away from him. Her brain turned to mush around him.

      The creek burbled at her feet merrily as she rinsed their cups and the one plate they’d shared. The memory of his knuckles brushing against hers when they both reached for the last piece of bacon set her heart to racing again. The way the silence stretched between made her wonder if he might be having similar thoughts.

      Stop it! Think of something else!

      “Perhaps once you capture Tully Owings, you can quit the Marshal Service and follow your passion,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Perhaps,” he mused, almost as if that one word held all the potential in the world.

      As Catherine turned to stow everything in Gladys’s saddlebag, movement behind a tree caught her eye. Before she could even take a breath to shout, a strong arm wrapped around her waist and a calloused hand closed over her mouth. The acrid taste of dirt reached her tongue, but that wasn’t half as bad as the smell that hit her nostrils.

      “Or maybe not,” said the voice from a second man. He stepped around a tree, a pistol aimed at Curtis, who leapt to his feet immediately. “‘Fraid our boss wouldn’t much like that.”

      Curtis remained calm and cool, watching every move the men made.

      “Who’s your boss?”

      The men laughed in that snide, sneering way evil men had. She knew it all too well.

      “Tully Owings, o’course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          8

        

      

    
    
      Not again!

      How many times could a woman be snatched by bad men in her lifetime? At only twenty-one, she’d already had it happen twice. Last time, she was a blubbering mess, barely capable of doing more than running when the time came.

      Not again!

      Catherine went slack in the man’s arms, pretending to comply and lulling him into complacency. When he loosened his grasp ever so slightly, she pulled her heel up and stomped on his foot as hard as she could. His shout of surprise and pain nearly deafened her right ear but she paid it no mind because she was too busy putting all her weight into an elbow to his gut. He went over like a sack of flour.

      She spun to kick the other man in the shins but the black eye of the pistol’s barrel stopped her dead in her tracks. Her skin ran as cold as the time she accidentally locked herself in an icehouse for a couple of hours. The eyes behind the gun were just as cold and twice as deadly.

      “Well, ain’t you a little spitfire.” The man must have swallowed rocks, judging by the raspiness of his voice. It held no emotion other than pure hate. “Git on over to yer boyfriend then. Git!”

      As she scurried over to Curtis, his eyes gleamed in a way she couldn’t put her finger on. Either he thought her actions were brave or stupid. Probably both. At least that filthy beast no longer had his disgusting hands all over her. That alone was worth the risk.

      Only five minutes earlier, she wouldn’t have dared to sit so close to Curtis. Now she couldn’t get close enough. The same fear she had when the slavers kidnapped her coursed through her, leaving her slightly dizzy. At least she didn’t freeze up. At least she tried to get away this time. And if she saw a chance, she’d try again. But only if they both could run. Leaving Curtis behind wasn’t an option.

      Slowly, the man who grabbed her got back to his feet and pulled his pistol out, glaring hard at her. If they’d been alone…she shuddered at the images that filled her mind. Thankfully, the way he constantly glanced at the gravel-voiced man indicated he was the leader of the pair.

      “What do you plan to do with us?” Curtis asked. How could he be so calm and collected? Nerves had her entire body shaking from head to toe. The outlaw chuckled. It wasn’t a pleasant sound.

      “Well, I bet Rupert here has some ideas of what he’d like to do to your filly, but I think we best let the boss decide. Maybe Rupert’ll get lucky, if you know what I mean.”

      Curtis tensed beside her but he wisely held himself in check. The outlaw stood too far away for him reach before he pulled that trigger. Still, her terror eased ever so slightly that he was ready to spring into action. She felt as safe as she could, under the circumstances.

      “I’ll kill him first.”

      The threat tumbled out of her before she had a chance to stop herself. It surprised her as much as everyone else, who gawked at her for a moment before busting into laughter.

      Except Curtis. A fierceness glowed in his eyes. Not if I get to him first, they said.

      Warmth flooded her soul at the same time ice pulsed through her veins. If they somehow managed to survive this, she could see herself falling deeply in love with Curtis Griffith. A vision of the two of them sitting in rocking chairs on a rickety old porch, holding hands and watching their grandchildren play popped into her head. Wouldn’t that be lovely?

      The last time she’d entertained such childish fantasies, a bitter old woman controlled her miserable life. Whether they admitted it or not, every child in the orphanage dreamed of the day when they would be rescued, either by loving adoptive parents or by a knight in shining armor.

      Curtis was neither. He wasn’t perfect, he had flaws, but he was a good man who lived by honorable principles. He proved that not all men were cads — a fact she knew in her heart but her brain rebelled against. In fact, Curtis would make a wonderful husband.

      Or rather, would have.

      All the fantasies in the world couldn’t save them from the outlaws gloating over them, still smirking at her comment. Lowering a steely gaze on the cretin called Rupert, she stared hard until his smile faltered. It wasn’t much, just a twitch, but at least he knew. If he came near her, she’d do everything in her power to kill him, or die trying.

      “Shouldn’t we be gettin’ back, Horace? Tully will be mighty sore we been gone so long.”

      Horace shifted his gaze at Rupert, silently telling him to shut up, but Rupert had the intelligence of a toad. Sighing deeply at his rotten luck for getting stuck with such a dolt as a partner, Horace waved the gun at them.

      “Gotta tie ya up so ya don’t get any funny ideas.”

      Catherine noticed with some satisfaction that Rupert hesitated before wrapping the rough sisal around her wrists. At least they allowed them to keep their hands in front. She’d be able to break her fall some.

      Rolling her shoulders back, she stood with pride. If her fate was to die this night, she would move forward with all the dignity she could muster. No groveling, no begging for mercy. Always watching for a chance to escape.

      When Rupert threw a rope around Gladys’s neck, she nickered in protest. That woke the pup, which’d fallen dead asleep in the flickering shadows cast by the fire. It yipped as it trotted over to Catherine, drawing the attention of the outlaws.

      Shh, she thought. Save yourself. But the pup kept yipping, begging to be picked up.

      “What’s this mangy mutt doin’ here?”

      Curtis caught Catherine’s eye and shook his head almost imperceptibly. Ignore it, his eyes implored. Yes! If they knew the truth, they’d probably shoot it out of spite. Holding his gaze for strength, she shrugged her shoulders as if she didn’t love the little runt with all her heart already.

      “No idea.”

      She winced at the soft thud and yelp of pain that followed her denial, but she refused to let the tears fall. The pup was in God’s hands now.
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* * *

      A deep rage burned in Griff’s heart but he could do nothing with his hands tied up in front of him. That poor pup had suffered for most of its young life, only to end up getting kicked by a brute with an inferiority complex.

      As the outlaws shoved them forward to start walking, it dawned on him that the pup reminded him of Catherine. They both were orphaned at a young age, they both survived unimaginable neglect and misery, and wicked men had brutalized them both.

      No wonder she never wants to marry, he thought, stumbling blindly in the dark. Not that it matters now.

      Grief clutched at his heart that the realization of his love for her came too late. If he’d only been honest with himself, he could have insisted she stay, refused to take her with him. At least she would have been safe. He’d gladly offer up his life for hers. Why hadn’t he made her stay on the Dalton ranch?

      A chuckle almost bubbled up at the notion he could make her do anything she didn’t want to do. A strong, independent woman like her couldn’t be controlled. Even a dummy like Rupert figured that out pretty fast.

      None of it mattered anyway. As he said earlier, there’s no sense crying over spilled milk. Chastising himself for not keeping her safe in the first place only distracted from what he needed to focus on now — saving her life.

      “How’d you boys find us, anyway?” Griff asked, easing into his quickly devised plan.

      Horace chuffed. “Saw your fire from the cabin we’re hidin’ out in. Purty stupid for a lawman to let it blaze up so high iff’n you’re huntin’ someone.”

      “You’re right about that,” Griff chuckled softly as his mind whirred. They saw the fire from the cabin, which meant they’d ended up much closer than he originally thought. “We sorta lost our bearings out here. You fellas probably don’t have that trouble, do ya?”

      The men walked behind them, their pistols aimed at their backs, but Griff could almost hear them puff out their chests. “Naw, we got a sorta…intuition about direction n’ stuff.”

      “You must. It’s so black out here I can’t even see my toes.” Griff chuckled again.

      Dark silence from behind but he pressed on.

      “You fellas have the guns. Maybe you could untie us? We all know you’d shoot us dead before we took two steps.”

      “True ‘nuff, lawman, but I ain’t gonna give you the chance to test me. Tully will want you alive…for now.”

      The threat loomed like a specter over them. Catherine sucked in a breath only he could hear. Okay, so they weren’t falling for that. Thinking quickly, he changed tacks.

      “I don’t doubt it. A man with that big of a price on his head would want to be sure I didn’t have a posse bringing up the rear.”

      He kept his tone light and easy, but only a real idiot would miss the implication. Rupert was one such dummy.

      “That’s right!”

      “Shaddup, moron!” Horace hissed.

      “What? What’d I say?”

      Now all he needed was the only-slightly-less-of-an-idiot to take the bait. Griff could sense him circling it silently, letting it soak a bit before biting.

      “How big?”

      Griff feigned innocence. “Pardon?”

      “How big a reward we talkin’?”

      “Five thousand dollars!” Catherine chimed in. She caught on right away and jumped into the game. Only it wasn’t a game, it was their lives.

      “Whoa…” Rupert sounded mighty impressed by the figure but a punch in the arm from Horace shut him up.

      They walked along in silence, trying not to stumble on rocks and shrubs that appeared at their feet before they could see them. The moon would be up soon but right now they were in the dark, just like the outlaws. Griff let Horace chew on the figure for a bit before setting the hook.

      “Too bad that fortune’s gonna go unclaimed,” he sighed.

      “Real shame,” Catherine added, nodding somberly. “Can you imagine what you could do with that kind of money?”

      “Oh, I know what I wanted to do. Quit the Marshals and buy a little place somewhere nice, maybe Colorado or Wyoming. Raise a herd. Get a pretty little woman with a good head on her shoulders and a penchant for parasols to marry me…”

      Catherine gasped, then gulped hard. Good, she got it.

      “I’d go to Mexico and buy me a whole passel o’ those señoritas they got down there. What would you do with it, Horace?”

      God bless stupid men.

      Horace stayed mute on the subject but as far as Griff was concerned, that only meant he was still thinking on what he’d do with that kind of reward. He let him daydream for a few minutes before taking it all away.

      “Too bad none of us is gonna get it.”

      “Why not?” asked the dolt. Still no hint at what Horace was thinking.

      “Rupert, you don’t think I’d go off chasing a dangerous murderer like Tully Owings without sending word to the local sheriff, do you? Do I look that dumb to you, Rupert?”

      “You’re dumb enough to get caught by us, ain’t ya?” Horace finally growled.

      Griff laughed. “Fair enough, fair enough. But the thing is, as soon as we go missing, the sheriff will be at that cabin in a trice. Number seven, right? Yup, he knows, too. And I’m pretty sure old Mr. Carson won’t much like that the law will be poking around his land so he’ll offer up the three of you like suckling pigs.”

      “So?”

      “So…so even if you turn Tully in tomorrow, you won’t get a cent of that reward because you’ll be hanging right next to him.”

      He had them, he just knew it. Their grim silence spoke volumes. Each was probably imagining his body dangling from a noose, when only a moment earlier, he’d been fantasizing about living in the lap of luxury. All Curtis had to do was reel them in.

      “Don’t you see, fellas? The only way for you to collect that reward is to let us go. Between the four of us, we can take down Tully and you two can split the money? How does that sound? Pretty good, right?”

      The sound of a rifle being cocked somewhere ahead of them nearly stopped Griff’s heart.

      “Don’t sound so good to me.”

      A face followed the voice. Tully Owings, in the flesh.
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      “Tryin’ to get my boys to turn me in for the reward, huh?”

      Tully Owings sat bold and cocky on the edge of the rickety table inside the small line cabin, his rifle aimed right at Griff’s heart. His ‘boys’ had shoved Griff and Catherine into a corner when they entered, and all three men now held guns on them.

      Catherine’s bravery astounded Griff. Instead of sobbing and begging for her life, she simply tucked her legs under her, smoothed her skirts as best she could with bound hands and held her head high. Only the slight shaking of her frame gave away her true fear, and only Griff knew about it. Their bodies touched from knee to shoulder, and he couldn’t think of a better way to go out than touching the woman he loved.

      “Almost had them, too,” Griff said nonchalantly, as if they were sitting in a saloon sharing a drink. “I would have talked faster if I’d known we were so close to your hideout.”

      Owings chuckled but Griff caught the glance he shot at his accomplices. Neither would meet his gaze. Time to twist the knife a little. If he was going to die, he might as well go out tormenting the man as much as possible.

      “Yup, that fat one right there…Rupert? Boy, that fella was mighty eager to find out how much your hide is worth.”

      Tully’s head swiveled toward the chunky outlaw. “That right?”

      Rupert shifted from foot to foot, glaring at Griff. “Nuh uh, you shaddup or I’ll put a bullet in that big gullet o’ yours!”

      “You shoot before I tell ya, and you’ll fall next.” Tully’s icy words had the effect he wanted. Rupert shook like a leaf on a tree, lowering his gun and his gaze. Griff was surprised the idiot didn’t wet himself.

      Turning to Horace, Tully smiled conspiratorially. “How much am I worth, anyway? Five hundred?”

      “Ha! More like five thousand!”

      Tully whistled. “Whoa, five thousand? Why I’m tempted to turn myself in for that kinda money!”

      They chuckled together for a moment, then Tully continued. “Can’t imagine a man alive who wouldn’t be tempted…”

      The smile fell away from Horace’s suddenly ashen face. “I-I-I wasn’t! Ask him, I never said nothin!”

      “Shut up, idjit!” Tully shook his head at his ‘boys’, disgusted but still trusting enough to let them keep their guns. The fear in their eyes made it clear he had nothing to worry about from them.

      Tully leaned his rifle against the wall and skulked around to the other side of the table, his beady gray eyes never wavering from Griff’s. That jagged red scar gave him a permanent snarl. He pulled a leg from a roasted chicken and gnawed on it. Chunks of meat fell from his greasy mouth because of his missing teeth, his tongue chasing after them noisily. When he cleaned it to the bone, he chucked it over his shoulder, where other bones lay.

      “What I can’t figger is what you had planned. Just you and a woman against the three of us? What kinda third-rate Marshal are ya?”

      The truth of his words cut Griff to the quick. He’d been utterly foolish to give in to Catherine’s demands. He’d been even more foolish not to send word to the sheriff in Weatherford. The only thing that made sense to him, now that he understood his own feelings, was that he’d been looking for any excuse to spend time with her.

      He never for a minute expected Tully to actually be hiding out at Carson’s ranch. Griff had passed this way at least four or five times in his search. What were the odds? So he’d relaxed his guard and let a woman who couldn’t even ride a horse properly join him. Look where it got them. What a fool!

      “As I told your totally loyal and faithful men,” Griff sneered, “the Weatherford Sheriff should be here any minute now. You don’t think I’d be such a fool to not send word, do you? That really would make me a third-rate Marshal, not fit to wear the badge.”

      Tully’s eyes narrowed at him, trying to figure out if he was bluffing. Griff adopted a relaxed, almost amused air. Catherine remained stiff, staring into the corner where the chicken bones lay, but she gave nothing away, one way or the other. He’d hate to play poker against her.

      “You’re lyin’,” Tully finally said. “Ain’t no one comin’ after ya, nor us.”

      “If you think that’s the case, sir, perhaps you could be so kind as to untie us,” Catherine said, still staring into the corner as if she were a statue. “The rough rope hurts. If I’m meant to die tonight, perhaps you could afford us that small kindness.”

      Almost as if he was seeing her for the first time, Tully’s beady eyes rested on Catherine. Griff’s teeth felt as if they’d crumble to dust in his mouth from how hard he was grinding them but he remained still. If Tully got the slightest inkling that she meant something to Griff…

      “You look familiar,” Tully said, tilting his raggedy head one way, then the other.

      “We’ve never met.” Still cool, still stoic.

      It looked like thinking wasn’t a habit Tully was used to, from the scowl on his ugly face. But then his eyes widened and he gave her a mostly toothless grin. She leaned closer into Griff, barely enough for him to notice. Yeah, that smile scares me, too.

      “Got it! You was that girl at ol’ Carson’s place that day, ain’t ya?” His evil cackle filled the rough cabin, setting everyone else’s nerves on edge. “You were sewing your fingers off in a corner, not payin’ us no mind. But you were listenin’ to us that whole time, weren’t ya? Crafty little vixen. That’s why the Marshal here brought ya along. To show him where I was hidin’. Dagblame fool!”

      Griff couldn’t argue.

      Tully skulked over to Catherine and tipped her head up with a crooked finger under her chin. Griff tensed, ready to lunge at the devil if he looked at her the wrong way. But his appraisal was all business.

      “Don’t mind killing the lawman, but it’s a shame to have to put down such a fine lookin’ gal.”

      “You won’t get away with it, Owings,” Griff growled. “You kill a U.S. Marshal and you’ll have the full force of the federal government rolling down on you like a herd of stampeding buffalo.”

      Tully simply laughed. “What’re they gonna do, hang me two more times?”

      Rage overpowered Griff’s self-control. “Fine! Kill me, but let her live.”

      “Why?” Tully asked, using a thin chicken bone to pick at the few remaining teeth in his head. “Why should I keep such a schemin’ harpy alive?”

      “Because I love her!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The blood drained out of Catherine’s face, presumably because her heart was suddenly pounding as fast as Curtis’s imaginary herd of buffalo. Was this a ploy to make that horrible Owings man release her? It had to be. He couldn’t really mean…

      He loves me?

      Curtis turned to look deep in her eyes, the fierceness in them softening almost to a smile. Warmth bloomed inside her and her cheeks flushed. It was true. He loved her.

      “I couldn’t go to my grave without telling you how I feel, Catherine.”

      “Aw, ain’t that sweet,” Owings sneered. His henchmen snickered, drawing a black glare from Curtis. The world felt somehow colder without his eyes on her, but she had no idea what to think about his proclamation.

      Forcing herself to turn her gaze back to those disgusting, moldy chicken bones in the corner, Catherine’s mind spun circles on itself. Owings and his men finally stopped their chortling, giving Curtis an opening to speak.

      “Tully, I know you better than you think. You’re not the type to kill a woman. All your victims have been other bank robbers and the lawmen chasing you. In some circles, that might even make you something of a hero.”

      Owings puffed out his narrow chest and smirked at his men. “Ain’t that the truth?” They all had a good laugh at that one. But Curtis had more on his mind.

      “Those circles don’t cotton to murdering women in cold blood, though, do they? If you kill Catherine, you’ll be forever known as a coward. There goes that reputation you spent so long building.”

      A crease formed in Owings’s brow as he puzzled on Curtis’s argument. Finally, he gave his head a sharp shake.

      “Can’t be helped. She knows too much. Knows where we’re hid out.”

      “You’re not going to stay here, and we both know it. You suspect I was bluffing when I said I’d sent word to the sheriff but you don’t know for sure, do you?”

      Owings’s frown grew deeper but he remained silent.

      “As soon as you take care of us, you’ll light out of here like you’re on fire. Won’t even wait for daybreak, is my guess.”

      “So what’s your point?” Owings barked, irritated but also a hint curious. The arguments Curtis lobbed at him held weight she never suspected. He would have made a fine lawyer.

      “My point is that you could let her go and you’d be no worse off than if you took her life tonight. You’ll be halfway to Mexico before she makes it to any kind of civilization, if she makes it back at all. Remember, she’s new to these parts and doesn’t know many folks.”

      Regret filled Catherine’s heart that she hadn’t made a point to get to know more people in the area. As much as she wanted to move away from the ranch and be on her own, everyone she’d met so far had been kind and welcoming. It was only now, as she looked down the barrels of two guns, that she realized that most people were good. She forgot that in the aftermath of her kidnapping, even though it had been proven to her on a daily basis ever since. She’d been too blind to see.

      “Even if she’s questioned by lawmen, she won’t know anything. The only thing she could tell them was that you three rode off together into the black of the night. That’s no risk to you at all.”

      To Catherine’s ears, Curtis wasn’t arguing to save her life. He was trying to talk these murderers into only killing him. Bile rose in her throat to the point she wasn’t sure she could choke it back, but she managed. Barely.

      “Besides, even a man like you wouldn’t want to deprive the world of such an amazing woman as Catherine James.”

      Owings narrowed his eyes. “Oh yeah? Do tell.”

      Panic seized her. Owings was paying attention. That meant Curtis might actually talk him into sparing her life. But that would mean Curtis would…

      No, I can’t think of it.

      “Well, I don’t need to tell you she’s one of the most beautiful women in Texas, maybe the entire country. Just look at that alabaster skin, Tully. The chestnut hair, the green eyes. Why, she’s an exotic flower, a masterpiece, a priceless objet d’art.”

      “A what?”

      “A work of art, Tully. But beyond that, Catherine is a good person, not someone who deserves to die in the dirt. She’s kind and generous with her friends, who all love her without fail.”

      Guilt wrenched her. Curtis wasn’t speaking from personal experience because it seemed she’d always given him trouble, even when he tried to be nice. Tears sprang to her eyes but she refused to let them fall or Owings might think he was the cause. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

      “And boy, is she smart! There’s not many people in the world who can talk a Marshal into doing something against his better judgment but she somehow managed the impossible.”

      “Fat lot o’ good it did her,” Horace snorted. She hated that he was right.

      “Last but not least, her bravery matches any sheriff, Marshal or Texas Ranger I’ve ever met. How many ladies do you know who would help track a bunch of killers such as yourselves? Not many, is my guess, though none of you have probably ever met a proper lady.”

      Catherine couldn’t stop herself from turning to Curtis and staring at his strong profile. She’d never heard anyone describe her like that. Was that really how he saw her? Not as a smart-mouthed, stubborn shrew who alienated everyone around her? How had she gone this long without knowing?

      “Huh,” Owings chuffed.

      She glanced his way and found him staring at her with an interest she found disconcerting. A horrific thought popped into her head. If he agreed, what was to stop him, after Curtis was out of the way, from killing her anyway.

      Or worse.

      She opened her mouth to argue, to tell them to simply kill her as planned, when Owings spoke.

      “You know what, Marshal? I think you’re right.”

      The tension vibrating through Curtis eased some and she heard him breathe a sigh of relief. She wasn’t breathing so easy. The look that wicked man was giving her set her hairs on end. She’d seen it before.

      “A gal of that quality? I could probably get a couple hundred dollars for her from a Mexican general I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          10

        

      

    
    
      “No!”

      Curtis lunged toward Owings, who simply stepped back and watched him fall on his face. His wicked grin made Catherine’s skin crawl. When she’d been kidnapped before, all she remembered was the fear. This time, she felt none. All she felt was hate.

      “You can’t do that!” Curtis screamed as the two henchmen pulled him upright.

      He stomped on one’s foot at the same moment he threw his bound hands into the face of the other. Horace hopped around holding his leg, while blood gushed down the front of Rupert. A grim satisfaction filled her.

      Owings’ bony but strong fingers gripped her arm and tugged her into his disgusting body. The click of a pistol being cocked nearly deafened her, it was so close to her ear. When the ice-cold steel of the muzzle pressed into her temple, her breath caught in her throat. She still wasn’t afraid, but she also wasn’t stupid.

      “Enough!” roared Owings.

      The moment Curtis saw the gun at her head, he froze. Horace and Rupert danced around him like marionettes she once saw in Beckham. If it hadn’t been for the fact she was about to die, Catherine would have laughed at their antics.

      “Stop all that nonsense and take care o’ him!”

      “Yes, boss,” groaned Horace, limping up behind Curtis and giving him a hard push.

      Curtis turned with a fierce snarl curling his upper lip but Owings pushed the gun harder into her head. Much to her frustration, a small whimper of pain slipped through her lips. Curtis eyed the gun hard.

      Catching his gaze, she tried to pour everything she wanted to say into it. The only trouble was, she didn’t know what that was. Everything was happening so quickly. All she knew was that she would force her captor’s hand before she willingly became the property of some strange man.

      “Catherine—“ Curtis started, but Rupert had finally gained his wits. He punched Curtis in the back of the head, causing him to stumble and fall to his knees.

      “Curtis!” she cried, but Owings held her firm.

      “Uh uh uh, little lady. You ain’t goin’ nowhere, and believe you me, you won’t wanna see him after my boys get through with him.”

      Her heart clenched and, in that moment, she knew another thing. She didn’t want Curtis to die. He didn’t deserve it. Curtis Griffith was a good man who only wanted to see justice done. And he loved her.

      A fiery ball burned in her belly. She glared daggers at Horace and Rupert’s backs as they half-dragged a dazed Curtis from the shack, leaving her alone with Tully Owings, known murderer and kidnapper of women.

      Owings gave her a push but she managed to keep her footing, grateful not to be near the foul dog any longer. Glancing around the room, she searched for something, anything, she could use as a weapon. She only had a few minutes before they’d kill Curtis, and she had to stop it. But anything useful was behind where Owings perched himself on the edge of the table, only half watching her. Knives, forks, a lantern, a chair. All behind him.

      “What you looking for, girly? Something to kill me with?” Owings chuckled, clearly amused at the notion. “Why don’t you settle down, like a good little girl, huh? Gonna be a long couple days for ya. That ride to Mexico ain’t easy, and it ain’t short. Hmm…which of us should I have you ride with, I wonder?”

      Little did he know that she wasn’t leaving this cabin. Not alive, anyway. But first she would do whatever it took to save Curtis. Panic bubbled up inside her as the seconds ticked by. He’d die if she didn’t find a way to stop them.

      BLAM!

      Catherine’s entire body spasmed from the shock of the blast. A choked cry burst from her throat as understanding threatened to drown her from the inside out.

      He’s dead. Curtis is dead.

      She swayed where she stood, not wanting to believe it. But the contemptuous smirk on Owings face drove it home. Curtis was gone. It was too late to save him. Tears filled her eyes and the temptation to throw herself on the ground nearly got the better of her. But then Owings spoke.

      “Aw, ya gonna cry, little girl? Your boyfriend’s dead and you ain’t got no one to help ya. I might cry, too, if I was you.”

      He flicked the chicken bone he’d been using to pick his teeth at her and she saw red. All the terror and pain and loss and ridicule she’d suffered in her life coalesced into a blazing pinpoint of fury. And Tully Owings stood in the center of it.

      Catherine’s life was forfeit now, one way or another. Either she followed orders and lived the rest of her life in misery, servitude and the good Lord only knew what else, or she could fight and almost certainly die. At this point, she had nothing left to lose.

      BLAM!

      A second gunshot echoed through the shack, followed quickly by a third.

      BLAM!

      Owings pushed off the table, his eyebrows knitted together in a puzzled frown. If it hadn’t been for his reaction, she would have simply thought that his men had put two more bullets in Curtis’s lifeless body. But the man’s narrowed eyes and tense stance actually gave her hope where she thought none existed. Was it possible Curtis overpowered his would-be killers?

      The thought had barely flitted through her mind when Owings reached for her. She pulled away but he managed to snag her sleeve and yank her toward him. Without thinking about it first, Catherine jerked her knee up hard into his giblets.

      A pained squeak was all he could manage as he crumpled to the floor in a ball, his pistol tumbling to the floor at her feet. She’d learned the trick at the orphanage, when the boys would try to manhandle her, so she knew she didn’t have much time before he regained some of his senses. Enough to kill her with, anyway.

      She quickly stooped and collected the gun, but her bound hands made it hard to cock the gun. The way they shook didn’t help matters. Twisting them this way and that, she finally managed to pull the hammer back until the loud click stilled his writhing.

      Peeking up at her, he spotted the gun and grunted. He tried to uncoil himself but the best he could do was a half-hearted slump. She took a few steps backward, her back to a wall so she could also watch the door, and trained the gun on his forehead. She sent up a silent prayer for her hand to remain steady. She’d been lying to herself before — she was plenty afraid. The rage coursing through her only masked it.

      “Girl, put that thing down before ya hurt yourself,” he groaned.

      He had a point, not that she would admit it to him. Bonnie had shown her how to shoot a rifle, but not a pistol. But, really, how hard could it be? He was sitting on the floor  a few feet away from her. If the weapon bucked half as hard as Bonnie’s rifle had, she’d still hit her target.

      “I don’t think I will, thank you very much,” she replied, her voice as cold as the steel in her hands.

      His eyes narrowed with anger. He clearly hadn’t expected her to be so defiant and willful. Did he really think she would simply hand over the gun and go with him willingly?

      “Your fella’s dead and my boys are about to walk through that door. If you don’t put that thing down, I’m gonna let ‘em do whatever they want with ya before we truss you up like a hog and sell you at auction in Monterrey. What’s it gonna be?”

      Images of Curtis lying cold and dead in the dirt outside the cabin curdled her blood. The heavy trigger moved slightly under her twitching finger.

      “I told them earlier and I’ll tell you now. I’ll kill anyone who tries to touch me…or I’ll die trying.”

      Owings snorted at her. “Girl, you don’t got what it takes to kill a man like me.”

      She only said one word. A word he never expected her to say. A word that would be the last he would hear before the little bit of a woman standing before him shot him in cold blood.

      “Wrong.”

      And then she pulled the trigger.
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* * *

      Griff tugged a pocketknife from Rupert’s trouser pocket. He half-expected the chubby dolt to grab his hand but that was impossible. The man, along with his cohort in crime, lay dead at Griff’s feet. His first kills. Cold coursed through his veins, and he hoped he was never forced to kill another man again.

      With great difficulty thanks to his restraints, Griff jimmied open the knife and started frantically sawing through the rope. He had to go save Catherine before Tully—

      BLAM!

      His head jerked up at the sound of a pistol crack coming from the cabin. Catherine! His heart was already thumping pretty fast after his tussle with Horace and Rupert. Now it ran double time.

      Bolting for the cabin door, he slashed at the rope until it fell free. Tossing the knife away, he pulled and cocked the pistol he took off Horace — the one the outlaw had taken off him earlier — ready to blast Tully all the way to Hell, right where he belonged.

      What he saw when he ran through the door didn’t make sense at first. Only after gawking for a full three seconds did his brain start working again. Catherine stood over Tully, her back stiff and her gaze full of fire, with a smoking gun in her hand.

      “She shot me!” howled Tully, who lay writhing around on the floor in a pool of his own blood and holding his left leg. “She shot my knee out!”

      Griff kneeled down to take a better look and smiled. “She sure did. Too bad you’ll live.” He gave Tully’s thigh a hard slap for good measure. The murderer’s scream of agony was music to his ears.

      Only when Griff took a better look at Catherine — his perfect, beautiful, brave Catherine — did he notice the quaver in her hands. Were they…?

      “Are you still tied up?”

      Her animal-like gaze snapped over to him and for a moment, he wondered if she recognized him. Then it softened and her lip started to tremble.

      “You’re alive? This isn’t a dream?”

      He gently pulled the gun away and untied her hands. “Amazing. You not only somehow managed to wrestle a gun away from an outlaw and shoot him but you did it with your hands bound. No one will believe me when I tell them, my love.”

      “She didn’t wrestle it away from me,” Tully screeched. “She kneed me in the—“

      “Shut up or I’ll give you something to whine about!” That settled him down.

      When he looked into her eyes again, they overflowed with tears. His heart wanted to burst right out of his chest. She was crying for him! That had to be a good sign. Right?

      “You’re alive,” she whispered again. “But how?”

      “Those two lunkheads thought they knocked me silly with that punch in the skull. Little do they know, I have the hardest head this side of the Mississippi.”

      He tipped her a wink and she let out a sweet, hiccupping laugh. It was bells chiming and angels singing, and that he was the reason for it only made it sound that much sweeter.

      “All I had to do was pretend to stumble into Rupert. The bump made him fire accidentally and that took them both off-guard. I snatched his pistol from his holster, shot that other one and then Rupert. All before he knew what had happened.”

      “Idiot,” Tully grunted.

      Griff took Catherine’s hands and pulled her closer to the door. Maybe the fresh air would help her understandably jittery nerves. Putting some space between them and Tully certainly would.

      “Are you okay?”

      He reached up to brush a stray wave of chestnut hair off her cheek when she gasped. Grabbing his hand, she inspected it closely.

      “You’re bleeding! Are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine, I must have cut myself trying to get the ropes off.” He brushed the back of his hand against his pant leg and showed her the scratch. “See? It’s nothing.”

      Yet she wouldn’t stop staring at it. Hooking a finger under her chin, he tilted her face up until she had no choice but to meet his gaze. It was worth the wait. Her eyes shimmered like the sea, misty with tears and surging with emotion.

      “Are you okay?” he asked again with entirely different meaning.

      He couldn’t stop touching her. His fingers skimmed her jawline, his thumb caressed her cheekbone, her eyebrow. His other hand found her waist but he resisted pulling her to him, though every part of him longed for it. He might have put on a brave front earlier but deep down he’d believed they were doomed. Now they had a chance at something.

      But only if she wanted it, too.

      Catherine reached up and closed a cool, trembling hand over his. Sliding it to her lips, she kissed his palm, her gaze never wavering from his. Slipping her fingers into his, she said, “I am now.”

      Griff had never felt this way before. He thought he knew what love was with Rebecca but that was nothing compared what he felt for Catherine. This was so much deeper, more profound. She was challenging and funny and stubborn and strong. He couldn’t imagine a better match for him.

      Dipping his head, he let his lips graze across hers, their breath mingling as one, before pressing them softly to hers. She closed the gap between them and snaked her arms around his neck, holding him as if she’d never let go.

      Fine by me!

      “Hey! Knock that lovey dovey stuff off! Can’t you see I’m hurt?”

      Catherine broke free of their kiss to glare at Tully. “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you in the head, old man!”

      Oh, how he loved this woman! He hugged her briefly before letting her stand on her own two feet. “I’m actually kind of surprised you didn’t.”

      She gave him a sheepish grin and shrugged. “That’s where I was aiming.”

      Griff burst out laughing. “You’re going to make a wonderful lawyer’s wife, my dear.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. He’d never let her go again.

      She looked up at him, surprise and joy setting her face aglow. “Really?”

      “Really what? ‘Really’ that I plan to make you my wife or ‘really’ that I’m going to be a lawyer?”

      “Both!” she laughed.

      Turning her in his arms, he dropped a light kiss on her nose. “You’re my lighthouse, Catherine. Without you, I’d be nothing but a lonely, dried up old prune like him.”

      He jerked his head at Tully. She no longer shivered but the tears had returned. From the way she was smiling, though, he felt pretty sure they were tears of joy.

      “Catherine, I know you wanted to strike out on your own, to become your own person, but I was sort of hoping you might want to do all that with me at your side.”

      A tear trickled down her cheek as she gazed up at me, saying nothing. She was a woman who needed to think things through. If she needed time, he’d give it to her. Only…it seemed to be taking an awfully long time. Was she going to say no? He couldn’t take the suspense.

      “Well, what do you say?”

      “You didn’t ask her nothin’, ya ninny! And you’re a Marshal? Sheesh!”

      “Oh!”

      Tully was right. Griff hadn’t actually asked. Kissing her knuckles, he gave her his most winning smile.

      “Catherine James, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      At first he thought it was Catherine whimpering, but the coyote pup had somehow managed to follow them. Catherine cried out and cuddled the little thing to her bosom, laughing and crying at the same time.

      “Oh, poor baby,” she cooed.

      She’d make a wonderful mother. Griff only hoped she chose him to be the father. He didn’t want to pressure her but he couldn’t help feeling antsy that she hadn’t answered him yet.

      “You’re so brave to come all this way alone,” she said. Shooting a quick glance up at Griff from under her lashes, she added, “Would you like to come live with us?”

      His heart leaped into his throat. “Us? Is…is that a yes?”

      “Lord a’mighty, you’re dense, boy,” Tully seethed. “Kiss her already and let’s get this show on the road. I need a doctor.”

      “Yes, sir,” Griff said.

      When their lips met, Griff felt his world compress into a burning ball of love. His chest hitched with emotion as he pulled Catherine tight to his body and she clung to him. How had it taken him so long to see the truth of her…of them? This courageous and confounding woman had turned his life upside down and inside out, and he was a better man for it.

      Pulling back, Catherine looked up at him with an openness he’d never seen before. Her kiss-swollen lips parted to say something when the coyote pup leaned up and licked both their faces. Catherine giggled and Griff chuckled nervously, exasperated by the interminable delay in getting her answer. Finally, the pup calmed down and she caught his gaze again, grinning madly.

      “Yes, Curtis Griffith. With all my heart, yes.”
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      The Dalton Ranch — Two Months Later

      “And do you, Catherine Mary James, take this man, Curtis Bowers Griffith, to be your lawfully wedded husband…”

      The Wiggieville preacher who agreed to marry Catherine and Curtis on the ranch sounded more like he was presiding over a funeral than a wedding but she didn’t care. All that mattered was finally — finally — becoming Mrs. Curtis Griffith.

      Catherine knew the first time she met Curtis that he was special, but her rebellious brain insisted he was just another trail-hardened ruffian who couldn’t be trusted. Trail-hardened though he was, Curtis had been a master at hiding his true nature. It wouldn’t do for a federal Marshal to be perceived as soft, after all.

      But she didn’t think he was soft in the slightest. It took a strong man to reveal the weakest parts of himself, and then to accept the love of a woman to help him heal. In the months since they captured Tully Owings — Curtis insisted that she captured the man, but she thought of it as a team effort — Curtis had changed his entire life. Not for her, but rather for them.

      After depositing Owings at the doctor’s place in Wiggieville — manacled to the doctor’s bed — Curtis had escorted Catherine back to the ranch, embarrassing her by regaling everyone with the story of how she took down one of the most dangerous men west of the Mississippi. Every Dalton, every Blue and every ranch hand whooped and hollered at the final piece of news that she’d accepted his proposal. Then he tore off to collect Owings and deliver him to Dallas for the reward.

      Any fear that he might abscond with her half of the reward vanished long before he proposed. She’d never trusted a man with her heart before but knowing she could also trust Curtis with her life filled her with a wholeness she never knew existed. It never once dawned on her that he wouldn’t return. And she was right.

      Now they stood before their closest friends — family, really — exchanging their vows. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks, completely unheeded. She never thought this day would come. Never wanted it to come. Yet somehow this kind, gentle, tough, dedicated man broke down her defenses and convinced her to entrust her heart to him.

      Catherine was so mesmerized by the love radiating from his hazel gaze that she tuned out the preacher. Only when he cleared his throat did she snap to attention.

      “Oh! I do!”

      The crowd snickered at her scatterbrained reaction. Heat rose in her cheeks but Curtis’ serene grin eased her nerves.

      “Then it’s my great pleasure to pronounce you husband and wife!”

      Applause erupted, with a few raucous whistles and hoots thrown in for good measure. “Kiss her!” someone shouted.

      “You heard the man,” she murmured to Curtis, smiling up at him through her tears.

      Catherine wouldn’t have believed that any kiss could beat that kiss in Tully Owings’ hideout, but the sincerity and emotion Curtis poured into this one nearly buckled her knees. Clinging to him, she accepted his promise to cherish her for the rest of his life with a desperation that surprised her.

      “I love you so much, Curtis,” she whispered against his lips when they finally broke their kiss.

      He grinned, pressing his forehead against hers and looking deep in her dewy eyes. “You better or I might have to arrest you.”

      Bart Dalton laughed and slapped him on the back. “Since when can lawyers arrest people, Griff?”

      “Lawyer’s apprentice,” Curtis corrected. “But I should have my own practice set up in Weatherford within the next year. Then my cunning little wife here can help me in the office.”

      “If she doesn’t go into the Marshal Service herself,” said a tall, handsome man, his rich brown eyes twinkling merrily. Curtis’ cousin, Chase McQueen, had traveled all the way from the little town of Hope Springs, Idaho, to attend their wedding.

      “She sure has the wits for it,” her new husband agreed, “but I’m not sure it would be fair to all the criminals out there.”

      “Oh, stop!” Catherine had never had someone believe in her so fiercely. It was almost overwhelming but she would happily get used to it.

      Maggie and Mary pushed their way to the front and engulfed her in a massive hug, and she held on tightly. She hated to leave her new sisters but she couldn’t wait to start a new life of her own. Curtis had been right that she could still learn who she was within the bonds of marriage. They would grow together.

      All the ruckus sent the ranch dogs on a frenzy, barking and running through the gathered bodies, knocking a ranch hand to the ground. Leaping over him, their quickly growing coyote pump ran up to Catherine and yelped, demanding to be picked up. Under her care, the little critter had plumped up and filled out nicely.

      “What’s his name,” Chase asked, scratching the pup’s fuzzy ears.

      “Her name,” Catherine corrected. “And we haven’t picked one yet. With all the wedding preparations and Curtis spending so much time in Weatherford, we haven’t had time.”

      “No time like the present,” Curtis said, stroking its thick fur. “What about Jacob Curtis Griffith, after my father?”

      “I don’t think so,” she replied.

      Catherine’s heart clenched at the disappointment that flashed in his eyes. She hated to disappoint him but she wouldn’t be swayed. Snuggling up close to him, she caught his gaze.

      “I think we should save that for someone else.”

      It took a moment for his words to sink in, but then he grinned so broadly she thought his cheeks might crack. “Yes, ma’am!”

      Maggie nearly swooned. “Your babies will be so beautiful!” Everyone clapped in agreement.

      “Well, then what do we call this little tyke?” he asked.

      “I think we should call her Tully,” Catherine said with confidence.

      “Tully?! Why would we name such a sweet, little thing after such a scoundrel?”

      “If it wasn’t for Tully Owings, we might not be here right now, that’s why. I never want to forget that no matter how wicked the world seems or how hard life becomes, love is always with us.”

      Curtis’ eyes roamed her face as if he was drinking in every line and curve. Stroking a finger across her eyebrow, he smiled.

      “Beautiful.”
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