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Jonny never should've come to this cursed town.

Fleeing Wyoming to escape Blaine Masters, a cruel and ruthless man, Jonny took the sheriff's job in Benson, Arizona, hoping to protect her father and herself from his threats.

Blaine wanted her hand in marriage—and wouldn't take no for an answer. His first wife's death was a grim warning of what awaited Jonny if she gave in.

But her plan to lure Blaine away from her family in Black Hawk backfired. The bodies piling up at her doorstep—left almost weekly—were a chilling message.

But had Blaine already found her?

With danger closing in, Jonny turns to her deputy, Sherman Oaks.

Sherman had his doubts when the new sheriff rode into town.

Initially skeptical of answering to a woman, Sherman's misgivings fade as he witnesses Jonny's fierce dedication to keeping the townspeople of Benson safe.

But her resolve might have made the entire town a target.

It took some convincing, but Sherman agrees to her risky plan—not out of loyalty to the townsfolk, but because he's falling hard for the bold, fearless woman behind the badge.

The threats escalate, some that only he's aware of.

Sherman vows to protect Jonny, even if it's the last thing he does.
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This is dedicated to anyone who has a love of history, and this country. The wild west has always been a fascination of mine. I dreamed of living out in the middle of a ranch surrounded by the elements and living off the land. 

My dreams become real while writing this book series. The Brides Of Benson is a figment of my imagination, but it’s as real as the west will ever get for me. 

Side note; Benson Arizona was founded in 1880. 

I dedicate this book to the Special Deputy Marshals, who were appropriated in the very beginning to protect these United States, from injustice, lawbreakers, and treasonous acts against our nation. 
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The United States Marshals Service is the largest and oldest federal law enforcement agency and was created in 1789 during the presidency of George Washington.  

Throughout history, the Marshals have provided many unique services, including fugitive operations, the witness protection program, execution of federal arrest warrants, and security escorts.

During the settlement of the American Frontier, the Marshals served as the primary source of day to day law enforcement in the areas that had no local government of their own. They kept law and order in the ‘Old West’ era. 

On October 26th, 1881, Deputy U. S. Marshal, Virgil Earp, his brothers, who were also Special Deputy Marshals, Morgan and Wyatt Earp, and Special Deputy Marshal, Jon, ‘Doc’ H. Holliday, gunned down Frank and Tom McLaury, and Billy Clanton, in the legendary gunfight at the O. K. Corral in Tombstone Arizona. Via Wikipedia. 
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JUNE BUG, OR THE NAME she used now, Jonny, worried all the time if someone was outside her door. Once again, she wished she'd never set foot in this godforsaken town. What was she thinking when she accepted the offer, to begin with?

She knew what it was; it was for her sanity and to ensure her father's safety.

She also left to escape the unhappy memories she had of her home in Wyoming. She left her family, her friends, and everything she'd worked hard to build in Black Hawk and accepted the job as Sheriff in the small mining town of Benson, Arizona.

She came to this heathen territory, dragging her sorry butt because she was running from Blaine Masters. His cruelty and unforgiving nature were the primary reasons she chose this place. She figured it was far enough away from Black Hawk, that he'd never track her down.

Jonny wasn't told about his wife right away. Once she learned of her, that's when she asked Blaine to leave her be, him being a married man. That's when he became even more aggressive in his pursuit of her. Blaine started threatening her and her father as a means to coerce her into marriage. But Jonny couldn't do it. She knew what a bastard he was.

If she married Blaine, she was sure that one day she'd end up dead, just like she'd found his wife, Pricilla. When the dust settled, she learned she was–brutalized, raped, and tortured.

Jonny just knew it was Blaine who'd killed his wife. She'd overheard him, more than once, belittling and threatening the poor woman. The man didn't take rejection well, and Jonny telling him no had sent him into a rage. He, of course, claimed he loved the woman. He hadn't murdered his wife at all; it was only June Bug trying to throw suspicion on him because of her jealousy.

Masters also had deep pockets, and he and the mayor were close friends. The mayor wouldn't back her up when she told him her suspicions. He told her to cease all her activities concerning Blaine Masters and to move on with her life. The man got away with murder, and it was her fault because she'd listened to his sweet talk.

It was after the mayor dropped all alleged charges against Masters, that he became even more aggressive with her.

Jonny's dad told her, 'June Bug, the man is grieving. Give him a chance. I know how hard it can be to lose someone.' June's father figured he understood the man's pain best after they lost her mother to a long bought of sickness. Blaine Masters wasn't like June's father. He never showed any remorse over the death of his wife.

For that reason, June feared him most. He'd got away with murder once, and Jonny knew he'd do it again.

Once she came to Arizona, she changed her name to Jonny, and by doing so, figured he'd never be able to track her down. She was sure that once she decided to leave Black Hawk, it would draw him away from her father. But now, it seemed that Blaine might have already found her. The dead bodies she'd found left at her doorstep, almost weekly, was something she figured Blaine would do.

The only thing she could do was to confide in her deputy.

Deputy Oaks hadn't wanted to answer to her when she'd first arrived in Benson. However, his attitude toward her quickly changed once he learned that not only was she serious about her job, but she also had the skills needed to do it well. She wanted to keep the people who lived in Benson safe. Jonny was honest to a fault, she followed the law to the letter and never strayed.

However, she might have already made them all targets by being here. There would be more victims if she didn't stop that man right away.

Jonny reached down and scratched Snow's ears. "What do you think, boy? I can't go back now, and if I keep running, the brute will continue to follow me." Her animal perked up, and he started to growl.

"What is it, boy?" She whispered to him before reaching for the Colt Navy revolver that she kept by the front door. As she crept toward her door, she said a quick prayer under her breath, a habit she was sure kept her alive.

If she could catch Blaine in the act, then these senseless murders would stop, and she could send that man to federal prison for his crimes. She pulled on the doorknob and slowly peeked outside.

"Dickens, he's done it again." Someone lay outside on the dirt road. She assumed he was dead because the others he'd left for her to find were stone-cold once she discovered them.

"Snow," she hissed for the coydog, knowing he would remain at her side while she checked the vitals on the man. She carefully rolled him over and looked for signs of life. "What the – he's still breathing, but he's got a hole in him the size of a large gold nugget. Snow, I've got to get the Doc. Stay with him while I find my deputy."

Snow moved closer to the man lying in the dust and got down on his haunches next to him. "Good boy, Snow." Jonny glanced around as she stood up. Snow would bark if anyone approached the man.

She started running toward her deputy's comfortable home. She'd been inside once, and that was enough to get her thinking. He had so many nice things–why had he ever agreed to be a deputy in the first place? From the appearance of his dwelling, he didn't need the pay, and it was like pulling teeth to get him to do more than what he wanted to do.

She rapped lightly at the door. She didn't need any rumors started about the two of them, and she'd forgotten to put on her hat. She lifted her hand to knock again, and the door flew open.

Sherman stood there shirtless and smirked widely after seeing the shocked look on her face. "Sheriff, I wasn't expecting you to come by at this time of night."

Her face heated at the sight of the half-naked man, and she had to swallow before she could speak. "For criminy sake, Sherman, can you at least have the decency to put something on before you answer your door?" She quickly turned to the side, so she wasn't looking at him straight on. "And douse your lamp, I don't need any stories started about the two of us. Hurry. We've got another body."

"Why didn't you say so to begin with, Sheriff? Hang on, and I'll go with you."

Jonny stepped back and nodded. "I'll meet you back at my place."

"Wait, it's not safe for you to be out there on your own."

The fact that he still didn't consider her able to do the job she'd taken boiled her blood. "Damnation, Sherman! I'm the sheriff, and I can outdraw you and anyone else in this town. Get dressed and meet me in front of the jail."

June turned and ran in the direction she'd come from, not because she needed to but because seeing Sherman with barely anything on had twisted her insides into a knot. Sherman Oaks was a fine looking man fully clothed. But there was something about seeing his fur-covered chest that made her fingers itch to touch him. Was the hair covering his upper torso as soft as it looked?

"Good boy, Snow." She got down on the ground next to the injured man and rechecked him. He was barely breathing. "Once the deputy gets here, I'll send him to fetch the Doc. Sending him as far away as possible will be the best thing for us both."

She couldn't help herself from grinning, though. Sherman's smile when he opened his front door and saw her standing there was the sweetest thing she'd seen in a long time. Sherman – Deputy Oaks, had perfect teeth, which again started her thinking. "I wonder what his story is, Snow?"

"Who's story is that?"

In two seconds flat, Jonny was off the ground, and she had her gun drawn. "What in tarnation are you doing sneaking up on me like that, Deputy. I almost shot you."

"I wouldn't exactly call it, sneaking, Sheriff. My horse makes a lot of noise as big as he is. I'm surprised you missed it."

June was surprised too. It proved she'd best keep her thoughts about her deputy locked away for another time. She was never that careless. "These murders have got me stumped. I do have an idea of who might be responsible; I can't prove it yet, but I'll think of a way. I'm going to ride for the Doc. You stay here and see if you can keep him breathing.

"Do you think you can help me get him inside, he'll be safer there, and more comfortable."

"You'd be safer inside too. Let me ride for the Doc."

In a sterner voice than she meant to use, Jonny replied, "I said I'll fetch Doctor Borgias. Now help me get him inside, and don't say another word. Do you hear me?"

Sherman shook his head and then breathed in and out loud enough to show his displeasure. "Which end do you want, Sheriff?" He nodded at the man, still lying in the dirt.

"You know what, sometimes your actions speak louder than words, and I don't appreciate it. Pick the man up on top, by his chest, Deputy. Be careful. He was shot close to his right shoulder. I hope Roman can get here right away."

"Last time I spoke with the doc, he said he was expecting company soon. I don't think he sleeps much, I know I wouldn't sleep at all in that house of his, not with all the ghosts."

Jonny knew he was talking to lighten things up between them, and she appreciated it, but she didn't want to talk about ghosts. "Quiet now. Have you got hold of him?"

"I'm ready when you are, Sheriff."

"On the count of three..."

The man was heavier than June expected he would be. Still, she did her best to stop from grunting as the two of them finally got him on top of her small bed. "Take off his boots, and I'll fetch you a bucket of water and a clean rag. You can clean the injury while I'm gone."

By the time June returned, with the water, Sherman already had the man's boots off and had removed his shirt. The memory of the deputy's soft curls covering his chest came to mind as she looked at this man's torso. He was close to the same age as Sherman, but he wasn't as solid, nor did his near-nakedness do anything to increase her breathing or make her blush.

"Thank you, Deputy. I see you're already on top of things. Snow will alert you to anything going on outside." June turned quickly and left the room. She shut the front door hard, so he'd know she was gone, but also as a way to purge Sherman from her thoughts. Like that would happen.

Roman Borgias lived farther away from town than she liked, and traveling alone, at night, with nothing but the moon to guide her could be treacherous. But she'd taken this road many times. Just to be safe, June had her gun loaded and ready.

She leaned forward and patted her horse on the neck. "Spirit, lead the way. Swiftly now and watch out for those dang jackrabbits." She steered him onto the dirt path and kicked his sides to get him moving. It was fortunate for Jonny that she needed to focus all her attention on the trail ahead. It was best she mull over the deputy later–when she had more time–to think.
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WHEN JONNY ARRIVED at the doctor's home, she saw it was still lit up inside. There was a small but smart-looking phaeton in the front, and it was still attached to two mules. "Now that's the first time I've seen that. I suppose the mules are hardier in the heat than horses would be. I'd best remind Doc's visitor that his animals need attending."

She dismounted Spirit, tied him next to the wagon, and approached the house. The first time she'd come here was to ask for a draught for her headaches. She'd had them more often, and they'd gotten worse since coming to this territory. After the introductions were made, the doctor offered her the coydog. Said he had been Valentine's, the former sheriff. June fell in love with the beautiful animal right away and knew he'd be a great companion.

She knocked at the door and was surprised at how quickly it flew open. "I'm sorry to disturb you, Doc, especially since it seems you've got company." She peeked over his shoulder and saw the back of an older gentleman, who stood in the small living area. He seemed to be having a heated discussion with Doc's housekeeper, Sally Walker.

"Come on in, Sheriff. What brings you out to my place this late at night?"

"It's another shooting; is everything okay here, Roman?"
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SHERMAN WAS ALREADY sick and tired of listening to all the ribbing he was getting from the townsfolk, the same people he used to think of as friends. Who was he kidding? He had a handful of people he could genuinely count as friends. The bartender Tick, being one of them, and Sherman wasn't even aware of his entire name.

Sherman had been a nameless nobody in this town. It was just as he wanted his life to be until Valentine Grant asked him to be his deputy. It was a wild hair that made him agree. Now he sure wished he'd strung that hare up to die in the hot wind.

Originally, Sherman came to Benson to disappear, and now everyone in town, including Mrs. Jackson, knew him by name. Both Wilson and Carol Jackson were always trying to pawn him off onto one of their two daughters whenever he went inside to shop for supplies. He'd taken to riding to Tombstone just to avoid that woman and her girls. He believed their names were Pearl and Ruby and Gems they weren't.

He wasn't the marrying kind, especially after seeing what his mother put his poor father through. His dad had worked long hours at the bank to make a good living. But then he started drinking, and Sherman was positive he started downing more whiskey to drown out his mother's constant nagging. No matter how hard his father tried, it was never enough to please his momma. Pa's drinking only gave her another reason to torment him, and she did until the day they both died.

His father had left him a small nest egg at the bottom of a bureau drawer. He'd also left an explanation of where he got most of it, and what Sherman should do with it if he happened to find it.

That's why Sherman came to Benson. After he read the instructions and the warning his father left for him, the things he started doing at home made more sense. His pa was always looking over his shoulder when he wasn't drinking. It seems he was expecting the previous owner to track him down and take it back from him. He only gave him a first name, Dominick. Sherman listened for that name ever since finding the cursed container.

The more he thought about how his parents died, the more suspicious he became of the circumstances. Robbery wasn't uncommon in California, especially not with all the miners and ne'er-do-wells. However, their attack occurred in the middle of the day. It took place in front of the bank, and no one saw the gunmen who shot them both.

He suspected their murders were because of the treasures his father had left him.

That was the main reason Sherman decided to take the job as the town's deputy. Perhaps he could bring those criminals to justice. If he took the job, he could watch and wait for the opportunity, should it arise, to find the men who murdered his parents.

He was confident he'd also find the one his father warned him about. 

Dominick.

However, being a deputy had also brought on another problem, and that was his fascination with the sheriff herself. He would never admit it to anyone, but the woman could outshoot him any day.

The old biddies in town found it scandalous when she first rode around in britches while doing her job, britches she filled out very well.

To say she was a beautiful woman, was an understatement. Blonde thick hair, dark blue eyes, and the fullest lips he'd ever seen on a woman.

They were meant to be kissed and kissed hard.

Now, no one said a word to or about Jonny concerning her garment choices. She was good at what she did, and she commanded the respect of most of the people in town. There were still a few who whispered behind her back, and Sherman kept a close eye on them. No one was going to harm that woman.

Not if he had anything to say about it. 

Sherman continued his musings over the woman as he removed his shirt and prepared for sleep. He heard knocking at his door; he never had visitors, except for the one time the sheriff stopped by to introduce herself.

He threw open the door, and the woman he'd been thinking about stood outside his door. He should have grabbed his shirt but was glad he didn’t when he saw her response to his state of undress. The woman was blushing up a storm. Even with the softer glow from his lantern, he could see the color infuse her pale cheeks.

He grinned, "Sheriff..."

"For criminy sake, Sherman, can you at least have the decency to put something on before you answered the door? Douse your lamp. I don't need any stories started about the two of us. Hurry, we've got another body."

[image: A star with a black background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

THE DANG WOMAN WAS an enigma. She was going to get herself killed, riding around in the dark. There was a killer on the loose, and she'd left him behind to watch the injured man, while she rode off in the dark.

He carefully cleaned off the man's wound. The bleeding had stopped, and he seemed to be breathing more comfortably. Jonny's quick actions saved his life.

"You're one lucky so and so. Whoever tried to kill you failed, and I'm afraid if he learns you're still alive, he might return to finish the job."

If it were this Blaine person, that Jonny mentioned to him before, he wouldn't want a witness. Hell, even if it wasn't Blaine Masters, and someone else, they wouldn't want someone left alive who could point out who they were.

Knowing Jonny, she'd insist this man stay in her place, even as small as it was so that she could protect him. Sherman wasn't going to allow that to happen. His home was more significant, and the idea of another man, even this one, using her bed twisted his insides.

He'd put his foot down on this one and keep the man inside his home. Jonny was tough, he'd give her that, but as he looked around the small space, he could see more of the feminine side she didn't share with the others.

The place was clean and tidy, more so than when Valentine was living here. Something pink and frilly covered the top of the small bureau, and the blanket bunched at the end of the bed looked homemade and flowery. It smelled of lilacs and sunshine in here. Then he noticed the items hanging from the hook, and all his good intentions went out the door. Hanging on the wall was a pair of knickers with lace lining the edges.

"I'll be damned." Sherman wished he'd never seen those, but now they stuck out like a sore thumb.

Did she wear something like that under her breeches now? He knew she bound her breasts tightly. Someone with her curves would have to, if they were to ride a horse comfortably. But now to think of her wearing those...

"Dammit!" He needed to focus his thoughts on something else, or he'd have to go into the other room for a spell. Never in his entire life, had there been a woman, who'd affected him so much, and this particular spitfire was also his boss.

He used the water from the bucket to splash his face. Then he started to pace. There's a killer somewhere out there. Sherman, focus on that. 

He tried, but he couldn't stop thinking about Jonny. "Get yourself outside, and search the area for clues, you stupid sot. You're not the marrying kind, and you best remember that."

Sherman checked the comfort of the man one more time, then hurried outside for air. If anyone had seen his horse out front, those rumors, the sheriff was trying to stop, would run rampant in the morning. It might be too little too late, but he took, Lightning, back behind the small structure, and removed his saddle.

"Lightning, I know you're not far from home, but be a good boy, and stay put. I don't need to go chasing after you." His horse was a gift from his father, and the stallion had a habit of escaping whenever it suited his needs. Sherman didn't want to take the chance of the animal leaving him. Not tonight.

He tied him to the post and then leaned closer and whispered in the horse's ear. "Sorry, boy, I know the filly down the street has you as bothered as I am at the moment, but we've both got to behave." Once he'd taken care of his horse, Sherman started searching the area around the jail, and the sheriff's home for clues.

The road in front of the jail was well-traveled. Most of the folks in town were tucked away in their homes before dark, so the more recent tracks would be easier to find.

Sherman found more than he'd expected. As he examined the area where the man's body was dumped, he saw tracks from more than one horse, two possibly three. None of which were Jonny's horse, Spirit. Jonny had come looking for him by foot, and he knew she would have ridden in the opposite direction for Doc.

He saw something glinting in the dirt from the moonlight that still shone brightly overhead. He picked it up and stuck it in his pocket to examine later once he noticed Jonny down the road. The doctor was following close behind in his wagon, and it appeared that he had a passenger with him.

The relief he felt at seeing Jonny unharmed overwhelmed him, and so did the urge to run down the street, pull her off her horse, and wrap her tightly in his arms. But he didn't.

For now, she was safe.
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"SIMON WEST, IT'S NICE to have you back. I met you only briefly before. You were with Valentine." They shook hands.

"I never forget a face, Mr. Oaks. I remember who you are. Valentine spoke very highly of you. I had to leave in a hurry when I was here before. I had unfinished business to take care of in San Francisco. However, while I was there, your name came up more than once. I also heard about your parents, and I'm sorry for your loss. Tell me, Mr. Oaks, do you have any idea of who might have murdered them?"

"I-I can't discuss this right now." Learning there was someone else who knew about his parents threw Sherman for a loop. 

"I understand. We can talk in the morning. You must not be a poker player, Mr. Oaks."

"Why would you say that, Agent?" strange conversation to be having with someone in the middle of the night, when a man lay dying in the bed next to them. Poker?

"Because I saw everything you felt when I mentioned your parent's murder. Just an observation, but to do this job well, you're going to have to do something to hide your emotions better, Sherman. Can I call you Sherman?"

"Of course." Sherman glanced at Jonny, who was helping Doc with his examination. He lowered his voice, "Can we go outside?"

Simon nodded, "Roman, it appears that the two of you are handling this. I suppose the man will live?"

The doctor continued, "Yep. He'll live alright, but he needs stitches, and infection could still set in. He hasn't come to yet, or he'd be in a world of hurts. I'm taking him back to my place until he heals.

"Jonny, you okay?"

Sherman never thought to ask about her feelings through all this. She was a woman after all, and from what he knew of females, they tended to handle things differently than men did. He listened attentively to her reply.

"I'm tired, is all. At least when this one wakes, we can get some answers. We have to keep the man safe, though. You all know as well as I do that he's still in danger. Especially if whoever did this learns he's still alive and kicking."

Agent West smiled and gently touched Jonny on the shoulder. "Well, then it's a good thing I'm staying with Roman while I'm in town. Before we load the man into the back of your wagon, Doc, I need to speak to Sherman. We will be outside; call when you're ready for my help."

Sherman watched Jonny, "Sheriff, I'll be outside." He turned and followed Simon out the door.

With the door closed behind them, Simon asked, "What aren't you telling me, Sherman? Perhaps you should also tell me what else has been happening here? I'm staying for a while, and I need to learn the lay of the land."

Sherman examined the large man more closely. Even in the moonlight, he could see the worry on the older gentleman's face.

Valentine had spoken well of this man. He recalled that he was shot while trying to protect a coach full of mail-order brides and had almost died in the process. Simon had darker eyes and thick black hair that was graying at the temples. His mustache was neatly trimmed, and he carried himself well. He stood almost as tall as Sherman. The man was a force to be reckoned with.

"I have so much I must tell you, but now is not the time. I can either ride out to Doc's place tomorrow, or you can come here. Jonny thinks the person who's making the killings is a man she once knew, Blaine Masters. I tended to agree with her until my search of the area, pointed me in another direction.

"I found something that's changed my mind, and I'm afraid it's much worse than she ever imagined. Listen, Agent. If you've got any pull at all, you might want to send a telegraph and ask for backup."

Roman called out from inside the small home, "Simon, can I get you and the deputy's help in here? This stubborn young woman doesn't know the meaning of step back, and we'll take care of it."

Simon nodded, "Meet me at Roman's tomorrow. I have a feeling we're going to need to keep that man who's been shot, protected. The sooner we can move him out of Doc's place, the better for him and the others who live there.

"Davis was with staying with him before, but he's gone off to live with a widow and her two boys. Roman has Maggie Lane, and his housekeeper, Sally, living with him, and I'm not comfortable with them being all that way from town, unprotected."

Doc called out again, "Simon, are you coming?"

Sherman smiled at the urgency he heard in Doc's voice. "We'd better get inside, or Jonny will carry the man out by herself. That woman sure is stubborn."

"Watch yourself, Sherman. Don't let your feelings for the woman stop you from doing your job and keeping her safe."

"I–what?"

"Young man, we'll work on that poker face of yours tomorrow." He called out, "We're coming, Roman. Sheriff, put that man down."
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Chapter Three 
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JONNY HAD A TERRIBLE night, she'd tossed and turned, and when she had slept, she kept seeing Blaine's face. However, she'd also come up with another plan. Jonny would run it past Sherman the next time she saw him and see what he thought about it.

Right now, the conversation she needed to have with him, the lack of sleep, and wondering who the next victim might be, kept her on edge all morning long.

The water bucket from last night still sat on the floor next to her bed. She used it to rinse off quickly before getting dressed. Someone was cooking, and the smell made her stomach growl.

"Hush, it's not ladylike to make sounds like that" Jonny wove her hair into a tight braid and bound the end securely with a red ribbon. She put on her hat and looked at her distorted image in the small mirror.

"But then, I'm no lady."

Maggie Lane had once run the Bellflower Inn, and it had burned to the ground just before Jonny arrived in town. From what Jonny understood, Maggie had moved in with Doctor Borgias until her Inn could be rebuilt. She wanted to show her appreciation to the townspeople for all their help putting out the fire. Maggie came to the Rum Mill every morning and cooked a cheap breakfast for anyone who wanted it.
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