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CHAPTER 1
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1894

He was a big man, strong enough to move objects others couldn’t. He had quick reflexes and could fire a gun with reasonable accuracy, although he preferred to approach situations peacefully. Due to his size, most men avoided causing trouble. Due to his last name, they thought twice before stirring up problems. Which made having a gun to his head an unusual happenstance.

The man holding the weapon spoke in a deep growling voice. “Chase Sawyer, I’ve been lookin’ for you.”

It sat on the end of his tongue to ask why, but first, he wanted to know who. He knew everyone in Lakesville, and everyone in Lakesville knew him. He didn’t recognize this man. Standing five-foot-six, with a chest-length beard, his captor had an unusual scar spanning from beneath one eye to a hooked curve on his chin.

“Do I know you?” he asked.

“You soiled my sister.”

Chase almost laughed, but muffled it. The last thing he’d ever do was soil a woman. He was unwed and fornication was a sin in the eyes of God. That same belief in God had taught him respect of the fairer sex. But staring at the man, he could see he believed it and that gave him great concern.

“Who is your sister?”

This would, perhaps, give him information to work with. Did he know the woman or was this quickly disproven? 

“I think, first, me and you is gonna take a ride. No funny stuff. I got an itchy finger and one wrong move, it’ll twitch.” The man jerked his chin toward the alley. “Move. I brought a horse special for you.”

The horse in question was a young draft gelding. The beast appeared placid and didn’t protest when he mounted. 

It crossed his mind to escape somehow. He knew this town better than anyone and could probably lose himself quite easily. He questioned the wisdom of it, though. He didn’t know the speed and agility of the horse, which plodded beneath him, and wasn’t knowledgeable enough on his captor’s abilities with a gun. Plus, there was the question of the woman he was accused of harming. Did she believe he’d done so, or was this a ruse?

These questions in his mind, Chase stayed the course, noting his captor’s use of alleys and back lanes. Thus, they encountered no one and were, within the hour, at the edge of town. Here, they struck out west, riding into unoccupied land, always steering around clearings and open fields. 

A suspicion formed in his mind. This man was used to avoiding others, more specifically the law. Not that, with a gun to his head, he hadn’t thought of this, but their manner of travel served as confirmation. And the ride extending into twilight, also confirmed he wouldn’t get home anytime soon.
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Two of her brothers rose, traded a slurp from a half-empty whisky bottle, and made their way toward the eldest of her siblings and the large man seated, strangely calm, atop a stolen draft horse. She couldn’t see his face in the low light, but pictured it from previous sightings. Chase Sawyer was a hulk of a man, formidable, incredibly strong, and, what mattered the most to her – upright. His reputation as kind and charitable was known all over town.

“Get down,” Randall said, his gun aimed for Chase’s head.

Chase obeyed, and the firelight lit his features more. He didn’t seem worried, but alert and assessing the situation he found himself in. Trailing his gaze around the camp, he ended it on her. Her mouth dried, and her stomach cramped. She played a dangerous game and could only pray it worked, that his good character and her brothers’ lack of brains would save her from a marriage she didn’t want.

“You’re the Jessups,” he said. “Randall, Percival, and Carvel, and that’s your sister, Lena.”

Of course, he’d figure them out. Word had it, Chase knew everybody, even lowlifes like them. She hoped that didn’t shade his response to all this.

“So you do know her,” Randall said. Percival offered him the whiskey bottle, but he shoved it away. Randall wasn’t big on drink, always said it dulled his thinking. She didn’t see how he could get any duller than he already was. The fact he’d fetched Chase Sawyer without questioning her words emphasized that.

“Know of her. I’ve not done what you said.”

“Yes, you did.” Lena rushed toward him, her finger pointed, accusing. She had to play this up, so it’d be believable. “T’was the first of February. You came into the Red Light Saloon, looking for Edward Daniels. He was upstairs, and you went after him.”

He tilted his head, his large hand curved over his hip. “I did that,” he said, acknowledging it. “He’d been shirking out of paying me for my work.”

Lena lowered her hand and pressed close, though it required kinking her neck considerably, and she wasn’t short for a woman. “You saw me at the top of the stairs and said, while you were there, you had a mind to get some relief. I told you I wasn’t a working girl, but you insisted.”

Carvel interrupted. “This is gonna ruin things with Arthur Blessing.”

A shiver wriggled down Lena’s spine. Ruin them permanently she hoped. She no more wanted to marry that degenerate gambler than lick the soles of her brothers’ boots.

“Arthur, I know,” Chase replied. “He owes you money?”

“A wagon load of it,” Percival blurted. “And he was gonna take our sister for his wife, so we could get some of it back.”

“Shut up, both of you,” Randall said. He swung his fist at one then the other, missing both. “I’ll deal with Arthur. This is about Mr. Sawyer makin’ our sister an honorable woman. She ain’t no whore, and you’re gonna see everyone knows it.”

Chase’s eyes returned to hers. He didn’t speak, but she thought she saw the truth register. She wanted to avoid marrying Arthur, and a man like Chase would go along with her scheme, rather than leave her to the whims of her brothers.

Randall jabbed the barrel of his gun into Chase’s shoulder. “Admit what you done. It was like she said. You forced her to tumble with you upstairs.”

Chase never blinked or looked toward him, and she started to doubt herself. Maybe he didn’t find her pleasing. She thought she was attractive enough. Although her brothers didn’t like to spare much expense to supply her with pretty things, so she was sure she looked nothing like the beautiful women in his family. She had heard comments about her figure ... granted, mostly lewd ones ... but as awful as her brothers could be, no one dared cross them and make a move in her direction.

“I have proof,” she said. “You were rough with me, and I’ve got a mark.” At this she hiked her skirt, exposing her calf, a reddish scar, newly formed, curved around the back.

Chase glanced downward, then seemed to decide himself. “I never meant to do that.”

Percival and Carvel let out a whoop, and linking arms, danced a circular jig. Randall’s eyes shrunk to small black dots beneath his thick brows. “Tomorrow, we find a judge. You’re gonna take her as your wife, and us as your brothers-in-law.” A wicked grin formed on his lips.

“If we’re going to do that,” Chase replied. “We ought to go north toward Foxahatchee. Anyone in Lakesville will know me.” Randall opened his mouth, but Chase gave him no chance to talk. “The three of you ought to clean up.”

Percival rubbed his chin. “I’d like a shave.”

“Me too,” Carvel replied. “A shave and a new shirt.”

Randall leaned toward Chase. “Try and back out of this, and I’ll kill you.”

Lena shivered once more. She had no doubt Randall meant it, but was he smart enough between now and the moment they spoke their vows to figure out they’d lied?
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Told to make himself comfortable, but stay within their view, Chase leaned back on a pine tree, rolling over tonight’s events in his head. Randall had more in mind than a wedding. He thought to cash in somehow. Lena, on the other hand, had started all this to avoid getting hitched to an acknowledged gambler. He couldn’t blame her for that and admired her courage for coming up with this idea. She’d known him well enough to believe he wouldn’t let her down.

She’d lied about the incident at the saloon, though. He did recognize her, and actually, she was the reason he’d figured out who her brothers were. The Jessups ran at the edge of the law, breaking it without ever getting caught. They were also fiercely protective of her, especially Randall, but not too terribly smart. She’d counted on that.

He planned to use it to wriggle out of this, but he wouldn’t leave her to worry about being left with Blessing. He hoped to send word to his family, once in Foxahatchee, a ride that’d taken them most of the day to make.

Chase glanced across the embers into Randall’s alert gaze, then shut his eyes and dozed off. He awoke at the edge of dawn to find Randall still staring his way. He’d bet he hadn’t slept. That would also work in his favor because a tired arm fired a sloppy gun.

He pushed to his feet. “Gonna make water,” he said. He ducked behind a clump of saw palmettos, aware he was still well-seen. He came out a minute later and resumed his seat. A rustle on the far side of camp drew his gaze.

Lena appeared at the edge of the fire, a frying pan in hand. She didn’t look in his direction, but set to cooking some form of gamey-smelling meat. Her younger brothers crawled into view, arguing. Randall appeared to not pay them any mind. She served him first, leaving the other two to claim their own portion and, after a word with Randall, walked toward him.

She knelt at his feet, her back to her brothers. “I can’t stay long. I’m sorry about all this, but I won’t marry Arthur Blessing.” She stretched her arm out, offering him a plate.

Chase leaned forward, hiding his face from the others for a moment. “I figured that. I’ll get us out of this somehow.” 

He reversed, and she stood, but her expression was curious. She said nothing else, however, retreating. An hour later, his stomach rather unsettled, he mounted the draft horse and rode ahead of the Jessups down a little-used trail.

Foxahatchee was much smaller than Lakesville, merely a couple streets and a handful of weathered buildings. The main courthouse looked barely big enough for a judge’s bench, much less any government offices. It was a delivery point for lumber, though, and thus, much busier than people expected. A large mill at the edge of town ran continually, the buzz of a steam-powered saw stopping for only a few hours a night.

His work, building furniture, brought him here often enough. He counted on the Jessups not knowing that. He counted also on his friends to help him out. He had to act like he knew no one, though, and cross his fingers those who did wouldn’t say so.

He slowed his pace on the main street, falling even with Randall Jessup. “There’s a rooming house, but if the three of you try to enter, the mistress will throw us out, so I know of an empty barn just outside of town. You can clean up in the horse trough or the creek. This is Wednesday. However, the judge won’t be through for two days.”

Randall raised his gun, his arm wobbly. Lack of sleep was starting to take its toll.

“I question why you know so much and what funny business you got planned.”

Chase snorted. “You forget who my brother-in-law is. I know every government official for one hundred miles. Besides, I used to live nearby in my youth.” Back before Anne was taken captive and forced to marry. How ironic was his current situation compared to that?

Randall narrowed his gaze. “Alright, but I’m gonna send Carvel into town to make sure you’re tellin’ the truth.”

“My suggestion, ask at the livery. The people here don’t take kindly to outlaws.”

Calling them what they were had the effect he’d intended. Randall stretched out his arm, pulling the hammer back. An instant later, he chuckled and lowered it.

Chase sped his pace.

They circled the edge of town, riding through thick pine forest and, upon time, approached a weathered barn. The foundation had settled, causing the walls to lean, but trees on the south side supported the weight. 

He waited to dismount, allowing Randall and his brothers to inspect the place. Lena gathered the horses and led them to an empty trough. She pumped the handle of a well and water bubbled out.

Looking where the others had gone, Chase brought the draft horse up beside hers, using the animal’s size to hide himself. “I admire your determination,” he said. “No woman should have to sell herself to a man.”

Her eyes narrowed, her mouth forming a firm line. “They raised me, but I don’t cotton to their ways.”

Meaning lawbreaking? He didn’t ask her, but hoped that’s what she meant. “I got an idea how to ride free. I need you to trust me, though. Then, once we’re free, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go and make sure you’re cared for.”

“Cared for.” She spoke flat. “You think I brought you in to shake off my brothers? They’re family, and, no, I don’t always agree with them. But as dumb as they are, I leave and, maybe, Randall survives. Percy and Carvel? No.”

Chase frowned. “You called me here. You wanted out of marrying Blessing, and I’m willing to go along and help you avoid it.”

“You don’t understand, do you?” she asked. “I called you because I intend to have a husband.”

The words left her lips, but before he could react, Randall’s voice rose from the barn entrance. Chase turned his head, gauging his time. Her motivation was a huge problem, the idea she’d traded Blessing in for him, an issue he’d have to think out. 

He shuffled in reverse. He’d have to wait and try to convince her, but there wasn’t much time.

He’d put only a short distance between them, though, when she let out a shriek. He whirled. Her eyes unblinking, she bent down and hiked her skirt, ripping the fabric six inches up the seam.

Her brothers appeared in an instant and, her fists balled, she railed on him. “You can’t wait a night. I’ve agreed to give myself to you, but the least you could do is be decent.”

The butt of Randall’s gun came down on his head and, stars exploding in his vision, darkness swirled, within seconds, taking over entirely.
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“That’s it! I’m gonna shoot him and you’re marrying Blessing like we planned.” Randall stepped forward, his gun aimed, his arm shaking.

“No!” Lena inserted herself between her brothers and Chase. If he fired, it was more likely, he’d hit the barn. “He’s pleasin’ to me,” she said, “and his family is worth a boatload. Now, do you want in on that or not? Blessing’s broke most of the time.” And short and stubby. Those were words you’d never use on Chase. She didn’t want to look down on her husband and laugh.

She knelt at Chase’s side, rolling his head into her lap. His hair reflected the sunlight. “Besides, I could be carrying, and if it’s his, he ought to raise it.” 

This argument silenced them. Her brothers were dumb and didn’t understand women, past how to take their own pants off in the presence of one of the looser types, but they feared babies.

“Leave me be.” She snapped at them. “Thought you were going to clean up and check out town.”

At this, they scattered. Left alone, she stroked Chase’s cheek and tried to picture her life better than it’d been. She was tired of being poor, of the persistent loneliness that came with following after them. She wanted a home, a family, children, and, most of all, a husband who’d gaze at her as if she were the only thing in the world. 

She wasn’t foolish. Forcing Chase to marry her didn’t guarantee any of that, but it was a step higher than she’d ever been. Plus, she hoped it’d get her brothers out of their thieving ways, make them decent in some measure. In her rosy vision, they’d go to church, hold a job, find a purpose in life that didn’t involve nights at the saloon, gunfights, and poker.

They just needed good influence, and she aimed to give them that.

Her hand on his chin, Lena leaned down and pressed their lips together. Chase groaned, his eyelids flickering. “Me and you are going to tie the knot,” she said. “I’ll be a good wife, dress pretty and make you happy.” He’d be the perfect husband. Smart. Strong. Faithful. Kind and loving, most of all.

She had only to hold out until tomorrow when her plan would come true.
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CHAPTER 2
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Chase awakened more than once, but wasn’t fully coherent until nightfall. Even then, his head weighed too much for his broad shoulders and he wished for sleep. The conundrum of Lena Jessup refused to be solved in his current achy state, so he gave up trying and concentrated on what his family was doing.

How long before they realized he was missing? He was close to his sister and brothers, but being honest, didn’t see them every day. Not all at once, at least. That’d lead one to think he was with the other for quite some time. His mama might get suspicious of his absence first. She liked him to come around and check on his papa, since he’d developed memory problems. That meant about two days’ time, maybe three, before anyone noticed.

Three days too long. He’d been gone one, and by the time another elapsed, he’d be married, unwillingly, to Lena Jessup if nothing prevented it. His mind having circled back to her, he grimaced. She evidently had other ideas about marital bliss than he had. Physically, she was pleasing. For one thing, she was tall, and since he was tall, that seemed like a good thing. Secondly, she had rather large breasts, and if he was going to be completely carnal about it, he liked that. 

He wasn’t stupid, though. It took more than pleasing physical attributes to make a marriage. It took patience and compromise and that certain spark you couldn’t manufacture. What made her think they had that? So far, the only spark he had was the one spanning his neck from being clocked earlier.

She caught his eye and approached, a bowl of beans in her hand. Unlike last night, when she’d come and gone to please her brothers, tonight, she didn’t, but settled down in front of him, her skirt pooled around her knees. She dipped a spoon in the bowl and raised it to his lips.

Chase hesitated. “I’m capable of feeding myself.”

“You still look wobbly,” she said. “That’s my fault. Randall’s got a temper, and I should have considered it.”

She was apologizing for him?

Lena prodded his lips with the spoon, and Chase accepted the bite. It was tastier than he expected and definitely fresher than last night’s game had been. She filled the spoon again.

He chewed this bite slowly, turning his thoughts over and back again. She’d made clear her intentions to have this marriage, and her apology, just now, gave him a look at her motive. She wanted to better herself and, long range, better her brothers, who she controlled more than they would admit. The scene she’d created had showed him that.

All of it said she had a good heart, although a questionable method. As he’d said to himself not minutes ago, you couldn’t force yourself into a good marriage, but in her eyes, it must be worth the try. 

She’d picked him for any number of reasons, including his height. A tall woman would have a hard time finding a husband, men’s pride being at stake. Plus, she wanted someone established in the community and able to care for her, and by rote, her brothers as well. He was well-known as a successful bachelor and thus an obvious choice. Maybe, if he was going to search all sides of the issue, she thought him attractive. That still wouldn’t suddenly give him the unction to make her his wife, but it did give sense to the situation.

“You know ...” he began, swallowing yet another spoonful of beans. “My wife would read the Scriptures to me every night.”

Lena paused, the spoon tight in her grip.

“You can read?” he asked.

“Yes. Some.”

Hearing the hesitation in her tone, he pressed his point anyway. Likely, she didn’t read too well. “God’s Word is very important to my life. I would expect my wife to honor that.”

“I ... I haven’t a Bible.”

Her cheeks colored. He pretended he didn’t notice her discomfort.
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