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The year was 1880. The town of Cold Creek, Texas, was a small farming and ranching community of about eight hundred people. Situated between Waco and Austin, it lay only a stone’s throw from the Chisholm Trail, the great cattle road that carried Texas longhorns north to Kansas markets.

On a blistering summer day, a tall, handsome stranger named Joel Duncan stood beneath a hangman’s rope atop Cold Creek’s hastily built gallows.

The town’s executioner climbed the steps to the scaffold and approached him. Without a word passing between them, the man slipped the noose over Joel’s head and drew the knot tight against his neck.

It was never meant to end this way.

Joel Duncan had ridden into town only hours earlier and had been promptly arrested—accused of murdering the local judge. He was denied due process and stripped of any right to a fair trial. Now he stared out over the crowd gathered to witness his hanging. Many of them had likely seen such a spectacle before. They knew a man’s life could end in a breath or two, eternity rushing toward him with terrible speed.

Just beyond the crowd sat a lone rider on a white horse, holding the reins of a second, riderless mount in one hand. In the other hand was a Winchester rifle.

Joel stood motionless, waiting for the moment the hangman would pull the lever and drop the trapdoor beneath his boots. His eyes drifted past the crowd, and he noticed the rider on the white horse moving—slowly, deliberately—toward the gallows.

The crowd paid little attention. All eyes were fixed on the scaffold.

A deathly stillness hung in the air.

Suddenly, a rifle shot cracked like thunder.

The hangman turned instinctively toward the sound—and missed seeing the noose swing empty in the breeze as Joel leapt from the gallows onto the back of the riderless horse that surged up alongside the platform. Joel spurred hard, falling in behind the white horse as the two riders galloped away from the stunned crowd.

The sheriff and two deputies scrambled to mount their horses and give chase, but it was useless. Joel and his rescuer vanished into the dense piñon forest north of town, leaving only dust and disbelief behind.

They rode hard for several miles before slowing their mounts. There was no sense in tiring good horses unnecessarily. At last, they reined to a halt.

Joel twisted in the saddle and looked back along the trail. No one followed.

Turning to his savior, he tipped his hat.

“I’m mighty beholden to you, mister. You saved my neck back there. I figured my time was about up.”

The rider reached up, removed a Stetson—and a cascade of blonde hair spilled over her shoulders.

Joel stared in shock.

The rider was a woman—and a striking one.

“Well,” Joel stammered, “I reckon I owe you an apology too, ma’am.”

She smiled broadly and shook his hand.

“No apology necessary, mister. I’d have made the same mistake.”

She took a long drink from her canteen and tossed it to him.

“Thanks to you,” Joel said, “I still have a neck to swallow this water.”

They shared a brief laugh.

“We’re close to the ranch,” she said. “We’ll get some coffee and something to eat.”

“I’m Jenny Blake.”

“Pleased to meet you, Jenny. I’m Joel Duncan.”

He hesitated, then said, “Just so you know, I didn’t kill anyone. The sheriff was about to hang an innocent man.”

She nodded.

“I know. The man they murdered was my father—Judge Arthur Blake.”

Joel fell silent as they rode through a wide open gate bearing a sign that read BLAKE RANCH. A large, one-story house stood ahead. They dismounted at the hitch rail.

“Come inside, Joel,” Jenny said. “My housekeeper, Maria Espinosa, will fix us something to eat.”

A man rode up beside them.

“I’m glad you’re home, Jenny. We were starting to worry.”

“I’m fine, Lance. Town took longer than expected.”

She turned to Joel.

“This is Lance, my foreman. Joel Duncan was a close friend of my father’s. He’s staying with us a short while.”

Lance studied Joel carefully.

“So, you a cattleman?”

“No,” Joel said evenly.

Maria emerged from the kitchen and paused when she saw him. Jenny made introductions.

Maria later whispered, “My, he’s a big one.”

She wasn’t wrong. Joel stood six-foot-four, broad-shouldered and muscular, with unruly blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He and Jenny could almost have passed for kin.

Over lunch—beef sandwiches, pinto beans, and strong coffee—Jenny told him everything.

Sheriff Todd Barnes had supported a gambling and prostitution outfit moving into Cold Creek. Judge Blake had opposed it. Shortly afterward, he was ambushed and killed.

Lance had witnessed two men ride down the judge—but arrived too late.

“And Barnes?” Joel asked.

“He’s done nothing,” Jenny said. “And he hasn’t tried.”

Joel frowned.

“Then why arrest me?”

“Because you were convenient,” she said quietly.

Joel leaned back.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay in town awhile—and investigate.”

Jenny stepped forward and hugged him.

“Thank you.”

She later returned with her father’s Colt .45 and handed it to him.

“It’s yours now.”

Joel accepted it carefully.

He hadn’t told her yet—but he would.

Joel Duncan was a Texas Ranger, sent to Cold Creek to uncover the truth behind Judge Arthur Blake’s murder.

And nothing had gone according to plan.
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Jenny showed Joel to the guest bedroom. He hung the judge’s gun belt on the headboard of the bed. He doubted he would need it on the ranch—unless the judge’s killer was much closer than he expected.

Right now, he wasn’t sure how he would manage to investigate in town. He’d sleep on it and figure out a plan tomorrow. Maybe he could disguise himself somehow. Then he stretched out on the bed to think it through.

Getting on and off the ranch unnoticed might be a problem. If he changed his appearance too much, Jenny herself might shoot him on sight. He chuckled at the thought, but the problem remained all the same.

He awoke to a light tapping at his door. He’d slept a couple of hours. Maria’s voice reminded him it was time for supper.

Joel smoothed his hair as best he could and washed his hands and face in the small porcelain basin on the dresser. A pitcher of fresh water and a clean towel sat beside it, much like a hotel room setup. His hair was a lost cause—it had been unruly to begin with, and sleep hadn’t helped matters. Oh well. Jenny probably didn’t care much one way or the other.

Moments later, he entered the dining room.

Jenny stood there in all her loveliness. She had changed out of her riding clothes and now wore a dress that accented her curves nicely, the neckline teasing just a hint of cleavage. Joel liked what he saw and told her so. Maria stood nearby filling water glasses, watching the exchange with interest. Like the gentleman he was, Joel bowed and kissed the back of Maria’s hand.

Dinner was pot roast with gravy, baked potatoes, carrots, beets, and fresh-baked dinner rolls. Joel found it hard to take his eyes off Jenny, though the food was tempting in its own right. After a few bites, he praised Maria’s cooking, which pleased her greatly. Dessert was tapioca pudding, and it did not disappoint. Joel enjoyed every bite.

After supper, they moved to the den for coffee—Joel’s—and tea for Jenny.

He brought up his idea of disguising himself so he could ride into town unnoticed and investigate Judge Blake’s murder. Jenny liked the idea, but wondered how they could pull it off.

“Do you still have any of the judge’s clothes?” Joel asked.

“Yes,” she said. “What are you thinking?”

“Do you think I might fit into one of his suits?”

The judge hadn’t been a small man.

They went to the judge’s bedroom and opened the closet. Jenny was surprised at what they found. The judge hadn’t parted with clothes very often. Some dated back many years—before Maria’s excellent cooking had taken its toll. His dress suits still hung neatly in the back, as if waiting to be worn again.

Jenny selected one she thought might fit. Joel ushered her out while he tried it on.

The trousers were snug, but workable. In one pocket he found nearly fifty dollars—who knew how long it had been there. With the vest and coat added, he almost passed for a banker or a doctor.

“No,” Joel said, examining himself. “I look more like an undertaker.”

“That’s a morbid thought,” Jenny replied, though they both laughed.

In the judge’s desk, Jenny found a pair of spectacles. Joel couldn’t see through them, but if he tilted them just right and looked over the tops, they added to the effect.

Over another cup of coffee, Jenny studied him.

“The disguise works—except for your hair.”

“If I had one of the judge’s hats...”

She rummaged through the closet and found a black bowler derby. It fit snugly—thanks to his thick hair—but that worked in their favor. He tucked his blond hair beneath it, making it far less noticeable.

Still not perfect.

Then Maria had an idea. She trimmed fur from the collar of an old coat and carefully shaped it to line the inside brim of the bowler. The short brown fur hid the remaining blond hair completely.

“Maria, I could almost kiss you,” Joel said.

She puckered jokingly—and to her surprise, Joel obliged, kissing her softly on the lips. Maria nearly fainted.

Now the disguise was complete. Joel looked older, respectable, and unremarkable.

“Perfect,” he said with satisfaction. “Tomorrow, while the hands are working cattle, I’ll slip off the ranch and ride into town.”

Jenny studied him again.

“I suppose now I know what being with an older man would be like.”

Maria shook her head.

“They say it’s not what you see, but what’s underneath that counts.”

Jenny laughed.

“Maria, I never expected to hear that from you.”

“And you should drive the judge’s surrey,” Maria added.

They all agreed—the disguise would do nicely.
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Later that night, as darkness settled over the Blake Ranch, Maria retired to her room, leaving Jenny and Joel alone. They took advantage of the quiet, enjoying each other’s company and learning more about one another.

“Jenny,” Joel said at last, “I need to confess something. I haven’t been entirely honest with you. I didn’t lie, exactly—but I didn’t tell you everything. It wasn’t intentional. I just didn’t know if I could trust you at first, even though you trusted me enough to save my life.”

Jenny tilted her head slightly, studying him.

“What are you trying to say, Joel? That you lied to me?”

“No. I just didn’t level with you completely.”

She tensed. A thousand thoughts raced through her mind.

“Were you... my father’s killer?”

“No,” Joel said quickly. “I came here from Austin. I knew your father. When I learned he’d been murdered, I took it personally. I came here to find out who was responsible. Jenny, I’m a Texas Ranger—and I have been for several years. Your father was like a second father to me, back when he was still with the Rangers before becoming a lawyer and then a judge.”

The relief hit her all at once. Jenny nearly collapsed into his arms.

“Oh, Joel,” she whispered. “I thought you were about to tell me something terrible. A Texas Ranger—that’s wonderful.”

“Yes. I was assigned to this case. I wanted to tell you right away, but I needed to be sure first.”

“You said it yourself,” she replied softly. “I trusted you without knowing who you were.”

“I know. And I won’t make that mistake again.”

He went on. “Your father was preparing to charge Sheriff Barnes with corruption. Barnes has been working with a crooked gambling outfit that wants to move into Cold Creek. Your father was determined to stop it. That’s why I believe he was killed.”

Jenny swallowed hard. “Then who did it?”

“That’s why I’m here—to find out. And when I do, I’ll make the arrest.”

She fell into his arms, and he held her gently. She lifted her face and kissed him warmly. Neither noticed Maria standing just around the corner, quietly listening.

Maria returned to her room and did a little jig of happiness. Jenny had been distant since her father’s death, and now hope had returned. Maria even dared to imagine what it must be like to be kissed by a Texas Ranger. She shook her head and smiled at the thought.
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