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His ego is injured when the beautiful schoolteacher shuns him. She doesn’t want the rugged cowboy to give her affection, only because she doesn’t feel worthy.

When Charlene Harris’ family died in a house fire years ago, she learned to rely on herself and no one else. Trust doesn’t come easily. But when she travels to a different town to begin a new position as the orphanage’s schoolteacher, the new people she meets happily welcome her. However, someone wants her to leave and is threatening her life. Can she allow the handsome U.S. Territorial Marshal, Garrett Masterson, to protect her?

Garrett has been tinkering with the idea of finding a different job where he can settle down in one place, fall in love and marry, and raise children. When he meets the new schoolteacher, he’s smitten. But Charley avoids him like the plague. Yet he is determined to save her from the person trying to ruin her life.

Will they trust each other long enough to fit the puzzle pieces together and find out who is trying to kill her for her opal heirloom ring?
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Charlene Harris’ hands trembled as she read the threatening message for the hundredth time since boarding the train. 

Although she tried to convince herself this insane person wouldn’t make good on their threat, it still unnerved her that someone didn’t want her arriving at her new job in Salt Lake County. Hadn’t she suffered enough from working with people who were a little crazy? She switched professions because she was tired of keeping a close eye on her former employer, Mrs. Caldwell, for fear the woman would become jealous and poison another woman.

A few months after the schoolteacher in Box Elder County had been arrested, Charlene substituted at the school, teaching the children until a new teacher arrived. She had returned to working at the restaurant with Mrs. Caldwell, which made her miserable. That was when she realized she had had enough of monitoring the widow, who was half out of her mind. 

Now Charley had deeper issues to worry about... like saving her own life.

She dropped her gaze to the note clutched in her cold hands. The dim lighting in the railcar wouldn’t allow her to see the words, but she had them memorized, so it didn’t matter that she couldn’t read the threat at the moment.

Miss Harris. Stay away from Salt Lake County’s orphanage. If you don’t heed this warning, people you love will die. Mark my words. You will be next.

Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply and forced herself to calm down. She didn’t have any family or anyone she loved in her life, which meant she would indeed be next to die.

Soon the train would stop at the station in Salt Lake County. When she accepted the position at the orphanage, she was told the director of the orphanage—or one of the teachers—would be there to greet her and take her to the place that would be her new home.

After the death of her family in a house fire, Charley hadn’t found a place to settle down. For a few years, she thought Box Elder County would be where she would plant her feet. Not long ago, in a dream, she had gotten the call. 

Every so often, she would dream of the fire that took her family, which only left burn scars on her legs and one arm. One month ago, when she had fallen asleep, she dreamed of being sent to an orphanage after her family died. When she awakened, the thought stayed with her for the rest of the week, prompting her to find an orphanage and offer her services as not only a cook but a teacher. The director of the orphanage in Salt Lake County snatched her up immediately.

The warmth of satisfaction filled her, letting Charley know she had made the right decision. She would relate well to these poor children who didn’t have families, and hopefully, she would make them feel important and needed because God knew she hadn’t felt that way since losing her parents and siblings. She became excited to begin this chapter of her new life.

That is, until she received the message minutes before boarding the train.

Taking in deep breaths, she glanced out the window. The sun was setting quickly, and shadows formed on the ground. The train gradually slowed as people hurried to get out of the cool dusky evening and to their homes. Some pushed fruit and vegetable carts and a few women held onto the hands of their children. A good dozen men moseyed down the road as if they didn’t have a care on their minds. Three street runners were lighting the outdoor lamps along the road to help brighten the way for people—like Charley—to get from point A to point B.

The train’s whistle announced them as it inched its way into the station. Her heart jumped to her throat. Was someone waiting at the station for her to step off the train? Sadly, since she didn’t know who made the threat, she didn’t have a clue if the person was a man or a woman.

Charley closed her eyes and took deep breaths for courage, hoping to make it safely to the orphanage where she could be protected. But until then, she would have to be brave and do all she could to not allow the insane person to follow through with their threat. Always looking over her shoulder in fear wasn’t the type of life she wanted.

The moment the train came to a complete stop, her heart thumped crazily against her ribs. She grasped the handles of her only luggage—two carpetbags that held all she owned—and scooted toward the aisle, but her legs refused to stand. Fear immobilized her. She couldn’t possibly get off the train knowing what awaited her.

Who could have possibly sent the threat? And how did someone in Salt Lake County even know her at all? The missive had her name on it, and when she had made it to the station to collect her ticket, the message had been attached to the ticket. Nothing made sense, and the confusion filling her head made her skull throb.

It didn’t matter if this person knew her or not. If she arrived at the orphanage, they would realize she hadn’t heeded their warning.

She blinked away the tears quickly filling her eyes and forced herself to stand. As one of the last passengers to leave, she still took her time exiting the train. Although her limbs quaked, she held her head high and shoulders back, trying to display the courage she needed but sorely lacked. No matter what happened, she must not show weakness. She had survived a house fire. She vowed to survive this complication in her life.

As she stepped off the train, she scanned the crowd gathered at the station to greet their friends and loved ones. She had no idea who was coming to get her, but she hoped they were here already. Being by herself at a time like this was not good on her nerves.

Not knowing anything about this territory, Charley must find someone who could help her before the sun completely disappeared. She moved her gaze from face to face, wondering if she would notice someone watching her. Yet, she didn’t need to see a face to feel the eerie sensation crawling up her arms and over her back. Someone watched her. If she couldn’t locate a kind person in this crowd who would give her assistance, she would die.

Not far from her stood a man by himself. The very handsome man wore dark brown trousers, a cream-colored shirt, and a black vest. His black shoulder-length hair matched the color of his thick mustache. Hanging low on his hips was a leather gun belt, which looked like what most men around here wore, but on him it looked better, as if he was made to appear so rugged. He removed his brown cowboy hat, pushed his fingers through his hair once, and placed the hat back on his head. 

He nodded greetings and smiled at several people who passed by, and Charley realized he was well-known around these parts. Her heart let her know he was a friendly fellow. As she studied him, she received the distinct impression that he was someone she could trust.

She glanced around the area again, hoping to see the person watching her, but there were just too many shadowed faces. Yet, the eerie feeling inside her only became worse. She must do something to take the watcher’s focus off of her vulnerable state.

Charley continued to believe the person didn’t know her. Not until she walked into the orphanage and introduced herself as their new teacher. So, she must do something to distract the watcher, just until she could find a lawman to help her.

The tall man with the kind face sighed heavily as a look of hopelessness filled his expression. Had he been waiting for a loved one on the train, and they hadn’t arrived? Regardless of the man’s current situation, she needed his help desperately.

Taking a deep breath, she tightened her fingers around the handles of the carpetbags and walked toward him. As she came closer, her gaze dropped to his left hand. There was no ring. Although many married men didn’t wear rings, she still hoped he wasn’t married, only because the distraction she would create would be very scandalous if word ever got back to his wife.

Charley hurried to his side and stopped in front of him. When his deep azure eyes met hers, his lips pulled back into a wide smile. Heavens, he was one very handsome man. But she couldn’t think this way. She needed his protection, and that was all.

“Sir, I know we have never met, but I beg you for some assistance if you don’t mind.” She kept her voice soft, not wanting anyone else to hear.

His forehead creased with worry. “Why, of course, pretty lady. What do you need?”

Lifting on tiptoes, Charley pressed against him and brought her mouth to his ear. “Please, go with me on this. Pretend we know each other well.”

When she withdrew, his eyes were wide. Even his cheeks appeared to have more color than before. She should be extremely embarrassed right now, but there was no time for that emotion. Being bold wasn’t one of her strong suits, but she would do anything to keep herself safe, even if it were out of character for her.

Without giving him time to process her plea, Charley wrapped her arms around his neck and placed her mouth against his. The man hitched a surprised breath, and his body stiffened. But thankfully, he didn’t move away. 

Encouraged, she cuddled closer, continuing the pretend kiss. She hoped that her watcher would give up on her and move elsewhere, believing she was not his target. 

The longer she pecked small kisses on the handsome man’s lips, the more he relaxed. Soon, his arms slid around her waist, pulling her closer. Before she knew what was happening, the man took control of the situation and deepened the kiss.

She sucked in a quick breath. Great balls of fire! Those words completely described the burning sensation inside her belly right now. What had just happened, and why couldn’t she feel her feet touching the ground? All sounds around her disappeared, except for the hammering of her heartbeat pounding like a drum.

Strange tingles danced over her skin, and her body grew warm with satisfaction. The urge to sigh aloud became difficult to keep from erupting. But at this moment, she never wanted to leave the protectiveness of his strong arms or move away from his muscular chest. Giddy was the emotion filling her, and although she had never been a capricious woman, for the time being, she didn’t mind one bit.

Charley had only kissed one boy in her life, and that was in her adolescent years. Although she had held tightly to that brief memory, she now couldn’t recall any of it. This handsome man’s sultry kisses made her weak in every way, especially in her mind, as it swirled as if floating on a cloud.

She must be dreaming. That had to be it. Perhaps her watcher had killed her already, and she was dead. Why else would she feel this way?

She withdrew enough to look into his hooded eyes. His lips were swollen, and her mouth felt just as puffy. Passion played on his expression as his gaze slid over her face, from the top of her bonnet, down to her eyes, then to her mouth again. He grinned before lowering his head and capturing her mouth in another searing kiss.

Dizziness assailed her, and she sighed with pleasure. This time he heard it because his arms tightened around her a little more. Her toes curled in her boots, and her heart beat so fast and loudly that she feared anyone nearby could hear it. But she didn’t care. Not right now, as his palms moved over her back as if he wanted to touch her to see if she was real. She understood that feeling, so she slid her hands over his wide shoulders but soon moved them back to his neck as she threaded her fingers through his shoulder-length hair.

As the passionate kiss continued, she couldn’t control the heavy sigh ripping from her throat. Security flowed through her, and for the first time since boarding the train, she felt protected. She never wanted to stop feeling this blissful. Yet, the kiss had turned dangerous. Not as dangerous as being caught by her watcher, but when the unknown feelings inside her weakened her mind, she knew she must stop this incredible kiss. After all, she needed to think rationally at a time like this.

A trill of a woman’s laughter from nearby finally broke the spell Charley was under. She stopped the kiss and stepped back, but he held her loosely in his arms.

Breathless, she smiled and swallowed the dryness that had taken up residency inside her throat. Now, what should she say? It was one thing to pretend to know her, but what they had just shared was entirely different.

His azure eyes sparkled when he smiled. “Am I still pretending?”

Charley’s heart leapt from the tenderness displayed on his face. “Yes, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all, darlin’. The pleasure is all mine.”

She sighed again as happiness filled her. No, the pleasure was definitely hers.

She cleared her throat. “I suppose I should tell you my name.”

He nodded. “After what we shared, I would love to know the woman who kissed so passionately.”

Heat flooded her face. Now she wished she had better control over her blush. “I’m Charley Harris.”

Confusion replaced his expression. “Charley? Is that a shortened name for Charlene?”

Suddenly, doubt crept inside her head. How would this man know her name unless... Fear immobilized her again.

Oh, please... tell me this man is not the one who wants me dead.
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The color drained from the young lady’s face, and Garrett Masterson held her body against his, hoping she wouldn’t swoon. Her big chocolate brown eyes were laced with fright, and he doubted it had anything to do with their bold kiss. 

Her reaction confused him. Just moments ago, he experienced something that had never happened to him when the lady made the first move and kissed him—which nearly shocked the life right out of him—and she trembled in his arms. But it wasn’t from desire. It was completely opposite. Was it something he said?

“Miss,” Garrett continued, “I’m U.S. Territorial Marshal Garrett Masterson. If your name is Charlene Harris, I’ve been asked to escort you to the orphanage.”

Her face softened, and she let out an audible sigh. She pushed herself out of his arms, then stepped back casually. She nervously smiled as she fussed with her hair under her bonnet.

“Yes, I’m Charlene Harris. Please forgive me for my boldness just a moment ago. I didn’t realize that you were the U.S. Marshal.” 

“Yet you find it completely normal to kiss anyone else but the marshal?” He grinned, and her cheeks flushed pink again.

“It’s not in my nature to just kiss a random stranger. I apologize.” Her gaze moved swiftly over the crowd while she kept a fake smile on her face. She acted as though she were preforming a play with them as the star-crossed lovers.

“I’m not sure I want to forgive you for that earth-shattering kiss.” Garrett winked. “You truly have made my day.”

“I was expecting the headmaster of the orphanage to pick me up.” She pulled out a letter from her satchel and unfolded it. Her gaze swept over the words in the letter. “His name is Eli Masterson.” Her gaze quickly met his. “Are you related?”

“Eli is my brother.” Garrett nodded. He stooped over and lifted her carpetbags. “Were you planning on kissing my brother like that?” He chuckled. “Because he and his wife run the orphanage.” 

“Oh, heavens no. I wouldn’t kiss your brother like that—or anyone, really.” Her face grew redder, and she flipped back her hand. “Forget what I said. I’m tired from the journey.”

“Eli was caught up in some business and asked me to pick up the new teacher. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Harris.” He took three steps forward, then paused. “If you are still pretendin’, you could slip your arm through mine.” Garrett lifted his elbow out for her to hopefully take.

Charley hesitated for a half of a second, then slid her arm through his. She was about a foot shorter than he was, but that was fine. After all, being tall, he was used to short women. Her skirt brushed up against his leg as she kept her pace with his. 

“I brought the wagon,” Garrett said. “I wasn’t sure how much luggage you would have.”

“I travel light. I don’t have much to my name.” Her gaze kept jumping around the train station as if she were looking for someone.

“Miss Harris—”

“Please, call me Charley,” she interrupted. “All my friends call me Charley, and I consider you a friend now.”

“Very well, Charley.” He liked the sound of that. It had a nice ring to it. “I can’t help but notice that you seem a bit distracted. When you approached me on the platform, you mentioned needing my help. Is there a problem?”

He stopped in front of his wagon and gently put her bags inside. She withdrew and stepped back.

“Um-no, no problem now.” Charley turned and grasped the wagon seat to lift herself. 

Immediately, he moved his hands to her waist and assisted her as she pulled herself onto the seat. He unhitched the horses from the post and stepped up to the seat. He shook the reins, putting the wagon into motion.

“I would really like to believe you, Charley, but when a beautiful stranger approaches and says they need your help, then kisses you, it makes me think something was amiss. Don’t get me wrong, I really enjoyed the kiss.”

“It was the only thing I could think of doing at the time.” Charley shifted in her seat and glanced behind them, then sat forward again. “You see, someone might be following me.”

“Might?” He raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

“I don’t know. I just felt there were many eyes upon me as the train pulled in. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself.”

Garrett chuckled. “Well, I think we may have drawn a lot of attention. I didn’t see anyone else kissing like we were, and I’m willing to bet we made a huge spectacle.”

“Please, Marshal, I think we should change the topic. Apparently, I was wrong, and no one was following me.”

“Why would someone be following you?” he asked. “I’m part of the law here in Salt Lake County. If you need help or protection, that is what I’m here for.”

From the corner of his eye, she was nervously wringing her hands around the clutch purse on her lap. She was definitely hiding something. But knowing he was the law, why wouldn’t she open up? Obviously, she knew how to open her mouth while they were kissing... He bit the inside of his cheek, trying not to grin again. That was a kiss worth remembering.

“Thank you. If I need assistance, I know where to go.” Charley sat taller in the seat.

The silence became deafening. Garrett didn’t want to pry into her life, but their trip to the orphanage would be very boring and long if they didn’t make some conversation. 

“I heard you were coming from Box Elder County. I was there not too long ago.” He turned his head to look at her. The falling sun hit the strands of her hair resting on her shoulders, making it shimmer like silk. 

“Yes. I had lived there for a while. It’s the first time since I was a child that I’ve been out this way.”

“Did you used to live out here?”

Charley’s expression turned solemn, and she had a faraway look on her face. She nibbled softly on her bottom lip. Garrett could tell that he had hit a soft spot in her life. Now he wished he wouldn’t have brought it up.  

“I lived in Salt Lake County twelve years ago. After my family died, I was sent to live in the Ogden Valley.” She kept her focus on the road ahead of them as she spoke. 

“Oh, I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” Garrett really felt bad now for bringing it up.

“It was many years ago.” She smiled. 

He could tell it was fake since he had seen a real one earlier at the train station. She shifted in her seat. 

“So, how many children are in the orphanage, Marshal?” 

“There are six girls and two boys. The youngest is five, and the oldest is fourteen. Some are siblings. My brother knows more about them than I do, so I’ll let him tell you the rest. But I know they are good children. I visit there often.” With Charley as the teacher, he just might visit more frequently.

“It’s good for them to have a constant person in their lives. How long have they been at the orphanage?” Charley asked.

“I know the five-year-old and the eight-year-old are siblings. They have been at the shelter for two years. Their folks died from influenza. The sickness hit those in Salt Lake County quite hard. The fourteen-year-old has been there for five years. My brother is still trying to locate his extended family. The other five children range from two to three years, their parents having also died from various sicknesses.”

“Has your brother tried to place them in homes?” Charley briefly glanced his way. 

“Certain areas have been hit with drought, and people are barely making it with their own families. Times are hard everywhere.”

“Yes, I’m sure.” 

Silence grew between them again. Garrett hated not knowing what to say. He usually had suave words ready when speaking to women, but this particular female left him speechless. Maybe it was her beauty that had knocked him senseless. Strands of her light-brown hair could be seen from under the bonnet every time they passed by a lamp pole. He wished she would remove it, so he could gaze upon her again before it became too dark. Her body wasn’t tiny like some women, but as he held her in his arms during their passionate kiss earlier, she indeed had some nice curves.

“What were you doing in Box Elder County?” Charley asked, glancing at him again. 

“I was helping the sheriff and deputy stop a kidnapping ring, which turned out quite successful.”

“Oh, I remember that. The schoolmaster was behind it all. I took his job for a while as they looked for a more suitable teacher.”

“Suitable? I’m sure you made a wonderful teacher.” Garrett smiled cordially. “Have you always wanted to teach?”

“After my family died, I spent many years in an orphanage while they tried to place me. That experience made me want to help other children. No child should be alone.”

“How did your family die, may I ask?” Garrett asked.

“A fire.” Charley’s words were quick. “My parents and three younger brothers all perished.”

“How did you manage to get away?” Garrett wondered.

“A neighbor came to rescue me. I was close to the front door, and she grabbed me and pulled me out. Sadly, as she tried to return to bring out the others, the fire had already consumed the house.” Charley nervously smoothed her hands on her lap. “I’ve asked God many times why I was saved, but he never answered.”

“Maybe you were meant to work in the orphanage. You are certainly needed.”

Just as they moved out of the town’s lights, a sharp sound resonated from behind them. Panic filled Garrett. Someone was shooting at them.

Out of instinct, he grabbed Charley and pulled her closer, even pushing her down toward his lap so he could use his body to shield her. Another shot exploded, and this time it sounded closer. There were no wild animals on this road so that only meant one thing... This was not an accident.

“Stay down,” Garrett replied, violently shaking the reins to move the horses faster. 

“What’s happening?” Charley cried out. She grabbed hold of the seat as the wagon bounced her around.

“Someone doesn’t want us using this road to pass, I think.” Garrett twisted around to see if he could find anyone following them. Even though the sky was darkening quickly, he saw dust build up on the hill not too far from them. Someone was coming quickly. Garrett handed the reins to Charley.

“Can you keep the horses moving forward?” he asked.

“Of course, I can.” She snatched the reins from his hands and shook them again. Her bonnet slipped from her head, revealing her light brown ringlets. 

Garrett pulled the pistol from his holster and looked up at the dust generated on the hill. He couldn’t exactly tell if someone was riding after them or if it was the wagon creating the whirlwind of dirt. But he was going to be prepared for anything.

Another shot echoed in the air, hitting the inside of the wagon. Immediately splinters burst from that spot. The wagon jerked. That was too close. 

Garrett aimed and carefully pulled the trigger, even though he couldn’t exactly see where he was shooting. Maybe if they knew he had a gun, they would leave him and Charley alone. 

“Who is shooting at us?” Charley yelled. 

“I don’t know. I can’t see anyone.” Garrett continued scoping out the area, but the light on the horizon was nearly gone.

“Then don’t shoot if you can’t see them.” Panic filled her voice.

“They have a long barrel rifle, and it’s coming from the hills. Either they are a poor shooter, or they are just trying to scare us.”

“Well, they are doing a good job because I’m scared.”

Another shot hit the wheel, splitting it slightly. If they continued traveling at the speed that they were going, the wheel would fall off completely. They must stop, or someone was going to get hurt. Whoever was shooting at them needed to get closer in order to hit their target. 

Garrett twisted back around, facing the front of the wagon as he took the reins from Charley. She grasped the sides of the seat again. He pulled hard on the straps to make the horses slow considerably. He yelled whoa, and the horses obeyed. 
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