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By the time Sheriff Seth Langston pulled his patrol vehicle to a stop in front of Manny’s Place, there had already been one casualty.

It had taken him exactly seven and a half minutes to reach the scene of the crime, but a crowd had already gathered in the graveled parking lot in front of the bar. The area was dim, lit only by the neon beer signs in the windows and twin security lights that buzzed and hummed and attracted moths.

The onlookers were talking among themselves, pointing to the body, and shaking their heads. No big wonder why. In a town the size of Cattle Creek, Texas, not much happened.

Ever.

And given the rare occasion when something noteworthy actually did happen, everyone lined up to be the first to see it.

Seth switched off the strobe lights and slid from the seat of his Explorer as his chief deputy parked his own car in the closest available spot and got out.

“Clear the scene,” Seth said strictly out of habit. “And find out if there’re any witnesses.”

Dusty nodded, then limped toward the crowd of about twenty people, all of whom had been enjoying an evening at the honky-tonk before the goings-on outside Manny’s got more interesting than the goings-on inside the bar. “You folks get on back to what you were doing. There’s nothing more to see here. Go on with you.”

Seth took a deep breath. It was damn near one o’clock in the morning. He was tired, hungry, and tired. This was the last thing he needed.

This was their third call of the night—not counting ol’ Johnson Jones. Jones had been booked so many times Seth was about ready to give him his own key to the jail. Seth expected Jones to show up somewhere drunk as a skunk, so he figured he couldn’t exactly count that arrest in the evening’s tally.

Three calls in one night, plus Jonesy. Yeah, it was a busy night in Cattle-town. And this call was the worst by far. This one he hadn’t expected.

At Dusty’s direction, the crowd reluctantly shuffled back into the bar. Every so often, one of them glanced over their shoulder and grumbled about history repeating itself.

“It’s just like Homecoming ’08,” Seth heard someone say, before he turned his attention back to the matter at hand.

The victim.

His brother’s truck.

Or at least what was left of it.

Seth slowly walked around the crumpled body of the once shiny, candy apple red four-wheel-drive. It was a cryin’ shame. The windshield was busted, taillights busted, headlights busted. Tires slashed, driver’s-side door dented, windows...well, Seth couldn’t tell if the windows of the Ford were rolled down or gone. But judging by the amount of glass that sparkled like misplaced diamonds across the ground surrounding the truck—and the fact that Jessie McAllen was a loose cannon—he’d put his money on gone.

The waitress in the parking lot with the baseball bat.

Given time—and a good paint and body man—the victim might possibly make it. His brother.... well, Seth wasn’t so sure about Chase.

“Get her outta here,” Chase yelled. “Before I kill her. I swear to God, Seth. I’ll do it.”

And then there was the perp—alleged perp. Jessie McAllen stood next to one of the weathered railroad ties that created a barrier in front of the tiny bar. Her arms were folded across her waist, chest heaving. Her straw cowboy hat shielded her face from view, but Seth had been a witness to this too many times not to know that her eyes were blazing, her freckled cheeks flushed.

Seth thumbed back his buff-colored Resistol and ignored the dueling pair. “Anybody see who did this?”

“What are you talkin’ about? She did it,” Chase yelled.

Seth looked to the three men who stood between Chase and Jessie. The two biggest, Joe Dan Stacey and Buster Williams, both worked at the Diamond, the Langston family ranch. The other, smaller man was Skeeter McCutcheon, a rodeo friend of Chase’s. All three of them shook their heads and held their ground. Their attempt to protect Jessie from the full brunt of Chase’s wrath was noble but questionable all the same.

Regardless of Chase’s threats, Seth—and everyone in Page County for that matter—knew he expended effort for only two things. Rodeo and sex. Even the destruction of his truck wouldn’t change that. Not that the youngest Langston had to expend any significant effort toward his favorite pastimes. Rodeo was in his blood. And women seemed to serve themselves up on platters whenever he was within a hundred feet of them. Or yards. Sometimes even miles. His charmed record of riding the rankest bulls around wasn’t the only reason they called him Lucky.

Tonight was no exception. Despite the fact he had to be in New Mexico early tomorrow afternoon, Chase stood with his feet apart, the fingers of his right hand curled around the neck of a bottle of Bud, his left braced on one Wrangler-clad hip. Not far behind him stood a tiny bleached blonde with jiggly breasts and glossy lips.

Seth cut his eyes from the buckle bunny back to Jessie. It wasn’t fair to make comparisons. The little blond thing in her shiny satin halter top and skintight jeans oozed sex, whereas Jessie in her pink gingham and secondhand denim was as wholesome as white bread. But the rodeo groupie was a one-night stand—two if she was lucky—and Jessie had been Chase’s girl since she was seven years old.

“Anybody see anything at all?”

“Arrest her,” Chase continued. “Jail’s the only safe place for her now.”

Seth’s gaze centered on each of the men standing before him. “Nobody saw anything.”

“No, but—” Joe Dan started.

“But what?” Seth asked.

The big man shrugged and looked to Buster as if he had all the answers.

“Somebody tell me.”

It was Buster’s turn to shrug. “It’s just that...well...you know.”

“Yeah.” Seth glanced back toward Jessie. At least she didn’t have the baseball bat any longer. “I know.”

When he’d gotten the call he expected to have to talk her down, have Dusty distract her while he snuck up from behind, snaked one arm around her waist, and used his other to snatch the bat from her grasp. Then despite her kicking and screaming, he would use his hold on her to haul her pretty little ass to jail.

Uh-hum.... did he say pretty? He meant...feisty. Yeah, that was it.

Inside the bar, someone’s quarter dropped in the jukebox, and George Strait gave way to Toby Keith. How do you like me now?

“If you’re not a witness, then get on back inside,” Seth said.

The three men hesitated a fraction of a second before they ambled toward the blue-painted door of Manny’s, feet dragging as if they’d rather do anything but leave their friend and the firebrand waitress behind. Joe Dan stopped only to give the bat to Seth, then followed behind the others.

“I mean it. I want to press charges. I don’t care how long we’ve known each other. It ain’t right to do that to a man’s truck.”

“I’ll handle it, Chase.” Seth tried to keep his words calm and controlled, even though he wanted to smack his brother upside the head for being so damned stupid and even though he wanted to shake Jessie till her teeth rattled for...well, for being so damned stupid.

“Just how am I supposed to get to Santa Fe, huh?”

The blonde nodded in solemn agreement and slipped her arms around Chase’s waist in a gesture of support. He took an angry swig of beer and made no attempt to stop her as she possessively ran her hands over his torso.

Jessie didn’t move despite the interloper’s familiar manner.

Seth raised a brow at the girl hanging all over his brother like a bad case of Spanish moss, but Chase just shrugged as if to say, Can I help it if I’m irresistible?

Nights like this made Seth feel old and worn down and more than just a little tired of cleaning up after his baby brother.

He mentally counted to ten before asking, “Is she of age?”

The blonde tittered—Lord help him, she actually tittered. “He’s funny.”

“Yeah,” Chase agreed. “A real riot.” But he wasn’t even smiling. “What do you think?”

I think you’ve hurt Jessie—again—and deserve more than just having your truck smashed in.

“I think you have some explaining to do,” he said.

Chase actually had the cheek to look affronted. “Hey, I’m the victim here.”

Blondie bobbed her head again.

“You want to give me your side of the story? Alone,” Seth added when Chase opened his mouth to speak.

His brother looked none too happy but didn’t protest. He simply nodded, then disentangled himself from the buckle bunny’s clutches. She shoved her hands into the back pockets of her designer jeans as if she didn’t know what else to do with them if she didn’t have Chase to maul. Then she pouted in a put-on sort of way as Seth led Chase a few feet away where they couldn’t be overheard, but he could still keep an eye on his perp.

“You stay right there,” Seth said to Jessie.

She looked as if she might kick up a fuss; then she flopped down on the railroad tie to wait it out as Seth turned his attention back to his brother.

“Why’re you here, Chase?”

The youngest Langston shrugged. “I just needed to blow off some steam. You know how it is.”

He didn’t, but there was no gold in telling Chase that. “In Texas,” Seth clarified.

“I found a litter of kittens out on 81 in Kansas.”

“You brought them here.” It wasn’t a question.

The trip was at least twelve hours out of his way, but Seth knew better than to point this out to Chase. Lucky Langston was always picking up strays of one kind or another. Seth resisted the urge to let his gaze wander back over to where the buckle bunny waited.

“Their mama had been hit by a truck. I couldn’t just leave them there.”

“Where are they now?” Seth knew even before the words left his mouth that he wasn’t going to like the answer.

Chase grinned in his good-old-boy, “aw, shucks, ma’am” kind of way that pretty much got him through life. “You’d think the sheriff would know better than to leave a spare key under the welcome mat.”

Seth counted to ten again. There was no key. Hell, there was no welcome mat. Which meant Chase had used his legendary charm to convince Nita to let him into the garage apartment Seth rented from her. “You left a litter of kittens at my place.”

“It’s a small litter,” Chase said, as if that made everything better. “Only four of them.”

Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty. And Seth had thought the night couldn’t get any worse. “Shouldn’t you be on your way to New Mexico?”

“Well, since we were already here—”

“You decided to come on out and party down.”

“We thought we might grab a beer or two.”

“Who’s we?”

“Me and Skeeter and Angela.”

Business first. He’d worry about the kittens later. “What’s Angela’s last name?”

Chase shrugged. “Does that matter?”

Yeah, it did. It mattered because a question answered with another question meant Chase didn’t know Angela’s last name. Details, details.

“You’ve never brought a...woman here.”

“I didn’t bring her, she followed me.”

“From?”

“Nebraska.”

“Damn it, Chase, that doesn’t mean you have to—” Seth stopped.

Chase took a lazy draw off his beer. “Hell, Seth. If I’d wanted a sermon, I’d’ve stopped off at the First Baptist.”

“Jessie deserves better.” It took everything in Seth’s power not to grind the words out from between clenched teeth. He’d brought this up once before, but Chase was Chase and Seth had given up. It wasn’t his place to interfere.

“Yeah, well, Jessie knows how it is.”

“I suppose she does.” Even to his own ears, the words sounded strained, though he doubted his brother would notice.

“After a couple of dances, we—me and Angela—” he added before Seth could question him, “decided to get some fresh air and found Jessie out here with a baseball bat.”

“You see any of it happen?”

“No, but—”

“But what?”

Chase shrugged again. “Well...you know.”

“Yeah,” Seth said. “I know.”

Chase looked back over to his truck, the night breeze ruffling the ends of his blond hair where it stuck out from underneath his signature black hat. “How am I supposed to get to New Mexico?”

“You could ride with Skeeter.”

“He was riding with me.”

“You could fly.”

Chase shot him a “no way in hell” look.

Despite the price of gas and the current pack of professional bull riders who hopped planes to get from one rodeo to the next, Chase found a thrill in driving. In drinking, dancing, and loving until the last possible minute before gunning his truck toward the desired state line.

“Tell Jake what happened. You know he’ll let you take one of the trucks from the Diamond.”

“You expect me to drive a Chevy?”

Seth shot him a pointed look.

“Fine,” Chase said, his disgust apparent. “I’ll use a ranch truck. Now what are you going to do with Jessie?”

“I guess that depends on you.”

“Throw her in jail,” he said flatly.

“Chase—” Seth stopped, giving himself time to temper his words. “If there are no witnesses, it’s your word against hers.”

“She admitted to it.”

“A confession given while someone is yelling that they’re going to kill you can hardly be considered admissible.”

“If you don’t believe me, go ask her yourself.”

Seth clenched his jaw to keep from saying more. He was, after all, the sheriff, and he had a job to do. Remain impartial, uphold the law. If Chase wanted to press charges...And Jessie had no alibi...it didn’t matter how much Seth wanted her to be innocent. And it surely didn’t matter how much he wished things were different. “All right, then. I’ll take care of Miss McAllen. You just give Dusty your statement, then get out of here and go get some sleep before that bull kills you tomorrow.”

His little brother flashed a “like that’s gonna happen” grin that didn’t make it past the corners of his mouth. Seth wasn’t sure if Chase was thinking about the possibility of death-by-bull or his non-sleep-related intentions with the flavor of the night. Maybe it was both.

Chase paused as if he wanted to say something more but changed his mind. He readjusted his hat, then spun away.

“See, darlin’,” he said as he swung the blonde to his side and steered her toward the door of Manny’s Place. “I told you everything was gonna be all right. Now let’s get ourselves a couple more beers and see what we can do about wearin’ a hole in that dance floor.”

With a sigh, Seth watched Chase head back into the bar. He loved his brother. But there were times...

With a small shake of his head, he crunched his way across the broken safety glass toward the girl he’d known since she was in the second grade.

Jessie sat at the end of the building farthest from the door. Her breathing had returned to normal and her head was down as she contemplated only heaven knew. Her hands were braced her on her knees, and her hat was pulled low over her eyes.

Seth didn’t need to see them. He knew what color they were, had memorized it long ago—storm-cloud gray and just as dangerous, with dark rings around their irises that made them look twice as big as they really were and sooty lashes that should have belonged to a brunette.

“Jessie?” he said softly. It was the voice he used when talking to frightened mares and skittish colts and red-haired angels who had fallen from grace.

She didn’t look up, just raised her arms out in front of her, wrists lax, hands dangling, anger spent. “I’ll go peacefully. Just get it over with, Seth. Handcuff me and take me to jail.”

Handcuff her.

Now, there was an image Seth could’ve lived without.

He swallowed hard.

Despite his brother’s tomcat morals, and the fact that he didn’t deserve...

Well, despite everything that Chase didn’t deserve, including the sassy redhead, Jessie was Chase’s girl. Always had been. Always would be.

“I just want to talk to you about what happened tonight.”

She dropped her hands back to her lap and shrugged. But he still couldn’t see her face, couldn’t read what was going on inside that pretty little head of hers.

Uh-hum...did he say pretty? He’d meant... well, he’d meant something else, that was all.

“What’s there to talk about? I confess. The end.”

“Jessie.” The word was heavy with warning.

Her head jerked up at a prideful tilt. The brim of her hat still shaded her eyes, but the slant of her jaw was unmistakable. “Why are you torturing me, Seth? Everyone knows I did it. Just arrest me and get it over with.”

“I’d like to ask you a few questions first.”

“Seth,” Dusty called.

He turned as his deputy came ambling across the gravel, his uneven gait kicking up a few little pebbles and a whole lot of dust.

Damn, they needed some rain. That was half the problem. It hadn’t rained in weeks. Daytime temps soared to over a hundred, and the nights weren’t much cooler. Heat like that made tempers flare, made normal people do crazy things.

Like take a baseball bat to their boyfriend’s truck.

Dusty stopped in front of him and flipped through the pages of his notebook. “Here’s what we know so far. Jessie was working at the bar tonight. Chase came in with another girl—the, uh...little blond thing.”

“I saw her.”

“Apparently Jessie took it for as long as she could, then told Manny she wanted a smoke break—just for the record, she doesn’t smoke. From there, it appears she took the baseball bat he keeps behind the counter to make sure everyone stays in line, and the rest is the stuff legends are made of.”

“Anybody see her take the bat?”

“No.”

“Anybody actually see her vandalize the truck?”

Dusty shook his head. “But you know...”

“Yeah,” Seth said with a nod. “I know.”

It was Homecoming ’08 all over again.

Seth had been in California at the time, but he’d heard plenty of news from home. How Jessie, in a fit of rage over Chase—what else?—had wrecked the car Sissy Callahan was going to ride in during the parade. Wrecked meaning she had taken an ax handle and beat the ever-lovin’ shit out of it until the thing was damn near totaled.

Allegedly.

Not the totaling part, but the part about Jessie actually committing the deed. No one had seen her do it, so no charges were filed. And Jessie’s mama had just passed a couple of weeks before, so no one had the heart to go digging around for evidence. The insurance paid for the car, and Sissy rode on the FFA float with the blue-ribbon goat instead of on the back of a convertible Vette.

“The insurance adjuster should be here in a little while.” Seth handed his deputy the bat. “Dust this for prints, and we’ll file the report in the morning.”

Dusty started to walk away, then looked at the bat, stopped, and turned back to Seth. “But this isn’t—”

“Dust it for prints, and we’ll file the report in the morning,” Seth repeated.

Dusty glanced back at Jessie, then leaned close to Seth so only he could hear. “But this ain’t Manny’s bat, Seth. Manny’s bat’s got blue tape around the neck and—”

“I know. Now dust it for prints.”

“All right,” Dusty said with a small shake of his head.

“And get Chase’s statement, will ya? He has to come up for air sometime.”

Dusty nodded again as Seth turned back to Jessie. “Get in the truck,” he said without preamble.

“Aren’t you going to arrest me?” It was the first protest she’d made all night.

“Consider yourself arrested. Now get in the truck, and we’ll talk about this down at the station.”

All right, so the “station” was little more than a three-story building in the heart of downtown Cattle Creek that also served as the courthouse and the jail for all of Page County. But after eight years with the San Diego PD, Seth hadn’t broken the habit of calling it by its proper name.

“Fine,” she said with a heavy sigh.

Seth reached out a hand to help her up.

Without hesitation, she slid her palm into his, then closed her fingers around the back of his hand. Seth braced himself against what was to come.

One innocent touch of skin against skin had him thinking about...things he shouldn’t think about. Had him feeling...things he shouldn’t feel. He felt like using his hold on her to pull her flush against him, shoulder to shin. He felt like kissing her lips, tipping off her cowboy hat, and burying his hands in the curly strands of her strawberry blond hair. He felt like...like...

He felt like a bastard.

Damn it. She was his brother’s girl.

He would go on telling himself that a few more times, and one day he would actually start to listen. Even believe it. Then he could stop wondering how different it would have been if he’d just seen Jessie first.

But no one was allowed those second chances. And he’d been sixteen the first time he ever saw her. She had been seven with dirty knees and scraggly hair that looked like it had never seen the business side of a brush. No, it wasn’t the first time that was the problem. Or the countless times after. No, the problem came when he’d come home from California for Donna McAllen’s funeral and found that the scraggly-haired, dirty-kneed seven-year-old had grown up to be a very desirable young woman.

And she was off-limits. As off-limits as they came.

Chase’s girl. They had been on-again, off-again—mostly on-again—for as long as most people in Cattle Creek cared to remember. Seth loved his brother, but he didn’t know what Jessie saw in Chase. It wasn’t as if he brought a woman back home often, but he seemed to lack compassion and empathy, and that set Seth’s teeth on edge. It was his brother’s lack of maturity, he was sure. He cared for himself first and everyone else after. Everyone including Jessie.

If she was Seth’s girl...well, she wasn’t. And that was all that mattered.

Ah, the irony. He could have any woman in Cattle Creek...hell, the whole county. Except Jessie. She was his brother’s girl. Always had been, always would be. And that left him with a pretty bad case of “what you can’t have is the one thing you want the most.”

But he’d get over it. Just like the time Jake started going out with Miranda Coleman, and she was forever marked his brother’s territory. Seth had gotten over that one then; he’d get over this one too. Eventually.

Seth let go of Jessie’s hand slowly as to not let her know her touch burned into his soul and reluctantly because—bastard that he was—he wanted to go on touching her as long as he could.

True to her word, she went peacefully, plodding along in front of him as he followed behind.

Without a word she opened the back door on the passenger’s side of his service vehicle and scrambled in.

“Jessie, get out of there.”

“Isn’t this where all the common criminals ride?”

She might have been a bit dejected, a little down in the mouth, but he had to hand it to the girl, she was as plucky as ever.

“Cute,” he muttered, but knew from the smoldering gray coals of her eyes she wouldn’t be moving any time soon, not unless it was what she wanted. Damn her stubborn hide.

He knew which battles to fight and which ones to leave alone.

“Suit yourself.” He slid inside the Explorer and started the engine. Seat belt buckled, he waited for her to fasten her own before backing the SUV out of the parking lot and onto the old highway. He pointed the headlights toward town, glancing in the rearview mirror at his prisoner. “Why’d you do it, Jessie James?”

“Don’t call me that.” Her words were quiet and solemn, just a knee-jerk reaction to the nickname he’d pegged her with so many years ago.

Despite the dim light and the cage that separated them, he could see the defiant edge of her jaw. Her arms were crossed over her slim, compact body, her cowboy hat casting shadows across the upper part of her face. If he looked really close, he could just make out the curly stubs of her pigtails sticking out from underneath her knockoff Stetson.

“You gonna answer?”

Jessie blew out a derisive breath. “Did you see that girl? Ugh.”

“Yeah, she was something all right,” he said, very aware she hadn’t answered his question, not by a long shot.

“Why does he do it, Seth?”

Her voice was subdued and tinged with sadness, and he didn’t have to ask what she was talking about.

“He’s just sowing his wild oats, Jess.”

But the real truth...Chase was a wild oat farmer, not into merely sowing, but planting and harvesting and rotating crops regularly.

“You like girls like that?”

He didn’t, but there was no use in telling her that. Bleached blond and man-made curves couldn’t compare to a fiery redhead with a dusting of freckles across her nose and a sweet little body that was just the way the good Lord had intended it to be.

She was quiet, maybe even thoughtful for a long moment, then she said, “Tell me about your ideal girl, Seth.”

“Busty, brunette, and breathing.” He’d been hiding his feelings for so long the words slipped out before he even had a chance to think about answering her question any differently. “Not necessarily in that order.”

She didn’t even laugh.

“That was a stupid stunt you pulled back there.”

She made a noise, could have been in agreement. Maybe not. He couldn’t tell. Maybe it was just a noise.

“You know you’ll have to pay for the repairs.”

Another noise. This one just as unintelligible.

“Gonna be three...maybe even four thousand dollars.” He shrugged, then chanced a look in the mirror to gauge her reaction. She was staring out the window, watching the town slide by. She looked thoughtful, almost peaceful, but he could tell by the taut line of her shoulders under the faded cotton of her shirt she was anything but. Jessie McAllen, the poorest kid in town, didn’t have that kind of money.

But she had more than her fair share of pride. How could she not? It had to take a lot to keep her chin up after everything the McAllen women had endured None of them had had an easy life, but it seemed Jessie had suffered the brunt of the town’s gossip mill. She was a little too spirited, a little too easy to pin things on. He supposed that was what got her into this mess. That and her love for Chase.

Seth couldn’t say it was unrequited. As much as his brother liked to play around, Seth supposed that in his own way, Chase loved Jessie. Just not enough to give up the other women. Not yet anyway. But one day, Chase was going to smarten up and realize what he had at home. And that would be the end of that.

In the meantime, Seth had three reports to write and a pretty little perp in the back of his patrol car.

Had he said pretty? He meant...Ah, hell, he’d meant pretty.
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“Where are we going?” Jessie asked a few minutes later as Seth turned the Explorer onto Larkspur Lane. He didn’t know why she asked; she knew where they were headed. Maybe she just wanted to hear him say it.

“Your house.”

“You’re not taking me to jail?” Her question was hopeful and incredulous all at the same time.

“Oh, I’m taking you to jail all right. But I think you need to let your grandmother know what happened so she won’t worry about you.”

Jessie didn’t answer as he pulled into the buckled concrete driveway.

In the dark, he supposed, the house didn’t look so bad. The shadows of the night hid the faded, peeling paint that had once been the color of freshly churned butter. And it wasn’t so obvious that the bottom half of the screen door didn’t have screen in it anymore. In the dark, you couldn’t see the whitewashed tractor tire planter that hadn’t had flowers in it since Jessie’s mama died or the missing windowpane that had been replaced with a piece of cardboard that used to be a 409 box from the Safeway.

All right, he could see all that. But in the dark, it wasn’t quite as noticeable as it was in the golden glare of the Texas sun.

“You know,” Jessie started in a falsely bright tone. “She’s probably already in bed asleep. And the doctors don’t want her disturbed if at all possible. So we can just postpone this until tomorrow.”

Nice try, sister. “There’s a light on.”

“Oh, she always leaves that one burning.”

“Everyone in town knows she’s an insomniac.” Seth turned in his seat to stare through the cage at her.

Her jaw was set at that stubborn angle she seemed to prefer, but her posture was slumped, as if she’d had more than she could handle for one night.

Welcome to the club.

Except all of this would be over in a heartbeat when he pulled her in front of her grandmother and made her admit what really happened. It wasn’t an honorable plan, but it was the best one he had. Jessie might have been raised poor, but she’d been raised right. She wouldn’t lie to her only kin.

He got out of the truck and opened the back so Jessie could do the same. She hesitated ever so slightly, then without a word she slid from the backseat. She took a deep breath, pulled at her jeans, then started toward the house.

She didn’t say a word to him as she made her way up the creaky porch steps. Nor when he held the screen door open as she fumbled for her key. A sliver of light greeted them as she finally got the door unlocked and pushed it open so they could enter.

The combined smells of liniment and nicotine assaulted Seth as he stepped over the threshold behind Jessie. Old people and stale tobacco smoke. It was the kind of odor that seeped into every crevice and refused to leave. Of course, it didn’t help that Naomi, Jessie’s grandmamma, had arthritis and smoked like a freight engine. Honestly he didn’t know how Jessie escaped the house every day without smelling the exact same way. But she didn’t. She smelled like sunshine and strawberries and a field full of daisies after a rain shower.

Seth took off his hat and ran the fingers of one hand through his dark hair in a small attempt at ridding himself of the perpetual indention the Resistol gave him. Like that did any good. He’d been raised on a ranch in west Texas. As far as anyone knew, he’d been born with hat head.

“Jessica, is that you?” Naomi’s gravelly smoker’s voice floated to them from the room off to the left. He had been here enough times to know that the elder and Mrs. McAllen referred to the room as the parlor, though he never had been able to figure out why. No one else in Cattle Creek, Texas, claimed to have a parlor. Hell, no one west of the Mississippi had a parlor—except for Naomi McAllen.

“Yes, ma’am,” she said, shooting him a sidelong glance. “And Seth Langston.”

“The sheriff?” Naomi coughed, rough and long. Seth was no doctor, but even to his untrained ears, it didn’t sound good.

Jessie waited for the fit to pass before she answered, “Yes, ma’am.” She picked up the stack of mail lying on the small occasional table just inside the door and flipped through the letters as if she didn’t have a care in the world. As if she wasn’t a hair’s breadth from being arrested.

He bent down low so only she could hear. “Uh-huh,” he said, and wrapped his fingers around her arm and marched her into the parlor.

Naomi sat in a delicate-looking wingback chair he supposed really did belong in a formal sitting room. The upholstery was of good quality. Or at least it had been in its day. It was proof there had been a time when Naomi was a prosperous and upstanding member of the community. But that was before...well, everything. Now it was faded and threadbare, much like the woman who sat in it.

A sour-faced prune of a lady, Naomi McAllen was convinced that everyone—and, brother, he did mean everyone—was up to no good. Must have been all those years teaching English at the high school. But that was before the rise of football, and once the pigskin became king, Naomi had found herself replaced by a coach who would have rather been on the practice field than in the classroom. Disheartened by what she felt was the fall of civilization as they knew it, and too old and worn-out to do anything else, she simply retired.

If that wasn’t enough to make her lose her religion, there was that incident concerning missing money at the bank where her husband had worked. And then the missing husband, the missing sister, and the missing balance in their personal accounts.

It was about that time that Donna, Jessie’s mother, had found out she was pregnant—and had no idea who the father was. She was keeping the baby, thankyouverymuch—and she moved in, bringing sweet baby Jess along for the bumpy ride. Or at least that was how the ladies at the To Dye For Salon recounted the tale.

“Heaven preserve us, what have you done now?” Where age and illness had softened the angles of her posture and grace, there was absolutely nothing flexible about her attitude.

For the life of him, he didn’t know why everyone—even Jessie’s own family—always expected the worst from her. Sure, there was the whole Homecoming ’08 issue, but other than that—and the high school darkroom explosion of 2006—she hadn’t been in much trouble. Much. So maybe she was a little temperamental, a little overly passionate, but what redhead wasn’t?

“Nothing, Meemaw.” Jessie shot Seth another of her sidelong glances, then turned back to her grandmother. “There was a...an incident at Manny’s, and I was a...uh, witness. I need to help the sheriff sort through some details tonight. We didn’t want you to worry.”

It wasn’t really a lie. There was an incident, and Jessie could be called a witness, and she really couldn’t go home until they sorted out the details. Like the truth.

He took a step forward, bent on telling Naomi just that, when she started coughing once again. If Seth thought the first time was bad, then this one was horrendous.

Jessie poured Naomi a drink from the pitcher on a side table, then shook out a couple of pills in her hand. She managed to get her grandmother to swallow them between her spasms; a feat Seth considered a miracle in itself.

The old woman shuddered and wiped her face. She studied her granddaughter with suspicious eyes, then turned back to Seth.

“That girl’s too impetuous by far,” she said as if “that girl” wasn’t her only grandchild and wasn’t standing right in front of her.

“Yes, ma’am,” Seth replied, for lack of a better answer.

“Probably end up pregnant.”

He saw Jessie stiffen, but otherwise she said nothing.

“No, ma’am.”

“Don’t you sass me, young man. I may not have money like your family, but that’s no reason to disrespect me, you understand?” Naomi cleared her throat and for a moment Seth thought she might succumb to coughing once again.

“Yes, ma’am.” He placed his hat back on his head, adjusted it once, then nodded to the woman. So much for his not-so-noble plan. “We’ll just be going now.” He took hold of Jessie’s arm and half dragged her from the house as behind them in the parlor, Naomi cleared her throat and started coughing all over again.

Naomi’s health had been slowly deteriorating over the years, but she was worse than he had ever seen her. He felt guilty as hell for even thinking of laying Jessie’s indiscretion at her feet.

Naomi would find out what had really happened eventually. She didn’t go to church or the beauty shop regular, so it’d probably be the next Bingo Night at the VFW before she learned the facts. That was six days from now, and with any luck he’d have this whole mess straightened out by then. 
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Chapter Two
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Jessie stifled a yawn as Seth pulled his SUV into its parking spot in front of the Page County Courthouse. She normally worked till after two in the morning. It wasn’t even one thirty, but she was wasted-tired. Maybe it was the stress and excitement the night had provided. All she wanted to do now was go home, crawl into her bed, and forget tonight ever happened.

Fat chance.

She wasn’t going home tonight, so that knocked her bed out of the running, and she sure as heck wasn’t going to get to forget about tonight and Chase’s truck. Not for a long time.

Times like these she wished she wasn’t so foolhardy. She was forever letting her emotions get the better of her. Everyone in town was still talking about the time she let the hog loose on Main Street. But it had looked so lonely in that truck just waiting to be slaughtered and roasted for the Founder’s Day Picnic. He had looked as trapped as she felt. What was she supposed to do? She had let her heart lead and left her good sense behind. And then...well, as usual, all hell broke loose, and she was the talk of the town once again. Tonight had been no exception.

At first she had been so happy, so surprised to look up and see Chase standing at the bar at Manny’s. Then she’d realized he wasn’t alone and that excitement turned into jealousy...which turned into its first cousin, rage, and before she knew it, she was the talk of Cattle Creek.

Seth hadn’t said a word to her since they hit the city limits. He drove along in a calm silence that she should have been used to by now. After all, she had known Seth practically her whole life, and he was definitely what Cosmo would call “the strong, silent type.” He never wasted words. Always seemed thoughtful and never missed a thing.

Just as she expected, he didn’t say anything to her as he opened the back door of his patrol car. But Jessie knew: he might be quiet now, but the time of reckoning was near. Real near.

“Yoo-hoo, Seth. Sheriff Langston.”

Jessie turned in time to see Darly Jo Summers-Eden Burnett slam the door of her tiny silver convertible and mince her way across the street in her shocking-white, high-heeled sandals. The top she wore was Barbie pink and formfitting, her shorts very white and very...well, short. She had pulled her barely shoulder length, streaky blond hair into the perfectly curled little ponytail she preferred, the bangs sprayed in defiance of the West Texas wind. Her makeup was artwork unto itself, her eyeliner perfectly drawn, eyebrows perfectly arched, and lips perfectly painted. No wonder she was Miss Page County three years in a row.

Next to her, Jessie felt like a female version of Oliver Twist.

Whose lipstick actually looked like that at this hour of the night, for heaven’s sake!

Seth stopped and waited for Darly Jo to make her way toward them. He was too well mannered to do anything else, but Jessie rolled her eyes. Everyone in town knew Darly Jo was looking to get married again, and she had set her sights on Seth.

And she wasn’t the only one. Half the women in the county would like nothing more than to walk down the aisle with the sheriff. The other half was still mourning that they’d already made that trip with someone else.

“I was listening to the police scanner, and I heard what all happened tonight. I was afraid you wouldn’t have time to eat. So I said to myself, self, you ought to take the new sheriff some of your enchilada casserole.”

“Why, thank you, Darly Jo.” Polite to a fault, he took the pan from her.

Could she be any more obvious? It was the middle of the night, she was done up like it was happy hour, and she had food?

“I didn’t have any of those disposable pans, so I just cooked it up in my good Pyrex and brought it straight on over here.”

“That was real nice of you.”

Sure it was, Jessie thought, surprised at her own rudeness, however internal. That gave Darly Jo the perfect excuse to come back tomorrow—or the next day—and pick up her pan. Couldn’t Seth see through this obvious attempt of “the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach”?

Darly Jo paused as if there was something else she needed from him. Or maybe it was just the expectant look on her face, as though she was waiting for him to pull back the aluminum covering and take a bite right then and there.

“Did you like that Mountain Dew cake I brought you last week?” She laid a hand on his arm in such a way Jessie was sure it had nothing to do with baked goods.

“Best one yet,” he said with a smile.

If she didn’t know any better, she would have sworn he was enjoying himself. The fact of the matter was, she didn’t know better. As one of the most eligible bachelors in the county, Seth probably thrived off all the attention—and food—constantly provided by the husband-trawling women of the county. He was a good-looking man. Single. Virile. Handsome. What more could a girl want?

It was just that Jessie had never seen him like this. With a woman on the prowl.

“Well, I’ve gotta—” He nodded toward Jessie.

Darly Jo looked startled to see her there, as if she hadn’t known anyone else was in the world except her and the “new” sheriff. “Oh. Right,” she said, unable to hide her disappointment. She trailed her fingers across his arm as she started to leave. Jessie resisted the urge to roll her eyes one more time.

“Thanks again,” he said as she backed toward her car.

“I’ll just pick up my pan later.”

Surprise, surprise, that innocent little phrase sounded covertly like an invitation to jump headlong into bed.

Or maybe Jessie was just overtired and imagining things.

Darly Jo licked her lips.

Nope.

“That’ll be fine,” Seth said.

“Okay, then.” She waved her beauty-queen wave and turned back to cross the street.

Seth waited to make sure she got into her car okay, then opened the door to the courthouse and escorted Jessie inside.

She collapsed into the hard-backed chair positioned in front of his desk. Another pan of something set on top of all the unfiled papers and reports along with a round aluminum pie plate that contained—if she wasn’t mistaken—Lindy Shoemake’s Banana Cream Delight.

She watched as he prowled around the room, turning on lights, flipping through his messages, and checking on Mr. Jones, who had managed to land himself in jail yet again.

Seth’s actions were like western poetry in motion, and despite her near physical and mental exhaustion, Jessie couldn’t help but watch him. She supposed she couldn’t blame Darly Jo for wanting to snare him as a husband. After all, Darly Jo was the daughter of the “old” sheriff and knew all about life with a small-town lawman.

Then there were the obvious reasons. Seth Langston was about the best-looking man in the county—aside from Chase, of course. But despite the fact they both had those Langston green eyes, they were as different as two brothers could be. Chase was blond, whipcord lean, and took life as it came. Seth was dark and serious, six foot two of pure cowboy power and grace.

Seth was walking proof that what they said was true: you can take the man out of Texas, but you can’t take Texas out of the man. All those years in California hadn’t changed him all that much. Maybe added a few lines at the corners of those green, green eyes, deeper slashes at the sides of his sculpted mouth. But that was all. He was still a Texan through and though. Still all cowboy.

Cowboy. That was the sum of all five Langston brothers. Mav, Jake, Seth, Tyler, and Chase. They were all cowboy through and through. As the middle child, Seth was the peacemaker, the lawman.

Jessie could close her eyes and imagine him as the sheriff of Page County a hundred and fifty years ago, with a thick mustache that was the style of the times, black John B pulled low over his brow, and a badge carved out of a silver dollar pinned to his leather vest. But the badge Seth actually wore was clipped to the front of his gun belt. He carried a Glock instead of a six-shooter. Drove an SUV instead of a roan.

Yet some similarities still remained. Without a doubt, Seth had a wild, fiery light in his eyes. The light that had belonged to peacekeepers since the dawn of time. Wyatt Earp, Elliot Ness. Even that sheriff in Arizona who made his inmates sleep in tents and wear pink underwear.

I’m a good man, they said, but don’t cross me.

And Seth was—a good man and all that. Had been honorable and caring since that fateful day seventeen years ago when she was terrified out of her mind. That very first time she met the Langstons; the day Chase rescued her from the wild coyote and thereby won her heart for all eternity.
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