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      “Howdy, Frances. Mrs. Kendrick,” Sheriff Abe Vosburg said, tipping his hat to the two women perched on the wagon seat. “You two done with choir practice?”

      Frances, the younger woman, wrinkled her nose, her exasperation almost making Abe laugh. She played the piano better than anyone he had ever heard, but she had little patience for the meticulous song dissection a choir practice required.

      “I’m sorry you still have to do it, Frances. I’m learning as fast as I can,” Mrs. Kendrick said, patting the other woman’s hand. “It’s been a lot of years since I took lessons as a girl. I think I’ve probably forgotten even more about playing the piano than I knew back then.”

      Abe did laugh then, and Frances reluctantly joined in, seeming to appreciate the older woman’s sense of humor and her ability to defuse tension. Already, he could see Mrs. Kendrick had a calming effect on people.

      It didn’t surprise him the two ladies had hit it off so well, despite the differences in their ages. Mrs. Kendrick, a widow recently arrived in town to work as housekeeper for the new doctor, had brought two grown children and two grandchildren with her. And stubborn, independent but motherless Frances sometimes looked like she needed mothering.

      From up the street, a whoop erupted, followed by the sound of horses’ hooves. Dang it! Those fool cowboys couldn’t just leave well enough alone, could they?

      Abe had barely turned in their direction when the group of three ranch hands raced by, riling up the horses harnessed to Frances’s wagon. Fortunately, she was an excellent horsewoman, or the animals might have bolted. But the cowboys nearly ran into some other townsfolk taking a leisurely walk on a fine Sunday evening.

      At least two of the troublemakers were new hands out at the Lucky L Ranch. Heaven help those fool kids whose brains hadn’t yet caught up with their bodies. If they weren’t careful, they would lose their jobs before they could prove they were worth keeping over the winter.

      He put his fingers in his mouth and blew a sharp whistle, cutting through the sound of their laughter as they turned their horses around. The two young men Abe recognized pulled up short, both wearing sheepish expressions and refusing to meet his gaze.

      The third one, however, narrowed his eyes, pinching his lips with defiance. He also wore a six-shooter on his hip. Drat those lunkheads. Liquor and pride were two things more likely than a gun to get a man killed.

      From behind Abe came the sound of Frances mumbling. She had no patience for idiots, and he didn’t want some innocent bystander getting hurt. Raising his left hand for her to stop, he stepped into the street, positioning himself between the cowboy and the ladies in the wagon.

      A sneer grew on the young man’s face. He swung one leg over his saddle and dropped to the ground without moving his gaze from Abe’s. The kid squared his shoulders and assumed the posture of a gunfighter, rebelliousness etched on every line of his body.

      “Now, I’m guessing you’re new to our fine community,” Abe said, keeping his voice level and non-threatening. He knew too well that his reflexes weren’t what they used to be, but he had honed them on plenty of other blowhards and rarely had to shoot. “Something important to folks here in Lilac City is the safety of our residents.”

      The kid just grinned. A familiar coolness settled over Abe, born from scores of similar standoffs. He didn’t bother watching the boy’s hands. The chest with a rise of breath, the twitch of a muscle in the shoulders, told all.

      “It’s time for y’all to get back home. Your boss will be none too pleased if you can’t give him a full day’s work tomorrow because you’re nursing a hangover.”

      Just like that, the cowhand drew his gun. Abe had his pistol aimed at him before the fool’s weapon had fully cleared his holster. Fortunately, the young man had the sense to freeze, all arrogance drained from his now-white face.

      “Can I shoot him anyway, Sheriff?” Frances called from the side.

      Not trusting the idiot in front of him, Abe only shot a glance over his shoulder to scowl at her, though he knew she was jesting. The cowhand stiffened at the sound of her voice, undoubtedly recognizing her as the sister to one of his bosses and the wife of the other. Neither man would be pleased. She stood ready on the wagon seat, her rifle raised. Abe took one more look at the cowboy, relieved to see he’d already dropped his pistol back into his holster.

      “Now, Frances,” Abe said, shifting enough to keep both the wagon and the cowhand in sight, his gun still trained on the young man, “you know very well how much paperwork it creates when you do that.” The kid gulped so hard Abe could actually hear it. It took everything in him not to laugh.

      “Well, then he’d best get back to the Lucky L,” she said, her voice menacing, “before I change my mind.”

      When she cocked her rifle, the kid took off, his chaps slapping against his legs and his spurs rattling a storm.

      Frances gave a dark chuckle. “He’s lucky his friends left his horse.”

      If Lilac City were ever to have a female sheriff, Abe would bet on it being Frances when she got a little older.

      His gaze shifted to the woman seated beside her, surprised to find Mrs. Kendrick holding a rifle in her lap too. Another woman with gumption.

      Not that it surprised him, considering everything Mrs. Kendrick and her adult children must have seen following that earthquake in San Francisco a few months back. Abe had nearly lost ten years of his life waiting for news about his sister, who had been visiting there.

      From what he had seen of Mrs. Kendrick, she had a steadiness about her that Abe respected. And a kindness too, a bit like a hearth fire on a cold night. It made him pay more attention to her. She was a handsome woman, no doubt about that, and sometimes his fingers twitched with the old reflex of wanting to offer a hand or say something charming. But he had put those reflexes to rest long ago.

      It didn’t matter, anyway. Not when he was the kind of man who had long ago forfeited any claim to love. Abe had made peace with the life he had built, steady but solitary.

      A man like him didn’t reach for someone like Mrs. Kendrick. Not when he knew how easily good things burned. Folks around town would call him a fool for entertaining the idea. And they would be right.

      “You ladies have a pleasant evening,” he said, holstering his gun.

      “You too, Sheriff. Nice draw there.” Mrs. Kendrick gave him a nod, the hint of a smile on the corner of her mouth.

      He’d had his share of praise for being fast on the draw, but something about hearing her say it made Abe stand a little taller. He returned to his office to collect his things. By the time he locked up, the women had disappeared from sight. Which was a shame because he enjoyed watching Mrs. Kendrick. She was a pleasure to the eye.

      He slowly made his way to his small house on the edge of town. It had been a long and tiring weekend. He hoped the rest of this Sunday evening would be quiet. Though the warm days and longer daylight hours were decreasing, there was still enough time for young fools to find trouble. A man his age just didn’t have the energy for nonsense anymore.

      Abe paused at his front door, reluctant to enter the empty house. It had been his home for over thirty years, the first twenty-five of them alone. He pressed a hand on the ache in his chest, not from pain but rather the hollow throbbing that had settled there since his sister Edith had moved out to set up her own home.

      He forced himself to step inside. Glancing around the room, Abe noticed the accumulation of dust on the mantel. Everything about the place felt neglected, almost as if the little house missed her as much as he did.

      Shaking his head at the whimsy, Abe hung up his hat and unbuckled his holster, adding it to the hook. The chill of the late summer evening was creeping in, and he stirred the coals in the cookstove. Edith had often complained about how ancient it was. He hadn’t taken her seriously until he saw the newfangled one Doc George had bought for her.

      Abe let out a breath and gathered his coffee makings. As he went about preparing a pot, he contemplated how his thirty-nine-year-old spinster sister had finally married. He hadn’t invited her to keep house for him until Lilac City had calmed enough to be a safe place for women.

      She had received a couple of proposals but from widowers looking for someone to tend their children and keep house. Sure, the doc had also lost his wife and had kids still needing help to raise, but Abe could tell the man loved Edith for her amazing self.

      It made Abe happy for his sister. He truly was. If only it hadn’t driven home to him, that joy could have sharp edges when it wasn’t your own. And returning to his bachelor ways had proven a difficult task.

      Which was ridiculous. It wasn’t like he didn’t know how to live alone or take care of himself. Abe was about to turn sixty, and he’d looked after himself for fifty of those years. His sister had only kept house for him for five years. But now that Edith had moved on, Abe found his solitary existence unsatisfying.

      What would he do when he couldn’t sheriff anymore? Every time he had to wrestle with one of those addle-headed cowboys, Abe could feel it in his bones. The day would come, sooner than later, when one of them would get the better of him. Or, worse, outdraw him.

      If he could only find someone like his deputy, Charles Merrick, to step into the sheriff’s job. But Charles had a young family and plans to start a stud farm. Abe would sleep better if he knew the former Pinkerton man would still hold the job in two years.

      Not that Abe had been sleeping well with Edith gone. He glanced at the door to his bedroom. The nightmares had started up again almost as soon as she’d moved out her things. Was it just him living alone again?

      They always began with the fire, the crackling sound increasing to a roar as it licked the edge of his hearing. They were so real that, even when he opened his eyes to find it was a dream, he could smell the smoke.

      Abe had tried sleeping in the jail, hoping they wouldn’t come there. Nope. All he’d done was scare the living daylights out of a young cowhand who’d been sleeping off a drunk in the cell. Abe hated to think what kind of tale the man had carried back to his cronies about the lunatic sheriff. The nightmares hadn’t been that bad since before Edith had come to Lilac City.

      Abe’s stomach growled, but anything he ate at this time of day would only make the nightmares worse. He’d lost weight since his sister’s marriage, and he caught her eyeing him in church each Sunday. The last couple of weeks, he’d slipped out before the end of the meeting rather than wait for her to say something to him about eating more.

      It was a blessing he hadn’t had to shoot the dumb kid today. He had a different nightmare whenever he had to kill someone. He hated having to do it, but he had a right to defend himself when some dang fool tried to outdraw the sheriff.

      But why were the dreams so bad now? They’d always been awful, but he’d gotten through the short nights well enough. Was it possible that five years of Edith’s care had turned him soft? With cold weather coming again, Abe could resort to wearing his old bearskin coat to cover his growing thinness.

      He grinned, thinking of how he’d enjoyed the looks people gave him when he used to wear it. That was why he’d grown out his hair and beard to match, but Edith had insisted it wasn’t appropriate for the sheriff to look like a grizzly bear.

      Abe sighed. He was getting downright maudlin, like his life was over just because his sister finally had the family she’d always wanted. The last few weeks had helped Abe understand why so many single men spent their evenings in saloons. He wasn’t a drinker, not since the fire. Not since the screams and the terrible cost.

      Not that he wanted to remember that.

      But what else was Abe to do with his evenings? Sit in a rocker like an old man and reminisce because he had no life left in him? He glanced around his cold kitchen, not wanting to think about what he didn’t have.

      What he couldn’t have.
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      “That was fun,” Frances insisted, her tone a little too bright, as they drove away from the sheriff’s office. “I can’t wait to tell Nick and Luke. They’ll be so mad.”

      “At you?” Hannah Kendrick teased. After meeting the eldest Lancaster sister in San Francisco, Hannah had expected someone reserved and not this spitfire. And her husband, Nick, was crazy about her just the way she was.

      “You know better.” Frances’s grin faltered, though, and her grip on the reins tightened. “But you saw Abe outdraw that idiot. I about died. Abe’s almost sixty! I know because we’re planning his birthday party.” Her eyes widened. “Dang it. You have to promise not to say anything. Edith would kill me.”

      “Yes, she would, but I already know, so you needn’t worry. I do appreciate you driving me back to her house. I know it’s a bit out of the way for you.” The first time Hannah had heard Frances accompany the church choir on the piano had left her speechless. Never would she have imagined a tomboy of a woman to have such a polished talent.

      “It’s not that far from my sister’s place. I promised Maude I would watch her baby so she and Charles can go for a drive this evening. Nick said he would join me there once he’s taken care of some things at the ranch.”

      Hannah glanced surreptitiously at the young woman. Frances kept her eyes on the road, but there was a tightness in her jaw and a restlessness to the way she adjusted her grip on the reins. Something was troubling her. Surely not Nick, as he adored her. Since she was a straightforward young woman, it must be about something close to her heart. Hannah had already seen Frances clamp down on anything too tender. Unless it made her angry, and then she tended to explode.

      “That’s nice of you. I’m glad your husband is coming to see you safely home. Especially after that show those cowboys put on for the sheriff.” Hannah’s face went warm at the memory of the incident. Having lived in San Francisco, she knew firsthand how rough things could get, especially after the earthquake and fire, when everything had fallen apart.

      The tenseness in Frances’s shoulders eased at the change in subject. “That Abe,” she growled, her voice laced with a mixture of frustration and admiration. “I’m just worried one of these days he’ll have slowed enough that someone will shoot him dead.”

      The thought of that remarkable man dying at the hands of some drunken youth made Hannah queasy, the knot in her stomach tightening.

      “Have you noticed he’s losing weight?” Frances asked.

      It wasn’t Hannah’s imagination then. “Edith is worried about him.”

      “I’ll bet she is. She’ll be blaming herself because she’s not there to watch over him anymore.” Frances shook her head. “But Edith deserves to have her own family. It took her long enough.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly, and I’ve told her so, but it’s a lot like being the mother of an adult.” Hannah gave a mirthless laugh. “There’s nothing you can do but worry.”

      She had only known Abe a few weeks, but even she could tell the difference in how his clothing fit him from when she and her family had first arrived with Dr. George and his children. The Lord had guided Hannah to the Rasmussen family, and she would be forever grateful. Even if it had taken an earthquake and her son’s gunshot wound to do it.

      “Edith said she meant to invite him to their place for supper,” Frances said, “but he disappeared after church. Charles mentioned Abe insisting he work today so the man with a family, meaning Charles, could spend the day at home.” Once again, something flashed across Frances’s face.

      Hannah wished she could offer to help, but she was still getting acquainted with the folks associated with the two local dude ranches. Frances had her older sisters to confide in, so it might come across as presumptuous to say something. The three sisters were relatively new to the area too, having only come to Lilac City about a year and a half ago. And all three of them had married within the last year. Like Edith.

      Hannah smiled to herself. And she’d thought the big city of San Francisco contained an interesting assortment of people.

      A light breeze brought with it the fragrance of sweet blossoms, and she sighed. If she weren’t a mature grandmother of fifty-three, the lovely early evening would tempt her to don trousers like Frances often did. And like Hannah had once done as a girl riding the range with her father in Colorado. Until her mother had caught her.

      A chuckle escaped before Hannah could stop it, those memories of her wild youth tickling her like an old friend.

      “What are you laughing at?” Frances asked.

      So, Hannah told her.

      “You always look so proper,” the young woman said with an approving grin. “I would never have guessed.”

      Hannah sighed. “I’ve experienced many stations in my life and had to learn to act accordingly.”

      “I’m done with that.” Frances shook her head vehemently. “When we left Indiana to come out here, I promised to only ever be myself from then on. Nothing has changed my mind.”

      “And what would you do right now if nothing held you back?”

      “I would convince Abe to retire, so I could become the Lilac City Sheriff.”

      Hannah admired the young woman’s gumption. But dreams like hers, especially in a world slow to change, came with risks. Too much disappointment could turn the fire of passion to ash. Something of Hannah’s concern must have shown on her face.

      “You don’t think I can?” Frances asked stiffly.

      “How old are you?” Hannah asked.

      “Nearly twenty.”

      Frances was even younger than Hannah had suspected. She nodded, studying the road, hoping what she said wouldn’t come across as condescending.

      “You’re at a wonderful time in your life, when it’s so full of possibilities. When our dreams are full of fire. It’s when we believe we can change the world. And sometimes we can.” Hannah glanced at her. “But I wonder if what you really want is to change people’s minds.”

      The young woman’s mouth twitched, like she was about to say something but seemed to change her mind. “You mean about a woman being sheriff?”

      “That, too, but I’m guessing it’s not the only change you would like to see. Am I right?”

      “Of course.” Frances swatted at a bug flying around her face. “Women should have the same rights as men.”

      Hannah nodded. “I agree the law should treat us all the same way. I’m rather excited about voting this fall. It also irks me so many people believe it is a waste of time to educate women. You should talk to Edith sometime about the treatment of nurse trainees. Those women show true dedication to their calling, considering how poorly they’re treated.”

      “See, that’s just what I’m talking about.”

      “What I mean, though,” Hannah said, considering her words, “is that we must first change people’s minds about women before we can change how they treat us. Sadly, that takes time.”

      “You mean change the minds of the men.” Frances heaved out a breath. “I understand that too well.”

      “Believe it or not, the sermon today made me think of you.” Hannah shifted on the wagon bench. “Remember when the pastor was talking about the Apostle Paul? How he had to learn not to kick against the pricks?”

      Frances pulled her brows low, her expression thoughtful. “I asked Nick about that. He said it’s an old farming term about how oxen kick against the goads used to get them to move.” Her eyes twinkled. “Are you calling me an ox?”

      Hannah laughed. “Hardly, though you might be as stubborn as one. But I would suggest, in your case, that the pricks you’re really kicking against aren’t actually your dreams for female equality.”

      “Then what am I kicking against?”

      “The views of others about a woman’s place in society.”

      Frances nodded. “But you’re thinking about something else, aren’t you?”

      “I knew you were a smart one,” Hannah said, approving. “In my experience, when I have pushed or goaded people without a plan, my results were the same as Paul’s. He resisted God’s will and made things harder for himself.”

      Frances scowled, but then a smile teased the corner of her mouth. “I like that bit about women’s rights being part of God’s plan.”

      “Me too.”

      Tranquility settled on Hannah. The move from San Francisco with all its bitter memories hadn’t been a difficult one. Returning to country life had given her a sense of peace, even happiness. It reminded her of her youth in Colorado. This northern Wyoming land with its ruggedly beautiful vistas spoke to her heart in ways their property in California never had. And here, she and her children had a second chance.

      Her heart swelled with gratitude for the gift of her son’s life. Edith and her husband had rescued Willie following the earthquake. And saved more than his life. To hear her son speak of Sheriff Vosburg with admiration had surprised her, considering how many times Willie had ended up in the San Francisco jail for bar fights.

      Hannah hadn’t wanted to ask Edith if she knew when the two men had met. Would the sheriff have mentioned it to his sister?

      Sheriff Vosburg fascinated Hannah. Whenever she saw him in town, he looked serious and intimidating. Like this evening. Everyone with any intelligence spoke about him with respect. Willie did so with awe.

      Yet Edith didn’t treat him like a menacing lawman but with affection and even sisterly impatience. The waters of that man obviously ran deeper than the persona he wore. And he had enchanted Hannah.

      More than he should.

      Frances’s body went rigid, her eyes narrowing as they fixed on a single rider coming into view. Without a word, the younger woman swiftly handed over the reins and reached behind the seat for her rifle.

      Hannah immediately recognized the big man, and the hairs on her arms raised. While no one had introduced her to Otis Cogburn, folks had talked plenty about his violent ways. When they had first arrived in Lilac City, she had seen his surly attitude and how the townsfolk gave him a wide berth.

      The worst thing she had heard about the brute was how he had beaten a poor young man and broken his jaw. From the stories, it had something to do with an outrageous claim against him and Mr. Cogburn’s daughter. Nearly all the townsfolk had come to the young man’s defense.

      Including the daughter, which had surprised everyone. Hannah normally tried to avoid gossip, but she also didn’t have the advantage of knowing everyone around town. Listening to the stories people shared helped her to get a sense about folks. And every night she prayed for discernment that she wouldn’t judge people unrighteously.

      The young man who Mr. Cogburn had attacked refused to press charges against the older man. From what Hannah had heard around town, folks thought his silence came from fear of retribution. She couldn’t help wondering if he was worried about Mr. Cogburn’s daughter. Perhaps from loyalty. Or maybe something more personal.

      Now, with the giant of a man riding toward them, his shoulders wide like a barn door, Hannah wished she hadn’t heard so much about this Mr. Cogburn. Should they acknowledge him? She wouldn’t wish to draw his attention to them. Ignoring him might have the same effect. But in a bad way. With her heart pounding, she sent up a silent prayer for the Lord to guide them.

      Hannah put on a pleasant, though neutral, expression as their wagon approached the rider. She could almost feel the animosity radiating from Frances. Hannah felt prompted to give Mr. Cogburn a small smile and a nod, so she did.

      His glaring eyebrows shot up in surprise, followed by a grudging, “Evening, ma’am.” He didn’t even acknowledge Frances.

      “Good evening,” she replied, her response more from prayer than bravery.

      He rode by, and they continued toward the Rasmussen home. Frances finally returned the rifle to its place and took back the reins, though she said nothing.

      Hannah couldn’t help thinking the interaction could have gone much worse.
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