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She has a secret that if found out, would ruin her life. The gypsy beauty intrigues him and he wants to protect her. Will they learn to trust each other before it’s too late?

Justina Watson is hiding from her past, and becoming a gypsy is the perfect disguise for someone who is on the run. But her calm life becomes jumbled when she helps an injured stranger. Knowing he is a lawman, she doesn’t dare get too close... but her lonely heart wants more.

When Grey Hamilton becomes lost on his journey back home, he stumbles into a gypsy's camp and meets a beautiful woman who captures his interest immediately. His Texas Ranger training made him suspicious of her... but he knows she is in danger, and she has a hold of his heart. Which feeling will he trust?

Will they find love - or will danger lurk in the shadows and make it impossible to find happiness?
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PROLOGUE
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Low-hanging tree branches scratched her face as she ran through the forest as though the devil were chasing her. Although perhaps he was Satan himself in disguise.

Her chest tightened with each step, and it became harder to breathe, but she wouldn’t stop. She didn’t dare. Getting far away from the town of her nightmares was her only chance of survival.

She dashed around another tree, wishing they would hide her better. Perhaps then she would stop for a moment. Until then, she must keep going. She must put her nightmares and the people from her past where they belong – far away from her.

It had been eight weeks since she left that dismal place. Two months of looking over her shoulder in every new town, wondering if they knew why she was running. If they watched for her to let her guard down and capture her, she wouldn’t give them a chance.

Then two days ago, she saw him. Immediately, she knew why he was in Wyoming. He was looking for her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of finding her. 

If only she knew how he had tracked her down. She had made certain to change into a different disguise before entering a new town. When meeting new people, she used another name. Each time, she told them a different story about why she was an unmarried woman traveling by herself. She grew weary of trying to come up with excuses. However, telling them the truth was out of the question. Nobody would understand.

The toe of her worn-out boot caught on something, and she tripped, landing on the ground. Thankfully, her hands met the ground before anything else, but her palms and knees stung, nonetheless. The carpetbag she’d been carrying that held her only belongings landed next to her. 

Her gaze immediately landed on her left hand. The pinky finger would always be mangled, and the burn scar would never disappear. If only she could remove the memories that had caused her so much pain. But she was determined to hide the scars of her life, just as she tried to hide her hand. Yet, the bandage she had wrapped around her hand two days ago had been lost during her getaway. She wouldn’t worry about bandaging it again until she settled in a new place. Of course, that wouldn’t happen if that man was still after her. He’d toss her in jail and wait for the hangman’s noose if he captured her. 

Grumbling, she climbed to her feet again, clutching the carpetbag as she rose. She was not going to hang for someone else’s crime, which meant she must keep running and hiding.

She pushed the unkempt hair out of her face and continued to run. Her legs were weak from exertion, and her body was weak from having no food. She feared that she would reach a point where she couldn’t go on. 

If she had been a religious woman, now would be the time for her to kneel and pray as though her life depended on it – because it did. However, she didn’t believe in God. And even if there was a God, he hadn’t been in her life. There was only one person she could rely on, and that was herself. 

Something shiny touched her vision, and she squinted. Not far away was a river. The increasing sunset lit the water, bringing forth the glow. The sight was breathtaking as the mountains' reflections mirrored in the water.

Her stomach grumbled with relief. She would be able to drink from the river and fish for her next meal. But what was even better than that was the resemblance of a growing town nearby. She would change her disguise before entering the small town and hopefully hide from the man searching for her.
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Justina Watson gently rubbed her injured hand as she glared at the three men who stood on her land. Irritation ran rapidly through her, stirring her temper from warm to boiling in a matter of seconds. She wasn’t sure which bothered her more. Was it because these men didn’t think women should own land, or was it because she was a gypsy? 

Either way, she wasn’t about to let these men toss her aside like last night’s leftover stew. If only she had her weapon of choice on hand. Since she was five years old, she had excelled with slingshots. Growing older only enhanced her skills. Unfortunately, the tall man with the beard held a rifle by his side. His weapon could kill someone, whereas hers would just injure them.

“You can pat your rifle all you want, mister.” Justina arched an eyebrow. “This is our land, and you will not take it from us.”

She glanced at Lucy Parsons, who stood next to Justina, folding her arms in a stubborn stance. Although all the gypsies in their camp had welcomed Justina with open arms, Lucy was the one who treated Justina like family, which was something she needed at a time like this.

The tall man with the bushy beard scratched his cheek and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know who lied to you and gave you permission to stay here, but I can promise you that this was my grandfather’s property before he died. I’m John McFarland, next of kin, so now this land belongs to me.”

The middle-aged woman next to Justina lifted her chin in defiance. “I don’t give a rat’s furry backside that you’re next of kin. We have a bill of sale, which means the land is ours. I highly doubt the Homestead Act would sell us this place if it were already taken. So, if you have a problem with this, take your beef with the people at the Homestead Act office.” She motioned toward the west. “It’s a two-day journey, but I think if you ride fast enough, you’ll get there in a day and a half.”

Mr. McFarland grumbled and stepped closer, raising his rifle slightly. Justina was sure he meant to threaten them even though he hadn’t aimed the weapon their way yet. But she wasn’t going to stand for his bullying tactics. She’d been a tomboy as a youngin’. Whipping the thin man’s backside would be easy. Of course, the other two men who hadn’t said much since they arrived ten minutes ago were rounder and shorter, so she might not be able to whoop them because of their weight.

“We aren’t going anywhere,” Mr. McFarland snapped. “There are three of us and only two of you, and we don’t plan on letting you finish building your home.”

His gaze moved to the structure behind Justina. Between Justina and Lucy, they hadn’t gotten very far with building their home, but that was only because neither woman had much patience, and they were determined. But now, Justina realized they should have waited for the men in their camp to assist them with the building. At least they would be here to help defend the land from these no-good trappers.

“And how are you planning on stopping us?” Justina asked as she glanced at his rifle. “By shooting two defenseless women?” She tsked and shook her head. “I’m afraid that shooting unarmed women will only get you thrown in jail. Are you willing to risk that?”

Mr. McFarland’s mouth pursed tightly as he glanced at the man on his right. The short stalky man didn’t appear as threatening. Perhaps it was his baby face, or maybe it was because he was dressed in nicer clothes. All three men looked like trappers, but Mr. McFarland obviously didn’t know how to bathe and clean himself.

“If you stay any longer,” Lucy said quickly, “some of the men from our camp will come over and escort you three rats off our land.”

Mr. McFarland rolled his eyes and snorted a laugh. “You are gypsies, which tells me that you didn’t buy this land. If any of your friends try to harm us, we have the law on our side.”

Lucy growled loudly and unlatched the first two buttons of her blouse before sinking her hand inside. Seconds later, she pulled out a rolled-up document. “This is the bill of sale, signed by the Homestead Act people. We did not steal anything. We have never stolen in our lives!”

The man shook his head. “You must not have heard me. I don’t believe you, and showing me a piece of paper with a bunch of scribbles on it won’t convince me otherwise. This was my grandfather’s land. Therefore, it is mine.”

Justina’s stomach twisted as panic filled her. She took a quick glance over her shoulder at the other gypsies up the road, hoping one of them would realize she and Lucy were in trouble and needed help immediately. Yet, as the sky grew darker, bringing on nightfall, she worried that nobody would see her and come to help.

How could she and Lucy get these men off their land? It was obvious the thick-skulled men weren’t budging. She and Lucy lived here, so they weren’t about to move. If only she had a rifle, but neither she nor her older friend believed in guns.

She looked at Lucy. The woman’s frown deepened, making her brown eyes darker. Lucy had been a tough woman since Justina first met her approximately one month ago, but her friend looked as helpless as Justina felt. Lucy Parsons was considered a doctor among the gypsies. The woman was full of knowledge, whether it seemed odd or not. Their gypsy family loved Lucy and thought highly of her.

Lucy turned her gaze to Justina. In silence, they communicated their frustration. But what was the answer to their dilemma?

Justina offered a silent prayer that God would help them, even if she doubted she would receive an answer. Not often did she get to hear promptings from the Almighty.

Justina swallowed hard. “If there were a time to have a man in our lives to help us fight off these men, now would be it,” she said softly for her friend’s ears only.

Lucy nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.”

Just then, a man’s panicked yell ripped through the air. She jerked her attention toward the hillside to the left of them. A cloud of dust grew thicker the longer the man’s scream was heard. She gasped. Was there really a man in that dirt? Impossible. Unless...

She glanced at Lucy again. Could the witch doctor have conjured up the man out of thin air? Yet, as she studied the man again, his arms and legs were visible as he rolled down the hillside, grunting and groaning as he hit trees and bushes along the way. There was no way Lucy had conjured him up.

But now Justina wondered... No, impossible. As a child, her mother told her that she sometimes had premonitions about things to come. Yet, after her mother died, Justina never felt a premonition. For a while, she thought her mother had told her things that weren’t true. Yet, here was a man, arriving only seconds after she had said it out loud to her friend.

Lucy grasped Justina’s hand and lightly squeezed. Along with her friend, Justina watched in surprise as the man rolled into Lucy’s wagon, which finally brought his wild ride to a stop. 

Mr. McFarland lifted his rifle and aimed it at the man covered from head to toe in dust and branches. Justina was certain Mr. McFarland was just as confused as she and Lucy were.

Groaning, the man covered in dust struggled to stand as he held onto the wagon's side. Immediately, Justina noticed he pampered his right leg. He lifted his gaze to Justina and Lucy and then to the three men before removing his hat and brushing his hand over his face a few times.

Still stunned that the man would appear out of nowhere, the moment she and Lucy requested him, Justina stepped closer to him. “Pardon me, sir, but... are you all right?”

“I suppose I’ll live.” He glanced at the tall man who still pointed his rifle toward him. “Forgive me for interrupting whatever was going on between you all, but you can lower your weapon now. I assure you, I’m not dangerous.”

“Who are you, and what are you doing here?” McFarland clipped in annoyance.

The injured man glanced around him, from the unbuilt house to the wagon he had plowed into and up the road where the other gypsies were. When the man’s gaze returned to Justina and Lucy, he studied them individually.

He sighed and scrubbed his hands over his face again. It was then that Justina noticed a spot of blood on his hairline.

“I’m Texas Ranger, Grey Hamilton.”

Gasps circled their small group. Justina’s heart dropped. Why would a Texas Ranger be in Wyoming? She did not approve of strangers, which was one of the reasons she wished Mr. McFarland would take his men and leave.

“And,” the ranger continued. “Apparently, I’m lost.”

“Lost?” Mr. McFarland laughed rudely. “Most people from around these parts don’t get lost.”

The ranger arched an eyebrow. “And most people around these parts are intelligent enough to figure out that I’m a Texas Ranger, so I don’t know Wyoming, which is why I became lost in the first place.” He looked toward the hillside he had just tumbled down. “And it appears I lost my horse.”

“Ranger Hamilton,” Justina said, stepping closer. “May I ask where you were headed?”

He slapped his hands on his dirty trousers, creating another dust cloud. “Well, I was in Montana visiting family, but now I’m heading back home. I thought I was following a map. The wind blew it from my hands, so I got off my horse to fetch it when the ground beneath me fell from my feet, and I rolled down the hill.”

“It seems,” Lucy spoke loudly, “that God wanted you right here with us for a reason.”

Justina nodded. She would rather give God credit for bringing this man than think she had a premonition.

The ranger chuckled and shook his head. “Seems so, ma’am. I’m definitely not one to argue with the Lord.”

Justina’s hopes lifted. “Then you are indeed our rescuer, sir.”

The ranger’s gaze met hers. “You need rescuing?”

“These men,” she pointed to McFarland’s group, “are trying to kick us off our land.”

Mr. McFarland scowled. “This is not your land!”

Lucy waved the document still in her hand. “This deed says it is.”

Mr. Hamilton limped to Lucy and took the deed from her. He unrolled the paper, and his gaze moved over what was written. After a few moments, he nodded and looked at Mr. McFarland.

“I’m sorry to prove you wrong, but this is indeed their land.” The ranger handed the deed back to Lucy. “Which means you three are on their land.” He met Justina’s excited stare. “Ma’am, do you want them to leave?”

Justina and Lucy chimed together, “Yes!”

Mr. McFarland’s scowl turned darker. He aimed his rifle at the ranger, looking more determined. “You, sir, have no jurisdiction here. This is not Texas.”

Mr. Hamilton nodded. “You are correct. However, I have more knowledge than you do regarding the law. And, I know the local sheriff will agree with me since these women have a legal deed to the land.”

In a lightning flash move, the ranger had his pistols drawn and pointed at the men. The ranger’s expression was serious as he stared down at Mr. McFarland. 

“I suggest you lower your rifle. I can promise you that two of you will be dead before the bullet from your rifle strikes me.” He shrugged. “It’s your decision.”

Holding her breath, Justina watched closely as panic filled Mr. McFarland’s face. When she glanced at the ranger, he suddenly didn’t appear injured and held his pistols steady. The man was confident, and she felt that he just might win this argument.

“Fine,” Mr. McFarland snapped and lowered his gun. “We will leave, but know this.” He narrowed his gaze on Justina. “This is not over. This was my grandfather’s land, and I will fight to get it back.”

“Do what you must,” Lucy said, cocking her head. “But know that we will not give in, either.”

The grumbling three men turned and walked to their horses, mounted, and took off. Justina breathed a sigh of relief as she focused on the ranger. He had rescued her and Lucy, and although she really didn’t want him here, she was very grateful he showed up when he did.

“Ranger Hamilton,” she said respectfully, “you’ll never know how much we—”

Just at that moment, he collapsed to the ground. She hitched a breath and ran to him. Lucy followed closely. They both dropped to their knees beside him.

“What happened?” Justina wondered aloud.

“Do you think Mr. McFarland shot him?” Lucy’s voice was high-pitched and nervous. 

“I don’t know.” Justina glanced over the man, still covered with dirt. “Wouldn’t we have heard a gunshot?”

Lucy shrugged. “Perhaps the man was hurt worse than he appears.” She gingerly touched his head. “He is bleeding.”

“We need to help him.” After Justina said it, she realized there was only one place to care for him. Lucy’s wagon had been their home before they purchased the land. However, with the ranger in the wagon, she and Lucy would have to sleep underneath. But there was no other way. 

If they were in normal society, having a man with them would have caused people to gossip. But her gypsy family would never judge. Justina had never felt at home more than she did with these people. However, the Texas Ranger was an outsider. Would he be critical? Justina would not tolerate a man like that!
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The smell of a campfire and cooking meat filled the air. Grey Hamilton blinked his eyes open. His head swam in a sea of confusion as he tried to gain his bearings. It appeared he was lying in a wooden crate. His skull pounded. How in the blazes did he get here? 

He closed his eyes again, trying to stop the pain throbbing in his head. The last strong memory involved the ground giving way under his feet and him tumbling down the hillside. The sky above him was dark, and the night turned cold. 

Bringing his hand to his head, he touched a bandage that covered the spot where a rock met with his head before his tumbling stopped. Slowly, he moved his hand down to settle back into the warmth surrounding him. A blanket? When did that happen? 

He struggled with opening his eyes again, this time focusing on the things around him. He was in some kind of box, but it was large enough for three people to fit snuggly. And there was some kind of wooden canopy-shaped ceiling over the box.

Immediately, his mind cleared. There was a covered wagon near the rock that his head plowed into. And... were there two women?

Although it hurt to lift himself, he peered toward the opening in the wagon. The sky was dark, but just outside, there was light. The white smoke and popping of firewood gave evidence of the fire nearby. Then he heard another sound. Women were chattering. He focused on their words, hoping it would help him recall where he was.

“Thank the Almighty for answering your prayer,” an older woman said. 

The second woman chuckled. “I cannot believe it myself. I mean, as soon as I asked God for help, the man appeared.” 

The second woman’s voice seemed somewhat familiar, so Grey shifted in the wagon to see her. Suddenly, sharp pain in his left leg overrode the throbbing in his head. He groaned. Being a Texas Ranger, he was accustomed to pain, and he didn’t let it bother him that much. If anything, it just irritated him because it stopped him from completing his tasks. Yet, this time the pain in his leg upset him so much he could spit fire. Hadn’t he just barely recovered after being shot in Bozeman, and now he had a leg injury that would set him back on his journey.

His luck had been off since he had decided to travel from Texas to Montana to help his friend. And what did Dallas Sterling do for Grey’s efforts? The scallywag went and got hitched. Of course, Grey would have done the same thing if roles were reversed.

He scooted in the wagon again and could see the older woman standing by the fire. She was far different from most women he had met. She wore her hair long, with a red and brown scarf wrapped around her head, decorated with jewelry. She wore a shawl around her shoulders, but the same type of garment was also tied around her waist. That too had jewelry as decoration. And the length of her skirt didn’t meet her ankles. In fact, a good portion of her calves were showing above her black boots.

His mind cleared again, and he recalled seeing other women dressed in this fashion. Gypsies! If his judgment was correct, he was in one of their camps.

The older woman swung her head and looked at him. Her eyes widened. “Oh, it looks like the man is awake.” The older woman glanced away from Grey toward the fire. “I’ll talk with you two later.”

“Thank you, Mildred,” another female voice called out.

Grey pulled himself slowly to a sitting position and leaned against the canvas wall of the wagon. Now he could see the other two women by the fire. They were dressed very similar to the one named Mildred, except these women wore gloves with missing fingertips. Both women were slender and had kind smiles.

The middle-aged woman approached the wagon first. “We are pleased you are awake, Ranger Hamilton.” 

Her face blurred slightly, so he blinked to clear his vision. He was sure the bump on his head was the reason.

His gaze moved to the woman standing closer to the fire, wearing a deep red skirt and beige blouse. She also had long hair, reaching just below the middle of her back. A red scarf also circled her head, similar to how Mildred had worn it. 

The longer he watched, the younger woman, his memory opened. Grey recalled a few men were upset at her and her companion for being on their land, and he strongly encouraged them to leave after threatening them with his guns. 

“Am I alive?” Grey replied. “I feel as though I’ve swallowed a tub full of dirt.”

The woman in the red skirt moved to a bucket and dunked a tin cup inside. Water splashed in the bucket. She stepped closer to the wagon. “You have a terrible cut on your head. You are lucky to have tumbled into our camp so that we could assist.” The woman smiled, handing him a cup. “Here. Drink this. It will help your throat.”

As he took the cup from her, he noticed she wore the same type of fingertip-less glove on her right hand, but her left hand was wrapped in a once-white bandage that looked more brown now. One other thing he noticed was her enchanting eyes. Heavens to Betsy! He’d never seen a prettier green in his life.

“Thank you, ma’am.” Grey drank it all in one gulp and wiped his lips. “I appreciate your hospitality.” 

“I’m Miss Justina Watson.” The woman turned her head toward the other woman who had moved back to the fire and tended to something roasting over the fire. “That’s Doc Lucy Parsons. She bandaged your head and your leg.”

“My leg?” He glanced down at it, noticing that there was a splint on it for the first time. 

“Yes. She doesn’t think it’s broken, but you pulled the muscles around your knee.”

Inwardly, he groaned. That would set his journey back a little more. “May I ask, Miss Watson, how did I get into this wagon? If I recall, I was standing on my feet not too long ago.”
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