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Many years ago, when ebooks were still fairly new, and the Kindle was just really starting to soar, shorter ebooks were very popular. 

As I was just discovering them myself, I happened upon The Wild Rose Press and a submissions call asking for sexy, gruff cowboys, and the feisty women who tamed them. These cowboys and fearless women would live in a little Texas town called Wayback and compete in the town’s local rodeo arena. 

I did my research by reading a few and fell in love with the town. I also became an Amber Leigh Williams fan for life. That woman can WRITE! 

I created Presley West and Amber Barlow, picturing their meet-cute first. The rest of the story went from there, and we published Guardian Cowboy in 2010. It sold pretty well, but with time, novellas sort of died down, and my paranormal romance novels really took off, leaving my cowboys in the dust.

Still, Presley and Amber held a special place in my heart, as did the other cowboys I’d created in a little place of my own creation: Cook County. So, after a lot of thought, I asked for my rights back and lengthened my cowboy and feisty heroine novellas into full-length novels to re-release them under the Shylyn Ray pen name. 

First, I had to move Presley and Amber from Wayback, Texas to Cook County, Colorado. Then, I had to extend scenes, add chapters, and deepen their story, and boy, am I glad I did. There’s so much more to this love story now, and whether you first read Guardian Cowboy back in 2010, or you’re going into Her Guardian Cowboy with no previous knowledge, I hope you enjoy this relaunch of the first contemporary romance story I ever wrote, and the launch of SHYLYN RAY, the new name for all my future non-paranormal releases. 

Happy Reading!

Rain
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Chapter One
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“Come on!” Amber kicked the side of the blue Omni and let out a scream of frustration. “Not now, you piece of shit. Not now!” 

Rain fell softly from the sky, mixing with the tears leaking from her eyes. It had been coming and going in spurts for the last twenty minutes, at one point falling so heavy the windshield wipers had barely been able to keep up. Amber had managed to keep the car on the road through it and the need to curl up and sleep, not that it mattered now. The damn thing had died. 

“Shit!” She brought her fists down on the roof of the useless car and rested her forehead on them, ignoring the beads of water pummeling her. What was she supposed to do now? Carmen had loaned her the car and enough money to get by until she made it to Mexico and could get a job to support herself. If she paid for a rental, she’d be left with nothing. Not that she had much left anyhow, just enough for gas and food, maybe a few nights in a motel if she found one cheap enough. 

She couldn’t call Carmen. The demon she ran from would surely be waiting for her to screw up and do just that. There was no doubt his men were already out searching, which was why she was taking such a roundabout route to begin with. No sir. She couldn’t risk a call to Carmen. He’d track her down and drag her right back to hell. 

Thunder rolled through the night sky and, for a moment, the darkness was chased away by a powerful burst of lightning. “Of course.” 

Amber looked both ways down the interstate and gasped on a sob. The car was stuck on the side of the road, and nothingness stretched in both directions. The last sign she’d seen had mentioned New-something. She couldn’t see the sign clearly through the rain, but she’d seen enough to know it was a good number of miles down the interstate. And those were long miles to be walking in a storm. The only available option was to sleep in the car and wait out the horrendous weather. Amber grabbed the handle of the door and pulled. It didn’t open. “What the—No!” 

She wiped the wetness from the window enough to peer inside. The keys were in the ignition, and the lock was pushed down, just like the locks on the other three doors. It was sealed up good and tight. “I just had to get out of the car and throw a hissy-fit.” She could break a window, but that would let the rain in, not to mention any psychos who happened to travel down the interstate. Amber was walking to the nearest town, whether she wanted to or not. The only other option left was lying down and waiting to drown. As tired as she was, that option almost looked good. But she’d come too far to give up on freedom now.

Resigned to her misfortune, she took a couple of steps forward and halted at the sound of an oncoming vehicle. Turning back, she caught sight of two headlights cutting through the night, and stepped off the road. 

The vehicle turned out to be a big black truck. It slowed as it neared and pulled off the road to park a few feet in front of the Omni. The driver’s side door opened and a tall, masculine silhouette with a Stetson on climbed out. Amber tensed as the stranger rounded the side of the truck and approached. He was at least six feet tall, maybe more, and the black T-shirt he wore stretched over powerful shoulders and a chest that had to hold as much muscle as his corded arms. The black Stetson hid his eyes, and that frightened Amber more than anything. The eyes showed many things about a person, and without seeing his, she had no clue what kind of person was under that hat. 

“You having car trouble, darlin’?” His voice was deep and thick, as formidable as his stature. 

Amber didn’t think, just reacted. The closest weapon to her was a big rock. She scooped it up and drew her arm back, ready to throw. “Stop right there, buddy.”

The man abruptly stopped, raised his hands up to show nothing rested in them. “Whoa there, hon. I’m not going to hurt you.” 

Geez, was that drawl for real? She wasn’t even in the deep South yet. “What are you, some kind of cowboy?”

The slash of mouth she could see in the dark curved upward. “Something like that. I also know a thing or two about cars. I can look at your engine and see if I can get you going.” 

Sure he could. He could also hog-tie her and take her right back to Richard. Amber risked a quick glance at his license plate and saw he was from Colorado. Well, the truck was from Colorado. The man could be from anywhere. “Where are you from, cowboy?”

“Cook County. Silver Buckle, to be exact, just outside New Hope. It’s about four miles that way.” He jerked his head to his left. “Were you coming in for the rodeo or just passing through?”

Amber opened her mouth to answer, then snapped it shut. The man didn’t need to know her story. They’d both be a lot safer that way. A loud boom of thunder ripped through the night, and Amber jumped, nearly dropping the rock. She clenched her hand around it tighter.

“Why don’t you sit in the car, sweetheart, while I take a look under the hood? There’s no sense in both of us risking getting struck by lightning out here.”

If only she could. Amber started to tell him the doors were locked, then thought better of it. It just didn’t seem a good idea to tell the big stranger she had nowhere safe to lock herself away if he turned out to be a psycho. Teeth chattering from the cold seeping through her blouse, she shook her head and stepped back a few paces. “I’ll stay out here and watch.”

The cowboy shook his own head and stepped forward. When he was within a good grabbing distance of her, he raised his arm. Amber flinched.

“Relax, darlin’.” He removed his Stetson and set it on her head. “I’m just trying to keep a little rain out of your eyes since you’re too stubborn to get out of it.”

Lightning crashed, illuminating the world long enough for Amber to get a good look at the cowboy. He was a good-looking man with sharp cheekbones, a straight nose, and eyes the color of dark chocolate with a few pieces of caramel worked in. Eyes that could make a woman melt like chocolate. Don’t go there. He could still hurt you. Richard was good-looking, too.

The cowboy tilted his head to the side, letting water roll off his dark hair as he studied her. Amber could feel the weight of his perusal all the way to her bones. After a short, tense moment, he shook that attractive head and took the two steps that put him before the car. “Can you pop the hood for me?”

Dang it. She couldn’t if she couldn’t get in the car. “Uh. The hood-popping thing is broken.” 

The cowboy grinned. “Fortunately, I can work around the lack of a hood-popping thing.” He extracted a switchblade from his back pocket and flipped it open. 

Amber backed away another step, releasing a small gasp as a streak of lightning overhead illuminated the shiny metal. The cowboy eyed her curiously before turning his attention to the car. After a bit of work, he returned the knife to his pocket, then raised the hood and inspected the engine, muttering under his breath.

“What?” Amber asked after the sheer amount of barely audible expletives and grumblings started gnawing right through any confidence she’d had in getting back on the road soon.

“Well, darlin’.” He lowered the hood. “This is going to take more than what I can do in a few minutes out on the road. You’re probably going to need some new parts, not much of a shock given the age of this thing. I can just imagine the miles on her. Can I call someone to help you?”

Amber thought about it. She didn’t have enough money for a tow truck, much less repairs. If she’d had money at all, she wouldn’t have been trying to travel to Mexico in a Dodge Omni. Disgusted, she shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ll find my way into town.”

“I can drive you.”

“No.”

Glancing up, she caught the frown lines spread across the cowboy’s forehead, but couldn’t make out the emotion in his eyes. It was too dark. “Are you telling me you’re going to walk for at least four miles in a thunderstorm?” 

Amber raised her chin, pretending the toughness she didn’t quite feel. “I’ll be fine.” And she would. She’d taken worse beatings than what the rain could do.

“Well, that’s just foolish, and I won’t stand for it. My mother would kill me if I left a woman stranded on the roadside in the middle of this.” He stomped toward his truck and jerked open the door. He reached in and then called out. “Stand back and put the car between you and me.”

Amber frowned. “Why?”

“Because, darlin’. You’re skittish as hell, and I don’t want to have to go running after you in the mud with my new custom boots on. But I will.” The last was a warning. 

Both curious and scared, but unable to think of anything else, Amber did as she was told and positioned herself at the side of the car farthest from the road, so it served as a shield.

Seeing she’d followed orders, the cowboy withdrew his upper body from the truck and slammed the door shut. Lightning struck as he approached and Amber saw the glint of metal in his hand. This time, it wasn’t a knife. She immediately braced herself for takeoff.

“Don’t run,” the cowboy commanded with authority. “Just watch.” He approached slowly, moving no farther than the front of the Omni. He held the small gun so it was pointed away from Amber and opened the chamber, showing her the bullets inside. “Do you know how to shoot a gun, darlin’?”

Amber looked from the gun to the cowboy, then back to the gun. “Yes.”

“Good.” He closed the chamber and placed the gun on her hood. “I have no intention of leaving your stubborn behind out on this interstate all alone. I’m wet and cold, so I’m going to do the sensible thing and go sit in my nice warm, dry truck. You can either sit in your non-running—therefore not warm—car and have me watch you ‘til morning or you can be sensible and get in my truck so I can take you to shelter.” He nodded toward the hood of the Omni and water slid off his head. “Take my gun, and if I do anything wrong, well, you just go right on ahead and shoot me.” With that said, he turned and walked back to his truck, glancing back once before he climbed in and slammed the door behind him. Then he just sat there, waiting.

Amber walked forward until she could see the gun. The cowboy hadn’t set it on the hood like she’d thought, but had placed it under a windshield wiper to keep it from sliding off under the onslaught of rain. Staring at the weapon, she felt stupid holding the rock and let it fall to the ground. There were four miles between her and the next town, and she had no working vehicle. No shelter. No food. No water, other than what was coming down in abundance on top of her. Her clothes were soaked through, and her only protection from the elements was a Stetson. “What do I do?”

As if answering, lightning streaked across the sky on the tail of a deep roll of thunder, then rain came crashing down harder. Amber grabbed the gun, double-checked it was in firing condition, and trudged toward the passenger side of the truck. 

She jerked the door open and aimed the gun at the cowboy, who looked at her with raised eyebrows. “I will shoot you, cowboy.” 

He nodded his head, still looking at her sideways. “That’s just fine, hon, but can you get in and close the door first before you let all the rain in?”

Amber let out a huff of breath, irritation from his lack of fear easing back a little of her own. She could feel the warmth of heat coming from the vents in the dashboard and craved more. She swung inside the truck and closed the door, keeping the gun steadily pointed at the large man next to her. “I mean it, cowboy. One wrong move and there goes a testicle.”

He chuckled. “Well, thanks for the warning, darlin’. I do value my testicles so I’ll be extra sure to keep both hands on the wheel.” He glanced down at her wet clothes. “Don’t you want to get a change of clothes or something out of your car?”

Amber sighed, seeing no way to hide the truth now, and hell, she was in the man’s truck. “I can’t. I locked the keys inside.”

He shook his head and laughed. “Damn, darlin’. It’s just not your night. Lucky for you, I was headed back in from out of town. Rodeo crowd doesn’t start coming in until tomorrow night, and at this time of night, you’d probably been stuck out here ‘til daylight. Get your seatbelt on.”

The cowboy twisted to grab his own seatbelt and pull it on, so Amber did the same. Still, she kept the gun pointed at him. He seemed nice enough, and he had given her the weapon, but she’d been led into a false sense of security before and wasn’t about to make that same mistake while on a deserted stretch of interstate with a man who could overpower her without much effort at all.

The cowboy angled the vent nearest him so it blew in her direction. “You getting warm, darlin’?”

“Do you call every woman darlin’?” Even to her own ears, Amber’s tone sounded bitchy, but she didn’t care. The best way to ensure survival was to stay defensive. And the way the man next to her said darlin’ weakened her knees. In another time, she would have welcomed the feeling. Not anymore. It just added to her reservations.

The cowboy grinned at her. “I probably use the word quite a bit, but if you tell me your name, I’d be glad to call you by it.”

Amber looked at his expectant eyes and grit her teeth. He didn’t need to know her name. All he needed to know was that she definitely would shoot him with his own gun if he erased any of the space between them. To send the message, she tightened her grip on the weapon.  

“Darlin’ it is,” he said after a long tense moment passed, and put the truck in Drive. “I’m Presley West. Welcome to Cook County.”  
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What the heck kind of name was Presley? The image of Elvis Presley wiggling his pelvis flashed through Amber’s mind and she quickly reminded herself she was in a strange man’s truck in that strip of time one couldn’t really define as night or day. Now wasn’t the time to be thinking of Elvis. It was time to stay on high alert. 

Cowboy Presley kept his eyes forward, navigating the big truck carefully through the rain. The sky had really opened up, and Amber was glad he’d come along, even if she was still a little wary. She’d have never made it into town through the storm. If by some miracle she did, she’d have had one doozy of a case of pneumonia by the time she got there.

Confident she’d have time enough to shoot him if he made any sudden moves, Amber allowed herself to glance out the window on her side of the truck. A large motel sat on the side of the interstate. A sliver of renewed fear slid up Amber’s spine as the cowboy rolled right past it.

“Why are you passing up the motel?” She cocked the gun, and Presley frowned down at it before returning his eyes to the road stretching out before them. “For one, I said I was taking you into town, not leaving you right outside it. And for two, you don’t want to stay at The Corral.”

“Oh, I don’t, do I?”

“Trust me.”

Amber snorted. “I’m supposed to just trust a stranger?”

Presley—if that ridiculous moniker was his real name—grinned. “Sweetheart, you’re the one holding a gun on me. I figure if I can trust you, then trusting me shouldn’t be that far of a stretch. Especially since I’m the one who gave you the gun in the first place.”

Well, he had her there. And he’d given her his hat, too, to shield her from the rain. Thinking about it, she couldn’t recall a man ever doing something so sweet and downright chivalrous. She warmed at the thought, then quickly bit down on the inside of her cheek to snap herself out of it. For all she knew, the man was a snake, toying with his prey before going for the kill. “Why did you give me the gun? Why didn’t you just leave me?”

“Because, darlin’. We’re raised a whole lot better than that in Cook County.” He pulled off the interstate, passing a “Welcome To New Hope” sign, and reduced the truck’s speed to a crawl as the rain really started to assault them. “Since you didn’t want me to call anyone for you, I’m assuming you weren’t headed to New Hope and don’t know anyone around here?”

Amber tightened her hand around the gun and poised her finger over the trigger. “What’s that matter to you?”

“For starters, I have to figure out where to take you,” he replied with the hint of a grin. “And if you don’t have friends or family in New Hope, that cancels that out, now doesn’t it?”

As they crept along the streets of town, Amber strained to observe her surroundings, but found the task too difficult through the heavy sheets of rain. There were a few neon signs glaring from adobe and barn-style buildings, but she couldn’t make out the names of the businesses. “There aren’t any cheap motels in New Hope?”

“There aren’t any cheap motels near here a young woman on her own would want to stay at, but don’t worry, there’s a place outside of New Hope where you can stay for the night. Fortunately for you, I was already headed that way.”

Hopefully, it was a cheap place, Amber thought, mentally calculating what money she had left to work with, and hopefully there was a bus station or someplace she could park the Omni and not be bothered if it came down to the second worst-case scenario and she had to live out of it while earning money to get out of wherever she was. 

Just as quickly as the floodgates had opened, the rain let up altogether after what seemed an eternity of driving, allowing her to see as they reached a more rural-looking area. They passed one big ranch house and a field of cattle, then another. By the third one, she let out a yawn too great to stifle.

“When’s the last time you got a good night’s rest?”

“When’s the last time that was some of your business?” Amber popped out the rude question before she had time to consider not to, but Presley just chuckled.

“Darlin’, you are about three handfuls.”

Handfuls of what, she wanted to ask, but ignored the impulse as Presley directed the truck up a long driveway, passing a fence that bisected two fields from the main farmhouse sitting at the end of the pebbled drive. The house itself was a large two-story white brick structure with a wrap-around porch hosting a swing on one side. Beautiful roses in shades of red and yellow lined the base of the house, highlighted by the lights adorning the porch railings. 

To the left looked like stables and another fenced-off field, circular in shape. The right boasted a big red barn and a smaller one-story house similar in style to the big one. It was all beautiful, but it wasn’t a motel. According to the sign she’d noted at the end of the drive, the property was called Greener Pastures. 

“Where the hell is this?” Amber’s hand gripped so tight on the gun, her knuckles showed white with pressure. 

“This, darlin’, is my home,” Presley answered as he pulled the truck to a stop at the left side of the driveway, next to a candy pink Cadillac. 

Amber blinked, making sure she was seeing the vehicle correctly, but quickly refocused her attention on the man beside her in the truck’s cab, watching her with a face devoid of expression. “Why am I at your home?”

“Because it’s after three in the morning and you are wet and worn-out tired. You need a place to stay, don’t you?”

Amber blinked again, and shook her head, sure there was water lodged in her ears. “A place like a motel. Not a... What exactly is this place?”

“A retirement home for horses. And now, a shelter for you until you get a good night’s rest and figure out your next move.”

Amber narrowed her eyes at the man, unease coating her stomach with nausea. Had a psycho picked her up after all? Or just a man who saw a woman desperate enough to pay for shelter with the only thing she had?

“Look, darlin’. You’re pretty much ass-out in the rain, and at the wrong time of night to be out looking for someplace to stay. I have a spare room with some warm blankets, a hot shower you can use to clean up, and food if you’re hungry.”

“And let me guess. Nobody can hear me if I scream?” 

Presley laughed, a twinkle lighting his dark eyes. “My mother would hear you scream, and trust me, if I did anything to scare you like that, she’d skin my hide long before you could get off a shot. Come on.” He removed his seatbelt and stepped out of the truck, slamming the door shut before walking around to open hers. 

He stood there at the side of the truck, one hand on the open door, his gaze on the gun pointed at his crotch. His eyes warmed with compassion. “I don’t know who spooked you, honey, but I promise I won’t lay one finger on you.”

Amber breathed deep, trying to sort through the tangle of decisions crowding her mind. Should she trust him and enter his home, or just shoot him and flee in his truck? Could he really be a decent man just trying to help her? Had Richard soured her view of all men? Surely there were some good ones. Her daddy had been a wonderful man. If he’d been alive, she’d have never ended up with Richard. 

The sound of a screen door jangling open caught her attention and both she and Presley turned their gazes toward the house. A small, but slightly thick woman stood in the main doorway, her silhouette highlighted by the light pouring out from behind her. “Who you got out there, Presley?”

“A wet stray I picked up on the side of the interstate,” he called back to the woman. “Hasn’t given me a name yet.”

“Well, ya’ll coming in or not? I got chicken and dumplings almost ready.”

“I’m workin’ on it, Mom.” Presley grinned. “I
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