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      I wanted to take a moment to tell you a little about Jeni Finds Safety, and the beginning of The Maxwell Brides Series. I had a load of fun writing this collection of stories, and I’m a writer for life after this. The next five books in this series are coming in 2023 and I can not wait to share them with you.

      You should know before you begin this journey that The Maxwell Bride Series is meant to be read in order, and completely. Many of the questions remaining at the end of book one are answered in book four, or five. Some people have found that frustrating, so I thought I would let you know up front. If you’re not in for an epic saga of love and adventure, turn back now because if you start this series, you won’t ever want to stop.

      Another thing to know is that there is swearing, and adult situations inside these pages. I didn’t drop any big bombs though, the “F” word isn’t in here. There is sex on the page, but it is fairly mild, I’d say the spice level is medium at best. And the only other thing you might watch out for is a little violence, including one scene where Jeni is assaulted. I don’t write graphic scenes of abuse, but it is there, so I thought you should know.

      I try to stay accurate for the time period, but sometimes a more colloquial term just works and I don’t kill myself to research a better old-fashioned phrase. There are no “fiddlesticks,” in these pages but there might be a “freak out.” If I researched the etymology of every word, I’d still be writing the book.

      These books are written to be enjoyed. I hope you read them like you’re watching a movie. Let them take you away to another time. Escape for a few hours and become someone else.

      Books six-ten are on the way for 2023, and as long as I stay on track and don’t get distracted by all the other books I want to write, books 11-15 should be coming along in 2024. I’m not ready to promise that yet though, there is an Oregon Trail series doing the woodpecker inside my skull right now.

      As always, indie authors need as many reviews as we can get. Reviews sell books as much as the covers, and maybe more than blurbs. If you enjoyed this book please take a moment to leave a brief review, or even a rating. I read and truly appreciate every review.
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      September 1884

      It was time for life to start.

      The cross-country trip from Massachusetts to Montana had been grueling, but her destination was worth the agony. Soon, the wretched stagecoach would roll into town, and Jeni MacGregor would get married. Her new husband would take her home from the church, where they would eat a wedding dinner with his family. 

      Her new family.

      He’d outlined the plan in his letter, and having a plan settled her nerves a little. A very little. She needed a hot bath and a hot meal. Maybe not in that order. It would be nice if she could have had them before her wedding, but that was not part of the plan. She brushed the dust from her dingy gray skirt and tried to press out wrinkles that were set in after days of wear. She’d looked cleaner. Lord knows, she’d smelled better.

      The matchmaker, Mrs. Phillips, had warned her that this was the way it went for mail-order brides. She’d tie herself to a stranger feeling hungry, dirty, and exhausted. 

      Her heart squeezed, and a rock formed in the pit of her stomach. This was hardly the wedding day of her dreams.

      Jeni wanted to fall into a warm bed and sleep for a week. She wished to awake in a danger-free world. If she could have that wish, she wouldn’t be on her way to marry a stranger. If she had that wish, maybe she could have married for love. She sighed. There was no point in painting rainbows when storm clouds followed you. She gazed out the window, sucked in a breath, and rubbed at her eyes. Dust had turned her eyelids to sandpaper, and no tears came to help her out. Months of stress and anxiety had dried them up. Tears might have been better. She ground another layer off her eyeballs.

      Exhaustion and anxiety wore on a body. Sleeping on a train or stagecoach was impossible, and she hadn’t been sleeping well before beginning her journey. A private sleeping compartment was out of her budget, even though her fiancé had been generous with a travel stipend. She’d been careful with his money, afraid to waste a cent. Instead, she’d slept, sitting on a hard bench on the train for four days, imagining the future and hoping for a miracle. 

      Jeni’s only luck so far had been that the Northern Pacific Railroad could bring her within two hours of her destination. Thank goodness it was almost over. 

      The carriage jolted, and Jeni struck her head against the window frame. Again. Crashing around inside the coach for two hours had bruised her elbow and given her a terrible headache. The driver didn’t seem to avoid the holes at all. She narrowed her eyes; he was aiming for them.

      At twenty-four years old, she shouldn’t be so worn down, but Jeni MacGregor was at the end of her rope and nearing her destination. Exhaustion-fueled anxiety had her writhing in her seat. The thumping of her heart matched the smashing hooves eating up the open road. Mr. Maxwell would be at the station waiting to meet the stage. Her groom, a man she’d never seen, would take her to meet the reverend. She nibbled her lip as she tried to brush the wrinkles away again.

      Jeni had received only one long letter from Mr. Maxwell. In it, he described himself as tall and wide, with shoulder-length black hair and dark skin. He was half Indian. It was important to him she know before accepting his proposal. There was a stigma involved with marrying across races, and she appreciated he gave her a choice. Race was the least of Jeni’s worries. She had enough of her own problems. People often judged her by her appearance, so she’d learned not to do the same to others.

      What did he mean by ‘wide,’ though?

      The image of their rotund baker back home startled a nervous giggle out of Jeni. Mr. Potter was the tallest, fattest man she’d ever seen. When Jeni first read Mr. Maxwell’s letter, she’d pictured Mr. Potter meeting the stage to take her to the church. Jeni hoped her mental image was incorrect, but no matter what she did, she couldn’t shake it. She’d marry him, though, no matter what he looked like.

      She slumped in the seat. Beggars couldn’t be choosy.

      Mr. Maxwell’s letter was forthcoming and gave the sense of a man of honor. She’d reread his letter many times before she left Boston. She’d studied it even more while she traveled. He was direct and straightforward about his life and what he wanted. 

      The scenery around her changed once again. Small purple mountains appeared in the distance. They didn’t have mountains like that in Boston, and certainly not from the windows of the Merciful Hearts Orphanage, where she grew up. Mr. Maxwell’s ranch was near them, but not in them. The faint scent of crushed grass mingled with the dust from the road. A lovely piney scent of early autumn drifted in. Even with the dust, the air was cleaner than she’d left behind. The air was cleaner than any she’d ever breathed before and she was happy to live the rest of her life in the wide open air. She’d be excited if she weren’t so anxious.

      Mr. Maxwell had built a house on the ranch that he worked with his cousins and close friends. He needed a wife who would cook for him. Jeni was an excellent cook, and she couldn’t wait to prove her value in the kitchen. She could clean and do laundry, make his clothes, and raise his children, too. She’d be his friend.

      His letter said nothing of love.

      He’d said he didn’t realize how much their housekeepers cared for him until he moved out of the main house. The housekeepers, he’d said, were more like mothers than employees. He missed the chatter of Rose and the quiet comfort of her twin sister, Iris. It was nice that he’d taken the time to describe his home and family. Having other women nearby would make her more comfortable. 

      She’d never been part of a family before.

      Mr. Maxwell wanted children. Jeni always paused at reading that part. She wanted children too, but children with this stranger she’d imagined looking like Mr. Potter made her pulse jump and her skin crawl. Living in the orphanage wasn’t like having a family of her own, and she’d always wanted one. So, no matter what, she wasn’t turning back. She’d do whatever she needed to do.

      He’d promised security, and she needed that more than she needed an attractive husband. She figured it was unlikely she’d get a handsome husband as a mail-order bride, anyway. Mr. Potter’s image popped into her head again. She sighed, folded the letter, and returned it to her reticule.

      She had to admit Mr. Maxwell had courage. His letter hid nothing. Jeni expected the possibility of anger with the townspeople over the mixed marriage. He’d warned her about the stigma over mail-order brides. The women in town had not received others with kindness. He’d also described long and brutal winters, being stuck on the ranch for months on end. 

      She could trust him. Everything in her heart told her she could. He would take care of her. His detailed letter was fair, and she believed he wasn’t luring her into a situation under false pretenses. That had given her the confidence to accept him without further correspondence.

      Of course, she battled with fear and anxiety. She’d be a fool if she didn’t. Jeni pictured every way that their meeting could go wrong. She would deal with whatever came up. 
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        * * *

      

      The coach rounded the corner into town and stopped in front of the depot. It was a small building, little more than a shed at the far end of town. A hitching rail in front and stable behind was all the station boasted.

      Jeni gulped back fear. She’d never seen such a small town. A single street of false-fronted businesses and two side streets were the entirety of Hope. 

      Jeni waited for the driver, fidgeting with the wrinkles on her dress and nibbling her lips until she tasted blood. She forced herself to still and followed the progress of the driver. The stage dipped to the side as he climbed down. A thump told her he’d placed a step for her. Then he opened the door and offered his hand.

      Her eyes blinked in the afternoon sun. She searched for her groom until she had to drop her gaze to watch her feet. Stumbling into the dirt was not how she wanted to introduce herself.

      After so many days of anxious travel, Jeni’s gaze landed on the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. Maybe not the most handsome, but his intriguing features held her spellbound. Mr. Maxwell was not at all what she’d imagined. When he’d described himself as wide in his letter, he should’ve said broad.

      He was no Mr. Potter! 

      She delighted in her good luck and beamed at him, hoping this was the man she’d marry. 

      “You’re not Miss MacGregor, are you?” He asked as he glanced over her shoulder at the stage. 

      “I am. You’re Mr. Maxwell?” She raised her eyebrows and cocked to the side. 

      He didn’t reply. Just watched her swipe at the front of her dress and nibble away at her lip. He looked like he wanted to run. 

      She forced herself to stop fidgeting.

      He finally nodded, then sighed and stared. His jaw muscles twitched as he ground his teeth, and his eyes narrowed. Why was he angry? What did he expect? She was a mail-order bride. 

      He could have received worse.

      “I’m happy to meet you.” She held her hand out to him. “I’m your bride.” 

      He groaned. He actually groaned. 

      Of all the reactions she’d prepared for, this was not one.

      Jeni was unsure how to progress. This couldn’t be her Mr. Maxwell. She experienced a momentary disappointment at the loss of such an attractive groom, but instead of dwelling on it, she scanned the vicinity for another man waiting on the stage.

      “What are you doing?” his voice was deep and smooth.

      “Looking for the Mr. Maxwell who sent for me.”

      “That’s me.”

      Yet he’d taken one look at her and groaned out loud. It couldn’t be.

      Jeni was horrified. She was offended.

      His refusal was a punch in the gut. It stayed with her long after the initial paralysis of shock wore off. Surprise faded to panic. She was destitute. She was in Montana with a groom who was repulsed by her. What if he refused to marry her? Jeni couldn’t afford to go home and even if she could, she had no home to go back to. She needed him to marry her. She had to force him to honor his proposal.

      How humiliating.

      Jeni’s appearance often inspired powerful reactions from people, but this was extreme. There was nothing she could do. Jeni held her head high, straightened her spine, and looked up into his inky eyes. She wouldn’t back down. She came here to marry him, and she was going to marry him.

      “This won’t work,” he said.

      “What?” She couldn’t puzzle why he stood in front of her, opening and closing his fist, as if she’d somehow lied to him. What could he have expected?

      Jeni wasn’t afraid of her hesitant fiancé. Even simmering with anger, he remained calm. The tick in his jaw and tension in his hands were the only outward evidence of his feelings. She felt safe, insecure, but safe.  

      The butterflies in her belly robbed her of the ability to think. He looked like he wanted to punch a wall. The longer he stared at her in mute frustration, the more wildly the butterflies flapped. 

      What is his problem? His letter had included train fare and requested that she telegram the date of her arrival. She’d followed his instructions. He hadn’t asked for a physical description, and she hadn’t provided one.

      His rejection broke her heart. He was everything she needed. He was big and strong, and he would protect her if she were his wife. She craned her neck to make eye contact with him and held it. 

      “I’ll take your things to the boarding house and get you a room.” The growl in his voice, and his movements showed impatience. He did not take her outstretched hand, and he didn’t offer his arm when he turned and walked away.

      Jeni half-ran to keep up with his long strides. He didn’t slow to accommodate her. “Why the boarding house? Your letter said we’d meet the reverend as soon as the stage arrived, then head to your ranch for dinner.” When he didn’t answer, panic mounted in the pit of her stomach, and Jeni could not let him dump her in the middle of this town by herself. 

      How could she be so stupid? 

      How did she get herself into these messes? 

      She had no luck at all.

      “We’re not getting married. I’ll get a room for you at the boarding house and a return ticket on the next stage.”

      Defeated, Jeni pulled her composure around her like a cloak and followed along beside him. 

      Just hold it together. 

      People stared, following her and Mr. Maxwell with their curious eyes as they marched down the street. 

      Nothing ever changed. 

      “I can’t go back to Boston. I have no home there now. I’m here to marry you. Don’t you think I deserve an explanation?”

      Mr. Maxwell looked down at her, then glanced away. He acted like he didn’t want to look at her at all. Why would it bother him to look at her?

      “You ain’t for me.”

      “What does that mean? You are Scott Maxwell, aren’t you? I came here to marry you. You sent for me!” She tipped her head to the side and stared at his profile. His features were bold. Chiseled. That’s how they would describe him in her cherished dime novels. She watched the tick in his jaw and the tension in his neck and shoulders. He stared hard, straight ahead, avoiding the gaze of every person in town, and everybody in town watched with interest.

      “I mean what I said.” He grumbled without looking at her.

      Jeni wanted to reason with him. She’d always enjoyed taking care of people, bringing joy or peace to people who needed it. Her biggest desires in life were to be needed and loved for herself. She wanted to have that with him. It’s what she’d placed all her faith in as she’d traveled across the country. She could not let him do this to her.

      Backed into a corner, though, she had a ferocity that surprised even herself. She was a fighter when push came to shove. He was pushing. The tightness in her chest was suffocating. She could not let him out of his promise. 

      The only thing guaranteed for a mail-order bride was a groom, and she was going to have hers.

      Stopping in the middle of the sidewalk, Jeni turned on the giant man. They were halfway down the main street of town, standing in front of the large mercantile window, in sight of just about the entire community. People stared, not wanting to miss the scene. 

      She hated attention, and she was drawing a lot. Too angry and desperate to back down, she faced him and planted her feet on the wooden sidewalk, on full display. If she read him right, he didn’t want attention any more than she did. She’d use his discomfort against him if she had to.

      This was a heck of a way to start a marriage.

      Jeni stepped in front of him and pulled her spine as tight as she could. She wouldn’t let him treat her like this. He’d made her an offer of marriage, and he would not reject her, especially without reason. At least if she knew why, she had something to work with. 

      With one hand held up in front of her, fingers splayed, she stopped him in his tracks. One more step, and her palm would rest dead center of his abdomen. For an instant, she imagined she could feel the heat from him on the palm of her outstretched hand. 

      “What changed your mind?”
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        * * *

      

      The lone passenger climbed out of the stagecoach and approached him. Scott groaned out loud; this could not be Jeni MacGregor. 

      What was he going to do with a woman like this? 

      There was one thing he would not do. Marry her. 

      He should’ve asked her to write back and describe herself. Or he should’ve been more specific on his specifications regarding his bride’s appearance. He had a picture in his mind of a mail-order bride, and it was not this.

      He looked over her shoulder, into the stage, hoping to find another woman, but he knew there was none. She’d looked up at him with shining eyes and a bright smile. She’d looked so hopeful and relieved to see him. Scott wished his feelings could match hers. He hated to let her down, but he had to do it. He couldn’t take this woman home; he couldn’t marry a woman like her.

      When he sent away for a mail-order bride, Scott expected a nice, plain woman to arrive. She could be short or tall, fat or thin. He didn’t care; he’d only written about the qualifications he needed in a wife. He should’ve realized that pretty and ugly were things to be specified. 

      Scott ran his hand through his overgrown hair and shoved his hat back down on his head. 

      Love was never his goal in marriage. Scott needed a woman to take care of the house and feed him while he was working on the ranch. He wanted children, sure, but he didn’t think that he’d need a lot of attraction to manage that. He’d expected a plain desperate woman, or a spinster to arrive, needing security and a home. 

      What would he do with a woman like this?

      Jeni MacGregor was more than gorgeous. She was stunning! 

      She caught the eye of everyone. They’d drawn a crowd because small towns liked a dramatic scene, and because of curiosity over the new woman on the street. 

      Miss MacGregor was about average at five feet five, but was still short compared to his six feet one. Her hair, hidden under a big gray bonnet, showed bright auburn red curls that peeked out around her face and at her nape. He’d never seen such bold red, even the fake red hair he’d seen at the saloon. 

      If her hair weren’t enough to turn a man to mush, the rest of her would do the job. Her eyes were mesmerizing, and he couldn’t look for fear of staring. They were bright and clear and some sort of color between green and blue, with tiny golden flecks playing around the edges of her pupils. Long, dark eyelashes rested against her ivory cheeks when she lowered her gaze.

      She had the loveliest complexion, pale with a delicate blush that made him want to protect her. He wished he could run his fingertip down her cheek. He bet her skin was silk. She also possessed the most kissable rose-colored lips he’d ever seen. Her bottom lip was fuller than the top, which had a perfect dip in the center. 

      For crying out loud. This woman was stealing his wits.

      The instant his eyes lowered to her mouth, he’d imagined her taste. He needed to get her off the street and into the boarding house so he could get away from her. He needed to get her back on a stage to Boston. 

      She was a temptation he could not afford.

      He’d kick his own ass for his thoughtlessness.

      He’d send her back home right now, but there wasn’t another stage until next week, so he’d put her in the boarding house until then. One of his brothers, well, they were like brothers to him, would have to ensure her safety until he could get her out of town. 

      God damn, he was a selfish son of a bitch. He wished he could take her to the church and then home, as he’d planned. 

      She couldn’t be his, though. It wouldn’t work.

      She didn’t know what she was getting herself into.

      He snatched her bags from the driver and turned toward the boarding house. She skipped and hopped, trying to keep up with his long stride, but he didn’t slow. He could only think of getting her out of sight.

      Her eyes shifted from side to side in panic as they strode down the Main Street. If only there was a way to help her. A way that didn’t involve marrying her. He racked his brain, feeling terrible for bringing her to the territory. If only he’d considered the possibility that someone like her might arrive, he could’ve avoided all of this.

      Damn it. He kept his eyes forward, avoiding the hurt in her face.

      He needed to talk to his brothers. Scott mentally groaned but held back any further outward displeasure. He already knew what they would say. They would tell him to marry her.

      They didn’t understand. 

      Caine would tell him to screw everyone, take the pretty girl and run. Caleb would just go on and on about his right to be happy whenever he could. Will wouldn’t care, as long as he wasn’t being tied down. Hank would get hung up on her feelings and Scott’s duty to the girl he’d sent for. Daniel was the only one who might see his side, but even he would want to fix it without sending the girl away.

      Scott cursed his circumstances.

      In a perfect world, he’d have won the jackpot with this treasure. This wasn’t a perfect world, though. This was Montana Territory, and there was no lottery his brown skin would let him win. 

      She sure didn’t win any lottery.

      He was so caught up, brooding over his dilemma, she shocked the hell out of him when she spun and planted her feet in front of him.
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      With her dander up, Jeni lost all sense of self-preservation. 

      Knowing that about herself didn’t make a difference. 

      She blocked a man who towered over her from three feet away. He could have brushed her aside, but he stopped. She held her hand steady between them and stood her ground.

      Something in his nearly black eyes gave the impression that she was safe. He was disappointed, but he wouldn’t hurt her, and that gave her the courage to confront this giant.

      “I’m not taking another step without an answer. Why are you rejecting me?” She pulled her spine even tighter and added, “I deserve an explanation.” She forced her hand not to shake as she held steady. Her heart knocked against her rib cage, and she was sure everyone for a mile could hear it. She wanted to be strong. 

      She was determined to be strong.

      He stared at her.

      “We can stand here all day if you’d like, Mr. Maxwell, but I will have my answer. I’ve traveled almost a week to get here. If you’re abandoning me now, I should know why. I have no friends here. This is cruel and I deserve an explanation.” She fought tears. It figures, after being like sandpaper for the last four days, now her lids wanted to water and add to her public embarrassment. She held her breath and willed the tears away. Crying on the street in front of strangers was out of the question, but she couldn’t get control over her emotions after the exhausting trip and bitter surprise.

      “You alright, ma’am?” A man called over her hesitant groom’s shoulder. The man’s eyes ogled her body. She should be used to leering men by now, but she wasn’t. A shudder shot through her. When Mr. Maxwell shifted his weight to the left and blocked the man, Jeni was encouraged.

      He cared.

      “I’m fine, thank you.” She replied, not looking his way. She kept her eyes locked on Mr. Maxwell’s, hoping her voice was strong. His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t speak.

      People drew closer, wanting as much fuel for the gossip mill as possible. This kind of attention would hurt her, but she needed to see it through. Let the people say what they wanted. They would talk no matter what.

      Jeni had taken a stand, and she couldn’t bring herself to budge one inch until she got what she wanted. An explanation. She’d rather turn and run, hide in the boarding house, and never come out again, but her pride rooted her to the spot.

      Jeni had never reacted to a man like she reacted to him. It was like magnets pushing and pulling at her. Most men made her nervous, mistrusting, afraid. He made her feel safe. She couldn’t let that go. Why was he fighting it? She couldn’t figure it out, and she wasn’t letting him off the hook.

      She wanted him to marry her, and not only because she was his mail-order bride.

      The only thing anyone ever noticed was her appearance, and she wanted to be wanted for more than that.

      Jeni considered all men threatening, because even the nice ones could be dangerous. Men changed from sweethearts to monsters in the blink of an eye. Rejecting them was dangerous. Her instincts had saved her more than once. 

      Those instincts told her Mr. Maxwell was trustworthy.

      Jeni had never felt safe in Boston, and the last few months were the worst. She’d rejected a mighty man, Roger Benson, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He began a campaign of stalking and threatening her. He had the muscle to back his threats up. Hired muscle. Mr. Benson didn’t care about her; he just wanted a pretty wife. There were plenty of lovely women in Boston. Why’d he set his cap for her? Mr. Benson frightened her more than all the other men in Boston combined. 

      He would terrorize her for the rest of her life, and she refused to live in fear forever.

      If Mr. Maxwell didn’t marry her, she wouldn’t feel safe here, either. If Mr. Benson didn’t get her, someone else would. Looking around, she didn’t like that idea either. The men were a lot rougher than she’d expected. They were mostly dirty cowboys and farmers, and most of them had sauntered out of the saloon at the end of the street. She didn’t see a single acceptable alternative husband in the crowd. 

      What she’d give for Mr. Potter to step forward now.

      The people in the town stared, not even feigning innocence. She doubted anyone remained inside the saloon. They’d wandered out, one by one, for a smoke on the porch after she’d rounded on Mr. Maxwell. Groups formed around the shops, and she could feel eyes burning into her from inside the mercantile. People in the street gathered closer, watching the scene play out. They had no shame as they closed in.

      The only comfort she felt in the entire situation was in the way Mr. Maxwell shifted to block as many eyes as possible.

      She should back down, get out of sight, and talk to him in privacy, but anger and hurt kept her in place. Jeni couldn’t break eye contact with him. She was determined to know why he wanted to break their engagement..

      “What’s going on here?” a raspy male voice demanded.

      Jeni turned to see a pot-bellied man waddling her way. He was sweating and winded, as if he’d been running, but he didn’t look like he could actually run if he tried. His smell had reached her before she’d turned to look at him. The star pinned to his vest and guns slung under his overhanging belly said he was the sheriff. He displayed the red-faced appearance of a man more likely to be found in the saloon than at work. His beady eyes scanned her body with unhidden lust. 

      He was not to be trusted. She stepped closer to Mr. Maxwell and lowered her hand to her side, clutching her skirt. 

      “You holdin’ up this woman, injun?” He asked before he spat on the ground in front of Mr. Maxwell’s feet. Turning to Jeni, he sneered, “I’m Sherriff Danes.” He puffed himself up. “I’ll help ya.” His chapped lips stretched to reveal corroded yellow and brown teeth. The sight and smell of him tied her stomach in a nauseous knot. She slid a little further away. One more step and she would fall off the sidewalk. 

      He was still too close.

      “I’m holding him up.” She stated matter-of-factly. “I have business with Mr. Maxwell. If I need any help, I’ll surely call on you.” Jeni hoped he would move away, but instead, he wrapped his beefy, clammy hand on her elbow and pulled her away from her protector. 

      She felt violated and couldn’t stop a flinch.

      He didn’t notice. “A sweet little thing like you don’t have no business with no injun.” He jerked her arm to punctuate his comment.

      “I appreciate your concern, but I am fine. I will be out of the street as soon as I finish my conversation with my fiancé.” She emphasized the last word, hoping Mr. Maxwell’s imposing figure would entice the revolting sheriff to release her.

      “The hell you say?” The sheriff demanded. “No injun in this town is marryin’ no white woman.”

      “I came to town as his mail-order bride. We have an agreement, and I intend to hold him to it.” She tried to remove her arm from his grip, but his fingers were a vice, pressing on the bruises she’d collected on the stagecoach.

      “A mail-order bride, you say? I’ll have ya instead. I was thinkin’ on gettin’ me a wife, and you’re a real pretty one. You need a white man, anyway.” He tugged on her arm again. She resisted, leaned as far away as possible and silently pleaded with Mr. Maxwell to step in and end the abuse.

      In the crowd, someone whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “I think it’s Cooper’s new girl.”

      The sign announcing Cooper’s Saloon at the end of the street hadn’t escaped her attention, and neither did the gasp from the ladies closest to the loud-whispering drunkard leaning against the hitching rail.

      “Sheriff! You wouldn’t marry a whore, would ya?” A woman called with absolute shock in her voice. She pressed a handkerchief to her heart, faking a flutter. 

      “Cooper’s been talkin’ up his new girl all month,” the same stumbling man announced. He lost his balance and had to grab onto the hitching rail to keep from falling. Jeni wished his hat had landed in the nasty water trough. It would serve him right for starting such a rumor.

      “Someone should shut old Cooper down.” Another woman said as she consoled the mock-fainting nitwit.

      Jeni flinched, tried not to roll her eyes, and didn’t bother to defend herself.

      The crowd closed in, shouting opinions.

      “I’ll take ya, whore or not,” a filthy mongrel in front of the hitching rail shouted with a laugh.

      “It ain’t right to have a thing like that living among decent people,” the supportive friend said, bolstered by the other woman’s antics.

      “Bring her down to the saloon; we’ll her. Coop did good this time.”

      “Ne’er saw such a purty woman in m’life. I’d pay to look at ‘er.”

      “I’ll tell yer wife ya said so.” That got a laugh out of the group. 

      “I’d put money down for a ride.” Jeni flinched.

      “Your wife’d skin ya alive for even thinkin’ it.”

      That last one snapped her out of her silence. Jeni was used to these types of comments, but she wasn’t used to having them shouted in the middle of the street. She pulled as much courage as she could from Mr. Maxwell’s gaze and stiffened her spine. She’d picked this fight, and she was going to hold up her end. “Whom I choose to marry is none of your concern. Remove your hand from my arm. You’re hurting me. I made my choice before leaving Boston, and I will marry Mr. Maxwell. I will only marry Mr. Maxwell.” 

      Instead of releasing her, the sheriff squeezed harder. His fingers cut into her tender flesh. She wanted to be strong, to stand tall, but when those meaty fingers dug into her arm, she cried out. 

      The anger rolling off Mr. Maxwell became palpable. “If you want to keep that hand, you’d better take it off Miss MacGregor’s arm.” His voice remained calm, but there was no mistaking the threat.

      “You ain’t gonna marry this woman.” 

      “No, but I won’t watch you abuse her in the street, either.” 

      The crowd gave the sheriff courage. He didn’t let her go. Instead, he tugged hard enough that she fell against him. Her stomach rebelled, and if she’d had anything to vomit, she would’ve unloaded all over him. Instead, she heaved and choked on nothing.

      “I won’t tell you again,” Mr. Maxwell said.

      The sheriff reached for his gun, and Jeni froze. Her wide eyes clung to her intended. He tried to send some silent message with a shake of his head, but she sprang into action. 

      She had to protect him. He was her fiancé, and she’d put him in danger. She couldn’t let the sheriff shoot him when she needed him so badly. He was her safety, the only safety she’d ever felt.

      She wrenched her arm and dislodged the sheriff’s grip, and then she threw herself at her reluctant fiancé. He had no choice but to catch her as she wrapped her arms as far around his body and held on. Her hands burned where they touched the solid planes of his back. It was obscene, but she couldn’t let anyone hurt him. Jeni tried to cover as much of him as she could. The crowd hummed with her brazen behavior. 

      Mr. Maxwell pried her arms from his body and shifted her behind him. He stood between her and the blustering sheriff. 

      The whispers increased.

      Instead of her saving him, he was protecting her. She couldn’t get back around him. Every time she tried to move in front of him, he blocked her. He faced off with the sheriff and hid her.

      “You’ll be sorry for that, injun,” the sheriff cursed and spat. 

      Jeni placed her hand in the middle of Scott’s back and held her breath. She didn’t know how else to support him. It was a simple gesture, but she hoped he could read the apology in her palm. The touch was inappropriate. 

      The ladies would think her dirty for sure. 
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        * * *

      

      Her hand pressed into the center of his back. Warm and sweet, giving him back the patience that had only moments before escaped his control. He settled back into the heels of his boots and stared the sheriff down.

      Scott fought to maintain a surface calm while his blood boiled and his muscles twitched. It was a skill developed over years of need, but it came at a cost. He locked his eyes on the sheriff, ready to rip the bastard to shreds. 

      She was his responsibility, even if it could never become forever. 

      Danes was either too stupid to take the warning, or too bold from the effects of drink and the energy from the crowd. He pranced like a peacock. He’d offered to marry Jeni. It would be over his dead body before that ever happened. Scott came dangerously close to agreeing to marriage, just to save her from that terrible fate. 

      Scott had waited to see how Jeni would handle everything before swooping in and taking over. She was a tough little thing, standing up to him like that, and he wanted to see how she would manage Danes. Few men possessed the courage to stand toe to toe with a Maxwell man. Between his size, heritage, and reputation, he got by without needing to fight. A threatening look, or sharp word, was all the fight he needed to cow most men. 

      Not Jeni MacGregor, though. It was impossible not to respect a spirit like that. If he could choose a wife, she was just the kind he’d want. There was more to her than beauty. It’d only taken minutes to see that. She was so easy to respect.

      Once she’d thrown herself at him, he had no choice but to take over. He was glad to have her away from Danes. One more squeeze on her arm and he would have fed the asshole his teeth. It felt better with her behind him, but now he had to face down the ego-bruised sheriff.

      He wished he could just throw her into the wagon and drive her right out of town.

      He resisted a sigh. 

      Vulnerability was not something he liked to show on the street. His disappointment would have to wait for another time.

      When his sister-in-law Amy had died, he’d watched his brother grieve, and he’d vowed never to love a woman like that. He never wanted to feel pain that deep, even if love was worth it. And Jeni was a woman he’d love if he spent enough time with her. 

      “I’ll have that woman,” Danes growled.

      Scott’s face heated, and his muscles coiled, ready to strike. He was about to pound the sheriff when he saw movement in his periphery. 

      He suppressed a smile as Danes’ glare turned into a sneer. Then Scott’s brothers flanked him on either side, and Danes nearly shit his pants. His hand dropped from his gun, and he took a stumbling step back. Scott rarely found a man willing to face him down, and he’d never met one willing to face down The Maxwell Group.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing Jeni knew, men surrounded her from every side. 

      Big men. 

      Strong, dangerous men. 

      The crowd closed in, and Jeni hid behind Scott. 

      Scott, she thought, not Mr. Maxwell. They were in this together now: he was hers.

      One hand splayed across his back and the other twisted wrinkles into her skirt. She said a prayer for his safety and tasted blood as she nibbled her lip. 

      Vulnerability was getting old. She wished she could protect herself. 

      Jeni sighed, accepting reality. She needed a man to protect her, and she wanted this man.

      Jeni glimpsed the sheriff through the gap between Scott and another man. His courage was failing him. He held both hands up, and when he sputtered and backtracked, Jeni realized that these new men were Scott’s friends, probably the brothers he’s written about.

      Realizing that they weren’t there to hurt her squashed some of her anxiety, her hand steadied, and she released the lip she’d been about to bite clean off. They were there to protect her, and they would defend Scott, too. He didn’t deserve the trouble that followed her, even if he had determined to reject her.

      Without concern for her reputation, Jeni released the breath she had been holding and let her forehead rest against Scott’s back. Her skirts swirled around his calves, and she breathed his scent. He smelled like horse and leather and pine. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.

      For the moment, at least, she was safe.

      Without lifting her head, Jeni glanced around. The crowd was on top of them, but less threatening. With another breath, she relaxed more against Scott’s back. She held tight to the sides of his body and hoped he would accept her. 

      The strength of muscle under her fingertips made her more determined to marry him, and every moment of safety behind the wall of his brothers fortified her determination further. Although he stood in front of her, his support wrapped around her. 

      That was silly, as he wasn’t even touching her. 

      She sensed it just the same. 

      He didn’t stop her from touching him. She rested against his back while he dealt with the sheriff, and he didn’t step out of her reach. It gave her a measure of hope.

      Jeni couldn’t see the sheriff. She tried to look around Scott’s shoulder, but he moved to block her. Another man shifted, and they trapped her behind them. Two men shielded her from behind. They were so close that her skirts pressed against her legs as they boxed her in. One more man stood close to her side. Jeni tipped her head to see his face. He was beautiful, too. They all were. Maybe she thought so because she was protected from every side. It wasn’t that, though. They each had more than just a physical presence. 

      They were a very handsome group. 

      The anger that had sustained her for so long abandoned her. The only thing Jeni had left in her was weakness and rejection. She was more vulnerable now than she’d ever been in her life. Losing her anger
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