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Fanny would love nothing more than to bury herself in a good book with her sweet cat curled on her lap, but a confrontation with her oldest sister has her thinking about the future.   Taking on a job as a teaching assistant is more exciting than Fanny could have imagined, but a chance encounter with a man breaking into her sister’s place of business puts Fanny on a very different path.   Will she be able to reform the erstwhile cowboy, or will he steal more than her heart? Find out in this sweet Christian historical romance. 
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Chapter 1
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Fanny lay in bed stroking Midas’s warm fur. The big cat had curled close to her, snuggling in on a cold night. Fanny had been awake for at least half an hour, but her busy mind wouldn’t let her sleep. This was her first full week working with Mr. Ben at the school, and she was surprised at how much she enjoyed the job. 

Looking to her right, Fanny Fortuna could make out the empty bed where her oldest sister, Adele, used to sleep. The Hampton House, the town of Needful’s boardinghouse, eatery, and home to the Fortuna girls, was silent and Fanny longed for sunrise, so she could get up and go to work. 

Since her arrival in Needful, Texas in the fall, Fanny worked in the kitchen or helped the Hampton women keep the boardinghouse clean and ready for guests, but Adele had challenged her to do more. 

“I wish I could read,” the young woman said, turning to meet the glowing eyes of her oversized tawny cat. “It’s always better to read if you can’t sleep, but I’d have to light a lamp which might disturb someone.” 

The big cat rubbed his face against her chin and purred. Midas had been her constant companion since Fanny’s mother had passed. He was warm, loving, and such a cuddle bug. Fanny had spent hours, days even, laying in bed or sitting on a swing with a book in hand and the cat on her lap. 

“I wish I knew what time it was.” Fanny rolled over, grabbing the fob watch her father had given her and tilting it toward the pale moonlight streaming through the window. There was just enough light to make out that it was ten past four in the morning. 

Throwing off the blankets, Fanny scratched Midas behind the ears. “I’m going to school,” she declared, and the cat meowed, leaping to the top of the rough-hewn dresser. “I can get started on writing up the notes and lessons for Mr. Ben. I’ll have the place warm and the blackboards ready by the time he gets there.” 

Midas purred his approval loudly, pacing to the edge of the dresser and beginning to wash his paws. 

“At least over at the church, I can start the fire and turn up a lamp or two without worrying about disturbing anyone.” Fanny felt the impatience rising in her and hurried to dress. A pale dusting of snow had covered Needful, and she dressed in her warmest clothing, slipping her feet into heavy boots. 

In only moments, the youngest of the Fortuna daughters, a girl no more than eighteen, was gliding down the stairs, her feet as silent as the cat’s paws at her side. 

Even after months of living in Needful, Fanny struggled to grasp her father’s decision to bring his four daughters to the town to be matched as mail-order brides. It was not at all the way she had understood mail-order bride marriages. In Fanny’s mind, a mail-order bride corresponded with a potential mate then agreed to meet and wed immediately. In her case, and that of her sisters’, her father had loaded them into a train arriving at the Hampton House to turn his girls over to the match making abilities of Olive Hampton. 

Striding into the kitchen, Fanny took a lamp from a peg on the wall and lit it with a stick from the cook stove fire that was never allowed to burn completely out. 

Shading the lamp, the young woman walked through the empty dining room and opened the front door on an icy blast of air. Midas ducked around her legs, prowling out onto the boardwalk and sniffing the air. 

“Midas. Come back,” Fanny’s urgent whisper drifted away on the wind like a dead leaf as the big cat bounded down the boardwalk, bushy tail bristling. 

Shaking her head, Fanny followed the cat. At least he was headed in the direction of the church where the school met during the week. 

The dark night swept around her, icy fingers tugging at her skirt as Fanny lifted her lamp following in the cat’s wake. The church would be as cold as the outdoors by the time she got there, and the young woman wished she had brought her gloves. 

Stepping along the boardwalk, the rattle of a door creaking on its hinges caught Fanny’s ear and she noticed the door to the saloon swing wide. 

“Adele?” she questioned, lifting her lamp and sticking her head into the dark saloon. “Beau?” 

Adele, against the wishes of her father, had married the saloon owner. Perhaps he wasn’t handsome, dashing, or even well-liked in town, but the man had a profitable business and had promised to give each of the girls an allowance that would assure they could marry at leisure and not in haste. 

“Adele?” Fanny called again, the glow of the light reflecting in Midas’s green eyes. “Midas, come away from here,” Fanny tried, but the cat hissed and stalked toward a door on the far end of the bar. 

Following Midas, Fanny led with the lamp gasping as a bedraggled cowboy staggered from the tiny room in a swirl of papers. His bleary eyes were blue and his haggard face young as he blinked at her.

“Who are you?” he squinted into the light, shading his eyes with his hand.

“Who am I? Fanny huffed. “Who are you and what are you doing in here at this hour?” 

The man’s eyes went wide and he blinked blearily as Fanny stepped up close. “Were you trying to rob my sister’s saloon?” Fanny spat.

“What? No.” The smell of whisky was strong on each word. 

Midas squatted by Fanny and hissed again, his fur so frizzed he looked twice his already enormous size. 

“You were,” Fanny growled, adding to the cat’s low rumble. “I should call the sheriff.” 

“No, no!” The man waved his hands before him. He seemed to have sobered quickly. “I’m sorry, I was drunk. I didn’t know what I was doing.” 

“That’s no excuse.” Fanny felt like the heroine in one of her stories as she confronted the man, her trusty cat at her heels. “I’ll turn you in.” 

“Please,” the man’s pale eyes glimmered in the lamp light. “I’m sorry.” He dropped his head. ”I’ll do anything. Please don’t turn me in.” 

Fanny crossed her arms over her middle, feeling the chill creeping into the empty room. “Come with me,” she demanded as Midas arched his back with a snarl. 

“Yes, ma’am. I mean, Miss.” 

“What’s your name?” Fanny asked as together they slipped out the still-open front door. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you from now on, so I’d better have something to call you.” 

The cowpoke dropped his head, mashing his hat down on his blonde curls. “Cane,” he whispered. “Jude Cane.”

“Well, Jude Cane,” Fanny said, jutting her chin. “You’re going to help me get the fire started at the school and get everything ready for the children. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, Miss.” 

“Good. If you do as I say, we’ll get along just fine.” 

Fanny cut her eyes to the cowpuncher, feeling a quiver in her belly as she realized that like one of her daring subjects in a book, she could do some good right here in Needful. As a moral compass, she could set this way-fairing stranger back on the straight and narrow.  
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[image: ]


JUDE CANE SCUFFED HIS feet as his head began to pound. He’d been caught breaking into the saloon by this slip of a girl and his life hung on her whim. His bleary mind rolled over who the girl was. She was the youngest sister of Beau’s wife, the man he had just tried to rob. 

Broad shoulders sagged as shock rolled over Cane. He had never done a dishonest deed in his life until today, but frustration, jealousy, and a loss of hope had pushed him to try robbery. To his drunken, sullen mind, the idea had seemed sound. Hadn’t Beau admitted that his business was doing well? Even the town’s barkeep had a wife, a home, something to call his own. What did Cane have? Nothing. He was sick and tired of busting his hump, day in and day out for someone else, only to find at the end of the month his expenses had wiped out his pay. 

A drink with the boys, a bit of a laugh, or sing-song with the preacher on a Saturday night was well earned but left him stuck in the same rut. Jude Cane rode for Anderson Bowlings’s brand and though the man paid well, there never seemed to be anything left at the end of the month. 

“Jude,” the woman’s voice jarred him from his thoughts and Cane pulled up short. No one called him Jude here in Needful. Only his mother still called him Jude and usually as a means to chastise him. 

“Yes, Miss?” Cane drawled, cold dread creeping down his spine. 

“We’re here,” the slip of a girl said. “I would appreciate it if you would bring some fire wood in and get a fire started.” The woman’s dark eyes glowed softly in the last rays of the moonlight. “If you haven’t noticed, it is cold.” 

Cane looked around him at the quiet town. A light blanket of snow covered the church and a cold wind danced in the trees. “Whatever you say,” he finally found words as his head spun. “Just don’t tell on me.” 

“Jude,” Fanny laid a hand on his arm. “I don’t know you, but I’ve given my word that I won’t turn you in as long as you stick close and do as I say. I will not break my word if you do not break yours.” 

“I won’t!” Cane barked. “I don’t want to go to jail. It would kill my mama. I’m an honest man by rights. I swear. I never did nothin’ like this before. I was drunk.” Cane felt his face flush. “I was a drunken fool,” he added, dropping his head in shame. 

“Then we have an understanding?” 

“Yes, Miss.” 

“Good, now please get the fire going, and then you can help me sweep and set up for the week. There is a great deal to be done before the students arrive.” 

Cane nodded, hurrying to the woodpile under a shed at the side of the church. His headache was starting to grow as the effects of the bottle of whisky he had all but emptied the night before began to take its revenge. 
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“AM I BEING FOOLISH?” Fanny asked her cat, who had sprung up onto the desk at the corner of the room. “I should probably turn him in to Spencer Gaines, the town Sheriff, and be done with it.” 

The cat squatted on the edge of the desk, green eyes following Fanny as she made her way to a cupboard where books were stored. 

“I mean, the man was breaking into the saloon and though I don’t approve of the place as such, it is my sister’s place of business.” Fanny scowled, a stack of books in her arms. “On the other hand, doesn’t everyone deserve a second chance?”

The big cat spat and the door opened as Jude Cane walked in carrying a load of wood.

“I’ll have the fire goin’ in a jiffy,” he said, sagging under the weight in his arms. 

Fanny nodded. “Thank you,” she added, thinking that good manners could not go amiss. The lean cowboy looked tired, drawn, and his brow furrowed as his boots echoed on the hard floor. 

It wasn’t long before Jude had a fire going in the cold stove and heat began to ebb into the room. 

“What should I do next?” The cowpoke asked. 

Fanny turned, studying him. He was much like the other cowboys in town. Relatively tall and lean with long sinewy muscle from days in the saddle. His blonde hair, curly and ragged, reached the collar of his winter coat and his blue eyes seemed pinched with pain. 

“If you’ll help me with the desk,” Fanny nodded toward the desk where the cat sat. “We’ll put it in place for Mr. Ben. He’s not a young man, you know, and shouldn’t have to do the heavy lifting.”

Cane strode to the desk, grabbing a corner and pulling only to have the cat bristle and hiss. “Can you move your cat?” he asked, taking a step back. 

“Midas? He’ll ride along,” the girl moved to the desk, stroking the brute affectionately. “He’s such a sweetheart.” 

Cane raised a brow then bit his lip to suppress the groan as a sharp pain ripped through his skull. 

“You take that end,” the girl said, walking to the other end. “I’ll get this one.” 

“It looks heavy,” Cane protested. 

“I move it all the time,” Fanny smiled. 

Together they lifted the desk; the big cat still comfortably nestled on the top and carried it to the middle of the church. 

“For a little thing, you’re strong,” Cane said without thinking. 

“Appearances can be deceptive,” Fanny said, her dark eyes sharp as she crossed her arms. “After all, you don’t look like a man who was just trying to rob the saloon.”

Cane blanched, his eyes going wide. “Don’t say that so’s others will hear,” he hissed. 

“I won’t.” Fanny’s smile was bright. “I’m going to reform you,” she added. “You’ll be the most upstanding man in Needful before I’m done with you.” 

Cane sagged, seeing the censor in her dark eyes. “Yes, Miss,” he replied, realizing that he was now bound to this slip of a girl by his foolishness. A prickle of worry raced down his spine, and Jude Cane wondered if he might be better off making a stop at the Sheriff’s office after all. 

“Jude, Jude?” The young woman’s voice shook Cane from his thoughts. “Please bring the blackboard over here.” She pointed to a spot on the floor then began unbuttoning her heavy coat as the stove pushed the chill from the church. 

“Yes, Miss.” Cane jumped to comply, a groan slipping from his lips as it jarred his aching head. 

“And you need to stop calling me Miss,” Fanny all but shouted. 

Cane grasped the framed chalkboard, the green slate cold under his hands and pushed it along the floor of the church toward the spot the young woman had indicated. How was he ever going to get through this day? Would old Jacks come looking
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