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  Chapter 1
Dreams


Penelope Grant
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North Platte, Nebraska - August 1875

Heat suffused her skin as Sam’s warm palm slipped along her bare waist to her breast. He cupped the soft weight in his hand while his thumb and forefinger aroused her nipple, hardening the nub into pure sensation.
“Sam,” Nell exhaled his name. Her back curved, and she pressed herself close to his hard naked length.
Sam shifted from her side, taking his weight onto his arms. Slowly, he lowered his head to take her earlobe in his mouth.
His chuckle near her temple sent chills of anticipation down her spine. 
Then he kissed, licked, and nipped down its delicate arch. His mouth paused its descent as his tongue returned to both breasts, stimulating the sensitive tips again before lowering his body to hers. His weight pressed her into the thin mattress as he settled his hips fully between her thighs.
She raised her knees wide in anticipation. “Yes,” Nell moaned. She ran her hands up his broad back and arched her neck to give him better access to her throat.
His lips kissed her shoulder, then followed the rapid pulse along her neck to her ear. “Don’t leave me,” his voice, low and filled with sorrow, pierced her passion.
“What?” Her legs twined around his and urged him to enter her, fill her as he had in Beaumont. Ignoring his words, she whispered, “I need you.”
Light from the window drew her attention, and the weight of his body evaporated. Outside the hotel window, a noose swung slowly in the morning breeze.
How can I see this? Is this a dream?
Nell swung her bare legs over the edge of the bed and stood. As she paced toward the window, it stretched downward, opening to a balcony. She stepped outside.
The gallows stood below her in the street, across from the Silver Star Saloon.
“I’m sorry, Nell. There was nothing I could do to stop this.” Sam joined her on the balcony, dressed for the trail. The US Marshal’s star shone on his chest in the morning light. “You’ve killed men. More than one, darling. I won’t be able to stop them.”
Her breath caught. Her nakedness displayed her vulnerability to the crowd that filled the street. They called for justice.
Far away, a baby cried.
“Sam, wait! My baby.” She pushed past her lover into the room, and the baby’s cry grew louder.
“Robbie?” Nell blinked and struggled from the dream.
Summer heat filled the small attic room. Sweat ran down her neck and her back and tickled her scalp. She struck a match and held the flame to the bedside candle, squinting at the light.
Robbie, too short to climb up beside her, stood tear-faced near her knees—his nappy sodden and his damp hair plastered to his head.
Nell stripped the diaper and tossed it at the pail in the corner, then reached up and reopened the tiny attic window. 
Dry nappy pinned in place, she cuddled beside her child in bed. 
Dawn approached, and she wanted no more dreams of his father. The man she’d run from before she knew their coupling had created this beautiful child.
Would he have turned me over to the sheriff?
There had been a warrant for a man dressed in black who robbed a stagecoach and killed the driver—and she, dressed in black when she shot and killed those murdering villains in the Silver Star Saloon.
U.S. Marshal Sam Kline knew who she was, and despite their overwhelming attraction to one another, he was an officer of the law, sworn to his duty.
If Sam truly loved her, that love would force him to foreswear his oath to uphold the law, and if he didn’t, he would turn her in for her crimes.
Neither choice had been acceptable.
So, she had crept from the warmth of his bed and run—for both their lives.






  
  Chapter 2
Unforgettable


Sam Kline
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Sam pushed his new white Stetson to the back of his head, then shook out his neckerchief to wipe his brow. “Damned heat,” he muttered to his companion. “I don’t know why Anders always sends me to the hottest place in the dead of summer.” 
“Because he likes you, mon ami.” Hunter grinned at his friend. “And because we were in Hays, more than halfway to North Platte already. As for me, I’m grateful Judge Anders accepted my application to the U.S. Marshal Service.” He rubbed the silver star affixed to his belt. “It will be good to have steady pay while I court your sister.” He raised his shoulders and heaved a dramatic sigh. “But she barely speaks to me anymore.”
“You had your chance with Catherine in Colorado, but you sent her home with me.” Sam grinned at Hunter. 
“I didn’t exactly send her back with you. You know your sister. You don’t send her anywhere she does not wish to go.”
Sam chuckled at Hunter’s words. He wouldn’t have chosen this man for his sister. Not because he found the former bounty hunter unworthy. Quite the opposite. The dark-haired man with the savage scar on his face had a depth and integrity often missing in the men the marshal dealt with these days.
On the other hand, his sister, Catherine, was young, reckless, and childishly selfish at times. Worse, she was unaware of how beautiful she had become. “I’m glad you told her to go, but she may never forgive you.”
“Oui. As I have discovered,” Hunter replied in his peculiar mix of Cajun and French accents. “But let us not talk about ma belle Cat. Let me ask instead about the jolie demoiselle you met in Beaumont. How long ago? Three years? You never told me the end of that tale, and I don’t think you’ve quite recovered from her charms.”
Sam clenched his jaw. “That tale ended with the pretty lady sneaking off in the dead of night.”
“Non!” Hunter’s mare swayed away from Sam’s gelding. “Why would she do that?”
Anger coursed through Sam, and Shadow danced beneath the reins. He steadied his mount and gave Hunter a stern look. “She…” He pressed his lips and cleared his throat. “She wasn’t who she claimed to be.” He paused, hesitant to speak, then shook his head in resignation. “She thought she would compromise my integrity if she stayed.” He looked away and muttered, “Or that I would arrest her.”
“Mon Dieu! Arrest the belle petite demoiselle? As I remember, she was a tiny thing with brilliant red hair. Quite unforgettable.”
Sam steadied his gaze on the road ahead. Heat shimmer distorted the horizon. “I remember.”
“Well, who was she then? Who did she say she was? Mon ami, you must finish telling me this tale.”
“She was a woman who didn’t trust me enough to stay.” Sam raised a single warning eyebrow at his friend. “But I will keep her secret just the same.” He shook the reins and urged Shadow into a trot as Hunter groaned behind him.
“Unfair, my friend,” Hunter called. “You keep her secrets, but I think she has kept your heart.”
Anger flared again in Sam’s chest, but he held his sharp reply.
Hunter’s dun mare, Roulette, trotted up beside Sam, and the men exchanged an understanding glance.
“These pretty women have not gone easy on us, have they?” A long scar ran from the outer corner of his eye to his chin, stark against his tanned skin. His friend turned his attention to the road ahead. 
“Not at all, my friend,” Sam agreed. “Not at all.”






  
  Chapter 3
Lang Mercantile


Penelope Grant
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Nell stacked the twenty-pound bag of milled flour beside the others in the corner of Lang Mercantile. She straightened, hand to the ache in her back, and glanced at Anna Lang, the daughter of the owner. The girls were of similar ages and might have been good friends were their circumstances not so different. 
Anna, the golden-haired, blue-eyed child of Josef and Hilda Lang, would undoubtedly marry one of her gentlemen callers. The son of a North Platte rancher or a wealthy merchant. There would be no such future in store for Penelope Grant.
“Are you finished yet?” Anna arranged canned baking powder and coffee on the shelf. “Mama can’t start supper until you finish your chores and take over the care of your child.”
“I’m almost done.” Nell lifted the last bag of flour from the low-wheeled cart and placed it alongside the others. She wiped her hands on her apron, untied the sash, and hung the white working smock on a peg beside the back door. In a rush to see her child, she passed beyond the curtained doorway that separated the back room from the sales floor and hurried through the stockroom to the rear exit.
Outside, the August sun slanted light through the ever-present dust in the air. Mrs. Lang stood in the shade of the chicken coop, scattering grain for the hens while Robbie played with a handmade doll at her feet.
Her child looked up as she stepped from the stoop and smiled. “Mama!” His button nose and blue-gray eyes beneath thick blond hair were the two-year-old versions of his father. Each time Nell looked at her beloved son, she saw Marshal Kline.
“Ah, there you are. Good. I’ll start supper.” Mrs. Lang handed Nell the small bag of grain. “Be a good girl and finish up here.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Nell took the grain bag and hung the long strap over her shoulder.
Anna’s mother patted her cheek. “We’re so lucky to have you here, dear.”
Nell lowered her eyes and threw a handful of grain. “Thank you.”
It wasn’t as though she’d had anywhere else to go. Pregnant and alone, her disguise as a boy no longer possible, she came home—or as close to home as she would ever be able to get.
Before Nell’s mother had passed, Hilda Lang had been her mother’s best friend. Hilda had taken one look at Nell, dust-covered, big with child, and wrapped her in her arms. Hilda brooked no argument from her husband or daughter. She and Nell’s mother had promised to take care of each other’s children if the unthinkable should happen, and she had no intention of letting her friend down.
Explanations about her condition were necessarily vague. The father of her child was gone forever. With so much loss in her young life, she resolved to raise Robbie herself.
Nell insisted she worked for her room and board, although Mrs. Lang tried to make her feel like family.
Lately, young Anna’s jealousy of her and Robbie had become a problem, but Nell was determined to take Anna’s hurtful comments with as much grace as she could muster. For Hilda’s sake. For Robbie’s.
Nell scattered the remaining grain for the hens to scratch, lifted Robbie to her hip, and headed for the house. Before she could open the door, a loud commotion broke out inside—an angry shout, then gunfire, and finally, Anna’s scream.
Inside the stockroom, she hesitated. Her men’s costume, along with her pearl-handled pistols, were hidden in an old suitcase beneath her bed.
Upstairs.
“We don’t want no trouble,” a man’s sarcastic tone implied otherwise. “Only an apple or two and a kiss from this young darlin’.”
“Take your hands off my daughter!” Mr. Lang’s voice rang with authority.
“Leave her alone, Charlie.”
Anna’s muffled scream filled Nell with horror. She could stop this. She knew she could, but her guns were out of reach, and Robbie sniffled in fear.
If those men found her and Robbie, she had no doubt they would hurt her child to get to her.
Movement on the stairs to the residence caught her attention.
Hilda crept down the steps, Josef’s shotgun in her hands. She shook her head at Nell, then parted the curtain with the barrel.
At the front of the store, glass shattered, and voices cried with anger. The
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