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        1865

        Butte, Montana

      

      

      “Jimmy boy, ain’t nothin’ you can do about yer mama’s occupation. Ye just can’t change things. It’s her choice,” the man said, a wide, lecherous grin on his lips. “Besides, ain’t she keepin’ vittles in yer stomach and clothes on yer back?”

      Fourteen-year-old James Freeman glared at his mother’s latest ‘friend.’ Beau Hanson sat in his mother’s tiny parlor, cocky expression on his face, a wicked gleam in his eyes. Big and blonde, he was a lummox of a man. While Hanson had treated him and his mother fairly over the past month since he started ‘courting’ James’ mother, he knew to keep his anger buried deep inside him and his mouth shut. The man must be able to read minds, or James hadn’t done a good job keeping the scowl from his face, for the man had guessed his feelings.

      For two years, James had suffered abject humiliation because of his mother’s work. But then James knew she’d had no choice. Margarite Freeman had been desperate.

      After his father died two years ago, their lives had changed. The family home had to be sold to pay off debts neither of them knew his father had incurred at the gambling tables. And his father’s stake in a once thriving silver mine had resulted in little monetary value since it went dry within a few months of its discovery.

      James had managed to secure farm labor work, but the pay was low and back-breaking. That lasted a month. Out of nowhere, Margarite informed him she’d found work and he could return to school once more.

      His heart had pounded with joy at her words. James loved school and planned to make something of his life. Once he had his degree, he could care for his mother, and no longer would she be forced to accept men into their home.

      From the first, she’d been evasive about the type of work she’d found, but it wasn’t long before James heard kids at school calling her a ‘slut.’ After many bloodied noses, James found the courage to confront his mother about the allegations. As she’d always done, she gave him the truth. While he hated her words, he understood her desperation and was proud of how she cared for him.

      James heard Margarite’s light step from down the hallway, and he slunk lower in his chair. He watched her move gracefully into the parlor. She was a beautiful, caring woman, meant to have a wonderful life. He’d do everything in his power to protect and care for her—once he was able to earn a good living.

      His gaze left her when he heard a chair scrape against the wooden floor. Hanson rose from his chair, his face changing from friendly to dark and…

      James shuddered at the expression on the big man’s face.

      Hanson took two steps so he stood directly in front of Margarite. The man took her in his arms, grabbing her buttocks and kissing her fiercely, pressing her tight against his body.

      James fisted his hands on the table in front of him in impotent fury before shutting his eyes tight against the awful scene. It took all of his willpower not to leap out of his chair and pounce on Beau’s back. Only when the bastard finally released her did James breathe a relieved sigh. Margarite sent James a warning look and a small shake of her head before facing Hanson with a brilliant smile. Then she put her arm through his and sashayed from the house.

      James’ eyes got teary as he thought ahead to a lonely night of cursing and worrying about his mother, knowing she wouldn’t return until the break of day.

      Three years later, the future for him and his mother that he’d envisioned had ended precipitously when she died of syphilis.

      Now, on a cold winter day as he stood before her grave, he smiled. He thought of her words when he’d confronted her about the men in her life. She’d replied, “What, James, will you be my knight in shining armor come to rescue me? You can’t, you know, it’s my choice. Besides, you’re a child. Perhaps one day, after you’ve grown…”

      No longer was he a child, but he’d been too late to save her.

      I was too late to be your knight, Mother, sad to say.

      But he vowed, in future, to charge to the rescue of any other woman who needed his help.
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        1884

        Bozeman, Montana

      

      

      Saturday was the busiest morning of the week at the Sapphire Palace. Filled to capacity, the noise of conversation and laughter caused Katie O’Malley to feel a headache coming on. She appeared outwardly calm as she approached Marshal James Freeman’s table in the dining room, though deep inside her temper raged. If she were a teakettle, she’d be steaming! She had no doubt her cheeks were about the same shade as her red calico day dress. Why couldn’t she be a pretty blonde like her friend, Annie Callahan, instead of red-haired and freckled?

      Annie passed by just then, carrying plates heaped high with the breakfast special. Dressed prettily in a robin’s egg colored gown that set off her blonde hair and matched her cool blue eyes perfectly, Annie threw her a smile and said under her breath, “Be calm, Katie.”

      Katie sighed. Annie had to know about all she could do was try.

      Once again last evening, the marshal had done his blasted duty by closing down Marie Hannigan’s establishment across the street—a diner and brothel, the last establishment of its kind in Bozeman.

      Katie thoroughly despised James Freeman’s holier than thou attitude. Since he’d begun charging through on a swathe of questionable (in his opinion) business destruction, she’d vowed he would find no cause to close down the Palace, fondly called Katie’s Palace by most folks who frequented the combination saloon, dining room and boarding house.

      The Palace had been her mother’s dream. Katie’s father died several years ago, in a mining accident, leaving his wife and daughter a modest fortune. Grace O’Malley had seen a need for a room and board place in Bozeman, and had opened up the Palace. With Katie’s assistance, and a few other helpers, they ran the place efficiently together for the past six years. Luckily, Katie’s mother was a no-nonsense woman with a clear mind for business. Katie had been in business three years, after acquiring the business from her mother, who’d found a second love and moved to Texas.

      Balancing a platter filled high with buckwheat cakes, over easy eggs, half a pound of bacon and two pieces of toast with marmalade, she wondered if Freeman’s conservative nature explained why he ordered the same breakfast every day. She felt tempted to fake a stumble and dump the entire contents on the good marshal’s head. No, spending time in jail wasn’t in her plans.

      Just as she reached his side, he looked up and gave her one of those steady lawman looks that seemed to penetrate her body and soul. Searching, she decided waspishly. The man was always searching for some evil-doer to toss into one of his jail cells. She smiled to herself at the image of the marshal sleeping in one of the cells each night. Being rather new to town, he’d yet to find or build a home of his own.

      He sat back with his arms crossed over his brawny chest. Her hands shook as she set the plates of food in front of him. “Thank you, Miss O’Malley.”

      His deep baritone caused a shiver up her spine. His voice had been the first thing she’d noticed about him. Annie said his voice conjured up dreams of something about which she had no business fantasizing. On principle, Katie insisted she found his voice cold and crude. She didn’t try to explain why it affected her so profoundly every time he spoke, if she truly hated him.

      Katie gave him a brief nod, unable to meet his penetrating gaze any longer. Turning her back on him, she’d taken just two steps away when he spoke again. “More coffee would be appreciated when you’ve got the time.”

      Keeping her back ramrod straight and her hands on the tray, she closed her eyes and counted to twenty. She’d already poured him several cups of coffee while he waited for his breakfast. Now she turned to him with a vivid but false smile on her lips. “Coming right up, Marshal.”

      Her stride back to the kitchen was long and furious. She’d fix him up with coffee all right! She’d fetch the damn burr under her saddle his own personal pot.

      Upon her return to the dining room to deliver breakfast to other customers, she wasn’t the least bit surprised to see he’d cleaned up more than half his breakfast. He was a huge man with an equally huge appetite—some appetites she could imagine more vividly than others, to her shame. Not for the first time, she found herself noticing his muscular frame, sandy hair and attractive brown eyes.

      More so than others, she knew there was more to a man than looks. Her last two beaus were utterly gorgeous. Too bad neither of them possessed much by way of manners where a lady was concerned. She was a woman, full-grown now—twenty-seven years old. Some in town thought her a spinster, but she just hadn’t found the right man and refused to settle.

      Bozeman remained a young town filled with youthful, wild men, some permanent and some passing through, but never would she accept outrageous behavior from her beaus or patrons. She expected any man entering her establishment to behave as a gentleman should, and that included removing his hat and leaving his gun with Brewster Johnson, the doorman she’d hired to keep the peace. Only the marshal was allowed to keep his gun, owing to his job.

      Back in the kitchen, she grabbed the handle of a coffee pot. Blinding pain shot through the palm of her hand, and she gasped, dropped the pot back down on the burner, pulling her hand back. Annie dropped the plate of food she’d been dishing up on the counter to run to her. Grabbing her hand, she stuck
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