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      Jasper ducked behind a tree and peeked around, his heart hammering in his chest. He’d lost sight of her. How could he have lost sight of her? He was angry, not just at the ordeal they were going through, but at himself for not keeping her at his side.

      Ginny was capable of handling tough situations. She was a quick shot and her response time was faster than most of the men he knew. She could run like the wind and jump fearlessly to do whatever it took to get away from the bullets streaming in her direction.

      But in his haste to get away from the area, he’d lost sight of her.

      He turned and pressed his chest to the tree trunk, looking around. Gunshots rang out through the air, whizzing into the forest around him. He searched for either Ginny or whoever was shooting at him, his eyes darting from left to right, stopping only momentarily on the windows of the two-story general shop.

      His heart plummeted to his stomach when he spotted them. Arnold had grabbed her. She wasn’t cooperating, and Jasper couldn’t tell whether she was resisting Arnold or had no ability to control herself. Meaning she was unconscious. Meaning she was injured.

      Jasper’s anger at himself and what they were going through made his blood boil. He turned around sharply and pressed back against the tree. He closed his eyes and said a prayer. In that brief moment, the gunfire ceased.

      Stunned by the silence, he twisted his upper body and looked at the scene he’d only temporarily left behind.

      Arnold had taken her. He’d managed to get his hands on her.

      Jasper couldn’t stay where he was. He suddenly realized it was Arnold who had been robbing the shop. He and his men got away with not just the money from the till but the woman he loved.

      He raced around the tree and headed straight across the road to his horse, which was moving in place restlessly, pulling on the reins attached to the hitching post.

      Jasper’s heart hurt seeing Ginny’s horse next to his. They hadn’t expected this. Arnold must have been watching them. He’d probably followed them all the way from Cooper Gulch almost to Low Branch. That’s where they were headed. They hadn’t even been aware Arnold was still after his daughter.

      Jasper Connelly and Ginny Fairway had been together for nearly three years. He’d met her while working as a bounty hunter when he began his search for Arnold Fairway—her father—who was notorious for his bank robberies all around Texas.

      It turned out Ginny had not followed in her father’s footsteps. She had gone the opposite way and, at nineteen, began her own career as a bounty hunter, mainly searching for her father to bring him and his gang to justice. They’d crashed into each other when both had gone after Arnold and fell in love almost at first sight.

      There was some initial frustration, as they had literally run into each other in an alleyway chasing after Arnold on foot. Jasper had been suitably apologetic, but Ginny didn’t stick around to listen to his apology. Seeing that she was continuing her pursuit, Jasper was right on her heels, and they got to know each other while dodging bullets and jumping obstacles in their way.

      They’d lost track of her father, and from that point on, Arnold had become their archenemy. He sent messengers to rough them up and let them know he would soon come and take his daughter, and the two would never see each other again.

      But three months ago, Arnold’s threats and attacks had stopped. They thought something had happened to him, that he’d been killed in a robbery. But there he was, taking her away, leaving Jasper behind to rage at himself for allowing this to happen.

      The weather was growing cold as 1887 came to take over. In two weeks, there was a fall celebration. He’d planned on taking Ginny back to Low Branch, where he was from, to meet his brother, Jeremiah.

      Jasper hadn’t talked to Jeremiah in many years. He’d left home long before their father died three years ago. He’d never had the close relationship with their mother that Jeremiah had. He’d made a name for himself in small circles, mostly among his fellow bounty hunters.

      A year into his relationship with Ginny, he knew it was time to settle down, go back to Low Branch, and make amends with the brother and mother he’d left behind. It was time to start a family with Ginny. He’d long past asked her to marry him. They were just waiting for their lives to calm down enough to actually go through with it. Plus, Jasper had mentioned he wanted to get married in Low Branch. From that mention on, Ginny wouldn’t do it unless they were ready to go back to his hometown and really make a life for themselves. She even said she would be willing to be a schoolteacher as long as he was ready to leave behind the life he was living.

      For Ginny, Jasper would have done anything.

      He was on his horse and following far behind Arnold as fast as he could. But the man had been riding at a break-neck speed and could have gone in any direction. He repeatedly pictured the way she’d flopped around on the back of her father’s horse. That he could even put her there like that showed how little he cared for her. His heart hurt.

      Jasper prayed for guidance and direction, leaning forward anxiously, determined to find and rescue the woman he loved.

      “I’m coming, Ginny,” he murmured, hearing the pain in his own voice and feeling it deep in his soul.
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      Jasper was nervous. It didn’t matter that Jeremiah was his brother or that he was essentially going home. He felt like he should have kept more in touch with the family and friends he’d left behind in Low Branch. He hadn’t left on angry terms, but he knew he’d hurt people with his behavior. How would they treat him now?

      He rode slowly, letting his horse take his time. His stomach was grumbling, as he hadn’t eaten since that morning at breakfast when he’d stopped at the small restaurant back in Duncanville. It was the closest town to Low Branch, only a few hours from the bigger town. Jasper had traveled so slowly it was nearly noon.

      As he passed the trees and brush, he was surprised by how well he remembered the area. To a stranger, it likely was just a forest with a dirt road cut through it. But he’d spent his childhood in these woods and knew them like the back of his hand.

      The old smells, the memories, everything came flooding back when he turned onto the wide path that led up to the ranch in the distance. His family appeared to be doing well for themselves. If he’d stayed in one place long enough, he might have been able to correspond with them more frequently.

      But not only had he not settled anywhere for any amount of time, he hadn’t exactly gone out of his way to write to them and let them know anything going on in his life. The one occasion he was able to receive anything, it had been a letter from Jeremiah, telling him he was getting married.

      He pulled in a deep breath as he got closer, leaning forward to talk to his horse, whom he affectionately called Al, short for Algernon. He’d ridden the horse away from his home. Now he was riding the same horse to return six years later.

      He was looking at his twenty-fifth birthday and wanted to spend it with his brother. He could only hope he would be accepted.

      The house looked in fine condition when he got close enough to really see it. The front yard was long and nothing but green grass and small circles of flowers, breaking in with flourishing, bright colors. Jeremiah had added a sculpture to the middle of the lawn—an angel looking as if it was about to rise back up into the heavens. Arms extended upwards, as well as the eyes, and the feet lifted as if they were floating.

      Jasper liked the sculpture.

      Movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he looked to see a woman in the garden, on her knees, digging in the ground with gloved hands. Her hair was pulled back and covered by a handkerchief that was tied under her chin. She looked steady and concentrated as she searched for what Jasper assumed were potatoes in the soft dirt. Her shirt was light blue and so loose he suspected it belonged to her husband. Her skirt was pulled up so that the lower part of her legs were exposed. She was using the majority of the fabric to protect her knees from the hard ground and rocks.

      Just behind her were two large wickers baskets. One had cloth lining the upper part of it, while the other didn’t, and the second looked more worn and beaten up as well.

      Jasper assumed the woman was Jeremiah’s wife, Isabelle.

      He approached slowly and didn’t dismount till he reached the edge of the fencing that ran around the long, wide garden. He kept his eyes on her so that if she looked up, he could greet her and she wouldn’t be as terrified by his presence. He planned to say something when he was a bit closer so she could see him. He resembled his brother. He hoped she saw that first.

      He slid out of the saddle and was somewhat grateful that the gate leading into the garden made a creaking sound as he pulled it open. That was when she looked up, her eyes wide at first, then narrow as she focused on him. He saw her move in front of one of the baskets. It wasn’t the one with the potatoes in it.

      He immediately assumed a baby was lying in that one.

      He lifted one hand and put on a friendly face. “Howdy,” he said enthusiastically. “I’m Jasper. Jasper Connelly. Lookin’ for my brother, Jeremiah. Are you Isabelle?”

      His words immediately put her at ease. She smiled, which was not the reaction he was expecting but was extremely gratifying to see.

      “I am!” She got to her feet quickly and pulled a cloth from her waistband to wipe her hands with. She came over to him, taking wide steps through the soft dirt under her feet. “Isabelle Connelly. Jeremiah has told me so much about you. There certainly isn’t any doubt you are brothers, is there?”

      Jasper laughed, wondering if six years had made their resemblance any less prominent.

      “People always did say we favored.”

      Isabelle nodded. “Well, you do. I know Jeremiah hasn’t heard from you in a long time. Does he know you’re coming?” She looked a bit concerned and looked around him briefly, likely to see if Jeremiah was actually with him.

      “No, I didn’t get a chance to tell him. I’ve been, well, I reckon I’ve been on the run for the last five or six months. Lot of bad things happened, and I felt like God was tellin’ me to head on home. Get my life sorted out. Jeremiah’s not here?”

      “No, he’s out working in the field with the rest of the crew.”

      “How about Ma? She here?”

      Isabelle shook her head, a solemn look coming to her face. He gave her a curious look.

      “She doesn’t live here anymore. She was… she started treating other people and me very cruelly, and Jeremiah had to ask her to leave.”

      Jasper was stunned to hear those words. He would never have thought his brother and mother—whom he’d always considered quite close—would have a falling out so serious that she would be forced to leave.

      “She’s staying across town, though, so you’ll still be able to see her whenever you want to.”

      Jasper noticed how Isabelle said it quickly. He gave her a soft smile and sighed.

      “Six years makes a big difference. I’ll just have to adjust to everything I’ve missed. Tell me—is Jeremiah angry with me? How do you think he will take seeing me again?”

      Isabelle’s thin eyebrows shot up. “He isn’t angry with you. You were young and wanted to make something of yourself. He didn’t blame you for leaving.”

      “Uncle Daniel gave me some money and told me to venture out into the world. He made me swear not to say anything because he wasn’t giving Jeremiah that money. He told me it was because Ma always doted on Jeremiah, and I didn’t get that kind of attention. I never felt like that was true, though. I think they just got along real well. At least they did. It’s real surprising to hear she isn’t living here now.”

      “I hope that doesn’t upset you. Jeremiah did what he had to do. Your mother was causing a lot of problems. Especially when I fell with child. She became very controlling and wanted to run everything. She just went too far, and Jeremiah had to ask her to leave.”

      Jasper wondered if there was more to the story. There was certainly more to any statement he might make himself about how things went in his recent past. He was dying to tell someone about Ginny, and Isabelle, with her bright, interested eyes and easy-going smile, looked like she might be the best candidate.

      “Come and meet Sami.” Isabelle waved him over to the basket.
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      Jasper proceeded to push his hands into the dirt, searching for potatoes. He’d offered to help his sister-in-law after meeting his niece, and the two had become fast friends. He already felt somewhat at ease with the situation. She seemed certain Jeremiah would welcome him home with open arms.

      As he searched for the oblong roots to yank out from underground, Jasper thought about the last time he’d seen his brother. Jeremiah was the only one awake when Jasper had left that morning. He’d packed a bag and set off in the early hours of the morning, but not before stopping in the kitchen to share a last egg and toast and coffee breakfast with his brother. It had been their routine.

      Would they strike up that routine again? Jasper was surprised to feel his heart aching with hope. He was desperate for familiar things now that he’d lost his Ginny. It had been the end for them, the end of that life and the start of something brand new.

      Jasper pushed the thoughts away, unwilling to be emotional in front of Isabelle. He didn’t know her quite well enough for that yet. She might think he wasn’t a man if he suddenly started bawling and babbling about losing the love of his life. How humiliating that would be!

      They’d been searching the ground for potatoes, going down one long line in the garden where they were planted for an hour, when Jeremiah showed up seemingly out of nowhere. Jasper must have been concentrating hard on the potatoes and the dirt because it was as if Jeremiah’s hand was suddenly on his shoulder.

      He looked up, thinking it was Isabelle, to see the soft, emotional eyes of his brother, looking so much like his own. He realized at that moment that they had aged at exactly the same rate and did indeed still look nearly identical.

      Love and admiration flooded through him. He stood up to receive his brother’s warm hug, sighing and tearing up with happiness.

      “Jasper!” Jeremiah’s voice was filled with his own emotion. “My brother. You’ve come home!”

      “Jeremiah. It’s so good to see you. So good.”

      The two men hugged for a long time, patting each other on the back. Jeremiah squeezed Jasper several times, placing his hand on the back of Jasper’s head affectionately.

      “My brother, my brother.” Jeremiah stood back and surveyed him. Jasper was finding it impossible to control his emotions and began to laugh. They playfully wrestled for a moment or two, Jeremiah swatting Jasper’s hair to the side and Jasper ducking unsuccessfully to avoid it, still laughing delightedly.

      Isabelle had been right. Jeremiah was ready to welcome him home. Jasper’s heart sang with joy.

      “We should go inside,” Isabelle said, going to retrieve the basket with her baby in it. “You boys get the baskets and bring them back to the house.”

      Jasper looked at the woman the same moment Jeremiah did.

      “Yes, ma’am,” they replied at the same time.

      They both reacted to the synchronization, pointing at each other and laughing. Jasper saw Isabelle shake her head and roll her eyes, but the biggest smile was on her face. She’d reached into the basket and taken her child out to hold against her breast as she walked back to the house.

      “Come along, you two. Oh Lord, have you stricken me with two grown boys to look after, as well as my own baby?”

      Her mumbled humorous words made Jasper chuckle as he turned to pick up the basket of potatoes.

      “I can get these,” Jeremiah said, reaching for the basket at the same time.

      “Oh, no, you won’t,” Jasper growled, his eyes sparkling at his brother.

      Jeremiah laughed, pulling his hands back, pretending to be frightened of Jasper. “Whoops, no, I won’t. You can lug those back to the house if you want. I’ll just take this empty basket right here.”

      With that, Jeremiah snatched the empty bassinet from the ground and swung it as he strolled to the gate. Jasper grunted with strain picking up the large oval basket filled nearly half with heavy potatoes.

      He should have let Jeremiah take it. The thought made him laugh again.

      Not much had changed in those six years as far as their brotherly love was concerned. He was so glad to see it. It made his homecoming exactly as he’d wanted it. It was nearly perfect and would only have been better if he’d come back and found his mother there, happy, content, loved.

      He had a feeling she’d chosen her path and was curious to hear the whole story from Jeremiah. They had a lot to catch up on.

      Ten minutes later, he was seated at an elaborate eight-person table in the dining room of his childhood home. He’d been given a large glass of lemonade that was cooled in the icebox and went down smooth when he drank it. He asked for more.

      Jeremiah was seated at an angle to him, having taken the seat at the end of the table. His brother leaned forward, so his arms were in front of him, and he was using them to hold himself up. His eyes were directly on Jasper.

      “Tell me what happened to you after you left,” his brother remarked, curiosity ripe in his voice. “I still have two letters you sent me near the beginning. I wish you’d sent more. Did you get mine about getting married?”

      Jasper nodded, glancing at Isabelle. “I’m sorry I didn’t acknowledge it or come for the wedding.” He remembered being on the hunt for Arnold around that time. He’d only just met Ginny, and they were beginning to fall in love. It was ironic that his brother had found a woman at the same time he did.

      “It’s okay,” Isabelle replied. “I’m sure you were very busy.”

      Jasper wondered if that was the opportunity for him to tell them what had happened. What had driven him to wander Texas for the last six months.

      “My goodness,” Isabelle said, coming close to him and pulling out the seat behind him. She sat down, and he turned slightly to look at her. Her eyes were so sympathetic. It touched his heart. “What’s wrong? You look like I said the exact wrong thing to say. Did I? I’m sorry if I did.”

      Jasper shook his head. “No, no,” he said quickly, not wanting her to feel bad about anything. “I was just thinking… about what’s happened to me… in the last few months.”

      “Tell us what happened, Jasper,” Jeremiah said in a stern, fatherly voice. “Were you hurt?”

      Jasper shook his head. He thought about how much he wanted to say in front of his sister-in-law. What would she think of him letting Ginny go on her own and not keeping a good enough eye on her?

      The image of her slumped over the back of her father’s horse raced through his mind, making him cringe with pain. She had to have been dead. Otherwise, he would have seen her again. He would have heard from her. She wouldn’t have willingly stayed with her father.

      And Jasper knew what Arnold would do to her if he thought she would run away from him again.

      He would kill her.

      Jasper gathered his thoughts and began, choosing to give them the short version then. Maybe when it was more appropriate, and he had his brother to himself, he could go more in-depth about his feelings for Ginny and about what happened to her.

      “I fell in love.”

      Instead of the usual smiles and congratulations, he was met with looks of worry and nervousness. He had already set up the story just with the look on his face. They weren’t anticipating a happy ending.

      “Her name is… is Ginny Fairway. She’s the daughter of Arnold Fairway.”

      “The train and bank robber,” Jeremiah said, an incredulity to his voice that Jasper completely expected.

      “Yes,” he replied, nodding. When he looked at his brother, he saw no judgment, only more worry.

      “That was three years ago. She joined me in chasing after Arnold to bring him to justice.”

      “You were a bounty hunter?” Isabelle asked.

      Jasper nodded again. “Yes, that’s right. And she was, too. After her own father. And we fell in love while we were chasing him together. And then we caught up with him. He killed her and took her away on the back of his horse.”

      Jasper really didn’t think there was much else to say. He’d just told them everything.

      From the looks they were giving him, though, he could tell they would only be supportive of him.

      “We were getting ready to come to Low Branch and settle down,” he continued quietly, “so
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