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About the Author

Sherry Forrester has her life just as she wants it. No attachments. No pressure from her parents to marry. A little bit of money and the freedom to be the lady she desires. When a stranger rolls into town, mysterious and gorgeous, her interest is piqued. Sherry swore she wouldn't give away her heart, but she longs for one night of passion, and the newcomer is perfectly capable of supplying that.
Texas Ranger Luke "Rip" Calhoun is hoping for a few diverting weeks in Pike’s Run. Along with promising to help the local sheriff catch a wily garter thief, he looks for challenging card games, good whiskey and a willing woman. When Sherry Forrester catches his eye—who wouldn't want her after stumbling upon her skinny dipping?—he does the hardest thing ever and waits for her to choose him to warm her sheets for a night. And only one night. For Luke made a long-ago vow never to let love ensnare him.
But what neither plans on is the hand of fate changing their paths...
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Chapter One
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May, 1881

Pike’s Run, Texas

There was nothing as fine as skinny dipping. At least, none of Sherry’s prior delicious experiences had proven better. Kissing someone behind a haystack or beneath the moon had its value...as long as the fellow understood what he was doing. But that type of man was hard to come by, and it was difficult to finagle a stolen moment on a regular basis, especially since some gentlemen believed a few kisses meant love and courtship.

So, really, nothing could compare to cool, refreshing water sliding over bare skin. The activity was too luscious not to enjoy, and one could indulge as often as one wished.

Sherry glimpsed the calm water of Pike’s Run peeking through the sweeping leaves of a willow tree. She ducked and pushed aside the branches, noting how the rising sun glinted off the surface. Without hesitation, she sat and removed her boots then the rest of her clothing, unafraid. She wouldn’t be discovered. Not in this place.

With practiced ease, she dove into the cool creek, the deep pool able to accommodate her jump. She surfaced and emitted a sigh of release.

Tossing her long braid over her shoulder, she surveyed her surroundings. The willows on the east side of the bank shielded her swimming hole effectively, and the tall brush on the west side also helped hide her from anyone who might pass by. But there wouldn’t be an intruder. Not out here. She was too far from the road, and there were no farms around her for two miles.

As she swam from one side to the other, her heart sang in her breast. To be alive was amazing. To be free was even better.

She was twenty-two and unattached, exactly as she preferred. She had her own money—she continued to work for her parents’ tailoring business—and the ability to come and go as she pleased. While she lived with her mother and father, they gave her liberties other parents didn’t.

Not that they would approve of her swims. Or the kisses in which she indulged when the mood and opportunity struck. Nor would they care for the times she’d sneaked out at night with whichever intriguing fellow had had the courage to ask. But they didn’t press her to marry. In fact, her father would be tickled pink if she never left home.

And Sherry had no intentions of going. She didn’t want a husband, someone who would tie her down and expect her to answer to him. Not for all the gold in California.

She enjoyed the pleasures she managed to find in Pike’s Run. There was always something going on, some man with whom to flirt or share a secret shot of whiskey. She had friends, her closest one being Corinne Taylor, and her four sisters. Life wasn’t dull. Not in the slightest.

There was nothing else she needed. She smiled as she basked in the knowledge that she’d sculpted her future to perfection.

* * * *
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LUKE “RIP” CALHOUN noticed his horse’s ears twitching. Zeus picked up the pace, and Luke allowed him the lead. A routine visitor to the area, Luke recognized the scenery surrounding a nearby stream. As his mount loped through the short prairie grass toward the creek, Luke assessed the brush ahead, aware the town of Pike’s Run was only a few miles east of the water source for which it was named.

After his rude awakening that morning, he needed a moment of peace. He’d found a card game last night and had won, taking all the money from one of the players. The sore loser, Grimes, had accused Luke of cheating, which had prompted a loud pounding on Luke’s hotel room door long after he’d gone to bed. The fellow was still drunk at four in the morning and demanding satisfaction.

Luke had grabbed the fool by his collar, shoved him against the wall and knocked his gun out of his hand. After quickly dunking the imbecile in the rain barrel outside, Luke had hauled him to the sheriff and forced the sleepy lawman from his cot in his office. Once Grimes was behind bars for sobering purposes, Luke had grabbed his things and his horse and left Navasota before sunup.

However, compared to the situation that had finally ended three days ago, the bothersome exit from Navasota was only a mild irritation. After a year-long hunt, he and his fellow Texas Rangers had arrested the Boyd Gang. A shoot-out had occurred, though no lives had been lost. But due to a bullet grazing his temple during the capture, Luke’s captain had given him some time off. It had only been a flesh wound, no need for stitches, but it had still bled like a son-of-a-bitch.

Luke hadn’t argued with his captain and had chosen to spend a few days, maybe more, in Pike’s Run. Sheriff Conner Lonnigan was the law in town and a friend, one whom Luke hadn’t seen in a while. And a two-week old telegram from the sheriff had also contributed to Luke’s choice. He chuckled as he recalled the brief message.

Garters have gone missing STOP Culprit on the loose STOP

Luke liked to rib Conner over some of the town’s problems. Raccoons that infiltrated pantries, poisoned hogs, stolen prize-winning vegetables...the life of a town sheriff was different from that of a Ranger. Luke and Conner had shared a few laughs over some of the odder cases. Not that the town wasn’t without its dangers. Luke and the Rangers had had to partner with Conner on several occasions, and now Luke wanted to help him with his garter problem. If it still was an issue. Luke grinned, anticipating the conversation he would soon have with his friend.

The town was relatively peaceful, though, and it had a saloon, a comfortable boardinghouse, decent food and pretty women. Perhaps he’d find a willing female to warm his nights, as well.

He slowed Zeus to a walk as they neared the brush along the west bank of the creek. With sure steps, the animal made its way down the short, sloping incline then dipped its head to drink greedily of the clear, calm pool.

A splash to the right made Zeus’ ears shift, but he didn’t pause in taking his refreshment. Luke, however, caught a flash of pale skin as someone arced beneath the water. His breath stilled when the figure broke the surface, revealing a woman about twenty yards from him swimming to the opposite bank. Luke froze, careful not to move a single muscle lest this be a dream and he woke.

All he could see of the woman was her head as she glided away from his side of the creek. Was she naked? He glanced toward the other side and discovered clothes folded on a rock. He could determine the colors, and white peeked between light blue fabric. He knew plenty about women’s garments, and most of their underthings were white pieces of angelic sweetness. Which meant the lady enjoying the water was as bare as could be.

A smile tugged the corners of his lips, but before he could be accused of peeking more than he already had, he dismounted and used his horse to hide her from his view. At the moment, he couldn’t pull Zeus away for anything, so Luke was stuck until the animal decided he was finished. Of course, Luke didn’t want to leave. While he couldn’t see, and hadn’t seen a damn thing, it was nice being near a woman who courted risk and went skinny dipping.

Hell, there was nothing between her and that water. Not one stitch. His mind conjured all sorts of images as the sounds of her body cutting through the stream reached him.

When a screech met his ears, he knew she’d caught sight of the drinking horse and perhaps its owner’s legs. He let out an exhale and waited for the outburst.

“Who’s there?” she cried. “You get out of here.”

He should, but he wouldn’t. He was never more grateful for his stubborn mount. “I can’t, ma’am. My horse has a mind of his own.”

“Ha! A gentleman would find a way.”

He used his bandana to wipe his brow as he remained hunched over in order to keep hidden. “A man has to take care of his horse, ma’am. Can’t survive without him.”

There was a splash. Had she left the creek—or hit the surface with an irritated hand?

“A convenient excuse so you can spy on me.”

He chuckled. “Ma’am, I can’t see, and didn’t see, one thing, I assure you.”

“You assure me? And what good is that? I don’t even know who you are.”

Damn, but he wished he could look at her. “Nope, you don’t.”

A silent moment, then, “That’s it? You aren’t gonna tell me your name?”

“You gonna tell me yours?”

“Not on your life. Why would I let some drifter know who I am?”

“Drifter? Is that what I am?” He’d been called worse.

“Well, how would I know?”

“Then why’d you call me that?”

Zeus lifted his head, looking toward the lady who shared his creek. Luke kept himself from pushing the horse’s nose back to the water in order to prolong this moment normally only possible in nighttime fantasies. Of course, in his dream the lady usually invited him in.

“Would a gentleman spy on a woman as she bathed?”

“If he’s smart, he would.”

“Ha! So you did peek.”

He grinned and watched a grasshopper jump over the toe of his boot. “I admit I looked, but it’s just my luck I couldn’t see anything. You’re too far away.”

Zeus snuffled then turned his head toward his master. He blinked at Luke as if he wondered what the hell the woman was doing skinny dipping in his drinking water. Luke stroked the black then exhaled. He’d have to leave this sprite.

“I feel sorry for you that you didn’t manage to see anything,” she continued, her tone without an ounce of pity. “I don’t mind telling you I’m as pretty as a picture.”

He laughed outright. “I’ve no doubt of that, ma’am, and I can promise you my mind paints a perfect image, so don’t you fret.” He tugged on Zeus’ reins.

She made a noise that was half-laugh, half-disbelief.

He left the idyllic setting, Zeus following behind him. A smile stayed on his lips as he mounted up once he was out of her line of sight. What a damn fine welcome.

* * * *
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“WELL, RIP CALHOUN, how the hell are you?” Sheriff Conner Lonnigan asked when Luke stepped inside his office.

The lawman rose from his seat behind his desk and held out his hand. Luke grinned and took it, sharing a firm greeting with a man he considered a friend. “Can’t complain. Finally arrested the Boyd Gang.”

Conner nodded at a chair while he resumed his seat. “I heard about that. I’m sure it was real satisfying to slap those cuffs on.”

“Didn’t get that chance. One of the bastards nicked me in the temple during their capture. Captain Griggs had me stewing while Hicks patched me up.”

“Hicks?” Conner said then laughed. “His doctoring probably hurt worse.”

Luke made a noise of agreement. “So, I got some time off while they go before the judge. Thought I’d come out here and spend a few days.”

“Really? Well, I’m glad you chose Pike’s Run. Alice will be happy to see you.”

The sheriff’s wife was a good woman. Luke could see why Conner had chosen to settle down; however, that life was not for Luke. He intended to stay free and unattached until he met his maker. “I’d like to see her and those little scamps of yours. How old are they now?”

“Sean is four, William is almost three and Conner, Jr. just turned one.” A proud expression graced the sheriff’s face. “We don’t get much peace.”

Luke could imagine. “Think they’ve got a room at McCoy’s boardinghouse?”

Conner’s eyes glowed with mirth. “Don’t ya wanna stay with me? We can move the boys around and make some space.”

A reply wasn’t needed.

Conner lifted his hands, his grin wide. “What? Something wrong? Afraid of a bunch of kids?”

Luke grunted and chose not to answer. “Still got a garter thief on the loose?”

Conner let out an exhale that spoke of exasperation. “Yep. The ladies don’t know how or when the articles are going missing. Someone is probably stealing them off the clotheslines, but,” he raised his hands, palms out, “the women can’t be sure.”

“Gonna stake out a laundry setup?” Luke teased, cracking a grin.

“I’m about ready to do that,” Conner admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “At first I didn’t think anyone was responsible because things go missing all the time. Not everything lost is stolen. When I sent you that message, I didn’t really believe there was a problem. But now the ladies are talking, and it seems, in their opinion, that too many households are having the same issue.”

Luke leaned back in his chair and put an ankle on top of his knee. “Well, I’m here to help. Can’t say I’d mind being distracted by something like this.”

Conner chuckled. “I’m glad for your assistance. Might appease Mrs. Taylor if I tell her I brought in a Ranger to catch the criminal.”

The infamous protestor and self-proclaimed matriarch of Pike’s Run was someone of whom Luke had heard but never met. And he didn’t want to. Of course, he might have to if he got too thick into the problem. There was no taking back his offer, though. Luke owed Conner for all the times he’d helped the Rangers over the years. “Don’t mind what jobs you give me to do,” Luke said. “I might be taking a break from my work, but I sure as hell can’t sit idle. I’d turn mad.”

“Wanna watch Alice’s clothesline, then?” Conner ventured to ask, his grin wide and his gaze twinkling.

Luke laughed. Town life. Well, this was why he’d come. “Sure. Just tell me when.”

Conner leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “She does our laundry on Wednesdays. Just after breakfast.”

“I’ll be there with my spyglass.”

They both shared in the hilarity of the situation, then Luke stood. “I’ll see you later,” he promised, glad he’d be able to spend time with his friend for at least a few days. His captain had given him a month, but Luke doubted he’d stay that long. Surely he could catch a garter thief within a week.

“It’s Saturday, and there’s a dance this evening,” Conner told him. “You gonna go?”

“Will women be there?”

“Nah, just kids.”

Luke let out a bark of laughter. “Where is it?”

“Northrup Walker’s barn. Northwest side of town, across the river. Just follow everybody else at dusk, and you’ll get there.”

After a lazy salute, Luke left and unwrapped his horse’s reins from the hitching post. He mounted up then kicked Zeus into a trot down Main Street toward Avenue A. He hoped Hunter and Nellie McCoy had a room available because staying at the Royal Hotel was out of the question. Not only was the establishment too fine for his tastes, it was too expensive for his blood.

It didn’t take long to reach the boardinghouse, a Victorian structure with a wide porch, and when he rode up, someone opened the door. Hunter McCoy, a former lieutenant in the U.S. Army, smiled at him.

“Rip Calhoun. Mighty glad to see you.”

Luke dismounted. “It’s good to see you, too,” he replied as they shook hands. “Got a room?”

“Sure do. Want the one in the back near the rear stairs?”

Bless the man who understood what a traveling lawman like himself needed. “Sounds good. How’s Nellie?”

Nellie was Hunter’s wife. Why all his friends were married and settled, Rip couldn’t explain. His parents had taught him how love could kill a spirit, and there was no way he would ever saddle himself with a lifetime commitment.

“Wonderful. We’re expecting. Due any day now.”

Well, damn. “Good for you.”

Hunter chuckled. “You’ve gone green.” He shook his head then said, “Why don’t you come in and rest a while?”

“I think I’ll stable my horse first at the livery. Take a walk around the town. Probably go have a drink at Callahan’s later.”

“Or two.”

Luke shrugged. “I hear there’s a dance.”

“Yep. We won’t go. Nellie’s too uncomfortable for that kind of fun.”

Only a married man would see a dance as fun. Luke, on the other hand, used those types of functions for one reason only—to find himself a willing partner for more pleasurable activities. Unbidden, thoughts of the woman from this morning prevailed. If she risked skinny dipping, what else might she enjoy? Would she attend tonight’s festivities?

The possibility intrigued him, and he anticipated the social, to his surprise. However, even if she was there, it would be difficult to pick her out of the crowd. Of course, he hadn’t been a Texas Ranger for fifteen years without acquiring a little skill at finding his man. Or woman.

With a quick clearing of his throat, Luke forced his thoughts away from his water sprite and back to his friend’s wife. “I’m sorry she’s feeling poorly,” he told McCoy. “Can I go ahead and pay you for the room?”

McCoy gestured at him to come inside. “Sure. How many days this time? Just one, like last time?”

“I’ll take it for a week.”

While McCoy moved behind the stand holding the register, he lifted his brow. “Are you in between assignments?”

“Yep. Captain Griggs gave me time. I don’t need to report back for a month.”

McCoy whistled. “You must’ve done something good to get that much time off.”

“Captured the Boyd Gang.”

After taking up a pen and scrawling Luke’s name in the book, McCoy said, “I heard about that. That’s some arrest. Those fellows left a lot of misery in their path.”

“Seventeen murders and too many bank robberies to count.” Luke recalled the mayhem the Boyd brothers had caused and grimaced. He hated criminals, and especially despised those who preyed upon those weaker than themselves.

He paid the amount McCoy gave, took the key to the room and, after giving him a goodbye, left to stable his horse at Jerkin’s Livery. A drink or two at the saloon, several hands of poker and finding a lovely companion for the night would do him a world of good. They’d settle him down and make him forget the trials of the last few years.

He hoped his fantasy woman turned out to be his kind of gal, if he could find her. His body simmered for her, and he had the distinct feeling he’d be disappointed if he couldn’t have her. He could think of a few reasons why she might be off limits, but at the moment, he allowed himself the excitement that she was unattached and just as much a pleasure-seeker as he.

* * * *
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SHERRY HELD ONTO THE footboard while Mary pulled her corset tight. “We have to convince Julia to go,” Sherry muttered. “She’ll just sit in y’all’s room weeping over Alex. We have to help her.”

“Her loyal heart won’t let him go despite his four month absence and his non-existent responses to her letters.” Mary sighed as she tied the strings. “I don’t know what else we can say to her.”

While Sherry checked her reflection in the mirror, she smoothed down her petticoat. “Tonight is just what she needs. Andrew and Ben will make sure she has a good time.”

Mary cocked her head, her nut brown, corkscrew curls swaying with the motion. “That’s not gonna help. Andrew and Ben are Alex’s cousins. They’ll only remind her of him.”

Sherry checked her soft bun with its artfully escaping tendrils then reached for her dress of lavender muslin. “But they’ve already agreed to help.”

“You asked?”

“They offered. No one can help seeing her sad face and moping attitude.” Sherry glanced toward the door, her mind’s eye picturing the room across the hall, and wondered if Amanda had had any luck talking Julia into getting dressed. While Sherry stepped into her ensemble for the evening, Mary sat on the bed without a response.

Sherry had four younger sisters, and Mary was the most practical of them. She was the fourth girl born to Luther and Liddy Forrester and was currently being courted by their father’s apprentice, Howard Meade. Constance was a year younger than Sherry and had recently married the newspaper editor, Stephen Dawson. Julia was smack dab in the center and hopelessly in love with the town genius, Alex Davis.

Alex had gone to college in January, leaving Julia behind with a broken heart and unfulfilled dreams. Not that he owed her anything. He’d never given Julia the slightest indication he returned her feelings, but Julia, the most romantic and sentimental of the five of them, had been unable to let go of Alex Davis. Amanda, their baby sister, was doing everything she could to lift Julia’s crushed spirits, even conquering her fears and attending the dance tonight in order to support her.

Sherry gave her back to Mary so she could do up the buttons of Sherry’s dress. Sherry fiddled with the lace at the cuffs, wishing she had an answer for Julia’s heartache.

“There,” Mary said when she was done. “And we need to brighten up because our sadness is only going to make her feel worse.”

Sherry nodded in agreement. “You’re right. Let’s go see her.”

She followed Mary out of the room and across the wood-floored corridor covered with a green and gold carpet runner to the room Mary shared with Julia. When they were inside, they gasped.

“Oh, Julia!” Mary exclaimed.

“You’re going?” Sherry asked in relief and delight as she hurried forward to take her sister’s hands.

Julia pressed her lips together, her blue eyes shining with gratefulness beneath her becoming, red bangs. She swept her gaze over her olive-colored muslin dress. “I can’t keep feeling sorry for myself. It’s only going to wear down my sweet sisters, and I can’t have that.”

Sherry squeezed Julia’s hands then brought them to her chest. “We’ll make sure you have fun tonight.”

Julia shook her head. “I appreciate that, but I’ll manage on my own. I won’t trespass on my sisters’ good natures anymore.”

Sherry reached up and smoothed Julia’s bangs. “Well, we won’t be far, and Andrew and Ben plan on twirling you to every song.”

Julia forced a smile. “I’m glad I’m wearing my most comfortable dancing slippers.”

“Did Andrew or Ben say if Greg would be there?” Amanda asked from her seat on the bed. She wore pink gingham and had put her blonde hair half up using shell combs, while the rest curled in a lovely cascade down her back.

Greg Kramer had caught Amanda’s eye, but he was quiet and reserved, and she was sought after by many boys because, in Sherry’s opinion, Amanda was the prettiest girl in town. The swarm of admirers she had might intimidate Greg, and Sherry couldn’t blame him.

Sherry released her sister’s hands. “They didn’t, but he’s usually there, so I don’t know why tonight would be any different.” She shook her skirts and smiled at the others. “Let’s see if Papa is ready with the buggy.” She gave a hop and clicked her heels together. “I won’t sit out a single reel or waltz, even if I have to do the asking myself.”

As they hurried downstairs, Sherry thought about her mystery man from this morning. She was certain he was a drifter and hadn’t stayed in Pike’s Run, but what fun it would be if he was there tonight. She recalled their banter and chuckled inwardly. After she’d gotten over her initial shock and realized he probably couldn’t see anything, she’d enjoyed sparring with him.

If his looks were as good as the timbre of his voice, the evening could turn into something much more delicious. She supposed she was a flirt, but she hadn’t found herself in any sort of difficult situation. Making eyes at a traveling man might be a little too dangerous, even for her, but she did want to know who he was. If he hadn’t stayed or wasn’t attending the sociable, she would feel a twinge of disappointment.

Their mother, Liddy, gushed at them once they gathered in the parlor to await their papa as he hitched up the buggy. She glided over to Julia, giving her special attention.

Their mother was blonde and blue-eyed and as kind and loving as they could want her to be. She desired only her daughters’ happiness and never pushed her personal needs onto them. Sherry admired her parents and their attitude toward their children. If they’d required Sherry to marry, she doubted she’d be the content person she was. The thought of tying oneself to a man who might try to control and dominate left Sherry feeling suffocated. Besides, someone needed to remain at home to care for Luther and Liddy in their dotage.

When the front door opened, and their papa declared everything ready, there was much hustle and bustle as five women hurried past him and out into the twinkling night. When Sherry reached her father, she cupped his grinning cheek with one hand. His blue eyes glittered with revelry for the delights to come. His thinning, strawberry hair shone in the low lamplight of the foyer.

“That color becomes you,” he commented.

“I’m a redhead. Any shade of purple paints us beautiful.”

He chuckled, then she stepped onto the porch while he lowered the lamps even further. She climbed into the buggy, squeezing into the second seat with Julia and Mary. Amanda sat up front with their parents.

“I hope Andrew or Ben are already there,” Julia whispered to Sherry. “I don’t want to stand on the sidelines and have people feel sorry for me. I can only imagine what the Menger girls might say.”

Sherry could, as well, but she’d secured the gentlemen’s promise that they’d not leave Julia on her own and trusted them. Of course, Julia’s heartache being public knowledge was yet another reason why Sherry was determined not to fall in love. A broken heart would kill her, and she had no intentions of being that type of girl, one who pined until she made herself sick.

Love, romantic love, wasn’t her idea of a happy, healthy future, and she would avoid it like the plague. Perhaps drifters were just the kind of men she should look for when the occasional need for entertainment called to her. A traveling man wouldn’t want to stay, and she wouldn’t have the opportunity to become attached. Her hope that her mystery man would grace the Walker’s barn with his presence grew in abundance.
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Chapter Two
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Luke shared conversation with Conner and Alice Lonnigan as he stood in Northrup Walker’s barn. Numerous lanterns lit the area, giving Luke the ability to scan those arriving for the festivities. A band gathered on one side of the large structure, setting up folding chairs so they had places to sit. Conner and Alice’s children played in one of the cleaned-out stalls, their trains and toy soldiers keeping them occupied so their parents could have a few moments.

When Luke wasn’t watching the little squirts play, he was running his gaze over the women. He leaned a shoulder against the post of the stall, facing the open barn doors, but his view was blocked when Conner’s younger brothers came toward their group.

“It’s Uncle Andrew and Uncle Ben,” Sean called as he left his precious toys to jump up into their arms and receive hugs.

Andrew and Ben, twins, were shorter versions of Conner, but with sneakier dispositions. As they greeted everyone, including Luke, he wondered if the gentlemen had intentions to become deputies and work with their older brother.

“Evenin’, Rip,” Ben drawled. “I heard you’d be here.”

“And you still came?” Conner teased.

They shared a chuckle, then Alice asked, “I thought one of y’all was escorting Julia Forrester tonight?”

Luke noticed a lift of Conner’s brow as if he was surprised to hear the news.

“Sherry didn’t say we should bring her. She wasn’t sure if they’d be able to convince her to come,” Andrew explained.

Ben nudged his twin then nodded at the entrance. “They’re here.”

As the pair set off to intercept a group who’d arrived, Luke watched the exchange. Four ladies followed on the heels of an older couple, probably their parents, while they walked with their arms linked. Andrew and Ben first greeted the mother and father before moving toward their daughters.

Luke listened with only one ear as Alice explained why the twins had offered assistance to Julia Forrester. The foursome rewarding Andrew and Ben with their smiles had most of his attention.

A blonde was on one end, looking as if she’d rather be anywhere else and glad to have her arm locked with the lady at her side. The brown-haired girl, who had the blonde in hand, had a no-nonsense attitude about her. As if she’d sooner cut a man down to size than grin at him. Next to her was a strawberry-haired lady with a smile that seemed forced, as if she was determined to have a good time.

Andrew and Ben were speaking primarily with her, then she gave her hand to Andrew and he led her toward the refreshment table while Ben stayed behind. The last lady, another redhead, had a confident tilt to her smooth chin. Her scrutiny cut over the people standing on the sidelines, waiting for the music to start.

While she wasn’t focused on Ben, Luke had a feeling she missed nothing he said. She appeared to search for something or someone. Luke allowed himself the pleasure of running his gaze over her body. She had perfect curves. Not too bold or too delicate. Tendrils of auburn hair grazed her cheekbone and jawline, an artful mix of innocence and seduction. He had a feeling she knew exactly what those escaping wisps did to a man.

When her laugh rose above the murmur of conversation, his gut clenched. He would remember that sound for the rest of his days. Amazing how one ten minute slip of time could live forever. She was his fantasy lady and more beautiful than she had been in his imagination. Anticipation rushed through him, and he curled his thumbs in his belt loops, gripping them tightly.

“Oh, Conner, Jr., don’t put that in your mouth,” Alice scolded as she hastened toward her child.

Her light admonishment pulled Luke from his perusal of the exquisite beauty, and he glanced at Conner. The sheriff had narrowed his eyes at him, and Luke grinned. “Something wrong?”

Conner shrugged. “How long are you stayin’ again?”

Luke had no doubt his friend wouldn’t mind him beating a path out of town if he knew he’d turned his attentions onto the redhead, garter thief or no. However, in his quick assessment of her, he understood an affair with her would get him killed—or worse, hitched. Since neither option appealed to him, the daring lady was safe from a full assault. Disappointing, but necessary. “A week, maybe less. Depends on when we arrest your laundry culprit.”

“And how else do you plan on spendin’ your days?” Conner’s gaze roved over their surroundings, probably searching out who had held Luke’s interest.

“Playin’ cards, havin’ a few drinks.” He was careful to keep his focus off of the redhead. “And I told you I’d do whatever you need me to. I’m not here just to tease you about the fellow collecting ladies’ clothing.”

That made Conner’s head whip toward him. “Really?”

Luke shrugged.

A surprised and pleased expression crossed Conner’s face. “Well, thanks.”

“I’ll see you in the mornin’.”

“I’ve got church. Then dinner at my aunt’s.”

Luke frowned. “Who’s usually available while you’re doing all that?”

“Pete Jerkin, the blacksmith.”

While the band took their seats and struck a chord to alert everyone the first song was about to be played, Luke offered, “Why don’t I open the office for you? You can introduce me around tonight, make sure people know I’ll be there if they need anything.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Luke didn’t add that he hoped the task provided the opportunity to meet his fantasy lady. While she wasn’t the kind of female he could spend a few rowdy nights with, she was still a lovely, daring enigma. He wanted to meet the woman who courted danger and swam naked, who surveyed the space before her and its inhabitants with confidence and curiosity, who had perfect curves and fire-catching hair.

Would she recognize him? Was she even searching for him? He couldn’t help but glace at her once more. A gentleman had approached her, and her face was wreathed in a lively smile as she gave the newcomer her full attention. A slight surge of irritation gripped Luke, making him grimace. And now he couldn’t look away from the couple.

“Alice,” Conner called. “The first dance is starting. People are lining up.”

His wife handed Conner, Jr. off to a young girl, and after a quick ruffle of the helper’s hair, she turned toward her husband.

As Conner took Alice’s hand, he said to Luke, “We’ll make the rounds after this reel. Don’t go anywhere.”

After the pair left to pick their places, Luke found the redhead again. She stood in line, facing her partner, and Luke sensed her body hummed with excitement for the music to begin. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he murmured to himself as the song started.

* * * *
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SHERRY LOCKED EYES with a tall, broad-shouldered, Stetson-wearing stranger while she clapped her appreciation when the first song ended. A thrill moved through her, gliding over her skin and warming secret places. His lids lowered over an intent gaze, as if he could conquer her with only his eyes.

She tilted her chin a little higher and looked right back at him. He was a bold one, gazing at her as if she were some kind of peppermint stick waiting and wanting to be licked. Who was he? She recalled her drifter from the morning and answered her own question.

The silver badge pinned to his blue shirt shone in the lantern light, pulling her attention. When she returned her perusal to the face of the drifter-turned-Ranger, a grin tugged at his lips. She lifted both eyebrows at him then focused on her partner, ignoring the angled jawline and piercing, dark eyes of the man who stood on the sidelines watching her as if he didn’t need to be near her to captivate her.

Teddy Wilkens remained her partner for the second tune, a waltz. She kept her attention on him, despite her interest in the Ranger. While she’d entertained the notion of encouraging a drifter, she didn’t chase men. And she wasn’t about to go after one who seemed to think she would come to him without even an introduction.

She followed Teddy easily. They’d danced together before. In fact, she’d kissed her partner a few times. Once behind a haystack, once at the fair last fall, and the most recent had been a reward for purchasing her supper at the auction to raise money for new school books. She liked Teddy. He could show a girl a good time, but he didn’t inspire her. In fact, most men didn’t. It was probable the Ranger would be the same as all the rest.

While Teddy led her through the steps, she noticed Sheriff Lonnigan introducing the newcomer to a group of men. Was he staying? Curiosity piqued, she couldn’t help but glance at him when Teddy turned her in a circle near the lawmen. The Ranger caught her watching and winked.

A burst of laughter erupted from her, but she pressed her lips together, squelching it as quickly as she could.

“What’s funny?” Teddy asked

“Uh, nothing.” She smiled at him, not wanting him to guess another man held her attention. “Nestor sneezed into his punch.”

Teddy grinned. “Let’s be thankful it was in his cup and not the bowl.”

His remark made her chuckle.

As they twirled around the barn, gliding easily through the movements of the waltz, she took discreet peeks at the Ranger, observing how easy he appeared in his surroundings. His denims emphasized lean, muscular legs, while his blue shirt showed off broad, powerful shoulders. He wasn’t as tall as Sheriff Lonnigan but had to be over six feet. He could certainly turn a woman’s head, and she wouldn’t be surprised if he had a string of ladies clamoring for his attention.

When the song ended, they clapped their appreciation, then she thanked Teddy for leading her through the first couple of tunes. He nodded, then her attention caught on a few of her friends in a tight circle near the refreshment table. By their posture, Sherry could tell something was wrong. She hurried to their sides, irritation rising. “What’s happened?” Sherry asked Edith Fuller, whose cheeks were pale.

Corinne Taylor gave their friend a sympathetic look then faced Sherry. “A pair of Edith’s garters were stolen this morning.”

It was the latest in a long line of complaints, and Sherry was fast losing her patience. “That’s the eleventh household in three weeks. This is ridiculous. Exactly what are we supposed to do? Not do our wash? And who is this person who wants our undergarments?”

Corinne shuddered and wrapped her arms around her waist. “It’s disgusting. And my mother is getting ready to go on a rampage if something isn’t done soon.”

“God help us if she learns about this latest incident,” Fran Webber added. “She’ll have poor Sheriff Lonnigan’s head.”

Sherry scoffed. “Poor Sheriff Lonnigan? He didn’t believe there was a problem until a few days ago. I’m tired of his inaction.”

Corinne grabbed her forearm. “Don’t you do anything,” she warned. “Remember what happened when you and Constance went after the director of the orphanage? He might’ve been a crook, but Constance was almost killed. No picking locks and breaking into offices,” Corinne scolded, her brow furrowed in discouragement.

How could Sherry promise that? But if she didn’t, Corinne would only reprimand her further. However, someone needed to do something. “The sheriff can’t do what I can do, and what I will do if necessary.”

Corinne let out a disapproving exhale and lowered her arm.

“You get after this person,” Fran said, her tone filled with fire. “I can’t help but think it’s some lonely man taking our garters. It’s sick and frightening at the same time.”

Sherry was in agreement, and theories whirled around in her mind. She would let this go no further. Luckily the Forrester home hadn’t been invaded by this scoundrel, and Heaven help the villain if it was. “He’s probably keeping them stashed somewhere. What else could he be doing with them? I’ll determine what to do and who to investigate first. Now,” she glanced around and found the sheriff still strolling the outskirts with the Ranger, “we ought to disperse before anyone grows suspicious.”

As the ladies scattered, Sherry was surprised when Corinne gave no recriminations. Her friend must realize she couldn’t stop Sherry now. After a deep breath, Sherry went in search of Amanda, wanting to check on her. Her baby sister didn’t care for parties and usually tried to avoid them. She’d only attended this one to be a support to Julia and to see Greg Kramer.

Amanda was seated on a hay bale, her elbow propped on a knee and her chin in her hand. The sad expression on her face made Sherry’s heart squeeze. She hurried over and sat next to her. “I came to see if you were all right.”

“Greg isn’t here.”

Sherry rubbed her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Do you want to pass the time somewhere else? We could go for a walk outside.”

Amanda shrugged. “I’d rather go home.”

Sherry pressed her lips together then scanned the dancers and party-goers for their parents. She caught sight of Julia, whom Ben Lonnigan had well in hand. A surge of relief moved through Sherry when Julia grinned up at her partner. If there was anyone who could cheer her, it would be Ben.

Sherry located her father standing near the refreshment table, conversing with Richard Morrison, the bank president who was currently running for the mayoral seat of Pike’s Run. “Come,” she urged Amanda. “Let’s see if Papa will take you home.”

It was all the encouragement Amanda needed. She rose and followed Sherry.

After politely interrupting the men’s discussion, Sherry gave her father a look, and he understood. He offered his arm to Amanda, said goodnight to Mr. Morrison and promised to return in two hours to fetch the remaining members of their family.

Sherry watched the pair go, love tugging at her heart. Their father was the best in the world.

“Are you enjoying yourself tonight?” Mr. Morrison asked, drawing her attention.

“Of course,” she trilled. “And you?”

“I’m here without my wife, so I’d say I’m not as delighted as you are. She decided to stay home with the children as our eldest is slightly ill, but she insisted I attend.” He adjusted his glasses.

His words caused an odd feeling she couldn’t quite name. “You’d prefer the comforts of your home and children to this revelry?”

“I’d rather be with my wife and family, yes.” He nodded his head at those skipping down the lines to a reel. “If she were here, I’d be as involved as everyone else. Wherever she is, that is where I want to be.”

The comment made Sherry smile. The love shared between a husband and wife warmed her, but the thought of depending on another’s presence to find happiness always stopped the idea from becoming a goal for the future. “I’m glad you care for her so much. Eulalie is wonderful.”

A gentle light moved through his gaze, and he opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted when Sheriff Lonnigan came up beside him, the Ranger in tow.

“Evenin’, Morrison,” the sheriff said as they shook hands. He nodded at Sherry. “And to you, Sherry.”

When she was able to respond in kind, she congratulated herself inwardly. The Ranger stood next to her, their arms almost touching. She took a deep breath and refused to turn her head to look at him until they were introduced. His warmth caused tingles to slide over her skin, and her throat went dry. How provoking.

“I’d like you to meet Ranger Rip Calhoun,” Sheriff Lonnigan said to the bank president. “He’s in
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