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      Denver Blanchett crouched down, hiding his large frame in the shadow of the big oak he’d been standing next to. His brown eyes were focused on the house in front of him. A torch was being moved around inside, and Denver knew full well who it was.

      Notorious for breaking into homes and stealing as much silver as he could get his hands on, Nathaniel Dawson was in that house, and Denver meant to capture him. He was a bounty hunter by trade—considered by some to be a lawman, by others to be one who skirted the law. Though really, he did assist in keeping the criminals behind bars.

      And Nathaniel had a pretty sum on his head—enough for Denver to forget about working for a while and take a much-needed vacation. He’d been rounding up criminals for too many years non-stop, surviving countless attempts on his life and being beaten to a pulp at least half a dozen times, left for dead.

      Denver had a reputation. He and his partner, Hendricks Potter, had been well known when they were working together. But Hendricks had left the job to stay in Low Branch with the woman of his dreams a couple years ago. He was happy, and so Denver went on alone.

      He didn’t mind it that much.

      He was known in towns and cities he’d never been to. He rode his horse, Thunder, through the towns chasing down bad men with no regard for his own personal safety but keeping the citizens and townsfolk in mind every time. Sometimes Denver wished he could just think about himself, make a lot of money and flee to Mexico to live out his life in some out-of-the-way adobe bungalow with a senorita on each arm.

      But that wasn’t Denver by nature. He’d been born with an insatiable desire to save mankind, to shield the people from evil, which he felt around him all the time. He had incredible intuition and would often know what kind of person he was dealing with after only a single glance, maybe a short conversation. His senses were hypervigilant. He picked up on the little things, which was why he made such a good bounty hunter. Clues to the whereabouts of an outlaw were clear to him when they were not clear to others.

      He used that skill to his advantage in his career.

      But Denver was getting worn out. He couldn’t stop thinking about the decision Hendricks had made and how happy it had made his friend. He had never stopped his quest to capture as many outlaws as he could, getting them off the street and protecting his fellow man at the same time. It was time for a holiday.

      He thought all of these things while he stared into the house, watching Nathaniel move from room to room. He wasn’t going in and busting the place up trying to capture Nate. The criminal was a wiry, thin man with a tendency to slip out of bad situations like a rat sneaking through a carnival at night, unseen by all around him.

      Denver wasn’t going to let him off easy. But there was no need to cause any further damage to the estate Nate had broken into. He would wait for Nate to come out and capture him outside, where nothing could be damaged. Nate might try to run, so Denver had a plan in mind to keep that from happening. He’d brought his rope and would simply lasso the weaselly man.

      On the other hand, he wasn’t going to do anything to intentionally hurt the thief, either. Nate never hurt anyone in his robberies and had once fled the scene when the homeowners woke up and came stomping down the stairs. He hadn’t even taken the goods with him. He’d simply dropped the bag and ran off, escaping through the window he’d used to get in.

      Finally, the window, which Nate had removed with a glass cutter, was lit up by Nate’s torch. Denver moved behind the big tree again and stared at the ground, listening closely for the outlaw to climb out the window and drag his bag of goods out, too.

      Although Denver felt no fear with this one and didn’t expect the capture to be difficult, his heart was pounding with anticipation. He might have certain intentions, but what actually happened would depend on how the outlaw reacted to seeing him. If he went into fighting mode, Denver would have to beat him down. He was almost a foot taller and twice as wide as Nate. He didn’t want to beat the man into submission. He was hoping Nate would come along voluntarily.

      That was what he expected. And that was what he got.

      He heard footsteps approaching, squishing through the wet grass, as Nate came toward the line of oak trees. Denver stood up straight and pressed his back against the big oak. Nate stepped past him moments later, dressed all in black, a knit hat pulled over his head. The front had been pulled up so he could see and breathe easily. Denver hesitated only a moment before taking three large steps, coming up behind Nate and snatching him off his feet by his collar. The thin man lifted up easily, and Denver had to struggle with him to keep him from falling hard on the forest floor.

      “Howdy!” he said loudly, a big grin on his face. He was nervous for another moment, waiting for the thief to react.

      Nate twisted his neck to look back at Denver. A dejected look came to his face, and a sigh escaped his lips.

      “Awww, nah, Blanchett, what are ya doin’ here? This ain’t yer neck of the woods.”

      “It usually isn’t,” Denver replied, his voice almost friendly, “but I heard you were in town and had to come and check it out for myself. And here you are!”

      His smile became triumphant as it was obvious Nate wasn’t going to cause a physical altercation.

      “This was gonna be my last house, I swear!” Nate’s narrow eyes widened, and he lifted one hand in the air. “I swear, Blanchie. Give me another chance, would ya?” His pleading eyes didn’t stir Denver’s heart in the least. He was already going to take it easy on Nate.

      “I can’t let ya go, and ya know it,” he replied poignantly, “but if you’re hungry, we’ll stop at the café before I take ya to the sheriff. How’s that?”

      “Yer gonna get me a meal?” Nate looked surprised and then narrowed his eyes. “Why you gonna do that?”

      “You never know,” Denver responded, slapping him on the shoulder with one hand and grabbing his forearm with the other. “Might be a while before you get another.”
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      Denver gazed out the window, feeling warm inside, watching his friend’s wife working in her garden. She was pulling pea pods off and dropping them into a basket she held up with one arm.

      He’d returned to Low Branch, where he and Hendricks Potter, his ex-partner, had landed when he gave up hunting outlaws. Hendricks brought over two mugs of coffee. He splashed a dash of rum in his and offered it to Denver.

      “Nah, thanks. You got it pretty good here, Hendricks. You build this yourself?”

      “I did,” Hendricks replied, setting the bottle down on the table between them, his eyes moving briefly out the same window to look at his wife. “I think I got it pretty good, too.”

      “Yep,” Denver was only a little jealous. He would never let Hendricks know it. He would rather be impressed with his friend’s success than envious of it, and that’s the emotion he expressed to Hendricks. “Beautiful wife, baby on the way, lovely farmhouse. You’ve got it all.”

      Hendricks bent to pat his dog, Saber, a large dog with a long flapping tongue hanging from his mouth whenever he thought he might get fed. The animal was sitting beside his owner, his dark eyes focused on Hendricks. “I’ve got nothin’ for ya, Sabe,” Hendricks said in a gentle tone. “You go on outside and sun yourself. I’ll give you food when I have some. Okay?”

      Saber, as if he understood every word, rose to his feet, his tail wagging so hard his behind swayed from side to side. Denver was amused and smiled wide. Saber slipped a little as he turned in too much of a hurry to go to the door. There was a four-inch gap from the door to the jamb, and Saber’s nose fit in the space easily. He maneuvered the door open and bounded out.

      Both men looked through the window to see Bridget’s, Hendricks’s wife, reaction to the running dog. When she turned, she smiled wide but backed up some as the animal approached. As if he knew he had to be careful because Bridget was in the middle of her pregnancy, Saber slowed down and merely bumped his big body against Bridget’s instead of throwing his front paws up on her chest as he normally would have done.

      They could hear Bridget speaking in a kind tone as she bent to pet the dog. She was asking questions, Denver could tell by the inflection of her words, but he couldn’t understand the particular questions. She was probably asking Saber if he was a good boy and then proceeding to tell him that yes, he was, in fact, a good boy.

      Denver chuckled to himself. That’s what he would have said anyway.

      “So what are you doin’ in Low Branch?” Hendricks asked, turning his attention back to his friend, a smile plastered on his face.

      Denver shifted in the chair, leaning back further and placing his thumbs in the belt of his trousers. “Well,” he said, letting his eyes roam across the wooden floor. He noticed the ruts, the scrapes, the broken pieces. There weren’t many, but it might be time for Hendricks to put a new floor down. “I been thinking. I’ve been doing this bounty hunter things for a while now, and, welp, I think I’m ready to stop for a while. Not sayin’ I’m giving up the job completely. Or permanently. But I need a break. I was wonderin’ if you could recommend me for a job with the sheriff here in Low Branch.”

      Hendricks got up to refill his coffee cup. He spoke as he went to the counter by the stove. “Thought you liked traveling. You said you were never gonna settle down.”

      “A man’s got a right to change his mind, don’t he?” Denver teased, using a rough, confrontational voice. Hendricks glanced over his shoulder, grinning. Denver could tell he hadn’t intimidated his friend. He grinned back. “Yeah, I changed my mind. I was talkin’ to Nate Dawson when I deci—”

      “Nate Dawson? The thief?” Hendricks sounded surprised.

      “Yeah.”

      “I never thought that little rat was gonna get caught. Bet he didn’t give you any trouble, did he?”

      “Nah.” Denver shrugged, looking nonchalant. “He’s the one who helped me decide to make this change. I got him out there in Langley County, so I figured I’d come and see how you’re farin’ since you were shot the last thing I heard.”

      “You’ve come to see me since then,” Hendricks pointed out, amusement in his voice.

      Denver chuckled. “Yeah, I know. Just take the excuse, okay? I ain’t tryin’ to go somewhere nobody knows me.”

      “Everybody knows you, Denver,” Hendricks continued. “You are well-known all over Texas. Everyone wantin’ to know why you didn’t join the Texas Rangers and let the state take care of ya.”

      Denver felt affronted by such a notion. He shook his head vehemently. “No. Not gonna depend on them to give me pay. I’d rather work for the client direct and save some people from bein’ harmed. I’m an independent man.”

      Hendricks paused, blinking at him. “But you want me to get you on with the sheriff as a deputy? Seein’ as how you’re independent and all?”

      Denver laughed. “All right, ya got me. I don’t want to work for the government, and I don’t want to work with the sheriff neither. But I gotta make a living, and I gotta take a break from bounty hunting.”

      Denver felt a shift in the atmosphere of the room when Hendricks sat forward, an excited look on his face.

      “I’ve been thinking something along those lines myself, actually.”

      Denver was slightly confused. “You been thinkin’ about working for the sheriff you already work for? You all right up here?” He gave Hendricks a small smile while tapping his own temple.

      Hendricks looked confused for a second before laughing softly. “No. I have been thinking about a vacation from doing the sheriff’s work. Come to think of it, you might be interested in what I was thinking.”

      “That’s a whole lotta thinking,” Denver laughed. “But tell me you’re plan. I’m anxious to hear about it.”

      Denver was sure if Hendricks came up with an idea, it was almost guaranteed to be a good one. He was brilliant. The best thing about his friend was that if he had an idea or a project in mind, it was put into action. He didn’t let things fall to the wayside. He wasn’t a procrastinator. Even Denver was guilty of that. But Hendricks didn’t know the meaning of the word. When he set out to do something, he was sure to do it, whether he succeeded in his end goal or not.

      Denver was glad he’d come to the Potter’s and to Low Branch. He got a good feeling from the large town. The farmhouse his friend had built was on the same land as a cottage his wife owned. If he played his cards right, Denver was hoping to rent that cottage from her.

      “I had a friend come to me the other day asking for my help,” Hendricks began. “He had some documents stolen from his study, and he wants me to look into it. He says the sheriff and deputies shouldn’t be bothered with it until I give them a report of what might have happened to the money.”

      “So he wants you to do some private investigating.”

      Denver nodded. “That’s exactly right.”
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      “I hope you plan to tell him that’s not much different from being a bounty hunter,” Bridget said, coming into the room smiling. She set her basket of peas on the counter and dragged a chair over to it. She sat down, giving her husband a sweet look.

      That’s what Denver wanted to see. He wanted one of those glances aimed at him. Not by someone else’s wife, of course. His own woman. His own wife. He curled his lip, teasing, “Your wife got any sisters she can introduce me to? I’m a good man. I’d love to have a woman by my side.”

      “And why do you think you don’t?” Bridget asked, her smile remaining and making the question seem less harsh than it sounded.

      Denver lifted his eyebrows, moving his gaze between the two of them. “I reckon it’s because I’ve never settled down in one place. But I’d like to. Thinkin’ here in Low Branch. Hoping your husband will help me get a job and find a home. Maybe be a different kind of lawman.”

      “I don’t see why I couldn’t talk to Sheriff Bancroft about ya.”

      Bridget spoke up. “You can always ask Jeremiah if he can take that old cottage I used to live in.”

      Denver immediately thought of a run-down shack with four barely standing walls and a creaking door. “Old cottage?” he said doubtfully.

      Bridget nodded at him. “Yes, I say old, but Jeremiah put a lot of work into making it an absolute home for me for the longest time. Well, not long, really, just long enough for me to meet and marry Hendricks and for him to build this farmhouse. Jeremiah helped him with that, too. I’m sure he’d have no objection to you moving in there for a while.”

      “He gonna charge me lotta money for renting it?” Denver asked curiously.

      “No,” Hendricks replied immediately. “Because it isn’t his. He bought that cottage for her.” He jabbed one finger in his wife’s direction. “She doesn’t have to ask his permission, and neither do you. It belongs to us both now, and I don’t think either of us will object to you living there for a while.”

      “No, of course not,” Bridget added, nodding vigorously. “I did say that wrong. I’ve always just held Jeremiah in such high regard. My family and his have been close for generations, you know. He’s always tried to help take care of me if I needed him. He set the place up for me. He gave it to me. So I guess it’s mine. And no, I don’t mind you renting it out.”

      “Not takin’ it for free, mind you,” Denver insisted. “I pay for what I use.”

      Hendricks gave him a nod. “Of course. I’ll take you out there later today, if ya want.”

      Denver turned his eyes to Bridget, who was shelling the peas from the pods when she spoke up. “Having a home will be a good step toward getting a woman to be interested in you. But you have to take more steps than that.” She stopped shelling the peas long enough to grin and wink at him, “and I don’t have any sisters,” she added.

      “Durn it,” Denver exclaimed, swinging his arm as he snapped his fingers. “You took the only one, Hendricks.”

      Hendricks and Bridget laughed, which pleased Denver. He’d come to Low Branch hoping for a life change. It looked like that’s just what he was going to get.

      “So what do you suggest?” he asked, moving his eyes between his two friends.

      When they exchanged a secretive glance, Denver got a fluttery feeling in his stomach. They clearly had an idea. It only took him a moment to catch on to what they were thinking. He only had to remember how the two of them met.

      “Oh, I know what you’re thinking,” he said, leaning back so far in the chair that the front two legs had come off the floor. “You want me to put an ad in one of those… magazines. Marriage magazines, am I right?”

      Hendricks and his wife both smiled, and he sat forward, putting his arms on the table in front of him, clasping his hands together. “Y’know, it’s a thought. I don’t see why I couldn’t give it a try. Don’t you have a friend you got the idea from?”

      Hendricks nodded. “Jeremiah. His family is old friends with hers.” He pointed at Bridget, and Denver swiveled his eyes to her.

      “Your friend’s marriage goin’ good, too?”

      “It is,” Bridget responded vehemently.

      Denver gave a slight nod, sitting back again, folding his arms over his chest. “I’m gonna have to think about it,” he said.

      He only knew people who had success from that scheme. He was a good man and a smart man. He also had intuition he was proud of and relied upon. Would it work through correspondence the same way it did in person? He trusted it.

      “Okay,” he said a few seconds later, nodding again, this time more visibly. “I’ve thought about it. I’m gonna do it. But I need some help. From both of you.” He gave each of them a very direct look, which he could see amused them both. Bridget didn’t even try to hide her smile as she rolled her eyes.

      “You can write an advertisement for yourself, surely,” she said. “Aren’t you your biggest advocate?”

      Denver didn’t take affront at her teasing. He was a confident man and had often been accused of having an inflated ego. But he knew where to draw the line and was humble when he needed to be. On the other hand, he knew he possessed many redeeming factors and good qualities. He had no doubt if he hadn’t decided on his career choice, he would have been a married man by the age of twenty-one, much less twenty-seven.

      “I do know all about me, don’t I?” he responded. “But I fear I won’t be able to find the right words for such an advertisement. You would be better at that, Hendricks. And Bridget, I need you to tell me how to behave with a woman when she does come. Should I be getting her a bunch of flowers? Takin’ her on a picnic? Telling her everything about myself from the day I was born till now?”

      Bridget and Hendricks both laughed. “I’ll be glad to help you, Denver. I don’t think you’ll have much trouble winning the lady over. You’re a charming man.”

      Hendricks narrowed his eyes at his wife. “I gotta be worried?”

      “No, no,” Denver and Bridget both responded at the same time and then laughed.

      “Never, my husband,” Bridget said, standing up, setting the basket of shelled peas on the counter, and walking to Hendricks to kiss his forehead affectionately. “You’re the only man I will ever love. I’m certain of that.”

      Denver lifted one hand to them. “Ya see, that’s what I want. A woman to kiss my forehead and tell me she cares about me. Yeah, I guess it’s time for this old bronco to settle down.”

      “You’re not old,” Hendricks protested.

      “I feel old.” Denver didn’t really feel like
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