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“Sheriff.”

John looked up from his paperwork and smiled.
Rachel Marshall stood in the doorway, the sun illuminating her
messy blonde hair, which was hanging in a single braid down her
back. In this light, she looked like an angel.

John knew differently.

“Mrs. Marshall,” he said. “What can I do for
you?”

She scowled at him and he winced.

“Not call you Mrs. Marshall, for one,” he
said. “I’m sorry. When are you going to get the judge to change
your name back to Henry?”

Her scowl deepened. “Judge says he’s busy
these days,” she said. “What’s wrong with just calling me
Rachel?”

John wasn’t sure what to say to that. Well,
that was a lie. There were plenty of things to say to that.

Rachel sounds too personal.

People might talk.

Because you might suspect that I have
feelings for you. Because —

Gunfire from outside the sheriff’s office
derailed his train of thought and sent him scrambling. Against his
instincts to duck and cover, he leapt up and grabbed Rachel,
yanking her fully inside and to the ground. He covered her body
with his, tried not to think about the position that put them in,
and simply waited for the shots to subside.

They seemed to go on for hours even though
John knew it couldn’t have been much longer than a minute. Rachel
struggled beneath him, shouting something that he couldn’t hear
above the guns outside.

When they finally stopped firing, John drew
his pistol and knelt above Rachel, trying to peer out into the
bright street to see just what he was dealing with. A whole posse
of men cavorted in the streets, wheeling their horses around to
raise dust clouds, whooping, and hollering. John could see other
frightened faces peering from the buildings across the street — the
saloon, the general store, and the boarding house.

He rose to confront them, but Rachel managed
to snag his wrist and keep him down.

“Don’t be an idiot,” she said. “There are too
many. You’re just one man.”

“Don’t worry about me,” he said, pulling free
and walking outside. John pointed his pistol in the air and fired
it once, drawing the attention of the riders.

He cursed quietly. There had to be at least a
dozen — as many as fifteen men. He suddenly felt like he was
smaller, less important than he actually was.

“Well, well, well,” shouted one of the
riders, spurring his horse toward the sheriff’s office. “Look who
decided to join the festivities. Sheriff, good afternoon to
you.”

John knew that shock of dark hair with a
beard to match from anywhere.

“Ryan,” he said warily. “What are you doing
here?”

“It’s a free country, sheriff,” the man
laughed, his teeth very white in his tanned face.

“You’re right,” John agreed. “But not for
criminals.”

“You’ve wounded me, sheriff,” Ryan said,
putting his hand over his heart and grinning. “But you should get
used to it. This is my town. It always has been. You just … watched
over it for me for a while. You don’t have to worry about it
anymore. I’m back.”

The posse galloped off, making John cough at
all the dust they had created, and he sagged in both relief and
disappointment. He was glad the situation hadn’t escalated, that he
hadn’t had to fire his gun more than the one time and that no one
had been hurt. Still, he regretted that he was just one man. One
man had no chance against fifteen. John needed to deputize some
citizens and fast.

He didn’t realize that Rachel was standing
beside him until he turned and saw her.

“Mrs. Mar — Rachel,” he said. “We got
interrupted. I’m sorry about that. Now, what was it that you
needed?”

She didn’t look at him. Instead, she was
focused on the settling clouds of dust, the riders that were
shrinking into specks on the horizon.

“I needed to tell you that my ex-husband was
back in town,” she said. “But you’ve already figured that out.”

“Did he say anything to you?” John asked,
taking Rachel by the shoulders. “Did he threaten you? Come by the
house?”

She looked him in the face, her green eyes
defiant, fierce, savage, somehow.

“His gang rode by the house, but they didn’t
stop,” she answered. “Just as well they didn’t. I keep two loaded
rifles in the house — and a pistol. He just wanted me to know he
was back. Message received.”

John looked at Rachel for a few more long
moments before letting her go. Her marriage to Ryan Marshall had
been a wild, ill-fated one, and she still bore the emotional scars
from the union. Ryan had been different back then, but no less
violent. John remembered intervening on several occasions when
their fights got loud enough or noticeable enough for their
neighbors to raise concern.

That was a feat in and of itself — the
nearest family to their homestead was a solid half mile away.

“Maybe you should stay with someone,” John
said. “The Andersons would be more than happy to put you up in the
boarding house, I’m sure.”

“Why should I have to shake up my life every
time that man comes riding into town to raise hell?” she demanded,
fiery and utterly beautiful. “If you stayed out on the homestead
instead of always coming and going, that would work, too.”

John flushed. They never talked about that.
It was too personal. His position as sheriff couldn’t weather the
scandal that being with a woman still married in the eyes of God
and the law would bring.

“I thought we talked about this,” John said
gently.

“All we’ve done is talk about it,” Rachel
said, biting her bottom lip. “It’s not fair, John.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed.

Ryan refused to give Rachel the divorce she
asked for, and the judge wouldn’t grant it because Ryan had
threatened him. So now Rachel was stuck in a difficult situation,
married to a man she loathed. A criminal. In addition, Ryan thrived
on that, knowing that she couldn’t have what she wanted — a chance
to start her life over.

“Please stay at the boarding house,” John
pleaded. “You’ll be safe there.”

“No,” she said, crossing her arms over her
chest, stubborn, vexing, and too beautiful for John to try to force
her to do anything. “If I leave my home, that means he won. He’ll
think I’m scared of him.”

“Maybe it’s best to be scared,” John said.
“He’s got a lot of men with him this time.”

“This town needs to come together to take out
the offal,” she said. “That’s all that needs to happen.”

She left, and John cursed at himself for his
helplessness, his cowardice. He couldn’t make Rachel do a single
thing she didn’t want to do and it made him angry. She would put
herself in harm’s way to try to prove a point — that Ryan didn’t
control her.

On the same side of the coin, John was
disgusted with himself. Why didn’t he just throw the rules away and
do what he knew they both wanted? It was a terrible feeling to have
his hands tied, to put his heart on hold.

Even back when Ryan had cornered Rachel into
marriage, she and John had an undeniable attraction to each other.
How had their lives ended up like this?

Heaving a sigh as he watched Rachel mount her
horse and ride off in the same direction Ryan’s gang had ridden,
John walked into the street. He crossed the dusty expanse, kicking
at the shoe prints that the horses had left, and walked into the
saloon.

“Did you all see that?” John asked
sardonically, glancing around. The saloon was full this afternoon,
but the chairs were empty. Gradually, patrons and working girls
came crawling out from beneath the tables and from behind the
bar.

“How could we miss it?” Murphy the bartender,
asked. “There must’ve been fifty men, at least!”

“There were no more than fifteen,” John said,
somehow managing to keep the exasperation out of his voice. “I’m
deputizing every man in this room. I need to raise a posse to go
after Ryan Marshall and his gang.”

Somebody dropped a glass on the floor at that
statement, and the shatter made everyone talk at the same time.

“Marshall’s a savage! He’ll kill anyone who
tries to stop him!”

“There are just too many of them! How can we
stand a chance against them?”

“Don’t you know what he does to people who
stand in his way?”

John glared around the saloon, angry at all
the cowards in there. Hell, he was angry at himself. If he wasn’t
such a coward, he and Rachel would be together, and he’d at least
have one ally to stand with him against Ryan Marshall.

The mayor of the town, James Kirby, was
trying to keep his hands from trembling by downing as much whiskey
as his stomach could take. The general store owner, Nathan Bradley,
was clutching at a frightened girl who was taking comfort on his
lap. Even Scott Malone, the blowhard who managed the boarding
house, looked like he wanted nothing more than to return under the
table and hide for the rest of the evening.

Where were all the men? These were just
little boys, cowed by the prospect of getting into a dustup.

Even as he made his assessment and turned for
the door, John knew he couldn’t blame them. These were business
owners, not soldiers. Of course, they’d be green around the gills
at the thought of getting into a scuffle with Ryan Marshall and his
gang, especially since the gang had apparently seen a recent boom
of members.

No, John was on his own in this.

He walked back out onto the street and looked
up at the empty sky. It was sunny and by all measures pleasant, but
John didn’t have it in him to enjoy the weather. He had a gang of
fifteen miscreants — not counting their outlaw leader — to contend
with. What could he possibly do to affect the balance?

He mulled wiring the next town for help, but
shook his head. The sheriff there was just as shorthanded as he
was, not to mention that it was about a week’s ride away. In
addition, John knew that this was a matter which concerned his
town, and his town alone. He had to figure out how to solve this.
He knew there was a way, somehow.

Ryan used to be a part of this town before he
decided to go marauding across the countryside. John remembered
going to school with him — Rachel, too — when they were all growing
up. Ryan was pretty much John’s problem, and he knew it was a
problem that needed to be dealt with.

Really, the worst part about all of this was
Rachel. He knew that beneath her steely exterior that she was
frightened of the husband she just couldn’t shake. John knew that
it would probably be more accurate to say that Rachel was more
furious than she was frightened, but both emotions were there. Ryan
was unpredictable and dangerous.

Even growing up, Ryan had been something of a
troublemaker. He thrived on throwing stones through glass
windowpanes, or stealing candy from the general store, or seeing
how far he could go with one of the working girls at the saloon —
then slipping out without paying. It wasn’t until Ryan had married
Rachel and started a thriving career as a cattle rustler and horse
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