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Chapter 1

"Goddamn it!" hotly complained the small blond wisdre spilled the hot water from
the kettle and it got on her bare feet. "Damnshé snapped again but she got the
kettle set down on the nearby log. She sighed atiesl the top of her foot, which
seemed to be alright after all. She instead swatdtex irate gaze to that kettle. "Damn
thing... | reckon | need tuh pick up another."” Shtentgrunted at her own words
because she knew that wouldn't be happening angoe.

Instead the young woman gingerly picked it up aodred the still steaming contents
into her metal mug nearby until it was full. Onée $1ad it full, she sat down on the
log with her hands wrapped around the warm mug.dééek the tea and it rushed
down into her stomach then warmed her up with pletasase. She remained still for
some time, mug cupped in her lap, and her lightegneen eyes staring into her
campfire.

The night air was cool; a gentle bite to it thatik¢he open skies that not only
allowed for the stars but the earlier sun's heéitey away. The stars were more vivid
tonight than most nights because of the crispridss surrounding lands were rather
bare except for the sprouting cacti here and thlengg with lower brush sprinkled
about on the rocky terrain. Far off in the distatie®e was a low coyote cry, which
didn't disturb the woman but it drew a quiet whiireen the horse.

The blond broke from her wandering thoughts andeidmer head to her mare.
"What's it, girl?" She heard the coyote's cry agaid she hushed the nervous horse by
saying, "It ain't near, girl... ya know it too."

The horse huffed at her master then shook her hdadh caused her mane to flay.



She settled down though and lowered her head #gamngradually her eyes started to
close.

The woman sniffed then went back to drinking harliefore she stretched out her
sore legs. She was still getting use to her negléahpants she'd recently purchased
in San Francisco, California. She figured if thegrergood enough for miners to use
as rugged wear then they'd suit her fine when gither mare. She just hoped they'd
last her a long while considering the hefty prag of three dollars that came with
them.

The young yet weathered woman ran her hand thrbagbun shade hair that was
short and straight. She'd adopted the new hairspiéong ago when she realized it'd
serve her a better purpose when riding horsebatklaimg work. The only
occasional issue she had with it or rather fromette some people mistook her for a
young fella but she found that quite easy to carrec

The tea had finally gone chilled so she threw &rdver shoulder then with a splash of
water from the kettle she cleaned it out. Finatlg slimbed up to her bare feet and
cautiously made her way over to her sleeping madl sat on it. Before she could get
any sleep, she unhooked her loose belt from hestwzat had two holsters. The
holsters themselves kept a pair of Colt Peacemakesped in at all times for the
owner of them. The Peacemakers flashed in thedireas they were dangling in the
air before they met the cold ground.

The blond kept her revolvers close to her handss@she needed them at any notice.
She then unclipped her sheathed hunting knife fienside and placed it by her
revolvers. She wiggled under the heavy fur andigenand a groan sounded from

her lips at the wonderful feel of settling down foe night. With any luck, she'd make
her destination tomorrow and god she really hopetbs since she needed some work
real soon.

Despite the woman's worn features she was onlwalfiy of the age of twenty-five
and she'd known much of her time alone with fevpoesibilities. She was free of any
family since she was an only child and her parbatspassed away some time ago.
She was raised by her aunt and uncle, who have &fowed in her parents' wake.
Since the age of nineteen she'd been making hem@yrthrough this world and she
felt fairly content with it. She had her mare, Bkills, and her intelligence that many
people in these parts seemed to lack. She heltypéself pride.

The morning sun eventually arrived but the womdnsed to rise to greet the
overbearing sun so instead she reached above &erHer fingers curled around her
black Stetson hat and in a ritual fashion, shegalder hat over her face and the sun
was gone. "Blazin' sun," she grumbled before agfoff again.

It was another hour before the too hot sun gosthall, gruff woman moving in her
blankets. She started her morning by making anatingiof tea as well as pulling out
some jerky for breakfast along with an apple. Afliee ate, she continued her morning
like she would most her mornings by pulling out leather-bound journal. Today she
didn't have too much to write about other thantrarels from California, through the
Arizona Territory, and just by the western bordefexas. So after a paragraph in the
journal she decided to scribe a poem about the fecains she'd been passing



through during her ride.

Once she felt satisfied with her poem, she dippdyhill's tip into the small ink jar
then she carefully signed her name at the bottkensihe did all her entries and
poems. With set precision the quill's strokes sgelLanden Morrison.

Shortly after, the woman prepared for the day tst fietting her feet into her tall
boots. She jerked her denim waist overalls ovebthas to hide them then she picked
up her black leather chaps and adjusted thosethatilwere comfortable. Next her
loose belt with her Colt .45's that had her fatheame engraved on them. Her bowie
knife to her side and finally she sighed conteatige her black Stetson was on her
head.

It didn't take long to gather up her campsite aadiéd her saddlebags onto her now
tacked horse in a quick fashion. She was far teaashis habit. She slipped her
pointed boot into one stirrup then with supportirthe saddle horn she was up into
the saddle. She decided to leave her deerskin giovieer saddlebags for today since
she really only needed them for work. Instead $teeked her Winchester rifle that
was lashed to the left of the horse in a diagoasthibn. She patted the rifle's buttstock
then gathered up the horse's reins. "You readyg&tar?”

The Cremello Morgan horse followed the rein's sigo@o to the right, away from
the campsite, and she started off in a fast wédile. forse knew it wouldn't be long
before her master ordered a trot then eventuajsllap.

Landen Morrison's passive features were brokendnnadrom the excitement of
going at a full gallop when she squeezed her msiges. She checked to make sure
her hat would stay then she enjoyed her ride tosvhed destination: Allen, Texas.

Chapter 2

Landen slowed her white horse down just outsidh®@small town, which wasn't
where she wanted to be tonight but it was doaltle.r8ad the small wood sign that
told her she was in Paris, Texas then at the bottsad the town was once called
Pinhook. She sniffed the air and detected the sohekttle so she knew it was a large
farming town. She slyly grinned because just makizetown would work out

anyway.

When she first entered the town, she heard inalweblackdrop the sounds of a
whistling train. She noted that but kept focusedr@ntownspeople in the main street.
She easily swayed side to side with Stargazer'sonobut she finally found her
destination.

Landen pulled her mare to a halt in front of theod/post, which stood from the dirt
ground directly in front of the small saloon. Heols connected to the ground and
her clothes made a clank noise from the abrupt mewe. She took her horse's reins
and tied them to the post after she stole a quenkcg into the bucket hanging from
the post. There was plenty of water for her marghsopatted her horse's side. "l won't
be long, girl," she murmured.



Landen climbed the wood steps of the saloon; hetsbechoed and caught other
people's attention. She tipped her hat back anélyngteeted some of the men sitting
on the porch of the saloon. She entered the bgildulmich stunk of cigar smoke and
cigarettes then there was the lingering scengabli that always came. She ignored
the snapped heads in her direction and just crdbgedistance to the bar.

The bartender finished wiping his counter whenatié looking cowboy came up to
his counter. "What can | get ya, fella?"

Landen tipped her Stetson back and smirked atahterder. She yanked a stool out
and hauled herself up into the seat.

The bartender ruefully smiled then corrected him&é&/hat ya need, ma'am?"
"Whiskey," clipped Landen.
The bartender nodded then requested, "Ten ceh&s)‘walked off to fill the order.

Landen fished around for the change in her po&at. finally came up with a silver
dime and tossed it on the bar. She soon receiveshiog, the money gone, and her
throat and belly received a nice burn from thedigshe shoved the empty shot glass
aside then turned her head sidelong because stedssomething.

Landen's green eyes honed in on the very blatareé sbming from another woman
seated at a round table with a group of men. Skediitbe woman was playing cards
and she didn't seem too interested in the pokeedarhmore in Landen.

The woman had raven hair that flowed over her stesl Her eyes were chipped
blue that seemed to read into Landen. From whatiéarould observe of the seated
woman, she had on a white button-up blouse tharlalitown leather vest overtop.
Her hat was a matching color to the vest but tiva bf the hat was straighter without
the curled edges like Landen's. What captured Laadgtention most was the star
emblem that was pinned to the woman's vest jacket.

Landen decided to ignore the woman by twisting adon her stool; she now faced
the saloon customers. She scanned over the p&dpdeyere mostly men other than a
few women that mingled with alluring smiles. Landeaned back against the bar, her
elbows on the edge of the bar, and her mid baathiag the edge.

"Ya need anythin' else?" questioned the bartender.

Landen twisted her head around then answered, '&gheh good place to stay?"

The bartender eyed the strange woman for a moéetv want thuh inn across thuh
street, pardner.”

"l appreciate it," replied Landen.

The bartender grunted but went back to work aseladt evith his other customers at
the bar.



Landen remained in the saloon for awhile bit lortgen she decided it was time to
leave. She stepped off the stool then exited tisg baloon without a glance back. She
found her mare waiting for her so she collectedhitrse’s reins then began the slow
trek across the dusty road to the inn.

The owner was sitting outside in a rocking chad morking on a smoking pipe.
"Howdy, miss."

Landen tipped her hat back and smiled in apprecidhat the man recognized her
gender so easily. "Ya got some room in yer estaent?"

"How long yew need it for?"
Landen considered the question then answeredgKbreno more than two days."
"Fine," agreed the innkeeper. "Stable back betnd inn."

Landen nodded then led her mare that way arounchthé&he spotted the small
stable and when she entered she found it quitente@dright, girl." She opened a
stall, guided her horse in, and finally starteditdack her. When all was settled, she
gathered up her saddlebags and rifle then aimetthéofiront of the inn. Landen
paused by the bent steps of the inn when she sémsedwcomer at the top of the
steps. She instantly recognized the woman fronsahmon but it didn't bother Landen
as she easily ascended the steps.

The woman was leaning against the wood columneatdp of the steps. She idly
watched the stranger with the saddlebags comehgtilged her head when the small
blond faced her. "Howdy," she politely greeted.

Landen tipped her head respectfully then assebgaegdman, who was quite tall. She
noted that the woman's pants were thin, light broamvas and she had brown boots
to match her vest and hat. Around the woman's wasta bullet belt completely
stocked then a holster with a revolver's handlé¢rpding. From the small pocket of
the vest came a silver chain and Landen assuncedtected to a pocket watch.

The tall woman shifted and she slightly moved Ifex in her right hand, which had
the buttstock against the porch floor.

Landen now had a better view of the star embleniciwshe realized was made from
a Mexican five-pesco coin. This woman was a proexias Ranger and that made her
stomach twist nervously. "How are ya?" she politglgstioned.

The Texas Ranger revealed a grin from under hé& bam. "I'm walkin' in tall
cotton. Yewself, miss?"

Landen Morrison's hard expression slightly softelnechuse of the amusement in her
eyes at the ranger's dialect. "I reckon I'm alrlght

The ranger fully turned to the smaller woman antheprocess she put her rifle into
her left hand as her right came up. "Welcome tasP&he name's Raleigh Baylor."



Landen adjusted her saddlebags and rifle in heatef but brought out her right hand
for the shake. "Landen Morrison, ma'am."

"It's nice to meet yew," replied the ranger thea skleased the small, callused hand.
"Where yew from?"

"I'm afraid | ain't no Texan... from South Carolinaginally.” Landen watched
Raleigh's eyes for any danger but she felt famipnfortable with her. "How about
yerself?"

Raleigh's loose grin spread wider. "Never ask a aorhshe's from Texas. If she is,
she'll tell you on her own. If she ain't, no nee@mbarrass her."

Landen couldn't help a small laugh then she replieapologize."

"No harm meant," answered the ranger. "Yew knowda@t get many female
squaddies in these parts. What brings yew here?"

The female squaddie or rather cowgirl had a praonitesas she spoke again. "Just
fixin' to get uh job... hopeful somebody is lookiat some hep."

Raleigh nodded once then she went stoic. "Yew titeadrivin'?"
"l reckon that's what I'm best at,"” agreed the adwg

The ranger lifted her rifle once then tapped thiésbock against a floor board. "Yew
wanna see Old Man Thomas jus' out side of towrs gi&t a good ranch out dere.”

"l mighty appreciate it," agreed Landen.

Raleigh sensed that the woman wanted to go sagteither hat down politely and
offered, "Have a goodnight, miss." She then hefiedrifle and her heavy boots
shook the steps as she descended the inn.

The southerner briefly watched the Texas Rangeeld@&n she shook her head. She
entered the inn to find the innkeeper waiting fer.lAs she paid the man, he decided
to make some idle conversation.

"That was Raleigh Baylor... only female ranger in dgX informed the innkeeper.

Landen smirked at this while she worked to getrmutmoney to pay him. "I reckon |
ain't ever heard of a female ranger."

"Yew ain't ever gonna hear about uhnother,” prothtee innkeeper. "She's been
elected to be thuh next captain.”

Landen grew curious. "Who's the current captain?"

"Captain Junius Peak... he goes by thuh name Juhe.inhkeeper took his
customer's money then hunted for the skeleton k&ynld his counter. As his



fingertips slowly grazed across the dangling keysoke, "If Baylor takes over as
captain she'll be happy as uh gopher in dirt."

Laden chuckled then smiled when she received len key. "Thanks. What's yer
name?"

The innkeeper returned the smile. "John McNally."
"I'm Landen Morrison. Pleased tuh meet ya." Landipped her hat in her usual habit.
"Yew have a goodnight now, miss."

"l reckon so," softly agreed the cowgirl, who sedldown the hallway with her
belongings.

"Room Three," called the innkeeper over the counter

Landen discovered her room, which she twisted tlebkhen booted the door open
more. She waltzed in and over the rim of her sdiidjse she smiled at the bed. "Now |
really reckon I'm tard." She kicked the door clos®lde went over, tossed the bags
onto the foot of the soft bed, propped her riflaiagt the wall but near the bed, and
proceeded to light up the room by way of the cafidlien the table. She made sure to
first get the oil lamps that hung beside the bestgpon the wall. After checking out
the bathroom facilities she was dumbstruck to Beeetwas a pot inside her room
since typically she was use to running to an owtkou

Landen finally stripped of her clothes and climhed the comfortable bed that
awaited her. She made sure to dim the oil lampschos@d the shutters most of the
way. As she started to doze off she promised Hetsalfirst thing tomorrow she'd
get a needed bath.

Chapter 3

By the late morning the following day, Landen Meam found herself astride her
horse and swayed to the calming motions. She wiés polished up since after her
bath she cleaned her boots, guns, rifle, and egebdit buckle. She'd received
directions from the innkeeper on how to find OldriMEhomas's ranch and she was
glad it was a short ride. She patted Stargazecls while saying, "There it be, girl."
She pulled her horse to a halt.

The cowgirl stared down into the small valley whitrere was a large ranch nestled
into the crook of it. She spotted the main houga th barn and plenty of longhorns
that awaited a good drive to either the marketsatite trains. "Com'on," she ordered
her mare.

Landen urged Stargazer down the dirt road thatonasto the surrounding meadows
and led to the home and barn. It wasn't long besbeewas spotted by an older man
coming out of the barn. "Ho," she called to hereremd she effectively dismounted
then took the reins.



The man approached the nearing stranger and hisgdsaightened once he realized it
was a woman. "Howdy."

Landen offered a smile to the lanky man that hadhall belly. "Mornin’, sir. I'm
Landen Morrison and I'm lookin' for Mr. Thomas."

The man stepped forward with his hand coming dum. He. Thomas B. Jones, miss."
He shook the small woman's hand then placed bethdnds on his large belt. "What
can | help yew with?"

"I'm fixin' to get uh job. | hear yer lookin' foome cattle herders...?"

Thomas Jones gave the small woman a once oveképtically questioned, "Yew
ever done this, miss?"

"l reckon plenty of times," answered the cowgirl.

The rancher decided the woman seemed to havedbged means to be a cattle
herder by her dress and equipment such as thedawdarifle on the horse's sides.
"Well," he started, "I've got a few drives to doy Kifrst one is uh small one about fifty
miles away."

Landen mentally calculated that'd take roughlyetefive days at the most. "When
yall leave?"

Thomas noted the woman's southern accent, which'tastomary to Texas.
"Tuhmorrow actually... | could use uhnother hand."néelded once then stated, "Be
here tomorrow at eight."

Landen's thin smile developed. "Thank you, sir."
Thomas only gave a faint dip of his head then tigred went back to his work.

Landen came back to her mare with excitement shpthirough. She mounted the
horse then directed her mare back to town. Aftersdshbled her horse, she came
strolling out of the stable with her rifle's barnelher right hand. She decided she
needed a nice supper since her breakfast had aelymiieager today. She eventually
found her way into a small restaurant that wasisgmeals already at noon high.
Landen took a small two-person table back in thre@o her chair leaned back and
her body pressing against the wall.

As proper as ever, Landen removed her Stetsomigplaced it under the table so
that it rested on her right knee. She combed hersfaort hair with her fingers, which
revealed her silver hoop earrings that she'd griowd of lately. Just after she was
comfortable a waitress came up and took her oatdobd and drink.

Landen quietly ate when her meal came; the chiokesimoist and the meat neatly
tore apart when she ate it. However she was s@barbded by somebody she'd
noticed earlier in the restaurant. It was a youngman and she'd decided to take
Landen's other seat at the table.



"Howdy, miss," greeted the stranger, a smile orrtend face. Her dark brown, long
hair was pulled back and hidden under her hat.bldek feathers of the brown hat
were wavering over her brow. She wore a frilly wHitouse with a tightly fit black
jacket over top, all buttoned up. Her long whites$r cascaded down to her ankles but
her heeled boots showed when she crossed her legs.

Landen set her chicken thigh down and tilted hadreg the brass woman.
"Afternoon, ma'am. Can | hep ya?"

"l just noticed yew are new in town."
"I reckon so," conceded Landen.

The cheeky woman flashed a smile then stretchetleruight hand. "My apologies.
The name's Belle Reed, miss."”

The cowgirl wiped her hand on her denim overalenttook the soft hand into hers.
"Landen Morrison."

"Unusual name," granted Belle after the handshH&® what brings yew to Paris?"
"Just looking for uh job," answered the southerner.

Belle leaned back in her chair and openly obsetlrechewcomer. "Yew must be a
squaddie," she concluded by the way Landen wasehles

"l prefer cowgirl,” argued the petite blond.
Belle chuckled and relaxed back into her chair. 8¢hyew from, Landen?"
"Uhways," answered the cowgirl, "South Carolinayorally."

Belle Reed folded her hands in her lap and contiraedmire the younger woman.
"How yew like Texas so far?"

"l ain't been here long enough to decide."

Belle nodded once then curiously inquired, "Yewdfanjob already?"

"Yes'sum... Old Man Thomas is gonna give me uh torfow."

Belle knew the rancher fairly well as he sometitesight some of his smaller herds
here and shipped them out by train but that waes ine then curiously inquired,
"Yew get paid well for been uh squ... cowgirl?"

Landen faintly grinned at how the woman correctecsélf. "If its good pay then | get
'bout forty dollars uh month." She pushed her paide after deciding she didn't feel

like eating anymore. "What you do, Miss Reed?"

"Mrs. Reed," supplied Belle and she further add€d]l me Belle please." Landen's



tension slightly wavered because of her words &edeturned to answering the
original question. "My husband owns uh small faust joutside of town."

That was answer enough for Landen Morrison to &gurt what Belle spent most of
her days doing. It was one lifestyle Landen wagkdp leave behind her since her
childhood. "It sounds pleasant," she falsely reradrk

Belle Reed was an intelligent woman and she chdcKles boring, honestly." She
then went silent as she interpreted the other wodhe leaned forward and
innocently asked, "How are yew with yer guns, miss?

Landen straightened up at this line of questioniveg;right hand's grip tightened on
her chaps on her thigh. "I reckon | ain't half bathy ya ask?"

Belle chuckled and held up her right hand to easecowgirl. "It ain't nottin’ to get all
worked up about." Her palm now rested flat on di#d. "My husband, Jim Reed, he
always needs a helpin' hand."

Landen instantly guessed what kind of hand BelledReas referring to and it made
her tense up. Her voice soured into a curt pitchin't that kinda cowgirl, Mrs. Reed.
| reckon ya outta look somewhere else."

"Now don't go be havin' a fit and steppin’ in Bélle Reed waited to see if Landen
would settle down but it wasn't happening yet. STikifriendly, Miss Landen." She
was glad at seeing the cowgirl slightly calm dotWm just sayin' if yew ever want
better money than what cattle herding fetches y®m tny husband can help yew
out."

The southerner steadied herself to be level heaslstie calmly replied, "l appreciate
the offer, Miss Belle. | reckon I'll keep it in ndry

Belle smiled warmly then decided it was time toetédave. She stood up but leaned
over the table towards the smaller woman. Her mextls came out in a hush. "Yew
keep it in mind... especially after yew get yer pani cheap Old Man Thomas." She
straightened up and politely stated, "Have uh gieng Miss Morrison." She turned
and slowly sifted through the restaurant but grgesiome other folks briefly.

Landen cursed under her breath about the abrasiweaw that almost ruined her
supper. She grabbed up her hat, put it on, anddishut the money she needed to
cover her meal and tip. She slammed the changdyloncher table and popped out of
the seat. She snatched her rifle up then finallgierteer way out of the restaurant.

It wasn't long before the cowgirl took the stepgafhe inn. She decided not to enter

yet as she needed a minute to relax after meettg Reed. She took a leaning stand
against a post at the top of the steps. She reactteder right shirt pocket where she

kept her small, rolled cigarettes for moments saagthis.

Landen freed one cigarette then tucked the rest ibdwer pocket for safeguard. She
put the cigarette's end into the corner of her im¢uén hunted around in her back
pocket for her matches. She rarely smoked unlessvak in a social gathering or at
moments like this when she felt riled up.



After getting the cigarette lit, Landen slowly todkaws from it and her nerves started
to calm back down. Horses' clopping hoofs grablexdattention and she gazed off to
her left when three riders slowly entered town.demreached up with her fingers to
the cigarette and removed it. As the smoke betweefips filtered past her vision,
she honed in on the front rider of the small graupias the Ranger Raleigh Baylor.

Raleigh Baylor spotted the newcomer on the pordch@McNally Inn so she said
something to her partners. She gave them a brie¢ Ween broke away from them
and trotted over to the inn.

Landen remained poised at the top of the stepghabant as the ranger approached
her. "Afternoon, Miss Baylor."

The ranger smiled and stopped her horse righteabaise of the steps. "Howdy, Miss
Morrison. Yew have any luck with Old Man Thomas?"

"l reckon so," answered back the southerner. "teapate the hep."

"Thayure weren't much to it." Raleigh Baylor kept kmile despite the cowgirl's
calmer mannerism. "When yew start?"

Landen finished another draw from her cigarett®teefeplying. ""Morrow at eight.”

Raleigh moved her head in understanding but wherikéd her head back more her
bright blue eyes showed in the sunlight better. ['\tfa sure Old Man Thomas will
be taken to yew. Thuh man don't say much but hetbeh job done."

"I reckon I'll find out," agreed the cowgirl.

Raleigh shifted in her saddle; not sure what els&y to the withdrawn woman but
she wanted to keep talking. She couldn't find melsk to keep the conversation
going so she tipped her head politely and remarkdahpe to see yew around, Miss
Morrison." That's when she finally received thailerfrom Landen that was there last
night briefly.

"l reckon ya will," promised the cowgirl.

Raleigh nodded but politely offered, "Thuh rangtice is just down thuh street if
yew ever wanna stop in."

Landen kept her smile, which was genuine thaniaeigh's words. "That's mighty
kind, Miss Baylor. | appreciate that."

Raleigh steered her chestnut Tennessee Walkernttwaekds the main street while
calling, "Take care, Miss Morrison."

Landen dropped the small remainder of her cigateée snubbed it with her boot tip.
She briefly watched the ranger travel down the wailil¢ road until she was too far to
see. Landen picked up her Winchester rifle theapgheared into the inn; she felt
rather calm now and less so from the cigarette ewetpto the brief visitor.



Chapter 4

Landen hastened to gather her things into the ehddt with the exception of her
white blouse for today. She removed her spurs tlmrbags because she'd certainly
need them today between Stargazer and the heflighad on a cotton-light u-shirt
that was sleeveless and many people wouldn't suspemakeshift girdle underneath
the thin shirt that helped support and protectineasts and thighs especially during
riding.

Landen finally had her items packed up. She camee tavthe foot of her recently
made bed and she picked up her blouse. She puhiastily then buttoned it with
ease. She unbuttoned her pants a ways then hastigd her blouse in neatly before
buttoning up her pants again.

The southerner came to the last of her attire kbth@aps, guns belt on, and her black
Stetson hat. She marched out of the room with élemigings. She returned the key to
the innkeeper but mentioned she may be back iwal&ys after the cattle drive.

Stargazer reared up a few feet when she saw heemngasning into the stall. She was
excited because it was rare for Landen to be upréefunrise. It wasn't long before
Stargazer had all her tack on then being led othefttables. Once outside, her
master mounted her and urged her into a fastdrahe main road and to get out of
town.

Thomas Jones peered down at the face of his paakteh. He read the time, snapped
the small door shut, and slipped his watch intgdu&et pocket. He honed his eyes on
the quickly walking horse and the rider that wasiog to his ranch. "Howdy, Miss
Morrison."

"Mornin', Mr. Jones." Landen tipped her hat's batim.
"Let's get started,” ordered the rancher.

It was only in a matter of two hours that Landenridmn was swaying to Stargazer's
motions. She leaned forward in her saddle to geeroomfortable then settled back
down but her eyes were fixed on the longhorn stimatsstayed clumped together in
rows of three. She glanced across the roaming atekstudied the man on the other
side; another cowboy. Ahead of the herd was the,ldds Jones, and he guided the
group to the destination.

Landen observed the open fields around them antefreesmile touch her. God she
loved this lifestyle more than anything as shedelfree. Although she admitted
sometimes the food could use the help and withigkgglance back at the
chuckwagon she could only guess how the cook weltbnight.

Close to sunset, Thomas Jones led the group sligleit to Cooper Lake and they
made camp there. Landen received second watchdardttle so it wasn't until
several hours after her pleasant dinner that ghlefter vigil. She'd taken a post up in



a tree so that she could have a clear view ofteersaround the marshy lake.

Landen briefly watched the men move about in tmephut she focused back on her
job. She was seated comfortably in the nook ofgeldranch, her legs stretched out,
and her hat tipped forward to cover her face moktér loaded rifle rested in her lap
incase of any problems. At her right side her lagas tied but she hoped she didn't
have to jump down and wrangle up any stray st&rs.figured she wouldn't
considering the steers seemed fairly spent fronhotfng day of traveling. Before
taking her post, Landen made sure to don her lolagk canvas jacket that stopped
near her ankles. It was quite effective at keepieigwarm.

The cowgirl watched the nigh sky and basked irbuty of it; the lake rippled the
stars' reflections. She inhaled the scents suriagriter, which were a mix of marshy
smells and steer; she didn't mind it at all. Heregreyes glowed from the moonlight
reflecting in them and she truly admired nature likis.

Eventually the southerner closed her eyes and dela@ehead back against the tree.
She didn't sleep as her ears kept watch for arytider thoughts however were far
from her post in the tree. She kept thinking alibatdark, beautiful Texas Ranger
back in Paris town. It wasn't often that Landen w@&en with a woman or man but
that ranger was hard to miss being the lookerghatwas. Landen wrote it off as her
surfacing desires that she'd have to correct dabey didn't subdue on their own.

A few hours from when Landen started her post, sbimg caught her ear and she
straightened up. Landen had been hearing the les far off in the distance from the
coyotes, they stopped, and started only an houbagoloser this time. Landen
silently climbed to her feet and remained huncheslde the tree trunk, her right hand
balancing her. Her eyes darted around but she godilgure out what'd prickled her
senses earlier. Then finally she spotted what'ldvet! her; a damn coyote pack was
trying to sneak into the herd.

Landen hoisted her rifle up then steeled her mgshe focused her aim. All she
needed to do was Kkill the front coyote then théwesild scurry and hopefully not
return. Landen's index finger tightened on thegeigas her sight lined up on the
animal. She inhaled slowly then gave the remaisougeeze required. Her shot rang
out through the marsh.

Chaos instantly broke out as steers whined loudlyraced from the danger of the
small coyote pack. Next the eerie sound of ther@aicoyote painfully howled but his
pack raced off before they were shot next.

"What thuh Hell was that?" barked Mr. Jones.

"Uh ci-yote," called back Landen. "l reckon helf ative.”

Mr. Thomas was sitting up in his bedroll but helkded to the other cowboy standing
near the fire. "Take care of it, Jerry."

"Yes'sum," answered the cowboy. He unhooked higlvev then crossed the distance
to the other side where he suspected the injuesture to be.



Landen gazed down at the steers below her andregiwtere calming again. She did
a hasty head count but found all of them still usd together. Her head jerked up
when Jerry shot the coyote several yards away.

The coyote cried briefly then all went silent.

The southerner cleared her throat from the coahduer lungs. She sat back down on
the branch but this time with her feet danglingegher side. She settled her repeating
rifle across her lap then worked to get a cigaretite

Jerry passed under the tree but called up, "Niog &horrison... yew got 'im in thuh
chest."

Landen didn't comment back; she just wanted toS§@cuher cigarette to calm her
nerves. Out of habit, she started to swing hett tegnin the air then when she was
finished her rolled cigarette she snubbed it orbtiaech and let it fall. She removed
her hat then hooked it to a nearby branch to idaigle there. Landen fussed with her
short hair for a moment then rested her head bgakst the branch. The rest of her
night shift was quiet and the coyotes sadly hovaetfar way from the humans and
steers.

The rest of the trip down south was uneventfultier cattle herders. The boss guided
them each day and he kept checking his pocket vedtadgular intervals. Landen
figured the rancher must have a certain schedtedp to for his contract. By the
fourth day, they were twenty miles south of Sulp8prings and the boss told her and
Jerry they were closing in on the rancher, who Ipased Mr. Jones's hundred steers.

That late afternoon around six o'clock, the cowfgidnd herself receiving a much
needed pay from the boss. She then was given &g fmvm Thomas Jones to join
him for his larger cattle drive that would takerthgist west of Dallas. Landen made
no promises but said she'd most likely join up.

Landen separated from Mr. Jones and Jerry sinckredve Jerry was headed in
another direction while Mr. Jones would be awhiédpe heading up north to Paris
again. Landen decided to get a small start and aaako hour ride north where she
entered Sulphur Springs. She took a room at athanincluded a small tavern down
stairs however the handful of rooms were upstairs.

While she ate her dinner in the corner of the tayveanden overheard a few men at
another table talking and whispering about thithat. What she heard wasn't
something she much liked considering the men wisiidsing their amazing train
robbery they accomplished just outside of Dallas.

Landen kept her attention away from them as shemded to be in her own world.
Her head was tilted slightly so she could hearctirerersation about their next plans
for another train robbery. She sighed inwardlyyais none of her business to get
involved because she knew, from past experiencerenghe'd end up.

Just as the southerner got up to leave her table@pty plate, she glimpsed at the
men at the other table. She assumed the younglieliavas rather clean cut and had a
mustache was the leader of the bunch. Landen adjhstrr black hat as she walked



past the group but she caught a name finally; Sass B.anden recorded the name
into her memory however she continued her way batier room upstairs.

The next day, Landen arrived back in Paris mudietosatisfaction. She'd gotten an
early start this morning, which had been hard fardonsidering she preferred to
sleep in every day. She was pleased to get anatber from John McNally for an
unlimited amount of nights. The afternoon was graylate but Landen decided to
take a shot at fate so she found herself strolmgn the main street to the other side
of town.

Raleigh Baylor heard two sets of footfall come itite building; her head remained
down though. She knew the one footfall so she gsk&Hat is it, George?"

"Yew got company, Baylor." George Herold walked afid went into another room.

Raleigh lifted her head finally and smiled at sgdime southern cowgirl standing in
front of her. "l see yew made it back."

Landen nodded then slipped her thumbs behind hesdéhat her hands framed her
shiny buckle. "It was a good drive."

Raleigh leaned back in her chair and crossed Ingrlegs under the desk. "Are yew
interested in a supper?"

Landen remained calm but she was inwardly pleagedeinvite. "l reckon so." She
then absorbed the warm smile that she was given the ranger.

"Have yew been to Cooper's?"
"l ain't been there," answered the compact blond.

Raleigh straightened up then stood until she filatdher full six feet. "It's just over
yonder."

The cowgirl lowered her hands to her side then batcher hand to the open
doorway. "Ya lead the way, ma'am."

The ranger stopped beside the other woman andlgasusntioned, "Call me
Raleigh."

The southerner tipped her head back until her sty@gn eyes met the blue ones
above her. "If ya call me Landen?"

"Deal," agreed the Texas Ranger then she stroliedfahe building with the cowgirl
in tow. "So where in South Carolina do yew comenf?8

The cowgirl kept her head slightly tipped down, g¥hallowed for her brim to hide
her face from Raleigh. "The Charleston area. Hosuaaself?"

"Oh | was born on a small farm jus' outside of tgwaplied the ranger. She slipped
her hands into her pant pockets as she strollegathe busy main street in the



setting sunlight. She paused after a few pacesetradcarriage roll by then she
continued for the restaurant. "What really brouwgdw here to Paris?"

The cowgirl shrugged casually then answered, "Igtesfer to travel uh lot. | ain't ever
been the type of gal to settle down, ya know."

"I think | do," agreed the ranger with a wistful ilan She climbed up the steps to the
restaurant and entered first but made sure totheldoor open for the southerner.
When they made it into the restaurant, Raleigh daitnem a comfortable table away
from some of the louder crowd. Soon enough theyehade warm meal set in front
of each of them. Raleigh grew warm at seeing tlecomer start to gain trust with
her. Raleigh was also appreciative of the fact thatden removed her Stetson;
Raleigh memorized the small cowgirl's soft featusgmrkling green eyes, and the
short hair was an attractive feature.

Landen laughed at Raleigh's story and tried nohtike on her mouthful of mead.
She'd successfully gotten it down then let outar®re laughs. "Now | reckon that
took ya months to heal from."

"Nu-uh," argued the ranger, "l just didn't sit... it ride thuh damn horse for
awhile." Her soft grin made her glow. "l ain't newerned my back on another bandit
even if he is dead."

Landen snickered and tried to stop imagining theasdRanger with a bullet lodged in
her right butt cheek but it was hopeless. She dbdckgain but shook her head to rid
of her laughter. "I'm sorry."

"It's alright," soothed the ranger. She leanedeathyt back in her chair, her mug
edged the table. "So how long yew think yew beistay town before you're movin'
along?"

"l ain't sure," answered the cowgirl, "but Old MEimomas offered me to hep cattle
drive next time. | reckon I'll be here at leadtttien."”

Raleigh smiled yet her emotions showed in her eydmpe to see yew again."

Landen mirrored the same smile then nodded faitithgkcon ya will, Raleigh."
Raleigh's happiness seemed to wash over into Landen

Raleigh unexpectedly sighed; her content mood teflas she stated, "l outta be
gettin' back before thuh boys think I left ‘em hagtd dry."

"| appreciate the company,” politely spoke the ciolwg

The ranger stood up just as the smaller womanhgidame. She watched Landen put
her black cowboy hat back on and Raleigh finallgisp "I did too... it ain't easy

findin' good company around here."

The southerner peered over her brim at the tall amom

Raleigh caught the lingering stare from the pettenan but she made her legs carry



her over to the tavern owner. She took care ofdhalespite Landen's arguments.

Landen knew that Texas Rangers didn't fetch gpfarand that their job was mostly
based on pride. She made sure to cover the tivéar waitress at least, which
Raleigh thanked her for doing. She followed thertager out of the restaurant and
walked back to the ranger office across the street.

"Maybe if | get some free time 'morrow," mentiorted ranger, "yew and | could go
for a ride." She tilted her head then explained,sthow yew thuh area.”

The southern cowgirl came to a stop at the batieeddteps to the ranger building. "I
reckon that'd be jus’ fine. | ain't got any plans."”

"Well how about around one o'clock." Raleigh redtedhands on her hips. "I'll come
by thuh inn."

"That sounds fine," agreed the cowgirl, who toakep backwards. "Thank you again
for dinner, Raleigh."

"My pleasure, Landen... yew have a goodnight." Tingea smiled and received one
back from Landen then she turned and went intdthieing.

The cowgirl spun around on her boot's heels, wmele her spurs sound. She
chuckled and her bouncy walk carried her down thstydroad back to the inn.
Tonight at dinner Landen's nerves around the TBeager were subtler because she
got to know Raleigh better. This time the cowgidrdt require her cigarettes to quiet
her anxiety.

When Landen entered her room, she stripped hdredaiff and only remained in her
underwear and her sleeveless, white u-shirt. Shensher bed, the same room as
before, and she wrote in her journal for a solidrh&he recorded her cattle drive for
the days then wrote about her supper with Ralé€gtte the long entry was complete,
Landen closed her journal and slipped her quilkbato its small leather case. She
sat there, quiet, and still considering her dinmigih the Texas Ranger. She had to
secretly admit that the tall, dark ranger was difipa looker but yet a piece of
Landen just wasn't at peace. Landen knew thoughdh®orrow she'd discover more
about this mysterious ranger and that made heesiilvould seem that Paris, Texas
would lend to her future being more valuable anddem felt content to that idea for
the first time.

TheEnd



