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      Abilene, Kansas 1870

      A new customer strolled through the front door of Letty’s Sporting House. Short, swarthy, stocky—the three S’s of ugly—he sported a ridged scar around his neck. Nevertheless, nearly every woman in the place straightened, preening for his attention.

      Cathleen Chase didn’t waste time. She stepped forward. This was her man.

      A hand clamped onto her arm. “Sissy!”

      Cat fought not to cringe at the foolish name she’d adopted. What had she been thinking?

      “We don’t choose them.” The whore tightened her grip, talonlike fingernails pressing sharply into Cat’s skin. “They choose us.”

      Cat raised her gaze from the hand on her wrist to the once-pretty face. As often happened when Cat let people see what lay beneath, the girl took a quick step back, wrapping her bare arms beneath her satin-shrouded breasts as if she were cold. Since she was revealing more flesh than she was covering—hell, so was Cat—it might have been true.

      Shrugging, the young woman glanced away. “One’s the same as the next to me.”

      “Not to me.”

      Her skirt swished just below her knees as she sauntered toward her quarry. Cat had chosen a garnet dress to complement her long dark hair and green eyes. Her skin as pale as any Irishwoman’s, she’d been spared the red hair and freckles of so many of her relatives. Cat resembled her mother—God rest her soul and the souls of everyone else she’d ever loved.

      Cat had altered her bodice until the neckline dipped dangerously low, so that her breasts practically burst free with every breath. As she moved across the room, she discretely tugged the garment lower.

      When she reached the man his gaze went directly to her chest and stayed there. “How much?”

      “Five dollars.” On the high end but not unreasonable. Still, he hesitated, and Cat lifted one finger, tracing it back and forth across her skin.

      His eyes followed the movement like the pendulum on a clock; then he grabbed her hand and dragged her up the creaking oak staircase without ever once looking at Cat’s face.

      Sometimes she was so good at this, she scared herself.

      “Which one?” Voice harsh, his breath came in short gasps.

      Cat reached past him, making sure to brush her breasts against his arm as she opened the door to her room. Shrouded in shadow, she’d left it that way. Why bother to turn up the lamp? The less he could see—the less she could—the better.

      She hadn’t taken two steps inside when he kicked shut the door and yanked her around to face him. The man made a beeline for her cleavage, fingers crushing the soft flesh as he lowered his head and lifted her to his mouth.

      Cat contemplated the peeling floral wallpaper and let him have at it. Her time would come.

      When he began to drag up her skirt with one hand, reaching for his belt with the other, Cat murmured: “Hold on there, soldier,” tempering her denial by palming his erection, tightening her fingers just enough to make him moan. “You get what you pay for with me.”

      “Wha—?” He couldn’t form the word, could barely think, if his slack expression was any indication.

      “What’s your name, sugar?” It was always best, before she moved on, to be sure.

      “C-c-clyde.”

      Cat’s lips curved, and she kneaded him through the stiff material of his trousers, running her thumb over and back, over and back, across the throbbing head. Leaning in, she increased the pressure and the rhythm. “You don’t want just a quick poke now . . .” She squeezed him once, just short of pain, and he gasped. “Do you?”

      His head thrashed back and forth.

      “That would be no to the quick poke.”

      Continuing to touch him just enough to keep him interested, not enough to finish him off, Cat removed a rope from the pocket of her dress with her unoccupied hand. Clyde was so far gone he didn’t notice her looping it around his wrists until she pulled the knot tight.

      “What the⁠—?”

      “Shh.” Cat unbuttoned his pants, then dropped to her knees; her hair cascaded over her face.

      Clyde’s breathing picked up when she peeled back his open trousers. Inching closer, she “accidentally” bumped his hands with her head, drew back, frowned. “Maybe I should tie these behind you.”

      “No.”

      “No?” The pout in her voice was almost as convincing as the moist rush of her breath trickling over him.

      Cat knew men; the threat of her displeasure wasn’t half as convincing as the threat that she might not follow up on that moist trickle.

      “All right.”

      Her smile hidden by her hair, Cat untied his wrists, and he turned. She stayed on her knees, giving him the illusion of control, while at the same time she kept the promise of her mouth on his pecker alive. Cat yanked the knot tight, pressing her gambler’s gun to his spine as she rose. “Now, Clyde, repeat after me: you or her?”

      “Wha—?”

      Cat placed the barrel against his temple. “Say it. You or her?”

      “Y-y-”

      She closed her eyes and, as it did every time she reached for it—and sometimes when she didn’t—the past returned.

      She couldn’t see through the blindfold, couldn’t move for the bonds. But her ears . . .

      Her ears worked just fine.

      “You or her?” Clyde blurted.

      Cat’s eyes snapped open. It wasn’t him.

      Disappointment flooded her, so stark, so deep her legs wobbled. How long could she keep doing this? How long before someone got the drop on her? How long before she let them?

      Cat shoved aside those thoughts. She’d made a vow, and she would not stop until she kept it. No matter how long that took. No matter what she had to do. So far she’d done plenty.

      After testing the knot that bound Clyde’s wrists—never could be too careful—Cat nestled the gun more firmly against him. “Let’s walk.”

      Applause exploded from the shadows, and Cat started, nearly putting a bullet into Clyde’s back.

      A man swam out of the gloom. His Colt strapped down like a gunslinger’s, she couldn’t see his face beyond the brim of a dark slouch hat. His hands, which were still applauding—slowly, sarcastically—were shrouded by black gloves.

      There was something familiar about those hands.

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like that before,” he said.

      There was something about the voice too—an odd cadence, an accent she couldn’t place. She was good with voices—had to be—even better with accents. That she couldn’t decipher this one caused the itch that had started up when she saw his hands to intensify.

      “Who are you? What do you want?”

      She half expected him to say he’d been waiting for her, that he was one of Letty’s regulars, sent upstairs to have a taste of the new girl. A common enough occurrence in this business; it would be a simple matter to promise him she’d be available soon, then disappear.

      The newcomer kept his head canted so that the shadow of his hat concealed his face, and that bothered her. What was he trying to hide and why?

      “Fucking bounty hunter,” Clyde spat.

      “You nearly did, my sad little friend.”

      “Nearly did what?” Clyde’s voice was mystified.

      “Fuck the bounty hunter.”

      Cat’s eyes narrowed. How did he know?

      Clyde glanced over his shoulder, and Cat shoved the derringer more firmly against him, lest he try anything funny.

      “She’s nothing but a whore.”

      The other man stepped forward. Cat had time only to tighten her grip on the gun before the body she was threatening it with crumpled. It took her several ticks of the clock to understand that the first thud she’d heard had been a fist connecting with Clyde’s jaw; the second had been Clyde hitting the floor.

      “Well, hell. How am I going to get his sorry ass downstairs now?”

      When she received no response. Cat glanced up. The intruder leaned against the wall as if he hadn’t a care in the world, or a place to be in this century.

      She turned her gun on him. “What’d you do that for?”

      “I didn’t like his tone or his language.”

      “Names don’t bother me.”

      Men like Clyde did. She’d devoted what was left of her life to bringing them in, and if she checked each and every one to see if he was the one . . . Cat gave a mental shrug. It was nothing less than she deserved for doing this job.

      “Obviously not since you use so very many.”

      Cat stilled. Did he want her to kill him?

      The man flicked an elegant, dark finger at the lightly snoring Clyde. “Which one did you give him?”

      “I’m—” Cat’s mind groped for the name she was presently using and came up blank.

      “That is often the problem with lies. So difficult to keep straight. Shall I help you to remember, Cat?”

      Her trigger finger itched. Should she set it free? This man had seen what she’d done; he knew who she was. She really didn’t have much choice.

      “You plan to kill me with that?” A dip of his stubbled chin indicated the derringer pointed at his chest.

      “You have been asking for it.”

      Laughter erupted, as startling as the applause had been. “Kitten, that wouldn’t even slow me down.”

      He might be right. She should get closer.

      “They say Cat O’Banyon always gets her man.” He gestured toward the gun, the bound Clyde, then the room with a languid twirl of one gloved finger. “Is this how?”

      “This?” She smoothed a hand down the satin-covered ladder of her rib cage, brushing the uncorseted weight of her breasts with her fingertips, curving her palm beneath one ripe swell. “Sometimes.”

      If she kept his attention on her body, he wouldn’t notice anything else. Like how close she was getting. Just another step and⁠—

      He snatched the gun and tossed it onto the bed. His other hand came down on hers where it still rested beneath her breasts. Then he whirled her into the shadows, his large, hard male body aligning with hers.

      Cat wanted to shriek and kick. Instead she went still and quiet. She’d learned disguise from a master, and it involved not only the outer trappings but also the spirit within. Cat O’Banyon wouldn’t panic at the brush of a man’s thigh along hers. Cathleen Chase on the other hand⁠—

      Cat shuddered, deftly turning the quiver from fear to arousal with the almost undetectable addition of a moan. She wasn’t stronger; she couldn’t fight. Not with fists. So she placed her mouth on his.

      She’d planned to take charge, to ensure he thought of nothing beyond this until the time he no longer thought at all. She failed miserably as, soft and gentle, his lips countered hers. Slow and easy, as if he had aeons of time to do anything that he wanted, and what he wanted was her.

      This was nothing new. Men had desired her—it was how Cat made a living, or at least how she pretended to often enough—but they hadn’t desired her. Because she wasn’t Sissy the whore or Betsy the barmaid or Dorothy the dance hall gal. She was Cat—the woman who’d been born from the ashes that had tumbled across Billy’s grave nearly two years ago.

      A sob almost broke free. She trapped it in her throat, and the stranger set his hand there, as if he’d heard, as if he knew, as if he cared. His tongue flicked out, testing the seam of her lips.

      Lust flooded in and, shocked, Cat gasped. He slanted her head with clever fingers, letting his thumb trail across her chest, leaving gooseflesh in its wake.

      She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. Funny, but when she touched him he didn’t seem so broad, and she had to reach higher than she’d thought, as if he were taller than he appeared. Her brow furrowed; memory flickered—a mirage—there and then gone and then⁠—

      He deepened the kiss, and he tasted like blue night, something dangerous but exciting, something that pulled you in even when you knew you had to get out. She drew in a breath, his scent reminding her of places that were green and sunny and gone. Warmth rolled off him; she wanted to bask in that heat like her namesake.

      Besides, as long as he was kissing her, he wasn’t paying attention to her hand, which had, seemingly of its own accord, slid across his shoulder—definitely more lithe than large, how peculiar—down his arm, across his oddly slim hip.

      Her sigh masked the shift of her palm from his body to her own, the arch of her spine, the press of her breasts into his chest concealing the track of her fingers as they disappeared beneath her skirt.

      His tongue traced her lower lip, tickled her teeth, slid through and danced a bit with her own. What would it be like to give in? To feel something more than nothing for a minute?

      Cat was tempted, and because she was, she got careless. She concentrated on his mouth when she should have been concentrating on his hands. Ain’t that always the way?

      He cupped her breast, one finger dipping beneath the lace and trolling across the nipple. A sharp tug shot through her, awakening sensations she’d forced into slumber long ago. That sob she’d been stifling erupted, becoming a howl of fury as it flew from her mouth. She yanked up her skirt and reached for the Arkansas toothpick strapped to her thigh.

      “Looking for this?” He pressed the tip to Cat’s throat, and she froze.

      She didn’t much care about living, but she wasn’t ready to die yet either. Not until she found the owner of the voice that whispered through her nightmares. Even if the interminable searching made her feel as if she were just chasing the wind.

      Cat was prepared to beg if she had to. She’d done it before.

      Then her eyes met his, and everything changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cat kicked him in the knee. “Goddammit, Alexi, what are you doing here?”

      Tall, dark, and gifted, Alexi Romanov would command all eyes wherever he went. He was that pretty. Smooth, sun-kissed skin, wavy black hair, deep blue eyes, and hands that could make a violin sing or a woman moan. He could also lie to an angel and cheat the pants off the devil himself. He had taught Cat everything she knew.

      Cat shoved him. Alexi stayed right where he was, although he did lift the knife from Cat’s neck a little, probably afraid she’d skewer herself just for spite.

      “Move,” she ordered.

      “Make me.”

      She lifted her knee, fast and sure. He blocked the attempt to unman him—permanently—with his hip; then he grasped her waist and yanked them together in an effort to preserve certain parts he would no doubt need later. For someone else.

      Cat rolled her eyes, pretending boredom. At times it was the only weapon she had.

      “What,” she repeated, voice tired now instead of angry, “are you doing here?”

      “If I let you go, will you shoot me?”

      She didn’t point out he’d already taken her pistol. She should have known right then who he was. He’d once taught her how to disarm any fool who ventured too close with a gun. Snatch the barrel while turning to avoid the bullet, then twist. The element of surprise and quick hands had thus far guaranteed every weapon Cat had tried it on had become hers.

      “If I shot you, Alexi, I wouldn’t have a friend left in this world.”

      “I am not your friend.” He stepped back.

      “I know.”

      As Alexi moved away, he ran one finger along her forearm, that single touch reminding Cat of a hundred and one nights in his bed. She’d come to him broken, bleeding inside, and he’d mended her somehow. Not completely, but enough to go on. She’d begun touching him back as payment; she’d stopped touching him for the same reason.

      Cat didn’t think his name was Alexi—or Romanov, for that matter. But that was the wonder of America. If farm wife Cathleen Chase could become the legendary bounty hunter Cat O’Banyon, then an Al could become an Alexi.

      Alexi was a confidence man. He crossed the country lightening the loads—and the pockets—of the citizens. He insisted he didn’t steal and, in truth. Cat had never seen him take anything that wasn’t freely given—even if what he gave back was often more mud than magic.

      Cat ran her gaze from his dark slouch hat, past the shoulders that seemed broader than they had been, on down to his overly dusty boots and understood why she hadn’t recognized him right away. Alexi’s talent lay in making people see whatever he wanted them to.

      “You’re supposed to be a bounty hunter?” Cat’s lip curled.

      Alexi smirked. His disguise had worked and he knew it. Alexi didn’t merely pretend to be someone else; he became someone else. She’d never seen anything like it. She was good, but Alexi . . .

      Alexi was better.

      He lounged against the wall, head tipped so that his hat again concealed his face. With gloves covering the hands she knew so well, dirty denims combined with a white cotton shirt and the scratched grips of some mighty big guns peeking out of their holster, not to mention the three days’ stubble across his chin . . .

      He was a bounty hunter.

      “You keep playing around in things you don’t understand,” Cat said, “you’re gonna get killed.”

      Alexi snorted. Though the body beneath the costume was lithe and slim, it was quick and much stronger than it appeared. However, his body wasn’t what made Alexi dangerous, but rather his clever, clever mind.

      Cat eyed him now. He seemed half asleep, but she knew better. The last time she’d seen Alexi, he’d been asleep. Naked in her bed as she’d tiptoed into the night and never looked back. Now he was here. That couldn’t be good.

      “How’d you find me?”

      “Mon Dieu,” he muttered, sounding exactly like a Frenchman. “You think no one knows what you’re doing? That a woman can trounce hither and yon, snatching up men and disappearing with them into the sunset, with no one noticing?”

      “Say what you mean, Alexi.” Dear God, just once, say what you mean.

      He came away from the wall with cougarlike speed, one instant languid and sleepy, the next tense, edgy, and so close he made her tense and edgy too. “A female bounty hunter attracts attention. But a female bounty hunter no one can identify . . . ” Alexi shrugged. “She becomes a legend.”

      Cat shrugged too, though hers wasn’t half as graceful. “So?”

      “The problem with legends is that everyone wants a glimpse of them.”

      A chill trickled over Cat’s neck. She wouldn’t put it past Alexi to capture her and place her in a gilded cage.

      “Come one, come all,” she murmured. “Step right up and see Cat O’Banyon in chains.”

      His beautiful face creased. “I’d never⁠—”

      “Of course not.” Nevertheless, Cat moved closer to the gun on the bed. She even risked a glance in that direction, her gaze landing on nothing but sheets. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      Cat didn’t bother to answer. “Why are you here?”

      He certainly hadn’t come for a kiss, amazing as it had been. Alexi’s kisses were always amazing. And they were always a prelude to getting what he wanted. Cat didn’t think he’d ever kissed anyone for the sake of the kiss alone. Of course, neither did she anymore.

      Alexi’s eyes flicked to the window. “We should go.”

      “I’d love to. Unfortunately, you knocked my bounty out cold, so I’ll have to wait until⁠—”

      “Leave him.” Alexi headed for the door.

      “No.”

      He paused with his hand on the latch. “What was that?”

      He no doubt expected her to shiver and shake at the menace in his voice. Everyone else did.

      “I’m not leaving him behind so he can waltz out of here and do again to someone else whatever it was he did that got me sent after him in the first place.”

      Alexi peered over his shoulder. “You don’t know?”

      “I don’t care.”

      He turned away from the door. “Come with me now, Katzchen.”

      One of Alexi’s most appealing—or was it annoying—traits was his use of foreign endearments when addressing a woman. Cat had concluded that he did this so he didn’t have to concern himself with learning all of their many names.

      “I’m not leaving without him.” Cat eyed Alexi’s black gloves with suspicion. She’d thought he wore them to cloak his distinctive showman’s hands, but considering Clyde’s lack of consciousness, maybe the gloves concealed his henchman’s favorite pair of brass knuckles.

      Alexi wasn’t much for hitting. His hands were as precious a commodity as his face, his body, and his brain. Which was why he rarely used them for anything other than⁠—

      “Fine,” Alexi snapped. “We will bring him with us to St. Louis.” He bent and reached for Clyde.

      “No.”

      Alexi straightened. “Why the hell not?”

      She stifled her smile. When he was annoyed, Alexi lost all hint of refinement.

      “I need to deliver him to Rock River, Kansas, for the bounty.”

      “Fuck the bounty!” Alexi exploded, and her hint of a smile faded.

      “Why are you here?” she repeated.

      He glanced again toward the window. “We need to go.”

      Though the curtains hung limp, a chill wind blew over her. “What have you done?”

      “Me?” He set his black-gloved hand against the creamy shirt covering his chest, eyes widening in a poor attempt at innocence.

      “Dammit.” He’d sold her out. But to whom? She wasn’t wanted.

      Cat didn’t waste her breath with more questions. Alexi wouldn’t admit a thing without persuasion, and the way he was behaving—obsessed with the window, insistent on getting gone—she didn’t have the time.

      Though she hated to do it, she’d have to leave Clyde behind and capture him again later. She’d need a different disguise, but like Alexi, she had plenty at her disposal. Clyde wouldn’t see her coming until she was already there.

      As she went past, Alexi snatched her elbow. She tried to shake him off. “Let me go. We need to⁠—”

      “Too late,” he whispered, then pulled her against him, curling his elbow about her throat and placing her own blade to her chest.

      The door burst open; three armed men crowded in. At the sight of Cat and Alexi, the shortest and fattest narrowed his already small eyes to slits. “We’re lookin’ for Cat O’Banyon. She⁠—”

      “You think a bounty hunter of such acclaim is a woman?” Alexi’s laughter mocked, and their weapons, which had lowered slightly, lifted again.

      “That’s what we heard.” A sullen sneer marred the short one’s thin lips.

      “Think, gentlemen, if you’re capable of it,” Alexi continued.

      The two silent men frowned, whether with the effort of trying to follow his suggestion or recognition of the insult, it was hard to say.

      “Of the three people you’ve found in this room, who is the best bet for a legendary bounty hunter?”

      The first man considered the unconscious Clyde, then the captive Cat, before finally settling on Alexi. Slowly he smiled.

      After that, things moved very fast.

      Alexi’s wrist twitched. The front of her dress split, and Cat’s breasts spilled free. In the half-light her skin gleamed like pearls beneath clear water.

      Then the hand at her breasts, the arm around her throat, the body at her back was gone, but not before he whispered, “Play the part, mi gatito. You are Sissy.”

      The thud of a boot was followed by the whoosh of what sounded like wind. The yellowed lace curtains fluttered past her cheek.

      Cat’s gaze stayed on the three men. Theirs were fixed unwaveringly on her breasts. They hadn’t even noticed yet that Alexi was gone.

      Cat let them stare to the count of ten. Then she gathered the tattered remnants of her gown. “There he goes!” She pointed at the window, hand shaking, lips trembling. “Cat O’Banyon broke in here. He hit that man. Said he’d take him in dead or alive.”

      The spell of her breasts broken, the three hunters blinked. Still, there was an instant when she thought they might decide to forgo chasing “Cat” for a taste of her publicly displayed charms.

      She’d shoot them first. She chose who and when and why. Unfortunately, she no longer had a gun.

      “Come on,” the leader ordered, and they clattered down the stairs, then slammed out the front door. Whoever had paid them to find, capture, or perhaps kill Cat O’Banyon must have paid them very well.

      But why?
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      Alexi released the windowsill and landed lightly on the roof of the porch just below. A few steps to the edge, then he dropped to the ground and blended into the crowd. With Cat’s exquisite breasts to divert the bounty hunters’ attention and the route he’d planned before he’d even walked inside, escape was easy.

      They would follow. He wanted them to. Then, while he led a merry chase across the prairie. Cat would take her blasted bounty and get gone.

      Sometimes it was all Alexi could do not to strangle her. She took so many chances; she courted death every day. He’d hoped some time on her own would make her less impulsive, but he’d been wrong.

      Memories flickered—desire and fury. He’d made her come, but he’d never made her his, and it burned.

      Alexi rubbed a hand over his face, wincing at the scritch of stubble against his gloves. Too much thought, too much emotion got people killed. He’d learned that the hard way.

      When he reached the end of the street, Alexi glanced back. The three men were already following, though slowly, checking each building, every alleyway. They weren’t as stupid as he’d thought, and this worried him. Oh, they wouldn’t catch him. But that they’d nearly caught her . . .

      That was a problem.

      He slipped into the stable and retrieved his horse. The animal was still saddled, as ordered; he hadn’t planned to be here long.

      Alexi had hoped to convince Cat to join him in St. Louis. He should have known better. If she’d wanted to be with him, she would never have left him in the first place. Another thing that burned.

      But he’d dropped enough hints while he was with her to ensure that when she finished with Clyde, she would come after him and discover all that he knew.

      Despite the circumstances, Alexi looked forward to it.
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        * * *

      

      Cat stared out the window long after Alexi and his pursuers had disappeared into the crowd on the street. Even at this time of night, heat seemed to rise along with the dust, giving the clapboard houses and stores, the moon-shrouded horizon a dreamy quality.

      Nearby cattle milled in pens ready to be loaded onto the trains that chugged east, their lowing mournful, as if they knew what awaited them at the other end, their scent so thick it seemed to float just below the clouds like a coming whirlwind.

      Someone in the crowd began to hoot and holler, pointing at Cat, who had been leaning out the window, her breasts spilling free from her gown. She jerked inside, narrowly missing a smart rap of her head against the casement.

      Clyde mumbled something unintelligible, and Cat considered knocking him out again. However, it would be easier to get him to Rock River if he could move on his own. Certainly she could enforce the dead provision of Clyde’s “dead or alive” bounty, and she would if he gave her one good reason. But Cat had discovered she couldn’t kill someone just to make things easier for herself. If the law wanted Clyde dead, they had plenty of ropes.

      She needed to change clothes and find another weapon. Clyde wouldn’t come along peaceful-like if she didn’t have a gun.

      Cat slid the torn dress from her shoulders but when the material hit the floor, it thumped. Cat knelt and patted the garnet satin. In one pocket she found her derringer; the other held her knife.

      “How does he do that?” The man’s hands were quicker than his tongue.

      Her cheeks heated at the images conjured by that single stray thought. Considering what she’d done today to capture Clyde and what she’d done on any number of occasions to capture others just like him, Cat was more shocked that she could still blush than at the idea of what she’d been blushing about.

      She dressed in dark wool trousers and cracked leather boots, dropping a long-sleeved homespun shirt over breasts she’d quickly bound. Atop that she added a jacket she’d padded at the shoulders to add manly breadth, then tucked her hair under a slouch hat very much like the one that had shaded Alexi’s face. They were common enough, having been worn by both the North and the South during the war.

      After waking Clyde with a few shakes and slaps as well as the remains of a stray glass of whiskey tossed into his face, they left by the back stairs. The only person who saw them was the maid. Cat tossed her a coin and a sharp “Keep your own counsel, gal,” using the gruff male voice she’d perfected long ago.

      Took them a week of hard riding to reach Rock River, but they got there. The first few hours Cat traveled with a rifle in her lap, expecting the bounty hunters to discover Alexi’s ruse, as well as her own, and track them down. But by the next morning, she settled in. No one had ever figured out any of Alexi’s ruses. She doubted that would change with those three, as they’d appeared to possess a single working brain between them.

      The trip would have been forgettable if not for the sting of a nick Alexi had left just below her left breast. An accident, perhaps? Or a reflection of his annoyance that her stubborn insistence on following through with her plan had ruined his?

      Whatever it had been.

      The cut wasn’t serious, would probably have healed in a day if the cloth Cat used to bind her breasts hadn’t rubbed against it, breaking the scrape open over and over, staining her shirt red. She looked to have been wounded, which was not a good thing when traveling with a man like Clyde. If a lawman came upon them, Cat would be hard-pressed to explain who she was before he shot them both.

      Cat timed her approach into town for nightfall. Just because people liked to spread the legend of Cat O’Banyon didn’t mean the sheriff wanted to be caught employing her. Even if he was her brother-in-law.

      Rock River, which wasn’t far from Wichita, lay south of Abilene. The town had hopes of becoming part of the Chisholm Trail, and many thought it soon would be. Ben had been hired as the sheriff and moved here, about thirty miles away from his first lawman’s job, a few months before Billy’s death.

      As always, Ben Chase answered the knock fully dressed, gun belt around his waist. Cat had stopped wondering long ago if he slept in his clothes. She didn’t care either way.

      “Cathleen.” His Southern lilt caused a trickle of nostalgia, one of the reasons Cat had trained the same accent out of her own speech. Every time she heard a Georgia twang, she remembered.

      Though she hadn’t been by in a month, had gotten the information for this particular bounty from one of Ben’s associates in another Kansas town, Ben wasn’t happy to see her. He still hadn’t gotten over Billy’s death. Who had?

      Ben’s gaze flicked to Clyde. He didn’t ask, didn’t need to. If Clyde was still breathing, he wasn’t the man she’d been searching for. That didn’t mean someone didn’t want him.

      “Come for the bounty?”

      Cat didn’t answer. She certainly hadn’t come for the company.

      Ben indicated she should precede him down the steps that led from the living quarters above to his office and the jail below. She retrieved Clyde, whom she’d left hog-tied at the front door.

      Ben quickly confined the prisoner, found the record of the bounty, paid it, then headed for the door. Once outside, he paused. “You coming up?”

      The faint light of the crescent moon revealed, if Cat had perhaps forgotten, that Ben was everything Billy was not. Light hair instead of dark, blue eyes instead of brown, short instead of tall, alive instead of dead.

      “I’ll come up.” She didn’t have much choice. Everything she owned was there, and she needed to change.

      She’d just removed her coat when Ben’s gasp split the tense silence. Cat whirled, palm slapping the butt of her gun. But no one lurked in the shadows. Unless you counted Ben.

      He pointed, and Cat glanced down. Her shirt was a bloody rag.

      Cat crossed to the pitcher and basin on the washstand, poured some water as Ben moved to the window and stared out. As there was only one room above the jail, this was all the privacy Cat could expect.

      Quickly she unbuttoned the shirt, unwrapped the bindings, and set to work washing away the blood. The water was cold and felt heavenly across her sweaty skin.

      “Why do you do this?” Ben asked.

      “Because you won’t.”

      That was unfair. No one else knew the voice. No one could do this but her. Still, she’d had enough of Ben’s judgment. Sometimes, especially when she was hot and tired and bloody, Cat just had to wound him too.

      “I’m a lawman, not a vigilante.”

      “He was your brother.”

      “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      She could only hope.

      “He wouldn’t want that.”

      Cat wasn’t so sure. She was no longer the girl Billy had married. That girl had died when he did. Would he even recognize her?

      Cat tossed the bloody cloth into the equally bloody water. “You have no idea what he’d want.”

      Ben spun; his gaze went to her bare breasts, but Cat didn’t bother to cover herself. Any modesty she’d once had died when she began to use her body as . . . What? Leverage? Distraction? Currency? Sometimes all three.

      She’d learned on that long-ago night—or perhaps from Alexi; it didn’t matter—that she couldn’t think of her body as anything other than flesh and bone if she wanted to keep moving forward. Every day, every bounty, every man brought her one step closer to the man. To find him, she’d do anything.

      “Where did you put my belongings?”

      Face flushed, Ben lifted his chin, indicating the chest at the bottom of his bed. She wondered where the trunk had come from; it certainly wasn’t hers. However, when she lifted the lid she saw that everything inside was.

      On the trail for the past year, in constant pursuit of evil men, Cat couldn’t drag along her ever-increasing array of costumes. She could have bought a new set for each new guise, since she still possessed most of the money she’d earned as a bounty hunter. She had little to spend it on, living the way she did. But why buy new ones when the best worked again and again?

      Cat dug through several outfits she’d worn in saloons and whorehouses over the past year, tossed aside a serape, chaps, and a gambler’s vest until she found more cloth to bind her breasts and another homespun shirt.

      Once she resembled the person she’d been when she arrived, less the blood, she rooted around until she unearthed a costume she hadn’t worn in a very long time, then stuffed it into her saddlebags.

      After a few minutes spent returning everything she’d tossed onto the floor to its former place, Cat closed the lid.

      Ben stared again through the window as if he might find the answers to everything on the prairie.

      Hell, maybe he could.
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      Cat boarded the train to St. Louis dressed as a lady. She’d found it safer to journey by train or stage as a woman. She was accorded a respect she wouldn’t get in pants.

      Though traveling this way was safer, it certainly wasn’t easier. The crinoline she’d purchased that morning—she couldn’t very well carry such a contraption on her horse from Rock River to Kansas City even if she’d had one in Ben’s trunk—added a fashionable bell shape to the rear of her teal silk skirt. But it was difficult to manage. She bumped into things and people whenever she turned and sometimes when she didn’t. In addition, she wanted to tear the corset off her person and stomp on it with her pointed ankle boots.

      The only portion of the ensemble that she didn’t itch to destroy was her brand-new spoon bonnet. And not because it perched comfortably on her demurely coiffed head, but rather the colorful flowers upon the brim drew curious eyes away from her face.

      It had taken her all of two minutes after leaving the Rock River sheriff’s office to decide that her next stop was St. Louis. If Alexi hadn’t sold knowledge of her whereabouts to the highest bidder—and she still wasn’t certain of that—she thought he might know who had. If she was lucky, he might even know why. Alexi, as he often told her, did his best to know everything.

      When the conductor called, “Next stop, St. Lou-eee!” Cat slipped into the washroom. There, after much tugging and cursing and one accidental knock of her elbow against the basin—followed by more cursing—she stuffed the damnable crinoline through the window. She watched it fly backward and out of her life with immense satisfaction.

      She exited the train dressed as a boy. In the city, on the streets alone, a woman drew too much attention.

      St. Louis was a river town. Old by American standards. Settled in the late 1600s by the French. More urbane than Wichita or Abilene, St. Louis smelled of water instead of dust, fish instead of cattle. Not that one was much better than the other.

      She found what she was looking for on a vacant slice of land near the river. A kaleidoscope of people—male and female, short and tall, fat and skinny, young and old, blondes, brunettes, redheads—crowded around the covered wagon, awaiting the show.

      And a show it would be. Sleight of hand. Glib of tongue. Promise the world. Deliver much less. Then disappear.

      Everyone’s attention remained on the curtain draped across the back of the wagon. A heavy board jutted out to provide a stage. Not an ordinary Conestoga, this one had been fashioned, as the sign attached to the canvas proclaimed, for Count Sukhorukov! Famed Healer of Balshika!

      Cat snorted. Another of Alexi’s tricks. The more confusing the name, the less likely folks were to remember it. They wouldn’t even be able to pronounce this one. She wondered if anyone besides Alexi could. Not that it mattered. The name Sukhorukov wasn’t any more real than he was.

      Her snort had drawn a curious glance from the man in front of her. She coughed, then sneezed and wiped the back of her hand across her nose, producing the wet noises made by the soon-to-be dying. Not only did the fellow face front, but he moved away, as did several others nearby. Cat hid her smirk beneath the shadow of her hat.

      The curtain shivered once, then stilled. The audience, who had caught their breath in anticipation, let that breath out on a collective sigh of disappointment.

      Cat knew better than to get excited over the first hint of his arrival. He would make them wait. Anticipation increased his allure. The continued presence of a crowd would only cause the crowd to swell. The chatter of a few would become the cacophony of many. Those who had not planned to stop would be unable to help themselves, and when they least expected him, he would⁠—

      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,” intoned a pleasing though slightly foreign voice. “May I introduce . . .” A muffled bang, smoke trailed upward. “Me.”

      He glided free of the cloud, and people gasped. One blink and you missed him. The platform was empty, and then it was not.

      Taller than most, elegant and slim, Alexi’s hair shone like ebony tossed in the sunlight; his sapphire eyes glittered as brightly as the jewels that dotted his long, slim fingers. He was an exotic jungle predator set loose amid the barn cats.

      “Today,” he continued, his accent so light he could be easily understood. Yet the unusual cadence of his voice, the peculiar twist he put on some words—not too many, only a few—contributed to his air of mystery.

      This man had been places; he knew things. And soon those who watched would know too.

      “Today, my droo-ziya.” He paused, high, perfect brow wrinkling as he pursed full, supple lips. Then, seemingly to himself, he muttered what sounded like curses but could just as easily have been gibberish—no one here would know—before curving those lips upward.

      “My friends.” His voice deepened with triumph, the lower register causing everyone who heard it to feel as if they were, indeed, his friends. “I will share with you an elixir created by my ancestors—the Sukhorukovs of Balshika—a village south of the Crimea within view of the great Black Sea.”

      Cat doubted any of them knew the location of Balshika. She had her doubts it even existed. But enough had heard of the Crimea—the British had fought a war there against the Russians not fifteen years past—to give his tale an air of truth.

      “This tonic contains water taken from that legendary sea.” Seemingly from nowhere, he produced a bottle, the inky liquid within swirling, drawing every eye in the crowd and holding it captive.

      “This sea is enchanted, my friends, and I will tell you why. Once upon a time a man named Bogatyr possessed a magic arm. I know”—he lifted his own and smiled a rueful smile —“such a thing is not possible but listen.”

      He waited and, when no one raised a single word in protest, continued. “They say his arm was an arrow of great power and precision.” His silky dark hair caressed the collar of his equally black shirt as he studied them. “And to have such a legend told in his name, Bogatyr must have been an incredible warrior. My belief is that he was so accurate with this weapon that his enemies began to see it as an extension of him. Thus Bogatyr’s arm became an arrow.”

      “Ah” rose from the crowd and many nodded in agreement, their faces rapt with interest for the story and respect for the insight of the man telling it.

      “People began to view the arrow as magic, and maybe it was.” Alexi spread his hands; the jewels caught the light and flashed. “I know for certain that what happened later”—he shook the bottle again, and the liquid whirled—“was a miracle.”

      Cat’s lips curved as Alexi moved in for the kill. “Though Bogatyr was a good and just man, using his gift only to keep his village safe, he was but a man, and eventually his time upon the earth drew to a close. Rather than allow his charmed arrow . . .” Alexi tilted an eyebrow, and the crowd chuckled at their shared joke. Was it an arrow or was it an arm?

      “Rather than allow that arrow, which always flew straight and true, to fall into the hands of one who might not be as righteous as himself, Bogatyr threw it into the sea.”

      Now a murmur rolled from the audience. If his arrow were an arm, how did he throw it? Did he cut off his arm, or did he hurl himself into the depths?

      Alexi remained silent while the questions simmered. Only when the crowd was on the edge of shouting aloud their curiosity did he continue. “The arrow plunged through the water, sinking firmly into the bottom. The sea began to boil, and then . . .”

      Again he waited, his compelling gaze touching that of several others in the crowd. Cat tilted her head so that her hat shaded her face. Not that she’d fool Alexi. He already knew she was here.

      “Then?” blurted a voice from the crowd, and Alexi allowed the small smile he’d been nurturing to bloom.

      “Then,” he continued, “the roiling waves turned black, bestowing upon the sea its name and hiding forever the location of Bogatyr’s arrow. However . . .” He lifted a finger upon which a jewel the shade of that sea shone. “From that moment forward, anyone who drank of those waters beneath a moonless sky was healed.”

      Silence settled over the crowd. Alexi remained motionless, gaze upon the bottle, which caught the afternoon light and turned the liquid that swirled within to smoke.

      “How much?” someone shouted.

      A giant appeared next to the wagon. Though Alexi stood upon a platform several feet off the ground, the newcomer’s dark head nearly reached his shoulder. The man had to weigh three hundred pounds. His arms and legs were as thick as oak stumps, his hands and feet the size of cannonballs. A collective gasp of surprise and shock rippled through the crowd.

      “My associate will assist you.” Alexi set his hand on the newcomer’s back. “Mikhail’s English is not so good as mine, but he counts much better.”

      Alexi ducked behind the curtain, and Mikhail motioned for anyone who was interested, and there were many, to join him at a nearby table full of bottles where a placard announced: Black Sea Solution! The ancient Russian cure. Drink only on a moonless night. One dollar a bottle.

      Trust Alexi to build into the legend a block, confidence jargon for a ruse that would keep the buyer from discovering the truth too soon. In this case, the requirement of drinking the potion on a moonless night would ascertain that Alexi would be long gone before anyone pulled out the cork.

      The horde crowded to the table. When they began to jostle for position, one glare from Mikhail ended it.

      Mikhail was the heavy, the muscle. He prevented any marks from causing trouble. Usually just by being there.

      The colossus calmly and competently took their money as he handed out the cure. Ignoring all questions, he never uttered a word.

      Alexi’s excuse that Mikhail’s English was poor was just that. Mikhail’s English was fine; it was his Russian that needed work. The big man was as incapable of subterfuge as his boss was of telling the truth.

      No one paid Cat any mind as she inched toward the wagon and pushed aside the curtain. As expected, Alexi Romanov was gone.

      She found him easily enough. Cat had traveled with the man for months; she knew the kind of place that he liked. One that provided liquor and women, his two favorite things.

      After money.

      Cat had success in the third saloon she stepped into. “You got a furener stayin’ here?” she asked.

      “Frenchie,” the barkeep agreed, and jerked his chin toward the ceiling.

      Frenchie. That figured. Cat headed for the stairs.

      Though no one had ever discovered one of his ruses—at least while he was still in town—Alexi made certain to leave not a trace of Count Sukhorukov after he disappeared into the wagon. By the time he exited the other side, he’d already become someone else.

      “Where ya think yer goin’?” the barkeep asked.

      “He told me to come and get paid after I tended his horse.”

      As Cat appeared to be a thin, harmless boy, the man returned to his customers, who, considering the ailments they were discussing and the bottles of black water they clutched like the Holy Grail, had recently been the count’s customers. That they hadn’t recognized the Frenchie was yet another testament to the masquerade of Alexi Romanov.

      “I’s got the bloody flux,” declared an old-timer, who also appeared to have something that caused pustules upon his bald head. “Been crappin’ red fer a month.”

      “The missus has the King’s Evil,” shared another, much younger, much hairier gent. “Her neck’s done swole up the size of a tree stump.”

      Cat cut around the newel post, grimacing at the continued litany of disease.

      “Young’uns done sprouted trench mouth.” A short, dumpy fellow dashed back his whiskey, his hiss of pain making Cat think he had a bit of the trench mouth too.

      “I’ve got a strangery. Right-chere.” The barkeep rubbed his crotch, and everyone laughed.

      Cat bit her lip and averted her eyes. Men were such . . . men.

      As she reached the landing. Cat contemplated a line of doors, then waited for a break in the chatter below. When it came, she caught a low, throaty woman’s chuckle followed by a man’s voice. His voice.

      Cat tossed her pack against the wall, then strode forward and pushed open door number two. A gorgeous redhead sat before the mirror, brushing her hair.

      Naked.

      Alexi sprawled on the tousled mattress, watching Cat through half-lidded eyes. He did not appear surprised; he appeared bored.

      The duster and slouch hat he’d worn in Abilene, along with a gun belt, had been discarded atop a nearby table. Not very original, but combined with a French accent it had obviously done what he’d meant it to do.

      Made the count disappear.

      He still wore the black trousers of the Russian aristocrat, but he’d removed the silky black shirt and lay bare-chested and barefoot, a glass of amber liquid in his long-fingered, magical hands.

      Those hands. She still thought of them some nights when she couldn’t sleep.

      Alexi’s gaze flicked from the woman’s pale peach breasts to her face. “Sortez,,” he ordered, which, when she didn’t move, he followed with a heavily accented, “Get out.”

      She tossed the brush onto the dresser with such force it bounced off the mirror and onto the floor. “Since when d’ ya like boys?”

      “Go.” His eyes returned to Cat.

      The woman stomped her foot. “This is my room!”

      Alexi slid his attention to the redhead. She gulped, grabbed a robe, and fled.

      He made no move to rise, just sipped his drink, then set the glass on the flat plane of his belly. A droplet of water rolled onto his skin, leaving a glistening trail along the curve of his waist. “You see something you would like, ma chere?”

      He dropped the accent, but his return to foreign endearments reminded Cat exactly what type of man Alexi was. She yanked her gaze from his stomach and cleared her throat. “We need to talk.”

      He sat up, the movement languid yet quick, the uncoiling of an annoyed snake, prepared to strike but too warmed by the sun to actually bother. “Have you at last given up searching for your outlaw needle in the midst of the great American haystack?”

      “No.”

      As Alexi stood, then moved past her. Cat caught a hint of his scent. No matter how far they traveled, no matter the mud or the heat or the filth, Alexi always managed to smell as if he’d just danced in a rainstorm.

      Glass clinked as he poured another drink. The shade of the liquid hinted at brandy, but it could be anything. Alexi drank whatever could be had for free.

      “Why do you insist on spending your life on the back of a horse, dressed like a peasant boy when, with very little effort, you could be one of the wealthiest women west of the Mississippi? No.” He lifted his glass to the ceiling. “In the entire country.”

      “Don’t bother,” Cat said. “I’m not coming back.”

      Alexi considered her as he sipped, his throat flexing, then releasing as he swallowed. “Even if I can give you what you’ve been searching years to find?”

      Her skin prickled, and she said again what she seemed to say a lot whenever she came near Alexi Romanov. “Say what you mean.”

      “Why do you think I came to Abilene?”

      “Because you regretted selling me out?”

      He lifted a set of dark, slim eyebrows. “You know I never waste time with regrets.”

      Did that mean he’d sold her out or didn’t it?

      “I sold nothing to no one. Least of all a woman I’d prefer in my—” He paused at her sharp glance, and the corner of his mouth quirked. “Life. If you were dead, whatever would I do?”

      “The same thing you’ve been doing since I left,” Cat said, thoughts on the redhead who’d recently fled the room.

      “Nothing could entice me to hurt you.”

      Cat didn’t believe him. For a price, Alexi would do anything.

      He sighed, obviously reading her eyes, her face, her mind. “I came to you because there’s a bounty.”

      Now they were getting somewhere. “On who and how much?”

      “On you, Liebchen. For more money than even I can count.”

      “Me?” Cat laughed, but the sound held no humor. When did it anymore? “What did I do?”

      “I told you in Abilene. You’ve become a legend.”

      “Half of those stories aren’t even about me.”
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