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      PIPER

      

      My head lolled when the stage lurched in a particularly large rut and I woke with a start. Drool dotted the corner of my mouth and I wiped it with my fingers. I glanced up to make sure the woman across from me hadn’t seen my less than ladylike spit, but she—thankfully—was asleep, her head tilted back so her chin was angled up toward me. It was quite warm and even with the flaps over the windows open, there wasn’t much breeze. I tugged at my bodice, the fabric damp and clinging to my skin. I had a mighty thirst and longed for a cool glass of lemonade. I blinked once, then rubbed my eyes. Time passed slowly in the stage and I had no idea how long I had rested. Even with a crook in my neck and a sore back… and bottom from the hard and uncomfortable seat, it couldn’t have been for long. Based on the position of the sun in the sky, it should only be another hour or two before the next stop. My last stop.

      I’d almost run out of coin and the stage would take me no further than the next town without expecting more. I was glad to be away from Wichita, yet knew my brothers could easily track me; they just had to follow the stage’s path. I’d been gone six days already and had to hope the note I’d left, telling them I was staying in town with my friend, Rachel, had stalled their search by a few days. By now, though, they had to know I’d disappeared. They would come for me, I was sure of it. With five older brothers, none married, no one else was going to cook and clean for them. No women seemed eager to marry the lot of them, so they needed someone to take care of them. Meaning me. I had no intention of being their slave. I couldn’t find a husband of my own if I was too busy taking care of them.

      Besides all that, they were ridiculously overprotective. They chased off every possible suitor with their dark stares, cautionary words and loaded rifles. They didn’t hesitate to shoot at the man’s feet to get him moving if he lingered near me too long.

      I was twenty-two years old and on the verge of being an old maid, but they only saw me as their baby sister. I hadn’t even been kissed! Hell, they hadn’t let a man get close enough to shake my hand, let alone put his lips on mine.

      While none of them were cruel and I knew they loved me, perhaps they loved me a little too much. I didn’t need to be sheltered and I certainly didn’t need to become their maid. They needed wives of their own and I needed a life of my own. A husband.

      And so I’d secretly saved up some of the house money, slowly but surely, until I had enough for a ticket on the stage. Unfortunately, it would only take me so far… and that distance seemed to be the next town.

      I peeked out the window; prairie as far as the eye could see. I was used to that living on the outskirts of Wichita, but there wasn’t a town of its size nearby now. There was nothing. Would I be able to find work? I could find a job as a maid, a housekeeper, a cook, even a laundress. I’d done it all and was not averse to hard work, if it could be found. I’d rather find a saloon and a game of cards, but I couldn’t be choosy if I was broke. At least it was warm this time of year; I could sleep beneath the stars if I needed to. I’d done that before, too.

      The stage jolted and I put my hand out instinctively so as not to bump into the wall. The other woman’s head lolled to the side and I was impressed with her ability to sleep so deeply. She’d introduced herself to me when she’d joined me in Dodge City. Miss Patricia Strong, a mail order bride. She was going to a small town in Colorado, Slate Springs was the name, to meet a new husband. A husband that she’d been matched to through an agency. I couldn’t imagine marrying a stranger, but I knew women struggled in ways men didn’t. She was so lovely with her pale hair and eyes and kind demeanor, I had to imagine beaux swarmed about her like bees to a flower. If she had to volunteer to be a mail order bride, what hope was there for me?

      I had red hair. Red! It was like fire and everyone said I had the personality to match. I’d been impressed with Patricia’s ability to take charge of her life, to decide on a path and follow through. To find a husband when one wouldn’t come calling. Or in my case, couldn’t. Not with a brother blockade in the way.

      The stage jolted again. I rolled my eyes and sighed, wishing to yell at the stage driver, although it wasn’t his fault there were deep ruts in the path. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Patricia slide sideways, tipping forward as if she were going to tumble forward. Reaching out, I grabbed her shoulder before she hit the dusty wood floor.

      “Patricia!” I cried, pushing her back upright, her head settling into the corner awkwardly.

      The woman didn’t wake, didn’t put her arms out to push herself up. Didn’t even stir.

      I stood, putting one hand on the wall for balance, and leaned over her. I knew the journey was wearying, but this was a sound sleep. Too sound.

      It was then that I realized she wasn’t sleeping. She was dead.

      “Stop the stage!” I shouted, pushing off the wall away from her. “Stop the damn stage!”

      Dropping back into the bench seat across from Patricia, I pounded on the wall that separated me from the driver as I stared wide-eyed, mouth open.

      She was dead.

      I knew it wasn’t ladylike to swear, but if there was ever a moment to do so, this was it. “Holy fucking hell. Shit on a stick, this is bad.” I kept mumbling every swear word I ever heard my brothers use as I just looked at Patricia.

      She was pale, white even. Her lips were no longer pink, but an odd shade of gray, as if all of her color had leached from her. Her body was limp and jostled as the stage came to a halt. I had to put my hand out to keep her from falling on me once again. Cringing, I pushed her back upright.

      Once we came to a standstill, I opened the door and jumped down, struggling with my skirts before tripping and landing on my knees in the dirt.

      “What the tarnation, woman?” The stage driver hopped from his raised seat and spat tobacco juice into the tall grass, hands on hips.

      Spinning about, I pointed with a shaky finger at the open door and Patricia’s prostrate body.

      Swallowing heavily, I took a deep breath. The sun beat down upon us and I felt perspiration dot my brow. “She’s dead.”

      The driver looked at me as if I was joking with him. When I didn’t get up off the ground, he walked to the open door and peeked inside.

      “Fuck,” he swore, then looked up at the sky. It was as if he were silently asking God why the woman was dead, in his stage. “She was fine two hours ago. What the hell happened to her?”

      He took off his hat, ran his fingers through his sweaty hair. He was in his forties with a graying beard and was missing a few teeth. He was travel worn, body and soul, and I had to assume Patricia was not his first dead body.

      It was mine, however, and I was glad for the hard ground beneath me. I’d never been considered missish, but I’d never had someone die right in front of me before, especially someone as young as Patricia.

      As I shook my head, I replied, “How the hell should I know?”

      The driver’s eyebrow winged up at my use of the word “hell.” That was nothing. Being raised by brothers had taught me quite a few unladylike things.

      “I have no idea,” I added, finally answering his question. “We were asleep and she just didn’t wake up.”

      He frowned at me, spit on the ground again. “People don’t just not wake up. Not at her age. Hell, she can’t be more than twenty.” He waved his hands in the air as if that would help, as if arguing with me would change anything. It didn’t matter how she died. It wasn’t as if we could fix it, or her.

      “Well, she certainly isn’t going to wake up,” I countered. The wind blowing over the grass, the chirping of the grasshoppers seemed so normal, as if we didn’t have to figure out what to do with a dead woman.

      “Fine, let’s go then.” He reached into the stage.

      “What? You’re just going to leave her out here?” My voice went loud and shrill, my queasiness growing at the casual attitude this man had for the dead.

      He sighed, shook his head as he walked away from the stage.

      “Sitting here gabbing isn’t making her any fresher,” he grumbled. “You’ll have to stay in the stage with her until we get to the next town, where you’re getting off.”

      He glanced at the dead woman again, then at the vast prairie, probably ready to change his mind.

      “While I have no interest in spending one more second in the stage with a dead body, it just isn’t honorable or the least bit Christian just to leave her out to rot.”

      “Hope there’s an undertaker at the next town, too,” he grumbled, spitting in the grass.

      Poor woman. Patricia was—had been—so brave. As she’d shared her story, I’d actually been a little jealous. Knowing a man was waiting at her final destination was quite enviable. Someone who wanted her enough to submit an advertisement and pay her way. Someone who was actually eager for her.

      And then there was me, homeless and destitute as soon as we arrived at the next stop. No man. No husband. No—

      An idea formed in my head, making my heart skip a beat. Patricia had a man waiting for her. A husband. Someone who wanted a wife. He didn’t care particularly who since he’d chosen a mail order bride. A stranger. I could be the mail order bride. I could take Patricia’s place.

      It could work. Couldn’t it? Was it right to take advantage of a dead woman? I stood on shaky legs and glanced at Patricia’s dead body, then away. She was no longer of this world and wouldn’t care. She wouldn’t blame me. Hell and tarnation, women had to take advantages that were given to them.

      “All right. I’ll stay in the back with her,” I told the driver.

      I tilted my chin up, met the man’s sharp gaze as I walked over to the stage, peeked in, then reached for my small bag. “But you’ll take me to where Miss Strong was headed.”

      “Take you…” He shoved his hat back on his head, spit into the grass again. “I see what you’re about.”

      “Oh?” I asked. “And what’s that?”

      “You’re going to take her place.”

      I slid my gun from my bag, aimed it at him. He slowly raised his hands.

      “And you were going to leave a passenger out on the prairie for the wolves,” I argued.

      “Now there’s no need for a gun.” He eyed me. Not fearfully, but suspiciously. “What kind of lady are you?”

      “The kind of lady who has five older brothers. A gun adds a certain level of… assurance that you’ll do the right thing by me and take me to Pueblo and the man she was to marry.”

      “And the right thing is to let you become a stranger’s wife?”

      Obviously, he knew more about Patricia than he did me.

      “The man waiting in Pueblo requested a woman, not specifically Miss Strong. Listen, Mr.… um, driver.” I had no idea of his name. “My brothers taught me a few things besides shooting.” I gave a slight shrug, but the gun didn’t even quiver. “They taught me to take an opportunity when it falls in my lap.”

      Even when it was a dead body.

      Did I want to marry a man I’d never met? Patricia was going to do it. Why couldn’t I? It’s what I wanted, a man of my own, children someday. But I knew nothing of him. What if he was old or had seven children already? What if he was mean? A drunk? Well, I could just shoot him. It would serve him right.

      The driver thought for a moment, scratched the back of his neck, then slowly he shook his head. “Don’t matter to me one way or another. Her way’s been paid and I’d rather not have to explain to the man when I get to Pueblo that his wife just up and died.”

      I lowered the gun then. “So we’ll be doing each other a favor.”

      He walked toward the front of the stage, hoisted himself up. He looked down at me before he climbed up onto the high bench, then pointed into the stage. “We’re leaving Miss Strong’s body at the next stop and we’re not waiting for her burial. I have a schedule to keep and you have a man to meet.”

      While seeing the woman properly buried was the right thing to do, I knew I couldn’t argue. I was gaining a husband.
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      LANE

      

      “I can’t fucking believe it,” I murmured. I’d seen quite a bit in my time, but this… I’d never forget. “This has to be the seediest, dirtiest saloon in town.”

      “We looked everywhere else,” Spur replied, taking off his hat, running his hand through his dark hair.

      Even though we’d arrived a little late to meet the stage, Patricia Strong hadn’t been there waiting for us. Since the stage’s arrival time varied wildly depending on anything from the weather to the sobriety of the driver, we’d intended to be a day early. My mine in Jasper was turning into quite the headache; the latest fiasco with the shirring beams had set our ride down the mountain back until this morning. The owner of the town’s mercantile said the stage had, of course, arrived an hour early, which meant we’d had to find our bride in the bustling town of Pueblo. It had been harder than we’d expected since she hadn’t been in any of the feminine haunts, taking over an hour to track her. To a fucking saloon.

      We stood a few feet inside the entry and watched as our wife, with the hair the prettiest shade of red I’d ever seen, won a hand of poker against not two men or even three, but five. I could see a royal flush spread out in front of her. She was gambling in a saloon, and winning. She leaned forward and swiped her forearm across the scarred table, collecting her winnings and sliding them into a reticule that dangled heavily from her wrist. The way it sagged, I could only imagine what she already had in there.

      “That’s your wife,” I muttered, elbowing Spur in the side. He was the one legally married to her through the mail order bride company. I was the one who was legally wed to her through the recent law in Slate Springs that said two men could marry one woman, so she was mine, too, by proxy.

      We knew nothing about her other than her name, she was from Kansas and that she was to arrive today on the afternoon stage. Perhaps the man who ran the mail order bride service left out the rest intentionally.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Spur smile as he watched her. I watched the unhappy man who sat across from her. Based on the way his face was turning a mottled red and his body shook with rage, he was going to do something stupid, and to our wife.

      “I’m not losing to a woman!” He stood up and pointed at her. Yup, while Spur was a doctor and used to reading people for his profession, I’d learned quite a bit through my business dealings. This man, though, wasn’t very subtle.

      The winnings were tidily away in her little ladies’ bag and she had her hands primly folded in her lap.

      Prim. Ha! We were in a fucking saloon, not church.

      Those at nearby tables quieted, which made the rest of the room take notice, not that they hadn’t been watching the beautiful woman before now. Within seconds, even the out-of-tune piano had gone silent.

      “The way you played, you could have lost to Old Harry’s mule that’s out front.” She cocked her head to the side indicating the toothless man next to her. Based on the fact that he looked older than dirt, I had to assume he was Old Harry.

      This wasn’t good. No man liked to have his pride stomped on by a tiny little woman with all his money. Especially in a room full of other men, and a few upstairs girls. She’d poked the damn bear and I was going to have to save her. I took a step forward, ready to grab her and yank her out of harm’s way. Hell, yank her right out of the establishment and over my knee for being so damn stupid. Why couldn’t she have just waited at the stage stop?

      “Wait,” Spur said, his voice tipped low, putting his hand on my chest to keep me from moving.

      I turned my head and put my hands on my hips. “Wait?” I hissed back. “If you wait much longer, we’ll have to order a new wife.”

      He didn’t look at me, just stared at the red-haired vixen. Interest and something akin to amazement shone in his eyes.

      “We can save her easily enough. Let’s see what she does.”

      Spur must have been love-struck because he wasn’t thinking clearly.

      I ran my hand over the back of my neck, slowly shook my head. “Let’s see what she—”

      The angry man slammed his hand on the table, making the empty shot glasses jump. “Give the money back or I’m going to fucking—”

      She pulled a gun from her reticule without dropping one coin to the floor and pointed it at the bastard.

      While he lifted his hands and didn’t finish his threat, the bastard didn’t look worried. A woman with a gun? I’d be ducking under the table. If she swung the weapon this way, that’s exactly what I’d do.

      “You’ll fucking what?” she asked him, her voice all sweet while the words were laced with contrariness.

      “What kind of lady talks like that?” he goaded.

      “A lady who’s pointing a gun at you,” she replied, cool as the shade of a cottonwood tree in July.

      Shit, this woman was as feisty as they came.

      The man gave her a patronizing little smile. “Come on, little lady, put that thing away before you shoot someone by accident.”

      Before I even blinked, she’d shot the man’s hat, a few inches from his left ear. His hand went to his hat instinctively, poking a finger through the neat little hole. Everyone around him flinched and ducked, afraid they might be next.

      While I didn’t move, I swore my heart stopped.

      “I assure you, when I shoot, I don’t do it by accident.”

      Holy fucking hell. We were married to her?

      Slowly, she stood, keeping her eyes trained on the man, and stepped around her chair. Tiny as can be, she didn’t even come up to my shoulder. How she could even hold such a heavy gun was beyond me. “And that hole in your hat was a warning shot. Gentlemen, it appears it’s time for me to leave. Thank you for the game.”

      The woman’s voice didn’t even waver. She wasn’t sweating. Not even a hint of nerves. For some inexplicable reason, my cock got hard. She wasn’t just a vixen, she was a red-haired sharpshooter who knew how to play—and win—poker. And now that she was standing, I could see she had the plumpest breasts beneath her prim dress.

      “Fuck,” I whispered as she turned toward the door.

      Men backed up with impressive haste when she walked by. I’d only seen such wary and cautious behavior from a bunch of men when there’d been a rabid dog walking down Jasper’s main thoroughfare a few years past. Both Spur and I stepped back, allowing her to walk out the door. A hint of fiery red was the last we saw through the window before she continued down the boardwalk, prim as could be.

      Men surrounded the idiot who’d confronted her, one handing him a shot of rotgut whiskey, another inspecting the hole she’d blown through his hat.

      “Now, we go.” Spur put on his hat, left the saloon and went after our woman, grinning and shaking his head. Yes, he was love-struck.

      “‘Bout fucking time,” I muttered. “That’s my wife.” I put my hat back on and followed. My cock knew what it wanted and it wanted her. Hopefully, we wouldn’t get shot before the introductions.
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      Dr. Spurgeon Drews

      

      I was in love. It hit me like a mudslide, taking me out at the ankles and carrying me away. The best part of it was that I was in love with a woman who was already my wife. And that made it all the better.

      Patricia Strong. Yes, the name suited her.

      Following her down the boardwalk, I took in her size. Tiny. Her waist. Slim. Her bosom. Ample. Her hair. Brilliant fire. Her spirit. Wild. The sway of her hips. Seductive.

      I’d have to wire the mail order bride office in Wichita and thank the man. She was everything I wanted in a woman, but never knew. Usually, I preferred mild women with pale hair and a lithe figure. Perhaps that was why I had been a bachelor for thirty-two years. I’d been drawn to the wrong sort. But it was just looking at a petite, curvaceous hellion that made me hard as a railroad spike. I hadn’t even talked to her yet. I hadn’t kissed her, stripped her of her clothes, made her cry out my name. Filled her with my seed.

      “Your wife?” I asked Lane, responding to his comment. He walked beside me. With the heat, I was glad we were on the shady side of the thoroughfare. We’d been thrust together as brothers when we were eight and knew each other well enough to banter easily. Even drunk. Even over the same woman.

      At least this time we were in agreement. This one belonged to both of us. Together. Legally everywhere, she was mine. Hopefully stuffed in that reticule of hers—along with a smoking gun and a stash of poker winnings—was a piece of paper that said we were proxy wed. Legally, in Slate Springs, she was married to Lane as well.

      I closely interacted with women more than most men. Being a doctor, I tended to them when they were hurt, visited when they had sick children, delivered their babies when the time came. I saw more of them than even some of their husbands. I always looked at women from a clinical lens, ensuring the appropriate doctor-patient conduct was met. But with Miss Strong, I thought differently. I thought… more. Paper or not, town laws aside, she was ours. I saw the intent and purpose in Lane’s gaze as he watched her. I felt it down to my marrow.

      “Lil’s going to love her,” I said.

      Lane stopped, forcing passersby to walk around us. “Probably, but I don’t want them to meet. Do you think Miss Strong will mind she’s married to two men with mothers who were whores? That we now take care of the woman who’d put a roof over our heads, food in our stomach? That she, too, was a whore, then brothel owner?”

      This had always bothered him, the way his birth had cast a stigma over him. Me, as well, but I hadn’t let it fester as he had. But then his mother hadn’t just been a whore, she’d been miserable and mean, even selling her son to her more depraved customers. He didn’t talk about it, didn’t even confirm what had been done to him. It was as if he’d walled off that part of his soul. Fortunately, we’d both risen above it all, he a wealthy mine owner and I was a doctor. We’d turned out better than anyone had imagined and perhaps we’d done it to prove them all wrong. But Lil had always believed in us, taken us in. After our mothers died, she’d been the one to take care of us—save us—as much as any brothel owner could with two wild boys.

      “She swears like your miners and is a better shot than both of us, combined. I doubt she’ll get upset over our past.”

      “Lil’s still with us. The past isn’t dead yet.” I recognized the flat tone of his voice. No, for Lane, I doubted the past would ever be dead.

      I thought of the stout woman who’d taken no guff from anyone, now diminished in body because of sickness. Sadness hardened both our hearts. She’d been there for us when we’d needed it most, and now it was our turn to be there for her. As a doctor, it was hard to watch her wither away, especially since it was my job to save people. “No, not yet.”

      I glanced down the block. Miss Strong was stopped on a street corner, waiting for wagons and horses in the street to pass.

      “Lil’s going to love her,” I repeated. Words weren’t always accurate, but saying them made me feel better. When Lane nodded his head, even grudgingly, I knew he felt the same. Lil wanted to meet the woman who would be our wife before she died, but Lane still refused the idea.

      But first we had to claim our bride. We caught up with her before she stepped off the boardwalk.

      “Miss Strong,” I said to her back.

      She didn’t turn, only glanced left and right, waiting for a wagon laden with whiskey casks to pass.

      “Miss Strong,” I called again, this time louder, thinking the din of the busy thoroughfare kept her from hearing me.

      Lane glanced at me. She wasn’t deaf; she’d heard everything the asshole in the saloon had said to her.
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