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He stepped out of the pages
of a novel...

Mason Kincaid didn't have
time to rescue the fancy-fluff female stranded in the middle of
Arizona territory. He was hell-bent on a mission to reclaim his
young son and his good name from the men who stole both. But even
an outlaw couldn't leave a lady alone in the desert—especially
after she'd been accidentally dumped from the stagecoach he just
held up. This ungrateful city woman instantly made his chivalry
regrettable. For she was temptation and desire wrapped up in one
troublesome package. Like it or not though, Miss Amelia O'Malley
was along for the ride.

 


And swept her into adventure
and love

A traveling book saleswoman,
Amelia only wanted to prove herself to her father and earn a place
in the family business. That determination was how she landed in a
stagecoach to Tucson—and in the saddle with a notorious outlaw.
This wasn't the romantic bandit of a wild west adventure; this was
a real flesh and blood man whose rugged face, powerful build, and
gun at his hip spelled danger of all kinds. Certainly, there could
be no future between an outlaw and a respectable lady. But
surprises awaited this mismatched duo whose adventure together
could be the beginning of a future destined to last...

 


* * * * *

 


Copyright © 2012 by Lisa Plumley

 


This ebook is licensed for
your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it,
then please respect the hard work of this author by purchasing your
own copy. Thank you!

 


* * * * *

 


USA TODAY best-selling author Lisa
Plumley has delighted readers worldwide with more than
three dozen popular novels. Her work has been translated into
multiple languages and editions, and includes contemporary
romances, western historical romances, paranormal romances, and a
variety of stories in romance anthologies. Her fresh, funny style
has been likened to such reader favorites as Rachel Gibson, Susan
Elizabeth Phillips, LaVyrle Spencer, and Jennifer Crusie, but her
unique characterization is all her own.

 


To sign up for new-book reminder
e-mails, read first-chapter excerpts, catch sneak
previews of upcoming books, and more, visit www.lisaplumley.com
today.



 


Lisa also writes cozy mysteries
as Colette London. Her
Chocolate
Whisperer series (featuring chocolate expert—and amateur
sleuth!—Hayden Mundy Moore) kicked off with Criminal Confections
and now includes Dangerously Dark, The Semisweet Hereafter, and
Dead and Ganache, all from Kensington Books.

 


Visit www.colettelondon.com
today to find fantastic
chocolate recipes, sign
up for new-book reminder e-mails, and catch
sneak previews of upcoming books in the Chocolate Whisperer
series.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Table of Contents

 


​Introduction

Chapter One

Note from the Author

Email Reminders

What People Are Saying...

Series Books by Lisa Plumley

Complete Book List: Lisa
Plumley 

Cozy Mysteries by Lisa Plumley (writing as Colette
London)

Complete Book List: Colette
London

 


 







OUTLAW

​
by

Lisa Plumley

 


 



Chapter One

 


April 1879

Near Gila Bend, Arizona Territory

"You say you're guaranteed to please?"

Amelia O'Malley blinked at her questioner as
their stagecoach rolled deeper into the wilds of the Arizona
Territory. He appeared harmless enough—an elderly gentleman
passenger dressed in a gray-checked cutaway suit, tie, and small,
rolled-brim hat. He was seated so closely across from her their
knees nearly touched.

"Pardon me?"

"Guaranteed to please, that's what you
said," he repeated, raising his eyebrow. The grizzled,
dusty-clothed miner reclining beside him shifted his attention to
Amelia, too, his interest apparently caught by their conversation.
She felt her face heat.

"Well, now," she began, loudly enough to be
heard over the clattering stagecoach wheels and jingling harnesses,
"I—"

He elbowed the miner. "How 'bout that,
Horace? The lady's guar-ran-teed."

They both gazed at her with interested,
narrow-eyed expressions. The gray-haired man licked his lips.

"The books, sir, are guaranteed," Amelia
explained rapidly, smoothing her palm over the leather-bound volume
in her lap. "As I said before. Every publication issued by J.G.
O'Malley & Sons is beautifully printed on toned paper and
illustrated with several engravings. This volume of p-poetry, for
instance—"

"Don't need no poetry out here." The miner
spat a wet brown stream of tobacco juice out the stagecoach window,
and it was borne away by the hot, dusty wind. Although it was
nearly sunset, the air felt only a few degrees cooler than it had
at midday. "Now a guaranteed, sure-to-please woman, I could use me
one of them."

The two men laughed, both of them fixing
Amelia with a look that made her grateful for the presence of the
two remaining stagecoach passengers. Why hadn't Jacob warned her
there might be rude and dangerous men out West?

Simply deliver the books, he'd told
her. There's nothing to it—just a long stagecoach ride between
Yuma and Tucson, then a few deliveries in town. And Amelia,
unable to say no and eager for the chance to prove to her father
and brothers she really could help with the family business, had
agreed.

For the sake of her mission, she fixed a
polite, professional smile on her face, although the last thing she
felt like doing was smiling.

"For as little as fifty-nine cents, any one
of you can own the immortal words of Keats or Milton," she said,
addressing the passengers as a group. It was hard to keep her voice
from quavering. The men laughed harder.

Amelia frowned. She was only supposed to
deliver the books that Jacob had taken orders for on his last turn
through the Arizona Territory, but she couldn't resist trying to
take new orders of her own. She imagined the surprise and pleasure
on her father's face when she returned home to Michigan with a full
order book, and redoubled her efforts.

"For a little more, you can indulge in a
cloth and gilt bound volume of Mark Twain's stories and
essays—"

"How much to indulge in a kiss?"
asked the elderly passenger, leering. The miner guffawed, jabbing
him in the ribs.

Amelia could scarcely believe this man—who
was probably somebody's beloved grandfather—was asking such a
question. Beneath his whiskers, his smirk revealed straight teeth
and thin red lips. The lout puckered them, making kissing
sounds.

"Oh!" She whisked the book from her lap and
thrust it into her J.G. O'Malley & Sons satchel, then snapped
the locks closed with quivering fingers. "Sir, my...I—I am
not for sale!"

The stagecoach lurched, swaying from side to
side and picking up speed. The motion echoed the sick feeling in
Amelia's stomach as she contemplated a hundred more miles in the
close company of men like these. She must have been insane to even
begin such a mission.

She might have expected as much, as a woman
engaged in trade, traveling unaccompanied. But Amelia had hoped
such things might be different in the West than they were back in
the States—after all, in Wyoming Territory, women had been allowed
to vote for ten years already. Surely, she'd hoped, westerners
would be more progressive.

The miner eyed Amelia's curled blond hair
and fashionable pink Polonaise dress. "All women's for sale," he
said. "One way or t'other."

"I can assure you, sir, that I am not!"

Amelia cast a beseeching glance at the
dark-clothed, bespectacled banker seated to her right. He stared
stone-faced out the canvas-curtained opposite window, shutting out
everyone, but he'd have to be deaf not to hear what was happening.
Why didn't he speak up? Why didn't he act to protect her?

Her eyes met those of the banker's pale-eyed
young wife, seated directly across from him. That lady offered a
slight, fleeting smile of commiseration, then wedged herself
further into the corner, completely crushing her traveling gown.
Amelia was on her own.

The notion terrified her.

Perhaps she could go sit up front with the
stagecoach driver, she thought suddenly—surely a man like that
would protect her?

"Come, now," said the elderly man suddenly.
"There's no need for this book agent ruse, Miss O'Malley. We're all
mature folk here."

He leaned forward, sending the overpowering
scent of liberally applied Bay Rum hair tonic washing over her.
Before she could guess what he intended, he snatched Amelia's
bulging J.G. O'Malley & Sons rubber cloth satchel from beneath
her seat.

"Only a lady of a certain sort is
compelled to work for a living," he said, struggling to pry open
the satchel's sturdy gold-colored lock. "I'll wager there's not a
single book in here, other than the one cheap volume you showed
us."

Amelia grabbed for her satchel. It, along
with the second identical case tucked beneath her seat, represented
more than a hundred dollars' worth of book sales for her family's
company. It also contained her order book and all of her traveling
money. If she lost that satchel, she might as well never return
home—her father would disown her for certain.

She missed. "Please, that satchel belongs to
the J.G. O'Malley & Sons book company. You can't—"

"Yer playing us for fools," interrupted the
miner, scowling at Amelia as he rummaged in his pockets for
something. An instant later he pulled out a wicked-looking knife.
The blade gleamed in a shaft of golden-orange light from the
setting Arizona Territory sun as he tested its sharpness with his
thumb.

Amelia moaned, fervently wishing herself
safely back at Briarwood Young Ladies' Seminary—where her father
and brothers all believed her to be. Only Jacob knew her true
whereabouts, and he was busy eloping with Melissa Chancellor, her
closest friend from the seminary.

"Please, I'm only trying to do my job," she
said, gripping the smooth russet leather seat beneath her with both
hands to steady herself. Her palms squeaked across it, too damp to
offer much purchase.

"I believe we know what line of enterprise
you're in," said the elderly man, pausing in his struggles with the
satchel long enough to leer at Amelia. His gaze dipped and centered
itself on the lace-trimmed neckline of her new traveling gown.
"Ain't that right, Horace?"

The miner's bushy eyebrows furrowed in
concentration as he peered at the satchel's lock. Briefly he
glanced at Amelia. She fought the urge to yank her perfectly
respectable bodice higher.

"No, you're wr—wrong," she stammered,
"I—"

With a savage thrust, he rammed the tip of
his knife blade into the lock. Amelia jumped. What kind of men were
these, to ravage her poor satchel so viciously? Wiggling his knife
fiercely back and forth, the miner worked at the lock.

Amelia stifled another moan. At least he
hadn't meant to use that knife on her. Then, realizing they'd
probably destroy the books if they managed to pick the lock open,
she lunged for the satchel again. Her fingers brushed the black
rubber cloth, caught hold of the handle...

The stagecoach heaved and came abruptly to a
stop. Hatboxes, assorted baggage, and the banker's wife all fell to
the floor. So did Amelia; she found herself inelegantly on her
hands and knees, staring at the elderly man's shoes. Dust swirled,
filling her nose with a dry, ticklish itch. She sneezed
mightily—right on his laced-up brown oxfords.

Above her, the miner abandoned the lock and
stuck his head out the stagecoach window. Taking advantage of the
distraction, Amelia reached around his denim-clad leg and snatched
her satchel from the elderly man's lap. Luckily, the mean old
lecher was too engrossed in what was transpiring outside the window
to notice. She got warily to her feet, hugging her bag tight
against her chest.

The miner looked over his shoulder. "We're
bein' robbed!" he said, the wad of tobacco in his lip waggling with
the words. He spat, then looked out the window again.

"Robbed!" The banker's wife clutched both
pale hands to her bosom and gave a little moan of fear. Her husband
glanced heavenward, his lips moving silently.

Amelia gasped, nearly dropping her satchel
with shock. Robbed? Her heart racing, she lurched toward the
other window. The canvas curtain slapped her nose. She leaned back
just in time to miss another stinging blow. The canvas, unrolled
from its mooring, flapped noisily in the breeze. She couldn't see a
thing past it.

"Oh, for pity's sake," she muttered, shoving
her satchel toward the banker. "Would you hold this please?"

Before the words had left her mouth, Amelia
had re-rolled the stiff black canvas. Her trembling fingers made
fastening it considerably more difficult, but finally she managed
it. She stuck her head out the window.

"What's happening?" wailed the banker's
wife. "Can you see anything?"

Amelia's breath caught. Near the driver,
just to the rear of the horses, stood a man dressed entirely in
black. His rifle was aimed directly at the driver as he shouted
something to him.

"Don't be tiresome, Miss O'Malley," prodded
the banker from the depths of the stagecoach, "what do you
see?"

She ducked her head toward her shoulder and
spoke rapidly. "We are being robbed."

The banker's wife burst into tears. Amelia
pulled her head back inside and wrapped her arms around the woman's
bony, lace-enshrouded shoulders. "There, there," she murmured,
giving her a little pat. "I'm sure everything will be fine. All any
road agent wants is the strong box, and the driver's probably
handing it down right now. Don't you worry a bit."

The woman wailed louder. "They'll k-k-kill
us!" she cried, sniffling. Her head bobbed wetly against Amelia's
neck. "Ohhhh!"

"Shhh," Amelia soothed, patting harder. She
glared at the banker, who still hadn't moved to comfort his wife.
He clutched Amelia's satchel, looking terrified himself. Were there
no good, brave men in the west?

"There's only one robber," she said to the
woman, trying to sound comforting, "and he'll do no such thing, I'm
sure of it."

She wished her stomach were sure of it,
too—Amelia's insides somersaulted with fear, despite her brave
words. If she were to die on a lonely Arizona Territory road, who
would tell her family? They might wonder forever what had happened
to her. Why, oh why, had she agreed to deliver Jacob's book
orders?

The woman raised her red, puffy face to
Amelia's. "H-how can you be so s-s-sure?"

Despite her tears, she looked a little
calmer. For that, Amelia was glad. Being the person somebody turned
to for help was a new, unexpected experience for her. It made her
feel surprisingly brave herself. She drew in a deep,
courage-enhancing breath.

"Because it's the poet bandit out there,"
she explained, dabbing at the young lady's watery eyes with the
soft corner of her lace shawl. "Haven't you heard of him?"

Mutely, the banker's wife shook her
head.

"Well, I have," Amelia rushed to assure her.
"I've read all about the poet bandit in the periodicals—publishing
is my business, remember?"

Delivering book orders for her father's
company hardly constituted a future in publishing, but Amelia
figured it couldn't hurt to embroider the truth a bit. It was for a
good cause, after all.

"The poet bandit is strictly a gentleman. He
won't hurt us, really he won't. He's never hurt anyone, in all his
stagecoach robberies."

The banker snorted. Just beyond him, the
miner dragged the elderly man up by his shirt and shoved him toward
the window.

"Look, he's comin' this way!"

The banker's wife shrieked.

"Now you've done it," said the banker,
waving his plump finger in Amelia's face as though she'd brought
the whole thing on them herself.

"Save yourselves!" yelled the elderly man.
Amelia watched in astonishment as he wrenched his gold pocket watch
from its chain and flung it out the window. His billfold was next,
followed by a pocketful of coins.

"Give him everything you've got!" he cried,
whirling away from the window. Rushing forward, he plucked the
dangling pearl earrings right from the young lady's ears. Her
screams of pain became one continuous, ear-splitting cry as he
tossed them outside.

"It's our only hope!" said the banker, his
gaze roving over Amelia—looking for valuables, she presumed. She
clapped her hands over her earlobes, protecting her new gold
flower-shaped earrings.

"The poet bandit doesn't care about that!"
she protested. "He only takes the contents of the strong box, not
personal belongings. He—"

No one was listening to her. The banker's
wife pulled a folded wad of money from her bodice and flung it
toward the window, then, shaking, went to work removing her
jewelry.

The banker gaped at the satchel on his lap.
He leaned backward, eyeing it as though the bag was a rattlesnake
ready to strike.

"I'm not dying to protect your books," he
shouted, raising her satchel in both hands. Amelia rushed forward,
too late, as he hurled it outside the window with all his
strength.

"Nooo!" She hung out the window set into the
stagecoach door, her fingers biting hard into the edge, and watched
in horror as her satchel thudded to the ground. Dust billowed
around it, stirred by the impact. She clapped her hand over her
mouth, hardly able to breathe. Everything was in that bag—her
money, her order book, and most of the J.G. O'Malley & Sons
books to be delivered. Without it, Amelia's chance to prove herself
in her father's eyes was gone too.

"Yeah—I ain't dying for nobody," cried the
miner from someplace behind her. An instant later, her second
satchel followed the first, sailing past only a few inches from
Amelia's head. Hearing it land on the ground outside the stagecoach
was like hearing the door close on her future. Jacob would likely
lose his job because of her, too—and now he had a wife, Amelia's
best and closest friend, to support.

"Nooo!" Amelia screamed again, twisting the
handle of the stagecoach door. The door swung open and she swung
with it, her toes dangling above the ground. It was too high to
jump; she'd probably break an ankle. Frantically, Amelia stretched
backward.

The toes of her new high-laced balmoral
shoes scraped the thin iron coach steps, then settled atop them.
She scrambled down, mindless of modesty as her gown and petticoats
billowed upward in the warm breeze. Her gaze fastened on her
satchels. She could retrieve them both and be back inside the
stagecoach within seconds, she knew it.

The stagecoach drove away almost before
Amelia's feet touched the ground. Her heart, already racing,
thundered in her chest. They were leaving her! Whirling
around, she opened her mouth to yell for the driver to stop and
choked on a huge mouthful of dust instead.

Sputtering and coughing, she ran after the
stagecoach. It outdistanced her easily; the driver laid his whip on
the horses like the devil was after him. Before long, the lash of
the whip faded into the hillside, along with the racket of the
coach wheels and the horses' hooves. She stopped, panting, in the
middle of the rutted, narrow road. Her sturdy boned corset dug
painfully into her ribs with every breath.

She was alone. Amelia hugged herself,
looking around at the quickly darkening countryside. There was no
sign of the poet bandit; evidently he'd vanished as quickly and
noiselessly as he'd appeared. In fact, Amelia realized, there was
no sign of civilization at all. Nothing. A wave of frustration
washed over her. What had the driver been thinking, to just drive
off and leave her like that, leaving her in such danger?

Obviously, he hadn't known she'd stepped out
of the stagecoach. When the driver realized his mistake, surely
he'd turn right around and come back to get her.

Wouldn't he?

Yes, Amelia told herself.
Everything will be all right. She made herself start walking
back toward her J.G. O'Malley & Sons satchels. Every step
sounded loud; every scrape of her shoes across the sandy soil wound
her nerves tighter. What if the poet bandit was still out there?
Humming quietly between her clenched teeth, she glanced over her
shoulder, then kept walking.

It occurred to her that they might not be
back to get her for a long time. A very long time. Amelia quit
humming. Standing beside her satchels, she watched the last of the
daylight fade as the sun sank beyond the jagged, tumbledown
mountains in the distance. What was she going to do?

Meet the stagecoach part way, she decided.
She had to try. First she scooped up the money and jewelry the
other passengers had thrown on to the dusty road so she could
return it to them later, then opened one of her satchel and dropped
everything inside, feeling a little pang of righteousness despite
herself. She'd been right—the poet bandit hadn't wanted
anyone's money.

Unfortunately, that was small comfort now.
Lifting a satchel in each hand, Amelia breathed deeply and set off.
Even if she didn't catch up with the stagecoach right away, she was
bound to run into a town or a stage stop a few miles down the
road.

Anything was better than simply standing
there, waiting for fate to take its course with her.

If she were back home, or even at Briarwood
Young Ladies' Seminary, nothing like this would've ever happened to
her, Amelia thought, staring out at the unfamiliar landscape as she
trudged along. Nothing ever happened in Big Pike Lake,
Michigan—especially to her. Her father and brothers simply wouldn't
stand for it.

In Big Pike Lake, trees lined the
streets—big maples and oaks, not the scrubby bushes that passed for
trees in the west. And the streets were paved roads, not bumpy dirt
trails that would almost certainly ruin her shoes before she caught
up with the stagecoach. Amelia tightened her grip on the worn ivory
handles of her satchels. Feeling sorry for herself wouldn't help
anyone. Still, she couldn't help but wish—

A sound in the underbrush caught her
attention. A wild animal? Or maybe an Indian? She'd read all about
the dangers of the West in the dime novels sold by J.G. O'Malley
& Sons—was she about to come face to face with one of them
herself?

Amelia steadied her pace, darting a quick
glance toward the sound. She couldn't see anything there. Slowing,
she turned her head toward it to take a closer look, and promptly
walked into a hole in the road.

Her foot remained in the hole, but the rest
of her just kept going. With a shriek, Amelia tried to break her
fall with her hands; her satchels flew from her grasp and skidded
away. She landed on her hands and knees in the dirt, her palms
stinging.

Hoisting herself onto her backside, she
raised her hands and gingerly brushed away a few sharp pebbles. It
was too dark to tell how badly she'd scraped her palms in her fall,
so Amelia turned her attention to her hurt ankle instead. Tears
burned in her eyes, blurring her view, making her ankle look huge
and wobbly. She didn't see how things could possibly get any
worse.

"Come with me."

The words came from just behind her; Amelia
jerked her head upwards, her heart hammering. She could barely see
the man standing there, because his clothes were so dark. She had a
brief impression of masculine height, strength, and danger—and then
she had no more time to look. He grabbed her arm with strong
leather-gloved fingers and hauled her to her feet, nearly in one
swift motion.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Amelia's body collided with his. She
shrieked, her pulse racing madly. It felt as though she couldn't
possibly get enough air to keep breathing. A second later, her
ankle refused to support her weight. It buckled beneath her,
sending pain up through her calf. Amelia clutched at the man for
support—he was the poet bandit, he had to be, she was ninety-nine
percent certain of that—and tried not to cry.

"My—my ankle's hurt," she whispered, forcing
the words past her dry throat. Still clutching the sleeve of his
dark duster coat, Amelia dared to look up at him. She saw only a
shadowed face beneath his flat-brimmed black hat, and a brief flash
of whisker-stubbled jaw before she ducked her head again.

Her belly flip-flopped with excitement. She
was being rescued by the poet bandit! It was just like a dime novel
she'd read once—The Amazing True Adventures of Miss Beadle in
the Villainous West. She could hardly wait to tell Melissa and
Jacob all about it.

"I—I don't think I can walk far," she
admitted, feeling breathless.

Perhaps he'd carry her down the road to the
next stage stop! The poet bandit was a gentleman, she knew that
from reading the periodicals. Embellishing the scene, Amelia
imagined herself being carried courageously into town in the poet
bandit's arms, saw the astonished townspeople surrounding her.
She'd be a heroine!

"Hell," the outlaw muttered.

The deep, rumbling sound of his voice sent a
thrilling shiver through her. He smelled like sagebrush and tobacco
and dark smoky leather, like a real man of the wild west. This was
undoubtedly the most exciting event of her life. He slipped his arm
around her waist to hold her upright, then started walking.

When she got to Tucson, the townspeople
would want to know all about her ordeal, of course. 'How brave
you've been!' they'd say. Why, she'd be the toast of the town for
weeks, quite likely. Maybe they'd even write about her in the
newspaper. Everyone would want to buy a J.G. O'Malley & Sons
book!

This could only help her mission. She'd
return home triumphant, and...

...And the poet bandit was not carrying her
down the road in the direction the stagecoach had gone, Amelia
realized. He was carrying her off the road into the desert
beyond.

She was being abducted, not rescued.
Screaming for all she was worth and squirming against him, Amelia
thought wildly that if she had one of her satchels, she could
wallop him with it to make him let her go. And then what? a part of
her prodded—she could barely walk. Besides, both her satchels were
still on the ground beside the hole she'd tripped over. She yelled
louder.

His free hand clamped over the lower half of
her face. "Quiet," he commanded.

"Let me go," she tried to say, but all that
emerged was "Mmmph." With his big gloved hand smothering her it was
impossible to speak. Panicked, she couldn't breathe, either, until
she remembered to close her mouth and breathe in through her nose.
In, out, in, out; Amelia let herself be led across the uneven
ground toward whatever destination he had in mind for her.

Behind an outcropping of rock some distance
from the road he finally lowered her onto a cold hunk of boulder.
Her ankle forgotten, Amelia looked up at him.

He was definitely the poet bandit. Most
certainly so. He was dressed all in black—at least she thought he
was, it was too dark to be certain—and even his hat was dark. He
must have removed the black bandanna he wore to hide his face, but
with the exception of that one detail he looked exactly like the
artists' drawings she'd seen.

"Stay here," he said, then vanished into the
darkness again.

Now that she'd glimpsed his true nature, the
last thing Amelia meant to do was wait for him to come back. In the
dark, without the security of the stagecoach and her fellow
passengers nearby, the poet bandit was considerably less romantic
than the periodicals had led her to believe. He was downright
scary.

The poet bandit might be a gentleman, but he
was still an outlaw. Whatever gentlemanly impulses she's attributed
to him had been proved wrong the instant he'd taken her from the
road. Amelia wasn't sure what he meant to do with her, but she
didn't intend to stay where he'd left her and find out.

Even leaving her J.G. O'Malley & Sons
satchels behind was surely better than whatever fate the outlaw had
planned for her. Even her father would agree her life was worth
more than the books and money she was leaving behind. She
hoped.

Amelia pushed herself away from the boulder
she was sitting on and stood up slowly. She listened; the only
sounds were the chirping of insects and the raspy, fear-filled
sound of her own breathing. What a fool she'd been to imagine an
outlaw might rescue her!

Gathering her courage and putting as little
weight on her hurt ankle as possible, Amelia headed for the nearest
pile of boulders. All she had to do was get far enough away to
hide.

Her progress was slow. Her ankle hurt too
much to walk on it, so she hopped a few steps on her good leg,
listened to make sure no one was coming, then hopped a little
further. Her breath came faster, sounding unnaturally loud in the
stillness. It was harder than she'd have imagined to hop
quietly.

Eventually Amelia made it behind the
boulders she'd chosen. Her plan was to hide behind them until the
poet bandit left, then go back to the road and wait for the
stagecoach driver to return for her. Putting her palms against the
cold stone face of the rock, Amelia crouched down and listened.

Her J.G. O'Malley & Sons satchels landed
with twin thuds on the ground beside her.

"Comfortable?" asked a masculine voice.

She nearly jumped out of her skin. She
didn't need to turn around to know who it was; the poet bandit's
deep bass voice was familiar to her already. Besides, who else
could it be? He'd found her easily. She hadn't even heard him
approach. Amelia caught hold of a chunk of boulder for balance and
straightened awkwardly. Her knees felt too wobbly to support
her.

"How did you know I was here?"

His teeth were a flash of white in the
moonlight. "You couldn't have gotten far."

Amelia's pulse leaped. Her whole body
trembled. Hoping the outlaw couldn't tell, she tilted her head
upward and looked him in the eye.

Her body shook harder, and dizziness swamped
her, making her feel faint. Oh, please Lord—she couldn't swoon now.
Amelia ducked her head again.

"I'd like to go back to the road, p—please.
The coach will be returning for me at any minute."

"No, it won't." His tone was final. And
chilling.

He reached out, caught hold of her wrist,
and dragged her to him. Tucking one arm behind her knees, he lifted
Amelia into his arms. She caught a whiff of tobacco, felt the
strength of him as he hoisted her upwards against his chest. It was
like being held against a wall of solid stone—warm, solid,
impassive stone. He grabbed her satchels, then started to walk.
Useless as the effort probably was, Amelia wriggled in his arms,
trying to free herself.

She succeeded. He dropped her onto the
ground with bone-jarring quickness and stood over her, looking
down.

"Don't fight me."

Amelia nodded, growing more frightened by
the second. This wasn't the romantic bandit of her dime novels and
periodicals. This was a flesh and blood man—a very big man—and he
looked dangerous.

He pulled her up again, but this time he
didn't carry her. He kept his arm around her waist and half-dragged
her with him, carrying both her satchels in his other hand. Her hip
bumped against his as they walked; her new dress dragged across his
boots, blown by the wind, dangerously close to being trod upon. His
arm tightened, nearly encircling her waist as he hauled Amelia over
the rocky, uneven ground. She wondered if he could feel her body
trembling.

His hand rested warm against her ribs, his
big gloved fingers curled intimately just beneath her bosom. The
rough leather rubbed faintly against the bodice of her dress.
Amelia tried to stand straighter. He won't hurt me, she told
herself. He won't hurt me. It became a litany in her mind. She
tried to remember everything she'd ever read about stagecoach
robbers in general and the poet bandit in particular. It wasn't as
reassuring as she'd hoped.

They hadn't gone very far before they came
to his horse. The animal's reins were tethered to what looked like
a scraggly bush and its saddle, silhouetted by the rising moon,
rose up some ways above Amelia's head. She took an automatic step
backwards.

Her captor's hand on the small of her back
stopped her. His breath teased the nape of her neck. He gave her a
little push forward. "Get on. I'll ride behind you."

He hefted one of her satchels and began
lashing it to the saddle, then the other. His action made his
intentions all too plain—he meant to take Amelia with him. She
couldn't begin to imagine why.

"Why?" she cried. "What are you going to do
with me? You can have all my money,"–the words came faster and
faster, the more panicked she felt—"just leave me my books. I've
got to get back to the—"

"Get on."

"Please! I—"

He stared down at her from his much greater
height, making Amelia feel—for once in her life—petite and
delicate. She was too afraid to savor the novelty. His mouth
tightened, straight and unsmiling.

"I could put you on myself," he said. His
expression told her she wouldn't enjoy the experience.

"No, no—see? I'm getting on right now," she
babbled, scared nearly witless as the outlaw moved toward her.

With some help, Amelia managed to put one
foot into the stirrup and pull herself upward. The bandit boosted
her up from behind. Before she could protest, her bottom landed
painfully in the saddle. Amelia clutched the pommel with both hands
to keep from falling, her gown hiked humiliatingly to her knees.
Her stockinged legs dangled gracelessly down both sides of the
horse's hairy body.

It was just the opportunity she needed.

"Yah!" she shouted, pressing her legs
against the horse to urge it toward the road—and safety. Instead
the stupid animal sidestepped, ducked its massive head, and
snorted. Frantic, Amelia screamed louder and slapped her hand down
on the horse's neck. It didn't move.

An instant later, the poet bandit swung up,
a solid, silent presence in the saddle behind her. His arms wrapped
around hers, but before they could encircle her Amelia leaned down,
groping for the reins. She felt herself slide lower, out of control
and unbalanced by her haste to get away.

The outlaw caught her just before she
toppled headlong into the underbrush. Then he pulled her back tight
against him and set the horse into motion.

He said nothing. They rode at a pace that
terrified Amelia, straight into a wind that had turned so cold,
tears streamed from her eyes. She was too scared to let go of the
pommel and wipe them away. They passed swiftly between
ever-thickening clumps of bushes, over rocky hills that threatened
to send the horse skidding dangerously backward. Gradually she
realized they were traveling upward, probably into the
foothills.

She remembered watching the mountains from
the stagecoach window, remembered watching from the road as the sun
sank behind those scrub-brush-covered slabs of granite. They
weren't what she'd expected to find in the Arizona Territory, a
place she'd imagined as nothing but sand dunes and cactus.

Neither was the poet bandit.

His arms felt tight around her, but his
attention was all for the ride. His chin pressed close against her
temple as the outlaw leaned forward in the saddle, guiding the
horse across a moonlit path Amelia couldn't discern. Silently he
pressed his muscular thighs into the horse's sides, turning their
mount in a new direction.

The steady clomping of the horse's hooves
quickened as they rode faster down the new path. Wind whistled past
her ears, making them ring. Amelia clung to the pommel as the
outlaw's stubble-covered jaw scraped across her skin, leaving a
prickle of warmth behind. She wanted to ask him again where they
were going, but she didn't dare.

She wasn't sure how much time had passed
before they stopped. Amelia sat numbly atop the horse, her fingers
feeling frozen to the pommel, as the poet bandit dismounted. The
saddle leather creaked, relieved of his weight as he jumped lightly
to the ground and held up his arms for her. Amelia wasn't at all
sure she could move. It felt twice as cold, sitting atop the horse
alone.

A flicker of hope came to life inside her.
Moving slowly, she unwrapped her stiff fingers from the pommel and
leaned forward. All she had to do was grab the reins and—

"Get down here."

His hand closed around her forearm, yanking
Amelia sideways. He'd guessed what she'd been thinking. Despair
washed over her as the bandit hauled her from the saddle. Being
rescued by the poet bandit would have been one thing—being abducted
by him was something else entirely. How would she ever get
away?

As soon as the toes of Amelia's balmorals
touched the ground, the outlaw released her. Her legs refused to
hold her. With a startled cry, Amelia reached out wildly, caught
hold of her escort's sleeve, and righted herself. He didn't even
sway. His face impassive, the outlaw worked to loosen the knot
holding one of her satchels to the saddle. Straightening gingerly,
Amelia looked around.

They were in a clearing, bordered on two
sides by red-brown rock and shielded by more of the bushes she'd
noticed earlier. Wind swept through their meager-leafed branches,
tossing them in the moonlight. Behind her, the rest of the mountain
rose in heaps of boulders, looking as though the whole thing might
tumble straight down if she so much as sneezed. It was too dark to
see much more.

She was standing in the outlaw's hideout,
Amelia supposed. The place looked as desolate as she felt.

The rough woven texture of the poet bandit's
duster sleeve against her fingertips reminded Amelia she was still
clutching a fistful of the stuff. With dignity, she released him,
then headed for the rock she'd seen. The outlaw let her go. Why
wouldn't he? Amelia thought, feeling a sting of helpless tears
behind her eyes. She couldn't get far in the dark, in the
mountains, without a mount.

Her knees felt approximately as solid as
marmalade as Amelia limped toward the sheltered space near the
middle of the rocks. She sank to the sandy ground, glad not to be
riding anymore and unmindful of the damage to the bustle of her
dress. She was sure it was crushed beyond repair already. Across
the clearing, the outlaw dropped one of her J.G. O'Malley &
Sons satchels to the ground. It landed with a crackle atop the
dried undergrowth. The horse shifted and snorted as the bandit went
to work on the second bag.

She didn't know what to do. Why had he taken
her with him? Amelia wanted to believe he was the gentleman bandit
the newspapers portrayed him to be. She wanted to believe that when
it was light enough to travel he'd take her to Tucson, where she
could deliver her book orders as planned. Reality was the gun in
his belt, the coldness she'd seen in his eyes, and the masculine
strength that enabled him to do whatever he wanted to do with
her.

She looked up. His back was to Amelia; she
watched as he unsaddled the horse, his actions smooth and assured,
then set the saddle and blanket aside next to her satchels. He ran
his hands over the horse's neck, rubbed it down with the cloth he
held, and checked its hooves for stones. His voice carried across
the clearing as he talked to the animal, too low for Amelia to make
out the words—and more soothing than her peace of mind allowed her
to admit.

When he'd finished, he walked wordlessly
toward Amelia's resting place with a bundle of branches and set
about laying a fire. She heard him strike a match, smelled the
acrid odor of phosphorous just before the fire crackled into life.
A few feet away, the outlaw crouched low beside it, his face hidden
by his hat. Then, in the light of the flames he looked up at her
for the first time since dragging her from his horse.

His gaze dipped over her, taking in her
hair, face, and new pink Polonaise dress in turn. She had the
uncomfortable feeling he was measuring her, but whatever his
reaction, it was indecipherable from his expression. Amelia
stiffened, pressing her back tighter against the chilly, jagged
boulder behind her.

"P-people will be looking for me, you know,"
she blurted out, unable to stop herself.

The bandit nodded, slowly. He looked so
unconcerned that she added, "They're probably looking for me right
now."

He rose and walked nearer, stopping where
the hem of her dress lay across the ground. His big boots very
nearly touched the ruffled white lace edge. He was closer than she
wanted, but with the boulder at her back Amelia couldn't move away.
She twisted her hands in her lap. He towered over her, stealing her
breath.

"I'm not going to hurt you," he said.

Goose bumps spread along her arms at the
low, rumbling sound of his voice. Amelia didn't feel reassured.

"Let me see your ankle."

Amelia yanked both feet back beneath her
skirts and shook her head. His suggestion was scandalous. With
another quick, menacing grin the outlaw knelt on the ground, closed
both hands around her calf, and easily lifted her injured ankle
onto his lap.

After the cold ride and the even colder
ground she was sitting on, his body was shockingly warm. He'd
removed his gloves, and his hands felt hot, callused, and strong.
Amelia tried to pull her leg away, but he held fast. His hands slid
over her dark cotton stockings down toward her ankle, probing
gently.

"Tell me your name," he said.

Her pulse raced like a frightened rabbit.
His thumb found the hollow behind her ankle bone and stroked over
it.

"Tell me your name."

She pressed her lips together. Since he
didn't look up to see it, though, her gesture of defiance was
wasted.

"Amelia O'Malley," she finally replied. Each
syllable came out grudgingly, like slivers chipped from the icy
boulder at her back. Without even a nod to indicate he'd heard her,
he pressed his thumbs downward and continued his examination.
Amelia had a fleeting, but extremely satisfying, image of herself
kicking him in the chin. As though he'd somehow guessed her
thoughts, the outlaw's fingers tightened.

She squealed. "Ouch! That hurts."

He released her ankle. "I don't think it's
broken."

He sounded oddly hoarse. Amelia said nothing
as she whipped her foot beneath her skirt again with
lightening-speed. Truly, a broken ankle would be the least of her
troubles right now.

She expected him to move away, but the
outlaw remained exactly where he was, silhouetted by the campfire
behind him.

"You made it worse trying to run from
me."

He pinned her with a look that said exactly
how stupid he thought running away from him was.

"I was hardly running. I had to hop most of
the way."

He turned his head, almost as though he were
hiding a smile. Impossible, Amelia decided.

"I need to go back to the road," she felt
brave enough to say. "I have urgent business to attend to."

The outlaw quirked an eyebrow. She thought
of her father learning that the Arizona Territory book orders had
never been delivered—and who was at fault. Her.

"You must take me back!"

She'd already failed at the usual feminine
pursuits. Amelia had honored her family with neither marriage nor
children, and likely never would. If she failed at this mission,
too, her father's low opinion of her would be confirmed. Amelia
needed to deliver those books. She pushed out her lower lip
and glared at the man standing in her way, her fear of him
momentarily forgotten.

The outlaw shook his head. "You're in no
position to give orders, lady."

His tone chilled her. Maddeningly, he stood
without another word and went to the fire. He took something from
his shirt pocket and turned it in his hands, but it was too dark
for Amelia to see what it was.

The silence lengthened. Amelia's temporary
bravado fled. Every bird beating its wings above the spindly
branched bushes, every rustle beyond the bright circle of the
campfire made her jump. She'd gone too far. She guessed the outlaw
was deciding what to do with her, and the thought made her
shiver.

He lifted a burning twig from the fire.
Amelia watched the glowing tip of it move closer to the bandit's
face, burnishing his features with firelight. For a handsome
man—and he undoubtedly was that, she realized—he still seemed every
inch the outlaw.

The twig burned low and the outlaw tossed it
back into the fire in an arc of reddish light. The smoky scent of
tobacco reached her, borne on a breath of cold wind. It had been so
warm until sunset.

She lifted her head and called out to him.
"If you take me back, I won't tell a soul who you are," Amelia
promised.

The outlaw gazed at her, his expression
inscrutable. "You don't know who I am."

Amelia hugged her knees to her chest, her
conviction wavering. Some road agents were known to be ruthless
killers—was he one of them, or was he the gentlemanly poet bandit
after all? He hardly appeared a gentleman now. The firelight
glinted off the gun he wore at his hip and the shadows turned his
profile hard and uncompromising. There was no way around it. She'd
been a fool to step off that stagecoach, and now she was paying the
price.

"Here."

Just as she glanced up, the outlaw lifted
his arm and something sailed through the air in her direction. She
cupped her hands to catch it and was rewarded with what looked like
two pieces of flat tree bark.

"There's water in the canteen," he offered.
With a motion of his boot-clad foot, he indicated a round,
leather-strapped container on the ground beside the fire.

Amelia looked at the canteen, then at what
he'd given her. It had the texture of old cracked shoe leather. She
took a hesitant sniff. Dried salted beef. She had read about it in
Tales of a Mountain Man in the West, but she'd certainly
never thought to find herself presented with some.

"Thank you," she called out. The bandit
tossed his cigarette into the flames and began to eat. Emboldened
by his example, she licked at one of her pieces. It tasted of salt
and gamey meat.

"You'd be warmer by the fire."

Her spirits rose. His concern was
heartening. A ruthless desperado wouldn't have cared if she froze
to death, Amelia told herself. Perhaps her companion only looked
mean, for the sake of his reputation. She got to her feet, still
clutching the beef strips in one hand, and half-limped toward the
fire.

It was blessedly warm, at least on the side
of her that faced it. The flames crackled, sending an occasional
spark popping into the sky. She managed to bite off a piece of the
beef, but it was devilishly hard to chew. She glanced over at
him.

He was watching her. Amelia looked away,
chewing madly, trying to keep splinters of the tough meat from
poking out the corners of her mouth. She swallowed, then glanced at
him again.

At some point, he'd taken off his hat. The
outlaw seemed different without it; a shade less frightening,
maybe. His hair looked dark and untidy, his face clean-shaven
except for a faint shadowed beard. His eyes, dark like his
collar-length hair, glittered at her across the campfire.

Amelia gasped and quickly recalled her
earlier estimation—his expression looked ominous as ever.
Wordlessly, he picked up the canteen and handed it to her, then
walked away, pulling a whiskey flask from his coat pocket as he
went.

The canteen smelled of horse. Amelia was
just thirsty enough not to care. She wrinkled her nose, unscrewed
the cap, and took a sip. It tasted warm, but good. After a furtive
glance to make sure she wasn't being watched, she tipped back her
head and gulped some more.

A few minutes later he reached over her head
to take back the canteen. Surprised at his unexpected reappearance,
she choked on a mouthful of warm water; it dribbled in a most
unladylike fashion down her chin and soaked into the bodice of her
dress.

"I didn't hear you come back," Amelia
managed to croak, swiping a hand at her mouth. Her eyes darted to
the stoppered whiskey flask in his hand. She couldn't tell if he'd
drank any of it.

"Obviously."

The outlaw's gaze fastened on the place
where her sodden pink bodice clung tight to her skin. She couldn't
decipher his expression, but it made a blush warm her cheeks all
the same.

Chagrined, Amelia looked away and plucked
ineffectually at her clothes. The water seeped beneath the fabric
to wet her chemise as well. She couldn't believe she'd blushed at
his gaze. She was all of twenty-one years old and a spinster—surely
she had no cause to simper and blush at a man's scrutiny.

His eyes met hers. "There's no fresh water
nearby," he explained in a voice suddenly turned huskier than
before. "That's all there is."

"Oh." She nodded. "Oh, I'm sorry." Her head
bobbled like a marionette. Amelia made herself stop and looked up
at the night sky instead, pretending great interest in the
stars.

He put his hand on her arm and turned her
around. She had to look up to see his face. Something in the
outlaw's eyes, some gentling of his expression, drew her closer.
She waited breathlessly for him to speak.

"I can't take you back," he said.

She could only stare at him for a second,
absorbing his words. He wasn't taking her back? "I...I'm sure if
you just take me back to the road, then—"

"No. I've lost too much time already."

"Well, you could leave me here and
I'll—"

"And you'll do what?" he interrupted meanly.
"Why the hell do you think I went back for you in the first place,
lady?"

He glared down at her, bigger, taller,
stronger than she was. The firelight shadowed his face, making him
seem twice as menacing as before.

"I don't know," Amelia whispered. Judging by
the look on his face, whatever the reason, it was fearsome. He
turned away and she followed him toward the lone mesquite tree
where the horse was tethered, stumbling over the rocks and clumps
of cactus. Dear heaven—in terrain like this, a person could step on
an innocent-looking pile of rocks and wind up skidding halfway down
the mountainside in no time!

By the time she reached him again Amelia was
breathing hard. The outlaw, obviously finished with their
discussion, set aside one of her J.G. O'Malley & Sons satchels
and picked up his bedroll.

"I've only got one blanket. We'll have to
share it."

"No!" Things were going from bad to
worse.

"We're riding out at sunrise tomorrow and we
both need some sleep first."

"I can't go with you! I—I can't sleep with
you! It wouldn't be right. Please, I—"

"Suit yourself," he replied, not looking at
her as he headed back toward the fire.

Amelia would have sworn the temperature
dropped at least ten degrees at that moment. The wind swished
through the mesquite branches and raised goose bumps on her arms.
The horse nickered behind her. The crackling warmth of the fire
reached brightly into the air. Beyond it, the poet bandit spread a
blanket on the ground, apparently engrossed in the task at
hand.

He left her with no other choice. It was,
Amelia decided, the perfect opportunity to make her escape.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Still wearing his boots and doing his best
to ignore the woman—who was busy muttering to herself across the
campsite—Mason Kincaid stretched out on the old striped woolen
blanket that had been his bed for the past month. It was worn thin
in spots and smelled vaguely like horse sweat, but a cushion of
cleared sand beneath made it comfortable enough. A wanted man could
hardly complain about the conditions of lawlessness.

Mason reached his arms overhead and folded
them beneath his neck, waiting for the muscles in his back and
shoulders to unknot themselves. Above him the night sky stretched
wide, veiled in clouds that hid the moon. When he breathed, the
spring-cold air held no hint of rain, though, and Mason was
glad.

Dry weather would make it that much easier
to track down the Sharpe brothers in the morning. If he made an
early start, he might even catch up with the lazy sons of bitches
while they were still snoring in their bedrolls at one of the stage
stops nearby.

Catch up with them and reclaim all they'd
stolen from him.

He might have had them already if not for
Amelia O'Malley. Hell. Mason didn't know what had possessed him to
double back and pick her up by the side of the road. He'd been a
half mile away when he'd heard her screaming after that stagecoach
driver like a scalded cat. He'd gone back for her without thinking,
knowing the driver wouldn't return. Knowing she couldn't survive
alone.

He wondered why she'd gotten out of the
stagecoach in the first place. Maybe she was touched in the head.
Maybe all those fussy blond curls in her hair were wound too tight;
they'd addled her brains. Whatever the reason, he was stuck with
her, at least for a while.

She was pretty enough, if a man liked his
women all decked out in gee-gaws like a fancy cake. Mason didn't.
And for a little woman, she'd looked plump as a stuffed sofa in
that ruffled pink dress she'd had on. He'd wager Amelia O'Malley
had more than bustle to thank for a backside like hers. No, she
wasn't the kind of woman he liked at all, he told himself.

And if he'd noticed the way the spilled
canteen water made her dress cling a little tighter on top, if he
was wondering what she'd look like with her prissy-looking blond
hair undone, well...He was a man. A man noticing a woman like that
was only natural.

Mason pulled the blanket higher and rolled
over, willing himself to sleep. He needed it, wanted it...and knew
just as plainly that tonight he wasn't going to get it. Again. He
might as well pack up and head after the Sharpes, he decided; make
up for the time he'd lost going after Amelia O'Malley. Even better,
he'd pack her up and take her down to Gila Bend before she started
screaming again. If he wasn't going to sleep he'd have plenty of
time to do it.

He sat up, raked his fingers through his
hair, and looked toward the stand of creosote bushes where she'd
been pouting over sharing the blanket. Then he looked near the
rocks, the horse, and beside the fire. She was gone.

Aww, hell. Mason grabbed his hat and went to
look for Miss Fancy Pants.

Her trail wasn't hard to spot. Only a loco
bear crashing through the creosote, palo verde trees, and clumps of
burr sage would've left a clearer sign. Except a loco bear didn't
wear fancy pink dresses. A few yards from the campsite, Mason
plucked a wisp of white lace from a stand of cholla and rubbed the
fabric between his fingertips. It was soft, soft like a lady's
skin...soft like Ellen used to be, in his memories.
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