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To Tommy


Chapter One




New York, 1850

Mattie Bryant’s horse raced wildly through the city streets. A man cursed as he darted from her path barely an instant before she would have run him down. A glance at his wide-eyed fear seemed to snap her back to her senses. She took a deeply shaken breath and forced her mount to a far more reasonable pace, knowing she was safe, if only for the time being.

Moments later, she stopped a chimney sweep to ask directions to the docks. She was only two blocks west of her destination and reached the river within seconds.

Up ahead, a small group of travelers waited to board the ferry to Brooklyn. As she moved closer to the docks, her gaze took in a man loitering to her right. She frowned as she caught his smile, wicked and sly. From her peripheral vision, she saw something move to her left. Another man grinned, then flicked his tongue over thick lips. It took barely a glance to realize she had escaped one terror only to find another. She was in serious trouble, perhaps more trouble than ever before.

Quickly, she urged her horse forward, but it was too late.

“No!” she cried, as the two toughs rushed her, the sound lost in the bustle of the city. One from each side, they forced her horse to an abrupt stop. The animal screamed in fear as they hung on. Instinctively, it reared against their hold, but their combined weight quickly brought him down and held him in place.

The break in movement nearly threw Mattie over the horse’s head. Miraculously, she somehow managed to keep her seat. One of the villains reached for her while the other held the reins. He dragged her, kicking and screaming from the saddle. Both laughed at the ease with which she was subdued.

Mattie screamed as she watched one of the men take her carpet bag.

“Help!” she screamed again. The cry was long and loud. Still neither of the toughs attempted to quiet their prey. Mattie hadn’t a doubt they’d done this before and didn’t care about possible consequences. In truth, most everyone was at the ferry. It would take a few minutes before anyone could reach them. By then, these thugs would be lost among the city’s population.

Mattie watched as most of the small crowd at the ferry’s boarding ramp turned at her cry. A few men broke from the crowd and joined the constable already on his way toward her. All were too far away. None had a chance of reaching her in time.

Mattie murmured a softly broken, “Please.”

A man, who had been strolling with his lady at the river’s edge, quickly rushed forward. His lady stood nearby while he tore Mattie’s carpet bag from the startled thief. He shoved the bag at the woman. The thief hadn’t time to react before a fist slammed into his face. He was down, moaning while blood pulsed from a broken nose. Then he was upon the brute that held Mattie captive. Within seconds, the thief was down, moaning at her feet, blood spilling from a damaged mouth.

In somewhat of a daze, Mattie found herself in her rescuer’s arms as he quickly removed her from further possible harm. “My horse, my bag,” she whispered as he held her against him.

“Not to worry. Both are fine. Are you hurt?”

Mattie was hardly herself. In truth, she’d never been closer to hysterics. Surely, only that temporary loss of control would permit this man such liberties. Surprising herself, she didn’t object as he cuddled her against his hard length. She breathed deeply of his scent—what? Breathe his scent? She certainly did not. People did not breathe other people. It simply wasn’t done. She was hysterical, of course. Was there a lady of her standing, in similar circumstances, who wouldn’t be?

“No,” she said, responding to his concern as she looked up to find dark blue eyes studying her face. He was handsome, clean shaven with a strong jaw, his sideburns shorter than what was currently in fashion. His eyes were edged with thick, dark brown lashes. Strange, she thought, that she should notice such a thing as lashes on a man.

He was tall, perhaps slightly taller and far brawnier than Brandon. In riding boots, her gaze came even with the knot in his cravat. He was muscular and felt hard against her. For just a second, she forgot her surroundings and allowed herself the luxury of this stranger’s oddly comforting strength. She calmed, despite this morning’s trauma.

He held her tighter. She didn’t object. In truth, she imagined he couldn’t hold her tight enough. His gaze was warm and filled with appreciation. For the first time in months, she felt safe as the strange man’s arms closed around her—safe and protected.

His head lowered. Her eyes widened with surprise. Was he about to kiss her? Mattie felt a sense of wonder, while her lips tingled with want. That certainly couldn’t be. She’d never want a man’s kiss. A stranger’s kiss? She, who’d never known the feeling of mouths pressing together, trembled at the thought.

She wore a blue riding ensemble and a matching bowler hat set at a jaunty angle. Attached to her hat, a veil made of the finest lace, delicate and sheer was drawn over her face under her chin and pulled back to tie in a knot, over her hat. Its long whispery ends were left to fall down her back. It was a far more decorative piece than others meant to hide one’s face. She wasn’t surprised then that, if only for an instant, she felt the warmth of his mouth as his lips, through the gossamer material, brushed against hers. It was quick, gentle and surely insane. Apparently, this morning’s trauma had left her with barely half her usual sense. She moaned the softest of sounds, unable to comprehend. What was she doing?

She felt unhinged. In truth, she was beyond the threshold of hysteria and suffered under the full force of the emotion, her control a thing of the past. No other explanation sufficed.

It was the smallest moment in time, yet it somehow lasted forever. She was melting, melting, and for a wild instant, she thought she’d gladly succumb to the madness. Seconds later, she frowned at the thought. How could that be? What in the world was wrong with her? How could she allow a total stranger a kiss? Eyes wide with surprise, she pulled back, her breathing hard, uneven, her senses about her once again.

Shaken, she stepped from his embrace, only to find the lady at his side, her gaze filled with humor, a smile teasing her wide mouth.

“Zachary,” the woman urged, obviously believing it necessary to remind the man she stood there still.

“One moment,” he returned. The constable was almost upon them.

“What happened?” her rescuer asked, nodding toward one of the downed men moaning at his feet. “Did he hit you?”

Barely hearing his question, Mattie shook her head. Her only thought was escape. She couldn’t think beyond that one vital need. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that her husband, or the law in his stead, would soon be upon her. Fine looks and gentle handling were easily and quickly dismissed, while the reckless, mystifying kiss was pushed to the back of her mind. By the time the constable arrived to take the two felons into custody, she was in possession of her horse’s reins and her carpet bag. No matter her savior’s insistence that she should stay, she hurried to the ticket window. She reached the ferry with barely seconds to spare. Within minutes, she was halfway across the river; gone well before her securely shackled attackers had come to their senses.

She kept her gaze on Brooklyn’s shoreline, her entire being tight with tension. Should she allow a glance at the moving water, she hadn’t a doubt she’d find herself horribly and publicly ill. She sighed in grateful relief as the shore finally approached. The more distance between her and her husband, the calmer she felt. Yet she’d still not come up with a solid plan.

Without a doubt, she was leaving him, but from the moment she’d made her decision, she’d been at a loss as to how to go about it. From the first, she knew she’d go to Nora. Nora would help her. Perhaps Mattie could take a small room nearby. Surely after a year or so, her husband—taking for granted the man wasn’t already dead—would pull strings and have their marriage annulled. He knew the right people. In truth, an annulment should be accomplished with a fair amount of ease.

The horror of this morning crashed upon her again. Had he died? Mattie trembled at the thought of leaving him unconscious in a dirty alley. But what choice had she?

In her desperate need to disappear, she’d momentarily lost her way. Deep in thought, she’d never realized he was right behind her. When he’d grabbed her boot, she’d screamed in fright. His laughter had been cut short when her horse reared, his huge hooves pawing at the air before coming down on her husband’s shoulder. Had it been his shoulder? By then, she was too horrified to find out for sure. He’d fallen. The horrifying sound of his head hitting the cobblestone sent a shiver of dread through her, and all she could think to do was run.

Supposing that he wasn’t dead, he’d waste no time tracking her down. Once he got his hands on her, he’d kill her, of course. There was only one way to escape, only one means. Go to Nora, go to Nora became her mantra. It was all she could think, all she knew.

Her mind slipped back to early this morning, and her husband’s parting words.

“Upon my return, I expect to find you confined to your bed for the next week or so,” Brandon had coolly announced. The glance he’d shot her from across the breakfast table had been cooler still.

Mattie had not responded to his words. Rather, her gaze had moved to stare mutinously into her cup of coffee as one of the servants had entered the room with fresh biscuits, then immediately left.

From as far back as Mattie could remember, she’d fought a continuous battle against the unfeminine and decidedly unbecoming need to dissent—a defect in her character she’d been told on numerous occasions. Since childhood, she’d levied various degrees of pain upon her parents’ heavy hearts as she’d endlessly fought society’s demands.

Mattie had never been a meek, mild, and timid lady. By the time Mattie was safely married off and no longer her parents’ problem, her mother’s nerves were in tatters. Once married, it hadn’t taken but a few weeks for her to realize, if she spoke out against her husband’s wishes, the consequences were swift and brutal.

Except for last night, he’d never hit her in her face. Sometimes he’d hit her back, sometimes her stomach, taking care of course, that bruises should never show. Of late, he’d taken to punching her head. Most always the back or one side or another, was left to ache for days.

This morning, Brandon had come to his feet at their breakfast table and thrown his white, linen napkin upon his dish. His handsome mouth had twisted into a grotesque facsimile of a smile, his blue eyes filled with distaste. “I’ll have no nonsense from you, madam. You will obey me on this score. Should you choose otherwise, I shall personally escort you to the midwife.”

Mattie had shivered at the icy demand, wondering at the open hatred she read in his cold, blue gaze. She’d known he was on the verge of delivering yet another dose of last night’s abuse, unless she appeared willing. Wisely, she’d nodded.

Satisfied with her docile response, he’d left the room with an unfeeling, “I wish you a speedy recovery.”

Of course, Brandon had wished her nothing of the sort. Mattie’s heart had pounded against the walls of her chest, her pulse deafening her to anything but the sounds of her own breathing. Terror had kept her awake and pacing the floor for most of the night.

This morning it had only intensified as she’d realized how calmly he took for granted his demand would be met, a demand that went far toward driving her to the edge of madness. It had taken some effort to bring her emotions under control. She had to think. If she wanted to live, if she wanted her baby to live, she was left with no choice but to run.

In her dressing room, she’d quickly shoved all her jewelry into a carpet bag. She’d slipped the little cash she possessed into the pocket of her riding outfit. She’d added a few day dresses, night clothes and her unmentionables, plus an extra pair of high buttoned boots to the bag’s contents. Over her arm, she’d draped a shawl. She had no means of taking anything else.

Whatever more she needed she’d have to buy.

She was leaving, only she couldn’t do this on her own. There was no way she could make it if she were alone. She needed Nora.

Once she’d married, Brandon had insisted Mattie would have the best of everything. Adel, a lady’s maid had been hired, and Nora, Mattie’s nurse from childhood, a woman she loved like a sister, had been put on pension. Adel spoke English with a heavy French accent, but the young woman had been well-trained. She knew all the newest styles from Paris, and her nimble fingers could work magic with Mattie’s thick, black hair.

Mattie had never loved Brandon but thought one day she would grow to care for him. Both of them came from New York’s elite society. The match should have been perfect and might have been had he not taken her maid to his bed. Mattie was mortified to come across the two of them. In her excitement at realizing she was with child, she’d entered his chambers without knocking and found the two of them under the sheets, locked in what appeared to be a wildly passionate embrace.

No doubt surprised by her untimely interruption, Brandon had laid the blame for the entire incident at Mattie’s feet. She should have known better than to enter his bed chamber without knocking. Of course, Adel had taken his startled reaction as support for their liaison and openly flaunted the affair. It wasn’t long before all the servants looked at their mistress with pity.

It was more than any woman should be forced to tolerate. Of course, she never expected her husband to remain faithful, though it was expected of her. She was aware of men and their peccadilloes and knew wives of her station overlooked such foibles. What Mattie couldn’t overlook was the insolence of the girl and the daring of a husband to keep his mistress in his own home. In doing so, everyone, from his wife to his lowliest servant, was acutely aware of his total lack of respect.




• • •




Upon crossing the river, Mattie experienced a small twinge of nausea. True to form, she couldn’t go near a body of water larger than a tub without growing dreadfully ill. Actually, it wasn’t the crossing that so ailed her, but the water’s movement. Knowing the truth of it, she kept her gaze averted, and her discomfort was already fading by the time she hailed a cab.

At her request, the driver tied her horse to the back of the hired convenience. She gave him the address and settled herself inside. When the door closed behind her, she leaned back in her seat. All the while, her heart pounded, and she took deep fortifying breaths until she finally calmed. She shivered as her close call came to mind. First, Brandon was upon her, then the street toughs… Lord, what a day, and it wasn’t over yet.

Brandon, if he lived, would know she’d gone to Nora. Mattie wouldn’t be able to stay, lest she be found and brought back this very night. God, she couldn’t bear the thought. If she were found… If she were found… She trembled with the sure knowledge her baby would die. Mattie couldn’t allow that to happen. She prayed Nora would come up with a plan.

Fifteen minutes later, the taxi stopped before a brownstone. She paid the driver and, with her bag in hand, ran up the steps.

She knocked, then grinned as her longtime companion answered. “Lord, have mercy. Is it you?”

“It is,” Mattie returned. It felt like ages since she’d seen Nora. She sighed as her friend’s warm arms circled her slight form.

“Come in, come in,” the older woman said while attempting to pull her inside.

“Wait, my horse.”

“Robert,” Nora called, and as if he’d been waiting for her call, a boy of about fifteen almost magically appeared from the rooms downstairs.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Take care of the horse, will you please? Take him to O’Leary’s stables and ask Harry to watch over him for a spell.”

The boy nodded and set about the task.

The taxi pulled away the moment the horse was freed.

“Come in out of the dampness, lest you catch your death.” Seconds later, Nora brought Mattie into her warm, fragrant kitchen. She looked at Mattie but said nothing of her bruises.

“Your parents? Are they well?”

The soft Irish brogue was music to Mattie’s ears. It had been close to a year since she’d last heard it, and she’d missed it more than she could say. “They’re well. I saw them just last week. They’re fine indeed.”

“Good,” Nora said with a nod. “I just made a pot of tea.” As she said it, she placed the pot on her kitchen table. With it, she added cups, plates, and flatware. “I was about to slice fresh bread for butter and jam.”

Mattie salivated at the mention of bread and jam. “There’s nothing like your bread, Nora. I can’t wait.”

Nora sliced the bread and never looked Mattie’s way when she asked, “Did you leave him, then?”

“I did.”

“Good,” she said again with another nod. “He was too arrogant by far, I’m sure.” Mattie smiled, knowing he was that and more.

“What will you do?” Nora asked.

“I don’t know. I had no one to turn to but you. I must get away. He’ll hunt me down, and this is the first place he’ll look.”

“You need a cool cloth for that bruise,” she said as she rinsed a small towel under the water pump at the kitchen sink, never inquiring how the bruising had come about.

“Here.” She handed the cloth to Mattie. “Press this gently over your eyes. It will help the swelling.”

Mattie removed her hat and applied the cool cloth to her eyes.

“Now, we’ll have tea. After tea, we’ll make our plans.”

Mattie was terrified, but she couldn’t deny the sensation of safety that slowly began to ease her rattled nerves. She breathed a sigh, knowing she’d finally come home.




• • •




Gerard Bryant sat at his twin brother’s huge, richly carved, mahogany desk, while the thick cigar between his teeth caused a layer of blue smoke to float just above his head. The man opposite him sat stiffly, obviously uncomfortable, on the edge of his leather seat. Gerard puffed at the cigar, causing the cloud above him to grow in density and width.

His voice was rough and low, his manner bearing no compassion. He glared coldly as he squinted against the smoke. “I want her found, no matter the cost. I want your best man on it. Only one man, if you will, for I want it done with a minimum of fuss and absolutely no exposure.”

John Spencer, of the Turner and Spencer Agency, wondered if a harder, colder man existed. “Yes, sir.”

“Tell no one the truth of the matter. While my brother heals, our people believe she’s gone off to visit relatives.”

“Yes, sir,” John repeated.

“Your man will have to know her name—although, she’ll probably travel under another—and her description, of course. Here’s the last likeness I have of her. It’s a good one.”

John took the picture in hand, and his gaze widened a fraction as he glanced at the miniature.

Gerard noticed the man’s reaction and knew he believed Mattie a beauty. And of course, she was. He wouldn’t have wanted her had she been anything less than outstanding. That she’d thrown him over for his loathsome brother was something he’d neither forget nor forgive. He’d known from the first that she was being abused. The only thing that bothered him was he wasn’t the one doing the abusing.

Before this entire matter was over, he’d have his revenge on both of them. Soon enough, Brandon would meet his maker. If need be, Gerard would see to that himself. And then his dearest Mattie—upon her return—would join her husband in eternal rest.

“Emphasize that she’s not to be trusted, that she attacked her husband who now hovers near death. If he recovers, there’ll be no need to make a fuss, of course. If not, I’m afraid I’ll have no choice but to notify the authorities.” He offered a dispassionate shrug. “In the meantime, I know my brother would prefer to keep this matter private. Tell your man she looks and acts normal, but is very dangerous. Do you understand me?”

John nodded. “I do, and you may consider it done, sir. My partner has worked a dozen or more such cases and has never failed at the task. Our firm is well known for discretion. You have my word on it.”

Gerard nodded. “I suspect she’s gone off with her old nurse. Perhaps they’ve gone west, perhaps to Canada.” He shrugged as if both options were of little importance. “What she didn’t do was take a ship. She hates the water and grows deathly ill on even the largest vessels.” He shrugged again. “I want her brought back. I don’t care how. Just make sure you do it.”

He took a thick packet of bills from the desk drawer and pushed it across the highly polished surface, along with the name and address of her childhood nurse. “Remember the delicacy of the situation. No one else is to know.” He nodded toward the money. “You’ll get the second half upon delivering her to me.”

“Of course,” the man returned in agreement as he took the bills and placed them, along with her likeness, into a small leather satchel. “You may count on it, sir.”

Gerard allowed a knowing smile as the little man walked briskly from his office. He had every confidence the agency would do their job and do it to the best of their ability, except…nothing was certain in life. At the very least, it couldn’t hurt to hedge one’s bets, just in case she managed to slip through their fingers. He thought a backup plan in order.




• • •




A few hours later, a servant knocked on the library door.

“Yes,” Gerard called out.

“Sir, your two o’clock appointment is here.”

Gerard nodded. “Send him in.”

He smiled as he watched the man enter the large room.

“You can be assured there are no other living heirs,” his contact said.

Gerard sighed in relief, knowing a distant cousin was no longer a threat, then offered his guest a small glass of whiskey, along with full payment for a job well done.

Next, he explained his current problem. “I’m sorry to send you off on another errand so soon after you’ve returned, but this is absolutely necessary.” He reached into his drawer and took a pack of bills from it. “I expect word momentarily of my sister-in-law’s location. I have others on the job. Still, it won’t hurt to make sure things are done correctly. To that purpose, I’m prepared to see you and your lovely wife nicely set for the rest of your lives. Do you think ten thousand would put you to rights?”

The man’s eyes grew wide. Obviously, he’d never had ten thousand dollars in his life. “You’re generous, sir, and I’m quite sure ten thousand would suit us nicely.”

“Half now,” Gerard said as he handed the man a huge stack of bills. “The rest when the job is done.” He watched the man finger the money, having not a doubt that he’d never even seen that much cash in his life, never mind owned it. “I’ve a need to see her returned.” Gerard shrugged at the notion. Indeed, if justice were to be inflicted, he wanted to be the one doling it out. “Still, if that turns out unfeasible, an accident will do nicely. It cannot look like murder. I want no investigations.”

Both of them nodded.

“Simply do what you must to get the job done,” Gerard added.

“Of course, sir. You can count on it.”




• • •




Zach Turner gasped as he looked over the picture his partner had given him. His eyes wide with shock, he asked, “Jesus, are you serious? I saw her only a day or two past.”

John frowned. “You did? Are you sure?”

“Do you think I could confuse this woman with another? Two street toughs grabbed her a few steps from the ferry. They had her out of her saddle by the time I realized what the hell was going on.”

“Where was she going?” John asked.

“Brooklyn, I’d say.” Zachary shrugged. “While I was talking to the police, I turned to see her already half across the East River.”

John nodded. “I have the address of her childhood nurse. She’s in Brooklyn.” He slipped a piece of paper across his desk. “She was probably heading there. Hopefully, she’s there still. It’s important we find her, we’re being paid twice what we make in a year for this job.”

Zachary whistled. “What is she? An ax murderer?”

Spencer shrugged. “The brother-in-law hired us. He said she tried to do in her husband. Said to be careful, that she’s dangerous and that she’s probably gone off with her childhood nurse, Nora Brown. The family wants no scandal to come of it. The upper crust likes to keep their goings-on private.” He shrugged again. “The brother-in-law thinks she’s maybe gone west or to Canada. Of course, he asked for absolute confidentiality, in fact wants only one person to know of the matter.”

Both men frowned as they shook their heads.

“Impossible,” Zach said. “If she’d been known to stay in the vicinity, perhaps. Even then, one man couldn’t take on every shift.”

John nodded his agreement. “He’ll have his privacy. There’s no worry on that score. Still, I’ll have to ask Carter and Carter to lend us a few men. We’re stretched too tight right now, and I’d trust any one of them with my life,” he said. “One thing we know, she didn’t take a ship. She gets sick. All will come out once we find her. It always does.”

We find her? Zach’s gaze moved from the likeness to his partner. He hoped John meant once the firm found her, ‘cause he wasn’t going anywhere near this one. Not a chance. He wasn’t getting involved with a married woman, especially a married woman who looked like her. Something deep inside told him she was trouble, and he always listened to his instincts.

“Not me, I just got back last week. Get one of the men.”

John shook his head. “Impossible. Jack’s wife is having her baby any day. He ain’t leaving. Matt and Cole are already on assignment. You’re the only one left. Sorry.” A moment of silence went by as Zach studied her likeness.

“Does she look like that?” John asked.

Zach nodded. “She looks better.”

As he deliberated over the picture, Zachary’s mind returned to the scuffle a few days past. He should have known something was wrong. Despite the attempted robbery and possible assault, she’d ignored his insistence that she should wait. Actually, she couldn’t seem to get away fast enough and didn’t stay to give her account to the police.

Still, when a man held a woman such as this beauty, logical facts often slipped away.

Once again, the memory of her soft, generous curves pressed against his length came to mind. Even now, days later, he clearly remembered the smell of her soap, the hint of expensive perfume and the sight of beautiful honey-hued skin. He frowned as he recalled the swollen and bruised skin around her huge, dark eyes. He knew the obvious abuse taken to cause that damage.

Even so, he’d been half aroused, thanks to the delicately alluring sight of her. Then, by the time a policeman had come to his aid and taken the two roughs into custody, she’d been beyond his reach.


Chapter Two




Three weeks later, Zach leaned his back against the unpainted, roughly hewn, clapboard building that housed the town’s apothecary. Balanced on one foot, he’d raised his left to press the sole flat against the wall behind him, his thumbs hooked comfortably into his gun belt. His well-used but carefully tended hat sat low on his brow. Even standing within the shadows of the roof’s overhang, the sun beat down mercilessly, causing everyone to squint.

Zach sighed in disgust. He hadn’t wanted to come here, but after a long discussion with his partner, he’d finally agreed.

Silently, he watched the endless line of wagons roll through the town as trains left on an average of two a day. A few wagons paused here and there to ask pedestrians for directions. Others stopped to allow those inside a chance to shop for last minute items before joining the growing line just west of town. Another train would leave early on the morrow and still another, some few hours after that.

It had rained hard the night before. The eight and nine hundred pound wagons, pulled by teams of oxen or mules, caused deep ruts in the moist earth, while the white, canvas covers glared shiny and new in the day’s bright sunlight.

The small town of Independence, Missouri bulged at its seams as a continuous flow of humanity overran its narrow streets, while readying for the next two thousand miles of their journey. Bright-eyed and filled with excitement, not one had a clue what lay ahead.

Dogs barked, children screamed in laughter. With pent-up energy, they raced down the uneven wooden sidewalks. Carelessly, they darted across the paths of trotting horses, causing their riders to curse. Women grouped together, pretending not to hear the unmistakably blasphemous words, and pondered the hardships the coming journey might demand. Had they known the suffering in store, Zach hadn’t a doubt most would have turned back from whence they had come. Before his marriage, he’d once signed on with a train as a scout and knew firsthand the problems these immigrants were certain to face.

He’d been waiting three days, and now wondered if the lead he had about Mattie heading west wasn’t just a bit exaggerated. Carter and Carter had loaned his company two men, but it was a damn big country. How were three men expected to find one small woman? A man was to watch for her in St. Joseph and telegraph Zach should she show up there. Another had gone north searching out any sign she’d gone off to Canada.

If she was going west, it was possible she’d use St. Joseph as her starting point. He couldn’t know. In truth, he couldn’t know for sure if she was heading west or was even still in the United States. Her old nurse had disappeared, too. Rumor had it, she’d gone off to California.

Truth was she could have told her neighbors as much to throw Mrs. Bryant’s husband off her track. But her neighbors and friends had been questioned, and no one remembered seeing a small, dark-haired woman with her. Judging by what he recalled of Mrs. Bryant, she’d be remembered all right. A woman who looked like her would be damn hard for any man to forget.

His mind on the lady in question, he almost missed the small figure who at first, because of her diminutive size, looked to be a young girl—looked like a girl until she turned and faced him, after jumping from yet another covered wagon.

His lips curved into a wicked grin at the sight of her. A man would have to be blind not to see her curves to be anything but those of a woman and a mighty fine female specimen at that.

Despite Mattie hiding her dark hair beneath the wide, floppy brim of a man’s hat and wearing heavy work boots and a long dress that almost exactly matched the dull brown of the muddy street, he would have known her anywhere.

No more than twenty-five feet separated them. There was no way he couldn’t recognize that flawless skin, those perfect features, her warm brown eyes and generous mouth. He’d rarely seen a woman so appealing with skin so honey smooth. His grin widened into a smile as he remembered a face wasn’t all there was to this woman. It would be a long time before he forgot the scent and feel of her against him.

A woman, perhaps ten- or fifteen-years Mattie’s senior, had left the

wagon seconds before Mattie had jumped to the street. The younger of the two said something, and both ladies laughed. Since it was assumed the two would be traveling together, the older woman was obviously her friend, Nora Brown. Both were still smiling as they set out to cross the street.

If she hadn’t attempted to cross the street at that particular moment, he would have contrived of a way to meet her. But because of the muddy street and her obvious difficulty in maneuvering through shin-high sludge, she made it simple enough.

From the corner of his eye, Zach saw a boy race away from his friends, his horse slipping dangerously in the muck that barely resembled the town’s main street. The youngster never noticed he was heading directly for the woman. It took less than an instant to realize the problem. Mattie never saw the boy coming toward her. Even if she did, there was no way she could get out of the way in time. Thanks to the difficulty in maneuvering, a situation clearly approaching disaster, loomed before her.

In an instant, Zach pushed away from the apothecary wall and rushed toward her. A blur of motion, with muscles straining, his legs pushed forward. He heard one of the men curse as he ran on by. He lunged, his arm catching her just above her waist and easily lifting her out of harm’s way. The only problem was he’d lifted her directly out of her boots.

As he tried to ease his pace, the slippery mud beneath his own feet offered nothing in the way of balance. The moment he held her to his side, he began to fall. He tried to stop, but there was no traction, no way to stop his momentum. He was going down and bringing her with him. A second later, he landed sprawled half upon her, protecting her from most of his weight with his arms. At least eight or more inches of gelatinous mud softened her fall.

Three men watched in shock, then murmured curses. Mattie was safe, while the horse stumbled wildly down the street, its hooves flinging globs of thick, wet earth behind him. She said nothing at first. Having the breath knocked from her by his less than gentle handling disallowed little but a few grateful gasps of air.

Expecting to withstand a measure of outrage, Zach was surprised to hear a softly spoken, “Oh my God!”

He looked down at the little beauty for a long moment, as a tremendous jolt of lust suddenly and unexpectedly slammed into his gut. Thunderstruck, he muttered a low, “Damn.” He’d known this would happen. Still, the enormity of the emotion surprised him. Not only had he had his share of women, but he’d seen and held this one before. He’d held her tightly against his body, if the truth be told.

His common sense evaporated. Nothing seemed to matter as an almost crazed and instant desire took hold of him. Caught in her magic he couldn’t pull himself from a mind-numbing haze of lust. The world seemed to fade away, leaving them alone, cocooned in a tiny space, where sound grew distant and movement only a vague, murky shadow on his peripheral vision.

He breathed in her scent and found himself lost. Christ! Her skin smelled clean with a lingering trace of soap, her breath sweet. The fragrance of fresh linen, along with the stirring, musky scent of a woman, further invaded his senses. His mouth watered.

Zach frowned, almost unable to comprehend the need that suddenly overrode every rational thought. He only knew he had to have more. He had to have all this woman could give.

He shook aside a moment of near insanity. God, but he didn’t need this. This was exactly the reason he hadn’t wanted this job. He didn’t want to know this hunger. He didn’t want anything from this woman but the monetary gain after bringing her back. She was married. She wasn’t his and could never be his. Disaster loomed ahead if he couldn’t disregard her appeal and maintain his usual control.

Mattie had watched the world speed by as she’d been helplessly, unexpectedly flung from the center of the street back toward her wagon. At the time, she couldn’t imagine what was happening. Things had moved so fast, the entire episode had appeared a whirl of movement, and it took her brain a second or two to catch up.

Eyes wide in shock, they took in the man lying partially over her. It was him! The same man who’d saved her from the two street toughs in New York. How could that be? What was he doing here?

This wasn’t the first time she’d noticed the attractiveness of his square jaw, wide mouth and slightly too full lips. But it was his eyes that were most stunning. Dark blue—blue like her husband’s and yet nothing like Brandon’s, for a fire seemed to rage in their depths.

Apparently, the man above her was well-satisfied with his current position, while her heart pounded madly in her chest. Her overall impression was “big”. The man was enormous. He wore a blue shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, exposing tanned, thick forearms, sparsely coated with dark hair. Idly, she wondered if his muscles had muscles and almost laughed at the thought. She quickly brought her emotions under control. She must be growing hysterical to even imagine such nonsense.

The man appeared in no great hurry to get up. His blue gaze moved slowly over her face and throat. He dipped his head slightly, and his nostrils flared, while he seemed to take a deep breath.

Mattie thought he smelled of coffee, tobacco, leather and horse, and wondered how the combination could be so appealing.

Of course, the pounding of her heart had nothing at all to do with the fact his skin was tanned, obviously from many hours spent under the sun. What did she care if the tanned skin emphasized his blue eyes? It was nothing to her if he had tiny squint lines around them or that his darkly shadowed cheeks and jaw looked rough yet somehow enticed her to run her fingers over the short stubble.

She shook her head in dismay as her gaze focused on his mouth. His lips parted, his head dipped a fraction closer. For one wild moment, she imagined he’d kiss her yet again. She hadn’t forgotten that brief, hauntingly sweet coming together of lips in New York. Idly, she wondered if she ever would.

She frowned at the thought of another kiss. She was well aware people didn’t open their mouths to kiss. A second later, she tore her gaze from his mouth, strangely breathless. It was best not to think about this man’s lips.

Mattie frowned at the thought. Ridiculous. What in the world had come over her? Lord, she must be truly exhausted to even imagine such nonsense.

Suddenly, his soft grin turned into a warm chuckle, for the scent of manure was slowly invading their space. He rolled to his feet, but his moving didn’t go far toward helping her. He’d flung her to the ground. Now, literally stuck in mud, she felt like a turtle left helpless upon its back. She couldn’t get up.

“Are you all right?” Nora asked, standing suddenly above her.

“Oh my God,” was again the best she could manage. She stiffened, noticing the cold, oozing mud penetrating her dress, petticoat and cotton stockings. She closed her eyes in dread as it seeped, sickeningly wet and heavy, around her neck, into her ears and her hair. With the mud, came the distinct and all too glaring aroma of animal droppings.

“Nora, help me up, please.”

Zachary hadn’t a doubt this was the lady he’d been sent to find. Even if she hadn’t mentioned her friend’s name, even if he’d never seen her likeness, in a second he’d know her for a refined and delicate lady. She spoke with an educated New York accent, obviously a woman of high society. Though a New York accent was usually known to be a bit harsh, certainly brisk, she made it sound adorable. Even startled, all she’d managed was a softly whispered, “Oh my God”. Zach could name a dozen women who would have rewarded his action with a variety of less than savory words, but not this lady. She probably didn’t know any, or if she did, she was the sort who always remained totally under control.

Idly, he wondered what it would take to ruffle her feathers.

He searched for a sense of disappointment, for women of her station never appealed to him. He frowned, knowing his thoughts were an outright lie. She appealed to him all right. This gentle wisp of a woman enticed far more than he might have liked. Still, he’d been told she’d tried to kill her husband. It took Zach no more than a look into those clear, dark eyes and a glance at her unlined, generous lips to know the truth of the matter. Utter nonsense. What was that tale about? Why were they defaming her? There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Mattie couldn’t kill a fly.

Zachary had taken his share of killers into custody. One or two had even been of the insane variety, but none were anything like this delicate beauty. She was far too cultured and gently bred to harbor a strain of murderous intent. All of it showed clearly in her warm eyes. He studied her face but couldn’t detect the smallest measure of cruelty in her entire countenance. In his experience, cruelty couldn’t be hidden. Her face showed none of it, even while suffering through extreme circumstances, such as falling into a mix of mud and manure. She showed nothing but dawning horror at finding herself thusly positioned. This gentle lady was exactly as she appeared.

Most of him was covered with mud, too. Still, he shook the excess mud from one hand then wiped it on his trousers and shirt before reaching out to offer his help. Seconds ticked by while she looked at it as if he held a dead rat. Finally, she turned her gaze to her traveling companion. “Nora, could you have one of the men give me some assistance, please?”

Zachary grinned. So he wasn’t good enough to touch. A wicked thought crossed his mind. He just might give her a reason or two to really dislike him. “You’re welcome, I’m sure,” he said at her continued silence.

He glanced to his left and spied the three men. All three looked dirty and sweaty from days spent on the trail. With narrowed gazes, each looked meaner than a bull and almost as big.

Each man sported a Colt; the holsters tied low on their thighs like his. Zach hadn’t a doubt they were more than just hands. They were hired guns.

The youngest of the three men standing nearby came to her assistance and pulled her from the sucking mud. Mattie tried for a smile and said, “Thank you, Pete.”

Nora shot Zach an apologetic glance. “He saved you from being run down, Mattie. Like a fool, a boy was forcing his horse into a run, and the poor thing was out of control, slipping all over the road. He was heading right for you.”

Mattie gave the softest of gasps. She looked from Zach to her friend and finally back to Zach, her cheeks red.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. Thank you,” she said, obviously mortified at her previous remarks. “Truly, I’m sorry,” she repeated.

Zach shrugged even as his gaze took in her flush, knowing his first impression to be correct. Apparently, this woman had a backbone, along with enough manners, instilled no doubt from birth, to realize her error and freely admit to it. Perhaps she wasn’t as meek and mild as he first thought. He almost smiled, because he knew it didn’t matter. She surely was a little beauty. There was simply no denying certain facts.

He felt his body’s unwanted reaction to her and cursed his weakness. All right, so she was a beauty, but she was a married beauty. There was no way, absolutely no way he was getting involved. It didn’t matter how beautiful they were, he never gave married women a second glance.

What he needed to do was grab her and run. The faster he got her back to her husband, the faster he’d rid himself of what might become a serious problem.

Nora retrieved Mattie’s boots, left standing still in the middle of the muddy road. Next, she reached inside the wagon for a change of clothes as she asked, “Is everything all right?”

Mud oozed from her clothes and dropped back to the road. Mattie shivered, but smiled as she said, “Everything is fine.”

“No problems?”

Zach frowned at the questioning. Had he missed something? What was going on? He watched her hand smooth unconsciously over her flat stomach.

Again, she smiled and returned, “None.”

Zachary quickly put together the gentle, loving action and the obviously concerned words. She was having a baby. A chill shivered through his entire form. Since his wife had died, he couldn’t look upon a woman heavy with child and not remember the horror of watching Lucy struggle at the end. Granted, she hadn’t died in childbirth but had been murdered, along with the unborn baby, just weeks before she was ready to give birth.

There were times when it felt as if it were yesterday. He’d barely made it back to the farm before Lucy had died. She’d lived only a few hours after his return and awakened mere seconds from the end to softly plead that he take care of the baby. She didn’t know it, but it was too late for promises, too late for everything. The baby had died with his mother.

Zach wondered why Mattie would run from her husband when about to become a mother.

Wouldn’t she rather have the security of a home, the prestige that came with bringing an heir into the world, especially an heir of a very wealthy man? What kind of woman ran from her husband while carrying his child? He couldn’t imagine then suddenly realized the only answer possible.

The baby she carried wasn’t her husband’s child. No wonder she had run.

He watched the two women, accompanied by the youngest of the three guards, walk off toward one of the town’s bath houses. Jesus, what had he gotten himself involved in? Was she running to her lover? Would he find himself in the middle of a deadly triangle if he dragged her back? Was that why her husband wanted her back? It wouldn’t be the first time a man had paid for his wife’s return, for the explicit pleasure of killing her. Jesus, he didn’t want to be a part of anything like that.

Zachary sighed. He didn’t need this kind of complication. What the hell was wrong with John not to have thoroughly checked this out? All Zach wanted was to do his job and collect his money. Life was hard enough. He wasn’t looking for added complications.


Chapter Three




Confident in his ability to get the job done, Zach telegraphed his partner. He’d found the lady in question and would bring her back presently. It wasn’t until sometime after he sent off the missive that he realized he had one big problem. In truth, he had three. There was no way to get at Mattie. She was never alone. Even when Mattie answered nature’s call, Nora accompanied her, while one or two of the men, always armed, trailed behind at a distance. He couldn’t take her at camp. There were dozens of people who might try to stop him, and three who definitely would.

In order to keep her under surveillance, ever hopeful for the opportunity to take her and run, Zach had hired on as a scout, under the trail boss, Captain Harrington. The captain had gladly accepted any capable male able to ride and shoot. The danger of encountering bands of hostiles and the need for fresh game grew with every train traveling west.

They had been on the road for more than a month now, and Zach hadn’t once found Mattie alone. During the day, at least two of the three men were always nearby. At night, she slept with Nora in the big tent, while the three men took turns keeping guard only yards away. As if they anticipated someone might grab her, they were never far from her side.

She called herself Mrs. Brown, using Nora’s last name and claiming to be a widow who had been married to the older woman’s son. Other than a change of last name, she sported no disguise. Apparently, despite the guards, she imagined the possibility of her husband finding her on a wagon train to be negligible at best.




• • •




Mattie frowned unhappily at the sight of Mr. Zachary Turner. From the first day of this journey, some two months past, he had made himself comfortable at her campsite. Of course, every scout sort of adopted a family along the way. To her dismay, Mr. Turner had apparently adopted their little party. She didn’t like him much. She didn’t like the way he looked at her as if he knew all her secrets. He was too dark, too big, too…something. She wasn’t sure what. All she knew was she disliked him and his temperament could certainly use improvement. He was sarcastic and nasty just about all the time. He seemed edgy, grouchy and altogether mean-spirited. She wouldn’t have cared, but since he’d attached himself to their little group, he took out his agitation on those around him, most particularly on her.

Obviously, he didn’t like her. She didn’t know why and couldn’t care less. Still, he came every night to their campsite. Why? She shook her head in confusion. Surely, there were others who would welcome his company.




• • •




A few minutes before, Zach had come off guard duty. Now, he sighed his disgust as he reached for an empty coffeepot. He grunted unhappily and turned to find Lottie Bancroft watching him from her campsite. Zach couldn’t think what had come over him of late. Since when did he turn down an obvious invitation? Lottie was a good looking woman, and he hadn’t a doubt he’d find satisfaction in her bed. If he had a lick of common sense, he’d find himself at her campsite enjoying her company, enjoying even more if he suggested a walk down to the river.

But something was missing there. Why wasn’t he over there? Why didn’t he want her? He frowned again. What the hell was wrong with him?

He shook his head in absolute denial as a thought made itself known. There was no way, definitely no way he was comparing Lottie Bancroft to Mattie Bryant. Just because Mattie was smaller, far prettier and, he knew from brief contact, soft enough to drive a man crazy, it didn’t mean others couldn’t compete. He was thinking like a fool. Truth was women were more or less about the same when it came to one thing. That was the only thing he was looking for. He made a silent promise to stop by Lottie’s later that night.

He grinned at the ridiculous thought that he’d been avoiding all others while waiting for Mattie to give him the time of day. He didn’t want no time of day. Especially, he didn’t want it from her.

Fact was plain and simple. Despite her being married, he lusted for her. He also knew once he had her, this foreign, and yet gut-wrenching need would disappear. The woman would be naught but a distant memory, hours after he rolled off her and once he brought her back to her husband, he’d barely remember her name.

Zach’s vow to keep his distance had wavered badly since joining the train, until it made a complete about face. He couldn’t fight her pull. Idly, he wondered why he’d bothered to try. Was there a man alive who could associate with her, see her every day and not want her? Six, maybe eight, months of travel stretched before them. If he kept to his vow, he’d be a raving lunatic by the time they reached California.
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