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Chapter One
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Miss Judith Tindall stood in the doorway of the inn staring at the carriage rolling through the snow. Dumbfounded, she glanced at the man who stood where the carriage had just been. The absurdity of the last day left her head spinning. A trio of men showed up at her sister’s inn the night before. Come the morning, her sister claimed one of them to be her husband!

The events made even less sense as the day progressed. Something did not feel right. These men and her sister’s strange behavior. She watched, helpless, as the ornate carriage faded into the distance, carrying Jess to God knew where.

“Where is your friend taking my sister?” she shouted at the man when he turned to face her.

His shoes crunched in the fresh snow as he stalked the distance between them. The closer he came, the more his image sharpened. If she had not been so irate over the whole mess, she would have taken his expression as a warning.

His eyes narrowed as his lips thinned with obvious displeasure. With each determined step he took, Judith beat down the sudden urge to run inside and hide. There was no mistaking him for a lackey. The man oozed intimidation. He pushed past her without a word as he entered the kitchen.

“Excuse me, I am talking to you.” Judith closed the door and spun on him. She eyed the broad expanse of his back. “Arrogant horse’s arse,” she grumbled, following him.

The man stood in the center of the room. His gaze moved over every surface, as if searching for something. He turned slowly in a circle. When his gaze finally landed on her, he moved on to the parlor without even blinking.

Judith walked to the front door and locked it. She had enough of this stranger, ignoring her as if she were a speck of dust in the corner. She leaned against the door and dropped the key in the top of her bodice. Without even glancing at him, she walked past the silent man on her way to the kitchen.

Judith turned the key in the lock, securing the back door as well, and deposited the second key with the first. She would have answers, or there would be hell to pay.

The stew simmered on the stove. She ladled a bowl full and put it on a tray. After adding a small loaf of bread, she picked up the meal and carried it to the parlor. The man walked around the room, his hand gliding over the wooden walls. Judith sat down and ate as she watched his movements.

“I cannot think of what you could possibly be searching for.” Judith took another bite. “Perhaps if you ask nicely, I may be able to help you.”

He moved around the room as if he was the only person in existence.

Judith sighed and ate while she watched him. Had the man provided at least a reason for her sister’s hasty departure, she might have been able to forgive his rude behavior. However, he refused to acknowledge her presence. That irritated her more than anything else did. Short of a physical confrontation, Judith could come up with no other means of gaining information from the singularly infuriating man.

“Do you even know how to speak?” Judith asked as she wiped the bottom of the bowl with the last of the bread and popped it into her mouth.

He glared at her over his shoulder and then resumed his methodical search of every stone around the hearth. His cold assessment made her shiver. She picked up the tray and returned to the kitchen, eager to get a moment away from him. Something about the man shook her confidence down to its very core. What could he possibly be searching for? 

Judith allowed her thoughts to stray to her sister’s actions earlier in the day. The handsome rogue she claimed to be her husband stalked much of her movements. She had found it curious, but at her sister’s request, she had remained silent. Damn him for stealing her away. Now she might never know what had transpired between them. Answers seemed as elusive as any chance of verbal discourse with the stoic man in the next room.

As she washed the handful of dishes, Judith lost herself in thought. When the door to the kitchen swung open, she jumped and spun around, nearly dropping the bowl in her hand. She pressed a soapy hand to her chest to still her fluttering heart and glanced up. 

The silent stranger stood in the center of the room, his gaze slowly moving along the walls. It slid past her without hesitation. Judith frowned.

“You are about to drive me bloody insane,” she said through gritted teeth before turning back to her task. She finished the rest of the dishes, dried them, and put them away. 

He never wavered from his task. When she passed him to put the pot on the shelf, his gaze fell on her for a moment. Before she could even discern the color of his eyes, he turned his back to her. 

“Bloody nob,” Judith swore as she passed him again. His scent of leather mingling with notes of tobacco and vanilla blended with the familiar aroma of baked bread. Stopping behind him, she suppressed the urge to bury her face in his coat. Her eyes drifted closed, and she inhaled, drawing the scents deep, letting them linger. 

When she opened her eyes, a pair of smoky hazel eyes stared at her. The faint shadow of a beard highlighted his jaw. His sharp features were accentuated by the way his black hair slicked back into a queue. 

“Fetch me some of that stew.” 

Judith blinked twice, unsure if she heard him correctly or not. 

“You can talk. Saints above, would it hurt you to polish your manners?” She pushed past him and reached for the ladle. Her hand hovered over the spoon, and then she dropped it to her side to hide the tremor. Her heart hammered in her chest as she turned back to him and met his cool expression with a scowl. 

Judith propped her hands on her hips. “Tell me where my sister is first. You can at least do that much. I deserve to know where she has been taken and if she is even safe...” The words died on her lips as he reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a dangerous-looking silver pistol.

“The stew, and bread too.” He leveled the barrel at her and cocked the hammer. 

Judith swallowed the scream clawing at the back of her throat. With a nod, she ladled the stew into a large bowl and cut a loaf of bread in half. The knife nearly slipped from her grip. She pinched her eyes closed for a moment, refusing to look up and see the hollow barrel pointed at her head. Once she set the meal on the counter before her, she backed away without a word and wiped her hands on her apron in an attempt to hide their trembling.

He uncocked the revolver and slid it back beneath his coat. Without another word, he picked up the food and retreated into the parlor. 

When the door swung shut, Judith dropped boneless to the floor. Her heart hammered in her chest as her hands shook.

A gun! He pointed a gun at me. She buried her face in her hands and felt the hot tears against her palms. 

“Jess, what the hell have you done to me?”
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Chapter Two
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Simon Oh slammed the drawer in the last guest room. Two days had passed since Edmund left him in the middle of nowhere with the sister from hell and a seemingly impossible task. He leaned against the wall and pinched the bridge of his nose. He had searched the entire inn from top to bottom with no sign of the jewels. His last resort would be to ask the sister. 

After his threat the first day, the chattering pest had lapsed into silence. He disliked the company of women. Their scent and even their voices made his head pound. When he entered the inn after Edmund left in the carriage, he had taken a brief inventory of the woman who remained in the doorway staring at him. 

She wanted answers. He could understand that, but he could not give her information he himself did not have. He had done his best to ignore her, to dive straight into the task at hand, but her persistence seemed to have no limit. 

She locked the doors to the inn, which was perfectly fine by him. Fewer people to deal with, fewer eyewitnesses to place him at the inn. Her questions irritated him as did her observations, but he remained steadfast in his search, keeping a blind eye to the curvaceous blonde who watched him intently. 

His actions in the kitchen had been brash, and he knew it. She had probably never even seen a gun before in her life. He sighed and ran his hand over his face. 

The problem arose from her proximity. When she brushed past him, he had braced himself for her scent, only to be surrounded by the soft aroma of flour and spices from the kitchen. She wore no ornamental scent. It had surprised him even more when he caught her with her eyes closed, leaning into him. He swore at the memory. 

The last thing he needed was a woman distracting him from his mission. When she pushed for more information about her sister, he snapped and pulled his pistol. The fear in her eyes cut him. He would not have shot her. But blessed Mary, the woman could talk more than a preacher on Sunday morning. Therefore, he avoided the kitchen, and she paid him the same courtesy. 
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