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He followed the trail of an
outlaw...

In rough-and-tumble Arizona
Territory, the desert sun burned hotter than Pinkerton agent
Gabriel Winter's need to bring an elusive stagecoach robber to
justice. There, he quickly encountered a formidable obstacle—Megan
Kearney, the suspect's daughter. He wondered how such a rare beauty
had avoided marriage in a town crawling with bachelors...Until he
discovered she was holding out for true love. On top of that, the
spitfire spinster hotly defended her father's innocence. For some
reason, Gabriel wanted to believe not just her naïve claims about
her father, but her outlandish romantic notions as well. Still, no
outlaw had ever slipped through his fingers, and he wasn't about to
risk that hard-earned reputation for the pleasures promised in
Megan's fiery gaze...

 


Into the arms of a forbidden
woman

Megan had to find her father
before Gabriel did—which meant monitoring his every move.
Accompanying him amid the saloons and brothels crowding Tucson's
dusty streets, Megan intended to clear her father's name—even if it
meant using her feminine wiles to charm the city slicker detective.
She would prove that the maddeningly self-assured Gabriel had
underestimated her resolve. But Megan soon discovered that she had
underestimated the powerful feelings one man could arouse in a
heart that ached for passion...and everlasting love.

 


* * * * *

 


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

 


 



​
LAWMAN

by

Lisa Plumley

 


 



Chapter One

 


September 1882

Near Tucson, Arizona Territory

 


If she could just get her corset stays
pulled tightly enough, Megan Kearney figured she had an awfully
good chance of achieving her dreams.

They were pretty big dreams, she'd be the
first to admit. But a girl raised in the lonely, sprawling
territory of Arizona, with cactus wrens for playmates, a summertime
cot beneath the stars for a cradle, and the hum of cicadas for a
lullaby had to have something sweet to look forward to. For Megan,
it was the chance to own her own dressmaker's shop in town. The
chance to create beauty out of calico and lace and imagination. The
chance to finally be safe and secure in a world of her own
making.

After years of planning and saving, her
opportunity had arrived—if she could only get into her best Sunday
dress and get out there to meet it.

"Drat those bizcochitos of yours,
Addie," she muttered, putting her hands to her waist. She stepped
closer to the cast-off stagecoach strongbox she used as her
bedroom's bureau and frowned into the looking glass propped atop
it. "How am I supposed to make that dress fit now?"

Addie's gaze met hers in the mirror. "Don't
ask me. I ain't the one who crammed all those goodies in your
mouth."

"I couldn't help it. I was worried about
this meeting." Sighing, Megan made herself stand up straighter.
"Besides, you're the one who made the cookies. That's practically
the same thing. They were so good, I was fairly compelled to eat
them."

"That's a fine piece of logic." Grinning,
Addie wrapped Megan's corset laces more securely around her
capable, sturdy hands. "Why don't you try that on Mr. Webster, and
see what he says about selling you his shop?"

"Don't be silly. It was difficult enough
convincing him to deed me the alleyway rights and living space that
go along with his mercantile. I hardly intend to discuss
bizcochitos with a person like that."

"You go on talking that way, and you'll
scare him off selling you the store altogether," Addie warned. "How
many times have I got to tell you? Men don't like ladies who talk
like a book."

Megan sighed. "I suppose you're right. A
pretty dress probably is the best strategy."

"Ain't no supposin' about it. You listen to
me, and I'll steer you right." Nodding, Addie took up the slack in
the corset laces. "Now suck in your breath and quit your yappin',
else you'll be walking into that fancy meetin' of yours wearing
that old calico over there."

Megan eyed the faded pink dress draped
tiredly over the coverlet on her bed. It looked worse than a
station hand's britches after a day of drinking and carousing at
the bullfights in the presidio. She'd never impress Mr.
Jedediah Webster and his wife if she were wearing that old thing.
She put a hand to her belly and breathed in as hard as she
could.

"How's this?" she croaked, trying to peer
over her shoulder. All she could see was Addie's gray-haired head,
but judging by the way her curls waggled, she was getting ready for
a vigorous tug.

"Perfect." Yank.

The rest of Megan's breath left her in a
whoosh. Oh, well—the meeting would probably be a short one, anyway.
Breathing deeply was only necessary if a body was asleep or getting
ready to holler about something. She stuck both hands onto the
cool, prickly adobe wall beside the looking glass and got ready for
the next pull.

Yank. "Ouch!"

Why had she ever eaten all those
bizcochitos? And whatever had possessed her to sew her new
dress with an inch smaller waistline?

Vanity, she admitted to herself.
Plain and simple. She wanted to impress the eastern-born,
city-bred Websters with her seamstress' ability and sense of style.
She knew they saw her as a desert country bumpkin—one whose nest
egg of savings they were happy to take in exchange for their
mercantile building, but a bumpkin, nonetheless. Everybody of
consequence in town felt the same.

But not for long, Megan vowed as
Addie tied up her stays and helped her button up her corset cover.
She got on the rest of her underthings, then carefully lifted her
new brown worsted gown from the bed. High-necked and shaped with
room for an elaborate bustle, it was trimmed with black braid and
jet buttons in the height of fashion.

Megan smoothed her cheek along the expensive
fabric, smiling at the notion of having her own shop filled with
similar fancy dresses, each one her own personal creation. Ladies
would come from miles to own a dress like the ones she designed. A
Megan Kearney original. After her dreams came true, she'd be as
sophisticated as any easterner, and twice as successful.

She would've bet her entire nest egg savings
on it, and planned to...just as soon as the Websters arrived.



He'd tracked criminals to sorrier, more
decrepit places—but Gabriel Winter had never tailed one to anyplace
more flat-out unusual than Kearney Station.

From his ridge-top vantage point behind a
stand of September-dried creosote bushes, he raised his spyglass
and looked over the station again. Amidst the scrub brush and cacti
and mud that made up the central station yard, its flat-roofed,
whitewashed adobe buildings clustered around each other for
protection. A thorny ocotillo-rib fence wound between them,
tall as the station hands working the grounds.

None were armed. To the left, one heavyset
man led a pair of sorrel mares from the stables, and other hands
carried equipment to and from a storage area nearby. Their voices
carried to Gabriel's hiding place, borne on the same wind that
carried the tang of mesquite wood smoke across arroyo and
flatland.

None of that was unusual. But the lengths of
jade green, blue, and yellow fabric woven decoratively between the
fence ribs like ladies' hair ribbons were. The borders of flowers
painted above the doorways were. So were the potted cacti arranged
along the archways of the Spanish-style zaguán that
connected the main stage station with the outbuilding behind
it.

Most of all, so were the pennants. From
holders beside the rough planked doorways, the bright-colored flags
snapped in the sunrise breeze, surprising as jewels on a mule.

Definitely a woman's touch.

Gabriel lowered his spyglass and slid it
shut, smiling in spite of himself. Beauty was hard to come by in
the Territory—hard to come by in life. It had been too long since
he'd admired anything for its form, instead of its substance.
Instead of the facts it hid or revealed.

The pursuit of truth could do that to a man,
he figured. Especially a man who lived in the world of hunter and
hunted, lost and found. For a minute, those painted flowers and
flourishes held his imagination like nothing had in longer than he
could remember.

Then Tom McMarlin crawled up beside him from
the other end of the ridge, and Gabriel's mind snapped back to the
task at hand.

Tracking his quarry.

"Doesn't look too damned prosperous, does
it?" McMarlin muttered, parting a portion of the creosote barrier
to squint toward the station. "If old man Kearney really did nab
that loot, I'd say he's already pulled foot from here and hied out
for greener pastures."

"Maybe." Gabriel rolled onto his back and
slugged some water from his canteen. He wished it was coffee.
Almost a week spent reading reconnaissance reports on the train
between Chicago and Tucson had prepared him for the case—but not
for the dew-damp, cold, rocky soil he'd spent sunrise on. Beneath
his traveling clothes, he felt chilled to the bone.

Frowning, he wiped his mouth and screwed on
the canteen cap. "But as usual, McMarlin, you're only seeing the
outside."

"What the hell else am I supposed to see?
We're on the blasted outside." He scratched a match into
flame and lit a cheroot, blowing a plume of smoke toward the
station. "And that place looks one step away from dilapidation,
geegaws or no."

"It's old. Not falling apart." Gabriel
handed over the spyglass. "See how the whitewash looks thicker in
spots? It's been redone, year after year. The roofs look solid. The
grounds are cleared so the stage gets through faster—it doesn't
stay that way without work."

McMarlin grunted and snapped the glass shut.
"So? It ain't like their stables don't stink."

"Actually, they don't. Not like they would
without so many hands keeping things mucked out. And all those men
aren't working for free."

"No, they're working for a crook."

"Alleged crook."

"Alleged, my ass, you damned stickler,"
McMarlin said, grinning around a mouthful of cigar. "You think
Joseph Kearney is as guilty as I do, or you wouldn't be here."

Gabriel grinned back at him. After years of
working Pinkerton cases together, Tom McMarlin was like an older
brother to him—and knew him about as well.

"Maybe. Point is, this place is more
prosperous than it looks. More prosperous than you thought at first
sight." He sat up and stuffed his canteen and spyglass into his
worn saddlebag. Then he passed his hand over his face and looked at
McMarlin again. "You're not looking deep enough on this case—or I
wouldn't have to be here."

McMarlin grimaced, grinding his cheroot into
the rocks. He left the stub where it lay. "Is that what Pinkerton
told you?"

"It's what I know."

A simple stagecoach robbery like this one
should have been solved within days. McMarlin should've already had
wanted posters up and a solid mark on his suspect's trail. Hell, he
should've had the damned knuck in custody already. Instead, Gabriel
suspected he'd spent half his assignment time whoring in Tucson and
the rest of it with a bottle of whiskey in hand.

McMarlin belly crawled back down the ridge
side opposite the stage station. "You don't know your head from a
horse's behind. No matter what old man Pinkerton thinks."

Gabriel almost smiled. Truth be told, part
of him wanted to shuck the damned 'no-fail' reputation Allan
Pinkerton had bestowed on him after his first few successful cases.
Winter brings in the right man at the right time. What
started as praise had become an obligation, one harder to uphold
for the thirty-two year old man he'd become than the cocky, twenty
year old kid who'd earned it.

"You just keep dogging my steps, McMarlin."
Grinning, he snatched up the discarded cigar stub—evidence they
didn't need to leave behind of their presence there—and then
followed his partner belly first down the slope. "Maybe someday
you'll get a legend of your own."

McMarlin snorted, bending to brush the dust
from his fancy suit pants. Then he straightened and adjusted his
tie. "I already got me a legend, with them painted ladies down on
Maiden Lane. That's all the reputation I want, boy-o."

"Keep on like you are, then," Gabriel said,
hefting his saddle bag over his shoulder for the trek to the
arroyo bank where he'd picketed his horse. He scanned the
ridge one last time to make sure their presence there wouldn't be
detected later. "That's the only reputation you'll have."

"What the hell's that supposed to mean?"

Damn. "Nothing."

He turned toward the valley behind them,
where a hazy strip of green showed the location of the
arroyo, and started walking. McMarlin's hand stopped him
within two steps.

"S'there something I ought to know,
boy-o?"

Gabriel looked at him, seeing for the first
time in a long time the differences between them. McMarlin was
getting on in years. Gray lightened his sandy, close-clipped hair
and beard, and the paunch beneath his expensive suit only showed
how little field work he did these days. Typically, he'd dressed
like a banker, armed himself like an outlaw...and gotten so
comfortable in his place with the agency, he'd forgotten it could
all vanish in an instant.

William Pinkerton, head agent in Chicago,
was close as kicking to giving McMarlin some enforced time off. The
letter proving it was in Gabriel's saddlebag, wrapped in oilcloth
along with the rest of the papers documenting the road agent they'd
been hired to bring in. Officially, McMarlin was free to leave, and
Gabriel was the head man on the case.

But standing beneath an Arizona Territory
sun with the man who'd taught him all he knew about bringing in
Pinkerton's most-wanted, the last thing he wanted to do was tell
him that.

"Dammit, McMarlin, I can't stand here jawing
all morning," Gabriel said instead. "It's a half hour past sunup
already."

"You still figuring on finding Kearney at
the station?"

He jerked his head toward the cluster of
buildings behind them, and Gabriel's gaze followed the motion. A
stagecoach rattled in as they watched, spewing dust in its wake,
and was quickly met by several of the station hands. Their
Spanish-accented speech drifted toward the ridge, but the words
were too faint to make out.

"I always start at the beginning. And that's
it." He glanced at McMarlin. "You got a better idea?"

"Hell, yes," he answered with a good-natured
grin, pulling a flask from his coat pocket. "Me and Old Orchard
here'll watch your back while you're gone. Better head out,
boy-o."

"Don't get too cozy," Gabriel said, going to
retrieve his horse. "This won't take long."

The chase was on.



How two people had become so perfectly
cantankerous in exactly the same ways, Megan couldn't imagine. But
somehow, Jedediah and Mrs. Webster had managed it.

So far, she'd been forced to haggle with
them over the selling price of their mercantile store, the precise
boundaries specified in the alleyway rights, and the disposition of
the dry goods and supplies already in inventory. Mrs. Webster
clearly meant to second-guess every accord Megan had reached with
her husband in their earlier meetings—this, in a voice so shrill,
her teeth ached from listening to it after the first few
minutes.

If this was what was meant by wedded bliss,
Megan had never been plumb-happier to be a spinster.

Sighing as she listened to the Websters
recite their latest demand, she reached for one of the
cinnamon-sugar covered buñuelos from the basketful Addie had
prepared. A glance from Mrs. Webster halted her hand halfway
there.

A lady didn't gobble up the refreshments
meant for her guests, Megan reminded herself, and raised the basket
toward them, instead. "Are you sure you wouldn't like some
buñuelos? Our station cook makes the best in the
Territory."

"No, thank you," Mrs. Webster said, glancing
meaningfully at the snug fit of Megan's new dress. "Although we can
certainly see that you approve of such...rustic fare, my
dear."

Megan felt her face heat. Before she could
say anything, Jedediah spoke up, too.

"Now, now, Prudie," he told his wife. "It's
not as though Miss Kearney needs to keep her figure to attract a
husband—not at her advanced years." He winked and gave the basket a
little shove in Megan's direction. "You go on ahead and indulge
yourself."

The basket wobbled in her hand. She gritted
her teeth and made herself smile calmly at them as she set it onto
the scarred oak station desk.

"As it happens, I'm only twenty-eight
advanced years," she informed them. And at least half of those
years have been spent negotiating with you. It certainly felt
like it. "Still young enough to appreciate the latest fashions—"
Megan aimed an especially syrupy smile at Mrs. Webster. "—and old
enough to understand what it really means to bind yourself to a
spouse—" Another smile for Jedediah. "—forever."

The Websters sighed and looked at their
feet, separately chagrined—but united in the way they both slumped
in their seats on the other side of her father's heavy
stationmaster's desk.

Feeling a bit cheered, Megan sat straighter
and picked up a pencil. "Now, about this provision for the living
space behind the mercantile—" she began, going on to press for
slightly improved terms than those she'd originally agreed
on...plus the complimentary addition of some handsomely glazed
Mexican pottery she'd admired in their mercantile.

"I think you'll agree," she finished, "that
such an...indication of goodwill is warranted here."

"I suppose," Jedediah said doubtfully.

"Very well," Mrs. Webster snapped.
"Your—your good nature warrant is, of course, an indication here.
Do you take us for greenhorns, fresh from the train?"

"Of course not." Megan frowned thoughtfully
at the much re-written purchase agreement on the desk, the document
that would deed her Jedediah's Tucson mercantile—soon to become
her longed-for dressmaker's shop. "But there is still the
small matter of the abutment with Mr. Meyer's establishment and its
influence on the deed to be assessed. I'm sure—"

A blurred motion in the office doorway
caught her eye. Addie's head appeared, vehemently shaking 'no' as
she pantomimed reading a book. She licked her finger and turned a
pretend page, then shook her head again.

Doing her best to glare her away, Megan
pulled the deed agreement closer and wrote in the addition of the
pottery and the improved living space terms. "I—I'm sure we can
easily come to terms with that, though," she finished
awkwardly.

Shoot, Addie had done it to her again. She'd
lost the direction of her thoughts regarding the abutment when
she'd seen her warning. Now it was too late to let her original
indignation carry her into further negotiations.

Smiling smugly, Addie pantomimed closing a
book and ducked out of the doorway. Megan frowned after her.
Don't talk like a book, indeed! How was she supposed to cope
with people like the Websters, if all she could do was smile and
curtsey and show off her bustle?

It was ridiculous to behave as though she
hadn't a thought in her head beyond ribbons and recipes. If that
was what it took to capture a husband, no wonder she'd never gotten
herself one!

Aside from living in the middle of nowhere
with a bunch of station hands for company and a father who spent
more time at the gambling table than the dinner table, she amended.
If not for Addie and the much-thumbed copies of Godey's
brought to her by the Kearney stagecoach drivers from the Fort
Lowell officers' wives, she wouldn't have had any feminine
influences at all.

Across the desk, the Websters put their
heads together and whispered. She took advantage of the opportunity
to review the deed agreement one last time, then cleared her
throat.

"It looks as though everything is in order,"
she said when they looked up. "Shall we sign?"

She plucked a fountain pen from its holder
and held it toward Jedediah. He stared at it as though she'd
suggested he eat it, rather than simply sign his name with it.
Then, slowly, he leaned forward and reached for it.

Mrs. Webster jabbed him with her elbow. With
a sheepish expression, he lowered his hand again.

"Ahh, we'll need to view the reimbursement
before signing, Miss Kearney."

"Reimbursement?"

"The cash," Mrs. Webster clarified.

"I see."

She'd hoped to secure a cashier's check with
the money at the telegraph office in Tucson before completing their
transaction. Having a record of the money that changed hands would
be best. After all, the entire contents of her nest egg were at
risk. But as difficult as this meeting had been to arrange, and as
difficult as the Websters had been to deal with, all Megan wanted
to do was get it over with. A signed, witnessed receipt would have
to do.

"The funds aren't a problem, are they?"
Jedediah asked. "I know it's not quite in a lady's nature to deal
with great sums of money."

Megan thought back on the years she'd been
drawing wages as her father's bookkeeper and part-time, uncertified
station manager. What did that make her, if not a lady handling
great sums of money? It was fortunate she and her father had kept
her financial acumen to themselves—otherwise, folks might have
expected her to start wearing britches, or something equally
ridiculous.

"Or perhaps you'd like to wait until your
father can be present himself, to guide you?" Mrs. Webster
suggested. "I've always taken my dear father's advice, right down
to the question of whom I'd marry."

That explained a great deal.
Suppressing a shudder at the notion of enduring a similar fate,
Megan opened the desk drawer to her left and withdrew a stack of
leather-bound ledgers. Their familiar, earthy scent did much to
reassure her. This was her element, she reminded herself, and her
home. She wouldn't allow mean-hearted people like the Websters to
discourage her.

Besides, all her dreams hinged on reaching
an accord with them.

"I'm afraid my father's been called away on
business," she said. Called away to a Faro game, more
likely. According to Addie, he'd ridden out for Tucson sometime
before sunup, all afire about some 'big opportunity' he meant to
surprise them with. "So he won't be able to be here with us
today."

"Oh, my. That's such a shame."

Megan's heart twisted. She'd never thought
of it in precisely those terms before, but Mrs. Webster was right,
after a fashion.

If she waited long enough for Joseph Kearney
to appear and formally sanction her dressmaker's shop purchase,
she'd not only be the spinster she already was—she'd be wrinkled
and gray-haired, to boot. As much as she loved him, her father
never seemed to be around when she needed him. Today was no
exception...and that truly was a shame.

Pride made her sit straighter. With as much
composure as she could muster, Megan met Mrs. Webster's gaze
head-on. "Not such a shame, madam. I've enjoyed the freedom it's
allowed me."

Briskly, she plunked the ledgers onto the
desktop and reached into the drawer again, feeling with her
fingertips for the smooth glass canning jar that held her nest egg.
The sooner they finished this, the better.

Her fingertips met cool glass. Smiling, she
pulled out the jar, keeping it below the desk so she could count
its contents in private. "I'll just be a moment," she told the
Websters.

"Take your time, Miss Kearney," said
Jedediah.

"We want to be sure you count all those
precious coppers correctly," added Mrs. Webster with a smug,
haughty expression—the same expression that greeted Megan in town,
whenever she ventured to Tucson for fabric or lace or tinware.

Now, as always, it hurt. Why could she never
muster enough defenses against those cutting looks? No matter how
hard she tried, they always managed to pierce her defenses
somehow.

One day those cutting looks wouldn't bother
her, Megan promised herself. One day, she'd rise above them.

"You might even want to count twice,"
Jedediah added.

Sudden, unwanted tears of embarrassment and
anger stung her eyes. She wished she'd negotiated even harder on
that purchase agreement, wrangled even more favorable terms than
the excellent ones she already had secured.

Her hands trembled on the jar lid, sending
it clattering to the floor. Wanting nothing more than to throw her
carefully counted coins and precious rolled bills right at the
Websters, Megan reached inside.

And came up with nothing. Her nest egg
savings had vanished. Disappeared...just as quickly as the Websters
themselves would, when they learned the truth.

Oh, papa, Megan thought as she stared
at the empty jar in her hands. Whatever have you done this
time?

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


"Stop, Miss Megan!" Addie said, reaching
over to wrestle a hairbrush and comb from Megan's grasp before she
could pack it. "This is the craziest notion I've heard since old
Charlie took it into his head to rig parasols to the drivers' seats
on all the coaches."

"It's not crazy, it's necessary." Megan
packed her second-best dress atop the clothes already assembled in
the opened satchel on her bed, then snatched back the hairbrush and
comb, stuffed them inside, and snapped her luggage closed. "Who
knows how much of that nest egg money papa's already lost?"

"He meant well. He—he—thought he'd double
it. Surprise you for your birthday next month. Afore he left,
Joseph told me he had a sure-fire system this time. One that can't
be beat."

Addie folded her bony arms over her apron
front and leaned against the doorjamb. Her expression said she
believed everything she'd just said.

But Megan knew better.

"He always has some highfalutin', can't-miss
gambling technique up his sleeve," she reminded Addie, hefting her
second satchel onto the bed. "And it always works perfectly—right
up until the moment he loses it all."

Addie gave her a sorrowful look. "He loves
you, child."

Megan's hand fisted on the black cotton
stockings she'd been about to stuff into the satchel. An image of
her father's smiling, bewhiskered face rose in her mind's
eye...then dissolved beneath a new vision of a gaming table, a haze
of smoke, and papa crying into his Levin's Park beer because he'd
lost every penny of his daughter's nest egg. It was too real to be
ignored.

"Awww, Addie. I love him, too."

She smoothed out the crumpled stockings and
tucked them into the satchel beside her hair ribbons and the
derringer she'd received from the station hands for a Christmas
gift last year. She looked at the little gun again, thought better
of keeping it out of reach, and slipped it into her skirt pocket
instead.

"But I can't let him do this again. It's
taken me two years to replace what he lost last time he found my
savings. At this rate, by the time I get my dressmaker's shop, I'll
be too old to see what I'm stitching."

She added a bottle of rose water and a wad
of lacy handkerchiefs, then closed the satchel. "Besides, the
Websters are set to head back east on Saturday's train. If I
haven't gotten the money to them before then, they'll sell their
mercantile to Mr. Meyer the butcher next door, and my chance will
be gone."

She'd managed to hide the fact of her
missing money from Jedediah and his wife, and had somehow convinced
them they needed a re-written purchase agreement—due to all the
changes—before completing their transaction. With her promise to
have a new contract drawn up and delivered to them later in the
week, they'd left on the morning express only minutes earlier.

But Megan knew she couldn't put them off
with excuses for long.

"Three days isn't much time," Addie said,
coming to stand beside the bed. "What if you can't find your papa
by then? You're hardly familiar with town, and—"

"I can do it."

She had to do it. She'd dreamed of
her dressmaker's shop for so long now, dreamed of something her
very own to feel proud of. Something secure to keep her safe. She
couldn't give up when it was almost within reach.

Addie's gentle hand touched her shoulder.
"Sheer grit might not be enough."

"I don't see why not."

With a sigh, Addie smoothed the brown
worsted shoulder seam it had taken Megan a week straight to sew
correctly. The shaping technique had been new and difficult to
master, but in the end she'd done it.

Determination had worked then. It would work
again.

"Maybe you should've told Joseph the truth,
Megan," Addie went on. "Told him your plans for your shop. Maybe
none of this would've happened at all."

"And maybe it would've happened even
sooner." Megan shook her head and picked up her wide-brimmed
traveling hat, then carried it to the looking glass. "I've got to
do this on my own."

"It ain't like you're alone." In the glass,
Addie's reflection twisted her apron hem. "We all would help ya' if
we could."

Pausing with her hat on but untied, Megan
met Addie's gaze. Her fingers trembled on the wide grosgrain
ribbons in her hands, making them flutter against her dress. "I
know you would," she said quietly. "And I love you for it,
Addie."

She turned, ribbons whirling past her
shoulders. "I just plain love you for no reason at all," she said,
catching Addie's spare, strong shoulders and pulling her close for
a hug.

With no mother she could remember well, and
a father more often afield than underfoot, she didn't know what she
would've done without Addie nearby. Sniffling, Megan kept her
forehead buried against Addie's familiar, crisp apron for a moment
longer, then squeezed once more and stepped away.

"But I'm still heading to Tucson to bring
papa back—and my nest egg money—and this time I won't take no for
an answer."

She tied her hat ribbons beneath her chin
and scrutinized the effect in the mirror, comparing it with the
illustration she'd seen in the latest Godey's from Fort
Lowell. For an ordinary straw bonnet, it looked right fine with the
embellishments she'd added. The thought that she looked nice gave
her the extra courage she needed to face the highbrow ladies in
town—and their wagging gossips' tongues.

She pulled on her mother's old linen
gloves—the only pair she'd ever owned—and turned to face Addie.
"Well? How do I look?"

"Like you outta take Mose along with you for
protection," Addie answered sourly, crossing her arms again. "Them
ruffians in town will take one look at you and toss you over their
shoulders for Maiden Lane."

What a thrilling notion! "Do you really
think so?" Megan asked, pirouetting in front of the looking glass.
Her bustle swayed behind her with just the right amount of swoosh
to be stylish, but....

"Megan! Ravishment is nothing to look
forward to!"

She examined the embroidery at the wrists of
her gloves and tried to look contrite. "Only if it's not done
properly," she couldn't resist saying. "Why, in the French novel I
read last week—"

"That's it." Addie picked up both satchels
from the floor. "You're not venturing an inch from this station
with notions like that in your head."

"Yes, I am." Megan grabbed a satchel and
tugged. It didn't budge.

"No, ma'am." Addie tugged back. "And no more
French novels, neither."

She tried a smile. "If you let me go, I'll
bring you back some of those fine Mexican vanilla beans from the
marketplace."

Addie's grasp loosened.

"You haven't had any of those since that
last drummer came through, remember?"

Addie's gaze softened. "The one with that
fine tinware," she murmured, clearly remembering. Nothing was
dearer to Addie's heart than her cooking and baking.

"And a fresh cone of sugar," Megan said to
sweeten the deal.

"Cinnamon?"

"Yes, that too." With a friendly pat, she
slipped the satchel handle from Addie's left hand, then her right.
Helpfully, she steered her toward the door. "Vanilla, sugar, and
cinnamon. Just think of all you could make with that."

Halfway into the short hall leading to the
stage station office, Addie's vision cleared. She gave Megan a
sharp look, but her accompanying smile was kind. "You're a wily
one," she said, shaking her finger. "You'd better take care,
though. That fancy talk won't always work on folks."

"Of course not," Megan replied with a demure
shrug of her shoulders. "Some people just can't be persuaded."

But about ninety-nine percent of them could,
she figured—and those odds were favorable enough to suit her
fine.



"If Joseph Kearney isn't here," Gabriel said
tightly, "then someone else must be—someone who knows where he's
gone."

Gripping his horse's reins in his fist, he
scrutinized the yard of Kearney Station again before returning his
gaze to the station hand who'd greeted him.

If a grunt could be called a greeting.

"'Spect so," the man said.

Tall, blond, and well-muscled as the dappled
gray chomping at the bit beside him, the man put Gabriel in mind of
a Swedish boxer he'd once seen in the ring in Chicago. If his
taciturn responses were anything to go by, he, too, had been bashed
in the head one too many times.

"When's Mr. Kearney expected back?"

The station hand muttered something
unintelligible.

"Has he been gone long?"

"Can't rightly say."

Clearly, he was going to be here for a
while. Swearing beneath his breath, Gabriel tried to force some
patience into his voice. "Who can say?"

The man's eyebrows pulled together like
caterpillars sneaking over the same Palo Verde branch. "What'd you
say yer name was?"

"I didn't."

Gabriel led his horse to the hitching post
and got the mare settled in for a long haul. When he finished, the
big Swede was still standing where he'd left him.

Maybe he hadn't noticed things had changed
yet.

"I need to see the man in charge," Gabriel
told him. He inclined his head toward the rough adobe station
building, trying not to smile anew at the pink blossoms painted
over the doorway. "He in there?"

"No."

He tipped his chin toward the stables. "In
there?"

"No."

He gazed over the horizon, past acres of
rocky soil, creosote bushes, and prickly pear. "Out there?"

"No."

"Hmmm." Gabriel passed his hand over his
face, wishing he could scrub away the weariness that had trailed
him since crossing the Territory line. "Thanks for your help."

He turned and headed for the stage station
office. Before he could take four steps, the hand lumbered into his
path. The movement was a veritable flash of speed for an ox of a
man like that.

And because of it, Gabriel knew he'd guessed
correctly.

Joseph Kearney might be away from the
station—or he might just want folks to think he was—but
something important was in that office. Gabriel meant to
find out what it was.

"Folks ain't allowed in there," the hand
said.

Tipping back his hat brim, Gabriel took a
leisurely look at the man. "Is that right?"

"Yeah."

"Why's that?"

He appeared to think on it. He got all the
way to befuddled before scratching his head and giving up. "They
just ain't."

Gabriel pulled back his coat, exposing the
badge pinned to his vest. "Pinkerton men are."

Behind the man, Gabriel saw someone open the
stage station door. A female-shaped figure stepped into the
doorway, holding up one delicate, gloved hand to tip her hat brim
toward the harsh sunlight. And all at once, Gabriel understood who
the big man had been trying to protect.

"Get better excuses," he advised the station
hand. "Or get out of the way."

Then he stepped forward to meet the woman
who was about to provide his first case-solving clues.



No sooner had Megan's vision adjusted to the
glare of the September sunlight than a stranger stepped from Mose's
shadow and came toward her.

A drummer, she thought instantly,
assessing his expensive navy suit, flashy vest, four-in-hand
necktie, and shirt through expert eyes. He looked like a fashion
picture in Godey's, and she expected he talked like a book,
too.

Something in common, some traitorous
part of her whispered.

She banished the thought instantly as he
left Mose behind and approached the station office. She hadn't time
for girlish notions of flirting with a passing peddler—however
handsomely turned out he might happen to be.

He stepped closer, extending his hand in
greeting. He was big, nearly as big as Mose, and good-looking, too.
Beneath his hat brim, his dark-shadowed face was lit with the white
slash of his smile. With it, he looked every inch the sharper, a
man who could likely sell steaks to a rancher, and charge him for
the butchering, besides.

But despite the apparent friendliness of
that smile, Megan felt a sudden urge to run. To grab the horse from
Mose's hands and ride until the sunset swallowed her up.

Surely such a notion was unfounded. And the
last thing she'd ever be called was a coward. Rather than run, she
dug her toes into the chilly packed station yard dirt and stood her
ground. With luck, she'd appear more composed than she felt.

He drew closer, hand still outstretched,
speaking words of greeting. They flew straight past her head,
chased by the lyrical huskiness of his voice. The unusual sound of
it turned his words to honey, better savored than fully
considered.

Lulled by the sound, she automatically
slipped her hand into his to accept his handshake. The feel of his
strong, warm fingers closing over hers sent unexpected shivers
coursing through her and, as instantly, she regretted not running
while she still had the chance.

"You must be Miss Kearney." He widened that
remarkable smile. "I'm here to see your father, but I'd rather do
business with a pretty woman any day."

Her shivery feelings vanished. No, he
didn't talk like a book, Megan amended. He talked like a
flannel-mouthed Irishman out to sell her the land beneath her feet
and the sky that arched over it. Only a fool would buy into the
same worthless deal twice.

She'd never considered herself a fool.

"You'll find those kind of businesswomen in
town," she said coolly, withdrawing her hand from his. "It's only a
few hours' ride." Nodding helpfully toward Tucson, she added, "Out
here, a man could get strung up for making such a suggestion to a
lady."

"My apologies," the stranger said, touching
a finger to his flat-brimmed hat. "I meant no offense."

"None taken."

Most men couldn't help the way they were
anyway, she figured. Near as she could tell, the majority of males
walked around with blinders on, thinking of nothing beyond the next
drink, the next card game, the next gunfight...or the next woman to
be taken advantage of.

If she could help it, that woman would never
be her.

He lowered his hand to the gun belt strapped
beneath his fancy coat. Thoughtfully, the stranger tipped up his
head and took in the station office behind her, the hands working
in the yard, and her new dress with equal parts interest and
appraisal, like her father did when sizing up potential gaming
opponents. Then, with a rapt expression, he reached past her
shoulder and smoothed his fingers over the pink roses she'd painted
along the doorframe.

"These are beautiful." He stroked them once
more, as if savoring the feel of them beneath his hand. His gaze,
startlingly blue in a rather rawboned face, shifted to her. "Are
you the artist?"

No one had ever admired her flowers. Mostly,
folks thought painting them was a waste of time. But this man
obviously did not agree. On the contrary, he stroked the painted
flowers as though they were nigh irresistible—and stood so near
that the warmth of his forearm teased her jaw, even through his
fine wool suit.

Megan found herself inhaling the scents of
tangy crushed creosote blossoms, leather, and rich tobacco that
clung to his clothes...and telling herself that surely the
breathlessness she felt owed more to her too-tight stays than any
stranger's compliments.

Until she realized his expression remained
intent on hers, waiting for her reply. Then there was no denying
her reaction was because of him. To her knowledge, the corset had
yet to be designed that could make her heart pound and her stomach
lurch with excitement.

"Yes, I am. How did you—"

Mose's approach cut off the rest of her
words. He shoved his huge body between her and the stranger, fixing
him with a poisonous look. "I'm powerful sorry, Miss Megan, but
this here man's a—"

"—about to leave, I'd say." Shaking her head
in amazement, Megan looked from Mose to the stranger. Good heavens!
He'd changed tactics so smoothly she hadn't even realized it. He'd
recognized the error of his careless compliment, and tried another
approach immediately.

Aside from herself, she'd never met anyone
who'd have tried such a thing.

Whoever he was, she'd clearly underestimated
him.

She looked up at him. "I'm sorry, but you
can't see my father today. He's been called away from the station,
and won't be returning for some time. But I'll tell him you called,
mister..."

"Winter," he supplied. "Gabriel Winter."

His voice held an intriguing lilt, like a
sun-warmed version of the Irish sisters' speech at San
Agustín church in town. Spoken by him, his name sounded like
poetry.

And she sounded like an addle-headed
idiot, Megan told herself sternly. Thank heaven she hadn't
uttered such a thing aloud.

"As I said, I'll tell him you were here."
Gathering her full brown skirts in both hands, Megan stepped toward
the station yard to have a horse saddled and brought round for her.
The sooner she went after her father, the better.

"Good day, Mr. Winter," she called as she
walked away. "You're welcome to some refreshments in our station
kitchen before you leave. Mose will take you there, if you'd
like."

"If I'd like?"

"Yes."

She turned toward him again, raising her
skirt slightly higher to keep her hem out of the mud and muck
littering the yard. Gabriel Winter's gaze shot to her ankles, then
lingered. She felt his attention on her just as surely as if he'd
reached out his hand and caressed her skin the same way he'd
stroked her painted roses.

And knew she shouldn't have liked the
sensation.

Much less felt thrilled to the bottoms of
her sensible brogan shoes.

"Or," she added archly, assessing his
broad-shoulders and fit physique just as boldly, "if you prefer,
you could just take your leave right now. You seem fairly well-fed
to me."

Either that, or most of his apparent muscle
was padding tailored into his suit. As a seamstress, she'd
practiced such techniques herself. Mollified by the thought of his
horsehair-pillowed shoulders, Megan shut her mouth and put on her
most no-nonsense expression, then shifted her attention to his
face.

He was grinning. At her.

The rascal.

Her actions and words had been meant to
dismiss him. Instead, he only arched his brow and asked,
"Leave?"

"Yes." Was he simple-minded? "Naturally,
since my father wasn't expecting you today, you can hardly think
to—"

"He expected me."

Something in the way he said it made her
pause. "Oh?" she asked, casually as she could.

"Yes."

It couldn't be true. She'd have known if her
father was expecting a visitor, since she conducted much of the
station business herself. Still, she'd underestimated Gabriel
Winter once already. She didn't intend to commit the same mistake
twice.

And whatever his business, it was probably
best handled in private—without station hands nearby.

Megan nodded toward Mose. "It's all right,
Mose. Thank you for your help."

He grinned and tugged the horse's reins he
was holding closer to his chest, staring down at his big clodhopper
boots. "Ain't nothin', Miss Megan."

"It was a great deal," she insisted with a
smile. "But why don't you take Mollie to the stable now, and get on
with your work. I'll be fine here."

Mose cast a suspicious glance at Gabriel
Winter. Reluctantly, he tugged the horse nearer. "Yes'm," he
muttered, taking his leave—but not before slamming his shoulder
into Mr. Winter's chest as he passed.

Men. Always having to prove something.

To her amazement, the stranger didn't even
sway. And, to her greater surprise, he didn't seem to feel the need
to shove Mose back, either.

"Shall we talk inside?" he asked instead. He
removed his hat, revealing a headful of hair thick and black as a
moonless night, then gestured toward the opened stage station
doorway. "You may prefer hearing what I have to say in
private."

His solicitousness surprised her. But the
appreciative glance he aimed at her bustle when she moved toward
the door did not. Megan stepped sideways, putting a little extra
wiggle into her walk as she preceded him into the station. As near
as she could tell, she might need whatever weaponry she could
muster.

In her experience, a well-padded bustle
counted among the most effective.

Smiling, she pulled off her hat and gloves
with motions leisurely enough to let her observe Gabriel
Winter—hopefully, without him noticing. His tall, broad-shouldered
body blocked much of the light from the doorway, then he followed
her inside. His boots beat solidly on the hard-packed dirt floor as
he made his way around the room, somehow managing to fill the space
in a way the station hands never had. He carried a sense of
authority with him as easily as he wore those citified clothes.

Her curiosity piqued, Megan finished
removing her gloves, and lay them daintily across her palm the way
she'd read the Godey's ladies did.

"Did you say my father expected you?" she
asked, taking a seat behind the desk. At least there she felt more
in control, however little she knew about her visitor.

Gabriel Winter nodded, still examining the
room. He traced his fingers over the books shelved near the door,
touched the lantern on its hook, rubbed his palm over the pair of
old ladder-back chairs Jedediah and Prudie Webster had occupied
earlier. At her desk, he closed his eyes and fairly caressed the
quartz paperweight Megan kept atop the bills of lading. It was as
though the man felt as strongly as he saw.

His eyes opened, then focused on her face
with unnerving intensity. "Yes, he expected me."

Enough of this mysteriousness. "Why?"
she snapped, throwing down her gloves to open the journal of
express shipment records. "Do you have something to ship on the
express?"

"No, not that."

He dropped his hat atop her journal. He
walked around the side of her desk, near enough that his pant legs
almost brushed her skirts. Then, to her astonishment, Gabriel
Winter kept right on going toward the living area at the rear of
the station.

"I'm here to arrest him," he said, tossing
something over his shoulder.

She scrambled to her feet just as it landed
on the desktop with a scrape of metal on wood.

A Pinkerton agent's badge.

Things had gone from bad to worse.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


"Come back here this instant!"

Megan Kearney's voice preceded her to the
rear of the stage station by no more than a hair's breadth. Clear,
precise, and achingly female, the sound would've been sweeter than
molasses—if the lady behind it hadn't been mad enough to wake
snakes. Her tone made it clear she wasn't used to being
ignored.

Gabriel could see why, after noticing the
way her bustle trailed her earlier. A man could follow that sweet
side-to-side swoosh clear to heaven and back. For a spinster,
Joseph Kearney's daughter knew how to use every feminine asset the
Lord had granted.

And some He hadn't.

She barreled into the plain-furnished
bedroom he'd found himself in, affording him no more than a glimpse
of the room before she blocked the view with those assets of hers.
The rounded flare of her hips beneath her skirt was a sight finer
to look at than the old military cot, chest, and bare adobe walls
behind her, and so was the rest of her.

A man couldn't help but take a second
look.

"This is my father's bedroom!" she said.
"Get out of here at once."

"Or what?" Gabriel asked lazily. She really
was a pretty thing—if a little on the oddly dressed side. Those
geegaws on her hat had been enough to send the cactus wrens toward
her with thoughts of nesting on their minds. "You'll call that
oversized kid you call a station hand in here to roust me out?"

"Yes!"

He shrugged. "I've put bigger men in the
ground. Maybe not dumber ones, but—"

She started to tremble—with anger, he
guessed, not fear.

"If you so much as lay a hand on Mose," she
said, "I'll—I'll—"

Just as he'd thought—she was softhearted.
Soft all over, by the looks of her. If he'd had more time, more
leads on the case....

The case.

For all he knew, she'd helped her father
pull off that damned stagecoach robbery. Reminding himself of the
duty that had brought him here, Gabriel pressed his fingertips to
the pale canvas tacked over the low viga ceiling and leaned
over her.

"You'll what?"

She glared upward, taking in the way his
fingertips reached the ceiling. Then she glared upward at him.

He grinned. Lord, but he did like a feisty
woman.

"Hmmm?" he prompted.

Her big brown eyes lost some of their
warmth. Her gaze narrowed, then centered on him.

Low-down on him.

"I'll do this," she said—and kicked him in
the shin.

Damnation. Pain exploded along his
leg bone. Ducking, he rubbed it out, still keeping an eye on her.
He wanted to know it if she took it into her head to kick him a
little higher up.

"Desert women are a little different than
you're used to, I guess," she said, returning his look with vinegar
to spare.

Gabriel grunted. "Yeah. A city woman
would've jabbed me with her parasol instead." He winced as he
straightened again—this time, out of kicking range. "What the
hell's in those shoes?"

"Feet. Please get out."

He looked her over, gauging his chances of
sweet-talking her into letting him search the place without getting
crippled for his efforts.

They didn't look good.

But he had to try.

He reached inside his coat pocket and tugged
out the wanted poster he'd drawn up on the train from California.
Based on the case file, it contained details about the stagecoach
robbery, the man he sought, and the reward offered. If things went
according to his plan, he wouldn't need to have it printed up and
posted.

But Miss Kearney didn't know that.

"Not until you read this." Gently, he pushed
the rolled paper into her hands.

She looked like she expected it to sit up
and bite her. "Look, agent Winter," she said, thrusting the paper
toward him as though to give it back, "I was on my way to conduct
some very important business in town, and I don't have time for
some sharper's shenanigans. Someone has obviously misled you, if
you think my father is involved in some sort of—"

"Just read it."

She strangled it in her fist instead, giving
him a defiant glare. "No Pinkerton man has any reason to go after
my father. You people hunted down the James and Younger gangs, for
heaven's sake!"

Megan slapped the rolled wanted poster onto
his chest. He clapped his hand over hers, holding it atop the paper
hard enough to keep the poster from falling—hard enough to keep her
from getting away.

"I suggest you devote yourself to chasing
the real criminals in this Territory," she said, trying to wriggle
her hand away. "Everyone knows they're common as cactus."

"And twice as prickly."

She sighed and quit struggling. "This may be
funny to you, but I don't think—"

"Neither do I."

Her small hand stilled beneath his, warm
enough that he could feel her heat clear through to his chest, even
past the layers of paper and clothes separating them. He sensed the
rounded bulk of a ring on one of her fingers, and wondered if the
spinster Kearney was really as lacking in beaus as his research
into her family implied.

"Then let me go and we'll both be on our
way," she said, her voice crisp.

For a small woman standing up to a much
larger man, Megan Kearney somehow managed to look fierce.
Determined. She kept her shoulders straight, kept her gaze level on
his face...and kept the wanted poster she refused to believe
plastered against his chest while she waited for him to take the
document back.

At that moment, her loyalty to her father,
however mislaid, struck him as endearing as hell. Suddenly Gabriel
wished he'd let McMarlin question her instead.

"This is no sharper's trick," he said. "I've
got good reasons to be here. Otherwise, I'd let you head out to
town and get on with your business. I'm not in the habit of making
hasty judgments."

He stroked his thumb over hers, then
released her hand and pressed the poster into it. "I'm sorry."

The disbelieving look she gave him did
nothing to salve his conscience. As far as some folks were
concerned, the Pinkertons were no better than high-paid bounty
hunters. From the looks of things, Megan agreed with them.

With the air of a stable hand wanting to get
the damned stalls mucked out, she dipped her head and rapidly
scanned the page.

"This can't be," she muttered. With a sound
of confusion, she wrinkled her forehead and read it again. Then,
looking wounded, she raised her head and stared toward the window.
Gabriel waited. Her gaze turned distant, distracted.

Trying to think of an explanation that
would prove her father's innocence somehow, he figured. It was
the reaction most folks had when faced with the kind of news he
brought. Witnessing their despair and disbelief turn to acceptance
was one of things he hated most about being an agent. It was also
one of the things he'd been forced to accept early on.

"Happens all the time," he replied, hoping
to take some of the sting from the news. "You couldn't have
known."

She said nothing, only lowered her head and
touched her fingertips to the poster. Her motions stirred the air
in the room, sweetened it with the feminine scents surrounding her.
Apparently, painted flowers weren't the only kind she came in
contact with. She smelled like she'd rolled in a whole meadow.

Just as the contrast of blossoms drawn on
dirt-streaked adobe had, the combination of sweet and tough in
Megan Kearney intrigued him like nothing he'd known. He watched the
play of late-morning sunlight over her features, and liked what he
saw. Any honey-coated words he gave her would have truth to
spare.

"In my line of work, I've seen things you
would not believe, Miss Kearney," Gabriel said when she looked up
from the wanted poster. "But I've never seen a woman with hair
exactly the color of sugared coffee, like yours." He paused to push
back a strand that had come undone from the knot at the back of her
head. "And eyes like the heart of a flame."

Her jaw dropped. So did the wanted poster,
to the rug at their feet. Apparently, he'd shocked her into
stillness. Taking advantage, Gabriel let his gaze linger on her
hair, her neck, then followed the trail of black buttons toward the
ample curves of her breasts, hidden beneath her stiff-starched
clothes.

"You're a right fine looker," he said
softly, giving her hair one last, smooth stroke before lowering his
hand. "Too bad you're a wanted man's daughter."

Too bad he wanted her himself.

He couldn't think about that. Not with a
case at hand. But it had silenced her well enough, and that would
have to do. He couldn't afford to turn mush-hearted now.

Putting behind thoughts of wanting for
wanted, Gabriel surveyed the room and decided the chest was the
most likely hiding place for the stolen money he sought. With an
ache of regret he didn't care to consider, he went first to the
scratched wooden trunk at the foot of the cot.
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