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      CAROLINE

      

      The little snooze I took between August Point and Lewistown had been an act. Everything for me was an act. So much so that I was afraid I was losing myself. Perhaps I'd already done so, accepting a marriage of convenience as I had. The journey from Minneapolis to the Montana Territory had been interminable, rocking to and fro on a train, then cramped in a stage with two other women who were as nervous, as wary about their fates, as I. Eleanor and Emily, who were also mail order brides, had met their husbands at the appropriate stops, leaving me alone with my thoughts as I journeyed to my final destination. Apex. At long last.

      I'd never had close friends; my miserable family life had not condoned, nor made those types of alliances, amenable. A friend from school would stop by to visit, yet only stay as long as my father was not present. Once he did make his presence known, she would scurry away to her own safe home like a mouse at the lighting of a lantern. One look at the gleam in his eye, the harsh tone of his voice and they knew his true nature. Evil. And so I grew up mostly alone. No confidants, no bosom buddy to laugh and share nonsensical items such as hair ribbons. Because of the man's perfidy, I had accustomed myself to a miserable, solitary lifestyle, making the journey west with two others quite an adjustment.

      Not that either Eleanor or Emily were unkind. The opposite, in fact. They were women with whom I felt a kindred spirit. Vivacious, lively, light of heart. We were, though, only short-term friends as we were married to men in three different towns, mere dots on the vast landscape of the Montana Territory. I held no hopes of seeing them again, even though we'd vowed to keep in touch, and once alone in the stage I felt the comfort and familiarity of solitude. Solitude was safe. Even now, hundreds of miles from Minneapolis, even knowing my father could not come back from the dead to hurt me further, I feared. I never stopped being wary. Afraid.

      The stage was stifling, the air thick with dust, the heat heavy like a winter blanket. I folded back a leather flap, allowing the cool breeze to enter, although the only exposed skin on my body to enjoy it were my face and my hands. Even the pale blue dress's collar was confining. I longed to undo the tiny buttons at my throat, but this would be unseemly. Appearances were all that mattered. I couldn't let anyone guess as to the real me. The real Caroline. If they discovered where I came from, what I'd done, well...I couldn't consider it.

      No one had to know that my mild, pleasant demeanor was all a facade. A facade so well constructed that at times I forgot I wasn't the meek, mild waif I appeared. I couldn't change that I was a waif. Petite, thin, I could be taken for a boy, although my bosom could not be disguised. Emily always commented on how perfect I always looked, my hair neatly styled, my clothes crisp and fresh. Little did she know it was out of habit--a habit that had saved me from a beating often enough--that I remained so...perfect.

      The stage hit a rut in the supposed path and it rocked me into the side of the stage, bumping my shoulder into the wooden wall. Bruises would cover me from bottom to back before my journey was complete. I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose, counted to ten. I could do this. I would survive. I would get by, without Eleanor or Emily, with a husband that was a complete stranger. In a land so foreign from the likes of Minneapolis it could have been France or Timbuktu.

      Quick glimpses of the other ladies' husbands when the stage had stopped had me hopeful that mine would be as appealing. Eleanor's was August Point's sheriff, standing tall and his bearing dominant like his profession. Emily's man was strong and solid, with a brooding demeanor, yet seemed quite pleased at the sight of her.

      Horace Meecham. My husband. Would Horace be as appealing to every feminine sense as the other men Mrs. Bidwell had chosen? The mail order madame who'd arranged and facilitated the marriages could be a lifesaver, or a prison warden, sending me to a lifetime sentence of...I wouldn't think about that.

      Glancing out the opening, vast green prairie was all I could see. The grass waved with the breeze, looking like a soft carpet, especially with the warm sun shining upon it. The expanse was inviting to my confined spirit. I longed to roam free, with nothing or no one binding me to their dictates. I'd spent all of my nineteen years beneath the cruel thumb of my father, then quickly thrust into three weeks traveling with two companions. I'd soon be shackled to a man for the rest of my life. Would there be any time when I was truly free?

      A loud crack startled me from my thoughts and it was a moment before I realized what had made the sound. A gun had been fired! The stage lurched sharply to the left and I teetered on the edge of the seat. Had the driver been shot? As the stage slowed, I jolted forward, falling onto the floor, my knees smarting at the hard contact. The driver--thankfully not dead--yelled at the horses to slow. Bracing my hands on the bench seat in front of me, careful not to bump my head as the stage staggered and shuddered to a stop. Even with the animals halted in their tracks, their snorts and harsh breathing loud, my heart raced on. Bewildered, I glanced out the window, but from my position on the floor, I could only see the blue, cloudless sky.

      "What the hell are you shooting at me for, Masters?" Mr. McCallister, the stage driver, yelled, all riled and angry, although that seemed the way of him all the time. The men must be acquaintances if he knew his name which offered me a brief moment of comfort. Then I realized he wouldn't have shot at the stage if not for a valid reason. McCallister knew an outlaw by name?

      "I want what's in the stage." The man's voice was deep, clear. And nearby.

      I was in the stage. Quickly, I dropped down to ensure my entire person was beneath the edge of the window, my pale hair a beacon in the sunshine. Darting a glance around the small area, I searched for a place to hide. It was a silly venture; the space was spartan and offered nowhere to go. Except out.

      "There's nothing of value. No bank box. Nothing." Silence. Then, "Why in tarnation are you taking to robbing the stage? Have you lost your mind? Your spread not keeping you busy enough? Isn't it best to keep your identity a secret, or are you planning on shooting me dead?"

      I gulped down the panic that lodged in my throat. Would he shoot us?

      "McCallister, quit your yapping," the man replied. "The woman. I want the woman."

      My eyes widened in surprise. Oh God. He wanted me. The outlaw wanted me. I'd heard stories of stages being robbed with often deadly results. But those had just been stories. This was real life.

      "She's destined for Apex and Meecham," Mr. McCallister countered.

      "Not anymore."

      The man didn't say more, as if that was the final say in their conversation.

      The voices came from the door at my right, so slowly, carefully, I opened the door on the left, hoping to slip out.

      "Did you think to hide in plain sight? There's nothing but prairie all around." The deep voice now spoke to me. Without me hearing, the man had opened the door and witnessed my attempted retreat. If I'd been paying any attention at all, if I hadn't been so panicked, I would have noticed the air was cooler, fresher even. The gloomy space was brighter with the sunshine pouring in the open doorway around the man's figure.

      I sucked in a lungful of air, closed my eyes and started my count that always helped to instill calm.

      "Well?" the outlaw asked, disturbing my efforts.

      Turning tentatively, I met the man's gaze. Or at least I tried to, but he was just a black silhouette against the brightness. Standing as he was, the stage only showed him from hip up, a wide brimmed hat on his head. I could tell he was tall, broad shouldered, solid, but that was all.

      "Why...." I cleared my throat, squinting from the bright sunshine behind him. "Why do you want me?" I asked, my voice surprisingly steady considering the situation. "I'm of no importance."

      "Why not?"

      "You don't know me." I shook my head slowly.

      "You don't know Horace Meecham either," he replied. "Come."

      He held out his hand to me, patient. The outlaw was patient?

      I just stared at it, as if it were a snake with venomous teeth.

      He sighed. Loudly. Before I had a chance to retreat, he reached in and grabbed me about the waist, lifting me from the floor and out into the bright sunshine as if I weighed less than a bag of feathers.

      "Oh," I gasped at the surprising move. Squinting once again, I shielded my eyes from the sun and tried to pull away. His hands were large and easily spanned my waist. There was no question he could restrain me readily enough, but he let me go, the warmth of his hands on my skin, even through my dress, raised goose flesh.

      I bolted, in which direction I did not know.

      "There's nowhere for you to go," he called out. "You can't hide. I will catch you."

      His words halted me in my tracks. He was right. He had a horse and he was a man, a good head taller. I couldn't outrun him. Unless I were to hide in a prairie dog hole, I could be spotted for miles.

      Breathing hard from the brief burst of energy, I stopped, turned around. Looked at the man for the first time.

      My breath caught again, yet for a different reason entirely. This man...oh, this man was handsome. Not in the way I was used to, slick and pale, with crisp clothes and standoffish manners. He had red hair. No, that wasn't the right word. Russet, auburn even. I could see the sun glinting off of it beneath his hat, which meant it was on the long side. His eyes were a striking green, his nose long, mouth full. It was the strong jaw, with a dusting of red whiskers, that was the first hint to his strength. It was how his blue shirt fit his strong body. The way it set snugly across his shoulders, how it contoured his narrow waist, tucked into his denim pants. He was like Hercules, the Greek god I read about in books. Michelangelo's David, perfectly proportioned and a veritable treat for the eyes.

      "Like what you see?" he asked, a devilish smirk upturning the corner of his lips.

      My mouth fell open at his smugness. Heat flushed my skin, and not from the sun. My nipples tightened beneath the confines of my corset. My body was reacting of its own accord, completely at odds with my brain. The man was bad and I felt every womanly sign of attraction. My hands tightened into fists, not only angry with this man, but with my body's traitorous reaction as well.

      "Drive on, McCallister."

      "Masters, I can't rightly do this."

      The outlaw, Mr. Masters, lifted the gun he held and pointed it at the driver.

      Holding his hands up in surrender, he capitulated. "All right. All right." The man picked up the reins and flicked them, shouting to the animals to begin their journey once more.

      "Wait!" I shouted, raising my arm and calling out to Mr. McCallister to stop. "Wait!"

      Of course, he didn't. Once the dust settled, the sound of the stage becoming more and more muted by the second, I considered my fate. I was stuck out on the open prairie alone with a man. An outlaw with a gun. A handsome man that made me want for the first time. Would those red whiskers feel silky or scratch my tender skin? Would those full lips be soft or demanding when kissing me?

      Wait. This was not something to consider now. "You kidnapped me!" I shouted, staying on task.

      He didn't look the least bit sheepish at my words. "It wasn't all that difficult."

      I arched a brow. "Have you done this enough to have comparison?"

      A smile split his face. Straight white teeth gleamed in the sunlight and he looked, if even possible, even more handsome. I was in trouble here, in more ways than one. "This is my first kidnapping. We must be off. Come."

      He walked to his horse and picked up the reins that dangled down to the ground, the horse content nibbling at the tall grass.

      "I'm not going anywhere with you!" Mrs. Bidwell had matched me with Horace Meecham!

      "You can't stay here. You have no food, no water, no bonnet to shield your fair skin from the sun." His gaze raked over my face. "There is no shelter for when it gets dark. It will become chilly. Then there are the animals."

      I wasn't keen on any of his valid points.

      I placed my hands on my hips. "I will wait for the next stage."

      "You'll be waiting a long stretch." He looked to the left, then right down the path the stage took across the prairie as he came over to stand before me. "I'd say, two maybe three days."

      "Horace Meecham is my husband. It has all been arranged! I'm just supposed to ride off with you? That's not much of a kidnapping."

      I'd insulted him. I realized my mistake as soon as I spoke the words, my eyes widening in surprise. Fear. I knew never to rile a man, to make him feel devalued or bested by a woman.

      He stepped closer still and I flinched, expecting the worst. A bitter taste filled my mouth and I held my breath and waited for the first physical blow, the first volley of harsh words. I didn't cower, for my father always took it as a sign to hit harder.

      I watched him closely. He, in turn, watched me, his eyes raking over my face, down my body and back up. His strong jaw clenched tight, his eyes narrowed, but he did not lift a hand.

      "Kidnapping does not mean beating." His voice had a dark, menacing tone that had me shivering, even in the bright sunlight. "I will never strike you. Ever. As for Meecham, he would've."

      It didn't matter if he spoke the words I'd hoped him to say. He'd kidnapped me and I had to get away. Even if he'd said there was no escape, I had to try. So I took a slow deep breath...then dashed off once again, like a horse prodded by spurs. With one hand, I held up my dress and sprinted, my little legs moving as fast as they would go, my free arm pumping hard as if my life depended on it.

      It did.

      He was angry, the hard look on his face familiar to me. He was dangerous enough to kidnap me, I could only imagine what else he might do. There was no question he lied about never striking me. His words were false. What man told the truth? What man didn't beat the women in his family?

      It was to no avail. My short legs were no competition for his long ones, my body not strong enough for the endurance required to escape him. He easily caught up to me and grabbed me about the waist, spun me around and tossed me over his shoulder as if I were a sack of grain.

      "Put me down!" I shouted, panting heavily. "Where are you taking me? Don't hurt me!" My muscles burned from the exertion, long tendrils of hair escaped the pins and hung down long in my face.

      Walking back to his horse, I kicked my legs out, which he quickly staunched by wrapping an arm snuggly around my thighs. I switched tactics to pummeling his back, but if it bothered him, he did not show. I couldn't just let him take me away. No one would find me again. If my only hope was Mr. McCallister, I was surely doomed.

      "Will you sit upright or do you wish to be across my lap?"

      "Put me down!" I repeated.

      He lifted one foot into the stirrup and mounted his horse, swinging his leg over and sitting in his saddle without any effort to keep me in place. Moving me as if I were a child, he lowered me across his lap so my feet dangled off the horse on one side, my arms and head on the other. As the horse began its slow gait, I felt the solid muscle of his thighs bunch and flex beneath my belly. Breath was hard to find.

      "You can't leave me like this!" I sounded like a veritable shrew, but really, this was intolerable.

      A quick, strong swat to my bottom had me stiffening. "Stop talking," he said, his voice stern.

      "You struck me!" I stiffened, then slumped down, knowing he had all the power. "You said you wouldn't strike me." The heat, the anger left my words. It did no good to rile an outlaw and I'd surely done that. My tactic for escape had been wrong. I'd been hasty in my thinking.

      "This," his palm came in strong contact with my covered bottom. "This is a spanking. You are acting irrationally and I needed to get your attention, to discipline you for your ridiculous behavior."

      The horse's brown flank quivered, the scent of animal strong. I gripped the man's lower leg to steady myself, although I knew the man wouldn't drop me. Blood pooled in my head.

      "Would you rather ride like this or sit upon my lap? Those are your choices. Your only choices."
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      FINN

      

      Horace Meecham was a lucky man. His bride was everything a man could want. Everything I could want. She was a tiny thing, barely reaching my shoulder. I'd lifted sacks of grain heavier than her. When I'd pulled her from the stage and lowered her to the ground and got my first good look at her, I tried to hide my amazement. In the bright sunshine, her hair was the color of winter wheat, her skin an equally pale shade as if never been out in the sun. Porcelain. White as cream. I remembered the feel of her body beneath my fingers, soft in all the right places. My hands were so big, they'd easily spanned her waist and my thumbs had brushed the underside of her very round breasts. It was her eyes, the wary, fiery looks she sent my way, that had me hooked. The combination was...arousing. Heady.

      Horace Meecham was indeed a lucky man. Too bad for him he was dead. If his heart hadn't finished him off, half the people in Apex had wanted to see him dead for years, most assuredly willing to volunteer for the task. He was an ass, a cruel man. His wife had endured twenty years of his abuse, unable to leave. Time and time again, the sheriff--Paul Stevens--had wanted her to leave her husband, but Meecham had his rights. Marital bonds and the legal rights a man had over his wife kept Stevens' hands tied. A night or two in jail did nothing to protect Mrs. Meecham, only riled up her husband to even more acts of cruelty. The poor woman had eventually died, too weak and frail to fight off a brief illness. A stronger woman would have prevailed, but not her.

      If it hadn't been for his son, Horace Meecham, Jr., and his loose tongue when plied with whiskey, I never would have known about Caroline Turner, the elder Meecham's plan for a new, younger wife, or her imminent arrival. Junior was as dastardly as his father, trained well to the abhorrent ways of treating a woman. The whores that worked upstairs in the saloon could attest to that. The bastard was prepared to step into his dead father's shoes at her arrival, not telling her that her intended had really been his father. At the older man's death, she was a widow and most certainly marriageable.

      Junior's first stop would be to the church to bind them with a religious service. Since the men shared the same name, Minister Thomas would not question the wily man's intentions. Neither would Caroline. She'd be unaware of the deception until it was too late. He'd tell her the truth. Eventually. But then she'd be legally wed to the bastard for the rest of her life.

      Stevens could do nothing about the deception because Junior's plan was not illegal. Immoral, certainly, but not illegal. That meant as soon as Caroline left the safety of McCallister's stage, she would be Junior's. That is why I'd taken her from the stage a few miles short of Apex.

      She would be mine. Not Junior's. Not any other man. As my wife, she'd be safe from Junior.

      There was no question, none at all, that Caroline would be my wife. My plan had solely been to rescue her from Junior, but once I caught a glimpse of her, my plans--my life--had changed irrevocably. My body responded to the sight of her viscerally. My cock came to life, my protective instincts stirred. When she flinched in fear, my possessiveness was heady. Overwhelming. No one would touch her but me, and only then in pleasure.

      Even now, she was slumped over my waist unceremoniously, her soft body--belly and breasts--were pressed into my thighs. Soon, she'd no doubt feel the hard length of my cock as well. It was not something I could control. At the first glimpse of her, my cock stood at attention, as if letting me know this was the woman for me. This was the body my cock would claim.

      Someone had hurt her, the signs were obvious. She feared for her safety with me, worried that my ire would cause me to act out with my fists. It could have been because I'd kidnapped her from the stage, but it was more than that. This fear was bone deep. I'd had to grab her, hoist her upon my lap, even spank her bottom for her to still. Her acts were desperate, irrational even.

      I had to proceed cautiously as if approaching a skittish mare. Reacting wrong could have her sprinting off once again, putting herself in harm's way. Did she know about the varmint holes that littered the ground? Did she know about rattlesnakes? Highly unlikely. If something happened to her because she was fearful of me, then I would be to blame. I placed my free hand on the lower curve of her back. She flinched, afraid I would spank her again. Or worse.

      "What is your decision, Caroline?"

      "I...I prefer to sit in your lap." Her voice was mild, her body relaxed. It was almost as if she were submitting to me. I questioned this reversal in behavior, but did not mention any notice of it.

      Once she was upright, I positioned her over my thighs so she sat sideways, her head tucked beneath my chin, my arms around her small body as I held the reins. The scent of flowers drifted up from her hair, her body warm pressed against me. Her breath came out in soft pants as she sat with the straight posture of a well bred lady.
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