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“You actually intend to let me leave without making me a very happy man?”



“I know. Sad, isn’t it?” Rory patted his hand. “Life is full of one disappointment after another.”

He leaned his forehead against hers. “But it doesn’t have to be, Miss Rory.”

“It does if you’re figuring on me going upstairs with you.” She drew away.

Garth clasped her hand. “What are you afraid of, Rory?”

She batted her eyelashes. “I’m afraid I’ll enjoy it too much, and will want to make it become a habit—but you’ll no longer be here to satisfy me, so I’ll have to settle for lower quality.” She stood up. “Time to dance.”

Garth got to his feet and took her in his arms. “Make jokes if you want to, honey, but can’t you feel the excitement when our bodies touch?” he whispered. “At least let’s go someplace where we can be alone without a dozen pairs of eyes on us.”

“I don’t think so; there’s safety in numbers.”

“Don’t you trust yourself, Rory?”

“Of course I do.”

He grabbed her by the hand. “Then come on, honey, we’re getting out of here.”
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            Buckman, California

            1867

            
                Her
                        partner reeked of booze, bad breath, and body odor, but for two bits a dance
                        she could tolerate it.

                The door swung open, and the man in the doorway made Rory’s
                        bored glance change to one of curiosity. He was well kempt compared to other
                        strays that wandered into the Grotto, and he had to be a stranger in town to
                        come to this dump instead of the Palace down the street, where the clientele
                        was better heeled and the liquor wasn’t watered down.

                Rory watched with interest as the man crossed the room to the
                        bar. She had learned to tell a lot about a man from the way he carried
                        himself. This one walked tall, self-confident and relaxed, but at the same
                        time generating an “I’m-not-looking-for-trouble-so-don’t-piss-with-me” aura.
                        She figured him for one of those tall Texans who often passed through
                        town.

                To Rory’s relief the dance ended and she thanked her partner,
                        rejected his offer again to go upstairs, and strolled to the end of the bar
                        for a closer look at the new arrival.

                The stranger was taller than the other men along the bar, and
                        from her vantage point she saw that his profile bordered on perfection. His
                        thick, dark lashes swept high cheekbones, which flowed into a straight nose
                        and a firm jaw that reflected generations of patrician breeding.

                This guy was no saddle tramp, all right; so who was he and
                        what was he doing here?

                As if sensing her stare, he turned his head. Their gazes
                        locked, and a hint of merriment flashed in his brown eyes as he
                        nodded.

                Rory smiled back and was pleased to see him pick up his drink.
                        She was certain he intended to move to her side when Shelia, one of the
                        saloon’s prostitutes, sidled up to him and slipped her arm through
                        his.

                “Hi, good-looking.”

                “Evening, ma’am.”

                “You can call me Shelia, honey. And what do they call
                        you?”

                He grinned, his teeth a brilliant white against the several
                        days growth of whiskers that darkened his jaw. “Usually depends on who’s
                        doing the calling, Miss Shelia, but my mama always called me
                    Garth.”

                “And what does your wife call you, handsome?”

                “I don’t have a wife, Miss Shelia.”

                “You got a last name, Garth?”

                “Fraser. Garth Fraser.”

                “Well, Garth Fraser, I don’t believe any man as good-looking
                        as you should be drinking alone. How about buying a thirsty gal a drink? I’m
                        so dry, I’m spitting sand.”

                “We sure can’t have you doing that, now can we? Bartender, the
                        lady’s thirsty.”

                Rory had been wrong; he was no Texan. His soft-spoken,
                        pleasant Southern accent caused her to close her eyes and conjure up
                        fantasies of cotillions and flower-scented gardens.

                The stranger glanced over at Rory with a lingering look and an
                        apologetic smile; then Shelia turned him back to face her and slipped her
                        arms around his neck.

                “Maybe you’d rather finish your drink upstairs,
                        handsome.”

                “The thought’s crossed my mind.”

                “Mo, give us a bottle,” Shelia said. “Me and good-looking here
                        are gonna head up to my room.”

                “Like I couldn’t figure that out.” Mo slid a capped bottle
                        across the bar. “Five bucks, pal.”

                “Five bucks! Pretty expensive for a bottle of watered-down
                        whiskey, Mo,” Garth said with a friendly smile.

                “I ain’t runnin’ no charity house, pal. Besides, you’ll get
                        your money’s worth; Shelia’s included in the price.”

                “How about a hot bath? Is that included in the price,
                        too?”

                “Four bits more. And for another four bits—”

                “I bet I know; Miss Shelia will bathe me.” When Mo’s thick
                        lips curled in a smirk, Garth added, “I thought the war abolished
                        slavery.”

                “You Johnny Rebs oughta know, considerin’ how you got your
                        asses kicked.”

                Fraser’s friendly grin disappeared. “How would you know, pal? You probably never budged from
                        behind that bar during the whole godforsaken war.”

                Garth tossed the money on the bar, grabbed the bottle, and
                        slid his arm around Shelia’s shoulders. “Come on, Miz Shelia, we’ll wash
                        each other’s backs.”

                Rory watched the couple climb the stairs. Just her luck! If
                        Shelia hadn’t come along when she did, she would have gotten the price of a
                        couple of dances out of him.

                “Slow night,” she said when Mo came over to her.

                “That fella at the other end of the bar said he’d pay double
                        if you’ll go upstairs with him.”

                She glanced in the direction Mo indicated. The man was the
                        same one she’d been dancing with when Fraser had come in.

                “When Hell freezes over,” Rory said.

                “You’d think you were the queen of England, or somethin’,
                        lady. How much are you holdin’ out for?”

                “Love, Mo. That’s my price, and I’m not settling for anything
                        less.”

                Mo snorted. “There ain’t a woman alive that can’t be bought.
                        You included, your royal highness.”

                “I’m tired of having this argument every night, Mo. We agreed
                        no whoring. All I’d have to do is hustle drinks and dance with the
                        customers, and I could keep half of what I earn.”

                “I said that because I knew your looks would bring in a lot of
                        guys. You got any idea how much we could make if you’d start giving them
                        more than just a dance?”

                “Sorry, boss.” She walked away and sat down at a corner
                        table.

                Lord, how she hated this town! She’d been working at the
                        Grotto for a month, and would have moved on if Pop hadn’t taken to bed with
                        another attack of congestion. No one liked her. Mo was upset because she
                        wouldn’t whore, and the girls resented her for the same reason.

                Well, no way was she going to become a prostitute.

                She hankered to fall in love with a decent, hardworking man
                        who loved her, and settle down and raise his children. Surely one of these
                        days she would meet up with such a man. And if he was as sightly as that
                        Fraser fellow, that sure would sweeten the pot.

                Rory reached for the copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales that she was reading. Books
                        were her only relief from her humdrum life. When her mother died, she not
                        only had lost the woman she worshiped, but the only teacher she’d ever had.
                        It had been her mother who had taught her ciphering, and how to write and
                        read, and introduced her to the wondrous world of literature.

                Rory read anything she could get her hands on, from the King
                        James Version of the Bible to Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanack.

                But novels were her favorites. Be it Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans or Emily
                        Brontë’s Wuthering Heights or her
                        sister Charlotte’s Jane Eyre, she
                        devoured them all, delighting in Elizabeth Bennett’s and Mr. Darcy’s battle
                        of the sexes in Jane Austen’s Pride and
                                Prejudice, or the mastery of Charles Dickens’s words
                        in A Tale of Two Cities. But
                        nothing thrilled her like Sir Walter Scott’s tales of jousting knights and
                        fair damsels.

                For the next couple of hours, she sold dances and read her
                        book.

                When two new arrivals entered, a shudder rippled her spine.
                        Rory remembered seeing them the previous week. There’d been something about
                        them that gave her a chill; an aura of evil. Both had mean stares, and never
                        looked a person in the eyes. The shorter of the two had a skeletal-appearing
                        face that gave him a ghostly look. Rumor had it that they robbed and
                        shanghaied drunks for unethical sea captains.

                After exchanging a few words with Mo, the two men sat down at
                        a table in the corner. No matter how she tried, Rory couldn’t keep her eyes
                        off the creepy pair. For the next thirty minutes they spoke to no one,
                        including each other, nor did they attempt to play cards or show an interest
                        in any of the girls. They just sat there silently, drinking slowly, as if
                        waiting for someone.

                She shivered again and felt goose bumps prickle her arms as if
                        “Satan, hisself be walkin’ on me grave,” as her Irish mother had said
                        whenever something scared her. Rory decided to leave.

                She stopped at the bar to purchase a bottle of whiskey to take
                        back to her father. She was worried about Pop. He was getting up in years,
                        but insisted that what he lacked in youth, he made up in cunning. Since her
                        mother had died, he had taken to drinking his meals, rather than put some
                        decent hot food into his stomach. That was why she couldn’t leave him. At
                        least at times she succeeded in getting him to eat.

                At that moment, Shelia and Garth Fraser came downstairs. He
                        was unsteady on his feet and obviously had drunk the better part of the
                        whiskey he’d taken upstairs.

                So he was just like all the other
                                tramps after all, she thought in disgust. Men came in
                        all sizes and shapes, but underneath they were all alike.

                Once again he caught her eye and smiled and tipped his hat. He
                        was a charmer, all right. Rory nodded and then turned her back to
                        him.

                As Rory settled up with Mo for the evening, she saw the
                        bartender make eye contact with the two men and nod slightly in the
                        direction of the departing Fraser. They got up quickly and followed
                        him.

                Rory’s suspicious nature was a gift from her mother and had
                        guided her successfully through what might have been some disastrous
                        situations in her twenty-four years. She didn’t have to step in a pile of
                        horse manure to know that something smelled rotten—the two men were up to no
                        good, and it looked like her boss was in cahoots with them.

                Give it no mind, Rory O’Grady, if
                                you’ve nay got a stake in the pot. Besides, drunk or
                        sober, Garth Fraser struck her as a man who could take care of
                        himself.

                She stepped outside. The smell of the sea from a nearby inlet
                        permeated the rising ground fog that swirled around her knees and ankles. In
                        the distance, the clang of the bell on a moored buoy carried to her ears.
                        She glanced skyward just as dark clouds drifted across the face of the moon.
                        “Aye, Mum, I know: ’Tis a bad sign,” she murmured.

                Due to the late hour the street was deserted, but she was able
                        to make out the figure of Fraser and the two men following him. Clutching
                        her whiskey bottle in one hand, she tightened the shawl around her
                        shoulders, and started to scurry the short distance to her rooming
                        house.

                Then her conscience got the better of her. She couldn’t
                        abandon Fraser to whatever fate those two blackguards had planned for him.
                        Ignoring her common sense, she spun on her heel and followed them. Within
                        minutes, the rising fog would engulf the town, swallowing whatever light
                        remained in the moonless night. Rory could barely distinguish the figures,
                        but still she hugged the dark shadows to make certain she’d not be
                        seen.

                Within seconds she lost sight of them entirely, and were it
                        not for the gruff sound of a man’s voice, she would have bumped into
                        them.

                “As soon as you finish tying him up, Skull, we’ll tote him
                        into our shack. Then I’ll go and get the captain.”

                Holding what appeared to be a blackjack, the speaker stood
                        over Fraser, who was trussed up like a roped steer with his arms tied behind
                        his back and his ankles bound together.

                Grunting, the two men lifted Fraser and carried him into a
                        nearby shack. Rory inched closer and peeked into the window.

                “Hurry, he’s beginning to stir,” the larger, gruff-voiced man
                        declared. “Here’s his gun. If he wakes up, you’ll need it.”

                “You mean I should shoot him, Bates?” Skull asked.

                “No, stupid! Keep it trained on him. That’ll keep him from
                        tryin’ to escape.”

                Rory slunk back into the shadows when the man hurried away. As
                        soon as she was certain he was gone, she moved over to the shack and peered
                        into the window again. The glow from a candle inside enabled her to make out
                        the bound figure of Fraser on the floor in the corner. Skull was standing
                        over him with a pointed pistol.

                “If you want to stay alive, mate, jest stay still.”

                “Can I sit up? This is uncomfortable,” Fraser said.

                “Okay, but don’t try anything.”

                “Why didn’t you just take my money and leave me?” Fraser
                        asked, shifting to a sitting position.

                “We’ve got better plans for you, mate. You’re goin’ on a long
                        sea trip.”

                So her suspicions were right; they intended to shanghai him.
                        She had to do something, or it would be too late to help the poor man. She
                        heard footsteps and slipped back into the shadows just as Bates reappeared.
                        When he went inside, she returned to the window.

                “The captain and crew’s ashore,” Bates said. “There’s only the
                        bo’sun on duty. He said we’d have to carry him on ourselves.”

                “How’re we gonna do that?” Skull riled. “The man weighs two
                        hundred pounds at least. We can’t carry him to the ship.”

                “Then we’ll walk him there.”

                “And what makes you think I’ll be obliging enough to do that?”
                        Fraser asked.

                Bates’s mouth twisted into a cruel smirk as he pulled a
                        wicked-looking knife out of his boot. “’Cause it’s better than havin’ your
                        throat cut.”

                “That’s a good point,” Fraser agreed calmly.

                “And so has this knife, mate, so don’t try anything
                        foolish.”

                Bates cut the rope binding Fraser’s legs and hauled him to his
                        feet. Sliding the knife back into his boot, he opened the door and snarled,
                        “Let’s get movin’.”

                Fraser stomped his feet several times to get the circulation
                        back in them, then Skull shoved him to follow. Fraser stumbled into Bates
                        and knocked him off balance. Seizing the opportunity, he kicked Skull in the
                        knee.

                Doubling over with pain, Skull dropped the gun and clutched
                        his knee. Fraser used those few seconds to try to take off, but the two men
                        quickly recovered their footing and wrestled him to the ground.

                Except for the grunts and sounds of the blows, no man spoke as
                        they thrashed and struggled, but due to the proximity, no one was able to
                        deliver a felling blow.

                Considering he’d been inebriated, Fraser was managing to do a
                        fair job of fighting them off, but it was two against one, and it would only
                        be a matter of time before they’d succeed in overpowering him.

                Fraser managed to stagger to his feet and shove Skull aside
                        with such force that the little man stumbled backward, crashed into the
                        table, and struck his head on the leg. He slumped to the floor
                        unconscious.

                Rory had been watching Bates and saw the weasel reach for the
                        knife in his boot. She grasped the whiskey bottle firmly in her hand, darted
                        into the shack, and just as the scoundrel was about to sink the knife into
                        Fraser’s back, she smashed the bottle over his head. He pitched forward
                        unconscious.

                Prepared to deliver another forceful kick, Fraser halted when
                        he saw the new addition to the fight was a woman.

                Rory picked up the fallen knife and freed his bound hands.
                        Shaking his wrists, Fraser went over and recovered his pistol. He slipped it
                        into the holster he wore on his hip, and then picked up his hat.

                “I owe you a debt of gratitude, Miss—”

                “Time for introductions later. Let’s get out of here before
                        these two wake up.” She grabbed Fraser’s hand and they raced
                    away.

                “Where are we going?” he asked when they passed The
                        Grotto.

                “Where it’s safer.”

                They reached the rooming house and stole quietly into her
                        room. She locked the door and lit the lamp.

                “Excuse me, I’ll be right back,” Rory said. She went into the
                        adjoining room and closed the door.

                Walking over to the figure in the bed, she placed a hand on
                        his brow. “How are you feeling, Pop?”

                “Fair to middling. And after a wee nip of me medicine, I’m
                        sure I’ll be feeling a lot better. Would you bring me the bottle, darlin’?”
                        His wide Irish grin always melted her heart.

                “Whiskey is not
                        medicine, Paddy O’Grady,” she declared as she poured a dosage of liquid onto
                        a spoon.

                “Aye, darlin’, but it kills the bitterness of this
                        vile-tasting medicine the doctor forces me to drink.”

                “It’s for your own good, Pop. And it’s working, isn’t it? You
                        hardly coughed last night at all. Open your mouth.”

                His countenance scrunched up in displeasure as he swallowed
                        the potion and shook his head. “’Tis brewed by the devil himself. Better to
                        let a swarm of blood-sucking leeches drain the blood from me!”

                “Medicine’s advanced beyond the Dark Ages, Pop, so stop acting
                        like such a baby. You can get along without whiskey for one
                    night.”

                “Are you telling me you didn’t bring me whiskey?”

                “I bought it like you asked, but I accidentally broke the
                        bottle. I don’t have any more money to replace it.”

                “And that thieving bartender wouldn’t be trusting us for the
                        cost of another bottle!”

                “I didn’t ask him. We had words again over my refusing…to work
                        one of the rooms.”

                Paddy clenched his fist and shook it in the air. “That heathen
                        son of the devil! When I get out of this bed, I’ll be telling him
                        so.”

                “Now don’t get yourself all worked up, Pop, or you’ll start
                        coughing again.”

                A twinkle returned to his eyes. “Maybe there’s a few drops
                        left in me bottle to soothe the tongue of an ailing man,
                    darlin’?”

                Rory went over to the table and turned the whiskey bottle
                        upside down. “Sorry, Pop, not a drop.” She went back to the bed, tucked in
                        the blanket, and bent down and kissed his forehead. “Get some sleep now.
                        I’ll talk to Mo tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll give me a bottle on credit. Good
                        night, Pop.”

                “Good night, darlin’.” He sighed. “But how’s an ailing man to
                        sleep without his medicine?”
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Garth clutched his aching head, sat down on the bed, and took off his boots. He unbuckled his gun belt and slung it over the bedpost, thinking about the night ahead with the spunky little blonde who’d saved his life. In the dim glimpses he had of his rescuer, he’d recognized the blonde he’d seen at the bar in the Grotto. Who could forget those blue eyes?

He remembered going upstairs with a redhead named Shelia, who most certainly had lived up to his expectations. But things got hazy and bizarre after that.

Granted he had drunk a little too much, but that whiskey had been so watered down that there was no sting to it—or at least he thought so at the time.

He remembered leaving the Grotto, but everything got foggy from that point on. His aching head and body made it clear he hadn’t escaped unscathed but at least he had escaped. The one thing he remembered clearly was that those two SOBs who jumped him had intended to shanghai him, and most likely would have killed him if this woman hadn’t come to his aid. It took a lot of courage for her to do that. Those two men were rattlesnake mean. Lord knows what they might have done to her if they’d had the chance. He owed the gal a damn sight more than just a thank you.

The thought of making love to her now had his groin aching; he’d wanted her the first time he looked at her. He stretched out and closed his eyes. What was keeping her? She didn’t have to fancy up for him. His head might be hurting, but the rest of him was at full attention and ready for duty.

It’s no wonder he liked women so much; what was there not to like? God sure had the right idea when he created a woman—even if she got her and Adam’s rear ends kicked out of Eden.

Of course, he had good cause to feel as he did. Garth thought warmly of his beloved mother, of his adorable sister Lissy; the fortitude of Emmaline, his brother Will’s wife who had lost her youngest and oldest sons during the war. Then he grinned, recalling the image of Becky, the irrepressible Yankee his brother Clay had married. Amazing women, all.

Especially the two ladies he’d met tonight, he thought with a smile, then yawned.

What in hell was keeping that woman? he wondered as he slipped into slumber.

[image: space]

Rory was surprised to discover Fraser fast asleep on her bed. She supposed it was just as well, though, with those two scoundrels undoubtedly hunting for him. More than likely they’d return to the Grotto, or try to find out if he’d rented a room in town for the night. Since she and Fraser hadn’t exchanged even a word at the Grotto, this would be the last place they’d look for him.

She picked up the boots he had tossed aside and tucked them neatly under her bed. He never batted a single one of those long eyelashes throughout the whole process.

For a long moment she stood looking down at him. He sure was handsome. And even better—he didn’t stink. That put him high on the totem pole, to her way of thinking.

He’s just another drifter passing through, Rory, so don’t get your hopes up. Just the same, he seemed like a nice-enough fella.

Rory picked up one of the pillows and grabbed the comforter from the foot of the bed, then blew out the lamp and went into her father’s room, where the man who’d claimed he’d get no sleep was snoring away. She spread the comforter on the floor and took off her shoes.

For a long while she lay awake thinking about how easily Garth Fraser’s life might have changed, or even ended, if Bates and Skull had succeeded with their foul deed.

“You’re a lucky man, Garth Fraser,” she murmured, “and you owe me a big favor.”

But whether he’d ever return the favor or not, Rory was glad she’d intervened. It was satisfying to know she had followed her conscience rather than take the easier and safer way out.

 

Garth awoke the next morning and lay drowsily assembling the events of the previous night in his mind. As his head began to clear, the pieces of the puzzle took shape: leaving the Grotto, the attack, and his rescue by the woman. He’d had his fair share of close calls during the war, but shanghaied! God forbid. He’d never had a desire to sail a boat, much less go to sea for an extended time. The sea was more to his brother Jed’s liking. During the war Jed had sailed on a privateer, running much-needed supplies through the Yankee ships blockading the Southern ports.

Garth had made a few necessary trips on the James River on a paddleboat or barge, but only when he couldn’t persuade one of his brothers to do it for him. Horseback was his love. He and his horse Boots got along just fine.

He sat up in bed with an urgent call from Nature to relieve himself of all that whiskey he’d drunk last night. Seeing no chamber pot, he unlocked the door and scanned the hallway, then hurried to the door marked PRIVY.

“Good morning,” Rory greeted when he returned to the room. She continued to plump up the pillow on the bed.

“Good morning.”

Why couldn’t he remember making love to her? They must have shared her bed last night, but he hated to think he’d slept through it and missed the best opportunity he could ever hope for.

She sure was a pretty sight. Her blond hair was swept up to the top of her head and her face was scrubbed clean of the makeup she wore in the Grotto. Her plain homespun blue gown with a white collar added brightness to those blue eyes of hers. He’d woken up in the bed of a pretty woman more times than he could remember, but this one had to be about the best-looking one yet. He sat down on the edge of the bed and put on his boots.

“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked.

“Name’s Garth Fraser, ma’am,” he said.

“Yes, I know. Mine’s Rory O’Grady.”

He smiled at her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss O’Grady. I’m beholden to you.”

“That was some beating you took last night.”

“Guess I’ll survive. The message just hasn’t reached my head yet.”

Garth picked up his gun belt and strapped it on. “What did they hit me with?”

“It looked like a blackjack. I think all that whiskey you drank last night might be contributing to your misery, too, Mr. Fraser.”

He winked at her. “You may be right. Call me Garth, Miss Rory O’Grady.”

She felt a tug at her heart at the way his tongue curled around her name, and she smiled at him. He was an easy man to like. A real charmer, all right.

“So why did you do it, Miss O’Grady? You could have been hurt.”

“I saw them following you and figured they were up to no good.”

“Do you know anything about them?”

“About as much as you do. The big one’s Bates and the other one is Skull. That’s what they called each other last night.”

“Did you ever see them before?”

“They came into the Grotto one night last week. Didn’t speak to anyone. After a couple of drinks, they got up and left. Then they showed up again last night. Same thing. They just sat, not saying anything to anyone. When you came downstairs, they got up and followed you out. Rumor has it they shanghai strangers traveling alone.”

“Guess it’s more than a rumor,” Garth said. “Why hasn’t the sheriff arrested them?”

“The sheriff!” Rory scoffed. “He’s as crooked as they are, and probably in cahoots with them. I’m thinking Mo might be, too. But I don’t think any of the girls are, because they’re the ones who told me about Bates and Skull.”

“Well, you saved me from a long sea trip, Miss Rory. I don’t know when I can repay you, but you can be sure I will someday when I hit it big.”

“Don’t tell me you’re a gambler, too. You men are all alike, always betting on winning that big pot.”

“I’m not talking about gambling, Miss Rory. There’s more than one kind of way to get rich.”

She laughed. “Indeed. The big gold mine that’s just awaiting for you to pick up the nuggets.”

Garth chuckled. “Could be.”

She gaped in shock. “It is that, isn’t it? Holy sweet Mary! I sure had you pegged wrong, Garth Fraser. Figured you had something better under your hat than just a head good for smashing blackjacks over.”

“Ah…about last night. Right now I only have a few dollars, but you’re welcome to them.”

“’Tis a kindly offer, but why would I take your money?”

He glanced toward the bed. “You mean we didn’t…”

She felt the heated flush of rising anger. “We certainly didn’t!”

His smile of relief was just as irritating. “Then let me at least pay for the broken bottle of whiskey.”

“You can be certain I’m doing just fine without your charity, Mr. Fraser.”

He threw back his head in laughter. “You know, Miss Rory O’Grady, I find it delightful how you slip in and out of a brogue whenever that pert little nose of yours gets out of joint.”

Rory blushed and took a deep breath to regain control. She’d worked too hard to rid herself of the brogue to get careless now. Glancing up at him, she tried to ignore the effect his engaging grin had on her.

“The whiskey was put to a better use than it would have been here,” she said. “Now if I were you, Mr. Fraser, I’d get out of town first thing this morning in case those two scoundrels are still around.”

“I’m not afraid of them. Now that I’m aware of what they’re up to, I can take care of myself. But what about you? It’s not safe for you to remain here. They’ll want to get even with you for helping me.”

“Neither of them saw me, so I’ll be safe. I’ll go back to work tonight, and no one will be the wiser.”

“Why are you working in a dump like the Grotto anyway?”

“Because they didn’t need my services at the Palace.”

“I mean, why sell yourself for a couple bucks?”

Despite his friendly tone, she resented the remark. Who was he to judge what she had to do just to keep a roof over her head? Much less a fancy Southern mansion like that soothing Southern accent of his reflected.

“I am not a prostitute, Mr. Fraser. Maybe you should address your question to Miss Shelia, since I didn’t hear you turn down her offer.”

“Then why…what…” he stuttered.

“I hustle watered-down drinks and listen to men’s tales of woe, and if they’re willing to pay twenty-five cents, I dance with them. That’s all any man gets from me: a sympathetic ear or a dance.”

Rory squared her shoulders, picked up his hat, and opened the door. “Now, I’d appreciate you getting your ungrateful rear end out of here.”

He came over to her and clasped her by the shoulders. “Rory, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean how it sounded.”

“Please leave, sir. I’m sure your mother didn’t raise her son to ignore a woman’s wishes, whether a lady or not.”

For a long moment he stared down at her, and her pride made her hold the stare.

“You’re right, Rory, she didn’t. So I’ll leave as you wish.”

Transfixed, she watched the slow descent of his mouth toward hers and knew she should turn away. But she couldn’t. Call it helplessness, call it curiosity, or call it what it rightfully was—desire. From the moment their gazes had met in that barroom, she had thought about this kiss.

She parted her lips.

From the first touch of his lips, sweet sensation spiraled through her. The kiss was slow, exciting, and she responded with fervency she never suspected she was capable of. He broke the kiss only long enough for them to draw a much needed breath, and as he reclaimed her lips, her head and body swirled with aroused passion.

She struggled for coherence under his drugging kisses when he swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.

“Put me down,” she ordered.

“My very thought, ma’am.” He laid her down, then unbuckled his gun belt.

“No, you don’t understand,” she protested in a choking whisper.

“Understand what?” He sat on the bed and pulled off a boot. It hit the floor with a thump.

“You can’t do this.”

“Oh, baby, you’ve got that wrong.” He leaned over and kissed the tip of her nose. “A little headache isn’t enough to stop me.”

His other boot thumped to the floor, and he got up and pulled off her shoes. “Now let’s get that dress off you.”

She slapped his hands away when he lowered himself to her and reached for the buttons of her dress. “Get off me, you big oaf! If you don’t listen to me, I’m going to scream,” she warned.

“After last night it’s a little late for modesty, isn’t it?”

“Nothing happened last night.”

“Why are you whispering, honey?”

“I don’t want to disturb my father. He’s in the next room.”

He jerked up his head. “Your father is what?”

“You awake, darlin’?” a voice called out from the adjoining room.

“Yes, Pop, I’ll be right in as soon as I finish dressing.”

Garth rolled off her with a groan. “I don’t believe this.” He began to pull on his boots as she scrambled off the bed.

“Get out of here!” she hissed, arranging her disheveled hair.

Within seconds he stood up and came over to her. “This isn’t the end between us, Rory. We have a debt to settle, and I’ll not say good-bye until we do.”

“We have no debt to settle, Garth Fraser. Just be careful, and watch your back. And I hope someday you’ll find that treasure you’re seeking.”

The excitement of his kiss still lingered, but she dared not give in to a yearning for more. She shoved his hat into his hands and closed the door.
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Garth intended to get back to the very enticing Miss Rory O’Grady as soon as he took care of his unfinished business with Bates and Skull. He had a pretty good idea where the shack of the lowdown scum was located.

After several blocks, he was certain he recognized the shack and peered into the window. It was the same cabin, all right, but it was empty. He tried the door and found it unlocked, so he went inside. There were no clothes or packs, so he assumed they’d left town. Just to be certain, he checked at the livery and found out the two had never boarded horses there. He tried the stage office with the same results: neither one had left on the morning stage. He even inquired about them with the local sheriff, and got only a suspicious look in return.

Could they still be in town? He decided to check out the saloons.

 

Later that evening, Rory felt her heartbeat quicken when Garth came into the Grotto. She hadn’t seen a sign of him all day, and she had believed he’d taken her advice and left town.

Mo poured him a drink. “Heard you had some trouble last night.”

“Yeah. How did you hear about it?”

“The sheriff,” Mo said. “He said you’re looking for Bates and Skull. Have any luck?”

“Not yet. How well do you know them?”

“Well enough to know you’ve got the wrong two in mind. Bates and Skull were here last night all evening. Had to kick them out when I closed up.”

“Is that right? Got anyone who can back up that story?”

Mo glared at him. “Why would anyone have to? My word’s always been good enough for the folks around here, Fraser.”

“Think I’ll check out your story with that blonde at the table over there. I remember seeing her here last night.”

“Won’t do you no good, Fraser. She left about the same time you did.”

“Rather hear that from her.”

“Keep this up, Fraser, and I’m gonna start taking it personal.”

“Take it any way you want, pal. I know Bates and Skull tried to shanghai me, and I take that very personal.”

“You’ve as much as called me a liar. That could be a big mistake.”

Garth downed the shot of whiskey and threw a coin on the bar. “It wouldn’t be my first one, Mo.”

He walked casually over to Rory and sat down. “You were right about Mo. He’s in on it. He just told me Bates and Skull were here all evening last night. I told him I was coming over here to ask you about them, so go along with me and start shaking your head as if you don’t know anything. Just hold to the story that you left early last night, and went straight to your room and bed. That way they won’t suspect you helped me.”

“That’s good of you, but if I thought they suspected me, I wouldn’t be sitting here now. I’ve got more sense than that.”

“I’ve looked everywhere today trying to find those two. They probably left town.”

“Did you think to try that ship anchored out there?” Rory asked. Aware that Mo was watching them intently, she went along with Garth’s suggestion and shook her head as she spoke. “What are you trying to do, Garth? Get yourself killed? Get out of town while you’re still able.”

“Good girl,” he said, and stood up. “I’ll leave you, so he’ll buy the act.”

Garth started to walk away just as the piano player announced his arrival with a loud treble on the keys.

“Hey, cowboy, sorry I couldn’t be of any help, but for twenty-five cents I’ll dance with you,” Rory called out, loud enough for Mo to hear.

Garth stopped and turned back to her. “Now, why didn’t I think of that?”

Rory stood up and slipped the coin he handed her into a velvet pouch pinned to her gown.

What a difference from the other men she’d danced with, she thought as he glided her across the floor. No furious arm jerking, no trampling on her toes. His movements were so smooth that she closed her eyes and gave herself up to the music. The provocative scent of male and musk aroused her senses, and the warmth of his body was exciting. This intense physical awareness of him was too dangerous to encourage—but too exciting to discourage.

Too soon, Gus ended the song, and she opened her eyes and returned to her real world of a smoky barroom with the odor of cheap cigars and a cacophony of raised voices, clinking glasses, and clattering boots on the wooden floor.

“It’s getting noisy down here, Rory. Why don’t we continue our drinking and dancing upstairs?”

“Sorry, Mr. Fraser, but I’ve told you I don’t go upstairs,” she replied when Mo came over to the table to refill their glasses.

“If you want more than dances and drinks, I suggest you move on. You’re discouraging my other customers.”

“That’s no way to treat a money-paying customer,” Mo grumbled.

“Matter of fact, I don’t feel much like dancing anymore. I’m tired; I think I’ll go home,” Rory said.

“It would be my pleasure to see you safely to your door, Miss Rory,” Garth said.

“I’m quite capable of seeing myself to my door, Mr. Fraser.”

“My mama would turn over in her grave if she thought a son of hers wouldn’t escort a lady to safety.”

“From what I’ve heard, you’re the one who needs an escort, Fraser.”

Garth broke into laughter. “Maybe you’re right. But I’ll see you home just the same.”

She shrugged. “As soon as I square up with Mo.”

She dumped the contents of the velvet pouch on the table and divided it. Mo scooped up his half.

“You running your own business on the side?” Mo asked.

“What does that mean?”

“All this talk about saving yourself for the right man. I’m thinkin’ you might be whorin’ at your place.”

“Sure, with Pop right in the next room,” she scoffed.

“Since when would Paddy turn away from the chance to make an easy buck?”

She wanted to scratch the leer off his ugly face. “Aren’t you a little confused, boss? You’re the pimp—not Pop.”

Garth followed her out the door.







3



Once again a misty fog shrouded the night. Drops of moisture coated her bare arms, and Rory was unable to thwart the shiver that riffled through her.

“Cold?” Garth slipped an arm around her shoulders and drew her protectively against his side. She cuddled gratefully against the welcome warmth of his body, and suddenly felt warm—very warm.

“Delivered safe and sound,” he said when they reached her door. “I guess this is where we say good night, Rory.”

“The least I can do is invite you in to get rid of the chill—but don’t think it’s more than that.”

“That’s an offer too good to refuse,” Garth said, and stepped in behind her.

After lighting the lamp, Rory hurried over to the door of her father’s room for a quick inspection, then closed the door and rejoined him.

“Pop’s asleep,” she said.

“How’s he feeling?”

“He seems to be over the worst of it, and insists he’s getting out of bed tomorrow.” Smiling fondly, she shook her head. “Oh, he’s a terrible patient. He won’t take one word of advice and will not admit he’s getting too old for the shenanigans he once tried.”
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