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Chapter 1

Galveston, Texas

1898

A woman’s shrill scream rose above the rumble of thunder and yanked Braeden MacAllister out of the isolation of his own thoughts. Startled by the piercing shriek, he stopped in the middle of the Strand and jerked around to face the woman but their eyes never made contact. Instead, his gaze focused on the wagon aiming straight for him, as if the driver didn’t see him¼or didn’t want to see him.

Colors became more vivid and sound more defined as everything around him ground to a halt. He stared in fascination at the flaring nostrils of the horses bearing down on him.

The horses rushed forward, their eyes wide. The crack of the whip sounded loud in the still air as the driver, his face obscured by the shadows of his slouch hat, snapped the long tail over the horse’s backs. The huge beasts sped toward him. Braeden smelled the sweat glistening on their coats.

I’m going to die.

Adrenaline pounded through his veins, breaking his paralysis. He lunged out of the way of the horses and fell to the cobble-stoned street with a bone-jarring thud then rolled toward the sidewalk. As the wagon raced by, the weight of the wheel snapped the umbrella he’d been holding in half.

That could have been me.

Braeden lay on the ground, his heartbeat pounding inside his ears as the wagon careened around a corner on two wheels. The sound of the cracking whip faded into the distance.

A man helped him to his feet as a crowd gathered on the sidewalk. “Are you all right?” He handed Braeden his bowler and broken umbrella.

“Yes, thank you.” Braeden gave a shaky laugh. “That was close.” He dusted his clothes with his hat. “I should have been paying attention.”

“I don’t think paying attention would have helped.”

Braeden stopped slapping at his trousers and stared at the older man. The stylish black derby set at a jaunty angle upon his head gave him a rakish air and accentuated the whiteness of his hair and the thick mustache upon his upper lip. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t believe that was an accident.” Certainty and conviction made the stranger’s statement bold.

Braeden sucked in his breath. A muscle throbbed in his jaw as his fingers dug into the shaft of the broken umbrella. His stomach clenched. He couldn’t refute the statement, and yet, he couldn’t quite believe it either. His eyes narrowed. “How can you be certain?”

“I saw him following you.” The stranger’s gray eyes hardened to the color of steel and his ruddy cheeks jiggled as he spoke. “At a distance, mind you, but as soon as you started to cross the street, he snapped his whip. Young man, I’ve no doubt he meant to run you down.”

The sincerity in his voice made Braeden believe him. Shaken by the knowledge he nearly died, he took a deep breath to calm the erratic pounding of his heart and held out his hand. “Braeden MacAllister.”

“Charles Pennington.”

They shook.

“Thank you, Mr. Pennington. If you ever need anything, please don’t hesitate to call on me.” Braeden pulled a small white business card from his suit pocket.

Mr. Pennington slipped the card into his vest without looking at it. “Keep your wits about you, Mr. MacAllister.”

Braeden tossed his broken umbrella into a trash bin once they parted company and strode down the sidewalk, his hands in his pockets. The knowledge someone may have tried to kill him curdled like sour milk in his belly.

Who would benefit by his death?

The answer came too quickly—his cousins. It was no secret Trey and Lyndal wanted MacAllister Enterprises, but were they capable of murder? Though he did not think so, icy fingers of dread still ran down his spine.

Braeden pressed his lips together and shook his head to clear it of such nonsense. You’re making this more important that it really is, he told himself. It was an accident, plain and simple. Happens all the time on the Strand.

Still, he couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched. He scanned the passersby. Nothing seemed out of place. No one followed him. No one appeared to pay any attention to him, but this time when Braeden crossed the street, he looked both ways for a long time before he stepped off the sidewalk.

Braeden consulted a scrap of paper to verify the address of his destination. A discreet gold plaque on the door announced: Darling Security

He opened the door and stepped inside. The reception room of Darling Security seemed more like a Gentlemen’s club than a security agency. His feet sank into the plush green, red, and black Persian carpet covering the floor. Dark wood paneled the walls. Gold lamps spread a warm glow throughout the room. Clustered around a mahogany table were several chairs, upholstered in rich burgundy velvet. Draperies the color of the chairs framed two large windows, beneath which rested a long camelback settee.

In the corner of the room stood a large mahogany desk set at an angle. Fragrant steam rose from a cup beside the telephone on its polished surface. Two large, comfortable chairs were set up in front of the desk for easy conversation.

All in all, the room was inviting, warm, cozy¼and empty.

“Hello?”

No answer.

He stepped toward a door at the opposite end of the room. The portal had been left open, just a crack.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

Braeden grabbed the knob and started to pull. The door swung open, almost hitting him in the face. The muscles in his body tensed as he stepped aside but relaxed once he saw the shapely bottom backing through the door.

“Good morning,” he murmured, his curiosity piqued.

A startled cry escaped the woman as she whirled around. The armload of files she carried flew from her grasp and hit him squarely in the chest. They exploded on impact. Sheets of paper created a miniature snowstorm as they floated to the floor.

Thunder rumbled in the near distance—or was it his heartbeat? Lightning flashed. Rain pattered against the window. Braeden found himself drowning in the most unusual eyes he’d ever seen: not green, not blue, but a curious mix of the two. Flecked with gold and fringed with dark lashes, they sparkled with an inner light.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Her soft voice floated over him like fine mist. “I didn’t mean to accost you with my files.”

Braeden smiled as he stared. Her hair, a rich, vibrant flame, had been pulled away from her face haphazardly, as if she didn’t care how she appeared as long as the glossy tresses were out of her way. Two pencils held the bun in place but several tendrils had escaped. Cobwebs created a sort of mobcap on her head.

What would her hair look like if I removed the pencils and let the fiery locks fall down her back?

His smile widened as the corners of her mouth twitched. Her porcelain skin glowed with youth and vitality and her cheeks turned a delicate shade of pink, which highlighted the smear of red ink on her nose. A smudge of dirt covered the tip of her chin, too.

A subtle hint of her perfume tickled his nose. Jasmine. No, gardenia. No, not flowers. Something fresher. The scent floated around him, tantalized him, and he inhaled deeply before he mentally shook himself to break free of the spell this dazzling witch had cast on him. “No harm done, Miss. Let me help you.”

They crouched down together to pick up the papers and knocked heads. She lost her balance and fell on her behind with an unladylike “oomph”. Heat seared through his veins when her skirt lifted enough for him to see slim, dainty ankles covered by white stockings.

“My apologies. Are you all right?” Braeden tried not to stare at the sight of her legs and the lacy petticoat hiked up to her calves. He accepted the fact he was a cad as his gaze traveled the length of exposed leg.

“It looks like we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.” He grabbed her hand to help her. A warm tingle raced from their hands through his veins and settled somewhere in the pit of his stomach. He almost released her, but tightened his grip instead.

She gasped as his fingers entwined with hers and he lifted her to her feet.

Does she feel this strange tingling, too?

“Perhaps we should introduce ourselves. Braeden MacAllister.” He anticipated the shock, the rush of warmth coursing through him, when he touched her again. He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips.

I’ll be damned. He chuckled to himself, a little confused and more than a bit intrigued as an undeniable energy crackled between them. Startled by the powerful sensation, Braeden drew in his breath as his belly tightened, his muscles tensed and his heart pounded in his ears.

Her eyes opened wide and he knew she’d experienced the same bubbling rush as he.

“Jovanna Darling.” Her eyes twinkled merrily in her pink face. “What can I do for you, Mr. MacAllister?”

He knew what he wanted her to do for him. She could take down her flaming red hair and let him run his fingers through its weight. She could press her tempting lips to his. She could¼

Embarrassed by his own thoughts, his face warmed. He bent again to pick up the papers on the floor and hoped she hadn’t seen the telltale color darkening his features. He glanced at her and caught her staring at him with a smile on her full lips.

“I’d like to see Anthony Darling.” He finished gathering the papers, straightened, and handed them to her.

Their fingers met. Braeden sucked in his breath. The electric charge seemed stronger than before, perhaps for both of them. Her eyes grew wider and the sparkle that had been there earlier seemed more alive—and now held questions.

She pulled her hand away quickly then walked to the desk and dropped the pages into a little wire basket. She appeared unsteady, as if her knees had grown weak when she turned to face him. The pink spots on her cheeks had taken up permanent residence. She opened her mouth, closed it again and swallowed hard¾he could see the muscles in her throat move.

After taking another deep, steadying breath, she flipped open the appointment book and asked, “Do you have an appointment?”

He shook his head. “Actually, I don’t, but I’m certain he’ll see me. We’re old friends although we haven’t seen each other in quite some time. Years, in fact.”

Now, why am I telling her all this?

It’s because of the way she looking at me, soft smile on her lips, eyes sparkling.

“Mr. Darling isn’t in at the moment but should return shortly. You’re more than welcome to wait. I could bring you a cup of coffee.”

“Thank you. I’d appreciate it.”

She left the room in a hurry, her cheeks still aflame. Braeden admired the gentle sway of her hips beneath her skirt before she disappeared. Who was she? Anthony’s wife? No, she couldn’t be. Cousin, perhaps? Didn’t Anthony have a sister? What was her name? A smile came to him. She couldn’t possibly be Joey, could she?

He shook his head, unable to reconcile the beautiful young woman with the freckle-faced tomboy he remembered, then sobered in an instant. Remembering the reason he had come here, he chided himself. He had no time for light flirtations. Someone had just tried to kill him.

* * * *

Oh, my! Braeden MacAllister. What angel brought him here? The little voice in Jovanna’s head purred as she traversed the short hallway to pour him a cup of coffee. He doesn’t recognize me. Have I changed that much?

Of course, she knew the answer. They’d both changed in the fifteen years since the summer they’d searched for Lafitte’s buried treasure.

He didn’t know you were a girl for the longest time. And how could he? You made such a convincing boy, right down to the patched trousers two sizes too big and that disgusting hat.

Warmth still coursed through her and her heart thumped in her chest, as if she’d run from one end of the Galveston to the other. Her knees were weak and her legs wobbled, something she’d never experienced before.

Her fingers shook as she picked up the coffeepot and poured the contents into a thin china cup. Does he take sugar? Her lips curved into a smile. Probably not. He’s sweet enough without it.

He faced the window when she returned to the reception room. She stole a moment to study him before he became aware of her presence. Lamplight reflected on his thick black hair and she noticed glints of gold threaded into the darkness. His attire emphasized his figure: broad shoulders narrowed down to a lean waist, slim hips and long legs. She stifled a gasp when her gaze traveled to the tear in his trousers and the scuffmarks on his shoes and wondered why she hadn’t noticed them before.

The thin china cup rattled in her hand. He turned to face her. Her heart leapt as his mouth twisted into a smile. She drew in a shaky breath and forgot all about his torn clothing.

Oh, my! The little voice in her head purred again.

“Please, have a seat. Make yourself comfortable.” She handed him the cup, careful not to touch him again. Her heart rate had eased back to almost normal—she couldn’t risk the rush of heat his touch caused again. He sat on the settee and crossed his long legs in front of him.

Jovanna took the chair behind the desk and started putting the files back together but her mind did not remain on the task very long. From beneath the fringe of her lashes, she watched him idly flip through the latest Police Gazette her brother, Anthony, had left on the table.

She definitely liked what she saw. Braeden MacAllister had grown into a handsome, confident man.

Their gazes met for a moment. For Jovanna, it seemed like a lifetime and she averted her eyes to the papers on her desk.

Thunder boomed outside the building. Rain came down harder and pinged off the window, the sound like a broken music box.

She watched him jump off the sofa and pace the length of the room, as if he were accustomed to being in constant motion.

He ran his hand through his thick, dark hair and her eyes followed every movement. Her fingers itched to do the very same. He turned his head and caught her staring at him.

“My apologies.” His voice sent a ripple of pleasure down her spine. “I’m not a man used to¼I’ve never been in a place like this.”

“A security agency?” she asked. “It’s all right. I understand. Many people feel uncomfortable coming to us for help.”

Is that my voice sounding so breathless?

“If you wish to wait for Mr. Darling, you can, but…” She paused as he looked out the window for the fifth time. “You seem to be a busy man. I’m sure you don’t want to waste time, well, waiting. I’ll be more than happy to start taking information. It’s what I’ll do when Tony gets here anyway.”

“I’ll just wait a few more minutes, thank you.” The deep pitch of his voice flowed over her. Jovanna wanted to melt into a puddle on the floor.

I’ve seen handsome men before. Why does this one make me hold my breath?

Yes, you’ve met good-looking men, but not this devastatingly handsome, the tiny voice in her head answered. Look at those eyes. So dark brown, they’re almost black.

“Miss Darling?” he queried as he sat in the chair in front of the desk.

She inhaled and caught a whiff of soap. He even smelled wonderful. “What? Oh, sorry. You were saying?”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

Jovanna pulled some fresh sheets of paper from a drawer. She needed to concentrate, but the generous smile he sent her way made her want to run her finger across his lips, made her want to taste those lips beneath her own, made her want to run barefoot in the sand with him.

“Mac, is that you?” Anthony Darling strode through the front door and shook the rain from his hair. An impressive man, he, too, had broad shoulders but the similarity ended there. Tony had grown soft with married life. His belly puffed out now, as did his cheeks. He pulled off his jacket, hung it on the coat rack and came forward to greet his guest.

Braeden stood and extended his hand. “It’s been a long time, Tony.”

“Indeed, it has.” They shook. “I heard about your uncle. My condolences on your loss. I know you were close.”

Braeden’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “Thank you,” he murmured, his voice tight.

“What brings you out on such a day?”

Braeden flushed. “I never thought I would say this, but I have need of your services. I think someone’s out to ruin me. And after what happened today, maybe kill me.”

Jovanna drew in a sharp breath. The tear in his trousers, the scuffed shoes. Had Braeden run into an altercation on his way over here?

Tony’s eyes widened for a moment as he rocked on his heels. “Come into my office. We’ll talk.” He turned to face her. “Jovanna, will you take notes?”

Braeden followed as Tony led the way down the hall. Jovanna picked up a notebook, locked the front door so they wouldn’t be disturbed and went into Tony’s office. She took a seat in the corner to be as unobtrusive as possible.

“Tell me what happened.” Tony made himself comfortable behind the desk. “Why do you think someone tried to kill you?”

Braeden shrugged. “It happened on my way here, in fact. I was crossing the street and a wagon came straight for me. The driver saw me, I’m sure of it, but he just cracked the whip and urged the horses faster.” His lips tightened. “Seeing those horses coming closer¼ I felt their hot breath, Tony. I saw their eyes. I smelled their sweat. If I hadn’t moved at the last minute, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

“Accidents happen all the time, Mac.”

Braeden shook his head. “Yes, Tony, they do but this was different. This wasn’t a runaway wagon. This was deliberate. There was a witness.” He heaved a heavy sigh. “But I may be making something out of nothing, too. I just don’t know any more.”

“All right. Tell me the rest. Everything that leads you to believe someone wants to kill you. Or ruin you.”

“So much has happened. I don’t know where to begin.” Braeden looked down at his hands for a moment then back at Tony. “You’re aware I bought the old Livingston Railroad?”

Tony nodded. “Congratulations.”

“I worked on the project for a good year, negotiated the whole deal with Winthrop Livingston.” He rubbed his fingertips behind his ear then stopped and dropped his hand to his lap. “He was a tough sell, but I persevered even though I knew how difficult it was going to be. As you know, there are those in Galveston who monopolize a great deal of the businesses. I wanted the railroad, wanted it from the first time I stepped aboard.”

Jovanna recognized determination and she saw it in Braeden MacAllister now by the way his eyes hardened and glittered as his features tightened into a stern mask.

“When I learned Livingston was experiencing financial problems, I went to Uncle Colin. He backed my decision one hundred percent even though owning a railroad is a departure for MacAllister Enterprises.” He removed a gold pocket watch from his vest and began to turn it over and over between his fingers. “Unfortunately, there were some who thought it was a waste of time and money. They don’t want to expand the business at all.”

“Who?” Jovanna asked as she wrote in the notebook. “Who was against this purchase?”

Braeden looked at her, as if he were suddenly aware she sat in the same room. “My cousins, Trey and Lyndal. They were concerned about the expense and didn’t want any part of the railroad. I offered to use my own money for the purchase, but they were against it as well. We argued. Uncle Colin became the mediator. In the end, I used my own money and I got my railroad.”

He put the watch away, folded his hands in his lap and faced Tony again. “There’s been resentment ever since the argument. Lyndal and Trey claim Colin favored me. Always had. According to them, I couldn’t do wrong in Colin’s eyes. Uncle Colin respected my business sense, but I earned his confidence. He taught me everything he knew and by God, I was proud to learn it.”

Jovanna looked over at him and saw the shine of unshed tears in his eyes. A lump rose to her throat. The pain of his loss tore through her heart as if it were her own.

She glanced at her brother. His lips pursed as he listened. He nodded briefly in her direction and she returned her attention to her notebook.

“The reading of Colin’s will was a fiasco,” Braeden continued, his voice hoarse. “I am the majority shareholder and the president of MacAllister Enterprises. My cousins report to me, as they did to Colin. All decisions are mine to make. Trey said they would contest the will, which reduced Aunt Elinor to tears. I have Phillip Jensen, our lawyer, going over everything. So far, it looks like they don’t have a legal leg to stand on.”

Jovanna wrote furiously in the notebook. Her pencil scratched over the paper in her own particular sort of shorthand as she kept up with Braeden’s oration.

Braeden stood and began to pace. “The maiden run of the MacAllister Galveston Railroad had to be delayed several times.”

“Why?”

“Various reasons, some legal, some not. I had the passenger cars refurbished in a little yard in Houston. They were almost finished and looked so beautiful. The workmen had really outdone themselves.”

He stopped speaking. From her seat in the corner, Jovanna saw his jaw clench. His hands balled into fists.

“Vandals,” he said after a long time. “They gouged the new hardwood floors, ripped out the seats and slashed the cushions. Broke every window in every car. Each car had been doused with kerosene but only one had been set on fire. A night watchman scared the vandals away.” He patted his jacket pocket. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

“Not at all.” Tony pulled a glass bowl from his desk drawer. “Do whatever makes you comfortable. I know this is difficult for you.”

“Not just difficult, Tony. It makes me angry.” He lit the cigar. Smoke coiled and swirled around his head. “I’ve spent a year of my life on this project, poured every ounce of energy I had into it. I also kept up on the other projects we have going. We’re rebuilding the MacAllister Galveston Hotel. It should open within a few months. I’m sure you’ve seen it.”

Tony nodded. “I’ve been watching the progress. It’ll be a beautiful hotel when it’s finished.”

“Yes, but it’s not without its share of problems. Lumber deliveries delayed. Workers don’t show up. Vandals at the job site, undoing a day’s progress.”

Jovanna watched him pace the length of the room, the cigar clamped tight between his teeth. Anger radiated around him, shimmered in the dim lamplight. His shoulders were stiff, as if he fought against the weight of his burden.

“Were your cousins opposed to the hotel also?” Jovanna asked. He turned to face her and she sucked in her breath. Not only could she feel his anger, she saw it as well. His eyes blazed, the dark irises almost black.

Braeden snorted. “My cousins are opposed to anything that even smells like work. The only reason they are shareholders in the company is because Colin had a good heart.”

“I don’t understand,” she admitted. They could have been the only two in the room, so lost was she in the depths of his smoldering eyes.

“Colin felt sorry for my cousins. When their father died, he left them with nothing, not even a roof over their heads. Colin took them in, educated them the same as me, loved them the same as me, but neither one appreciated what Colin had done for them. You see, my cousins have grand ideas, but neither the knowledge nor the perseverance to bring them to light. In other words, Miss Darling, they are lazy, no-good, sons of¼” He clamped his mouth shut as if he realized what he was about to say wouldn’t and shouldn’t be tolerated in front of a lady. “Sorry. They wouldn’t have two dimes to rub together if Colin hadn’t made them shareholders¾a decision he regretted many times over.”

He stared at her. His body trembled with anger and Jovanna knew there was no love for his cousins, nor they for him.

He sat abruptly and crushed the butt of his cigar in the tray. He took a deep breath and turned his attention to Tony. “Actually, the events of this morning had nothing to do with my decision to see you.”

“Really?” Tony’s eyebrows rose. He looked so much like their father Jovanna had to smile. “Seems like someone trying to run you down would be a good enough reason. So, if that’s not it, then what?”

Braeden sighed and shook his head. “It’s the railroad. I have several contracts to move payroll. Four times in the last two months, I’ve been robbed. I want it stopped. I can handle my family problems. I can’t handle security on the train, which is why I need your agency.”

Jovanna let the rush of excitement bubble through her. Oh, an opportunity to get out of the office and the dry ledgers she labored over. To ride the rails once more and be in the thick of a new job thrilled her beyond belief.

She had a lifelong love affair with trains. The smell of the steam, the sound of the whistle blowing, the hypnotic chug of the engine. She loved the gentle rhythmic sway of the cars as they rolled over the tracks. “I’ll be happy to provide security for you, Mr. MacAllister,” she blurted.

“You?” Surprise colored his voice, making it rise as he turned to face her.

“Yes, Mr. MacAllister. Is there a problem?”

“But you’re a woman.”

Jovanna’s lips curved into a smile. She had heard those exact words a million times before. “I am?” Her eyes widened in feigned shock as she glanced down at herself. “When did that happen?” She grinned as her eyes met his once again.

“This is not a joke, Miss Darling.”

Instantly, her smiled disappeared. “No, Mr. MacAllister, it’s not a joke. Are you aware the year is 1898 and we are fast marching into an exciting new time? Why not join the rest of the world in the twentieth century?” She wanted to jump from her seat and throttle the condescending expression from his face but she fought the urge and remained seated.

“Women can do more than we’ve ever been given credit for, including being investigators and providing security. Have you heard of Sofie Herzog?” She wagged her pencil in the air in front of her to emphasize her point. “She’s a doctor. Or Sarah Emma Edmonds? She fought in the Civil War. Or Clarina Howard Nichols? She fought for Women’s Rights. And you know what? They were all women.”

“Now is not the time, Jovanna.” Tony’s impatient growl snapped her out of the tirade.

Jovanna scowled at her brother. She had forgotten he was in the room. He returned her expression and she read the unspoken message: Leave it be. She pursed her lips with annoyance as she glared at him. Her stomach churned and her hands shook, but there wasn’t a thing she could do right now. She had to accept that some men still considered women inferior though it made her angry.

Not put off by her stare, Tony winked then turned his attention to his guest.

“Everything you’ve told me leads me to believe your cousins are behind your troubles, Mac.”

Braeden shook his head. “I can’t believe that. It doesn’t fit. Neither of them would even consider getting their hands dirty. It would be too much like work.”

“What do you mean?”

“It means if Trey or Lyndal had to exert even the smallest amount of energy into planning these robberies or the attempt on my life—if it was an attempt—they wouldn’t do it. They don’t have the brains for something like this.”

Tony sat back in his chair and laced his fingers over his growing stomach. “All right, Mac. I’ll provide security for your railroad, starting tomorrow morning. I’ll put my best man on it. Jovanna will draw up the contract for your signature and provide you with a list of information I’ll need.”

“Thanks, Tony. I appreciate it. I’ll be at the hotel keeping an eye on the workmen until four this afternoon if you want to stop by with the contract.” He shook Tony’s hand, nodded toward her, and left the office, his step much lighter, as if part of his burden had been lifted.

Jovanna rose from her seat as soon as Braeden left. She stood with her arms folded across her chest and looked at her brother. “I want this job.”

Tony gave her a crooked grin. “Do I look insane to you?”

“No, you don’t look insane. What does your sanity have to do with anything?” She glared at him and waited. He said nothing. “I’m just as good as or better than some of our agents. No one would ever know.”

Anthony Darling swiveled in his chair and opened the door of the cabinet behind him. He pulled out a bottle of fine single malt scotch. “No,” he said without facing her. He poured the liquor into a glass, put the bottle away then took a long sip.

“Why?”

Tony took another sip of his drink but said nothing.

“Tony?”

He turned finally. “Things are different now.”

She huffed and flopped into the chair across from him, the seat still warm from Braeden. “Because Mother and Father are home from their travels? I can figure out a way around that.”

“No.”

“You haven’t told me why.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

She shook her head. “More dangerous than when I foiled the bank robbery in Houston?” She tapped the desk with her index finger. “More dangerous than when I posed as one of Whiskey Kate’s girls? Or when I—”

“Enough, Joey.” Tony’s exasperated voice, sterner than usual, cut into her outburst.

“I need this assignment, Tony,” she begged in an attempt to plead her case. “I’m going stir crazy in this office day after day. I stare at numbers in a ledger and send out bills to our clients. It’s all I’ve done since Mother and Father came home. This isn’t enough for me. I long for the excitement and the adventure. I miss the thrill.” She smiled her most beguiling smile. He would give in, she knew. He always did. “You know I’m the best person you’ve got for this particular job. Admit it.”

“I know you are, but¼Father will hang me from the highest tree in Galveston should he ever find out.” Defeat raised his voice to a higher pitch. He cleared his throat and emptied the contents of his glass in one gulp. “I’m sure you don’t want to see me swing.”

She shrugged her shoulders and grinned. “A choice between my boredom and you swinging from a tree limb? I’m afraid you lose, brother dear.”

“So, that’s the way of it? You’d sacrifice me for your own amusement?” She nodded and he threw up his hands. “All right. You win. I must be out of my mind. The assignment is yours.”

“Thank you, Tony.” Anticipation flowed through her like a thousand butterflies fluttering in her belly. “You won’t regret it.”

He laughed. “Oh, I already do.” He folded his hands on the desk. “I want Frank Lawton with you on this.”

Jovanna nodded, pleased with his choice of a partner. She and Frank worked well together, with no egos getting in the way of the assignment and it never bothered her when he received the credit for success.

She turned to leave and caught her reflection in the mirror on the wall. She gasped and took a closer look. “Good Lord! I looked like this the whole time he was here? I’m a mess. My hair looks like a rat tried to bury his treasures in it. I have red ink on my nose and dirt on my chin.”

She caught his smirk in the mirror when he answered. “Yes, you did. Don’t forget the cobwebs in your hair.”

She faced him with her hands on her hips. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Anthony shrugged. “You never seem to care what you look like.”

His words sank in and she stopped short. “No, I don’t, do I?”

She turned on her heel and left the room, slamming the door behind her. Embarrassment heated her face and neck. She heard his laughter through the door and her face burned even hotter.

No wonder Braeden didn’t think she could handle security for his train!


Chapter 2

Jovanna resumed her seat in the reception room, turned in her chair and faced the typing machine. She pulled several contracts from a drawer, fed the papers into the machine, aligned the blank spaces, and began to type.

Her long, nimble fingers flew over the keys as she remembered the twinkle in Braeden’s dark brown eyes. The prospect of seeing them sparkle again made her fingers fly faster. In moments, she had both copies of the contract done, as well as the documents giving Darling Security permission to act on MacAllister Enterprises’ behalf.

She placed the papers into a leather portfolio then went to the little powder room down the hall.

Jovanna scrubbed her face and peered into the mirror to make sure all signs of ink and dirt were gone then pulled on the pencils holding her hair in a knot at the back of her head. At one time, she’d hated her flame-colored hair, but not now, as the thick tresses curled down her back in a mass of unruly curls. She swept the cobwebs away then ran a brush through the silken strands and managed to bring the mass into some semblance of order.

Satisfied, she put the brush away, pinched her cheeks to bring color into her face, and left the room. Grabbing her hat from the coat rack in the reception room, she placed it on her head at a jaunty angle. The feather tickled her cheek and she pushed it away before slipping her arms into the jacket that matched her skirt. She grabbed the leather portfolio from the desk and placed it in the serviceable briefcase she purchased when she graduated from Miss Eulalie’s Finishing School for Young Ladies.

“I’m off,” she called brightly to Tony.

“Where are you going?”

“I finished Mr. MacAllister’s contract.” She walked down the hall and poked her head into his office. “I thought I’d bring it to him for his signature.”

Tony looked up from the file on his desk and grinned. “Hey, you washed your face!”

She grinned in return, saluted him smartly, turned on her heel, and left the office.

The rain had stopped. The Strand sparkled in the aftermath of the storm. The air seemed alive as she walked along the sidewalk and watched people scurry by. She signaled to a cab and the driver pulled in front of her within moments.

“The MacAllister Galveston Hotel, please.” She climbed in and adjusted her skirt.

The driver turned and gave her a quizzical look. “The MacAllister Galveston burned down.”

“Are you aware it’s being rebuilt?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She smiled. “Is there a problem taking me there?”

“No, ma’am.”

The man faced the street, although he did mumble something Jovanna couldn’t quite hear. He flicked the reins with a well-practiced jerk of his hands and the carriage moved through traffic.

Butterflies flitted in her stomach as the driver maneuvered through the streets. She didn’t know if just seeing Braeden again or the prospect of a new case caused the quivering in her belly, but it didn’t matter. Both thoughts excited her. A slight smile turned up the corners of her mouth as the cab pulled into the hotel’s crushed shell driveway.

The reconstruction of the MacAllister Galveston Hotel was well under way when the cab came to a halt. Jovanna stepped from the carriage, paid the driver, and looked around. The rhythmic bang of hammers and grinding of saws mixed with the pounding of the surf to fill the air. Swarms of men surrounded the building, each with his own job to perform.

Jovanna stared in awe. The fire that consumed the original hotel had burned for two days. Only the fireplace in the lobby had remained. Now she stood in front of what would be a more magnificent structure. Already, the first and second floors were completed and construction had begun on the third floor. A wide veranda on both floors encircled the partial building, offering a view of the vast Gulf of Mexico beyond the sand.

Careful to pick her way around piles of wood planks and pink brick, Jovanna strode up the crushed shell drive. Her gaze swept the workers as she looked for the man with the golden glints in his black hair.

“Where is Mr. MacAllister?” she asked a carpenter who rested on the wide flagstone verandah, his hammer stuck into his back pocket. Sweat dotted his forehead and he wiped it away with a handkerchief.

“Lookin’ at the water.” He pointed toward the beach.

A lone figure stood on the sand, face toward the waves that crashed along the shoreline. Wind ruffled his dark hair. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing darkly tanned forearms. His suit jacket hung down his back, suspended by a finger in the collar.

Her smile widened and the fluttering in her stomach increased. Her gaze remained on him as she stepped onto the pristine sand. The soft white granules seeped into her shoes but did not impede her progress as she walked toward him. She caught her hat as it slipped from her head and held it before the wind carried it away.

“Good afternoon, Mr. MacAllister.”

He turned. The frown on his face stretched into a smile and took her breath away. The flutter in her stomach burst into a searing flame. She forced herself to concentrate and breathe.

“Miss Darling.”

Her hair whipped into her face without the hat to hold the wild mass in place. She pushed the curls away, tucked the stray strands behind her ears and caught the gleam in his eyes.

“Do you have a few moments?”

“Of course.” His deep voice enveloped her in a veil of warmth as he grasped her elbow and escorted her to the verandah. A shiver rushed down her spine, as much from his voice as from his touch.

He led her to a chair with a beautiful view of the crashing waves. “Let’s get the sand out of your shoes before we go inside.” He bent on one knee. The golden highlights in his dark hair glinted in the sunlight. She sucked in her breath and held it. Her fingers gripped the arm of the chair instead of running through his hair, as she longed to do.

With the confident touch of an expert, he reached beneath her skirt, lightly grasped her ankle and brought her foot into view.

Waves of pure pleasure spread throughout her entire being.

Was this proper?

No. A man who was not her husband should not touch her this intimately. The heat of his touch continued to spiral through her until her heart pounded so hard she was sure he could hear the noise. Right or wrong, Jovanna didn’t want him to stop. Ever.

He untied the laces and slipped the shoe from her foot, as if he’d performed this particular service many times¼and enjoyed it, if the smile curving his mouth provided an indication.

Jovanna held her breath as he dusted the sand from her stocking, his touch hot. The simple gesture was very intimate, erotic. Heat infused her face.

He glanced at her as he dumped the sand from her shoe then fitted it back onto her foot. He retied the laces then repeated the process with her other shoe, his eyes twinkling the entire time. “All done,” he pronounced as he wiped off his hands and stood.

Jovanna released her pent up breath. “Thank you.” How she managed to speak with her mouth so dry, she’d never know.

He emptied his own shoes of sand while leaning against the railing, his gaze warm and tender as he looked at her. “Come inside.” He grasped her hand and helped her from her seat. “We’ll get out of the wind and have some privacy.”

He led her around to the front of the hotel, through the front doors, which stood wide open, his hand now on the small of her back. The warmth of his touch seeped through her clothing and caused the most pleasant sensation. She smiled and tried to concentrate on the hotel, not him beside her.

Sunlight filtered into the newly renovated lobby through stained glass windows facing west, the effect a sparkling kaleidoscope of color on the white walls. The hard wood floor gleamed, as did the crystal droplets from the chandelier above her head.

“This is lovely.” She scanned the room, noticing all the intricacies of his design. Twin staircases rose on either side of a huge fireplace then met in the middle behind the stone to become one. Intricately carved banisters, supported by white, wooden posts, repeated the pattern of entwined grape leaves. At the top of the stairs, a stained glass oval window allowed the sunlight to trace a rainbow path along the treads.

“Thank you. My vision is to make the MacAllister Galveston the most beautiful hotel in the United States.”

The pride in his voice made her smile. She felt the same way when she solved a case.

The heels of her shoes clicked over the floor as Braeden led her into a small office. He directed her to a chair before the desk. “Please make yourself comfortable.”

Jovanna did as she was told while he moved around the desk and sat in a battered leather chair across from her. He pushed the telephone out of his way and opened the portfolio she handed him.

She studied him from beneath the fringe of her lashes as he studied the standard contract. Her perusal took in everything about him from the golden glints in his hair to the beard beginning to stubble the lower part of his face. Age hadn’t taken away Braeden MacAllister’s good looks. He’d only become more handsome in the passing years.

By sheer force of will, Jovanna dragged her gaze away from him and glanced around his office.

“What’s this?” he asked as he drew her attention and passed her a paper.

“This is permission to act on your behalf.” She handed the document back to him. Their fingers touched. The searing flame in her stomach spread through her body with the same intensity as when he held her foot in his hand. She caught her breath and held it until the trembling ceased. “It gives Darling Security the right to speak with your associates and business connections. It helps us do our job better.”

“I see.” He took a few minutes and read the document then pulled a fancy pen from its holder. “You’re staring at me, Miss Darling.” His eyes twinkled as he dipped the pen into the inkwell. “Do I have ink on my nose?”

“What?” Caught once again, heat suffused her face as a blush warmed her skin. The urge to giggle tickled her. “No, Mr. MacAllister. You don’t have ink on your nose.”

He said nothing more but his inquisitive gaze remained on her for a long time, making those butterflies in her stomach grow to the size of bats. He finished signing his name, put the pen back in its holder, and lightly blew on the ink on the paper to make it dry faster. He placed her copies of both documents into the leather portfolio and slid it across the desk.

“That’s it, then.” Jovanna returned the signed documents to her briefcase and stood. She held out her hand. “Darling Security will do its best for you, Mr. MacAllister. Thanks for your faith in us.”

He stood also and grasped her hand, holding it longer than necessary, as if reluctant to let her go. “Would you like to see the rest of the hotel? At least, the finished parts.”

“I would love to.”

He came around the desk and, as before, placed his hand at the small of her back. Once again, the warmth of his touch spread throughout her body and those pesky butterflies in her stomach returned full force. And yet, she rather liked the fluttering in her belly now that she’d gotten used to it.

“Oh, I forgot,” she said as he led her back to the lobby. How could she have forgotten the most important part of her visit? Could the warm glow in his dark brown eyes have anything to do with the loss of memory? Or was it the heat of his hand on her back? “I’ll need your itinerary for the next few weeks and a list of your contacts.”

“Let me make a quick telephone call to my office.” He left her in the lobby as he darted back into the room they’d just left. She heard him speak to someone named Erik and smiled as he hung up the telephone.

“We’re all set. Erik is making up the list for you.” He rejoined her. “Are you ready for the tour?”

“Lead the way.”

Again, his hand rested against the small of her back. He seemed to like it there and Jovanna wasn’t about to argue. She liked the warmth seeping through her clothing, liked the shiver that spread throughout her body from the heat of his touch.

“The first floor has the kitchen, the dining room, the lobby, a large conference room and several smaller rooms for private parties. I’m thinking of adding a small boutique for shopping, although I’m not sure. I’m also extending the flagstone patio in the back.”

Their footsteps echoed on the treads as they walked up the staircase then stopped on the second floor landing. “I’ve put in several window seats along the ocean-facing wall.” He directed her attention to the floor to ceiling windows along the eastern wall of the lobby. “And I’m building a small library. I see people curled up on those window seats, lost in a good book, if they’re not already enthralled watching the waves crash on the sand.”

Jovanna caught his enthusiasm. She tried to envision what he saw in his mind.

“The second floor are guest rooms. Luxurious, but affordable for the business man wanting to take his family to the beach for a holiday.”

He walked with her along a long hallway then opened one of the doors so she could peek in. Empty, the room seemed generously proportioned.

“This floor will be suites,” he said as they continued upward and came to the third floor landing. “Watch your step.” This part of the hotel remained just a vision, as only the framework had been completed. She had an unobstructed view of the Gulf of Mexico in one direction and Galveston proper in the other. “Bedroom and sitting room. Some will have two bedrooms with a sitting room between them.”

The view was glorious. Jovanna spotted her house before the constant breeze, with no walls to stop it, whipped her hair into her eyes. She pushed the wildly curling hair out of her face, but the wind was too strong.

“The fourth floor will have private apartments. They’ve already been purchased.” He stopped, turned to face her and grinned. “Let me help you,” he offered and proceeded to smooth the twisting tresses away from her face.

A peculiar smile graced his lips as his strong fingers threaded through her flaming locks, drawing them into a tail at the back of her head, which he tucked into her jacket collar. His dark brown eyes gleamed, the golden flecks more pronounced and hypnotic.

The world she knew ceased to exist as Jovanna gazed into the fathomless depths of his eyes. Indeed, the very floor beneath her feet tilted. Hypnotized, she stared at his mouth. His bottom lip seemed fuller and so kissable. What would it be like to kiss him? The look in his eyes made her wonder if he thought the same thing.

She drew in a sharp breath and waited for the touch of his lips on hers. His head dipped, his mouth came closer. He stopped, his lips inches from hers. A voice called his name, rising above the blowing wind.

“Mr. MacAllister!”

“My ride is here,” Braeden said softly as the voice drew closer and grew louder. He pulled away, his face flushed as if he’d been caught doing something improper.

Jovanna sighed and tried to cover her disappointment by looking at the view. She wanted to kiss him, to have his mouth take possession of hers.

I shouldn’t be thinking like this. He’s a client.

Yes, the little voice in her head agreed. But he wasn’t always a client. He was once a boy you followed around like a lovesick puppy.

“We’ll stop by the office to pick up my itinerary and contacts before I take you home. Erik should have them done by now.”

“Thank you, Mr. MacAllister.”

A big, black bowler popped up in the hole where the stairway ended. In moments, the rest of the man’s face appeared and Jovanna found herself drawn to a pair of inquisitive green eyes and sandy blond hair poking out from beneath the hat on his head.

“There you are, sir.” The smile on his face widened.

“Good afternoon, Paul.”

Jovanna kept pace with Braeden’s long-legged gait as he met his driver at the top of the stairs. He checked his pocket watch. “Punctual as always. Paul, this is Miss Darling. We’re going to give her a ride home after we stop by the office.”

The driver tipped his hat. “A pleasure, ma’am.”

Paul disappeared back the way he’d come but she heard his footsteps on the stairs.

“Be careful, Miss Darling. There’s no banister here.” Braeden took her elbow and led her downstairs. If anyone else had dared to help her, Jovanna would have pulled away, determined to take care of herself, but this was different. He was different. She liked the way he touched her, liked the way he treated her as he would a lady, liked the mass of fluttering butterflies in her stomach.

Braeden handed her into the carriage. He started to climb in after her when his name was called. “I’ll be a moment.”

While he spoke to the crew foreman, she took the time to admire the way his hair gleamed in the sunlight. He turned, his lips curved into a generous smile, as if he knew she stared at him and enjoyed the attention.

Jovanna quickly averted her gaze and looked at the waves crashing onto the sand. Birds flew overhead, their wings outstretched as they caught the constant wind. One bird broke free from his brethren, swooped downward, dipped into the water and came up with a wiggling fish.

“They are fascinating, aren’t they?” The carriage dipped as Braeden climbed in and settled beside her. “I could sit here for hours and just watch the birds.” He smiled, showing off his white teeth. “I love the water.”

“So do I.”

“If you’re ready, Miss Darling?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Paul?”

Paul maneuvered the carriage through the streets of Galveston like an expert. In moments, they were on the Strand, in front of a large stone building.

“Do you want to come inside?” Braeden asked as the carriage rolled to a stop. “I should only be a moment.”

“No thank you. I’ll just wait here.”

He stepped out of the carriage and walked into the building with “MacAllister Enterprises” carved into the stone above the revolving door.

Jovanna sat back against the seat. As before, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. She admired the way he moved. He had the build of an athlete. Broad shoulders. Muscular arms. Slim waist. Long legs. She wondered if he played tennis or any of the other sports which were so rapidly becoming popular. Perhaps, he played golf or swam as she did.

She imagined him racing the waves in the Gulf, his body cutting swiftly through the water. She pictured him walking out of the water onto the pristine sand, shaking his head to send salty droplets in all directions before he grabbed a towel and dried himself off. She saw them both in the water, laughing as the waves crashed against them¼

“Miss Darling, are you all right?”

“What?” she said and breathed, caught once again. She hadn’t seen him come out of the building, nor lean against the carriage with his arms resting on the door. “Just woolgathering, I’m afraid.”

“You do that a lot.”

Jovanna turned away to look at the traffic on the street and hoped he didn’t see how flustered she had become. “Do I?”

He stepped into the carriage and sat beside her. He draped one arm over the back of the seat. “Here’s what you asked for,” he said, and again, his voice filled her veins with warm honey.

Keep your mind on the job, Joey. In truth, working with him would be quite difficult. It might prove impossible to see him and not become mesmerized by his twinkling eyes or sparkling smile. To do this job, and do it well, she’d have to hide any fascination she felt for him, as difficult as it might be.

She had never had this problem with any other client, but then, none had been as handsome as Braeden MacAllister. None made her want to throw caution to the wayside or run along the shoreline, chasing foam-crested waves. Not one had ever made her want his kiss like he did.

“Thank you, Miss Darling.”

“For what?” she asked, amazed they were already in her driveway. She hadn’t even been aware the carriage moved.

His eyes twinkled as he held the door for her. “For a lovely afternoon.” She stepped out in a daze. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the soft flesh. The same spark as earlier, the one that curled her toes in her shoes and grew from her stomach outward, flared white-hot.
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