
Gold Dust Brides

By Devon McKay

Copyright © 2020 by Devon McKay

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form or by any means electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval systems, without prior written permission of the author, except where permitted by law. 

Published by Forever In Love Publishing

Cover Art by Charlene Raddon, SilverSageBookCovers.com

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Gold Dust Bride Series

(In Reading Order)

Lead Me Into Temptation ~ Book One

Trail Of Desire ~ Book Two

Last Stop For Sin ~ Book  Three

​Contents

Lead Me Into Temptation

Trail of Desire

Last Stop for Sin

About Devon McKay

Other Books by Devon McKay:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​Lead Me Into Temptation


[image: ]


Gold Dust Brides ~Book One

~ For Aubrielle

My light on the darkest of days

​​​​​​​Chapter One

San Francisco, May 3, 1851

Garrett Sutherlin checked his time piece for the third time in less than an hour. Irritated, he snapped the brass lid shut, then tucked the treasured heirloom back into the front pocket of his vest. 

His patience was past the point of wearing thin. Squinting, he targeted a steely gaze onto the outskirts of town. Nothing. No cloud of dust along the horizon signaling company. Nor could he hear the faint thunder of horse’s hooves in the distance. In fact, there was no sign at all of the stagecoach, now over two days late. 

The muggy heat was beginning to take a toll, robbing him of the little tolerance he had left. He removed his worn hat and shaded his eyes with a forearm to glance at the setting sun before returning his stare back to the town. 

Narrowing his gaze, Garrett scanned the perilous streets of San Francisco. Thick with mud and debris it would be a struggle for the coach to prevail anyway. Though he doubted the muck would stop the mail courier from trying, especially with a cargo full of paying customers. 

Shouts of men conducting their business from the thoroughfares caught his attention and he noted how busy even the side streets and alleyways were. Though shops were starting to close, the city never truly slept. The saloons and casinos kept the night life awake. As if on cue, the upbeat twang of a fiddle blasted from a lively dance hall and broadcasted an invitation to all within earshot. 

Tempted, Garrett glanced toward the entrance of the saloon and then back up at the sky. The sun, making its descent with a dramatic curtain call, bathed the town in a comforting glow of orange and reds. Seeming somewhat civil at the moment, he knew from experience things would change as soon as night took over. Especially if he were to judge by the previous evening.

Traces could still be seen of the wild rampage which had transpired. In case there might be a repeat performance, he’d prefer to be off the streets before dark. Not standing here waiting on a coach that may or may not ever show. 

The city simply wasn’t safe. To confirm his point, a drunkard flew out of the swinging doors of the noisy saloon and into the rutted center of the muddy road. A man with both guns drawn followed.

Garrett braced himself for what was to come. Two shots were fired. Then silence. After a brief moment, the fiddle, now accompanied by a banjo, started up again, interrupting the quiet tone of death. 

Garrett stared at the streets, littered with curious bystanders. A scrawny miner approached the body and kicked at the dead man’s foot with a cautious toe. Satisfied with the lack of response, he then rifled through the deceased pockets and withdrew a handful of gold nuggets. Another man freed the corpse of his boots and hat as several more circled around to see what could be scavenged.

Why would anyone choose to live in this ruthless state? 

The answer was just pocketed. Gold. The prospect of striking it rich, lured newcomers by the thousands. The hope of fortune was a strong temptation. Funny how a mere rock held so much power. It could even sway a lady into placing an ad in the newspaper and committing herself to a complete stranger. 

Not so humorous, when it happened to him, costing Garrett an arm and a leg in coach fare and a humbling chunk of pride for a bride who never showed. Yet, here he was waiting for another mail-order bride to arrive. 

Bring home a wife this time.

He scoffed out loud, repeating his father’s hateful words before checking his time piece again. Forced to escort his father’s intended back to the Sutherlin Ranch in order to ensure a piece of land into his name was not only a slap in the face, it brought up a nasty memory. 

Though he’d been played for a fool, he’d learned a valuable lesson. Never trust a woman. Violet Webster happened to be a prime example—the perfect description of a gold-digger. Why else would she set her sights on the richest man on the border of San Francisco?

There’d only been one woman in his life he’d been able to rely on. And she was long gone. Subconsciously, he reached into his vest and ran the tip of his finger over the fluted edges of the time piece. Brushing aside the painful memory, he focused on the task ahead. 

Though late, Garrett was certain the coach would eventually make its entrance and, he would come face to face with the opportunist. She would soon find she’d met her match. Earl Sutherlin was not one to toy with. He would not be played for a fool. 

Garrett scowled, picturing the man as he left him two weeks prior. Whip in hand, the ranch owner had shouted orders daring anyone to disagree, as the menacing strip of leather licked at the air with deadly aim. No one in his right mind would argue with such an audacious figure. Those who did paid the price.

He trailed a fingertip over the mark lining his cheek, recalling the day he’d been on the receiving end of his father’s wrath. Questioning the man in front of others had cost him. A lesson he’d paid dearly with flesh. 

The scar, a painful reminder of how close he’d come to losing his left eye, ran from the corner of his eye to the edge of his mouth. He skimmed over the puckered skin time had helped fade, but not restored. He’d been young and stupid, refusing to believe his father would turn on him. A mistake Garrett would never be foolish enough to repeat. 

He cleared his mind, not willing to dwell on the ugly memory. His thoughts returned to the gold dust bride he was there to collect as two men emerged from the saloon to remove the lifeless and now nearly naked body off the street. 

A sunken imprint remained in its place, a concave reminder of a man who’d lost his life. More than likely over a rock he’d pulled free from the ground. The streets emptied and the men disappeared back into the bar as if nothing had happened. 

None of his business, he mumbled under his breath. However, he couldn’t shake the direction his tormented thoughts were headed. This wasn’t the place for a woman. Not even an ambitious fortune hunter like Miss Webster. But, as archaic as the city was, at least the girl stood a slim chance here. She fared better on these streets than she would on the Sutherlin ranch. 

Garrett sucked in a deep breath, hoping the mail-order bride wouldn’t show after all.  

​​​​​​​Chapter Two

Violet Webster held the defiant glare she directed towards the man seated across from her, quite aware she was bypassing even the slightest hint of propriety. She could take no more. She refused to succumb to his insistent stare a moment longer by glancing away or focusing demurely on her gloved hands. 

Despite the rocking of the stagecoach, she managed to stay balanced, her gaze steady and relentless. However, controlling her emotions proved to be quite a feat. And, she was failing miserably. 

Indignant, her temperature rose to a boiling point. After a little over three weeks, twenty-seven days to be exact, of his penetrating stare, she’d gathered he liked the effect he was having on her. 

Violet shifted her weight uncomfortably. She should be thankful for her seat on the mail coach. No doubt, the fare alone cost a pretty penny. And fortunately, there had been no unforeseen accidents or signs of Indians throughout the endless voyage. Yet, had she known leaving her home in St. Louis would subject her to hours of Bentley’s unwarranted attention, she would’ve ... would’ve what? Changed my mind? 

Doubtful. Still, she’d rather die than give him another moment of satisfaction. She studied the heavy jowls of his face in open disgust. Over the weeks, Violet had memorized every detail of the man’s features, from his beady, weasel-like eyes down to the improper footwear he wore and everything else in between. 

At least, she had the common sense to wear a pair of hearty traveling boots. Not some pompous pair of slick leather sheaths passed off in the name of fashion. However, shoes were the least of his problems. 

The man introduced to her as Bentley, she’d long forgotten the rest of his name, had the most annoying habit of patting the unruly sideburns lining his cheeks with his palms, then twirling his thick, black mustache between two sausage-like fingers. This pattern was preceded by a pronounced licking of his lips and repeated often. All of which she considered to be in poor taste.  

His hair, a dyed, darkened mass as coal black as his eyes, was slicked back and combed up high in the center of his forehead. The rancid scent of his hair tonic mixed with the lingering smell of sweat and unwashed bodies, unsettling the hard lump of biscuit in her stomach and she turned to the window for fresh air. 

Violet attempted to roll up the thin leather curtain which hindered her view to no avail. Managing to push it to the side instead, she gulped in the sweltering, dry air. So much for winning the stare contest.

The contents of her stomach bucked and she sucked in a deep breath. Welcoming the crisp, green scent of sage, she focused on the scenery hoping the sight would settle her insides. No such luck. Apparently, her abdomen was not willing to cooperate as the landscape washed by in a blur of greens and browns. Defeated, she released her hold and the stiff leather fell back into place.

She tucked a wayward ebony curl behind her ear and pined for the luxury of a well needed bath. Or, at the very least, the option of removing the blasted bonnet entrapping the rest of her pinned up hair. Another whiff of Bentley’s hair tonic filtered through and she fought to hold the biscuit down. 

The sparse breakfast, not included in the fare, which the driver enjoyed reminding her daily, had cost her the inflated sum of a dollar. An extravagant amount Violet wished she didn’t have to pay. 

She sighed out loud. It wasn’t even her money. Luckily, her intended had been kind enough to provide her with a meal allowance of three dollars a day. Money she was intent on keeping by squirreling the funds like a rodent with nuts for the winter. So far, she’d been successful by maintaining her diet to the one meal a day. 

Violet stifled the guilt threatening to surface, refusing to give the emotion free reign. It wasn’t as if she were stealing, she justified. She wasn’t a thief. Just a liar. A bold-faced liar without any intentions to wed a complete stranger. 

She wasn’t sure how she’d come up with the meal allowance, plus, the three-hundred-dollar stage coach fare, but she would. She’d pay the money back. 

One day. 

She simply needed the funds to continue the search for her father, admitting to herself how living on the brink of poverty had made her frugal. 

And desperate. 

The stirring of guilt was swiftly diminished by disgust as she pondered on the position she’d placed herself in. Basically, she’d sold herself to the highest bidder. It didn’t help her future husband had been quite generous in other areas too. A fleeting image of the costly wedding gown her intended had purchased filtered into her thoughts. 

A dress I never plan to wear. 

The coach lurched to the side and the unladylike shriek of Mrs. Williams cut through the uncomfortable silence. The muscles in Violet’s shoulders tensed as her headache of yesterday returned with a vengeance and squeezed at her temples with a vice-like grip. Mrs. Williams, seated primly beside her, had spent most of the trip emitting an ear-piercing screech with every bump or turn. 

Up until now, Violet had comforted her with a few calming words, but at this moment she couldn’t come up with anything more than a compassionate glance. There had been a lot of bumps and turns. 

Warmth heated her cheeks as shame filtered in. Despite the woman’s over the top theatrics, she’d been kind, aiding Violet with dressing when necessary and sharing motherly advice along the way.

Mr. Williams, positioned across from his wife, jolted awake from his nap and placed a firm hand on her knee, soothing the woman without words. Violet turned away from the unconventional gesture, locking gazes with Bentley’s dark stare again. 

The man, eager to console her, leaned forward. She narrowed her eyes in defiant warning, causing a sly smile to spread across his pasty face. Trying her best to ignore the response, she swiped at the curtain a third time to view outside. 

The steady rhythm of the horse’s hooves hitting the ground lulled her into deep thoughts and she questioned the rash decision to search for her father. Honestly, she’d had no other choice. 

Though he’d attempted to take care of Violet and her sisters, Uncle Harold had spent the little amount the collectors hadn’t been able to secure. And not wisely. The old fool had gambled it all away in one night. 

In order to save face, Aunt Roberta proceeded to market the three of them around like cuts of prime beef in hopes they’d snare a husband. More like cattle to slaughter. 

Unfortunately, her aunt’s effort paid off. Uncle Harold announced both Gracie and Prue would be married by the change of seasons. Gracie was promised to Albert Feinstein, a local farmer known for his use of a heavy hand when it came to animals. If that wasn’t enough, wicked rumors of Feinstein and the disappearance of his first wife circled him like a dark cloud. 

Prue, however, hadn’t fared much better. She was betrothed to Pierce Jackson, a lecher of a man with a fondness for young girls, and old enough to be their great grandfather. 

Violet was more worried about Grace than Prudence. Prue’s fiery temperament would surely send Jackson to his grave long before the nuptials were to be exchanged, but Gracie was different. 

The middle sibling simply accepted the decision with quiet reserve, sending Violet into a frantic need to locate their father. The thought of Feinstein marrying the gentle natured girl didn’t set well. Papa would never allow such a union. If only Violet could find him first. 

The search cost a great deal of money. Funds she did not have. If she’d had the proper finances, she would have never answered the ad selling her soul to the devil. A mail-order bride? She released a loud sigh. The thought was still too ghastly to comprehend. 

Why, oh why, had she ever agreed to such a thing? Her plan had failed miserably. Plan? What plan? Slipping out of the coach at one of the stops and hoping her presence would go by unnoticed didn’t really seem like such a well thought out idea after all. Especially seeing how she’d slept through the last stop. 

So much for plans. Now she had no other choice but to complete the journey all the way to San Francisco where Mr. Sutherlin himself would be waiting. It’s not so horrid, she attempted to rationalize. A lot of women married the same way. 

Of course, their marriages had been arranged after months of correspondence. Only two letters had been exchanged between Violet and her future husband. Her thoughts quickly changed paths and she wondered why a man felt the need to implore via a newspaper advertisement to find a wife. 

And why did I reply?

Just what kind of man had she agreed to marry anyway? Why did it matter? She wasn’t actually going to go through with the act. She’d somehow manage a way to escape before her intended saw her. She added the wrongdoing to her growing list of misdeeds. 

Adjusting her skirts, Violet spared a quick glance at Bentley before pushing the leather curtain to the side again and returning her gaze back to the passing desert. A ridiculous notion altered her composure, and she spun her head, locking onto the black hold of Bentley's stare again. 

What if he were her intended? Frantic, she gulped in a deep breath of the hot, stagnant air unable to control the panic welling up inside. He couldn’t be, she calmed herself by murmuring her betrothed’s surname under her breath.

Sutherlin. Not Bentley. She repeated her intended’s name again. Earl Sutherlin. A shudder shook her slight frame. If only her father hadn’t caught the gold fever. Had he not left, she wouldn’t have been forced to take such drastic measures. 

In an effort to calm herself, Violet retrieved the letter her father had written from the silk taffeta reticule on her lap. She’d received it over a year ago, but still found comfort in the words. Her father, so dear to her, was a victim of his own greed. The promise of gold, with its allure of riches and wealth, had clouded his better judgment. 

But she would find him and he’d fix everything. He had to. Violet toyed with the aged paper, certain her desperate choice hadn’t been in vain. She’d have to find a way to circle back to the town of Old Dry Diggins where he stated his claim was. Not such a tall task. 

She simply had to avoid a blasted marriage first. 

​​​​​​​Chapter Three

“San Francisco. This is the end of the line. San Fran.” 

Violet woke with a start. Faintly, she heard the driver repeat the call but didn’t quite register the announcement. She rubbed her eyes, heavy with sleep. Reacquainting herself with the surroundings, she quickly scanned the inside of the coach before pushing the leather curtain covering her view of outside to the side. 

She exhaled a ragged breath shocked by the sight before her eyes. Though the cloak of dusk made it hard to see, San Francisco was nothing as she had imagined. Rustic and untamed, the town seemed little more than a series of canvas tents and staggered buildings offering cheap whiskey, small merchant stores, and various other structures she couldn’t quite make out. 

The stagecoach slowed to a stop in front of the station. An oil lamp flooded the tent-like structure with light, highlighting a large crowd gathered in wait. Panic set in as she scanned the throng of people with a thorough gaze. Her stare centered on a tall man in the center of the chaos. 

Sutherlin?

Violet’s heart began an erratic beat, pounding loudly in her ears. She gasped again, sucking in humid air. As promised, her intended was waiting. She narrowed her gaze and focused on the stranger. No, not Mr. Sutherlin. He couldn’t be. 

Boldly, she allowed her stare to travel the length of the handsome man noting the way his brow furrowed as he pulled a time piece from the front of his vest. He was far too young, recalling her betrothed had stated he was well into his fifties. This man was closer to her age. 

She released a relieved breath. Distracted, she studied the rugged cowboy intensely, drawn to the way he demanded attention. The man was nothing like the polished fops from St. Louis.

He snapped the lid of his pocket watch closed and lifted his head, stunning her with a stare far more penetrating than Bentley could have aspired to. She sucked in another gulp of stagnant air, as the momentum of her heartbeat accelerated swiftly. No, definitely not Mr. Sutherlin. 

The driver appeared at Violet’s window and opened the door blocking her view. He held out his arm and it took a full moment before she could release her breath, realizing the man was offering his aid from the coach. 

She slipped the satin ties of the reticule over her wrist and accepted his hand. Stepping down, she circled around to the back of the coach. Violet allowed a moment of regret as her gaze targeted the small, weatherproof trunk she called her own. Funny, it had come to this. Alone in a strange city with nothing more than a battered box that held all of her belongings. 

She gripped the handle of the case and tugged, but it refused to budge. Using her weight, she pulled for a full minute before the trunk shifted, and then finally gave way. The chest landed on the ground with a loud thud.

“Only one trunk? You travel light.” The sound of a deep baritone put a quick end to her victory.  

She whipped around, armed with a curt retort certain to derail any unnecessary chit-chat on the tip of her tongue. The last thing she needed was an idle conversation about the method by which she carried her few possessions, especially if she wanted to escape before being seen.

The cowboy with the time piece stood before her. Caught off guard, she lost all train of thought. The man was far more handsome up close and, for a long, fevered moment, she fancied the thought of him being her future husband. 

She swept a searching gaze over the length of him. Quite the opposite of the coiffed dandies, the gentlemen she was used to seeing, this man oozed rugged masculinity. 

Though he wore an unbuttoned vest, her stare lingered over the sleeved shirt molding his torso and highlighting a firm, muscled build beneath. Canvas trousers covered his lower half and though it was the same cloth used for tents, the material clung to his body in a way she’d never witnessed. And boots! The man wore actual hard working, get the job done, footwear. Not two pieces of leather slapped together in the name of high fashion.

A large black hat covered his head and a red, handkerchief was tied around his neck, which she quickly concluded was so he didn’t breathe in dust while riding. And she assumed by his stance, he was someone who felt confident on top of a horse. 

An involuntary shudder coursed through her petite frame. What did she know about horses? Absolutely nothing, but the resolution did little to stop her mind from wandering. A menacing scar, slightly hidden by his hat, captivated her attention. The disfigurement should have scared her into a stupor but managed the opposite instead. The jagged mark made him dangerously alluring. Sexy. With a hint of mystery. 

As if suddenly remembering his manners, he tore off his hat, showcasing a thick patch of wayward blond hair. The promise of a scowl pulled the side of his mouth in such a way she wondered how many women would melt at his feet if he were to actually smile. But it was his eyes ... or rather the knowing look within the suspicious amber depths, which shook her to the core. Awareness flooded her senses and a heated blush warmed her face. 

He knows who I am. 

And he was waiting for her to respond. 

She struggled to reply. “I’m not planning on a long stay,” she quipped, hoping the no-nonsense retort would send the handsome stranger on his way. 

He shook his head, apparently not satisfied with her answer. “Begging your pardon ma’am, but aren’t you Miss Webster?”

Violet tensed at the sound of her name as a spike of fear shot through her. “No. You are mistaken.” 

Heavy brows furrowed in obvious confusion marring his handsome face. He opened his mouth as if to object, but she quickly palmed the strap of the trunk and spun towards town without further explanation, dragging the heavy chest through the deep, muddy ruts. 

Struggling but determined, she marched onward as the muck sucked at her boots and threatened to pull them off her feet. All the while silently praying he would give up and return to Mr. Sutherlin’s ranch empty-handed. 

No such luck. The cowboy caught up to her swiftly. She inhaled a ragged breath quickening her pace. A strong grip tightened around her upper arm, halting her determined stride and she skidded to a stop. How dare he actually lay his hands on a lady? 

Flooded with a surge of anger, she jerked her head up and locked gazes with the handsome stranger. Lost in the intoxicating whiskey tint of his eyes, she sputtered, losing all train of thought. 

“I’m not who you think I am,” Violet snapped, wishing she could’ve come up with a convincing name on the spot. So much for preparation, vaguely recalling the many aliases she’d toyed with along the way. None of which came to mind at the moment. “Now if you’ll kindly unhand me, I can go about my business.” 

While retaining his grip, he reached into his vest pocket with his other hand and pulled out a delicate, brass frame containing a daguerreotype. He studied the mirrored image, glanced up at her, and then back at the picture again before thrusting it in her direction.

“Pardon my frankness, but, I don’t really care what name you prefer. I’m here to transport you to your betrothed. That’s all. If you aren’t Miss Webster, you want to explain the likeness?” 

She sucked in her bottom lip, tugging it between her teeth, as her mind spun with reasons as to why she happened to be the spitting image of the miniature he held. It would be hard to talk her way out of this one. 

Why, oh why, had she been foolish enough to send the damning portrait along with her acceptance of Sutherlin’s proposal? Instead of weak excuses, she swiped the evidence out of his hand and pulled her arm free from his grasp.

A sickening tearing sound splintered the air as the travel worn material of her dress gave way exposing an indecent inch of skin. Staring at the man, she was too shocked to speak. Releasing the trunks handle, she firmly grasped the tattered edges of the cloth in an awkward attempt to cover herself.

Aghast, she quickly plucked a pin from her hair and pinched the material together, fastening it with a makeshift hold. No doubt, it wasn’t pretty, but it was functional. At least for the time being.

She raised her head and peppered the man with the most defiant glare she could muster. 

****
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OPEN MOUTHED AND GLARING as if he’d done far worse than accidently tear her dress, Violet Webster was a sight to behold. An appetizing morsel. Far too delectable for the likes of his father. Even if she was a gold-digger. 

Garrett trailed his gaze from her shoulder and stationed it on a dark tendril of hair freed by her attempt to fix her dress. A sudden urge to twirl the silken strand came to life. 

He blinked the thought away, roaming the length of her thin frame before returning to the delicate features of her face. Heart-shaped with a tiny split in her chin, perfectly arched eyebrows, eyes a little too large, and a mouth made for kissing ... every inch of which he knew by heart, recalling the many nights on the way to town he’d spent memorizing her photo. 

His father would break her like a twig. A large vise squeezed in his chest and a flurry of emotions arose. Guilt being the first. This bird of a girl didn’t stand a chance against a man like Sutherlin. 

Neither had my mother. 

Yet, he’d be the first to admit the little lady showed spirit. Quite a contradiction to the shrinking flower her name implied. To validate his assumption, a keen gaze cut him to the quick with eyes such a brilliant shade of amethyst they’d put the perennial to shame. 

Shaking his head, Garrett questioned her actions. Didn’t make any sense. She obviously had no fear of speaking her mind, yet she continued to insult his intelligence with outright lies? 

Though he should be furious, the captivating storyteller had managed to intrigue him. Her bonnet, sitting askew on top of her head, barely hid what appeared to be a thick mass of ebony curls and he couldn’t control the returning direction of his thoughts, wanting nothing more than to entwine his fingers in those lush locks.

Of course, she would have been far less enticing had he not just seen the smooth curve of her shoulder. The decadent glimpse of satin skin was just a tantalizing sliver of what was concealed beneath her traveling dress. Thoroughly tortured, he forced his gaze away. 

Despite the lies her pretty little mouth told, she was his father’s bride. Bought and paid for with good money. The man’s ugly words penetrated his thoughts.

Sutherlin considered her nothing more than a piece of property and would use her as such. Disgusted, Garrett reconsidered his mission. He should just let her go. Say she never showed. Judging by her actions, the little dove would do whatever it took to avoid the contracted union anyway. 

She could easily make money to support herself. In this town, those who chased little gold rocks were the fools. The ones who prospered were the people who laundered and mended clothes or cooked and sold meals. Even maids earned a pretty penny. 

However, there was the stagecoach fare and the other various expenses to consider. A money-hungry miser like Sutherlin would never release her without a return of immediate payment. Sadly, paying what was due wouldn’t matter anyway. Such an act would only make her situation worse. His father would never let her go. No doubt the ruthless tyrant would hunt her down with a vengeance. 

The man refused to lose. Ever. He’d consider the action an insult and would launch a personal vendetta, using any means necessary to make sure she paid in another way. Probably with smooth, alabaster flesh. So, no matter how lowly and underserving he thought of Miss Webster’s fate, the woman had made her own bed. 

Unfortunately, his father would be the one to lie beside her.  

​​​​​​​Chapter Four

“We will be heading out at the break of day,” the cowboy stated without question as he easily lifted the trunk Violet was struggling to claim again. 

She jerked her head up and locked gazes with the unnerving stranger. A surge of anger pulsed under her skin. For several minutes they engaged in a silent tug-of-war before she finally relinquished her clasp on the handle. 

Pursing her lips, she swallowed a sharp retort and studied the man, who not only issued the demand but clutched everything she held dear in his hands. By the no nonsense expression he wore, the cowboy was not one to toy with. 

She relinquished her ploy of pretending to be someone else and tried a different route—killing him with kindness.

“Very well then. Tomorrow sounds lovely,” Violet remarked in the sweetest tone she could muster. She allowed her gaze to scan over the area, determined to find a way to flee during the night. 

“Good. My father already secured a room. You can bathe the road dust away and then, after a decent meal, we can turn in. I’m sure you are longing for a nice bed to lay your head.”

Violet nodded, barely able to contain the smile tugging at the corners of her lips. A hot bath? And a bed? The thought alone was enough to make her mouth water. 

“It’s this way.” He offered his elbow to escort her. 

At first, Violet refused his aid, but two steps into the road laden with thick mud, she reluctantly accepted and clamped a gloved hand on top of his outstretched arm. She raised her head and caught his gaze. Instantly, she was overcome by a sudden warmth. 

Excusing the odd reaction, she blamed the unbearable heat on the weather and the fact he was standing far too close. Yet, she couldn’t help but question her response to him. The man simply flustered her.

Following his lead, they crossed the main road. The moment her heel clicked on the wooden planks lining the shops along the other side, she realized her escort was a gentleman in disguise. By diverting their course, Garrett had steered clear of a loud, bawdy saloon. 

Violet counted her blessings, thankful to be as far away from the drinking establishment as possible. Even if they were just on the opposite side of the street. 

Without warning a group of drunken miners exited through the saloon’s swinging doors and staggered onto the wide dirt path. Violet gasped, surprised by the filthy state of the gold-diggers. Unfortunately, her response caught the attention of one of the men. 

Smiling a toothy grin, the miner scathed her with an appreciative gaze before elbowing one of his cohorts and pointing in her direction. A heedful awareness spiked through her thoughts. This trio were not gentlemen. 

One of the dirty prospectors stumbled forward. With a leer and a drunken swipe, he lunged at her. Quickly, she sidestepped his grasp and hastened the pace as her escort pulled her closer. She folded into his side, obliged for the protection he offered. 

He adjusted his grip on her trunk and then tapped the pistol on his hip with the heel of his hand in silent reassurance. Still a little cautious, she nodded. Apparently, there were worse fates than marrying a complete stranger. 

After passing more saloons, and several crude, tented shelters that housed boisterous crowds, they stopped in front of an elaborate, false-fronted building with a sign broadcasting The Parker House in fancy script lettering. Pausing only for a moment, he ushered her toward the door.

Relieved they’d reached their destination, she bolted into the establishment and was immediately accosted by a sight she’d never seen before. The hotel was incredible, a palace in fact. The complete opposite of the mud-laden streets and cheap saloons lurking outside of the door. Stunned, she slowly took it all in. 

The parlor, lit brightly by several large chandeliers, was more lavish than the grandest ballroom St. Louis had to offer. Intrigued, she inched her way closer so she could get a better glimpse into the foreign world as a heavy grip clamped onto her arm. 

She attempted to shake the hold of her escort off, mesmerized by the extensive chamber, ornate with its decorative gilded mirrors and garish gold accents. Seven tables filled the spacious room and each one of them was surrounded by men trying their luck at gambling.

Engulfed in a smoky haze and the distinct scent of brandy, some of the occupants were well-dressed and respectable, while others were clad in buckskin and flannel prints. All of different origins. 

The various degrees of dress, language, and cleanliness confused her. Obviously, here, such a thing didn’t matter. It appeared they were all there for one purpose only. To gamble—the life my father chose over his family. 

She fixed her stare on an oriental man with a long braid. The man, oddly attired in knee-length petticoat trousers and a long, quilted jacket, seemed more at home than her. 

A large crowd gathered around one of the tables as two foreign men called out for any takers before positioning themselves on opposite ends. One of the men shuffled a deck of cards. He quickly laid three face-down and then nodded at the other, who called out for bets with a thick, heavy accent. Immediately, banks of silver and gold in various forms of payment were tossed above each of the cards. 

She cast an inquisitive glance at the man at her side in hopes he would explain.

“Monte,” he stated without emotion as his grip tightened and he pulled her closer. “A loser’s game if you ask me. Watch. Most of them will bet high and walk away with lighter pockets.”

As if to confirm his point, a miner adorned in mud-covered boots and tattered clothing bet large, tossing several coins into the pot. The act started a flurry of additional bets. Minutes later, the man, as well as the other gamblers, were instantly relieved of their money. 

A loud moan escaped his bearded lips and another gold miner came to his aid. Placing an arm around his shoulders, the new friend consoled the loser and then led him to a broad mahogany counter at the back of the room for a drink. 

The bartender, slim with impressive side whiskers, greeted them both with a decanter of amber liquid he poured into shot glasses. He collected payment and then returned the bottle to a mirrored shelf behind him, laying it to rest amongst a colorful sea of china vases, gold clocks, and liquor flasks. 

On the other side of the room, a shout of glee, followed by an immediate uproar from the crowd and the clanking sound of glasses drew her attention. She spun toward her escort in question.

“They don’t always lose,” he remarked. Prompting her forward, they walked through a small lobby. The man stopped briefly at the desk and thrust his thumb over his shoulder towards Violet’s trunk he had stationed off to the side by the entrance. 

A slim, Chinese girl nodded her head towards the stairs, silently indicating they should follow. Violet gazed longingly toward the door. Unexpectedly, it swung open granting the entrance of none other than her traveling companion, Mr. Bentley.

A ragged breath escaped her as she caught the man’s stare. He smiled, the result more of an open leer than an actual smile, and then disappeared into the throng of gamblers. 

“Shall we?” Violet’s guide steered her toward the staircase. “A woman like you tends to draw notice and I’m not in the mood, nor am I equipped, to fight off a room full of men starving for the attention of a female.” 

Mutely she nodded, questioning the meaning of his statement. She doubted her presence had even been noted by anyone other than Bentley. And she hoped never to lock gazes with those beady eyes again. 

A shudder shook her. Attempting to gather her composure, she gazed up the staircase and then cast one final fleeting glance over the tables to scan the bevy of bearded faces in search of her father. Even though his letters had stated he’d staked a claim in Old Dry Diggins, Elijah Webster’s weakness for cards had been well known. More than likely, she’d find him in a place like this. 

Another shout of victory roared through the quiet lobby and she pondered what it would be like to be so free with one’s money. There were gaming halls in St. Louis, though she’d never ventured into the gambling dens. Even in a desperate search for her father. 

She’d never felt the desire to be relieved of the meager funds they’d had. In fact, this couldn’t be any further from the simple life she’d led, and though she’d never actually toss coins away so carelessly, watching the act had been new and exciting. No wonder her father and Uncle Harold had fallen victim to the sport. 

“Do you ever gamble, Mr.? Oh my,” she stuttered, releasing a shocked gasp. “I just realized I don’t even know your name.” 

The man didn’t reply. Instead, he ignored the question completely and sternly prodded her to continue up the stairs with the placement of his hand against her lower back. Violet huffed, attempting with little success to ignore the heat of his palm burning through her traveling dress. 

Once they reached the second-floor landing, he halted, dropping his arm.

She spun to face him. “I asked you a question,” she snapped. Trapped in his gaze, the intoxicating shade of whiskey, a prickly warmth spread under her skin. He didn’t need to reply. No, all he had to do was merely stare at her with those captivating eyes and her insides turned to mush.  

He hesitated as if searching for the right wording, “Name’s Sutherlin.”

“Sutherlin?” A surprised gasp escaped her as hope stirred, fluttering like the wings of a butterfly in her stomach. “But you’re not...no, you can’t be.” Confused, she searched his face. “Are you my intended?”

Violet locked onto his gaze. She saw something she couldn’t quite read in the darkened depths. Sorrow? Regret? Whatever it was, the emotion quickly faded and was replaced by a clear veil of distrust.

“No, little dove, I’m not,” he stated firmly. “Or would you prefer I call you a cunning fox? Not that it matters.” He shrugged. “You are marrying my father.”

Her blood froze. When said out loud, the direness of her situation magnified. She was spoken for. Promised to his kin. A man twice her age, and, other than two corresponding letters, a faceless stranger.  

For a moment, she’d actually longed for the possibility of the man standing before her being her future husband. Even embraced it. And cunning fox? The words stung, but only because they spoke the truth. 

A painful, but honest depiction. At the moment, she felt anything but trustful. Yet, how could he know of her intentions? Didn’t matter. The search for her father trumped snide insinuations and witty tag names, regardless of how true they might be. 

“Shall we continue to our quarters?” he asked, shattering her thoughts and breaking the silence. 

“Do I have a choice?” she questioned sharply, more upset at herself than his request. Unable to hold her tongue, she blurted, “And in regards to your blatant questioning of my character, perhaps you are right. However, considering the fact I feel as if I’ve been caught in a snare, the word cunning is hardly accurate.” 

The quick retort brought forth a low rumble of laughter and a boyish grin, softening the hard, jagged scar under his eye. In response, her pulse spiked and a cool sheen of perspiration dampened her skin. 

Not easily swayed by a man’s charms, certainly not a mere smile, she questioned the reaction. With her mind reeling, she continued planning a course of escape. 

Now, she had one more reason she couldn’t possibly marry into this family.  

​​​​​​​Chapter Five

In silence, Violet walked beside Mr. Sutherlin to the third-floor landing, following the foreign girl down a dimly lit corridor to the end of the hall. The maid swung open the door, granting them entrance into a decent sized room. 

After waiting a moment for the other servant to place Violet’s trunk in the hall, the man flattened his palm against her lower back again and pushed her through the threshold with a rigid nudge. “I made arrangements to have a bath drawn.”

Grateful, Violet shook her head as she took in the details of the room. The space housed a large four-poster bed, a marble-topped washstand, an oval free-standing mirror, and a round table with two chairs. A tin tub was neatly tucked in the corner. “Thank you. That was considerate. A soak would be heavenly.” 

He nodded curtly. “I’ll be right outside the door. When you are done, we can dine in the room.” 

Bobbing her head, she returned a tired gaze to the bathing receptacle. Dirty and sticky from the long journey, nothing sounded more luxurious than a hot bath. And a private one to boot. 

However, the thought of her captor guarding the exit didn’t set well. To think the only thing between her and the compelling man would be nothing more than a slab of wood caused a shiver to run down her spine. And what exactly had he meant by our quarters?

Before she could object, another maid entered the space, armed with two heavy buckets of water. “Oh, my. Those look so heavy and they have to be lugged up three flights of stairs? Seems like an awful lot of trouble just for a lady to bathe,” Violet mumbled as the servant whisked past her and began filling the tub. 

“Believe it or not, the ladies are paid quite handsomely for their services. A woman can do well for herself here. Some bake and sell their goods, usually charging an exorbitant amount of money. Others offer to launder, mend clothing, and wait tables. All are paid good wages. There’s plenty of work available if one is willing,” he paused as if in deep thought. “Of course, there are some ladies who choose an easier route and expect money for simply keeping a lonely man company. And there are those who set their sights higher, searching out the wealthiest man in San Francisco to secure a promising future.”

He stunned her with a pointed look. Violet released an unladylike snort, insulted he would imply such a thing. “I’m sure some ladies have no other choice,” she sparred, placing her hands on her hips. If this man wanted a war, she was prepared for battle. 

“Yes. Perhaps you are right,” he conceded. Silencing her with a forced smile, he reached for her hand. Gingerly, he traced her palm with his fingertip. “Such soft hands. Apparently, you fall into the second category. There are those who aren’t made for hard work.” 

For a second, she succumbed to the tingling sensation his touch brought to life before the meaning of his words filtered through and she snatched her hand free of his hold. The man was impossible. How dare he judge her? He knew nothing of her circumstances. 

Refusing to stoop down to his level, she pursed her lips and forced back the sharp retort forming on the tip of her tongue. Instead, she fumed in silence and focused on the girls filling the bathtub. Once the tub was full, one of the maids handed her a small circle of lavender scented soap and then scurried off. 

Violet faced her captor, expecting him to leave so she could bathe, but the man didn’t budge. Certainly, he wasn’t planning on keeping watch while she soaked?

A roguish grin lined his face as if he were seriously considering doing just that. After a long minute, he stunned her with a bold wink, then excused himself, “I’ll be in the hall if you need assistance.” Without another word, he closed the door behind him, leaving her alone in the space as his parting remark rendered wicked thoughts. 

Assistance? 

And what, pray tell, would he help with? Removing her skirts? The image quickened her pulse and she quickly blinked it away. What on earth had gotten into her? The only aid she needed was to escape this horrid predicament.

She stared at the inviting tub as the steam from the hot water fogged up the room. Faced with a dilemma, Violet deliberated her options. The bath beckoned, but now may be the perfect opportunity for escape. 

Holding the sliver of soap to her nose, she inhaled the enticing floral scent. Such an action meant she’d have to forgo the bath. It seemed like such a waste, she debated. Especially since the girls went through so much bother to fill the tub. Perhaps she could manage an escape after a quick soak? 

A light tap at the door startled her and she dropped the soap. Surely the man hadn’t been serious? Or worse. He really did think she was a woman of easy virtue. No matter what he thought, the man couldn’t possibly imagine she’d allow him in to watch her bathe. 

Furious, she yanked the door open. “What could you possibly want now?” Violet snapped. A maid greeted her with a timid nod. Immediately shamed by her actions, a warm flush spread across her cheeks. 

“Beg pardon,” the Chinese girl said in broken English, her face a blank canvas, void of all expression. Despite the unwarranted welcome, the servant did not seem shocked and walked into the room, closing the door behind her. “Husband said I help.” She pointed at the gown Violet wore. 

Violet glanced down at her dress and then back up. “He’s not my husband. He’s my...” Future step-son? She attempted to explain but fell short. For some reason, the words wouldn’t come out. A fleeting image of the man’s lopsided grin filtered in and she sucked in a ragged breath. 

The girl nodded again before swiftly unfastening the endless trail of buttons on Violet’s gown. With the traveling attire in tow, the servant turned to leave but paused by the door. “I come back. Help. For ball.”

“A Ball?” Violet questioned. “Here?”

In response, the maid curtly bobbed her head. 

Stunned, Violet scoffed. A dance would only be another obstacle in her plans to escape. And who exactly would escort her to such an event? Her new warden? Didn’t seem likely. “No. That won’t be necessary.”

On that note, the girl left the room as quietly as she had entered, leaving her alone again. Clothed only in her chemise, Violet tried to calm her rampant thoughts. A Ball indeed. Who had time for such nonsense?  

Removing the shift, she picked up the soap, slid into the tub, and immediately relaxed as the hot water eased the aches and pains from her travels. Several minutes later, she was thoroughly scrubbed and her skin was scoured a pretty pink. 

She glanced at the whalebone corset and the heavy layers of itchy, starched petticoats lying in a heap on the floor. Having to put on the uncomfortable undergarments made her want to stay put. 

She didn’t much see the need for the corset anyway. Not only did it restrict her breathing, she hardly understood the concept. Suffering to fit into society’s rules? Hogwash. The corset would be the first to go. Her sixteen-inch waist was on the verge of too thin anyway. Not to mention, she needed help to lace it up and the chambermaid was long gone. 

Reluctantly she pulled herself out of the tepid water and after finding nothing to towel off on, pulled on her shift and laced lined drawers, as thoughts of an escape plan started to form. 

Firstly, she needed clothes. This presented a problem. She glanced down, noting the way the thin material clung to damp skin and highlighted the curves usually hidden by heavy skirts. Why, oh why, had she allowed the maid to leave with her dress? And where in the blazes was her trunk? A faded memory of one of the servants placing the case outside the entrance to their room came forth. 

The impossible man had thought of everything, conveniently thwarting her plans. Good Lord, he probably even planned on sharing the chamber. 

Our quarters. 

His previously spoken words repeated themselves, flooding her with terror. And a hint of something else. Excitement? Her pulse quickened and she ignored the spike of adrenaline the thought provoked. 

Frantically, she scanned the room searching for any possible ways to escape. Zooming in on the only window in the room, she raced to the porthole and glanced outside, then pressed her forehead against the glass for a better view. 

The ground, though quite visible, seemed much farther down than she’d expected. Three stories high and with no ledge, this option would certainly lead to a painful fall—possibly death. Unless Violet suddenly developed wings, she had no choice other than the door. 

Perhaps her captor had been bluffing and wasn’t waiting outside as he’d warned. If so, she could sneak into the hall and retrieve her trunk, slip into a dress, and then flee before her escort even realized she was out of the bath. Not such a bad strategy, Violet pondered as she combed through long, wet locks of hair with her fingers. 

Of course, this plan would only work if the man wasn’t standing guard on the other side of the door. Determined, she made her way to the exit and cautiously peeked into the hall. 

****
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GARRETT LEANED AGAINST the wall and stared at the room’s door as he waited impatiently for his father’s future bride to finish her bath. Earl Sutherlin’s face protruded through his thoughts and he was immediately overcome with disgust. Bride, he scoffed. Prisoner was more like it. And he was the one who was delivering the poor girl to her demise. 

To top it all off, he’d proven to be no better than his father. Though the damage he’d done had been with words. And a sinfully stolen touch. Why on earth had he felt the need to stroke her palm? 

A fleeting image of the woman popped into his head. She’d obviously been upset by his callous statement. A grin pulled at the corners of his mouth. Upset? Hell, she was downright angry. And yet, he’d felt the need to continue his bad behavior. 

Despite enjoying the result his taunting had prompted, it didn’t change the fact the girl was nothing more than a gold-digger. As ugly and unfair as the judgment seemed, it happened to be true. She was no different than any other woman—milking his father for every cent the man had. 

They deserved one another. 

Perhaps he was wrong to jump to conclusions, though he had his doubts. He was living proof of just how far a deceitful female would go. Why should the virtuous Violet Webster sell herself short? 

No doubt the lady wouldn’t lower herself by working a position beneath her stature. Or any job for that matter. Especially when the woman could have any man eating out of her hand and the fool would be willing to pay a hefty amount to do so? 

He sighed heavily and folded his arms across his chest. Not his business. He reminded himself of the goal—to transport the pretty little package to his father’s doorstep and nothing more. 

How long could it possibly take for a woman to bathe anyway? He shoved away from the wall and began to pace as another vision filtered in...a glimpse of a bare, rounded shoulder. 

Shaking his head, he attempted to clear his mind. Not an easy task with the sound of splashing beyond the door rendering vivid images of ivory skin enveloped in water. 

He forced his thoughts on the journey home to free himself of the decadent picture. A slight creak commanded his attention and he stopped in mid-step spinning toward the noise. Fixated on the room’s door, he noted the turn of the latch, then a slight opening. 

Anticipating the woman’s next move, Garrett slipped into the shadows. If she were trying to escape, it wasn’t going to be on his watch. However, he wasn’t against watching the show. 

To prove his suspicions, his ward peeked her head out a crack as if to see if the coast was clear. Hidden by the dimly lit corridor, it was obvious she didn’t see him and he witnessed her bravely making a move. As she rushed out of the space, he stepped into the light, stopping her attempt to flee.

“Going somewhere?”

Apparently startled, the mere slip of a girl stared at him in shock with those large violet eyes. She opened her mouth as if to defend her actions then clamped her lips shut and defiantly tilted her chin.

A grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. He had to admit, the woman showed mettle, her tenacity knowing no bounds. Taking in her stance, he allowed his gaze to slowly roam the length of her. Clothed only in undergarments, he couldn’t pull his stare away, lingering on the way the thread-bare linen adhered to every curve.

Following the direction of his stare, she gasped as if suddenly realizing the vulnerability of her unclothed state. Abruptly, she covered herself with her hands, but the effort was far too late. He’d already seen more than even a saint could take. 

“Mr. Sutherlin!” she exclaimed. “A gentleman would have the decency to look away. I was looking for my trunk. The maid took my dress.”

Sucking in a deep breath, he glanced down at her case, though done in vain. Despite her quick attempt to cover herself, the vision still burned in his brain, a memory not likely to disappear. 

There was no way he could erase the image of Violet barely covered. Nor would it be humanly possible to blink away the cemented impression of perky breasts pressed against a thin, cotton chemise. 

A loud ruckus rose up from below, followed by the sound of splitting wood and shattered glass. Violet’s eyes widened in surprise and she leaned forward to peek around him and down the hall toward the stairwell.

“Sounds like trouble.” He grasped her arm, spinning them both around and back into their room. “I need to get you inside before—” 

A shot fired through the air, silencing the argument downstairs immediately. A strangled cry escaped her and the warmth of a shapely body fused into his. Garrett glanced down at the little lady clinging to his side. Even in the dim candlelit room he could see she was visibly shaken and was overwhelmed by the sudden need to comfort her. He pulled her closer, inhaling the fragrant scent of lavender. 

She clung to him tightly and for a moment he welcomed the embrace. Cradling her head against his chest, he faltered under the intoxicating spell only a woman could weave. 

​​​​​​​Chapter Six

“What was that?” Violet questioned. Though she attempted to sound brave, her words voiced themselves in a shaky, breathless whisper. 

Folding under the fear, she hugged her savior and squeezed her eyes shut. She simply couldn’t stop herself. For some reason, being in his arms brought forth a measure of security she’d never experienced before. 

“That, little dove, was a gunshot,” Mr. Sutherlin replied gruffly. Prying himself free of her hold, he pushed her to the side, then closed the door and secured the latch. 

“Shouldn’t we do something? Like, go get the sheriff?” Panic flared, twisting her stomach into knots and adding fuel to an already accelerated heartbeat. She spared a glance at the door, then back toward him, not certain the lock would hold if someone wanted in. 

Noting her anxiety, he returned his attention to the cast iron thumb latch. “Should be fine. There’s no reason for anyone to come up here.”

Violet stared at him in shock, doubting his logic. She trailed her gaze down his muscular frame and halted on the weapon holstered at his hip. A shudder shook through her. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to use it. 

Her thoughts quickly turned to what had just happened, perplexed by not only his but her behavior. Strange that the man would offer comfort without question, then push her away as if she were the one holding the smoking gun. Even odder was her reaction. She had welcomed the intimate consolation. From a stranger to boot. 

And what was wrong with her? This hadn’t been the only gunshot she’d ever heard. Immediately, she was shaken with a dreadful memory. No, but it was the first firing of a gun she’d heard since her mother’s suicide shortly after her father’s departure. 

The unmistakable sound still haunted Violet’s dreams, often waking her on dark nights. No wonder she had clung to the man as if he held her next breath. 

For a moment, he had.

Blinking back tears, she pictured her sisters and prayed for strength. She was the only chance Grace and Prudence had. 

“As far as hunting down the law, I think I’ll pass. I’m sure the sheriff has his hands full. We will simply stay put and mind our own business,” he stated matter-of-factly. Then, as if to solidify his point, he pulled off his vest and tossed it over the back of one of the chairs. 

The effort stretched his shirt showcasing taut, sinewy muscles. A strong awareness of his masculinity, combined with the sudden realization they were alone in the space and the fact she was barely dressed, shook her to the core, whirling her senses. 

Quickly, she grasped the coverlet off of the bed, wrapping it around her shoulders as a light tap at the door drew her attention. Startled by the sound, Violet nearly jumped out of her skin.

“No need to be frightened. I ordered food, remember? Whatever squabble was going on below has no doubt been dealt with.” He graced her with a tight smile before cautiously opening the door to two servants, armed with large silver platters and a decanter of alcohol. After delivering the food and drink, they exited the room before she had a chance to ask one to stay and help her get dressed.

He locked the lever and stepped away from the door, then filled two snifters with amber liquid from the glass decanter.

“Here drink this. It’ll help calm your nerves.” He handed her one of the glasses. Cupping his glass, he swirled the alcohol, then sampled the drink. 

“Do you think someone was killed?” Violet questioned as she followed his lead. The alcohol burned her throat, but she managed to keep it down and welcomed the warmth it spread through her empty stomach. 

Garrett shrugged in response. The simple action of heaving his broad shoulders upward brought attention to his muscular build again causing a strange heat to flow through the rest of her limbs. Needing a distraction, she gulped down more of the brandy. 

“More than likely. This is a rough town. Lawless. As long as you stay close by my side, you should be fine, Miss Webster.”

She nodded, catching the not-so-subtle warning. She stared into her glass and swirled the amber liquid as she’d seen him do. The sound of the gunshot along with her proper name brought back memories she’d rather forget. “Please, call me Violet,” she insisted. “Mrs. Webster was my mother. She...she’s dead,” she stuttered, almost unable to finish the sentence. 

Attempting a brave face, Violet bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. With a shaky hand, she raised the glass to her lips and downed what was left swiftly. 

The brandy took immediate effect, softening the hard blow of the painful memory. Holding his gaze, she held out the snifter for more. “Death is not something new to me, Mr. Sutherlin. Despite my moment of weakness, I don’t scare easily. I was simply caught off guard.”

He studied her with an intense gaze. Somehow, she managed a blank expression, successfully hiding the flurry of emotions running rampant in her head.

After a moment, he spoke, “Garrett. If I’m to call you by your proper name, then you may refer to me by my given name as well,” he paused, took the glass from her hand and filled it, then placed it on the table. “Eat.” He pointed to the table now laden with enough food to feed a small army. Pulling back a chair, he motioned for her to sit.

The tantalizing scent of hot beef, stewed with onions, beckoned and her stomach growled in response. Clutching the quilt, she stepped closer and noted a colorful array of green peas, carrots, and Irish potatoes. 

Instantly, Violet’s mouth watered, and she was reminded she hadn’t eaten anything other than the dry biscuit earlier this morning
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