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“This sure ain’t what I signed on for when I hauled my bones out this way,” Casper groaned, sitting heavily back in his chair. “Shoulda stayed in California. Sun wasn’t so hot thata way.”

The seat creaked with the pressure Casper instilled upon it and Mack eyed the man warily. His companion was truly as large as any bear he had ever seen on his trek through the west. It was stunning that the chair sustained its weight as it did beneath the miner’s abuse. Idly Mack wondered how the man managed to eat so well under such uncertain times. 

“It ain’t what they advertised, that’s for damned certain,” Mack agreed, nodding vehemently. “I still ain’t used to the smell of this town.”

“Where ya from, stranger?” the barkeep demanded, giving Mack a fearsome look as he leaned across the bar to glare at him. “Ya ain’t been in these parts long, I reckon.”

“Ain’t I?” Mack answered evenly, lowering the brim of his wide hat across his broad forehead. “Do you know every tired soul who makes his way through these parts?”

Mack already had a fair idea of what the answer would be. It was the reason he had stumbled into that saloon, after all. Xavier knew everyone’s business in Carling and that was what the bounty hunter was counting on. 

Xavier will lead me right to Vandiver Jones.

“More or less,” Xavier leered. “And I ain’t seen ya in these parts before.”

While the bartender may have known his patrons well, his memory was faulty. Mack Matthews had been around Carling once upon a time, even sat inside Van’s dusty tavern. 

Tis a handy thing he doesn’t recall me, Mack thought, staring up at the barkeep through shielded eyes. Tis an issue I could do without at this moment. 

Mack had been leery enough about taking the job, memories of his not-so-distant past weighing heavily on his mind. 

“No one is gon remember ya in Carling,” Sheriff Ritter insisted when Mack uttered his reluctance. “Y’aint been there in years.”

“When I was, I did some questionable things, Sherriff. Vandiver Jones is bound to recall my face. Surely you should send Beatrice alone on this one. She’ll have a better chance given Vandiver’s fancy for flame-haired gals.”

“Is that a fact?” the old timer drawled. “Well, ain’t he gotta see ya ta remember ya? That’s when ya get him!”

Mack aspired to share the lawman’s optimism but it made it sitting in the same tired saloon, the temptations of his outlaw past tickling his senses. 

You ain’t got anything to worry about. Beatrice will be here and keep you in line and directed at finding Vandiver and bringing him to justice. 

It was strange what a twist his life had taken over the past decade. Once a highway man, thieving from the rich to feed the starving populous of lower Utah, Mack had believed he was doing right by the others in the poor mining towns along his way. The people who had been hurt and robbed were causalities of war, after all, the aftermath of the real war still burning strongly.

There ain’t no reason for anyone to be starving in a town as rich as this one, Mack thought with some bitterness, looking around at the tired faces of the miners as they drowned their weary sorrows and drained their day’s wages in ale. Twas not a hard feat—their wages were pitiful and the women were scarce. The men were lonely and broken. 

Of course, men like Vandiver Jones had a stronghold on the comings and goings of the town. He could easily have distributed the wealth accordingly but he preferred to get richer while the workers slaved for pennies and beer. 

Not men like Vandiver Jones. Vandiver Jones is the only one running the town and he needs to be stopped. If it ain’t for him, Carling is bound to be a happier place without his debaucherous ways. 

“Ya seem mighty anxious, stranger,” Xavier commented and Mack realized he had drifted off into a brooding silence. “Got something on yer mind?” 

“Just waiting on my wife,” Mack replied easily, again raising his stubbled face to look at the barkeep. He rubbed his hands against the dark blonde hairs and reminded himself to seek a barber.

Xavier made a commiserating noise and shook his fat head. 

“This ain’t no place for a lady,” he chided. “I ain’t blame her for staying away.”

Mack reached into the pocket of his dirty waistcoat and withdrew a beaten pocket clock. Beatrice was hours late and it made him nervous. The woman was never late. They had worked together three times before and punctuality had always been her strong suit. 

“She’ll be here,” Mack insisted but even he could detect the worry in his words. Casper gave him a sidelong look. 

“She ain’t run off on you, has she, pardner? I ain’t blame her for that neither. This town ain’t for the ladies. That’s why we can’t keep them none.”

“She ain’t run off!” Mack scowled, shooting Casper a reproving look. 

She ain’t even shown. 

Fleetingly, he wondered what would happen if Beatrice did not arrive in Carling as they had agreed. What would he do then? A lone stranger, not working the mines would surely arouse the suspicion of the locals. Vandiver Jones would not be easy to find without a wife. The plan had been very clear. He and Beatrice would settle in Carling as a couple and investigate together as to the kingpin’s whereabouts. The bounty on his head was too large to leave without and Mack was not going anywhere without Vandiver Jones in his custody. 

“That ain’t her, is it?”

Mack turned and looked at the swinging doors to the saloon as a woman entered, her face gaunt. Even so, Mack could see she was very comely, despite the dimly lit tavern. 

Her bonnet was askew, tilted to the side of her honey-brown hair and shading over her cornflower blue eyes. 

“What can I get for ya, miss?” Xavier asked, turning his attention toward her with a leer in his eyes. A tongue rolled out over his lower lip and Mack instantly tensed, not liking what he saw in the bartender’s face.  Mack’s well honed inner sense perked up and he sensed danger surrounding the newcomer among the ruffians. 

It was not Beatrice but it was clear she was in distress. The woman lugged a trunk behind her and Mack could see she was weary from travel. She stared blankly at Xavier but before she could utter a word, Mack rose quickly. 

“Darling!” he cried. “I’ve been waiting on you for hours!”

She whipped her head toward his voice, her eyes narrowing slightly as if trying to place him but he did not give her an opportunity to respond. He was at her side in seconds, scooping her into his arms and whirling her about. 

She gasped in shock at his forward move and struggled slightly. 

“Do not fight me,” he growled in her ear. “Tis not safe for you to be here. You must follow my lead.”

At once, her body relaxed against him, inherently trusting his words and she permitted him to peck her on the cheek. He let her down gently and smiled at her. 

“Shall we make our way home?”

“Y’aint gonna stay for a drink?” Xavier complained, the fire fading from his eyes as he started begrudgingly at Mack. The bounty hunter shook his head, digging a fistful of coins from his pockets to fling onto the bar. 

“I got what I came for,” Mack replied, looping his arm into the woman’s and reaching for her trunk. “Til next time.”

He shuffled her toward the exit, pulling her luggage along until they stood on the dusty road in the blinding sunlight. It was late afternoon but the heat was strong still and Mack felt a bead of sweat form under his blonde head of hair. 

He turned to the woman and released her arm, shaking his head in disapproval. 

“Clearly you ain’t from around here,” he told her sternly, “but it ain’t a good idea for ladies to wander into taverns unaccompanied. Where is your father?”

She gaped at him, her rose petal lips parted enough for him to see a flash of pearly white teeth. 

“My father?” she echoed. “My father is dead. Died in the War Between the States.” 

Mack felt an unexpected pang of sympathy for the girl. 

She is not your problem, he reminded himself. You have a job to do. 

“What you doing in such a place? It ain’t smart,” he insisted. “Surely you must have someone to collect you.”

She shrugged sadly and he stifled a sigh. 

“I was to meet my fiancé at the train station but he did not arrive. I did not know where else to go.”

Mack studied her face carefully, realizing that she had arranged her marriage through the mails and he wondered how she felt meeting her betrothed for the first time. 

He is a lucky fool, Mack thought wryly, cocking his head to the side. 

“Have you an address for him?”

She nodded and gestured at her trunks which still sat firmly in Mack’s hand. 

“I need to retrieve them.”

He replaced the trunk and allowed her to crouch to the dirty ground, cautiously watching for casual observers. Twas much too small a town to escape notice. Even the Mormons were apt to chatter if they felt something was amiss among the townsfolk. 

She rose and smoothed her long skirts of pale pink before handing it to him. Mack grimaced slightly. 

“I ain’t able to read,” he growled, somewhat embarrassed at the admission. “What does it say?”

“Oh! Pardon me!” She cleared her throat. “Rural route seven. Do you know it?”

“It ain’t far,” he muttered, inhaling sharply. He did not have time to spare courting this woman about town but she truly seemed apt to find trouble if he did not. 

“What’s your name?” 

“Sofia. Sofia Lanier.”

She curtsied slightly and Mack groaned to himself. 

A woman of fine breeding will undoubtedly meet a no-good end in these parts. 

“I will see you to your fiancé,” he agreed finally. “My horse is that way.”

He began to walk and she gaped at him in shock, unmoving.  

“Oh, you need not!” she protested, glancing about with uncertainty. “Surely you can point me in the direction.”

He eyed her with mild disdain. 

“You ain’t got the foggiest notion where you’re headed,” he told her. “And you ain’t dressed to be in these parts without causing a stir. Come along.”

Reluctantly, she followed but Mack could sense her wariness. 

“What’s do they call your betrothed?” Mack asked as they approached the neighing stallion, tethered before the saloon. 

“Charles Hanover.”

Mack froze in his tracks, his back to Sofia. 

“Is something amiss?” she demanded when he did not move. Slowly, Mack turned back to face her, his mouth pulled into a fine line. 

“Are you quite certain that’s his name?” he demanded and she seemed taken aback by the inquiry. 

“Certainly,” she replied. “I daresay, I know the name of my fiancé!” 

She sounded annoyed that he had asked but Mack’s face only displayed the troubled emotion he was feeling. 

“I fear I have some troubling news for you, Miss Lanier.”

She stared at him expectantly and Mack desperately wished he was not the one who needed to inform her. 

“What is it?” Her voice had an edge of panic as if she already suspected what his next words might be. Mack knew he had only one choice and that was to utter the awful phrase in a quick breath. 

“He ain’t with us anymore.”

“What do you mean, ‘is not with us’?” 

He inhaled again and let out the words in a sweep of words.

“I regret to inform you that Charles Hanover has been murdered.”

~ ~ ~

Sofia stared out the window of the small farmhouse on the outskirts of Carling, gnawing on her lower lip. The flatlands gave way to the picturesque view of Curry Peak but Sofia was far too lost in her own thoughts to notice the beauty of her surroundings. 

Awkwardly, she stared down at her hand, shaking her head worriedly as she twisted the silver ring against her finger. 

I married a stranger, she thought. I know nothing about Mick Mathers but that he rescued me from a tavern and informed me of my fiancé’s death. 

Death had surrounded her since birth, it seemed to Sofia. Her mother had died in childbirth, her father and brother lost in the war. She had been left with nothing but the hope of a better future in Utah when she began her correspondence with Charles Hanover. It seemed unlikely that such a dull man would be the target of a murder and yet the sheriff had confirmed Mick’s information. 

“Murdered?” Sofia gasped. “How can that be?”

“It appeared to be a home invasion of sorts,” Sheriff Dumphy explained, almost a bored expression in his eyes. “It ain’t uncommon in these parts. Made off with a great deal of gold and valuables the good barrister had on him.”

The news made Sofia sick to her stomach but Mick demanded more answers. 

“Have they suspects?” the unshaven man demanded, his green eyes sparkling with something she could not define. “Was it the work of hooligans?” 

“Hooligans?” the sheriff echoed. “I imagine so. As I said, Mr....?”

“Mathers,” he answered quickly. “Mick Mathers.”

“Mr. Mathers. This ain’t exactly the crime of the century. I ain’t be surprised if we never catch ‘em.”

Sofia gasped. 

“You must attempt to do something!” she cried, tears filling her lovely blue eyes. “You cannot simply permit men to run amok murdering one another!”

The sheriff eyed her pityingly. 

“Ya seem like a swift gal, Miss Lanier but y’aint from around here. I suggest ya hightail it home to your mama and papa now that you have no business in Carling. The roads ain’t safe for a girl like you.”

Sofia was growing decidedly tired of the warnings but she wisely kept her mouth closed. Twas not her place to argue with the men, after all.

“‘Course, I’ll do all I can to ensure whomever is responsible is brought to justice,” he continued lazily but Sofia had no faith in his words. 

The police are the same everywhere, she thought with contempt. Corrupt and without conscience. 

“Ain’t I seen you before?” The sheriff asked suddenly, leaning forward to stare at Mick curiously. “Ya seem awful familiar to me.”

Abruptly, her companion rose from his chair, shaking his head.

“Y’aint. Come along, Miss Lanier. We should see to making you arrangements back to Pennsylvania.”

She was ushered out of the dusty office before she could argue and hurried away. 

“He does not care in the least about finding Charles’ killer!” she moaned as they moved along the main street of the shanty town. “How awful! How wicked is this place?” 

“Tis wicked,” Mick agreed but he did not seem as concerned as she felt. “I will bring you to the station then and you will be on your way back to the civilized and cultured.”

Sofia stopped walking, her heart thudding wildly in her chest. 

“I cannot,” she mumbled, the realization that she had no means to return to Pennsylvania. “I haven’t any coin!”

Humiliated, she lowered her eyes to the ground, wondering how she might ever find the means to return across the country. 

“Hell’s bells!” Mick cursed, his growling voice sending shivers through her curvy frame. “I should have known.”

“Tis not your issue, Mr. Mathers,” she said quickly. “I will see my way home in some fashion. You needn’t concern yourself with me.”

She raised her gaze slightly and their eyes met. A spark of interest lit in Mick’s eyes and he nodded slowly. 

“I ain’t got any money at the moment,” he said slowly. “But if ya stick around for a few days, I can see you through to Pennsylvania.”

Sofia considered his proposal carefully. It was not as if she had much better options, given her untenable circumstances. 

What harm could it do to stay nearby until he is paid his wages? 

She assumed he was a miner, judging by his shabby clothing and poor education. It felt wrong to accept his money but she could send him reimbursement when she returned to Pennsylvania. 

Perhaps Uncle Jack and Aunt Patricia will house me until I find another prospect of marriage. Surely they will refund his money when I explain the situation. 

“Yes,” she agreed. “I will find a room in the interim.”

Once more she was consumed with doubt, wondering where she would ever find a room without a greenback to her name? 

“There is a caveat,” Mick explained. “Well, two if we wish to be technical.”

She arched an eyebrow to look at him. 

“You must pretend to be my wife.”

Her jaw fell open and she began to shake her head with vehemence, stunned at her own naivety. 

Of course! This is a ploy to sully my honor! How foolish of me!

Mick’s eyes grew wide as he seemed to read her expression. 

“For shame, woman!” he snapped, a darkness of annoyance falling over his face. “In name only. I ain’t gonna disrespect you in such a way!” 

She stared at him, shame flooding her cheeks for the thought and she quickly looked away. 

“Forgive me,” she mumbled. “I fear I am overwhelmed with all that has happened.”

His face seemed to soften and he nodded. 

“Of course,” he conceded graciously. “Moreover, it ain’t the kind of proposition you get every day I would hope.”

“Indeed it is not!” 

They shared a smile and Sofia exhaled softly. 

“I will happily pretend to be your bride for a few days,” she agreed. “Dare I ask why you require one?”   

“Tis better if you do not,” Mick replied and Sofia, although intrigued, was forced to leave well enough alone. 

“You will stay at my house in the country if you please. It will rouse less suspicion. A wedded couple should not sleep apart.”

The words sent tingles down her spine and for the first time, Sofia realized that beneath the rugged, unkempt exterior was a staggeringly attractive man. 

What a time to consider such a matter! She thought. Your betrothed has been slain, you are penniless in a strange place and you are observing the charms of man? For shame, indeed!

“You ain’t comfortable with that?” Mick asked, his brow furrowing and she realized she had been quiet for a long while. 

“That will be fine,” she replied. “In my own quarters, I insist.”

“Of course, Miss Lanier.”

She eyed him shyly. 

“Perhaps you should call me Sofia.”

He chuckled. 

“Indeed,” he agreed. 

“What is the other caveat?” she asked. He grinned, his teeth a brilliant ivory. 

“Well you gonna have to celebrate with me, of course!”

That had been two weeks earlier and Sofia was still having a difficult time adjusting to her new surroundings but it was much more than that. 

“You seem regretful, staring out the window,” Mick mused as he entered the kitchen. “Y’aint ill are you?”

She shook her head and turned back to him, her brow knit in confusion. 

“How is it you afford such a home when you...” she trailed off, not wishing to insult him. Mick instantly grew defensive, his shoulders raising. 

“Are you suggesting something?” 

She shook her head, slightly surprised by his edgy tone. 

“No!”

He studied her face carefully. 

“Good. I work plenty for what I have. I just ain’t got much coin to show for it.”

She nodded. She gleaned he was not the miner she had suspected but what he did day-to-day, she could not be certain. Nights he would leave for hours on end, oft returning at dawn as dishevelled and dirty as he was on the day she had met him. 

Sofia dared not ask about his comings and goings, despite her inherent desire to learn more about her accidental husband. She feared that the growing affection she had for him might become marred to learn the truth. 

She could not say what had turned her toward the man or why she would entertain the idea that he might feel the same for her. After all, they were two strangers, thrust together in an unlikely circumstance, one which defied reason or logic. She found herself twirling the ring on her finger again, marveling at how she and Mick had legally become bound in the eyes of God. 

What would father say if he learned I wed an uneducated man after imbibing on schnapps, the very night I swore to be his fictitious bride? 

How it had occurred was still unclear in Sofia’s foggy memory but the fact remained that they were husband and wife.

“You anxious to have our union annulled are you?” Mick asked, a teasing lilt to his voice. “I ain’t think it’ll be much longer now.” 

“Much longer until what precisely, Mick? What is it you must do?”

He regarded her silently and Sofia could see that he was debating whether to disclose what matters he had been tending at odd hours of the night. 

“Tis best you do not know,” he insisted, turning away and Sofia reached forward to touch his arm before he could shut her out again. 

“I am aware that we do not know one another well,” Sofia told him softly. “Yet I feel that we share a connection, despite our queer introduction. I believe I have proven you can trust in me, Mick. I will not betray your confidence.”

He pivoted back to look at her and Sofia saw his face softening considerably. 

“You are quite a lady, Sofia,” he muttered, shooting his gaze away from her face. “I will tell you but you must promise not to fret.”

She stared at him imploringly. 

“I am searching for your fiancé’s murderer.”

The statement hung in the air like old cigar smoke and she blinked disbelievingly. 

“W-why?” was all she could manage to choke. “Why would you do such a thing?”

He stared at her, equally perplexed by her response. 

“Ain’t you wanna know who killed Charles?”

Sofia was stunned to realize that she had not thought of her betrothed in days. 

I did not truly know him, she justified quickly, although a slight guilt pierced her heart. I cannot be blamed for not grieving his death much longer. 

“No,” she finally replied. “I do not.”

More confusion spilled onto Mick’s face and he cocked his head to the side as if trying to make sense of what she was saying. 

“Why not?”

“I...” she trailed off, unsure if she should say what she was thinking aloud.  

He has been guarded with me, hiding things. Should I assume that he speaks the truth in this matter? Should I tell him what is in my heart or will he think me foolish?

“Sofia, what is it?” The gentleness on his face spoke volumes to his feelings and she could not bring herself to hold back. 

“I believe I am quite content being your bride,” she mumbled, covering her face with a lock of sand-colored hair. “I have not thought of Charles in a long while.”

She could feel the surprise emanating from him but before he could respond or alleviate any of her insecurities, there was a firm knock on the door. 

“Mack? Mack are you in there?”

A redheaded woman appeared in the kitchen breathlessly, her grey eyes shadowed by a wide-brimmed hat, not unlike the one which Mick often wore. 

Who is Mack? Clearly this woman has the wrong house. 

However, a sidelong glance at Mick’s pale face told her that her husband knew the woman. 

“Beatrice!” he gasped. “What – where have you been?”

“Ya wouldn’t believe it if I told ya!” she grunted, flopping into a chair and ignoring Sofia. “I got detained by the sheriff in Cotterville and hijacked in Provo! This Utah ain’t what I expected.”

“Beatrice, you need to leave,” Mick told her softly, his eyes darting back toward Sofia.  

“I ain’t going anywhere!” she exploded. “That bounty is half mine, unless y’already caught him. Ya ain’t got him yet, have ya?”

Suddenly, Beatrice sat up as if she understood Mick’s reluctance. 

“Mack Matthews, ya went and started without me, ain’t ya? Ya found yerself another wife and kicked me out of the picture?”

Beatrice glowered at Sofia who was reeling from what she had learned. 

His name is not Mick Mathers! He is Mack Matthews and he is a bounty hunter! How could I have been so foolish? He has been misleading me for weeks and I thought I was falling in love with him! 

The realization took the breath from her and she gasped, stepping backward. 

“Beatrice, wait outside!” Mick—or was it Mack? —ordered. “I will deal with your tardiness in due time!”

Beatrice rose, pouting slightly but her eyes still cut into Sofia who stood paralyze. 

“This ain’t over! I’m getting my share!” Beatrice growled, stomping off toward the door. It crashed closed. 

“You lied to me!” Sofia murmured, tears flooding her eyes. “Why would you fib about such a terrible thing?”

“I did not lie,” he insisted. “I have been looking for the men who murdered Charles Hanover.”

“Why did you not tell me who you were?” she moaned, the hurt filling her heart. She questioned her feelings, the mounting emotion she felt for her new husband. 

This was all part of his scheme for a bounty. None of this was real, no matter what I feel for him. 

“Twas for your safety, Sofia. I could not risk you knowing the truth about my task. You ain’t gotta take it to heart, darling.”

“Darling?” she repeated, “How dare you?”

She lunged for him, eager to slap his face but he caught her wrists in his and pulled her close. 

“This changes nothing,” he insisted. “We are still wed, whether or not you agree with my career. The question is, do you wish to remain so as you said before we were so rudely interrupted?”

They
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