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Brownwood, Texas, 1883
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Two years ago, Hazel Rutherford fled from her lying, greedy fiancé. Now, her young cousin is within his sights, and Hazel must return and rescue her. Which means facing a manipulative villain.

But her uncle won’t let her go alone...

Kit Kirby is the man tasked with escorting her and protecting her while she’s in Brownwood.

Kit Kirby. Saloon owner. Hell raiser. The man that all the ladies—from five to eighty—swoon over. All except Hazel, that is. Since the day she met him, they’ve done nothing but fight.

He calls her prudish. She calls him irresponsible. He calls her prickly. She calls him a conceited hell-trap. There’s no way she’ll make it to Brownwood with her sanity intact.

But when Kit changes the game and kisses her, she’ll be lucky if she gets through the ordeal still the owner of her heart.
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For the “General” aunts and the etiquette enforcers...

You try my patience, but y’all’re still the dadgum best.





[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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San Angelo, Texas

March, 1883

“You can’t go by yourself.”

At the command, Hazel Rutherford tapped her foot and put her hands on her hips. If she couldn’t go alone, then that meant she’d have to wait, and she couldn’t afford to lose any more time. She shook her head. “Uncle James, I can’t wait on you to be available. This is too serious. I have to leave as soon as possible.”

James Rutherford, the sitting judge for the county, didn’t bat an eye at her disagreement. Instead, he reclined against the back of his chair in his cozy, masculine office at his home, with its leather furniture, shelves of law books, and comforting aroma of pipe tobacco. He raised his arms, linked his hands and placed them behind his head. “You’re right. We can’t wait.”

Confused, Hazel lowered her arms to her sides. Her cousin’s letter, that had communicated the upcoming nuptials, was burning a hole in her skirt pocket. “Then I don’t understand. You just said you can’t go because the case against Lincoln Architecture and Construction starts next Monday.”

“And that’s correct, I can’t go. So, I’m gonna ask someone to take my place.”

She frowned, not wanting to travel by horse with someone other than him. “I’d rather go alone.”

Without moving from his relaxed position, he narrowed his eyes at her. “That’s not possible. It’s three days by horse, and you’ll need protection when you get to Brownwood. So will Amy.”

That was possibly true. That she’d need protection in Brownwood, that was.

She hadn’t told her uncle everything that had happened to her before she’d fled. And she wasn’t going to tell him now. It would only make matters harder.

So, he was right. This trip could have more dangers than she was prepared for or equipped to handle.

Which meant she was going to have to give in to her uncle. With a sigh, she gave her still perfectly pinned, brown locks a smooth, then linked her fingers together and rested her joined hands against her navy skirt. “Fine,” she acquiesced. “It’s better to be prepared, so I’ll concede to your wishes.”

Her uncle chuckled, then shifted, lowering his arms and leaning his elbows on his desk. “Sit down, Hazel.”

She did as she was told, trying not to be irritated that he found her amusing. She could defy him if she wanted to. He wasn’t always right.

Of course, she couldn’t think of time when he’d been wrong. Not at the moment, at least.

He was righteous and trustworthy, respected and feared. And those qualities were why, when she’d escaped from Brownwood and her...fiancé, she’d come to San Angelo. Her uncle James and aunt Ellie had taken her in. They’d helped Hazel secure her own cottage, and he’d hired her to be his secretary.

She hadn’t needed a job. She had her inheritance, but she’d wanted something to do. And Uncle James had said she had a knack for organization, scheduling, and keeping annoying people from bothering him.

So, for the last two years, she’d worked at the county courthouse and enjoyed a quieter, slower-paced life in San Angelo.

His brown eyes glinted with fondness. “You’re twenty-two and still, somehow, too big for your britches.”

She set her jaw and kept her mouth clamped shut. Sometimes her tongue did get the better of her, but she wasn’t about to admit to that.

He shook his head, chuckled again, then said, “It’s settled, then. You’ll leave on Tuesday for Brownwood, and hopefully, come back with your cousin.”

Hazel’s heart pounded a little harder. She crossed her feet at the ankles and tried not to fidget. “Any advice on how I should approach Amy? I mean, she’s only seventeen. I’m certain Anson has her complete devotion.”

“Your aunt might be the better person to ask,” he replied, his gray brows pulling down in thought. “But I suspect the truth about why you left is a good place to start.”

The truth.

Her humiliation.

Her heartbreak.

But she’d known, even before she’d begun her courtship with Anson, she’d known. And she’d ignored her instincts because Anson was, hands down, the most charming and charismatic man she’d ever met.

A gentleman. With perfect manners. Impeccable style. A dazzling smile. And ways of flattering women that could melt even the coldest hearts.

He’d been her fiancé, and she’d been the envy of all the ladies. Hazel had been in the clouds through their courtship and had accepted his hand after only two months.

However, in the back of her mind and in the pit of her stomach had lived uncertainty. She’d doubted the strength of his affection and loyalty, but she’d ignored the nagging thoughts until she couldn’t any longer.

She twitched her lips, remembering the day she’d learned she wasn’t as beautiful, as smart, or as important as he’d led her to believe.

The heartache no longer touched her, as she no longer loved him. But the embarrassment still bit. Even after two years.

She cleared her throat. “You’re probably right. I need to be honest with Amy. She needs to understand who Anson really is, and what we fear he’s really after.”

Her uncle gave an abrupt nod, then rapped his knuckles on the surface of his desk. “Good. You’ll do the best you can to show her Anson’s true colors, and you’ll bring her to Brownwood where Ellie and I can look after her.”

Hazel smiled. “You just want more females under your roof.”

“Five sons almost killed me, Hazel,” he said dryly. “Thank God they’re off living their own lives, but there’s a chance they might come back. I can’t have those ruffians in my house, so allow me to fill up their old rooms with other family members and save myself money and perpetual headaches.”

She laughed but was equally glad her rowdy male cousins weren’t underfoot. When she quieted, she asked, “So, tell me, who’s my escort throughout this journey?”

“Someone I trust implicitly, who will protect you and shoot to kill when necessary.”

She gazed at her uncle in question. “Who’s that?”

With a shrug and a knowing look, he answered, “Kit Kirby.”

* * * *
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KIT KIRBY!

That was...that was...unacceptable! Ridiculous! He was a hellion! A rebellious, hell-raiser who owned a saloon and walked around town with a swagger that made all the ladies swoon. Well, all except Hazel, of course.

She paced the short corridor in front of her uncle’s office, fuming and anticipating Kit’s arrival. The brass sconces illuminated the oak paneling, casting a warm glow over the area, but doing nothing to calm her ire. Uncle James had sent her out after revealing his plan, knowing his intentions had upset her, but telling her that Kit was still coming over to “discuss the particulars”.

Kit wouldn’t want to help her. He couldn’t leave his business for the amount of time it might take to get this done. And why in the world would he want to risk his life for her?

He always scowled at her. He’d given her an absurd nickname and refused to mend any of his ways when around her. She’d heard more curse words from him than she had in her whole lifetime. And, of all the things, he always taunted her with his flask of whiskey, trying to cajole her into taking a drink, claiming it would cure her of her snobbery and prickliness.

Her, a snob! Her, prickly!

She let out a loud breath of irritation and stopped her pacing. How she wanted to rail at the Heavens for putting her in this situation.

“Who’re you mad at now?” a voice drawled from behind her.

She whipped around and found him standing at the entrance to the short corridor.

He smirked at her. He hooked his thumbs in the belt loops of his black trousers and cocked his leg at the knee. As usual, the first three buttons of his white cotton shirt were undone, and his black vest hugged his torso. He’d rolled his sleeves up to his elbow, revealing strong forearms. His brown hair was cut short, and his stubble only highlighted an annoyingly attractive and strong jaw. “That fellow in that painting behind you not to your liking? Is he dressed wrong or somethin’? Want to have words with the artist?”

Kit’s sarcasm was going to send her through the ceiling. She curled her hands into fists and glared at him. “Not at all,” she declared, using a self-righteous tone because she knew he would hate it. “I heard you were coming, and I was fearing for my innocent state and my aunt’s.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “I doubt anyone could corrupt you, Poppy. As usual, you’re buttoned up to your throat and not one hair is out of place.”

Anger shot through her. “I have asked you not to call me that!”

“No can do, woman. It’s the best name for you.”

“I’m not prickly.”

“You sure are. You were mad at me before I stepped foot in this house.”

“You—”

The door to her uncle’s office was wrenched open, and James Rutherford stood there with a lifted brow. “What’s the fuss?”

She clamped her mouth shut and felt heat rising in her cheeks.

“I am, Judge. As usual.” Kit looked at her with mockery in his gaze. “Seems all I have to do is breathe.”

Her hackles rose. “That’s for sure. Because I promise you do that wrong, too.”

“Hazel,” her uncle lightly admonished.

With a tight, angry gesture, she pointed at Kit. “Uncle James, he can’t be my escort. He—”

“Escort?” Kit questioned, his brow shooting up in alarm.

“Hazel, hush,” Uncle James commanded. “Let me handle this. You stay out here.”

“No.”

“Oh, of course,” Kit drawled. “You can argue with anyone you like, but when I do it, you—”

“Kirby!” her uncle barked. “In here. Now.”

The saloon owner gave her an annoyed glance, then sauntered forward. Once he was inside the room, her uncle turned to her and gave her a warning look. “Stay out here for the time being. When everything is decided, I’ll come get you.”

She didn’t want to be excluded. Not from this. But...her uncle probably had his reasons. She gave him a sharp nod.

After squeezing her shoulder, he disappeared inside.

She let out a sigh, then sagged against the wall. What was her uncle thinking? Kit Kirby? Really?

Kit was the man her uncle thought was going to protect her? Her? The man couldn’t stand her!

She rubbed her forehead with a weary hand. If Kit agreed to escort her, she feared they might kill each other before they got to Brownwood. She closed her eyes and tipped her head against the wall.

Her mind conjured all sorts of issues with traveling with him. They were going to have to go by horse, and it would take a good solid three days if nothing happened along the way.

She would be sharing meals with him. She would be sleeping near him. There would hardly be any privacy, and it would be just the two of them.

What would they even talk about? How could she feel comfortable around a man who ran a saloon and engaged in all sorts of behaviors?

How could Uncle James trust this man?

Suddenly, she realized Kit was going to have to know why she’d fled Brownwood. She jumped to attention and whipped around to face the door. She didn’t want Kit to know that she’d been duped by her fiancé, that she’d caught him in a coach with a married woman, and that he’d only wanted her for her inheritance.

No!

Kit couldn’t learn the truth about her past. It would be more than embarrassing. She would feel humiliated, and he’d know that everything he thought about her was true! She didn’t want a man who disliked her to know the pains of her heart.

She tapped her foot as apprehension gripped her. What should she do? What—

Laughter resounded through the door. She snapped into action and burst inside.

Her uncle’s smile died.

Kit turned in his chair to see what the commotion was. He snorted, then took a sip of whatever liquor her uncle had offered him.

“Hazel,” Uncle James scolded. “I told you to wait.”

She put her hands on her hips. “I protest this decision,” she declared, though the statement might be too late. “I should’ve been involved in it, because these are my secrets. I have—”

Kit got to his feet. “Judge, give us a moment, would you?”

“Sure, Kit.” Uncle James rose, cautioning Hazel with his gaze. “Thanks for accepting.”

“Thanks for the deal.”

Deal? What deal?

Confused, Hazel said nothing as her uncle quietly closed the door, leaving her alone with a carouser.

With his drink in hand, Kit turned to face her.

She twitched her lips, irritated, embarrassed, and apprehensive with depending on him.

He assessed her with his gaze while the silence stretched.

She refrained from fidgeting and didn’t dare fall into the trap of asking him what he thought of her now. Certainly, he didn’t judge her.

But she really had no idea what he was thinking. He was a ridiculous mystery she didn’t care to solve.

He quirked his lips at her. “I find it hard to believe that any man could pull one over on you, so I don’t think you ever really loved this bastard.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line, remembering things she didn’t want to. He was wrong. She had loved him.

Kit cleared his throat, seeming to accept what was ahead for them. “You don’t want me to take you, and I understand that. But I’m what you’re gonna get. I might be a...” he furrowed his brow as if trying to recall something. “What did you call me that first time we spoke? A conceited hell-trap?”

She flushed but still kept silent. It was true anyway. She had not been wrong.

“Yeah, that was it.” He chuckled then took a sip of his drink, watching her over the rim. He let out a satisfied breath, then glanced at the amber liquid. “Good stuff.”

Annoyance began to simmer inside her, and her cheeks heated with the control it took to bite back the reprimand burning her tongue.

“I can see you’re gettin’ het up again, so let me finish.” He leaned forward slightly. “I’m taking you. I’ll protect you once we’re there, and I’ll sure as hell relish the chance to make this ass pay for hurtin’ you like that. No one’s gonna put a hand on you or your cousin. If I have to kill this Anson Welch, I won’t bat an eye. He deserves to be horsewhipped for lying to you and treating you like that. Nothin’s gonna happen to you.”

If he’d told her he was going to be a priest, she would’ve been less stunned. For the first time since knowing him, he actually seemed responsible. He’d spoken with such conviction and determination that she couldn’t doubt a single one of his promises. His words had mollified her somewhat, and she relaxed slightly.

“No one’s gonna hear about your secret from me, either.”

Well...

He had effectively assuaged most of her concerns. They still weren’t going to get along, but they were both adults. Surely, they wouldn’t argue for the entire duration of the trip. Her uncle trusted him. For some reason.

So...she was going to let it go. It remained to be seen if he was the best person to take her, but her uncle was wise and usually a good judge of character.

She twitched her lips, realizing she needed to say something, especially since she’d protested quite vehemently. After taking a deep breath and letting it out, she said with acquiescence in her tone, “Thank you. I appreciate your help and your discretion.”

“You’re welcome.” He rolled his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “You’re probably not gonna like this, but I hope I at least get to knock your former fiancé around some. I can’t imagine anyone runnin’ around on you. You’re a pretty little thing.”

His words stunned her. She didn’t know what to say to his compliment, especially since it was coming from him.

“I still think you’re prickly, though.”

And her surprise shot into irritation. She gritted her teeth.

He took a final swallow of his drink, winked at her, then left.

* * * *
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HAZEL SPENT THE FOLLOWING day preparing for the journey and worrying about how she would convince Amy that her fiancé wasn’t a good man. Acid churned in her stomach as her mind played out countless scenarios, none of them easy. She imagined, often, a repeat of the events before she fled.

With alarming clarity, the memory of Anson’s threatening, thunderous countenance, and the beating he’d given her came roaring back. Cold panic gripped her. She pressed a stack of cotton underthings against her chest and sank to the bed. She swallowed hard.

He’d tried to intimidate her into not breaking off their engagement by vowing to hurt her even worse if she did.

So...she’d run away.

Had it been a brave thing to do? She didn’t know, but it had kept her safe.

Now he was going after her cousin, and Hazel couldn’t stand by and let it happen.

She was going to have to make sure she was outfitted properly in all ways. Which meant bringing her own weapon.

Kit had made startling and sincere promises to her, but anything could happen.

With trembling fingers, she turned slightly and tucked her clothing into the open suitcase next to her. Then she rose and went to the bedside table. She pulled out the top drawer and reached for the Colt .45 she’d bought once arriving in San Angelo.

She wrapped her hand around the metal barrel and closed her eyes. She prayed she wouldn’t need it, and she prayed that violence wouldn’t take place at all.

After letting out a slow, shuddering breath, she turned to her suitcase and put the gun between the skirts she’d already packed.

The clock on the wall chimed five in the afternoon. She needed to make the short walk over to her aunt and uncle’s. They were going to eat supper together. Kit would be there, too, because she and Kit would receive more instructions from her uncle.

She went to the mirror above her vanity. Her pale pink blouse made her skin glow with a feminine light, and her brown eyes sparkle. She smoothed her bun at the sides, but it didn’t really need a touch up. Even though she’d been busy all day, preparing her small cottage for her absence, her brown locks had stayed firmly in place.

The comment Kit had made about her hair always looking perfect came rushing back. Ordinarily she’d be rankled by such a thing from him, but he’d also said she was pretty. Which had given her a slight thrill when she’d recalled the compliment later that night.

Which was irritating. She didn’t want to care about his good opinion at all.

With an exhale, she ran her hands down her dark brown skirt. The box pleats and wide band at the waist showed off her figure but not in a scandalous way. She didn’t appear rumpled at all.

Satisfied, she turned toward the open door to her bedroom. Gathering her resolve, she left the small chamber, went through her parlor with its Queen Anne furniture covered in pale green wool, then out the front door. She stood on the small stoop and locked the door, then slipped the key into her skirt pocket.

She took the stone path that wound through a copse of White Ash trees. It was a short distance to her aunt and uncle’s. She came upon the back of their Italianate home and went straight up the steps to the back of the verandah. The white walls offset the dark green shutters, and the wide eaves were supported by intricately carved posts.

She opened the side door that let her into the sunroom. Fern, ivy, African violets, orchids, and other plants hung about the space, or sat on tables surrounding a charming seating area. This was her aunt Ellie’s favorite place to relax.

She left the sunroom, bypassed the short corridor to her uncle’s office, then entered the dining room. Hepplewhite furniture gleamed in the late afternoon sun streaming through the four windows along the right wall.

The table was already set. There was an extra place for Kit.

“Here you are,” a female voice sing-songed. “Kit just arrived.”

The information made annoyance flair inside Hazel, but she said nothing as she turned to face her aunt. “Hello, Aunt Ellie. How was the meeting with the garden club?”

The pleasingly plump woman embraced Hazel before replying, “Productive. We’re all determined not to lose a single plant or flower to the heat this year. We’re going to petition for another well on the east side of town.” She put her finger under Hazel’s chin and gave her a soft smile. “Such a pretty girl, and you don’t look the least bit worried.”

“I’m not,” she lied. “I’m ready.”

Relief shone in her aunt’s eyes. “Thank goodness.” She moved away from Hazel, going toward her usual seat at the end of the table. “When James told me Amy was engaged to that scoundrel, I couldn’t sleep a wink.”

Hazel moved to her seat, which was to the left of her aunt. “It was a shock at first, but I should’ve anticipated it. He’s so greedy, and Amy is three years younger than I was when he sparked me.”

With a concerned expression, Aunt Ellie said, “And she’s more impressionable than you.” She shook her head in worry, her auburn tendrils swishing with the movement. “Amy’s such a sweet girl and loyal. It’s going to be difficult to convince her to break with Anson.”

Hazel reached for her linen napkin and set it in her lap, nodding her head in agreement. “I’ve got to try, Aunt Ellie. Even if it means losing Amy’s respect.”

Laughter came from the main hall, a welcome distraction to the heaviness of her conversation with her aunt, even though Hazel knew Kit was about to enter.

When he arrived, his face was wreathed in a smile, and his eyes glowed with merriment. It appeared he’d been having a lively discussion with her uncle, and again she was surprised that Kit seemed to have some sort of friendship with her uncle. It made no sense to her.

“And here are the ladies,” her uncle said cheerfully. “Hazel, good evening.” Her uncle came over to her, and she raised her cheek for his quick peck. “On time as usual.”

“Hazel couldn’t be late if her life depended on it,” Aunt Ellie teased lovingly.

Even though Hazel didn’t take the ribbing personally, she wondered if people wouldn’t care if she ever was late. Was Kit right that her commitment to proper etiquette was too strict?

She didn’t have a moment to ponder the question, because Kit said, “What’ve we got for eatin’, Mrs. Rutherford?”

“Ham and potatoes, Kit.” Aunt Ellie waved a hand at the steaming dishes in the middle of the table. “Help yourself.”

“Smells good,” he commented as he chose the seat across from Hazel.

Her uncle was across from her aunt.

The meal commenced with Kit monopolizing most of the conversation. He explained that he’d arranged for someone to take his place at his saloon, that he’d rented a mule for extra supplies, and that he’d mapped out the journey.

Hazel was surprised to hear that he’d been as busy as she. But he was a businessman. Yes, he ran a saloon with gambling, drinking, and...possibly other things, it was still a business, and he was responsible for it. He had to have some sort of work ethic.

When everyone had finished eating, her uncle asked her and Kit to come to his office. Once ensconced in the masculine space, her uncle behind his desk again, and her and Kit in the wingback leather chairs, her uncle pulled out some sealed envelopes from a drawer.

“These letters are to go to Amy,” he explained. “One from me, one from your aunt. We’re hoping they help you, Hazel.” He handed them over.

“Thank you,” Hazel replied as she took them.

Her uncle leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin with an index finger as he thought. “One would think Amy would trust Hazel and accept her story as truth, but love does things to a person’s thought process. She loves Anson, and I’m certain it was easy for him to win her over.”

“Seventeen is young,” Kit commented. “But you said she lives with another aunt? Will she be able to help?”

Uncle James nodded. “After Amy’s mother, my sister, died, three months ago, Libby opened her home to Amy.” He let out a breath. “Just as she did for Hazel.”

Kit turned to look at her and Hazel met his gaze. “After my father passed,” Hazel explained, “Libby gave me a place to stay. She’s not my aunt, but she treated me like her own, and I feel she’ll support me once she knows the truth.” All of it, Hazel added silently.

“Libby’s not one to shirk what needs to be done, even if it’s difficult,” Uncle James added. He tapped his thumb on the top of his desk. “Hazel, tell us about Anson’s parents. What can Kit expect from them?”

Hazel remembered Anson’s parents well. She shifted in her chair and said, “Brannon is very important. He owns many businesses and works all of the time. Penelope is cunning. Women are afraid of her and refuse to cross
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