
The Princess’s Knight

By 

Kara O’Neal

––––––––

A Texas Brides of Pike’s Run Story

The Princess’s Knight, 1st Edition 

Copyright © 2021 Kara O’Neal 

Published by Kara O’Neal 

Warning: All rights reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and occurrences are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, places or occurrences, is purely coincidental.



  	
	    
	      Also by Kara O'Neal

	    

      
	    
          
	      Gamblers & Gunslingers

          
        
          
	          Katie's Gamble

          
        
          
	          Felicity's Fortune

          
        
          
	          Cora Lee's Wager

          
        
          
	          Olivia's Treasure

          
        
          
	          Joetta's Legacy

          
        
          
	          Everleigh's Game

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas Brides of Pike's Run

          
        
          
	          Saving Sarah

          
        
          
	          Welcome Home

          
        
          
	          The Sheriff's Gift

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy's Charms

          
        
          
	          The Miller Brides

          
        
          
	          The Soldier's Love

          
        
          
	          Love's Promise

          
        
          
	          Love's Redemption

          
        
          
	          The Editor's Kisses

          
        
          
	          The Ranger's Vow

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy's Embrace

          
        
          
	          Destiny's Secrets

          
        
          
	          Mr. Pierce's Hero

          
        
          
	          The Christmas Bride

          
        
          
	          Maggie's Song

          
        
          
	          The Inventor's Heart

          
        
          
	          The Deputy's Damsel

          
        
          
	          An Unacceptable Wife

          
        
          
	          The Cowboy's Bride

          
        
          
	          The Princess's Knight

          
        
          
	          Sunshine's Welcome

          
        
          
	          Forever Home

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wildflowers of Texas

          
        
          
	          Miss Green Eyes

          
        
          
	          The Rain Lily

          
        
          
	          Prickly Poppy

          
        
          
	          Sunflowers For Her

          
        
          
	          His Feisty Firewheel

          
        
          
	          The Rose Of Sharon

          
        
          
	          Bluebonnet Fields

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Kara O'Neal’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Kara O'Neal

The Princess's Knight (Texas Brides of Pike's Run, #17)

For Mary Kay...whose quiet strength upholds and inspires many.

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Epilogue

Sign up for Kara O'Neal's Mailing List

Also By Kara O'Neal

About the Author

Pike’s Run, Texas, 1890

Carl Dawson finds himself in a Georgia prison with only one way out – get Madeline Talbut, the viperous ice princess and his childhood nemesis, home to Pike’s Run, or lose a year of his life in jail. He takes the deal and finds her playing hostess on a magnificent showboat.

Madeline Talbut has a past she’d like to forget, and she can do that while taking care of the guests aboard the Princess. But, as she sails the mighty Mississippi, a newcomer infiltrates her space, shaking up her heart, awakening the desire she’d thought dormant and reminding her that the past must be dealt with.

Carl learns there is more to Madeline than he’d once thought, and she’s becoming more important to him than he wants. But he must hide his identity from her, or she might not return to Texas and all the pain it holds. And, even worse, if she discovers who Carl really is, he might lose her. Forever.
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Baton Rouge, Louisiana

Docks of the Mississippi River

February, 1890

If the wind wouldn’t blow, I wouldn’t be so cold.

Madeline Talbut pulled her coat tighter about her shoulders, but it did no good. The chill still cut through her.

Night had fallen, and the temperature would drop even more. She couldn’t sleep outside again. From her hiding spot behind a wagon loaded with crates of sugar and molasses, she watched the bustling activity of the docks. It had to be almost ten o’clock, but still people spilled from the great steamboats lined up along the bank.

Light and warmth blazed from the insides, while crews hoisted supplies up the gang planks and onto the decks. Men and women strolled the upper levels, the ladies dressed as fine as Madeline had once done.

Did she even want to board one of these floating contraptions? Could she manage to avoid capture and being tossed overboard? She hunkered down when the man who drove the wagon returned. He picked up another crate then started walking to one of the boats.

She pressed her lips together, watching, waiting, trembling. From the cold, but also...fear. She was terrified.

One thing she’d learned after she’d run from her aunt and uncle in Savannah, was that beauty didn’t guarantee charity. Women couldn’t care less about Madeline’s looks and gave nothing, especially if they thought their husbands’ heads would be turned. Men expected payment, but not in coin...another form. And she would never let a man touch her like that again.

Her only choice was to keep moving, or she would die. But...what did she have to live for, anyway? Bitterness twisted in her heart.

Perhaps she should just give herself over to some vile snake and let him do what he would. But as she thought of surrendering to a man, his sneer, his mocking laugh played in her mind. She clenched her teeth. No. He would not win. That monster.

She would make a life, and it would be better than his. She would be the princess once more, and once she had achieved her rightful status, she would flaunt it in his face.

Carefully, she slipped from behind the wagon then walked along the docks with her head up, her stride at a casual pace. Her coat covered her threadbare dress. No one would guess she was a woman with nothing, vulnerable to the ills of this world.

She read the names of the sternwheelers.

The Natchez. The Duchess Royale. The Dixie Damsel. The Princess.

Madeline smiled. Yes, the last one.

A crew member worked on the main deck, lashing a barrel to the side. Lanterns swung from poles overhead, illuminating the walk. Music poured from various places, the sound of a lively piano ringing through the night. Passengers strolled the boiler deck above, their voices carrying and their laughter covering her steps as she went up the gangplank.

She moved as soundlessly as possible and let out a slow breath when the worker never looked at her as she went by. Now, she would need to find a spot to hide. The Princess had five levels and had to be at least three hundred feet long—there would be plenty of nooks and crannies.

As she drifted over the main deck, she discreetly hunted for a space. She passed door after door, probably the cheapest rooms on the boat. While she didn’t hear voices coming from each one, she didn’t have enough courage to discover if any were empty.

Crewmen passed her by during her search, but they all hurried to finish their nightly duties and paid her no mind. She explored the upper floors, finding the staterooms on the third level below the texas deck, where the pilot house was and the crew slept.

She discovered a ballroom, a theater, saloons, gambling halls, ladies’ salons, men’s smoking rooms, and various shops. It really was fit for a princess.

Once at the stern side of the third level, she leaned on the railing and gazed out into the night, hearing the river slapping against the sides of the hull. This boat would travel south to New Orleans, then she could take a train home.

Home.

Rage and pain filled her. She gripped the crossbar, wishing she had another choice. But she had no money, thanks to the youths who’d robbed her. No extra clothing, thanks to the gambler and his whore who’d tricked her. The need for vengeance ripped at her, but what could she do? She despised her vulnerability. And the only weapon she had, her beauty, meant nothing when she looked like a vagrant.

The sound of stumbling bootsteps made her flinch and jump back. She whipped her head to the left.

A man in coattails wobbled on shaky legs. He fumbled blindly for the railing.

She had to run. Drunk men hurt women.

But before she could dash to the stairs, she noticed how his fingers couldn’t latch. He made gurgling noises.

Was he injured?

He smashed his torso against the crossbar.

She gasped as he teetered.

Before he could topple over, she lunged forward, grabbing his coattails and pulling with all her might. He rocked backwards, going up on his boot heels. He fell, taking her with him.

She banged her head on the floor, while her legs got tangled under his body. Fear spiked within her as his weight pressed her down. Frantic and breathing hard, she scooted and squirmed, trying to free herself.

When she was out from under him, she scrambled to her feet. The light from the lanterns flickered on his face, illuminating twitching cheek muscles. Struck, she assessed the rest of him. He was older. White-headed. And his eyes were rolling back in his head. Alarm shot through her, and she reared back.

“It’s Mr. Cole!” someone shouted from behind her.

She whirled around as boots pounded toward her.

“What did you do to him?” a bearded man snarled when he reached her.

She shook her head vehemently. “I-I did n-nothing!”

He bellowed at the deck above for assistance, while the second man crouched over the twitching Mr. Cole. Boots pounded once more.

Madeline whipped around, panic clawing her throat. She had to get away before they decided she’d caused the man’s injury. She dashed for the side deck.

“Stop her!”

Madeline tried to run, but the commotion had caused other passengers to crowd the space, and they blocked her exit.

“She did this!” the bearded man declared, grabbing her arm and whipping her around. “What did you do?”

Murmurs rose around her.

“No! I didn’t,” Madeline protested. “I saw him stumbling. I kept him from falling over the side!”

“A likely story,” he growled, his gaze snapping with accusation and disgust.

“Stand aside,” a strong voice commanded, but her captor didn’t let go.

The crowd parted to reveal who had arrived.

“Captain Jones,” her guard called. “This woman’s harmed Mr. Cole.”

The captain came forward, his spine straight as a board, his clothes hastily put on, and his eyes narrowed. “Has she? And where is Mr. Cole?”

“They’ve carried him into his stateroom and called for the doctor.” Her captor’s fingers bit into Madeline’s upper arm.

“Please, Captain,” she implored. “I did nothing wrong. Please, order him to release me.”

The gentleman bounced on his toes and linked his hands behind his back. “Take her to the cell. No one else occupies it tonight. Once I check on my employer, then punishment will be administered.”

“No!” Madeline cried.

Her captor jerked her forward, and another member of the crew followed them. She struggled against his hold and dragged her feet, her boots skidding along the smooth planks.

“Come on, you wicked jezebel,” he said menacingly. “If he dies, I promise you, so will you.”

When they reached the stairs, he didn’t bother to help her. He just hauled her along, and when she fell, he yanked her back up.

How would she get out of this? Who would believe her? And if the injured man died...

Cold terror spiked, and she grew frantic. She used her free hand to pummel her captor’s face.

He stopped and shoved her.

She slammed against a door to someone’s room, the knob digging into her stomach. Before she had a chance to catch her breath, rough hands jerked hers behind her back.

“Aren’t you a hell cat?” he growled in her ear. “With a face to launch ships.”

The crewman behind her chuckled.

She knew that growl. That chuckle. Terror shot up her spine. Still, she struggled, uncaring of the pain that would come at her resistance, but he only pushed her forward, her wrestling not thwarting his strength or balance.

They came to a chamber on the main deck near where the barrels had been stored. It was tucked under the stairs.

The crewman opened the door, and her captor shoved her inside.

She stumbled forward, falling onto the cot. She whipped around. “Let me go! I did nothing!”

He smirked, then slammed the portal closed, ignoring her denial. The lock turned.

She shot to the exit and yanked on the knob, twisting it. It had no give. She banged on the barrier. “Help me! Please! I did nothing wrong!” With the toe of her boot, she kicked out, connecting with the solid oak. But it didn’t matter. She could struggle and holler all she wanted. No one was going to save her.

With a noise of frustration, she spun around. Should she have let the man fall to his death? If she had, well...

Acid rose in her throat, and she paced the small expanse before the cot. Would the captain and his crew exact their own punishment? That was illegal. If they thought she’d killed someone, then they should fetch the law.

Perhaps the sheriff would listen to her and do an appropriate investigation. She latched onto the thought and wouldn’t let it go.

Of course, it was possible the man, Mr. Cole, would live. That was what she would hope for. Perhaps he would tell everyone what really happened to him.

She recalled the gurgling sounds he’d made, the side of his face as it had spasmed, and his eyes...

She doubted she would ever forget how he’d looked and sounded. She had no experience with ailments, had never nursed anyone. What had been wrong with him?

Exhaustion weighed on her, and she slumped onto the cot. At least she was in a room with a bed. Maybe she could get a good night’s rest and be better prepared for whatever came in the morning.

But as the minutes crawled by, she couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned and paced and worried. She had no idea how long she stayed in the chamber before the door was yanked open.

A different man stood at the entry. His face held weary lines. “Mrs. Cole wants to see you.”

Mrs. Cole? The man’s wife? Fear slipped through her, filling her limbs and making standing difficult, but she rose anyway. “Why?”

He let out a sigh. “Just come on.” He motioned with a hand.

She looked a fright, there was no doubt. She smelled, as well, but what could she do about it? If she couldn’t dress as she ought, she would behave as she ought. She lifted her chin then allowed her guard to take her in hand.

He escorted her to the hurricane deck, where the staterooms were, then knocked on the last door.

It opened.

Madeline saw plush carpeting, a table set with fine crystal and china, and wallpaper with gold filigree. Yes, she’d once belonged to a similar environment, but one would never know it by the way she looked and smelled.

The crewman gestured at her to enter.

After smoothing her hand over her coat that reached to the hem of her skirt, she held her head high.

A woman, her gray hair done up in a bun, jewels sparkling at her ears and neck, sat at a gleaming Louis XVI secretariat. Her hands were folded in her lap, and she looked as weary and as worried as Madeline felt. Had her husband died?

“Please,” the older woman rasped, nodding her head at a chair with golden trim and covered with navy silk. “Sit.”

Madeline obeyed, noting the seat had been dragged over from the table. The dishes laid on the surface were empty, and her stomach growled. She pressed a curled fist into the ache there, and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. If the woman asked for a false confession in exchange for food, Madeline might give it.

“My name is Vada Cole. My husband and I,” she paused and swallowed, “own this sternwheeler. He...bought it for me.”

So, this was her floating palace. Her jewel to do with as she wished. And Madeline was the woman accused of harming her husband.

She trembled, wondering if the man who’d brought her here stood guard. She could certainly escape this older woman, but would she be able to make it off the steamer before being recaptured? Madeline linked her hands tightly, hoping she was offered a way out of her predicament. “Please, I beg you, tell me my fate.”

Mrs. Cole smiled softly. “I’m sorry for how you were treated. Our only excuse is that we were scared.”

Madeline heard the apology, but she couldn’t trust what it might mean. She had no reply for the woman who controlled her future.

“It seems...you saved his life.” She tipped her head forward. “You kept him from falling over the side to the decks below, correct?”

Madeline gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, that is quite heroic, and I must find a way to thank you.”

Madeline licked her lips. “So...he’s alive?”

Shadows appeared in Mrs. Cole’s eyes. “Yes.”

A weight permeated the air. As if something more were wrong. Uncertain, Madeline stayed quiet, but her heart thumped hard in her chest. She wouldn’t trust she was safe until this interview had come to its conclusion.

“The doctor has said that he was in the midst of a stroke when you came upon him. And now he’s in a coma.”

Madeline froze. She’d never been told such sensitive information. People had never trusted her with such, and she found herself floundering with how to respond. Unsure, all Madeline could think to do was utter an, “I’m sorry.”

Tears formed in Mrs. Cole’s eyes. After several moments where she quietly wept, she took a deep breath, pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at her cheeks. “You seem down on your luck.”

Madeline pulled back, pride rearing its head. But who was she kidding? A brave face was ridiculous at this point. “I am.”

“You have nowhere to go?”

Not really. “I was...on my way home when I was robbed.” But she didn’t want to go home. Not one bit.

Alarm shone in the bright, hazel gaze of Mrs. Cole. “You poor dear. And you’re just beautiful, aren’t you? Even through the dirt and the tangles I can see it.”

Madeline pressed her lips together, wishing she were able to appear like the sparkling diamond her father had always called her. “Thank you.”

“You must stay here and let me help you. It would make me happy.” She gave a tremulous smile and folded her lace handkerchief. “I have three boys. All successful businessmen in Memphis. I’ve often longed for a daughter, and I would enjoy treating you as such while you’re on my ship.”

Stunned by the offer, relief bowled through Madeline. But she paused before accepting. She didn’t know these people, and the last two weeks had taught her that not all those who gave aid had pure intent.

However, could she afford to be particular? The offer really was too good to refuse. “Thank you. I appreciate the kindness.” Her stomach growled, and she pressed a fist on her abdomen. “I haven’t eaten in over two days.”

The woman rose immediately. “We must remedy that right now. I’ll order a filling breakfast, and then you and I will talk about an arrangement.”

As Mrs. Cole swept out of the room Madeline watched, too afraid to move lest this be a trick. If the woman truly meant to help her, then Madeline couldn’t ask for a better hiding place. After two weeks of a blasted, harrowing journey, she would have a bed. Possibly in an available stateroom. Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them back. She no longer cried. The action was wasted and showed one’s vulnerability, and she would never be weak again.
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Chapter Two
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Savannah, Georgia

Two months later

Carl Dawson paced the cell in the jail attached to the courthouse, clenching and unclenching his fists. The ass who’d gotten him locked in here was snoring on the cot three cells away.

One year. They’d given Carl one year in a Georgia penitentiary. How in the hell would he get out of this? His father was a lawyer, but Carl was loathe to write him and explain what had happened. Still...it would have to be done.

The door to the block opened, and the bailiff walked in with someone trailing behind him. Carl stepped up to the bars, craning his neck to see around the burly officer to whom else had arrived. Another prisoner?

Carl expected the men to stop at an empty cell, but they kept coming down the corridor. Curious, he gripped the iron holding him in.

As they neared, Carl realized that Mr. Blakely, the man who’d pressed charges on him, was the other figure walking steadily down the small passage. What the hell did the man want now? Carl gritted his teeth and straightened, ready to fight for his innocence, though he’d already lost.

“Dawson,” the bailiff called. The man’s boots scuffed on the stone, and his keys jangled from the leather belt wrapped around his expansive waist. “Blakely’s got some questions.”

The pair stopped in front of Carl’s cell.

Frederick Blakley studied Carl, and his eyes narrowed. He cocked a knee, his tall, thin frame loose, as if he had all the time in the world. And he did. He hadn’t been found guilty of stealing and been given a year in prison.

Carl’s “partner” still sawed logs, the noise grating on Carl’s nerves. “Speak your piece,” Carl demanded through clenched teeth.

Blakely smirked. “You steal my schooner, and now you make demands?”

After letting out a slow breath, Carl said, “I didn’t steal your boat.” He jabbed a finger at the ass three cells down. “He said it was his. I paid him to take me out deep-sea fishing.”

With the smirk still affixed, Blakely raised his hands. “You only got a year. Seemed the judge felt sorry for you.”

Carl took a challenging step forward. “A year of life is worth everything to me.”

Blakely’s brow lifted. “Everything? Well...” He rubbed his hands together. “That’s what I like to hear.”

Caution moved through Carl. He eased up on his posture and narrowed his eyes. “Why are you here?”

As he smiled with relish, Blakely said, “Your testimony was revealing. You mentioned you’re from Pike’s Run?”

“Yeah. So?”

“Familiar with Roderick Talbut?”

“The judge?”

Blakely nodded once.

“Of course. Known him most of my life.”

Blakely shoved his hands in the pockets of his fine trousers. The link from his gold watch tapped against his burgundy brocade vest as he bounced on his toes. “I suppose you also know his daughter then.”

A warning snaked up Carl’s spine. “Which one?”

Blakely chuckled. “Madeline.”

The mention of the “princess”, as she’d liked to be thought as, made Carl sneer. “What about her?”

“She’s run away. Living on a riverboat, the Princess. I want you to fetch her home. Don’t care how you get it done. Just do it.”

Carl barked with laughter. “What? I don’t think so.”

Triumph shone in the man’s eyes. “I’ll drop the charges if you’re successful.”

Disbelief shot through Carl. “The hell you say.”

“I already talked to the court here. An agreement has been made to overturn your sentence if you take my deal and get her back to Texas.” Blakely widened his stance and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m well aware that fooling with her is akin to a year in prison. Probably more.”

Carl could barely believe his ears. “That’s the damned truth.” He stared at the man, stupefied by the proposition. And that he was actually considering taking it. “Why can’t her father go after her?”

“Because he doesn’t know she’s gone.” Blakely scoffed. “I’m not telling my brother-in-law, the bull of the Texas courts, that I couldn’t control his daughter.”

A memory of Madeline leaving Pike’s Run in disgrace broke through Carl’s circling thoughts. He recalled she’d gone to live with her aunt and uncle in Savannah. Seemed the arrangement hadn’t worked out. “How do you know Madeline hasn’t told her parents where she is?”

Blakely gestured at his person. “You see I’m all in one piece?”

And that did explain that. “I’m supposed to find her and get her back home? Why not bring her to you?”

At that, Blakely’s jaw hardened. “I don’t want her in my house. She’s a hell cat. She’s upset my family, especially my daughters. It’s time she returned to where she belongs and faces her mistakes, whatever they are.”

On that the successful fisherman and Carl agreed. But this proposition was madness. “What the hell do you think I’m gonna be able to do? No one can control Madeline Talbut. She’s not gonna come with me, and you can bet I can’t hogtie her and deposit her in her father’s parlor, or I’ll be in pieces.”

Blakely waved a dismissive hand. “You’ll figure it out. So, will you take the deal?”

Carl felt he didn’t really have a choice. At least it would give him some control over his fate. “I suppose you have some sort of contingency if I run off?”

As Blakely studied Carl, a moment of silence passed between them.

The bailiff shifted from foot to foot, scowling at Carl.

“I don’t think you’ll weasel out of this, not when I know where you live, who your family is.” Blakely leaned forward. “My wife corresponds often with her sister. You’re the lawyer’s son. Your middle brother owns the newspaper, which you write for.” He grinned, his gaze shining with glee. “So, if you run, your family will know it, I assure you.”

Damn it, Carl cursed inwardly. He was a mouse caught by his tail, unable to stop himself from being fed to the snake. Which, in this case, was a blonde, blue-eyed, angelic-faced, perfectly curved viper.

Madeline Talbut.

Carl had despised her all of his life, and now he was charged with dealing with her or losing his freedom. He tipped his head back and let out a slow exhale.

Blakely laughed again. “Don’t worry, Dawson. I’m sure you’ll be able to handle her.”

And the Mississippi would run dry. But how the hell could he not take the proposition? “Fine,” Carl growled. “Now let me outta here.”

The bailiff jammed the key in the lock, his glare accompanying Blakely’s crow of triumph. “Send me a telegram when you get her home, and I’ll inform the law here in Savannah.”

Carl shoved out of his cell, storming toward the door at the head of the corridor, not wanting either of these asses to lead him. He wanted out of this God-forsaken hell hole. Of course, he was just charging into an altogether different hell. One that smelled better, looked better, dripped with sugary sweetness, and sported flirtatious smiles that covered an ice cold heart.

* * * *
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THE PRINCESS

New Orleans, Louisiana

Eight days later

Madeline entered the main dining hall on the hurricane deck, where the navy and gold tapestries served as a luscious backdrop for the dark green carpeting, mahogany bar, gilded mirrors and shining chandeliers. Hiram’s fingers sped over the piano set in the center of the east wall, and the notes of “Maple Leaf Rag” by Scott Joplin rang through the breezy evening.

“Hello, Miss Talbut,” a couple from Alabama called from their linen-covered table.

As she pasted on her charming smile, Madeline drifted over to the guests, the silk of her royal blue dress rustling over the carpet. The narrow skirt sported a bustle of elaborate flounces and folds, rippling down the back and showing off her assets well. The bodice molded over her breasts and nipped her waist, giving her all the confidence she needed to play the proper hostess for Mrs. Cole. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Abernathy. I see you’ve ordered a good supper.”

“The duck is divine,” the older woman gushed. “I simply must have the recipe.” She waved a ruffled wrist at Madeline. “Work your charm on Mrs. Cole and get it for me, would you?”

“I’ll certainly try.” She switched her welcoming gaze to Mr. Abernathy. “Do you plan to test your luck this evening?”

The heavyset man grinned beneath his handlebar mustache. “Of course. It’s why I’m here, is it not? Good gambling. Good food. Good bourbon.” He winked and took a sip of the amber liquid in his crystal glass. “Might never leave.”

People often said that of the Princess, Madeline had come to learn. They adored the entertainment found on the luxurious sternwheeler.

“It’s opening night for the new play,” Madeline reminded them. “A Mid-Summer Night’s Dream. Should be fun, wouldn’t you say?”

“Just di-vine,” Mrs. Abernathy agreed, nodding her coiffed head and making the diamonds at her ears sparkle. “Mrs. Nixon and I will attend.”

“Wonderful.” Madeline looked up, scanning the opulent dining hall and finding many other tables had diners she needed to speak with. “Well, I shall leave y’all to enjoy your evening.”

“You’re such a dear,” Mrs. Abernathy raved. “Such a darling, isn’t she, Hamish?”

The man’s eyes glowed in agreement. “That she is.”

“I would just adore it if you could meet my youngest son.” The woman gazed up at Madeline with undisguised hope.

“Perhaps I will if he ever visits the Princess.” Madeline itched to leave the devouring eyes of Mr. Abernathy. She abhorred the looks. She used to revel in them. Use them. But now...

“Oh, Hamish, we must make it happen,” Mrs. Abernathy implored.

The husband glanced at his wife. “I’ll write straightaway.”

While the wife squealed with excitement, Madeline gave her an indulgent smile, nodded, then excused herself.

Meet the son. Meet the nephew. Meet the rich brother. The successful uncle.

No.

Never again.

She would never marry again.

As she moved among the diners, carrying out the evening duties of her satisfying agreement with Mrs. Cole, she made sure to keep out of the single men’s reach while making everyone as comfortable as possible. Mrs. Cole had given her shelter, food, fine clothes and freedom in exchange for taking her place as hostess.

The woman spent the days and evenings with her husband, working on the therapies the many doctors had suggested. As the Princess traveled the Mississippi, Mrs. Cole invited physician after physician to assess her husband’s condition. She was determined to see him well.

Madeline hoped she succeeded.

Even if Mr. Cole got better, Madeline could still stay. And this fine steamer was a perfect home for her. No one knew where she was. Her uncle hadn’t located her. Her parents hadn’t found her, either. She had no idea if anyone was even looking.

If they weren’t, fine. Good riddance.

They all hated her, and she hated them right back.

On the Princess, she could live as she wished. No demands from family. No scandal hanging over her head. No exclusion. Finally, after seven years of hell, she had achieved a measure of happiness.

After spending a few minutes with the Howards from St. Louis, she turned to leave the main dining hall for the saloon when she caught the eye of a lone gentleman with a plate of food in front of him. He chewed slowly, watching her.

His unreadable expression gave her pause. How odd. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

Confused, she turned away. She wouldn’t linger, as she didn’t want to give him any idea that she was interested in knowing him. Even though he hadn’t looked at her with invitation.

She left the hall to stroll the deck. She nodded at people while they also enjoyed the evening air, but her thoughts continued to circle around to the newcomer. His clothes had been clean, but not expensive. His brown beard hadn’t disguised the strong jaw, and his almond brows had framed dark eyes.

A handsome man, to be sure.

He’d had broad shoulders and was probably taller than most men.

When had he arrived? They’d been docked in New Orleans for a few hours, or he might have bought passage in Baton Rouge before they’d left the city that morning.

No matter. She didn’t need to determine when he’d boarded. And Mrs. Cole had willingly given Madeline permission not to charm any guest who made her wary.

Not that the new gentleman had leered at her. No.

The problem was that Madeline had no idea what had been behind his eyes when he’d studied her. And that made him unpredictable. She would not go near him.

* * * *
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CARL WATCHED MADELINE Talbut exit the lush dining hall then tossed his napkin on the table, his meal finished. She was in her element here on this floating palace. As she’d moved through the space, smiling with, gushing at and flattering diners, his gut had churned with distaste. Nothing was ever personal or real to Madeline Talbut. Everything was a game, and she always had to be the winner.

But he had to figure out how to get close enough to her to convince her to go home. Why had she run away from sure security? Did she have some wish to travel the Mississippi in luxury?

She’d seen him as she’d worked the room, had made eye contact, but there hadn’t been a flicker of recognition. She didn’t know who he was, but that didn’t bother him. He’d been traveling the world for the last seven years and only went home once every six months. However, they had run in the same circles at one point, and his brother had loved her for a good while.

Carl couldn’t remember the last time he’d been near Madeline Talbut. She hadn’t changed in appearance. She was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, but the second she spoke in that coy, sly way she had, she became the ugliest. He wanted no part of her, but to stay out of jail, he’d have to be in her company.

A waiter came and cleared away his plate and silverware. He kept the glass and motioned for more. Another fellow filled the crystal with whiskey. Carl finished his drink in one swallow, let out a satisfied exhale and stood.

Might as well go find her.

He stepped out onto the deck, the orange sky melting into light purple. Music poured from every social area, while floor-length curtains rustled in the gentle and cool breeze. Carl loved summer nights, especially in the south.

He strolled the waxed, mahogany planks, slipping his hands into his pockets. If he weren’t so irritated by his assigned task, he could spend a couple of weeks on this sternwheeler and use the experience for his next travel article for his brother’s newspaper. But he doubted he could concentrate until he’d convinced Madeline to go home.

As he walked, he passed a gentleman’s smoking room, then a saloon where the sound of chips and billiards mingled with laughter. Then came the theater, but the doors were shut. After a series of staterooms came a ladies’ salon and a smaller dining hall. Then a row of shops, which included a chocolatier, and then there were more staterooms.

He turned around and decided to enter the saloon. Even if she wasn’t there, he could enjoy a round of cards. He wasn’t a gambler, but he was good at it. His winnings had funded some of his travels.

Walking into the room, he took in the circular, wooden tables near the gleaming mahogany bar and the gold-framed mirror centered behind the counter with shelves of crystal glasses and liquor. A man in white shirtsleeves and a gold brocade vest washed a set of highballs. Poker tables and billiards sat on hunter green carpeting, while a piano stood opposite the bar. The pianist played “Oh, Susannah”, while dealers manned games, including a roulette wheel.

And in the center of the revelry, with men surrounding her, stood Madeline. Her eyes sparkled, her dress accentuated her perfect curves, while her blonde locks trailed down her back, curling along her body.

Carl gritted his teeth and cussed being wrongly accused. Hell. He strode to an empty seat at a table of five card stud, realizing his two competitors wore fine suits of superfine broadcloth, and he was in a chambray shirt and denims. He didn’t belong, but he supposed they’d take his money just the same.

From his vantage point, he could still observe his assignment, and she wore the smile he abhorred.

As cards were dealt his way, Carl had one eye on his hand and one on Madeline. She spoke to the gentlemen easily, and as she did so, the tallest fellow trailed a finger over her exposed arm. Carl waited for her to play the touch to her advantage, but she politely stepped away, smoothly intercepting a waiter carrying filled glasses of champagne and plucking one.

She’d used the distraction to get herself out of reach. Surprised, Carl wondered why. She’d never turned away from male attention before. She’d teased and taunted whenever she could, even going so far as to flirt with other women’s husbands.

When Carl won the hand, he scraped his chips toward him. One gentleman cashed in, and another sat down.

“Evening,” he said to Carl and the other player.

“Howdy,” Carl answered, still keeping some of his focus on Madeline. She was leaving the group for the roulette wheel.

“From Texas?” the newcomer asked.

His accent gave him away every time. Carl nodded. “Yep. You?”

“Florida.”

The other gentleman answered, “Louisiana.”

While another round was dealt, his competitors fell into an easy conversation.

More men approached Madeline at the wheel, and again she removed herself from the situation smoothly and without aggravating those who wanted her attention. Carl lifted his brow in more surprise. Seemed she had no interest. Well...that was different.

As he folded, he leaned back in his chair and discreetly studied the princess as she maneuvered the chamber. He played, winning most hands, and she made her way closer. Perhaps he would meet her tonight and somehow intrigue her, though no other man had been able to do that so far.

Could he just tell her to return to Pike’s Run? Was there a reason why she’d been on the steamboat for two months? Hell, he groused inwardly. He wasn’t meant for this task, especially not with someone like her.

The nearer she drew, the more annoyed he became. She laughed and sparkled with the patrons. She held her champagne loosely but never took a sip. Was she a hostess of some sort? Did she work for the people who owned the Princess? Or...had she married the owner?

She reached their table, and Carl lowered his gaze to his cards.

“Hello, gentlemen,” she said cheerily.

“Miss Talbut,” the fellow from Louisiana replied. “You’re looking as lovely as always.”

So...not married.

“Thank you, Mr. Gregory. And are you winning?”

“Nope. This fellow here keeps whittling down my earnings. I’m about to call it quits.”

Carl looked up after Mr. Gregory had gestured toward him. He made eye contact with Madeline and nodded.

She smiled. “I haven’t had the pleasure of making your acquaintance,” she said.

He rolled his tongue against the inside of his cheek, while he arranged his cards. “Carl Dawson,” he answered.

“Well, welcome to the Princess, Mr. Dawson. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay. Please let me know what I can do to improve it should there be a problem.”

So she worked for whoever owned the steamboat. And Carl’s name had clearly not rung any bells for her. Why wasn’t he surprised? She probably didn’t have a single care or concern for the folks in the town where she was raised. But also, he was five years younger than her. “I’ll do that, ma’am.” He looked back at his cards.

“And where are you headed?” she inquired.

While he considered his bet, he replied without a glance at her. “Not sure. I go where the wind takes me.” Until he knew her situation, he wasn’t going to reveal who he was. She was hiding on this palace; he was sure of it.

“Hmm. The wandering life.” Her voice carried interest.

The last bet was made, and he laid down his hand. He’d won.

Gregory made a noise of frustration, then scooped up his remaining chips. “I’m done for the night.” He glared at Carl. “Don’t think I’ll sit down at a table with you again.”

Carl shrugged. “Just having a streak of luck, I guess.” He pulled his winnings to him.

“Miss Talbut?” A crewman approached their table.

Madeline turned in his direction.

“Mrs. Cole has need of you.”

When she looked back at Carl and the remaining fellow, she gave them a bright smile. “Gentlemen, please excuse me.”

Carl nodded and watched her walk away.

His remaining competitor gave an appreciative whistle for the table only. “Mighty fine woman,” he commented.

In looks, yes. But that was where it ended. Madeline Talbut had hurt many people with her taunts, her flirting, and her demands for attention. She’d almost destroyed Stephen, Carl’s brother. If it weren’t for Constance, Stephen’s wife, Stephen might still be caught in Madeline’s snare.

How in the hell would Carl get close to her? He couldn’t follow her around. Not only would that sit in his craw, but Madeline had never respected men who trailed after her. In fact, she’d used them.

But the idea that she could take advantage of Carl made him laugh to himself. Wouldn’t happen. However, he couldn’t be her puppy dog, so...what then?

He mulled it over for the rest of the evening.
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Chapter Three
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Madeline dabbed perfume behind her ears, the final touch to her ensemble. She wore pink this morning, with a less elaborate bustle and a higher neckline. She secured her hair with pins, and after a quick smooth of her bun, she pinched her cheeks, ready for her day.

She’d had breakfast in her room, enjoying the quiet in her own private space, and her chamber was beautiful. The blue silk coverlet shone bright against the black walnut of the bedframe. A canopy, also in blue, hung over the bed, and side tables flanked the mattress. The vanity stood opposite the sleeping area, while a seating arrangement of two chairs and a settee sat in between. The wardrobe and secretariat stretched along the side walls, leaning against the red toile paper. Oil paintings of landscapes hung about the room, and gas lamps in ivory and blue sat on the marble-topped tables.

Her room was her haven, and she was grateful for it. She made her way to the door, and after turning the key in the lock, she went to Mr. and Mrs. Cole’s chamber. The couple lived only two doors away.

It was close to ten in the morning. Madeline’s duties didn’t require her to be among the guests until the early afternoon, but she often visited the ladies’ salon before heading to the dining room.

She knocked, and Hannah, the maid who was also Mrs. Cole’s attendant, let her in. “Good morning, Hannah.”

“Morning, Madeline. He’s the same.” Hannah gestured toward the open door of the bedroom.

Madeline didn’t bother to ask permission as she’d grown close to Mrs. Vada Cole, over the last several weeks. She entered the chamber, finding her employer reading the paper to her husband.

“Good morning, Vada.”

The older woman lowered her arm and rose from her chair. She wore a simple muslin day dress in light green. “Dear friend, I didn’t expect you would be out so early. You left here only six hours ago.”

Madeline offered her hands to the woman, then kissed her cheek. “You know I don’t need much sleep.” And she didn’t. She’d learned the hard way that bad things happened when a woman was unaware. Resting deeply was not something she did anymore. After removing her fingers from Vada’s grasp, Madeline leaned over Mr. Cole, whose eyes were shut after receiving his morning dose of laudanum.

The man had come out of his coma a week after the incident, but he couldn’t speak, couldn’t move except to lift his left arm about six inches. It was painful to watch him struggle.

“I’ll be interviewing nurses today,” Vada informed her. “And some of the crew are going to install rails in our chamber that will allow him to practice walking.”

How Vada was even going to get him to sit perplexed Madeline. But she wouldn’t argue. She cared for the woman, admired how much she loved her husband, so Madeline would support her and offer aid where she could. Though she wasn’t much help.

“How was last night? Did our guests enjoy themselves? And the play? No problems?”

Vada hadn’t asked for her normal report, and Madeline had forgotten to mention it. “No issues. All went well. Nothing that I couldn’t handle anyway. And everyone had a good, though a little rowdy, time. I enjoyed visiting with each person.” Except for the newcomer. The drifter. He had unsettled her, and she didn’t like him, but she had no reason why she shouldn’t. He’d barely looked at her.

“No unwanted advances?” Vada reached out and ran a wet handkerchief over her husband’s brow.

Over the last month, Vada had correctly guessed that Madeline shied away from men because of past hurts. Madeline hadn’t shared the pain she’d experienced. She wanted to forget, and her time on the Princess was allowing that to happen. “No, ma’am. I’ve grown adept at staying out of reach.” She gave the woman a wink.

Vada laughed. “I’m relieved you can joke about whatever keeps you from enjoying flirtations and diversions.”

Well...being flippant about her past helped considerably. When she didn’t concentrate on it, she had better days. “I’m healing while in your care,” Madeline told her. She patted Mr. Cole’s leg. “And he will, as well.”

Vada clasped her hands to her breasts, the damp linen pressed between her palms. “Oh, precious girl. I hope so. The nurses I’m interviewing worked with Dr. Marks. They have experience in various therapies for stroke victims.”

Madeline pressed her lips together and hoped whoever was hired did her job well. “Let me know if I can assist you with any of it.”

“Of course.”

After squeezing the older woman’s shoulder, Madeline left the room. Time for female chatting in the ladies’ salon. Which would certainly take her mind off of the handsome stranger from last night.

* * * *
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CARL CHOSE TO ATTEND the performance of A Mid-summer Night’s Dream during his second evening on the boat. He hadn’t determined a way to befriend Madeline that wouldn’t reveal their connection. He had a feeling that once she learned who he was, he wouldn’t be able to convince her to go home. But how in the hell would he get her to return if he couldn’t speak truthfully with her?

Blakely had picked the wrong fellow for this job, but Carl wasn’t about to welsh on the deal. It was keeping him out of prison.

At intermission, he stepped out onto the deck, one of the first people to exit as he was in the back row in the seat nearest the rear door. He tapped a fist along the railing as he strolled toward the stern. The inky night couldn’t hide the tall smokestacks of other docked steamboats. The
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