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This book is dedicated to Mark A Jenkins.
 19492003.
 He was my outlaw, lover,
 gentleman, and friend.
 May he rest in peace.
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Prologue





Chicago, Illinois
 September 1888


Thirty-two-year-old Olivia Sterling was running away from home. Well, she would be just as soon as she took one last look around her dimly lit bedroom. It was the middle of the night, so she didnt dare turn up the lamp for fear of being discovered, but she couldnt afford to leave anything important behind; once she exited the house there would be no return.


Olivia didnt notice anything else that she needed to take with her, but for a few melancholy moments, her eyes lingered over her familiar bed and furnishings. This had been her room; a place of refuge, a place where she could spin her dreams and not have them snatched away by convention or society. After tonight she might never see it again, but she told herself it was the price to be paid for her decision.



With nothing left to delay her departure, Olivia doused the lone lamp, plunging the room into darkness. She grabbed up her black cloak, laid it over her arm, and carried her blue carpetbag to the door. The bag had been purchased specifically for her journey. Inside were a few changes of clean clothing, underwear, her toiletries, and her sketch pad and pens.


She very carefully opened the door. Except for the ticking of her mothers grandfather clock, the dark hall was silent.


She stepped out, then slowly eased her bedroom door closed again. She stood there for a long moment to make certain she hadnt been heard. Confident she hadnt, she moved quickly but soundlessly to the stairs that led down to the main floor of the house. On the way she passed the door to her fathers bedroom. His snores were easy to hear even through the thick cherry wood. Her mothers door was closed too, as it always was. As long as Olivia could remember, shed never known her parents to share a rooma fact no proper daughter should be concerned with, according to society, but Olivia did have concerns, and they were part and parcel of why she was running away.


Olivia made it down the stairs without being detected. As planned, her mother, Eunice, dressed in her night robe, stood waiting by the front door. They embraced. Basking in her mothers strong hug, Olivia felt tears sting her eyes. It was unclear whether shed ever see her mother again, so Olivia held onto her for as long as she could.


Eventually, they had to part, and Olivia wiped at her teary eyes with a gloved hand. Keeping her voice low, she said to her mother, Papas going to be very angry when he finds me gone. Are you sure you will be all right?


Ill be fine. James thinks me too dim-witted to have aided you. I wont be blamed.


There was a bitterness in Eunices voice that Olivia knew stemmed from being in a marriage devoid of love.


Eunice touched her daughters smooth cheek. Godspeed, my dear Olivia, and may He keep you safe.


You as well. I will write as soon and as often as Im able. Olivia felt confident that any correspondence between them would go undiscovered, because her father never retrieved the mail himself. It would never cross his mind to go out to the box; that was Eunices job, just like it was her job to present the mail to him every evening during his dinner.


It was time to leave. The hack Olivia had engaged for her escape would pick her up a few blocks away.


She and her mother shared one last good-bye embrace, then Olivia stepped out into the warm summer night. As befitting one of Chicagos best seamstresses, she was dressed in a fashionable dove gray traveling costume of her own design. To defeat pickpockets shed sewn her life savings into the waistband and hems of her skirts. When she reached her destination, the funds would help start her new life.


Deep down inside she was terrified; shed never done anything so bold before, but she had no choice but to keep going.






Two days later Olivia was seated on a train crossing the plains. She had no idea what her new life would hold, but she was convinced it would be better than the life shed left behind in Chicago. That life would have cast her as the wife of one Horatio Butler, a man handpicked by her father but one she couldnt abide, let alone agree to love, honor, and obey until death do her part. Olivia owned a very successful modiste shop and hadnt spent the last ten years building her clientele and reputation just to turn the profits and property over to a man who thought women in the workplace should be guided by their husbands advice. This from a man who didnt know a seam from a hat pin.


Olivia could feel herself begin to boil up all over again just thinking about the greedy Mr. Butler and his plans to sell her building and invest the money in Lord knew what, because he wouldnt tell her. In response to her pointed questions on the matter, hed told her not to worry her pretty little head; he would take care of everything.


So, Olivia had gone to her banker and had had a discussion. Unbeknownst to her father or Mr. Butler, shed sold her business and the building housing it to the husband of one of her wealthier clients. The money Olivia received in exchange for the deed added up to a tidy sum; one tidy enough for her to be able to start life elsewhere. Shed decided on Kansas, where many all-Black settlements had been established during the Great Exodus of 1879. The newspapers called the movement Kansas Fever. Thousands upon thousands of southern Blacks left the terror and bloodshed visited upon their lives by the Redemptionist Democrats and headed west to places like Kansas, Nebraska, and Colorado. Now, ten years later, many of the towns hadnt survived, but Henry Adams, Kansas, was supposedly thriving, and all thriving towns needed dressmakers.


So here she sat, looking out of the window at the passing plains. She was seated in the cars back row, hoping to be out of sight and out of mind. Shed seen the frowns on the faces of some of the passengers when shed initially entered the car back at the Chicago station. Her presence was resented. With Jim Crow spreading across the country like a plague, it was becoming harder and harder for members of the race to escape its ugly edicts. Olivia hadnt boarded the train to stir the air; she was just trying to get to Kansas.


Miss?


Olivia looked up to see the conductor standing politely by her seat. Yes?


Out of the corner of her eye she could see a few scowling passengers looking on. She ignored them.


Ive been asked to remove you from the car.


Olivia steeled herself to keep her face emotionless.


But Im not going to.


Olivia hid her surprise.


I rode with John Brown back in the sixties, and I aint putting a pretty lady like you in the cattle car.


That last part was said loud enough for everyone within earshot to hear. The eavesdroppers spun back around in a huff.


Olivia let a smile peep out.



If you need anything, just let me know. The conductor then touched his hat and left to continue his job.


Basking in goodwill and feeling much better about her fellow man, Olivia went back to watching the landscape.


Suddenly the emergency brake was pulled, and the car slowed so abruptly that everyone was pitched forward. Women screamed and men cursed as they were thrown from their seats. Unsure as to why the brake had been pulled, Olivia was righting herself and her fancy navy blue hat when a mans voice rang out. Train robbers!


Olivias eyes flew to her window, but she didnt see anyone. She thought she heard guns firing but couldnt be sure. Having never experienced anything like this before, she watched the other passengers for a clue as to what to do. They were ripping off their jewelry and watches. Women stuffed their booty into their bosoms, while the men hid their valuables in the legs of their boots and inside their trousers. Concerned, Olivia touched her hand to her waistband and the hidden coins. Surely fate hadnt brought her this far just to be robbed and left penniless.


But a few moments later, the conductor was escorted roughly into the car by a mountain-sized man who appeared to be an Indian. He had flowing black hair, golden skin, and a gun as long as her arm stuck in the poor conductors rib cage.


Ladies and gentlemen, said the conductor in an angry clipped voice. This man and his gang would like your valuables.



Alarmed cries greeted the announcement. A fearful Olivia drew back against the solid wood of her seat. This was her first trip west. Where were the authorities?


Another member of the gang boldly entered the car, and more than one of the women passengers gasped in reaction to his dark, heart-stopping handsomeness. He was tall, had dark eyes and equally dark skin. He was wearing a once white, long-sleeved shirt tucked into a pair of tight-fitting trousers that highlighted his muscular thighs and legs. Around his trim waist was a heavy gun belt. On his feet were some kind of knee-high hide boots with flat soles. The boots were covered with so much trail grime their true color was impossible to determine.


He looked out over the passengers and declared, Folks, we just found out that the gold that was supposed to be on this train isnt. So you all are going to have to make up for it.


A man with a handlebar mustache stood up as if he were about to protest, but the outlaw shot a hole in the mans seat, then announced, This isnt going to be a debate, sir.


The man turned beet red and didnt make another move.


Now, the outlaw continued, just so youll know whos robbing you, the names Neil July, and this is my twin brother, Two Shafts.


Two Shafts, still holding onto the conductor, gave them a friendly nod. Afternoon, folks.


Olivia was so entranced by this bizarre event that she assumed shed misheard July say, twins because the two men didnt favor each other one bit.


Now, July said to the tense passengers, the faster you cooperate, the sooner youll be on your way.


While the Indian continued to guard the angry conductor, July opened a worn, dirty saddlebag and began moving through the passengers like a church deacon with the collection plate. Apparently, he was no novice at this. Folks, I know you have your valuables hidden. Give them up freely and save yourself the embarrassment of me having to look for them. Specially you ladies.


Female gasps of outrage followed that remark, and the outlaw smiled, saying, Glad you got my meaning.


Olivia fished out all of the coins in her purse, took her silver earbobs from her lobes, and undid the indigo ribbon from around her neck. On the ribbon hung a cameo with her mothers picture inside. It pained her knowing the cameo would wind up in the bottom of the outlaws saddlebag along with the rest of the purloined loot, but she had no choice. She put all of the items in her hand and waited for July to reach the back of the car. Her pile of valuables was small, but she hoped it would be enough to pacify him, because she had no intentions of giving him the five hundred dollars hidden on her person.


Finally, Olivias turn came. Upon seeing her, Julys dark eyes glowed with surprise and delight. Afternoon, lovely lady.


She nodded warily. Up close he was even more dazzling. Olivia had never been around a man who exuded such raw maleness. It radiated from his overpowering presence like heat shimmering on a sultry day. She shook herself, remembering that she was about to be robbed.


He asked in a soft tone, What do you have for me?


She showed him her offerings.


He eyed the slim pickings. Is that all?


Yes, and I would think youd have more honor than to rob a woman of the race, too.


Why?


Because of your color.


He shrugged. Im Seminole and I rob trains. The only color Im concerned with is gold, pretty lady.


Thats very disappointing.


Olivia could see he was amused by her. The thin mustache twitched, as if he were trying to suppress a chuckle.


The last thing Id want to do is disappoint a woman as lovely as you, but a fine-dressed woman like yourself has to have more than that.


Olivia was wearing a navy traveling costume whose bustled skirt and form-fitting jacket were at the height of fashion. Im a seamstress, Mr. July. Im only finely dressed because I make my own clothing.


He looked her up and down approvingly. I see.


Olivia met his gaze without a flinch, but in truth she was scared to death.


I think youre lying to me, he said in a soft, low voice that seemed to play havoc with her insides.


Olivia didnt respond.


I like tall, feisty women.



I dont like thieves.


He cocked his head a bit. Im wounded, maam.


Olivia could feel herself becoming slightly woozy from being so near him, but she told herself it was due to the combined pungent smells of man and horse, not the knowing male look in his jet black eyes.


He must have seen her wrinkle her nose. Train robbing doesnt leave a lot of time for scented baths, maam. Promise Ill smell better next time.


I doubt therell be a next time.


Oh, there will be, he countered with eyes that teased her own, and when we do, you owe me something.


What?


A kiss, he told her softly.


Olivia tried to speak around her suddenly dry throat. What on earth for?


For letting you keep the rest of your money.


She went stock still.


He waited, watching her silently.


Something passed between them that she couldnt name. Then she responded with the only thing she could think of. Thank you.


He gave her a confident smile, then turned and walked back to the front of the car. Olivia touched her hand to her furiously beating heart, unsure about what had just transpired.


A few moments later, Neil July and Two Shafts departed, and the shaken-up passengers fell back against their seats with relief. As the train continued on its way, Olivia could see July and his five-member gang riding south. She doubted shed meet him again, but parts of herself wondered what might happen if she did.
















Chapter 1




Henry Adams, Kansas
 Great Solomon Valley
 May 1889


The seamstress shop owned by Olivia Sterling operated out of a small Victorian house two blocks away from the towns main business district. Last fall, when shed first purchased the building from the bank, shed been concerned about not being located on Main Street, but shed soon come to appreciate being off the beaten path. Being away from the center of town, with all its vehicles and people, made for a quieter existence; it was also cleaner. Olivia could open her windows and doors and not have to shake out her yard goods two and three times a day because of the dust generated by all the traffic.


Right now, Olivia wasnt much concerned with dust or traffic. Instead her attention was centered on customer Harriet Vinton. The middle-aged Harriet had just come out from behind the shops wooden dressing screen, and all the large, bright yellow bows attached to the white satin ball gown made Olivia mentally shake her head in dismay. Mrs. Vintons short, portly form was better served by a quieter, more mature design, but it was a dress shed insisted Olivia design for her, and this was the result.


Mrs. Vinton twirled in front of the mirror and tittered, Oh, Olivia. Its so beautiful.


Olivia genuinely hoped her responding smile didnt appear as false as it felt.


Harriet turned to get a side view of the big bow on the capped sleeve. My Henry is going to be speechless.


Olivia didnt doubt that in the least.


Ill be the envy of every woman in town.


The Elders Ball celebrating the founding of Henry Adams was going to be held later this month at the spanking-new town hall. All of the residents of the Great Solomon Valley would be attending, and Olivia had been sewing for the past six weeks to accommodate the ladies whod wanted new gowns for the annual event. Many of the farm women couldnt afford to waste money on a gown theyd only wear once or twice in their life, but Olivia was thankful for the wives of the cattlemen and businessmen who could, because their orders kept Olivia in business.


Olivia? Mrs. Vinton asked, are you going to the ball?


Olivia shook her head. No.


Why not?


Olivia countered confidently, Im going to spend that evening resting and catching up on my correspondence. Its been weeks since Ive written my mother. There are notes from the last Elders meeting that need to be reviewed and minutes of the Historical Society to place in the ledger.


A young woman like you should be at the ball.


Thirty-two is hardly young, Mrs. Vinton, but thank you. And yes, I would like to attend, but since I havent been asked she shrugged. I refuse to be one of the spinsters serving the punch and cake while everyone else is dancing. I volunteered my services last year, and frankly, it wasnt very enjoyable.


Harriet nodded. I understand. Well, an evening of rest will probably do you good. With all you do its a wonder you have time to sleep.


Olivia agreed. When shed first settled in Henry Adams, Cara Lee Jefferson, the schoolteacher and wife of the sheriff suggested Olivia volunteer on some of the womens committees as a way of getting to know her new neighbors. Olivia had taken the advice to heart and now, after working with the church, the school, the Ladies League, and the Historical Society, she knew most, if not all, of the women around. There wasnt a day of the week that Olivia didnt have a meeting of one sort or another.


Mrs. Vinton surveyed herself in the mirror again. I know youre devoted to your business, but my nephew in Philadelphia is looking for a wife, and I believe youd be perfect.


Olivia knew from previous conversations that Harriet had a large number of nephews back east. Every few months Harriet would come into Olivias shop touting the latest ones virtues and marriageable attributes. I dont wish to marry.


You keep saying that only because the right man hasnt come along.


Amused, Olivia shook her head. You need to go home and let Henry see you in your dress.


That shifted Harriets attention back to her mirrored reflection and away from matchmaking. I do look fine, dont I?


All the bows made Harriet resemble a back-east Christmas tree, but if Harriet loved the dress, nothing else mattered. Im glad youre pleased with it, Olivia said genuinely.


Ill take it off now so you can wrap it.


A few moments later, an elated Harriet Vinton left with her dress and Olivia put the payment into her cash box.


For the rest of the day, Olivia waited on customers in between working on dresses and hats. Reverend Whitfields wife, Sybil, stopped in for the dress shed had altered so that it didnt look so outdated. Sophie Reynolds, one of the towns pillars and owner of the Henry Adams Hotel, came in to get the final fitting on the pale gold ball gown shed be wearing to the Elders Ball. Unlike Harriet Vinton, the middle-aged but still stunning Miss Sophie had chosen a design that flattered both her figure and age.


By the time dusk rolled in, Olivia had attended to half the women in the valley, or so it seemed. When she finally closed the doors at the end of the day, she was quite exhausted, but her cash box was smiling.



Olivia operated her shop out of the front of the house and lived in the rooms at the back, where there were two bedrooms and a small kitchen. Glad the day was over, she was on her way to the kitchen to prepare some supper when she heard the shops bell ring and the door opening once again. Thinking one of her customers must have forgotten something, she hurried back out, only to see her nemesis, Armstead Malloy, standing there. He was a short, muscular, middle-aged man with thinning hair and a pug-ugly brown face, whose features were almost overshadowed by the elaborate waxed mustache above his lips. What he lacked in height and handsomeness, he made up for in greed. Back east had capitalists like Jay Gould; Henry Adams had Armstead Malloy.


Schooling her features, she said coolly, Good evening, Mr. Malloy, may I help you?


He flashed that smarmy smile. Miss Olivia. Just stopped by to let you know my offer still stands.


Olivia sighed her frustration. Nothing has changed since our last conversation, Mr. Malloy. I have no desire to sell.


His jaw tightened slightly and his eyes held hers, but she didnt back down. Malloy was a relative newcomer to Henry Adams, but in the year since his arrival hed built the towns newest and biggest mercantile. He was also buying up businesses. Some folks, like the owners of the old Sutton mercantile, had sold out gladly; others, like blacksmith Handy Reed turned him down flat. A few weeks ago, Malloy approached Olivia with an offer. Shed declined, of course, but he seemed to think she didnt know her own mind and, as a consequence, kept coming around. So far, shed been polite. Firm but polite.


He picked up a length of velveteen fabric, studied it critically, then asked, And my other offer?


Olivia did her best to hang onto her patience. Im not interested in marrying you, either.


But you would grace my table so beautifully.


Im glad you think so, but I didnt come to Kansas to marry.


He rubbed his fingers over the fabric. How much did you pay for this?


Why?


Just thinking I could get it cheaper. The ladies would probably appreciate buying their yard goods at a better price.


Olivia knew a threat when she heard one, and she now disliked Armstead Malloy even more. Because of the size of his stores orders, she was sure he could undercut her price. Women all over the valley patronized her, but if her customers began buying their goods from him, her shops profits would be affected, and he knew that. Im sure the ladies will make up their own minds. Was there anything else?


He looked around once more, taking in the dress forms, her Singer sewing machine, and the neatly stacked wooden boxes filled with threads, ribbons, and other items of her trade. My next offer will be significantly less.


Olivia wasnt sure what type of reaction he expected that statement to garner, but she refused to be intimidated by a pompous little man six inches shorter than she. The size of your offer is of no consequence. My shop is not for sale, and I would appreciate you not approaching me on the subjector the subject of marriageagain.


Her response tightened his jaw again, but to Olivia, that was of no consequence either, so she added, Now, if youll excuse me, Mr. Malloy, Im preparing supper.


He studied her for a moment before saying in displeased tones, As you wish, madam. But I will be back. Good evening. He turned on his boot heel and left.


Olivia threw the bolts on the door.




Later, sitting in her kitchen, Olivia lingered over her bowl of soup and mused upon how life on her own terms was progressing. She continued to miss her mother dearly and wrote whenever she had the time, but outside of Armstead Malloy, she had no real complaints. Her shop was as successful as one could be stuck out in the middle of the Kansas plains. Realistically, she doubted shed ever achieve the financial success shed enjoyed back east, but she liked living in Kansas. Admittedly, on that first day when shed stepped off the train and taken a good, long look around at where this adventure had taken her, shed wanted to get back on the train and return to Chicago. Shed been surrounded by open land as far as her eye could see; everyone shed met had been a stranger, and truthfully, Olivia had been under her parents roof her entire life and hadnt known the first thing about living on her own. Yet shed survived; flourished even, in this unlikely place.


Now if she could just convince Armstead Malloy to take his proposals elsewhere, then find a way to politely discourage folks like Harriet Vinton and the other well-meaning folks wanting to marry her off to their nephews, sons, and grandsons, life would be perfect. Smiling, she went back to her soup.


Monday morning, Olivia took the stage to Ellis, a small town thirty miles away. A widow friend of Sophie Reynolds had commissioned two dresses for herself and one for her daughter, and Olivia needed to take the necessary measurements before she could begin sewing. The process would be an all-day affair, so theyd graciously offered her a place to sleep for the night.


Tuesday morning, the work done, Olivia said good-bye to the widow and headed back to the depot for the ride home. She didnt want to be late. If she missed the stage, the next run to Henry Adams wouldnt be until Thursday.


She arrived at the ticket agents table just in time to see Armstead Malloy standing there. As always, he was dressed in a cutaway suit that would have done a circus barker proud. This one had black-and-white checks. Her hopes for a nice quiet ride home plunged.


Well, well, well, he voiced, pleased. Are you following me around, Miss Sterling?


She dearly wanted to ignore him, but shed been raised better. No. I had some business to attend to here.



I see. He was looking her up and down with approval. I came over to make arrangements to purchase the towns funeral parlor.


Olivia wasnt the least bit interested. Thats nice.


You know, he said with a knowing tone, I could rent us a coach and we could ride back to Henry Adams together.


No, thank you. I prefer to wait for Mr. Gardners stage.


You sure? We could talk on the way. Come to agreement on some things.


Olivia turned to look him in the eye. She could well imagine what things he was referencing. No.


Before he could reply the stage arrived, and a grateful Olivia walked away to meet it.


Once all the passengers were aboard, the driver, Old Man Gardner, and his rifle-toting aide got them underway.


Ten miles into the journey, Olivia mused upon why she hated traveling by stagecoach. The interiors were cramped, uncomfortable, and, at this time of year, so hot inside that one could hardly breathe. Thankfully the ticket agent hadnt oversold the conveyance, but Olivia still found herself squashed between a rather large jewelry salesman and his equally rotund wife. The woman smelled of cheap perfume, her husband, of liquor and cigars. Olivia got the impression the couple had had a spat sometime before boarding, because both looked put out, and they hadnt spoken a word to each other.


On the bench facing Olivia sat a young woman with a baby that had been howling nonstop for the last two miles. Next to the mother sat her sour-faced aunt, and next to the aunt, Armstead Malloy, who apparently planned to spend the entire journey staring down Olivias throat. It was July, it was hot, and she prayed the coach got to Henry Adams before her headache worsened.


The baby continued to scream. The poor mother was doing her best to comfort the infant, but the aunt, instead of being sympathetic, offered nothing but criticism on everything from the way the babe was being held to the color and cut of his bunting. Olivia knew the young mother had to be weary of the womans smug sniping; Olivia certainly was.


Over the babys din, Malloy tried to engage Olivia in conversation. Wherere you from originally, Miss Olivia?


Ohio, she lied.


Olivia kept her answers short. She didnt want her words to give him even the faintest hope that she had changed her mind on either of his proposals. Good women were in short supply in western Kansas; men were known to attach themselves to unmarried women like grasshoppers on crops in hopes of making them wives. She wondered how many times shed have to tell him before hed believe that shed not come to Kansas to marry.


Malloy opened his mouth to say more when suddenly Old Man Gardner yelled down to the passengers, Hang on, folks! Men riding down on us and I dont think theyre wanting a cup of coffee.


The coach picked up speed. Malloy pushed aside the windows leather shade and peered out. I can see them on this side! he yelled. Theres two of them, and theyre riding hard!


The aunt cried, Oh Lord, what will we do?!


Olivia had no idea, but she did her best to hang on. The increased speed was flinging the passengers up and down as the wheels hit the ruts and craters in the rough road. The jeweler hastily placed his case on his unsteady knees. He opened it and quickly began snatching out stones and bejeweled items, which he handed across Olivia to his wife. She shamelessly undid the top two buttons on her shirtwaist and stuffed the bounty into her ample bosom. Once the case was mostly empty, the blouse was once again done up, and they all held on.


Gunfire could be heard now, and Olivia prayed over the din. Malloy pulled out a small derringer. Leaning out the window, he added his lead to the fight, shouting, Theyre gaining!


The mother was holding her baby close to her body, and her eyes were closed as if in prayer. The old aunt was moaning with fright and clutching her nieces arm with a clawlike hand.


Suddenly the coach pitched to one side and they were all thrown from their seats. Olivia could hear the scream of the horses mingling with her own, then everything went black.


When she opened her eyes, she was still inside the overturned coach, with her back wedged against the door beneath her and the full weight of the passengers on top of her. The baby was screaming at the top of his lungs. Before Olivia could determine if she was injured, the door above their heads was snatched open and the dark, handsome face of outlaw Neil July stared down. Olivias eyes went wide. He was wearing a dusty brown vest over his bare torso, boldly displaying the well-defined musculature of his arms and shoulders. His face, so memorable, was filled with concern as he assessed each occupant individually, but when his black eyes settled on Olivia, he gave her a smile softened with recognition. Well, hello


Her heart began to pound. Speech seemed to be beyond her, so she offered an almost imperceptible nod.


He grinned. Lets get you all out of there.


The furious baby was handed out first, and July expertly placed the howling infant against his shoulder as if he tended little ones all the time. Then the mountain-sized man Olivia remembered as Julys fellow robber Two Shafts appeared in the doorway. Anybody hurt?


The aunt wailed, Oh, please, just help us out of here!


Olivia gave a silent Amen. The hard wood of the door beneath her back was going to leave her bruised for weeks. That, coupled with the body weight piled on top of her, was making it difficult to breathe.


One by one the shaken passengers were assisted out, courtesy of Two Shaftss strong grip. Then it was Olivias turn. She reached out to grasp his large hand only to see him hipped aside by July, who looked in at Olivia and said softly, This honor is mine.


All kinds of strange feelings swam through Olivia in response. She expected him to assist her, but instead he reached in, scooped her up into his arms, and backed out with her before she could blink. Her startled eyes flew to his amused ones.


Ever had a man carry you before?


No, she admitted, trying to maintain her dignity while shaking like a leaf. Her height generally discouraged this kind of thing.


Relax, I wont drop you. His vivid gaze seemed to look inside her soul. Do you remember me?


Olivia toyed with lying but settled on the truth. I do. The male heat rising from his body was so powerful that the feel of his arm beneath her thighs and the pressure of her hip against his chest made the July afternoon even hotter.


Do you remember what you owe me?


Her chin rose even as her eyes swept over the shape of his full lips. Yes. Shed been praying he didnt.


Do I smell better than last time? The sly, soft voice was filled with mischief.


Olivia had always prided herself on being a levelheaded woman, but this man made her dizzy. Put me down, please. She wondered what the Creator had been thinking to make an outlaw so devilishly good-looking, because July was that and more.


You sure you can stand? he asked softly, teasingly.


Olivia could see the other passengers staring on curiously, especially Malloy. Yes.


He eased her to her feet, and she nervously smoothed her blue traveling dress. Thank you.


He was still standing too close. She took a step backward. It didnt help. The effects of him could still be felt; teasing, touching, undermining her efforts to regain her composure. Something told her his dark eyes and mustached smile could dazzle a woman across a continent.


If youre sure youre okay, Ill go and see how my brother is faring.


She adjusted her hat. Im fine, she assured him. Or at least she would be just as soon as he departed and took his overwhelming presence with him. He tossed her a grin and walked away.


The other passengers were still staring on, especially Malloy, but Olivia ignored them and reached into her handbag for her scented embroidered handkerchief. She dabbed delicately at the moisture forming on her neck above the white collar of her blouse and took in a deep, calming breath. In control again, she put the handkerchief away and walked over to join the others. Old Man Gardner and his second were looking at the axle. She hoped it wasnt broken, but she really wanted to know why the outlaws had ridden down on the coach in the first place.


The answer was apparently tied to a poker game, because when Olivia walked up, July was asking the tense-looking jeweler, How much did you lose to my brother last night?


Fifteen dollars, the man croaked, his eyes moving furtively between July and Two Shafts.


Did my brother cheat you during the game?


No.


So the game was fair and square.


The jeweler nodded quickly. Yes.



And when you left the table last night you promised to do what?


The jeweler answered guiltily, Meet your brother in the morning and pay up.


But what did you do instead?


Icaught the stage.


You caught the stage.


July then looked to the jewelers plump wife. Are you his wife, maam?


She nodded warily.


Did you know any of this when you left town this morning?


Her hard eyes flashed condemningly at her husband before she responded tersely, No.


I thought not, July replied, giving her that charming smile. Beautiful woman like yourself would never be party to such uncouth behavior.


The woman giggled like a schoolgirl.


Olivia rolled her eyes. July was certainly an entertaining outlaw, if nothing else. He suddenly smacked the jeweler on the back of his head so hard that the mans bowler landed in the dust. Do you know who we are?


No, the jeweler admitted, cringing.


Ever heard of the Terrible Twins?


The man nodded hastily, then, as if realizing that the question had not been a rhetorical one, his beady brown eyes widened with fright.


July nodded affirmatively. Yep. Thats who you tried to cheat this morning. Im Neil July and this is my brother, Two Shafts. Although we may rob trains for a living, we dont like being robbed ourselves. He studied the jeweler for a moment before asking, That make sense to you?


The man nodded and hastily nodded again. Olivia, on the other hand, thought that to be a very self-serving statement, but she kept quiet. She already owed July a debt she didnt want to pay.


July held his hand out. The money.


During Julys interrogation of the jeweler, Two Shafts hadnt said a worduntil now. Pay up or we take everything you have, including your drawers.


The jewelers eyes went wide as plates.


July added, And Im sure the ladies want to be spared that distressing sight.


Olivia looked to the young mother and the aunt and was quite certain they agreed with Julys assessment.


But I dont have the money.


Then well start with your coat. Hand it over.


You cant be serious.


Julys gun magically appeared out of nowhere and came to rest between the jewelers horrified eyes. Your clothes or the money.


The shaking man shot his wife a hasty glance. She has all my valuables.


July pulled the Colt back and stuck it into the heavy gun belt girdling his waist. Now were getting somewhere. Turning his attention to the wife, he purred, Madame, if you would be so kind.


In response, the woman blushed, then turned her back and discreetly opened her blouse to retrieve the hidden cache. Once decent again, she handed the lot over to Two Shafts. He shifted the baubles and jewelry around on his outstretched palm. A gold bracelet caught his eye. He held it up for July to see. Think Teresa would like this?


July studied the piece and shrugged. Dont see why not.


Two Shafts put the bracelet into the pocket of his faded blue army jacket. Olivia wondered who this Teresa might be. When she looked up, July was watching her, and all her wondering fled. Once again an unnamed something passed over and through her senses, and no matter how much she tried to ignore it, it wouldnt go away.


Two Shafts finished extracting his fifteen dollars worth of restitution from the jewelers stock and then told the man, Thank you.


The jeweler scowled.


Two Shafts responded with a cold smile. Be nice, my friend. I can still send you on your way as naked as Adam if Ive a mind to.


The jeweler dropped his gaze.


Two Shafts turned away and went over to the men working on the wagon. Olivia was surprised to see him help the men right the coach. Helpful outlaws?


July was watching her again, and although Olivia was sure her reaction to him was experienced by every woman he encountered, maintaining her composure wasnt any easier.


Mr. Gardner, whod been driving the route from Ellis to Henry Adams for over a decade, walked over and announced, Folks, the axle is broken. Im going to have to leave the coach here and take you all back to Ellis. We can take turns riding the horses. Theres another stage coming through on Thursday.



No one was happy with the news. Thursday was two days away. A frustrated Olivia blamed the Terrible Twins and the jeweler for this mess. She certainly didnt want to ride all the way back to Ellis. She looked up at the sky. It was already mid-afternoon, the hottest part of the day. If she struck out now walking the remaining twenty miles across the treeless Kansas plains for home, shed die of heatstroke. Mr. Gardner, may I borrow one of the horses and go on to Henry Adams?


The old driver shook his head. Sorry, Miss Olivia. The stock belongs to the coach line. They all have to go back with me.


My horse and I can escort you home.


Julys voice startled her into turning around.


That isnt necessary, she said, proud she hadnt stammered. His presence made her so warm that it was like standing next to a stove.


My brother and I are heading up to Canada. Henry Adams is on the way. The seamstress Neil now knew as Miss Olivia was as beautiful today as shed been the afternoon hed robbed her and the other passengers on the trainstill well-dressed, too. The navy suit framed a frilly, high-collared white blouse that looked as soft as a cloud, even though the clothing was too much for such a hot day. The hat, with all its flowers and netting, was more for fashion than for protection from the sun.


Olivia knew that if she returned to town under his escort the resulting scandal would follow her to her grave. Thank you, but no.


I insist, he countered softly. After all, were it not for our jeweler friend, you wouldnt be in this situation.


Were it not for you, I wouldnt be in this situation. Olivia decided he had the longest lashes shed ever seen on a man. She also wondered how long it would be before she could look into his face and not be burned to a cinder.


Neil chuckled. I was wondering when the sassing would start. Shed sassed him a bit during that first encounter, and that had pleased him, just as it did now. He enjoyed spirited, statuesque women. You dont really want to go all the way back to Ellis.


True, but Im not traveling alone with you, either. Olivia dearly wished hed turn his considerable handsomeness on someone else. She could see the displeasure on Malloys face; not that it mattered, but she didnt want any gossip linking her and the outlaw in any way.


I assure you, I can be a gentleman, he replied, refocusing her attention on his provocative presence.


Im sure you can.


Neil turned to the driver and said, Im escorting Miss Olivia back to Henry Adams.


Her reply was firm. No, he is not. I appreciate your offer, Mr. July, but no thank you.


The young mother with the baby said into the breach, Then take me and the baby.


Her aunt looked appalled, but the mother didnt seem to care. Please. I will pay you. Ive traveled all the way from Boston to join my husband, and I cant wait for the next stage. My husbands never even seen the baby.



The baby was finally asleep, but the aunt snapped, Were going back to Ellis, Mary Ann.


Mary Ann ignored her. Please, Mr. July. Please.


Neil looked to the young mother and then to his brother, who nodded almost imperceptibly. Neil responded, Well, little lady, seeing as how this is partially our faultsure. Shafts and I will take you to your husband, and it wont cost you a cent.


Tears of gratitude filled the womans eyes. She then turned to Olivia and said, smiling, Now you can go, too. With me and the baby along, you wont have to worry about what folks might say. That is what you were worrying over, wasnt it?


The woman was correct, but Olivia was still wary of traveling with July for myriad reasons, the least being the debt she owed him.


Neil waited to see what Olivia would do. Before the young mother had spoken up, hed toyed with the idea of just tossing the seamstress over his horses back and riding off, he found her that fascinating. He was an outlaw after all, but the mother had given him a way to spend more time with the lovely Olivia and not be charged with kidnapping. That was a good thing, because there were more than enough Wanted posters with his name on them already. So, you coming along?


Olivia studied him for a moment. Was she seriously reconsidering the idea, knowing she didnt know a thing about him other than the fact that he robbed trains?


He added softly, You have my word that you wont be harmed in any way.



There was an honesty in his voice and gaze that made her believe he was telling the truth, but then again, that was probably part of his charm.


Malloy puffed himself up to his full height, threw out his chest like a rooster, and declared, For proprietys sake I insist on going along, too.


Neil assessed him emotionlessly, then turned away.


Although Olivia could barely tolerate the self-important Malloy, his presence would hopefully quell any gossip that might arise. Neil Julys pledge to keep her from harm notwithstanding, Olivia felt better having a non-outlaw male along. Apparently Mary Anns aunt did too and decided to go along as well.


While the passengers went with Gardner to retrieve their bags and trunks from the boot, Neil and Two Shafts went to retrieve their mounts. Two Shafts looked at his brother and said amusedly, Canada? I thought we were on our way to Kansas City to relieve the army of that gold.


An embarrassed Neil shrugged. Its all I could come up with at the time. His eyes strayed over to the Junoesque Olivia talking to the coach driver. I think Im in love.


Youre always in love. You dont even know her.


Ah, but I do. Neil knew her to be the most feminine woman hed met in quite some time. Her perfume was vivid in his memory, as was the feel of her nervous trembles when hed had her up in his arms. The need to learn more about the seamstress was strong enough to make him delay leaving for Kansas City. Escorting her and the others back would add another day or two to the journey, but gold trains were plentiful; women as bewitching as the lovely Miss Olivia were rare in his world.


Shafts shook his head. You know women like her dont mix with men like us.


Sure they do. Remember the territorial governors daughter a few years back?


Shafts laughed. You made your point. I wonder where she learned all those tricks?


Im not sure, but I certainly enjoyed the ones her mother showed me, and besides, doing this will give us an excuse to drop in on Jeff. Jeff was Chase Jeffersonan old friend and the sheriff of Henry Adams.


Lets hope he doesnt celebrate our showing up by putting us in jail.


Both men laughed, then grabbed the reins of their mounts and led the horses back to the folks standing by the coach.


Olivia watched Neil July approach and told herself she was not going to let his maleness overwhelm her. Shed lost herself back there, but she attributed that to the surprise of seeing him again. Now shed regained control of her faculties and was ready to meet him head on.


Neil took the carpetbag from her gloved hand and tied it to the saddlebags on the horse. She met his gaze with her chin raised and her back ramrod straight. It made him wonder if shed ever had a man stroke that iron spine into softness; if shed ever purred for a man. He doubted she had, and that drew Neil too. Ready, maam?



Olivia watched Two Shafts helping the mother and her aunt onto the back of his big brown gelding. Once the women were settled across the saddle, he handed the baby up to its mother. Only then did Olivia turn her attention to July. His dark, fathomless eyes were waiting. Over the increased pace of her heartbeat, she wondered if it was normal for a woman to be so affected by a man she barely knew. Yes.


Olivia didnt need his help mounting. Sticking her booted foot into the stirrup, she grabbed the horn and swung herself up with as much grace as she could in all the skirts and petticoats. She settled astride the saddle. In response to Julys widened, impressed eyes, she adjusted her skirts and kept her smile hidden.


A few moments later the small band of travelers waved good-bye to Old Man Gardner and his aide. They and the still angry jeweler and his wife struck out for Ellis, while Olivia and the others began the twenty-mile ride to Henry Adams. Under the glaring heat, the men walked and the women rode.


Malloy, in his checkered suit and back east bowler, had taken up a position on one side of Julys horse, while July walked on the opposite side. Neil would have preferred that the man walk elsewhere, but he kept it to himself. He didnt want to antagonize Miss Olivia.


Malloy said to July, Names Armstead Malloy. I own many of the businesses in Henry Adams, dont I, Miss Olivia?


Olivia replied emotionlessly, Yes, you do.



Malloy smiled, then asked, You own anything, July?


Neil had encountered smug little men like him before. Just my horse. Man like me doesnt need much more.


Oh, thats right. You steal for a living, dont you?


Olivia was taken aback by the unwarranted attack. She didnt believe such sneering was warranted or necessary. They were traveling under the outlaws protection, after all.


Malloy added, Im also trying to convince Miss Olivia to marry me.


Neil couldnt hide his surprise.


Olivias lips tightened. And Ive repeatedly told Mr. Malloy, no.


Neil smiled inside. The woman was beautiful and smart.


Some women like to be chased, Malloy countered tightly.


Then maybe you should turn your attention there, she answered. Ill not be changing my mind. I didnt come to Kansas to marry.


Right man would change all that, Malloy argued evenly.


I dont want my life changed, Mr. Malloy. Im pleased with it the way it is.


A woman needs a man. Specially out here. Wouldnt you agree, July?


Neil didnt know why Malloy was suddenly seeking his opinion. Depends on the woman. If you tell my sister, Teresa, that she needs a man to take care of her, shes liable to draw her Colt and shoot you.



Malloy stared. What kind of woman is she?


Outlaw woman.


Olivia was surprised. Your sister is an outlaw?


Yep. Rides with the old Dick Glass gang down in Indian Territory. Got almost as many Wanted posters as me and Shafts. Pretty proud of her.


The stunned Olivia wondered what kind of family this man came from, where women were applauded for having their own Wanted posters. He had to be pulling her leg.


Neil called to his brother. Hey, Shafts, what do you think Tee would say to a man that says she needs him to take care of her?


Before or after she shoots him? Two Shafts replied with a straight face.


Neil grinned.


Olivia smiled inwardly. Their sister sounded like a formidable woman. A question shed been mulling over for awhile came to mind. Mr. July, why do you call Two Shafts your twin?


Because he is.


Olivia studied Two Shaftss dark, golden skin and handsome features, but for the life of her, she couldnt see any resemblance strong enough to declare him Julys twin.


July offered an explanation. Shafts and I have the same daddy but different mothers. His mother is Comanche.


She was confused. But how does that make you twins?


We were born on the same day.


Olivia had never heard of such a thing. In an odd sort of way she supposed they were twins. What a peculiar family.


Malloy asked in haughty tones, What made you take up train robbing?


Poverty.


Olivia went still and studied him. She
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