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Chapter One

1866

She had made a terrible mistake.

Millie Townsend stood at the edge of the saloon in the Jeweled Ladies brothel and tried to be invisible. She had trained for almost three months to be one of the highly paid ladies of the night here and hadn’t once suffered this attack of nerves.

But then again, she hadn’t actually had a paying gentleman caller in those three months. Just evenings of lessons and practice with Sterling. Which hadn’t been evenings filled with romance, but they hadn’t left her feeling this...hollow.

Although she knew she couldn’t possibly move any further back into the corner behind the bar, she tried. No one had paid for her time last night and she had been ridiculously relieved.

Somehow, she didn’t think she would get so lucky a second time.

Besides, she’d chosen to do this. She wasn’t a blushing virgin anymore. She was a widow at the age of twenty-one and had no other prospects. Her husband’s family had pretended to care about her until it’d become clear that a week and a half of marriage hadn’t resulted in a child and then Millie had been unceremoniously shown the door. And she couldn’t go back to Boston, where George was no doubt at this very moment trying to locate her.

She had a place to live here and a way of earning enough money to keep her safe from her half-brother. But more than that, she had anonymity.

For Millie Townsend was not hiding in a corner behind the bar in the saloon. Instead, it was Miss Topaz Gold who did so.

She surveyed the saloon, her heart beating wildly as she struggled to keep the panic at bay. The other Jewels—her new friends—were all enticing the gentleman callers, as the Mistress of the Jeweled Ladies insisted on calling the customers. Emerald all but floated into the room on the arm of the mayor, Raymond Dupree. Opal wasn’t even fully dressed, for heaven’s sake. Her buttons had come undone and her bodice gaped at the chest and, of course, she had hiked up her skirts to show off her garters.

Millie looked down at her gown. It was a tasteful gold—although the bodice was cut quite low and the sleeves were more of a wish than a piece of fabric. Her ankles were covered, at least.

This was the sort of gown that George would never have allowed her to buy in Boston. Of course, George had spent money on his clothes, his horses—his mistresses—while Millie had reddened her hands caring for their father and scrubbing floors in the family home. 

After three months in Brimstone, Texas, her hands were once again smooth and soft. She should be excited that her new position as a Jewel afforded her the finer things in life.

If only she didn’t have to spread her legs to earn them.

At least there was music tonight. Pearl often played in the parlor, but tonight she was on the small stage at the end of the saloon, banging out a jaunty tune that had many of the gentlemen callers singing along at the top of their lungs while they drank expensive spirits and gambled away their money.

Maybe she would get lucky again and no one would notice her. After all, who would look back into the shadows when Opal joined Pearl upon the stage and began to sway as the bodice of her gown crept lower and lower? Good heavens, the girl was going to disrobe on stage.

“You can’t hide back here forever, you know,” said Sterling Silver. In addition to training the girls under the careful direction of Mistress, he also tended the bar. He was the only one who seemed to notice her.

“I’m not hiding,” she said, even though they both knew it was a lie.

“Sure you’re not, honey.” He wasn’t looking at her, but at the glass he was drying. “Everyone works here—you know that, right?”

As he spoke, a gentleman caller bellied up to the bar and Sterling drifted away from Millie. Sterling ducked his head close to the gentleman, and the gentleman whispered in his ear.

Even Sterling worked at the Jeweled Ladies. Millie suspected that Sterling didn’t just train the ladies or work the bar, though—not as the gentleman touched Sterling’s chin. 

The only one here who didn’t work was Millie.

She needed to take a step forward. She had chosen this life. She had been kept in near poverty by her half-brother. She had escaped to be a mail-order bride on the assumption that marriage to a complete stranger in a hostile land was better than living under George’s thumb for the rest of her life. 

She had been widowed in a matter of days. 

By God, she was tired of having everything taken away from her. Her parents, her husband—not that she loved him, because she hadn’t. But he had been her future. Stability—a home, the promise of the children. That was gone, too.

She was tired of waiting for other people to solve her problems. That was why she was here. She was going to do her time on her back and make enough money so she would never again be subject to the cruelties of fate.

That was the plan, anyway. It hadn’t worked out like that just yet.

She wasn’t a shy virgin. She had married Logan Townsend within an hour of meeting him at the train depot in Henderson, Texas, and he had exercised his husbandly rights that very night and every day of their marriage on his ranch, located ten miles west of town. She’d had all kinds of sex with Sterling, including things she’d never dreamed possible.

So selecting a gentleman caller and taking him to her bed shouldn’t be a big deal. She’d already spread her legs for a complete stranger before. She knew exactly what was going to happen.

She did not take another step into the light. Instead, she shrank back even further.

Just then, Mistress stepped through the door in the saloon. As always, the madam of this brothel was dressed as if she were going to court and making her bow before a foreign king. Shimmering peach silk draped over her body and the jewels at her ears, neck and throat glimmered in the dim light.

Millie prayed to be invisible even harder as Mistress’s eyes swept over the saloon, taking note of Pearl at the piano, of Opal’s near nudity, of the grip a card player had on Sapphire’s arm, of the way Sterling had his head still close to the man at the bar.

But she was not invisible, because when Mistress’s gaze came to rest, it was upon her. Panic snaked down Millie’s belly because Mistress was not a stupid woman and there was nowhere else to hide.

Mistress’s eyes narrowed, but the look of displeasure was gone when she turned back to look up at a tall, dark man standing next to her. The man bent his head down as Mistress whispered something to him that Millie didn’t have a hope of hearing and then he looked up, his gaze locking with Millie’s.

She swallowed. He was a large man, and she couldn’t tell if his skin was dark from the sun or if he was of mixed parentage. He wore a black duster and a black cowboy hat, which only made him seem more dangerous. His mouth was set in a thin line and his jaw seemed tight. He didn’t have the normal gleam of anticipation that so many of the other gentlemen callers did when they walked into the Jeweled Ladies. In fact, he looked rather like she felt—like he might’ve made a terrible mistake and wished he were anywhere but here.

Then he turned his attention back to Mistress. Millie saw him nod once and then the two of them were making their way toward Millie. In a moment of stark terror, she considered ducking down and hiding behind the bar—but they’d already seen her and besides, Sterling wouldn’t shield her. 

So she did what she should have done last night. She took a deep breath, straightened her skirts and stepped out into the light. She’d chosen this life. It was time to start living it.
Chapter Two

He shouldn’t have come to this place. But a man had needs and Matthew Hawkins was being crushed by the loneliness of his life. Besides, the girl the madam of this brothel was leading him toward was pretty.

No, she wasn’t. She was absolutely stunning, a vision of gold. The light of the gas lamps made her curly blonde hair glow as if she were an angel and her pale skin was a creamy ivory. She was almost too beautiful—far too fine a lady for the likes of him.

But the madam of this brothel had promised that she had the right woman for him, and Matthew needed a woman. Just for one night. Then he could go back to the ranch and to Jed and, somehow, keep going.

“Miss Gold is a charming young creature,” the madam—who had introduced herself as Mistress—was saying as they crossed the saloon. Matthew focused on keeping his stride even. He didn’t want to betray a limp now. “I believe you will find her refined and talented. But of course,” she went on, “we want you to be happy, so if there’s anything else you require, please do not hesitate to let me know.” Mistress turned her face up to Matthew and smiled.

She was a pretty lady, too—but there was something in that smile that made his skin crawl. He was a God-fearing man, although he had not been back to church since his Maria had died. This was a sin and he was probably going to hell, but then—wasn’t he already in hell?

Before he could change his mind, they were in front of the girl in gold. Miss Gold. “Topaz, darling,” Mistress said. “I would like you to meet Mr. Matthew Hawkins. He is visiting us from a ranch north of Decatur and I believe that you two would be well suited.”

Matthew cringed. The woman made it sound like she was a matchmaker, not the proprietor of a whorehouse.

What was he doing here? He wasn’t sure he could get his cock to respond if he wanted it to. But just as he opened his mouth to excuse himself from the room—the building—Miss Topaz Gold looked up at him through thick lashes. There was something almost...innocent about her. She really was beautiful and she wasn’t making eyes at him like some of the other ladies had done. He got the feeling she wasn’t trying to seduce him and somehow, that made this okay. He didn’t want to feel like a mark. He only wanted to feel like a man.

He whipped his hat off his head and held it in front of him. “Miss Gold, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

She gave a little curtsy and his eyes followed her as her body dipped and raised. Compared to what he’d seen some of the other ladies in this building wearing, she was dressed almost appropriately—but there was no missing the creamy swell of her breasts as they surged above the bodice of her dress.

His cock stirred. Good. That was why he was here, wasn’t it?

“Mr. Hawkins, I would be honored to spend an evening in your company.” Her voice was low and had a husky quality to it that set his blood stirring a little faster. Maybe he could do this. Maybe he could enjoy himself. At the very least, maybe he could just stop thinking for one night.

Mistress squeezed his arm again. “Excellent. Miss Gold, take good care of Mr. Hawkins. And if there’s anything else you should need, you know where to find me.” Matthew glanced at her to see the older woman giving Miss Gold a harsh look that didn’t quite match the gentle lilting tone of her voice.

In reply, he saw Miss Gold swallow hard and then she shot him a smile that was entirely too fake. What flagging interest he had in her disappeared.

He had come here—nearly forty miles away from Decatur—because he’d heard tell that the girls at the Jeweled Ladies were the best in the state—maybe even the country. And what’s more, they were all here by choice. No one forced them to do anything. Matthew couldn’t bear the thought of taking a girl against her will.

That was why the girls were so expensive. They were trained and ready and willing and, sinner that he was, he was counting on that to push him past his moral reservations and into a place where his animal lusts could take over. Just for tonight. Tomorrow, he would ride back to the Double Bar T branch and get through his life one day at a time. 

But if this girl didn’t want him—or didn’t want to be here—how was he supposed to do any of that?

Mistress made purring noise in her throat and then, with a swish of her skirts, she was gone, moving around the saloon like an experienced hostess.

After a moment’s hesitation, Miss Gold stepped forward and slid her arm through his. “Hello,” she said, as if they had not just been formally introduced. “How are you tonight?”

Matthew could feel the warmth of her body through his coat. He got the feeling that she was trying. Maybe she was just nervous? He could be imposing, he knew that. He was big and dark, thanks to his daddy. He would never be refined and polished, especially not after a hard day’s work, when he couldn’t help limping and dirt was caked on his skin. He worked for his daily bread and it showed in his hands and face.

Miss Gold barely came up to his shoulder. If any animal lust chose to overcome him at this moment, he could pick her up and throw her over his shoulder with one hand.

Huh. What an odd image. He didn’t normally think about women like that.

“Would you like a drink?” she asked and he decided he liked the sound of her low voice, because while she looked like a doll, she sounded like a woman.

“A drink would be appreciated.” He was thirty-six years old. He shouldn’t need any liquid courage to bed a woman.

But he did.

With just the barest pressure on his arm, she led him to the bar. “Would you like to finish your drink down here or take it upstairs?” The moment the words left her mouth, a great round of shouting broke out at a poker table. The big black man who’d told Matthew he was welcome came barreling through the doors, heading for the fight with his fists ready.

Back home, Matthew would be in there too. He wasn’t a lawman, but he valued peace—even when he had to fight for. But this was not his town and these were not his people and he was in no mood to brawl. “I’d rather have some quiet.”

He felt her body flutter next to his and he couldn’t tell if she was relieved that he wanted to leave the saloon or upset because she wanted to stay.

“What’ll you have?” The bartender said, wiping down the counter in front of Matthew.

Matthew ordered a bottle of whiskey and two glasses, although he didn’t know if Miss Gold drank spirits or not.

He grabbed the bottle and she took the glasses. “Shall we?” she asked, her voice dancing just over the din of the brawl.

Matthew nodded and let her take the lead. This was fine. He had a bottle of whiskey and a pretty woman and he had all night. Jed was staying with Mrs. MacKay. He needed to do this, needed to get back to where he’d been before his Maria had died. He needed to have something to look forward to besides Jed because, as much as he loved the boy, more and more it felt like that love wasn’t quite enough to keep him going.

They climbed several flights of stairs, passing doors where Matthew could hear giggles and moans and shouts. It wasn’t until they reached the fourth floor—the very top of the house—that she led him to a narrow doorway. “I’m still new,” she said, the apology in her voice, “that’s why we’re up here.”

“You haven’t been here long?” There was something almost comforting about that. He wasn’t real sure what he was doing. Yeah, he was paying for her experience but he kind of liked that they might be more equal than that.

She started to say something and then closed her mouth and gave him a look that seemed calculated to heat his blood. “Don’t worry,” she promised, opening the door and standing aside so he could enter. “I know what I’m doing.”

It was nice that one of them did. Oh, he knew how to bed a woman. But his wife was dead. It was time to move on.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

She lit the lamps as Matthew looked around the room. The room itself was fairly small, but the bed took up most of it. It was the size of bed that he needed but couldn’t afford. The covers were neatly turned down and the pillows looked soft and inviting and he felt some of this tension drift away. If nothing else, he’d paid to sleep in that fine bed.

On one side of the bed stood a wardrobe and on the other...

“Is that a wash basin?”

Miss Gold lit the last lamp and turned to face him. “It is. I could draw you a hot bath in this very room, if you’d like.”

A hot bath? Not just washing out the pot on the stove? Or out of the ice-cold stream that ran through his property? “I think I’d like that.”

He wasn’t mistaken this time—she looked relieved. Maybe she was used to men just throwing her down and having their way with her, but that’s not how he was. He couldn’t do that if he wanted to—he’d learned with his Marie that he had to take his time and prepare her body for his.

Just because he didn’t know Miss Gold well didn’t mean he wanted to hurt her.

She moved to the wash basin and turned knobs that were built into the wall. Water began to shoot into the tub and steam began to rise. 

Matthew stared at it in amazement. Hot water right from the walls? What would they think of next?

Then she stepped into him and ran her hands over the front of his chest. “Would you like some help undressing?” she asked as she looked up at him through her lashes.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice suddenly gruff. Her lips quirked up as her hands slid underneath his coat and pushed it off his shoulders.

“What brings you to Brimstone?” Miss Gold hung his coat on the hook on the door. “We’re quite a ways from Decatur, if I’m remembering properly.”

“My land is almost forty miles away. I was in town for some...business.” Which was kind of true—but mostly he was in town because he didn’t want word to get around Decatur that he had taken it upon himself to start visiting whorehouses.

She turned back to him and gave him an appraising look up and down. “I’m honored you’ve come all this way to be with me.”

That made him smile—almost, anyway. She’d seen right through his flimsy excuse. “I’m not ashamed to say it, Miss—I’ve not done this a lot. I was married, but she died in childbirth almost three years ago.”

He didn’t know why he told her that. Everyone in Decatur already knew, of course. And he was not looking for sympathy when she flipped up her skirts. But it somehow seemed important that she know that this wasn’t a regular, everyday thing for him.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said in a quiet voice. “I...” she paused and looked down. “It’s a hard thing to go on alone, isn’t it?”

Warmth bloomed in his chest and it had nothing to do with the way she stepped in and began undoing the buttons on his shirt. The way she’d spoken made it sound like she’d been married—or at the very least, she’d had a sweetheart. Had she lost him in the war? Why else would she be here?

“It is,” he agreed, his hands coming to rest on her waist. “You don’t think less of me for being here, do you?” 

He expected some sort of cooing denial designed to soothe his troubled soul. But that’s not what he got. She paused and stared up at him as a wash of emotions flooded her face. Her hands flattened against his chest and he felt his fingers dig into her hips and he knew he needed to hear something from her—not platitudes, not sympathy, but something that was real and honest and truth. Something that told him he wasn’t just a cock with cash and she wasn’t just a pussy to be fucked.

He wasn’t looking for love, not here. But he wanted something more than just animal lust.

“I couldn’t,” she whispered, lifting a hand to stroke his cheek. It was the sweetest touch he could remember, warmth after a long, cold, never-ending winter. “How could I? I’m here, too. I just...” she took a deep breath. “I don’t want you to think less of me for doing this. That’s all.”

“Why are you here, then?” It wasn’t a fair question. A woman had a right to her reasons—and a right to keep them to herself.

“I got tired of depending on someone else to save me,” she said, her hand dropping from his face as she turned her attention back to his clothes. “So I decided to save myself. It’s a real nice place,” she added as she pushed his best shirt from his shoulders and then carefully hung it up. “Better, I think, with you here.”

Matthew scoffed at that line—because that’s what it was, a line. The ache in his leg seemed to get louder. He looked longingly at the bath. How much longer could he stand? “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Take a bath?”

He swallowed. “Bed you. I don’t...I don’t even know you.”

She tilted her head to one side, studying him. “Mr. Hawkins—”

“Matthew.” For God’s sake, he was half dressed and she was falling out of her gown. He was about to be stripped bare for the luxury of a hot bath—it only seemed right that they know each other’s names.

“Matthew,” she replied, her tone warm. “I am yours for however long you want me. My bath is yours. My bed is yours. My body is yours. We can talk or be silent, touch or not, have quiet sex under the covers or...” she paused, but kept on, “or loud sex against the wall. If you wanted, I could fetch another girl and you could watch—or join in. If all you want to do is bathe and sleep, I will hold you. We don’t have to do a single thing you don’t want to do. I will think no less of you, I promise you that.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. When had this seemed a good idea?

“I...” Her voice was low and warm. “I know what it is to be lonely, Matthew. You’re a good man, I can tell. So let me take some of that away for you tonight.”

He stared at her, a hollowness in his chest. “Just for tonight?”

“I wouldn’t ask anything more of you.”

Well, hell. He’d come all this way. The basin was half full. He’d brought his money and Miss Topaz Gold was offering him something more than lust.

Companionship. A night that wasn’t so quiet.

“All right,” he said, holding out a hand to her. “I won’t be lonely with you.”

He hoped not. She smiled and stepped into him, her breasts brushing against his chest and Matthew hoped he wasn’t making the biggest mistake of his life.
Chapter Three

Good Lord, this man was built.

She could feel the heat of his body burning through the clothes as she revealed him, layer by layer. His undershirt went and then his trousers. His chest was the same dark color as his face with a smattering of springy black hair. He didn’t even flinch when she plucked at the drawstring on his drawers and shoved them aside.

She gasped as his manhood revealed itself. He was half hard, maybe—but still quite impressive. “Oh, Matthew.” What would he look like when he was fully aroused? Would she be able to handle him?

Before the panic could take hold, he slid a finger under her chin and lifted her face until he could look her in the eyes. “Bath first,” he said decisively. “And then we’ll see what happens. I don’t... We’ll see what happens,” he repeated, sounding none too sure of himself.

She nodded and then, on impulse, leaned up on to her tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his cheek. It was her job to make sure that he was well taken care of. Mistress had told her there would be gentlemen callers like this—lonely widowers who just needed a woman to talk to. 

Millie had always envisioned those men as wizened and frail grandfathers who needed someone to tuck them in and spoon them soup. Not unlike her father in his final months.

But Mr. Matthew Hawkins? He was not stooped and frail. He was broad and tall, with hard muscles in his chest and arms. His waist cut in and his legs...

Wait. Was there something wrong with his leg? But before she could ask why he was holding his left leg like that, he asked, “Do you need help with your buttons?”

She turned. It was not her concern if his one leg was misshapen. She was to put him at ease by any means necessary. And if he wanted to undress her, then she was happy to be bared, one button at a time. “If you wouldn’t mind?” She could get into and out of the dress on her own. It’d been sewn by Ebony White, another one of the Jewels. All of Ebony’s creations were designed for girls to dress and undress themselves quickly. 

But fast was not how Matthew Hawkins operated. His large hands moved to the first button and then the next with care. He didn’t tear at them or rip the dress. He took his time with her.

There was something intimate about him undressing her as she had undressed him. The room was warm and the sound of the water filling the tub calmed her. Matthew Hawkins was a giant of a man but he was gentle with her and, for that, she was thankful.

The dress gave and she stepped out of it, draping it over the foot of her bed. The tub continued to fill as she lifted the hem of her shift to expose her legs. She didn’t say anything as she undid the garter and began to roll down the stocking. Mistress had taught her that some silences were not meant to be filled with chatter. She let Matthew look his fill as she revealed her body for him.

Mistress had spent months training her for this moment and huge bags of money outfitting her with a wardrobe of yellows and golds. She was lucky that her first caller was a kind man. Maybe with a shot of whiskey, they could get through this and both be satisfied.

Satisfaction. Mistress had given her extremely thorough lessons in female pleasure and it hadn’t taken long before Millie had realized that her marriage bed had not been satisfying. Not for her, anyway. 

She could feel his eyes on her, watching as she revealed inch by inch of her bare legs. She shifted when a strange noise came from where he was standing—a growl. She wasn’t wearing drawers and he must’ve caught a glimpse of her womanhood.

She got the second stocking off and turned to face him. His cock jutted out from the nest of black hair, pointing to her like a divining rod seeking water. He was intimidating—but she took comfort in that sign of physical attraction. She was Topaz Gold, desirable and worthwhile. And she could do this.

She turned her back to him so that he could unlace her stays. Again, she could have done this part by herself but she wanted to feel his hands on her. Would his touch make her shy away? Or would it warm her?

Her stays gave and then, after a moment of hesitation, his big hands reached around her front and undid the busks that held it together. She stared down at where his hands were nimbly slipping metal from metal. His hands were dark against the pale yellow of her corset but there was something undeniably sensual about it.

She held her breath as he pulled the stays away and dropped them on the floor. She didn’t move—and for a moment, neither did he. Then his hands touched her high on her ribs, not quite at her breasts. He stroked down, getting the feel of her waist and then lower, moving his hands over her hips and her thighs. 

This wasn’t how things were to go. She was supposed to be seducing him. But that’s not what was happening as he dug his fingers into the hem of her shift and began to pull it up over her body. Because his touch did things to her. A feeling began to churn in her stomach. Logan had never undressed her like this. He never let his hands skim over her body. He hadn’t been a violent lover, but for him, she was there to be taken so he took her. There was nothing else to the marriage bed.

She hadn’t missed it because what was there to miss?

The shift moved over her hips, exposing the v of her womanhood. She let out a shaky breath and lifted her arms so that he could peel the fabric off her. Then she leaned into his touch. An unmistakable warmth spread out from where his rough hands skimmed over her skin. Logan had been rough, too—but not this gentle. In truth, she had been afraid of her husband. And Sterling had never made her feel this warm. Maybe that was why she’d been afraid of this moment. After all, she didn’t have the best memories of lying with a man.

But Matthew wasn’t Logan. Even where his calluses were hard, they didn’t hurt as he ran his hands over the front of her thighs and back up her stomach. Instead of pain, it was...sensation. Awareness. It prickled where he touched her and spread over her entire body.

“You’re real pretty,” Matthew said in a voice that sounded like gravel. His fingertips traced down her back, going so slow that Millie felt it in her deepest parts. “Real pretty,” he repeated as he cupped her backside in his palms.

She could do this. Matthew Hawkins could make her feel womanly and special and she could give him a night where he wasn’t alone. Then the sounds of the bath broke through the moment. She needed to turn the water off before she flooded the whole house. She grabbed his hand and led him toward the basin. “Bath first.”

He gave her a look and for a moment, she thought he was going to smile. But he didn’t. “What about you? I want this to be good for you, too.”

A pang of tenderness hit her mid-chest and she almost kissed him again right then and there because she couldn’t remember anyone asking what she wanted or would enjoy. Just this lonely cowboy with a bum leg and for that alone, she would give him the world if she could. 

But the water was running and he could use a good scrubbing. So instead of throwing her nude body against his, she grabbed the cloth and the bar of expensive French soap that Mistress insisted they use. “Why, sir,” she said, batting her eyes at him, “I get to wash you.”

The water was, indeed, hot as it lapped over Matthews’ thighs. His cock bobbed up and down, more than a little interested now. Miss Gold... Undressing her had been like pushing aside the clouds to reveal a ray of sun.

The tub was more than big enough for him and a little thrill went through him when she stepped into it with him.

He had never done this with his Maria. They’d never had a basin big enough but beyond that, she had been a modest woman and a good Catholic. Matthew had never gotten her stripped to anything more than her shift before she insisted on being under the covers with the candle blown out. He hadn’t minded much, though. After he had learned how to warm her body up for his, they’d fallen into a passionate love affair. 

God, he missed loving his wife.

It wasn’t right to bring his dead wife into this room not with Miss Gold nude and standing over him in the tub. There wasn’t much right about his being here but the least he could do was not sully her memory with what was going to happen here. 

Besides, the slope of Miss Gold’s hips, the smooth roundness of her belly, the long lines of her legs and ankles—and the light brown triangle of curls that covered her sex—she was almost too fine for him. 

“How long are you in town?” she asked as she applied the soap and cloth to his legs. She scrubbed him good, and he reveled in the feeling of being clean.

“I head back tomorrow. I can’t be gone long.” He didn’t like leaving Jed, even if Mrs. MacKay doted on the boy. He knew better than anyone that Jed could be a handful.

Miss Gold slid to her knees in the tub, lifting one leg and setting it on the rim of the basin and placing the other in her lap. Where Matthew’s ankle rested on her thigh, the water seemed to get much, much hotter. “Do you come this way often?” Maybe it was the hot water, but he swore a delicate blush colored her cheeks.

He almost smiled at that. “No, not often.” Was she looking for another visit? And if she was, was that just because his money was good here or because she’d taken a liking to him?

Not that he would hold that against her if she was only interested in his money. His cattle had a good year at market. He could afford the night here.

Something wasn’t quite right about her. Not that Matthew had a whole lot of experience with ladies of the night, but he was sure they were supposed to be more sensual and confident, looking to earn a coin and then earn another one.

But not Miss Gold. Oh, she touched him—her small hand curled around his calf as she lifted his leg so she could clean behind his knees. But she didn’t seem overly confident. He couldn’t quite figure her out.

A comfortable silence descended over them as she washed his good leg. He wanted to relax into this moment but he knew what was coming.

She switched to his left leg. “Do you want to talk about this?” she asked, running her slim hands over the twisted mass that was his calf muscle.

“I apologize for that. I know it’s not pretty to look at. You don’t have to touch it.” He hoped she would take him up on that. Maria had never minded his leg, but then again, she’d never seen or touched it. 

“Does it bother you?” Instead of letting loose of his calf, she grabbed the knotted skin and squeezed.

Matthew just about came out of the tub as agony shot through his leg. Water sloshed over the tub as he grabbed at the edge and tried to pull his leg away from her. “Sweet damned Jesus, woman! What the hell are you doing?” 

She looked alarmed—but not scared. How was that possible? “I take it that’s a yes. What are you doing to treat it?” she asked, as if he hadn’t just taken the Lord’s name in vain.

“Treat it?” He scowled at her. Hard. But she didn’t cringe in fear or anything. She just sat there, looking worried. “I don’t need to treat it. It healed.”

Damnation. He could get out of this tub and throw his clothes back on and get the hell out of here—which is what he should have done in the first place. But the water felt good and there was no way he could storm away without limping now and...and...

And Miss Gold rested her hand on his shin and somehow it was reassuring, damn it all. And she was still nude and beautiful and the water felt good. 

With a noise of disgust, he lowered himself back down into the water, making sure not to splash. “I took a bullet there at Galveston when the Rebs retook the city.”

She sucked in a breath and lifted the whole leg by the ankle again. “Ah,” she said in a quiet voice. “Here?” She touched a finger to the hole in his leg. Oh, it had healed, but there was a depression of about an inch that he figured would never fill in.

He tensed, but it didn’t hurt. “The bullet missed bone and went right through the muscle. The surgeons didn’t hack it off with a rusty blade, so that was lucky.”

It hadn’t been luck at all—Matthew had never lost consciousness. They’d tried to hold him down to take his leg but he’d fought them off until his sergeant had arrived and told the butchers to leave him the hell alone.

It hurt to walk sometimes, but he walked anyway—and rode and chased his son.

She moved to touch the twisted scar again and he tensed. “I won’t hurt you again,” she said and damn it all, she sounded solemn about it. “I think I can help you.”

“How?”

She looked up at him through her lashes and he remembered again that he was in a tub of water with a pretty woman who would let him do anything he wanted to.

So what did he want to do?
Chapter Four

No wonder the poor man had a limp. Millie studied his scar again, trying to see the ways the muscles all connected under the skin.

Millie was not a nurse but after her father had been thrown from his horse, she had learned a great deal about how a man was put together and how to take care of a body when it broke. Her father had needed to have his arm stretched and massaged twice a day or the muscles became painfully knotted, the same with his leg. His valet had worked on Father’s leg but Millie had helped with his arm.

Given how Matthew had jumped when she’d given his leg a squeeze, she was willing to bet he was in a great deal of pain.

She looked up at him again and smiled. She might not feel confident she could please him in bed, but this? She could help ease this man’s burden. 

“Whiskey?” she asked, leaning over and snagging the bottle and the glasses. If she were right and his scarred muscle could be loosened up, it would hurt at first. Quite a lot. But when his muscles relaxed, she thought he would feel immeasurably better.

“Yeah,” he said gruffly, watching her breasts as she moved around the tub.

She poured him a large glass and a smaller amount for herself and then settled back in the tub, taking a sip and thinking. If she could make him come, he’d be even more relaxed. She was pretty sure, anyway. Either way, if she turned the conversation back to sex, he wouldn’t look at her like she was the Devil incarnate.

She smiled at her own silliness. Yes, she really was going to voluntarily discuss sex. “You could tell me what you like,” she offered over the rim of her glass.

Matthew inhaled deeply. “How do you mean?” 

She took another ladylike sip of her whiskey and set it down outside the tub. Then she lathered up the cloth again and began to stroke it over his thighs, getting ever closer to his cock.

He really was an impressive specimen of man. Had he had another woman since his wife had passed? Or had he just made due? 

Just made due, she decided as she watched his cock harden and lengthen impressively. Mistress had provided her with a small jar of oil that would help her body take in a gentleman’s larger member, but Millie hadn’t anticipated using it on the first night. 

What would he feel like, sliding into her body? Would it hurt, like it had with Logan? Would it be pleasant enough, like it had been with Sterling? Or would there be the release Mistress had described for her? She didn’t know.

There was only one way to find out.

She came to her knees. He stared as the water dripped off her nipples and her body responded. Her nipples tightened as she spread her thighs to straddle his legs. Then she applied herself to washing his arms. “Like this,” she murmured as his cock nestled against her sex. She shifted her hips but didn’t stop lathering up his body. “Do you like this?”

He exhaled hard, staring down at where her breasts were pressed against his chest. “I...my wife,” he said, his hips flexing ever-so-slightly, dragging his cock along the folds of her sex. Little sparks of pleasure tingled over her sex at the movement. “I loved her.”

She recognized these thoughts—guilt. Mistress had said some men knew they were sinning and it weighed heavily upon them and it was Millie’s job to absolve them of their guilt. “I can tell you did. She must have been a wonderful woman,” she added as she washed his other arm.

“She never let me see her. We married and then I went to war and then I came back and I loved her,” he repeated. “But I never got to watch her undress or keep the lamp lit so I could watch her face, her...her body.”

Never? She tried to untangle what he’d said. She knew now many men liked to watch sex acts—their own and others.

It had been wrong and dirty and yet, there’d been something deeply arousing about watching a man’s cock slide into a woman’s mouth or pussy. 

Pressure built low in her body and she shifted her hips again, sending another round of sparks chasing over her skin. “And you could not watch her body taking yours in, then?” She reached down between their bodies and brushed the tip of his cock with her fingertips where it jutted out from her thatch of curls. “You could not see this thick cock of yours sliding into and out of her?”

Matthew moaned, a quiet noise deep in the back of his throat and his hands came down on her hips, holding her still. “Miss Gold—tell me your name.”

She blinked at him. They were forbidden from giving a gentleman their real names because their pasts did not exist. That rule, Mistress had made clear, was iron-clad. “You know my name.”

Then, because it looked like he wanted to argue with her and for once—finally—she was aroused and curious and hopeful that sex was more than it’d been with Logan or Sterling, she kissed him. She cupped his face in her hands and brought her lips down over his and shifted her hips in time with the stroke of her tongue against his mouth and he groaned again, a deep noise in the back of his throat that burned through her like a wildfire. 

There was a part of her that was worried about this, about not being good enough or about the pain. But then, she’d never felt this level of anticipation before. Her body was flushed and heavy feeling and, as she wound her arms around Matthew’s neck and pressed against his chest, she put those concerns aside.

She wasn’t in bed with Logan or Sterling. She was in a bath with Matthew and that made all the difference.

Their mouths met again and again. His callused fingers dug into her hips and then one hand drifted up to cup her breast. She moaned against his lips as his grip tightened, her nipple pointed under his touch.

She was supposed to be here for him but suddenly, she wanted more than a quick fuck and a few dollars. 

His mouth moved lower, covering her neck with kisses that made her writhe against him. “I want to watch,” he murmured against the swell of her breast. “I want to see everything I do to you.”

“Yes,” she hissed, arching her back so he could capture her breast with his lips. She gasped as his mouth closed around her sensitive flesh and he began to suckle her. “Oh, Matthew.”

His hair was wiry and short, but she still laced her fingers into it and held him to her. Pleasure shot from where his lips worked her down to her sex and ricocheted back up from where his cock rubbed against her in lazy circles. 

“You’re so pretty,” he murmured as he turned his attentions to her other breast.

“And you’re so handsome,” she told him. He tilted his head back, his brow quirked with doubt. “You are,” she repeated, dragging her breasts against his chest. The dark hair there was just as rough as the hair on his head and it felt deliciously sinful against her aching nipples. “I want you.”

Doubt was replaced with relief—she’d said the right thing. “Bed?”

She nodded and pushed herself away from him. When she stood, the water sheeted down her body and he stared up at her with naked desire. “Real pretty,” he said again, sitting forward to trace her legs with his hands.

She held still for the exploration, concentrating on the sensations he unleashed upon her. The air was cooler than the water—and him—and her skin prickled. She shivered but she wasn’t sure if it was the chill in the air or the way he was staring at her body.

Because he was looking his fill. His touch reached the top of her thighs and then he hesitated.

“Go on,” she said breathlessly. She spread her legs so he could study her sex. “Please touch me, Matthew.”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice little more than a growl. Then his fingers were against her, spreading the folds of her sex. “Goldie...”

She smiled at the name. True, Topaz didn’t exactly lend itself to being cried out in the throes of passion. “Look at you,” she said, balancing carefully to nudge his cock with her foot. 

He sucked in a breath, but his gaze never left her. “So pink,” he murmured and then, finally, he did touch her. His fingers slid over her slit and up to the little button of pleasure that Mistress had located for Millie. “So perfect.”

She braced herself, giving him better access and watching him watch her. “I like it when you touch me like that,” she told him as his fingers stroked over her flesh. Mistress had told her she would have to exaggerate or occasionally lie outright to convince a man she enjoyed his attentions, but this? 

This was not an exaggeration. Or a lie. Matthew’s careful strokes woke her body up from what felt like a long, dark sleep. This was passion—the passion she’d hoped to find in her marriage bed. Passion that led to children, to happiness.

No, no—she’d been warned about this. She was not to confuse lust and desire with love. That was the way to heartbreak for a whore.

Then Matthew shifted and instead of stroking along the outside of her body, a single finger pushed into her pussy. Millie gasped as the sensations exploded in her. There was no pain, not even from his rough callouses. Her body took him in and it was both too much and not enough all at once.

“Yes,” she hissed, tilting her hips forward and leaning into his hand. She would chase this pleasure, by God. If she could have this one night with this good man, she could erase all the bad memories of Logan. She could hold her time with Matthew close to her heart. “Oh, God—yes.”

“You like that?” It wasn’t so much a question and before she could answer it, he slid a second finger into her. “Oh, sweet heavens above,” he groaned as he began to pump his fingers into her. “You...you’re so hot. So wet around me. You feel amazing, Goldie.”

She threw her head back and didn’t fight the sounds coming out of her mouth. She gave herself over to this moment and this man. 

Her knees started to shake with the effort of holding herself upright and then, when she thought she couldn’t take another second of pleasure, he leaned up and pressed his mouth against her button.

Millie gasped and lost her fight to stand. She fell onto him and he grunted in surprise, but the water cushioned her fall. “Sorry,” she murmured, embarrassment heating her cheeks. Mistress had instructed her about that act, of course—and she’d watched Sterling kiss Opal like that as well. But all the training in the world hadn’t prepared her for the swipe of Matthew’s tongue against her swollen flesh.

“It’s okay.” A smile lit his face and there was something so sweet about that—lust-tinged as it was—that she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him all over again. 

They kissed for long, glorious minutes before she forced herself to pull back. The water was cooling and her need was growing too great. This time, instead of standing so he could touch her, she held out her hand to him.

It took him several moments to get his bad leg under him and climb to his feet, but he never once took his eyes off of her. She grabbed a thick towel and rubbed it over his body as quickly as she could and then he did the same for her. The towel stroked over her skin, rough and exciting.

Then the towel hit the ground and his hands were on her body again. He spun her around and kissed her hard on the lips before guiding her back to the bed. “Wait,” she said as he tried to push her down on the bed.

“Wait?”

She slipped out from underneath him and opened the doors of her wardrobe. The insides of the doors were lined with mirrors and she adjusted them so Matthew would be able to watch himself from the bed.

The moment he realized what she was doing, he leaned onto the bed and groaned. “Goldie, I can’t wait any longer. It’s been so long...”

She hurried to him and kissed him again. Finally, she dared touch his cock. The massive thing filled her palm so completely that she barely got her fingers wrapped around his girth. 

“How do you want me?” she breathed into the crook of his neck as she gripped him and stroked. Heat flooded her pussy when he moaned into her hair. “Take me, Matthew. However you want me, that’s how I want you.” Then she squeezed the tip of his cock.

What was left of his self-control snapped, apparently, because the next thing Millie knew, he’d spun her around and bent her over the edge of the bed. She made a little squeak of surprise as the panic threatened to roar to life but she didn’t fight him. That, at least, had been a lesson worth learning at Logan’s hands. 

There was no burst of white-hot pain that near tore her in half. Instead, Matthew filled her backside with his hands, squeezing and lifting her flesh apart so he could better see her most private areas.

Millie turned her head to the side and caught sight of them in the mirrors. She tried to remember what she’d been trained to do, but it was hard to think about Mistress’s rules and advice when Matthew’s hands spread her legs wider. She arched her back, bringing her bottom up into the air.

“Look at you,” he said, his voice barely a hoarse whisper. Then he set his fingers against her slit again, rubbing all along the folds of her flesh.

“You feel so good,” she told him, pushing back into his touch as his fingers entered her again. “I like that.”

She watched him in the mirror. His gaze was fastened upon where their bodies were joined, his thick cock getting closer and closer to her as his hips thrust in time with his hands. 

“Matthew,” she gasped when he withdrew his fingers and drew her own moisture over her sex. “Please.”

“Gotta make sure you’re ready,” he growled, then he leaned down and bit her on the bottom.

“Matthew!” But it hadn’t hurt, not when his fingers slid inside her again. The surprise of pain quickly turned warm and made her grind back against him. “Oh, God,” she moaned, burying her face in the bedclothes as everything in her body tightened. She felt her pussy grip his fingers and he made a noise of raw lust that pushed her to a place she’d never even glimpsed before.

“So wet for me,” he growled and then, just as her tension was beginning to break, he pulled his hand away. 

She whimpered but then he fit the head of his cock against her. She braced for the invasion, but he didn’t slam into her. Instead, he reached over and grabbed her by the hair, bringing her head up and forcing her back against his cock. “I need you so bad,” he moaned in her ear, “but I don’t want to hurt you. If it’s too much, tell me to stop and I will.”

Dear God, she was not to confuse love with lust but when he said things like that, when he took the time to prepare her body for his—how could she not fall a little in love with him? Because this was raw and needy and yet still ripe with tender sweetness.

Had she ever had sweetness before? No. No, she had not.

“Okay?” he demanded. “You’ll tell me if it’s too much?”

“Yes,” she hissed, pushing back against him. “But make me yours, Matthew. Now.”

He grunted and let go of her hair. Both his hands gripped her bottom, spreading her wide as he began to thrust into her.

Millie’s breath caught in her throat as her body struggled to take his in, but Matthew went slow, giving her time to adjust to his girth. She was able to breathe through the initial discomfort and when she did, her body widened for his.

“God,” he said and it didn’t sound like blasphemy. It sounded...like a prayer.

She fisted the bedclothes as he thrust again and was fully inside of her. “You’re so big,” she moaned, shifting her hips to better tuck him inside her pussy. “But you feel so very good.”

“So pretty,” he ground out and then he began to thrust. Slowly at first but it wasn’t long before he set a rhythm that had her crying out each time he buried himself deep inside her. 

And Millie? She was a shameless, brazen hussy underneath him. In the mirror, she watched him fuck her, watched him watching himself as he pounded into her. She could just see his cock, slick with her juices, when he pulled out before he buried himself inside of her again and again and heaven help her, it was the most erotic thing she’d ever seen.

She moaned and cried out and ground back onto him every time he thrust into her. God, it had never been like this with her husband. This was what she’d wanted when she’d run away to be a mail-order bride—this raw hunger, this passion. If only Matthew had ordered her instead of Logan...

The pleasure spiraled out of control and her body seized up on her. She cried out her crisis, muffling her scream in the mattress. Behind her, Matthew grunted again and gripped her by the hips and slammed into her two more times before a roar broke free from his chest.

She looked up in time to glimpse the look on his face—his eyes squeezed tight, his mouth open—before he pulled free of her body and spurted his climax onto her back. Then he went limp, falling onto her and pinning her to the bed with his hot body.

They lay there, panting hard. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Mistress had told her she might not shatter like this, certainly not every time. And she was absolutely not to develop feelings for her gentlemen callers, no matter how tender or sweet or simply good in bed they were.

Especially not ones who lived forty miles away, who she might not ever see again. 

Matthew reached up and covered her hand with his, lacing their fingers together. No, Millie wasn’t supposed to fall for him.

But what if it were already too late?
Chapter Five

“Sweet Jesus!” Matthew did his best not to kick because if he did, he knew he would catch Goldie with his heel and he didn’t want to hurt her.

Especially not after what they shared in this bed. He had dreamed of taking his Maria like that, dreamed of watching his cock slide in and out of her body. And truthfully, it had been everything he had ever wanted it to be, maybe even more. The only thing he would’ve changed was that he wished it had been Maria.

Well, that and his leg not cramping up on him. 

“Hold still,” Goldie said. Seconds later, what felt like metal spikes dug into his scarred leg.

He couldn’t keep from cursing, so he buried his face in her pillow in some attempt to preserve her ears. It went on and on, the stabbing pain and for a moment, at the worst of it, he was sure she was cutting into him with an actual knife.

Then, abruptly, the stabbing sensation faded away. His leg felt hot and strange, but bearable.

“There,” she said, sounding satisfied. When he felt her lips pressed against his shoulder, he lifted his head from the pillow. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Matthew gave her a dull look. “Goldie, there isn’t enough whiskey in the world for this.”

He liked that little smile on her face. He couldn’t be intimate with a woman he couldn’t call by her first name and he couldn’t bring himself to call her Topaz. What kind of name was that? 

The nickname seemed a good compromise. And she did shimmer like gold. “Would you like another shot of whiskey? We still have half a bottle.”

He nodded, rolling onto his side and lifting his scarred leg up. There were no puncture wounds, no blood flowing. He ran his hand over the scar tissue. His skin was hot to the touch and slick with some sort of oil, but amazingly, it didn’t hurt as much as he expected it to after what she’d done. He could even flex his foot without pain—almost. “What did you do?”

She turned, and his gaze was drawn back to her body. Neither of them had put on clothing after their romp on the bed. There was something so freeing about a woman who wasn’t ashamed of her body. A woman who would let him watch.

She leaned forward, her generous breasts shifting. “It never healed right. I can tell that. You won’t believe me, but all I did was massage the scar tissue.”

He took the glass of whiskey and downed half of it. The burn pushed back against the lingering pins and needles in his leg. “You’re right, I don’t believe you.”

She took another sip of her own whiskey and then picked up a small glass jar. She unscrewed it and dipped her fingers inside. They came out shiny with oil. “I’m going to give you this,” she told him, screwing the lid back on. “And I want you to promise me that when you get back home, you will do this.”

Before Matthew could ask what, she picked up his leg and held it so his foot was flat against her stomach, his toes almost nestled between her breasts. “I don’t think I can do this part without you,” he said, wiggling his toes.

She laughed, her voice low and sensual. “No, not that—this.” Then she rubbed her slick fingers along the side of his leg, made a C shape with her hand and stroked up and down his calf while squeezing.

“Dammit,” he howled. “What’s that supposed to help?”

“If you don’t work your muscles loose, they’re going to freeze in this position for the rest of your life. You’ll slowly lose the ability to walk and, I daresay, ride.” She squeezed his muscles again. This pain still spiked, but it wasn’t as severe this time. Then she took his foot and flexed it back and forward and he was stunned to see it move much more than he could ever do on his own. “See?”

“Are you a nurse?” There’d been a lot of nurses running on the edge of battlefields. Maybe she’d even treated him.

But even as the thought occurred to him, he knew it wasn’t possible. He would’ve remembered her.

She shook her head. “My father...” She pulled up short and turned to take another sip of her whiskey. “I’ve treated conditions like this before, but I’m not a nurse.”

Matthew finished his drink and lay back on the bed. The pillows were soft under his head and the sheets free of dust. His skin was clean and his mind was almost clear. His worries would still be there in the morning but right now, he could put them aside because of this woman.

He patted the bed next to him and was pleased when she settled in the crook of his arm. “You were going to tell me something about father, weren’t you?”

“It doesn’t signify,” she told him, tracing small circles around his nipple. “We’re not supposed to talk about our lives before we came here,” she added in a much quieter voice, as if she were afraid someone would overhear her. “It’s one of the rules.”

“I won’t tell. But I’d sure feel better about you poking and prodding me if you knew what you were doing.”

She sighed, flattening her hand on his chest. “My father was in a terrible riding accident that left half of his body mangled. His valet and I worked with him constantly to keep his left side from seizing up. If we stretched and massaged his muscles twice a day, he could even walk for short distances. But if we didn’t, he was in agony.”

It had been three years since he’d been shot in the leg and not once did he think to stretch out the muscles. Instead, they had just gotten tighter and he’d gotten more crippled.

Then he thought about the other thing she said. Her father was a man of means, one rich enough to have his own servants. Had the valet been a slave? Or a paid employee? He didn’t want her to have been on the Confederate side.

If she wasn’t supposed to talk about her past, he didn’t think he’d find out.

“If you can, try to work the muscles loose every evening before you sleep,” she went on. “It’d be best if you did it at the beginning and end of the day, but once is a good start. If you do it regularly, it’ll help.”

What the hell. “I will,” he promised. It was worth a shot because she was right—slowly, he been losing what little ability he had to walk without pain.

They were quiet, although it was comfortable silence. Matthew skimmed his hand up and down her shoulder and back while she stroked his chest. It felt so good to have a woman in his arms again. Yeah, some of that was because bedding her had been amazing. But he’d missed this, missed it dearly. He and Maria had always lain in bed, catching up on their day before they slipped off to sleep with their arms around each other. Even when
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