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San Francisco, May 3, 1851

Garrett Sutherlin checked his time piece for the third time in less than an hour. Irritated, he snapped the brass lid shut, then tucked the treasured heirloom back into the front pocket of his vest. 

His patience was past the point of wearing thin. Squinting, he targeted a steely gaze onto the outskirts of town. Nothing. No cloud of dust along the horizon signaling company. Nor could he hear the faint thunder of horse’s hooves in the distance. In fact, there was no sign at all of the stagecoach, now over two days late. 

The muggy heat was beginning to take a toll, robbing him of the little tolerance he had left. He removed his worn hat and shaded his eyes with a forearm to glance at the setting sun before returning his stare back to the town. 

Narrowing his gaze, Garrett scanned the perilous streets of San Francisco. Thick with mud and debris it would be a struggle for the coach to prevail anyway. Though he doubted the muck would stop the mail courier from trying, especially with a cargo full of paying customers. 

Shouts of men conducting their business from the thoroughfares caught his attention and he noted how busy even the side streets and alleyways were. Though shops were starting to close, the city never truly slept. The saloons and casinos kept the night life awake. As if on cue, the upbeat twang of a fiddle blasted from a lively dance hall and broadcasted an invitation to all within earshot. 

Tempted, Garrett glanced toward the entrance of the saloon and then back up at the sky. The sun, making its descent with a dramatic curtain call, bathed the town in a comforting glow of orange and reds. Seeming somewhat civil at the moment, he knew from experience things would change as soon as night took over. Especially if he were to judge by the previous evening.

Traces could still be seen of the wild rampage which had transpired. In case there might be a repeat performance, he’d prefer to be off the streets before dark. Not standing here waiting on a coach that may or may not ever show. 

The city simply wasn’t safe. To confirm his point, a drunkard flew out of the swinging doors of the noisy saloon and into the rutted center of the muddy road. A man with both guns drawn followed.

Garrett braced himself for what was to come. Two shots were fired. Then silence. After a brief moment, the fiddle, now accompanied by a banjo, started up again, interrupting the quiet tone of death. 

Garrett stared at the streets, littered with curious bystanders. A scrawny miner approached the body and kicked at the dead man’s foot with a cautious toe. Satisfied with the lack of response, he then rifled through the deceased pockets and withdrew a handful of gold nuggets. Another man freed the corpse of his boots and hat as several more circled around to see what could be scavenged.

Why would anyone choose to live in this ruthless state? 

The answer was just pocketed. Gold. The prospect of striking it rich, lured newcomers by the thousands. The hope of fortune was a strong temptation. Funny how a mere rock held so much power. It could even sway a lady into placing an ad in the newspaper and committing herself to a complete stranger. 

Not so humorous, when it happened to him, costing Garrett an arm and a leg in coach fare and a humbling chunk of pride for a bride who never showed. Yet, here he was waiting for another mail-order bride to arrive. 

Bring home a wife this time.

He scoffed out loud, repeating his father’s hateful words before checking his time piece again. Forced to escort his father’s intended back to the Sutherlin Ranch in order to ensure a piece of land into his name was not only a slap in the face, it brought up a nasty memory. 

Though he’d been played for a fool, he’d learned a valuable lesson. Never trust a woman. Violet Webster happened to be a prime example—the perfect description of a gold-digger. Why else would she set her sights on the richest man on the border of San Francisco?

There’d only been one woman in his life he’d been able to rely on. And she was long gone. Subconsciously, he reached into his vest and ran the tip of his finger over the fluted edges of the time piece. Brushing aside the painful memory, he focused on the task ahead. 

Though late, Garrett was certain the coach would eventually make its entrance and, he would come face to face with the opportunist. She would soon find she’d met her match. Earl Sutherlin was not one to toy with. He would not be played for a fool. 

Garrett scowled, picturing the man as he left him two weeks prior. Whip in hand, the ranch owner had shouted orders daring anyone to disagree, as the menacing strip of leather licked at the air with deadly aim. No one in his right mind would argue with such an audacious figure. Those who did paid the price.

He trailed a fingertip over the mark lining his cheek, recalling the day he’d been on the receiving end of his father’s wrath. Questioning the man in front of others had cost him. A lesson he’d paid dearly with flesh. 

The scar, a painful reminder of how close he’d come to losing his left eye, ran from the corner of his eye to the edge of his mouth. He skimmed over the puckered skin time had helped fade, but not restored. He’d been young and stupid, refusing to believe his father would turn on him. A mistake Garrett would never be foolish enough to repeat. 

He cleared his mind, not willing to dwell on the ugly memory. His thoughts returned to the gold dust bride he was there to collect as two men emerged from the saloon to remove the lifeless and now nearly naked body off the street. 

A sunken imprint remained in its place, a concave reminder of a man who’d lost his life. More than likely over a rock he’d pulled free from the ground. The streets emptied and the men disappeared back into the bar as if nothing had happened. 

None of his business, he mumbled under his breath. However, he couldn’t shake the direction his tormented thoughts were headed. This wasn’t the place for a woman. Not even an ambitious fortune hunter like Miss Webster. But, as archaic as the city was, at least the girl stood a slim chance here. She fared better on these streets than she would on the Sutherlin ranch. 

Garrett sucked in a deep breath, hoping the mail-order bride wouldn’t show after all.  
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Violet Webster held the defiant glare she directed towards the man seated across from her, quite aware she was bypassing even the slightest hint of propriety. She could take no more. She refused to succumb to his insistent stare a moment longer by glancing away or focusing demurely on her gloved hands. 

Despite the rocking of the stagecoach, she managed to stay balanced, her gaze steady and relentless. However, controlling her emotions proved to be quite a feat. And, she was failing miserably. 

Indignant, her temperature rose to a boiling point. After a little over three weeks, twenty-seven days to be exact, of his penetrating stare, she’d gathered he liked the effect he was having on her. 

Violet shifted her weight uncomfortably. She should be thankful for her seat on the mail coach. No doubt, the fare alone cost a pretty penny. And fortunately, there had been no unforeseen accidents or signs of Indians throughout the endless voyage. Yet, had she known leaving her home in St. Louis would subject her to hours of Bentley’s unwarranted attention, she would’ve ... would’ve what? Changed my mind? 

Doubtful. Still, she’d rather die than give him another moment of satisfaction. She studied the heavy jowls of his face in open disgust. Over the weeks, Violet had memorized every detail of the man’s features, from his beady, weasel-like eyes down to the improper footwear he wore and everything else in between. 

At least, she had the common sense to wear a pair of hearty traveling boots. Not some pompous pair of slick leather sheaths passed off in the name of fashion. However, shoes were the least of his problems. 

The man introduced to her as Bentley, she’d long forgotten the rest of his name, had the most annoying habit of patting the unruly sideburns lining his cheeks with his palms, then twirling his thick, black mustache between two sausage-like fingers. This pattern was preceded by a pronounced licking of his lips and repeated often. All of which she considered to be in poor taste.  

His hair, a dyed, darkened mass as coal black as his eyes, was slicked back and combed up high in the center of his forehead. The rancid scent of his hair tonic mixed with the lingering smell of sweat and unwashed bodies, unsettling the hard lump of biscuit in her stomach and she turned to the window for fresh air. 

Violet attempted to roll up the thin leather curtain which hindered her view to no avail. Managing to push it to the side instead, she gulped in the sweltering, dry air. So much for winning the stare contest.

The contents of her stomach bucked and she sucked in a deep breath. Welcoming the crisp, green scent of sage, she focused on the scenery hoping the sight would settle her insides. No such luck. Apparently, her abdomen was not willing to cooperate as the landscape washed by in a blur of greens and browns. Defeated, she released her hold and the stiff leather fell back into place.

She tucked a wayward ebony curl behind her ear and pined for the luxury of a well needed bath. Or, at the very least, the option of removing the blasted bonnet entrapping the rest of her pinned up hair. Another whiff of Bentley’s hair tonic filtered through and she fought to hold the biscuit down. 

The sparse breakfast, not included in the fare, which the driver enjoyed reminding her daily, had cost her the inflated sum of a dollar. An extravagant amount Violet wished she didn’t have to pay. 

She sighed out loud. It wasn’t even her money. Luckily, her intended had been kind enough to provide her with a meal allowance of three dollars a day. Money she was intent on keeping by squirreling the funds like a rodent with nuts for the winter. So far, she’d been successful by maintaining her diet to the one meal a day. 

Violet stifled the guilt threatening to surface, refusing to give the emotion free reign. It wasn’t as if she were stealing, she justified. She wasn’t a thief. Just a liar. A bold-faced liar without any intentions to wed a complete stranger. 

She wasn’t sure how she’d come up with the meal allowance, plus, the three-hundred-dollar stage coach fare, but she would. She’d pay the money back. 

One day. 

She simply needed the funds to continue the search for her father, admitting to herself how living on the brink of poverty had made her frugal. 

And desperate. 

The stirring of guilt was swiftly diminished by disgust as she pondered on the position she’d placed herself in. Basically, she’d sold herself to the highest bidder. It didn’t help her future husband had been quite generous in other areas too. A fleeting image of the costly wedding gown her intended had purchased filtered into her thoughts. 

A dress I never plan to wear. 

The coach lurched to the side and the unladylike shriek of Mrs. Williams cut through the uncomfortable silence. The muscles in Violet’s shoulders tensed as her headache of yesterday returned with a vengeance and squeezed at her temples with a vice-like grip. Mrs. Williams, seated primly beside her, had spent most of the trip emitting an ear-piercing screech with every bump or turn. 

Up until now, Violet had comforted her with a few calming words, but at this moment she couldn’t come up with anything more than a compassionate glance. There had been a lot of bumps and turns. 

Warmth heated her cheeks as shame filtered in. Despite the woman’s over the top theatrics, she’d been kind, aiding Violet with dressing when necessary and sharing motherly advice along the way.

Mr. Williams, positioned across from his wife, jolted awake from his nap and placed a firm hand on her knee, soothing the woman without words. Violet turned away from the unconventional gesture, locking gazes with Bentley’s dark stare again. 

The man, eager to console her, leaned forward. She narrowed her eyes in defiant warning, causing a sly smile to spread across his pasty face. Trying her best to ignore the response, she swiped at the curtain a third time to view outside. 

The steady rhythm of the horse’s hooves hitting the ground lulled her into deep thoughts and she questioned the rash decision to search for her father. Honestly, she’d had no other choice. 

Though he’d attempted to take care of Violet and her sisters, Uncle Harold had spent the little amount the collectors hadn’t been able to secure. And not wisely. The old fool had gambled it all away in one night. 

In order to save face, Aunt Roberta proceeded to market the three of them around like cuts of prime beef in hopes they’d snare a husband. More like cattle to slaughter. 

Unfortunately, her aunt’s effort paid off. Uncle Harold announced both Gracie and Prue would be married by the change of seasons. Gracie was promised to Albert Feinstein, a local farmer known for his use of a heavy hand when it came to animals. If that wasn’t enough, wicked rumors of Feinstein and the disappearance of his first wife circled him like a dark cloud. 

Prue, however, hadn’t fared much better. She was betrothed to Pierce Jackson, a lecher of a man with a fondness for young girls, and old enough to be their great grandfather. 

Violet was more worried about Grace than Prudence. Prue’s fiery temperament would surely send Jackson to his grave long before the nuptials were to be exchanged, but Gracie was different. 

The middle sibling simply accepted the decision with quiet reserve, sending Violet into a frantic need to locate their father. The thought of Feinstein marrying the gentle natured girl didn’t set well. Papa would never allow such a union. If only Violet could find him first. 

The search cost a great deal of money. Funds she did not have. If she’d had the proper finances, she would have never answered the ad selling her soul to the devil. A mail-order bride? She released a loud sigh. The thought was still too ghastly to comprehend. 

Why, oh why, had she ever agreed to such a thing? Her plan had failed miserably. Plan? What plan? Slipping out of the coach at one of the stops and hoping her presence would go by unnoticed didn’t really seem like such a well thought out idea after all. Especially seeing how she’d slept through the last stop. 

So much for plans. Now she had no other choice but to complete the journey all the way to San Francisco where Mr. Sutherlin himself would be waiting. It’s not so horrid, she attempted to rationalize. A lot of women married the same way. 

Of course, their marriages had been arranged after months of correspondence. Only two letters had been exchanged between Violet and her future husband. Her thoughts quickly changed paths and she wondered why a man felt the need to implore via a newspaper advertisement to find a wife. 

And why did I reply?

Just what kind of man had she agreed to marry anyway? Why did it matter? She wasn’t actually going to go through with the act. She’d somehow manage a way to escape before her intended saw her. She added the wrongdoing to her growing list of misdeeds. 

Adjusting her skirts, Violet spared a quick glance at Bentley before pushing the leather curtain to the side again and returning her gaze back to the passing desert. A ridiculous notion altered her composure, and she spun her head, locking onto the black hold of Bentley's stare again. 

What if he were her intended? Frantic, she gulped in a deep breath of the hot, stagnant air unable to control the panic welling up inside. He couldn’t be, she calmed herself by murmuring her betrothed’s surname under her breath.

Sutherlin. Not Bentley. She repeated her intended’s name again. Earl Sutherlin. A shudder shook her slight frame. If only her father hadn’t caught the gold fever. Had he not left, she wouldn’t have been forced to take such drastic measures. 

In an effort to calm herself, Violet retrieved the letter her father had written from the silk taffeta reticule on her lap. She’d received it over a year ago, but still found comfort in the words. Her father, so dear to her, was a victim of his own greed. The promise of gold, with its allure of riches and wealth, had clouded his better judgment. 

But she would find him and he’d fix everything. He had to. Violet toyed with the aged paper, certain her desperate choice hadn’t been in vain. She’d have to find a way to circle back to the town of Old Dry Diggins where he stated his claim was. Not such a tall task. 

She simply had to avoid a blasted marriage first. 
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“San Francisco. This is the end of the line. San Fran.” 

Violet woke with a start. Faintly, she heard the driver repeat the call but didn’t quite register the announcement. She rubbed her eyes, heavy with sleep. Reacquainting herself with the surroundings, she quickly scanned the inside of the coach before pushing the leather curtain covering her view of outside to the side. 

She exhaled a ragged breath shocked by the sight before her eyes. Though the cloak of dusk made it hard to see, San Francisco was nothing as she had imagined. Rustic and untamed, the town seemed little more than a series of canvas tents and staggered buildings offering cheap whiskey, small merchant stores, and various other structures she couldn’t quite make out. 

The stagecoach slowed to a stop in front of the station. An oil lamp flooded the tent-like structure with light, highlighting a large crowd gathered in wait. Panic set in as she scanned the throng of people with a thorough gaze. Her stare centered on a tall man in the center of the chaos. 

Sutherlin?

Violet’s heart began an erratic beat, pounding loudly in her ears. She gasped again, sucking in humid air. As promised, her intended was waiting. She narrowed her gaze and focused on the stranger. No, not Mr. Sutherlin. He couldn’t be. 

Boldly, she allowed her stare to travel the length of the handsome man noting the way his brow furrowed as he pulled a time piece from the front of his vest. He was far too young, recalling her betrothed had stated he was well into his fifties. This man was closer to her age. 

She released a relieved breath. Distracted, she studied the rugged cowboy intensely, drawn to the way he demanded attention. The man was nothing like the polished fops from St. Louis.

He snapped the lid of his pocket watch closed and lifted his head, stunning her with a stare far more penetrating than Bentley could have aspired to. She sucked in another gulp of stagnant air, as the momentum of her heartbeat accelerated swiftly. No, definitely not Mr. Sutherlin. 

The driver appeared at Violet’s window and opened the door blocking her view. He held out his arm and it took a full moment before she could release her breath, realizing the man was offering his aid from the coach. 

She slipped the satin ties of the reticule over her wrist and accepted his hand. Stepping down, she circled around to the back of the coach. Violet allowed a moment of regret as her gaze targeted the small, weatherproof trunk she called her own. Funny, it had come to this. Alone in a strange city with nothing more than a battered box that held all of her belongings. 

She gripped the handle of the case and tugged, but it refused to budge. Using her weight, she pulled for a full minute before the trunk shifted, and then finally gave way. The chest landed on the ground with a loud thud.

“Only one trunk? You travel light.” The sound of a deep baritone put a quick end to her victory.  

She whipped around, armed with a curt retort certain to derail any unnecessary chit-chat on the tip of her tongue. The last thing she needed was an idle conversation about the method by which she carried her few possessions, especially if she wanted to escape before being seen.

The cowboy with the time piece stood before her. Caught off guard, she lost all train of thought. The man was far more handsome up close and, for a long, fevered moment, she fancied the thought of him being her future husband. 

She swept a searching gaze over the length of him. Quite the opposite of the coiffed dandies, the gentlemen she was used to seeing, this man oozed rugged masculinity. 

Though he wore an unbuttoned vest, her stare lingered over the sleeved shirt molding his torso and highlighting a firm, muscled build beneath. Canvas trousers covered his lower half and though it was the same cloth used for tents, the material clung to his body in a way she’d never witnessed. And boots! The man wore actual hard working, get the job done, footwear. Not two pieces of leather slapped together in the name of high fashion.

A large black hat covered his head and a red, handkerchief was tied around his neck, which she quickly concluded was so he didn’t breathe in dust while riding. And she assumed by his stance, he was someone who felt confident on top of a horse. 

An involuntary shudder coursed through her petite frame. What did she know about horses? Absolutely nothing, but the resolution did little to stop her mind from wandering. A menacing scar, slightly hidden by his hat, captivated her attention. The disfigurement should have scared her into a stupor but managed the opposite instead. The jagged mark made him dangerously alluring. Sexy. With a hint of mystery. 

As if suddenly remembering his manners, he tore off his hat, showcasing a thick patch of wayward blond hair. The promise of a scowl pulled the side of his mouth in such a way she wondered how many women would melt at his feet if he were to actually smile. But it was his eyes ... or rather the knowing look within the suspicious amber depths, which shook her to the core. Awareness flooded her senses and a heated blush warmed her face. 

He knows who I am. 

And he was waiting for her to respond. 

She struggled to reply. “I’m not planning on a long stay,” she quipped, hoping the no-nonsense retort would send the handsome stranger on his way. 

He shook his head, apparently not satisfied with her answer. “Begging your pardon ma’am, but aren’t you Miss Webster?”

Violet tensed at the sound of her name as a spike of fear shot through her. “No. You are mistaken.” 

Heavy brows furrowed in obvious confusion marring his handsome face. He opened his mouth as if to object, but she quickly palmed the strap of the trunk and spun towards town without further explanation, dragging the heavy chest through the deep, muddy ruts. 

Struggling but determined, she marched onward as the muck sucked at her boots and threatened to pull them off her feet. All the while silently praying he would give up and return to Mr. Sutherlin’s ranch empty-handed. 

No such luck. The cowboy caught up to her swiftly. She inhaled a ragged breath quickening her pace. A strong grip tightened around her upper arm, halting her determined stride and she skidded to a stop. How dare he actually lay his hands on a lady? 

Flooded with a surge of anger, she jerked her head up and locked gazes with the handsome stranger. Lost in the intoxicating whiskey tint of his eyes, she sputtered, losing all train of thought. 

“I’m not who you think I am,” Violet snapped, wishing she could’ve come up with a convincing name on the spot. So much for preparation, vaguely recalling the many aliases she’d toyed with along the way. None of which came to mind at the moment. “Now if you’ll kindly unhand me, I can go about my business.” 

While retaining his grip, he reached into his vest pocket with his other hand and pulled out a delicate, brass frame containing a daguerreotype. He studied the mirrored image, glanced up
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