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Prologue



England 
1865

He had made a pact with the devil and bargained away not only his soul, but his heart.

Gripping the intricately carved poster of the canopied bed, he grimly accepted the bittersweet luxury of gazing upon his love’s delicate features as she slept. Like gossamer wings, her silken blond hair was spread across the massive pillow. She would soon be in death what she had been in life: an angel.

“My lord, I did not hear you come in,” the physician said as he moved away from the bedside table.

“I entered quietly,” he murmured. “I did not wish to disturb her.”

“Your wife called for you earlier. She knows the end is near.”

“How near?” he asked.

“That is difficult to say, my lord. Several more days at least, perhaps a week or more if she is fortunate.”


He snapped his head around, unable to keep the bitterness from his voice. “You have a sadistic understanding of fortunate.”

The physician’s face turned red. “I meant no offense, my lord, but life is precious, every moment to be treasured.”

“She is not yet twenty-five. Is there nothing you can do for her?” he asked, his frustration and anger growing at the incompetence surrounding him.

“Nothing but ease the pain.”

“Then I damn you to hell.”

The physician blanched. “You hardly seem yourself—”

“How should I seem? Clarisse hovers at death’s door, and you expect me to accept her suffering docilely when I know heaven awaits her?”

“Humility may well be the better part of valor. Surely this illness is a test of your faith as well as hers.”

He glared at the man. “Do not attempt to placate me with philosophy when you have no cures.”

The physician tilted up his chin. “Very well, my lord. If you will excuse me, I must attend to other patients, but I have left the pain medication on the table beside the bed. Only a pinch of powder in a glass of water. More than that, and you risk killing her.”

“Heaven forbid that her torment should end too soon.”

“It would be a sin to take her life. That is God’s decision, not ours.”

“Then I rail against God.”

“My lord, you speak blasphemy! I would expect those words from your brother, not you.”

“Ah, yes, my twin. There are those who cannot tell us apart.”

The physician snorted. “Your facial features may be identical, but your actions separate you.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Christopher,” a soft voice called.

He waved the physician aside. “Be off with you and tend your other patients. I shall see to her needs.”

“Remember my instructions regarding the pain medication. Only a pinch—”

He jerked up a hand. “I will do as you instructed.”

He did not move until the physician had walked from the room and closed the oaken door. With a heavy heart, he stepped quietly to the head of the bed and smiled tenderly at the woman he had loved longer than he could remember.

“Christopher.” Her voice seemed to come from such a great distance, as though she’d already begun her journey toward heaven.

He knelt and took her frail hand in his, cursing the pain that caused hers to tremble. “I am here, my love.”

“I feared you would not come.”

He brushed a soft kiss across her fingers. “I would not leave you to suffer alone. If only I could take this disease upon myself and spare you—”

Her hand clutched his weakly. “No, I would not wish this affliction upon my worst enemy.”

“Are you in pain now?”

She nodded slightly, but her lovely blue eyes revealed the true extent of her agony. “It never ceases. Sometimes,” she whispered, her breathing labored, “I wish for death, I wish the physician would leave the medication within my reach. I know it is a sin—”

He cradled her cheek and touched his thumb to her lips. “It is not a sin to wish.”

Tears filled her eyes. “I wish I had given you a son, an heir to Ravenleigh.”

“I never desired anything beyond your love.”

She gripped his hand, breathing heavily, and he required no words to know that she suffered greatly.

“I’ll ready your medication.” He stood and turned to the table. With a steady hand and a throat tightening to the point of suffocation, he poured the cool water from the earthen pitcher into a glass. Following the physician’s instructions, he added a pinch of powder—before adding more. Stirring briskly, he watched the liquid swirl like the sea during a tempest, like the storm of impotent anger raging through him. How could a disease eat from within and not be seen from without?

Gingerly, he sat on the edge of the bed, hating the thought of causing her the least discomfort. Gratitude softened the lines of her face as he gently lifted her head and brought the glass to her lips.

She took a sip and grimaced. “It is so bitter.”

“But it will ease your suffering.”

“Not completely,” she admitted before finishing off the brew. She lay back. “I have missed your embrace.”

He set the glass aside. “I do not wish to cause you further harm.”

“I am beyond the stage where a bit more pain is noticeable. I need your comfort.”


He slid beneath the covers. He lifted his arm, and she came to him as he had so often dreamed. Her head nestled within the crook of his shoulder, her small body pressed against his larger one, her delicate hand curled on his chest.

She sighed wistfully. “Oh, how I have longed to again know your warmth and the steady rhythm of your heart.”

“I was a fool not to come sooner.”

He felt the slight shake of her head. “I am torn between having you near and knowing that you must endure the sight of my sickly appearance.”

He slipped a finger beneath her chin and angled her head until he held her gaze. “Through my eyes, you are as beautiful now as you were the first time I saw you, dressed in a gown of blue.”

She smiled softly. “It was green. I wore blue when I met Christian.”

He kissed her forehead. “Ah, yes. I remember now. He described you in such vivid detail I suppose his memory became mine.”

“It is often like that with the two of you, isn’t it? You always know each other’s thoughts and feelings.”

“It is a strange blessing, and at times, a curse.”

She furrowed her brow. “I overheard the servants talking. They said your father is sending Christian to Texas.”

“It seems his rakehell reputation does not sit well with Father.”

“It is hardly his fault that women adore him. Incredibly handsome features and irresistible charm are lethal to a woman’s good sense. As you proved with me. Still I worry about him.”

“Do not concern yourself, my love. He wants to leave. Besides, Harry and Gray are going as well. I have no doubt that they will create enough trouble to keep themselves happy.”

Her eyelashes fluttered. “I grow so…weary.”

Fighting back the tears, he swallowed hard and drew her more closely against him. “Then sleep well, my love.”

“I love you, Christopher.”

“And I love you, more than I could ever tell you.”

He held her near until she went limp and her final breath was but a whisper against his throat. The unbearable ache in his chest almost had him reaching for the last of the pain medication.

Carefully, he eased away from her. With tenderness, he arranged the blankets and folded her arms across her chest. Then he did what he’d never done before. Lightly, he touched his lips to hers. “God must have been in desperate need of angels, my love. He has surely acquired the finest.”

He straightened and strode across the room, knowing his brother would want to see Clarisse before the warmth left her completely. He opened the door and stepped into the magnificent hallway.

Sitting on a bench, his brother snapped his head around and slowly came to his feet. “Has our vigil ended?”

He nodded. “She went peacefully, your name upon her lips.”


He watched as Christopher’s face crumpled and tears filled his eyes. “I know you think me an awful coward, but I loved my wife too much to watch her die.”

“I loved Clarisse too much to allow her to die alone.” He held up a hand to stay whatever protest his brother might make. “It matters not which is the greater love, Christopher. You are the one who held her heart.”

Christopher took a step toward him. “I shall talk to Father. I know he feared Clarisse was a temptation you would be unable to resist, but now no reason exists for you to travel to Texas.”

“Do not bother yourself on my account. It matters not where my body is, I shall be in hell.”









Chapter 1



Fortune, Texas 
1870

Christian Montgomery had no desire to be a hero, but it seemed Fate held little regard for his aspirations.

The crack of a gunshot echoed through the saloon. The young woman who sat on his lap twitched, and he tightened his hold on her as he slowly brought his glass of whiskey away from his lips.

Standing in front of the bar, a man badly in need of a shave and a bath released a hysterical guffaw before firing into the wooden floor again. The fellow before him hopped and jerked his gangly body, his arms flailing like those of a scarecrow caught in the wind. The cowboy with the pistol laughed louder and shot the floor again.

Christian thought he might never understand these Texans’ sense of humor. He cast a quick glance at the faro dealer who owned the saloon. Behind his gaming table, Harrison Bainbridge reached for his cane. Bloody hell.


Tenderly, Christian guided Lorna off his lap. “Excuse me for a moment, sweetheart.”

“Now don’t go gettin’ yourself kilt.” She pushed her full lower lip into a pout that made him wonder if she might truly care.

He scraped back his chair, stood, and winked at her. “Not to worry.”

He strode across the saloon as the cackling man shoved bullets into his gun before spitting a stream of tobacco juice, not even bothering to aim for the polished brass spittoon. Another disgusting habit many of these Texans possessed.

“Let’s see some more dancin’,” he ordered and pointed his gun between the feet of the poor fool who had been too frightened to move beyond harm’s way.

“Excuse me,” Christian murmured.

The man with the gun jerked his head around, his tobacco juice seeping between his lips. With the back of his hand, he wiped his mouth. “What’d you say?”

Imploringly Christian held out a hand. “You must forgive me, but I don’t quite understand why shooting the floor would make you laugh like a lunatic.”

The man darted a glance at the three men who’d accompanied him into the saloon, men who were alternately flexing their fingers and stroking their guns. Then he grinned, and the tobacco juice once again claimed its freedom. “It ain’t the shootin’. It’s the dancin’.”

He fired a bullet into the floor between Christian’s feet. Christian didn’t flinch, although he heard Lorna’s tiny screech and someone else’s gasp.

“Hey, Jasper, the fella don’t seem to know you was aimin’ for his toes,” one of the cowboy’s comrades shouted, grinning around the thin cigar clenched between his yellowed teeth.

Jasper wrinkled his pug-shaped nose. “I reckon he didn’t at that.” He aimed.

“Give me the gun,” Christian ordered quietly. “I know the couple who own the saloon, and the wife is not going to be pleased that you have marred her floor.”

“Think I give a damn?”

“You would if you knew her,” he assured the man, but Jessye seldom worked in the saloon, now that she had children to keep her busy. He held out his hand. “Give me your pistol.”

“Take it from me,” Jasper dared with a steely glint in his brown eyes as he jerked up his chin.

Christian plowed his fist into the target the man had conveniently provided. The gun thudded to the floor a heartbeat before Jasper did.

Christian might not understand their humor, but he understood their pride. Cowboys settled everything with a gun. They seldom fought hand to hand because they considered it an embarrassment to take a punch. Bullets and blood they could fathom. Boxing baffled them.

Leaning down, Christian picked up the weapon while Jasper watched, stunned, his face burning a dull crimson.

“About time you took action, Marshal,” Harrison Bainbridge said as he limped closer, leaning heavily on his cane.


Christian gave his friend a warning glare as he reached into his pocket and wrapped his fingers around his tin star. “I had planned to take the evening off.”

He pinned the symbol of his authority onto the lapel of his jacket, right over his heart. Then he gave a pointed look to each man who had accompanied Jasper into the saloon. “Gentlemen, I’ll take your firearms.”

“You can’t be the marshal. You ain’t wearing a gun,” the one with the cigar protested.

“I find them cumbersome.” He pointed toward his fallen comrade. “But as you can see, I don’t require one in order to enforce the law of this town, a law which prohibits the bearing of firearms in the saloon.”

“You hit Jasper,” another man said, his eyes blinking rapidly.

Christian nodded at the scruffy fellow’s brilliant deduction. “Shall I hit you as well?”

“That ain’t fair,” the man pointed out.

“Little in life is. Now, give me your weapons or spend the remainder of the night within the confines of my jail.”

Grudgingly, the men unfastened their gun belts and handed them over. Christian gave them a perfunctory nod. “You may retrieve these from my office when you leave Fortune, which I trust will be tomorrow morning after you’ve finished sanding and smoothing Mrs. Bainbridge’s floor.”

With long, confident strides, he returned to his table, set down the weapons, and sat.

Lorna grinned brightly. “Gawd, you are so brave.”


She plopped onto his lap and flung her arms around his neck. He wrapped one arm around her tiny waist to support her precarious position. With his free hand, he removed his badge, slipped it into his pocket, picked up his glass, and smiled warmly. “Now where were we?”

“You was tellin’ me naughty things you done in England.” She lifted her bare shoulders to her tiny, delicate ears. “And how you might do ’em to me iffen I wanted.”

“Ah, yes. I assure you, sweetheart, that you will want—”

He scowled as Harrison Bainbridge approached his table, dragged back a chair, and dropped into it with a heavy sigh.

“Lorna, get me a glass and a bottle of whiskey,” Harry ordered.

Lorna cast a furtive glance at Christian. He patted her hip. “Go on, do as he says.”

Christian watched her saunter to the bar, gather up Harry’s request, and stroll back over. She placed the glass and bottle on the table before sidling toward Christian.

“Lorna, you need to see about serving drinks to our other customers,” Harry said quietly without rebuke.

Lorna stuck out that lower lip that Christian had an urge to nibble on. “But them other fellas don’t pay me two bits for every smile I give ’em like the marshal here does.”

“I pay you to serve drinks, and if you want me to give you your wages for the evening, you will tend to the other customers’ needs.”


With a huff, she flounced away. Christian grinned with appreciation at her naturally seductive movements. “Ah, Harry, you do have a knack for hiring beautiful serving wenches.”

“Jessye hires them, and she expects me to protect them from rakes like you.” Harry opened the bottle and refilled Christian’s glass before filling his own.

“That’s rather like asking the fox to stand guard at the hen house, isn’t it?”

“Not when the fox’s mate is skilled with a gun and a knife. Besides, she gives me no reason to stray and every reason to remain faithful.”

“Dear God, but you are well and truly married, aren’t you?” Although his voice held the expected disgust, Kit took absolute joy in his friend’s good fortune. He held a great deal of respect and admiration for Jessye. She had single-handedly lifted Harry from the depths of hell.

“Yes, and I ask that you take care with the girls that work for me. I’ve mended one broken heart in my life. I have no wish to mend others.”

“I was only engaging in a little harmless flirtation.”

“Which is the way you always begin. Then you conquer, and later abandon. Yet none of the women ever hates you.”

“Because I leave them feeling as though the victory were theirs instead of mine.”

Harry grinned. “They say you have the eyes of the devil.”

“More like his soul.” Kit picked up his glass and downed the whiskey. He’d thought he’d never grow accustomed to these Texans’ strong drink. Tonight, it didn’t seem powerful enough.

Harry poured more whiskey into the glass. “It’s been a while since you’ve spent the evening here.”

“I was feeling a bit restless.”

“Care to expand?”

Leaning forward, he crossed his arms on the table. “I don’t know if I can explain it. I watched you and Gray get married, build yourselves homes, have children, and I just thought perhaps I needed to stop my wandering and take root as well.” He sighed and shifted back in his chair. “But I am not content.”

“You seemed happier when we were herding cattle.”

“I didn’t enjoy working with the beasts, but I welcomed the opportunity to see the country. Still something was lacking, and a man can hardly make a living by simply traveling.”

Harry shook his head in obvious bewilderment. “I don’t understand, Kit. With the money we made off that initial trail drive—”

“I have very little of it left.”

Harry’s green eyes widened in disbelief. “What in the bloody hell did you do with it? I know you didn’t gamble it away in here.”

“What I did with it is my concern, not yours.”

“The first year we were here, we picked cotton, and you wouldn’t tell me then what you did with the money you earned. But it wasn’t available when we decided to try our hand at herding cattle, so we were forced to take on an investor—”

“For which you should be eternally grateful, since you ended up marrying her,” Kit pointed out in his own defense, although he’d never felt that he needed to justify the disappearance of his money.

Harry grinned, warmth reflected in his green eyes. “God, Jessye was something on that trail drive, wasn’t she?”

“She was indeed. You weren’t so bad yourself.”

Harry’s smile faded. “I would have liked to have seen it through to the end, but broken legs and a smashed hip do not a worthy cowboy make.”

Kit glanced around the saloon that had over the years, in small ways, begun to take on the appearance of the gentleman’s clubs they’d frequented in London. Nothing extravagant by any means, merely the shadow of their memories preserved here and there. “You’ve done well for yourself with the Texas Lady.”

“I can’t complain. Besides, I think we’ve all done rather well. Gray’s farm is prospering. Your skill with a rifle became legendary and the citizens appointed you marshal. Can’t say that I blame them. You saved my life more than once.”

Kit felt the familiar ache of an ancient festering wound. No matter how many lives he saved, he had not managed to spare the one that had mattered most. He drained the remainder of the whiskey from his glass, not bothering to protest when Harry refilled it. “It’s not enough.”

Harry glanced up. “The whiskey?”

Kit shrugged. “My life.”

“My Lord, but you are morose this evening. You must have received a letter from Christopher.”

Kit nodded at his friend’s perceptive deduction. “It seems Father is arranging another marriage for him. Although he failed to mention his feelings on the matter in his letter, I sense he’s not in favor of the match. However, obligations and duty will no doubt bind him to Father’s demands. It’s almost innate, isn’t it?”

“Would we be here otherwise? We were rebellious, but when our fathers commanded us to leave, we left. Perhaps we were good sons after all.”

“No goodness resides within me, Harry. I would not have done the things I have, otherwise.”

Harry rubbed his thumb over the lion’s head that adorned his cane. “You’re thinking of Clarisse.”

“She is constantly on my mind. Even when I seek solace with other women, they always leave me wanting because none is her.”

“You’ve turned her into a saint. She wasn’t one, you know.”

Kit lifted his glass in a mock salute. “No, she was an angel.” He took a long swallow of whiskey, relishing the final drop. “I must be off.”

“Take the bottle with you.”

Kit picked it up. “Gladly.” He stood. “Give my best to Jessye and the girls.”

“Always.”

He grabbed the confiscated weapons, tucked them within the crook of his arm, and walked from the saloon, making a mental note to look over the wanted posters in his office. He could tell when a man was a fun-loving cowboy simply looking for a good time and when one had evil running through his soul. He suspected the latter of Jasper and his comrades.

Kit welcomed the cool night air hitting him, the only natural thing in this state that ever reminded him of England. The stars he’d never noticed until he’d watched over a herd of cattle at midnight.

The desire to return to Ravenleigh plowed into him. After five years, he should no longer miss the place of his birth, but he had yet to find anything to replace it in his heart. He missed the grounds, the books, and the art. And he missed the people. He longed for conversations that weren’t accentuated with crude swearing and spitting.

Discussions with Harry and Gray offered some respite, but he spent less time in their company. Once they’d been in hell together. Now, he alone remained, and with that admission, the loneliness deepened.

He often wondered if he’d accepted the position of marshal because it offered him the opportunity to meet death. Not that he would purposely seek it out, but he knew in his heart that he would welcome it.

Although they no longer herded cattle, he and his friends continued to invest in their ranching enterprise, hiring men to do the arduous work they abhorred. Just as he’d told Harry, he had retained little of the money from their first venture, but he had set aside a considerable amount since. He was not a wealthy man by any means, but he could provide for himself when needed. When no needs existed, he had other things upon which he preferred to spend his money.

He opened the door to his office and staggered to a halt. A dark-haired man turned away from the wanted posters lining the wall behind Kit’s desk.

Kit smiled broadly, truly pleased to see his visitor. “David Robertson! What an unexpected pleasure. When did you arrive in town?”

“Late this afternoon.”

Kit closed the door and strode across the room. “Are Madeline and Mary Ellen with you?”

“No, I left my wife and daughter in Dallas.”

Kit laid his burdens on the desk before extending a hand toward the Texan he’d met in England several years ago. “What brings you here, man?”

David looked uncomfortable as he shook Kit’s hand. “I’m here to test the boundaries of your friendship.”

“That has an ominous ring to it,” Kit said as he studied the man speculatively. He had rekindled their friendship when he and Harry had herded their cattle north, but he hadn’t seen David since Harry’s wedding four years earlier.

David nodded toward the bottle. “Some whiskey might help to take the edge off my request.”

Kit grabbed the two tin cups he used to take water to the prisoners the few times that he had them. He settled into the chair behind his desk and liberally poured whiskey into the cups. “Please, make yourself comfortable,” he offered, indicating the chair across from him.

David sat and took the cup. Kit watched as his friend studied the contents as though he searched for an unfathomable answer. He would not classify David Robertson as a close friend, but he’d always enjoyed his company. The man was successful and well bred, with a wife and daughter who adored him.


Kit brought the cup to his lips. “Your request?” he prompted before drinking his whiskey.

David lifted his gaze. “I want you to marry my sister.”

The whiskey burned its way into Kit’s lungs. He sputtered and coughed, the fire spreading through his chest.

David bolted out of his chair and pounded Kit’s back. “I’m sorry.”

Gasping for breath, Kit shoved him aside and glared at him. “Are you out of your mind? I am a rake, a scoundrel, and a rogue. Besides I have a rule not to get involved with the sisters of friends.”

“I don’t care about your rules. In England, your reputation for luring women into your bed was legendary.”

“Women to whom I was not married,” Kit felt compelled to point out.

“But you did charm them, didn’t you? Isn’t that how you persuaded them that a night with you was worth the loss of their reputation?”

Ah, yes, he had charmed them, become obsessed with them, striving to forget the one woman he could never possess. A dismal failure, that undertaking had been. Nothing, no one, would ever allow him to forget Clarisse. He gulped the remaining whiskey from his cup and reached for the bottle. “Regardless of my charming nature, knowing my tarnished reputation, why in God’s name would you want me to marry your sister?”

“Because she’s dying.”


Kit felt as though he’d been bludgeoned. He set aside the bottle and the cup that now carried the dented impression of his fingers. “Are you certain?”

David nodded and lowered his gaze to the floor as though the pain were too great to bear. Kit certainly understood that feeling.

“Ashton has always been frail,” David said quietly. “So incredibly delicate. When our parents died, she came to live with Madeline and me. Her health began deteriorating. Madeline took her to the doctor. He diagnosed her with consumption. He gives her until Christmas.”

Kit shot out of his chair, feeling as though the walls of the room were closing in on him, suffocating him. “Then why ask me to marry her?”

David shifted his stance and met Kit’s gaze. “I discovered her in the attic one afternoon wearing the dress our mother had worn the day she married our father. Ashton was weeping because Fate would deny her the opportunity to become a bride. It seemed such a small thing to want. I’m not asking you to act as her husband, only her bridegroom, to give her one day in the sun.”

“Why me?”

“Because you come from a country where marriages are still arranged, and you understand that vows can be spoken with feeling even when no love exists between the couple.” He took a step forward. “And because when last we met, you told me that Christopher’s wife had taken ill and died. I saw in your eyes that you suffered from her loss, so you know that death can be cruel.”

Kit snatched the bottle off the desk and drank greedily, relishing the unmerciful flames burning their way through him. He lowered the bottle. “I have watched one woman die. I will not watch another.”

“I’m not asking you to watch her die. I’m only asking you to marry her. Charm her for one day, one evening. Allow her to be a bride. Then I’ll take her back to Dallas.”

Shaking his head, Kit laughed and dropped into his chair. He remembered being introduced to Ashton at a party David had hosted, but his recollection of the woman was vague and blurry. The image of a timid mouse hovering in a corner popped into his mind. “I hardly know her.”

“How well did you know the other women you’ve charmed?”

All good humor fled. “I seriously doubt you want to put your sister in league with them.”

“How many of them hated you?”

“As far as I know, none. I always managed to stay on good terms with my conquests.”

“That’s the reason I think this idea will work.”

“You want your sister to become one of my many conquests?”

David placed his palms on the desk and leaned forward. “I do not want you to bed her. She is far too frail. I only want you to marry her, allow her to walk down the aisle, dance a bridal dance with her. She’ll have her wish, and you’ll have—”

“A wife! I shall have a wife until she dies.”

“For six months. Is there someone in your life right now who would object, whom this act of charity would hurt?”


“I object. This insane notion of yours is ludicrous. I would be shackled to a woman I hardly know, a woman I don’t want.”

David straightened. “As I said when you greeted me, I was here to test the boundaries of our friendship.”

“Ask anything else of me and I will grant it, but do not ask me to marry a dying woman.”

David nodded, obviously accepting Kit’s decision. “Madeline opposed the idea as well.”

“I always knew your wife was remarkably intelligent.”

“I hope I didn’t damage our friendship with this request.”

“No,” Kit said somberly. “I know how difficult it is to watch someone you love die. At the time, you would do anything for her—even die in her place if you could.”









Chapter 2



The morning after he’d finished off a bottle of whiskey always made Kit wonder why he bothered to carry the decanter to his lips in the first place. The dull ache pounding between his temples rolled to the back of his head.

Marry a dying woman. The thought had kept him tossing and turning on his narrow cot for the remainder of the night. What had ever possessed David to dream up such an incredibly insane scheme?

The answer came before he’d finished asking himself the question: love.

He knew the emotion too well to ever be lured by it again into doing something he would regret.

His mouth felt as though someone had stuffed the cotton he’d picked that first summer into it. That first summer. He stared at his reflection in the mirror as he shaved, finding it difficult to believe how quickly five years had passed. He had been the marshal of Fortune for three.

In the beginning, excitement had flourished when the trail drovers had begun driving their cattle through Fortune. Kit had needed to calm the rambunctious cowboys. They still passed through every spring, but with a bit more restraint. Even the younger men had heard the tales of the marshal who didn’t wear a gun. Someone had written a dime novel about him. He would have to send a copy to his brother when he found one.

He lifted his chin to scrape the remaining lather from his face. His gaze fell on the shiny scar, a gift from his father, given to him moments after he was born so he would never be mistaken for the heir apparent. The room had been too dark for Clarisse to notice it the last time he’d seen her. As for the physician, he paid little enough attention to his patients, much less to those who were healthy.

Kit finished dressing in the back room of the jail that served as his home. Sometimes he laughed when he thought of the opulence that had surrounded him at Ravenleigh. Here his spartan existence suited him.

He shrugged into his jacket and walked into the front office. Through the grayish hue of dawn easing through the windows, dust motes waltzed above his immaculate desk. Felons glared at him from posters pinned to the wall. He glanced into the hallway that separated the two cells that were his dominion. Today, as usual, they were empty.

He grabbed his wide-brimmed hat from the peg beside the door and settled it on his head before stepping into the cool morning air of early May. His boot heels echoed over the planked walkway as he headed toward the boardinghouse at the south end of town. His salary from the township included room and board at that establishment, but he preferred his privacy. His stomach, however, preferred Mrs. Gurney’s cooking to his own.

He stepped off the boardwalk, ducked beneath the whispery branches of a weeping willow, and came to an abrupt halt. A shawl draped over her narrow shoulders and tucked neatly beneath her crossed arms, a woman stood on the boardinghouse porch. Her gaze was latched on the sunrise.

Her profile to him, he could barely see one corner of her mouth, her soft lips tipped up slightly as though she were appreciating a fine work of art. A black ribbon held her hair in place, one long trail of golden strands that curled at the tiny dip within the curve at the small of her back.

Ethereal. Angelic. A thousand words tripped through his mind, but none did her justice. She was a work of art. He imagined an artist’s brush outlining her shape with soft strokes that created delicate lines.

His stomach growled at his delay in getting to the breakfast table. The woman turned her head, her eyes a deep blue that reminded him of the sky.

Her smile blossomed. “Isn’t it lovely?” she asked quietly as though she feared disturbing the day’s beginning. She shifted her gaze back toward the dawn.

He walked over the dew-coated lawn, stepped onto the porch, and swept his hat from his head as though he’d come into a place of worship. “Beautiful,” he whispered.

“I love the start of a new day. It holds so much promise, and each moment is a secret to be revealed.” She laughed lightly, as though embarrassed by her words. She cast a furtive glance his way. “I’m not usually so fanciful.”

“Are you a writer?” he asked with a generous smile, more than intrigued by her frail beauty.

Her gaunt cheeks flushed pink. “You don’t remember me.”

His smile withered and his heart slammed against his ribs. The mouse in the corner. “You’re David’s sister. Ashton.”

She bobbed her head and extended a hand that looked as fragile as the willow branches through which he’d just walked. “And you’re Christian Montgomery.”

He closed his hand around hers, expecting to feel the cold scepter of death. Instead, warmth greeted him. Holding her gaze, he bowed slightly and brought her fingers to his lips. “I apologize for not recognizing you.”

“There’s little about me to capture the attention of a man such as yourself, and many beautiful women were in attendance the night we met. Have you talked with David?”

Straightening, he released her hand and cleared his throat. “Yes, we spoke late last night. I take it you haven’t seen him this morning.”

“No, I was exhausted once the stagecoach arrived. I went to bed fairly early. He seems to be sleeping in.” Stepping back, she reached into her pocket and withdrew a handkerchief. She pressed it to her mouth before giving several slight coughs.

Kit’s stomach tightened at the sight of her curled shoulders and the rasp of a chest that seemingly lacked air. She glanced at him, her eyes less bright. “Excuse me. You were saying?”

He swallowed hard. Why hadn’t David told him that he had already brought his sister to Fortune, that she was at the boardinghouse, or that their paths might cross before David had a chance to talk with her? Kit preferred never to have set eyes upon her again, much less to have to explain his decision. “I think in spite of your brother’s heartfelt motives and good intentions, our marriage would serve neither of us well in the end.”

She blinked eyes that seemed too large for a face as delicate as hers. “Our marriage?”

“Yes. His notion that you and I should wed.”

With horror sweeping over her lovely face, she gasped and stepped back until she rammed into the porch post. “He asked you to marry me?”

Kit felt as though he’d just learned that he was to be drawn and quartered. “You didn’t know?” he asked quietly.

She shook her head vehemently. “No. He said he needed to talk with you about business. I’d never seen this part of the state, so he let me come along.” She pressed trembling fingers to her lips and tears welled within her eyes. “Did he tell you everything?”

A rusty blade gouged into his gut could not have caused more anguish than he experienced at this moment, having to acknowledge the truth with such inadequacy. “Yes, and I am so incredibly sorry.” He held out a hand imploringly. “Words fail me.”

“How could he ask that of you?”


“His heart was in the right place.”

“His head obviously wasn’t. I am sorry, Mr. Montgomery. So sorry. Dear God, I wish I were already dead. Please excuse me.”

She rushed past him, opened the door to the boardinghouse, and fled inside.

Her wish for death echoed through his head like a scream released within a cave from which there was no escape.

 

Breathing heavily, Ashton flung open the door to her brother’s room. He shot up in bed, his eyes red, as though he’d had a grueling, sleepless night.

Too bad. She’d had an awful, embarrassing, mortifying morning. She slammed the door shut, and he jerked.

“What’s wrong?” he asked groggily.

She crossed the room and wrapped her hands around the bedpost. She knew she had the advantage because he wouldn’t get out of bed and expose her to his half-clothed—if he were clothed at all—body. Her entire life, everyone had sought to protect her. In death, they were doing the same. “You came here to ask Mr. Montgomery to marry me?”

He closed his eyes and dropped his head back. “Ah, God.” He squinted at her. “You saw Kit?”

She nodded, unable to stop the images of Christian Montgomery from seeping into her mind. The sun easing over the horizon had toyed with his hair, turning it a burnished amber. And his eyes. Those pale blue eyes looked almost silver and seemed to pierce her soul.


When he spoke, his deep voice sent shivers of pleasure rippling through her. Only once had she ever experienced anything like it—the night he’d come to her brother’s house and regaled the guests with tales of his adventures. She’d hung onto every word like a smitten schoolgirl.

This morning, his touch had been the gentlest she’d ever known, and yet his hand had also possessed strength. So much strength.

She released her death grip on the post and took a step toward him. “David, how could you ask a friend to marry your dying sister?”

She saw in his eyes that he wanted to deny that she was dying, but his words were honest. “Because he is a friend.”

“That was an awful thing to ask.”

“I know that now, but when I saw you in Mother’s dress—” She watched him swallow. “There’s so much I want to give you, and so little time to give it to you.”

Suddenly drained from the turbulent emotions swirling within her, she sat on the edge of the mattress. “But a husband?”

He held up his hands. “No, just a bridegroom.”

She furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand.”

“I only wanted him to make you a bride. You would go through the marriage ceremony, have a day like you dreamed of having, and then come back to Dallas with me.”

“A pretend marriage? That’s even worse.” She would have shot off the bed if she’d had the strength.

“A pretend marriage, but a real ceremony. Kit is British. He understands that people get married for reasons other than love and that often husbands and wives don’t live together. That’s why I thought this idea would work.”

She shook her head. “Ludicrous.”

David smiled warmly. “He said the same thing.”

“But why him? You know men in Dallas—” A horrible thought struck her mind. “You found my private journal.”

He averted his gaze.

She slumped forward, tears burning her eyes. “You read my most intimate thoughts,” she rasped in a hollow voice echoing betrayal.

“Not everything. I only know that you favored him.”

“Did you tell him that?” How would she ever face the man again if David had told him what she’d written in her journal?

“No, of course not.” David leaned forward and took her hand. “I only wanted to give you a dream.”

“Instead, you’ve given me a nightmare.”

 

Kit heard soft footfalls and lowered the newspaper he’d been staring at while Ashton’s parting words continued to intrude on his thoughts. David walked down the stairs, Ashton clinging to his arm, her face a reflection of calm. Slowly Kit came to his feet.

“So you two have talked,” David said, his smile mocking.

Kit felt the heat suffuse his face, his gaze darting between brother and sister. How different they looked. He had grown up with a sibling who was his mirror image. “I apologize for speaking out of place. I thought she knew.”

David pulled out a chair for Ashton. “I decided against telling her until I’d tested your feelings on the matter. I didn’t want her to be disappointed.”

“David!” Ashton snapped.

Kit raised a brow. She might be ill, but she wasn’t weak. Elegantly she sat, picked up a cloth napkin, and settled it across her lap. Images drifted through his mind of another time when she had sat across from him—at David’s table. He had been too caught up in his own hell truly to notice her, to notice any of the women that night.

Kit took his seat as Mrs. Gurney bustled into the room, carrying platters laden with biscuits, eggs, and bacon.

“Good, everyone’s here for breakfast. Nothin’ worse than cold eggs lessen it’s no eggs at all.” She set the platters on the table. “You folks hear that our marshal was a hero last night?”

Grimacing, Kit reached for the plate of biscuits and extended it toward Ashton. “I simply prevented a few men from murdering a floor.”

Laughing boisterously, Mrs. Gurney patted his back with her beefy hand. “You are too modest, Marshal. You stopped a man from havin’ to dance to their tune, is what I heard.”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear, Mrs. Gurney, unless it’s the rumble of my empty stomach.”

“Well, then you eat up. All of you, eat up!” She hurried from the room.


Out of the corner of his eye, Kit watched Ashton place a small portion of eggs and one piece of bacon on her plate. He remembered how little Clarisse had eaten at the end. His throat constricted, and he wondered if he’d be able to swallow.

“I was surprised to hear you’d taken on the job of marshal,” David said as he scooped up a large serving of eggs.

Kit shrugged. “It was something to do.”

“Risking your life for others is a bit more than that, Mr. Montgomery,” Ashton said softly.

He stilled, wondering how he could explain that everything he did was an attempt at retribution for the one life he had been unable to save. He couldn’t. “You make too much of it, Miss Robertson. My main duty involves carting drunks to the jail so they can sleep off indulging in too much whiskey.”

She met his gaze. “I believe Mrs. Gurney is right. You’re too modest.”

“I assure you that modesty has never been one of my character flaws.”

“David told me you have no flaws.”

He darted a quick glance at David, who shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I spoke more of your virtues than your flaws,” David explained.

“That must have been a short conversation,” Kit said.

Ashton laughed so sweetly that Kit wanted to capture the sound and hold it deep within himself.

“Are you trying to convince me that I should be grateful you thought David’s idea was as ludicrous as I did?” she asked.


He met and held her gaze. “I’m attempting to convince myself.”

Her cheeks flushed, and she lowered her gaze to the small amount of food on her plate.

Bloody hell! What did he think he was doing? The last thing he needed to do was flirt with her, charm her, or give her cause for hope. He jerked his gaze to David, not surprised to see the man’s eyes narrowed. “When do you leave?” Kit asked.

“There’s a stagecoach coming through tomorrow afternoon. Since my plans fell through here, I’ll make arrangements today for us to take it.”

“David, will you stop these uncalled for subtle rebukes? They grow wearisome,” Ashton chastised, her gaze never wavering from her food.

Kit scraped his chair across the floor and stood. She lifted her gaze then, so fragile and incredibly innocent. She had yet to learn the ugliness of death. He had no desire to be near when life taught her that lesson. “I wish you both a safe journey.”

She gave him a charitable smile. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Montgomery.”

“The pleasure was mine, Miss Robertson.” He turned to leave, stopped, and knew he would regret the words even before he spoke them. “Miss Robertson, you mentioned earlier that you had a desire to see this part of the state. Will you honor me with the privilege of escorting you through the area this afternoon?”

“You’re too kind, Mr. Montgomery,” she said softly.

“Hardly. But for one afternoon, I can pretend.”

 


Kit. Kit. Kit. In her mind, Christian Montgomery was and would always be Kit. But the years since she’d first met him had created a chasm and a formality between them that caused her to now address him as “Mr. Montgomery” when she hadn’t before.

She twirled around the room. Christian Montgomery had asked her on an outing. How many times over the years had she dreamed of him returning to Dallas because he’d been unable to forget her…?

She came to an abrupt standstill. He had forgotten her. So easily. That knowledge had hurt but not nearly as much as knowing that he had refused David’s offer of Ashton’s hand for marriage. She didn’t hold his decision against him. After all, he was strikingly handsome and cultured. Ashton had not been the only woman to admire him in Dallas.

With a sigh, she cautiously approached the cheval glass. At twenty-six, Ashton thought she should know how to dress for an afternoon outing with a gentleman. She’d certainly read an abundance of books, living through the written word a life that she had thought her poor health would forever keep her from experiencing. She’d been a sickly child, tutored at home, and sheltered from people who might bring disease into the house.

In the end, influenza had taken her parents when they’d feared it would take her. The only comfort she’d found in knowing her own death was near had resided in the knowledge that she would be with them again.

She shook away the melancholy thoughts. She was going on an outing. She’d napped, bathed, and put on a white summer dress and a straw hat with daisies lining the brim. Critically she gazed at her reflection. White made her look like a ghost. She wished she had something a bit more flamboyant.

The unexpected knock on the door nearly had her leaping into the mirror. Taking a shallow breath, hoping to prevent a coughing seizure, she tucked one errant strand of hair beneath her hat and strolled across the room. She opened the door and smiled at David. With his dark hair and eyes, he hardly seemed related to her. Until she’d met Christian Montgomery, she hadn’t realized men more handsome than her brother existed.

“He’s here,” David said.

Like a silly schoolgirl, she pressed her hand over her fluttering heart and tried to sound as though this moment wasn’t the most exciting of her life. “Where all do you suppose he’ll take us?”

David crooked his elbow, and she slipped her arm through his, drawing her shawl closely with the other hand, resenting the chill that never seemed to leave her.

“I doubt he’ll take us far. I’ve already explained to him that you tire easily, and he’s not to keep
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