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Chapter One

 


 


 


The outlaw moved too slow at drawing his gun.
T.J. took aim, swung one tired arm, and hit Everett Johnson in the
jaw with a closed fist. He flew back and landed with a thud on his
ass. When he scrambled to get up, T.J. stopped him by stepping on
the back of his hand.

“Do you give up now?” T.J. labored a tired
breath while reading the man’s next action. It was there, like
the tell of a man playing poker. Except more defined than a
mere twitch. Normally, she saw the deadly sign in a man’s stare.
But if he didn’t look her in the eye, there was no telling what
could happen.

T.J. watched for other indicators.

The tic of a finger.

A jolt of the leg.

Or something as small as a tiny smirk.

T.J. hadn’t encountered any outlaw who had
not offered a sign before they tried to draw their weapon.

“You’re making this real hard on yourself,
Johnson.” T.J. stepped back, cautious about what the man might try
next.

“Yeah, well, just doin’ my part in making you
work hard for that bounty.” He snorted his amusement with a
lopsided grin.

Not easily fooled, T.J. always remained
prepared for any turn of events an outlaw might try.

When they said the bank was robbed the day
before, it seemed luck had followed T.J. The reward went out almost
immediately, and T.J. found the robber not far from town.

“While I’d like nothing better than to shoot
you, I won’t get paid for your mangy carcass if it’s rotting.”

Johnson stared at the gun T.J. aimed his way.
“We both know I’m wanted alive, therefore what makes you think I
should give up?”

“Granted, you didn’t kill anyone while
bungling that bank robbery, but it doesn’t mean I intend on letting
you lose. Anyways, what made you think you could rob a bank without
a gun? You got what, a little more than twenty dollars?”

“I didn’t have a gun at the time.” He
shrugged, his bigger grin showing crooked yellow teeth. “I figured
I could buffalo them folks. And I was right. They was plumb
surprised believing me when I said I’d come back and shoot every
one of them if they didn’t turn over the money. Besides, I did get
away with it. I’m not there now, am I?”

T.J. smiled, finding a bit of humor in his
facts. Johnson was right. He did get away with it. The tellers had
to have been as dumb as a calf trying to get milk from a bull to
let him bamboozle them with such a lame story.

“I’ve outsmarted a sheriff and half a dozen
townsfolk,” Johnson boasted. “I don’t even mind being caught by a
bounty hunter, so much.”

T.J. stared at the man for a minute. “A
little stretch of the truth, wouldn’t you say?”

He raised his hands in final surrender. “I
reckon I’d have liked it much better if you weren’t a woman.

T.J. laughed and pushed the brim of her hat
up, moping the sweat from her forehead.

“Johnson, just think of me as one of them
lawmen without a badge.” She spit the taste of blood out of her
mouth and wiped the back of her hand across the painful split in
her swollen lip. “Though if you were all fired upset that I was a
woman, you could have held back on that last punch.”

“Girlie, I don’t care if you was my mother
trying to give me a bath. I’d hit her too, to keep from goin’ to
jail.”

“Okay, Johnson, here’s what I want you to do.
Take your guns one at a time and toss them over this way.” She
pointed her gun toward the ground by her feet. “I suggest you not
get any ideas of using them. I’m not in a happy mood, and while I
don’t collect on a dead man, nothing says you can’t have a few
bullet holes in non-lethal parts of your hide.”

“What if you kill me?”

“Then you’re dead, and I pull out a new
wanted poster from my saddlebag. I can always look for another
bounty and leave you to the vultures.”

Johnson moved carefully. She showed him her
serious side from the start. If he hadn’t understood that in the
beginning, he did now as he sat in the dust like a whipped puppy.
She loved the look on a man’s face after she got the better of him.
There hadn’t been a single time she wasn’t able to outsmart a man.
However, she was very choosey in the wanted posters she took from
the sheriff. She selected men not too bright and not too dangerous.
It made life easier. Of course, she always ran the risk of running
into one wanted man aspiring to take outlawing to a new level.

“Now put your hands behind your back.” She
motioned him to hurry.

“Is you going to tie a little bow around
them, purdy girl.”

“I might.” She moved slowly, taking her rope
with her.

His hands crossed and his thick wrists
overlapped. She paused for a moment of apprehension, and then
swiftly slid her gun in its holster. T.J. quickly took several
hitches in the rope and bound Johnson’s arms in an unmovable
position.

“You don’t have to knot it so tight like
that,” he whined. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

“I’ve heard that story before, and it never
fails to surprise me how many times I get a fella that tries to
escape. I don’t like surprises on the trail.” To make things extra
safe, she looped a hitch of rope around Johnson’s neck.

“Hey, what are ya doin’ that for?”

“Precaution. Makes it doubly hard for you to
struggle if you’re choking.” She shoved him to his horse. “All
right, Johnson, let’s get you up on your saddle and get going.”

“Where we headed?”

“Back to Bedloe. It has a nice jail, all
decked out with fluffy pillows and toasty warm quilts donated by a
group of kindly old women from the church.”

“Do they serve a hot meal there too?” He
labored to get up on the horse.

T.J. gave him a shove from the bottom
side.

“I reckon they do. Those church ladies have
what is called compassion.” She tied the rope to the saddle horn.
“They love to pamper a man before the noose goes around his
neck.”

“Hey, I didn’t do nothin’ to be hanged
for.”

“You don’t take a joke too well, do you,
Johnson?” She slipped her foot, sheathed in a worn leather boot,
into the stirrup on her saddle.

“Not unless I’m making it.”

“Just rest easy and before you know it,
you’ll be living in luxury at the expense of the town for a while.
You’ll get more from what the townsfolk give you than you got from
that bank till.”

Johnson nodded his head with a dumb and happy
expression on his face. She felt sorry for him. While he thought he
was smart, he couldn’t be more wrong. His stint in jail looked to
be his best future. There he wouldn’t get himself killed trying
anymore hare-brained ideas. Then another thought crossed her mind.
He had been gone from town for five days and hadn’t traveled far.
Maybe he was looking to get caught to take advantage of the free
room and board.

 


It took an hour to get to Bedloe. T.J.
promptly deposited Johnson in the town’s jail.

“Here you go, sheriff.” She handed him all
the paperwork, filled out, making sure her reward money would be
wired directly to her bank account.

“Miss Creager, I don’t reckon I’ve seen a
more conscientious bounty hunter than you. Are you hoping to get
rich?”

“If I am, it’s a legal way.” She smiled,
thinking about how much money she had saved up over the years.

Between the rewards and the gambling profits,
she built a sizable nest egg. Bandits, thieves, and outlaws would
be envious to learn how she amassed a generous amount of money by
their wrongdoings.

T.J.’s smile withered as she pondered what
she might do with her nest egg. She never considered marriage. From
what she saw and knew of men, she hadn’t found very many to
like.

“Here’s the new batch of wanted posters,” the
sheriff said, drawing her attention away from her faraway thoughts.
“You’ll be getting first look-see since I haven’t had a chance to
hang them up.”

“Guerrero.” She read the name on the first
flyer. “Mexican name, but he’s illustrated as an Indian.”

“He’s a half-breed and a cussed one too.”

“I’ve heard of him, but I always pictured him
as Mexican. Are you sure they have this right?” She read the list
of his crimes.

“It’s right. Not too many people would forget
the description of a fellow that killed their family.”

“He’s wanted dead or alive.” She put the
paper aside. “I don’t go after those kinds. There are probably a
dozen bounty hunters after him already.”

“With a reward of five thousand dollars, I
suspect you’re right.”

“And some of those hunters won’t care how
they bring him in either. That means too many trigger-happy men
traipsing around ready to shoot anybody in their way.”

“Well, Guerrero has been running loose a long
time. He’s murdered a lot of homesteaders, and since he’ll hang
anyways, they’d be doing him a favor by shooting him right on the
spot.”

He sat behind the desk and watched her. She
felt a slight discomfort when she suspected his gaze tried to strip
away her clothes. While she didn’t like it, she used her womanhood
to her advantage often enough.

“I know you can handle yourself as well as
any man, T.J., but I’m glad to hear you’re not going after this
desperado. He brutalizes women before he kills them, and it would
be a shame if you misjudged him and got caught.”

“I don’t think T.J. could handle the
half-breed either, Sheriff,” a man said from the open doorway.

T.J. turned to the familiar voice.

“Marshal Martin Pullman.” She held her hand
out to him. He was one of the people on her list of men she liked
enough to call a friend.

“Howdy, T.J.. How’s life been treating you
these days?”

“It’s been a while, Martin. And since I have
a few more coins coming my way, I suppose I can say life’s not been
bad recently.”

“Yes, it has been a while.” He shook her hand
but didn’t let go as quick as she would have liked. “A handsome
woman such as yourself is always missed.”

Men touching her, made T.J. nervous. Her
belly went jittery inside, like a trapped bird was let loose.

“Now don’t tell me you’re considering going
after that half-breed Guerrero?” Martin’s thick brow rose. “I sure
would miss seeing that cute smile of yours if he should get the
better of you.”

“I don’t intend on going after him, but if I
did, I’d bring him in alive.”

“I’m positive everyone wants him dead.”

“Exactly, and I have no wish to get into the
killing business.”

“Like I said before, this ain’t the kind of
man you’ve been up against before. Guerrero’s fate is better left
up to men,” Martin said.

The sheriff nodded in agreement with the
marshal. She liked both men, but it riled her the way they talked
as if her being female made her inferior to them.

T.J. took a discreet, deep breath, and
released it slowly. She knew both men for six years and brought in
prisoners to them for justice. They apparently didn’t view her as
the capable woman she thought she had already proved to them she
was.

As the Marshal and the Sheriff went over
business, T.J. picked up the flyer on Guerrero. She turned her back
to them, folded up the wanted poster, and tucked it inside her
vest.

“Marshal, what do say to a drink?” She smiled
at Martin.

“Sorry, T.J., I’ve got to be somewhere and
was just heading out after saying so long to the sheriff.”

“Maybe another time then.”

“We’ll see each other again soon.” He tipped
his hat.

“I look forward to it.”

T.J. didn’t bother to ask the sheriff if he
had an interest in getting a drink with her at the saloon. He had a
prisoner to guard for the night.

As usual, she was on her own. Most days she
liked it that way. She had lived years on her own, and there was
something said about enjoying your own company. Though, there were
times she experienced something quite different. A solitude that
gave way to thoughts of wondering what it might be like with a man.
Someone to share friendship and intimacy.

 


T.J. went to the hotel with her saddlebags,
got a room, and stood staring at herself in the small oval mirror
hanging on the wall. Loneliness had a way of catching up with her.
Today was that day. It made her emotional.

Wiping the few tears from her face, she
pinched her cheeks for a rosy glow and practiced smiling. She felt
like talking to someone decent—anyone not wanted by the law. But
she’d settle for a profitable game of cards.

She turned to the dog-eared saddlebag.
Inside, she retrieved the only change of clothing she ever
carried—a dress. She undressed, took a quick moment to wash, and
then donned the outfit meant for saloon gals. It was appropriate
since she would be going to a saloon. There she’d find a card game
and conversation. Not always the kind she liked, but then men would
be men and there was no getting around the fact she filled a dress
out nicely.

On the walk across the dusty street, T.J.
thought of home. She loved her family’s ranch. Each day, she worked
at getting the courage to go back, face the past, and explain to
her brother why she felt a need to stay away as long as she had.
However, the question she dreaded answering was why she felt the
necessity to kill the man that murdered their sister.

T.J. paused outside the saloon to hitch up
the bodice of her dress. The expensive French import fit snug. The
infrequency she wore such clothes did not help in making her
comfortable in the ruffles of femininity. If her men’s britches and
shirts had the same effect on card players, she wouldn’t have
changed.

She glanced down at the low scoop to the
cloth edged in tiny white lace. The revealing neckline adequately
gave a view of assets she hadn’t ever shared with a man, unless she
counted his stares. It took intelligence and shrewdness to con men
into letting her play poker. She believed in using everything she
had, and if that meant exposing a little flesh, then let it be.

T.J. pushed through the faded blue saloon
doors and sighed. She entered with an air of confidence every
successful gambler thrived on for success. It was a
self-assuredness acquired by time and gumption. Only the cockiest
of cardsharps were smart enough never to let others see them
flinch.

She sashayed into the main room, enjoying the
silk undergarments caressing her as she walked. If she forewent the
corset and gown, she would have been in heaven.

Behind her, the old doors swung crookedly on
rusted hinges. They creaked, like a song to her entrance. Closed,
they corralled her in the mist of smoke, and stale, whiskey-scented
air.

The saloon represented a man’s paradise—a
reprieve from work, wives, and the world in general. Women had no
business in the place for the most part. In her case, she fit the
establishment. She could flatter the devil out of any male who
questioned her presence.

With a scarlet dress that bespoke of good
times to be had, she moved cautiously forward. The low-cut front
gave men something to look at and salivate over in their fantasies.
If it weren’t enough, then the skirting, high on her leg, would do
the trick.

Trussed up like a holiday turkey, T.J. walked
forward. She flaunted her squished-up shape, forming an unnatural
hourglass figure. The trouble she took in creating a striking
image, met with an appreciative round of low whistles, clucks of
approval, and numerous stares. Easy on the eyes, her looks had
gotten her far in her line of work. She knew how to use every curve
to her benefit. A man didn’t have a chance when she wanted
something. Whether a poker player or an outlaw, men were
doomed.

The table in the center of the room became
her target. The men who sat around it were the kind of locals she
liked to play poker with. Well-mannered farmers generally meant no
guns—no trouble. The only possible problem she saw had on a white
ruffled shirt, a crisp, clean linen jacket, and a shifty, shiny
grin.

She sashayed up to their table. “Howdy, boys,
might I sit in on a few hands?”

She spied the deck shuffler grinning from ear
to ear as if he’d already seen above her knees.

“We don’t play with women, honey, this is for
serious money,” the well-dressed dandy answered. “But if you’ve a
mind to take a room for a private party, I’d be happy to
oblige.”

His gaze rudely outlined her figure. When he
met her stare head on, she kept her glare steady, making him the
first to look away.

“Pardon me, gentlemen, you didn’t look the
skittish sort. Afraid to lose to a woman?” she taunted.

Where had she been that at least one gambler
didn’t want the risk of a woman beating him? Nowhere.

“Hey, he might not play with women, but the
rest of us do,” a slightly foul smelling, paunchy man replied. “The
city slicker can like it or leave.” His toothy grin would have been
fine if he bothered to clean the tobacco stains off.

Two of the man’s friends bobbed their heads.
She wanted to laugh since it looked like the dandy was the one with
all the money in front of him—their money. However, she wasn’t
about to argue with the unthinking dirt-diggers. She raised a brow
and looked at the clean-cut gentleman. His answer was a chair
shoved out with his foot.

“Well, I’ve been outvoted, so sit,” he
grumbled.

“You’re much too kind.” She took the wood
chair and positioned it just right before sitting. “So, gentlemen,
what is our game?”

“We were playin’ poker, ma’am, but if you
reckon there is another game you want to play?”

The stinky man, enamored by her appearance,
was in her favor. The dandy on the other hand, was right good at
getting to the point of things.

“We’re playing five card stud. Nothing fancy.
And,” he glared at the stinky man, “we ain’t switchin’ over to no
gin rummy.”

“Good, I’m not real keen on playing that card
game anyways.” T.J. plucked money from her cleavage, making sure
they all watched.

The man next to Stinky was a gaunt, thin
faced fellow who reminded her of a scarecrow. He wiped his mouth
with his long fingers several times as he watched her. It was as if
he tried staring a hole through the cloth of her dress to see her
breasts.

“Ante up then,” the dandy ordered, clearly in
a snit.

He dealt the cards, and she studied his
moves.

Once everyone had their cards, T.J. took a
glimpse at hers. She then began analyzing the faces of her
opponents. What she held didn’t always matter in the winning of a
hand. If she bluffed the others into thinking she held good cards,
she could win as easily with nothing as she could with a Royal
Flush.

Stinky and Slim were more interested in her
ample bosom. She gave them extra eyefuls as she reached across the
table for her cards and pressed her breasts up on the edge of the
table.

The fourth man playing, she dubbed, dumpling.
Short and round, he did little to involve himself in the
conversation. She also couldn’t read him, and it made her extra
wary of how he played. Her greatest adversary remained, the dandy.
He needed to be watched the most.

The betting went around, and T.J. played
conservatively, testing the air.

“I call.” She announced, as she was the last
to end raising the pot.

“Pair of deuces.” The dandy dropped his hand
for them to see.

“I can’t beat that.” Slim tossed his cards on
the table while making a disgusted sound expressing his bad
luck.

“I got me a pair of sixes.” Stinky chuckled.
“Beats you now, don’t it?”

He grinned at the dandy who only gave him a
grim look of annoyance.

“Two pair, jacks over nines.” Dumpling neatly
placed his cards on the worn and gouged wood table.

“Well, must be my lucky day, gentlemen.” T.J.
revealed her hand. “I have three little ol’ fours and they just
don’t look like they should beat those jacks and nines, but they
do.”

She smiled, satisfied she would have a good
night, if not winning, then irritating men. Leaning back in the
chair, she relaxed a bit more.

They played for several hours in the peace
and quiet of the saloon. While somewhat unusual, it wasn’t unheard
of for a small town. When a sudden ruckus of cheers and chattering
people burst through the saloon doors, the whooping and hollering
took her attention away from the card game.

“Seems to be a hero’s welcome.” The dandy
jerked his head toward the rowdy group gathering at the bar.

“Hey, Butch,” Stinky called to a man on the
fringe of the crowd. “What’s up?”


Chapter Two

 


 


 


“That U.S. Marshal from Silver City, New
Mexico caught that half-breed, Guerrero, north of here. He just
turned him over to the army where they’ll take him to Tucson for
his hangin’.”

T.J. thought of the wanted poster she had in
her hotel room. One less thieving, murderous bastard on the loose
satisfied her. She really hadn’t planned on looking for that one
even though the sheriff and marshal gave her the incentive by their
lack of faith in a woman doing the job.

T.J. looked sideways again to see the hero
who saved her the trouble of proving herself. The mob parted
slightly. She saw the back of the man at the bar. Everyone wanted a
turn in patting him on the back. With all the whoopla, she guessed
he was some aged fellow who stumbled onto the right trail at the
right time.

He turned, surveying the room over a glass of
beer he lifted toward his mouth. His gaze met hers from across the
room. She didn’t recognize him, but the feeling of knowing him,
sunk deep. An odd sensation she likened to a bellyache, knotted her
insides.

Her heart fluttered and pounded. It made her
chest hurt and her lungs filled with air. His stare trapped her in
a mesmerizing moment of breathless immobility. She lived by a
constant alertness of everything around her. It didn’t serve her
well to have the strange abandonment of her senses.

His dark lashes lowered over his eyes,
breaking the spell between them. It let her freely watch him with a
decisively different eye.

His elbow elevated the thick glass mug. He
drank the amber liquid almost in one gulp, making it disappear. The
din remained a muted backdrop, the people a blur. T.J. hovered on
the fringes of awareness and total seduction of her senses.

She would have liked an explanation as to why
he captivated her beyond the handsome features of his face. Only
who would she ask? Who could tell her why her heart beat faster
when she wasn’t in danger…or was she?

The marshal sat his mug down. It thudded with
a careless release. He slowly wiped the back of his gloved hand
across his mouth, letting the black leather smooth over the
coal-colored moustache that continued to glisten with the dampness
left by his beer.

T.J. found herself only inhaling. Her chest
rose until she couldn’t accept the heavy air around her. It caught
in her lungs. When it finally came out, the exhale shot swiftly
from her lips with the slightest sound of longing.

He turned the rest of his lean body toward
her. Extremely well worked, his muscles strained in his
shirtsleeves. All his clothes fit him snugly, outlining parts of
him a genteel lady would blush to examine.

She batted her lashes involuntarily, and the
one corner of his exquisite mouth curved up. T.J. groaned with an
utter humiliation for having feminine qualities she couldn’t always
control. If she hadn’t been in a fancy dress, she knew her denims
would keep him away.

The marshal rose from his stool and strutted
majestically toward her. His lecherous eye contact brought heat to
her cheeks. Tremors in her body made her legs shake. If it weren’t
for the table hiding them, everyone would see how hard she
trembled.

His gaze finally released her stare. She
couldn’t deny she liked the way his inspection brushed her warmly
with approval. The adept way he undressed her with his look,
installed new sensations beneath her dampening skin. His
fascinating blue eyes returned from their perusal, and he fastened
the hypnotic hold on her again. The thoughts she imagined behind
that slight smile weaved through her longing dreams about love. The
twinkle in his roaming gaze made her happy for his apparent
appreciation of her appearance.

The rowels of his steel spurs on the
wood-nicked floor jingled louder and closer. Without taking her
gaze from his, she lost the peripheral vision of the length of his
finely crafted frame. Each step he took, she tried to secure a
reason for the enchantment. Her thoughts raced to free herself from
the danger of meeting him.

 


“What have I found here in this little
dustbowl of a town?” Jack grinned tipping his hat back to cool the
dampness on his forehead. “Aren’t you about the prettiest little
filly in these parts?”

“Just these parts?” The lady in red’s voice
came fringed with insult.

Her gorgeous turquoise eyes darkened. He had
her scent, and her body exuded a sensual heat that wrapped his
veins in a very desirous way.

“These parts are all I’ve traveled, sugar.
But I reckon you’d beat them ladies in all parts when it comes to
how you’re packaged up.” He cocked his head to take another gander
at the length of her. “Yep, everything’s arranged right nice.”

He’d seen a lot of women in his time. This
one had exquisite features, too enchanting to be in a saloon, even
though she seemed at ease amidst dirt farmers. Everything in her
gaze and her body language told him things he need not ask. The
blush on her cheeks conveyed to him, she appreciated his perusal.
The slight frown on her delicate lips warned him not to get too
close or touch. He imagined she neither liked to be pampered, nor
pawed by any man, however, she didn’t care if one looked.

“What do you say, I buy you another drink and
we get better acquainted?”

The turn of her slender neck, the distraction
of her eyes, all suggested she attempted to ignore him. While he
could have been content for a long time, looking at her from a
distance, the tightness in his denims pressed him into action.

“What’s wrong, buttercup, not talking to me
already?” He chuckled and squatted level with her. “Or maybe what
you want to say should be done behind closed doors?”

It brought laughter from the men she played
cards with. He saw how easily he ruffled her feathers. Her lips
pursed and that pucker made his mouth water to taste them.

He had nothing to lose and leaned closer to
her.

“Don’t you dare try what you’re thinking,”
she hissed.

You don’t know half of what I have on my
mind, sweetness, and I know there’s more I could tell you if we
were alone,” he whispered.

“Why don’t you just tell us all right now
what you’d like to do with me?” Her lips spewed out the command and
then pinched back together.

“I’m afraid what I might suggest would put a
red tint to even my cheeks, darlin’.”

“Well then, I suggest you not think so hard
on making lewd advances if your nature is so delicate.”

“I’m Marshal Jack McCay, honey, and the least
of my worries is having a weak nature.” He crooked his leather clad
finger and rubbed a small spot on the ball of her bare shoulder.
“What name do you go by, besides gorgeous?”

He watched for a sign she’d waver in her
fight to be uninterested. If she truly didn’t want him there, then
the flutter of her long pale lashes over the turquoise gems
wouldn’t have been so damn inviting.

“I’ve had a long, hard six months of lonely
nights with only the comfort of a horse blanket. You sure would be
right nice to snuggle up with tonight.”

In her stare, he saw unhappiness. While he
had some selfish intentions, he had every intention of making her
glow with a sated smile.

“Sorry, Marshal, I’m afraid I’ve already made
plans this evening with these four gentlemen.” She turned a cool
eye on him. “After which I will return to my room in the hotel and
go to sleep—alone.”

“Now that’s a right darn shame, beautiful.”
He slowly rose. “We could have had a real good time.”

“I’m already having an excellent time, or was
that not obvious?” Her fingers glided over the pile of money in
front of her.

It wasn’t often he saw a woman playing poker
with the skill that netted a substantial amount of cash.

He leaned over, close to her ear, inhaling
her scent. “I should like to caress every inch of your velvet body,
honey. Maybe real soon, we’ll see each other again,” he
murmured.

“I wouldn’t get too hopeful if I were
you.”

Jack cupped her chin and turned her face
slightly, looking at the cut on her mouth. “I can tell you one
thing. I wouldn’t hurt you, sweetness. Not like the last man you
were with.” His thumb rubbed beneath her sore lip as he studied it
and wondered how any man could mar her lovely face.

“The man you’re referring to isn’t too
pleased with what I did to him afterward.” She twisted her head, so
it came free of his hand. “Therefore, I suggest you seriously
consider I might be dangerous before you touch me again.”

Jack ran his finger along the top of her bare
shoulder again, testing her limits. The shiver to her soft skin
made his insides jolt.

“If it was not clear,” she growled, “I’ll
break your fingers.”

“You’re a persnickety little hellcat,” he
laughed. “However, I ain’t hankerin’ for no trouble, so I’ll let
you get back to your card game.”

This was a night for many things, but
tangling with a catamount didn’t hit high on his agenda. There
would be other women, more willing. He glanced back to see her head
turn away from looking him over. Her turquoise stare was lit
brighter than a firefly on a summer night and had a hunger he
rightly knew. He’d never deem himself vain, still, there had to be
something said for a beautiful woman’s approving gaze floating over
him with appreciation.

 


T.J. turned her sights back to the gaming
table. The Marshal’s laughter floated away, as he strolled back to
the bar. She took a quick glimpse to see his entourage of impressed
cowboys and farmers enclose him into their folds with another round
of back slappin’, and free drinks.

Thinking of the manner in which his voice had
gone low and seductive when he whispered in her ear made her
shiver. The way his warm liquored breath teased the fine hairs on
her neck, rattled her nerves.

“Deal.” She told Slim.

The fragrance of leather and horse never had
more appeal than it did with the mixed scent of Jack McCay. She
wanted to look at him simply because his kind didn’t come around
often. Reflecting on it for a half second more, she was certain she
had never seen another man as handsome.

T.J. had difficulty in stealing brief looks
at the egotistical clod. If he caught her, it would encourage his
advances. The very thought prickled her skin. She curled her toes
in the fancy but worn shoes to stop the tingling. Nothing worked in
her favor as the magical resonance of Marshall McCay’s voice
drifted from the bar. An ache inside, left her decisively
uncomfortable while sitting still.

“Bring me another bottle of whiskey,” she
called over to the bartender.

She set up the men with drinks. Each time she
put the bottle down, she reached for the handkerchief in her
drawstring purse to wipe her hands. It gave her a way to turn her
head slightly and watch the marshal from the corner of her eye.

He shoved his hat further back up on his head
to gulp down the last drops in his glass. The band of black felt
trapping his inky hair let loose a few damp locks. Exceedingly
handsome, and the fact he caught one of the more infamous outlaws
made him sexier. If it weren’t for his arrogance, how nice it would
be to have a conversation with the charmer.

“Gentlemen,” T.J. stood. “If you’ll excuse
me, I think I’m going to retire for the evening. I thank you for a
splendid evening.”

Flirting with danger, she glanced over at the
marshal. He looked at her. His grin came quick. She lowered her
gaze and headed out the same way she entered.

The doors swung noisily behind her as she
began the quiet midnight stroll toward the hotel. Her cheeks were
hot. The cold evening air felt good. Had the marshal noticed her
blush?

Her mind drifted from thoughts about the
marshal to the anticipation of a comfortable bed. Trail weary, and
a bit intoxicated by the shots of whiskey she had drank, she looked
forward to a long night’s sleep.

“I told you I don’t play with ladies.” The
dandy’s voice startled her more than the poke of a gun in her
ribs.

T.J. hated confrontations that she didn’t
instigate. The marshal had upset her thoughts to the point she
didn’t pay attention to her surroundings. From the moment he
entered the saloon, he had been a distraction. She lifted her
drawstring purse to grip it with two hands.

“No point in hanging on to it. I want my
money as well as all the rest you won tonight. I took you for a
hustler the second you came in the saloon. Good girls don’t glance
over them doors, and proper women scorn such diversions. You, my
dear, gussied up like some fancy strumpet cannot hide the fact
you’re a low-class whore with some skill. And I do mean skill. I
couldn’t tell how you cheated or how you won, but you are good.”
The gun pressed harder. “Now give me the money.”

“My skill is knowing when a man bluffs,
nothing more.”

“Then you’ll know I’m not bluffing when I say
I’ll kill you.”

“Sir, you are going to regret this.” She
carefully opened her drawstring purse.

“Not really.” He grinned.

“All right, hold it right there.” Marshal
McCay’s voice boomed from behind her.

The dandy grabbed her and spun her around to
hold as a shield. She grumbled in protest, struggled against the
barrel of steel poking at her ribs, and glared at the marshal for
putting her in a more precarious position.

“Stay right where you are, Marshal, or the
little lady will find herself in a whole heap of pain.” “The dandy
declared, jabbing the gun in her side to make a point.

T.J. kept her hand in her drawstring purse,
fingers locked on the handle of her derringer. Only the dandy
insisted on forcing his hand in with hers. He managed to snatch the
money from the bag without noticing the gun beneath.

Two things stopped her from pulling out the
small gun—the unpredictability of the marshal and his bravado. He
surprised her with his valiance even though he had followed her for
personal pleasure. Her mind focused on the dandy, but her gaze
stayed with Marshal McCay.

“You best be letting the little lady go.” The
marshal ordered. “I’ve already staked my claim on her, and you’ll
not be ruining my night.”

Her awe dissipated.

“Claim!” T.J. shrieked louder than she
intended.

With her quiet, stay-out-of-it attitude shot
to hell, she lifted her foot and jammed it down hard into the top
of the dandy’s toes. Even his stiff leather boot couldn’t stop the
forceful piercing she gave him with the heel of her shoe.

She swung around, raised her arm, and let the
impact of the silk satchel with the derringer in it, slam into his
head. His hat flipped up and off, and she clobbered him again with
a good blow to the back of the skull. He dropped like a dead weight
to the dusty ground in the alley.

“Move out of the way, sweetheart.” The
Marshal instructed. “I’ll take care of this.”

“If he’s wanted by the law, and there’s a
reward, just remember I get it.”

The marshal’s dark brow jerked up in
surprise. Then he stooped and put a hand to the man’s neck. “Well,
he’s definitely out cold. What do you got in that little bag,
angel, rocks?” He rubbed the back of his head as he rose.

In the saloon she hadn’t realized how much
he’d tower over her. She felt petite, feminine, and somewhat
disadvantaged.

“No, I don’t have a bag of rocks.” She huffed
with the disturbance he created on her breathing. She busied
herself with retrieving her money from the dandy’s hand. “This is
mine.” She informed him feeling the intensity of his stare on her
as she squatted.

“Uh-huh.” He made a whistling sound of
air.

T.J. rose. She looked up at the marshal. Her
mind and body fought to stabilize the inhale of her lungs. The
closer in he moved, the lighter her head felt. Her stare fixated on
his parted lips beneath the black moustache. The texture of his
mouth became a temptation to her fingers, to her very own lips.
When her gaze wandered up to his eyes, he looked at her as if he
knew what she’d been thinking, and she gulped.

Suddenly, magically self-assured, he grabbed
her upper arms and jerked her forward with wonderful control. Call
her stunned, but the protest she wanted to make didn’t come out and
she sagged against his hard body.

The marshal’s head lowered, and his delicious
mouth caught hers. In that instant, she woke from her dazed stupor
and pushed at his well-rounded shoulders. She pressed her hands to
the muscled arms and strained for release. The more she fought his
embrace, the tighter it became, and strangely her need to be free,
lessened.

“Tell me now, how we might not have fun
together,” he murmured with a moist heated breath as their lips
separated.

T.J. sighed and accepted his lips when they
covered hers again. His hands moved gently over her back, pulling
her into firm contours down the length of him.

His soft groan woke her senses. She
mistakenly turned her head away and gave him free rein to kiss her
neck. Wisps of hair on her nape fluttered. His ragged pants
circulated and hugged the outer rim of her ear. She whimpered at
her decreasing resistance to his lustful hold on her wits.

“That’s a nice purr you have, kitten.” His
kisses became more aggressive under her jaw, over her cheek, and
back to her mouth.

His hand pressed to the center of her back.
The other hand grasped the back of her head, and he held her face
inches in front of his.

“God, you’re beautiful.” His voice barely
spoke the words, before once again his lips melded with hers.

Sweet words generally had no effect on her
temperament. The marshal hadn’t been the first to call her
beautiful. However, he did have a magical allure that made her
breathe heavier.

T.J. shivered with goose bumps. Her heart
beat faster while her skin sang to the strumming fingers on her
spine. He gazed down at her with eyes the color of cool sapphires,
and she felt too hot. When he gave her room to breathe, she looked
to his smile and the sparkling straight white slash of teeth. He
appeared giddy, as if he had too much to drink. It matched the
tickled way she felt.

Youthful frivolities hardly fit her
character.

T.J. stood rooted in some awestruck stupor
and continued to let the marshal kiss her. The drawstring purse
dangled heavily from her wrist with the reminder she had an
equalizer to his strength. Nevertheless, in that suspended time,
she became lost to his vigor. His warm, moist kisses passed over
her face. Her fingers no longer strained to dislodge him as they
dug into the blue flannel sleeves covering his hard, thick
arms.

Thus began her learning how to really kiss a
man. He made her want more as she discovered the gnawing hunger far
within her. Inexperience left her hanging in his embrace as a slave
to his actions.

She mimicked his moves. Where his tongue
went, hers followed—curling, caressing, and jabbing playfully. He
made an art out of slurping and sucking on her lips. The nibbles
and tugs triggered sounds she had never made before. Kissing him
fascinated her with arousing sensations of affection.

“The dandy, still on the ground, groaned. The
marshal eased his hold on her and she snapped back from his roving
hands caressing her shoulders. The marshal looked at the dandy, and
she watched the marshal smooth down his moustache in thought.

“How about I get rid of him, and then me and
you do the two-step up in your room?” The marshal nodded toward the
hotel.

“I don’t think so,” she mumbled, stepping off
the walk into the street.

Distancing herself from the perils of life
seemed a good plan. Embarrassed by her own actions, she recognized
immediately the marshal spelled danger in a big way.


Chapter Three

 


 


 


Jack watched the lovely lady scamper off. He
gave one more thought to her without the clothes. Prettier than a
pocketful of money, her hum sweeter than a pot filled with honey,
he needed more time to delve into her secret places. While some
might argue about his insight at her lovability, he had felt like a
well-pleasured stud by the gentleness of her kiss.

She turned her head before going in the
hotel. He knew he wasn’t wrong about how much fun he’d have
entertaining her in a quiet room. He smiled at the thought and
tipped the brim of his hat to her.

His head swam in a million directions. The
rounds of whiskey he threw back were catching up, and the woman
confused many issues. She should have wailed about the attack, and
yet, she snapped at him like a rabid dog for helping. When he meant
to steal only a kiss, her soft, splendid curves attached to him
quicker than a fly sticks to sap.

For a loose sort of woman, he imagined the
captivating pleasure of her would be long remembered. Those soft,
moist lips with a firm resolve enticed him to force everything he
wanted. As gentlemanly as his upbringing allowed, he didn’t mind
pushing limits. For this gal, he’d do much more just to make her
happy. Something told him she hadn’t smiled in a very long
time.

“All right there, fella, let’s get you over
to the jail.” Jack grabbed the gambler’s arm and dragged him up
from the dusty alley.

“Where is she?” the gambler asked, rubbing
the back of his head.

“That’s nothing you need concern yourself
about. I told you I had a claim on the lady, and I don’t like my
women roughed up.” He towed the man down the walk and into the
jail.

“What’s this?” The sheriff sat up from his
nap behind the desk.

Jack pushed the gambler ahead as the
sheriff’s legs swung off their propped-up position and dropped to
the floor.

“Sheriff, I’m U.S. Marshal Jack McCay.” He
extended his hand to shake the sheriff’s. “This fella accosted a
woman on the street, and I think he needs a good night’s rest to
remember how to respect a lady.”

Jack shoved the man toward the sheriff.

“Does she want to press charges?” the sheriff
took charge of the man.

“No, she’s going to be too busy to bother
with this guy.” Jack grinned and headed out the door.

He picked up the pace going to the hotel.
There was an explicit itch he needed scratched, and he already knew
the slender fingers he wanted handling the problem.

The empty lobby was small, barely enough room
for a few people. He waited a minute and then tapped impatiently on
the smooth wood counter.

“Hey, anyone here?” he called out.

He looked at the pigeonhole boxes and tried
guessing which slot held a spare key for the kitten’s room. His
mind wandered as the cubicles made him consider all the lady’s
lovely assets. Her trim figure alluded to a tightness he reckoned
would be nothing short of heaven.

“Good evening, sir, checking in?” An old gent
emerged, wiping away crumbs of a late-night snack from his
mouth.

“Sort of, there’s a woman that’s already got
a room. She just came in a short while ago. Blonde, turquoise eyes,
petite and…”

“...red dress,” the man finished Jack’s
sentence and turned to take a key from one of the dozen slots.
“Here you go, sir.”

Jack took the key, grinning with the luck he
had. Halfway up, he paused with the notion to ask the clerk for her
name. Then decided that might not be a good idea. Obviously, the
fella thought he was with her. What other reason would the man have
in giving him the key without question? Jack tromped up the stairs
even faster when he considered the woman may have left word to let
him up.

The key had room three marked on a wood tag.
The door creaked slightly. He let it slowly drift open on its own
to give the woman a chance to accept his presence. He quietly stood
in the doorway, mesmerized by the angel sprawled on the bed in her
unmentionables. Asleep and adorably positioned, she was ready for
him. The door groaned as he shut and locked it. No surprises were
his caution. He walked toward the sleeping beauty.

Jack removed his gun belt and dropped it over
the post of the footboard. He hung his hat over the smooth wood
ball capping the post.

“Hey, sugar.” He crawled on the bed next to
her.

She didn’t stir.

He touched a finger lightly to her lips,
recalling the heated passion of her kiss. His decision had been
made rapidly that evening. An unexplainable connection brought them
together. Many lonely nights without companionship caused him to
think of what he missed, and what he wanted. From the moment he saw
the stunning creature in the saloon, he knew what he wanted from
her.

Jack swept his hand in slow circles over her
chemise covered stomach. The warmth of her skin flowed through the
thin cotton as he skated over the soft shapely curves. Jack stared
down at her. Too much whiskey had him seeing twin visions of
loveliness. His brain urged him to back off. His head pounded and
the blood rushing through his veins made it hard to reason why his
heart beat so fast.

 


T.J. savored the juncture between sleep and
cognizant of reality. Dreams of the marshal took over where her
thoughts left off. The schism between do and don’t muddle
everything. Sensations she didn’t know how to deal with reeled
inside her with excitement. She woke from her dream with a titter
of pleasure. The visions in slumber were
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