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Chapter One





Kansas City

1881



Rowan Belmont leaned her forehead against the locked door of her hotel room and swallowed back tears. The pink and green bonnet perched atop her head tipped to the side, and she jerked it off and threw it to the ground, pulling a few strands of her hair with it. Along with the last of her funds needed to get to San Francisco, a pickpocket had filched her room key. The cut silk rope of her purse was still wadded into her gloved fist, and she muttered the vilest curses she could think of for being so distracted by the sights and sounds of Kansas City.

An accented male voice as smooth as caramel interrupted her internal thoughts. Pardon me for intruding, Mademoiselle, but I could not help but overhear you swearing at the door. Are you all right?

She blushed to the roots of her hair and closed her eyes. Im fine. Thank you for your concern. Her voice cracked on the last word, but she hoped her cold tone told the man to go away. Instead of leaving, he took a step closer and the smell of his rich and spicy cologne with a hint of smoke and whisky scented the air. Petite coeur, what is wrong?

She took a deep breath and prayed for patience. Excuse me, sir. I dont believe I know you well enough for you to call me familiar…what did you call me? She turned to glare at him and ended up gaping instead. Dressed in an impeccable gray suit, he was the handsomest man she had ever seen. Mahogany brown hair fell in careless curls over the tanned skin of his brow. Firm lips graced by a dimple deep in one cheek curved into a warm smile that seemed to light his face from within. His smile transformed him from handsome to amazing.

Her breath caught in her throat as her heart beat so loud she could hear it pounding in her ears. When she looked into his clear gray eyes, his gaze captured hers, bringing a flood of burning warmth to her body. To her embarrassment the soft flesh between her legs grew moist with desire.

His friendly smile faded as the silence between them deepened. Unsettled by the heat in his eyes, her gaze skittered down his body. Broad shoulders filled out his suit and the pants clung to narrow hips and nicely muscled thighs. The heavy gold chain of a pocket watch glittered in the subdued lighting of the gas lamps lining the hallway.

Her attention returned to his face as he said, I called you little heart.

The words brought reality back into focus and she took a step back, almost tripping on the train of her dress. That is awfully bold of you, sir. Clutching the remains of her purse in her hand, she lifted her chin and tried to look down her nose at him. Hard to do when he stood at least five inches taller.

My apologies. He executed a perfect bow and gave her a devilish grin. I couldnt help but notice your earrings.

Taking another step back, she bumped into the wall. The small dangling silver hearts were the only thing she had left to her name besides the steamer trunk of hastily packed clothes in the locked hotel room and the engagement ring from her ex-fiancé. Theyre not real. She cleared her throat and tried to see down the hall past his broad shoulders.

Raising his eyebrows, he carefully slipped his hands into his pants pockets. Please allow me the pleasure of introducing myself. My name is Marcel Champlain, and you are?

Gritting her teeth, she debated lying to him and realized it was as foolish as thinking he would steal her earrings. The ruby cufflinks he wore probably cost more than she earned in the eight years she had worked at the paper mill. Rowan Belmont. She gave him a frosty glare that never failed to intimidate the men back home. I appear to have lost my room key, she lied and gripped the cut string of her purse in her fist. If youll excuse me

He reached for her hand and she clasped them together behind her back. This resulted in another amused smile that highlighted his dimple. Moving slowly as if she were an easily spooked cat, he gestured to her door with one silk gloved hand. Mademoiselle Belmont, if you will permit, I would be honored to open your door for you.

I dont need help from the likes of you! Hurt shone in his eyes as the muscles around his mouth tightened. Taking a deep breath, she tried to get a hold of her temper. She couldnt afford to pay for a lost key. As usual, her overblown sense of pride was getting her in trouble. Do you work for the hotel?

Reaching into his breast pocket, he pulled out a slim black leather case. Non, but I do know my way around locks. My grandfather manages to lock his key into the safe at least once a week. He withdrew two long bronze picks and knelt before the door. Three quick twists of his long fingers and the lock popped. There we are.

Relief that something had gone right loosened her tense shoulders. All I want to do is go into my overpriced hotel room and pull the pillows over my head, she muttered under her breath as she watched him put away his tools. What was she thinking, squandering her money on such a luxurious room? She could have slept perfectly well in a cheaper hotel where they didnt have crisp white linens and indoor plumbing. So what if the room smelled like flowers and the bed was the softest thing she had ever touched? Every penny was to be

Do you often talk to yourself, Miss Belmont? His voice came from way too close, and she let out a little gasp. She hadnt noticed it before, but the grey irises of his eyes were surrounded by the thinnest circle of black. Warmth blazed through her body in such a powerful rush that she couldnt think of a pithy comeback, a rarity to be sure.

Only when Im upset. Her voice came out in a husky whisper.

Anyone who upset a woman as beautiful as you deserves to be taken out back and whipped. His lips softened as his gaze roamed her face. Ravissante. May I call upon you?

Certainly not. Thank you for your help. Goodnight, Mr. Champlain.

Her heart pounded as he got down onto one knee before her, and she was sure her face must be as red as a tomato. Please, Mademoiselle Belmont, let me at least accompany you to dinner tomorrow night. We can eat at the hotels restaurant if that is acceptable to you, or I can take you any place you like.

At the end of the hall the bell to the elevator rang and a trio of older women in elegant gowns stepped out, pausing and laughing to each other as they spied Marcel kneeling before her. The elevator doors closed behind them and they slowly walked toward where Marcel knelt before her, their gazes averted but knowing smiles tugging on their lips.

She lowered her voice to a whisper. Mr. Champlain, get up this instant!

He gave her an unabashed grin that made her body warm and tingle like she had stepped into a puddle of sunshine. Please, do me the honor of sharing a meal with me. I promise Ill be on my best behavior, and if you find me to be too big of a boor, simply send me away and I will bother you no more.

Im trying to send you away right now, she said in an exasperated huff.

One of the elderly women paused as they walked past and patted Marcels shoulder. Give him a chance, dear. What I wouldnt give to have a handsome young man like this begging for my company. Her friends admonished her and the women laughed and entered a room further down the hall, leaving Rowan alone with Marcel.

She considered him, the ruined remains of her purse still clutched in her hand. From a practical stand point eating with him would save her money on a meal, and goodness knows she could never afford to eat in the hotel. It would be only logical to take him up on his offer. Her decision to see him again had nothing to do with how charming and handsome he was. I suppose youll stay here all night unless I relent to your demands.

Sensing victory, he smiled at her and his eyes seemed to light from within. I would kneel here until my knees gave out, then I would merely lie before your door, hoping for the honor of having one of your feet tread upon me as you left.

A smile, the first real one in a long time, twitched on her lips, but she tried to keep her expression cold. I will meet you at six pm, in the lobby.

He rose to his feet in a graceful motion that reminded her of a cat. Thank you, Mademoiselle Belmont.

He took a step back and bowed to her, a strand of his dark hair sweeping over his forehead. She wanted to brush it back, to run her fingers through the silk of his hair. Embarrassed by the carnal turn of her thoughts, she gave him a stiff nod and picked her hat up off the floor from where shed flung it earlier. Avoiding his gaze, she went into her room and closed the door behind her before locking it tight. With her back pressed against the wood, she let out a long, weary sigh. What in the world had she just agreed to?

She tossed her hat on the lovely brass bed and rubbed her hands over her face. Marcel was obviously a man of wealth and good breeding. While she could pretend to be the same, thats all it would be, pretending. It had been awhile since shed eaten a formal meal, and she tried to remember the intricate dance of what fork to use when, how to arrange her napkin, and dozens of additional rules of etiquette that were part of the invisible boundaries between the haves and the have-nots. Then again, she could really use the distraction of just one evening where she could imagine being a carefree young woman of means, being courted by one of the handsomest men shed ever seen. She could use that memory to get her through the tough times ahead, to give her a taste of what might be if she worked hard enough in San Francisco.

A box of matches lay next to the oil lamp atop the dresser, and she lit the wick, adjusting the flame until it shone bright and high. The dangling cord of her cut purse caught her eye and the despair that had disappeared around Marcel came rushing back in. Her breath caught in her throat and tears threatened to spill down her cheeks again. Closing her eyes so tight she saw spots, she willed herself not to cry even as a few drops of moisture escaped and traced down her chin.

The last time she had indulged in giving over to her tears was when her parents had died leaving her and her younger sister alone. She was only fourteen at the time. She hadnt cried when she worked in the paper mill and chemicals burned her eyes and skin. She hadnt cried when her sister took a position as a nanny in San Francisco, and she hadnt cried when she saw the slender, pale legs of her best friend wrapped around her ex-fiancés naked waist as he moved above her. The last thought tightened her stomach with anger and disgust.

Tugging off her gloves and placing them on the dresser, she knelt before her steamer trunk and fished the key out from where it hung on a silver chain around her neck, tucked safely beneath the bodice of her dress. A quick twist of the lock and she dug through her clothes until she came to the false bottom of the trunk. Pressing her fingers into the small hidden cache, she lifted the panel and took out the ring from within. Diamonds blazed in the light and she turned the band, admiring the fire within. The memory of the night Calum had given it to her tried to intrude, but she wouldnt let it.



She was a survivor, and survivors did their best on their own.

Against her will, images of the sparkling chandeliers of the parlor at the Frisk mansion filled her head. Calum had looked impeccable as usual with his perfectly styled blond hair and skin tanned from riding. His elderly parents had watched with such pride as hed gone to one knee before her and asked for her hand. Mr. and Mrs. Frisk had embraced her afterwards with tears in their eyes and for the first time in a long time shed felt loved. What she should have done was paid more attention then to the little clues that Calum didnt truly care for her, but shed let herself be seduced by the luxury and security that he provided.

She had planned on selling the engagement ring in San Francisco and using the money to set herself up with someplace to live. Now she would have to use the money to fund the rest of her trip. Grief tightened her throat, but she buried her emotions beneath ruthless practicality. No use moping about. Whats done is done. She would just have to sell the ring and use the money to get to San Francisco. Once there she would stay with her sister for as little time as possible before she got a job and made a life for herself. And next time she let anyone into her heart, it would be after a lengthy courtship so she could be absolutely sure of what kind of man he was. Never again would she be fooled by a handsome face hiding an ugly soul.

Tucking the ring back into its hiding place, she began the task of unlacing her bodice. She folded the dress and her undergarments over a chair next to the bed and shivered as she slipped between the cool, crisp sheets. The stress of the day overcame her, and she drifted quickly off to sleep, the memory of Marcels smile following her into her dreams.
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***



With her hand resting lightly on top of Marcels arm, Rowan was aware that she was the object of many envious looks from the other women in the hotels sumptuous lobby. Bright electrical lights shone from the high arches of the white marble ceilings with their giant panes of glass that looked out into the dark night sky. Here and there enormous potted palm trees threw interesting shadows on the people gathered in the foyer, some sitting on expensive dark leather couches while others merely took shelter beneath the palms. The air smelled wonderful, filled with different expensive perfumes and the wet earth of the potted plants. There was no stink of unwashed bodies or grime here and she took another deep breath. While she may not be able to afford expensive French perfume, she could smell it and cherish the memory of its beauty. In particular, the scent of Marcels cologne called to her, made her want to rest her lips at his throat, to breath in the delicious spicy smell still warm from his skin.

As she stole a peek at Marcel, it was easy to understand why. He looked amazing in his charcoal grey suit and burgundy crushed velvet waist coat. The cut of the jacket emphasized his broad shoulders and narrow waist in an almost sinful manner. Honestly, it almost wasnt fair for a man to be so attractive.

Aside from his tempting appearance, he possessed intelligence and charm, putting her at ease during their dinner together. Even more surprising hed actually listened to her opinions on different subjects rather than simply giving her a patronizing smile and making some remark about thinking that way because she was a woman. A good three hours had passed during their meal, and Rowan found herself reluctant to end the evening, wanting to savor every moment she could before she stopped pretending to be a wealthy lady of good breeding and went back to being a broke former mill worker.

Marcel paused before the elevators, motioning for another couple to enter as he continued their debate that had started at dinner. I firmly believe there should be a strict age limit and regulation enforcement on children laboring in factories. I dont know if unions are the answer, but something has to be done.

Taking a deep breath, Rowan tried to keep her tone reasonable when all she wanted to do was take off her pretty ivory hat with blue silk flowers and beat Marcel with it. You dont understand. For some children working in a factory is all that stands between them and starvation. Of course I believe that there should be reformations in the conditions of the factories and mills, for adults as well as children, but you cant take away their right to earn enough money so they can eat.

They moved out of the way of more people getting off the elevator and ended up standing against the wall, so close Rowan could smell Marcels cologne. The light from the cut glass gas lantern threw harsh shadows onto his face, highlighting the strong cheekbones and stubborn jaw. The thought of my seven year old nephew suffering through ten hour work days in a slaughterhouse turns my blood cold. There are orphanages and

You have no idea what those orphanages and poor houses are like, she said in a blistering whisper. Children crammed together in small, stinking rooms, exposed to all manners of disease, depending on the charity of others to survive. Did you know that the orphanages often hire out these children to factories? That they are doing the same job and working the same hours as the other children, but the orphanage is getting all of the money? No, by taking away their right to earn a living you are condemning them to a life of misery. At least with a job they can somewhat support themselves and maybe, someday, escape.

Her voice trembled on the last words and Marcel gently clasped her hands in his own. You did a great deal of charity work with these children, didnt you?

She swallowed hard, avoiding his gaze. Pretending to be a lady of means, making up an idyllic history for herself over dinner had seemed like a fun fantasy at the time. Now those lies left a bitter taste in her mouth. Yes.

When she didnt say anything more, he gently placed his finger beneath her chin and turned her head so she faced him. The kindness in his gaze made the guilt settle in her stomach like a lead weight. Im sorry there is such ugliness in the world, but I greatly admire your work with the poor.

She took a step back and smoothed her dress, trying to regain her footing. Yes, well, we all must do what we can for the less fortunate.

He shook his head, leaning back against the wall and playing with the gold chain of his watch. There are those that talk about helping others, throw parties and attend balls for this charity and that, but it is rare to see a woman of your obvious good breeding take such a hands on approach. I wish there were more women like you.

Nodding, she walked past him and stood in front of the elevator, watching the brass needle as it counted down the floors to the lobby. Ignoring him as he stood next to her, she said in a frosty tone, Im merely doing my Christian duty, Mr. Champlain, nothing more. Dont make it out to be anything more than that. I assure you I am not worthy of your high opinion.

Out of the corner of her eye she could see the hurt and confusion that flashed over his handsome face. Im sorry, I did not mean to inadvertently offend you.

She sighed and rubbed her eyes. No, it is I who am sorry. She forced a smile as the doors to the elevator opened. Thank you for the lovely dinner.

He frowned and took a hesitant step closer. May I escort you to your room?

She should have told him no, should have sent him on his way, but she couldnt deny herself the pleasure of his company for however brief of a time. You may.

They rode up to her room in silence, the air heavy between them. She seemed hyper aware of his every move, and the skin of her arm tingled as he brushed against her.

Marcel kept pace with her slow steps as they walked down the hall, the hush making her ears faintly ring after the loud conversations in the restaurant and the echoing voices in the lobby. Her heart sped in her chest as they reached her door. Tomorrow she would sell her ring and be on her way to San Francisco, never to see this handsome and amazing man again. Would he miss her? Would he come looking for her or was she just another pretty face to him, easily switched out with the next willing woman. Her heart ached at the thought, and she scolded herself for her uncharacteristically sentimental emotions. She prided herself on being able to keep a wall up between her soul and the rest of humanity, but Marcel seemed to have found a secret door that led straight to her heart.

They turned and faced each other, the silence becoming more charged with each second that passed. Before she could gather her wits, his lips were brushing against hers and she was lost. Desire tightened her nipples to aching points beneath her dress. He tasted of the after dinner whiskey hed sipped as they talked and man, a combination that curled her toes in her boots. Seemingly of their own accord, her hands wrapped around his broad shoulders and she kissed him back.

The little sound of surprise he made tingled through her body and settled into her womb with a low throb. Never in her life had she been kissed with such passion. He claimed her mouth, dragging sensations from her that were beyond her limited scope of carnal knowledge. The wet press of his tongue against her lips had her opening before him with a soft moan of her own. Passion and desire made her light headed at the first firm stroke of his tongue against hers.

For one glorious moment all of her thoughts and worries drowned beneath the rising tide of desire that his kiss pulled from her body. This was wicked, and so very wrong, but she found herself unable to break the spell he wove over her. Just once, in a city where no one knew her, she could give over to the passionate side of her nature that she kept carefully buried deep inside of her soul and enjoy their stolen kiss as much as she wanted to.

Her back hit the wall and she pulled him closer. The feeling of his impressive arousal pressing through her layers of petticoats made her whole body burst into flames. Without breaking their kiss, he cupped her face with his hands and ground himself against her. Perfect, he kissed her like he was made for her. This, this is what she had been waiting her entire life for this

No, she gasped and tore her mouth from his.

He licked his lips. Oui.

No, she said again and flinched at the pain in her voice.

He closed his eyes and stepped back, taking a deep breath and letting it slowly out. Passion still darkened his gaze but his jaw unclenched and he gave her a wry smile. Forgive me, Mademoiselle Belmont.

She stiffly nodded and fumbled with the handle of her door. He placed his hand over hers and she almost moaned over the desire that his simple touch made flare to life. May I call on you tomorrow?

Tomorrow she would be catching the next train to San Francisco, but shed told him that she wouldnt be leaving for a few more days. Knowing that her time with him was limited would have cast a shadow over their dinner and shed wanted it to be perfect. She forced a smile and nodded. I would like that.

He removed her hand from the doorknob and kissed it, the brush of his soft lips sending tingles through her that settled into her womanhood with a pounding ache. I am honored. Perhaps you would like to see one of Kansas Cities museums and then dinner afterwards?

That would be wonderful. She cupped his cheek, enjoying the slight rasp of his stubble against her gloves. Mr. Champlain, Ive had a wonderful evening, one I will never forget.

His smile made her knees weak, but he took a step back and bowed from the waist. The pleasure is all mine. He took his watch out of his jacket pocket and flipped open the face, the etched gold catching the light and reminding her of how different they were. Im afraid I must be going, Im meeting some friends for cards tonight. Good night, Miss Belmont. I shall count the minutes until I see you again.

With a smile she opened her door. Good night, Mr. Champlain.

As the door clicked shut behind her she shivered and remembered the feeling of Mr. Champlain pressed against her, kissing her like she had always dreamed of being kissed. Oh, Calum had kissed her plenty, but it was never anything more than pleasant. Not like the firestorm of need that Mr. Champlain had aroused in her with his seductive accent and firm lips.

The slip of her nightgown over her hard nipples felt wickedly good, and she pressed her thighs together. Lifting her gloves from the bed, she held them to her nose and smiled. The faintest trace of his cologne clung to the fabric. Shadows bathed the room as she turned down the lamp and slipped between the clean sheets. The never ending ache of her lower back dimmed to a dull throb, and she sighed as the tense muscles finally relaxed. Clutching the glove, she fell asleep with the scent of Marcel Champlain pressed against her lips.








Chapter Two





Someone pressed a cold, wet washcloth on the back of Marcels neck, and he winced when the icy water trickled beneath the collar of his shirt and down his spine. His grandmother, Adèle, gave him a very unsympathetic snort as she bustled around the large office at the back of their familys jewelry store. Hed stumbled down the stairs searching for his grandmother and a cup of her healing tea to help battle his hangover. After his dinner with Rowan hed drank far more than he intended with his friends. He couldnt get her out of his mind and soon after waking, hed sent his youngest brother, Thierry, out to the market to get a bouquet of roses and take it to the hotel for Rowan. They only had two more days before she left for San Francisco to visit her sister and he left for Wyoming.

He hoped to use that time to convince her to visit him in Freewill on her way back to Indiana where the rest of her family lived. Her tales over dinner about growing up as the beloved daughter of a wealthy banker had entranced him. Marcel wondered if she would consider marrying a jeweler just starting out in the world then had laughed at his own foolishness. For years hed managed to avoid marriage and after spending one evening with the beautiful Miss Belmont he was ready to ask for her hand.

His grandmother shoved a cup of steaming tea beneath his nose and he gave her a grateful smile. He must have looked as bad as he felt because the lines of her broad face deepened and she laughed softly and brushed a strand of his hair off his forehead. Oh, Marcel, who is going to take care of you out there in the wilderness?

After taking a sip of the tea she made him, he grasped her hand and held it against his heart. Grand-mère, you know we carefully researched Freewill before choosing it as the location of our next store. Just think of all the money well save on buying gold by purchasing it directly from the local mine. And the Diamond Heart will be the only jewelry store for a hundred miles. Besides, Freewill is a lovely, if small, town and the mayor is overjoyed to have our store.

She gently pulled her hand away, taking a glance at the grandfather clock to check the time. I still wish Giles and Mary were going with you. Not that Im nothing but overjoyed by Marys pregnancy, but youve never been alone. I will worry about you out there by yourself.

He attempted to smother his sigh and downed the rest of the tea. Already his headache was receding, and it didnt hurt to look at the bright beams of early morning sunlight coming through the small window of the office. Im twenty-eight years old, Grand-mère. I think I can handle any homesickness. Besides, Ive spent a great deal of time in Freewill building the store and getting to know the people. Its not like Ill be alone out there. I have plenty of friends.

She sniffed and waved her hand, the diamond and emerald rings on her fingers catching the light and glimmering with their own inner fire. The jingle of the small bell over the offices rear entrance signaled the arrival of Thierry. His younger brother came in with his cheeks pink from the early spring chill and tossed the undelivered bundle of roses onto an empty chair next to the door. The dour look on his face made Marcels heart sink.

Thierry slumped into the chair across the desk from Marcel and tugged at the red scarf around his neck. Before Marcel could stop him, Thierry blurted out, Im sorry, Marcel. Shes already checked out and the concierge didnt know where she went. One of the porters thinks he may have signaled a carriage to take her to the train depot, but hes not sure.

Marcel closed his eyes and tried to think beyond the ache in his heart. Why would she leave like that? Had he said or done something offend her? He thought back to last night and replayed the evening, including their kiss at the end that had set his body on fire. She certainly hadnt acted like she didnt want to see him again. Maybe something had happened, a change in plans or some kind of emergency. Worry mixed with his confusion and his head throbbed anew as he tried to figure out what to do next.

Adele stopped her bustling and narrowed her attention on Thierry like a hawk spying a juicy mouse. Before who checked out?

Thierry winced and gave Marcel a frantic look. They both knew he stood no chance against his grandmothers interrogation techniques, honed on two generations of her children and grandchildren. Marcel sighed, removed the cloth from the back of his neck, and placed it on the small plate beneath his empty teacup. Miss Rowan Belmont. I met her a few nights at the hotel. She comes from a prominent family in Indiana and is going to San Francisco to visit her sister. His grandmother cleared her throat and he quickly said, Shed locked herself out of her room, and I picked the lock to let her in. We had dinner together last night.

The memory of meeting her gaze for the first time, the near electrical shock that had traveled through his body and settled into his soul made him wish he could go back in time and say the right words to have swept her off her feet. He took a deep breath and met Adeles warm brown eyes. I think, well I thought shesomething about her was different…special he finished in a lame tone while his grandmothers eyes widened in shock.

Special how?

He avoided her gaze, wishing he had stayed in his bed. It was probably just all the whiskey I drank, but the second I saw her….

Now his grandmother did smirk as she made an impatient gesture with her hand. Oui?

He gritted his teeth, not wanting to admit hed felt what his grandfather and father had claimed they felt all those years ago. Something hed argued didnt exist, was totally improbable and impossiblea family story that had become a legend. I dont even know who she is! Besides, shes gone now and I have no idea of how to find her. So much for your old wives tales of love at first sight. The last words came out louder than hed intended. What was wrong with him, yelling at his grandmother like that. Hed like to blame it on his fading hangover, but he knew it was because of the bitter disappointment that filled his heart at the thought of never seeing Rowan again.

Rather than being angry at him for raising his voice, his grandmother smiled and actually clapped her hands together. Oh, that is wonderful!

He rubbed his head and tried to maintain his patience. What are you talking about? You heard Thierry, shes gone. Even if your foolish stories about true love were right, I just lost my chance at it.

She made a soothing hum and went back to arranging lengths of gold chain on a dark velvet display tray. Shell be back.

As much as he hated to admit it, he began to believe in his grandfathers tale of falling helplessly in love with his grandmother when he first saw her at a town dance. There was something about Rowan that not only aroused his body but his soul. The thought was so silly that he never would have spoken it aloud, but staring into his empty teacup, he wondered if his grandmother was right and prayed that she was.

The mellow, brass tones of the grandfather clock rolled through the room from the front of the store. His grandmother muttered something suspiciously like a swear word as she bustled out front with the last of the jewelry trays, the sound of his grandfather speaking to her in French and their laughter making him smile.

With a sigh he stood and stretched, blessing his grandmother yet again for the restorative power of her tea. A stained glass window separated the back office from the store room floor and he set his cup on the ledge while he watched his grandparents through one of the clear panes of glass. They moved almost in unison, one helping the other to make sure all the rings were perfectly aligned as if they were two halves of the same whole.

An unexpected ache twisted his heart as he thought about how alone he was soon going to be in Freewill. It hadnt seemed so bad with his brother and sister-in-law coming along, but running the store on his own took away some of his joy and replaced it with anxiety. It wasnt that he was scared to be alone, but he was so used to being surrounded by his family that it would be different to not wake up every day to a breakfast table full of laughter.

A memory of Rowan flashed through his mind and he smiled as he remembered the sharp intelligence hidden behind her soft beauty. When he first saw her, he could almost feel the frustration and sadness radiating off of her, and he wanted nothing more in the world than to make sure she never had another reason for tears to fill her beautiful eyes. During their dinner together, he caught her watching him when she thought he wasnt looking and a sadness would fill her gaze, but as soon as he would look up, shed smile at him as if nothing were amiss. There was a mystery to her he desperately wished to solve, and he prayed that somehow God would find a way to bring them back together.

If what his grandmother said were true, she would appear in his life again. While he didnt believe in superstitious magical fates or anything of the like, he did believe in working hard for what he wanted. She couldnt have left the city without someone knowing or helping her. He would start with the train station and work his way to the hired cabs and coaches to find out where she departed from. With so little time left before he had to leave for Freewill, he had no time to waste if he hoped to find her.

He glanced down at his rumpled shirt and suit pants, the same hed worn the previous night, and headed upstairs to change first. People tended to respond to him better if he dressed like a man of wealth and elegance, especially if he was going to try to charm them into telling him where Miss Rowan Belmont had gone. He sprinted up the steps and began to map out the city in his mind, wondering how much he would have to pay Thierry to help him in his hunt.



***



Rowans stomach churned around the meager breakfast shed been able to afford after leaving the hotel this morning. She studied the street before her and tried to keep her mind on the task at hand, not Marcel. More than anything in the world she wished she could have just one more day with him, but that could never happen. Already her heart yearned for him and the more time they spent together the more it would hurt when she left. Beyond that, everything Marcel thought he knew about her was a lie. What had started off as a harmless fantasy had quickly spiraled out of control, and she cursed herself for ever pretending to be someone she was not.

With two dollars left to her name she didnt have enough money to stay anywhere overnight. All of her trunks were at the train station waiting for her to pay for the rest of her ticket. Shed given the ticket agent five dollars and promised to return with the rest for her ticket to San Francisco.

She tucked a stray hair back into her stylish peacock blue bonnet and surveyed the street. Nodding to a group of older gentlemen who tipped their hat at her, she decided on a jewelry store. There were others that were bigger and flashier, but something about the store called to her. The windows were spotless and red geraniums almost glowed in the sunlight from their window boxes going up the side of the three story building. A black sign with red lettering proclaimed the store as being Lor Coeur. She had no idea what that meant, but the words swirled around a gold painted heart and she liked it.

Putting some steel into her spine, she pushed open the shop door. Silver bells tinkled and announced her arrival. An elderly man with a neatly trimmed gray mustache and cloudy blue eyes smiled as she crossed the thick hunter green carpet. Shed worn her best gown, a peacock blue princess dress that emphasized her full bosom. Ever since she had begun to develop breasts, men seemed to be fascinated by them. While she didnt flaunt them like some woman of loose morals, she did use her beauty as just another tool in her negotiating arsenal. With all the advantages men had for just being born male, she didnt feel bad for addling their minds with a bit of flirting.

Too bad the clerk looked old enough to have come over on the Mayflower.

He straightened and smiled at her, pulling at his cuffs. How may I help you, Mademoiselle?

His accent reminded her of Marcel and she forced the memory of his kiss from her mind. She gave the elderly gentleman a charming smile in return as she took off her gloves and placed her fingertips on the glass while she pretended to look at the merchandise. Perhaps if he thought she might buy something with the money from the sale, hed give her more. I need to sell a ring and I was wondering if you would be interested. Its an antique diamond and gold ring.

Of course, we are always interested in antique jewelry. May I see it?

Flushing, she reached into the hidden pocket of her skirt and pulled the ring out. Her stomach clenched as the diamonds sparkled in the bright light streaming through the windows reflecting off of the marvelous stained glass mural behind the clerks back. He brought a gold jewelers loop to his eye and turned the ring this way and that, saying something in a language she didnt understand under his breath.

He slowly took the loop from his eye and sighed. Mademoiselle, Im not sure how to tell you this. He paused and shook his head. The ring is not real.

Just when she thought her life couldnt get any worse, it seemed like fate found yet another way to try to break her. What do you mean its not real? It shamed her how her voice came out in a trembling whisper.

His mustache drooped and he gently handed the ring back to her. The gold is real and I can give you some money for that, but Im afraid the diamonds are fake.

Butbut he said it belonged to his grandmother. I need this money, without it Im bro She swallowed and smoothed the front of her dress, refusing to show any more weakness to this stranger.

The man sighed and leaned over the counter to pat her shoulder. Im sorry, but your husband lied to you.

She shook her head, blinking back tears that burned in the back of her throat. Not my husband, my ex-fiancé.

The man smiled and held his hands out. See, that is good news! Please do not be sad. You are better off without him.

She closed her eyes and took in a deep, shuddering breath as her mind swirled in a panic. What in the world was she going to do? She was stranded in the middle of the country with two dollars and whatever the gold in the ring would sell for. Her sister was with child, and she and her husband were pouring every spare penny they could into his import business. There was no way they would have enough to help her get to San Francisco without having to make some major sacrifices.

Mademoiselle?

How much for the gold?

He picked the ring off the counter and gave her a hesitant look. I will have to pry the paste jewels out in order to get a proper weight.

She lifted her chin, trying with all her might to maintain her composure. Thats fine.

He disappeared into a small doorway and a womans voice in that lyrical foreign language greeted him. As they talked, Rowan bit the inside of her cheek almost hard enough to draw blood, using the pain to distract herself from the deep well of depression that wanted to drag her down. For a brief moment all she wanted to do was give up, accept defeat and find some quiet alley to die in.

A gentle female voice broke through her morbid thoughts. You look like you could use some tea.

She opened her eyes and found a matronly woman with salt and pepper hair pulled back into a bun looking at her from the other side of the counter. The evident sympathy in her expression at once hurt and helped Rowan to find her bearings. Mustering her pride, she shook her head. No, thank you. Im quite all right.

The woman clucked her tongue and tapped her fingers on the display case, her rings flashing and sparkling in the light. Forgive me if Im being rude, but you look as if a stiff gust of wind could blow you over. Please, come have some tea with me. I just made a pot and I hate drinking alone. My name is Mrs. Gusteau.

Male voices and laughter came from the back room of the store, and Rowan lifted an eyebrow at the older womans claim of drinking alone. Mrs. Gusteau merely smiled at her and walked around the counter, holding her hand out. Gritting her teeth, Rowan nodded. She was trying to get as much money as she could out of the gold, and judging by the amount of jewelry the woman wore, shed bet that she either owned the store or was married to the man that owned it. My name is Rowan Belmont, pleased to meet you.

Pleased to meet you, Miss Belmont. She paused for a moment and said in a low voice, I could not help but overhear your situation. I truly sympathize with your plight.

Rowan stepped back until her bustle pressed against the edge of the case and crossed her arms. After growing up poor she hated anyone thinking she was still the same girl who had to dig through garbage cans for her supper or beg for scraps. Certainly this woman never knew what it was like to be so hungry that you would consider boiling your shoes and eating the softened leather. IIm not sure what youre talking about.

The older woman reached out and gently tugged on her elbow until she no longer had her arms crossed over her chest. God has seen fit to keep me on this earth long enough to become a pretty good judge of character. Right now, you look like you could use a friend. By your accent I would say that youre not from around here.

The mention of her accent brought back another flood of harsh memories. Calum had hated how she spoke and sent her to voice and etiquette lessons three times a week after they started courting. She hadnt wanted to go, but he made a comment about a woman speaking like she was low class made people think she was low class and that decided her. The teacher had been a bossy, prissy little man who constantly sneered at her and called her names under his breath. She stuck with those lessons, with the constant humiliation, to make Calum happy. Still, she couldnt help but wonder if the woman thought she was low class because of how she spoke.

She flushed, pulling her hands from Mrs. Gusteaus gentle grip. Im quite fine, thank you.

Of course you are. I merely meant that you seem like an intelligent and capable young woman. If you were looking for work, I could recommend you to some different people depending on your skills.

The woman raised a gray eyebrow and Rowan found herself wanting to tell the matronly woman about her troubles. A quiet self-assurance seemed to radiate from her and her eyes held nothing but kindness. It had been so very long since shed had anyone to talk with that she almost didnt know how to start. The words stuck in her throat and her ears heated with a flush. I might be in need of a temporary job, one that does not require lifting heavy objects. Mrs. Gusteau raised an eyebrow and looked pointedly at her belly. Rowan flushed as she realized that Mrs. Gusteau was wondering if she was pregnant. I worked at a paper mill since I was fourteen and I had an…accident while working there that injured my back.

Mrs. Gusteau made a sympathetic clucking sound and motioned for her to follow. Thankfully she didnt say anything else as they reached the small room behind the stained glass wall. The elderly gentleman, probably Mrs. Gusteaus husband, was nowhere to be seen so she assumed that much of the inner workings of the store happened behind some of the closed doors leading off the room.

Mrs. Gusteau brought over a lovely pale cream and violet porcelain tea set on a silver tray and set it on a scratched and dented table with two mismatched chairs. A large desk dominated the back end of the room but there were piles of papers stacked so high on it Rowan was afraid they would fall and bury them. Various shelves held tools and implements that she had to assume were part of the jewelry trade, but she tried to not stare like some uncouth girl fresh off the farm.

Steam rose from the teacup as Mrs. Gusteau poured for her and Rowan brought it to her nose, inhaling the fragrance. I apologize for the state of th

The rapid tread of heavy feet thundering down some stairs behind her had Rowan jerking in her seat, and she hissed as the hot tea splashed onto her hand and scaled her skin.

Thierry! How many times have I told you not to run down those stairs like a drunken bull! Mrs. Gusteau gently took Rowans hand in her own, turning it and examining the red skin and making a tsking sound. You made poor Miss Belmont burn herself.

A young man with dark hair and blue eyes came around from behind her chair with an astonished look on his face. He couldnt be more than sixteen years old, but with his wide eyes and gaping mouth he looked much younger. Your name is Miss Belmont?

Thierry, have you completely forgotten your manners? Apologize at once and go get my jar of burn salve from the medicine cabinet.

Rowan tried to stand but Mrs. Gusteau gave her a look that made her sit back with an almost meek feeling. Really, its okay, Ive endured much worse. Its just a little redness. She wiggled her fingers as best she could while Mrs. Gusteau glared at her grandson.

Thierry shut his mouth so fast she was afraid hed amputated his tongue, but a moment later he dashed away from them and ran back up the stairs, yelling, Miss Belmonts here! Shes downstairs with Grandmother having tea!

Glass shattered and a man swore loudly from somewhere upstairs. The women exchanged a startled glance, and Rowan followed Mrs. Gusteau as she hurried toward the stairway. Before they made it three steps, she almost fainted dead on the spot as Marcel came close to running his grandmother over in his haste to get down the stairs. Her heart thundered in her chest and she stumbled back a step.

Mrs. Gusteau laid her hand on his chest. Marcel, are you all right? What happened?

He stared over his grandmothers shoulder at Rowan, his gray eyes showing hints of blue in the full sunlight streaming through the windows. Dressed this morning in a black suit that shone like silk, he looked just as amazing in the bright light as he had in the dim gas lanterns of the hotel hallway. Her heart pounded in her throat and even the sting of her hand faded beneath the intensity of his gaze. They stared at each other for a long moment while Mrs. Gusteau looked between them in confusion. Finally he broke the silence, his voice a whispering caress along her body. Miss Belmont, is it really you?

She cleared her throat and hoped they thought her flush was because of the sun warming her back, not the handsome man devouring her with his gaze right in front of Mrs. Gusteau. Mr. Champlain, what awhat a surprise to see you here.

His smile lit up his whole face as he stepped around Mrs. Gusteau, who gave him a rather bemused look. Marcel, how do you know Miss Belmont?

Without looking away from Rowan, Marcel said, This is the young woman who was locked out of her hotel room last night, Grand-mère.

Unwilling to let her embarrassment show, she stiffened her spine until she could have balanced a book perfectly on top of her head. Thank you again for your kindness in helping me get in, Mr. Champlain. She wanted to run, to bolt before he learned why she was there. Her hands trembled as she clasped them against her stomach, the slight pain of her burned skin helping to clear her head.

His grandmother stared at her, the wrinkles on her face deepening as she said, Oh, oh my. The same girl?

He took a step closer, nothing improper, but her whole body heated as if she stood in front of a stove. What have I done to deserve the good luck of having you visit my familys store this morning? I tried to contact you but the hotel said you had already checked out.

Humiliation scaled through her blood as she tried to think up some excuse that wouldnt change how he saw her, that wouldnt take away the light in his eyes and replace it with disgust. She couldnt lie to him, his grandmother was standing right behind him and somewhere in this place his grandfather was prying fake diamonds out of her engagement ring. Worse yet, Mrs. Gusteau knew she was poor and close to broke. Marcels smile faded while the silence between them grew. Mrs. Gusteau said something about going to get her healing salve and left Rowan alone with Marcel as she went upstairs.

Squaring her shoulders, she held his gaze and said, I came here to sell my engagement ring.

A frown deepened the faint lines around his mouth. He took the last few steps down the stairs. Stopping before her, he ran his fingertips over her elbow. Even through her dress she could feel the heat of his touch. I take it the engagement is off?

Her bitter laugh hurt and she tried with all of her might to brace herself for his reaction. She stepped away from him, unable to face the compassion in his eyes. Yes. Im going to San Francisco to make a new start. When he said nothing, she glanced over her shoulder and found him watching her with that intent look that made her both uneasy and aroused.

But no beau, he said in a soft voice. Why do you need to sell your ring?

I am quite sure that is none of your business. She huffed and fiddled with the sleeve of her dress.

He frowned at her and brushed a strand of his dark hair off his forehead. She wondered if it felt as silky as it looked. Oh, I disagree. I think it is my business.

Why youyou egotistical, arrogant

He strode across the room and raised his hand, she flinched, expecting a blow, but he merely gently placed his fingertips on her lips, effectively silencing her. What is going on, Rowan? He searched her face intently. He gripped her shoulders and pulled her closer. If something is wrong, let me help you.

Please, let me go, she whispered and tried to step back. I dont deserve your help. Just let me go.

His eyes had darkened to the color of storm clouds and the masculine scent of his cologne flavored the air between them. For a moment she worried, hoped, he would try to kiss her but instead he sighed and stepped back, thrusting his hands into his pants pockets. She thought he was going to do as she asked and her lower lip trembled as she turned to walk away.

Before she made it two steps he gripped her elbow. No, I wont let you go. You belong to me, even if you dont know it yet.








Chapter Three





All the air seemed to leave the room as she stared up into his seemingly sincere face. She pushed at his chest, hard enough that he stumbled back. Is this some cruel joke? What kind of woman do you think I am? I may be poor, but I am not without morals!

He gaped at her, clearly stunned by her fury. I dont understand? I never said you didnt have morals, and what do you mean youre poor?

What do you think I mean? I dont have any money; Im not from a wealthy family. My parents died when I was fourteen and I had to work in a mill to keep myself and my younger sister alive. He stared at her and she hated the anger and pity she saw in his face so she lashed out, wanting to drive him from her, to take away the power shed given him to hurt her. We had a rather boring kiss and suddenly I belong to you? She snorted and gathered her purse and gloves off the table, ready to leave until she realized she couldnt go anywhere until that jeweler returned from wherever he had disappeared to. I know all about men like you, men who think they can buy a womans affections. Men who never had to work a day in their life, who use their parents mill like their own personal brothel. They only see women as toys to be used and thrown away when theyre done with them.

Mill?

The stress, the pain of the last few months blew the top off the careful lid shed kept on her emotions and she practically snarled at him. You know what I mean! I bet youre the cherished oldest son, born with a silver spoon in your mouth and never knowing what its like to be hungry. I may be poor, but Id be more ashamed to be a ruthless cad like yourself.

Mrs. Gusteaus voice rang down from the landing of the stairs. Miss Belmont, that is quite enough.

II…forgive me, Mrs. Gusteau. She glanced at Marcel, bracing herself for his rejection. He looked angry, stunned, and almost determined. More than that, he looked like her words had actually hurt him. Rowan dropped her gaze and hunched her shoulders in shame. She had no right to take her anger out on him, no matter how handsome and privileged he might be.

Without another word, Marcel took the jar his grandmother carried and turned back to Rowan with a dark look on his striking face. She almost ran from him, but instead she stood her ground as she tried to stop her lips from trembling. He grasped her uninjured hand and dragged her across the room toward a large and faded tapestry of some flowery countryside that hung on a far wall.

What are you doing? Mr. Champlain, unhand me this instant! She tugged at her hand but he ignored her and lifted aside the tapestry to reveal an opening with a small room on the other side. After Marcel shoved her through the doorway, she had the fleeting impression of an abnormal looking door. Whirling around, she drew in a deep breath to begin yelling at him in earnest, but he ignored her and shut the door behind them with a heavy click.

Her breath caught in her throat as she got a good look at the room. Illuminated by small, thick panes of glass guarded by decorative wrought iron bars, she stood in the center of what had to be the worlds biggest jewelry box. Marcel set the jar of salve down on a small table next to an elegant crystal swan the size of her fist and lit a mirrored gas lantern, further illuminating the room. Everywhere she looked something sparkled, gleamed, or took her breath away with its beauty. It wasnt just the carefully arranged trays of jewelry that caught her eye, but the wonderful glass sculptures and vases that shone with an incandescent splendor.

Marcel! Mrs. Gusteaus voice came through the thick door in a faint whisper. Ill get your grandfather to let you out.

Take your time, Marcel yelled back and ignored the furious glare Rowan gave him. He reached out and took her hand in his, gently, as if she were made of glass like the delicate sculptures gleaming around them.

The caring in his touch flustered her, and she tried to tug her hand away, but he wouldnt let her go. What is wrong with you? Get your hands off of me and let me out of here!

His thumb stroked across her palm and he held her hand to the light, examining it. Nothing too bad, I think youll just have some red skin for a bit. The balm will help. He dropped her hand and opened the small jar.

Did you hear me? I said let me out of here at once!

The scent of mint and herbs she couldnt identify reached her nose as he scooped out some of the pale green cream with his finger. I cant. He glanced over his shoulder at her. Why did you lie to me?

She ignored his question and her words came out in a growl. What do you mean, you cant?

With a sigh, he took her hand and began to spread the salve on it. The door is locked.

Mr. Champlain, answer me right now or I swear Ill scream so loud youll be begging to be let out of here.

He sighed and blew on her hand, the air cooling and bringing an almost instant relief to the burn. I wish youd call me Marcel. The door can only be opened from the outside, and Im afraid my grandfather forgets the combination. You see, he resets it once a week and refuses to write it down. Well be here for a bit while he goes through his list of combinations until he finds the right one. Rowan, why did you lie to me?

She moved to the other side of the narrow room, as far away from him as possible. When we get out of here, Im going to have you arrested for kidnapping.

Are you one of those women that enjoys playing with mens emotions? Some anger had entered his voice and she fidgeted beneath his stare. Is that why you pretended to be someone you werent? Do you get some kind of joy out of hurting people?

She flinched, then squared her shoulders. I never meant to hurt you. She swallowed past the lump in her throat as the shame that had been buried beneath her anger resurfaced. I wanted to know what it felt like to have someone like you see me as an equal, a lady.

His jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed. Someone like me?

She turned her back on him and examined her burned hand. You know, someone of good breeding and class. She turned back around, determined to face him. If you had met me in Indiana, you wouldnt have given me a second look.

He shook his head. No, I can assure you I would have given you a second look.

But you wouldnt have seen me. You would have seen some poor, pretty mill girl who would be good enough to be a mistress but nothing more.

I dont know what kind of cads youre used to, but I assure you that Ive never looked at woman as nothing more than a potential mistress, regardless of her station.

He sounded so sincere that she almost believed him, but then she remembered all the wealthy men that had tried to lure her into their beds with promises of money and expensive gifts. Unable to face him, she turned to the ledge nearest to her and ran her fingertips over the soft velvet that held different types of golden watch chains. I know how the world works, Mr. Champlain. Im aware that Im pretty and that I make a charming ornament for a man to wear on his arm. I also know that any chance I have of making a good marriage relies on my purity being intact. She did look up at him then, and she forced herself not to flinch away from the sadness in his expression. Dont feel sorry for me. At least I am beautiful and smart enough to know how to protect the asset, and curse, that God gave me. Feel sorry for all the women that are born into poverty without the gift of beauty to elevate them above their lowly station.

The silence stretched out between them and she wished Mr. Gusteau would hurry and open up the door so she could escape. She never should have lied to him to begin with, and she never should have accepted his invitation to dinner in the first place. All it did was give her a glimpse at a man and a world she would never be a part of.

Why are you pawning that ring?

I hardly think that is any of your business.

Youre right, it isnt, but I would like to know nonetheless.

She rubbed her eyes. My purse was stolen and like a fool I had most of my money in it rather than back in my room. I thought it would be safer on my person than leaving it where the maids could steal it. She gave a harsh laugh and glanced up at him. I hadnt purchased my ticket to San Francisco yet. I was waiting until right before the next train left because they tend to lower the ticket prices to try and make sure every seat is filled.

You could have told me, I would have helped you. I still want to help you if youll let me.

She sneered at him. You mean open my legs and let you have your way with me in exchange for a train ticket to San Francisco? No thank you, Mr. Champlain. 

His jaw tightened. That is not at all what I mean and it offends me that you would say and think that. His voice come out even and calm despite his obvious anger. Have I personally done anything to you that would lead you to that conclusion?

She wanted to say he forced that kiss in the hallway of the hotel, but she knew neither of them would believe that. No, you havent. He continued to stare at her and she blew out a breath. It hurt her pride to admit she was wrong, but he did deserve an apology for not only what shed said about him but for lying to him in the first place. Im sorry I said that about you and Im sorry I wasnt truthful with you. Youre right, youve been nothing but a gentleman.

His gaze softened and she almost wished he would remain upset with her. It was easier to keep her distance from him emotionally when he was angry. He ran a hand through his hair then said, I would like to offer you a job.

She snorted, but a tiny flicker of hope flared in the part of her soul she tried to keep shut off from the world. Well, it looks like were stuck in here until your grandfather can get us out. So you might as well tell me about this…job of yours.

She tried to be snide and condescending as she said it, but he didnt react with anger. Instead he smiled and pulled out a small swiveling chair with a red brocade seat. Please, have a seat, Miss Belmont.

The chair squeaked as she sat down and she frowned up at him. Of course he would put her in a position that made her feel small next to him. To her surprise, he took a seat on the floor at her feet. Their toes almost touched and she had to resist the urge to slide her foot an inch forward to feel the edge of his boot.

He cleared his throat and tugged at the crease of his pants before muttering, This seemed much easier when I only had to say the words in my head.

She suppressed a smile as he grinned at her. Goodness he had a wonderful smile.

Okay, here is my proposition. Tomorrow Im leaving for Freewill, Wyoming, to open a new jewelry and trade store there for my family. Its along the stage and train route so we will have customers, but the gold mines outside of town are the real reason Im going. He glanced around the room, his gaze distant as it returned to her. You see, if we can cut out the middleman and get the gold directly from the mines, we will save and make a fortune. But its going to be difficult.

She waited for him to continue, but he tapped his fingers on his knee as he looked at a clock hanging off the wall to his right. She nudged his boot with her toe, cursing her foolish bodys reaction as a tingle shot through her blood. What was it about this man that threatened to turn her into a woman of loose morals? For goodness sakes, she found herself remembering their kiss almost constantly as he spoke, wondering if he kissed her again would it fill her with the same passion that swept away all the cares of the world and replaced them with his touch. And what does this have to do with me?

He blinked, focusing back on the present. Yes, well, you see originally it was myself, my brother, and his wife opening the store in Freewill. However Mary, my sister-in-law, is now with child and not up to making the journey.

I still dont see what this has to do with me.

Freewill is different from a lot of mining communities. He stood and began to pace, excitement replacing his nervousness. Not only is it one of the most beautiful places Ive ever been to, its also populated by families. Seeing her blank look, he shook his head and leaned on the counter next to her. Most mining towns are ninety percent male and ten percent female. Of that ten percent most are usually whorerr, working women brought in by the mining company. In Freewill the Promised Land Mine is owned by a very religious and very wealthy man, Mr. James Hamilton. In an effort to keep the minds and hearts of his men pure, he had the miners families moved out with them and set up in their own company-built log cabins on the edge of town. There are around thirty families out there right now.

The seven story boarding house where shed lived in Terre Haute with other factory workers had contained at least that many families. One thing she certainly wouldnt miss would be the smells from all those people crammed into one building. Trying to keep her voice casual, she let her gaze wander the room instead of looking at him. Smart man. I bet he has his pick of skilled miners. No one likes to leave their family behind, and if they can make money and see their family, I bet he has men beating down his door for work.

He smiled and her heart did a completely foolish flutter. Exactly. Now, with those families comes daughters to an area of the country where men outnumber women by twenty to one in some places. Men with money to spend from the mines and ranching. Men looking for a nice piece of jewelry to woo their woman with.

Sounds like the perfect place for your family to open the store, but once again, what does any of this have to do with me?

He avoided her gaze and rubbed his lips before answering. Iuh, kind of told Mr. Hamilton that I was engaged when I really wasnt last time I was up in Freewill in February.

She stared at him. Why in the world would you do that?

He has a daughter of marrying age named Nelly. Nice enough girl but not the one for me. He shot her a glance loaded with an emotion she chose to ignore. I panicked and told her that while I was flattered by her attention I was already spoken for.

Trying to maintain her patience, she closed her eyes and counted to ten. It wouldnt do for his grandparents to open the vault only to find him beaten unconscious for failing to give her a straight answer. Tell me what the bloody job is!

He knelt in front of her so they were almost at the same height and took her hand in his. Up close, she noticed he had a small scar on his chin and she had the urge to kiss it, to run her lips over his jaw line and taste him. Dangerous, this man was so very dangerous. Her wits seemed to scatter like dried leaves in an autumn wind around him. She should be pulling away and making some snide remark to break the growing tension, but instead she found herself moving closer.

He leaned in as well, his breath a warm breeze brushing her lips. I need you to pretend to be my wife.

You what?

With his arm around her waist, he smiled. I want you to come up to Freewill, Wyoming with me and stay for three months pretending to be my wife. She made a strangled noise but he continued, You must understand, this will be a job. You will have to help me open and run the store, attend social gatherings with me, and accompany me on business. I will need you to keep your wits about you and be my eyes and ears in the town. Talk to the women, make friends with them, and help me establish relationships with the townspeople.

You are utterly mad.

Maybe, but if you can pretend to be my wife as well as you pretended to be a lady of means, I think youll do well enough to fool the townspeople of Freewill.

She winced, hating the shame that filled her for lying. I am sorry I wasnt truthful with you, but you never would have been interested in me if you knew who I really was.

He shook his head. I guess well never know that, will we? You never even gave me a chance.

She tried to step back, pulling at his arm. Well, if you want a chance to prove your job offer is legitimate, perhaps you should quit touching me in such a familiar manner.

He let go of her and stood, pacing again. Youre right. He blew a breath out of his nose and rounded to face her. There is another thing you need to know before you agree to this venture. There is already a trader in town. He mostly deals in furs from the northern part of the state, but he also deals with some of the miners. He has been…rather unhappy I will be setting up a jewelry store that will now be competition for gold from any of the men who pan in the area and choose to not deal with him or the bank.

She rubbed her eyes, the beginnings of a headache growing behind her lids. So let me get this right, you want me to move to the middle of nowhere with you, open a jewelry store when I dont know an emerald from a piece of green glass, and stay there for three months? How in the world are you going to explain it when I leave?

He faced the wall and began to rearrange a tray of gold rings as he spoke, pausing to hold one with a pretty diamond center stone up to the light as he inspected it. Well have a spectacular fight in the middle of town about how much you miss your family and the city. Youll leave Freewill and go to San Francisco with your sister like you had planned, just three months later and three hundred dollars richer.

She gaped at him. Three hundred dollars? I told you Im not a whore!

He shook his head, anger tightening his jaw once more. I never said I expected you to have…carnal relations with me.

But you said Im to be your wife.

I said in public you will be my wife. In private we will be business partners. You will have your own bedroom in the shop, and I will completely respect your privacy, and I would ask the same consideration from you. He slid his hands into his pants pockets again, drawing her eyes to the narrowness of his hips. However, you may be expected to exchange a kiss or two with me in public, and treat me like a husband you love. His lips softened and she unconsciously licked hers. Though I will confess that I find kissing you to be no hardship at all.

His offer was so very, very tempting. Three hundred dollars for three months work, that was far beyond anything she could make Kansas City. Plus, his description of Freewill had her curious about the town and its people. And what other choice did she really have? She was alone in a strange city with barely two dollars to her name. She carefully thought his words over, trying to think only in terms of business and not being alone with the handsome jeweler even though her obviously deranged libido thrilled at the prospect. You said mines, how many are there?

Well, there are two big ones, The Promised Land Mine and the Deep Creek Mine. He shifted and tugged at the edge of his jacket. The Deep Creek is run by a pair of brothers, one of them is a half-breed.

Half-breed?

Roger Fox Whitmore. Hes the son of some east coast politician and his mother is the daughter of a local Indian chief. She stared at him in amazement and he quickly continued, They arent savages or anything like that. Roger and his older brother, Lucas, went to college back east and both are very accomplished men.

She couldnt help the sense of excitement that burned through her blood. When she was a little girl shed snuck into a local playhouse and watched Scouts of the Plains, a show about the Wild West where shed seen her first real Indian. Oh, there were a few Indians that worked in the paper mill, but they dressed and acted just like everyone else. The Indians she saw on stage were completely different, exotic and wonderful in their colorful clothes. The idea of getting to actually meet Indians like the ones in the play made her heart race. Would weI mean yoube trading with the Deep Creek Mine?

He nodded. Yes, but you wont have to go with me to that mine. Some of her disappointment must have showed in her expression because he quickly added, That is unless you wanted to.

She lifted her chin. Well, if Im going to be working for you I wouldnt want to shirk from my responsibilities.

The smile he gave her warmed her from the tips of her toes all the way to the top of her head. I didnt say I agreed to your foolish plan. He continued to smile at her in that disarming manner and she narrowed her eyes at him. Are there any major cities nearby?

He shrugged and ran a hand through his dark hair. Nothing like Kansas City, but there is a larger town about a days ride away. So if you find yourself in need of something Freewill cant provide, we could always spend an evening there getting whatever you need. Wait until you see Freewill. Nestled against the hills and with a view of the mountains in the distance, it has a deep lake so clear you can see almost to the bottom. And it smells different out there. No stink of smoke, slaughterhouses, or sewage, only air so clean you would make a fortune if you could figure out a way to bottle it and sell it.

After spending her entire life among the pollution of Terre Hautes mills and factories that sounded like heaven to her. At the boarding house where she had lived, the old woman running it had a large oil painting of a mountain range in Switzerland in the parlor. On cold nights when Rowan couldnt afford any wood for the tiny cast iron stove in her room, her landlady would let her sleep on the couch in the private parlor. She would doze by the fireplace that was always lit and stare at that picture, imagining what it would be like to live in such a place with a handsome man who loved her and who she could trust with her heart…maybe a man like Marcel.

Before she could do anything foolish, the memory of her ex-fiancé intruded on the moment and the careful walls shed put around her heart strengthened. Your offer is very tempting, Mr. Champlain, but I would be a fool to accompany you, unescorted, when there is this…attraction between us.

The look he gave her could have melted an iceberg and her nipples drew to rock hard points beneath her dress. I am aware of this. His voice had a low rumble that made her skin tingle. While I wish you could trust me on my word that I would never take what you arent willing to give, I believe I can do something that will help put your fears to rest.

He walked to the other end of the narrow room and knelt, spinning the combination lock on a small safe mounted into the wall. She stood and leaned over his shoulder, curious about what could be kept in a locked safe within a vault. He didnt object to her looking, and when he pulled out a black velvet bag, he quickly shut the safe again, but not before she saw a few more pouches similar to the one he held.

They were once again too close, and she could feel the heat of his body as he looked at her. She tried not to fidget beneath his gaze, but she had the oddest feeling he saw her more clearly than anyone shed ever known. With a delicate touch he tugged apart the strings holding the bag together and reached inside. The first thing she saw was an elegant, but thick length of gold chain that reminded her of the undulating body of a snake shed seen at a traveling carnival.

All of the oxygen seemed to leave the room as the rest of the necklace came into view. Sparkling as if it were holding a million stars, a diamond heart almost as big as her thumb dangled from the edge of the chain. Encased in elegant gold filigree, the diamond flared to life as Marcel held it up into the beam of sunlight coming through the small windows. Unable to help herself, she said in an awed whisper, That is the most beautiful thing Ive ever seen.

He handed her the necklace, laughing as she almost dropped it. Thank you. What you are holding in your hands is my lifes work. Ive been practicing on making a new diamond cut that would better refract the light while using a lesser quality stone. That way it would be affordable to more people and we could increase our business. Im the only one in the world who knows how to make this design. He smiled and her knees went weak. It is going to be the centerpiece of my store in Freewill, Diamond Heart.

Her hand trembled as she slowly shifted the stone, enjoying the play of radiance deep within. As much as her ring from Calum had sparkled, it never had the glitter of the true diamond. She tried to stifle a sigh of regret as she handed the necklace back to Marcel.

Closing his hand around hers, he shook his head. No, this is for you.

No I

He smiled and placed his fingers over her lips again which tingled beneath his touch. So quick to argue. I hope someday you realize that not everything is a fight and not everyone is going to hurt you. Even if his finger hadnt been over her lips, she wouldnt have known how to respond to that. This is my pledge to you. I will not deny I find you desirable, but I never have and I never will force a woman into my bed. If, for whatever reason at the end of our time together you do not leave Freewill as a virgin, you get to keep this necklace. You will be able to sell it for a good deal of money, and it will enable you to live whatever life you choose in San Francisco.

She tried to form a coherent thought, but all she could do was feel his hand wrapped around hers. Why me? I lied to you, deceived you. How do you know I wont run off with this diamond the first chance I get?

I dont, but Im giving you a chance to prove youre an honorable woman, just like I hope that youll give me a chance to prove Im an honorable man.

She stared up at him, unable to believe she was really having this conversation. What he offered her was a miracle, and shed long ago given up in believing in such things. Still, she couldnt suppress the hope and vulnerability that filled her voice as she said, I still dont understand why you would choose me, and I cant believe that there arent a dozen women that would give their little finger to be your wife.

His hand tightened on hers and his smile held a hint of self-depreciation. Im asking you because I think God has sent you to me.

For a moment her heart swelled in her chest at the sincerity in his voice, but she gave a bitter laugh and pulled her hand away. God sent me to you? Oh, that is rich.

You dont believe in God?

She refused to say such blasphemous words aloud, but for a long time she and God hadnt spoken, not since her parents had died. I believe that in this world we have to answer our own prayers.

Ah, petite coeur, Im so sorry you believe that.

His arms wrapped around her before she knew it and for one brief, blissful moment she let him hold her, and relaxed willingly into his embrace. Beneath his suit his body was hard and strong, leading her to believe that he did more than sit at a desk in the jewelry store all day. His heart pounded a steady rhythm against her ear. Reality rushed back in all too soon, and she pushed his arms away, denying herself the pleasure of his touch.

She shrugged and fastened the chain around her neck with trembling hands. Three months, three hundred dollars, and I get to keep this necklace if I leave without my chastity. The last words brought a heated flush to her face but she held his gaze.

Oui. I mean yes. He took a step closer and straightened the heart on her chest, his fingertips whispering over her collar bone. I dont suppose you would like to seal this bargain with a kiss?

Excitement and apprehension zinged through her blood. Before she could do anything foolish, the vault door groaned and a little whoosh of air went through the room as it opened. Rowan jumped back, but Marcel grabbed her wrist and slid something onto her ring finger, still slick from the healing salve on the back of her hand.

A moment later she found herself staring into the shocked faces of his brother and grandfather as he held up her hand where a small diamond ring sparkled and said in a loud voice, Were engaged!








Chapter Four





Marcel watched Rowan sleep as the narrow cracks through the heavy velvet curtains around the window of the train car grew brighter with the approaching dawn. His legs had long ago fallen asleep on the comfortably padded bench on which he sat, but he didnt want to move and disturb her. She had spent the last two days of the train ride avoiding his touch as much as she could in their small quarters and he enjoyed her warmth. Having her fall asleep on his shoulder as they talked before bed had been an unexpected blessing he wanted to cherish. Sometime during the night shed moved so that her head was pillowed on his lap while the rest of her body was curled up on the long bench.

Oh, he knew that as soon as she woke up, she would distance herself as much as possible, putting up those formidable barriers around her heart, but for the moment she snuggled against him, her breath even as she slept. The black silk of her hair spread out over her back and he gently stroked it, marveling at how soft it was. He loved it when she let her hair down before bed each night and indulged himself in touching it how he wanted to while she was awake.

She made a little murmur of distress, and she rubbed her back before drifting back into a deeper sleep. He frowned down at her and tried to figure out what he was going to do with his petite coure. His every effort to get to know her better had been rebuffed, in an unfailingly polite manner, but still rebuffed. As long as he kept the conversation about himself or Freewill, shed been charming, and her questions were always intelligent and insightful, but as soon as hed try to ask a question about her background shed grow stiff and brusque.

Her small hand curled up next to her face, and he noted the old scars on it, some thin and long like a knife cut and others that spread out in a manner that he couldnt figure out what had made them. Hed noticed other things as well, like the way shed studied the other diners in the first class car. At first hed been jealous as he noticed her watching a handsome man a few tables down ordering his meal, but just as quickly her attention had shifted to a matronly woman dripping in diamonds instructing the waiter on how she wanted her lamb cooked.

When their waiter had come to the table, Rowan had ordered the same thing the matronly woman had, using the exact same words and phrases. Hed been astonished at how quickly she memorized the other womans speech patterns and had wanted to ask her about it, but he was sure that if she realized he noticed, she would be embarrassed and their meal would have been eaten in a cold silence. Instead, hed kept silent and enjoyed her delighted smile as the waiter complimented her on her choice of meal. After that shed relaxed, and hed entertained her with stories of growing up with seven brothers and sisters, noting the wistful look she sometimes got as he described their big family reunions.

The light continued to brighten outside and he sighed. He still didnt know if he could trust her, but so far she hadnt done anything to make him doubt her. Hed left some money lying on the floor and gone to the bathroom. When hed returned, she had put it back into the pocket of his jacket hanging from a peg on the wall. Another time hed left his mother-of-pearl wrist cuffs sitting in an empty cup on the table, only to be scolded by her for being so careless with his things.

While she hadnt told him much about herself on the train ride, what he was able to discern intrigued him. He knew shed become an orphan at a young age, and that her younger sister had gone to San Francisco while shed stayed behind in Terre Haute, alone and working a grueling job to make ends meet.

Then there was the way she talked. One minute she would sound like an educated member of the upper crust, and the next she would slip in some rather crude slang. When shed banged her toe on one of the trunks, the stream of curses she let out would have impressed a sailor. No, for all of her delicate beauty, Rowan had an inner strength that humbled him. He wanted, needed to know more about her, but the harder he pushed, the more she sealed herself off and ran away.

Oh, he knew part of it had to do with her ex-fiancé, a man she would speak of less than she talked about herself, but he already knew she didnt truly love the other man. There was no sadness in her eyes when she slipped up and mentioned him, only anger. He wondered what the rat bastard, as Rowan liked to call him, had done to hurt her but he wanted her thoughts on him and the future, not her past.

Through a gap in the curtains the dark shapes of familiar hills began to appear, and he knew it was time to wake Rowan up. Anticipation mixed with apprehension clenched his stomach into a hard knot. What if she was just biding her time and was waiting until they reached the jewelry store to rob him blind? Worse yet, what if she found some other man in Freewill that she fell in love with and ran off with him? As beautiful as she was, the lonely men of the frontier town would be more than willing to overlook that she was married if she so much as batted an eyelash at them. Heck, shed given him one kiss and here he was, risking both his heart and his familys store, all for chance of winning her love.

On his lap she shifted in her sleep, clutching his leg with her small hand and mumbling something about being late for her shift at the mill. He stroked her hair, singing a soft French lullaby until she quieted and the frown lines on her face smoothed out. While her mind might push him away, her body welcomed him, and he planned to use that as a way into her heart. He would get her used to his touch, to his embrace, and slowly awaken her to the sensual pleasures he had to offer.

Watching her sleep, he came to a decision. He would tell her of his intent to marry her so that she wouldnt think he was just trying to seduce her. If he expected her to be honest with him, then he had to be honest with her as well and hope to hell that his honesty didnt scare her off. She sighed softly and he prayed for God to give him the wisdom and patience to find his way into her heart even as he wondered if she was playing him for a fool.



A gentle hand shook Rowans shoulder and she tried to ignore it. Snuggling closer to the warmth of her pillow, she took in a deep breath of the wonderful scent lingering on the cloth. As her mind drifted, she vaguely became aware of the sense of movement, of her body rocking back and forth. Someone stroked her hair from her face, their touch soothing and gentle. Next she registered the sound of a distant rumbling that she just couldnt place. The hand shook her shoulder again and this time a male voice said, Rowan, we are almost there.

She bolted straight up, almost falling off the well padded bench seat of the train. A handsome man, Marcel her mind helpfully supplied, held her arms and helped her back into her seat next to him. She placed her hand against the warmth of her cheek and realized shed been sleeping with her head on his lap. Trying to cover her embarrassment, she gave him a scathing look. You did that on purpose.

Marcel, who looked good despite having spent the last two days on the cramped train, smiled at her and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear with a gentle touch that nonetheless burned through her. You are so beautiful when you sleep. The barriers you put up between yourself and the world come down and the real you shows, like a rosebud opening its petals.

Have you been drinking? The burning heat of her blush suffused her face and she turned her back on him, hunting for her hair pins. Shed not intended to fall asleep like that last night, but hed spent the evening telling her different important facts about the jewelry business and other things shed need to know. She must have drifted off to the lovely sound of his accented voice. No, there was nothing special about his voice. He was her employer and that was all. Her gorgeous, charming, seductive employer who could turn her brain into pudding with a look.

He merely smiled and stood, stretching his arms overhead as he yawned. The brush of his body past hers as he leaned over to get his jacket sent a bolt of heat through her. Having him so close for these past two days had raised her desire, and tension, almost to the breaking point. At first Marcel had tried to ask her questions about her personal life, but every time she turned the conversation back around to him or to the town of Freewill. She learned that the hard muscles he had beneath his clothes were a result of just having returned from Freewill last month. Hed been up there with a team of builders, constructing the store and the living quarters above it as well as a small barn and stable. Shed also learned that he planned for them to live above the store, but had been assured she would have her own bedroom and privacy.

She jerked her head away and stood in the cramped space of their room in the sleeper car. It really was rather beautiful, if small. The two sleeping racks boasted thick feather tick mattresses and lush goose down comforters that chased back the early spring chill at night. Her back twinged in protest, and she absently rubbed her fist into her spine, attempting to get the muscles to stop jumping. Trying to avoid Marcels legs, she pulled back the rich burgundy velvet curtains and gasped. Outside the window, the sun began to break over a magnificent mountain range in the distance and she almost pressed her nose against the glass. Oh my gosh, thats amazing.

He didnt say anything, merely leaned over next to her while they watched the sun rise on the horizon, painting the peak of the low mountains dusted with snow in bright bursts of gold and burning amber. The awareness of his body pressing against her moved her focus from the splendor in front of her to the man beside her and her heartbeat picked up pace. It was ridiculous the way her body reacted to him, as if he had woven some type of love spell on her.

Abruptly she turned from the window and tried to fix her hair in the small mirror close to the door leading out into the corridor. How do you know were almost there?

Marcel rested against the wall and watched her. He always seemed fascinated by her hair and when she took it down to brush it at night, his gaze would become dark with passion. Once hed offered to brush it for her, but shed blistered his ears for his impertinence. Still, his eyes followed her hands as she twisted the mass into a bun and began securing it. Ive made the train ride between Kansas City and Freewill at least a dozen times. Though I must say that this has been, by far, my most enjoyable trip.

She made a non-committal grunt. Every time she tried to remind him she was just working for him, and that they shouldnt speak as if they were friends, he reminded her they had to make a believable married couple in public. He argued that treating her like an employee while they were alone and a wife while they were in public would drive him crazy, and eventually he would slip up. Even more annoying, hed started calling her Rowan, or Mrs. Champlain so she could get used to responding to both. Truth be told, a small part of her rather liked the way he treated her as if she were someone special. Oh, sure, it was all probably just an act to get in her good graces, but her wounded heart drank up his affection even as she tried to distance herself from him.

Well, it hasnt been my worst trip, she admitted as she screwed the small silver heart earrings back on. She wore them almost constantly to remind herself to not be a fool for a handsome, rich man again. Too bad they didnt seem to be working.

There is one thing I forgot to mention about Freewill, something Im hoping you can help me with.

The weary tone in his voice caught her attention. And what would that be?

Theresah a woman in town who has been rather aggressively pursuing me.

She closed her eyes and prayed for patience as the train gently swayed. What do you mean, aggressively?

His low laugh vibrated through her body as he brushed past her to pull down his travel bag from the upper rack. The widow Bradley runs one of the local boarding houses and has a taste for the finer things in life. When she heard I was opening a jewelry store and was coming west without a bride…lets just say that she let me know that she was very, very interested in making me feel as welcome as possible.

Placing her hands on her hips she glared at him, feeling silly as jealousy tightened her chest at the thought of another woman flirting with Marcel. Giving him a sardonic look, she lifted her chin. Well, youre married now so that shouldnt be a problem.

He sat back down on the padded bench and held out his hand. Rowan, come here.

Her gaze darted toward the door. Im rather hungry. Do you think we could go eat breakfast?

Please, this will just take a moment.

From the shelf above the sleeping rack she pulled down her new hat, a very pretty bonnet that matched the red calico dress she wore and had a spray of white silk flowers that curved around the front. As she pinned the hat in place, Marcel continued to watch her. She found she rather liked how he was always looking at her as if she fascinated him, not that he had much else to look at in the small room.

Wearily she sat next to him, ignoring his hand as she smoothed her brand new dress. This outfit, as well as several others, were gifts his grandmother had purchased for her as part of her wedding present. Marcel had told his family they were going to get married in Freewill as soon as they arrived and would come back later that summer to Kansas City for a formal wedding reception. Hed also said a great deal more in French, but she had no idea what. She only knew that at the end of his little speech, his parents and grandparents had been practically beaming.

Guilt fisted her stomach as she remembered how welcoming his family had been after they got over their initial shock at the abrupt nature of their engagement. As soon as theyd exited the vault, Rowan had found herself surrounded by men and women hugging her and welcoming her to the family. She found it rather odd that they didnt seem all that bothered by the fact that they hardly knew each other, but Marcel had assured her in France it was not unheard of for people to become quickly betrothed once they found the love of their life. In fact, his parents and his grandparents both had become engaged after knowing each other for less than a week and his uncles had married their wives in less than a month. The men in his family just knew when theyd met their future wife and for them there could never be another. Hed had a hot, predatory gleam in his eyes as he said that to her, and she had been at once intimidated and flattered.

Shed spent the night at their home after a massive and delicious dinner surrounded by his family. Theyd asked so many questions about her, and she found herself telling them about her parents passing away when she was young and working in the paper mill. While she hadnt gone into detail, she didnt miss the pitying looks theyd exchanged. Marcels mother and grandmother had slipped out after dinner, and shed scarcely missed them in the ensuing rush of friends and cousins that wanted to meet Marcels fiancé. When theyd returned, they came bearing a new steamer trunk full of clothes that they insisted she would need for Freewill.

The rest of her possessions were retrieved from the train station and a ticket was secured for her train ride to Wyoming with Marcel in record time. Marcel had embellished on their time together, saying they had met a week before and had spun a tale about their romantic and fictional courtship that had left all of his female relatives sighing. Even Rowan had found herself blushing as he described the first moment he saw her, how hed been entranced by not only her beauty, but also by her strength and intelligence. He played the role of a doting fiancé so well that she almost found herself believing he really did like her.

The train began to notably slow as he took her hand in his, running his thumb over her palm in a soothing motion that never failed to make her skin tingle. The moment we step off this train, you are my wife, Rowan.

She half-heartedly attempted to pull her hand away. I know that.

He carefully studied her face. Though I know we are not married in truth, there will be many men in Freewill that will be attracted to your beauty, that will want to take you from me, married or not.

She blinked at him. What do you mean? Will I be accosted and kidnapped?

No, nothing like that. Im more worried about them trying to charm you away from me, to lure you into becoming their woman.

Mr.ChMarcel, I promised you I would be your wife for three months, and I keep my word. There have been times in my life that the only things Ive had to my name was my word and my pride, and I plan to never lose them.

His voice lowered and his grip on her hand tightened. I know you dont trust me, and I know you see me as nothing but a rich bastard, but be assured that more than anything in this world I want you to be safe. If anyone ever tries to harm you, I will kill him.

Well, thank you…I think. She took a deep breath as the train slowed to a crawl and the sun broke out fully over the mountains, bathing the early spring plains beyond the window in brilliant golden light. He looked so attractive and she wished that things were different, that they had met as equals. Goodness knows all the women back at the paper mill would have thrown themselves at his feet at the first hint of his smile. That thought brought out an unexpected surge of jealousy, and she leaned closer to him and made sure he was looking her in the eyes. I will do nothing to disgrace you in public, and I would ask the same of you. That means no visits to…working women while Im there. Please.

He smiled and her body heated at the look in his eyes. You have nothing to worry about. There is only one woman that I want to kiss and her favors cannot be bought. He slowly leaned forward, and she scooted away from him on the bench until her back pressed to the wall.

What are you doing? she asked as his breath warmed her lips.

You jerk away every time I touch you. If you are to be my wife, I cannot have you acting like my touch repulses you.

No, you shouldnt be doing this. Stop right away. Each of her words brushed her mouth against his, turning her denial into a butterfly soft kiss that sped her heart.

Is kissing me really that horrible?

The last of his words whispered alongside her skin before his mouth gently stroked over hers. After two days of wanting him, staring at him and forbidding herself from acknowledging her attraction, she found herself kissing him back with the same enthusiasm shed shown in the hallway of the hotel.

He made a pleased sound deep in his throat as she turned her head, slanting her lips across his for a deeper kiss. All rational thought fled and she lived in the moment, utterly absorbed with the feel of his mouth pressing on hers. Nothing mattered except the hot, burning rush of desire that seemed to light a fire to her body and settle between her legs in a dull ache.

The wet tip of his tongue traced her lips and she opened for him, hesitantly stroking her tongue along his, exploring his mouth and giving a moan of her own as he nipped and sucked on her lower lip. They seemed to fit perfectly together like two halves of the same whole.

The low screeching of the breaks of the train had her jerking back from Marcels embrace like shed been slapped. She gripped her hands into fists, angry at herself for giving into temptation, angry at him for making her feel this way. Her self-control seemed to fly out the window around him and she did not like him having that kind of power over her. Mr. Champlain, you must behave yourself!

He gave her an unrepentant smile and rubbed his lips in a seductive manner. Well, his gesture probably wasnt all that seductive but her libido seemed to find everything he did arousing. She must be losing her mind. With a muttered oath she leapt from the seat and struggled to get her travel bag off the shelf, ignoring his chuckle as she called him all manner of unflattering things under her breath.

Mrs. Champlain, trust me when I say that I am behaving. If I had my way, you would be on my lap right now, and I would be eating the sweet little sounds of pleasure you make when we kiss. Mon Dieu woman, you have no idea what you do to a man. He pulled her back down into his lap and sighed. Rowan, I assure you I kissed you for a reason.

She struggled, then froze when a hard part of his body poked against her hip. Oh, she knew what that was, her ex-fiancé had constantly rubbed up against her like a dog in heat, and the older women at the mill had been very frank when talking about their lovers, but the feeling of Marcels arousal against her made her nipples tighten into aching buds.

He wet his lips and leaned toward her but stopped when she started to pull away. I need you to get off this train looking like you dont hate me and wish me dead. She frowned at him and he arched a brow. See. No man or woman is going to see you look at me like that and not think our marriage is weak. I dont want men trying to seduce you away from me, and you dont want a soiled dove on my lap.

She stiffened and pushed at the strong, heavily muscled arm gripping her waist. Youre a cad.

He surprised her by pulling her forward and rubbing his face against her neck. The only time you dont look at me with animosity is after Ive kissed you. His mouth moved over her throat and she moaned at the sensation. It felt so good, so decadent when he parted his lips and nibbled on her skin before soothing it with a wet swipe of his tongue.

A low sigh escaped her. His mouth traced a path over her jaw, each kiss as soft as a snowflake hitting her skin. He paused for a moment before her lips and she leaned forward, slowly licking the outline of his mouth where the soft skin of his lips met the hint of stubble on his face. He gripped her hips, the hold almost punishing even through the weight of her clothing. She moved ever so slightly in his lap, rubbing his straining erection with her hip while he sucked her tongue into his mouth.

Time ceased to matter as his hands traveled up her waist, stroking her body through her dress. Her nipples ached to be touched and her breasts seemed to swell. Eager to find some relief, she almost rubbed them herself. Shed caressed herself before a few times, but she never quite figured out how to finish what shed started. As Marcels hands brushed below her breasts, just grazing them with the backs of his hands, she knew he would be able to help her with that final step to making the pleasure of her body break.

The conductor yelled and announced the stop, causing her to pull back with a soft gasp. Marcel cupped her face in his hands and examined her, his eyes hungry but his touch gentle. There, that is the look I am talking about. Normally youre beautiful, but when you look at me like this, youre stunning. Your eyes so wide and innocent, a rich darkness that a man could lose himself in.

She flushed, then cleared her throat, then flushed deeper Ithank you, Mr. Champlain. She rallied her flagging resistance, trying to rebuild the wall between her emotions and Marcel that he seemed so determined to tear down. Now please unhand me before I start to look like I want to kill you again.

He released her with a laugh. You are welcome, Mrs. Champlain. He held her hand and brought it to his lips. Welcome to Freewill, mon coeur.








Chapter Five





Rowan thought her heart might beat right out of her chest while she looked through the window of the train and caught sight of the welcoming party. Over a dozen men and women stood beneath the brick awning of the train station. Marcel clasped her hand in his and whispered in her ear, That is the Mayor and his wife, Mrs. Mason. The tall black man is the Sheriff, Mr. Avery, and a few of the local business owners are also here…including Mrs. Bradley. He hesitated for a moment and whispered, Sherriff Avery is a black man, but he is as good and honorable as any man Ive ever met. Freewill has a lot of former slaves that came west in search of work and ended up at the Deep Creek Mines, lots of Chinese, too, that came here to build the railroad and never left.

She nodded and pretended to straighten his tie while they made their way to the exit of the train. I try to judge a person by their actions, not their appearance.

He gave her an odd look as she brushed off the shoulders of his jacket, then smiled. Placing her hand in the crook of his elbow, he led her down the steps and toward the group. She shivered in the cool morning air and tried to muster her courage. Even though it was the beginning of May, it was still cold enough that her breath came out in a white plume. Marcel rubbed her gloved hand and pulled her closer. Are you all right?

She nodded. Yes, just a little cold.

He stopped and removed his jacket, tucking it over her shoulders. She started to protest but he placed her hand back in the crook of his arm, shepherding her through the throng of porters and people at the train stop. Im sorry, I forgot how chilly it got up here. I should have taken better care of you.

She flushed and couldnt help but imagine that she heard genuine concern in his tone. As they came within speaking distance of the welcome committee, the hard mound of his bicep tightened against her hand and she realized he was nervous as well. Feeling a bit ashamed as to how self-centered her thoughts had become, she made sure to give the group an extra big smile and gently squeezed Marcels arm. She could almost feel the questioning of the crowd as they inspected her, and she tried to keep from fidgeting beneath their gazes.

A tall, thin man wearing a top hat and dressed in a dark suit with a bright yellow tie stepped forward and held out his hand to Marcel. Mr. Champlain, welcome home. The deep wrinkles around his mouth crinkled as he smiled and his silver mustache gleamed in the morning light.

Marcel shook his hand and nodded toward Rowan. Mayor Mason, thank you so much for your warm welcome. May I introduce my wife, Mrs. Rowan Champlain.

A murmur went through the crowd behind him, and Rowan extended her hand with a smile. It is indeed a pleasure to meet you, Mayor Mason. My husband has told me all about you and your wonderful town.

Mayor Mason smiled and gave the back of her hand a kiss. Mr. Champlain, I see that youve brought the rarest gem of all to Freewill.

Rowan flushed as Marcel laughed. I did indeed.

A round and pretty older woman stepped up next to Mr. Mason, her merry blue eyes matching the shawl she wore over her white and green checked dress. Though she only came up to Mr. Masons shoulders, she seemed to exude energy and goodwill. Mrs. Champlain, Im so delighted to meet you! Im Mrs. Mason, but please call me Pearl.

The rest of the introductions went by in a flurry of smiles and well wishes until they reached a pretty auburn haired woman with a tiny waist and rather large breasts almost out on display in a tight purple dress. Marcel cleared his throat and said, Mrs. Bradley, may I introduce my wife, Mrs. Champlain.

The women shook hands and Mrs. Bradley said in a cooing purr, Well arent you a pretty little thing. But look at how youre shivering. Marcel, are you sure you did the right thing bringing such a delicate flower to Freewill? Id hate to see her catch a cold and fall ill.

Rowan resisted the urge to slap the false smile off that womans face and cuddled closer to Marcel. Oh, dont worry about me. Im much tougher than I look. Besides, with my husband to keep me warm, I doubt Ill catch even the slightest sniffle.

Mrs. Bradley stared at her, then laughed. Good to see you have some steel in your backbone, youll need it around here. This is a mans town, make no mistake about it, and youre going to have to be strong in order to survive. She glanced at Marcel and her smile fell a bit as she examined him. Does your wife know how to use a gun?

Marcel looked down at Rowan and she shook her head. Im sure shell have no need. His voice turned hard. Ill protect her from anything and anyone that would try to do her harm.

Mrs. Bradley pulled her shawl closer, covering up some of the impressive bosom that she had on display. Get her a gun and make sure she knows how to use it. Weve had some trouble around here lately. She glanced over at the Mayor who was talking with a group of people and lowered her voice. Im not tryn to stir up trouble or spread gossip, but there have been a few problems with some miners who dont know the difference between no and yes. Mind you, theyve all been dealt with and are no longer in Freewill, but like I said, this is a mans town. As pretty as your wife is, shell need to be able to back up her words with some iron.

Marcels hold on her tightened to almost the point of pain, and she jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. Dont worry about me. My parents passed away when I was fourteen and I quickly learned how to dissuade men that try to prey on the weak and innocent. I can take care of myself.

Marcel shook his head, anger darkening his handsome face. He bent closer and whispered into her ear, I wont let anyone ever hurt you again.

Conscious of Mrs. Bradleys curious look she whispered back, I can take care of myself.

His dark hair gleamed with deep auburn highlights as the sun crested over the slate roof of the train depot. I know, but Id be honored if youd let me take care of you instead.

Clearing her throat, Mrs. Bradley muttered something about newlyweds and tugged her shawl again. I need to get back to my boarding house, one of my ladies isnt feeling too well and Im giving her a hand with her little ones. She shook Rowans hand again. Please feel free to stop by my home anytime, Mrs. Champlain. She winked and patted her auburn curls. We delicate flowers have to stick together.

Rowan smiled and tucked her hands into Marcels jacket. Thank you. Im afraid well be a bit tied up with opening the store and getting settled in, but I would enjoy visiting with you and learning more about Freewill. She looked up at Marcel. Maybe I can convince Marcel to purchase a gun for me and you can teach me how to shoot.

Laughing, Mrs. Bradley shook her head and took a step back. Old man Sven over at Svens Sons Feed and Seed will give you free lessons if you buy your bullets from him. Hes taught all of my ladies how to shoot.

Marcel sighed and shook his head as Mrs. Bradley walked away with a sway in her step that drew the eye of every male at the train station. A mature and stunning woman with dark brown hair and eyes made her way through the thinning crowd and clasped Rowans hand in her own. Her skin had a dusky tint to it that brought out the pink in her lips and cheeks from the brisk spring air. It is so good to have you with us, Mrs. Champlain. Im Sherriff Averys wife. I run a hotel in town as well as a restaurant. Why dont you and your husband stop by for dinner tonight? Im sure after your long journey the last thing you want to do is cook.

She glanced up at Marcel, who smiled down at her. I certainly wont complain if you want to take a night off from your wifely duties.

The words themselves were innocent enough, but the way he said them and the wicked gleam in his eyes made it seem like the wifely duties he was referring to didnt involve cooking.

Ignoring him, and hoping he mistook the blush that suffused her cheeks for a reaction to the cold, she nodded at Mrs. Avery. We would love to. I must confess, Im not much of a cook.

Sherriff Avery joined them, smiling at his wife with obvious love and pride. Viviennes mama is a fantastic cook and Im sure shed love to show you how to make some of the local dishes. Mrs. Avery narrowed his eyes at him and he cleared his throat and hooked his thumbs in his gun belt. Of course my wife is a great cook as well.

Rowan tried to keep from laughing as Mrs. Avery sniffed. We eat lots of wild game around here and it takes a little bit of finesse to work with it.

Wild game?

The leather of Sherriff Averys gun belt creaked as he shifted. Yep. Elk, deer, antelope, black bear, and wild turkey are some of my favorites. Your husband has come hunting with me before. Hes a pretty good shot for a city boy.

She shook her head, trying to wrap her head around the idea of Marcel dragging home a bear. I-I wouldnt even know where to begin to clean and cook a bear. Chickens I can do…bears on the other hand….

Mrs. Avery laughed. Mr. Winters supplies the restaurant with most of our meat. Hes a fur trader and sells the meat to the local butcher, Mr. Grooms, who you can buy it from. You wont have to go out and haul a two hundred pound bear into your shed by yourself.

Sherriff Avery smiled at Marcel, his teeth a startling white against the dark skin of his face. I might steal your husband away for an afternoon or two of hunting though.

Mrs. Avery rolled her eyes. Dont worry, while theyre off mucking around in the mud looking for rabbits, you and I will be sipping wine and enjoying some of my mothers cooking.

They exchanged a few more pleasantries and she met more of the townsfolk before she and Marcel managed to make it off the train platform. Marcel placed his hand on her lower back as they reached the edge of the brick building housing the luggage storage and a small warehouse in addition to the ticket office. The warmth of his touch seemed to seep through all the layers of her clothing and she couldnt help but remember their kiss on the train, the passion that swept through her and turned her from a rational lady into a wanton woman. They rounded the corner of the building, and at her first sight of Freewill she froze in place and let out a long, low sigh.

The town stretched out before them, following a gentle rise that gradually increased until it became tall hills. A gravel road led from the train depot further into town, and she spied a rather large stagecoach station a little bit farther up the road. Though she couldnt see much of the actual buildings through the trees in the distance, she did make out a variety of roofs and long plumes of smoke wafting into the air from at least three dozen different buildings. For a moment she felt as if she had stepped into the world of the painting that hung over the fireplace in her old boarding house in Terre Haute.

Mrs. Mason stopped next to her and gave her a hesitant smile. Im sure its not what youre used to being from a large city.

Rowan turned to her and beamed. Its beautiful. She took a deep breath and the cool air seemed to refresh her inside and out. Ive never smelled air so clean, so pure.

Mrs. Mason smiled back at her, some of the tension going out of her shoulders. Youve come at the right time of year. Spring may be a little late coming to Freewill, but I promise you, once you see the valley filled with flowers in the summer, youll think youve found the Garden of Eden.

Rowans smile faded a bit when she realized she may be gone by the time the flowers bloomed. That sounds lovely.

Marcel cleared his throat and placed his hand over hers. If you will excuse us, Mrs. Mason, Im eager to show Rowan the store and our new home.

Mrs. Mason laughed and gently pushed them toward a waiting wagon with their trunks in the back and harnessed to a lovely gray mare. Off you go. I believe our local teacher, Miss Genny Ashwood, has some of her students waiting at your store to help you take your things inside.

The rest of the crowd began to disperse with a few more well wishes and reminders of invitations for dinners and card playing. Marcel helped her into the wagon and she found herself clinging to the side, her mind and heart whirling with all the new faces and sights. She felt like two different people, the single young woman who just wanted the next three months to speed past so she could get to San Francisco and start her new life, and the newlywed wife of the town jeweler. For a moment back there she had actually forgotten she and Marcel werent married. In that brief time shed been very happy, and she wanted to hold onto that unexpected joy, even if it was a lie.

He urged the mare into a gentle walk and leaned close. You were wonderful.

She cleared her throat and tried to keep her attention on him rather than the approaching town. Everyone is so welcoming and nice. Are they always like that?

Oui, I mean yes. He tugged his jacket up on her shoulder from where it had slipped down a bit. Things are different out here. People know each other, have to rely on each other for pretty much everything. It leads to a tight knit community where everyone is considered an asset.

She mulled that thought over. While she knew a good deal of the people in Terre Haute, she couldnt say she knew everyone and certainly didnt feel like shed been treated as an asset. No, she was just another woman working in the industrial town, another body to keep the money flowing into the pockets of the factory owners. Working in the mills was a harsh and unforgiving job. Many people that came looking for work only lasted a few months before they decided to either find a different job or return home to their farming communities.

Being born and raised in the city shed never understood the appeal of returning to a small town, but as she took in the crowded main street of Freewill, she couldnt help but feel like shed come home. An utterly absurd and ridiculous thought of course, but maybe after shed spent some time in San Francisco, she could find a small town like this to set up a shop of some kind. She knew how to make paper, maybe she could start a small business doing that. Nothing like the massive mill where she used to work, but rather a small store specializing in quality paper, with small batches of custom stationary that would appeal to women.

Speaking of stationary, she needed to write her sister and let her know shed safely arrived. Before their train had departed two days ago, shed sent a telegraph letting Lucy know shed found work in Freewill for three months and would be coming to San Francisco after that. Shed kept out the part about Marcel and their pretend marriage. Once she left Freewill, she wanted this part of her life to vanish from her memory, but she had a sinking feeling she would never, ever forget Marcel. Shed never met anyone like him before. Yes, he was rich, but he was also funny and charming. Her rational mind argued that she barely knew him, that her ex-fiancé had been just as witty and charming when they first met, but her foolish heart still beat harder every time he looked at her.

He interrupted her thoughts while they passed a few outlying homes and reached the beginning of town. Theres the hotel that the Averys own, and see that big wooden building with the blue shutters? Thats the town hall where they have dances, plays, and other types of entertainment.

People stared at them as they rode past and more than one man gave her a rather appreciative look. As she glanced around, trying to see everything at once, she realized there were a great deal more men than women. Oh, shed known men outnumbered women in Freewill but knowing and seeing were two very different things. Stores and shops ran up and down either side of the long street, but they were elevated about two feet with raised wooden walkways and stairs.

Why is everything so high?

The snow can get pretty deep in the winter, and they keep the houses and stores raised out of the drifts so the front doors dont get buried. Plus, it helps keep the buildings clear of the mud when it rains.

She stared at him. They had snow in Terre Haute, but not enough that they had to raise the buildings because of it. How do they manage in such wicked weather?

He shrugged. People adapt. Everyone has a sleigh and most of the farm stock is bred for cold weather. The mineral springs that flow beneath the town give everyone an endless supply of hot water so the pipes dont freeze, and some people even use it to heat their homes.

An endless supply of hot water? She couldnt help but sigh with longing. Sounds like heaven.

Why do you say that?

She flushed and pretended to examine the brick facade of what looked like a general store from what she could see through the big windows facing the street. Hot water is a luxury.

He studied her for a moment and then gave her a teasing grin. Personally, I think one of the reasons my family picked Freewill is because of the public baths. Youll notice that even the miners smell better than most people in the city. He pointed far down the street to a large brick structure. See that? Those are the public baths. For thirty five cents you can rinse off in their showers and then go for a soak in their bathing pools.

She gaped at him, her face heating enough from her blush that she no longer felt cold. Men and women bathe together?

He laughed and ran his knuckles down her cheek. No, no, nothing like that. There is a mens pool and a womens pool. Clearing his throat, he turned his attention back to the road. There is another bathing facility at the other end of town, but Id rather you stay away from there.

Why?

He fiddled with the reins as they slowed to let a family pass on the road before them. Well, its for men only. He darted a glance at her. Men looking for companionship.

She frowned at him. What are you talking about? Is it like a private gentlemens club? We have those in Terre Haute, places where men play cards and drink to get away from their wives.

He blew a breath out of his nose. Rowan, the other bath house is also a brothel.

Oh…oh. It was her turn to stare straight ahead at the road before them. We have those in Terre Haute as well, but without the bathtubs.

Marcels cough sounded mysteriously like a chuckle and he sat up straighter in his seat. Theres the store, your new home. He pointed to a two story brick building with elaborate and beautiful wrought iron over the windows on the lower level and green shutters on the windows above. A handful of young boys leapt off the sidewalk when they saw Marcel and began to mill about like a bunch of excited puppies.

For the next three months, she added hastily and felt a pang of guilt as some of the joy went out of his expression.

Yes, for the next three months.









Chapter Six



Exhausted, Rowan collapsed on the enormous brass bed situated between two windows open to let in the fresh spring air. Shed spent the afternoon learning the layout of the store and greeting an almost endless stream of well wishers whod come to meet Marcels bride. She didnt think shed ever shaken so many hands in her life and the living area off of her bedroom was filled with welcome gifts and invitations to dinner.

Her mind whirled as she thought about the shop below and everything that had to be done. No expense had been spared in the construction of the shop and it showed. Intricate wrought iron bars shaped like flowering vines protected the glass of the front door and the first story windows, and Marcel had told her theyd been specially shipped in from Chicago. The patterns of the wrought iron went well with the silver on blue floral wallpaper and the mellow oak floors of the shop. The doors were works of art, heavy slabs of wood embellished with iron work that helped add to the security of the store. Even though it was only temporary, and untrue, she couldnt help the pride that filled her at the thought of being one of the proprietors of such a grand place.

Her back ached with a low throb, and she stiffened as the muscles around her spine jumped and twitched. She shouldnt have lifted as much as she had, but shed been caught up in the excitement of helping the boys unpack the seemingly endless amounts of silverware, tea sets, and other high end knick-knacks. All of the jewelry had been delivered earlier and was in a gigantic safe similar to the one in the family shop back in Kansas City.

The sunlight streaming through the lace curtains of the window threw interesting patterns on the ceiling while she relaxed into the comfort of the feather tick mattress. This was to originally be Marcels brother and sister-in-laws room but hed given it to her instead. His bedroom lay across the living room and faced the street. Marcels room was done in shades of green and bronze with heavy oak furniture and a massive wardrobe against the far wall.

A faint hint of lavender scented the air and when shed opened the drawers of the dresser to begin putting away her things, shed been happily surprised to find little lavender sachets in each. With most of her possessions put away, including her new clothes from Marcels family, she wanted nothing more than to take a nap, but there was work to be done.

Sitting up with a groan, she pulled a few pins out of her hair and set them on the small table next to bed. She considered taking off her boots, but she didnt want Marcel to think she was being lazy. More than ever, she wanted to prove to him that she was a good and hard worker so he wouldnt regret bringing her along. With a yawn she stretched her arms overhead, her back protesting the motion with a sharp twinge.

When she opened the door to the living room, she caught the wonderful scent of coffee. Following her nose, she found Marcel in the kitchen pouring coffee into two mismatched cups hed obviously pulled from one of the open boxes on the wooden butcher block. He turned at the sound of her footsteps on the wooden floor, and when he saw her, his smile seemed to light him from within. She couldnt help but smile in return. When he looked at her like that, so filled with joy, she found it hard to keep things strictly business between them.

How do you like your room? If you want to change anything, please let me know. I realize it may not be to your personal taste, and I want you to be as comfortable as possible.

She shook her head and joined him at the counter, running her hands over the polished slate that made up the surface. Um, can you tell me where the outhouse is? Her whole body seemed to burn with her blush. I looked around out back, but all I could find was a barn, a shed and a covered wood stack.

Marcel set the coffeepot back on the cast iron stove. Follow me.

He led her past the living room and into a small hallway with two doors. She had assumed they were just storage closets, but when he opened one she couldnt help her delighted laugh. A water closet!

Marcel grinned and went to touch her, but pulled his hand back and looked away. My sister-in-law insisted on it. Lucky for her, and us, the mines employ several plumbers to deal with the water that can sometimes fill the mine shafts. One of them does work on the side and helped update the soaking pools at the public bath as well as the indoor plumbing for some of the wealthier mine workers and local families. He glanced at her. Ill be in the kitchen. Do you want some sugar and cream in your coffee? Mrs. Gurney brought us some fresh milk, cream, and butter from her farm.

Yes, please.

After completing her business, she rejoined him in the kitchen and took a sip of her coffee, practically purring in pleasure at the rich taste. Marcel leaned against the counter next to her, close enough she could almost feel the heat from his body. So what do you think of Freewill?

She laughed and warmed her hands on her coffee cup. Well, the people certainly are friendly.

He nodded. That they are. It doesnt hurt that I brought a beautiful, charming, and intelligent woman with me as my bride.

Unsure how to respond to his compliment, she looked away and glanced out the window over the sink which showed the rooftop of the next building and a hint of the forest behind them. Where should I start? Do you want me to unpack the kitchen or should I dust first and then unpack?

I thought maybe we could relax for a little bit. Its been a long day and a long trip. I dont want you overtaxing yourself.

She frowned at him. Marcel, Im used to working six days a week, ten hours a day. Putting away things and cleaning is nowhere near overworking.

He shifted to fully face her, his body a little bit closer. Still, I would like it if you would relax and spend some time with me.

Why?

Why not?

She met his eyes and the hunger she saw in them had her body tightening in a delicious rush of desire. What was it about this man that brought her carnal needs so close to the surface? It seemed like she couldnt be near him without wanting to touch him, to let him kiss her until the world disappeared and the only thing that remained was Marcel and the wonderful things he made her feel.

Flustered, she sought to put some emotional space between them. Well, because Im your employee. While I realize this is a rather unconventional business relationship, I dont want either of us to forget the real reason Im here.

He carefully set his coffee cup down and cupped her face in his hands. The warmth of his skin against her cheeks brought her breath out in a soft sigh. He always touched her as if she were delicate, something to be cherished. It was such a marked contrast to her ex-fiancés hurried groping that she let herself relax against him. No matter what her mind thought, her body knew he meant her no harm. Im afraid I wasnt totally honest about why I wanted you to come with me.

Hurt followed quickly by anger constricted her heart and her stomach lurched. Slamming her cup on to the counter, she backed away from him with her hands pressed to her chest. I should have known! What a fool I am, falling for all of your lies! I know exactly why you want me here, and Id sooner kiss a pig than

He strode across the small kitchen, backing her to the wall and bracing his arms on either side of her, effectively trapping her. His eyes had darkened to the color of storm clouds and an angry flush colored his cheeks. I said I would never take anything from you by force and I meant it. Im hoping to convince you to stay and become my wife in truth.

She swallowed and stared up at him as her emotions flipped from fear, to doubt, to happiness, and back to doubt so quickly she felt like she was losing her mind. You what?

His gaze softened and his lips quirked into a smile. I want you to marry me, Rowan Belmont. I want you to spend the rest of your life with me, as my cherished wife, and live here in Freewill. I want you to have my children, to wake every day to the beautiful sight of your smile.

Youre mad. Her reply came out in a breathy whisper.

Moving slowly, he nuzzled his cheek against hers as he murmured into her ear, Three months, Rowan. Give me three months to convince you what I say is true, that I can make you happier than any other man on earth. That you belong with me and I belong with you.

Marcel

I wont mention it again until the three months is up. His voice rumbled as he placed a gentle kiss on the side of her neck. When he leaned back, she looked into his eyes, falling into their silvery depths. And I know if I pressed the issue right now your answer would be no. Thats okay. I understand youre not ready to make that kind of commitment to me, or anyone, right now. Im not going to push you. I wont even mention it again until our three months is up. He gave her a mischievous wink. But if you want to say yes at any point, feel free.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall. Any normal woman would have been jumping at his offer, but shed learned the hard way not to trust men that at first appeared perfect. Even if her heart wanted to rejoice at his words, her mind tried to protect her foolish heart by reminding how her Calum had told her similar wonderful things although his gaze hadnt held the honesty and sincerity Marcels did.

Summoning up her courage she met his steady stare. You may court me for three months, but I need you to promise me that you wont hurt me, promise me you wont abuse my trust.

I will never, ever hurt you. I swear. His lips traced the shell of her ear and she had to resist the urge to turn her head to capture his mouth in a kiss. I know you have no reason to trust me, but please give me a chance. Let me prove to you that God did not bring us together by accident.

Marcel…. She forgot what she was going to say when his hand slowly and carefully slid from her waist to cup her breast. Her nipples tightened until they almost ached and his breath came out in a low groan as he gently rubbed his thumb back and forth over one stiff peak.

I love how your body responds to me, how you become soft and willing beneath my touch. His other hand moved up her waist and she placed her hand on his wrist with the intention of stopping him, but at that moment he kissed her, and all she could do was clutch at his shoulders while he gently squeezed her nipples through the thin cloth of her dress, a delicate touch that was a marked contrast to the hunger of his mouth as he licked along the seam of her lips.

She opened, greeting the sweep of his tongue with her own, hungry for his touch. Oh how she burned for his attention, the ache of her nipples becoming secondary to the pounding between her legs while her body grew wet and swollen. His scent filled her nose and he continued to kiss her, devouring her lips and spurring her desire higher. She suddenly wanted to touch him, to feel the evidence of his desire against her hand.

Moving slowly, she traced the tips of her fingers down his chest to his hard stomach, smiling when the muscles of his body twitched beneath her hand like a skittish horse. Her touch reached his belt, and he broke their kiss, leaning his forehead against hers as he panted, Please, Rowan, you must stop. If you dont Im afraid I wont be able to control myself.

An addictive sense of power rushed through her while she continued to stroke him, each caress bringing her hand lower. Will you allow me to explore your body? To touch you without having to fear you will take what Im not yet willing to give?

Woman, youll be the death of me. He stepped back and clasped his hands behind his back. Im yours, Rowan. Touch me as you will. He pinned her with his stare, hot and hungry, and his voice came out in a low growl, But remember this, someday when you give yourself to me, Im going to return every teasing torment that you make me endure before I let you have your sweet orgasm all over my fingers, or mouth, or cock.

She gasped and hesitated, her arousal surging even as her embarrassment tried to cool her body. Im sorry, maybe I should just go

He gave a strangled laugh. Please, Rowan, dont be afraid of me. You have my word that I will let you do to me as you wish. And not force myself on you.

The temptation proved too great and she took a small step forward, tracing her fingertips over his cheeks. Youre so warm.

He closed his eyes and tilted his head back as she ran her hands down his neck. You do that to me. I cannot be around you without wanting you, needing you. You make my blood burn.



Marcel couldnt decide if he was in heaven or hell while Rowan ran her hands over his shoulders with a delicate touch. While hed prayed for her to come to him on her own, he hadnt intended for it to quite happen like this. He struggled against the desire that had his cock and balls pounding to the beat of his heart.

Her dark eyelashes lowered, she ran her palms over his chest, pausing to trace the outline of his tie. She was so beautiful, but beyond that he greatly admired her strength and courage.

Her hands reached his waist and he tensed, waiting for her to dip lower. Instead she curved her arms around him and laid her head on his chest, the stiffness going out of her body until she pressed fully against him, soft and womanly. The silk of her hair brushed over his lips and he permitted himself to place a small kiss there, even as he kept his hands behind his back. She snuggled further, but didnt ask him to put his arms around her.

At first that hurt his feelings, but he soon realized that for Rowan feeling like she was in control allowed her to relax, to lower some of the shields around her heart. Why me? she asked as her voice vibrated against him.

His first impulse was to praise her beauty, to tell her all the things most women liked to hear about themselves. Then he remembered how shed always brushed off any compliment on her appearance as if it meant nothing to her, and it probably didnt. As lovely as she was, she had probably heard about her good looks from men who wanted her for a long time. Because you are strong, courageous, and I admire you greatly.

She looked up at him and leaned back but kept her hands around his waist. You admire me?

Of course. Most women, hell, most men in your situation would have curled up into a ball and bemoaned the nasty trick fate played on them. Not you. You pulled yourself up by your bootstraps and survived. I dont know if I could have done the same in your situation.

The diamond heart pendant around her neck sparkled as she shrugged, but a small, pleased smile hovered over her lips. I did nothing special, only what thousands of people do every day. The way she leaned back pressed the cradle of her hips to his pelvis and his hips twitched when she gently pressed her body into his.

Brass bells clattered and jingled, making Rowan jump back and grab her chest. What in the world is that?

He muttered an oath and jerked his jacket down, trying to hide his erection. As he glanced up, he caught her staring. He slowly straightened and let her look her fill, tempted by the desire in her dark eyes to ignore the ringing. The bells clanged again and she jerked her gaze away, her ivory cheeks staining pink with her blush while she licked her lips.

That is the alert system attached to the front door. We have a pulley structure rigged so that if someone yanks on the cord out front, well hear it no matter where we are in the house.

How clever. She turned away and smoothed her dress. Marcel, I cant promise you anything, but I-I would like to get to know you better. She looked up at him, her gaze narrowed. That doesnt mean youre welcome into my bed tonight, but I will give you a chance to…well, you know.

He clasped her hand in his as he walked past, pulling her after him to the stairs leading to the first level of the building. To win your heart, mon amour. Dont worry, I do know.








Chapter Seven





Still holding Marcels hand, Rowan followed him down the stairs and through the small hallway into the front part of the store. In the back there were two work rooms, another water closet, and the vault. There was even a small living area for when Marcel decided to take on an apprentice, but just then it was filled to the rafters with crates and boxes waiting to be unpacked.

They entered the main portion of the store and Rowan couldnt help but feel an eager sense of anticipation when she looked at all the empty jewelry cases. Next week they would be filled with gleaming treasures and the store would officially open. The idea of planning a grand opening party was daunting, but Marcel had asked her to oversee it and had given her an exorbitant amount of funds to make it happen.

That morning shed found a money clip with thirty dollars in it lying at the bottom of the stairs. It had fallen out of Marcels jacket and shed given him a good scolding about taking care of his things. Instead of getting angry at her, hed given her a devilish grin and swept her into his arms, kissing her on both cheeks before landing one on her mouth that made her toes curl. She thought maybe he was a little bit crazy, but then she supposed she was as well because she had agreed to his daft plan of courtship. He was lucky he had her to help him, and not another less scrupulous woman. As trusting as he was, it would be easy to rob him blind, and that would only happen over her dead body.

Her surprisingly protective thoughts fled when she got a glimpse of the man standing patiently on the front porch. Marcel glanced over his shoulder with a wide smile as they moved through the storefront. Ah, Roderick is here.

Marcel sounded delighted and Rowan gave him a disbelieving look. Roderick looked to be so tall that he would have to stoop to get through the doorway, and his shoulders so broad hed have to turn sideways. His red hair blazed in the sunlight like a bonfire as he turned toward them when Marcel opened the door. She was surprised to note that he was unexpectedly handsome with a neatly trimmed beard and bright blue eyes.

Marcel shook his hand. My friend, its so good to see you. I wasnt sure if you would be back from your hunting expedition yet. Please come in and meet my wife.

The big man froze and held a bag out to her. Thisuh, is for you. His voice came out in a deep rumble like two rocks grinding together.

She exchanged a puzzled look with Marcel, but took the package with a warm smile. Thank you.

His face flushed and he ducked his head, reminding her of a little boy rather than the scary giant hed been a moment before. I wasnt sure what youd like, but Mrs. Bradley said you were cold this morning.

Puzzled, she began to open the package as Marcel looked over her shoulder. Roderick owns the store next to ours, Winters Warmth. Hes a fur trader.

She couldnt help but gasp when her fingers plunged into the soft fur and she pulled out a beautiful, white, rabbit fur muff. Oh, it is gorgeous! She rubbed the muff against her cheek, delighting in its incredible softness. Ive never owned something so nice, thank you so very much.

Roderick flushed an even darker red until she worried that he might pass out. Wasnt nuthin. Mrs. Bradley likes to make rabbit stew for her ladies so I always got a bunch of fur. He inched closer to the street.

Marcel opened the door wider. Why dont you come in? I want to hear about how your trip up to the Tetons went, and Ive got a bottle of that bourbon you like around here somewhere.

He darted a glance at her and took a step off the sidewalk. I gotta get goin. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Champlain.

Nice to meet you, too, Rowan said to his retreating figure.

Marcel closed the door and locked it, a frown tightening the muscles of his face.

She stroked the muff and peered out the window, trying to catch a glimpse of the giant of a man. Did I offend him somehow?

No, Roderick is uncomfortable around women.

She walked over to one of the empty display cases and carefully set the gift on top before turning back to Marcel. Why is that?

He ran a hand through his hair then turned to sort through one of the open boxes near him. He was raised out in the middle of the wilderness and hasnt been around people much. He looked up, his face serious, the joy she was used to seeing in his gaze missing. His mother was a beautiful woman, but crazy. I dont mean a little crazy, I mean a lot crazy, and from what folks say, his father wasnt much better. She really messed with Rodericks head and…well, he isnt very comfortable around pretty women. Hes almost afraid of them.

Rowan stroked her hand over the muff. How terrible.

Yes. He was silent for a few minutes as he began to pull stacks of plates out of the carton, carefully placing the packing material into an empty crate. Dont get me wrong, he wont hurt you or anything, but dont expect him to gossip over tea and crumpets with you anytime soon.

She laughed and moved across the room, reaching into the box and casually brushing her hand against his as she lifted out a lovely china plate embossed with gilt. That little brush of skin made her nipples peak and she remembered what it felt like to have him touch her there, and she wondered how much better it would feel to have that touch become skin on skin. A rather naughty thought occurred to her while Marcel silently took off his jacket and vest, working only in his white button down shirt as they counted and separated the stacks of china.

Neither said anything and she enjoyed the silence between them. It wasnt an irritating quiet that she felt the need to fill; rather it was almost comfortable. She watched his shirt stretch over the hard muscles of his shoulders and arms, her body became heavy with desire. She tried to chide herself for turning into a wanton woman, but when Marcel met her gaze he seemed to catch her mood because his eyes darkened to that storm cloud gray shed come to recognize as sexual need.

He shook his head and smiled. You are temptation itself.

Flustered, she almost dropped the plate before setting it down on the stack with exaggerated care. What?

His strong fingers clasped around her wrist while he pulled her into the circle of his arms. When you look at me like that, I cant think straight.

Like what? she said in a breathless voice as he pulled them into the corner, out of view of anyone passing the front of the shop.

Like you want to eat me alive. His voice dipped lower and his lips hovered over hers. Just like I want to do to you.

This time she was the one to close the distance, kissing him until his erection strained against his pants and pressed into the softness of her stomach. He tasted so good, masculine, and something she could only identify as Marcel. He gripped her lower back, pressing her tighter against his hard cock until she fairly trembled. She wanted more, wanted to sooth the ache that had blossomed between her legs and spread throughout her body. Her bloomers were damp with her arousal and she moaned as his hard thigh rode between her legs and pressed against her mound through her skirts.

He held her bustle and pressed her hips against the solid muscle of his thigh, moving her until he hit that little spot at the top of her mound that practically throbbed with the beat of her heart. She gasped and he ate the sound from her lips with an eager kiss. Rowan, mon amour.

He rocked her up and down his thigh, each stroke coiling her body tighter until she made little wordless pleading noises against his mouth. With a gasp he tore away from her, cupped her face in his hands, forcing her body still by pressing his weight against her. Little one, have you ever had your release before? Not even at your own hand?

She turned her head away and stiffened against him, her desire cooling beneath her embarrassment. That is none of your business.

He gently turned her head, kissing each cheek with a butterfly soft stroke of his lips. I thought not, you are an innocent in the ways of self-pleasure. He took a deep breath and cuddled her close. She could hear the hard pounding of his heart against her cheek and it gave her a sense of power to know she had affected him as much as he affected her. I would be honored to teach you the pleasures of your body, but not here and not now.

She pushed against his chest, anger mixing with the lingering desire. That is awfully bold of you

He cupped her breasts, his wonderfully talented thumbs brushing over her still erect nipples. The contact shot straight to the soft flesh between her thighs which pounded with a renewed ache. Let me teach you about the wonderful things your body can feel, a pleasure so intense you could never imagine its like. You will be in control. I will only do what you permit me.

Even as she leaned into his clever touch, she pushed against his arms. Marcel, I cannot give you my virginity.

He laughed and pressed his thigh back between the swollen juncture of her legs. Im not asking for it. There are many, many, many delicious things we can do that will still leave you intact.

I-I dont know. He ducked his head and to her shock his teeth clamped down on her nipple, drawing the most delicious sensations from her body.

As he nibbled at the throbbing tip he said, Please, let me give you pleasure. That is all I ask, let me please you.

Her resistance faded as he switched to her other breast and repeated the same treatment. What about your needs? She flushed as he raised his head, her breasts still tingling from his attention. I know it can be extremely painful for a man to become aroused and not have their release. It can hurt for days and I dont want you to have to endure that pain just because I wont soothe you.

Who in the world told you that? He placed his hand over her mouth, an odd mixture of amusement and anger sparkling in his eyes. Wait, I dont want to know. Let me assure you that a man can find his release on his own if the need becomes too much.

Her eyebrows flew up in shock. But that rat bastard told me a man couldnt orgasm without a woman.

Marcel let out a startled bark of laughter. And you fell for it?

She shoved him away and snatched the muff off the counter. Certainly not. Well, actually she had a little bit. She always felt terribly guilty when her ex-fiancé had complained about the pain he was in after kissing her.

Marcel cut her off at the stairs, barring the way with his body. Rowan, Im sorry I laughed, and Im even more sorry that someone would try to take advantage of your innocence like that. She ducked under his arm, squeaking when he grabbed her from behind and placed a kiss on the side of her neck. Please forgive me.

I suppose you wont let me go until I forgive you.

Probably not, he agreed and nuzzled his face against her neck. You have the softest skin and you smell so good, a man would be a fool to ever let you out of his arms.

She relaxed against him for a moment, enjoying his embrace. I would like to learn more about what you were talking about earlier.

He made a pleased sound that resembled a deep growl and her body flooded with another rush of heat. It was almost ridiculous how easily he aroused her. Tonight, after dinner, we will begin your education.








Chapter Eight





Rowan hesitantly raised a fork full of mashed potatoes to her mouth and tried to ignore the stares of pretty much everyone in the restaurant. From the elderly black woman who waved at them from the kitchen to the group of rough looking men eating on the other side of the room, it appeared to her that all eyes were focused on her and Marcel. The food seemed to stick in her throat as she tried to swallow, and she took another long drink of her wine.

Shed been the object of scrutiny before, but this time it was different. Back in Terre Haute when shed gone to social engagements with her ex-fiancé there had been plenty of malicious whispers and snide looks from some of the society women. They viewed her as an interloper and to be honest, shed often felt like one. Despite all of the etiquette lessons, she just didnt have a grasp of the nuances of high society that the women born to it did, and she hated when she would make some social faux pas that would result in cutting titters behind lace fans. Shed learned how to build formidable defenses around her heart during those dreadful parties and dinners, but those walls seemed to have vanished, leaving her feeling terribly vulnerable and exposed.

If someone at the hotel restaurant had been mean to her, had given her one dirty look she would have been able to deal with it, but the curiosity directed at her from the Freewill residents was nothing but good natured. To them she was a high society woman, or at least what passed for high society out here in the frontier. The thought both thrilled and shamed her. She liked that they viewed her as being upper class, that she had managed to perfect her act as a lady of means, but she hated the fact this wasnt who she really was.

She glanced up from her dinner plate to Marcel, her heart racing as she caught his dark gaze before dropping it again. What would it be like to be his wife in truth? From what she knew of him so far, it seemed like it would be the ideal situation, but then again shed thought that before and look where it had gotten her. She took a long drink of her wine and wished shed met Marcel before shed become so cynical, that they could have started with a clean slate. Then again, all those bad experiences had made her the woman she was.

One of her favorite sayings was, The heat that melts butter strengthens steel. Well, her heart certainly was protected by a formidable steel wall, but Marcel seemed to have found a secret way around that wall. No matter how she tried to tell herself liking him was stupid, foolish, and utterly mad, she couldnt help how much she liked him, how much she wanted to believe he meant what he said, that he wanted her to be his wife.

Marcel glanced up at her, an amused smile curving his lips. What do you think they would do if I jumped up and yelled boo?

She stabbed at the delicious venison steak swimming in a mushroom gravy and arched a brow at him. I think that old man sitting by the door might keel over from a heart attack.

He sopped up some of the gravy from his elk steak with a piece of the heavenly fresh baked bread. Mrs. Averys mother ran the kitchens and Rowan couldnt believe how good the food was. Looking around the room, she was struck once again by seeing people of every color sitting next to each other and eating. In Terre Haute there had been an unspoken rule that whites lived on one side of the city and blacks on the other. Shed never understood it, in the paper mill everyone pulled their weight, and she worked alongside people of every color and found that beneath the skin everyone was pretty much the same.

The old man in question smiled and waved from his table by the front door, and she waved back with her fork. Marcel coughed into his napkin as he tried to hold back his laughter. They cant help it. Youre so beautiful that you draw men like bees to a flower.

Well, she had tried to dress up tonight, but not for the people of Freewill. The extra time shed spent selecting the apple green gown with its elaborate bustle of green silk and black lace had been for Marcels benefit. While she normally didnt care for any extra attention from men, she found she rather liked the way his eyes darkened when he looked at her. It made her feel pretty, wanted. After her heated afternoon with Marcel she was at once scared and terribly eager for his carnal instruction.

Im not the only one that seems to be the focus of tonights dinner entertainment. You have quite an admiring audience yourself. Sure enough, the few women in the room were stealing appreciative glances at Marcel. She couldnt blame them, he was a feast for female eyes in his dark suit and burgundy vest.

A pretty brunette waitress with her hair in a waist length braid smiled at them as she walked past with a tray full of steaming plates. Marcel grinned back, his dark eyes sparkling intently. Rowans stomach tightened into a fist. Her appetite fled as she tried to keep from picturing Marcel naked with the waitresss legs wrapped around his waist.

It must have shown in her expression because Marcel gave her a puzzled look, then shook his head and smiled before leaning forward and saying in a low voice, Thats Penelope Sutherland. Last time I was in Freewill I sold an engagement ring to a young miner who is trying to get up the courage to ask for her hand in marriage from her very protective father.

Rowan cleared her throat and hoped he didnt notice the blush that heated her face. Thats nice. Good Lord, if she wasnt careful, she would turn into one of those women who wouldnt let their husband out of their sight for more than a minute, fearing he would stray. She didnt want to be like that, haunted forever by the memory of her ex-fiancés infidelity. Slowly chewing her food, she realized she was at a turning point in her life. She could either give Marcel a little bit of her trust or never trust a man again and live a long and bitter life alone, no matter if she married or not. Something in her loosened as she allowed herself to believe he might be telling the truth and in doing so a weight lifted from her shoulders, leaving her feeling almost giddy.

Marcel dabbed at the corners of his mouth with his napkin before settling back into the dark walnut chair. The gas lanterns lit the room in a mellow golden light and a fire crackled in the elaborate river stone hearth on the other side of the room. Outside the large windows facing the street Freewill continued to bustle with activity. Marcel had told her the mines worked in shifts and Freewill was often just as busy during the day as at night. True, it was mostly only the saloons that stayed open late enough to cater to them, but a few of the other town stores stayed open all night on payday.

She watched the steady flame in the cut glass lantern that illuminated their table. Though shed only been in town for a matter of hours, she couldnt shake the feeling this was a special place, unique in all the world. It wasnt just the physical beauty of the mountains and vast forest, it was the people and the spirit they brought to the town. For a moment she allowed herself to imagine what it would be like to live there with Marcel. To raise their children in a place where everyone seemed to know everyone else and the air didnt stink of chemicals and slaughter houses.

Tilting his head to the side, he gave her that heated look which never failed to make her body hyper aware of him. He picked up his wineglass, toying with the stem. That green color is amazing on you. It makes your skin shine like a pearl.

She was used to flattery, but when Marcel said something like that she found herself almost giddy with happiness. Not wanting to appear too eager, she broke off a piece of bread from the loaf in the basket and buttered it. She lifted the slice to her lips and licked off a bit of the butter with a slow swipe of her tongue. The way he watched her mouth warmed her to her toes, so she made sure to lick her lips and had to hide her smile as he tensed on the other side of the table. Im rather full. I suppose we should head back to your home before I eat myself into a stomachache.

Marcel drained the rest of his wine and abruptly stood, then took some money out of his wallet and laid it on the table next to his empty plate. He moved around to her side, plucked the bread out of her hand, and set it in the basket. His voice came out in a low growl as he said, If we dont leave now Im going to give the good people of Freewill a show theyll never forget.

She couldnt help the giggle that escaped when he practically hauled her from the table and dashed out the door. As they passed Mrs. Avery, Rowan started to thank the woman for her hospitality but Marcel hustled her toward the door. She heard the older woman laugh and say newlyweds before they were out of the restaurant and onto the dark street illuminated by the moon and dozens of gas lanterns placed along the sidewalk.

Marcel, that was rude. We should have stopped to thank Mrs. Avery for her hospitality.

He glanced around and pulled her to the side of the building, in a puddle of shadows between the gas streetlights. Rowan, the second I saw your tongue stroking the butter off that bread I thought I was going to lose my mind. I wanted to taste you, to let that butter melt between our lips. I wanted dip my hand between your legs and find out if your body was as hot and slippery for me, if you would heat against my mouth and coat my lips with your honey. He took a deep breath and stepped back, offering her his arm. Shall we?

She stumbled and tugged her black lace shawl about her shoulders, the erotic images of his words echoing through her mind. Unable to form any coherent thought, she simply stared at him as he led them through the wagons and horses across Nugget Street. Their boots sounded loud on the wooden boards as they passed the general store, and Rowan was vaguely aware of people saying hello, but she was still in a stunned state. He couldnt truly mean what he said about putting his mouth down there, could he?



***



Marcels voice echoed from the stairway, Rowan, your bath is ready.

She jumped and whacked her elbow on one of the crates piled next to the doorway of the kitchen and splashed some of her now cold tea on the floor. Grabbing a towel from its hook over the sink, she quickly tried to clean up the mess. Ill be right there.

The sleeve of her cream robe plopped into the tea and she muttered a colorful stream of curses.

Are you all right?

A board below creaked and she could just picture him coming up the stairs to find her in her tea soaked robe on the edge of going into hysterics. That thought allowed her to take a deep breath and say in a somewhat normal voice, Yes, Im fine. Justuh cleaning upI mean, finishing up my tea.

Silence met her statement and she worried he might come up despite her reassurances. While she blotted the tea off her robe the best she could, she had to fight off a sudden rush of panic at the thought of what was about to happen. Marcel had drawn a bath for her and he wanted to…he wanted to wash her. While they had been kissing in the stairway leading up to their rooms that had seemed like a wonderful idea. Now she fairly shook with nerves and her heart raced as if shed just run twenty miles.

His soft, gentle voice drifted up the stairs. Mon amour, you dont have to do this if you do not want to. Truly, all you have to do is let me know this is too much for you, and I will leave while you take a bath.

For a moment she considered his offer and an unexpected zing of disappointment cut through her panic. She did want to, even beneath all of her nervousness a small ember of desire burned bright. Still, the thought of undressing in front of him made her palms sweat and her thick robe suddenly feel much to warm. No, Ill be right down.

Im going to check something in the store. When Im done, Ill knock on the door of the bathing room. If you dont answer, Ill know youre not ready, and thats okay. Ill leave the towels outside and go visit with some of my friends in town. I know things are moving quickly between us, but you have nothing to fear from me. I wont do anything you dont want, ever.

A little voice in her head said Mrs. Bradley was a friend in town, and shed be more than happy to see Marcel. Goodness she was a jealous, nervous, embarrassed, aroused mess. Her voice came out in a high pitched squeak. Okay. I mean that wont be necessary…seeing anyone else. Ill be waiting for my towels, I mean you.

As you wish.

Judging that a few minutes had passed by the slowing beat of her heart, she crept down the stairs, trying to be as silent as possible. When she reached the bottom, the gas lanterns on the wall revealed an empty hallway and the door to the back of the store was shut. Gripping her robe around her like it might take on a life of its own and try to flee her body, she hurried into the bathing room and shut the door behind her just short of a slam.

She leaned back against the solid wood and her breath came out in a low sigh as she took in the beauty of the scene Marcel had prepared for her. It touched her that he would go to all of this effort to make something pretty, something that would relax her senses and help ease her fear.

Two cut crystal lanterns cast a golden light on the room and illuminated the huge copper tub. Shed never seen one so big before and couldnt help her gasp of pleasure. A large pump sat at one end, and Marcel had told her it fed directly from the hot springs. The floor was made up of tiles with a drain in the center to catch any water that spilled. The water itself was unusual, appearing almost like milk. Steam rose in billowing clouds and on the small table next to the tub stood a group of different colored and shaped bottles.

She picked up one of the bottles, unable to read the French words but recognizing the picture of a lavender flower on the front. It must have been intended for his sister-in-law. She opened a jar of purple bath salts and took a sniff, smiling as the scents of vanilla and lavender met her nose. After sprinkling a handful into the bath, she quickly removed her robe and hung it from a hook next to the door.

A small window was high enough up that no one standing outside could look in, but it gave her a perfect view of the moon peeking through the pine trees. She stepped into the warm water and a sigh that seemed to come from marrow of her bones escaped her lips while she sank back.

Heaven, she was in heaven.

The tub was deep enough that the water went all the way to her neck and there was still a good six inches of copper showing above the water line. Slowly, inch by inch, the muscles in her back relaxed until she wanted to cry from the pleasure of the constant nagging pain vanishing beneath the soothing heat of the bath. Her hair was piled high on her head but a few strands escaped and floated around her, looking like dark streaks of ink on the milky surface.

For a moment she worried about Marcel seeing the scars on her back and unpinned her hair. If she sat forward her hair was long enough to cover the ugly, horrible stripes. The tips of her nipples were hidden, and she could still be wearing her skirt beneath the water for all Marcel knew.

Her nervousness tried to resurface, but her body just felt too darn good to engage in hysterics again. Looking at the door, she experimentally stroked her hands over her nipples, trying to mimic the sensation of Marcels touch there, of his mouth teasing the hard tips. While it didnt feel the same, it did feel nice so she closed her eyes and scraped her nails over the tight buds. She wondered would it feel like to have his mouth there, to feel the stroke of his tongue along her flesh.

A soft knock on the door interrupted her thoughts and she jumped and shielded her body, realizing how silly it was when no one could see anything. Yes?

May I come in?

She tried to swallow past the sudden lump in her throat and sank down into the water until it almost covered her chin. Oh God, what was she doing? She couldnt really be entertaining the idea of letting a man into the room while she took a bath. A man she barely knew, a handsome, witty, honorable man who said he loved her and wanted to marry her. A man who looked at her like she was the most beautiful and special thing in the world.

Okay. I mean yes, please come in.



Marcel leaned his forehead against the doorframe, taking a deep breath that did nothing to dispel his raging erection or nerves. A wave of dizziness swept over him and he closed his eyes, trying to regain both his mental and emotional footing. He wanted this to be perfect for her, to give Rowan every ounce of pleasure he possibly could, to erase the thought of any other mans touch except for his. Most of all he wanted to breach the cold walls she kept around herself, to let her know she would never be alone again if she would just let him in.

Steeling himself, he blew out the breath of air and forced himself to focus on the minute details. The faint scent of the fresh paint still hung in the hallway, the cool brass handle of the door beneath his hand as he turned it, then the mellow glow of the bathing room as it illuminated the clean white towels in his arms.

He didnt dare look at Rowan yet, but he could hear her, could hear the way her breath came out with a small shudder and the water lapped at the edges of the bath as she moved. He set the towels on top of the teak shaving cabinet and took off his jacket, hanging it from a peg next to the door. The water sloshed about in the tub again, but Rowan didnt say a word.

Was she happy to see him or was she trying to think of a way to get him out as soon as possible? Had he ruined things by pushing so far so fast or was he doing exactly what she needed? He had plenty of experience in how to please a woman and didnt doubt he could give her satisfaction. His first lover, a widow that lived down the street from his familys jewelry store, had spent one blissful summer teaching him the ways of passion and none of the women hed been with since had ever walked away wanting.

He turned and all his nervousness fled as he caught sight of her wide dark eyes and the fear in them mixed with determination. Her full lips firmed and she lifted her chin, giving the appearance of a snooty woman walking down the street. The rising steam gave her lovely pale cheeks a pink tint and her beautiful dark hair had a slight curl where it wasnt floating in the water, ruining the image of haughtiness. His gaze traced the elegant column of her neck to where it met the smooth slope of her shoulder that showed above the water.

You look like Venus rising from the sea…perfection. He slowly rolled his sleeves, exposing his forearms. Next, he removed his shoes and set them beside the door before turning back to her.

She bit her lower lip and sank further into the bath up to her chin. What are you doing?

Kneeling next to the tub, he mourned the fact he couldnt see her body beneath the opaque water but then again maybe that was a good thing. Lord knows his self restraint would be pushed to the limits at the sight of her breasts. I dont want my shirt to get wet. If you like, I could take it all the way off.

She sat up a little higher, the skin of her neck and the delicate line of her collar bone visible as her gaze skittered down his body then back up. Um, no rolling up your sleeves is fine.

He had to force back a laugh that wanted to come out as her eyes grew wide with uncertainty. Scoot forward a little bit.

She sank back into the water up to her chin. Why?

Because Im going to wash your hair. He held up a blue ceramic pitcher and tried to hide his smile at the suspicious look she gave it. Rowan, are you going to question everything I do?

Yes, I mean no, I mean I dont know. She quickly dunked her head, then scooted forward and held her knees to her chest, her wet hair covering her back like a cloak.

Pouring a liberal amount of shampoo into his palm, he carefully massaged her scalp until she was practically sighing beneath his touch. Her shoulders relaxed and she didnt object when he worked the suds down the length. Keeping his moves slow and deliberate he worked some of the slick soap over her neck, fingers trailing down into the water to stroke over her décolletage. He flattened his hand and rested it on her chest just above the swell of her breasts. Beneath his palm her heart beat at a rapid pace, steadily slowing when she realized he wasnt going to go any lower.

He wanted her to be as relaxed as she could be, to enjoy his touch. The temptation of her satin skin became too much to resist, but he forced his hands to travel back up to her head where he worked the shampoo down through the wet silk of her hair. To his amusement she made a satisfied sound that reminded him of a purr. When he went to lift the sodden mass from her back, she sat back into the tub with a sudden splash, soaking his shirt as she dunked her head. After resurfacing with her hair free of soap, she wiped the water from her face and stared at the far wall. No, I dont want you to wash my back.

Why ever not? He caught a handful of bubbles and playfully put them on the tip of her nose. Do you have some hideous hump I havent seen?

She swiped away the bubbles and the water ran with little waves as she trembled. Please dont.

As he looked closer he realized she wasnt playing, that she was actually scared and upset about something. He tried to figure out if she was scared of him, but that didnt seem to be the problem. Without looking at him she pulled her hair across her back, making sure every bit of skin was covered before leaning forward and hugging her knees to her chest.

Rowan, what is wrong?

For a long moment she didnt answer and the only sound in the room was their breathing. Im ugly back there.

Her voice held a very real edge of shame that hurt his heart. There was only one way to deal with whatever she was hiding, and that was getting her to show him. But he had to do it in a way that wouldnt further add to her distress. Without another word he stood and unbuttoned his soaked shirt before tossing it onto the floor. She watched all of this with wide eyes and gave a small shriek as he stepped into the tub behind her. The tub overflowed and water rushed onto the floor before filtering down the drain. What are you doing! Get out of here!

He sank back into the bath, pulling her against his chest and trying to ignore the soft press of her body against his beneath the water. Though he made sure to try to keep clear of her breasts, he could still feel their full weight against his arm as she struggled. What is wrong with your back?

You bastard, you promised you wouldnt hurt me!

He placed a gentle kiss against her cheek and loosened his hold. Have I hurt you? Right now, am I taking any liberties with your body?

She snorted but stilled against him, remaining stiff but no longer trying to push him away. You have youryour bare chest against my back and I can feel how happy you are to be here.

He laughed and enjoyed the way she softened at the sound. I cant help how you affect me, mon coeur. My body is indeed pleased to have your warmth in my arms, but my mind and heart know you are not ready for anything more than this. He reached over the side of the tub and grabbed the pitcher, slowly pouring the water over her head and washing out any traces of the shampoo. There, clean without having to expose yourself to me.

She tried to curl in on herself, but he pulled her back against his chest. He placed her hands on the edge of the bath on either side and grabbed the washcloth from the small stand, dipping it into the water and running it over the tender skin of her inner wrists. If you will not show me, at least please tell me.

Her voice came out in a painful moan and his heart ached for her. Why?

Because I want to love all of you, every inch of your body, soul and mind. All of it is beautiful to me.

He held his breath, praying she would trust him enough to tell him. If she couldnt tell him the truth about herself, how was he supposed to ever trust her in return? As theyd had dinner, he had watched her slowly relax and drop the facade of a haughty society woman until the real Rowan began to show through. He couldnt marry a woman who felt like she had to pretend to be someone she wasnt, and he could only hope she realized she would never be happy living a lie. He ran the washcloth over her shoulder, and his heart ached when she flinched beneath his touch.

She shook her head, her wet hair sliding past his lips. No, not this part of me. You wont like it.

He placed a kiss against her wet scalp. While she said he wouldnt like it, he knew she meant she was afraid he wouldnt like her. Not surprising considering how most of her adult life her value had been wrapped up in what she had to offer with her looks rather than what she had to offer with her heart. How will you know unless you show me?

Her hands clenched into fists, but she didnt remove them from the edge of the tub. I hate them. He didnt say anything, just continued to wash her arms, and then her shoulders in a soothing motion. I hate him.

Who? He tried to keep the anger from his voice but he was afraid he didnt do a very good job.

She allowed him to tilt her head to the side as he carefully washed her neck, massaging the tense muscles as he worked. His name is Mr. Peavey, he was a foreman at the mill. Her head rested back against his chest and her eyes closed. Two years ago I fell asleep while I was minding one of the pulp machines. It was a boring job. You just sat over a giant vat and occasionally stirred the pulp with a huge wooden paddle to keep any chunks from forming. It was my tenth shift in a row and we worked fourteen hour days, but they were low on workers and they needed me…and I needed the job. So even though I was exhausted, I went.

He rested his hands on the delicate arch of her collarbones, feeling her heartbeat drumming against her chest. And you fell asleep?

Her bitter laugh hurt his heart like shards of glass. Yes, and Mr. Peavey found me sleeping next to the vat. Large lumps had formed in the pulp and that entire load had to be redone. She stiffened until it felt as if he was holding a warm, steel sculpture in his arms. Mr. Peavey…he used the paddle and hit me with it, again and again. I curled up into a ball so my back got the worst of it. At some point he ripped the dress off my back and began to hit me with his belt. I dont know how long he beat me, it seemed like forever, but eventually someone heard my screams.

He held her close, wrapping his arms and legs around her as she clung to him. Please tell me someone killed him.

No, but he did get fired. A few of my ribs had been broken and some muscles in my back were permanently injured as well, but something good did come out of it. The owner of the mill, a very kind old man, felt horrible about what had happened. He paid for all of my medical bills and even came to visit me at my room in the boarding house. We talked for a long time, all about my life and my family. It turns out when he came over to the United States from England, he was all alone and didnt have a penny to his name, much like myself.  A hint of shame entered her voice and she stiffened slightly against him. He, well, after he saw where I lived he had me moved to a much nicer apartment. When I protested I could never afforded it, he informed me I was going to be his secretary after I healed. He taught me how to read and write, and we became good friends.

Thinking of what little he did know about Rowan, he couldnt help the sudden rush of apprehension. You said once that the mill owner used the business as his personal brothel…did he…did you…

She snorted and tried to sit up, but he pulled her back against his chest where she relaxed with a sigh. No, Mr. Frisk, the owner, was a wonderful, and very old man who was devoted to his wife. I thought his son would be the same kind of man, but unfortunately I was wrong.

He spun her around in the tub so she fully faced him, her soft breasts pressing into his chest and her stomach nestled against his groin. Her eyes widened but she didnt protest as he cupped her face in his hands and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. I would give everything I have to go back in time and rescue you, to take away all that youve had to endure.

She rested her head on his chest, her fingers toying with the damp hair covering his pectorals. Do you know this is the first time Ive ever been naked with a man? The first time Ive felt a mans touch on me with no clothes in the way? She rubbed her lips against the hollow of his throat and snuggled closer. I had no idea your skin would be so smooth.

She was obviously trying to divert his attention, and damned if it didnt work. Now that he thought about her being oh so deliciously naked beneath the water, it was all he could do to keep his hands from sliding down those silken curves. Rowan, let me see your back. She flinched, then nibbled at his nipple with her sharp little teeth. A muttered oath escaped him as lust surged through is body. Please, petite coure. Let me love you, all of you.

She slowly turned around in the tub and lifted her wet hair from her back, her every move betraying her unhappiness. As the first long, pale scars came into view, he bit his tongue and tried to rein his emotions in. While he couldnt undo the past, he could let her know he still saw her as beautiful, still wanted her.

The mish mash of stripes started on her right shoulder blade and disappeared down into the water. For a moment he felt light headed and he took a deep breath of air, trying to clear some of the heat from his system. With the tip of his finger he traced one line going from the side of her rib cage and disappearing into the water, feeling where it ended just above the swell of her hips. Scar tissue had formed hills and valleys along her back, some deep enough that he wondered if the man had whipped her to the bone along her ribs.

She shuddered and made a soft noise, not of pain but of sorrow. His heart ached for her and he leaned down, gently pressing his lips to the scars, kissing his way over each and every mark. At first she remained tense and unyielding beneath his lips, but as he began to kiss all of her back, leaving no place untouched by his mouth and tongue, she gradually began to lean into him and make little noises of pleasure low in her throat.

He followed one particularly nasty stripe down to the water level and paused, licking at her skin where it hovered above the water line with every breath. Rowan, would you please stand up for me?

She clasped her arms around herself and looked over her shoulder at him, her dark eyes filled with a vulnerability and trust that deeply touched him. What are you going to do?

Continue loving you. He ran his wet hands down her back, lingering at the base of her spine just above the sweet arch of her buttocks. Her eyelids fluttered as his touch dipped lower, stroking the top of each curve.

When she stood, the water ran in a torrent from the ends of her wet hair, coursing down the lush curves of her hips and down to where her well shaped calves disappeared into the water. Thankfully the scars werent any lower than the top rise of her perfect, peach shaped bottom. Instead of starting at the top, he began his worship with the sensitive skin on the backs of her thighs. Kneeling up out of the water and grasping her hips in his hands as she swayed beneath the stroke of his tongue.

He took his time, savoring her, adding a hint of teeth while trying to figure out what brought her the most pleasure. The taste of her skin set his body aflame, but he told his randy cock to calm down, that it wouldnt be getting her sweetness before she was ready.

No, this was all about her pleasure.

By the time he reached the ultra soft skin of where the curve of her bottom met her thighs she was shifting restlessly back and forth, her legs pressing together. He didnt have to see her pussy to know she was aroused, he could smell it, that wonderful musk only a woman could make. It went straight to his erection and wrapped around his shaft like a velvet glove.

Using his hands on her hips, he slowly turned her, one tiny increment at a time as he kissed his way over her right buttock and around her hip. He gave her time to adjust, never hurrying her and obeying her silent command to slow down when she became tense again. Her hesitant hand drifted through his hair, light as a butterflys kiss while he worked his mouth over her hip bone.

Finally she stood before him, the secrets of her womanhood guarded by wet, dark curls. He sat back on his heels, drinking in the sight of her body. Her stomach indented a bit before the flair of her ribs, and he made a mental note to make sure she ate well. When his gaze reached her breasts, her berry dark nipples constricted beneath his gaze almost as if he were touching her.

A quick glance at her face showed her watching him raptly, but when their eyes met she flushed and looked away. Still hesitant, but that was okay, he was going to make sure that by the time the night was over she would be eagerly seeking him out for the pleasure he could give her.

He nuzzled his face against the damp curls between her legs, breathing in her scent. Is it okay if I put my mouth on your beautiful cunny?

She gasped and her voice came out in a strangled whisper. Men like to do…that?

He laughed and licked the seam where her thigh met her mound. Very, very much. It would give me great pleasure to taste you.

I guess so.

Stand so that each of your feet are touching the edge of the tub.

He didnt look up at her, merely continued to stroke her body, to adore her with his hands. For the first time in his life he began to understand the difference between sex and making love. This wasnt just about two people coming together to feel good, this was his way to express his heart without having to say a word.

Ever so slowly, she parted her legs and her breath came out in rapid pants. He cupped her bottom and pulled her closer, hiding his smile as her legs trembled. If she didnt calm down, she was liable to faint. Breath, mon amour. Let me feel those little hands in my hair. Hold onto me and let me know what you want.

Her trembling ceased while she ran her fingers through his hair, playing with the strands before gripping him as he leaned forward and placed one gentle lick along her slit.

Wonderful, she tasted tangy and delicious.

Her breath came out in a long sigh and he practically had to hold her up as she sagged against him. She said one word that gave him all the encouragement he needed. More.

Following his ladys command, he used his thumbs to part the swollen lips of her pussy, revealing the dark pink secrets of her flesh. She was so slick, almost dripping with excitement and he had a very vivid fantasy about what it would feel like to have that honey coating his shaft as he slid into her when he claimed her as his woman in the most primal way possible.

She tugged his head forward and he eagerly gave into her silent demand, tasting her and running his tongue along her cleft. Another tug lifted his head higher, and he chuckled against her tempting pink flesh, guessing at where she wanted him to taste her. The hard pink bundle of nerves at the top of her slit pushed out past its little hood, practically begging for his attention.

Instead of placing his mouth directly on her pearl, he licked around it in slow circles, teasing the edges of her hood but never quite touching the bundle itself. Her nails dug into his scalp and her hips rocked with his movements. He took a moment to gently probe at the entrance to her sheath with his tongue and delighted in how she made a needy moan deep in her throat.

Using his thumbs, he massaged her mound around her most sensitive spot, bringing more blood to the area until her entire cunny was a beautiful pink color. Her cries of pleasure had become pleas, and he gently stroked the entrance to her sheath with the tip of his finger. She tried to sink down, to take him inside her, but he pulled back.

Marcel, please, I need…. Her passion rough voice nearly drove him crazy with lust.

Without preamble he gently sucked her bud between his lips just as he eased one finger inside her, groaning at how tight and hot she felt around him. As wet as she was, his finger slid in until his knuckle pressed against her, coated in her honey. He licked and caressed the tight bundle of nerves with his tongue while he began to move his finger in and out of her, feeling like he was going to come in his pants when she ground her body against his face. God she was magnificent.

Her muscles tensed as she rocked her hips against his hand, her tight depths gripping him like a vice. Her wordless pleas picked up volume, and she gasped as she said his name in a long, low moan. A second later her sheath began to convulse around his fingers when he lapped at her sweetness with teasing flicks of his tongue. He drew her orgasm out, pressing his fingers inside her and coaxing another contraction that had her yelling his name.

He finally pulled back and she sank into the water, a boneless weight in his arms. He tucked her against his chest, laughing softly when her pleasure dazed eyes looked up at him. I had no idea it would be so, so amazing.

Thank you for giving me the honor of pleasuring you.

He could feel when her mind began to return because she began to shift restlessly in his arms. She took a deep breath and let it out before whispering, Marcel, would you like me to pleasure you?

God yes he did, but she wasnt ready for that yet. No.

She pulled away from his arms and started to stand. Thats okay, I understand.

He jerked her back down and water splashed over the sides of the tub again. Unable to resist, he kissed her with all of his pent up need, devouring her mouth and tasting her until she began to press her pelvis against his erection still trapped behind his pants. With a muttered oath he pulled away and held her face between his hands, making sure she met his gaze. I want to take things slow. A dimple appeared in her cheek as she smiled and he grinned back. Yes, I understand the irony of that statement. What Im trying to say is I wanted tonight to be about your pleasure, so I could show you what I have to offer.

She considered his words and nodded, nipping at his thumb as she sat back against the other side of the tub. Then tomorrow night will be about you?

He shook his head. No, the rest of this month is about you. She pouted and he stroked her calf beneath the water. Anytime you want me, Im at your disposal for anything you want. Anything except one thing. I will not make love to you until were married.

A pretty flush suffused her cheeks but she squared her shoulders. What if what I want is to touch you?

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the edge of the tub. Then you would have to chain me down like some wild animal.

She laughed and splashed him. Im serious.

He sighed and stood from the tub, feeling a moment of vertigo as his body reacted to the cold air. I can deny you nothing. Yes, Rowan, if it is your desire, you may touch me tomorrow night. The smile she gave him was at once seductive and shy, playing havoc with his already strained self control. I had planned on drying you myself, but I think its best if I retire to my room for the night. Im afraid if I touch you again, I wont be able to stop until your slick heat is wrapped around me as you lie beneath me and cry my name.

The stunned look on her face had him laughing as he grabbed a towel and headed out the door. Just before he closed it he heard her say, Thank you, Marcel, for everything.








Chapter Nine





Rowan hesitantly opened her bedroom door and peeked into the living room. She let out a silent sigh, part relief part disappointment, when she realized Marcel wasnt there. He wasnt in the kitchen either, but a fresh pot of coffee sat on the cast iron stove, and she found a pile of buttered toast kept warm beneath a checkered napkin on the butcher block.

She poured herself a cup and leaned against the sink, watching the portion of the busy street she could see from this side of the building. As she ate, her hand kept creeping up to touch the small sprig of lilac shed found on the pillow next to her. Shed been awakened by the sweet scent and had just laid in bed for a long time, thinking about last night and how much Marcel had surprised her.

Closing her eyes, she made a promise to herself she would last at least until the end of the month even though she wanted to run downstairs and accept Marcels proposal. Deep down she knew shed moved too quickly in her last relationship with her ex-fiancé and even though he and Marcel were nothing alike, she had learned her lesson about looking before she leapt. Besides, if they were going to spend the rest of their lives together, waiting another three weeks wouldnt hurt.

With that decided she quickly ate a piece of toast before moving into the living room and checking her teeth in the mirror above the fireplace, wanting to make sure she looked good before she saw him. The bright blue dress she wore complimented her coloring and shed woven the sprig of lilac into her hair. A slight flush tinted her cheeks and her lips kept curving into a silly grin. She darted back into her bedroom and grabbed her purse and a shawl. After hesitating for a second, she tucked the diamond pendant beneath the neckline of her dress. She had some errands to run, and until she got the feel of the town, she wasnt going to give anyone an excuse to rob her.

She tried to ignore the fact that she practically ran down the stairs in her eagerness to see Marcel. One of the doors to the work rooms off the hallway stood open and she found him inside, busy tinkering with a clock. The tiny springs and parts were carefully arranged on a black velvet pad in a direct stream of sunlight coming through the barred window. He looked up when she rapped on the doorframe, and his smile bubbled through her blood like good champagne, intoxicating.

Good morning. Her voice was soft, her eagerness replaced by shyness as she took a deep breath of the air scented with his cologne.

He carefully placed a tiny screwdriver onto the velvet and pushed his chair back, the brass wheels squeaking while he stretched his arms over his head. She didnt think shed ever get tired of watching his clean white shirt mold over the muscles of his chest. Good morning. Did you sleep well?

She flushed and nodded. When shed stumbled into bed, her body had still been twitching with the aftershocks of her release, small zings of pleasure that raced like lightning through her blood. Yes. It was the best nights sleep Ive had for as long as I can remember. She looked closer at him, noticing the dark circles beneath his eyes. You got up awfully early. Oh, and thank you for breakfast…and the flower.

He smiled and glanced up at her hair. I wish I could say a good work ethic had me up before dawn, but it was this blasted headache I just cant get rid of.

I need to go and send my sister a telegram to let her know Ive safely arrived. Would you like to come with me?

He shook his head, wincing slightly at the movement. I would, but I have to stay here for a delivery of gold Im expecting from one of the mines.

Oh. She tried to keep her disappointment from showing, which was silly because shed never needed a man to run errands with her before. Well then, Ill be on my way. I shouldnt be gone too long.

She turned to leave and his voice halted her in her tracks. Rowan, may I have a kiss before you leave?

Her heart fluttered and she fought to keep the silly grin that kept wanting to curve her lips off her face. He held out his hand and she took it, letting him tug her closer until she stood between his legs. Looking up at her, he moistened his lips and that was all the invitation she needed to kiss him. As their mouths met, she pulled back with a frown. Marcel, you feel really warm.

Im sure its nothing. He grimaced and tried to tug her back down for a kiss.

She placed her inner wrist against his cheek and forehead. No, youre awfully hot. I think you should go back to bed.

Im fine. He held her hands in his and stroked her palm with his thumb. Go and send your sister a telegram. He pulled his wallet out of his pocket and handed her some money. Mrs. Kemple at the General Store makes wonderful pies, why dont you pick one up while youre out. Also feel free to get anything you think we need.

She carefully counted the money and nodded as she put it in her purse. Ill bring you an exact receipt of everything I spend.

He laughed and rested his head against her stomach, even through the layers of fabric she could feel the heat coming off of him. As unnecessary as it is, I know you will.

His hair felt like silk beneath her fingers as she gave in to the impulse to touch it. Please, Marcel, try to get some rest while Im gone. I wont be long but Id feel better knowing youre not working yourself into an early grave.

Her voice must have come out more serious than she thought because he looked up at her and nodded instead of saying some smart remark. I just want to get a few more things done then I promise Ill drag the rocking chair downstairs and wait for you like a good boy.

She rolled her eyes and gave his hair a little tug. Youre impossible. A ball of worry formed in her stomach, sitting there like a stone as she noted the flush in his cheeks. Are you sure you dont want me to stay here with you?

He gently pushed her out from between his legs and spun the chair around to face the desk. Im positive. With that he picked up a tiny pair of tweezers and opened the face of the clock. He glanced over his shoulder at her and gave her a grin that melted her heart. Off with you, the sooner you leave the sooner youll be back.

With a sigh she slipped her gloves on and headed out into the storefront, noting Marcel had put all of the silver candlesticks on display while she slept. A slight feeling of guilt tightened her stomach and she couldnt help but feel like she was shirking her duties. Besides, if she someday became a jewelers wife, shed need to know how to run the shop. A tingle of happiness followed that thought and stayed with her as she locked the door behind her and took a deep breath of the chilly morning air.



***



An hour or so later Rowan peered through the clean glass of the local apothecary, debating on if she should go in or not. Mrs. Kemple from the General Store had directed Rowan to this place when shed enquired about some medicine for Marcel. This had to be the store, but shed never seen an apothecary shop like this one. Instead of containing the usual bottles of pills and elixirs, the walls appeared to be lined with different kinds of dried plants in glass jars and things she couldnt identify.

Movement came from further inside the shop and an older Asian woman in a blue gingham dress with a crisp white apron around her waist came out of a back room with a glass container full of some kind of dried flowers. She spied Rowan peeking through the window and smiled, making a come in motion as she set the jar on the counter. Feeling silly, Rowan entered the shop and took a deep breath of all the unusual and exotic scents that filled the room.

Hello, the woman said in a melodic and heavily accented voice. How may I help you?

Hello, Im Mrs. Champlain. I need something for my husband. She tried to push down the silly little thrill that filled her when she called Marcel her husband. He woke up with a headache this morning and I believe he has a fever as well.

The woman pursed her lips. How long has he felt poorly?

I think just this morning. He seemed all right last night. Memories of their time together in the bath tried to intrude, but she pushed them away before she could lose herself in daydreaming about how hed kissed her scarred back with such reverence.

One moment. The woman walked to the back of the shop and yelled something in a language Rowan didnt understand, but she heard the word Champlain a couple times. A male voice responded in the same language, and the woman turned back around with a smile. My son, Dr. Shurry, will help you.

A moment later a handsome Asian man came through the door, pulling on his dark brown jacket as he smiled at Rowan. Good morning, you must be Marcels beautiful bride. Oddly enough, he had a British accent instead of the foreign tone his mother had. He stopped on the other side of the counter and extended his hand. How may I help you?

She shook his hand and started when she noticed he had soft blue eyes. The effect was quite exotic with his features and she tried not to stare. After all, she was a somewhat married woman. Good morning, Dr. Shurry. How do you know my husband?

Oh, I met Marcel two years ago when the Champlains first started looking into Freewill as a place to open their store. Im the doctor for the Deep Creek Mine and I often get gold in exchange for treating patients. His smile faded a bit and he unnecessarily wiped the gleaming surface of the wooden counter between them. Id rather trade the gold with Marcel than with the bank or some of the other places in town. He caught her questioning look and shrugged. He seems like an honest man who treats everyone equally.

A burst of pride warmed her from the inside out. Thank you, he is.

He stood up straighter and his gaze sharpened. So how may I help you today, Mrs. Champlain?

She went through the list of symptoms shed noted. Dr. Shurry asked a bunch of questions before leaning behind the counter and grabbing his black leather doctors bag and tan Stetson. Id like to examine him myself before I give him anything.

Her heart thudded in her chest at his serious expression. Will he be all right?

He must have heard the alarm in her tone because his features softened. Of course hell be all right. I just dont like giving my patients medicine without seeing them first. He gestured to the walls with their rows upon rows of glass jars. These herbs can be used to either help, or hurt, depending on what your husband is ill with.

As they made their way to the front door, she took one last glance at the room. Where did you learn about herbs?

He put his hat on and held the door open for her and the sounds of the street washed over them. From my mother, she comes from a long line of Cantonese healers in China. They waited for a wagon full of hay to pass before crossing the street. And my father was a very minor British lord who had enough influence to get me into a medical school in Scotland.

Boards creaked as they climbed the steps of the sidewalk on her side of the street. They got some hostile looks from a few of the white men they passed, but for the most part the people of Freewill were polite with Dr. Shurry, exchanging greetings as they passed. How did you end up in Freewill?

My father and the Whitmores father were friends. He caught her questioning look and smiled. Forgive me, I forget you arent familiar with the town families yet. Roger and Lucas Whitemore run the Deep Creek Mine and our fathers knew each other from back East. They kept having a problem finding a doctor that would treat the Indians and other people of color that worked in their mines equally. His tone deepened with anger. Many of them saw the Chinese and black mine workers as…expendable.

She understood that all too well. Workers in the mills and factories werent viewed much better. It was cheaper to get a new worker than treat an old one. Her mind filled with the faces of friends and coworkers shed lost to one kind of an ailment or another. Then, despite her best efforts not to think about it, memories of begging the doctor her parents could barely afford to save them spun through her thoughts like a whirlwind of broken glass.

The front of Marcels store came into view and she had to keep herself from breaking into a sprint. She tried to tell herself her worry was irrational, just a byproduct of having lost her parents to consumption, but she couldnt get rid of the feeling of dread swelling in her breast and threatening to choke off her air. A thousand what ifs filled her imagination, each worse than the one before.

Her hands fumbled with the key to the front door, and Dr. Shurry gently placed his hand on her elbow. Mrs. Champlain, Im sure hes fine.

Of course he is. Her lower lip trembled and she bit her tongue, using the pain of the body to chase back the pain of the soul. Im just eager to see him again.

The door swung open easily once unlocked, and she scanned the room while calling out in a loud voice, Marcel, Im back.

Silence met her statement, broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock. She turned to Dr. Shurry and tried to give him a reassuring smile. He must still be working. If youll follow me please.

A quick search of the lower level revealed nothing and she was choking on the urge to scream for Marcel, to demand he show himself at the top of her lungs, to yell at him for scaring her. Their boots thumped on the stairs as she lifted her skirts and took the steps two at a time. She heard a low groan as they reached the landing and her heart did a sickening thud in her chest. The kitchen to their left at the top of the stairs was empty and she almost fell over Marcels feet as she ran into the living area.

He was lying on his back, sweat pouring off of his body, his shirt soaked through in some places.

Oh God. Rowan dropped to her knees and hovered her hands over his body, not sure where to touch him, or if she should touch him.

Mrs. Champlain, Ill need you to step back and get me some towels. Then I need you to go next door and see if Roderick is home. Ill need someone to help me lift your husband into bed.

But

He didnt even look at her as he unbuttoned Marcels shirt. Mrs. Champlain, go. The whip crack of authority in his voice sent her scurrying down the stairs for help.








Chapter Ten





After examining him, Dr. Shurry had assured her Marcel was going to be all right in a few days, but she found that hard to believe. The doctors had said the same thing about her parents and look how that had turned out. The day had long passed and Rowan sat next to Marcels bed in a comfortable chair Roderick had dragged from the living room into the bedroom for her. The window next to the carved walnut headboard stood open, letting in the fresh night air that fluttered the sheer white curtains. She would close it if his sweats turned into chills.

Marcel coughed after she forced him to drink a cup of the special tea Dr. Shurry had left for him. Thank you. His voice came out in a low rasp while she lowered his head back onto his towel covered pillow. Hed sweated through two different pillows before it dawned on her to put something there that could be changed rather than ruining every linen in the house.

Three oil lanterns bathed the room in a mellow glow and brought out the baroque pattern in the deep sapphire and cream striped wallpaper. His room was a little smaller than her own on the other side of the house, but lovely all the same. A large mirror hung over the hearth of the fireplace and reflected the light of the lanterns, brightening the room further. The scent of his cologne hung in the air, mixing with the bitter tea and a smell she could only describe as sickness.

She patted his lips with a napkin and blotted the sweat off his face. He had moments of lucidity in between his sleep broken up by fevered dreams, and she took advantage of those times to pour tea down his throat. So far hed managed to keep two pots of it down though hed only had to use the chamber pot once. She figured he sweated the rest out.

Rowan, he said softly and held his hand up.

She grasped his fingers in her own and scooted her chair closer. Im here.

He frowned and licked his lips. You should be in bed. What time is it?

Oh, its still early, she fibbed. Actually it was closer to three a.m. and her eyes burned with exhaustion, but she wasnt going to tell him that.

You should be in bed, he repeated with a ghost of his usual stubborn tone in his voice. Was Roderick here earlier or did I dream that?

Yes, Roderick was here, as were Dr. Shurry, Mrs. Avery, Mrs. Bradley, and a few dozen other women of the town. She forced a laugh and held his hand tight. We have enough food to feed an army down in the fruit cellar. Would you like some?

He groaned and closed his eyes. No, no food. A few moments passed and she hoped hed fallen asleep again. Dr. Shurry said Marcel would sleep a great deal as his body fought off the illness. She studied his face, her gaze tracing over the strength of his jaw and his tender lips, remembering how her heart had leapt the first time he smiled at her. His eyes opened the barest slit. Tell me a story, Rowan. One about you.

She turned away from his burning gaze and busied herself with pulling up the gold and cream quilt and tucking it around him. Im afraid my life has been rather dull. Not the stuff for stories.

Please. His eyes closed again and his face pinched with pain as he rubbed his temple. Tell me about your sister. How did she end up in San Francisco and you stayed behind in Terre Haute?

She sighed and settled back into the high backed chair. Its not much of a story. He remained silent but held out his hand again, smiling as her fingers wrapped around his. Lucy was never very strong, and she wasnt doing well working at the mill. Shed developed a rash all over her arms and body from the chemicals and I knew it hurt. Shed cry in her sleep. A lump of sorrow lodged in her throat and she tried to swallow past it. She and I shared a bed and shed curl up next to me while making these little whimpering noises. It-it hurt my heart.

She watched his face relax and his breathing evened out. I saved up enough money to take her to a doctor and he gave us a cream and basically told her she could never work in the mill again, that if she did she risked the rash spreading and eventually killing her.

Marcels voice came out in a dry whisper. So what did you do?

I tried to support her, but I just wasnt making enough. Once the rash cleared up, she helped by watching some of the children of the boarding house while their parents worked. She had a way with children. One day she took them to a local park where they were having a free puppet show. She smiled at the memory of how excited her sister had been, scarcely more than a child herself at fourteen. While they were at the show, my sister got to talking with a young mother who had her hands full with three little boys. The mother turned out to be the wife of a local banker and she asked Lucy to come work for them.

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze but a small tremor went through his body. She released his hand and took the folded blanket from the end of the bed and pulled it over him before closing the window. When she returned to her seat, he once again held out his hand and she slipped her fingers into his loose grip. A week later she moved in with the family. I didnt see much of her after that. They kept her very busy and she loved the boys. Lucy invited me to visit her around Christmas and stay the night. It didnt go well. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. No one was rude to me or anything like that, but I just didnt fit into their world. Lucy, on the other hand, took to it like a duck to water. She even talked different, a cultured young woman slowly replacing the little sister I knew and loved.

Must have been lonely.

She looked up to find him watching her with fever bright eyes. Lonely didnt even begin to cover how alone shed felt at the time. Coming home to her empty room had been almost as depressing as going to work. Her sister had always been filled with laughter, and Rowan had missed her bright spirit immensely. Everything seemed darker, dirtier with her gone. Yes. It made her leaving for the West Coast easier, though. When the family asked her to move to San Francisco with them, she offered to stay behind with me, or ask them to take me along, but I wouldnt let her. She had the opportunity to leave our industrial cage, and I wasnt going to let my selfish needs stand in the way of her finding happiness.

I want to hold you, Marcel whispered.

With a soft sigh she laid her head on his quilt covered chest and stroked the dark hair on his arm. So thats the story of how my sister ended up in San Francisco. After a few years she met a lovely young man, Jacob, and ended up marrying him. They have a small townhouse by the wharf where Jacob owns a warehouse, and they are trying to save up enough money to buy a second one. She thinks shes with child, but she wont know for sure until a few more months. The last letter she wrote me had a seagull feather in it, and I swear I could still smell the ocean breeze in its softness. She always does things like that, sending me little mementos to try and share the best of her world with me. The tendons in his arm moved as he lifted his hand to stroke her cheek. I miss her.

He didnt say anything, just continued to stroke her with such a gentle touch that it brought tears to her eyes. She squeezed them shut, refusing to cry. After a few moments his hand stilled and his breathing slowed as he went to sleep. She should probably have moved, but it just felt so nice to be near him, and she drifted off listening to the gentle thud of his heartbeat.








Chapter Eleven





A bitterly cold breeze lifted the edges of the black mesh mourning veil that obscured Rowans face. She gripped her hands together inside of the fur muff Roderick had given her as a priest said a Latin prayer somewhere to her left. All around her the people of Freewill kept vigil with her as an icy spring rain began to fall, obscuring the cemetery around them in a gray blur.

Before her sat Marcels simple wooden coffin and her heart shattered into a thousand pieces as the mourners walked past and placed flowers onto the pale wood. His grandmother laid her hand on the coffin, a mournful wail coming from her before Marcels younger brother, Thierry led her away.

No one touched Rowan or looked at her; she seemed to exist in a world of her own sorrow. The rain plastered the black crepe dress she wore to her body like an icy glove but she didnt care. Nothing mattered.

She seemed paralyzed, so struck with grief that shed turned into a living statue. Maybe she would spend the rest of her days there, a silent figure in black standing at the headstone of the one man who had truly loved her. How stupid she had been to not take the love he had so freely offered and savored every minute of it.

Now it was too late, he was gone and she would never again feel her heart pound at the sight of his smile. Lucy came to stand next to her and tried to lead her away as two rough looking men began to lower the casket into the ground with ropes as they slid in the wet dirt. Mud began to fall into the hole from the edges and splatter onto the pristine wood of the coffin.

A terrible keening wail split the air and it took Rowan a moment to realize it was her. The tears shed been fighting off for half of her life broke through in a scalding torrent that seemed to burn against the ice of her skin. She threw off Lucy and stumbled to the open pit of earth that was trying to swallow Marcel up, to take him away from her. Her fists hurt as they slammed into the mud but she welcomed the physical pain. Anything was better than the grief and bitter regret that threatened to swallow her just as surely as the earth was swallowing Marcel.

Hands grabbed at her wrists and she fought them, her wails burying the sounds of their voices as they called her name. They couldnt take her away from him; she wouldnt let them. She wanted to die and join him in heaven, for surely that is where a man as good as he would be. A mans voice cut through the air like a bolt of lightning and shattered the world around her.

Rowan, wake up!

She jerked away from the hands trying to keep her from the grave and fell back, her dream merging with reality as she slid off the edge of the bed and became tangled in the quilt.

Rowan? Marcel peered over the side, his face pale with dark circles beneath his eyes. Are you all right?

She stared up at him, the hollow ache in her chest evaporating beneath the heated blast of joy that surged through her body. Bright late morning light streamed in through the window and she could see he hadnt sweated through his shirt. Untangling herself, she surged to her feet and hugged him close, unmindful of the lingering smell of sweat and illness. Marcel, youre alive!

He grunted and she relaxed her hold on him, lowering him gently back to the bed as if he were made of glass. His voice held a rough edge while he smoothed her hair back from her face. Of course Im alive. While you and Dr. Shurry may have been trying to poison me with that vile tea, it seems to be doing the trick. You wont be rid of me that easily. He winked and gave her his grin that changed her world.

The room seemed to spin around her and somewhere deep inside her heart a wall crumbled, releasing a wave of relief so profound she knelt by the side of his bed and grabbed his hand, pressing it to her mouth. Tears wet her cheeks, but for the first time in what felt like forever she let them come, secure in her knowledge that Marcel wouldnt think her weak for crying.

He made a low sound of distress and cupped her face with his hand, rubbing away her tears with his thumb. Hey now, Im really all right, mon amour. In a few hours Ill be as good as new.

The ability to respond was beyond her at that moment as eight years of grief came pouring out of her. Raw, harsh sobs tore at her throat and chest and through it all he held her, pulling her closer until she was on the bed with him, his body wrapped around hers like the worlds best blanket. Secure in his arms, she cried for her parents, for her sister, and finally for herself.

As her crying petered off into hiccups and hitching breaths, he tilted her head up so he could look at her. Better?

She nodded. Lets get married. Her voice sounded thick and watery with tears.

He stared at her and a smile tugged at his lips. Are you proposing to me?

She laughed and laid her head on his chest, unable to tell him the words she needed to say while looking into his eyes. Shed just end up crying again and she felt wrung out enough as it was. Yes. Mr. Marcel Champlain, will you do me the honor of being my husband?

He chuckled and held her so tight she had trouble drawing a breath. Miss Rowan Belmont, I accept your proposal. His grip loosened as he whispered, I love you.

The empty space in her soul filled with his love as she finally allowed herself to accept it, to realize she was worthy of it. She pushed herself off his chest and tried to smooth her wrinkled dress. Ill be right back.

He struggled to sit up. Wait! Where are you going?

With a gentle touch she pressed him back into the pillows then handed him a cup of cold tea. Drink this and try to get some rest. I promise you I wont be long. There is something I have to do right away. I cant wait another moment.

He grumbled and grimaced as he sipped at the tea. I was hoping we could spend the day in bed celebrating our engagement. Even as he spoke his eyes began to close and the empty cup listed in his hand.

She plucked the teacup out of his grasp and set it on the table next to him before placing a gentle kiss on his forehead, delighted to feel his temperature was almost normal. Rest first and then well talk about what you can and cannot do tonight.

He mumbled something that turned into a yawn. She couldnt resist placing one more kiss on his forehead before she left. She practically flew down the stairs and out the front door of the store, forgetting her hat and shawl in her haste. A few people gave her questioning glances and someone called her name from the street, but she ignored them all and ran next door to Rodericks shop.

As she barged into the store the huge man jumped up from his chair, knocking a pile of furs he was sorting off the counter in the process. He gaped at her with wide eyes and she tried to compose herself, remembering what Marcel had said about him being uneasy around beautiful women, though she doubted she was all that pretty after crying.

Mr. Winters, I need you to go get a priest or a preacher as quickly as you can and bring them back to the store.

He paled beneath his beard. He hesitantly crossed the room and stopped before her, placing one big hand gently on her shoulder. Is Marcel….

Marcel is fine. In fact, hes better than fine. She squeezed his hand and smiled at him. Just please, find a man of God and bring them to the store.



***



The bells for the front door chimed and Rowan darted out of her room, yelling to Marcel, Ive got it. You might want to put some new clothes on.

Before he could look out his door, she ran down the steps, lifting the hem of her brand new dress. It was a little long, but it was white and had tiny yellow flowers embroidered around the waist and hem. The back bustle was a lovely creation of flower patterned lace forming an elegant waterfall of fabric festooned with yellow ribbons behind her. As she walked to the front door she pressed her hand over the diamond heart necklace and paused as she caught sight of herself in one of the gilt framed mirrors. A soft pink color tinted her cheeks and her dark eyes sparkled, but it was the unfamiliar joy she saw in her smile that made her stop in her tracks. It reminded her of the joy she saw in Marcels smile.

Movement on the front porch distracted her from staring in wonder at the woman she had become and she squared her shoulders as she opened the front door. Roderick tipped his hat at her and the good looking blond man did the same with his brown cowboy hat. Mrs. Champlain, this is Pastor Elijah Nordland. Hes running the small church for the Deep Creek miners while the regular pastor is back East visiting family.

Pastor Nordland smiled at her and something about his kind blue eyes put her at rest. Its a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Champlain. Its nice to see the store finally coming together. Im a carpenter by trade, and I helped your husband with some of the building.

Please, gentlemen, come in. She shut the door behind them and they all stood together in the relative quiet of the store while she tried to get her thoughts together.

Tilting his head, Pastor Nordland considered her. May I ask what the reason is that you had Mr. Winters come find me? He seems to think it has something to do with your husband.

She fidgeted with the lace on the cuffs of her dress, embarrassed by what she was about to tell a man of God. Yes, well, it sort of does. I mean it does but it doesnt.

The men exchanged a glance and Pastor Nordland said in a gentle voice, Im afraid Im not following your train of thought, Mrs. Champlain.

She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. Marcel and I arent really married, but I want to change that, right now. Pastor Nordland gaped at her while Roderick stared at her like she had lobsters crawling out of her ears. Im sorry we lied to you, Mr. Winters, but

Marcels voice came from the doorway, rough but strong. We didnt have a chance to make it official before we left Kansas City. Im afraid our engagement was a last minute affair. Dressed in a dark suit without a tie, he leaned against the doorframe and smiled at her. Wed like you to marry us today, right now if you can. And Roderick, Id like you to be our witness please.

Roderick flushed, then gave them both a big smile. Id be honored.

Pastor Nordland shook his head but his lips twitched with a suppressed grin. Well then, where would you like the ceremony? He took a small bible out of his jacket pocket and thumbed through the well worn pages.

Marcel and Rowan looked at each other and she smiled then glanced at the store. Right here.

Marcel lowered his face to hers and gently brushed her lips with his. Perfect.

Roderick cleared his throat and trust out his hand. Um, Ill be needing those rings youre wearin please.

She slipped her ring off and placed it into his big hand next to Marcels gold band. Thank you, Roderick. Youve been a true friend.

He flushed and actually toed at the carpet. Wasnt nothn, Mrs. Champlain…errr…what is your name?

Its Miss Belmont, but dont get used to saying it. Im only going to have that name for another ten minutes.

They took their place in the center of the room and Pastor Nordland began the ritual that bound them together in the eyes of man and God. She couldnt take her gaze off Marcel as he held her hands in his, his gray eyes as light as pure silver in the sunlight pouring through the windows. Roderick stood off to one side with a broad smile, dutifully holding their rings.

When it came time for their kiss, Marcel gathered her up in his arms and gave her a kiss with enough passion behind it that Pastor Nordland cleared his throat and looked away while Roderick chuckled and stared at his boots. She finally ducked out of Marcels arms and grabbed Roderick in a hug, thanking him and Pastor Nordland profusely. Marcel captured her back in his embrace and the two men made their hasty goodbyes, both trying to hide their grins as Marcel practically chased them out the door.

When the door closed, he leaned against it and sighed. Come here, Mrs. Champlain.

She gladly went into his arms, resting her head against his chest. I wish you had stayed in bed. I dont want you to tire yourself out.

He laughed and began to unpin her hair. You would have me getting married in my sleep clothes?

The sensation of his fingers running through her hair as it came down from her bun made her sigh. Id marry you no matter what you were wearing.

Not that Im complaining, but what led to your change of heart?

She looked up at him despite her first instinct to hide her face against his chest. His tone was teasing, but his gaze was serious. She ran her fingertips along the stubble of his jaw. I realized I was being an incredible fool. He opened his mouth and she placed her fingers over his lips. I was letting my fear of being hurt keep me from the joy of being loved.

I will never hurt you, Rowan, ever. His voice was deep and filled with the ring of truth.

I know. You love me. And I love you.

He grinned and her heart skipped a beat. Do you realize thats the first time you told me that?

Is it? She fiddled with his collar, hoping he didnt notice her blush.

Yes, say it again please.

Marcel, I love you.

Again.

This time she leaned up on her tip toes and brushed her lips over his. Marcel, I love you.

He made a hungry sound deep in his throat and went to kiss her back but she stepped out of his arms. And if you love me, youll take a bath before any more kisses.

Will you wash me?

She swallowed and knew her face must be bright red because her skin heated like she was on fire. Yes, my husband, I will wash you.








Chapter Twelve





Rowan took a deep breath, hoping to calm herself enough so that her hands no longer shook. She was beyond nervous, bordering on panicked as she leaned against the wall next to the bathing room door. More than half an hour had passed since Marcel had gone to take a bath after a quick meal and he was expecting her. When hed been kissing her in the hallway, she couldnt wait to see him naked, but now that her passion had cooled, fear of the unknown had taken its place.

So many thoughts swirled through her head. Had she really just married a man she barely knew? What if shed made a horrible mistake? She didnt know anything about how to please a man, what if he didnt like how she touched him? Worse yet, what if he went and found a woman who did touch him the way he liked?

The memory of finding her ex-fiancé in bed with her best friend took over her mind, and she could still see every detail as clear as day. Her friend had shrieked and tried to hide beneath the covers, but hed merely laughed. I dont know what youre so upset about. Im actually doing you a favor by taking your friend as my mistress. At least youll know who she is.

Anger seethed through her and she clutched the towels shed brought downstairs to her chest, trying to sooth the ache there. When tears threatened, she bit the inside of her cheek until they retreated. No, Calum had ruined enough of her life. She wasnt going to give his memory the power to ruin this as well. Marcel loved her, and she loved him, and he was a man more than worthy of her trust.

With those thoughts putting some steel into her spine, she knocked twice on the door before opening it. Marcel?

When she peeked around the edge of the door, she softly laughed at the sight of Marcel with his head resting against the back of the tub, his arms propped on the curved rim and softly snoring. Not exactly the seductive scene shed imagined, but it somehow made the situation a lot more comfortable. Plus, it gave her the chance to study him as she put her load of towels down.

The late afternoon sunlight threw a golden hue on the walls and the air held the scent of minerals with a trace of something citrusy. Marcel had neatly folded his clothes, and she paused for a moment to pass her hands over the cloth, imagining she could still feel the heat of his body on them. She paused and listened to the gentle sound of his breathing, watching the dark hair on his chest gleam with moisture as his lungs rose and fell in the water.

He really was a magnificent creature and she shivered as she realized he was all hers.

The fact that he was asleep allowed her to examine the parts of him above the waterline, to appreciate the strength of his shoulders. Hed left a small stool next to the tub, and she hesitated a moment before removing her dress, corset, and bustle so that she only stood there in her long white cotton shift and bloomers. After all, she didnt want to get her wedding dress wet.

After carefully folding her dress and putting it next to his clothes, she crossed her arms over her chest, conscious of how her nipples tightened to hard points beneath her chemise at the sight of her husband. She took a seat on the stool and grabbed the washcloth and a bar of soap from the little table next to the tub. Taking a deep breath, she dipped the cloth into the still warm water and worked the bar of soap into it until she had a nice lather that smelled faintly of some kind of citrus and herbs.

Closing her eyes, she rubbed the washcloth into the crisp hair on his chest, almost falling off the stool when Marcel said in a teasing tone, I cant think of a nicer way to wake up, but you dont have to wash me with your eyes closed, mon amour.

He grasped her arm and helped her regain her balance. His grin was utterly unrepentant as she glared at him. I should have poured a pitcher of cold water over your head to wake you up.

The deep rumble of his laughter trilled through her body and she permitted him to pull her hand back to his chest. Please dont stop.

She harrumphed but resumed her washing, trying to keep her mind on the task at hand rather than worrying and wondering about what he looked like beneath the water. Part of her wanted him to stand up so she could look and touch her fill, but the other part of her mind held apprehension. The older women at the mill said it hurt like fire for a woman the first time she coupled with a man, but that it would get much better. While she didnt look forward to the hurting like fire part, she couldnt help but remember how amazingly good her orgasm had felt. Maybe he would help her have another one before taking her.

What are you thinking about? Marcel asked in a curious voice as she gestured for him to sit forward so she could reach his back.

Nothing. She laid the washcloth on the side of the tub and cupped a handful of water, rinsing off his broad shoulders.

He looked over his shoulder and his smile held enough sin to tempt the devil. Really? Nothing is making your cheeks flush with that pretty pink color?

She avoided his gaze and concentrated on washing his hands…his big, strong capable hands that had brought her so much pleasure. It must be the heat from the water.

Hmm He gently pulled his hand from hers and gave her an amused look. Well, youve washed every part of me above the water. Do you mind if I close my eyes and relax while you wash below?

She let out a relieved breath, glad she didnt have to face his knowing gaze as she touched places on him shed never touched on a man before. No, thats fine. You must be tired. If you wanted to fall asleep that would be okay. Ill make sure you dont drown.

He snorted but laid his head back against the curved ledge of the tub. While I appreciate the offer, I think Ill stay awake and enjoy your touch. He half opened his eyes and stretched his arms above his body, creating a delicious display of wet and straining muscles. Rowan, you are my wife now and my body is yours. Explore it to your hearts content because I can assure you I intend to kiss and caress every inch of you.

Desire surged inside her and her nervousness dissolved before its heat. Marcel must have sensed the change because he licked his lips while he closed his eyes and lay back. With his permission given, she abandoned the washcloth and scooted forward, unmindful of the sleeves of her chemise getting soaked into transparency as she trailed her fingertips down his chest. She traced over his nipples, delighting when they tightened beneath her touch. He made a low, rumbling noise deep in his throat as she played with them, and she reveled in the little zing of power that noise gave her.

She was making him feel good, she was causing his body to go tight with passion. Emboldened she ran her hands lower, feeling each sectioned muscle of his abdominals harden beneath her touch. His skin felt amazing, like velvet stretched over steel with a dusting of hair that was so fun to play with. Her hand reached his hipbone and she paused there, tracing the curve and dipping into the hollow between his hip and pelvis.

The hair around his groin was thicker than that on his chest and stomach. She played with the rough curls. He made a sound deep in his throat and she glanced up as he grasped the sides of the tub until his knuckles turned white.

Is this okay? Im not hurting you, am I?

He looked at her through half shuttered eyes, and the passion she saw in his gaze sent a rush of moisture between her legs, and her pearl began to beat with the pulse of her heart. No. When I had my mouth pressed against the curls between your legs you moaned as well.

She swallowed and didnt even respond to that, instead dropping her gaze to the opaque water and imagining what he looked like beneath. Im not sure how to touch you…down there.

He gave a rough laugh and shook his head. Petite coeur, do you want me to show you how a man likes to be touched?

Blushing so hard her heart pounded in her ears, she nodded.

Give me your hand.

She curled her fingers into his and instead of plunging her hand below the water he brought her palm to his mouth and slowly licked and sucked at each and every one of her fingers until she was shifting on the stool. He had such a talented mouth, and she was more than eager to feel it on other parts of her body that ached for his attentions.

Holding her gaze, he slowly lowered her hand, stroking it over his chest so she could feel his heart thumping against his ribs, then lower toward his stomach. He had such beautiful eyes, and so expressive. They were telling her he was a breath away from losing control. He hesitated as their hands hovered over his groin. Are you certain? I do not want you to feel rushed in your pleasure, though I admit my cock is aching for your touch.

Instead of answering she reached down and grasped his thick length, delighting as his lips parted and his eyes closed. His skin was surprisingly soft, like velvet, and she gave him a gentle squeeze. Her apprehension gave way to delighted curiosity as his length twitched in her grip. She worked her fist to the base of his erection and slowly stroked upwards, watching his face as she did. The skin of his cock was so smooth and she found she could feel the veins beneath as she continued up until she reached the spongy tip.

Ah, thats it, stroke it from base to head. She did as he asked and he groaned. So good.

His hips thrust into her fist and she increased the speed of her strokes until his body practically lifted from the water with each pass of her hand. He trembled and said in a tight voice, You must stop.

When she didnt comply he wrapped his hand around hers and forced her to be still, the hard length of him pulsing in her fist. Her whole body tingled with arousal, and she swore the inside of her bloomers were wet with her honey. Why do you want me to stop? Am I doing it wrong?

He shook his head and bit his lower lip. If you do not stop, I am going to spill myself all over your hand.

She smiled at him, delighted in her feminine power to bring him pleasure and make him lose control. Looking up at him through her lashes, she gave his erection a tight squeeze. I want to see you orgasm, Marcel. I want to know I make you feel as good as you made me feel. Would you please stand up so I can see you?

He thunked his head back against the tub. Your innocence is killing me, but I am yours to command, my lady.

Pushing up from the bath, the muscles of his forearms flexed as he stood before her. He was magnificent.
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She licked her lips while she gazed up and down his body, trying to look at all of him at once. His broad chest narrowed down to the tight muscles of his stomach, and she swallowed as she stared at his cock. It looked even bigger than shed imagined, flushed and curving upward from his thatch of dark pubic hair almost to his belly button. She watched his erection jump, seeming to respond to her regard.

He grasped himself in his fist and slid up his length. This is the shaft of my cock, and this soft bit of skin here is the foreskin. He rolled it gently back and exposed the head of his erection, still wet from the bathwater. This part is very sensitive and even the lightest of strokes here drives me crazy. He released his shaft and cupped the heavy sack beneath. I like to be touched here as well, but gently.

She reached out and grasped his shaft, pulling back the foreskin and examining him up close. His legs trembled when she gave him an experimental stroke, sliding her hand up his length with a squeeze. To her surprise a bead of moisture formed at the tip of his cock. She touched it with the tip of her finger, gathering the moisture there. Hed tasted her and now she was curious to taste him, to see if she could bring him as much pleasure with her mouth as he brought her.

He must have seen her intent while she leaned forward because he murmured a melodic string of French that caressed against her soul and urged her desire even higher. Unsure what to do, she licked the broad head of his erection, collecting the moisture there on her tongue. He tasted slightly salty and musky, but good. Like the distilled essence of a male, which in fact thats what the moisture probably was. Either way, she liked the taste and she adored the groan he made as she licked him again.

The sensation of his fingers gently trailing through her hair tightened her nipples, and she pressed her thighs together, squeezing them and moaning in her throat at the pleasurable sensation. Marcel gently pulled her head back and she looked up at him in confusion. You want me to stop?

He shook his head and stepped out of the tub, a healthy male confident in his good looks. No, but I want to share that pleasure with you. His gaze flickered to where her nipples pressed against the thin linen of her shirt, and she swallowed when she saw the hunger in his gaze.

He pulled her up from the stool, and she shivered as her body pressed into his, feeling his hard erection push against the softness of her belly through her thin chemise. Cupping her face in his hands, he tilted her head up to capture her lips in a slow, lingering kiss that stoked the fire in her blood from a blaze to an inferno. The low throb between her legs became an ache as he deepened the kiss, stroking his tongue against hers in a rhythm that had her clutching at his damp shoulders.

Before she knew it, he scooped her up into his arms and carried her out the door. She smiled shyly up at him and ran her fingers through his chest hair. Mr. Champlain, where are we going?

He glanced down at her and she was glad no one could see him carrying her through the house while nude and sporting an impressive erection. A bed will be much more comfortable for what I have in mind, Mrs. Champlain.

His nipple right next to her mouth tempted her and she nuzzled it with the tip of her nose before closing her eyes and nipping at him. His grip tightened and he sucked in a breath. Behave unless you wish for me to drop you.

She smiled at him and continued to torment him, closing her eyes and savoring the texture of his skin beneath her lips. The world spun around her, and she opened her eyes as he tossed her on the bed where she landed in a mound of pillows. The lavender scent on the sheets wrapped around her while she giggled and tried to scramble away from him. He crawled onto the bed and caught her about the waist, dragging her back into his arms. A light sweat misted his body and she stroked his chest listening to his racing heart slow to a strong, steady beat.

They lay there like that, gently touching each other until the building desire in her loins had her squirming against him. Outside the window the last of the sunset had turned the sky amethyst and crimson beyond the sheer curtains, and she was surprised at how much time had passed. It seemed like when she was with Marcel the only thing that mattered was him, that time became irrelevant. He turned to his side so he spooned behind her, the curves of her body molding to his hardness.

He swept her hair over to the side and nibbled on her neck, making her squirm against him at the pleasurable sensation. His breath warmed her ear as he whispered, You are the most exquisite thing I have ever seen.

Embarrassed by his praise she tried to laugh. Will you be saying that when Im old and gray?

You will always be beautiful to me, Mrs. Champlain. Even when all of this lovely hair turns silver and the lines of laughter mark your face, you will still be superbe. His hand traced over her hip. Will you show yourself to me?

For a brief moment she considered saying no, the awkwardness of someone seeing her naked fading beneath the knowledge that this was her husband, a man bound to her by God. Besides, hed already been up close and personal with her most intimate parts. Beyond that this was Marcel, and he would never do anything to hurt her. She could trust him and that knowledge gave her the courage to leave the shelter of his arms and stand at the edge of the bed.

She unlaced the two front closures of the chemise and slowly drew it over her head, enjoying his indrawn breath as her mound and breasts became visible. Next came her bloomers and his low growl made her cunny clench in need. His gaze became an almost tangible thing as he studied her body while slowly stroking his cock. Come here, mon coure. I cannot live another moment without you next to me.

Trying to hide her smile, she slid onto the bed with him and back into his arms, running her hands over the hard muscles of his back and delighting in how strong he felt. She mused that there must be some type of instinct women have, some long buried skill that let them know when they were being held by a man who would live and die for them. In Marcels arms she knew he would never let anything happen to her.

Lie back. I want to taste you.

The bed creaked as he ran his hand down the side of her body, a possessive touch that matched the gleam in his eyes. He cupped one of her breasts and lowered his mouth to her nipple, licking just the tip in a manner that had her clutching her hands in his hair and urging him to do more. He continued to torment her with light licks and gentle grazes with the edge of his teeth until the world narrowed down to the actions of his clever hands.

When he finally drew her tight nipple into the wet heat of his mouth, she arched her back in pleasure and moaned. He nipped at her, sucked her flesh into his mouth, and lashed at the hard bud with his tongue. It felt so good, she whimpered when he moved to her other breast and began the assault all over again.

He slowly nibbled his way down her stomach, licking along the curve of her belly to the indentation of her belly button. She wiggled while he teased her there, tracing his tongue over her skin and leaving a burning path of tingles in the wake of his touch. When he began to move lower she tensed, and he took his time, rubbing his chin back and forth on the soft patch of curls guarding her mound. A fresh wave of desire turned her liquid with pleasure as he placed a soft, chaste kiss directly on the center of her pleasure.

She surrendered herself to his touch, delighting in each stroke of his tongue over the edges of her cunny, groaning deep in her throat when he purposely avoided touching her where she needed it the most.

His voice came out in a rough growl as he leaned back and stroked her warmth with his finger, spreading her slickness up and around her aching pearl. Look at how beautiful you are here. How wet and ready for me.

She opened her eyes and watched him as he stroked his thumb over and over her body until she thought she would come undone. When he slid first one finger, and then two into her tight passage, she gasped at the sensation of being stretched. He began to stroke his fingers inside her, almost as if he was massaging her from the inside. His curved fingers ran over an erotic spot deep in her body and she clutched at the sheets, moaning his name.

A moment later his mouth locked around her bud, sucking it gently in rhythm with his hands. She arched her hips into his mouth, moving with his hand, silently demanding he give her more, that he make her fly. Everything in her body wound tight, the muscles of her stomach tensing on the edge of breaking into pleasure. Before she could reach her peak he drew back, leaving her panting and straining.

Sitting back on his haunches, he gave her a wicked grin as she reached for him, trying to draw him back to her body, to make him finish what he started.

Mon amour, are you ready for me? He stroked his cock, which looked very big while he sat poised between her thighs.

Her body burned and ached with lust, she couldnt be more ready for him if she tried. In response she sat up and sank her hands into his thick hair, kissing him with all the passion he had skillfully aroused within her. He tasted so good, a heady mixture of her body and his, creating a unique flavor that seemed the essence of lust. His tongue tangled with hers, stroking and demanding everything she had to give.

When he broke their kiss, she moaned in disappointment, but he smiled and ran a soothing hand down her stomach before cupping her mound. Lie back, let me love you.

He paused for a moment, studying her body until he reached her face. When his gaze met hers, something in her heart broke and reshaped itself into something better, stronger. He loved her, he truly did, and she loved him back. When he pressed the head of his shaft against the wet opening of her cunny, she gladly opened her legs wide for him, inviting him into her body, into her soul.

The tendons in his forearms flexed and he braced his hands on either side of her head and began to push. There was a burning pain and she whimpered when his cock breached her maidenhead. He continued to push, seeming impossibly long and thick as she strained to relax, to accommodate him.

There, all the way in. You are so tight and hot, you feel so good. He gently kissed her face, butterfly soft touches that helped her to relax around the unfamiliar intrusion of his body in hers. They remained like that, joined together as he slowly rocked his hips in a manner that at once soothed and began to rebuild her arousal. He shifted slid his hand between them, gathering some of her moisture from where they were joined and spreading it over her bud.

When he ran his thumb in slow circles over the top of her cleft, she gasped at the sensation of her body clamping down on his shaft deep within her. His low rumble of pleasure had her experimentally rocking her hips, absorbing the sensation of the sensual rhythm of his thrusts. Moving his body in time to the circling of his thumb on her pearl, he built her arousal to the point where she was gripping his shoulders and digging her nails into the rock hard flesh.

Their pace built and she abandoned herself to the feeling, coasting higher and higher with each stroke. It felt as if they were one person, like she was experiencing his pleasure as well as her own. Sweat slicked his back and his breathing became harsh, almost a growl with each thrust. She hovered on the edge, her head thrown back, her body straining toward his as her world narrowed down to Marcel, her husband, her beloved.

Her orgasm crashed through her and she clung to him, unable to contain the amazing pleasure of her release. An uninhibited cry of passion escaped from her as her lips met his in a desperate kiss. The tight contractions had her clenching around his impossibly hard erection, and she moaned as his cock seemed to swell, then jerk inside her. He buried his face next to her neck and made a deep, sensual groan that drew another wave of bliss from her exhausted body.

They lay joined like that, the sweat cooling on their skin as Marcel rested his head on the pillow of her breasts. When her breathing slowed and she was able to think again, she said in a rough voice, That was amazing. I had no idea it could be so…good.

The smile he gave her had a decidedly smug cast. This is only the beginning. I have so much to show you, so many pleasures to share with you.

She brushed back a curl of hair from his forehead. Thank you. Thank you for believing in me when I didnt even believe in myself. You have rescued me as surely as any knight rescued his princess in a fairy tale.

Ah, mon coure, you have saved me as well. He gently withdrew and she winced as her body came down from the high of lovemaking. She averted her gaze as he went to the wash basin, not wanting to see the evidence of her lost virginity. A few moments later a wet, cool cloth stroked between her legs, and she moaned at the gentle contact. He cleaned her quickly and patted her body dry, placing a kiss on the curls guarding her mound before pulling the sheets over her.

Feeling incredibly relaxed, she snuggled beneath the sheets and held them open for Marcel. Come to bed, my husband.

He slid in next to her, his body warm and strong. She curved into his embrace, fitting as perfectly as if she were a jewel and he was the setting made just for her. Their breathing slowed and as the events of the past few days caught up with her, she tried to fight off sleep, wanting to savor the moment. That became impossible as he stroked his hand down her back, smoothing her hair and humming some lovely melody in his deep voice.

While she drifted between the real world and dreams, her body relaxed, letting go of the tension that had been her constant companion for the past eight years. The feeling of coming home that she had experienced at her first sight of Freewill deepened and she knew with all of her heart God had brought her there, that he had answered her prayers in a way she never could have imagined. Marcels humming followed her into her dreams and she slept, safe in his arms and dreaming of their future together.
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Misbegotten Gaines by Camryn Rhys



Kyle Harris lands a job as the new chef at the Misbegotten Gaines Ranch just in time for the launch of their new Singles Trail Ride. When his new boss, the alluring Jamie Gaines, mistakenly believes him to be married, he goes along with the ruse to keep his job. But things start to heat up between them, and Kyle has to choose between losing his job and letting Jamie get away.





Dreams Deceptions and Desires by Barbara Sheridan



1868  The wilds of Wyoming offer an escape to many people looking to hide from their past or confront the future. Vivienne Medina, John Avery, Cody Blackheart, and Kate LeMaster are no exceptions. For four people seeking different kinds of peace, Freewill, Wyoming offers the hope of freedom. But insecurities, prejudice, and the unknown exist even in the remote yet growing town. Can love take root and perhaps even thrive, or will four hearts be lost to unfulfilled dreams, dark deceptions, and hidden desires.





Dark Secrets by Desiree Holt



Burned out from battling crime in Phoenix, Hawk Blackwater accepts the job of sheriff in tiny Freewill, Wyoming expecting to find a little peace. But the previous sheriffs unsolved murder and mysterious lights that appear at night in the Laramie Mountains demand he keep his edge. When a gorgeous but mysterious woman comes to town, she adds one more distraction to his growing list.



Riley Scott, running from her husband and his assassins, thinks she can lose herself in Freewill. After all, who would look for her in the out-of-the-way town? But the sexy sheriff shows far too much curiosity for her peace of mind. When Rileys past catches up to her, just as Hawk finds the source of the corruption that surrounds the town, they must stand together or fall to dangerous and dark secrets.
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Bound for Pleasure



Football star Tycen Preston has everything he could want, everything but the healing release of subspace that he desperately needs. After four years of searching for the right woman, he finally has the opportunity to indulge in all the dark, forbidden desires that would ruin his carefully crafted image if anyone ever found out.

Lara Hernandez is tired of the weak submissive men that offer her no challenge. She yearns for a strong Alpha male to tame and call her own. A blind date arranged by the mysterious Madam Eve seems to be the perfect arrangement for fulfilling both of their decadent cravings. Unfortunately a scheming paparazzi photographer is hot on their trail, and will do anything he can to get a scandalous picture of Tycen that would destroy his career.





Peppermint Passion



Shyla has dreamt about, lusted after, and fallen in love with her bosses over the past year that she has worked for them. With only a few months left before she graduates and earns her teaching degree, she decides to make her move at the company Christmas party. As if that wasnt nerve racking enough, her place of employment is an exclusive BDSM club and her plans to ensnare her Dominant bosses attention revolves around them bidding on her at the charity submissive auction.

Trent and Jack have been fighting a losing battle to keep their hands off of their beautiful waitress, Shyla, until she no longer works for them. Her gentle spirit and genuinely good heart call to them almost as much as her obvious submissive inclinations. When she surprises them by arriving at their Christmas party dressed like a wet fetish dream, and they learn she plans on being part of the submissive auction, the men quickly decide that the time to show Shyla who she belongs to and who truly loves her has arrived.

Ops/images/cover.jpg
ANN MAYBURN










Ops/images/img2.jpg





Ops/images/img1.jpg





