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Chapter One

Bright rays of sunlight led Naomi Brecker forward. The click of her shoes echoed down the narrow hallway, reminding her of a runaway train.
Clickedly, clack, clickedly, clack.
As she neared the ominous, closed door, her heart rose in her throat. Three days ago, Warden Campbell had notified her she’d been pardoned by the governor, and he awaited receipt of her final papers. Now, since he’d sent for her again, she could only hope he’d received them. Yet, she was afraid to face him for fear something had happened to prevent it.

“Sit here,” the guard ordered. With a glare at her, he pointed at the wood bench across from
the door
. “I’ll be right back.” He opened the door and disappeared inside.

Naomi took a deep breath and gathered her courage, what little bit she could muster. She couldn’t face this prison, and her tiny cell, any longer, yet she was also afraid of what the outside world held for her. Most, if not all, of her friends had believed she’d done the unspeakable and had deserted her. She faced the future alone. At the thought, a shudder raced down her spine.

It seemed like an eternity until the guard returned, but in actuality, it was only a few minutes.

“The warden will see you now.”

As Naomi shoved herself to her feet, her knees threatened to buckle under her. Her hands trembled as she opened
the door
. The tall, white-haired man behind the desk stood. With a nod of his head, he motioned her toward the chair in front of the ornate mahogany desk. She perched on the edge of the seat, clutching her hands together to hide the tremors.

The warden set a pair of glasses on the bridge of his nose, picked up a file, and leafed through the papers. “Well, Mrs. Brecker, I’ve received your pardon papers from the governor’s office. They appear to be in order.”

Until that moment, she hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath. “That’s wonderful, Warden.”

“Let’s take a look at your file.”

She swallowed the lump that rose in her throat. There should be nothing in her file to prevent or delay her release, but until she walked out the gates of this prison a free woman, she couldn’t rest easy. The warden continued to inspect her file as if it were the most interesting thing he’d ever read. The urge to scream at him to get on with it surfaced, but she bit down on her lips. Angry words would serve no purpose.

A slight movement by the fireplace caught her attention. A man stood there, watching. Condemnation sat on the stern line of his lips. She fidgeted under the piercing stare.

She turned her attention back to the warden who was still engrossed in her file. After a few moments, she sneaked a peek at the other man. He was a handsome devil, tall and rangy, but broad-shouldered and powerful. From this distance, his eyes appeared to be blue, longish coal black hair curling over his collar. A thin scar sliced through his right eyebrow and down his cheek. A shadow of a beard darkened a jaw that looked as hard as granite. In black pants, blue shirt, and black vest, he looked the typical cowboy, but, instinctively, she knew he wasn’t. Even though he didn’t speak, his presence filled the room. From the confident set of his shoulders, she could tell he was a man used to being in charge. The tied-down gun on his thigh told her he could back it up. He turned slightly, and she saw it.

The badge.

The tin star.

Butterflies churned in her stomach. Why was he here? Did it have something to do with her? With her pardon? She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands, then winced.

At that moment, Warden Campbell cleared his throat. Naomi whirled to face him, almost falling out of her chair.

“Well, Mrs. Brecker, I see you’ve been a model prisoner. There’s no record of any trouble or incidents.” He peered at her over the wire rim of his spectacles. “Very good. I wish more of the inmates were like you.”

He paused, seeming to expect a response, so she nodded. “Thank you, Warden.”

“I’m sure that contributed to the governor’s decision. Now that you’ve paid your debt to society for your crime—”

“I’ve committed no crime, sir.”

His lips pursed into a frown. “Well, the jury felt that you did—they convicted you.”

A thousand angry words ran through her mind, but again she bit her tongue to keep from lashing out at him. Losing her temper would serve no purpose. What he said was true—she had indeed been tried and sentenced for a horrendous crime. So she merely nodded. “Yessir, they did, but they were wrong.”

His gaze narrowed on her. “What are your plans?”

She quirked an eyebrow at him. “Why, I plan to return to Gila Bend of course. My home is there.”

“I understand, but do you think that’s a good idea? Of course, it’s your decision, Mrs. Brecker, but you may not find yourself very welcome back there. Your husband had a lot of enemies in that area. Do you have somewhere else to go? Do you perchance have any relatives back east?”

Naomi clenched her hands into fists, again reminding herself it would do no good to protest her innocence. She would return to Gila Bend and find the sonofabitch who’d killed her husband and his alleged mistress and framed her. Whatever it took, no matter who she had to face or fight, she was going home. Her need for revenge would see her through. “There is no one, but thank you for your concern. I’ll be fine.” She rose to her feet. “Am I, am I…free? Can I go now?”

He rose and tossed her file on the desk. “Yes, you’re free to go. Is someone meeting you?”

“No.”

“I’m afraid the supply wagon has already left. As you know, it only stops here every other week.”

A groan slipped out before she could stop it. “Perhaps I can rent a wagon, or buy a horse.”

“Do you have any money to do that?”

She heard the hint of sarcasm in his voice. “I believe I had some money when I first came here.” She notched her chin up. “Do I get it back?”

The bushy eyebrows lifted. “Well, let’s see.” He picked up her file. After a moment, he nodded. “Yes, there was some money, and a few personal belongings. I’ll have the guard fetch them for you.” With those words, he left the room.

Alone with the silent, hard-eyed lawman, she dared a glance at him.

And found him staring at her.

Squirming under his scrutiny and unable to stand there any longer, Naomi walked over to the window. From here, she could see prisoners in the exercise yard. She also had a clear view of all the buildings, including the fences and high walls that had held her prisoner for three years. A lump rose in her throat, almost choking her.

From behind her, footsteps sounded, and she sensed him by her side. His commanding presence, as well as his sheer size, intimated her. He stood four or five inches over six feet, towering over her five foot six inch frame.

And his eyes were blue.

A very icy blue—and fringed by eyelashes so thick a woman would die for them.

But with a hint of…interest?

She inched away, very much aware of her plain appearance and ugly prison garb. Just being in the same room with him made her stomach churn.

“Nice day,” he said.

She nodded. “Yes, yes, it is.”

“Since the Warden didn’t introduce us, I’ll have to introduce myself. I’m Wes Cooper. U.S. Marshal Wes Cooper.”

“Marshal,” she acknowledged, “I’m—”

“Naomi Brecker. I know. Or should I say
Barker
?”

The insolent way he said her name brought a heated flush to her face. She glared at him. “It’s
Brecker
. I’ve heard of you, too. They say you’re a fast gun, and you always get your man—dead or alive.” She lifted her chin in a challenge. “And you don’t care which way it is.”

A muscle clenched along his jaw, and she knew she’d hit a raw spot. A smug smile touched her lips.

“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear,” he retorted, his voice cold and hard. “I read about you in the newspaper,” he continued. “Most interesting article.”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read in the paper.”

“
Touché.
” He grinned and arched a dark eyebrow at her.

“Well, I’m glad you found it such exciting reading, Marshal.” With conscious effort, she laced her voice with sarcasm. “I can’t say I feel the same.” His scent, that of soap and tobacco, circled around her—like a noose. She took another small step away from him.

He chuckled, jerking her attention back to him.

“Why are you laughing? I see nothing to laugh about.”

“Oh, no reason. It’s just that you seem awful nervous.”

“Well, I’m not. I’m just anxious to get out of here. That’s all.” She tucked a stray wisp of hair back into its confining chignon.

“Tell me, Mrs. Brecker, were you aware that your husband, Roy Barker, was one of Arizona’s most wanted outlaws? The newspaper said you denied any knowledge or involvement in the crimes your husband’s gang committed.”
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