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Talbot’s Ace

DIANE WHITESIDE





Chapter 1

Wolf Laurel, Colorado, 
High Rockies, September 1875

 


Silver and black spun through the man’s fingers in deadly pin wheels of steel under the lead-grey skies.

Charlotte Moreland froze in front of the Silver King Hotel, unable to take another step even though the young man was more than a dozen paces away.

Three years of playing poker in the West’s worst gambling dens had taught her much about the narrow margin between great shootists and the dead. She had no desire to join the latter near an establishment called Hair Trigger Palace.

Handsome and harsh as a Renaissance angel, he was utterly absorbed in weaving patterns of light as he spun his revolvers. His black broadcloth frockcoat, black trousers, and black boots were as finely made as if they too bore homage to the death-dealing implements he worshipped.

Her fellow stagecoach passengers streamed into the closest saloon to warm themselves with beer or whiskey. One headed swiftly into the hotel to claim his clean lodging, more priceless than a good meal in this hastily built town. A few pedestrians glanced at the effortless display of gun tricks, then walked swiftly past.

He flipped the heavy guns between his hands and they smacked into his palms like a warrior’s salute. He immediately tossed them high and spun them back into the holsters at his hips.

Last spring in Denver, she’d seen a shootist testing his pistols. He’d shot a can of peaches until it had exploded its innards across a wall, just like a person would. She’d been wretchedly sick in her hotel room afterward.

This man slapped the leather holsters and, an instant later on a ragged beat, death looked out of the guns’ barrels.

His expression hardened to that of an angry fallen angel leading armies of destruction. He shoved his guns back into place, clearly ready to teach them another lesson.

Charlotte gave a little squeak and trotted onto the boardwalk in front of the hotel. No matter how flimsy its roof and planks were, it still offered more protection than the open street. Men, equipped with guns and a temper, were dangerous to both themselves and everyone nearby.

The shootist whirled in surprise and his gaze drilled into her.

Heaven help her, it was the same pistolero she’d seen in Denver—Justin Talbot, the fastest gun in Colorado.

Recognition flashed across his face. But not greed, thank God. Perhaps he hadn’t recognized her photo, flaunted by those skulking Pinkerton’s men throughout the mining towns.

Why had she dreamed about him for so many months?

He bowed to her with a flourish and she froze. Her heart drummed in her throat, too fast to let her breathe or think.

How should she acknowledge him—formally, with a bow or a curtsy? Heartily, with a wave inviting affection or perhaps intimacy? Or coldly, with an averted shoulder and gaze, as befitted such an experienced death-dealer, no matter what skills living in this town required?

He frowned and anguish slipped into his eyes. A man whistled from behind him.

Talbot’s mouth tightened and he bowed to her again, far more coldly. She gave him the barest of nods in return, all her drumming pulse would support.

He disappeared into the Hair Trigger Palace an instant later, his expression still harsher than an ice-etched granite mountain.

Truly, she should not feel bereft, as if she’d lost a potential friend.

She slapped dust off her carpetbag and silently castigated herself for standing outside on the hotel porch like a wilted daisy. In order to dodge any Pinkerton’s men on the lookout for her, she’d given herself very little time to claim her hotel room after arriving in town. She’d be a damn fool to lose her chance of playing in the tournament by not making it out of her hotel room and down to the Crystal Saloon.

The Silver King’s brightly lit lobby was even more crowded than she’d expected. Smooth-talking gamblers jostled elbows with rough miners under stuffed and mounted antelope. Buckskin-clad mountain men and sober businessmen shouted at clerks, who hovered over an immense mahogany bar.

A little boy weaved his way through the room, pulling his mittens on with his teeth. His respectably dressed mother followed him, all the while admonishing him not to go outside until both hands were covered. The second mitten dropped out of his grasp just before he reached Charlotte, but he kept on running for the door.

Charlotte snatched up the bright red lump of red wool an instant before he escaped into the fresh air, and offered it to his mother. “Ma’am? I believe this may be his.”

The woman’s patient, weary face brightened when she saw the worn mitten. Then her gaze traveled upward to catalogue the newcomer’s attire, especially her diamond brooch, the telltale mark of a professional gambler.

She gasped in audible horror and yanked her child’s glove out of Charlotte’s unresisting grip.

“Ace Moreland,” she hissed.

“Ma’am.” Charlotte bowed formally, the same way she would have greeted an ancestral enemy at a ball overlooking Boston Harbor. The only use for that nickname was as a disguise.

Her stomach tightened in sickened resignation, but not surprise. She should have known better than to stay at a respectable hotel. But Wolf Laurel was such a young settlement that females traveling alone had very few options.

The woman grabbed her son by the ear and hauled the protesting child away, without a backward glance.

Charlotte laughed silently, mirthlessly, at herself. She should have learned not to approach a respectable woman by now, although not being allowed to aid a child hurt worse than any previous slight. There was nothing left to do but keep moving on.

She headed for the front desk and the hotel manager, who should treat her with the courtesy due a guest. She needed to earn a bigger fortune soon, if she wanted women to be polite to her face.

The men there were, as ever, friendlier than the so-called gentler sex, but they didn’t push the bounds of propriety. Any hints of that would probably come later at the poker table. Her famed ice-maiden visage should keep them at a distance. Or at least, it had always sufficed until Holbrook.

She readily located the manager, who knocked his pen off his inkwell when she gave her name. He took so long to decide which room to assign her that she nearly demanded the name of a nearby boardinghouse. Only the surety that a blizzard would arrive that night and make the streets nigh-on impassable stopped her.

Finally, the fellow fumbled an immense black key into his hand and set off. The stairs’ magnificence matched the foyer, with thick red carpeting, glossy wood, and glowing chandeliers flaring amid brightly polished brass. But the minute they stepped away from the stairs, the hallways darkened and the glossy wallpaper was replaced by thin paint.

“And here’s your room, Miss Moreland,” the manager eventually mumbled when he reached the hotel’s far corner. He rattled his excuse for a key in the lock like a drunken drummer but finally managed to throw the door open. The solid pine panel swung wide until its casing creaked in protest.

He carried Charlotte’s carpetbag inside without a second glance to see if the door’s hinges had separated from the frame. Instead, he struck a match and lit the wall sconces, causing the gaslight to hiss like Cleopatra’s asp in protest.

Charlotte studied the room with eyes made wary by too many Western boomtowns. Its cleanliness was as welcome as the stagecoach driver’s liking for the hotel had been. Her grubstake was split up and hidden in multiple places so a robber couldn’t take all of it. The poker circuit liked the place, too, since they’d recommended it for the tournament. That and its discount for lady poker players had made her break her previously inviolable rule never to attend a major tournament.

Even so, she was risking her money and her body. She’d make her own decision about whether or not to stay.

The gaslight’s golden light spread cautiously over a bedroom tiny even by boardinghouse standards. A narrow iron frame was jammed against one wall to support a cheerless mattress. She could stand beside it in her bloomers without rapping her elbow on the wall. But could she twirl to check her bustle’s fit? Not likely.

Two doors were somehow squeezed into the miniscule layout. Heavy velvet drapes framed the window like iron bars, while the neighboring building’s raw timber loomed through the lace curtains. A narrow gap allowed a view out to the street where heavy clouds obscured the distant peaks.

“Hmm,” Charlotte remarked noncommittally. How much would it cost for a larger room? Complete privacy was always hard to guarantee in a Western boomtown, especially within its sole hotel during a high-stakes tournament.

The manager shoved her carpetbag against the exterior wall. The gaily flowered wallpaper billowed and an ice-cold draft ripped through the room and across her toes.

Charlotte’s smile tightened. Stage sets would be more trustworthy than this hotel’s walls. Both were painted paper over flimsy pine boards. At least theaters paid actors to hide behind the partitions. In these mountains, greedy hotel managers demanded that desperate travelers pay them for the privilege of doing so. A conversation could be heard three doors away and a fist could punch through walls. A blizzard’s howling gales could reduce the entire structure to firewood.

Perhaps she’d winter in California, after all, away from Colorado’s heavy snows and any chance of being seen by somebody from Boston. It was only September, with no snow on the railroad routes yet. She took chances only with the cards, never with her life.

She donned her most appreciative expression, the one applauded by her deportment instructors.

“Sir,” she began and fixed her gaze on the hotel manager. After all, he was the man best equipped to improve her accommodations.

“Well, well, Miss Moreland.” The doorknob rattled against the wall and its frame squeaked. “What do you think of my fine hotel?” boomed a harsh Georgia voice.

Charlotte’s skin flushed and she silently cursed the lapse, a tell any beginning poker player could read. She couldn’t afford any handicap, especially not when it bared the truth. Not anymore, not without anybody to back her.

She reluctantly turned to face Isaiah Johnson, the town’s notorious mayor.




Chapter 2

He leaned against the door like a grizzly at summer’s end, too thick and contented to move fast yet sporting the biggest, sharpest claws in the forest. He was dressed like a bear, too. Though he was garbed in a great tailor’s finest efforts, his scarlet brocade vest displayed more tawdry self-indulgence than any dancing bear would sport.

His gaze would admirably suit a grizzly—a self-satisfied smirk of anticipation for the coming meal.

Her stomach flopped upward like a terrified salmon toward her throat. He couldn’t possibly be her enemy, not when they’d first met only days ago in Leadville and exchanged fewer than a dozen words.

Behind her, she heard the manager’s breathing quicken.

She sucked in more stale air through her gritted teeth.

“It’s very beautiful and you must be proud The Silver King was built so quickly. Wasn’t silver discovered less than a year ago, after gold was found?” She offered her best conversational red herring.

“Yes, ma’am, silver flowed right before my saddle-partner and I moved here.” He was watching his manager closely, even though he addressed her. “Do you find your room acceptable?”

A chilly draft slithered past her neck and she rushed into a conversational platitude far too fast.

“Yes indeed, it’s very lovely. I particularly admire the vibrant shade of red you found for the cabbage roses.” A shade she’d never choose for her own dwelling.

“Thanks. Some fancy Atlanta company sent them up here.” He glanced around the room, as if congratulating himself on every detail. “Since you’re so happy”—the manager nodded vehemently—“guess I’d better be moving along to see how my other guests are settling in.”

“Mr. Johnson!” Drat it, that came out more sharply than she would have liked.

The hotel manager froze in his tracks, inches away from her elbow.

“Yes, Miss Moreland?” Johnson’s tone turned hostile. He shot the hotel manager a sharp glare and the much smaller fellow spread his hands wide, quickly disclaiming any knowledge.

“These quarters are elegantly decorated but not as”—she hesitated, then chose the most accurate, if not flattering, term—“private as I’d hoped for. May I please be transferred into another room?”

The hotel manager trembled.

“Miss Moreland, you do realize there is a big poker tournament being held here right now?”

“Yes, of course.” What nonsense was he spouting? Dammit, she was entered in the tournament. “But I’d be happy to pay more.”

“A lady of your quality”—for the first time, his voice dripped insolence—“can hardly be expected to share a room with strange men.”

“Certainly not, sir!” She stared back at him, her spine rigid with centuries of blue-blooded Bostonian self-possession.

“I’m the owner of this hotel and I swear this is the only single room we have.”

“It has two doors,” she snapped back. “And no lock on the second door.”

“Yes, you’re sure right about that.” Johnson’s expression immediately transformed back into the lazy bear. “Since your objection’s to that door, why don’t you check it out?”

A strangled noise escaped from the hotel manager.

She shot a startled glance at the fellow but he wouldn’t meet her eyes.

Johnson shifted slightly until his coat slid away from his hips and gunbelt. He raised an eyebrow.

The manager quivered again, then clutched his notebook close to his chest like a shield.

“I must check on the other guests.” He brushed past Charlotte, so desperate to escape that he almost ran on tiptoes to avoid stepping on her skirts.

What on earth? Was Johnson so proud of this hotel that he didn’t want anybody else showing off his pride and joy?

“The second door, Miss Moreland?” Johnson urged, his smile deepening into a gourmand’s anticipation. “I’m sure you’ll be greatly surprised by the wonders beyond.”

A whisper ran over her skin but she shrugged it away.

“Certainly, sir.” The sooner she refused the next room’s unknown contents, the sooner she could escape this hole, which didn’t even offer a chair to block any of its portals.

She wrenched open the interior door and strode through.

The room beyond was enormous compared to hers but dark as a goblin’s cave. Thick red velvet covered every surface, like a crimson invitation to ruin. Frosted globes on the ceiling and walls cast flickering pools of light, which barely dispelled the shadows.

A big man, all tiny pig eyes above a starched shirt front and diamond studs stretched taut over an immense stomach, glanced up at her precipitous entrance. A slow smile spread over his face, displaying cracked yellow teeth. He set down his bottle of whiskey far too fast.

Charlotte skidded to a halt, her skin colder than any arctic draft could account for. Oh damn, damn, damn.

“Miss Moreland. I hadn’t hoped to have the pleasure of seeing you again so soon.” Jasper Simmons, Colorado’s most powerful legislator, bowed to her mockingly. His reputation was worse than foul. Broken bones, even rape, were the least of the crimes laid at his door.

“Mr. Simmons.” She gave him a polite smile that she hoped didn’t resemble a grimace. She looped her bustle up behind her back where he couldn’t see, and started to reverse her steps.

His lips curved in anticipation.

Her pace quickened. She’d barely escaped the last time they’d met, back in Denver. She’d had a bolt-hole then but where would she go here, if Simmons decided to push his luck?

“Thank you, Johnson, for bringing her to me so quickly.” He nodded to the other man.

“My pleasure.”

Charlotte froze in place, outrage stiffening her spine. The town’s mayor knew of Simmons’s depraved tastes? Would willingly assist him? She turned to confront the cur and fight for safety.

“Say the word if there’s anything else you want.” Johnson raised his hand to Simmons, who lifted his glass in an answering salute.

“You—you bastards!” Charlotte spluttered.

“You Northern bitch!” Johnson mocked. He laughed, every note rich with satisfaction. “Don’t worry. Your adventure won’t last long, only a few days. After that, if you’re still alive, one of our local madams is willing to take you on as one of her girls.”

“A common whore? Like hell.” Outrage banished the chill from Charlotte’s skin. Safety be damned. She’d die before she’d have anything to do with Simmons.

“You see? You’ll do very well—you already have the language.” Johnson clucked his tongue at her, joy dancing through his eyes.

Why did he want to see her destroyed? Did he hate her? Did it matter when the jaws were closing on the trap? She needed to save her life.

“Remember our bargain, Simmons.” Johnson’s voice was sharp and confident, as if he counted off markers on a poker table.

“Of course. You’ll have your charter.”

Charter? That sounded official and important enough for Johnson to put aside any morals he might have.

Dread crawled down Charlotte’s spine. Could she reach the hallway without being caught? Probably not, but what did she have to lose?

Johnson slammed shut the other bedroom’s door in her face before she could reach it.

She opened her mouth to scream.

“Miss Moreland.” Simmons’s fingers dug into her arms tighter than manacles.

She flinched then stilled. She would not give him the satisfaction of cringing, no matter how great the pain.

“How kind of you to allow me to renew our acquaintance,” he crooned.

“A few words in a gambling saloon do not make you my friend.” She squirmed and tried to yank herself away from him. His foul odor brushed the nape of her neck in a sickening combination of liquor, rank sweat, and cheap tobacco.

“You will be.” He yanked her closer to him.

She ground her boot heel into the flimsy carpet to anchor herself. He wrenched her around again until she faced him. Agony shot through her shoulders.

Greed, slimy as his reputation, gleamed in his eyes. He stared at her avidly and his gaze stripped every inch of clothing from her. His hand lifted to peel back her jacket and she slapped him.

He backhanded her carelessly. She staggered and her eyes blurred for a moment. Blood’s salty warmth trickled down her jaw. She brushed her fingers along her throat and crimson stained her knuckles.

How much harm had he done? How much more would he do?

“You’re even prettier when you fight, little lady.” He licked his lips. “You’ll look real fine under me at the end.”

She stared at him, even more horrified than before. Why would he want to rape her? Surely his money could purchase somebody willing.

He reached for her dress’s neckline.

“I’ll scream,” she warned him through a throat grown tight with terror. “Somebody will help me.”

“Do so and I’ll enjoy listening.” He skimmed his finger across the delicate lace and her pulse skidded. “Nobody will come.”

“There are still some decent men left in Wolf Laurel,” she assured him.

Surely there had to be somebody even in the wickedest town in Colorado. But the hotel manager must have known what was planned, since he’d assigned the rooms. Yet he’d run away when he knew she’d be coming in here and didn’t warn her. She’d have to protect herself.

“Silly little pigeon.” Simmons snickered. “Everybody here either works for Johnson or is terrified of him.”

He slid two filthy fingers inside her neckline and started to pull it down.

Charlotte brought her knee up sharply in a move learned long ago at the North Boston Soldiers’ Rest Home. Hard bone, only slightly muffled by cloth, slammed between Simmons’s legs and into his privates.

He doubled over and shrieked like a woman.

Nobody responded.

The sick feeling in Charlotte’s stomach intensified. She truly was alone.

She clenched her two hands together into a fist, then neatly clubbed her attacker on the back of his head. He collapsed onto the floor at her feet, with only the faintest stirring of his chest to indicate life.

Her stomach lurched hard into her throat and she clutched her palm over her mouth. No matter what she’d seen before, she’d never dealt violence to another individual. The feel of Simmons’s hair, the sharpness of his skull dropping out from under her hand . . . The absolute limpness of his body in that first instant, like a fish tossed onto ice in a shop window . . .

Her stomach heaved again. A lifetime’s training insisted that nobody should have to deal out such violence, no matter what the provocation. In Boston, the police would have answered her summons.

His previous victims would no doubt mourn his continued survival but she didn’t have the time. Simmons had left other women with faces sliced into ribbons, or dying amid blood-soaked sheets. The hotel manager had run rather than help her. The town’s mayor had forced her into Simmons’s arms. She could only look to herself for help, no matter how ugly the deed.

Now she needed to escape. But where?

Another hotel? That wouldn’t be far enough. Johnson was the mayor and he would probably find her, then snatch her away. This was the best hotel, the only one considered safe enough for a woman traveling alone. She didn’t even have a recommendation for another one, only a boardinghouse “if she wanted to sit up all night with a gun.”

She’d never gambled with her physical safety and this was no time to start, when the penalty for a mistake was rape by Simmons. She had to leave town.

She needed to catch the last stagecoach out of Wolf Laurel before Johnson discovered what had happened.

The fastest, quietest way to reach the depot was to go from the gambling saloon in the Silver King’s lower level, then through the Hair Trigger Palace to the stage depot across the street.

Unfortunately, that meant passing through the wickedest establishment in Colorado without being spotted by Johnson’s best friend, who owned the place.

Charlotte closed her eyes and willed herself to stop shaking. Then she opened the door to her room, grabbed her carpetbag, and started running.




Chapter 3

Justin Talbot stepped out onto Wolf Laurel’s main street from his own piece of heaven, Hair Trigger Palace. Last time he’d been out here, Ace Moreland had cut his dreams down faster than a shotgun blast.

A cold wind promptly investigated him and the first snowflakes drifted onto his broad-brimmed black hat. If he stayed outside very long, he’d need better boots to handle the freezing mud. Not that matters usually took long with the Aspen Kid.

“Aspen!” Justin called, careful to keep his voice well below a shout. Even so, pedestrians within earshot turned to glance at him, then slipped into the nearest building like cats finding their fireside before a rainstorm.

The smaller man slowly turned around in front of the stage depot. The black window shade smacked the Closed sign against the glass.

“Talbot,” Aspen acknowledged. His hands dropped to his thighs and hovered inches away from his guns. Even from this distance, he reeked of expensive whiskey and cheap perfume. He should have stopped buying drinks after he’d lost his horse.

“Got a dealer lying flat on the floor who can’t wake up. Care to explain that?” Justin asked.

“Nothing to talk about.” The Aspen Kid shrugged, his brilliant red neckerchief sliding like sunset over his dark blue shirt. “I took my winnings and left. If your dealer got in the way, that’s his problem.”

“Aspen.” Justin’s drawl deepened to a dark purr. At that note in his voice, the few remaining pedestrians scattered and all but ran for the nearest door.

“The last time I saw my dealer, he was dealing cards for your game. You must understand that I view any affront to one of my men as an insult to myself.”

Aspen fluffed out his coat like a bantam cock parading his tail feathers but paid no heed to the sky overhead. The storm clouds already hid the eastern pass with its stage road into Wolf Laurel. Snow must be falling there, with more to the west where the skies were darker on the higher mountains.

“He was clumsy and didn’t know how to handle my action,” the careless newcomer insisted, his fingers twitching cloth into place over his leather gun belt and cartridge case.

“What do you mean?” Justin kept his hands in the open, where they couldn’t provoke a nervous, drunken gambler into starting something irrevocable. Hours of daily practice had taught them exactly where his guns were. He didn’t need to flex his fingers to prepare, like an Eastern dude aching to display his measly skill and too green to realize how much he tempted his enemies.

“I play for the highest stakes”—Justin doubted that, considering who’d sat down at the Hair Trigger’s tables before Aspen—“and that dealer kept too much of it for the house. When I challenged him, his answers were unsatisfactory.”

“Perhaps you should reconsider your last statement, sir.” The fine notes of South Carolina aristocracy settled deeper into Justin’s voice on the last syllable. Just like his father, damn it.

He eased forward to block the path to the livery stable and any hope of the stagecoach.

A new gust of wind raced past the Hair Trigger Palace’s solid brick stability and sank its cold, dry claws into his cheeks. Justin automatically adjusted his stance for what it told him a bullet would have to traverse. He’d long since stopped arguing with fellow property holders about how they didn’t protect themselves and their employees against fire and wind.

The Aspen Kid fell back before him but counterattacked verbally. “The bastard cheated!”

“Are you saying that my dealer, in my house, was dishonest ?”

Bill, my best dealer who’s lying on the floor covered in enough blood to paint a dozen Red Indians for war? Bill Tyler, the Methodist deacon who’s married with three kids? Never.

Justin’s fingertips ached for his Colt’s triggers but he held them away.

“Yes!” Aspen’s shout rang through the street and he glared at Justin.

“Then I am dishonest, since it was my house.” Justin’s voice was very soft. The wintry world was crystal-clear now, since it was composed of only the Kid’s eyes and hands. Life would be much simpler if Aspen gave a different answer—but that would mean the fool admitting he’d been dishonorable.

“Apologize now, Aspen, or I’ll run you out of Wolf Laurel like the lying dog you are.” Justin kept his hands out in the open, an honest man’s distance from his beloved Navy Colts. They were as reliable as the woman who’d given them to him almost fifteen years ago. His pulse was steady, even though the old familiar knot in his stomach ached like a cannonball.

Aspen hesitated, his eyes narrowed on his opponent.

A gust of wind brushed his coat against his leg and coins clanked musically in his pocket.

Jealousy blurred through the other man’s eyes.

Justin eased his fingers closer to his hips, and his guns.

“Everybody knows Wolf Laurel’s mayor only keeps the Palace around,” Aspen said, his lip curled in a mocking snarl, “because it’s the fastest way to make more money. And he don’t care how he gets it—skimming it off the top of a crooked poker table makes greenbacks smell sweet as a silver mine. He’s just as dishonest as his stinking partner.”

The Aspen Kid’s gun blazed forward from his holster, pointed straight at Justin’s heart—just before the Southerner’s Colt deliberately thundered into action.

Aspen choked and clapped his hand to his chest. Anger burned through his eyes.

A hot wind roared past Justin’s left sleeve, but he ignored it and kept his gun at the ready.

Crimson seeped through the other man’s fingers and Aspen glared at his opponent. Horror flashed in his eyes an instant before his knees sagged like broken straw. He fell face-down, in a crumpled heap as void of movement as a barren field.

Justin holstered his weapon, his stomach knotted into the same roiling octopus it always assumed after he killed a man. Mother’s gift had saved him once again.

Now to clean up the mess and go back to what passed for life. Someday flowers would bloom in his life more often than gunfire and young ladies would take his arm instead of giving him the cut direct.

A woman barreled into his back, all running feet and acres of skirt twisting between his legs to trip him up. Feathers brushed the nape of his neck like spring’s first blossoms.

He lost his balance and tumbled toward the ground. Only bull-wrestling skills that he’d learned rounding up wild cattle in the Pecos River bottoms saved them both from rolling through the street’s frozen mud. As it was, he wound up cursing viciously, with an armful of unfamiliar female clasped to his chest and his knee thrust between hers.

She was tall, slender yet curved in all the right ways to make his skin hum in anticipation. Scents of lavender and Castile soap teased his brain. He quickly glanced down to survey his catch but a black velvet bonnet, fashionably trimmed with ribbons and feathers, allowed him no more than a glimpse of creamy skin and a stubborn jaw.

“Excuse me for disturbing you, sir!” A husky voice snatched his breath away, strong as a jab to his ribs.

He’d heard that voice once before, in Denver under a springtime moon, when every rich note had shredded his wits faster than the finest brandy. Even Merlin’s beloved sorceress, released from those legendary ice caves, couldn’t be as lovely. Since then, he’d chased news of her like a bloodhound quartering a barren field.

Justin’s heartbeat skittered for the first time that day.

She slipped out of his suddenly lax grip but skidded, unable to find solid footing on the treacherous ground. He caught her again, careful not to hurt her arms.

“Unhand me, sir.” Blue eyes, brighter than any hope of heaven, blazed into his and ungloved hands pushed at his shoulders. “I must catch the next stage.”

She’d cut him down, right here, with an imperious look from those same eyes less than an hour earlier, as if he was a loathesome criminal. “Ace Moreland?”

Purest terror flashed across her beautiful face, to be quickly replaced by arrogance. If he hadn’t been holding her and watching her closely, he’d never have seen the dread. She jerked her head in reluctant agreement.

What the hell was she doing on the street again? What was she running from? Couldn’t be the Pinkerton’s agents who some bastard back East had sent to sniff out her trail across the Rockies.

None of those buzzards roosted in Wolf Laurel. He could still smell them easily, after hunting them down during the War.

He leashed his hungers tighter than the buckles holding his guns to his belt and loosened his grip on her.

Damn it all to hell, blood was matted on the tips of her blond hair. Somebody would pay for that. In their own blood, once he found the bastard.

His pulse settled into a slow, steady, eager battle rhythm that his first cavalry commander would have applauded.

Townsfolk sprouted along the boardwalk to watch them, like winter wheat avidly seeking the false spring’s sunlight. More trotted down the alleys in fools’ ever-present search for entertainment.

Brooks, the town undertaker, threw a tarp over the Aspen Kid’s remains, then scratched a few lines in his notebook, his small frame fading from sight behind a burst of falling snow. Far too many businessmen had profitably learned that anyone killed in the Hair Trigger Palace—or by Justin—received a proper burial at his expense.

Moreland’s gaze searched his features and recognition burned bright as a Colt’s muzzle blast. She sucked in a short, harsh breath. “Talbot.”

His name on her lips sounded like a church bell in a cemetery. He hurried to lay down words to erase those echoes before she could spook and start running again.

“Justin Talbot, ma’am, very much at your service.” He bowed formally to her, as his mother had taught him.

“Like hell you are.” Bitter knowledge, mixed with dread, filled her words. But she curtsied and acknowledged him with a quick brush of her fingertips across his hand.

Praise the Lord, she’d accepted him this much.

A door opened and slammed shut behind them with a dull thud, not the solid thwack! of good wood greeting honest brick.

“Thank God, Talbot, I knew you’d catch the bitch for me.” Johnson’s nasal drawl ripped through the gathering crowd.

Moreland’s mouth tightened to a thin, terrified line in a white face.

What the hell is going on?

Justin pulled her close against his hip, wrapped his arm around her, and turned to face his long-time saddle-partner.

She twitched against him and dropped an inch, clearly ready to duck underneath his grasp. He promptly sharpened his elbow around her like a vise and tugged her even tighter against him. A snowflake couldn’t have passed between them.

She harrumphed under her breath.

“Afternoon, Johnson.” He kept his voice civil and his grip snug on Moreland. “What brings you out in this weather?”

What the devil was that Georgia native doing outside in shirtsleeves? He loathed foul weather. For him to greet a snowstorm in anything other than a buffalo coat and beaver hat meant there was serious trouble afoot.

“Hand her over and I’ll head back inside.” The shorter but equally strong man crossed his arms over his fancy vest and stomped his feet in their thin dress boots. “She can apologize to Simmons up in his room.”

Simmons? That slimy weasel, who’s throttled more women than he has fingers to count them?

Ten years of riding with Johnson side by side, fighting for their lives back to back, insisted that his pal had to have a good reason for forcing a good woman into that brute’s clutches. But he couldn’t discuss it here and risk exposing his friend’s devious tactics when half the town stood within earshot. Those gossipmongers had elected Johnson mayor with far less fuss than expected. Sure as two cups of cavalry punch could knock out a civilian, fewer bribes had changed hands than was customary during an election.

Nine-Fingers Isham, Johnson’s favorite bouncer, appeared out of the shadows behind the mayor. He rocked back and forth slightly, his fingers ostentatiously shoving his coat away from his guns.

Damn. Johnson would be twice as ornery with that jailbait to back him up.

Justin needed time to create a private chat between them and stop his old friend from ruining himself in front of his constituents.

“Don’t think so, Johnson.” Justin slowly, deliberately smoothed her beruffled mantle with his free hand and watched his old friend’s eyes widen at the unusually possessive gesture.

She uttered a tiny squeak, which a chipmunk couldn’t have heard from a foot away. Then she patted his fingers and leaned confidingly against him, as if he was the most welcome man in the world.

Good girl, she’d taken the hint, even though she was shaking like a leaf.

“She insulted my most important guest.” The Confederate veteran’s expression darkened with rage and he leaped off the boardwalk into the street. “Nothing’s bigger than that.”

A rude comment linking Simmons’s reputation to Johnson floated past from somebody hidden deep in the crowd. The mayor’s hands twitched closer toward his guns. He glared at his partner, not the rabble-rouser.

The crowd fell quieter, probably in anticipation of a showdown, the greedy cows.

A muscle throbbed in Justin’s cheek. At least his so-called innocent would live to be haughty another day, if he did her fighting.

“Ace Moreland’s here to see me.” Justin’s voice held steady on the biggest lie he’d ever told his partner. No way in hell would he allow her to be hurt—or the Georgia veteran to be bushwhacked by hypocritical townsfolk.

He lifted her hand to his lips—and the sweet scent of lavender blurred his senses.

“Don’t feed me that bullshit, Talbot.” Johnson glared at him from only a few feet away, his hazel eyes narrowed until they were almost yellow with rage. “We work together, like we have for the past ten years to build an empire.”

“Not in this.” Justin kept his voice to the same harsh whisper his friend had used. “Not with a woman at stake.”

“What’s different about her?” His saddle partner’s voice rose to a threatening growl. “You’ve never stayed with a lover for longer than a weekend, let alone flaunted one. Besides, Ace Moreland won’t settle down with any man.”

“Certainly not you.” Moreland spoke for the first time, since Wolf Laurel’s mayor had burst onto the street. She nestled closer to Justin until her feathered bonnet teased his jaw.

He knew damned well his face softened. Was it his fault he wanted to kiss her cheek and pull her closer?

“Mr. Talbot’s invitation was irresistible.” Her rich voice deepened into a husky invitation to sin, unlike her earlier, sharper tones. “I find myself anticipating every minute in his company.”

She stroked Justin’s hand with a cat’s elegant, anticipatory sensuality. Slow, drugging heat stirred to life within his blood and moved to follow her fingers’ every languid move.

“I don’t believe either of you.” Johnson was still vehement.

Everyone on the street had fallen silent in order to listen.

How could he prove a prior connection to Moreland?

“Go ahead and stick your head in the sand,” Justin drawled. “Miss Moreland and I will enjoy the music at the Hair Trigger Palace from my box.”

“You’ll take Ace Moreland up to the top floor?”

She jerked convulsively.

A smirk broke over Johnson’s face and he slapped his thigh with a loud guffaw. “Pal, she will slap your face and bolt out of there faster than an overloaded mule breaking the plow’s traces.”

Justin clenched his jaw against a profane retort to stop the Georgian’s ugly comments. Moreland saved him the difficulty.

She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder like a cat claiming a well-loved fireside.

“Mr. Talbot has promised me a most delightful show,” she purred. “Shall we go, darling?”

Darling??? Oh yes, of course, she needed to use an endearment for her so-called lover, no matter what she truly thought of him.

She smiled up at him from under her bonnet. Blue ribbons fluttered across her mantle, as if fighting the wind. Hell, that bit of cloth wasn’t worth a damn against a Colorado snowstorm, let alone a blizzard’s beginnings.

“Sure. Afternoon, Johnson.” He touched his hat to Johnson. It’d be easier to talk when they didn’t have dozens of listeners eager to pass on gossip.

The other Confederate veteran nodded, equally curt, and stood aside. His eyes were dark and calculating, which put his temper in the certain-to-rise-again category.

Crap, now he looked like a stubborn pig. Justin bit back a sharp retort, out of courtesy to his lady.

Johnson snorted, flipped him a rude gesture, and stomped back into his hotel.

Pity they couldn’t settle this here and now with their fists, as they would have ten years ago.

Moreland didn’t wait for them, God bless her, but hurried toward the closest building. She slipped on the Hair Trigger’s icy steps and Justin caught her in a single long stride. This time, her fingers clutched at his lapels and a whiff of her scent teased his nostrils.

Even more of his blood sprang to life despite the wind’s bitter lash.

Lavender and Castile soap were clearly the Devil’s handiwork.

He cursed, tossed her up into his arms—and greatly enjoyed her smothered shriek. She might slap his face in a few seconds, but he’d have this much to remember her by.

Then he shoved the Hair Trigger Palace’s swinging doors open and carried her inside, with her carpetbag beating time against his leg.




Chapter 4

Thump, thump! The great doors swung shut behind them and sent a burst of cold air swirling through Charlotte’s skirts. Wall sconces and heavy lanterns overhead flickered briefly, then burned sullenly once again to hint at ornate columns and dark green walls. In the distance, a long, broad shaft of light split the saloon’s center to mark the stage. From there, a curvaceous soprano sang passionately of death-defying love in songs translated from Italy’s latest operas.

Card tables were stuffed onto the Hair Trigger Palace’s floor. Men crowded around them more intently than frogs ever studied dragonflies in a tropical jungle. Each side of the room below the balcony had its own bar. There an oil painting of a complacently nude female was surrounded by glittering rivers of glass bottles lit by dozens of candles. Skilled bartenders in crisp white shirts and dark vests served whiskey, bourbon, beer, and every drink known or imaginable to a constantly shifting throng.

The air was hot and greedy, heavy with anticipation for the upcoming sights.

She could have touched the balcony’s underside from where Talbot held her against his chest.

She was trapped more completely than in Simmons’s room.

Damn, damn, damn, why had she simply let herself be carried off? Surely being a woman didn’t have to limit her choices that much, did it? She could have done something else, the way a man would have.

No matter how much drier this was than the town outside—which was hardly difficult with a storm about to begin—she was still inside the Hair Trigger Palace, the most dangerous concert saloon in Colorado’s wickedest city. Even worse, Talbot, the best shootist in the Rockies, carried her, steady as her father’s finest stallion.

She was cold to her bones, yet everywhere he touched, her treacherous flesh longed to be closer. Closer to the soft glide of a fine wool frock coat shifting to follow the strong male form underneath, closer to the unhurried breathing caressing her cheek, closer to the sensual aroma of bay rum rising from his skin to invite her touch. This was insanity.

She needed to escape, despite the unbidden warmth stealing into her from his proximity. She had to leave Wolf Laurel before the weather and Johnson combined to chain her to Simmons’s bed, no matter what Talbot did.

“Put me down,” Charlotte ordered and thumped his shoulder hard. She’d fought and survived before. She could do it again. Somehow.

“Try to look as if you adore me,” Talbot whispered and let her slide far too slowly down his front. His profile glowed dark gold in the shadows under his hat, like a Greek hero amid Hades’ fires.

The saloon’s heat seeping into her toes was far less noticeable than the slow glide of woolen coat and silken vest across her skin, or the hard muscles in the shoulders and chest underneath. Protection and temptation incarnate.

No, and no, and no. She could not afford to lose her head over another attractive man. No amount of loneliness excused her folly with that fast-talking gambler.

“You . . . you . . .” She glared at him, for once unable to find words.

A wickedly teasing laugh flashed through his eyes so quickly she almost missed it, before his countenance turned sober again. “My lovely Miss Moreland. I first glimpsed you in Denver at Ed West’s saloon.” He brushed a kiss across her knuckles.

The simple touch jolted into her heart.

Somebody coughed politely nearby and Charlotte blushed hotly, then immediately, silently cursed her own inexperience with flirtatious men. If only she was back at the poker table where she knew the rules and how to dampen the risks.

“Evening, Garland.” Talbot drew out every syllable as if he was rolling out a welcome mat. He turned Charlotte with a dancer’s grace to face the newcomer. “My dear, may I present you to Sam Garland, my right-hand man? Sam, this is Miss Moreland.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Garland.” She extended her hand to the big man, whose neat black frock coat equipped him to disappear into New York’s Wall Street far better than into a mining town’s howling mob.

“Pleasure is all mine, Miss Moreland.” He shook her hand briefly, his grasp nicely calculated to protect her from a potentially crushing grip. Formalities satisfied, he clasped his hands and waited.

A passerby started to approach their circle too closely. Garland’s calm visage immediately shifted into a furious glare. The miner held up his hand in apology and stumbled away, seconds before spilling his beer on Talbot. Garland sniffed in dismissal and settled back, his duty accomplished far more efficiently than Johnson’s minion had done at the hotel.

“Miss Moreland and I will watch the show from upstairs,” Talbot said.

“All the regular boxes are sold, sir.” Garland frowned. “The poetry recital is a larger draw than expected.”

“No, I meant my box. I don’t need to hear Poe’s Raven again, and my box has curtains, like the others on that floor.”

At the top of the house, where the fancy women plied their wares. She’d never thought a single night’s folly would dump her irredeemably into their class.

Charlotte kept her expression bland and unreadable, despite the urge to run screaming into the storm outside. Thank God for the discipline so painfully learned in Boston’s finest finishing schools. It had proved useful in more than one mining town.

“Of course, sir.” Garland carefully avoided looking directly at her. “Your box is ready, just the way it always is.”

“Excellent. Please have Russell send up a pot of his special coffee.”

Not liquor to numb her resistance?

“Certainly, sir,” Garland agreed. “Anything else?”

“I don’t want to have any trouble tonight.”

“Sir?” Garland looked nonplussed, clearly startled by an unusual statement.

“If anyone’s temper should be frayed by visitors—such as the mayor’s staff—don’t let them blow off steam in here.” Talbot’s voice was no less deadly for all its quiet.

He’d set his staff to guard against Johnson’s men? For her?

Surprise, then delight, raced through Garland’s eyes. But when he spoke, he was steady as a deacon making vows. “Whatever you say, boss. Hair Trigger Palace will be polite as a Boston dowager’s front parlor.”

“Thank you. Come along, my dear.” Talbot urged her into a walk and she went willingly, after nodding goodbye to Garland. Her feet had thawed enough to obey her, although she couldn’t have carried off a full-dress ball amid Boston’s finest circles.

He led her up the main stairs to the second level, where well-dressed men and women leaned forward to watch the show from boxes the equal of any in London or Boston. There was less tobacco smoke here above the tables, and Charlotte could see the singer for the first time.

A man shoved his way into the center of the tables below and turned to look around. His scarred face was brutal under his bowler and Charlotte shivered when his gaze sliced across her and Talbot.

“Nine-Fingers Isham,” her escort muttered and glanced down at her. “Johnson’s man.”

The intruder started to charge toward the stairs but Garland blocked his path. Isham tried to object but the Palace’s man insisted on taking the newcomer over to the bar, close to two burly bartenders. A big tankard of beer appeared and Isham glared at it.

A moment later, he grasped the handle and leaned back to ostentatiously stare at a single, empty box high above. Garland took up his station beside him, equally polite, equally deadly.

Charlotte’s hair lifted off the nape of her neck. If she moved an inch away from Talbot, she’d lose his protection and that of his men. God help her.

“Don’t worry, Miss Moreland. He can only watch, as long as you’re with me,” Talbot said under his breath.

“Thank you,” Charlotte replied, equally softly.

Talbot nodded in response to eager greetings from audience members and continued upward, still lightly holding her hand and carrying her carpetbag. They emerged into a much narrower, but equally clean, hallway. One side was painted in vibrant green, while the other offered a series of silk curtains in between gilded columns. Chinese lanterns swayed over narrow Oriental carpets. A man groaned happily from within one curtained box and a woman chuckled inside another.

Charlotte twitched her skirts away from the fluttering drapes, as if they might speed up the frissons gliding across her skin. Walking with Jeremiah Holbrook had never felt like this.

On the other hand, her escort took no notice—of either the goings-on in the boxes or the numerous bullet holes in the walls. He growled at a candle that had recently been shot in half and stopped to put the pieces back in the wall sconce.

“Does that happen often?” she ventured to ask.

“Nightly. We check on all of them frequently.” He ground his heel hard into an ember until it vanished. “It’s why I only use candles, not kerosene.”

“You’d have had a fire.” She couldn’t keep the horror out of her voice. If it wasn’t built of brick, such a conflagration would turn this building into a bonfire within a handful of minutes. And afterward the block and the town, unless the citizens turned lucky in the wind and their ability to pump water and deliver it. Even big cities like Chicago and Boston had burned to the ground within the past few years.

“That doesn’t happen to what I care about, not if I can help it.” He glanced at her, his expression as harsh as when he’d faced Johnson.

“It has before.”

“Yes.” His tone slammed the door on any additional questions. Not that she’d have inquired—she’d already gone further than Western manners deemed polite. Angering somebody who wielded guns so easily would be very unwise, no matter how ready he seemed to protect her.

He twitched open the curtain to the last box at the end and she preceded him inside.

It was a cozy nook, where the carpets were deep enough to block the floor’s chill. A leather settee, large enough for two big men to sit on with a jewel-toned, velvet quilt tossed across its back, occupied the center. A small charcoal stove offered cheerful warmth from one corner, while a single polished brass spittoon hid in another for the obviously few guests who’d dare chew tobacco.

One man’s comfort ruled here, not careless ribaldry like the floors below or brazen sensuality like the corridor outside. It hardly looked suitable for somebody who spent hours practicing with those heavy, heavy guns in his hands, either. This was graceful and elegant, like a showpiece created for somebody bred from generations of blue blood.

Charlotte was more confused—and more attracted—by her protector than ever.

He set her carpetbag down in the niche beside the proscenium arch above the stage.

“May I take your mantle?” he offered. “It must still be quite damp from the snow.”

“Oh yes, of course.” She shrugged it off, into his waiting hands. Faint wisps of steam drifted up from the fine wool to merge into the tobacco smoke from below where the opera singer was bowing to raucous applause.

He handed it outside, between the curtains.

“May I take your bonnet, too?”

She hesitated. It would be scandalous to uncover her head when she was so utterly at his mercy, especially when so many respectable women here wore their bonnets. And yet it was her sole bonnet. If she was to salvage its ribbons and feathers from their current bedraggled mess so she could leave town without appearing the fool, her headgear must be dried quickly.

Damn.

She bit her lip and unpinned the once-fashionable bit of millinery with almost military speed. Her hands were steadier when she untied its bow and handed it to him.

“My servants will see to it. They’ve restored far more damaged clothing.” He shook the bonnet slightly, as if he could envision its former Parisian flair.

“May I see your cheek? If it’s badly injured, I can send for a doctor—”

“No!”

“Are you sure?”

Her eyes met his in the drifting golden light. He looked predatory, like a hunting cat. “Who hurt you?”

“Why are you so eager to find out?” she parried, unsure of the look in his eyes.

“It would give me the best excuse to destroy the man who did it to you,” he replied calmly.

Her jaw dropped. For the first time in three years, trust blossomed in the pit of her stomach. Perhaps she might not be alone and helpless any longer.

“It was Simmons,” she said cautiously.

“That brute!” She didn’t like Talbot’s smile at all but it was comforting, too, mainly because his fury wasn’t directed at her. “It’ll take a little extra planning but I can dispose of him.”

“Honestly, I’m just a little bruised.” Suddenly, she didn’t want her unusual protector injured. “I can move my mouth easily and . . .”

He lifted her chin gently to inspect her cheek under the hanging lantern. His lean, strong fingers were very disturbing, perhaps because she wanted them to linger.

“Besides, I don’t think you can completely blame Mr. Simmons,” she babbled on. “Johnson shoved me into his room.”

“The mayor.” Her escort’s dark eyes flickered but his grip stayed protective.

“He gave me the hotel room beside Simmons. Showed me through the connecting door, which didn’t lock, and . . .” She closed her eyes against the memories.

“What about the hotel manager?” Talbot’s voice rasped in his throat.

“Ran away before then.”

“Damn.” The word was very soft. “I swear to you nothing like that will happen again,” he said strongly. “You’re right about the bruising. I can have a poultice fetched if you need it, but otherwise I suspect you mostly need a hot drink to take away the chill.”

“What haven’t you seen and done in here?” Charlotte whispered. While she’d spent an eternity in gambling saloons over the past three years, she’d never thought much about concert saloons, their far rarer brethren.

“I sell pleasure—but nothing illegal. I don’t run a brothel and I’m not a pimp. Adults rent space from me to pursue entertainment of their choosing.” He set her bonnet atop a coat tree. “Mining towns are frequented by hard men.”

“And dangerous.” As she knew all too well.

He draped the velvet quilt over her shoulders. “But they can be very profitable, if you’re prepared.”

In the distance, the singer curtsied once more and ran offstage. The audience rustled and glasses clinked more loudly. “Hurry up with that red-eye,” somebody demanded.

There was a soft knock and a bartender appeared. Charlotte quickly took her place on the settee, determined to appear an experienced woman of the world no matter what her hammering pulse said.

Talbot offered her a cup of coffee, laced with cream and speckled with crimson and gold. She sniffed cautiously, then again far more happily. “What is it? It smells delightful.”

“Coffee with chocolate and spices. It’s a Mexican recipe.” He sat down beside her with his own cup.

A very tall, cadaverously thin man strutted onto the stage and fingered his lapels.

“Yeehaw!” somebody yelled down below and a torrent of gunfire erupted into the ceiling.

Charlotte cringed. She could endure one or two shots, however close, but a fusillade sounded like a massacre.

“Gentlemen!” Talbot shouted over the railing. “The next man to welcome our guest like that gets a taste of his own medicine.”

Charlotte managed to crack open her eyes, amazed she hadn’t dived under the settee. Where had she gained such confidence?

Talbot had a shotgun at his shoulder, as did Garland and every bartender.

There were a few apologetic coughs, then pistols disappeared back into holsters. The rowdier miners sat back down and the more cautious members of the audience emerged from under their seats or behind their boxes’ paneling. The actor poked his head onto the stage from behind a sturdy column, like a wary tortoise investigating the early spring air. Polite applause greeted him this time and he sauntered forth more cautiously.

Silence fell when he reached the stage’s center. Even the bartenders’ usual clatter as they passed fresh drinks disappeared. The actor swept the crowded room with his pale eyes as if he could see through the darkness into everyone’s soul.

“ ‘The Raven’ by Edgar Allan Poe,” he announced and a woman loosed a long, heartfelt sigh of anticipation.

Talbot shoved his shotgun under the settee. Only Charlotte’s fast action kept her skirt from being pinned by it.

“Once upon a midnight dreary / While I pondered weak and weary,” the actor intoned. His hands inscribed circles as if casting spells upon his enthralled audience.

“Do you want to listen or may I close the drapes?” Talbot asked softly. “I doubt you want to see Isham.”

“Please shut them,” Charlotte assured him. He sealed them carefully, then joined her on the settee. “Besides, I enjoy Shakespeare better or even Burns. Do you like Shakespeare?” she asked, desperate to make conversation in these very intimate confines.

“Very much. My mother used to read his sonnets and plays to me.” He took a sip of coffee, his lean length comfortably relaxed across the leather.

“His sonnets, too?” Charlotte blinked at him. She could believe that a woman would teach her son to cherish the plays, since those were commonly performed. But the sonnets were frippery bits of rhyming words, more often relegated to the feminine sphere.

“When to the sessions of sweet silent thought / I summon up remembrance of things past . . .”

Talbot’s rich drawl, far more attractive than the actor’s melodramatic tones, faded and he shrugged. “She was an Anson of Chillington and wanted her only child to enjoy English poetry.”

“Chillington? Earl Chillington?” Charlotte came up onto her knees to look at her companion more closely.

“He’s a second cousin, who received the house and title in England, while my mother inherited everything else.”

“A fortune,” guessed Charlotte, backed by generations of banking instincts.

“She brought it as dowry to her Southern marriage.” He waved that off and swallowed more of his richly spiced drink, as if for solace. “The War wiped it out.” He swirled his coffee for a moment before answering the question Charlotte hadn’t asked. “My mother died only a year after the fighting started.”

“I’m very sorry.” Charlotte dared to put her hand over his. His expression carried such anguish, similar to her father’s on the rare occasions when he mentioned her mother.

“It was better that way. The Low Country’s climate was very hard on her and we still had enough property to keep her comfortable.” Ancient pain snarled behind his gritted teeth before his fingers laced through hers.

“My mother was from Scotland,” Charlotte offered and shifted so she could sit next to him. She could at least offer the simple comfort of her presence, even if he didn’t want to say much about his mother. “Father made me memorize Mr. Burns’s poetry in her memory.”

“Of a’ the airts the wind can blaw,” Talbot began and cocked an eyebrow at her.

“I dearly like the west,” Charlotte finished triumphantly.

“Here’s to poetry, Ace.” He lifted his cup to hers.

“Charlotte,” she corrected him, the first time she’d freely given anybody her real name in three years.

A true smile warmed his eyes and broadened his mouth. It changed his face from a sculptor’s masterpiece to a study in sensuality. “Justin,” he offered in exchange.

“Justin,” she agreed and clinked her cup against his. Maybe it wouldn’t be too dangerous to take shelter from a blizzard at his side. At least if she could forget about his voice, scent, and body, it would be safe.
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