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Prologue

 


Hot and sultry, the intense heat of the day
had continued into the night, and the blackness that descended
offered no respite. It was curious. Normally breezes flowed off the
Pacific Ocean and more often than not mist hung in gossamer veils
over the landscape. A land where frequent rains fell in a solid
deluge and roaring temperatures rarely insinuated themselves on
this part of the coast. All afternoon clouds had gathered well out
to sea, and as day turned into night, they grew larger and darker,
menacing, turning the sky black.

Finally, when the two diametrically opposed
air masses collided, the storm began.

The day had dawned so very still; the sky
clear, marred with nothing, and the sun fed off its reflection in
the sand, building gradually into the inferno yet to come.

A mysterious day, strangely foreboding, it
turned into an ominous night.

Possibly the most terrifying part of standing
on the auction block was hearing the lightning scald the night. It
wasn't, though, because now the male population encircling the
stage gaped at her, so very near that some pawed at her and dared
pull on the thin white gown clinging to her trembling form. Her
body encased in a transparent mist, teasing the men with her beauty
and the promise of sensual delight.

She might have preferred death to the
auction, but she had never truly considered that someday this could
happen to her. Never believed the torrid night she had spent with
Roc could have had a far different ending. Mortality had no place
in her thoughts until now. And she had never thought it would come
to this. She had never believed Roc.

"It's about to start."

The lecherous volley of anticipation exploded
in the sultry air around her, taming the storm outside, yet the
tempest warring within her dwarfed the other. The men surrounding
her laughed and jeered, seeking to reduce her, somehow to discount
her as a human being. All of them cried out impatiently to begin
the examination then the bids. She had steeled herself against this
final humiliation yet she knew more waited for her upon the
sale.

"Stand back!" The voice assumed control of
the room and she cringed, praying for deliverance. Raymond Pierce
had sworn vengeance against her stepfather, James Lawrence, and now
he would have it.

"One at a time. You'll all have a chance to
see what you'll be getting yourself into. Patience, gentlemen!"

Another voice cried. "There's no hurry. Each
man will be given the same opportunity, but only if he shows his
cash. Five thousand dollars, sirs, five thousand, and no
credit."

"Damn."

"I haven't got that much," someone
groaned.

"Five thousand?" A man from the back cried
out.

She thanked God they didn't. She remembered
the evil in their eyes when they looked at her, sending revulsion
sliding into the pit of her stomach.

"Ah, but do you think he has set the price
too high on this...this hot little spitfire?" someone else dared to
wonder.

"Gentleman," he stood arms outstretched, "do
you think she is worth five thousand dollars?"

"I think he has not over estimated the lady's
charms, but then we haven't seen them all, eh?" A man chuckled
softly before digging in his pockets for his money clip.

"Do you think he'll let those of us who
haven't the cash to bid stay and watch? I surely wouldn't mind a
long look."

"Don't know, but there are some who believe
it won't come to bidding." The man paused, clearly amused by his
conjecture. Men stared at each other, almost frightened, for there
wasn't a man in the room who didn't wonder if Roc Newman would
appear.

"They say he'll be here," another spoke
softly, camouflaged behind the leering affluent men. "Her breath,
her life, her love... He'll come for her as surely as night and
day. He'll come."

She could hear them, the men. Sorrow filled
her, pervaded her heart and soul. He had warned her and she had
listened. Then they came and she had faltered.

Excitement rang in the men's voices, and the
noise horrified her for she could not give them what they wanted.
Her body shook, trembling, terrified of the future. This would not
take long, this peddling of flesh before someone would own her,
could command her and she would have to obey. She whimpered and
fought for the courage that had at one time been her trademark, her
way of life.

She saw Raymond Pierce; Sterling Rutgers
stood beside him. They spoke softly to each other and grinned.
Sweat popped out on her brow, and she could not still the earth
shaking beneath her. No, she had evaded them for so long, defied
them, thought to defeat their evil, but still they managed to
capture her, and everything she had worked for could not save
her.

Now she had nothing, not even her wits for
they had deserted her. Her heart, her soul, and the man she loved,
gone. She had to admit that possibly, she had tempted the gods and
destiny one too many times.

Even if he appeared, he could do nothing. She
witnessed the security and it would take more than one man to break
through the number of guards surrounding her. His life would
certainly be sacrificed, and just as certainly Pierce would enjoy
making him watch her humiliation. He had planned and plotted this
since the day so long ago, a day she would never forget. Though
Pierce had fled the country, he came back to savor this sweet
moment of revenge, and now the only missing link was Roc Newman.
Seizing a man such as Roc and humbling him would surely be a
noteworthy accomplishment, but he had to show his face and it
didn't appear he would.

What man would rush into such danger, risk
his life, even for...

A woman who had in turns infuriated him,
fought him, bested him, but a woman who loved him with all her
heart. Ah, but she had never told him she loved him, and he
previously claimed she was a regrettable accident, a selfish
childish brat.

Once he spoke of compromise; once he had
trusted her and had given her every opportunity to prove
herself.

Yet with each new conflict she let him
down.

A soft drum roll came from somewhere behind,
building slowly, capturing the attention of the men. The jovial
mood of the auction quieted.

"Tabasco Cat!" his cry snapped her mind to
attention. Pierce stood before her, smiling, pointing to her. The
audience applauded and whistled. The thunder grew. "A hot piece!"
he went on when the noise fell to a low rumble. "Now, my friends,
who among you can come up with five grand? A minimal price for such
a delicate beauty."

A pause hung on the air, and she swallowed
apprehensively because the game was about to begin. Her skin
prickled. "Hot," she whimpered and it was the only sound inside the
room. Men licked their lips and another soft sob ripped through
her. Merciful heaven, they had drugged her. She wavered and closed
her eyes against the humiliation, remembering another place and
time.

The thought shattered her mind, for she knew
first hand the potency of this aphrodisiac and realized she would
have no relief. The heat and the anguish would build and her body
would crave more than she was willing to give.

"Plank down the cash before you can look, and
touch as much as you'd like," Pierce told his audience. His smug
gaze rested on her and he strolled to her then, with a cold drink
of water. She sipped and understood she'd made another mistake.
They had used the water, the drug, and now heat flamed within her
stronger than before. Her craving grew and the rosy flush it gave
her enticed the men even more. They would not let up, not quit,
until she moaned and pleaded for relief.

Six men stepped forward. Sterling Rutgers
accepted and counted the cash from each man, carefully labeling and
placing it in a safe.

"No..." her breath whispered piteously in the
room, sultry and provocative, capturing each man and holding him
captive, her moan of anguish, erotic and seductive.

"One at a time," Pierce continued, clearly
enjoying her discomfort and the men's growing need to possess and
consume her. He motioned to Rutgers then approached her with more
of the liquid, forcing it upon her.

She trembled with the heat. Her skin so very
sensitive she wanted to rip the transparent dress from her body.
Wanted a cool breeze to ease her tender flesh, but the room was
scorching and stuffy. Every place the fabric touched betrayed her
and she prayed for respite. She ran her hands down her skirt,
attempting to ease the pain. The movement seemed enchanting,
magical, tantalizing. Pierce smiled and he looked to the men who
stared in transparent wonder at the inviting touch. It seemed as if
she beckoned to them, encouraging their attention, tempting and
seducing them in her innocence.

Her faint moan, carnal and alluring, added to
the fire that all ready inflamed the men's senses.

The first man stepped forward. Her breath
caught in her throat, and she flinched back. His gaze traveled the
length of her, seeming to undress her in his mind. She imagined his
touch and loathed the thought. Trembling rocked her slender frame,
flames ignited within and she hated. She hated everyone here.
Despised the man who stood so arrogantly before her. A man who
sought to take something that was only hers to give, so she fought
the all-consuming power of the drugs.

"Nice," he said. And the heat of his breath
singed her cheek. "An exquisite piece of flesh."

"Please," she sobbed.

She felt repulsed by the flames of betrayal,
unable to control the heat of unwanted passion. A man approached,
"Ah, but you'd please me," he sneered.

The man stepped back, studying her,
appraising her one more time and moved to his chair. A second man
stepped forward and the assault continued. With each man her fear
and her hunger grew with the inferno of desire. She turned her mind
inward and fought through the caresses and lewd remarks, the horrid
intimate intrusion, but she could not fight the staggering effects
of the aphrodisiac Pierce had given her.

The only chance she had now was herself. Roc
had told her that once sold he might never find her. Had told her
that her wild impulsive actions would propel her into trouble. Told
her a female had limited abilities when pitted against a man.

And she had listened. It was only when she
settled into a quiet peaceful life they had come seeking vengeance.
Roc had convinced her. Whatever his convictions he had understood
and finally compromised. No matter what his mandates or commands,
he had given her freedom, even when she had willingly given it up
to him as her concession.

How curious this all seemed clear to her now.
How terrible she would never hold him again, touch him, feel the
warm security he had offered. Now that she realized how precious
every moment was with him, she could not tell him.

Tell him she loved him as completely, as
passionately as she had ever fought for her rights.

She would fight this. They could not keep her
forever enslaved, prostituted in some far away place. She would not
submit.

These men would pay. Pierce would sell her,
but that was not a reason to die or give up. Even though she could
see no way out of her immediate fate, it was not the end.

Never the end.

The last man finished. It was the last touch
upon her sensitive skin. The room in its opulent splendor shuddered
against the tempest. Lightning slit the sky apart and thunder
boomed overhead. Men waited, eager to begin the bidding. Wild and
untamed they stomped the floor, whistled, and clapped, building the
tension and the anticipation. She whimpered and moaned and again
she saw the light of passion or lust fill them, but she could not
silence the raging fire within.

Upon the block, hands tied with a golden
cord, she stood now high above the men. Her white dress floated
uselessly, provocatively around her, shielding nothing from their
view. A golden ribbon was tied to the neckline of her dress and one
pull would unveil the prize.

She stood upon a stage, and she prayed for
courage, prayed also her pride would not desert her.

Her transparent gown rippled slightly. A door
somewhere had opened, letting in a breath of air, but no one
noticed.

Pierce stepped forward. "Tabasco Cat!" he
cried again. "Sweet savage innocence all in one hot package. A
cherry ripe for the pickin'." He brushed her hair to the side. One
flick of his wrist and the gown fell away, leaving her exposed to
the gaping men.

She hissed at the men and glared, yet her
discomfort only furnished more entertainment.

A muffled "Awe," rumbled around the room. The
pause intensified the drama about to begin.

She felt the breeze against her flesh and
stiffened. Her chin thrust upward with silent furious dignity.

An explosion shattered the stillness, muffled
by the thunder above. Blackness swallowed the room.

She trembled, terrified, and her knees gave
way. Jessica Lawrence crumpled to the floor of the stage.

Pierce pulled her back to her feet then
caressed her intimately with his gaze, taunting her further. The
lights flickered on once more.

Time stood still. A hushed silence settled
around her then another explosion lit the room. The chandelier
rocked, tinkling glass the only sound, and once again the light
vanished. Shots rang out. Men ducked for cover and she was
forgotten, left on the block in the middle of the chaos and the
terror.

And the fear.

She nearly shrieked out loud with the sudden
bombardment of men and bullets sweeping around her. Maybe this was
her chance. No one came for her. No one seemed to care.

After all the battles she had fought. The
many times she had rushed madly into danger. She could not give up
now, but her limbs did not move, even though she forced her
thoughts to that end. The drugs, the nights without sleep...she
sobbed.

Roc... She pulled herself to the edge
of the stage. Her arms and legs trembled then she fell and she was
swept into unconscious oblivion. Roc... his touch. She
needed him desperately now, his strength to counter her
vulnerability and his stubborn determination to overshadow her
impulsiveness. A chair crashed beside her jerking her awake.

Was this his doing?

Had he come for her?

Bullets whined overhead, and she continued
her desperate bid for freedom, crawling along the floor, naked and
terrified. She groped at the material lying next to her, fumbled
with it a moment then draped it around her shoulder, tying it.

"Son of a bitch! Jessie!" The curse knifed
through her thoughts and she listened more intently. She pushed
herself off the floor, searching for the man who fit the voice and
the curse. Still unsure she hadn't dreamt the words.

Suddenly her prayers had been answered and
she leaned against the block, pushing her hair from her eyes. All
she could see were masses of humanity surging around her.

Far away she heard Roc curse again. Doors
flew open and more men filled the room, a
host of shadowy figures in the night, illuminated occasionally when
the raging storm took pity on the blackness.

Her gaze suddenly focused on a tall form, and
her heart beat alarmingly.

A single man overshadowed all the rest. He
stood unmoving, searching the room, lingering on each figure before
passing it by.

Furious, he moved forward, stepped high upon
a chair, continuing his search.

She tried to signal him. Her breath caught in
her throat. Helpless and vulnerable a sob tore through her.
Roc!

He had turned away from her now and she
sobbed, trembling with defeat and fear. He had to see her. He had
come so far to find her, to save her from Pierce's vengeance. If
she could only meet the silver flame of his gaze. If she could see
him.

He had come for her! Sweet Jesus, he
cared.

He turned again. A flash of lightening. His
gaze fell upon the small bundle of white near the stage.

"Roc..." she reached out to him.

She saw the fury plainly etched in the lines
of his face. Felt the anguish when he turned from her then fear
encased her.

"No..."

He had seen her and deserted her.

He would never forgive her for this, for
placing him in danger, for making him come to her rescue. He had
warned her and now he would believe she lied to him again.

He hadn't known. Hadn't been there when they
came...


Chapter One

 


Salem, Oregon 1886

 


No one would have ever guessed the little
spitfire could create so much havoc in Roc Newman's life. He would
never forget that first bizarre meeting with the pernicious but
lovely Jessica Lawrence. That night set the tone for their
tumultuous and stormy ride through life.

She had shown her true colors; the wildfire
that possessed her soul, the passionate spirit, and the will to
triumph even when the battle seemed lost.

When the moon appeared as a silver slipper in
the sky...

He waited for her, primed yet not prepared,
forewarned through the political grapevine that Jessica Lawrence
stalked him.

Jessica Lawrence was a five foot four inch
pest. In the midst of it all, no matter how precarious the
situation, she seemed to remain, completely, almost unerringly, on
his trail--until now. At the window, Roc scrutinized the black form
below, fighting the overwhelming urge to give her a shock she would
remember forever.

She seemed hell bent on suicide.
Consequently, he followed the young lady one day, dodging her path,
keeping in the shadows. He had seen her enter an office
mysteriously from a side door and discovered it housed a private
investigator. The sign, etched in his mind, Jess Law, PI, alias
Jessica Lawrence. It hadn't fooled him for a second, just gave him
pause, and the fury seizing him rocked his usually placid
facade.

He gambled on her naiveté. Perhaps because he
had thought her harmless, a mere girl in a man's world, inadequate.
Perhaps it had even been the notion she would eventually become
distracted and quit. Whatever the reason, he had made a Herculean
mistake, and now he pondered her next move. Dressed to blend with
the night, she was out there, an apparition of darkness, wrapped in
ghostly shadows.

He moved through the house, turning off
lights, banking the fires, before settling in a shadowed corner of
his study where he could watch Jess. Purposely, he waited until
well after midnight to lower the lights. Roc was tense, ready for
the intrusion of his privacy. He was peering through the lace
curtains, wondering at the girl whose appearance would have shocked
most men. A long rope looped over her shoulder, the lone woman
strode surefooted across the gardens.

The sky was clear, except for a ribbon of low
clouds and a sliver of moon. The house, a bastion against the
silent assault about to come. A soft wind blew through the open
window from the south; it cleared his head as he watched the
approach.

Jess Law shrugged the rope from her shoulder.
Silhouetted against the sky, he watched the cord snake upward,
grappling hook deftly clenching the chimney. He stood in awe of the
mastery. Jess Law pulled on the rope, tightened it, and with a
proficiency contradicting her sex, ascended. The lady moved
cautiously, and when she reached her goal, she smiled. Her even
white teeth glowed against the blackness of her face.

With lithe movements, she swiftly opened the
attic window. One jean-clad leg moved through the opening. She
balanced precariously, for a moment, as if she were a bird ready to
fly. Then her foot rested on the hard wood. The rest of her
followed quickly, dropping to the floor; silent, ready to
spring.

He felt the tension, knew she listened for
the sound of footsteps. She was inside. He watched the window,
imagining each moment, each breath, sensing the emotions that must
surely riffle her body. Roc listened for the soft whisper of her
steps as she descended and thought he could almost hear the wild
racing of her heart. Only a moment passed before the sounds became
audible. Once on the first floor, she made her way through the
house. Her fingers rested on the tumbler of his safe and turned. He
heard the click, saw the handle as she pushed down. The door swung
open.

Then, without warning, he gripped her mouth.
She wrenched away, turning quickly, groping for the documents, even
while she tried to avoid him. Her actions, quick and agile, proved
adept, throwing him off balance, but he would not relent and
managed to grip her arm. No matter how swiftly she countered his
moves, he still held mastery. He turned her, prepared to hog tie
her if necessary. She allowed him, relaxed then surprised him,
maneuvering expertly.

Jess swiftly shoved her elbow into his chest,
and he gasped for air. With a skill he didn't suspect she
possessed, Jess Law threw him to the floor, and Roc bellowed,
landing at her feet. The force of her action amazed him. For a
second time, the breath rushed from his lungs, and Roc found
himself on the cold floor. Papers, pens, and books clogged the air
and littered the Persian rug then a sudden crash reverberated in
the once cozy room. His shirt dampened as cold seeped through to
his skin. She hadn't just thrown him upon the floor in his private
sanctuary. No. She had humiliated him, threatened life and limb,
and sent a pitcher of ice water on top of him. If he still held a
breath of air in his body, he would have retaliated, a throw for a
throw.

He inhaled swiftly, contemplating revenge,
thoroughly irritated. He'd held his own in every fight, every
barroom brawl he'd ever participated, and now, in the middle of his
study, he had been deflated by a plague upon the female
persuasion.

Studying the ceiling from this new vantage
point, heaving, feeling the stab of mortification against his
gender, he looked into the leering countenance of what was rapidly
becoming the bane of his existence. Then she spoke, surprising him,
since he had expected her to run. Her voice, soft and feminine, one
that pinned him to the floor with its arrogance. "To the victor
belongs the spoils. Would you like a repeat performance?"

Fury overrode all common sense.

She had not won this contest yet. What did he
look like, some old geezer? He rose on his elbows. He was seated in
a puddle of water, his hair dripping, feet crunching on glass. He
willed his self-control to return, shaking his head while
glistening splinters of water flew in all directions and confronted
his opponent.

It seemed she was not the least bit
apprehensive. He registered that with his first glance. Feet,
shoulder width; knees, bent slightly, she rocked on the balls of
her feet, relaxed and confident, yet poised tensely, a
contradiction at best. Recognizing the pose, he groaned. Hair swept
tightly beneath a black cap, while a few tendrils escaped to lie
damply against her neck. Streaks of ivory skin peeked out from
behind the soot she'd layered on her face and neck. It was a
perfect oval, delicate in shape, with a small, very straight nose,
and lips slightly too full. If one could
really tell beneath all that grime and eyes that seemed fathomless
within the darkness of the night. Clad as she was and positioned to
fight, she seemed like David come to slay Goliath, ethereal, frail,
and totally unaware she was about to regret this assignment.

 


 


~ * ~

 


 


Jessica Lawrence was not quite so
self-assured as she was attempting her damndest to appear. She did
have her black belt, but...

She was lucky because she'd never before met
with this much success. Oh, she'd tried, but the leverage, the
technique, nothing had come together before. Now she intended to
brazen it out, fearless, confident, yet beyond her ability.

She had not expected him to emerge from the
shadows and frighten her into a corpse. But now that he'd appeared,
she had no choice left except to fight him. She had thought he'd
retired for the night. This was supposed to be an easy job. She
wanted to bundle the papers together, stick them inside her shirt,
find Rupert, her hound, and head for home. In the very worst way
she wanted to escape this man and the retaliation she knew would
soon come.

She eyed the open safe, the papers scattered
on the floor, no longer neatly stacked, and the man was in the way.
So close she could almost feel the texture of the documents beneath
her fingertips. She wanted to succeed at this. If she didn't, her
stepfather would inevitably put a stop to her fledgling career.
Alex, Jessie's stepmom, kept the secret longer than she had thought
possible, yet when the news broke and the summons came, it
devastated her, for she knew exactly what her father wanted.
"You're twenty-four years old, Jessica," he would begin, making her
feel inordinately guilty. "And it's about time you began to act
like a lady. Naturally, I expected you to stop cuttin' didoes a
very long time ago, but now you seem hell bent to continue making
mischief into your adult life. I won't have it, Jess. I won't,"
then he would mumble softly. "This is your mother's fault," and
Jessie would smile sardonically.

Jessie and Alex would look at each other,
knowing who held the upper hand with her father. They never told
him. It would have deflated his ego considerably to find out Alex
and Jessie always got exactly what they were after. And though her
mother gave her the reassurance and the knowledge she needed to
excel in a man's world, it was still just that, a man's world and,
according to Alex, it would be for a very long time. Alex, the only
mother she had ever known, was exquisite, soft, gentle, and carried
the will and strength of at least ten men within in her stubborn
hide. She had taught her, coaxed her out of her shell of
vulnerability, urged her on to greater heights. Jessie knew she
could do anything she set her mind to.

Not to take credit from her father, he had a
hand in all this too. Jessie knew he adored her mother and herself;
for that reason alone he could never deny them. The two of them,
Alex and James, were stubbornly happy, mismatched, but even after
so many years crazy in love. When her father was in one of those
moods, Jessie stopped listening.

She had mastered this technique before she
reached the tender age of six, before Alex appeared.

Not that she didn't listen to his advice when
it was sound, or when it was something she could agree with. Now he
lived so far away, and she was forced to make major decisions every
day of her life. She would do what she wanted then she would gloat.
In her favor was the fact she knew her way around town and the
people. They trusted her and her name. The Lawrence name rendered
respect and, sometimes, awe; a powerful family from the west coast
to the east coast. It helped her immensely. So, despite the hurdles
thrown in her face from a few chauvinistic men, her life and career
were moving along admirably. She advertised in the paper, clients
didn't flock to her door, but she maintained her independence.
Something she had long coveted. Verbal abuse from her schoolmates
had hardened her fragile ego, and she steadfastly refused to fall
into a subordinate role.

There seemed to be a tiny glitch in her plans
however. At the moment she stood fully aware of the tenuous nature
of her chosen career. Unless she could step by this man, she was
doomed, and failure was not something she would accept.

It was a spine tingling thought. Right now
she had no time for such a foolish endeavor as thinking. The fight
or flight syndrome, firmly entrenched itself within her, and she
prepared for flight, the first being no choice at all.

Perhaps she entered this mission a bit
recklessly, but she had felt so sure of herself and cautious, until
this terrible, audacious man had the nerve to surprise her.

Positioning herself above him, she waited,
praying for a chance, a small opening, a mistake.

"If you value your life, you will stay there,
on the--"

"The question is, do you value yours?" Roc
Newman whispered. He'd been waiting for her to make her move,
studying her. His temper flared. "I should tan your backside and
hand deliver you to your father."

She seethed, "As I've said, sir, stay where
you are."

"And I suppose you have a mind to stop
me?"

With deft cautious movements, she eased
around Roc's legs, eyeing the scattered papers as she edged closer.
Her heart thundered in her chest, glancing between the man and
documents. It would take only a flick of her wrist and luck, but
she could do it. "I can--"

"You expect me to believe that nonsense?"

She felt his gaze skate insolently from her
toes up to her eyes. His tone laced with amusement.

"Do tell, if you care to remember, I put you
where you are now."

"Lady, you give yourself more credit than you
deserve, and if I were you, I wouldn't assume too much," he told
her.

"Sir, it is you who should not assume. I can
lay you flat on your back as easily as I breathe," she informed
him.

"Shall we try it again, eh? Go the whole
hog?"

"Sir, not with the likes of you. I choose my
own partners. And to your great misfortune, I have picked--"

"My dear little pest, I was doing my best to
avoid humiliating you."

She trembled, stifling it with a great deal
of effort. "I am not a pest." She leaned closer, closer, so
close she could almost sense victory, the parchment white and
blindingly near. "And need I remind you that you are the one on the
floor."

Roc watched. "It won't happen again."

"Now who's arrogant? I think, perhaps, you do
need another lesson," she said, deceptively still, with her gaze on
the documents.

"You have no idea what you are getting
yourself into!" he suddenly exclaimed, seeming to tire of the game
and his tone spoke of more than just a skirmish on the floor. She
eased toward the papers once again, still trying to convince him
she merely fidgeted, that her well-calculated moves meant
nothing.

"You're wrong," she said. "I know what I'm
about and it seems you're meddling in my affairs, conceited man
that you are."

"Oh, lady, you go too far," he whispered.

"And, this is none of your..." she began.

He grinned, his teeth gleaming in the dark.
"What a fix." His muscles tensed.

She saw the slight movement even before he
could spring.

She let out a soft sound of terror but had
the presence of mind to dive for the parchment. A flick of the
wrist, quick thinking, and lady luck landed the papers in her
hands. She stuffed the contents down the front of her shirt in less
than a second then sped past him.

 


 


~ * ~

 


 


Perhaps he should have let her go. The impact
to the political scene would shatter so many lives, and he planned
to unveil those reports within the week. Her stepfather as well as
her cousin were friends of his as was her younger half brother.
They would have expected him to handle Jessica with tenderness.

But tonight...

Something about this brazen little chit
irritated him. No, it was more than that; she had bested him and
done it at his own game. He prided himself on his ability to defend
his home and himself from any attack. And she could certainly use a
lesson.

He watched her snatch the papers, and his
grin broadened as her black form dashed toward the door. He rose
from the floor in time to catch her boot before curling his hand
around her ankle. He tugged mercilessly, flipping her in one swift
move.

A terrified squeak was rapture to his ears.
His smile widened as he pulled her beneath him.

"Now who needs a lesson?" he murmured,
chuckling as she struggled for position. She relaxed against him,
and it seemed she waited for another opportunity. To his chagrin he
found himself aware of the little scamp in a physical manner, more
intensely than he wanted to admit. He covered the length of her
body, and her attire left nothing to his imagination. He could feel
the hard tips of her breasts pushed flat against his chest, his
legs rested between hers; he slipped so easily between them as if
he belonged there. He held her waist between his hands, could feel
his fingers touching, before the soft swell of hips. He was
conscious of her soft fragrance, as a fresh breeze touched with
spring, yet so compelling his breath caught in his chest. She
caused his sanity to catapult and his common sense to ebb and flow.
For several seconds, he reveled in a swirling lethargy, images
stamped in his brain, bewitched by something unique and tantalizing
in this woman. Perhaps he could have avoided this moment, perhaps
not. Annoyed by his response to her, surprised, even bewildered
such as this could happen so swiftly.

Idiot. She's a thief, the daughter of a
friend, a woman who professes to take on a man's role in life, who
came to his home, who thought to steal.

Yet he could sense this curious, frenzied
craving for a girl he had felt only mockery for; a yearning
different from anything that had ever touched him. A desire
conceived by the feel of her beneath him, her breasts tracing an
unforgettable imprint against his chest, by the flash of
blue-violet eyes deeper than the darkest amethyst, her hair now
flowing loose, black as night.

He tore his vivid imagining and the
unforgettable feel of her from his thoughts, determined to keep the
issue clear.

"Get off." She pushed at him to gain the
leverage she needed to accomplish the feat, and snatching his
recalcitrant notions back to reality.

His hands flexed around her waist. His lip
curled dangerously. "Ah, lady, and I use the term vaguely. Indeed,
it seems you were a bit too arrogant. But considering your reasons
for being here in the first place, I don't believe I'll leap to
your defense." He let his confidence override his practical nature,
releasing her a moment too long in an attempt to reach for her
arms. She took immediate advantage, one second throwing herself
away from him before scrambling to a safe distance.

"You're not capable of such a chivalrous
act," she sneered, smiling wickedly, poised for battle once more,
but he was agile and well versed. Catching her by surprise and
offering a devilish warning, he caught her wrist and wrenched her
against him.

"Chivalry has nothing to do with this. But
then dressed as you are and acting in this manner, you never know
what might happen. Take heed now..."

Her strength could never match his, yet her
wit and audacity met him evenly. She was intrepid, bold, the type
who would never cry off. "You take heed or I will see you pay. You
cannot treat a lady in this manner."

"If you recall, your status as a lady is
debatable. We knights have a decidedly different manner with a
common tart or thief if you would give yourself--"

"Never." Her eyes could surely pierce a man's
soul and rip it apart. It seemed she planned her next move,
relaxing against the hard planes of his body. "You give it up. What
I seek belonged to another, and you had no right to it. If you
would allow me to leave, we can call this night a draw."

He held her shackled against him. Her fingers
wound around his wrists, tighter, tighter still, intriguing him. He
relaxed, guessing he had her in a position she could not
defend.

"It's hardly a draw when I hold you," he told
her. He moved through the hallway, dragging her with him. For the
moment, at most, he held the advantage but was startled by her
sudden submission. Then he realized his mistake, determined to act
before she knew he understood her ploy.

But the moment of knowledge came too late.
Jess turned the situation to her favor. She moved swiftly,
perfectly and with remarkable strength. He was so surprised and so
unbalanced the sudden leverage she used against him threw him hard
against the wall and she ran, which was, in truth, precisely what
she must have designed.

"Why you little dickens," he cried, and
before she could humiliate him further, he caught her around the
waist. She screamed, hurtling herself toward the front of the
house, but his hand held and she plunged to the floor once more.
Roc regained control, finding her lithe body pressed against him,
and for a moment feeling a shudder deep within, for she had not
responded to him, and it occurred to him perhaps he'd treated her
too harshly. He lunged upward, struggling for balance then grabbing
hold of her, hauling her to her feet. For all his worries, he felt
the vicious strike of her bare hand across his face. They staggered
through the front door, tumbling down the steps.

"Sakes alive, what are you trying to do, kill
me? And all because I bested you twice?"

"Kill you? I was trying to save you from
yourself. But I forgot cats have nine lives. I wonder, does that
pertain to cat burglars too?"

"With that kind of help a lady could find
herself in deep trouble, sir. I'd prefer it if you left me."

"I'm afraid I can't do that, because you
possess something which is mine," he replied.

She was flat on her back again; papers
crinkling between his weight and her breasts, her eyes shimmering
pools, fathomless, cloaked in secrets. Secrets he meant to unmask.
"Damn," she cried then shoved against him, desperate now he had her
pinned once more. She clawed at the walkway; before he knew, she
had showered him with a fine coating of dust.

"Why you little..." he cried, astonished and
resolved this battle would end; he would retain the documents once
again, even if he had to strip her to achieve the goal. "You
deplorable little hoister." He wasn't sure how he was going to
retrieve the papers, but he gripped both her wrists, holding them
above her head then straddled her. She screeched and tried to buck
him off. His hand rose above her shirt, hesitating. He grinned
wickedly, settling the bulk of his weight across her hips.

"How dare you. You have no right," she
warned, seeming to guess his intentions.

He quirked an eyebrow, "Ah, kitten, it seems
you've misread the situation once again." His fingers toyed with
the top button, insulting, insinuating, threatening. "Oh my,
stealing is a crime, a punishable offense, and you, little one, are
going to pay the full--"

"I'll cry rape."

"You would ruin your reputation the very
moment the words came from your delectable mouth. No, I daresay you
won't try that because it's not true."

Yet he had gone too far, come too close, and
he would never dissolve the memory of her pressed against him, the
feel of her breasts, the sizzle of her flashing eyes.

"I'll make your life miserable," she cried.
"I'll see that no one will do business with you. You'll
starve..."

"Silence, someone should have paddled your
backside," he insisted, reaching swiftly, most decorously inside
the loose fitting shirt and claiming the documents. He waved them
beneath her nose taunting her futile attempt at robbery. "A quick
message to your cousin should put you in your--"

He stopped, startled by the deep rich
baritone speaking behind him. Roc turned, the daring cat burglar
still held beneath the grip of his thighs.

"What have we here?" Jessie's cousin laughed.
Then turning to his companion, Senator Drake, he winked. "It seems,
friend, you saved yourself a message, and I'd be delighted to see
Jessica home...to Jacksonville."

"What, and spoil all this fun?" the senator
asked. "I for one would like to hear all about this."

 



Chapter Two

 


The beribboned dawn cast a hazy glow across
the figures silhouetted against the night. Amusement turned to
apprehension when the impact of the evening's events became clear.
The men no longer laughed, Jess Law bristled and Roc Newman cast a
wary glare at the men who had found him in such a dehumanizing
position. He had never meant the fracas to go this far, but this
woman had sorely pricked his ego.

Senator Drake, on his way home from a frolic
at the governor's mansion, never looked better; his mustache
twitched with unshed humor then horror at the complication in front
of him.

Roc knew he had gone too far; this was the
daughter of a highly influential man, a powerful leader in the
state. Despite the provocation of the girl who still lay sprawled
on the ground beneath him, he could hardly press charges or allow
Drake to.

However, her cousin Trevor was at Drake's
side, and he looked eager to see his recalcitrant relative sent
home, thus out of the way. Naturally, Roc thought, the young man
would do everything in his power to see to it, yet he didn't
believe Trevor would succeed. No, if he handed Jessica Lawrence
over to her cousin, she'd be plaguing them once more within
hours.

"This is fascinating in truth," Drake said to
Trevor, and it sounded almost as if he meant it. "I do wonder who
the real victor here was. It seems Roc has ended up with the
documents. My sweet child, Miss Jessica, you must grow up sometime
and cease playing these silly games. It quite scares me what you
could stir up. Your father can remain tolerant only so long."

"Leave my father out of this," she tried to
squirm out from under Roc.

"Ah, my dear, I find I can't do that. I'm
quite sorry. I'm afraid someone has misled you, blundering into
something that is far above your meager understanding. Politics, my
dear. Well, this issue is beyond a woman's intelligence, and, Roc,
my good fellow, you must learn to treat the fairer sex with a bit
more tenderness. It was not good of you to rip the documents from
beneath her shirt. It puts her in what one might call a delicate
situation--compromised. Since her cousin here is the only male
relative in town, it does make him responsible, does it not?" he
chuckled. "Don't you think it's about time you helped her up?"

Compromised. Delicate situation. He should
have foreseen this, should have taken everything into account.

Roc frowned. His guts churned, then he turned
to gaze at the rope still dangling across the attic window and back
to the trio. "Senator, she gave me no other choice." He stood up
and offered Jess a hand.

She snorted, politely ignored the gesture,
pushed herself off the ground, and dusted her pants then turned on
him, "Of all the nerve." It sounded as if she were choking on the
words as she said them.

Senator Drake cleared his throat. "Roc, you
might consider an apology."

She glared at Roc. He fumed silently then
grinned, unmindful of her cousin and the senator.

"For what?" he inquired innocently. His gaze
fixed on the girl, her shirt still slightly open, revealing the
ivory swell of her breasts. Indelibly, the sight was imprinted in
his mind.

"Roc," Trevor warned.

Roc's attention wavered from the view
beckoning innocently to him. He could hear Jessie hiss, scrambling
to arrange her clothing and for a moment, regretted his
boldness.

"Roc, perhaps you don't understand, perhaps I
should--"

"Oh, I understand all the wild implications
and the demands you could make," Roc assured Trevor before starting
for the house, documents clutched firmly in his hand.

He could imagine the claws the girl was about
to display and smiled. It was one hell of a fight.

"A gentleman! Hah! Implications! Nothing
happened!" Jessica cried.

Roc turned, studied the girl a second. "She
lies; quite a lot happened, and I do assure you, Jess Law, if I
choose to, I can ruin you."

"Jessica Lawrence," Trevor commanded.
"Perhaps we should go inside and talk about this. It seems you need
a bit of guidance."

Roc was certain Jessie needed more than a
harsh reprimand or guidance for that matter. Jessie needed a man, a
husband, someone to put her in her place. The Senator had looked at
him as if he'd fit snugly in the role before his sparkling gaze had
gone back to Jessie.

The unscrupulous little private investigator
seemed more interested in getting the documents into her hot little
hands than finding a husband, and that suited him fine. In truth,
he marveled at the malevolent stare of her darkening eyes seeming
to knife through him then cringed when he read the delight in
Drake's expression.

"We have nothing to talk about, Trevor,"
Jessica replied, "And you are hardly dry behind the ears. So a
lesson from you would be foolish indeed."

"She doesn't need a mentor. She needs a firm
hand, I am afraid," Roc said.

Drake's grin widened. "And you're just the
man to do it too. James has often suggested you would suit Jessica
well. A man's man he proclaimed once."

"Roc," Trevor nodded his approval, his
mustache twitching almost as if he strained to hold back his
laughter, "your words have a certain amount of truth to them.
Indeed, I regret I must leave for Astoria soon. I simply can't stay
around to administer that firm hand. And Roc, if nothing is done to
subdue her nightly excursions, everyone will talk."

Roc flinched, finally catching the drift of
Trevor's thoughts. He was right. But it wasn't up to him to keep
her safe and her body sound. Why, she'd claw him to shreds.

Trevor's speech annoyed him. Everything he'd
thought and Trevor voiced held true, but she wasn't his
responsibility. Roc didn't want to look at her again, yet he
couldn't help himself. His gaze turned to the girl. Her hair
swirled around her shoulders. Black skeins fell almost to her
waist; soft, heavy, inviting a man's touch. Trevor was wrong. No
man alive could change the little dickens into an angel. She was a
talented and exceptionally intelligent woman, willful, independent
and tough; she might well cause a man more headaches and heartaches
than imaginable. To add to it, even smeared with fireplace soot and
completely unkempt, she remained breathtakingly exquisite.

She'd certainly amused Senator Drake.

Roc frowned suddenly, catching Trevor with a
conspiratorial wink directed at the senator. Oh, no, they weren't
going to gang up on him. They wouldn't sink that far. Absurd, this
idea; he wouldn't allow them to railroad him. "Well, young man,"
Roc said directly to Trevor, "I do believe you have your hands
full. Senator," he turned to Drake, "if you'll excuse me, I have
some sleep to catch up on, and few documents to secure."

"This hasn't been resolved," the senator
said, "since the only alternative left for the girl is the cooler,
and that is no alternative at all."

"How sad," Roc said flatly, still glowering
at Trevor, the man responsible for setting the flavor of what he
knew would come. "I, for one, have no qualms about seeing a hoister
pay for her crimes."

Drake had found the perfect solution to
everyone's problems, but he refused to accept it, even though there
was no other choice. It seemed inevitable he would serve as jailer
and protector. Despite his grave misgivings, he would have to allow
Jessica Lawrence to stay in his home.

Jessica smiled at the senator then whistled
shrilly, calling Rupert II. With three long strides the hound was
at her side. "I could command him to kill, you know.
Senator...Trevor," she glared at them.

"Ah, she not only has claws but fangs too. We
must not let you go away disappointed," Roc insisted. He dared and
challenged her with his unshakable confidence, still resisting the
inevitable. He turned again to stride toward the house, leaving the
senator bewildered and Trevor laughing at his cousin's antics and
wondering what devil possessed him to gamble with his life.

Rupert II whined as if he'd let his mistress
down before nuzzling her hand, licking and nudging her fingers with
his nose. "Oh," she fumed, and it seemed she was furious with the
man, the dog, and her cousin, "I'm leaving. Any more of this
outrageous talk and the gossips will beat you to the punch. Since I
no longer have the documents, I see no need to even think of
punishment."

Roc had put one foot on the steps leading
into his house when he heard her last statement. He whirled.
"Perhaps they are not thinking so much of punishment and protection
for you, Jessica, as they are about the poor people of Salem. Who
will protect them?"

Roc moved further up the steps and clenched
the papers tightly. Rupert barked. Trevor laced his fingers around
Jessica's arm and followed by Senator Drake, pulled Jessica
along.

Rupert sat staring at the retreating backs
and whined.

They strode into the house. Jessica looked
over her shoulder, whistling for the hound.

In seconds Roc was upon the porch and through
the front door. Roc climbed the steps to the second floor two at a
time. Everything, every blessed little thing seemed to have spun
out of control. Even the hound made himself at home, finding a cozy
place on the braided rug in front of the fireplace. If Rupert
wouldn't kill in the literal sense, he would undoubtedly drown
everyone in drool.

Jessie sat in the rocker near Rupert,
absently stroking his head. She expected to get away with this.

In the room below, he heard Senator Drake
pacing absently across the floor, pausing every so often he was
sure, to gaze up the staircase or out a window. He spotted Trevor
beneath the banister, watched him arch a brow then shrug at
Drake.

"Is he going to come down?" Drake
demanded.

Trevor shook his head. "Roc is volatile,
unpredictable at times; I don't have a clue what he's up to." He
pounded his fist on the banister, staring upward. "We should have
followed him, convinced him of the plan. It is the only way."

But they hadn't, of course. If they left
Jessie alone, Roc thought, she would vanish. He had to agree to
keep her in his house, and she most certainly would have to
acquiesce to his wishes. She was in grave danger. He could only
pray she hadn't read the documents she had stolen. Trevor and Drake
had allowed her to play at this game, hoping she would come to her
senses and quit. Maybe they had given her too much room,
encouragement when they should have stopped her. A shiver suddenly
seized him. He wasn't eager to confront Jessie, but he was
impatient to hand over the responsibility, and he knew it was
impossible to shirk his duty.

"You need to write Jessie's father," the
senator commented to Trevor. "This is too important to leave to
chance. I mean to be the most thorough senator ever, even if, in my
worst nightmare, I have to tread on a few people's toes. But so far
my nightmares haven't bothered me overmuch, and I know what we
proposed here was right. No matter the outcome, I will always
proceed with thoughts of my constituents as a group and how they
will benefit. In my mind they will always come first."

Roc snorted at that little speech. It was
helpful, however, to have wealthy and powerful friends. Drake had
secured many and it made him a force to reckon with in the
legislature. Now he risked everything, but, as Roc knew, Drake
pondered the question many times, and the senator had found no
other alternative.

"I did that yesterday when it became apparent
Jessie intends to see the elephant, wants to experience it all
before she's twenty-five. I never dreamt she'd take on a commission
quite so foolhardy," Trevor wrinkled his brow. "I don't cotton to
Jessie's actions, and I also don't understand why Roc is acting so
churlishly toward Jessie, so why am I willing to leave her in his
not so tender care?"

"Oh, my boy, you do know. The two of them
charge the air with their searing exchanges, sparks fairly fly from
Miss Jessica's eyes when she looks at Roc; until now I've never
seen her react to any man. And, as we concluded earlier, Miss
Jessica needs a man, not a sorry excuse for the masculine
persuasion. She needs a real man. Roc fits the bill. They might be
the most brutal of opponents--

"And..." he conceded, "I've never before seen
the mercurial shimmer of her eyes..."

Mercurial shimmer of her eyes? Roc
snorted. No, he attributed the shimmer to fire works, and a
seething desire to best him. Yet he had come to terms with the
situation. He would allow Jessica Lawrence to stay in the attic
room. He turned from the conversation below and moved upstairs to
check on the accommodations.
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"He is the only one who can handle her,"
Drake went on. "I would hate to lose him as a friend, yet somehow I
doubt it will come to that." He frowned. "Bizarre, isn't it?
Upstairs is a man who has negotiated treaties, traveled the world
over, and conversed with diplomats on the most genteel of levels.
One of the most accomplished martial arts experts in the world,
he's determined to outfight a mere slip of a girl."

"Ah, but he underestimated Jessie's talents,"
Trevor assured him.

Drake's eyes shimmered. "I love a good
mystery. This, it seems, rises above others at the moment. But what
talents?"

"I taught her all she knows. Roc schooled
me."

"She has half his strength."

"Strength is important but quick thinking and
the skill, Senator, the skill of it all."

"He will not allow her the upper hand again.
A lesson learned..."

"She has a woman's wiles. I doubt the little
scuffle we witnessed was enough to harden the man so thoroughly,"
Trevor told him, chuckling. He looked up the staircase and started
toward it. Drake, frowning curiously, followed on his heels.

When Trevor reached the third step, he
stopped. "Jessie..." It seemed he had already forgotten Jessica,
sitting so deceptively silent by the fireplace.

The senator remembered at the same moment,
whirled and returned to the room, murmuring quietly to himself. "By
thunder, Trevor, she almost got away. We do agree on that."

Trevor nodded, still moving up the steps.
"Where it concerns Jessie, one can never turn his back." He paused,
absorbed in his thoughts then, "This is important. Despite your
confidence, I'm worried about Jessie and the gossip, Senator, the
gossip that will surely follow. Roc is a virile and healthy man.
Charming when he wants to be and devilish, and capable of seducing
anyone's maiden aunt if he chose. His exploits are well known,
envied at times. Perhaps we have unwittingly cast Jessie to the
lion.

"Perhaps it is for her own good," Drake
countered.

"I don't know. It makes me nervous to think
of Jessie powerless against a man twice as experienced. Despite her
age and her penchant for trouble, Jessie is as innocent as a new
born babe."

Roc could just make out the words as Drake
spoke to Jessie from below. "He is not a fiend, Jessica, if that is
what worries you about staying with him. It will only be until your
father can come and take you home. He's an honorable man, really. A
gentleman from head to toe. And though I regret it has come to
this, I would not put you in the hands of a seducer of
innocents."

"Do tell, you're too noble," Jessie clipped
sarcastically.

Drake grunted and turned from the girl,
looking to find Trevor more amenable. He paused, the noise from
above catching his attention.

"I had hoped to find all of you gone," Roc
said dryly, looking down from the top of the steps. Trevor stood
mid-way, and Senator Drake had one foot on the stairs. "I've
prepared the attic room for her stay. All in all she should find it
comfortable."

Roc shuddered then swore, astonished at
Jessie's daring when he looked into the sitting room. She had
vanished. It had not taken but a moment and now she no longer sat
by the fire. Indeed, Roc hit the banister with his fist, swallowed
his fear for her and turned to Trevor, furious, ready to throttle
her again.

"Where is she?" Roc asked, searching the
room. "I suppose she has eluded the two of you," he said. It seemed
he was about to say something more but hesitated, glowering. "I
have to retrieve the little dickens, don't I?"

"It might not be as difficult as you think.
Fetch Jessie," Trevor commanded and the big dog took off after his
mistress.

Drake waved a hand in confusion. "That will
work? I thought the hound was hers."

"He is, but I trained him. He obeys me
first."

The Senator smiled at Trevor then Roc, his
sky blue eyes sparkled with humor. "It so happens I should enjoy
seeing the indomitable Miss Lawrence brought to heel by her
hound."

"So will I." Roc began, but he could see the
fight wasn't over. He paused, tensing his muscles, and it seemed he
knew the next few days would try his patience. "You will take the
hound with you, I presume," he said to Trevor.

"Of course," he replied.

"Here they come now."

Rupert had Jessie well in tow. Obviously, she
had not made it very far.

"By thunder, I would give just about anything
to have a picture of this. I'd hang it on my wall," Drake said.
"We'll leave now. I believe you are better prepared to handle the
young lady on your own than with a crowd of well-wishers hanging
around to give advice. Join me, Trevor? If you'll come with me,
we'll finish the transactions and you can be on your way."

Roc scowled at the two of them, looking
apprehensive then he glared at Jessica.

 


~ * ~

 


Ah, well, Roc would have to learn how to
deal with her soon. Let him struggle now. Trevor chuckled
softly before leaving with Drake, and he didn't take a second
glance back. Somehow he thought he wouldn't survive if he did.
"There will be heck to pay for this. I don't want to find myself
caught in the cross fire," he told Drake.

"Hmm," Drake murmured, clearing his throat.
"Heck to pay, yes, I do believe you're right." He had ventured a
look back, yet the shrieks that came from inside offered enough
information to send the two men scurrying away.

Trevor shuddered. Rupert growled. Drake gave
him a reassuring wink, quite unlike the man. He and Drake were both
enjoying and fearing this at the expense of Roc. But then again,
Roc was the only man they could trust with the precocious piece of
baggage.

"Hang up the fiddle, Jess. It's over."

They could hear Roc swearing although the
sounds were growing dimmer. He and Drake were moving down the
street. Out of earshot, Trevor began to chuckle, and the senator
joined him, and several moments later they laughed, caught up in
the humor and of the challenge, the intrigue. Then Trevor who had
much on his mind directed the conversation to business and the two
of them forgot Jessie, forgot Roc and hurried away to Drake's
office.

 


~ * ~

 


Raymond Pierce was an entrepreneur; rich,
decidedly without morals, the power behind the conspirators. He was
above reproach, both socially and politically, covering his crimes
with such finesse it terrified Trevor. Trevor's latest assignment,
or mission, had come to him from Senator Drake himself; he had
called Roc in to assist. Raymond Pierce was heir to a vast fortune
and land that covered thousands of acres. Since it provided a
healthy shield for the laundering of money and the sheltering of
his victims, he maintained each piece of property with diligence.
He also involved himself with underworld leaders from back east,
their hold over him confusing, yet something Roc had looked into.
All his crimes had gone unprosecuted, this, their last chance
because rumor had it he intended to leave the country. Of course if
they managed to accumulate enough evidence, both the senator's and
his career would soar. Scandal and crime always topped the news,
and the people of Oregon would show their favor. They would both
profit. Senator Drake had pointed that out himself, so he knew his
plans were not completely selfless.

Pierce had basked in illicit profits long
enough, yet without the damning evidence, he would continue to reap
the rewards. He had his own plans, and they did not involve meeting
his punishment. Raymond Pierce was meticulous, intelligent, and
careful.

Naturally, that was one of the reasons no one
had discovered his perfidy, until now, until he made one mistake.
The documents that rested in Roc's safe had fallen into the wrong
hands, or in the state's interest, the right hands. Quite by
accident, Drake had come across evidence that shook his own
self-confidence. He had always admired Raymond Pierce and his solid
position in the community. When presented to Trevor for further
scrutiny, he'd felt sick. So much so he could not condone actions
that transpired through this man's hands. He had determined to work
with Drake to end this.

Maybe he and Drake had waited too long, going
about this deliberately and painstakingly. Roc admonished them for
taking so much time, collecting, sorting, and categorizing the
evidence. In truth they had enough to put Pierce away for years,
yet they wanted more, so much more, they wanted Pierce's life
blood. They wanted to stop him and people like him. They owed no
one an explanation, except Jessica perhaps, and she would have to
wait. Still, for her sake, he hoped she would not remain locked in
the attic room for long.

Trevor grinned, thinking of what could happen
between Roc and Jessica. Indeed what he hoped would happen.
Sometime soon, if everything went according to plan, they would
reveal the damaging testimony.

When they reached Drake's office, they
slipped in the back way. Trevor Lawrence moved inside the dark cool
room. Drake had poured himself a drink and collapsed into a
comfortable chair. It had been an extremely long night, one without
sleep but not without a victory of sorts.

"Help yourself, Trevor. It will calm your
nerves. Did I tell you I can hardly wait to see who wins? She's a
feisty one and full of the very devil, a huckleberry above most
people's persimmon, eh? Of course you'd know first hand. Ah, but I
could use one just like her."

Trevor stared, astonished at what Drake had
said. One just like her, hmm? Wouldn't that be a treat? The
devil, but one's enough in the family.

"Well, what do you make of it? I've seen
worse combinations than those two. And I take that back, I'd never
make it past the first round with anyone as determined as Jessica
Lawrence."

Drake pulled out the drawer of his desk,
rifling through the contents until he found a notebook. "In here is
a map and directions to the warehouse. I want a detailed accounting
of everything that happens."

Trevor reached for the book, clenching it
tightly against his chest. "You'll not be disappointed."

The senator leaned back and closed his eyes.
When he had thought a second, he opened them, "I'm counting on
you." He stood, and for a moment it seemed as if he'd say something
more. But he didn't. Then...after clearing his throat, "If you're
not back in a week, I'll send Roc after you."

Trevor wanted this as much, maybe more. "I'll
be back. The rendezvous is only three days away. If I'm to..."

He broke off, noticing Drake's answering nod.
It was bad luck to talk of this any more. The senator reached out a
hand. Trevor grasped it in his and they shook.

"Take care, I'd never forgive myself if
anything happened to you," he whispered.

"You would, but nothing will happen. You've
given me a chance to prove my mettle."

"Trevor, you have nothing to prove."

"I'd like to live up to my family's
reputation without using their name. No sir, I do have a lot to
prove, a hell of a lot to live up to."

"Just be yourself and don't forget to use
your head," he told him, frowning. "Intelligence is often of more
use than brawn or your martial arts you're so proud of
learning."

"You're so astute," Trevor said laughingly.
"I'll not forget that either."

"Good, I'm glad to hear."

"Walk with me to the Wells Fargo
Station."

They headed down Liberty Street. A wolfish
grin touched Drake's face. "She is an exciting woman," he said
simply.

"I'm afraid Jessica took Roc by surprise,"
Trevor laughed.

"He won't like that."

"No, but he'll get used to it. You don't
suppose anything will happen while I'm gone?" Trevor asked.

Before Trevor could stop himself, he was
thinking of so many things. Jessie could provoke. Roc would grit
his teeth and hold his ground. But if they touched, yes, if they
met each other flesh against flesh, Jessie would melt. Roc would
counter the invitation, and there would be the very devil to pay
and a wedding to negotiate. Yet, he knew Jessie didn't want
marriage. It wasn't part of her plans and Roc, what did he want?
What every man wanted, his freedom. Yes, by the time he returned,
all the furies from hell couldn't stop the chain of events put in
motion this day. It could have been worse. No, in Jessie's eyes
nothing was worse than marriage, a forced marriage at that. He
could pray.

As Trevor Lawrence waited for the stage,
rocking on his heels, long minutes later, he thought how he'd hate
to lose her. She'd blame him, hate him for a long time, no, a very
long time. Maybe Roc would fall madly in love with his hot little
cousin and sweep her off her feet. The devil, she swept him off his
feet and no love was involved.

The worst was yet to come and it seemed
unavoidable.

He laughed again at something Drake said.

"By thunder, that wasn't funny, Trevor.
Where's your head?"

"Drake, you are a senator, a member in good
standing. You must look out for my cousin. I'm feeling decidedly
guilty all of a sudden as if I've somehow shirked my duties, left
her with that known womanizer. No matter how dear a friend he is,
my conscience is bothering me."

Trevor heard the senator chuckle softly. He
could tell Drake thought his sudden wave of guilt humorous. Senator
Drake would do almost anything for him. He knew that, but they had
agreed to let nature takes its course. The Senator wouldn't change
his mind now.

"Drake..."

"Trevor, Jessica's stubborn, impetuous most
of the time, and needs a strong hand from what I've seen. Last
night's escapade is proof."

"Needs to understand the dangers," Trevor
added with a heavy sigh "Jessie's high-strung."

"She might well have gotten herself
shanghaied and transported to some rich whore house, Trevor, she
doesn't think of the--"

"True, but, she forgets her abilities amount
to nothing against a man like Roc. She doesn't realize he let her
have the victory because he was trying not to hurt her."

"He let her have the win?"

"Jessie doesn't even realize he held
back."

Drake laughed. He pointed to the stage. "Once
you're on board, forget those two."

Trevor grimaced, once again guilt taking
over, "I don't think I can do that, but I'll put her in the back of
my mind."

"Good..."

"Drake," he hesitated, "I can't forget her
completely, but I won't let her distract me." He winked, staring at
Drake before looking down the street in the direction of Roc's
house.

"But Trevor..." Drake began, harshly.

"No, Senator." Trevor held up his hand in
warning.

"This is the last piece of evidence we
need."

"You've impressed me with that fact."

"Well, you can't fault me with concern. We've
waited over a year for this moment, and I don't want it lost
because you can't keep your mind on the job. Besides, if we fail
here, we'll give our hand away and Raymond Pierce will
skedaddle."

Trevor scowled.

"Another shipment of Chinese ladies are due
in port. They'll auction them off the same night. Rumor has it
Pierce picked up a couple of natives off the island and one white
woman, a minister's daughter."

"A minister's daughter," Trevor repeated.

He nodded seriously. "They stopped in San
Francisco first, spent almost a week there. They've never sold a
white girl before. Honestly, Jessie could find herself in the same
position if she isn't stopped."

Trevor paled. "Jessie, Jessie, Jessie..." he
groaned.

"My sentiments exactly. But still..."

"She's locked in his attic," Trevor said,
quickly. "The devil, but I pray he keeps her there and damn that
pretty little hide of hers. I'd give anything at this moment if she
was buck toothed and fat." He groaned again, mentally calculating
all the tight spots he'd saved Jessie from, all the scraped bruises
and cuts he'd cared for. And nothing had stopped her, nothing. Now
only one man stood between trouble and his conniving little
cousin.

Drake smiled. "She's not dear, boy. She's
not."

"So we pray?" He arched a brow.

"Well, you're quite right. It's one of the
reasons I acted so fast. She needs to be held down for the week. At
least until the immediate danger passes."

"Well, Roc has his work cut out for him. He
has a wildcat in his house, a wily one at that. Promise me you'll
check
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