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PROLOGUE






Black Jack, Colorado
 August 1887



Alone inside the church, Cassandra Zerek scooted on her knees across the floor, rubbing industriously at the squares of oak within her reach until they shone like polished agate. Anemic afternoon sunlight came through the stained glass windows, casting a rainbow of colors across the empty pews, all of which gleamed with the fresh coat of beeswax shed just applied. Mingling with the scent of the wax were lingering traces of incense from Mass that morning and the acrid smell of smoke from the flickering votive candles that burned near the altar.


Sitting back on her heels to catch her breath, Cassandra swiped a tendril of curly, sable hair from her eyes and puffed air past her lips to cool her cheeks. Perspiration ran in rivulets from under her breasts and trickled over her ribs, the sensation making her itch under the heavy wool of her blue dress. Dratted dress, anyhow. No matter how many layers of underclothing she wore, the coarse weave always managed to irritate her skin.


Eyeing the distance she still had to cover before she would be finished with the floor, Cassandra nearly groaned. It was another twenty feet up the center aisle to the doors. Considering the fact that the aisle was four tiles across, each a foot square, and she was the only person there to buff each one, that was no short distance. Her arms already felt like aching lumps hanging off her shoulders, and her back hurt. Her eighteen years felt like a hundred.


Waxing the church floor was a big job for one person to tackle, and three-quarters of the way through, she always wondered why shed ever promised to do it. The answer was simple, of course. Because she couldnt afford to give money to the church as other people did, she made a gift of her time instead, helping the nuns over at the convent and orphanage every weekday afternoon, laundering Father Tullys vestments, and cleaning the church from top to bottom twice a month.


Today was her day to clean.


Resuming the task with renewed vigor, Cassandra refolded her buffing cloth to leave a fresh side out, then bent to resume her rubbing. Suffering, she reminded herself, helped to build character, and since she truly wanted to become a nun, she needed all the character she could get.


To make the time go faster while she worked, she decided to make some personal intentions, short prayers she said almost daily asking God for special help. Heaven knew she needed divine intercession if she meant to enter the convent any time soon.


Please, God, help me become more practical. The next time I start wishing for frivolities, like those patent leather slippers in Miss Drydens dress shop window, help me to pray, instead, for the poor, that they may have food aplenty and warm blankets.


Finishing one section of floor, Cassandra scooted forward to begin buffing another.


And, please, when I stop by the convent later today, dont let me stare at the good sisters and wonder what their heads look like shaved. To become a Bride of Christ, Ill happily part with my hair. I promise, I will. And Ill never mourn the loss.


Even as she made the vow, Cassandra cringed. Her thick sable hair was the only pretty thing about her, and of all the sacrifices shed have to make to take holy orders, she dreaded having to shave her head the most.


And, please, Father, in Your immense goodness, help me not to get angry today. Bless my dear mamas soul, but the Irish temper I got from her isnt at all the thing for an aspiring nun.


A sudden noise interrupted Cassandras train of thought. She froze to listen and heard the outside door to the vestibule open and close. If it was someone coming in off the street who hadnt thought to wipe his feet, shed have his head.


Prepared for battle, she watched the closed double doors that separated the vestibule from the interior of the church. Nothing. Cocking an ear, she heard footsteps, followed by a crackle of paper and a muffled thump. The poor box? It sounded to her as if someone had just opened it. Probably just some good-hearted soul leaving a donation.


Unless, of course, it was a thief.


The thought made her pulse race. Where there was one thief, there could be a half dozen. What if it was an entire band, and theyd come to pilfer and vandalize St. Marys?


She made a quick sign of the cross, praying for courage. If a band of hooligans had entered the church, it would be up to her to protect the Holy Eucharist that Father Tully always kept in the tabernacle.


It was one of Cassandras favorite daydreams, to one day be required to sacrifice her life for the faith. Preferably in such a heart-wrenching fashion that everyone who heard of her courage would weep and cross themselves at the mention of her name. Saint Cassandra.


Ruffians storming into the sanctuary would be perfect, especially if they were determined to desecrate the sacrament. In true saintly fashion, she would drape herself over the tabernacle to protect its sacred contents, her body a bleeding shield. When Father Tully, the parish priest, found her afterward, she would be near death, and with her last breath, shed whisper, It is nothing, Father. Do not weep. I have given of myself for Jesus, and I die with a glad heart.


She flung down her cleaning rag and pushed to her feet, determined to face her fate as bravely as Joan of Arc or Saint Catherine, whod chosen a horrible death by torture to preserve her chastity. Wellneither of them had anything over Cassandra Zerek. She would die for God, and do so gladly.


All she needed was an opportunity.


Creeping toward the double doors, Cassandra steeled herself for the worst. Carefully turning the knob, she pushed the portal open a crack and peered into the vestibule. She glimpsed a man standing at the poor box, a very tall man in an expensive gray topcoat. Intent on counting out money to put in an envelope, he seemed unaware he was being watched.


Not a robber.


For a moment, Cassandra felt keen disappointment. But then, beneath the mans smartly tipped, felt fedora hat, she saw neatly trimmed, tawny-colored hair. Only one man in Black Jack, Colorado, had hair that color.


Her heart kicked against her ribs. Luke Taggart. And he was right here in St. Marys? Cassandra couldnt quite believe it. Oh, shed seen him on the street plenty of times, but never from up this close.


He was the most important individual in Black Jack, barring none. The man owned nearly the whole town, including most of the producing gold mines. He even owned the mine where her papa and older brother, Ambrose, were employed. For the first time in Cassandras memory, her papa and brother had to work only six days a week, their shifts a mere ten hours long instead of the customary fourteen, and they still had enough money to buy food and pay the rent each month. As a result, Luke Taggarts name was almost a prayer upon all the Zereks lips.


But few people in Black Jack shared her familys high opinion of Mr. Taggart. He was rumored to be a harsh, godless man who engaged in all manner of wicked activities. Cassandra wasnt quite sure what kinds of wicked activities, only that shed heard her papa say Mr. Taggart consorted with shabby women, showing no preference for any particular one. In. Cassandras opinion, that was further proof of the mans altruistic character, for he was extremely rich. If he chose, he could consort only with ladies as wealthy and well-dressed as he was.


Even now, observing Luke Taggart through a cracked door, she felt in awe of him. A funny, fluttery feeling in the pit of her stomach made her pulse quicken. His topcoat was unbuttoned, revealing a pale gray silk vest over a crisp white shirt and darker gray trousers, the sharp creases in the legs drawn smooth by the bunched muscles in his thighs.


Hair the color of burnished oak framed his sun-darkened features, which were so well-defined they might have been chiseled from granite. His jaw was angular. An aquiline nose jutted from between tawny, winged brows. A full yet firm mouth was bracketed by deep creases that offset the stubborn thrust of his squared chin. It was a beautiful face, classically masculine, its planes weathered by the elements, the skin etched with tiny crows-feet.


Free to study him closely for the first time, Cassandra couldnt help but notice that his expression seemed at odds with the strength he emanated. A lost, confused look dominated his features, like that of a little boy wandering the streets whod forgotten his way home a long time ago and had no hope of finding it again.


Tapping the fat envelope against his palm, he gazed at the poor box, clearly troubled and undecided about whether or not he should make a donation. Then, with a determined briskness, he thrust the envelope back inside his jacket and strode to the door. Once there, he stood with his back to Cassandra, one hand resting on the doorknob, his shoulders rigid. At any second, she expected him to leave. Instead, he heaved a sigh that conveyed soul-deep weariness, then spun back around to descend on the poor box again, his manner so filled with frustration that she wasnt sure if he meant to make a donation or dismantle the box.


As he stood there, wrestling with emotions she couldnt define, he suddenly seemed to sense that someone was staring at him. He jerked his head up, his preoccupied, unguarded expression turning wary, his stance taking on a sudden tension that electrified the air. His reaction was like that of a man whod been caught red-handed in an act of thievery or some other equally iniquitous wrongdoing, which made no sense at all.


Cassandra caught her breath against the impact of his startled, piercing gaze. His eyes were the color of whiskey shot through with firelight, the glinting amber irises ringed with black. Shed noticed them before, of course. Lots of times when she had passed him on the streets of Black Jack, but shed never felt the full force of them leveled directly at her.


As fierce and golden as a tigers, his gaze turned her skin hot, seeming to strip her bare. Held transfixed, she felt a sudden rush of fear as inexplicable as it was paralyzing. Nonsense, her practical side scoffed. But another part of her felt completely unnerved, and she wanted to run. Insolent and bold, his gaze slid over her, lingering for an endless moment on her breasts before continuing downward, then sweeping back up to her face.


The silence in the otherwise empty church seemed deafening, driving home to her how vulnerable she was. Even if she screamed her very loudest, no one was likely to hear.


As if he guessed her thoughts, he cocked a tawny eyebrow, one corner of his mouth twitching with a suppressed smile. Tapping the envelope against his palm again, he said, It would seem Ive been found out.


His voice curled around her like warm smoke, the wispy tendrils holding her fast. She tried to think of something to say, but her mind had gone stupidly blank.


He quickly closed the envelope, then thrust it into the poor box. Bringing his gaze back to her, he tipped his hat. I trust this will remain our secret? Id just as soon no one knows.


Before Cassandra could think of a response, he turned and exited the church.


Silence swamped the vestibule after his departurea heavy, echoing silence that seemed to press against her eardrums. She stared at the poor box for several seconds, then began moving slowly toward it, curiosity outweighing her hesitancy. Lifting the lid of the box, she withdrew the envelope he had left. Scrawled across its face was one word: orphanage.


A smile touched Cassandras mouth. A few weeks back, shed heard the good sisters of St. Marys wondering aloud about the anonymous benefactor who had made a sizable donation to the orphanage. Now the mystery was solved. The do-gooder had been none other than the scandalous, godless, and wicked Luke Taggart.


Cassandra returned the envelope to the box, her heart catching as she recalled the confused, lost look shed seen in his eyes before he realized anyone was watching him. Wickedness? For reasons beyond her, he apparently wanted everyone to believe that of him. He might even believe it himself.


But for a few brief seconds, shed glimpsed the man behind the mask, and somehow she knew that Luke Taggart was many things, but wicked wasnt one of them.














ONE






It was the devils own afternoon. Black clouds gathered over the teeth-sharp peaks of the Rocky Mountains, and an angry wind from the north drove gusts against the buildings. Locked into his own thoughts, Luke Taggart stood by the window in the Golden Slippers best upstairs room and watched the sun drift behind a patch of thunderous gray. Heralding the approach of winter, September was coming in with a vengeance. Unless he missed his guess, there would be one hell of a rainstorm before nightfall.


The warm glow of the gaslights placed strategically around the red and gold bedchamber did little to offset the gloom. Oblivious to the opulence hed once admired, he listened with half an ear to the sibilant hiss of the gas jets, his heart striking two muted beats to every click of the pendulum.


From beyond the windowpane he heard a hoarse shout, followed by a stream of curses. Another barroom brawl in the offing? he wondered without much interest. Leaning a hip against the sill, he gazed morosely through the glass at the cobblestone sidewalks two stories below him. Townsfolk scurried past the Golden Slipper to patronize shops farther up the way. As the ladies walked by the gambling house, they stepped clear off the curb and into the street, their noses lifted in disdain, their fancy skirts drawn close around their ankles, as if the very air might be contaminated.


Anger burned low in Lukes gut like a smoldering coal buried under a thick layer of ash, the fire inside him always there but carefully banked. Snobbish bitches. Let them risk life and limb if that pleased their condescending sense of morality. It was no skin off his nose if one of them got run over by a passing conveyance.


Running a hand inside his unbuttoned shirt, Luke rubbed his chest, his fingertips tracing the hard bulges of muscle under his sweat-moistened skin. God, he felt tired, the kind of tiredness that ran bone-deep and far beyond the physical.


Luke, baby. Come back to bed.


Glorias purring demand raked down his spine like a fingernail over a blackboard. In spite of its pretension to elegance, the room carried the subtle odor of fish that always seemed to accompany sex. As was his habit after hed finished with a woman, hed scrubbed all trace of her from his person, but the faint smell that lingered in the air and clung to the satin sheets still made him feel unclean.


Christ, what in the hell was wrong with him these days? He should be snuggled into the soft feather mattress of the fancy bed behind him instead of scowling out the window like a restless prisoner. Gloria was a gorgeous woman, with a mane of silky blond hair, skin like cream, and pink-tipped breasts the size of melons. She was also willing to do almost anything for a price, and Luke had an endless store of money to accommodate her. Six months ago, he would have kept her busy until well after midnight. Then, if hed gotten bored, he might have called in another girl to spice things up. There was nothing like two women in one bed to whet a mans sexual appetite.


Feeling a mild interest stirring, he toyed with the idea of doing just that. Two womenhell, maybe even three. With a bottle of expensive scotch to numb his senses, he could sink back on the downy mattress and give himself up to their ministrations. He was rich, for Gods sake. Anything he wanted was his for the asking. All he had to do was snap his fingers.


Hed done it plenty of times before. He could do it again.


So, why didnt he?


That was the question that had lured him from the bed to the window, the question that had his belly knotted and his mind running in dark circles. Not that he was unhappy, exactly. How could he be when he had damned near everything hed ever wanted? And yet hed come to realize over the past few weeks that his life reminded him of a glass of ale left out overnightflat, with all the fizz gone.


Making more money didnt help.


Nor did the women he bedded. Blondes, redheads, brunetteseach more beautiful than the last. They didnt seem to make a difference. Flat ale was flat ale, and no matter how much salt you added, sometimes it wouldnt come to a head.


Luke, love. Come make Gloria a happy girl, hmm? The bed ropes creaked as she shifted her weight. He heard the covers rustle and guessed she was kicking them aside, the better to tantalize him. Just look at what Ive got for you.


His throat tight with a sense of revulsion he couldnt understand, Luke glanced over his shoulder. Gloria lay on the bed, her nude body seductively arranged to thrill and entice. Her dark lashes swept low over her sultry brown eyes as she cupped her large breasts, thrusting the twin mounds of flesh high and toying with her nipples. Luke watched the rosy peaks grow turgid as she tweaked and rubbed them.


He felt nothingabsolutely nothing. Except an urgent need to escape.


Come do this for me, she pleaded with a pretty pout. When he made no move to accept the invitation, she lifted her slender hips and spread her knees. Or I can do this while you play elsewhere. She caught the rigid peak of one nipple between her fingers, rolling the sensitive flesh and shuddering delicately. Please, Luke. I need you, love. Its lonely over here without you.


Moving from the window, Luke began to button his shirt. As he thrust the tails into the waistband of his trousers and fastened the fly, he forced a smile. Not today, sweetheart. For some reason, Im just not feeling up to snuff.


Gloria ceased the self-titillation, huffed with indignation, and jerked the bedcovers back over herself. Anymore, you always say that. Not now, Gloria. I just dont feel up to it. She sat erect, holding the sheet to her breasts, her brown eyes snapping. If youre tired of me, Luke, just come right out and say so. Im a big girl, and Id rather that than have to endure this infernal beating around the bush.


Luke sighed and raked the fingers of one hand through his hair. Im not tired of you, Gloria. Dont be silly. He stepped to the bed and bent to brush a kiss over her forehead. Youre beautiful. How could any man in his right mind not want you?


Looking mollified, she smiled slightly. Luke turned quickly away, grabbing up one boot and searching the floor for the other one. Jesus. What hed just told her was true, absolutely true. She was beautiful, and only a madman would turn his back on the offer shed just made him. In the past, Luke had been able to go for hours, exhausting his bedmate long before his own store of energy and sexual desire flagged. Lately, though, he seemed to be good for only one round. Then, almost immediately afterward, he felt this inexplicable weariness and an urgency to leave. To breathe clean air. To sink neck-deep into a bathtub of hot water.


He sat in a nearby chair to thrust his feet into his boots. As he bent to work the laces, he heard Gloria slip from the bed. Relief flooded through him when she stepped to the sideboard to pour herself some whiskey. He didnt want to further offend her by pushing her away. He just wanted


What? What, exactly, did he want?


Over the last year hed developed a hankeringa nameless, indefinable craving he couldnt appease. It had started out slowly, a subtle restlessness. Then it had gradually gotten worse, until recently nothing seemed to satisfy him.


Always before when Luke had begun to feel this way, hed sought new and more exciting diversions. But at this point in his life, hed already done it all. Women of all colors, shapes, and sizes. Deviant sex. Adventuresome investments. What else was there? Nowadays, he no longer even got much thrill from winning big at the gambling tables.


His life was lacking something, only he wasnt sure what. Saloons, gambling every night, the tawdry trappings of the brothels. He was bored with everythingsick-to-death bored.


It was crazy, but sometimes Luke found himself thinking about getting married, about fathering children. The only problem was, there wasnt a woman on earth hed tie himself to for a lifetime. Not Luke Taggart. He enjoyed them until he grew bored with them, then moved on to new pursuits. He wanted to keep it that way.


Pushing to his feet, Luke hooked his jacket off the back of the chair. As he shoved his arms into the sleeves and shrugged the garment onto his shoulders, he met Glorias troubled gaze. God only knew why, but he felt obligated to explain himself, to assuage her bruised feelings. Gloria, this has nothing to do with you, he said softly. I swear it.


She stood there, completely comfortable in her nudity, one slender leg slightly bent, her nipples peeking out at him through curtains of flaxen hair. Raising the glass, she gave him a mock toast. Ive heard that one before. It always ends the same, with me getting the boot. She took a mouthful of whiskey and tossed back her head to swallow. Then, with a wave of her hand, she said, But thats all right. Its not as if youre my only customer. And nobody else seems to have any complaints.


Luke straightened the gray lapels of his jacket, then tugged at the cuffs of his silk shirt until a precise inch of white showed beyond the edge of each coat sleeve. Youre taking this too seriously. Men have bad days, you know, just like women. Tell me you enjoy having sex every single time, that your heart is always in it.


She gave an elegant little shrug. Its different for me. Youre the buyer, Im the seller. Sometimes, when you come to see me, youre the tenth in line. Im not always as enthusiastic as I pretend to be, I admit. After ten times, who would be?


Tenth in line? The words hung in Lukes brain like slimy stalactites. Muttering somethinghe wasnt sure whatby way of farewell, he let himself out of the room. Once in the hall, he hastened toward the landing, his one thought to get downstairs and outdoors as quickly as possible. Tenth in line? Just another piece of meat slapping into her. No wonder the room smelled bad.


A year ago, the thought of sharing a woman with ten other men wouldnt have bothered Lukehell, it was expected in a brothel, especially the good onesso he wasnt sure why it should bother him now. The girls he patronized were free of disease and kept themselves reasonably clean. Until now, that was all that had ever mattered to him.


Once outside on the street, Luke leaned a shoulder against a lamppost and hauled in a deep, cleansing breath. The crisp Rocky Mountain air carried with it the scents of early autumnof fallen leaves, of fields gone fallow for the winter, of forthcoming snow. He filled his lungs, once, then twice, exhaling slowly.


As he cleared the scents of tobacco smoke and stale air from his nostrils, he looked up the street, his gaze fixed on a man and woman walking together on the opposite sidewalk. Mr. and Mrs. Prim and Proper, he thought scathingly. The woman had that buttoned-to-the-chin, dont touch me look that some ladies worked so hard to cultivate, and the man carried himself with an air of superiority that made Luke grind his teeth. Why, then, did he feel a sense of loss when the pair stopped to admire a display in a shop window? The woman spoke and smiled up at her husband. Whatever she said made the man laugh, and he rocked back on his heels, shaking his head.


Luke imagined them walking home together. There would be a fire burning in their hearth and children sitting in the parlor, heads bent over their schoolbooks. The woman would remove the fitted jacket of her wool walking suit and slip on an apron to prepare the evening meal, which shed serve later in a cozy dining room, the man holding court at the head of the table, king of all he surveyed.


Luke closed his eyes, trying to imagine himself seated at the head of that table, with a woman seated opposite him, her gaze filled with affection as he measured out servings on their childrens plates. A sturdy, mischievous boy with his eyes, a little girl with rosy cheeks and golden curls. A swaddled baby in a cradle hed made with his own hands.



Madness, Luke thought with a hard scowl. He wasnt the marrying kind, never had been and never would be. Yet, suddenly, with an intensity that stunned him, he wanted that picture in his mind to become a reality.


Pushing away from the lamppost, Luke struck off up the street. Not for the first time over the last few weeks, he found himself wondering if taking a live-in mistress might not be the answer to his dilemma. Such an arrangement would give him exclusive rights to the womans favors, as though hed taken her to wife, but it would leave him with the option of getting rid of her once the new wore off, a far safer proposition than legally binding himself to anyone.


Only who? He took a fast mental trip through the list of his female acquaintances. The prostitutes he patronized were beautiful, certainly, and experienced at how to entertain a man behind closed doors. But they lacked that certain something he yearned forwholesomeness, for want of a better word.


A virginal young miss would be more to his taste. Someone who at least looked sweet and innocent. Not that he believed, even for an instant, that such traits actually existed in the female gender. In his estimation, all women were born calculating and manipulative. It was simply that the prim-and-proper types were more adept at concealing their true natures. Like a velvet sheath over an ice pick.


You little guttersnipe!


The angry roar of a mans voice cut into Lukes thoughts like a well-honed knife through softened butter. He spun to scan the street. His gaze came skidding to a stop at the front of the general store. The storekeeper, Elmer Myrick, stood on the sidewalk next to a potato barrel, to which was affixed a sloppily printed sign advertising a spud sale, the paper flapping in the wind. Caught by the scruff of his neck in Elmers brutal grasp, a skinny boy of about ten twisted and kicked, trying frantically to escape.


Steal my spuds, will you, you little bastard? Elmer gave the child a hard shake. Well see how enthused yare about stealing while coolin your heels in the hoosegow!


No, mister, please! the kid cried. I wasnt gonna steal em, I swear. I was just admirin them. Honest!



Luke cut quickly across the street, dodging a speeding wagon en route. As he gained the opposite curb, an irrational anger surged up inside him. Idiot. Couldnt Myrick see that the boy was half starved? Under a tattered, filthy shirt that was more holes than cloth, the youth was little more than skin stretched over bone, the ladder of his ribs pathetically visible.


Just as Luke reached the struggling pair, Myrick drew back his arm to backhand the kid. Luke snaked out a hand to grab the stout mans wrist. Dont do that, Elmer. Id hate to have to stomp your ass.


Keeping a firm grip on the child, Elmer whipped around to see whod had the effrontery to interfere. When he saw Luke, his angry red face went suddenly pale. Mr. Taggart, sir.


Because Luke held the mortgage on the storekeepers business and could foreclose any time the mood struck, Myricks expression went from angry to ingratiatingly respectful in a flash. The man released the boy with an unexpectedness that sent the kid reeling. Luke reached out to clamp a hand over the starving mites shoulder to prevent him from escaping. His guts lurched with a wave of nausea when he felt nothing but sharp bones and stringy muscles beneath his palm.


Releasing Myricks wrist, Luke dove a hand into his pocket, fished out a dollar, and stuffed it into the storekeepers shirt pocket. That should cover your potatoes, you stingy son of a bitch.


Elmer fell back a step. Youve no call to say that, Mr. Taggart. The boy has been stealing me blind. Every time I put a display out here, he sneaks by to help himself. Yesterday, he took apples! The day before, carrots. How can a man make any profit?


Luke cut a scathing glance at the storekeepers fat belly. Then he curled his hand over three large potatoes, lifted them from the barrel, and thrust them at the child. Hugging the unwashed vegetables to his chest as if they were gold, the boy clutched one in his grubby fist and began to eat it ravenously, clumps of dirt and all.


Drawing the child into a walk, all the while keeping a firm hold on his shoulder, Luke headed toward a nearby alley. Once there, he drew to a stop next to a reeking trash barrel, watching as the street urchin tore at the raw potato meat with teeth gone yellow from malnutrition and lack of brushing. Wind whistling down the alley whipped the scrawny youths brown hair. Between swallows, he darted wary looks up at Luke, but he was clearly so hungry, fear took a second seat to clawing need.


Finally, the boy seemed to have eaten enough to stave off the hunger pains, for he lowered the spud from his mud-ringed mouth and regarded Luke with suspicious green eyes. You gonna have me tossed in the hoosegow?


Suddenly aware that he towered over the kid, Luke hunkered down in the hope that he might seem a tad less intimidating. After gazing toward the street for a moment, he turned back to regard his prisoner. Youre going about that all wrong, you know. Its little wonder Elmer Myrick caught you.


Bewilderment flashed across the boys dirty face. Luke bit back a smile. You got a name, son?


Tigger is what folks call me.


Well, Tigger, when youre going to steal, you need a distraction, Luke advised with a chuckle he couldnt quite suppress. Though I dont recommend a life of crime, because you will eventually wind up in jail, let me give you a couple of pointers, just in case you have to steal again out of necessity. Do you know anyplace where you can catch rats?


The boy nodded and gestured at the alley with a toss of his head. Theres lots of em right through here.


Luke had already guessed that the trash-lined lane was crawling with rodents. You catch one of the buggers. A nice fat one. Hide it, if you can. Some old newspaper will work if you dont have a blanket. Take care it doesnt bite you, and then stand on the sidewalk, watching that store until mid-morning, when all the fancy ladies are out and about to do their daily shopping. When there are a bunch of them inside, you sneak in and turn the rat loose. Do it at the back of the store, so the rat cant make a quick getaway. I guarantee you, every woman in the place will go berserk. While theyre screaming and trying to climb the shelves, you load up on food and hide it under whatever you had the rat wrapped in. Luke inclined his head at the half-eaten potato. Get something decent to eat, while youre about it. Raw spuds? Youve got no class, kid. If youre going to steal, steal something worth your while.


The child regarded Luke with traces of fear still in his eyes. Youre Mr. Luke Taggart, aintcha? The rich bloke.


I havent always been rich. Luke smiled slightly and reached up to ruffle the kids grimy hair, which he felt fairly certain was crawling with lice and undoubtedly a few fleas from those rats he probably slept with. Where are your folks, son?


My ma died this winter past, and my pa skedaddled. I took my little brother and sister over to them nuns at the orphnage, but I didnt want to stay. Im too old to be recitin Bible verses and prayin on them beads. There aint no such thing as God, anyhow, so why learn all that tripe?


Luke shared the sentiment and completely understood the youths abhorrence of winding up a charity case in a nunnery. You did the right thing, taking your brother and sister to the nuns, he said. Its too rough out here on the streets for little kids. Now we just have to figure out what should be done with you.


I aint goin to no orphnage, the boy stated.


Luke nodded. I understand that. He studied the kid, making a great show of sizing him up. You look old enough and strong enough to turn your hand to honest work. Have you tried to find a job?


Aint nobody hirin.


I was just wondering, Luke said thoughtfully, because Ive been looking for a good man. You probably wouldnt be interested, though.


Yes, I would!


Luke narrowed an eye and shook his head. Nah. Its probably not what youre looking for. Itd be really boring work for an adventurous young fellow like you. Just a position as night watchman at my offices. Theres a cot, of course, in the back room, and a place to wash up if youve a mind. Nothing fancy. And all youd have to do is sleep there, keeping one ear open for intruders. Definitely not exciting employment.


It sounds grand! the kid asserted eagerly.


Luke kept his expression carefully blank. Then, after a moment, he reached inside his jacket for one of his calling cards and his fountain pen. He jotted a brief note on the back of the paper, then handed it to the child. You know where my offices are, those brick buildings midway down Diamond Street?


Yessir!


You take that card to my man of affairs, Mr. Brummel. Hes a tough nut to crack, so look smart while he interviews you. He does all my office hiring.


I can look smart, the boy assured him. Then a worried frown pleated his brow. Im sorta dirty, though.


Luke grinned. Brummel will judge you on your character, not the fact that you need a bath. I put in a good word for you on the card.


In actuality, Luke had only written, Take care of this. As the boy scurried away, still hugging his potatoes, Luke gazed after him, the ever-present loneliness that ate at his gut held at bay for a moment.


The rich bloke, the boy had called him. If only you knew, kid, Luke thought glumly. God, if only you knew.














TWO






As Luke resumed his walk toward the church, his gaze shifted to the spired rooftop of St. Marys, and he recalled the envelope hed slipped into the breast pocket of his jacket that morning before leaving for his office. Why he felt compelled to make another orphanage donation, he wasnt certain. Hed already made his second one just a little over two weeks ago, and even that had been uncharacteristic of him. Benevolent, he definitely wasnt. Yet he had this urge to make a third contribution.


It made no sense. But, then, lots of things hed been doing and thinking the last few weeks failed to make sense. He only knew this was something he had to do, part and parcel with the strange restlessness that had come over him six months ago and been growing increasingly worse ever since.


Coming to the corner of Diamond Street, Luke took a right on Gamblers Way, his thoughts shifting to the young woman hed encountered in the church the last time hed been there. He hoped she wasnt lurking around again today. Getting weird urges to make contributions to the orphanage was one thing; having others witness his actions was quite another. As things stood, people in Black Jack felt intimidated by Luke. If word got out that he was a bleeding-heart do-gooder, hed lose that edge.


Not that he expected her to be there. A young woman that age probably had far better things to do than hang around a church. Though too strong of feature to be pretty in a conventional way, she was a striking little minx with an amazing wealth of sable hair and big blue eyes. She undoubtedly had a number of young men sniffing at her skirts and vying for her favor.


He smiled slightly, recalling the way shed stared at him. A visit from the devil himself couldnt have elicited a more startled or wary reaction. Clearly, he wasnt an individual people expected to encounter in what they deemed a holy place.


Luke had seen the girl around Black Jack several times before, usually in the company of Milo Zerek or his son Ambrose. Both men worked in the Taggart Mine. Because of the family resemblance, Luke guessed she was probably Milo Zereks daughter. That would explain the threadbare condition of her dress. The combined earnings of Zerek and his son probably provided only enough for the family to scrape by, with little left over for anything else.


Luke refused to feel guilty about that. He paid a better hourly rate to his employees than any mine owner in Colorado, and though he hadnt checked, he suspected the prices in his company store were the most reasonable in the state as well. That and providing safe working conditions for his men was the best he felt he could do for the poor bastards. Given the fact that few other mine owners did as much, Luke was lauded for his munificence, which increased his workers productivity and made Luke moneymore than enough to compensate for the above-standard wages he paid.


Once at the church, Luke made fast work of dropping the orphanage donation into the poor box. Determined not to question his action or to analyze his reason for doing it, he turned his thoughts to hurrying home, taking a long hot bath, and spending the evening toasting before a fire with a good bottle of scotch near his elbow. But as he exited the building, a cold gust of wind swept across the porch, carrying with it the faint, almost musical sound of a womans laughter.


Coming to a stop, Luke cocked his head to listen, drawn to that sound in a way he couldnt understand. An angel laughing, he thought, then scowled. But instead of walking on, he found himself heading down the church steps and around the corner of the building.


Just a glimpse, he promised himself. To satisfy his curiosity.


A cobbled walkway, separating the rectory from the church, ran the length of the two brick buildings and led to the gate of the orphanage playground, which was boxed in on three sides by the rectory, the rear of the church, and the three-story convent. Roses and shrubbery grew in untamed profusion along the narrow pathway, giving Luke the feeling he was in a tunnel of greenery that led to another world. Judging by the sounds of merriment coming from the playground, which grew louder with every step he took, perhaps it did. A world far different from his own, at any rate. Luke couldnt recall the last time hed heard anyone laugh with such complete abandon.


At the white gate, Luke stopped and folded his arms atop the pickets, his gaze fixed on the young woman whose laughter had lured him there. Evidently oblivious to the chill afternoon wind and the ominous threat of rain, she sat on the grass, surrounded by a dozen or more children. She wore the same blue wool dress shed been wearing two weeks ago when hed seen her inside the church, a pathetic, threadbare garment. Yet she still managed to look so lovely that his breath caught.


His reaction took him by surprise as few other things had. As figures went, hers wasnt the most fetching hed ever seen. A little too buxom for a woman of her slight frame, she would have been best described as milkmaid-plump, or perhaps voluptuous. He preferred a more slender build. Her features were irregular, the nose a trifle too large, the mouth a bit too generous, her cheekbones cut a shade too sharply. Yet, taken as a whole, those features blended together to create a face so fascinating, he couldnt look away.


Even from a distance of twenty feet, Luke was mesmerized by her eyes, which he hadnt been able to see as clearly inside the dimly lighted church vestibule. A rare shade of dark cobalt blue, they were uncommonly large, wide set, and lined with thick sable lashes. The kind of eyes a man could get lost in, he thought, then immediately chided himself for being ridiculous. Even so, he couldnt deny his sudden urge to smile or the feeling of warmth that came over him, almost as if the sun had broken through a cloud and was spilling over his shoulders.


In the middle of telling a story to the children, the girl appeared unaware of Lukes presence, and since he had nothing pressing to do, he decided to linger there for the sheer pleasure of watching her. Hands in motion. Eyes sparkling. Her face animated. Her voice enriched with the faintest trace of an Irish brogue. She was, quite simply, a delight to behold.


The tale she told was about a young boy and girl who were being held captive by a wicked old witch in a large house in the woods. A silly childrens story, Luke told himself, but he was captivated. Soon he was leaning slightly forward over the pickets and cursing the wind, which made it difficult to hear her.


Would you care to join us, Mr. Taggart, sir?


Luke jerked and straightened. The Zerek girls gaze was pinned right on him.


Ium He tugged on the lapels of his jacket, then shrugged his shoulders. Im sorry to interrupt. I came to see one of the nuns. When I heard voices back here, I thought


She lifted an elegantly drawn eyebrow. Oh? And which one might that be?


Which one what?


Her cheek dimpled in a smile. Which sister? I can have one of the children run to fetch her, if youll only give me her name.


Actually, I dont believe she ever gave me her name. He held out a hand to measure off the fictitious nuns height. A little woman with dark hair?


The Zerek girl looked bemused. Youre sure she was a nun?


Absolutely. Luke lifted the corners of his mouth in a forced smile. I take it the description doesnt ring any bells.



She shook her head, her gaze never leaving his. None of the nuns Ive met has hair.


Realizing his mistake, Luke quickly backtracked. Well, no. Of course not. I was going by her eyebrows. He made a slashing motion at his forehead. Very dark, bushy eyebrows. A big nose. Brown eyes.


She shook her head again. Then she graced him with another smile. Im sorry. I dont recognize her by the description. Was your business with her important?


Not really. Nothing that cant wait, at any rate.


The children around her had begun to squirm. One dark-headed little boy who could very well be Tiggers brother, judging by his looks, tugged on the pigtails of one little girl. The resultant squeal had Luke retreating a step. Well, Id better leave you to your storytelling. I didnt mean to interrupt.


Peter! The Zerek girl leaned around to grab the recalcitrant boy by his wrist. No hair-pulling. How many times must I remind you?


It was only a itty-bitty tug! Peter cried.


Nuh-uh, his victim wailed. It hurts, Cassandra! He near yanked my hair out!


So, her name was Cassandra. Luke smiled to himself as he watched her corral the children with a gentleness of hand that only a woman could master. When all was quiet again, she looked back up at him. Please, wont you join us? She patted the ground beside her. Weve plenty of seating room, as you can see. You might enjoy yourself.


Luke had no doubt he would. More amazing was that she had extended the invitation. Given his reputation, which even he had to admit was well-deserved, most of the so-called decent young women in Black Jack avoided him. To be seen being friendly with Luke Taggart was to scotch all hope of wangling a marriage proposal from a respectable young man.


Without making a conscious decision to do so, Luke pushed open the gate, strode across the patchy lawn, and lowered himself to the ground beside her before he could think better of it. Dimpling her cheek in another radiant smile, she resumed telling the story. Within seconds, Luke was leaning forward again, as enthralled by the story as the children were.


Magic and fairy tales. Looking into Cassandra Zereks cobalt eyes, even Luke could almost believe in such things. Superficial though he knew it must be, there was a glow about heran innocent sweetness in her smile, a guileless look in her lovely eyes. Sitting near her like this made him feel as if hed just entered a well-heated room after being outdoors on a chill winter day.


In actuality, dark storm clouds still gathered overhead, and the cold wind bit through his jacket. It was crazy, sitting here on the damp grass in his expensive, tailored clothing. Crazy, yet utterly irresistible.


Quite simply, Cassandra Zerek was the most delightful creature hed ever met. Her mane of sable hair was tied back with a bright red ribbon, at odds with her otherwise drab attire. Just below her prim little collar rested a gaudy paste brooch, the fake jewels lusterless, the gold-colored setting worn away in spots. Despite that, the girl herself seemed to sparkle.


Sweet. It was a word hed never associated with a woman, but Cassandra struck him as being that and more. She reminded him of a box of gaily wrapped confections, each nuance of her a mystery, yet promising to be delicious.


When she finished the story, the children began to clamor for another. Not today. Youve chores to do in the convent, remember. I promised Sister Rachel that I wouldnt keep you out here past four.


Oh, hang it, Peter grumbled.


Cassandra ruffled his dark hair. Go on. Away with all of you. Ill be back tomorrow, and Ill tell you another story then. She pushed to her feet and bent to swipe bits of grass from her long skirt. As the children scampered away, she turned a twinkling gaze on Luke, her expression quizzical. I hope youll come again as well, Mr. Taggart. I think the children enjoyed having you with us.


Luke pushed to his feet beside her, surprised to discover she barely cleared his shoulder. Yet, gazing down at her, he couldnt honestly say he still found her too well rounded for her height. Taken as a whole, Cassandra Zerek was too uniquely lovely to be measured against the usual standards.


And you, Cassandra? Did you enjoy my company as well?


Two bright spots of color flagged her cheeks, and her eyes went suddenly dark. Glancing away, she toyed with the brooch, the nervous flutter of her fingertips a dead give-away. Luke recognized the signs. For all her angelic behavior, she wasnt unaffected by him.


I, um She drew her gaze back to his. Yes, I enjoyed your company very much.


Luke took her hand and bent over it in the most courtly fashion. As his lips brushed the back of her wrist, a feeling very like hunger clawed at his middle, and it took all his self-control not to let the polite gesture turn into a full-blown kiss. If he once tasted that ivory skin, he feared he might try to devour her, much as Tigger had the potato earlier. In that case, Miss Zerek, perhaps Ill accept your invitation and come again sometime.


I hope you will.


Even as she spoke, Luke saw the sudden wariness in her eyes. Did she sense what he was thinking, or his intense neediness?


Need for what? Luke asked himself as he released her hand. The question eddied like a black riptide inside him.


He smiled slightly as he turned away and strode back to the gate. Miss Zereks instincts served her well. Less than an hour ago, hed been going through his list of female acquaintances, searching his mind for just one woman who might be remotely suitable as his paid companion. Someone pleasing to the male eye, who still managed to look sweet and seem innocent. Someone whose company hed find entertaining. Cassandra Zerek was exactly what hed been looking for.


Oh, yesshe had every reason to be wary of him.


Luke Taggart had just found his live-in mistress.




Luke never hesitated once he set his mind on a goal. So instead of going directly home after leaving the church, as he had originally planned, he retraced his steps to the Golden Slipper. As he strode at a rapid clip along the familiar streets, he discovered that his mood had changed from gloomy to expectant. As he walked, he settled a plan in his mind.


Workers at the mine changed shifts at six sharp every evening. Milo Zerek, who worked days, would be getting off in an hour and ten minutes, and when he exited the mining tunnel, Luke intended to be waiting outside to intercept him. He had a proposition to make to the older man, a very generous proposition, and he didnt intend to take no for an answer.


To pass the time until six, Luke decided to play some high-stakes poker. He rarely made a mistake or a bad decision; the fortune hed amassed and the power he wielded gave testimony to that. But he soon discovered that his thoughts werent on the game. Since spending those few minutes with Cassandra Zerek in the churchyard, he couldnt get her out of his mind. Instead of the cards, he kept seeing a laughing angel with a wind-tousled halo of sable hair and the body of a temptress.


His gaze settled thoughtfully on a group of men gathered around a set of scales at the bar, where Harvey, the barkeep, measured out gold dust as viable tender to finance his customers evening festivities. Not really seeing what he was looking at, Luke conjured a picture of Cassandras face. She was lovely and wholesome-looking, just the kind of woman hed been thinking about hiring as a paid companion, and he couldnt stop imagining her in his bed, those lovely cobalt eyes filled with sultry yearnings.


Hey, Mr. Taggart, you gonna play?


Luke thumbed the Liberty head on a ten-dollar gold piece, commonly known as an eagle for the bird imprinted on its reverse side, and tossed in the coin to ante up. Sorry, gentlemen. Im a little distracted this evening. He smiled slightly. I ran across something I never expected to see todaya young woman from the miners district who seemed to be a virginal innocent.


The mismatched group around the table, well-groomed businessmen and grimy miners out for a little gaming before they started their night shift, all looked up. One, a whiskery rock-buster named Fred, snorted loudly. What was shea twelve-year-old?


Somewhere between eighteen and twenty would be my guess, Luke replied.


One of the younger miners laughed. Mr. Taggart, no disrespect intended, but maybe youre needin spectacles. There aint a girl over twelve in the whole of shantytown whats still got a cherry. I get me a little pertnear every mornin comin in from the mine. The girls linger there at the far end of miners row, just waitin for us gents, all of em eager to lift their skirts for the bits of dust we can brush off our shirtsleeves.


No stranger to miners row himself, nor oblivious to the girls who plied their wares there, Luke arched an eyebrow. I have to admit, this girls looks bewildered me. She seemed tohe hesitated, not wanting to sound the foolI dont know. There was this sort of glow about her.


Probably from all the gold dust thats rubbed off on her, another man said with a chuckle. You find a gal over twelve with a cherry in the mining district, and Ill give you a hundred bucks to have first whack at it!


Cherry or no, Luke had no intention of divulging Cassandra Zereks name. Tossing down his cards, he decided these fellows were probably right; he needed his eyesight checked. No young woman her age could have grown up in shantytown without lifting her skirts to help feed her family a time or two. That fact reaffirmed, Luke felt more convinced than ever that she was fair game. I have to fold, gentlemen. Ive got an appointment.


Luke left the Golden Slipper lighter in the pockets, but no less determined to have Cassandra Zerek as his mistress.


As he climbed the steep incline to the Taggart Mine, he was utterly confident that he would ultimately achieve his latest goal. Though she might demur at first, Cassandra would eventually accept his offer. There hadnt yet been a female born who couldnt be bought. The question in Lukes mind wasnt if he could buy Cassandra Zerek, but how much she might cost him.


The one stumbling block, as Luke saw it, would probably be her father. A short, stocky little Greek with twinkling blue eyes, Milo Zerek struck Luke as the type who took fatherhood seriously. He was protective of his son Ambrose, always insisting that the younger man be assigned to work with him, ever watchful for unsafe conditions in the tunnels. If Milo was as protective of Cassandra, he might get his nose out of joint when Luke spoke to him. It was one thing for a man to let his girl earn a little gold dust by lifting her skirts on the sly and quite another for her to become a rich mans plaything, with everyone in town privy to the fact.


Nonetheless, because Cassandra hadnt yet reached her majority, Luke hoped to get Milos blessingnot because he feared any legal repercussions, for he was pretty much above the law in this town, but because it would be simplest that way. Although Luke hated to play hardball with anyone, he wouldnt hesitate if Zerek proved difficult.


In truth, however, he didnt really expect to encounter any hurdles he couldnt overcome. Once, hed had a hunger for money and power. He understood the tug of desperate need and the lengths to which a man would go to fill that need.


Zerek was a poor man. His needs might be different than Lukes had been, but theyd be no less pressing, for all that. Unless Zerek proved to be a very rare individual, he would be easily tempted, and just as easily bought.


When the whistle blew for shift change, Luke was sitting on a large boulder outside the mine, ready to intercept Milo when he appeared at the mouth of the tunnel. The Rocky Mountain air grew several degrees colder with the setting of the sun, and within seconds after sitting down, Luke began to feel the chill even through his thick wool jacket.


The shudder that gripped him made him thankful he wasnt down inside the mine. There was no cold that ran so deep as that inside a tunnel. It seeped clear to the marrow of your bones and stayed with you for hours, even on hot summer nights.


Above him on a promontory, the silhouettes of scraggly spruce and cedar trees jutted against the dusky sky, a few long roots their only anchor in the rocky earth. Damp with a fine mist of rain, the crisp air smelled of evergreen and the chimney smoke from houses scattered farther down the mountain. Though it wasnt yet quite dark, the faint glow of lantern light illuminated the windows of those dwellings, the glow lending a cheery radiance to the drab gray of the early autumn mist.


Soon, bobbing miner lights began to appear in the yawning blackness of the tunnel entrance. Luke squinted against the glare, trying to see the faces behind the bright yellow beams.


Hello, Mr. Taggart!


Howdy, Mr. Taggart.


The surprised greetings came again and again as the tired, grimy workers emerged from the blackness, dousing their headlamps as they spoke. Luke exchanged greetings with them all, doing his best to address each man by name. If there was one thing Luke had learned as a mining magnate, it was how to inspire loyalty in his men. The crew foremen couldnt be everywhere at once, and if Lukes workers thought of him as some rich son of a bitch who treated them like dirt, theyd be slackers every chance they got.


A few of the men stopped to exchange pleasantries. Though polite, Luke was careful to maintain a certain distance, not wishing to seem unfriendly, yet not wanting his men to forget, even for a moment, that he was their boss.


Finally, Milo Zerek emerged from the tunnel. A squat little fellow bundled in slicker trousers and a wool coat so thick it made him resemble a bear, Zerek looked startled to encounter Luke. Mr. Taggart, he said, inclining his head with a polite nod. Good to see you.


As he pushed up off the rock, Luke glanced at Zereks son Ambrose, who was just emerging from the digs. Taller than his father by half a head and built like a young bull, he was a handsome youth with a shock of sable hair, strong features, and cobalt eyes like Cassandras.


Mr. Zerek, Luke said, extending his hand. Youre just the man Ive been waiting to see. Id like a word with you, if you can spare me a few minutes.


Zerek rubbed his palm on his coat to remove the grime, then reached out to shake hands. Even in the dusky light, Luke could see the imprint of a headlamp across the mans brow. Jet hair tufted in a rooster tail at his thinning crown where hed jerked the band from his head. Gripped in his left hand, Zereks light and lunch pail clanked as he pumped Lukes arm up and down.


Whatre you wantin to speak with me about? Zerek asked. Not my job performance, I hope.


No, nothing like that. Luke reached past the older man to shake hands with Ambrose. You fellows are two of my best men. I just have a proposition for you, Milo. One that Id like to discuss privately, if you wouldnt mind. With an apologetic smile at Ambrose, Luke glanced back at Milo and added, I thought, perhaps, youd let me buy you a drink down at the Golden Slipper.


Zerek glanced over his shoulder at his son. The boy and me usually put in a few hours each night at our own dig before we call it a day. I reckon we can take a night off, though, if youve got something important to discuss with me.


Its important, Luke assured him. He directed a pointed look at Ambrose. I apologize for excluding you, Ambrose, but the matter I need to talk with your father about is of a personal nature.


Ambrose shrugged a muscular shoulder. Dont make me no never mind. He gave his father a broad wink. Ill just head home and have a nice big bowl of Cassies stew. Theres worse things than spending an evening toasting my toes before the fire.


Cassies stew. Picturing the girl standing at a hot stove, with a rosy glow on her sculpted cheeks and lantern light creating a halo around her dark hair, Luke felt a yearning that ran so deep, it stymied him. To go home every night and find her there. To see her smile. To feel that odd warmth she emanated surrounding him. He wanted that, he realized with some startlement, even more than he wanted her body, which was to a considerable degree.


As Ambrose Zerek walked off, Luke clapped Milo on the shoulder. Well, now that thats settled, hows about we go get that drink?


Milo smiled and fell into step beside Luke. In places, the path was so steep and narrow, Luke hung back to walk single file. With every step they took, the darkness became thicker. By the time they gained the bottom of the hill, they could no longer clearly see Ambrose, who walked some distance ahead of them.


So, you do a little prospecting on the side, do you? Luke asked as they reached more level ground.


Milo shifted his light and lunch pail from one hand to the other. Isnt no rule against that, is there?


Luke chuckled. Hell, no. As long as I get a full days work for a days wages, I dont care what you do on your own time. Found any color yet?


Only a sniff, Milo admitted. But I have a gut feeling. Theres gold in that hole, mark my words.


It was a familiar refrain around Black Jack. Unlike Luke, whod struck a rich vein, most prospectors spent their entire lives chasing a dream, with nothing to show for it but a bent back and calluses on their palms. Lady Luck, their elusive mistress, usually got the last laugh.


Well, I wish you well, Luke said, sincerely meaning it. Theres nothing quite like hitting pay dirt that first time.


I hope I get to find out for myself, Milo replied.


Luke gazed ahead, searching for a good way to broach the subject he wished to discuss. As they gained the cobblestone sidewalk on Diamond, the main street of town, they angled right toward the Golden Slipper, the third gambling establishment on the opposite side of the thoroughfare. Piano music drifted to them, and occasionally Luke heard bursts of laughter. With the setting of the sun, things began to get lively at the various saloons around Black Jack. The miners, off work for the day, had a few hours to play, and the sporting girls, ever eager to turn a trick, began to drift downstairs to entertain them.


I ran into your daughter today, Luke began, over in the churchyard. She was telling the orphans stories, and I lingered for a few minutes to listen.


Milo nodded. Thats my Cassie. She loves the children, that she does. Seems to me the girl oughta be thinking about getting married and havin some of her own.



Luke leaped at the opening. Eventually, yes. Shes a lovely girl, and someday shell make some man a fine wife.


Yeah, welltell her that. Milo shook his head. Damned fool girl. Got her head full of nonsense, make no mistake. Thinks she wants to be a nun.


Luke was incredulous. A nun?


You heard me. Soon as my youngest boy, Khristos, is old enough to take care of himself, she plans to enter a convent. Milo gave his head another shake, light and lunch pail clattering as he lumbered along. Dont misunderstand me. Even though I grew up Greek Orthodox, I raised my children to be devout Roman Catholics. It was a promise I made to my Mary Margaret, you see, God rest her sweet soul. He quickly crossed himself and blew a kiss off the backs of his grimy knuckles. Never a dearer woman breathed, Ill tell you that. And I have no regrets raisin our kids in the church, for that was her dying wish. To be honest, I dont have a quarrel with one of my children taking up the cloth. Its a fine calling, being a priest or a nun. Its just that in Cassandras case, it strikes me as being a terrible mistake.


Luke nearly said Amen. If hed been a praying man, he might have. I agree. She doesnt strike me as the sort to become a nun.


Milo made a disgruntled sound at the back of his throat. She isnt, and thats a fact. Likes her pretties too much. I keep tellin her so, but shes got the temperament of a little Missouri mule, just like her mama. He crossed himself and blew another kiss into the darkness. God rest her.


Luke hauled in a deep breath, his thoughts in a sudden tangle. A nun? Jesus Christ.


You know, Milo, a girl like Cassandra has a few more options than getting married or going into a convent. Thats why I asked to speak with you tonight. I have a proposition to make to you, as I said, and it involves your daughter.


Milo shot him a curious look. What kind of proposition?


Luke swallowed. Wellfirst of all, Id like to point out that He broke off, not at all sure how to put this delicately. Beating around the bush had never been his style. You know, Milo, even if you convince Cassandra not to enter the convent and to get married instead, shes likely to wind up with some poor sot as her husband, and six hungry kids clinging to her skirts. Its not very often that a girl from the mining district gets an opportunity to marry well, or to better herself financially. The offer Im about to make will give your daughter that chance. If you give your blessing, shell be a very wealthy woman, after all is said and done, and shell never want for anything again. Neither will you, for that matter.


Zereks expression had gone from curious to wary. Why do I have a feelin the proposition youre about to make has something indecent hangin on the tail of it?


Luke flashed a grin. Indecent? I guess its all in how you look at it. To put it frankly, Im very taken with your daughter. With your permission, Id like to offer her a position of employment.


Milo swung to a sudden stop. Light from the saloon behind Luke fell across the shorter mans dirt-streaked face. What kind of employment?


Judging by Milos expression, Luke had the feeling this wasnt going at all well. He shrugged away the concern. When all else failed, hed let money do his talking, and all the convincing. Please dont get the impression that Im making this offer lightly. This is the first timethe only timeIve ever been so smitten by a young lady that Ive considered a long-term arrangement.


Milo narrowed an eye. A long-term arrangement?


Luke smiled. Cassandra would live in my home, and for the duration of our contract, she would be treated with all the respect of a wife. She wouldnt be required to turn her hand to any kind of work, and in return, Id pay her a phenomenal wage, buy her beautiful clothing, and surround her with every luxury.


Milo narrowed both eyes. Are you askin me to give you my permission to make a whore of my daughter?


Thats a rather crass way of putting it.


Milo rocked forward on his toes, and though he was nearly a head shorter than Luke, he did a commendable job of standing nose to nose with him. You cocky little son of a bitch. I oughta knock those pearly white teeth of yours straight down your throat.


Considering the fact that he outweighed Zerek by a good seventy-five pounds and was at least twenty years younger, Luke didnt feel he was in any imminent peril. On the other hand, though, hed seen enraged men do some amazing things, including kicking the shit out of opponents twice their size. Now, Milo. Lets keep this civilized.


Civilized? You call askin to make my girl a whore civilized? There isnt enough money on Gods green earth, young man.


I mean no offense.


Well, Im offended! The answer is no. Zerek leveled a finger at Lukes face. And you stay away from my daughter. You understand? I dont give a rats ass who you are, my boss or no, Ill kill you if you touch one hair on her head. Thats a promise, boyo.


Zerek swung away and strode angrily back down the street toward the miners district. Luke gazed after him a moment, stunned that the conversation had taken such an unexpected turn. He was offering Cassandra Zerek the opportunity of a lifetime. Didnt the ornery old cuss understand that?


Mr. Zerek, wait!


As the older man came to a stop, Luke broke into a loose jog to catch up to him. Drawing to a halt, he rubbed the back of a hand over his mouth, no longer quite so certain money would do all his talking for him.


Look, Mr. Zerek, youre taking this all wrong, he began. I hold your daughter in highest esteem. That sounded lame, even to Luke. He decided the blunt truth might serve him better. Sheum He hauled in a jagged breath, decided one lungful wasnt enough, and grabbed for more air. You know, its the strangest thing. Until I saw her in the churchyard, I didnt really think she was all that pretty, but


Whos askin your opinion? Zerek
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