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Canyon City, Colorado

Late summer 1867

OUT of money, out of luck, alone, and frightened, the girl known as Evening Star did the only thing she could think of to stay at the saloons poker table.

She bet herself.

But first Eve shuffled the deck with dazzling speed, subtly arranging the cards as she had been taught to do by Donna Lyon. While she worked, she tried not to look at the dark-haired stranger who had sat down at her table without warning. The mans hard good looks were unsettling.

Outlaws like Raleigh King and Jericho Slater were enough for any girl to deal with. She didnt need a handsome stranger to make her sore hands shake.

Eve took a secret, steadying breath and said, Five-card draw. Table stakes. Ante up.


Just a minute, little lady, Raleigh King objected. Youre busted. Wheres your ante?

Sitting right here.

Huh?

Im the ante, Mr. King.

Youre betting yourself? Raleigh asked in disbelief.

Reno Moran didnt have to ask. He had read the determination in the girls posture when he sat down and took cards. It had been her combination of steady eyes and slightly trembling lips that had lured him across the room.

Whatever happened, he knew she meant every word.

Yes, Im betting myself.

Eve glanced at the jewelry and coins stacked around the table in front of each man.

Im worth as much as anything any one of you has now, she added.

Then she smiled a brilliant, empty smile and continued shuffling.

Silence spread out from the poker table, followed by a rush of whispering as the other men in the room asked one another if they had heard correctly.

The whispers told Reno that a lot of men had wanted the girl, but none had gotten her. A cynical smile shifted the line of Renos black mustache. There was nothing new in that particular game. Girls had been teasing and promising and then withholding their bodies for a long time.

Reno glanced from the deck of cards in the girls hands to the girl herself. In the saloons dim interior her eyes were a clear, uncanny gold that matched the lantern light rippling through her tawny hair. The cut of her dress was demure enough, but it was made of a crimson silk that set a man to thinking about what it would be like to unfasten all the gleaming jet buttons and touch the luminous skin beneath the fabric.

The direction of Renos thoughts irritated him. He was old enough to know better. He had been taught and teased by the most expert female since Adams wife fed him the forbidden fruit.

Looking at Reno, Slater stirred the pearls and gold coins he had just won from Eve.

I figure this should match the ring you won off of Raleigh, he said to Reno, and be worth a damn sight more than that journal youve got left, he added to Raleigh.

The hell you say, Raleigh retorted. I have it on good authority that this here old journal contains a gen-u-ine Spanish treasure map worth more than all the pearls in the Orient.

Slater looked coldly at the book but didnt object to Raleighs statement.

Reno picked up the elegant, ancient ring he had won earlier from Raleigh. Emeralds flashed subtly, surrounded by gold so pure it took the imprint of his fingernail.

The stones were pretty enough, but it was the gold that held Renos interest. To him the feel and weight of gold was like nothing else. Womens flesh was sweet and soft, but women were as fickle as a spring wind. Gold never changed, never corrupted, never turned out to be less than it seemed.

Silently Reno measured the ring against the girl whose name was as improbable as the innocence in her golden eyes.

It was Raleigh who expressed Renos doubts aloud.

Huh, Raleigh said to Eve. So you figure youre worth as much as the ring, the pearls, or the treasure map? You must know some pretty fancy tricks.

The smile he gave Eve was frankly insulting.

Give the little lady what she wants, Slater said coldly. One way or another, shell pay up. At Denver prices, a month of her time should cover it.

Eve barely managed not to shudder at the thought of being at the mercy of a man like Jericho Slater for a single night, much less for a month.

Silently she told herself she didnt have to worry. She wouldnt have to pay off the bet, because she had no intention of losing.

For once the idea of cheating at cards didnt make Eve squirm with unhappiness. If anything, there was a certain rough justice in cheating Slater and his gang. Everything of value on the table had been stolen a few days ago by Raleigh King. If she had to cheat to get everything back, she would.

Her only regret was that she could do no worse than that to the man who had murdered Don and Donna Lyon.

With outward casualness, Eve continued shuffling while she waited for the third player to agree to the unexpected bet. When no agreement came, she glanced cautiously at the man from beneath her thick eyelashes.

The green-eyed stranger had taken a seat at the table an hour ago, just before Eve had begun to deal the first hand. A single look at the stranger had told her two things: She had never seen a man who appealed more to her; and she had never seen a man more dangerous.

She suspected that the strangers Virginia drawl was as misleading as the seeming indolence of his movements. There was no laziness in his green eyes. Wariness was as much a part of him as his black hair and powerful body.

Yet Eves instincts kept whispering that this man was somehow different from men like Slater and Raleigh, cruel men who cared nothing about hurting or destroying those who were weaker than themselves.

Just one thing, Slater added coldly. Make damned sure all the cards you deal yourself come from the top of the deck.

Eve forced herself to smile despite the ice condensing in her stomach. She had no doubt that Slater would kill a woman he caught cheating just as quickly as he would kill a man.

Are you accusing me of cheating? Eve asked.

Youve been warned was all Slater said.

Reno shifted slightly. The motion brought the butt of his six-gun closer to his left hand. Silently he measured the catlike elegance of the girl with the determined eyes and the soft mouth.

You sure you want to bet yourself, Miss what was the name again? Reno asked, though he knew very well.

Star, she said softly. My name is Evening Star.

Eves voice was much calmer than she felt. She had lied about her name so often, she no longer hesitated over it. In any case, the lie was meaningless; no one alive remembered her as Evelyn Starr Johnson.

All right, Miss Star, Reno drawled. Are you sure you know what youre doing?

What do you care? Raleigh demanded. Shes old enough to have everything a man needs, and pretty enough to make taking it a pleasure.

Miss? Reno repeated, ignoring the other man.

Im sure.


Reno shrugged, outwardly indifferent. Beneath the table his left hand settled on his six-gun.

The saloons hush changed into a humming of male voices as people left their drinks at the bar and focused on the poker table where the potential stakes now consisted of a rope of pearls, an ancient emerald ring, a Spanish treasure map

And a girl called Evening Star.

Reno was certain the ring was real, had his doubts about the treasure map and pearls, and wondered how the girl with trembling lips and steady gold eyes had ended up as table stakes in Canyon Citys most infamous saloon.

Five-card draw, Eve said quietly. My deal. Agreed?

We already agreed, Raleigh said impatiently. Deal.

Youre really sweating to lose the rest of your money, arent you? Reno asked carelessly.

Listen you son

Shut up, Raleigh, Slater interrupted coldly. You can get killed on your own time. I came here to play cards.

The only one doing any dying will be this here rebel turncoat, retorted Raleigh.

I dont see any rebel turncoats, Reno said, smiling lazily. Do you?

The wolfish quality of Renos smile, plus Slaters blunt warning about getting killed, told Raleigh he had made a mistake by dismissing the lazy-looking stranger as no threat.

No offense meant, Raleigh muttered.

None taken, Reno said easily.

Both men were lying.

Eves heart threatened to choke her as the moment approached when she would have to stop shuffling and deal. Given a choice, she would have gotten up and walked away from the grimy saloon and the three dangerous men. But there was no real choice.

She had nowhere to go, no money to pay her way, her stomach was growling from hunger; and most of all, a desire for vengeance burned in her blood like acid. Raleigh King had killed the only two friends Eve had.

And she had just thought of a way to return the favor.

Praying that the green-eyed stranger was as deadly as she suspected he was, Eve took a deep, invisible breath and began dealing cards with great care and dazzling speed. The cards made a crisp sound as she placed them facedown, one at a time, in front of the three men and herself.

Slater and the stranger watched Eves hands. Raleigh watched the place where red silk swelled outward over her breasts. Though the neckline of the dress was modest, the fit left no doubt there was a female beneath.

While Eve dealt, she avoided looking at Jericho Slater, for she knew his cold blue eyes would be telling her that she wasnt going to get away with bottom-dealing good hands to herself any longer. With her fingers still sore and blistered from burying Don and Donna Lyon, she simply wasnt fast enough to hold her own for long against a gambler of Slaters skill.

Nor was the derringer concealed within the pocket of her red silk dress going to be much help against the heavier handguns worn by both Slater and Raleigh.

It has to work, Eve thought desperately. Just once, the weak have to win out over the cruel and the strong.

Eve didnt look at the green-eyed stranger again. A man that handsome would have been unsettling under any circumstances, much less when a girls life depended on her concentration.

Five cards now lay facedown in front of each player. Eve set aside the deck and picked up her own cards, wondering what she had dealt to herself. From the corner of her eye she watched the stranger. If the possibilities of the hand he had been dealt excited him, it didnt show on his face or in the light green crystal of his eyes.

Eve wasnt surprised when Slater opened the betting, for she had dealt him two pairs. Nor was she surprised when Raleigh jumped in with a raise, for she had dealt him a straight. The stranger simply called for that round, as did Eve.

Without a word she dealt each man the one or two cards he requested and swept the discards to the bottom of the deck. She permitted herself a brief glance at each mans face as he looked at his hand.

The stranger was good. Not a flicker of emotion showed on his face as he picked up his single new card.

Nothing showed on Eves face, either.

The cards she had were uninspiring. A jack, a nine, a six, a three, and a two. The suits were a complete mismatch. About all the cards were good for was to conceal the fine trembling of her fingers as she waited for the shooting to begin.

Dear God, let the stranger be as quick as he is handsome. I dont want his death on my conscience.

Raleighs death, however, was another matter. Eve had no scruples about that. Anyone who could torture an old man to death while his dying wife looked on helplessly deserved a much more painful death than he was likely to get from the strangers six-gun.

Slater began the betting by throwing two twenty-dollar gold pieces into the pot. Raleigh called and then raised. So did the stranger.

Eve threw in her cards and waited for the shooting to begin.

On the final round of betting, Slater pushed the pearls into the center of the table. Raleigh followed with the journal. Reno tossed the ring into the pot.

Call, Reno said coolly.

Slater fanned his cards face-up at the table. Full house. Kings and aces.

Slaters blue eyes began appraising Eve the way a man appraised a strange mare he planned to ride.

Raleigh crowed and turned over his cards.

Four nines and a queen, he said triumphantly. Looks like the little lady is mine.

What about you? Eve asked quickly, turning to the stranger.

Reno gave her an odd look. Slowly he began turning over his cards one at a time with his right hand. Beneath the table, his left hand lay relaxed and close to his gun.

Ten of hearts, Reno said. Jack. King. Ace.

As he turned over the last card, he watched Slaters hands. The royal flush gleamed like blood on the table.

Queen of hearts.

For an instant there was only silence. Then Raleigh and Slater went for their guns. Slater was much faster than Raleigh, but it didnt matter.

Reno moved with stunning speed. Before Slater could draw his gun, Reno upended the card table and slammed it into the other men with his right hand. With his left he reached for his own gun.

Eve scooped up the ring, the pearls, the journal, and the coins before any of it hit the floor. Instantly she sprinted for the back door of the saloon, racing past men who were too surprised to stop her. Just before she reached the door, she risked a fast glance over her shoulder, wondering why no one was shooting.

Slater had known immediately that he was no match for the stranger. Hands held away from his sides, he watched Reno with reptilian intensity.

Raleigh was neither as bright nor as fast as his friend. He believed he could draw and shoot quicker than Reno could. Raleigh died before he understood his mistake.

As the abrupt thunder of gunshots exploded in the room, a man called Steamer stepped partway between Eve and Reno. She watched, horrified, as Steamer drew his gun to shoot Reno in the back.

There was no time for Eve to pull her derringer free of its hidden pocket. She jammed her hand in the skirt pocket, grabbed the small pistol, and pulled the trigger. The layers of red silk didnt slow the bullet one bit, but the hasty shot almost missed.

The bullet burned across Steamers thigh. He gave a startled cry, his arm jerked, and the shot he triggered went into the ceiling.

Before Steamers finger could squeeze the trigger again, Reno turned and shot him in a single fluid motion. As Steamer fell dead to the floor, Reno spun back around to face Slater.

Shocked by the strangers lethal speed, Eve stood and stared for a moment before common sense took over. She bolted for the nearby stable.

Eve had prepared well for this moment. She had traded the battered Gypsy wagon that belonged to the Lyons for an equally battered saddle and saddlebags. She had been surprised to discover that, once free of the traces, the gentle old gelding called Whitefoot was both fast and eager for the trail.

Whitefoot was saddled, bridled, and ready to go. All of Eves possessions were in the saddlebags and bedroll tied behind the saddle. Later she would take time to change into trail clothes. For now, speed was more important than modesty. She jammed the ring on her right hand, pulled the rope of pearls over her head, and stuffed the journal and gold coins into a saddlebag.

In a wild swirling of crimson silk, Eve threw herself into the saddle, spun Whitefoot on his hocks, and headed out of town at a dead run. By the time Whitefoot passed the saloon, the scarlet skirt had climbed to Eves thighs.

From the corner of his eye Reno glimpsed a flurry of crimson and a breathtaking length of leg clad in cotton pantalets so sheer, they were little better than going naked. The drumroll of horses hooves filled the ringing silence that had followed the crash of gunfire.

Slater smiled grimly at the man who was watching him over the barrel of a six-gun.

Looks like she suckered both of us, Slater said calmly.

Looks that way, Reno agreed.

Friend of yours?

No.

Slater grunted. Just as well. Man would have to be crazy to turn his back on that bit of scarlet.

Reno said nothing.

Slater fell silent. It was dealers choice, and the man with the six-gun was the dealer.

Without looking away from Slater, Reno assessed the men remaining in the saloon. Raleigh and Steamer were dead.

Friends of yours? Reno asked.


Not particularly. I dont cotton to stupid men.

But you ride with them.

No, Slater corrected. They ride with me.

Renos smile was sardonic.

Well, youll be riding a little light, he said, but not for long. God must have loved fools and horseflies. Sure to hell he made a lot of them.

Renos ice green eyes counted the men remaining in the saloon. Three of them were drifters. The rest were part of Slaters gang. All of them were being careful not to give Reno a reason to shoot.

Might your name be Reno? Slater asked.

Some folks call me that.

A sound went through the men in the saloon. As one, they eased backward, giving Reno all the room he might want and then a bit more just to be safe.

The only move Slater made was to nod as though a private guess had just been confirmed.

Thought so, he said. Only a few men can move like that.

Slater paused, then asked with real interest, Is the Man from Yuma still hunting you?

No.

Too bad. Hear hes fast. Really fast.

Reno smiled. You heard right.

Did you kill him? Slater asked. Is that why he isnt hunting you anymore?

I had no reason to kill him.

I do.

So I hear. Pity you werent with your twin brother, Jed, when he died. Then Wolfe could have made it a clean sweep.

Slater became very still. You were the third one there that day. The one with a six-gun.

Though it wasnt a question, Reno nodded.


I was there. Best piece of work Ive done. Whole lot of folks are sleeping more easy now that Jed and his boys are pushing up daisies.

Slaters face went still and hard.

Lie facedown on the floor, boys, Reno said calmly. Im feeling a mite nervous right now, so dont do anything to startle me while I take your guns.

There was a muted surge of motion as the men in the saloon went facedown on the floor. Reno moved among them quickly, gathering guns. As he worked, he kept an eye on Slater, whose right hand was inching toward his belt.

After I gather up all the loose iron, Reno said casually, Im going to wait outside the door for a while before I ride on. Whenever you feel lucky, you just lift your head and see if Im still around.

None of the men seemed in a hurry to take Renos offer.

Slater, I hear you keep a little hideout gun behind your buckle, Reno continued. Maybe you do, maybe you dont. Now, Id hate to kill an unarmed man, but not as bad as Id hate to be shot in the back by a coyote who beats women and cheats at cards enough to put Satan to shame.

Slaters hand stopped moving.

Reno went through the room, drawing guns and shucking bullets onto the saloon floor. His passage was marked by the sound of the bullets falling and bouncing across the uneven wooden boards.

When several minutes had passed without the noise of more ammunition falling, one of the men eased his face off the floor and looked around.

He done left, said the man.

Check the street, said Slater.

Check it yourself.


By the time one of Slaters men got up the nerve to check the street, Reno was four miles away, riding at a dead run as he followed the trail of the girl called Evening Star.
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AFTER the first two miles of hard running, Eve pulled Whitefoot back to a slower pace and began looking for the landmark Donna Lyon had described with her dying words.

All Eve saw to the west was the steeply rising Front Range of the Rocky Mountains. No ravine or shadowed crease in the land looked more inviting or more passable than any other. In fact, had she not already known that there was a pass through the looming peaks, she would have thought none existed. The rugged stone summits thrust straight into the blue afternoon sky, with little more than a notch here or there to hint at possible ways through the ramparts.

Nobody rode nearby. There were no houses, no farms, no settlements. All Eve could hear above the sound of Whitefoots deep breathing was the long sigh of the wind from the granite peaks. Pearly clouds wreathed some mountaintops, hinting at the afternoon and evening storms that flashed through the Rockies in summertime.

Eve had hoped for a good hard rain to hide her tracks, but she wasnt going to be that lucky. The clouds werent nearly thick enough to help her out.

Sorry, Whitefoot. Well have to keep running, she said aloud, stroking the horses hot brown shoulder.

Her eyes searched the landscape once more, hoping to see El Oso, the bear-shaped mound of boulders described by Donna and the old journal.

No such pile of stones lay within view. There was nothing to suggest which way Eve should go to find the entrance to the ravine that would ultimately lead to a pass through the massed peaks.

Anxiously she turned and looked over her back trail. Behind her the rumpled land fell away in shades of green until the horizon came down on the plains, blurring everything into a gauzy, glittering blue.

Abruptly Eve stiffened and shaded her eyes, peering over her back trail.

Perdition, she muttered. I cant tell whether thats men or deer or wild horses or something else entirely.

What Eves eyes couldnt make out, her instincts did. With her heart wedging in her throat, she kicked Whitefoot into a canter. She wanted to go at a fast gallop, but the land was too steep. If she ran Whitefoot any harder, she would find herself afoot before sunset.

Earth spurted and rocks rolled as Whitefoot cantered along the vague trail that ran parallel to the Front Range. In some places the trail was wide enough for a wagon. In others it unraveled into footpaths leading to sheltered places where people could camp out of the endless wind.

Each time Whitefoot crested a rise, Eve looked back. Each time the men following her were closer. If she didnt do something, they would catch her before dark. The thought was enough to chill her more deeply than the wind blowing down from icy peaks.

Finally Whitefoot came to a ravine that held an odd pile of boulders and a brawling little stream in its bottom. The boulders didnt particularly look like a bear to Eve, but Donna had warned her that the Spaniards who drew the map had been alone in the wilderness so long that they saw fanciful things.

Eve urged Whitefoot around the mound that might or might not be El Oso. Once past the rocks, she turned her horse in to the stream and kept him in the water until the going got too rough. Only then did she allow the gelding to splash out across a swath of stony ground. Whitefoots hooves left small marks and scrapes across pebbles to mark his passage, but it was better than the clear trail he had left in softer ground.

Zigzagging, guiding the horse alongside or actually in the stream, heading ever deeper into the wild mountains, Eve rode into the thick gold light of afternoon. Her legs were chapped from the rubbing of the old saddle and cold from exposure to the wind, but she didnt dare stop long enough to change into Don Lyons old clothes.

As soon as the way became less steep, Eve reined Whitefoot back into the stream. This time she kept him wading for more than a mile before she found stony ground that wouldnt take hoofprints.

She checked the journal and looked around unhappily. She was at the limit of the countryside covered by the journal. Soon she must turn and take a long, winding valley westward, following the grass like a river to its source high in the peaks, a divide marking one side of the range from the other.

But before she crossed that divide, she had to lose the men who were following her.

SLATER stood in his stirrups and looked down his own back trail. Nothing moved but the wind. Even so, he couldnt shake the feeling that he was being followed. Slater was a man accustomed to listening to his instincts, but he was getting tired of having his spine itch when there was nothing more to show for it than an empty back trail stretching all the way to Canyon City.

Well? he asked impatiently as his best Comanchero scout rode up.

Crooked Bear held his cupped right hand to his mouth and then brought his hand across to his right shoulder in the sign for river.

Again? Slater asked in disgust. Her damned horse must be part fish.

Crooked Bear shrugged, made a sign for wolf, and then for small.

Slater grunted. He had already had a sample of the girls cleverness at the card table. He didnt need any further proof that she was as fast and wary as a coyote.

Did you see that red dress of hers? Slater asked.

Crooked Bear signed an emphatic no.

Slater looked at the clouds. Rain?

The Comanchero gave a Frenchmans shrug.

Crooked Bear, muttered Slater, someday youre going to piss me off. Go over the ground again. Find her. You hear me?

The half-breed smiled, showing two gold teeth, two gaps, and a broken tooth that hadnt hurt enough to be pulled.


SHIVERING with a combination of cold and fear, Eve watched the Comanchero quarter the stream banks one last time, looking for her tracks. When he dismounted, she held her breath and looked away, not wanting to somehow call attention to herself by staring at him.

After a few minutes, the temptation to look was too great. Eve peered carefully through the greenery and rocks that studded the long slope between her and the stream. The low cry of the wind and the mutter of thunder from a distant peak shut out any sounds the men below her made.

Slater, Crooked Bear, and five other men were quartering the stream bank. Eve smiled slightly, knowing she had won. If Crooked Bear couldnt find her tracks, no one could. The Comanchero was almost as famous throughout the territory for his tracking abilities as he was for his savage reputation with a knife.

It was an hour before Slater and his men gave up. By then it was almost dark, a light rain was falling, and they had thoroughly trampled whatever signs Whitefoot might have left coming out of the river.

Breath held until it ached, Eve watched Slaters gang mount and ride out of sight up the stream. Then she scrambled back off the slope and went to Whitefoot, who was waiting patiently, head down, more asleep than awake.

Poor boy, she whispered. I know your feet are sore after all those stones, but if you had been wearing shoes, Crooked Bear would have found us for sure.

Despite the urgency driving Eve to get over the Great Divide, through the San Juan Mountains and down into the stone maze described by the Spaniards, she knew she had to make camp within a few miles. Whitefoot had to have rest, or he wouldnt be able to take her over the Great Divide.

Once the divide was behind her, somewhere between the summit and the stone canyons the journal described, she had to find a way to get Whitefoot shod, buy a packhorse, and gather the supplies she would need for the trek.

But what Eve really needed to buy was a man she could trust, someone who would guard her back while she hunted for the lost mine of Cristbal Leon, ancestor of Don Lyon, descendant of Spanish royalty and holder of royal permission to seek gold in the New World holdings of the Spanish Crown.

I might as well wish for a fairy godmother as for a strong man I can trust with gold. Weak men cherish and strong men destroy.

Makes a woman wonder what God was thinking of when He created man.

As soon as Slater rode off, Reno collapsed the spyglass, wriggled down off the rocky rise, and went back to where his horse and the three pack animals loaded with winter supplies waited. His mares black nostrils flared at his scent. She snorted softly and extended her muzzle to him for a bit of rubbing.

Hello, Darlin. You get lonely while I was gone?

Soft lips whuffled over his fingers, leaving a feeling of tickling warmth behind.

Well, you wont be lonely much longer. Crooked Bear finally got fed up with the game. If we hurry, well be able to pick up her trail before sunset.

Reno climbed into the saddle, stroked the mares neck with a strong, leather-clad hand, and reined the blue roan toward a steep slope. Working quickly, the horse zigzagged down into a ravine that ran roughly parallel to the place where Crooked Bear had lost the trail. The packhorses followed without being led.

If were really lucky, Reno said, before breakfast well see if that girl knows any more tricks than cold-decking, bottom-dealing, and setting men up to be killed.

FROWNING, edgy despite the empty back trail, Eve held Whitefoot still and listened. She heard nothing but the hushed rustling of raindrops sliding over leaves.

Finally she turned and led Whitefoot toward the vague notch where the journal assured her there was a place to camp at the base of a cliff. There was shelter from the rain, a small spring set amid moss and ferns, and a view of the surrounding countryside. All she would need was someone to stand guard while she slept.

It was full dark before Eve and the footsore gelding reached the campsite. The flat white disc of the rising moon had just cleared the peaks.

Talking softly to Whitefoot, feeling more alone than she had since Don and Donna Lyon died, Eve tended to her horse, ate a cold supper, and fell into the meager bedroll she had scrounged from the contents of the Gypsy wagon. She was asleep immediately, too exhausted by the sorrow and danger of the past week to keep her eyes open.

When she woke up at dawn, the stranger with the light green eyes and fast gun was calmly going through her saddlebags.

Eves first thought was that she was still dreaming, for the mans accusing eyes had haunted her sleep, making her twist and turn restlessly. In her dreams she had been trying to get closer to the handsome stranger by dealing perfect hands to him, but each time he had seen the heart flush, he had thrown in his cards and walked away from the poker table, leaving her alone.

Now that Eve was awake, getting closer to the dangerous man who was going through her saddlebags was the last thing on her mind. Beneath the blankets, her hand began easing very slowly toward the shotgun that had been Donna Lyons preferred weapon. Following Donnas example, Eve had slept with the shotgun alongside her bed since Donnas hands had become too crippled to hold the weapon.

Through barely opened eyes, Eve assessed the intruder. Her breathing didnt change. Nor did she shift her position in any noticeable way. She didnt want the gunfighter who was so coolly rummaging through her possessions to know she was awake. She remembered all too well how fast he could draw and shoot.

There was a faint whisper of sound as the man pulled his hand out of the saddlebag. Pearls gleamed like moon-drops in the pale early morning light.

The sight of the jewelry draped across his lean, long-fingered hand intrigued Eve. The contrast between smooth and pale, tanned and powerful, sent an odd cascade of sensation from her breastbone to her belly. When he let the sleek, cool strands slide between his fingers as though savoring the pearls curves and texture, another sensation rippled through her.

Gusts of wind sighed through the hidden camp, setting the pines to swaying and murmuring among themselves. Beneath the moving boughs, sunlight retreated and returned, concealing and revealing the strangers features.

Eve tried not to stare, but found it impossible. She reminded herself that she had seen more attractive men, men with more perfect features, men with gentle eyes and mouths eager to smile. There was no reason for this hard stranger to appeal so deeply to her senses. There certainly was no reason for him to have haunted her dreams.

Yet he had. Without the dangerous card game to distract Eve, she was even more curious about him than she had been when he first sat down and took cards in the poker game.

Reno ran the pearls through his fingers one more time before he slipped them into a fawnskin bag and put them in his jacket pocket.

The next thing his fingers encountered in the saddlebag was a length of soft leather wrapped around something and tied with a worn leather thong. Curious, Reno pulled out the bundle and unwrapped it. Two long, slender metal rods with a notch in the blunt tips fell into his palm with a faintly musical sound.

Be damned, Reno thought. Spanish dowsing needles. Wonder if shes skilled enough to use them.

Thoughtfully Reno wrapped up the large, blunt needles and put them back in the saddlebag.

The next thing his fingers encountered was the worn, dry leather of the Spanish journal. He opened it, flipped through it quickly to make certain it was the right one, and transferred it to his own saddlebags.

The rest of the contents of the girls saddlebag made Reno feel frankly uneasy about reclaiming his winnings from the pretty little cheat. All she had in her kit was a boys jacket, the scarlet dress, another dress made of flour sacks, and a boys ruffled white shirt and black pants. The gold ring was nowhere in sight. Nor was the handful of coins she had scooped up with the ring.

It was obvious she was way down on her luck. On the other hand

You keep moving your fingers toward that shotgun, Reno said without looking up, and Im going to drag you out of that bedroll and teach you some manners.

Eve froze, stunned. Until that instant she would have sworn the man hadnt even known she was awake.

Who are you? she asked.

Matt Moran. As he spoke, he stuffed clothes back into the saddlebag. But most folks call me Reno.

Eves eyes widened to startled pools of gold. She had heard about the man called Reno. He was a gunfighter, but he never looked for battles. Nor did he hire out his lethal skills. He simply went his own way through the wild country, looking for placer gold during the high-mountain summers and for Spanish gold in the red hush of desert winter.

For a few crazy moments, Eve thought of bolting into the underbrush and hiding until Reno gave up and rode away. Almost as soon as the idea came, she abandoned it.

Renos aura of lazy grace no longer fooled her. She had seen him move in the saloon, his hands so fast they blurred. The Lyons had often praised Eves quick fingers, but she had no doubt that the man called Reno was faster than she was. She wouldnt get three steps from her bedroll before he caught her.

Dont suppose youd want to tell me where my ring is? Reno asked after a moment.


Your ring? Eve asked indignantly. It belonged to Don and Donna Lyon!

Until you stole it and lost it to Raleigh King, and I won it from him, Reno said, shooting her a glance out of eyes like green ice. Then it became my ring.

I didnt steal it!

Reno laughed.

It wasnt a warm sound.

Sure, gata, he said sardonically, you didnt steal the ring. You just won it in a card game, right? Was it your deal by any chance?

Anger rippled through Eve, driving out the odd sensations that had bothered her since she had seen the delicate pearls held so gently in Renos hand. With the surge of anger came a diminishing of her caution. Once more her hand eased toward the shotgun that lay just beyond her blankets.

Actually, Eve said in a clipped voice, the ring was taken at gunpoint from a dying man.

Reno gave her a disgusted look and went back to rummaging in the saddlebag.

If you dont believe me she began.

Oh, I believe you, all right, he interrupted. I just didnt think youd be so proud of outright robbery.

I wasnt the one holding the gun!

Had a partner, did you?

Damn you, why wont you listen to me? Eve demanded, furious that Reno thought her a thief.

Im listening. Im just not hearing anything worth believing.

Try shutting up. You might be amazed at the things you learn with your mouth closed.

The corner of Renos mouth lifted slightly, but it was the only sign he gave that he had heard Eve. Almost absently he groped in the saddlebag, searching for the ring. The cool, unmistakable feel of a gold coin brought his full attention back to his search.

Didnt think you had time to spend anything, Reno said with satisfaction. Old Jericho didnt let any grass grow under his feet before he

The words ended abruptly as Reno tossed aside the saddlebag and uncoiled in a swift lunge that ended with the shotgun being yanked from Eves fingers.

The next thing Eve knew, she had been jerked from beneath the covers and was dangling from Renos powerful hands like a sack of flour. Fear shot through her. Without thinking, she brought her knee up fast and hard between Renos legs as Donna had taught her to do.

Reno blocked the blow before it could do any damage. When Eve went for his eyes, he buried his face against her throat and took her down to the ground.

Before Eve knew what had happened, she was stretched out flat on her back, unable to fight, unable to defend herself, unable to move at all except to take tiny, shallow breaths. Renos big body covered every bit of hers, driving the air from her lungs and the fight from her body. The bedrolls thickness did little to cushion her from the hard ground beneath her.

Let me go, she gasped.

Do I look like a fool? he asked dryly. God only knows what other nasty little tricks your mama taught you.

My mama died before I ever knew her face.

Uh-huh, Reno said, obviously unmoved. I suppose youre a poor little orphan child with no one to look after you.

Eve gritted her teeth and tried to get a grip on her temper. As a matter of fact, I am.

Poor little gata, Reno said coolly. Stop telling me sad stories or Ill cloud up and cry all over you.

Id settle for you getting off of me.

Why?

Youre crushing me. I cant even breathe.

Really?

Reno looked at the flushed, beautiful, furious face that was only inches from his own.

Odd, he said deeply, youre not having a bit of trouble talking at thirty to the dozen.

Listen, you overgrown, overbearing gunfighter, Eve said icily. Then she corrected herself. No, youre not a gunfighter. Youre a thief who makes his living robbing people who are too weak tommph!

Eves words had been effectively cut off by Renos mouth closing over hers.

For an instant she was too shocked to do anything but lie rigid beneath his warm, overwhelming weight. Then she felt the sure thrust of his tongue between her teeth and panicked. Twisting, kicking, trying to throw him off, she fought with every bit of strength in her body.

Reno laughed without releasing Eves mouth and deliberately let himself sink down over her, pinning her to the ground with his much greater weight, absorbing her struggles without in the least stopping the sensual probing of his tongue within her mouth.

Eves wild, futile fighting did nothing but wear her out and make her desperate for air. Yet when she tried to breathe, she couldnt, for Renos weight was too great to shift from her chest even the bare inch she needed.

The world began to go gray, then black, receding from her in a rush, spinning away.


The small, frightened sound Eve made as she felt herself fainting did what none of her struggles had accomplished. Reno lifted his head and body just enough to allow her to breathe.

Thats your second lesson, Reno said calmly when Eves dazed gold eyes focused on him once more.

Whatwhat doyou mean? she gasped.

Im faster than you are. That was your first lesson. Im stronger than you are. That was your second lesson. And the third lesson

W-What?

Reno smiled oddly, looked at Eves trembling lips, and said huskily, The third lesson was mine to learn.

He saw her wide, confused eyes and smiled again.

This time Eve understood why the smile seemed odd to her. It was much too gentle to belong to a man like Reno Moran.

I learned that you taste hotter than whiskey and sweeter than wine, he said simply.

Before Eve could say anything, Reno lowered his head once more.

This time give it back to me, gata. I like it hot and deep.

What? Eve asked, wondering if she had lost her mind.

Your tongue, he said against her open mouth. Take that quick little tongue and rub it over mine.

For an instant Eve thought she had heard wrong.

Reno took her sudden stillness for agreement. He lowered his head and made a husky sound of pleasure as he tasted her once more.

The sound Eve made was pure surprise at the gliding caress. For the space of a heartbeat she felt like a pearl being delicately held by a powerful hand. Then she remembered where she was and who Reno was and all the warnings Donna had given her about the nature of men and what they wanted from women.

Eve jerked her head aside, but not before she had felt the hot, textured surface of his tongue rubbing over her own.

No, Eve said urgently, frightened again.

But this time it was herself she feared, for a curious weakness had shot through her at the caressing touch of Renos tongue.

Donna Lyon had warned her bond servant about what men wanted from women, but she had never warned Eve that women might want the same thing from men.

Why not? Reno asked calmly. You liked kissing me.

No.

Like hell, gata. I could feel it.

Youreyoure a gunfighter and a thief.

Youre half-right. Ive fought with my gun. But as for being a thief, Im only taking what is rightfully minethe pearls, the ring, the journal, and the girl with the golden eyes.

It wasnt a fair poker game, Eve said desperately as Reno bent down to her once more.

Not my fault. I wasnt the one dealing.

Reno brushed his mouth lazily over Eves and listened to the surprised rush of air between her lips.

But she began.

Hush, Reno said, cutting off Eves protest by biting her lower lip gently. I won you and Im going to have you.

No. Please, dont.

Dont worry. Slowly Reno released Eves lip. Youll like it. Ill see to it.

Let me go, Eve said urgently.

Not a chance. Youre mine until I say otherwise.

He smiled and kissed the frantic pulse in her throat.

If youre real nice, he said in a low voice, Ill let you go after a few nights.

Mr. Moran, please, I didnt mean to lose the bet. Its just that Mr. Slater was watching too closely.

So was I.

Reno lifted his head and lookd down at Eve curiously.

You dealt every card of mine off the bottom of the deck, he said. Why?

Eve spoke quickly, trying to keep Renos attention on anything but the sultry, sexual heat that made his eyes burn like gems.

I knew Raleigh King and Jericho Slater, she said. I didnt know you.

So you set me up to be killed while you ran off with the pot.

Eve couldnt help the guilty flush that crept up her cheeks.

I didnt mean it to turn out that way, she said.

But it almost did, and you didnt do a damn thing to stop it.

I shot at Steamboat when he was drawing down on you!

With what? Reno scoffed. Did you throw a gold coin at him?

My derringer. I keep it in my skirt pocket.

Handy. Do you have to shoot your way out of many card games? Reno asked.

No.

Pretty good cheater, huh?


I dont cheat! Not usually, anyway. I just

Her voice died.

Amused and skeptical at Eves difficulty in finding the right words to explain how she was innocent when both of them knew she wasnt, Reno lifted one black eyebrow and waited for her to continue.

I didnt know until too late that Slater knew I was cheating, Eve admitted unhappily. I knew he was cheating, but I couldnt catch him at it. So I lost to you when I should have stayed in and called Slater.

The emerald ring, Reno said, nodding. With the cards you threw in, you should have hung around for at least one draw. But you didnt. So I won that hand, because Slater hadnt had time to deal himself the rest of his full house.

Eve blinked, surprised by Renos quickness. Are you a gambler?

He shook his head.

Then how did you know what Slater was doing? she persisted.

Simple. When he dealt, he won. Then you started dropping out too soon, and I started winning hands I shouldnt have.

Your mama didnt raise any stupid children, did she? muttered Eve.

Oh, Im one of the slow ones, Reno said in a lazy drawl. You should see my older brothers, especially Rafe.

Eve blinked as she tried to imagine anyone faster than Reno. She couldnt.

All through explaining? Reno asked politely.

What?

This.

Reno bent just enough to cover Eves mouth with his own. When he felt her tighten beneath him as though to fight again, he settled more heavily on her, reminding her of the lesson she had already learned: When it came to a contest of strength, she didnt have a chance against Reno Moran.

Tentatively Eve relaxed, wondering if Reno would release her if she didnt fight him.

Immediately the overwhelming pressure of his body lifted until it was little more than a warm, disturbingly sensual contact from her shoulders to her feet.

Now kiss me back, Reno whispered.

Then youll let me go?

Then well negotiate some more.

And if I dont kiss you?

Then Ill take what is already mine, and to hell with what you want.

You wouldnt, she whispered weakly.

Care to bet?

Eve looked into the cool green eyes so close to her own and realized that she never should have allowed Reno Moran to sit down at her poker table.

She was very good at reading most people, but not this man. Right now she couldnt tell if he was bluffing or telling her the simple truth.

Don Lyons sage advice rang in Eves mind: When you cant tell if a man is running a bluff, and you cant afford the ante if you lose, then fold your cards and wait for a better deal.
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WITH trembling lips, Eve lifted her head to give Reno the kiss he had demanded. After a quick pressure of her mouth against his, she retreated, her heart beating wildly.

You call that a kiss? Reno asked.

She nodded, because she was too nervous to speak.

I should have guessed youd cheat with your body the same way you cheat with cards, he said, disgusted.

I kissed you!

The way a frightened virgin kisses her first boy. Well, youre no virgin, and Im no wide-eyed country boy.

But II am, she stammered.

Reno said something beneath his breath, then added in a cutting voice, Save the wide-eyed act for a pup thats still wet behind the ears. Men my age know everything worth knowing about womens tricks, and everything we know, we learned the hard way.

Then you didnt learn enough. Im not what you think I am.

Neither am I, he retorted dryly. I havent been taken in by that look of wide-eyed innocence since I was innocent myself. That was a long time ago.

Eve opened her mouth to further argue her innocence, but a single look at Renos face convinced her that he had already made up his mind on the subject. There was nothing of comfort in his ice green eyes or in the flat line of his mouth beneath his mustache. He believed she was a saloon girl and a cheat, pure and simple.

Even worse, she couldnt wholly blame him. She had cheated him. Although she hadnt started out to use Reno in her deadly game with Slater and Raleigh, in the end she had risked Renos life without so much as warning him of what was at stake.

To add insult to injury, she had run off with the very pot she had cheated to give to Reno. The fact that he had survived at all was due to his own unusual skill with a gun. She hadnt even known who he was, so she could hardly say that she was certain he would be able to fight free of the trap he had walked into.

A kiss seemed a simple enough apology to a man whose death she had nearly caused.

Lifting up again, Eve put her lips over Renos. This time she didnt retreat instantly. Instead, she increased the pressure of the kiss gradually, learning the smooth resilience of his lips in a silence that was bounded by the frantic beating of her heart.

When Reno made no move to deepen or to end the kiss, Eve hesitated, wondering what she should do next. Though Reno didnt believe it, she had told the truth about her innocence. The few times she hadnt been fast enough to dodge a kiss from a cowboy, there had been nothing gentle or pleasant about the embrace. They had grabbed, she had fought free, and that had been the end of it. If there had been any sensual enjoyment in the experience, it hadnt been hers.

But Reno wasnt grabbing, and Eve had agreed to this kiss. She just didnt know how to go about it. The realization perplexed her almost as much as the discovery that kissing Reno affected her in an entirely unexpected way.

She liked it.

Reno?

Keep going. Ill get an honest kiss out of you yet.

Tentatively Eves hands crept around Renos neck, for she was becoming tired of holding herself in a half-upright position. At first she was reluctant to trust her weight to his strength, but the temptation was too great to resist for long. Gradually the pressure of her arms around his neck increased as she allowed him to support more and more of her weight.

Better, Reno said in a deep voice.

His lips were very close to Eves. The warmth of his breath sent a glittering wash of sensation over her. For an instant her own breath hesitated, then came back quickened. She arched her body to close the remaining distance between her mouth and Renos.

The first touch of his lips was already familiar, as was the frisson of pleasure that went over Eve when their mouths met. The silken brush of his mustache over the edge of her upper lip was also a pleasure she had known before. Yet each time she felt it, the intensity of the sensation grew greater, shortening her breath even more.

I wouldnt have guessed, Eve whispered.

She was so close that each word was a separate brush over Renos mouth. It was the same when he spoke to her, each word a caress.

What wouldnt you have guessed? he asked.

That your mustache would feel like a silk brush.

Eve wondered at the ripple that went through Reno, but had no time to think about it, for his arms were sliding around her. She stiffened, expecting to be grabbed and held down once more.

But Reno made no further move to force her. He simply held her so that she didnt have to make any effort at all to stay close to him. Slowly she relaxed, letting his arms support her.

Im still waiting for my kiss, Reno said.

I think Ive kissed you more than once.

And I think you havent kissed me at all.

What was I just doing?

Teasing, he said bluntly. Nice enough, but not what I had in mind, and you know it as well as I do.

No, I dont. Im not a mind reader, she retorted, irritated that he hadnt been half so unsettled by the slow, gliding kiss as she had.

I know what you are. Youre a saloon girl with fast hands who promised me the one thing she cant deliveran honest kiss.

Eve opened her mouth to ask Reno what he thought an honest kiss should be. Then she remembered what he had said about kissing.

I like it hot and deep. Take that quick little tongue and rub it over mine.

Before Eve could lose her nerve, she brought her lips against Renos open mouth and touched his tongue with her own. The nubby, velvety texture she felt intrigued her. Tentatively she ran the tip of her own tongue over him once more, tracing the shape of his mouth. In the course of her explorations she discovered how smooth and silky the underside of his tongue was.

She didnt notice the gradual tightening of Renos arms or the quickening of his breathing. She didnt notice that she was being lured more deeply into the kiss with every speeding heartbeat. All she knew was that Renos taste and warmth were more intoxicating than the French brandy Don and Donna had so loved.

Eve didnt question the growing urgency that claimed her. She simply tightened her arms around Renos neck, trying to get even closer to him, seeking a more complete merging of their mouths.

Suddenly the ground pressed up hard beneath Eves body. She was on her back once more, and Reno was covering her like a warm, heavy blanket.

This time Eve didnt protest, for the position allowed her to get even closer to Reno. Her fingers searched through his hair, knocking aside his dark hat. Restlessly she combed her fingers through his hair, enjoying the thickness and texture and warmth of it.

Reno shifted and arched against her like a great cat, silently telling her that he liked the feel of her nails against his scalp, his neck, the bunched muscles of his back. He liked the taste of her too, sweetness and a heat that grew greater the more he tested it.

Renos tongue probed deeply into Eves mouth as his weight settled between her thighs, separating them until he could press the ache of his arousal into the soft nest that was made to receive him. He felt the sensual ripple that went through her body at the contact and wanted to groan at the savage thrust of his response.

He hadnt meant to get this aroused. He certainly hadnt meant to show her just how badly he wanted her.

But it was too late now. She would know exactly what that hard ridge of flesh pressing against her meant, and she would know exactly how to use it against him to get what she wanted. All that remained of the game was to see how far she would let him go before she tried to stop him.

And what she would offer to make him stop.

Renos hips moved again, pressing more intimately against Eves yielding body. A sweet fire blossomed in the pit of her stomach, making her moan. Instinctively her arms tightened around him, seeking to keep him close. She was rewarded by a sinuous movement of his hips, his body retreating and returning to hers in the same primitive rhythms of his tongue moving within her mouth.

Long fingers slid from Eves shoulders to the lacy camisole and pantalets that were all she had worn to sleep in. He stroked from her ribs to her hip and then up again, not stopping until one breast was filling his hand. His thumb moved, discovered the velvet hardness of her nipple, and tested it with a sensuous, twisting pressure.

Pleasure speared through Eve, taking her completely by surprise. Instinctively she arched, increasing the sweet pressure of his hand, twisting against him like a cat.

With a husky sound of triumph, Reno increased the caress, capturing Eves nipple and rolling it between his fingers, drinking the whimpering cries that rippled from her mouth. When he could resist the temptation no longer, he tore his lips from hers and dragged a path of fire down her neck and breast, seeking the berry that had ripened to fullness at his caress.

The liquid heat of Renos mouth sinking through the thin camisole to the naked flesh beneath shocked Eve back to her senses. Dazed, uncertain about what had happened, she fought for breath, only to have it taken from her once more when his mouth tugged on her nipple and fire whipped through her body.

His hand moved and laces came undone, threatening to bare her in an intimacy she had never known before with any man.

No! Eve gasped.

Before she could say another word, Renos mouth was over hers and his tongue was thrusting deeply into her mouth, making it impossible for her to speak. The hungry rubbing of his tongue against hers sent the world spinning away from Eve once more, leaving only Renos heat and strength as an anchor.

Before he lifted his head again, she was clinging to him, her instinctive protest drowned beneath the heady pleasure he was giving her.

Reno stripped Eves camisole away with a smooth movement of his arm, revealing the creamy curves and tight coral tips of her breasts. His breath came out with a low sound of need. She glistened with the heat of his mouth, and each rapid breath she took made her breasts shiver invitingly. She had looked so slender, so like a young girl, that he hadnt expected her to be so much a woman.

Without really intending to, Reno bent down to Eve once more.

Reno, dont, I

Eve made a broken sound that was part fear, part fire, as he ignored her small struggles. Slowly his hands slid beneath her back. Then his arms tightened and she was arched like a bow in the instant before he opened his lips and began to suckle and tease the nipples he had aroused.

A low moan was torn from Eve. She shivered as lightning arched her body even more deeply into Renos hungry mouth.

What are you doing to me? she asked brokenly.

His only answer was to turn his head and pull her other nipple into the sultry, unexpected paradise of his mouth.

The sensation of pleasure was even more violent this time. It dragged another cry from Eve as her body arched to meet the demands of the man
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