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OH, WHY DID HE HAVE TO BE SO BLASTED HANDSOME?

Honesty peered at Jesse through lowered lashes in what she hoped was an inviting manner. “I don’t think your li’l ole tub is big enough for the both of us.”

She pulled free of his hold, and his hot, hungry stare bored into her back as she crossed the room. Honesty put a saucy swing into her step, hoping he couldn’t see how badly her knees knocked together.

At the dresser, she quickly pulled her chemise back up, releasing a pent-up breath. How had the tables turned so quickly? She was supposed to have been seducing him, not the other way around! It was definitely time to put an end to this little charade.

As Jesse closed his eyes to rinse his hair, Honesty slipped a trembling hand into her skirt pocket and pulled put a packet of powders. “I’ll bring you another whiskey,” she said, stirring the powders into his glass.

As she approached him, a devilish smile appeared on his fallen-angel face and a wicked promise glittered in his eyes. Men like him were dangerous as sin.

She handed Jesse his glass, lifted her own in the air, and, hoping he never knew how dearly she regretted what she was about to do, proposed a toast. “To an unforgettable night.”
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The Pinkerton Code

Accept no bribes.
Never compromise with criminals.
Partner with local law enforcement agencies,
when necessary.
Refuse divorce cases or cases that initiated
scandals of clients.
Turn down reward money.
Never raise fees without the client’s pre-knowledge.
Apprise clients on an ongoing basis.
Never fall in love with a suspect.


Chapter 1

Last Hope, Colorado
1886

She didn’t know who looked worse: the man, or the horse he rode in on. Both carried the mark of miles of weather and wear in their slouched postures and dust-caked hides, both looked as if they hadn’t seen a meal in ages, and both seemed incapable of taking another step without toppling over.

From her room above the saloon, Honesty McGuire squinted through the window for a better look at the lone rider as he drew closer, stirring up dust on a street that hadn’t seen traffic in weeks. To her dismay, the worn brim of the Stetson pulled low over his brow cast most of his face in shadow, and the heavy whiskers around his mouth and jaw hid the rest. A filthy duster covered him from neck to spur, and dirty, matted hair fell past his collar. He was a bit too scrawny for her tastes, too, but often what a man lacked in brawn he made up for in speed.

All right, so he wasn’t the knight in shining armor she’d been hoping for; considering her choices to date, he was by far the most promising of the lot. At least he was young. And sober. And breathing.

And who knew? His disreputable appearance might even play to her advantage, giving her the opportunity to search places she wouldn’t dare explore alone. If Honesty had learned anything in her twenty years, it was never to overlook an opportunity.

No matter how pitiful it appeared.

So that left only one question: since the mines had played out, only two kinds of people ever showed up in Last Hope anymore—those looking for someone, and those running from someone. Which was he? The hunter? Or the hunted?

A drink, a meal, and a bed. Jesse Justiss craved all three so badly he’d have given up his four-dollar boots for just the sight of them.

Navigating around yet another pot hole in the road, he directed his horse toward a warped hitching rail and forced his weary body out of the saddle. A sharp hiss tore through his lungs the instant his boots hit the ground and a spear of agony shot through him from heel to heart. His knees came close to buckling.

Jesse dropped his sweat-drenched forehead against the saddle skirt and cursed ten ways to Sunday through gritted teeth. Twice before, he’d found himself at the receiving end of a bullet, and he couldn’t remember taking this long to recover.

Maybe he should have heeded the doc’s advice and given his shoulder a couple more weeks to mend before tearing up one side of the Rockies and down the other. Maybe then it wouldn’t now feel as if hot railroad spikes were being driven through his chest. But Jess never had been very good at taking advice.

Once the pain finally subsided to a dull, tolerable ache, he pushed away from Gemini’s side and circled the horse. Fresh blood on the animal’s foreleg caught his eye. “Hell and damnation,” he swore under his breath. “What have you done to yourself this time, old pal?”

Gem nickered and bobbed his head.

Crouching low, Jess ran practiced hands along the black stocking, careful to avoid the ragged gash just below the knee—a fresh cut, more than likely from the trip down the mountain where sharp limbs and scrub littered the aspen-populated slopes.

Well, he couldn’t detect any swelling. That was a good sign. But it didn’t mean the animal hadn’t pulled a tendon or suffered an even more ruinous injury. It just meant Jess had caught it in the early stages.

He wiped his hand down his sunburned face and cursed again. So much for making it to Canon City by nightfall. The last thing they could afford was another delay, but neither would he risk riding Gemini now and crippling him for life. The mustang had been a gift from the prettiest horse thief he’d ever had the pleasure of knowing. Jesse had laughed when Annie Corrigan had told him he’d never find a finer mount or more faithful friend, but over the last eight years he’d lost count of how many times Gem had proved her right.

Jess brushed his hands together and straightened, then squinted into the sunlight to give the town—if it could be called that—a full sweep. It looked like any of a dozen there-then-gone mining communities he’d passed through, with false-fronted structures lining either side of the road. What windows weren’t busted through or covered with boards wore a layer of grime so thick he couldn’t see through them. Paint peeled from signs that creaked on rusty chains. Patches of weeds had sprung up between cracks in the boardwalk and were taking over sections of the packed dirt road, and a general odor of defeat had settled over the area.

“We picked a helluva place to land in, didn’t we, Gem?” Jesse grumbled.

With a sigh as dismal as his surroundings, he turned toward one of the only establishments still open, a two-story lumber structure with THE SCARLET ROSE GAMING PARLOR AND SALOON painted in bold, sweeping strokes of red across a whitewashed backdrop. It couldn’t have been more appropriately named, for the building stood out from the others like a perfect blossom in a row of tumbleweed.

As if to remind him that even the most perfect blossoms had their thorns, the hair along Jesse’s arms suddenly stood on end. The cords in his neck went rigid. Prickles of unease danced up his spine.

He shifted his left hand to the holster at his hip and scrutinized the street behind him. It remained as empty as it had been a few minutes ago—not a soul in sight. But just because he couldn’t see someone watching him didn’t make it any less true. That sixth sense had saved his hide too many times for him to start mistrusting it now.

An ambush? One deft flick of his finger popped the safety strap. It wouldn’t be the first one, that was for sure. No matter how many times he changed his appearance, there always seemed to be one dog in the pack who recognized him.

When nothing untoward stirred in the street, Jess turned his attention to the saloon. He glanced up, searching the second floor balcony. A flutter of curtains had his sights honing in on the last of four windows set into the false front. Jesse pulled his Colt from its holster and gripped the nickel-plated handle with swift familiarity.

Several seconds passed with no further movement. Jesse pressed the barrel of his revolver tight against his thigh and sidestepped onto the boardwalk. He pushed the door open and stood half in, half out of the double wide doorway, his nerves stretched tight as sunbaked rawhide, his senses kicked into full alert.

As he scanned the interior of the Scarlet Rose, the old adage “seeing red” took on a literal meaning. The brazen color dominated everything: the skirting around a stage at the south end of the room; the printed drapes flanking tall windows set high on either side; the balustrade rimming a staircase and the upper balcony. Even the dozen vacant tables scattered about wore red mats.

A flicker of movement near the bar had Jesse arcing his arm and taking aim. The woman who appeared in the doorway gasped and slapped her hand to her breast. Mid-twenties. Upswept hair frizzing around an oval face lightly powdered with rouge. Curvy in all the right places.

“Land’s sakes, you scared the fooley out of me!” she cried.

Obviously not his spy, he decided from the genuine surprise in her tone. Jesse slowly re-holstered his Colt and touched his fingers to the brim of his hat. “My apologies, ma’am.” He kept his hands in sight and a good distance between them, letting her know he posed no threat. “Are you Scarlet Rose?”

“The one and only. Who’s askin’?”

Still wary. Smart woman. “Nobody who means you any harm.” With a final sweep of the room satisfying him that no danger lurked in the corners, Jesse strode with feigned casualness to the polished mahogany bar that ran the length of the north wall. Bottles in all shapes, sizes, and colors sat upon ceiling-high shelves built around a scroll-framed mirror that many a poker player had no doubt used to his advantage.

Scarlet Rose, recovering her surprise, brushed her hands down the trademark red fabric stretched tight across her midriff and took up a position behind the bar. “Now that I’ve got my heart back in my chest ... what’s your pleasure?”

Still edgy with his surroundings, Jesse hooked one spurred heel over the brass rail below. “Whiskey—if you’ve got it.”

“That’s about all I’ve got—for five cents a shot.” She plucked a bottle from beneath the bar and filled a squat glass with two fingers of whiskey.

Jesse plopped down a few nickels dug out of his vest pocket, then tossed back a swallow. The first taste stung his cracked lips and scored its way down his throat; the second washed through weeks of accumulated dust and sent a blissful fire spreading through his belly.

“We don’t get many visitors around here since the mines ran out.”

He didn’t miss the inquisitive gleam in her green eyes or the subtle question in her statement. Fishing for answers without outright asking. He liked her style. He also knew the game well. Hell, he’d been playing it for years. “My horse pulled up lame.” He pushed the glass forward. “Any idea where I might find a good hostler?”

“In Last Hope? You’d have better luck finding gold.” She tipped the bottle and poured him a refill. “Folks expected this to be another Leadville. Miners hit color twice, but the shafts played out within a year. Then everyone pulled up stakes and moved on to richer pickin’s.”

“You’re still here,” Jesse pointed out.

One shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Stubborn, I guess. There’s still a couple of prospectors up in the hills who swear they won’t leave till Last Hope becomes Lost Hope.” A crooked smile played on her rouged lips. “Can’t seem to bring myself to give up till they do.”

“Persistent as well as beautiful.” He saluted her with his glass. “Now that’s a combination a man finds hard to resist.”

The blush staining her powdered cheeks only reinforced his opinion that there wasn’t a woman alive who couldn’t be plied with a little bit of flattery—even a woman as worldly as Scarlet Rose.

With a rag retrieved from beneath the counter, she began polishing the already spotless bar.

“So have you ever been to Leadville?” he asked conversationally.

The rag stopped in mid-circle and Scarlet tensed. “Once. It was an experience I don’t care to repeat. Then again, I expect there ain’t a body alive who hasn’t had one of those.”

Jesse could certainly relate to that sentiment. He’d had several.

“What about you? You look like a well-traveled man.”

He swallowed a mouthful of spirits and nodded. “Just came from there, as a matter of fact. I was supposed to meet up with a pal of mine, but he never showed. He might even have passed through here in the last few weeks,” he ventured, as if the thought had just occurred to him. “Big fellow, red hair, thick Scots brogue ... ?”

“Sorry, sugar. The closest thing to Scotch I’ve run across in this area is the bottle I’ve got collecting dust in my storeroom.”

Jesse bit back the urge to ask her if she was sure. Not that he doubted her, exactly. He’d just learned that folks tended to overlook the insignificant, and a little prodding often helped them with their recollections.

But Scarlet Rose, for all her good humor, had the shrewd feline eyes of a woman who had seen it all and forgotten nothing, and the fastest way to raise her hackles was to pelt her with a bunch of questions. Jess hadn’t survived the last twelve years in his profession by making stupid mistakes. “Ah, well.” He forced a smile. “It was a long shot anyway.”

He doused his disappointment with another swig of the rotgut Scarlet passed off as whiskey. Duncan McGuire was known to frequent larger towns that provided a variety of opportunities either to load or lighten his purse—depending on which way the wind was blowing. One look around told Jesse that his quarry would have avoided this place like smallpox.

His hostess crossed her arms on the counter and leaned forward with a smile. “Tell you what, sugar, I’ve got a stable out back where I keep my mule. If your horse don’t mind putting up with Bag-o’-Bones caterwaulin’, he’s welcome to rest up there for twenty-five cents a night.”

The price was a bit steeper than he expected, but Jesse didn’t dicker. He could hardly blame the woman for trying to make extra coin. “Much obliged. I’ll be needing a room myself for the night, too, if you’ve got one to spare.”

“Got half a dozen sittin’ empty upstairs. Fifty cents a day, including meals.”

Jesse almost choked on a swig of whiskey.

“You pay whether you eat or not, so you might as well eat.” Pointedly taking in his appearance, she quirked one brow. “And no one gets a room without a bath.”

“I suppose you know just where a man can find a bath hereabouts, too,” Jesse countered with a crooked grin, fully aware that it, too, would come with an outrageous price tag.

“Now that you mention it, I’ve got an old tin tub in the pantry I’d be willin’ rent. A dollar a filling—a dollar fifty if you want hot water.”

“That’s robbery!”

The mischievous smile she gave him made her look more like an adolescent girl than a calico queen. “There’s always the creek.”

That ribbon of mud and muck just outside of town? Jesse heaved a sigh of part despair, part amusement. At this rate, he’d be flat broke by nightfall. “You drive a hard bargain, Scarlet.”

“So I’ve been told. But I make it worth every penny.”

The smoky lilt of her voice left no mistake that they weren’t just talking a room, a meal, and a tub of water. “How much more for personal treatment?” he couldn’t resist asking.

“Depends on how personal.”

“A back scrub and hair washing—for starters.”

“Well, normally that would cost an extra ten cents, but for you ... it’d be on the house.” Her voice dropped a notch. So did the direction of her gaze. “Anything more will be up for negotiation.”

The first genuine smile Jesse had felt in months tugged at his mouth. He was hardly a stranger to a woman’s advances; hell, they’d been throwing themselves at him since he’d picked up his first straight razor. He never quite understood what it was they found so appealing about him, but neither did he question his good fortune. Passable looks were as much an advantage in his line of work as his sharp wits and nose for the truth—three gifts that Jesse never failed to use when necessary.

But, if he looked half as bad as he felt, it was a wonder any woman would look at him twice, much less flirt with him so brazenly. Then again, women of Scarlet’s profession would flirt with a fencepost if it meant adding to the till.

Just as he started to ask where he might find the old tin tub, warning prickles once again danced up the back of his neck. Jesse reflexively shifted his hand to his hip.

“There you are, Honesty,” his hostess called out, looking past him. “We’ve got us a visitor.”

The guarded glance Jesse cast over his shoulder became an eye-popping double-take as his sights filled with the most stunning vision he’d seen in years. She stood halfway down the staircase, five feet six inches of temptation wrapped in red satin, with one hand on the banister, the other propped lightly on her hip. A mass of thick, amber ringlets tumbled from her crown down her back, with stray wisps framing a fine-boned face that belonged on a cameo pin. Slender brows arched over wide eyes with impossibly long, sweeping lashes, her nose was small and narrow bridged, and her mouth ... Jess swallowed hard. Oh, mercy. Lips that ripe and full were known to lead a man down the long road to trouble and make him thank God for the trip.

Even the dress she wore should have been outlawed. Jess swore the shimmering red silk hugging her figure from bodice to knee had been designed solely to drive a man crazed with lust. And if all that red wasn’t enough torture, black lace edged the slopes of her breasts and wrapped around her waist to form a ruffled bow at the low of her back.

“Honesty, why don’t you show Mister—”

“Jesse,” he supplied, finding his voice. “Jesse Jones.” The false name fell from his lips with surprising ease, considering his tongue seemed to have affixed itself to the roof of his mouth.

“Show Mr. Jones to his room while I scare up something for supper?”

“Sure thing, Rose,” she replied in a spun velvet voice that wrapped around Jesse’s vitals. “Follow me, cowboy.”

Anywhere, he thought, watching black lace brush across her red satin clad bottom as she started up the stairs. A forgotten fever surged through his bloodstream and settled below his buckle. With her being just a few inches shorter than his own five feet eleven, it didn’t take a scientist to figure that their bodies would fit together like heat on fire, and the picture that formed in his mind sent desire slamming through him with the force of a cannon ball. Jesse saw himself walking up behind her, pulling her back against his front, her bottom to his groin, sliding his hands down either side of her rib cage, her hips, her thighs, then slipping up again beneath her hem to the dark stockings beneath ...

She paused on a middle step and twisted around. The up and down gander she gave Jesse, as if judging his worth, left him with the impression that she found him sorely lacking. “Are you coming?”

Not yet, but he would if he stared at her much longer—right here in the middle of the Scarlet Rose.

Jess thanked the week’s growth of whiskers for hiding the color heating his cheeks. Never in all his thirty years had he felt such a swift and immediate response toward a woman; the fact that one sultry-eyed saloon girl could affect him so strongly, and at a time when he needed all his wits about him, left an acrid taste in his mouth. “I’ll be along after I’ve seen to my horse,” Jesse announced, pushing away from the bar. Best put some distance between himself and this lush-lipped distraction till he got himself under control.

With a tip of his hat, he strode out the door.

Long after he disappeared from sight, Honesty stared after him, her mouth agape, her heart tapping faster than musician’s spoons. Never in all her born days had a man looked at her like that—as if he’d waited his whole life to see her and finally got the chance. It was humbling and astonishing and ... thrilling. Every inch of her skin tingled, and a strange, faintly wicked sensation danced deep in her belly.

“You gonna give me a hand, or are you gonna stand around gawking all day?”

Wrenched from her musings, Honesty snapped around to find Rose watching her with amusement. Good cow feathers, what was wrong with her? If she didn’t know better, she’d think the feelings their guest had stirred inside her were desire. Honesty shook off the disturbing thought. Impossible. The only feeling men roused in her anymore was disgust.

“I wasn’t gawking,” she denied, following Rose into the kitchen.

“You were gawking. Not that I blame you—that one’s got the makin’s of a true Lothario.”

Warmth flooded Honesty’s cheeks. “If your tastes run toward the scrawny desperado type.”

“You just ain’t looking at all the possibilities.” Rose opened the door to the cast iron stove and started shoving chunks of pine into its mouth.

Possibilities? Honesty caught sight of him through the window, leading a muscled brown horse across the back yard. Good gravy, he looked as if he’d been dragged through a riverbed and hung out to dry. It wouldn’t surprise her if his face was plastered on wanted posters from here to Mexico. All those whiskers, that long, matted hair ... hadn’t she heard somewhere that long hair often hid the cropped upper ear marking a horse thief?

Yet despite his scruffy appearance, Honesty couldn’t deny that there was something about the man that sent her heart racing. Maybe it was the way he walked, with the straight-shouldered confidence of one at ease with himself and the rest of the world. Or maybe it was the aura of unleashed power and mystery he exuded.

Who in God’s green pastures was he? And what was he doing in Last Hope?

“Fetch me a kettle out of the pantry, will ya, hon?”

Once again snapped to the present, Honesty did as Rose bade and brought a large copper cooking kettle from the pantry, as well as a pair of banded wooden buckets to haul bath water. Thanks to Rose’s Uncle Joe, they weren’t forced to heat water over the stove the way they used to. He’d rigged up a cistern out back that sat upon a constant flame, so when visitors like Mr. Jones showed up, they wouldn’t have long to wait.

After filling the buckets she returned to the kitchen, where Rose was chopping a slab of beef into pieces. “So what does he want?” Honesty asked, hoping the woman read nothing more into the question than idle curiosity. She wished she could have heard the conversation between the two of them, but the stranger’s voice had been too low pitched to make eavesdropping possible.

“Same thing as every other man.” Rose shrugged. “Good whiskey, a hot bath, a soft bed, and a willing woman to share it with.”

She should have guessed, Honesty thought with a grimace. Why should he be different from nearly every other man she’d encountered? “He didn’t have to make a trip all the way out here for that.”

“He didn’t. Apparently his horse went lame.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Don’t see why I shouldn’t. No one comes to Last Hope willingly anymore.”

That was an understatement. Even she wouldn’t be here if fate hadn’t struck such a cruel blow. But when a girl found herself dodging predators left and right, the best place to hide was the last place anyone would look. A nearly deserted town in the Rocky Mountain foothills worked quite nicely.

“That water should be plenty hot, hon,” Rose remarked, steering Honesty’s thoughts back to the subject at hand. “So go on and take him his bath while I throw a stew on for supper.”

A sudden flurry of panic erupted in Honesty’s middle at the idea of being in the same room with the stranger. “How about if I cook the stew and you take him his bath?”

Rose’s brows dipped into a V; her face softened in concern. “Honesty, are you afraid of him?”

“Of course not!” She wasn’t afraid of any man. Cautious, yes. And why not? Her father had been a master swindler, and in the three months since his death, she’d found herself pursued relentlessly by every mark he’d ever swindled. Who wouldn’t be wary after that? “I just can’t shake the feeling that his showing up here isn’t as innocent as he wants us to believe.”

“That may be true, but his reasons aren’t any of our concern. He’s the first customer to walk through that door in weeks, and as long as he’s got the coin, we’ll oblige his every whim.”

The thought of obliging the stranger anything made the disturbing sensation in Honesty’s middle return full force. She couldn’t forget the hungry look he’d given her—as if given the chance, he’d gobble her whole ...

“Look, hon,” Rose broke into her thoughts, “you and I both know I didn’t hire you to decorate the mantel. But I also know you’ve had a rough time of it lately. So go on and take him his bath. If he wants more than a good scrubbin’, just turn him over to me.”

The wink told her that Rose wouldn’t consider the task much of a sacrifice, and she drew comfort in the fact that the option was there if she needed it. Unfortunately, if she ever hoped to leave this place she had to make money, which meant doing the job she’d been hired for—tending to the customers.

Besides, maybe she was overreacting. If it turned out that Mr. Jones was her best chance of solving the mystery Deuce had left behind, could she really let a few silly worries get in the way of finding out whatever secret he’d kept from her all these years?

Managing a smile braver than she felt, Honesty patted Rose’s hand. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.” She’d had plenty of practice in the last three months.

She turned from Rose and headed for the stairs. He was just a man, after all, she told herself, with a man’s strengths as well as his weaknesses. And if he wanted more than a good scrubbing ... well, she hadn’t spent a lifetime with the greatest con man in the West without tucking a few tricks in her pockets.


Chapter 2

Calling the ramshackle structure a stable was being generous, Jesse thought, leading Gemini across the yard behind the saloon. The gaps between the boards were big enough to fit a fist through, the tin roof bore rust holes the size of pie tins, and termites had chewed their way through several rafters. But if it kept the elements off the animals, Jess supposed he had no call to complain.

He guided Gemini into an empty stall next to one holding the sorriest excuse for a mule he’d ever had the misfortune to view. His nose curled as a stiff wind stirred up an unpleasant odor. “I hope that’s you stinking to high heaven,” Jesse told the mule. But he knew good and well where the odor came from—endless days of sweating under the hot sun and interminable nights of sleeping wherever his body landed.

No wonder his hostess had been so insistent on that bath. It was a wonder she’d even allowed him through her doors.

He took his time tending to Gemini—bathing the wound, bandaging his leg, then brushing him down; doing his best to apologize for pushing him so hard lately and causing the injury. But even if the horse hadn’t needed the extra attention, Jess would have used it as an excuse to get himself under control.

What had come over him back there? So Scarlet’s girl was a looker. She wasn’t the first pretty woman he’d met in his travels, and he doubted she’d be the last. And the last thing he had time for was a blonde-haired, brown-eyed temptress distracting him.

Then, with a grimace, he realized that until Gem’s leg healed, all he had was time. Too much of it.

“What kind of trouble have you landed me into this time, huh, Gem?”

The horse looked at him with soulful eyes, then turned back to the bucket of oats Jess had filled for him. With a sigh, Jess gathered the strips of cloth and tin of ointment he’d used to doctor the wound, and stuffed them back in his packs.

Once he had Gem groomed and settled, he grabbed his saddlebags, returned to the saloon, and mounted the steps to the room he’d been assigned. The accommodations weren’t much to boast about. Plain walls, an iron bedstead and side table, two chairs tucked under a small round supper table, and a claw-footed wardrobe that smelled faintly of cedar. The red calico screen in the corner probably hid a commode and wash stand, if past lodgings were anything to go by. He’d slept in worse places, though. It came with the territory.

Jesse set the saddlebags on a chair near the door, then sat on the bed; the ropes strained and screeched in protest to his one-hundred-seventy-pound frame. The spread was a bit frayed, but at least he didn’t have fleas jumping at him from out of the mattress or questionable stains on the sheets.

After discarding his duster, he pulled off his Justins, draped his gun belt around the foot-post, and topped it with his hat. The few shots of whiskey he’d consumed had his head pleasantly buzzing. As promised, a tin tub sat in the center of the room, waiting for water. Once it showed up, he planned on indulging in the first good soaking he’d had in weeks and a full night’s sleep. Then, once Gem’s leg healed, he’d resume his search for “Deuce” McGuire.

A floorboard squeaked under his stockinged feet as he wandered to the window overlooking the deserted street below. It still amazed him that the case had been open for sixteen years! Just as amazing was that it had taken so long to call in professionals and expect them to close it.

Hell.

Jesse leaned against the window frame and wondered for the hundredth time what had possessed him to accept this assignment? A kidnaping didn’t run to his usual tastes. Cattle rustling, train robberies, stagecoach heists, and horse thieving ... now, those were the cases he fed on.

Had fed on, he corrected himself. After twelve years, he was just fed up. He wouldn’t even have accepted this assignment if he could have avoided it. But with a majority of the agents tied up with the McCormick strike and the Denver Branch just getting on its feet, Bill McParland had thought Jess the most experienced man to take over such an important and highly confidential job. The West was his domain, after all, and discretion his middle name. What was a fellow supposed to do when the man who saved his life asked for a favor?

Jess rubbed his shoulder and continued staring out the window at the shades of black and red being thrown across town by the setting sun. Damn, he wished he had more than the scanty information he’d been given. Duncan McGuire, commonly known as “Deuce,” was wanted for the abduction of the daughters of San Francisco shipping magnate Anton Jervais.

“But as often happens in cases like this,” Bill McParland had informed him two months earlier, “he fled with the ransom money without ever returning the girls.”

With the pitifully thin file lying open on the desk before him, Jesse scanned the items his superintendent had collected—the profile sheet William Pinkerton had developed several years back for each subject the agency pursued, a couple of newspaper articles, a sketch of McGuire and another of two flaxen-haired, cherub-faced little girls. “What happened to them?” he’d asked, though he wasn’t sure he really wanted to know.

Bill’s silence and averted face bespoke the worst. “Both of them drowned in San Francisco Bay.”

In spite of the emotional detachment Jesse tried to maintain as a Pinkerton Operative, his heart gave a tug.

“Whether McGuire committed the actual murders is still in question. He was a notorious con artist with a penchant for get-rich-quick schemes, but he wasn’t a killer.” Bill tapped the file. “The uncle, on the other hand, was a desperate man. According to reports, Phillipe Jervais had been in financial trouble for years. I suspect he never intended on them being returned. Not only would the ransom take care of his financial woes, but their permanent disposal would ensure that his son inherited the Jervais fortune.”

“And all this is coming to light sixteen years after the fact?”

“Local authorities worked on the case for a couple of years without a single lead. Phillipe Jervais covered his tracks well. He died last year, though, and some incriminating evidence was found among his personal belongings: directions to the ransom drop-off point, written in Phillipe’s hand to his hireling, Deuce McGuire, so a solid link between him and the abductions could be established. Anton Jervais found it and contacted us.”

“So what are my orders?”

“Find McGuire. Obtain a confession. Bring him back to San Francisco to stand trial.”

Simple enough, Jesse had thought at the time. Now he wasn’t so sure. After two months, he was no closer to finding McGuire than the day he’d started his search. The man moved around more than a Cheyenne hunter. A few days here, a few days there. Hell, Jess had had more luck tracking a raindrop through a downpour.

He’d thought he’d finally gotten a break down in Durango when McGuire had hightailed it north after shooting a man. According to witnesses, the unfortunate victim had shown an interest in a pretty dance hall girl McGuire fancied. McGuire ambushed the man in a back alley, then fled the scene with the woman. Jesse managed to track them as far as Silverton, where, the trail went colder than a Montana winter. He’d covered every nook and cranny between Durango and Leadville without a single trace of the fellow or his companion.

Well, he’d root McGuire out of whatever hole he’d crawled into—eventually. Jesse hadn’t earned his reputation without cause. And once he wrangled a confession out of the worm, he’d take him back to San Francisco as ordered. Then he was done with the Pinkerton Detective Agency. Sure, Bill had promised him his pick of future assignments. But the prospect of jumping into another ruse just didn’t fill him with the same sense of anticipation it used to. A man could spend only so many years being shot at and beat up and left to rot in places unfit for the human race ...

Jess pushed back the incident chewing at his memory. Yeah, the sooner he located McGuire and turned him over to the authorities, the sooner he could turn in his resignation and decide what he’d do with the rest of his life.

Unfortunately, “sooner” was taking its own sweet time getting here.

“If I were a Scotsman, where would I be?”

A rap on the door broke into his musings. Jesse crossed the room, cracked open the door, and found Scarlet’s girl standing in the hallway balancing a stack of towels and soap in one hand and a yoke of water buckets across her neck.

As before, the sight of her commanded his full and immediate notice. Even with a yoke weighing down upon her shoulders, she carried herself with a regalness that made him want to touch her and keep his distance at the same time.

“Are you going to make me stand out here all day or are you going to let me in?”

Jess jerked himself to awareness and stepped away from the doorway with a grimace of self-disgust. What was it about this girl that just the sight of her had the ability to chase all conscious thought from his head? He hadn’t felt so tongue-tied and muddle-minded around a female since Christina Flowers had proudly displayed her blossoming wares to him in her daddy’s barn the spring of his thirteenth year.

When Scarlet’s girl—Honesty—set the buckets down beside the tub, Jesse belatedly realized that the least he could have done was to relieve her of her burden, but he seemed incapable of doing more than staring at her like a simpleton.

As she laid the towels on the bed, then poured the buckets into the tub, he leaned against the window frame with his arms folded across his chest. “Honesty. An unusual name.”

“My father was an unusual man.” She swiped a stray curl from her cheek. Steam billowed around her face and put a sheen on her flushed skin. “Do you plan on bathing with your clothes on?”

Ah, a forbidden subject, he thought, recognizing the diversionary tactic. He could respect that. He didn’t much care to discuss his father, either.

He pushed away from the wall and unfastened first one cuff, then the other. “So how’d a pretty girl like you wind up in a godforsaken place like this?”

“They don’t call it Last Hope for nothing.”

Jesse peered quizzically at her from under half-masted lashes. He would have pursued that remark, but again she steered the subject from herself.

“You might want to test the water before you get in,” she said, gesturing toward the tub.

After scooping his hand through the water and finding the temperature to his satisfaction, he finished unfastening his shirt and tossed it carelessly on one of the chairs.

“Good cow feathers, what happened to you?”

Jesse didn’t have to look at the weblike pattern above his heart to know what she referred to. “I had a fight with a Winchester and lost.” He unbuttoned his trousers and she whipped away to face the wall. Jess quirked his brow at her peculiar reaction. Hell, she acted as if she’d never seen a man undress before.

“Does it hurt?” she asked, busying herself with the items on the bed.

“Only when I breathe.”

“You’re lucky you’re able to do that. An inch lower and you’d be dead.”

“That was the plan.” He shucked his pants, then lowered himself into the steaming water with a sigh. The tub was almost too small to hold him; Jess had to fold his knees to his chest just to fit. “You can turn around now.”

She peered over her shoulder, as if checking to see if it was safe, before lifting her chin and approaching to kneel behind him. He heard her lathering her hands, and a spicy scent mingled with the vapor rising up from the water. He nearly melted when her soap-slick palms glided across his upper back.

“You’re a long way from Texas, cowboy.”

“Is it that obvious?” Jesse asked, knowing full well that it was. Though he hadn’t been in the Lone Star state for several years, he’d discovered that the affected dialect seemed to open more doors for him than any other. Few seemed willing to question a Texan, especially one in the Stetson and spurs of a cowboy’s trade.

“I recognize the accent.” She slid the rag across his shoulders, back and forth, her touch light and heavenly. “So what brings you to Last Hope?”

“Just passing through.”

“Unless I miss my guess, you do that often.”

She must take fishing lessons from Rose. “Often enough.”

“Are you a miner?”

“Not hardly.”

“An outlaw?”

“No.”

“A gambler?”

That made him smile. “Only when it suits my purposes.” He wondered where she was heading with the conversation. Most sporting girls cared only how loud the jingle was in a man’s pocket. “Are you always this nosy?”

“Only when it suits my purposes.”

The sideways grin she gave him struck Jesse as so pure and innocent that a moment passed before he remembered that purity and innocence were hardly words that belonged in the same context as her profession.

“Close your eyes so I can wet your hair.”

He did as she bade, and as warm water tumbled over his head, a groan of pleasure rumbled up his throat. Damn, but that felt good. The scouring of her fingers against his scalp felt even better.

Jess leaned back as far as his spine would bend and allowed himself to enjoy the full extent of her ministrations. Lilac perfume and a woodsy scent he recognized as patchouli thickened around him as fingernails gently scored his scalp from brow to nape. Her hands circled his neck, then ran across his shoulders and down his chest, taking extra care around the puckered scar.

Oh, to hell with the meal—this bath was heaven itself.

When he opened his eyes, he was treated to the delicious sight of Honesty’s breasts trying to push their way out of their tight confines. She had beautiful breasts, what he could see of them. Full. Firm. Flawless. Yep, definitely heaven, he thought with a smile.

Just then a glitter of gold caught his eye. Languidly, he slid his forefinger beneath the chain and lifted an object from the valley it called home. A gold ring set with a small, oval-shaped ruby raised his eyebrows. “What’s this?”

Soapy hands gently extracted the jewelry from his grip and dropped it between the pale swells. “A gift.”

“You must be quite talented.”

“From my father.”

Even if the correction had called for a reply, the appearance of a straight blade in her hand warned Jesse against voicing it.

“I hope you aren’t too fond of that scruff on your face, because you and it are parting company.” She gripped his chin between her thumb and forefinger. “I can’t abide whiskers.” Only then did Jess realize how rich a brown her eyes were, the color of hot chocolate—though right now they glittered with a determination that set his nerves on edge.

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth and tilted her head first one way, then the other. The sight of those pearly whites nibbling on pink flesh had the temperature in the room rising several degrees. “Have you ever shaved a man before?”

Perfectly arced eyebrows shot upward. “Do I look like a woman who has never shaved a man?”

Put that way, shaving was no doubt a drop in the bucket of services she offered.

The images that popped into Jesse’s mind would have made even the most seasoned harlot blush. Suddenly his skin became overly
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