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“The stars move still, time runs, the clock will strike…”


Dr. Faustus
Christopher Marlowe
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Chapter One




April 10, 1883 – Pine Tree Buttes, Wyoming Territory 

“I’m sorry, sir, there are no vacancies.”

Deputy Federal Marshal Nick Foster heard the desk clerk, but the woman at the poker table in the adjoining room had his attention. Seeing Lainie again was like taking a right hook to the gut—took the wind right out of him. Given how elusive she’d been, catching up with her in this railroad town surprised him. She didn’t often play penny-ante places. Likely as not, it was the snowstorm keeping her here.

He’d tracked her to Tombstone where she’d been running a faro table, but he’d missed her by a week, which turned out to be his ongoing luck ever since. He’d followed her gambling trail to San Francisco, on up to Reno, over to Idaho, back to Colorado, on into Texas, and always just days behind her.

Following a lead to Dodge City, the deputy told him she’d been there, and he’d only missed her by hours. She’d met up with an older woman and small child—boy, he thought—who’d been in town a couple of days. From a snippet of conversation he’d overheard in a restaurant, the deputy said Lainie was headed for a poker game in Denver, but she was going on to Chicago first. Lainie had left on a stage, and the woman and boy had gone east by train.

Nick spoke over his shoulder. “The woman playing cards. She come in alone?”

The clerk said, “Yes, sir. On the stage, early today. The storm’s shut down the stage and the train.”

Just as he’d thought. “What’s her room number?”

“I can’t give—”

“It’s business.” Nick faced the clerk, opened his duster, and pulled his vest aside, which revealed the badge pinned on his shirt. “And it’s confidential.”

Indecision colored the man’s face an unhealthy shade of gray. Nick waited. In his experience, fear of what would happen for not cooperating with a lawman usually won out over integrity. The clerk cast a wary eye about, opened a drawer beneath the counter top, looked around again, and brought out a key that he slid across the surface to Nick.

“Up the stairs. Room six.”

Nick pocketed the key. “Bath facilities here?”

The clerk jerked a nod toward the back. “Down the hallway. First door on the left.”

“Any chance of getting some grub and coffee? Lots of coffee?”

“There’s always coffee at the bar, but the kitchen next door closed a while ago.”

Nick tossed him a Gold Eagle. “Will that cover it?”

The clerk caught the coin, glanced around again, and tucked the windfall into a pocket. “With some to spare.”

“Keep it.”

Stranded travelers and tobacco smoke filled the hotel lobby, but no one seemed to notice Nick as he crossed to the bar and ordered whiskey. With his hat pulled low over his brow, Winchester cradled in the crook of an elbow, and bulging saddlebags slung over his shoulder, he looked like any other saddle tramp passing through. He wanted to keep it that way. Attention would come on its own soon enough.

He downed his drink, refilled, then took the glass and moved to where he could watch the card game unnoticed. Warming with the whiskey, he relaxed. Four players sat at the table—three men and Lainie. Furniture blocked Nick’s view of one of the men, but he wasn’t curious enough right then to care. The other two he pegged as cowboys waiting out the storm and passing the time with a friendly game of poker. They weren’t serious players. They were the type Lainie usually took pity on and made sure they left the table with a few dollars more than when they started.

Nick glanced at the Regulator clock—ten forty-five. Lainie never played much past midnight; he had plenty of time. In another hour, she’d ask the bartender to prepare hot water if she was in the mood for tea or to brew up a pot of coffee if she wasn’t planning on retiring for a while. Tossing off the whiskey, he made his way to the bath room.

An hour later, bathed, shaved, and his belly full, he felt like a new man in a clean set of clothes. Nick returned to the bar and paid for another whiskey. Nursing it along, with his elbow resting on the bar top, he watched the game out of Lainie’s line of sight. Just before midnight, he started for the stairs.

“Gentlemen, do any of you know the time?”

He stopped in mid-step, one foot on the bottom stair, and stared straight ahead. The languid cadence of her cotton-soft southern drawl wafted in the air, embracing him with bittersweet memories of their last night together and the ring he hadn’t put on her finger. The siren call in her voice tugged at his heart. Damn, he’d missed her, and now that he’d found her, his willpower to separate love from duty was quickly deteriorating into a one-sided, losing battle.

Someone reported the time. Chair legs scraped and boots shuffled on the hardwood floor.

“Gentlemen, this has been a lovely evening, but I must take my leave. I cannot go without my beauty rest.”

Nick shifted his position. The two cowboys stood with hats in hand, uttering their thanks for the game, but the third man remained seated. Nick got a good look at him. His face wasn’t familiar, but his type was. Cardsharp. The sort who came to the table with genteel larceny in mind, ready to fleece unsuspecting lambs foolish enough to play the master in his own game. The jeweled stickpin in his lapel and ostentatious diamond ring on a little finger smacked of extravagance and excess.

The man’s manner was as controlled and cool as his black suit was expensive and tailored. His long, slender hands and nimble fingers bore the trademark of a professional gambler, and the cards fairly sang as he shuffled them. On sheer principle, Nick didn’t like him. His kind were users and takers.

“It’s still early, Lainie. Let me buy you a drink. Or coffee.”

“Mrs. Conrad to you. You know full well after a game I take coffee or tea in my room alone, and I rarely drink alcohol except on very special occasions. Stranded in this quaint little cow town does not qualify as a commemorative event.”

He continued deftly manipulating the cards. “You’re right. I do know that about you, Mrs. Conrad.” Then the corners of his lips turned up in a sly smile. “I assume you’ll be in Denver this weekend. We should make plans to celebrate after I win the tournament.”

The fiery spark in Lainie’s eyes was the only outward indication the man had ruffled her impassive composure.

“Yes, I will be a player in that game, and it will be my pleasure to finally take all of your money. Perhaps I’ll feel generous after I win to front you a little something so you can leave town.” Lainie nodded to the cowboys. “Again. Gentlemen, goodnight.”

With the fluid movement of a striking snake, the cardsharp snatched hold of Lainie’s hand and halted her exit. She neither struggled nor spoke a word. To anyone who didn’t know her, she might have seemed indifferent, but Nick recognized the unreserved loathing in the steady, steely gaze she fixed upon the gambler’s face. There was a history between them that Nick wanted to know more about.

“Stay awhile, Mrs. Conrad. We’ve known each other long enough to put aside formal pretenses. Let’s dispense with this ongoing façade. It’s tiresome. There’s no reason for either of us to spend the rest of this night, or any night in the future, alone.” The gambler raked his gaze over Lainie’s body, his lips curled in a leer that said he was a man accustomed to getting what he wanted.

Nick’s temper rose, but he held back, watching. If he knew nothing else about Lainie Conrad, he knew she was capable of handling herself with any man in any situation. Still, he pushed back the side of his duster and flipped the leather thong off the hammer of the short-barreled .44 at his hip.

Both cowboys voiced their disapproval of the gambler’s insinuation, but Lainie waved the well-meaning young men into silence. “Good night, Mr. Tolliver.” The snowstorm held more warmth than her tone.

Tolliver was a name Nick had heard during his search in the gambling towns for Lainie, but never linked with her name. He made a mental note to check into Tolliver’s past tomorrow, but for the next few hours, Lainie was all he was interested in.

Taking the stairs to the second-floor hallway, Nick let himself into Lainie’s room. Low light glowed from the oil lamp on the bedside table, and fire burned in the parlor stove near the bed, neither of which surprised him. Lainie liked to be comfortable, and paying to have a warm, lighted room awaiting her arrival was something she would do.

Stowing his gear and coat in a corner, he looked the room over. Apparently, she was traveling light nowadays. Her steamer trunks and portmanteau were missing. It looked like she was living out of a couple of oversized leather bags. For as fastidious in her dress and grooming as she was, that wasn’t like her, which made him wonder what she was up to.

Nick added another piece of wood and a shovelful of coal to the stove, grateful to be inside after riding three hours through the raging blue norther that, right now, was doing its damnedest to batter down the building with gusts of howling wind that rattled windowpanes and slammed loose shutters. He looped his gun belt over a bedpost within easy grasp, stretched out on the bed, situated his hat on the off-hand side, and slipped a set of handcuffs beneath it. He’d give her a chance to come with him of her own accord, but knowing Lainie… Well, she wasn’t getting away so easily this time.

While he waited, it felt good to let the weariness of the trail ease from his bones. Minutes later, the doorknob grated, and the door opened. That she didn’t use her key told him she knew he was waiting for her. It was her gambler’s nature; she noticed every little detail.

She paused at the threshold, coffee pot in hand, and the trim line of her figure silhouetted for a moment against the dim yellow hallway light before she stepped into the room, closed and locked the door. Crossing the few steps to the stove, she situated the coffee pot on the flat top, and placed a coffee cup, the room key, along with her reticule, on the table. Taking her time, and seemingly oblivious to his presence, she removed her short-waisted jacket, draped it over a chair back, and sashayed to the bed.

Lamp light shadows played off her swept-up golden tresses, and visions of their last night together in New Orleans seized him. Right then, he hated himself for how shamelessly he still loved her.

“You can only imagine my extreme disappointment when I saw you standing on the stairs. All this time I’d hoped you were dead.”

The teasing welcome in her tone belied her harsh words, and a warm rush of missing her made it hard to keep a clear head with a churning den of rattlers twisting around in his belly. He’d never loved a woman before Lainie waltzed into his life, and even though she’d run out on him almost as quickly as she’d arrived, there was no room in his heart for another woman. There never would be.

“Your aim was off. It was just a graze, but it rang my bell and bled like hell.” There wasn’t enough light for her to see it, but he turned his head and pointed to the scar that began at his right temple and ended over his ear.

“Why are you assuming my aim was off? By your own admission, it did knock you out, which was the object of my intent, I’ll have you know.”

Nick cocked an eyebrow, mocking her. “So, you’re a sharpshooter?”

He loved the lyrical lilt of her laughter, and she laughed now.

“Next time you use that little parlor gun of yours, make sure you’re close enough to cram it right into the poor chump’s belly when you pull the trigger. You still might not kill him, but you’ll increase your chances of slowing him down, that’s for sure.”

“Why, thank you so much for the advice. However, in my defense, if you hadn’t tried to disarm me, I wouldn’t have pulled the trigger. It was your own fault that I shot you. Your ultimatum left me no choice, but to demonstrate the sincerity of my convictions.” Her voice dripped of syrupy sweet sarcasm.

Nick remembered all too well. “Are you planning on shooting me again?”

A grin played at the corners of her lips. “That depends upon your intentions toward my virtue.” Lainie busied herself with adjusting the lamp wick until she was satisfied with the glow.

Her subtle jasmine fragrance made it difficult to keep his hands to himself. “You know my intentions toward your virtue have never been honorable.” Self-constraint vanished. Pulling her down to sit beside him, he drew her skirt along her legs a handful of cloth at a time. Inching his hand between her knees, he stroked along her silky-smooth thigh just to see where they stood with each other. Although her eyes held a devilish gleam that promised heaven at the end of his journey, neither did she encourage further exploration. It was a reminder that if a romantic dalliance was in the offing, it would be on her terms, and he withdrew his hand.

“What was the real reason you shot me?”

For an instant, a shadow of regret—or, maybe sorrow—dulled the luster in her blue eyes.

“Does it matter? It’s only important for you to know I only shoot when I’ve exhausted all other options.”

“How many people have you shot?”

“So far?” Leaning down, she murmured against his lips, “Just you, darlin’. Just you.”

Her breath, sweet with peppermint, sent a rush of pent-up, fiery need for her pulsing through his body like lava flowing down a mountain side. He savored her mouth, losing himself in memories of their brief, but intense weeks together.

She whispered in his ear, “I’ve missed you, darlin’. Have you missed me?”

“You crossed my mind a time or two.” Shit. He’d thought of little else. The mixture of lust and love tinged with a good dose of broken heart clawed at his belly. A moaning sigh rose from her throat as she slipped a leg over him, molding her body prone onto his. He wanted her to stay in his arms like this forever, but knew with a deep aching in his heart that it wasn’t likely to be the way this was going to end.

Lainie sat up, straddled his groin, and idly fiddled with his vest buttons. He recalled the magic touch in those fingers, soft and tender against his skin. Flicking open the pearl button at the V of her blouse, he paused to see if she would stop him. Her hint of a smirk encouraged him, and he went down the line of buttons until her blouse gaped open. It would be nothing at all to lift the veil of her chemise and free her from the constraints of her corset, but the loneliness he’d learned to live with since the last time they’d made love came rushing back. He wanted to forgive her for running out on him; he almost had…until this moment.

Almost.

“I heard you were dealing faro in Tombstone.”

“It was as temporary as it was necessary at the time. You know faro isn’t my game. I’m a five-card-draw girl.”

“Then you moved on to San Francisco and up to Reno—”

“Have you been following me?” She tilted her head.

“Yeah. There’s trouble brewing. We need to talk about it.”

“I’m a gambler, darlin’. I live on the edge of trouble.”

Lainie’s breath was warm and moist against his neck, and he melted into the pillow, closing his eyes to her feathery kisses caressing his skin, wanting nothing more than to give himself over to pleasure, but duty brought him back. Sitting up, he encircled her waist with his arms. She mistook his intent and slipped her arms around his neck, pressing her breasts against his chest as she lifted her face to kiss him.

He spoke as her lips touched his. “I heard you took a local kid for a couple of thousand dollars. I don’t want to believe it. That’s not the way you play.”

Lainie leaned back. “So searching for me wasn’t just because you missed me?” She huffed out a put-on, disappointed sigh. “I think that hurts my feelings.”

“Lainie, this is important. Tell me what happened in Charlotte.”

Her hesitation told him she was considering how much to say, if anything.

“Very well. That kid had a name—Dean Saunderson—and he was at least twenty-one, if he was a day. He lamentably fancied himself a gambler. I simply demonstrated an important life lesson and put him out of the game before he wagered a goodly portion of his family’s property that, I’m quite certain, he had no legal rights to.”

“That’s not all of it, Lainie.”

She arched a curious eyebrow. “Oh? Please, do go on.”

There was no way to soften what he had to say, so he laid it out straight. “That boy died, Lainie.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Lainie didn’t respond for some moments. “Yes, I know. I read about his death in a newspaper. Such a tragic end for one so young.” 

“Is that all you know about it?”

Suspicion flittered across her face. “Why do you ask?”

“After the game, witnesses saw you go into his room.”

“How do you know this, and why does it matter?”

“There are some stories going around, and it matters, because I’m worried about you.”

“Stories? As in rumors? Well, what people say about me is of no concern of mine. Why are you worried?”

Exasperated, Nick said, “Stop answering my questions with questions. Just tell me what happened that night.”

“First, tell me why you care what happened.”

The warning in her eyes said he’d pressed too hard, too fast, and she was an uncooperative decision away from refusing to talk about this.

“Take it easy. I want to know so I can help you if anything comes of—” He started over. “There are rumors of an investigation into his death.”

“And there is an insinuation in that statement.”

Nick blew out a tired breath. “Just tell me, Lainie.”

“There isn’t much to tell. I had spent a delightful evening playing poker with several gentlemen at the hotel. As the night went on, Dean’s whiskey consumption increased in direct proportion to his inability to play a decent game. I simply played in such a manner as to put him out of the game before another player took advantage of his inexperience.”

Nick frowned, trying to interpret her meaning. “You’re saying you played fair and square, but someone in the game was cheating?”

With put-on offense, she playfully slapped his chest. “Nick Foster, I always play an honest game. The day I resort to cheating to win is the day I give up playing poker for a living. And, yes, someone was cheating. Dean wasn’t a good enough player sober, let alone drunk, to recognize a bottom deal.”

He could believe she’d do that. “Go on.”

“Apparently, after I left the game, someone filled his head with nonsense about what I owed him. With the whiskey giving him courage, he came to my room, pounding upon my door and shouting that I give over of certain favors as consolation for his monetary loss and the damage done to his pride in front of the other gentlemen. I certainly couldn’t have him in my room, so I convinced him we should discuss this in his room.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Why didn’t you stay locked inside your room and let hotel staff handle him?”

“Because I felt sorry for him. Nick, he was a sweet young man, in over his head gambling—and entirely too inebriated to be a danger to anyone but himself. He was like a little lost pup and in no condition to be left alone, so I stayed with him, holding his hand while he babbled on about his deepest troubles.”

He wanted to believe what she said, but it wasn’t up to him to determine her innocence or guilt. His job was to bring her in. “And that was it? You smoothed his ruffled feathers, tucked him in bed, and went on your way.”

Lainie looked at him many long moments. “Yes. It was such a shame his life was so complicated for his young age.”

“There was a tea cup on the table beside his bed.”

“That is your second insinuation.”

“Explain it.”

“I was preparing to have tea when Dean came to my room, so I took the tray with tea pot and two cups with me. I left a cup for him, and brought the tray with me when I returned to my room.”

“Did you put something in his?”

She didn’t answer, and he knew.

“What did you put in it?”

“Nick, he was inconsolable. I had to do something to help him.”

“Lainie, stop being so evasive and just tell me.”

“I carry a rather potent sleeping draught for the occasional times when insomnia troubles me. I put a few drops into his tea.”

“Is that all?”

“More insinuations?”

Nick raised his eyebrows.

Lainie exhaled, clearly impatient with his questioning. “I also prepared an old family remedy for sleeping—absinthe and bourbon.”

Nick raked his fingers through his hair. “Good God almighty, Lainie. Absinthe on top of what he’d already been drinking. The green fairy probably scared him to death.”

“I prepared it. I didn’t say he drank it.” Indignant, Lainie slapped her hands on her hips. “I am a firm believer that if a man can’t hold his liquor, then he shouldn’t drink at all. There’s no telling what he might do. Why, it’s just embarrassing to his manly dignity.”

“Whoa.” Nick eyed her. “He didn’t drink it?”

“No. Not while I was there. Once I sat beside him and held his hand while he talked, he calmed himself.”

“What if he drank it all later?”

“If you mean, would it have killed him… No. I had put so few sleeping drops in the tea that a few yawns would have been the result. It takes much, much more than I used to put a big strapping boy of his size into a deep sleep. My intent was simply to calm his amorous and rather clumsy attempts at affection.”

“What troubles did he have?”

“He was caught in a terrible ordeal between his parents and his lover.” Lainie stared across the room with a faraway memory soft in her eyes. “He just wanted to be happy, and his family couldn’t accept it.” She looked back at Nick. “I stayed with him until he fell asleep. He was alive when I left.”

“And that was it?”

“Yes. And that was it.”

Nick considered which direction to take his questioning. “Back in New Orleans, you said your last name was Dorsett. Why didn’t you tell me you were married?”

“Recently widowed. There’s a difference. Dorsett is my mother’s maiden name and my middle name. Sometimes a girl just needs her privacy.”

“You told me you were in town on business.”

“Yes. My husband had won the deed to a house and several acres some months before he died. I had returned to sell it, but a situation arose that prevented me from finalizing the sale.”

“And that coincided with our abrupt goodbye?”

Lainie smiled at his choice of words. “In fact, it did.”

“Where did you go?”

“Where do you suppose? I went gambling.” She leaned low over his chest. “Must we continue talking about all of this? I am seriously beginning to lose my ardor, and that would be such a shame, considering how long it’s been since I’ve had your more than adequate manhood at my disposal.”
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