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Marcus Aurelius Thorne may bemoan the taming of the West, but at the luxurious new Hotel Colorado, playground of the rich and famous, that just means the scoundrels are a whole lot better dressed. Marcus is stalking his old enemy, Geoffrey Archer, a con man whose good looks and polished manners have gained him access to the Hotel’s exclusive clientele and their pocketbooks. But when Mary Allegra Constanza Donatto, Countess Borelli, shoots a would-be train robber, then sweeps into the Hotel like a queen into her castle, Marcus suddenly finds himself in a different kind of hunt altogether.
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— CHAPTER 1 —


 


Denver, Colorado—March 1894


 


“I want that bastard.” Marcus Aurelius Thorne spoke from the depths of his overstuffed chair. He took careful aim with the dart he held and flung it at the target mounted on the wall opposite. The dart hit the edge of the board, bounced off, and stuck in the pockmarked floor beneath, feathers quivering. “I want Geoffrey Archer.”


“Yes, sir,” said Edward Ashton. He set down the tray with the decanter of whiskey and two cut glass tumblers that he carried, and frowned at the dart. “I trust your aim will be considerably more accurate in the case of Mr. Archer than it is with your darts, sir.”


Marcus glanced up at his very proper gentleman’s gentleman and grinned. “Mrs. Fitzhugh complaining about the holes in the walls and floors again, is she?”


Edward’s left eyebrow rose a fraction of an inch, a clear sign he was much moved. “Yes, sir. She has become quite...vocal about the matter, I’m afraid.”


“Tell her to raise the rent. That ought to satisfy her.” 


Marcus plucked another dart from the box of darts on the table beside him, took aim, and threw. The dart hit the outer edge of the painted rings, wobbled for a moment, then tumbled out, flipped once in the air so its weighted tip was downward, and stuck in the floor not six inches from its mate.


Both Marcus and Edward stared gloomily at the two darts protruding from the carefully waxed wood. Edward sighed. “Whiskey, sir?”


“Thanks.” Marcus continued frowning at the dart as he picked up the neglected thread of conversation. “I hate liars, Edward.”


“Quite so, sir,” said Edward, setting the glass of whiskey by the box of darts.


“I hate liars and cheats and thieves. And Geoffrey Archer is the worst liar and cheat and thief I know.”


“The worst, sir? Or only the most accomplished?”


“Hmm. You’ve got a point there.” Marcus took a sip of the whiskey, savoring the bite and the dark, smoky flavor. He sighed. “I should have shot him when I had the chance. It would have saved us all a lot of trouble.”


“Yes, sir. It is a pity that particular opportunity was lost.” Edward deftly topped off the glass with more whiskey, then restoppered the decanter. “Given the wildness of the mining camps at the time, sir, I do not suppose there would have been more than a polite inquiry into the affair.”


“More like they’d have bought so many free rounds at the bar that I’d have been pie-eyed for a week.”


Edward frowned at the vulgarity. “Oh, I trust not, sir. You have always been one to hold your drink, just as a gentleman ought.”


“A gentleman!”


Edward didn’t miss the sudden martial spark in his employer’s eyes, so wisely refrained from responding.


Marcus sighed, balked of the distraction an argument would have provided, then glared at the dart-less surface of the dart board opposite. 


“It’s all turned so damned civilized, Edward.”


“Yes, sir. It is most distressing.” Edward didn’t manage to sound particularly distressed. Marcus was too sunk in his own gloom to care. 


“First the ladies settle in, then Tabor goes mad and builds an opera house,” he muttered, “and now look where it’s gotten us. High society dinners and white ties in the hotels and calls to close down the saloons and fancy houses. Denver’s just not the town it used to be.”


He waved his glass in protest. “Why, these days there are enough ladies’ literary groups to choke a horse, and every one of ’em’s determined to put on a poetry reading!” He pursed his lips and trilled, “‘For the social improvement and moral enlightenment of the common man.’” 


He snorted in disgust. “I ask you, Edward, is that any way for the common man to live?”


“I imagine you would say it was if you were married, sir,” that worthy responded imperturbably.


Marcus cocked a wary eye at him over the glass of whiskey. “Now you’re talking madness, just like my mother.”


“Not at all, sir. I was merely commenting on the difference in perspective.”


“I don’t think I’ll ever marry,” said Marcus after a moment’s morose thought. “Don’t get me wrong,” he added hastily. “I like women. They’re wonderful creatures, most of ’em, in spite of everything.”


“Exactly so, sir.”


“Trouble is, Edward, there’s no happy medium with ’em. Either they aren’t at all respectable, or they’re entirely too respectable and they’re determined to make their menfolk the same.” He sighed. “We just can’t win, no matter what we do.”


“No, sir.” Edward waited, but when Marcus continued to commune with the contents of his glass, he cleared his throat discreetly and said, “If I might inquire, sir...what is it that has caused you to bring up the subject of Mr. Archer after all this time?”


Marcus’s lean face darkened. “Wallace dragged me in. Another one of Archer’s little investment schemes has just crumbled, Edward, and it’s brought several good people who didn’t know what they were getting into down with it.” 


His voice grew sharp with anger. “Archer is safe, of course. I’d be willing to bet he’s got quite a tidy little sum safely stashed away somewhere. But the folks who trusted him with their savings have lost everything...and there’s not a damned thing the law can do about it.”


Marcus abruptly snapped his glass down on the table, slopping whiskey onto the polished surface, then surged to his feet and began to pace. 


Edward, wise in the ways of his employer, moved out of his way. Marcus paid him no heed. He shoved his hands in his pockets and stalked to the far side of the fashionable, over-furnished sitting room, then back again.


“Knowing how fond I am of Archer, Wallace came to me instead of wasting time with the police.”


“And since you are at loose ends at the moment—”


“I agreed to get involved. Archer has to be stopped, Edward.” 


“I take it you are the one who is going to stop him, sir?” said Edward calmly.


Marcus came to an abrupt halt beside the chair he’d so recently occupied. For a moment, he simply stared at Edward, brows knitted in a frown. Then his thin lips slowly drew back in a wolfish grin. 


“That’s right, Edward. I am going to stop him. I didn’t stop him years ago when I had the chance, but now I am going to bring Mr. Geoffrey Archer’s house of cards crashing down around him so completely that he’ll never be able to rebuild it.”


“Yes, sir,” said Edward. 


With long-limbed grace, Marcus leaned across the chair and grabbed another dart out of the box. He studied the metal shaft with its brightly colored fletching, then abruptly turned and flung it at the dart board.


This time the dart didn’t tumble to the floor—it buried itself deep in the wall six inches from the far edge of the dart board.


Edward stared at the dart, his head cocked slightly to the side like a museum patron dubiously inspecting a painting.


Marcus glowered at the wall, then suddenly dropped into the chair. 


“I may not be worth a damn at darts, Edward, but I promise you, Geoffrey Archer is one target I do not intend to miss,” he said defensively.


“No, sir,” said Edward, crossing to pluck the darts from the wall and floor.


“I won’t miss,” said Marcus darkly, “but it would have been a hell of a lot easier if I’d just shot him when I had the chance.”


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


Chicago, Illinois


 


The only sounds in the room were the ticking of the clock on the mantel and the heavy rustle of her silk skirts as she rocked slowly back and forth. With the windows closed to shut out the lingering chill of early spring and the drapes pulled against the fading afternoon light, there wasn’t even a hint of the bustling city that lay beyond the iron-fenced limits of the hotel grounds. 


The silence was strangely comforting, welcome after days of voluble, often tearful condolences from what had seemed an endless army of mourners. 


Mary Allegra Constanza Donatto, orphan, closed her eyes and listened to the silence. Would it be possible, she wondered, if she was very quiet and listened very, very hard, to hear the lingering echoes of her father’s laughter?


She stilled the nervous rocking and let her breath grow shallow and...listened.


Nothing. 


The room echoed with his absence. All she could hear was the beating of her heart, as regular and muted as the metronomic tick of the clock. She sighed and forced her eyes open. 


There wasn’t much to see. Since it was still too early for the gaslights, the only illumination in the big, velvet-hung room was the thin slash of sunlight where the curtains met imperfectly. The dull yellow cut across the carpet in front of her feet, casting the rest of the room into still darker shadow.


Papa would have hated the dark. He would have hated her sitting in it, trying to hear what was gone forever.


Carefully, Mary smoothed the heavy, dark purple silk over her knees. Papa had always disliked black. She didn’t think he’d have liked the purple any better, but there had to be some concessions to propriety, after all. She owed it to his memory, even though he’d have laughed and tweaked her nose at the notion.


Life is for the living, my girl, he’d have said, so you’d best be out and living while you can, and then he’d have galloped off with that slightly jerky, long-legged stride of his to see what he could get into next. 


Well, Papa wouldn’t be getting into much of anything any more—not unless he found something to amuse him in Heaven, which she fervently hoped he would. For all she’d ever heard, though, it didn’t sound the sort of place he’d have liked. People fluttering around playing harps and singing hosannas and thinking nothing but holy thoughts all the time—not at all the sort of thing that would appeal to Alejandro Donatto, who had loved a laugh and a naughty joke almost as much as he’d loved the exuberant wonder of being alive.


It was like him to go quick like that, his glass raised high in a witty toast to some pretty woman who was another man’s wife. There’d been the usual host of smiling, admiring strangers all around him, laughing at the jest—friends, he would have said, since he’d never known a stranger. 


They’d stopped laughing when Papa had keeled over, clutching his chest and spilling his wine over the skirts of the stout matron beside him. He hadn’t even ruffled his cravat in his fall. Mary had noticed that, despite the confusion and her fear. She’d actually taken some comfort from it. It was how he would have wanted to go, after all—quick and easy and perfectly done up, even at the end.


He’d looked good in his coffin, too. She’d chosen a handsome mahogany one with brass handles and ruched, white silk lining. Since Papa hadn’t yet played out his “game,” as he called it, she couldn’t really afford the coffin or the fancy tombstone or anything else she’d ordered. 


It didn’t matter. Alejandro Donatto hadn’t believed in scrimping, and Mary wouldn’t have dreamed of trying. Not for his funeral, certainly. Not with half of Chicago high-society there to see. She wouldn’t have dreamed of scrimping for anything Papa wanted. 


She’d ordered it all—the fancy hearse and the six black horses with their fine black plumes and an equally fine, black carriage for her and Emmalina and Vito. It wasn’t really appropriate for the two of them to be in the carriage with her, of course, but she’d insisted on that. They’d served her father since before she was born; she wasn’t about to deny them the right of following his coffin to the grave, no matter what any of Papa’s “friends” might say. 


The black-garbed mourners had followed the hearse in solemn procession, honoring a man they’d scarcely met, yet couldn’t help liking and making one of them. There must have been two hundred people gathered around the grave, and another hundred or so gathered in the hotel ballroom for the dinner she’d offered afterward.


Mary’s lips curved in a faint, sad smile at the memory. Papa would have appreciated the crowd. He always had liked an audience.


She couldn’t have done any less, even in her grief. She’d always taken care of Papa—at least since Mama died, all those years ago—and she’d gone on taking care of him to the very end.


She didn’t know what she’d do now that she didn’t have him to worry about and fuss over and bully. She didn’t know what to do or where to go now that he wasn’t here to tell her.


What money was left was enough, barely, to pay for the funeral reception and the overdue hotel bills. It wasn’t enough to keep her, let alone Emmalina and Vito, too. Not for long, no matter how carefully they managed. 


The sad truth was, she didn’t have Papa’s flare for...for making money. She never had, and she wasn’t likely to get it, no matter how much she needed it now. Not unless—


“Still sitting in the dark?” 


The sharp query shattered her thoughts. Mary looked up to see Emmalina standing in the doorway, a stout, strong figure in black. “It’s...quiet here.”


“Hmpf,” was all Emmalina said, but she carefully shut the door, then stumped across the room to throw back the drapes.


The sudden blaze of sunlight made Mary wince.


“So,” Emmalina said. “What are we to do? Have you decided?”


Mary frowned down at her hands where they lay in her lap. Against the dark purple of her gown, they looked pale and weak and...useless. Beautiful, but useless.


“No,” she said. “No, I haven’t.”


“You could marry that Mr. Alexander.”


Mary gently set her chair to rocking. “Yes.”


“Or that Mr. Massincourt who’s been trailing after you since New Orleans.”


“Yes, I could marry him. He’s been very...loyal.” Her hands curled around each other until her nails dug into her flesh.


“And he’s very, very rich. He’d take good care of you, give you everything you want.”


The clocked ticked twice, thrice. “Yes.”


From outside came the faint clatter of a carriage pulling up to the hotel’s main doors. They both turned to listen, grateful for the distraction, however trivial. But sturdy, practical Emmalina was never diverted from her purpose for long.


“Love’s not everything, you know,” she said. The words came out roughly, as if she were forcing them.


Mary smiled faintly. “No, of course not.”


“You’ve let your father’s silly, romantic little tales turn your head.”


The smile turned to a soft laugh. “What was it that turned your head, then? It must have been something special to make sensible Emmalina Devore marry wild Vito Legrano all those years ago. And you a proper young English lady, too!”


“Hmpf!” said Emmalina. 


Mary remained silent, but the corner of her mouth twitched in spite of her. 


“All right, then,” Emmalina said at last, reluctantly. “I’ll admit I’ve never regretted marrying Vito, no matter what. And I’ll even admit that I had my share of romantical notions, too, once upon a time. Rather grand romantical notions, really.” 


For an instant, her eyes grew unfocused, almost dreamy, and the grim set of her mouth eased. But only for an instant. 


“Romance, hmpf!” she sniffed. “You just look at us now. I’ve grown fat and Vito’s as shriveled as an old prune. All of him, even the best bits!”


The minute the words were out, her fat cheeks turned a startling shade of crimson. Her dark little eyes sparked in irritation. “That’s your father’s influence!”


“Papa’s and Vito’s!” Mary laughed. “And no matter what you say, you still love Vito. You know you do!”


Emmalina snorted, a long, loud, gusty snort, as if she were determined to get any lingering romantical notions out of the very air she breathed, then clasped her hands under her vast, black bosom, and let her face fall back into a frown. 


“That’s neither here nor there and has absolutely nothing to do with the problem at hand.”


Mary’s smile faded. “No, it doesn’t.”


“Sooo...what are we going to do?”


“I was thinking...” 


The unfinished thought seemed to hang in the air before her like a dust mote floating in the streaming sunlight. Mary considered it, studying its invisible twists and turns and convolutions, then she rose with sudden decision and crossed to the ornate secretaire set against the wall. From a lower drawer she pulled out a small bundle of newspaper clippings and spread them out on the desktop.


Emmalina followed. She bent over the clippings, studying them suspiciously. “This one?” she asked, pointing to a sketch accompanying one of the articles. “Geoffrey Archer?” 


“Yes.”


“Your papa’s idea?”


“Of course.”


“Hmmm.” Emmalina’s forehead creased into deep grooves as she read. “Mining, banking, railroads, land... Hmmm. Mmmm. Rrmm.” She was almost humming to herself, and as she hummed, the grooves on her forehead disappeared and her mouth pooched out thoughtfully. She turned back to the sketch. “Handsome man.”


“That doesn’t matter.”


Emmalina glanced up, disgusted. “Doesn’t hurt, either.”


“Well?” Mary demanded impatiently. “What do you think?”


“Your papa was sure about this Archer fellow? He worked it all out before he died?”


“Not all, no. But enough. And he was very sure.”


“You’ve never done this before.”


“But I watched Papa for years. I know enough. I think I know enough,” she added, suddenly a little less certain, a little less sure of herself.


Emmalina just stared at her doubtfully.


“What other choice do I have?” Mary demanded. “I can’t sew or cook or do much of anything except dress for dinner and pour out tea! What else is there? Teach French and Italian to someone else’s children?”


“You can marry one of those rich men who are always following you around! There’s a couple of young, good-looking ones in the bunch!” Emmalina retorted. “You can have a nice house and babies and all the spending money you want. You can stop worrying about Vito and me and you can forget all this,” Emmalina gestured to the clippings, “and you can think about yourself for a change instead of us!”


“And what will you and Vito do? Live off your savings? Except you don’t have any savings anymore, do you? You didn’t listen to me and you let Papa talk you into lending it to him and—”


“He would have paid it back!”


It was Mary’s turn to snort. “Of course he would have, and then he would have turned around and talked you out of it all over again. But Papa’s dead and I don’t want to marry any of the men who want to marry me and I really don’t want to be poor, which is what we would be if I tried to earn an honest, respectable living, so unless you have a better suggestion...?”


Emmalina remained silent. Disapproving and unhappy, but silent.


“No, I didn’t think so,” Mary said, and sternly repressed the tears that threatened at the back of her eyelids.


She gathered up the clippings and returned them to their place, then straightened and carefully dusted off her hands, as if brushing off the distasteful truths she hadn’t wanted to face any more than Emmalina.


“Tell Vito,” she said with sudden resolution. “We’ll need to get our things together, make our plans.”


Mary met Emmalina’s doubtful gaze squarely.


“We’re going to Colorado after this Geoffrey Archer, Emmalina,” she said. “We’re going to play Papa’s game...and we’re going to win.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


— CHAPTER 2 —


 


The Hotel Colorado


Glenwood Springs, Colorado—June, 1894


 


“We might as well go back to Denver,” said Marcus Thorne, yanking at his tie in irritation. The damn thing refused to settle in a proper knot on his neck, no matter how many times he tried to coax it into behaving. “Archer’s not coming back, and I’ve had about all I can take of behaving like a gentleman. Enough is enough!”


“Yes, sir,” said Edward. “If you will allow me?” 


Marcus reluctantly turned away from the mirror and let Edward arrange the silken noose around his neck.


“There you are, sir.” Edward gave the tidy knot a last pat and stepped back. “It would go much better if you weren’t so impatient, sir.”


“Right,” said Marcus, and squinted at the elegantly garbed image in the mirror. “I like my jeans and bandanna a hell of a lot better.”


Edward shuddered. 


Marcus grinned. “Don’t worry. I know you tossed them out after I so carefully packed them in Denver, but I’m not firing you because of it.” He assumed a baleful expression of warning. “Yet.”


“No, sir,” said Edward, unimpressed.


Marcus stretched his neck and wiggled his jaw, trying to get his collar to settle more comfortably. “If I’d known I’d have to dress up just to go fishing around here, let alone for meals and—God forbid!—music recitals, I swear I’d have stayed in Denver, Archer or no Archer.”


“Those New York banking friends of yours were very anxious to come, sir. With Mr. Archer having taken up temporary residence as well, you could hardly refuse.” Edward approved of anything that got his employer into a proper suit and tie. “Besides, you know Mr. Grollier was very grateful that you’d be here to keep an eye on his mother and his daughter.”


“Fat lot of good it’s done. That old lady must have been a dangerous flirt in her day if the way she was encouraging her granddaughter to chase after Archer is any indication.”


“Yes, sir. There is no denying that some ladies are very susceptible to gentlemen with Mr. Archer’s charm and address,” said Edward with unmistakable meaning. 


“If you think I’m going to pomade my hair or say sweet nothings to—”


“I am well aware that suggestions of that nature would be wasted, sir. Besides, you do not possess the polish necessary for real success in the drawing room.”


“Thank God for small favors!” 


“Yes, sir.” Edward’s mouth thinned a fraction of an inch to indicate his disapproval of the interruption. “But the fact that you do not possess Mr. Archer’s polish does not mean that the ladies are totally unaware of your particular...er…masculine appeal, shall we say? If you would only—”


“You’ve been talking to my mother, Edward,” said Marcus warningly. “Well, don’t. She seems to forget that I’m well past my thirty-fifth birthday and—”


“That, sir, is exactly what she does not forget. Given the quality of the guests here, she hoped you might find someone who could convince you to give up your dalliances and think about settling dow—”


Marcus didn’t wait to hear more. He was halfway to the stairs before he slowed to a dignified walk.


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


“We’re here!” Mary gratefully sank back against the cushions of the open carriage. After the trip from Denver, the unexpected excitement on the train, and the commotion created by their arrival at the station in Glenwood Springs, she was glad of a moment’s respite, even if all she had was the few minutes for the ride across the river to the Hotel Colorado.


“I told you we should never have come,” said Emmalina in her direst tones. “I’ve heard of the Wild West, but really!”


“I don’t imagine trains are robbed every day, Emmalina, even here,” said Mary, amused despite the tension that had held her in its grip since they’d left their hotel in Denver early that morning. Adjusting to new places and new people was never easy, but there was so much riding on her plans now, and with the troubles on the train...


No, better she not think about that. Not yet.


“Besides, Vito’s enjoying himself immensely, and it turned out for the best after all,” she added soothingly, as much for her sake as for Emmalina’s. “It was incredible good luck that Mr. Archer happened to be on the train with us. We couldn’t have asked for a more...useful introduction. That will cut through all the social niceties we’d have to worry about, otherwise.”


She kept her voice low so the driver couldn’t hear her, though the rattle of the carriage and the hollow, booming echo of steel-shod hooves on the bridge effectively covered their conversation.


Emmalina’s eyes narrowed. “I just hope Vito doesn’t get in trouble.” She shifted on the seat to look back over her shoulder toward town. “I don’t think it was a very good idea to have him stay and find out what they’re doing with that thief.”


“Vito will be fine,” Mary reassured her. “What I want to know is what you thought of Mr. Archer. He’s even more handsome than he looked in that picture from the paper, wouldn’t you agree?”


“Hmpf!” said Emmalina, unimpressed. “Handsome is as handsome does.”


“Now, I distinctly recall you saying it never hurt if a man was good looking. I’d swear you said it!”


“That’s as may be,” said Emmalina, “but what I say now is, you’d be better off forgetting this foolish notion of playing your father’s game and going back to marry that nice Mr. Massincourt who’s been asking you to for I don’t know how long!”


“That’s water under the bridge,” Mary said. “And since we’re over the bridge and almost to the hotel,” she added, turning to study the imposing brick and stone structure that stood on the rise ahead of them, “we’d best drop this conversation right now.”


She glanced back at her companion. “You remember what we agreed?” she asked, lowering her voice even further.


Emmalina frowned, then reluctantly nodded. “The grand entrance, just like your papa always had.”


“That first impression, you know.”


“Hmpf!” said Emmalina. 


The carriage came to a halt before wide double doors set at the side of the building. The steps outside were inordinately crowded with people, but Mary didn’t have a chance to comment because the driver immediately jumped down to hold the carriage door for them.


“Welcome to the Hotel Colorado, ladies!”


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


Marcus stopped short three steps from the bottom of the Hotel Colorado’s grand staircase, startled by the sight of the establishment’s usually dignified guests flocking past the front desk as eagerly as geese after grasshoppers. Even fat Mrs. Grollier, usually so protective of her matron’s dignity, waddled hurriedly past, huffing and puffing with the effort, eyes popping in excitement.


The attraction appeared to be centered near the hotel’s grand entrance. Wealthy guests, lowly porters, and passersby of absolutely no account whatsoever jammed the entryway in a democratic disregard for rank, each one jostling for position and straining for a better view of whatever was taking place outside. Everyone was talking and shouting questions. As far as Marcus could tell, absolutely no one was answering them.


Anywhere else, it wouldn’t have been much of a commotion. Here in the hotel’s hallowed halls it was three heads short of a riot.


Marcus frowned thoughtfully, then pulled out his gold watch. Not quite noon. A little late for the morning’s trainload of new guests—though he’d never seen any guest, new or old, create quite so much excitement. 


He snapped the watch shut and returned it to its pocket, then descended the remaining three steps and strolled over to the broad front desk. 


The front desk was the sacred territory of the hotel’s chief clerk, an Englishman by the name of Mr. James—he didn’t have a first name, so far as Marcus had been able to learn. Mr. James had been imported to add just the right touch of gentility to the blatant wealth of the hotel’s patrons, exactly like the carefully chosen linens and the china and the chambermaids from Boston.


Edward thoroughly approved of him. The two had become staunch allies in the struggle against plebian American manners.


Just now, however, upper-crust decorum was notably absent. Mr. James was stretched over the counter, gape-mouthed and goggle-eyed, craning to get a better look at the rumpus in the entrance way. He didn’t notice Marcus’ presence until Marcus rapped on the polished oak counter.


The man snapped to attention faster than a sergeant major on parade. “Mr. Thorne! Forgive me! I was—er—temporarily distracted.” 


He cleared his throat and hastily tugged down his vest. “In what way may I serve you, sir?”


Marcus slid his key across the counter and nodded toward the entrance. “What’s that all about?”


 “The train, sir. It was robbed.” Precise and uninflected. Decorum was finally putting up a fight. “One of the passengers—a lady—actually shot the thief.”


“Did she?” Marcus’ right eyebrow slid upward.


“Yes, sir. Quite calm about it, too, from all reports. Then she took his gun away, handed him her handkerchief, and told him not to bleed on the seats!” 


Even English dignity couldn’t survive the excitement of a robbery spiced with bloodshed and dangerous women. The clerk leaned toward Marcus, lowering his voice to a level appropriate for questionable confidences, man to man. “And she isn’t a lady, either! She’s a—”


“I was not informed that a circus had come to town!”


Silence descended, more startling than the hubbub that had preceded it. 


Marcus turned to see who possessed the husky, carrying voice that had managed to quiet the upstart crowd. All that was visible were a dozen backs and Mrs. Grollier’s broad behind as she tried to shove her way to the front.


“I trust you have not all come to gawk at me. If you have, kindly do not! If you have not, then get out of my way!” 


Better and better. A gun-toting woman who was not a lady bossing around the hotel guests. Marcus leaned against the front desk and casually crossed his arms over his chest, fully prepared to enjoy himself. He wouldn’t have missed this for the world.


Like a reluctant sea, the crowd parted to reveal a tall, elegantly dressed woman standing in the open doorway.


The clerk sucked in his breath with an audible effort. Marcus had a sudden urge to murmur, Amen! He straightened slowly and his hands dropped to his sides as he took in the vision before him.


Midnight hair, fair skin, and a full-bosomed, trim-waisted figure made radiant by the sunlight pouring in behind her. A fantasy creature out of his most disreputable fantasies...only she was real. 


Better and better and better.


As calmly as if she were accustomed to such attention, the woman nodded once to the slack-jawed people crowding the entry on either side, then swept toward the front desk, leaving the properly abashed observers to mill uncertainly behind her.


After one regally dismissive glance, she ignored Marcus and spoke directly to the stunned clerk. 


“I am Miss Donatto. Miss Mary Donatto. I believe you have reservations for me and my servants?” The low, husky voice with its faint hint of an accent turned the simple question into a dangerously seductive, come-hither invitation to paradise.


Staid Mr. James swallowed so hard that Marcus thought for a moment his Adam’s apple might get stuck somewhere under his high, starched collar. 


“Ma’am?” he said blankly. 


One perfect black brow curved upward like a raven’s wing. “My reservations?”


“Reservations. Ah, of course! Reservations!” The poor man blushed, then hastily scrabbled through a sheaf of papers, fingers trembling with what Marcus suspected was an uncomfortable mixture of professional chagrin and rampant lust. 


“Yes, yes, here we are! Donatto.” The clerk frowned, as though puzzled. “It says Miss Mary Donatto. The green suite, with an adjoining room for your servants.”


The green suite. Marcus’ attention sharpened. The green suite joined his at the end of one wing of the hotel, with a door—carefully locked and chained—between them. And her door would be right across the hall from his. 


There was, Marcus noted with interest, the faintest hint of a dimple at the right hand corner of her mouth. The very faintest, incredibly enticing hint. He leaned forward to get a better look at that intriguing depression in her perfect cheek. If she was aware of his interest—or his existence, for that matter—she gave no sign of it.


“Excellent.” She waited expectantly. Mr. James stared at her, a calf-like smile on his usually grim mouth. “I believe there is a register I must sign, is there not?” 


Mr. James snapped back to attention. “Oh, yes! Of course!” The befuddled clerk swung the massive, leather-bound register around for her to sign. “Right there, if you’d be so kind, ma’am.”


“And the pen?”


“Pen?” The clerk blinked, once more at a loss.


Marcus pulled out his fountain pen, gallantly uncapped it, and handed it to her with a flourish and his very best smile. 


“Permit me.” Ignore him, would she?


She smiled, and Marcus felt the earth rock under his feet. Angels sang and the sun burst forth in the hotel’s magnificent lobby, and he found himself thinking of secret grottoes and deep, limpid pools, and sex on a bed of moss and rose petals. 


“Thank you.” She looked away and he blinked, swallowed, and felt his own Adam’s apple stick somewhere behind the knot in his tie.


He had to fight not to shove his hand into his pocket. Her fingers had brushed against his when she took the pen. A glancing touch, nothing more, yet he’d swear she’d branded him. She must have, for his skin still burned.


She bent her head to study the ledger in front of her, then quickly signed her name with an impressive economy of motion. Marcus could just see the signature from where he stood. “Miss Mary Donatto.” Her flowing Spencerian script was as flawless as she was.


“There!” she said, and neatly recapped his pen and returned it to him. “Thank you again.”


It had to be his imagination that the warmth of her fingers seemed to linger on the cold metal.


“Fool! Watch that bandbox. You damage my lady’s hats and you might live to regret it, but I won’t promise it! And you! Stop telling me you’re not supposed to do it and just do it!” 


Everyone in the lobby, including Marcus, snapped around to see what caused this latest breach in the hotel’s sanctified silence.


A short, stout matron encased in black bombazine harried two cringing porters into the lobby. The men struggled to manage two luggage carts piled high with trunks and cases and bandboxes while the gimlet-eyed termagant in black berated them every step of the way. “Watch that case! And that one! Be careful! Idiot!”


The gawkers who had assembled to witness Mary Donatto’s arrival had been slowly dispersing, evidently disappointed by the lack of blood and theatrics. The commotion in the entryway stopped them in their tracks. They watched, fascinated, as the porters abashedly drew to a halt at the front desk—safely out of reach of the lady in black.


“Harold! You know you can’t bring those luggage carts in this door!” Mr. James protested, scandalized at the desecration of his lobby. “Take them around to the back along with the other luggage. Immediately!”


The porter thus addressed nervously mopped his brow. “We tried, sir. This lady”—he indicated the termagant with a slight tilt of his head—“says they’re to come in this way, rules or no rules. Sir.”


The lady in black drew herself up to the top of her five foot nothing inches and sniffed. “I will not permit my lady’s luggage to be thrown about.”


“But, ma’am—”


“These men say you have a lift,” the woman said with all the haughty dignity of a duchess. “I will go up with them and see that the contessa’s things are dealt with properly. I will not go around to a back entrance!”


The “contessa” got everyone’s attention...including Marcus’s.


“Really, Emmalina,” the female in question said sharply. “There is no need to make a scene. Take the trunks and go. I will follow you up directly. That is,” she added, turning back to the clerk, “if the rooms are ready?”


“But of course!” The implied insult got Mr. James’s mind out of his pants and back on the job full time. “Here, Harry,” he said, holding out a key. “The green suite. And get those carts out of here! If Mr. Devereux were to see them...!”


Mention of the Hotel Colorado’s exacting owner got the porters and their carts moving. They rumbled off as fast as the carts would go, with Emmalina chivvying them from behind like a triumphant general mopping up after a battle.


“I’m sorry, Contessa, but—”


“Miss Donatto, if you please.”


Mr. James regarded her doubtfully, obviously reluctant to relinquish the more imposing title. She met his gaze straight on and held it for the space of three seconds. She didn’t need four. He wilted like lettuce.


“Miss Donatto,” he conceded. “Perhaps you would like tea sent up to your room? Or—”


“Tea would be fine. And something to eat. Anything, really. It doesn’t matter what.”


Judging from the expression on the clerk’s face, Marcus suspected the chief cook would be doing handstands the minute she started up the stairs. The Hotel Colorado’s kitchens did not turn out “just anything.” Not for a countess. Not even on a moment’s notice.


Mr. James hit the small bell set on the counter, which brought another porter bustling up. “Take the con— Take Miss Donatto up to the green suite, please, John.”


Marcus glanced down at the key the clerk slid across the counter to John, and tried not to smile. The green suite, heh? How...convenient. And the locks bedamned.


Miss Mary Donatto said “Thank you,” to the clerk, gave Marcus a slight, very correct nod, then sailed away toward the grand staircase with John hustling along in her wake.


Marcus thoughtfully watched her go, and this time he didn’t try to repress the smile. A countess, hmm? Beautiful. Elegant. And obviously rich, or she wouldn’t be occupying a suite in this hotel.


He might stay another couple of days, after all. Just for the hell of it...and because he’d had more than his fill of Geoffrey Archer for a while.


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


Dark, dangerous...and even more dangerously appealing.


Mary tried to shake off the impression, but the stranger from the front desk was not the kind of man a woman easily forgot. He’d been dressed like a gentleman, but he’d had the look of a brigand who wouldn’t think twice about sweeping a woman off her feet and carrying her off to his lair. 


The terrible thing was, when she’d looked into those glowing steel blue eyes of his, she’d suddenly wanted to be swept off her feet and carried away.


Which was ridiculous. If anyone ought to have a cool head about good looking men, it was her—and he wasn’t that good-looking.


She’d read too many romances on the train. Next time, she’d take up tatting or something equally innocuous to pass the time. Much more sensible, and she’d have something to show for it at the end, besides.


Mary found Emmalina standing in the middle of the vast hallway outside the suite, divested of hat and traveling cape, snapping orders to the two sweating porters. The porters were unloading the luggage carts as fast as they could, clearly anxious to be done so they could escape. A diminutive maid in crisp black and white bustled about, making a last check that everything was as it should be. 


The minute Mary walked in the door, the maid blushed and curtsied. “Welcome to the Hotel Colorado, ma’am,” she said, then blushed even harder. “Countess, I should say!”


Mary stiffened. “Thank you. But I prefer to be addressed as Miss Donatto.”


“Oh?” The maid’s face fell. “The lady said—”


“Never you mind,” snapped Emmalina, stumping into the room. “If my lady says she prefers to be addressed as Miss Donatto, then that’s how you’ll address her.” 


The stiffness of her manner indicated she didn’t much approve of her lady’s preference, but she would reluctantly go along rather than let an upstart chambermaid step out of line. She frowned at the room around them. 


“I suppose it will do, milady.” She bent to peer at a starched doily adorning a small cabinet. “It looks clean enough, at any rate.”


Mary couldn’t help smiling. The room was furnished in the latest fashion and spotlessly clean. “It looks lovely. I’m sure we’ll be very comfortable here.”


“Nothing but the finest, ma’am,” said the maid, trying hard not to show her indignation that anyone, even the personal maid to a countess, dared disparage the hotel or its staff. 


She waved her hand to indicate the rooms around them. “This is the sitting room, and that’s the bedroom, of course. Bathroom’s through there. That door leads to the second bedroom for you, ma’am,” she added, nodding toward Emmalina. 


“The bath’s completely modern, of course. But this is the best part of all.” She pressed something on a small plate set into the wall near the door. Suddenly, lights glowed overhead. “Electric lights, ma’am! 


Emmalina regarded the modern marvel suspiciously. “It’s not dangerous, is it? Won’t start a fire when we’re not watching?”


“Oh, no, ma’am. It’s perfectly safe! And so much cleaner than those old gaslights. Not nearly so hot, either! See? You just press that button here on the wall and it turns off. Press that one, and it turns back on,” she added, demonstrating. “Really quite convenient, ma’am, I assure you! And we make the electricity right here on the premises!”


Mary eyed the bright light overhead, then the little plate set in the wall with its two ivory-colored push buttons. 


“Do you make electricity?” she asked doubtfully. “I’m not very familiar with such things, but...”


“Oh, yes, ma’am!” The maid beamed with the comfortable superiority of greater knowledge. “There’s some sort of motor thing Mr. Devereux—he’s the owner, you know—put in a little house here. He pipes water down from the mountain and it runs through his motor and...and we have electricity! One of the first in the whole country! Really marvelous what modern technology can do, isn’t it?”


“Yes, indeed. Marvelous,” said Mary. After everything this morning, and especially after the strain of her performance downstairs, she was more interested in a cup of tea than in any modern technology, no matter how miraculous.


“Well,” said the maid, evidently realizing she’d lingered long enough, “you’ll let me know if you need anything? I’m Betty and—”


“We’ll let you know,” said Emmalina repressively. She dug some coins out of her bag, then parceled them out among three suddenly outstretched hands.


Betty’s eyes grew round and the porters nearly bent double, bowing. “Thank you, ma’am!”


“That’s very generous, ma’am.”


“Thank you! It’s a pleasure, ma’am! Anything you need, just ask!”


“Never mind,” Emmalina said grimly, and shooed them out of the room. She shut the door and locked it, then pressed her ear against the wood. 


“Can’t hear a thing,” she said at last, straightening. “It’s good and solid.” She tilted her head back and peered up at the glass transom. “Though it would be best to be careful, regardless.”


“Yes,” said Mary. She tossed her bag down on top of Emmalina’s. “You must have been generous.”


“Fifty cents for the girl, a dollar each for the porters.”


Mary winced. “So much?”


“Remember what your papa always said.”


“Make the proper impression in the beginning—”


“—and it won’t matter what you do after.” 


Emmalina made a perfect chorus. Mary laughed, but the laughter quickly turned to a wry grimace. 


“And you were the one objecting to our grand entrance.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, forcing the tension in her shoulders and back to ease. “I don’t know if the impression we’ve made so far is in the least bit proper, but we definitely have everyone’s attention.”


“You made your first grand entrance and you shot a would-be train robber, all in one day. Your papa would have been proud.” The older woman sank into a broad chair. “And to think I objected to him letting my Vito teach you how to handle a gun.” 


Emmalina shook her head, obviously disgusted with her lack of foresight, and tiredly propped first her right foot on the hassock in front of her, then her left. “At least you’ve met him.”


Mary didn’t have to ask what “him” Emmalina meant. “Mr. Archer is extraordinarily gallant, isn’t he?” she said dryly. “It was so brave of him, grabbing that boy after I’d already shot him.”


“He puffed up quite nicely when the sheriff finally showed up to take that thief off the train, though,” said Emmalina, twitching the hem of her skirt into place. “Men are like that,” she added with the force of grim conviction. “Always willing to take the credit. Especially if the credit’s due a female instead of them. And the good-looking ones like him are the worst. They have to maintain their heroic image!”


“Papa was very handsome, and he didn’t pretend to be a hero,” Mary protested.


“Hmpf!” said Emmalina. “Your father was born a rogue. His good looks were an after-thought.”


Mary laughed. “For a romantic, you can be so cynical at times.”


Emmalina tried to look insulted but failed. “Practical. You have to be practical when you’ve served a rogue and been married to a brigand for as many years as I have.”


She wiggled her fat behind deeper into the chair and leaned back. Mary studied her affectionately. Her old nursemaid looked like a lumpy black bag in that heavy oak arm chair. She also looked tired, suddenly, and...old.


The smile disappeared from Mary’s face as she crossed to the windows that faced south toward the river and town and the mountains beyond. She didn’t move to open the sash, just stared out at the rugged hillsides with their red earth and bright splotches of green where piñon trees had found an anchorage in the gritty soil. It was a rough land, this West. Dangerous. She wasn’t sure she liked it.


That thought brought another in its train. “Did you notice that man who was standing by the front desk when we came in?”


Emmalina snorted. “With all the trouble I had making my entrance and getting those fool porters going? Not likely. Didn’t want to bring in the luggage the front way, where I could keep an eye on them. Imagine!”


 “He was looking at me,” said Mary, ignoring Emmalina’s complaints.


“Men always look at you,” Emmalina said complacently, and folded her hands over her ample middle. “At least they do if they’re not blind or senile.”


“This was...different,” Mary said slowly. “He... I thought he was...laughing at me.”


Emmalina frowned. “Laughing at you?”


“He was...handsome. Not like Mr. Archer is handsome. Different.”


Emmalina’s frown deepened. 


“There was just something about him...” Mary shivered, remembering how acutely aware of him she’d been, in spite of her best efforts to concentrate on the task at hand. She turned away from the window, suddenly restless. “I wonder who he was.”


“Unless he’s rich and unmarried, you just forget about him,” Emmalina said. She groaned and leaned back in the chair. Her dress rustled and her stays creaked with the effort. “I’m getting too old for this.” She wiggled a little, trying for a more comfortable position. “Or maybe I’m just too fat,” she said, and closed her eyes.


Too old. Mary stared at her old nursemaid, and the troubling thoughts of that steely-eyed stranger faded.


Quietly, so as not to disturb Emmalina, Mary crept into the bedroom and sat before the dressing table. For a moment she simply stared blindly at the image reflected in the broad, beveled mirror. The face that looked back at her seemed pale and tightly drawn, the eyes huge and shadowed with tiredness and accumulated tension.


She was here and the game was about to begin...and all she felt was doubt. 


There was none of the excitement that had always raced through her whenever Papa had launched one of his little plots because this time she was the one on whom success depended. If they were to pull this off, if they were to have the security they all needed—she and Emmalina and Vito—it was up to her. All of it.


Slowly, one by one, Mary plucked the pins from her hat and stuck them in the pin cushion on the dressing table. 


If only the face of that thief on the train didn’t hang so clearly in her mind’s eye. There was no doubt he’d intended to rob them, but he’d never intended to hurt anyone. He’d been so...young. Nineteen, perhaps, or twenty. Young and scared and, she thought, desperate.


Mary set her hat aside, then, with exquisite care, pushed one long, sharp hat pin after another deeper into the cushion.


She’d shot the boy without hesitation because she could not let him take the few hundred dollars she carried in her bag. The last few hundred dollars that were all she and Emmalina and Vito had between them and utter poverty.


Yet was there really so much difference between the two of them and what they planned? The approach was different, but was the motive? And if it wasn’t, how could she face herself, knowing that she was responsible for that boy’s wound? Not to mention live with whatever punishment local justice would mete out to him for his transgression.


Mary pushed back from the little dressing table abruptly, angry with herself and her dark thoughts. Papa would have scolded her. 


“That’s not the way to succeed, little Mary,” he would have said, shaking an admonitory finger in her face. “Think of what you’re going to achieve! Think of winning, not of failing. Always, always, always think of winning, Mary Allegra. Always!”


 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~


 


Marcus ate a light luncheon, but his mind wasn’t on the meal. His thoughts were filled instead with that black-haired beauty who’d caused so much commotion earlier. 


He obviously wasn’t the only one. Every now and then he caught snatches of conversations from the tables around him that indicated others were as interested in her as he was.


Irritated, he abandoned his unfinished meal and strode from the room, still thinking. He didn’t notice the tall, blond man stepping from the carriage that had drawn up to the door until he was almost upon him.


Marcus stopped short. “Archer.” His lips curled in distaste. “I thought you’d returned to Denver.”


The man thus addressed eyed Marcus with a matching distaste, then negligently flicked a speck of dust from his exquisitely tailored suit. “I changed my mind.” 


“That seems to be a habit with you.”


“Tsk, Thorne. You need to learn more finesse.”


Marcus shoved his hands in his pockets with the exaggerated air of an insolent tough. “Come in on the train, did you? Coach? Or baggage?”


Archer’s mouth narrowed in irritation. “I always travel first class, Thorne.” A hint of smugness showed in the set of his mouth. “You meet the most interesting people.”


“The countess?”


The smugness vanished. “You’ve met her?”


“Naturally.” For an instant, Marcus wondered if Archer would hit him. 


He should have known better. Physical violence wasn’t Geoffrey Archer’s style. Besides, the Hotel Colorado frowned on its guests brawling on its polished doorsteps. 


Pity.


Archer recovered quickly. “Too bad you haven’t the style to handle a woman like the countess, Thorne. You won’t find any barmaids and storekeeps to entertain you here.”


Marcus’s hands curled into fists. It took an effort of will to keep them in his pockets instead of flattening Archer where he stood.


“What? Nothing to say, Thorne?” Archer smiled. “Well, at least you have your business, whatever that is, to keep you busy.”


“At least I tend to mine, Archer. You’d do well to tend to yours...while you still can.”


Archer’s smile widened with satisfaction. “Oh, I am, Thorne. I promise you, I am.”


And with that, he strode past Marcus and into the hotel.


For a long moment, Marcus remained where he was, staring at the distant, red-flanked hills as the anger slowly seeped away. 


What had brought Archer back? And was it coincidence that he’d come on the same train as the countess who wanted to be a plain “miss,” or not?


He needed more information. A great deal more information. But even the efficient gossip mill that kept the hotel’s guests and staff so pleasantly occupied would need time to ferret out the latest. By dinner the servants, at least, would have more news, but until they passed it to their employers over the morning coffee and shave, he wasn’t likely to hear much.


In the meantime...


Marcus waved away the offer of a ride from the hotel cabby. He’d walk into Glenwood Springs, which was located on the other side of the river from the hotel and the hot springs bathhouse. It was nothing more than a pleasant little stroll over the bridge, really, then down the street to the tiny, one room building the town used as a jail. There ought to be someone who could to tell him exactly what had happened on the train before a beautiful countess had calmly shot an over-anxious thief.


The tale would make good telling over a drink or two. And he could be a very good listener when he wanted.


 



 


 


 


 


 


 


— CHAPTER 3 —


 


“His name’s Freddy Sharpe, Miss Mary. They put him in a little box. A little, little box they call their jail.” Vito Legrano was reporting on the fate of the young man who had tried to rob them on the train, and he wasn’t happy. “They say they wait for a judge. Don’ know how long. So the boy, he wait, too, in that little, little box.” 


Despite all the years of being married to an Englishwoman and living in English-speaking countries, Vito still struggled with his “th’s,” and his “i’s” came out as “ee’s”.


“Nothing more than what he deserves,” Emmalina said with patent approval. “He pointed a gun at our Mary. Hanging’s too good for him, if you ask me.”


Vito scowled at his wife. “You want maybe they hang me, all those years ago when I try to rob Miss Mary’s Papa? Then where you be, old woman? Huh?” The years might have bowed Vito’s shoulders, but they hadn’t put a dent in his feisty nature or his passion for independence. 


He turned back to Mary. “Jus’ like a pig he be, Miss Mary. Waiting. Waiting. Wondering when they come slit his throat. And all the time he got no more than a foot to walk this way, a foot that. Is no good. No good at all.”


To the old brigand, who’d spent his own youth in the Italian Alps relieving travelers of cumbersome luggage such as money, jewelry, and gold pocket watches, the most horrifying thing in the world was being locked up in a small cell.


“They’re not going to slit his throat or hang him, Vito.”


Vito looked unconvinced. 


“But he tried to rob us, Vito,” Mary said, fighting to ignore the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want to think about how she’d feel, caged in a narrow jail cell for days or weeks or, God forbid, years on end.


“So, you shot him.” Vito’s wrinkled old face cracked in an approving smile. “Good job, too. You remember what Vito taught you.”


“Hmpf,” sniffed Emmalina disapprovingly. 


“But, Vito,” Mary protested. “That’s not the point. The point is, it’s against the law to try and rob a train. It doesn’t matter whether you get shot in the process, or if you got any money or not. The law says you’re not supposed to do it.”


Her defense sounded weak, even to her. Logic and law weren’t the issues here, anyway.


A vision of herself growing old and wrinkled and stooped in a narrow little cell where she could walk a “foot this way, a foot that” floated into her mind’s eye. 


Mary shuddered and pushed the thought aside. She looked into Vito’s wrinkled old face, then at Emmalina’s disapproving frown, and sighed.


“We have enough problems of our own, Vito. We don’t need any more. We especially don’t need to get involved with the affairs of a train robber.”

