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Chapter 1


Helena, Montana
January 1889


Valerie Stewart saw him first when he walked into the music room, and her eyes opened appreciably in surprise.


Trey Braddock-Black at an afternoon piano recital.


It had to be unprecedented.


Her small start of surprise set up a flurried chain reaction of swiveling heads, and Erik Satie, Emma Peabody’s newest discovery from Paris, momentarily lost his audience’s attention.


Montana’s most eligible bachelor stood near the door with one shoulder resting against the pale gray wall, his arms crossed negligently across his chest, and smiled a slow up-curving of acknowledgment. He was familiar with being conspicuous – whether for his scandalous reputation, his handsome half-breed looks, or his family’s considerable wealth, Trey Braddock-Black was habitually scrutinized.


He dipped his head in a small measured nod to the room at large, his long black hair sweeping forward briefly with the movement. Reminded of their manners, everyone quickly looked back to the bearded young man with the pince-nez, playing his newest composition on Emma Peabody’s grand piano. And for the next twenty minutes, Emma’s guests studiously avoided overt glances at Hazard Black’s disreputable son while busy minds silently contemplated which female had lured Trey to this afternoon recital. There was no question in anyone’s judgment that his unusual appearance was prompted by a woman.


Emma’s music room was large, its dove-white walls detailed in gilded molding, the parquet floor of a plume and fret motif laid by Italian workmen who had recently refurbished the Tsar’s palace at Tsarskoye Selo. Elegant banquettes covered in delicious yellow cabbage-rose silk print were informally arranged as in a drawing room with pretty, painted caned chairs from Venice scattered between the banquettes and small tables punctuating the whole so no guest need reach far for a glass of champagne or a sweet.


Among the heterogeneous guests, numerous fashionable young ladies, beautifully dressed by their mothers with their daddy’s money, languorously disposed on the yellow silk banquettes, their long, full skirts draping in colorful folds, their bonnets frilled and beribboned, appeared like so many colorful blossoms. With the melodious purity of Satie’s music swelling and flowing through the luxurious room, assessing glances strayed past the politicians, businessmen, and bankers; glossed over the matrons and dowagers; and dwelt occasionally with studied scrutiny on one or the other of the pretty young ladies. Who had he come to see?


The pretty young ladies were in universal accord – their covert glances were on the tall, dark man leaning against Emma’s wall.


So when Satie finished, when the polite clapping subsided, surreptitious reconnaissance watched and waited to see the woman.


It was a moment only before Valerie Stewart, elegant in burgundy velvet and a stylish bonnet of silk azaleas, rose and walked over to Trey.


A concerted consensus pronounced a silent Ahh while the young ladies democratically reflected, Damn.


Valerie stood very close like she always did, he thought, so one was aware of her fine breasts.


‘Good afternoon, darling, you look’ – Valerie paused suggestively while her kohled eyes traveled leisurely up Trey’s tall, muscular form arrayed in Savile Row’s finest tailoring – ‘well.’ Her sentence ended in a lush, purring resonance.


He wanted to say, ‘You can’t eat me alive right here in Emma’s music room, Valerie, dear,’ but it would have been presumptuous and ill-mannered, so he smiled politely and said instead, ‘Thank you, and you’re beautiful as usual, Valerie.’ Her dark hair and pale skin was enhanced by the rich burgundy. ‘Did you like Erik’s compositions?’


Waving her kid-gloved hand dismissively, she made a small moue. ‘They all sound the same, don’t you think?’ Valerie’s appreciation of the arts was confined to being seen at the right receptions and recitals and understanding the finer points of jewelry appraisal.


Trey’s pale eyes widened momentarily in a swift reflex action at her crass simplicity, or more aptly, he decided an instant later, her crass discourtesy. ‘No, darling,’ he murmured, his deep voice tinged with a cultivated insouciance, ‘they all sound remarkably different.’


Looking up at him from under her heavy lashes, her face delicately tipped so her best side showed to advantage, she turned the conversation to her favorite topic – herself. ‘Have you missed me?’ It was a flirtatious, coy phrase, breathed in a husky, intimate tone.


‘Of course.’ The required responses came effortlessly. Pushing away from the wall, he glanced over the silk azaleas on her bonnet to the group surrounding Satie at the piano.


‘When can I see you again, darling?’ Her voice was honeyed, and she moved a step closer so her scent filled his nostrils.


‘Later,’ Trey said evasively. He was here to see his friend, not flirt, and taking a half step, he began to move around her.


Lifting her closed fan fractionally, Valerie blocked his movement. ‘When later?’ she inquired with a pretty pout.


‘Valerie, dear,’ Trey said with a quick grin, touching her arms lightly, ‘you pout beautifully, but I came to Emma’s today to see Erik. Come with me,’ he invited with a well-bred courtesy, ‘and talk to him.’


‘He’s only a second pianist at a Paris club,’ she replied disdainfully, her values based on money, position, and dress, ‘and odd and disheveled … and bohemian. Why would I want to talk to him?’


‘He’s also an imaginative composer,’ Trey said quietly, annoyed at her bourgeois attitude. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me …’ and he moved her gently out of his way.


Trey had met Erik Satie at the Chat Noir in Paris the previous year, and when he’d gone up to compliment the pianist on his virtuosity, they’d discovered much in common. Born within months of each other, both were enamored of the piano, detested Wagner, adored Chopin, and resisted the conservatory method of training. Largely self-taught as a pianist, Trey was instinctively attracted to the eccentric young composer who dressed à la bohème, affecting flowing tie, velvet coat, and soft felt hat. Whenever Trey was in Paris, they made the rounds of the clubs and salons, and then in the wee hours, in Trey’s lodgings over Pernod and brandy, they practiced Satie’s newest works. Largely through Trey’s enthusiastic insistence, Satie had been introduced to Emma Peabody, the arbiter of avant-garde music in Helena.


A tall, ramrod-straight, gray-haired dowager, Emma spoke in blunt, brusque phrases, but she knew music, and she’d been a friend to Trey since his childhood. ‘Got out of her clutches, I see,’ she said gruffly as he came up to greet her. ‘You were late.’


‘Which do I answer first?’ Trey said with a boyish grin.


‘Neither,’ she replied curtly. ‘Can’t tolerate Valerie. Detest lateness. Hate excuses worse. And don’t try to bamboozle me with that charming smile … I’m too old. Save it for flirts like Miss Stewart over there. He’s good,’ she abruptly declared with a nod of her chignoned head, as if she were buying Satie at auction. ‘Damn good.’


‘I told you.’ Emma had been reluctant at first when Trey had suggested Satie for her annual recital, feeling he was too outré, and his soft reproof was amused.


‘What do you know, you young pup?’ she harrumphed. ‘You’re still wet behind the ears.’


‘Know enough not to like Wagner,’ he replied genially.


‘Smart boy. Damn sauerkraut mock heroics. Ruined music for a decade.’ Emma’s face always colored up when Wagner was discussed, and Trey soothingly distracted her.


‘Unlike Erik’s work. I thought the Gymnopédies was particularly fresh.’


Emma’s color subsided; Wagner’s deficiencies were discarded in favor of Satie’s splendid talent … ‘His work is hauntingly simple,’ she agreed, ‘and bold too,’ she added with a brisk nod. ‘And then his passages of medieval dissonance appear, and it seems as though one’s transported to another time. How does he do it?’


‘Pernod,’ Trey said, his smile roguish, ‘for starters.’


‘Wicked boy.’ And she clipped him a stinging thwack on his arm with her ivory fan. ‘You’re going to have to mend your disreputable ways someday.’ But there was a smile behind her brusque words, and her snapping brown eyes were filled with affection.


‘Just so long as ‘someday’ remains in the vague future,’ Trey replied teasingly. ‘Come now, I want to give Erik my compliments, and you can tell him he’s worth another five thousand to you because of the Gymnopédies.’


Placing his hand lightly under her elbow, he began guiding her around the clusters of music lovers scattered throughout the high-ceilinged music room.


‘I’m already paying him more than Liapounoff,’ Emma protested as they skirted the governor and his wife with a smile and a nod.


‘There,’ Trey murmured, lifting a glass of champagne from a passing tray and handing it to her, ‘my point, exactly. He’s better than Liapounoff.’


‘If you think he’s worth so much, you pay him.’ And she drained her champagne in a single swallow, her style of drinking much like her speech syntax – unceremonious and direct.


Trey politely relieved her of her empty glass, set it in a potted palm they passed, and, turning back to her, said, ‘He won’t take money from me. Besides, Emma, my sweet,’ he said with a lazy drawl, ‘you can’t take it with you.’


Stopping abruptly, she turned to him and, looking up into his finely modeled face framed by long, sleek hair the color of midnight, inquired tartly in that flinty, businesslike tone that had made the bank she owned first in the territory, ‘What are you going to do for me if I sink another five thousand into your friend?’


He replied in quiet, measured tones that wouldn’t carry. ‘I’ll come to one of your dinners and entertain that grandniece of yours you’re always pushing at me.’ And when he broke into a smile and winked, a déjà vu image of his father twenty-some years ago flashed into her mind: every woman had wanted him – like this boy.


‘Poor thing thinks she’s in love with you,’ she said with candor and one arched brow of appraisal. ‘I’ll give you all my money if you marry her. Going to give it to her, anyway,’ she added frankly.


‘Lord, Emma,’ Trey replied, looking shocked not by Emma’s bluntness but at the thought of marriage, ‘do I look like I’m up for auction? I’ve more money than I need.’


‘But you haven’t got a wife,’ she amiably pointed out.


‘And I don’t want one!’ His voice had risen enough to draw attention to them, and casting his heavy brows up in exasperation, he carefully lowered his voice and murmured, ‘Come on, Emma, don’t make it so tough. Just give Erik the extra five grand, and I promise on my father’s coup stick to be so nice to your grandniece, she’ll smile for a week.’


‘Conceited rascal, you’re too handsome – like your father. I knew him before he met your mother, you know, when every female in Virginia City had decided they’d liberalize their attitudes and invite an Indian to dinner.’


‘It’s not the looks, Emma. Women just want what they can’t have. They see it as a challenge,’ he demurred, genuinely unpretentious for a man who had every reason to be vain.


‘Someday you’ll find someone you’ll want to marry.’ Emma believed in having the final word.


‘In the meantime … we’re talking five thousand dollars.’ The last thing in the world Trey Braddock-Black cared to talk about was his marriage; that subject was on his list of priorities immediately after a month’s stay in Antarctica.


‘Dinner at my house … tomorrow night.’


He grinned and put out his hand. ‘You have,’ he said very softly, ‘yourself a deal.’


‘I’m going to see him later,’ Valerie was archly saying to Cyrilla Shoreham over a silver tea-service set on a small chinoiserie table between their chairs, ‘if you must know.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


You snide little bitch, Valerie thought, just because he’s never looked your way. ‘Would you like to tag along? I could hide you in the closet,’ she answered in blasé affectation.


‘Are you going to Trey’s?’ Cyrilla asked, wide-eyed and fascinated.


‘He invited me over.’ Valerie adjusted the lace at her cuff and reached for her teacup. ‘We’re very dear friends,’ she murmured, showing her fine white teeth briefly. ‘I thought you knew. In fact’ – she waited theatrically for a moment – ‘I think he’s going to propose to me soon.’


‘No!’ Cyrilla’s gasp was so strident, several heads turned in curiosity. ‘I don’t believe you!’ And this time her doubt wasn’t spiteful envy but thunderstruck astonishment.


Valerie shrugged a delicate, ladylike lift of her shoulder. ‘You should,’ she replied complacently. ‘He’s quite fond of


The object of her conversation found himself disconcerted an hour later when he and Erik walked into his town apartment to find Valerie waiting.


‘How did you get in?’ Trey asked in a quiet voice, making a mental note to have a word with the manager.


‘Harris let me in.’ Valerie’s smile was gracious, her pose collected, as if she lounged every day on Trey’s bargello banquette. The problem was, of course, on many occasions last fall she had lounged, usually nude, on that exact banquette.


But Trey hadn’t seen her for some time; he never saw women for any length of time, allaying the universal female tendency toward possessiveness. ‘Erik, allow me to introduce Valerie Stewart,’ he said smoothly, his expression bland, the small irritation of having his privacy invaded invisible. ‘Valerie, Erik Satie.’


Nodding slightly to Satie’s bow, Valerie smiled up at Trey. ‘Will you be long?’ Her inquiry was rude and pointed.


And for an awkward moment Trey debated being rude in turn.


‘If you had other plans …’ Erik began, looking uncomfortable and more rumpled than usual in one of the twelve gray corduroy suits he favored.


‘No,’ Trey quickly responded. ‘Sit down, Erik.’ He gestured toward the liquor cabinet. ‘The Pernod’s over there.’ Then, turning back to Valerie, Trey offered his hand. ‘Could I speak with you privately?’


Their discussion in the foyer was brief.


‘Erik’s only here for two days,’ he said.


‘But you said you’d see me later,’ she replied.


‘I’m sorry if you misunderstood,’ he said. ‘We’re going to practice one of Erik’s new compositions.’


‘When will I see you?’


He didn’t feel she would respond well to never. ‘How about a little bibelot from Westcott Jewelers as a token rain check?’


Her eyes lit up, and his smile was one of relief. He despised scenes.


He brushed her cheek with his fingers, his mind already back on musical scores. ‘Run down there now and pick out whatever you like. I’ll call them and tell Westcott you’re coming in.’


Reaching up on tiptoe, she kissed him. ‘You’re a darling,’ she cooed happily.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


Three days later, after having seen Erik off, Trey and his two cousins were comfortably disposed in the parlor of Lily’s sporting house, contemplating between drinks and idle conversation the gathering dark clouds visible through Lily’s swagged and fringed bow windows.


‘There’s a storm coming in over the mountains with that shift in wind. The cattle were turned around already this morning on our way into town. Finish that drink and then let’s head out.’


‘Let’s stay the night instead,’ Trey replied mildly, pouring himself another drink. ‘No reason to go back home tonight.’


His cousins, Blue and Fox, exchanged dark, silent glances of futility and understanding. They both knew why Trey was in no rush to return home. His parents’ party that night included Arabella McGinnis, another woman who without subtlety regarded their cousin as her prospective bridegroom. After having to deal with a persistent Valerie and then Emma’s grandniece, Trey wasn’t in the mood for cloying women. That was one of the reasons they were at Lily’s.


‘You don’t really want to dance attendance on sweet young misses tonight at Mama’s dinner, now do you?’ Trey asked. ‘An honest answer; no duty replies.’


And at Trey’s wicked grin they both broke into smiles. It wasn’t fair, putting Lily’s up against dinner companions who blushed coyly at every bland comment and giggled when they weren’t blushing. ‘You make the excuses tomorrow, then,’ Blue said.


‘No problem. Mama knows how insufferable Arabella can be, and if father and Ross McGinnis weren’t business associates’ – he shrugged negligently – ‘hell, I wouldn’t have to put up with Arabella’s simpering pursuit.’


‘I thought you liked luscious blondes.’


‘I do, but I like a touch of brains too.’


‘Since when?’ the two other men drawled in unison.


Trey’s dark brows rose slightly. He knew his reputation, and they were right. He liked women – for offering life’s greatest pleasure. It wasn’t their minds he was primarily interested in. ‘Point taken,’ he said. ‘Now could we change the subject?’


‘Rumor has it Arabella’s been sleeping with Judge Renquist.’


Trey smiled. Him too? He knew for a fact that she had enough voluptuous blonde energy to entertain an army. Just as well. Maybe she’d be deflected from her matrimonial plans. He was running out of polite excuses. ‘It’s Tuesday, and there’s a damn blizzard brewing outside,’ Trey said, intent on discarding the topic of Arabella. ‘Why are we knee-deep in rich old men?’


‘They’re selling two Chinese girls tonight, I hear,’1 Blue said.


‘That’s why Lily’s is so full, even in this hellish weather,’ Trey replied, his pale eyes scanning the room.


‘Have you ever seen a sale?’


‘No. Have you?’


‘No.’


‘Are you going to bid, Trey, honey?’ the curvaceous brunette snuggled against him murmured playfully.


‘Lord, no,’ he said, lifted the last of his liquor to his mouth, and drained the heavy cut-glass tumbler.


‘I didn’t think you liked yellow flesh,’ the dark-eyed woman breathed in a throaty voice.


He laughed and glanced down at the woman held familiarly in the curve of his arm, amusement spilling out of his luminous eyes. Setting his empty glass aside, he signaled for another bottle, then said with a half smile, ‘You’re talking to the wrong person about skin color, Flo, darling.’


Trey Braddock-Black was proud of his Absarokee lineage. And to those who looked with contempt at skin a shade different, he took special pleasure in reminding them who he was. ‘Hazard Black’s son,’ he’d say. ‘We used to own Montana.’ And damn near still did, some pettishly thought. The original gold from his father’s first mine; the newer copper reserves, enough for twenty lifetimes; his mother’s wealth; Hazard Black’s power; the private Absarokee army at his back that Trey called ‘family’ – all contributed a certain arrogance to the young man, who, back from four years of school out East, seemed intent on playing now, as hard as he worked the small empire that would someday be his.


Trey and his two companions had been drinking in Helena’s finest brothel since they’d stamped in, cold and snowy, across Lily’s imported pink mille-fleur carpet early that afternoon. ‘Need a brandy to warm my blood, Lily, darling,’ Trey had exclaimed, pulling off his heavy buffalo coat. ‘Not fit for man or beast out there today.’ His two friends had discarded their fur-lined coats as he spoke to the well-preserved blond proprietress of the plush sporting house, but they kept their guns holstered low on their hips, and their eyes held a curious alertness.


A fine brandy, French and dear, was promptly produced, and the three men were on their second bottle now. The gray, chill afternoon turned early into a winter twilight, and by the time dusk had settled, each of the men had one of Lily’s pretty girls beside him. The parlor had filled as evening approached, and light piano music mingled unobtrusively with the low murmur of conversation, expensive cigar smoke, and the scent of high-priced cologne. Lily’s establishment was the type that catered to rich men’s pursuit of pleasure. It was cozy, costly, and handsomely decorated with authentic rococo furniture and large urns of hothouse roses … not as refined as Madame Pompadour’s Petit Trianon, perhaps, but a very close approximation for the windswept prairies of Montana.


With a freshly refilled glass, Trey looked comfortable in the scented, gilded room, sprawled dark and powerfully lithe on an embroidered settee like any spoiled prince of the realm. Although a half breed, he was endowed with all the magnificent classic beauty of his father’s Absarokee forebears: a straight finely proportioned nose; bone structure so splendid any sculptor would weep with envy; heavy, dark brows that slashed above deep-set, restless eyes remarkable for their silver luminosity; and his tall, broad-shouldered frame, for which the Absarokee were justly famous, revealed beneath its elegant sprawl an unmistakable impression of raw strength.


Conventional society was graced occasionally by this handsome scion of fortune – too handsome for his own good, many said – and young misses had seen him as an enviable prize since he’d entered adolescence. But Trey conducted himself a shade too recklessly, in too many bedrooms, to please wary deb fathers, although he tantalized their daughters with a careless, indiscreet charm that left them all breathlessly eager. Not withstanding his wildness, deb mothers considered him eminently suitable. Millionaires were popular son-in-laws.


He preferred Lily’s quiet parlor, though, to dalliances with willing society misses; he enjoyed her unaffected, open friendship, and occasionally he took up with one of Lily’s young ladies. With his dark good looks, audacious charm, and exceptional skill and endurance in bed, he was universally adored at the Petit Trianon of the prairies.


‘Dammit, Lily!’ a well-tailored older man, one of the new cattle barons, said, remonstrating with his hostess in a slurred bellow. ‘You said seven o’clock for the sale. Damned if it ain’t half past already.’


‘Relax, Jess,’ Lily replied calmly, the glow of the painted lamp globes producing a shimmering sparkle in each tiny facet of her diamond ear drops. She smoothed a hand across the trim waist of her Worth gown and added, ‘Chu’s a little late, is all … He’ll show up. Besides, Jess, sweet, this is only a service I offer, to satisfy my clients. I’ve no personal stake in it, or control over his timetable.’


The sale of Chinese girls was more common in China Alley than at Lily’s, where it was rare and only presented when customer requests became insistent. In China Alley the phenomenon was prevalent, supported by several thousand years of tradition that not only approved but also endorsed the expediency of disposing profitably of unwanted daughters.2


Trey had heard of the sales before but never had seen one. Immune to the motive inspiring acquisition of another human being, he’d by choice never attended an auction.


Tonight, by chance, he’d see his first.





Chapter 2


Ten minutes later the paneled double doors opened, and Trey, with no more than simple interest, turned his head to survey two young Oriental women entering the warm, perfumed room. They were small, fragile, dressed in bright quilted silk jackets and black silk trousers. Their eyes were demurely downcast, servitude as inbred as ancestor worship.


The bidding was immediate, rapid, and spirited.


Trey’s stomach tightened momentarily, even though his pleasant alcoholic haze mitigated the sharper edges of reality. He shrugged then, to brush away the brief unease, telling himself that life at Jess Alveen’s palatial ranch or Stuart Langly’s mansion on the hill might be an improvement over a China Alley existence.


But when it was over and the actual exchange of currency was taking place, he suddenly lifted Flo from his lap and, rising from the damask settee, softly said, ‘Be back in a minute.’ Skirting the table behind them with a short nod of greeting to the two men his father’s age seated there, he walked into the adjoining dining room.


When Trey rose to leave, both his companions followed him with their gaze. But seeing him stop before the broad bay windows, they quickly perused the empty dining room with sharp-eyed glances and, assured of his safety, turned back to their lady friends. The men with Trey were bodyguards in addition to being relatives and friends. Hazard Black had his share of enemies, and his son had inherited them. There were a score or more of influential men who resented Hazard’s power and influence in his corner of Montana, and most of those wouldn’t be adverse to Trey’s demise. If it was properly accomplished, of course, with no witnesses. So Trey often rode out with bodyguards. A nuisance, he complained. Practicality, his father responded. A necessity, his mother insisted, her own memory long, and four small graves in the family cemetery mute testimony to her insistence. Trey was her only child to outlive childhood, and she protected him as only a mother can her last surviving child.


Standing before the large beveled-glass window, Trey watched the heavy snowflakes fall from the dark sky and heard with vague displeasure Chu and Alveen and Langly conclude their business transactions. When it was over, he felt himself breathe more naturally again, and shaking his head slightly to clear away the brandy, he turned from the blustery landscape outside to return to the parlor.


He heard her voice before he saw her.


She spoke in short, swift phrases with a slight accent. And it wasn’t Chinese.


‘I want it understood. Only three weeks are for sale. An indenture, so to speak, for three weeks. No more.’


Trey was in the archway dividing the two rooms when she finished speaking, and he saw her cast a direct, unflinching glance around the crowded room. Their eyes met for a brief moment, but her heavily lashed gaze was sweeping the room and didn’t linger.


She was as slender as a willow, dressed unwomanly in worsted trousers, worn boots, and a faded flannel shirt. Her heavy hair was wild like a tawny, turbulent waterfall, and her eyes, in the brief time they’d held his glance, were as green as springtime. Her skin was golden, not pale; she’d been out-side under the sun, and it suited her proud, straight-backed stance and splendid, fine-boned face.


But she looked very young with her long, tumbled hair, and if it had been tied back with a pink silk ribbon instead of half falling over her forehead, she would have passed for fourteen. A very luscious fourteen despite the camouflage of rough men’s clothing.


‘Is it understood?’ she added, lifting her chin a fraction, an indomitable, small fury in the midst of heated, scented wealth.


Trey could almost see the flare of excitement ripple across the room at her words. She didn’t realize the three weeks she insisted on made it much easier for anyone to bid for her. A white woman had never been auctioned before. It would have been unethical even in this frontier society where ethical was loosely interpreted as personal expediency. But to set up a sweet, pretty young thing in a discreetly selected hotel for three weeks – hell, that would soothe anyone’s transient fit of conscience.


His cousin, Blue, came up to Trey as he stood in the doorway. ‘What do you think of that?’ His straight, fine chin lifted an inch in her direction.


‘Ítsikyà-te batsá-tsk,’ Trey replied quietly, ‘Very nice,’ his pale, light eyes intent on the small woman.


‘Unheard of, apparently.’


‘But damned profitable, I expect,’ Trey said, his gaze taking in the covetous expression on every male face in the room.


She was desperate, and that’s why she was standing here in this gilded brothel, the cynosure of men’s eyes, her heart beating like a drum. The food had lasted six months after her parents died, but it was almost gone, and she had to provide for her young brothers and sisters. Three days ago she’d left them with enough food to last a month and promised she’d be back then with supplies and money. The oldest and their provider, she’d come to terms with the circumstances and had come to Helena to sell the only thing of value left – herself.


So here she stood, hoping she’d make enough money to feed her brothers and sisters until the summer crops were in. That was seven long months away. Her fingers curled into fists to still the desperate fear. Please, God, let them want me …


Jess Alveen, evidently in an amorous mood that night, began the bidding with five thousand dollars – twice what he’d just paid for the Oriental woman.


The young tawny-haired girl’s eyes widened momentarily as she stood center stage, but the surprise was so quickly shuttered, Trey wondered a second later if he’d imagined it.


The offers went up in increments of a thousand until only Jess Alveen and Jake Poltrain were left bidding, and then, finally, only Jake Poltrain. A hush had settled on the room when Jess dropped out, an uneasy, restless silence, for everyone had heard of Jake’s unsavory excesses with women. Rumor had it that alcohol and bouts with opium had unmanned him, and cruelty was his transient cure.


Chu’s keen eyes surveyed the room. ‘Twenty-five thousand once, gentlemen.’ His glance swept the crowd inquiringly. ‘Twice.’ He had already formed the word sold with his lips and Jake Poltrain had taken one step forward when Trey pushed away from the doorjamb dividing the parlor from the dining room and said, ‘Fifty thousand.’


The shocked gasp that exploded in the small room was a reflexive combination of relief and thunderstruck awe. All eyes swiveled in fascination toward Hazard Black’s audacious son. Trey had a reputation for extravagance, but this far exceeded any of his previous prodigality.


Standing at ease from the sheen of his hair to the toes of his exquisite boots, he stood calmly waiting. And all the men who had known him since childhood recognized the familiar composure. And the pleasant half smile. And the arrogance.


‘I have a fifty-thousand-dollar bid,’ Chu said, allowing his avarice to show in the faintest of smiles on his normally inscrutable face. ‘Would you care to remain in the bidding, Mr. Poltrain?’ he politely asked.


Jake Poltrain’s face turned a livid magenta, and if corrosive looks were lethal, Trey would have been measured for a pine box. The heavy set man directed a look of pure hatred at Hazard Black’s only child. It was a naked loathing, furiously nurtured by several unprosperous disputes over grazing rights on Indian land. He had never won against Hazard.


For a moment the silence was thick with challenge.


Poltrain was keeping the fury under control only with great effort, the tension evident in the grim slash of his mouth and the flare of his nostrils. But he had no intention of taking on Hazard’s son, who, he very well understood, could outbid a banker. There’d be another time for his revenge and he’d choose it. Jake’s bull-like shoulders lifted in a shrug, and expelling the held air in his lungs, he breathed a malevolent, brusque, ‘No.’


‘Very well,’ Chu continued, as if he auctioned off fifty-thousand-dollar women every day of his iniquitous life. ‘The girl is yours, Mr. Braddock-Black, for fifty thousand dollars.’


The disquietude was instantly dissipated now that Jake Poltrain had been blocked. No one would have cared to see the young girl fall into his hands for even three weeks, but twenty-five thousand dollars was a lot of money, and no one had felt Christian charity demanded that much of a sacrifice. For Hazard Black’s young cub, though, even fifty thousand wouldn’t cause any hardship. His mother alone had brought twenty-two million dollars into her marriage, and those were 1865 dollars, which were worth considerably more than the current federal notes after two national financial panics in six years. And his father’s gold mines and the copper and the cattle and the high-priced horses they bred. Hell, his father’s business agent wouldn’t bat an eyelash when he audited the check.


Then all thoughts turned to the pleasant diversions Trey’s fifty-thousand-dollar pretty would confer for such a benevolent sum. Damn if they all couldn’t think of a thing or two they’d like for fifty thousand dollars, was the universal masculine reflection, and several ribaldly vocalized their sentiments.


‘Looks like you’re going to be busy, Trey, in the next three weeks,’ Judge Renquist declared jocularly.


‘If you need any help, let me know,’ another older wag asserted.


‘Remember to sleep once in a while, son; otherwise, you’ll never last out the time,’ a third voice suggested wolfishly.


‘She looks a mite scrawny.’


‘Looks like an angel, more like,’ Jess Alveen emphatically stated, and most in the room unanimously, if silently, agreed.


Trey had bid against Jake Poltrain intuitively, with no overt intention of making the tawny-haired girl his mistress. It had been an impulsive act of charity or courtesy, perhaps; or retaliation against an old enemy. But as he stood there watching her and listening to the men’s graphic comments, the image of the slender girl began to entice him. Her tumbled hair was silky and long, halfway down her back … long enough, he thought with a warm surge of pleasure, to cover her breasts. Would she be experienced, he wondered, or more aptly, how experienced? he mused with kindling anticipation. Anyone selling themselves at Lily’s was, by definition, ‘experienced.’ Trey saw her small hands clench again at a particularly vivid suggestion and decided that unlike the Oriental women, perhaps self-deprecating humility wasn’t in her nature. Abruptly he broke into the bawdy repartee, his rich voice putting an end to the lively discussion. ‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ he smilingly acknowledged, ‘but I think I’ll manage without your assistance.’ And then his gaze traveled over the heads of Lily’s guests and met stormy green eyes. ‘Maybe …’ he added very softly, under his breath, but his light, silvery eyes were full of amusement. With a record of unremitting success in the boudoir, Trey Braddock-Black never seriously doubted his ability to charm women. Even women dressed like men.


Chu had taken the girl with the honey hair by the shoulder and was pushing her ahead of him in Trey’s direction. As they approached, Chu said, ‘Should we go into the dining room to settle?’


‘Fine,’ Trey replied, and, glancing quickly at Blue, smiled a swift, boyish smile prompted by his besting of Poltrain, his brandy-induced cheer, and the prospect, suddenly fascinating, of seeing the unusual young woman at close range. Very close range, the brandy-heated blood coursing through his veins suggested.


After they were seated at one of the small tables, Chu spoke first. ‘This isn’t one of my customary sales. The woman asked me to serve as her agent. My percentage is twenty-five percent. The rest of the money is hers.’


Trey called for pen and ink, and Empress watched him write the bank draft for Chu. It was her first opportunity to see Trey Braddock-Black in person. He was far too handsome, was her first assessment. Staggeringly beautiful when so near, with glinting silvery eyes that seemed to have a life of their own, restless and alive, like windows into a secret paradise. His long woman’s lashes swept up for a moment when he asked Chu a short question, and he caught her staring at him. He smiled, and the uncommon warmth was a tangible thing.


Not only too handsome but too charming. The world had been kind to him, she thought, hastily dropping her gaze. He was very much at ease – familiar, no doubt – with women staring at his good looks. She should have smiled back at him, she realized an instant later, but tonight was too intensely emotional for her polite reflexes to be operating properly. Tonight was her Armageddon of sorts. An ending. And a beginning … a future for her family.


When her gaze dropped precipitously before that devastating smile, she found herself looking at the fine wool of his shirt. It was a delicate merino in a soft wine tone. She had had a dress in that fabric once, long ago in France. It seemed like another world away … her life before Grandmère had died, before the duel, before the hard times had begun. She shook away the melancholy with an effort, reminding herself that only the future mattered. Only the next three weeks were a priority now, and the extravagant sum of money she’d be bringing home.


Chu was politely bowing and taking his leave, Empress noted, and she squared her small shoulders.


The woman had been silent during the transaction, assessing him with those enormous green eyes. Trey wondered briefly what calculations were clicking away behind those intense, vigorous eyes. Turning back from bidding Chu goodbye, his question was answered, for she said bluntly, ‘I want my share in gold.’


It stopped him for a blank moment. Too much brandy for too many hours, plus the sudden demand on a snowy evening long after the banks had closed, took a second to register. His mind raced over the feasible options, and none produced $37,500 in gold at this hour of the night. ‘Listen, darling …’ he began, giving her his full attention for the first time since they’d walked into the dining room.


‘I’m not your darling.’ Her voice was softly defensive, her lush green eyes provocatively assertive.


Trey’s dark brows shot up, his eyes widened with interest, and another non-plussed moment passed in which Trey restrained himself from remarking that for fifty thousand dollars she was anything he cared to call her. ‘Forgive me,’ he said instead, smiling faintly at her brash courage and small set chin. ‘Do you have a name, then?’ he said on the mildest note of inquiry, his pale glance sliding down her throat to the tantalizing juncture where worn flannel met her sun-kissed flesh.


‘Of course,’ she declared in the same quietly commanding tone.


He waited expectantly, his gaze roving slowly upward again until his insouciant eyes met her slightly forbidding ones. It didn’t appear as though the lady would be lukewarm to bed. More like making love to a very small wildcat, he casually concluded. And his desire stirred at the prospect. All of the women in his vast and varied past had been obligingly willing. And while making love was a pleasure whatever the circumstances, his interest was piqued by this very expensive and feisty little chit, independent and self-assured enough to offer herself for sale without any feminine trappings of silk or satin, ribbons or bows.


As the silence lengthened between them, with the man who was rich enough to pay a fortune for three weeks of her time calmly gazing at her, she reluctantly said, ‘Empress Jordan.’


The little beauty was full of surprises. She said the name as though she inherently deserved the title, and a kingdom to go with it. A Gallic kingdom from the sound of the softly pronounced name. His luminous, tolerant glance surveyed her. ‘Well, Empress,’ Trey said quietly, ‘the banks are closed now and Lily doesn’t keep that amount of gold on hand, but if you’ll take my bank draft now, we’ll go across the street in the morning and have Ferguson count out the gold for you. Will that do?’ He leaned back in his chair, looked at her with interest, and added in a needless aside, ‘I’m good for it. Rest easy.’


Even living back in the mountains with her family in a secluded valley, Empress had heard of the Braddock-Blacks. Who in Montana hadn’t? She reflected for a moment, torn between urgent necessity and blind instinct. Exhaling quietly, she said, ‘Very well. I’ll accept the bank draft until tomorrow morning.’


‘Thank you, darling,’ Trey replied ironically, ‘for your exquisite faith …’


And this time she didn’t correct him.


‘So … here you are …’ he said very slowly a moment later, handing her the check. His deep voice was rich with suggestion, but for a moment after his fingers released the check, he did nothing more, as if in deep contemplation. Then his hand, callused across the top of the palm like a working cowboy’s, dropped back on the table, and his dark brows rose slightly. ‘Should we?’ He gracefully gestured toward the hallway leading upstairs.


He saw her swallow once before she replied in a curiously unsure voice, ‘Yes … all right.’ And she hurriedly stuffed the check into her shirt pocket.


Trey rose and, walking around the narrow table, pulled her chair back as she stood. Looking down at her from what appeared to be an enormous height to Empress’s suddenly frightened mind, he offered her his arm. Shaking her head, she looked away. Tactfully he suggested, ‘Perhaps you’d like to go on ahead. It’s the second door on the right at the top of the stairs. I’ll send a maid up with bathwater for you.’


‘Bathwater?’ Empress queried in a tiny voice. She could feel the strength of his presence, the concealed energy lightly controlled, even though he hadn’t touched her.


‘And a robe,’ he added. ‘I’m not partial to your range clothes.’


Empress drew herself stiffly erect for a moment to offer a sharp retort to the slur on her attire but immediately thought better of it. After all, he was paying her $37,500 in gold tomorrow morning, and visions of how that fortune would aid her family stifled the words in her throat. Her blood was as blue as his, bluer if quarterings mattered, which they didn’t, out here on the rough frontier where survival depended on gold – on her – at the moment. Not on any aristocratic background, however fine its pedigree. ‘Will you be long?’ she asked to cover the flurry of her insecurities and trepidation.


‘No,’ he said, his tone low and heated. ‘I won’t keep you waiting.’


Striding back into the parlor, Trey conferred briefly with Lily, who immediately sent a maid scurrying off. Then he pleasantly accepted the good-natured masculine teasing directed at him. Ignored the black hatred of Jake Poltrain’s drunken gaze, and drank another half bottle with his cousins before he excused himself and ascended the stairs.





Chapter 3


He knocked once before he opened the door and walked in with a loose-limbed grace that accented paradoxically both his leanness and his power.


Empress was stepping out of the tub into a large towel held by the maid. Lambent firelight gilded her slender form and glistened sleekly down the silky length of her hair. Trey’s breath caught in his throat. Her slim, full-breasted body was framed by the large white towel all lush, opulent curves and satiny flesh, like a golden Venus. An experienced man, he considered himself beyond surprise apropos of beautiful nude women, but even he was struck by the perfection that had been hidden under the plain, mannish garb.


With a nod of his head he dismissed the maid, his eyes never leaving the arresting beauty of the young, naked woman before him, bewitched by the powerful sense of innocence she evoked. Perhaps it was the setting. One didn’t expect such delicate purity in a brothel. Or maybe it was the white lilac fragrance wafting toward him from her damp hair and skin. The scent was springlike on this stormy winter night, unblemished, like the woman who reminded him too vividly, even in his pleasantly brandy-warmed state, of a young child. Suddenly he wasn’t sure why she struck his sensibilities so, for her body was very unchildlike. It was, in fact, very rich and womanly, like one of Lily’s extravagant twenty-course dinners that provoked every bodily sense with tantalizing guile. It was her eyes, he finally decided – they were frightened and much too large with apprehension. So he said without thinking, ‘Don’t be frightened. I don’t have Jake Poltrain’s tastes.’


His cryptic words were anything but soothing, he realized immediately, for her hands trembled slightly at her sides. But her chin came up like it had downstairs, and he recognized the same intrepid mettle. As if some small, inner voice indomitably resisted the fear. ‘I won’t hurt you,’ he said very softly. ‘You’re perfectly safe.’


Whatever inner anxiety had prompted the fright was apparently resolved, for she replied calmly while she reached for a towel hung near the fire, ‘Safe, I suppose, only if liberally interpreted, Mr. Braddock-Black. But warm and clean, certainly.’ And tossing the towel over her head, she bent over and began rubbing her hair dry.


Crossing the distance separating them in three swift strides, Trey pulled the towel away, tossed it aside, and said in a level voice, graphic with self-control, ‘I won’t hurt you, I mean it.’


Straightening, she stood before him, unabashed in her nudity, and raising her emerald eyes the required height to meet his so far above, she said with Byzantine inflection, ‘What will you do with me, Mr. Braddock-Black?’


‘Trey,’ he ordered, unconscious of his lightly commanding tone.


‘What will you do with me, Trey?’ she repeated, correcting herself as ordered. But there was more than a hint of impudence in her tone and in her tilted mouth and arched brow.


Responding to the impudence with some of his own, he replied with a small smile, ‘Whatever you prefer, Empress, darling.’ He towered over her, clothed and booted, as dark as Lucifer, and she was intensely aware of his power and size, as if his presence seemed to invade her. ‘You set the pace, sweetheart,’ he said encouragingly, reaching out to slide the pad of one finger slowly across her shoulder. ‘But take your time,’ he went on, recognizing his own excitement, running his warm palm up her neck and cupping the back of her head lightly. Trey’s voice had dropped half an octave. ‘We’ve three weeks …’ And for the first time in his life he looked forward to three undiluted weeks of one woman’s company. It was like scenting one’s mate, primordial and reflexive, and while his intellect ignored the peremptory, inexplicable compulsion, his body and blood and dragooned sensory receptors willingly complied to the urgency.


Bending his head low, his lips touched hers lightly, brushing twice across them like silken warmth before he gently slid over her mouth with his tongue and sent a shocking trail of fire curling deep down inside her.


She drew back in an unconscious response, but he’d felt the heated flame, too, and from the startled look in his eyes she knew the spark had touched them both. Trey’s breathing quickened, his hand tightened abruptly on the back of her head, pulling her closer with insistence, with authority, while his other hand slid down her back until it rested warmly at the base of her spine. And when his mouth covered hers a second time, intense suddenly, more demanding, she could feel him rising hard against her. She may have been an innocent in the ways of a man and a woman, but Empress knew how animals mated in nature, and for the first time she sensed a soft warmth stirring within herself.


It was at once strange and blissful, and for a brief detached moment she felt very grown, as if a riddle of the universe were suddenly revealed. One doesn’t have to love a man to feel the fire, she thought. It was at odds with all her mother had told her. Inexplicably she experienced an overwhelming sense of discovery, as if she alone knew a fundamental principle of humanity. But then her transient musing was abruptly arrested, for under the light pressure of Trey’s lips she found hers opening, and the velvety, heated caress of Trey’s tongue slowly entered her mouth, exploring languidly, licking her sweetness, and the heady, brandy taste of him was like a fresh treasure to be savored. She tentatively responded like a lambkin to new, unsteady legs, and when her tongue brushed his and did her own unhurried tasting, she heard him groan low in his throat. Swaying gently against her, his hard length pressed more adamantly into her yielding softness. Fire raced downward to a tingling place deep inside her as Trey’s strong, insistent arousal throbbed against the soft curve of her stomach. He held her captive with his large hand low on her back as they kissed, and she felt a leaping flame speed along untried nerve endings, creating delicious new sensations. Her nipples peaked hard, and there was strange pleasure in the feel of his soft wool shirt; a melting warmth seeped through her senses, and she swayed closer into the strong male body, as if she knew instinctively that he would rarefy the enchantment. A moment later, as her mouth opened pliantly beneath his, her hands came up of their own accord and, rich with promise, rested lightly on his shoulders.


Her artless naïveté was setting his blood dangerously afire. He gave her high marks for subtlety. First the tentative withdrawal, and now the ingenuous response, was more erotic than any flagrant vice of the most skilled lover. And yet it surely must be some kind of drama, effective like the scene downstairs, where she withheld more than she offered in the concealing men’s clothes and made every man in the room want to undress her.


Whether artifice, pretext, sham, or entreating supplication, the soft, imploring body melting into his, the small appealing hands warm on his shoulders, made delay suddenly inconvenient. ‘I think, sweet Empress,’ he said, his breath warm on her mouth, ‘next time you can set the pace …’


Bending quickly, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed. Laying her down on the rose velvet coverlet, he stood briefly and looked at her. Wanton as a Circe nymph, she looked back at him, her glance direct into his heated gaze, and she saw the smoldering, iridescent desire in his eyes. She was golden pearl juxtaposed to blush velvet, and when she slowly lifted her arms to him, he, no longer in control of himself, not detached or casual or playful as he usually was making love, took a deep breath, swiftly moved the half step to the bed, and lowered his body over hers, reaching for the buttons on his trousers with trembling fingers. His boots crushed the fine velvet but he didn’t notice; she whimpered slightly when his heavy gold belt buckle pressed into her silken skin, but he kissed her in apology, intent on burying himself in the devastating Miss Jordan’s lushly carnal body. The last trouser button slid out, and his maleness sprang free. His wool-clad legs pushed her pale thighs apart, and all he could think of was the feel of her closing around him. He surged forward, and she cried out softly. Maddened with desire, he thrust forward again. This time he heard her cry. ‘Oh, Christ,’ he breathed, urgent need suffocating in his lungs, ‘you can’t be a virgin.’ He never bothered with virgins. It had been years since he’d slept with one. Lord, he was hard.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ she replied quickly, tense beneath him.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ he repeated softly, blood drumming in his temples and in his fingertips and in the soles of his feet inside the custom-made boots, and most of all in his rigid erection, insistent like a battering ram a hair’s breadth from where he wanted to be so badly, he could taste the blood in his mouth. It doesn’t matter, his conscience repeated. She said it doesn’t matter, so it doesn’t matter, and he drove in again.


Her muffled cry exploded across his lips as his mouth lowered to kiss her.


‘Oh, hell.’ He exhaled deeply, drawing back, and, poised on his elbows, looked down at her uncertainly, his long dark hair framing his face like black silk.


‘I won’t cry out again,’ she whispered, her voice more certain than the poignant depths of her shadowy eyes. ‘Please … I must have the money.’


It was all too odd and too sudden and too out of character for him. Damn … plundering a virgin, making her cry in fear and pain. Steady, you’ll live if you don’t have her, he told himself, but quivering need played devil’s advocate to that platitude. She was urging him on. His body was even more fiercely demanding he take her. ‘Hell and damnation,’ he muttered disgruntedly. The problem was terrible, demanding immediate answers, and he wasn’t thinking too clearly, only feeling a delirious excitement quite detached from moral judgment. And adamant. ‘Bloody hell,’ he breathed, and in that moment, rational thought gained a fingertip control on the ragged edges of his lust. ‘Keep the money. I don’t want to—’ He said it quickly, before he’d change his mind, then paused and smiled. ‘Obviously that’s not entirely true, but I don’t ruin virgins,’ he said levelly.


Empress had not survived the death of her parents and the months following, struggling to stay alive in the wilderness, without discovering in herself immense strength. She summoned it now, shakily but determinedly. ‘It’s not a moral dilemma. It’s a business matter and my responsibility. I insist.’


He laughed, his smile close and deliciously warm. ‘Here I’m refusing a woman insisting I take her virginity. I must be crazy.’


‘The world’s crazy sometimes, I think,’ she replied softly, aware of the complex reasons prompting her conduct.


‘Tonight, at least,’ he murmured, ‘it’s more off track than usual.’ But even for a wild young man notorious as a womanizer, the offered innocence was too strangely bizarre. And maybe too businesslike for a man who found pleasure and delight in the act. It was not flattering to be a surrogate for a business matter. ‘Look,’ he said with an obvious effort, ‘thanks but no thanks. I’m not interested. But keep the money. I admire your courage.’ And rolling off her, he lay on his back and shouted, ‘Flo!’


‘No!’ Empress cried, and was on top of him before he drew his next breath, terrified he’d change his mind about the money, terrified he’d change his mind in the morning when his head was clear and he woke up in Flo’s arms. Fifty thousand dollars was a huge sum of money to give away on a whim, or to lose to some misplaced moral scruple. She must convince him to stay with her, then at least she could earn the money. Or at least try.


Lying like silken enchantment on his lean, muscled body, she covered his face with kisses. Breathless, rushing kisses, a young girl’s simple closemouthed kisses. Then, in a flush of boldness, driven by necessity, a tentative dancing lick of her small tongue slid down his straight nose, to his waiting mouth. When her tongue lightly caressed the arched curve of his upper lip, his hands came up and closed on her naked shoulders, and he drew the teasing tip into his mouth. He sucked on it gently, slowly, as if he envisioned a lifetime without interruptions, until the small, sun-kissed shoulders beneath his hands trembled in tiny quivers.


Strange, fluttering wing beats sped through her heating blood, and a curious languor caused Empress to twine her arms around Trey’s strong neck. But her heart was beating hard like the Indian drums whose sound carried far up to their hidden valley in summer, for fear outweighed languor still. He mustn’t go to Flo. Slipping her fingers through the black luster of his long hair, ruffled in loose waves on his neck, she brushed her mouth along his cheek. ‘Please,’ she whispered near his ear, visions of her hope to save her family dashed by his reluctance, ‘stay with me.’ It was a simple plea, simply put. It was perhaps her last chance. Her lips traced the perfect curve of his ears, and his hands tightened their grip in response. ‘Say it’s all right. Say I can stay …’ She was murmuring rapidly in a flurry of words.


How should he answer the half-shy, quicksilver words? Why was she insisting? Why did the flattery of a woman wanting him matter?


Then she shifted a little so her leg slid between his, a sensual, instinctive movement, and the smooth velvet of his masculinity rose against her thigh. It was warm, it was hot, and like a child might explore a new sensation, she moved her leg lazily up its length.


Trey’s mouth went dry, and he couldn’t convince himself that refusal was important any longer. He groaned, thinking, there are some things in life without answers. His hand was trembling when he drew her mouth back to his.


A moment later, when Flo knocked and called out his name, Empress shouted, ‘Go away!’ And when Flo repeated his name, Trey’s voice carried clearly through the closed door. ‘I’ll be down later.’


He was rigid but tense and undecided, and Empress counted on the little she knew about masculine desire to accomplish what her logical explanation hadn’t. Being French, she was well aware that amour could be heated and fraught with urgent emotion, but she was unsure exactly about the degree of urgency relative to desire.


But she knew what had happened moments before when she’d tasted his mouth and recalled how he’d responded to her yielding softness, so she practiced her limited expertise with a determined persistence. She must be sure she had the money. And if it would assure her family their future, her virginity was paltry stuff in the bargain.


‘Now let’s begin again,’ she whispered.


‘Let’s not,’ he said, groaning.


‘Tell me if I’m doing things wrong.’


‘Empress, darling,’ he murmured on an indrawn breath of monumental restraint as her bottom moved gently beneath his hands, ‘you’re doing everything exactly right.’


‘You have to teach me.’


God in heaven! Carefully Trey said, ‘I shouldn’t.’


‘Better you,’ she said very softly, ‘than Jake Pol—’


‘—train,’ he finished with a sigh. ‘You’re serious, then.’


She nodded, and tumbles of sun-streaked hair slid delicately across his chest. His hands glided up the warm satin of her back, and Jake Poltrain’s name helped make the decision. ‘You can stop me anytime. Up to a point,’ he said. He didn’t know how much she knew about men.


‘I don’t want you to stop.’ Invitation, lush and sweetly scented.


He took a deep breath. ‘In that case, kitten, I’d better get undressed. The teaching,’ he murmured, ‘will require a little time.’


‘Let me do it.’ She smiled at him, gratefulness in her eyes.


His dark brows lifted inquiringly. Had he misunderstood something?


‘Undress you,’ she replied to his searching glance.


He hesitated for a moment, uncertain whether the experience appealed to him. After all, she was a rank tyro, and it could prove awkward.


‘I won’t hurt you,’ she promised impudently, a mischievous grin on her face.


He threw back his head and laughed. ‘Oh, hell,’ he said a moment later, his smile still wide, ‘everything else is going to be new tonight … why not.’


But she wasn’t awkward, and she wasn’t timid, and from the first moment her hands touched his belt buckle, he felt a pleasure stronger than he’d ever experienced. He lifted a little to help her pull the belt free and then waited, a curious anticipation tantalizing his nerves. Why did her touch leave him tautly expectant … tense with wanting her? Was it the novelty of her virginity? Was he aroused because of a strange, sweet innocence that had never interested him before?


She reached for the top button of his shirt, and slowly undid it. The buttons were bone, pale, finely polished, an animal of some kind carved in their centers. The design was exquisitely intricate, hours of work lavished on each individual button. Empress gently ran her fingertip over the couchant animal. A mountain lion? A puma? It was too dark, though, she reflected idly. ‘A black cougar.’


She hadn’t realized she’d said it aloud until Trey softly replied, ‘My good-luck charm.’


Her eyes lifted to meet his. ‘They’re beautiful,’ she said, and her mind diffidently included the warm, silvery eyes staring into hers.


‘But outclassed tonight, darling,’ Trey murmured, his attention on her exquisite face.


Empress blushed at the low, heated compliment, at the desire flaring like fire in his gaze, and in a small nervous flurry she unbuttoned the last button on his shirt. Taking a calming breath, she reminded herself why she was there, the sacrifice to expediency and what was at stake, then forced her girlish tremors aside. The transient flutters displaced, she slid his wool shirt down and, brushing her palms over his powerful shoulders, said, ‘You’re very strong.’


‘And you’re very …’ He wanted to say desirable, so damned lush and desirable that he wanted to push her down on the bed and take her that instant without preliminaries. ‘ … good at undressing me,’ he murmured instead, smiling a lazy seductive smile that lit his pale eyes with flashes of gold.


‘I’ve a baby brother to practice on,’ she replied frankly, with her own faint smile and a teasing lift of her ragged, dark brows.


The prosaic frankness astonished him for a moment.


It should have curtailed the sensuality she provoked in him – the mention of home and family and baby brothers – but strangely it added erotic mystery to the fragile beauty who knelt naked beside him, undressing him with a languor that he couldn’t decide was deliberate or artless. She was curiously unabashed, and that tinged the whole bizarre circumstance with a rich opulence. As if a precocious nymph had appeared in disguise on a snow-swept winter night in Montana to please him and pleasure him and teach him a new meaning of sensation.


‘Do you have brothers?’ she quietly asked, tugging his shirt tails out of his trousers.


‘No.’


‘Sisters?’


‘No.’


‘I’ve both,’ she said.


He was about to answer politely, or at least make the attempt with the focus of his mind absorbed so raptly in the pleasure coursing through his body, but her small hand slid down his bare stomach and brushed lightly over his pulsing erection, and he forgot what she’d said.


‘You like that, don’t you?’ Empress whispered, watching Trey arch his back slightly in reaction, hearing his low groan of pleasure.


He couldn’t tell when he opened his eyes whether she was teasing or candid, but he knew if he wasn’t going to hurt her in this denouement she called a business matter, and which he, in the small pockets of logic remaining in his brain, saw as madness, she was going to have to be readied, and very soon. ‘I like it,’ he agreed in a husky voice, a smile spreading across his face. ‘Now come here, Empress, and tell me what you like.’ Reaching out, his palm drifted over the soft curve of her breast, slid upward, and, grasping her lightly behind her neck, he pulled her head down to his and kissed her … a deep, intrusive, heated kiss that ate at her mouth and lips and caused, he noted with satisfaction, her breathing to change.


‘Is it always so nice?’ she whispered when his mouth lifted from hers, blissful well-being inundating her mind.


‘It gets better’ – he smiled a little – ‘guaranteed.’


She looked down at him lying in casual disarray beside her, half dressed. ‘Could I have that in writing?’ A touch of impishness sparkled in the sugary depths of her eyes.


‘Of course,’ he murmured, laughingly self-confident. ‘Along with a few other things …’ He was accustomed to giving women pleasure. He knew exactly what to do.


‘Are you always so confident, Mr. Braddock-Black?’


‘Trey,’ he whispered. ‘And … yes.’ His hand was fitting itself comfortably over the curve of her hip. He’d have to remember to go slowly so she would remember the pleasure of the first time and not the pain.


‘So modest.’ Her grin was light and teasing.


‘Yes,’ he said again with his own disarming smile. ‘I think we make a perfect pair. Your modesty is the same, right?’ Being nude caused her no embarrassment, but after all, selling yourself before a jaded group of wealthy men was the antithesis of modesty or, in any event, thought-provokingly unique.


‘Would you like me to be modest?’ Empress asked, entirely natural and willing to please. ‘I’m not sure how to act. I could put that robe on and turn out the light.’


Trey laughed again, amused at the notion that he might prefer his sex in the dark. ‘Lesson one, pet,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Modesty is misplaced in the bedroom.’


‘Oh, good. Then may I kiss you again?’


How young she looked when she said that. His gaze dwelling lazily on her held a disarmingly friendly appeal. ‘Let me get these boots and trousers off, and you can do whatever you like.’


‘I don’t know how to do anything else.’


Sitting up and swinging his long legs over the side of the bed, Trey bent to pull his boots off. He half turned his head back and smiled at her. ‘By morning,’ he said very softly, ‘you will.’


He began by kissing her, his warm mouth like heaven, she thought, as it caressed the curve of her shoulder, the corner of her mouth, her eyes and lashes and tender earlobes. He kissed her where the swell of her breast met the trim neatness of her ribs, and where the full softness flowed into the small hollow under her arm. He kissed her fingertips and the smooth soles of her feet, and when he moved upward slowly, easing his long body over her slender form, she felt as though she were floating on a pink-tipped cloud, and the heat coiling deep inside her was enough to illuminate the universe.


Trey kissed her on the mouth then, lying gently on top of her, feeling cool on her heated skin. ‘I’m warm,’ Empress whispered.


He looked down at her, at the rosy glow on her cheeks and the blush sliding down her throat, and said, ‘That’s nice.’ He was moving by inches and degrees, conscious in an odd way that he was responsible for more than just her pleasure tonight, touched somehow by her innocent giving of herself. He’d always played at love, lushly and expertly but lightly, his mind and emotions uninvolved. It was a game where skill, opulence, sensation, all contrived to enhance the most exquisite sport of all – amour. A new element overshadowed his familiar responses tonight. Caring, perhaps … more: a feeling for her courage and open giving. Somehow it changed the game.


‘You’re very … large,’ she breathed, tracing her fingers down his chest and flat stomach, stopping just short of the elusive object of her sentence. ‘Will it hurt?’


Her eyes lifted, and he found himself momentarily at a loss for words. ‘No,’ he finally said, wondering if she’d hate him later for the lie, ‘it won’t hurt.’


‘I’m glad it was you there in the parlor,’ she whispered, her gaze softly heated and direct. ‘I’m really glad.’ And she lifted her mouth to kiss him, wanting to stay on her pink-tipped cloud.


‘I wanted you more than anyone else,’ Trey murmured, and he realized suddenly that it was true. It wouldn’t have had to be Jake Poltrain wanting her. Any one of them down there would have elicited the same response. As an Absarokee, he was attuned to his feelings and personal vision and earthly energy, and he knew. She was written on his fate – delicate, strangely asexual, yet erotically provocative in her man’s garb – and he had had to have her.


‘I want you. Am I saying it right?’ she inquired in a lushly throaty tone. ‘I’m floating on a soft, heated cloud right now. You’re very good,’ she murmured, tightening her arms around him.


‘Move over, Empress, darling,’ Trey whispered, brushing his mouth across her half-parted lips. ‘I’m climbing on your cloud.’


She was his cloud lying beneath him, perfumed with lilac, warm as sensuous longing, arching her back slightly to feel the solid strength of him poised lightly above her, his elbows politely taking the majority of his weight. Her erect nipples teased the hard muscles of his chest, and her full breasts moved silkily against him as her hands gently stroked his back. It was as if she’d set a brush pile ablaze inside his body, and the flame spread so swiftly with each new kiss and gentle movement, it outstripped the wind.


It had been too long since he’d first walked in to see her rising from her bath, too long for his arousal despite the halts and delays, too long to play with teasing kisses. He was past waiting suddenly, past politeness and better intentions. She would have to take him now.


His mouth came down on hers, out of control, barbaric in its plundering invasion, and she yielded to his onslaught, at first with a sighing welcome, as if she’d waited for him all her life. But moments later her hands clung to his shoulders with a madness of their own, and she lifted her hips tentatively against his maleness, enticing him to enter her, reaching for surcease to the trembling desire flooding through her to the tips of her quivering toes. She ached for him, yearned for him, heated, damp, and swollen, was ready for him.


Nothing mattered to either of them now but putting out the fire. All the alien, labyrinthine reasons for being in each other’s arms disappeared abruptly, burned away by an astonishing sense of joy and wanting so relentless and powerful, there was no turning back. Stroking the softness of Empress’s inner thighs, Trey gently pushed them apart, settling his lean hips between her legs. Then his fingers touched the moist, heated entrance to his paradise and slid lushly over her wetness.


Empress gasped, holding her breath while the exquisite sensations spread like sweet wine through her senses. ‘Do that again,’ she breathed shakily when reality at last returned minimally at the edges of her mind.


He did, and she thought she would die.


‘Can you die of pleasure?’ she whispered with a sigh into the curve of his shoulder. ‘How do you know—’ But Trey’s expert fingers slid in farther, curtailing the question, for Empress was suddenly lost to everything but the hurtling ecstasy.


‘You’re beautiful,’ Trey said softly, stroking gently, so the world spun away for Empress into a golden rapture of feeling. ‘Wet and hot and beautiful,’ he added in a husky rasp. ‘I can’t wait. Hold me now, darling.’ Fitting himself where his fingers had tantalized, he drove into her tight, velvety sweetness. He felt her go rigid beneath him, but it was over and he lay quiet inside her then until she relaxed, the quick, thrusting pain dissipated. His hand closed on her hips, as if he could brush away the hurt with the drifting warmth of his fingers, and a moment later he began moving inside her, delicately testing the limits of her pleasure or pain. He took his time, his frenzy gone now that he was where he most wanted to be, carefully slid upward only to withdraw as carefully, murmured love words, stroked and fondled until he felt her glide lusciously around him and heard her whisper in a quiet entreating voice, ‘More …’


He obliged, gallant and sure, in a deepening rhythm she met with arched hips and strong arms pulling him close. Her breathing was ragged with passion, his own unquiet as they touched each other in an uncontrolled penetration and greedy taking until she was feverish beneath him and around him, frantically shuddering so near the brink, he knew it was only seconds more. His hands slid down her slender hips and under her silky bottom, and he pulled her meltingly into his next, slow deliberate downthrust. Feeling her first tiny convulsion begin when he was buried deep inside her, he let himself at last fill her with the hot desire she’d roused in him from his first glimpse of her in Lily’s parlor. And she clung to him while the tidal wave of enchantment swept over her. And softly cried out his name. And left bloody half-moons from her nails on his shoulders.


Moments later, orgasmic but not sated, Trey lay inside her, intoxicated by a curiously restless passion, desperately wanting more of her. Two weeks, six days, twenty-three hours, he thought, and bending his head to kiss her soft warm mouth, he knew he was going to wear himself out and wear her out and feel every acute, sensitive, earnest, sharp, shimmering flavor of love in the next three weeks.


He didn’t question the fact that this sensation was staggeringly unique in his experience; he only looked forward profoundly to the ensuing delight. He had found his mate – at least his mate for a transient number of weeks – and with primordial instinct, by taste, feel, touch, he wished to make her his … again.


Empress said, ‘Stop,’ breathless and panting after the third time, and startled, shaking his damp black hair out of his eyes, Trey stopped and looked at her as if she were from another planet. He saw her then with different eyes; she refocused, beautiful, rosy, half smiling at him. ‘You don’t have to work off the entire fifty thousand tonight,’ she said, her glance warm and friendly.


‘You’re different,’ he replied, not answering her statement, explaining instead, however vaguely, a measure of her allure. He could feel the air on his skin. His nerves, in an unaccustomed fashion, were oversensitized, exposed.


She didn’t tell him she felt different, because her feelings were too chrysalis and undefined. But she felt as though something of immense importance had happened to her, and it wasn’t the denouement. She couldn’t say exactly what it was, but she knew this night would forever divide her life into before and after. It was very strange – as if she’d come alive tonight, as if she had immense new powers, a new secret nature that flowed beyond the confines of what had been until now a sheltered young girl’s life. ‘I’ll be here tomorrow,’ she said, pleased with the sudden discovery of her new inherent powers, and reached up to brush a sleek wave of black hair from Trey’s forehead.


He smiled. ‘I’m sorry. You’re right. Damned selfish of me.’ And with a brushing kiss across the tip of her straight nose, he rolled away and sprawled on his back.


‘You needn’t be sorry,’ Empress replied, half turning on her side and supporting herself on her elbow. He was quite beautiful, she decided, looking down at him lying selflessly natural, her glance examining him from his handsome face down over his heavily developed shoulders, across his torso covered sparely with taut sinew, to his trim hips and long, muscled legs.


‘I’m not really,’ he answered with a quick grin, his eyes wide and calm and smiling. And lacing his hands under his head, he added, ‘I’m not sorry at all. You’re unbelievable, you know.’


‘Thank you. I didn’t know, of course … had no way of knowing … although, Mr.—’


‘Trey.’


‘Trey, you’re probably the one to thank. I expect women like you …’ She was intelligent enough to realize that all men weren’t as skilled and tender, or so gentle. Even as inexperienced as she was, she knew she had by a small miracle fallen into the hands of a man who oddly blended power and sensitivity.


‘I suppose some do,’ the man who had a reputation for extraordinary charm with women, in and out of bed, modestly replied.


‘Do you do this often?’ It was asked out of curiosity and naïveté.


He paused. What do you say to a newly ravished virgin –  or anyone, for that matter – asking such a pointed question? How do you politely say, ‘I don’t know what you mean by “often”. Is your often the same as my often?’ I think this is one of those questions a gentleman is never supposed to answer, he decided, remembering some advice on modesty and courtesy given him long ago by his father. He smiled. ‘I’d be happy to do it as often as you like. We’ll send down for food if I start tiring.’


‘You enjoy me,’ she said with a small pleased smile.


Unclasping his hands, he reached for one of hers and said, ‘Clever of you to notice.’


The look she gave him was new, part coquette, and delightful.


He squeezed her hand gently in unspoken intimacy, as if they were old friends. ‘Are you tired?’ he asked out of solicitude but also out of an interest in changing the subject from his amorous activities.


‘No, not really. Could we rest for a while, though?’ she asked matter-of-factly, as if she were only requesting a short break from her job duties.


Trey settled back against the pillows, her hand still in his. ‘Tell me about yourself.’


‘You tell me about yourself first,’ Empress answered softly. She preferred anonymity, for once she left in three weeks, she intended to obliterate this interval.


Understanding her reluctance to divulge the details of her life, he politely acceded to her request, although her faint French accent was intriguing. They lay in bed side by side, her hand curled comfortably in his, and Trey was telling her about the Absarokee and his father’s clan when there was a knock at the door. Not diffident but curtly hard. And a deep masculine voice asked, ‘Are you decent?’


Trey’s voice, a shade deeper and laced with amusement, answered, ‘No, but come in.’


Empress slid under the covers when Blue walked in.


‘She’s shy,’ Trey said smilingly.


‘Really,’ Blue replied in a mockingly ironic tone, thinking she wasn’t too terribly shy, since she was obviously naked under the blankets. Leaning one shoulder against the door, he said, ‘Poltrain’s talking big downstairs. Thought I’d let you know,’ he explained. ‘It’s the liquor, too, of course, but you know how he feels about us and your family. Maybe Fox and I should guard your door tonight. He’s madder than hell about you outbidding him and is talking about settling the score with you. This one and all others too.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Trey responded calmly. ‘He won’t try anything at Lily’s. It’s just whiskey talk. And I know how you’ve been looking forward to seeing Kate. So don’t let Jake spoil your night. I’ll see you in the morning.’


‘Sure, now?’


‘Positive. Hell, I’m as safe here as I am at home.’


Blue’s glance surveyed the curved body under the covers. ‘How’s everything?’ he asked cryptically.


‘Fine. Just fine.’ Trey’s mouth curved into a smile. ‘Really really fine,’ he added softly.


Blue pushed away from the door. ‘See you in the morning, then.’


‘Not too early.’ Trey nodded in Empress’s direction.


‘Would afternoon be better?’ Blue asked with a grin.


‘Afternoon,’ Trey gently agreed, ‘would be much better.’


‘Remember to get a little rest,’ Blue said with a teasing smile.


‘Plenty of time to sleep when I’m dead,’ Trey replied cheerfully.


Trey flipped the covers back after Blue quietly shut the door and pulled Empress into his arms. ‘Blue’s like a brother to me. Meet him next time. You’ll like him.’


Twisting her head to look up at him, Empress said, ‘It’s embarrassing.’


‘No one cares about “embarrassing” here. And Blue and Fox are almost always with me, so …’


‘I might as well meet them.’


‘Might as well,’ he agreed.


‘Why are they always with you?’ She’d heard the rumors about the Indian troubles with Hazard and the big cattle interests, but only barely. Too isolated up in the mountains and too immersed in her own struggle for survival, Empress hadn’t the time or energy to be concerned with wealthy men’s problems.


‘Bodyguards.’


She looked at him with a tilt of her brows. So it was true. ‘Who wants to kill you?’


‘It’s nothing personal,’ he replied with a smile. ‘It’s just that I represent my father’s interests, and a lot of people don’t like Indians like my father who haven’t been robbed of their land’ – his smiled widened – ‘and think they’re as good as a white man. We’re supposed to be content to stay on the reservation and live on the government’s dole. That’s provided any of it gets through the gauntlet of thieves operating the Indian Affairs Department. My father chose not to. He also controls a large tract of land many people would like to get their hands on.’ He shrugged. ‘So I have bodyguards when some of the threats become overt. It’s a nuisance sometimes, but—’


‘Have you ever really needed them except as a deterrent?’ The notion somehow seemed out of place in the wilds, or here in this gilded brothel, and for a moment her eyes were wide with inquiry.


Gazing at her, Trey wondered if she’d only come to Montana recently and didn’t understand all the convoluted political intrigue or the style of justice prevalent on the frontier. ‘Occasionally,’ he said mildly, but his eyes for a brief second lost their charming warmth, and precise memory recalled too many lessons learned concerning human treachery and greed. It was a conversation he didn’t care to continue. ‘By the way,’ he said abruptly, circumventing details about the people after his half-breed blood, ‘we’ll move to my apartment tomorrow. It’s less public. And you’ll need clothes.’


‘I have clothes.’


‘We’ll have them burned,’ he said pleasantly.
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