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The night he latched the flapping door on the
fly of his pants didn't differ much from any other night during the
ton season.

He stood docile as a well-trained hound while
big-bosomed Barbara, also known as Lady Barrington, paused on her
way out of the gazebo to slip her hands in the crotch of the pants
he was trying to button. He didn't mention that the rushed toilette
that repaired her hair and garments didn't do anything to remedy
her smell. The odor was almost as much the point as her insistence
that he spill some of his load on the damned gown that cost more
than a winter’s worth of food for a tribe. Odor times two only
supplied more proof of her rite of passage - screwing the Savage
Lord.

The fondling marked the finale of their rough
and tumble romp. When she'd fluffed his staff until it plumped like
a well-stuffed sausage, she stood back to survey the results. She
nodded and said, "There, that should do it," before she swept
through the rear nook and past the shrubbery without a word of
farewell. He watched her steps temper like her demeanor so that she
was every bit the naughty, haughty bitch as she re-entered the
ballroom by a small side door popularly known as the party
pass.

Colt snorted as his hands returned to the
familiar task of buttoning his loaded pants. He shook out the
straight black hair that brushed his shoulders and sauntered out
the front entrance. At the top of the terrace steps stood three
young lordlings doing the thing that invariably, inevitably and
immediately wiped the twinkle from Colt's baby blues. They wore the
regal pout - tilted chins, scrunched noses and raised brows. In the
hopes of avoiding the sort of confrontation that led to flying
fists and hours of lectures from his father, Colt veered to the far
side of the stairway. It didn't surprise him much when the
lordlings responded by fanning out so he couldn't brush by.

"Who was the second passenger on the red
stick tonight, Haversham?" Chilton Asquith asked in the lilting
tones of one who's already had a couple too many.

Colt raised his own brows, bit the inside of
his cheek and counted to ten, all of which allowed him to respond
fairly calmly. "Fuck you, Asswipeth and by the way, you're one off.
Since you're keeping score and all."

For him, the response approached the sedate.
Colt pushed skinny Chilton aside only to have the other two
sturdier lads close ranks. He sighed and stopped.

"Babs Keeworth," Nigel Davies informed the
other two. "Saw her sneaking in the party pass just before Walking
Dick strutted out the front."

"What the hell did you call me?"

"It's tradition among your people, isn't it?"
Ellery Edmonds asked in the entitled tone of one who expected his
old man to kick it any time now. "Adopting a name for your most
important body part?"

"Most important? It's the only bloody part
that the females give a fig about. I hear he does some Injun tricks
with that red stick that drive 'em wild," Davies said, giving Colt
a sudden shove backward into a small alcove. "Of course, that's not
what pisses me off."

Colt's temper didn't wait to hear what pissed
off the man grinding him into a wall. He led with his right and
jerked his left hand clear of Edmonds’ limp-wristed grip. He
followed with a left to Davies' slightly chunky gut. It backed the
belligerent bastard far enough away for him to take a step forward
before running footsteps heralded a newcomer to the group and he
winced. He didn't have to look up to know that rescue hadn't
arrived. In this crowd, help wasn't coming unless one of the
so-called ladies developed a mighty serious itch. The thought
pricked him, packing a larger wallop than Barton Quicke's fist.
He'd have doubled over himself except that now four sets of hands
shoved him into the wall.

"Haversham causing trouble, lads?" Barton
asked.

"He's interrupting my explanation of what
pisses me off about the females panting after his package," Davies
replied. "Now I get to finish. You see, Walking Dick," Davis said,
placing a hand on his shoulder that was only half-angry, "I get tea
pot ticked that the redskin chants or spells or voodoo you use to
mesmerize the fairer sex keeps them adding your name to the guest
lists. The females send the invitations."

"My name is on their bloody guest lists
because I'm the son of an Earl," Colt snarled. "I have the same
status as all of you. After all, I'm a lord too."

The four bloods chortled, their glee nearly
allowing him to slip away. But only nearly because they slammed him
back against the wall after a half step. At least it got Davies'
paw off his shoulder. The part of the paw that hadn't been angry
made his stomach churn.

"You're a savage, half-breed who has less
blue blood than my bastard whelps," Asquith replied. "All my little
bastards at least have British blood."

"You're a lord too," Quicke smiled, shook his
head and made a tssking noise with his tongue. "I think you
actually believe that you belong. You naive little sod. You're not
even the lord of your pants."

"What!" Colt exploded, pushing against the
hands he knew would only push him back, inciting the nearest set of
hands - Barton's - to veer to the legs of his dress trousers. The
churning in his stomach spread to his gut. It joined fear and the
ass-backwards survival instinct birthed under the direst of
circumstances that insisted on thriving in the shark infested
waters of the ton where survival was social rather than
literal.

"You're a man whore. You buy your invites to
all the best parties in town by selling the use of your body. Come
one, come all, invite the savage to your little gathering and he'll
let you and your friends ride the red rod to glory." Quicke's words
sank in, stinging with enough truth to quiet Colt's protests. "When
the ride's done, you stand nice and still, like the trained stud
you are, while the lady takes your ticket and plays it 'till its
all full and hard again. Then you get to stuff it in your trousers.
When you follow her back to the ballroom, she points it out to show
her friends that she left you wanting more."

"Were you watching?" Colt asked, appalled and
sickened by the thought, even though he was the last man entitled
to feel either. "Are you all so bloody jealous, so pathetically
lonely that you get your jollies by peeping to see me get
laid?"

"You mean you didn't know?" Chilton tittered.
"We all thought you did. We didn't watch Babs - 'twas her first
time and she was a little nervous. Besides, she's too stiff a broad
to appreciate an audience. She just made sure we were nearby in
case you got a little too savage for her. Course, about an hour
before Babs 'twas Millie and she's a bloody good egg. Likes knowing
we see her put you through your paces. Were we watching? Yeah,
watching and laughing. Always."

"We don't all laugh," Edmonds said, and the
others backed off to allow him to approach. Something dark flashed
in his eyes as he laid a hand over Colt's belt. "I promised Millie
a bonus to get you to hold onto the back of that chair and bend
over. Those strokes of her tongue were her idea. Guess I'll have to
slip her a little extra for that. I couldn't pay her enough for her
ambitious finger use. Made you clench that golden ass of yours
tight as hell, didn't it?" Edmonds paused while his hand skimmed
past Colt's navel, past his belt buckle, and then lower, to rest on
the appendage trained to respond. "Maybe next time, some of the men
will demand payment for those invitations. It doesn't feel like
you'd mind."

Colt was going to throw a punch. No, he was
going to throw up. Maybe he was going to scream and throw a fit. He
might do all three. Except, the bloody bondage of his past had
followed him across an ocean. The mantras of lessons learned the
hardest of ways screamed in his head. Rise and survive to rise
another day. Get it up so you can get up tomorrow. They echoed
like a prophecy transformed into a curse grown too obscene to
tolerate. Except that his body did more than tolerate. It responded
as it had since he'd learned long ago and far away that failing to
respond guaranteed hours of pain and might be a death sentence.
Looking into Edmond's dark eyes, and feeling himself harden beneath
the weight of that hand, the man cast off the last vestiges of the
boy who'd believed nothing worse than death. Here, in a tiny alcove
off a brightly lit ballroom on a country estate near London, the
man realized that death on his own terms beat life on anyone else's
hands down.

"Is there a problem?" The voice of their
host, Lord Badgerton, Geoff Ramsgate, rang out like a church bell
in a thunderstorm.

Colt pushed past the quartet with hands
balled into fists at his sides.

"Gonna cry to mama?" Quicke whispered.

"No problem a'tall, my lord," Colt said
quietly, with a dignified calm he hardly felt. "Simply a
disagreement over female attention." With ease born of long
practice, he donned an entirely jovial mask and added, "I
understand that such disputes are not entirely unknown to you."

Badgerton laughed about it now. Time and the
kind attention of many companions had eased the sting of the
episode with the lovely Lady Heather. "Just so, Haversham. Just
so." His experienced eyes swept down the other man's form before
too quickly returning to his reddening face. "Am I interrupting
or," he paused, "would you care to return to the ballroom where I
believe a number of ladies have been awaiting your return?"

The question prompted Colt to realize this
was the only gathering he'd been invited to all season where no
randy female had a hand in the business. A genuine smile crossed
his face as he extended a hand to shake Geoff's. "I haven't had a
chance to thank you for inviting me to the house party, Geoff."

Badgerton shook his hand. "I fear I had an
ulterior motive. You're the only chap I know who can best Sedgewick
at the shooting competition." His voice raised for his next words.
"I understand you're a dead shot and the last man any of us would
want for an enemy." The uneasy shuffling on the terrace indicated
that his words were heard and processed.

Colt pretended he didn't notice the three
females scattered about the room crooking fingers at him in a 'come
here' gesture. His days of coming hither having just ended, his
eyes narrowed and he crossed his arms over his chest as he shook
his head no - at all of them. The stand off lasted until three sets
of female feet took the first step in his direction. Then he
decamped for the card room and enjoyed a full hour of uninterrupted
peace.

The tranquility lasted until the wide-eyed
gazes of the men across the table warned him of a siege just before
a breast brushed his shoulder. "Jesus," he muttered, uncertain
himself whether he swore or prayed. Then an unknown set of lips
pursed against his ear and for a second, his resolve faltered.
Man whore echoed in his brain in Quicke's voice and he
shored up his defenses. "Go away."

"It's my turn," whispered the voice.

"No more turns," Colt replied in a level tone
that didn't try to whisper. Perhaps fear of scandal would drive her
away.

"If you'll look at what I'm trying to show
you won't be able to say no," the voice whispered. The slight whine
now in the voice wrecked the sultry tone it tried so hard to
achieve.

About this he didn't have to guess. He didn't
even have to turn his head. "I don't need to see what you're trying
to show me, sweetheart, to know I've seen it before and better.
Judging from the way Hal and Bob are about to drool on the table,
I'd guess that if I turned my head about a quarter to the right I
could bury it between your boobs."

"You will look at me right this second you
idiotic savage! I insist upon it! I demand it! I am the daughter of
a Marquess whose lineage goes back further than you can count!"

Colt grinned at his cards, thinking that this
saying no business surely seemed more entertaining, not to mention
less tiring. Why hadn't he tried it before? He saw Hal, who could
see the wench, raising one brow and speculated that her whine had
already ratcheted up to a screech. Could a full-scale hissy fit be
far behind? Apparently not because she twisted his neck that
quarter turn and his grin widened, even if it was hidden between a
really nice set of pillows.

He didn't move his head but his gritted teeth
ate his grin, which he preferred. The bearer of the bosom shouldn't
see any outward emotion. She couldn't know how much effort it took
to keep his tongue imprisoned behind his teeth. She wanted him to
lick, not sit stiff and frozen behind a grimace like her bosom was
a stockade. He didn't want to lick and by God he wouldn't do it. He
damn refused to allow his resolve to dissolve on its first trial.
He refused even if he needed to do it so badly that his teeth took
a continual assault from the tongue battering them, desperate to
get out and respond on command. But if he responded, he wouldn't be
the Lord of his pants anymore. At the thought, the tongue ceased
its struggle, he relaxed his jaw and his smile returned about the
time she grabbed a hunk of his hair and jerked his head back.

"Lady de Quincy," Colt said, still wearing
that smile.

"What the bloody blue blazes is so funny?"
Her eyes narrowed in a way that told him he should be glad she
wasn't armed with anything sharp.

"Elizabeth," he said in a low, confidential
tone that didn't erase his smile. "I'm saying no. But I'm doing it
quietly. Now if you'll get out of here and shut up, you can pass
this off as some dare or bet you lost."

His attempt to placate her backfired because
he'd forgotten that her ego was bigger than her tits but her
intellect was far smaller. Couple those two things with the fact
that she'd been denied nothing in her pampered-to-a-fault
existence, and she could react only one way. She did just that
about the time he realized his error in judgment.

"You're still grinning. I asked what is so
funny and now," she stamped her feet and pumped her arms, "I demand
that you tell me."

Colt shook his head and shrugged. "I've been
trying to figure out why a lady with such blue blood would want a
turn with a savage."

"I've decided to allow you to take my
virginity," squealed Liz, loud enough to wake up Joe who'd been
keeled over face first on the table, having had a few too many
several hours earlier. In the boisterous boy's room, everyone could
suddenly hear the sound of the few fellows brave enough to still be
breathing. "Now get your ass out of that chair and start acting
grateful!"

Seeing the cage swing above his head as it
prepared to drop over him, Colt gripped the arms of the chair. In a
tone that nearly matched hers for volume, he said, "I never sleep
with virgins because I don't have the vaguest intention of donning
a ball and chain. If your itch is that urgent, find someone else to
scratch it. I'm out of the itch-scratching business. I've said no
several times. I've said it calmly and quietly and it hasn't
worked. Now I'll say it loud enough for the entire damned room to
hear. HELL NO."

Someone had the sense to alert Badgerton to
the fracas because he entered the room with a late middle aged
blonde lady and his mother, albeit the latter looked uncomfortable
and unwilling. The just starting to gray blonde went over to one
side of Liz, pushed Lady Badgerton to the other, and placed an arm
around the screaming girl. "It's his loss, dear, really it is," the
unknown lady murmured, rubbing Liz's shoulders and propelling her
along out of the room. "Of course, I understand. Yes. Completely
his loss, dear."

Colt stood and left the table, joining his
host near the well-stocked bar at the end of the room. "If you'll
tell me the name of my savior, I'll be sure to send her
flowers."

"The former Lady Sedgewick, whom most of us
still consider the dowager duchess, although she's remarried to an
American now."

"How did she do that without Liz throwing
something?"

"She's had some practice," Geoff replied,
picking up a bottle of whiskey and a glass. "Can I pour you
one?"

"Sure, thanks."

"Saying no to her was smart. Saying it
publicly wasn't. It's not a word she's ever associated with herself
and she won't take it well, accompanied as it was by public
humiliation. If I were you, I'd be damned careful."

Colt grabbed a half-filled bottle from the
bar. After recalling the last few minutes, he tucked a second one
under his arm. "Thanks, again."

"I'm not kidding about being careful."

"I'm gonna be better that careful," Colt said, turning to leave.
"I'm gonna be absent."

Colt and his liquid friends found a nice
secluded nook in the woods, well away from the lover's looking for
trysting spots. If he'd heeded Badgerton's words, he'd have stayed
there and sober, he likely would have. But his lurching, drunken
footsteps took him back to his room. There, following the habit of
a lifetime, he stripped and stumbled onto the bed. He passed out
when his head hit the pillow, without bothering to turn down the
bedding.

The cage came back for him the next
morning.

The squealing screech prompted him to pop up
in the unfamiliar bed so fast that he bumped his head, which really
didn't need more pounding to feel quite dreadful. The bright sun
streaming through the window indicated that it was quite late. If
that hadn't been clue enough of the hour, the number of fully
dressed men and women announced it quite clearly. They crowded the
door the maid left open when she ran out, although they appeared at
first as rather hazy and indeterminate shapes. He rubbed his eyes
and the figures came into focus about the time his hand patted for
covers and instead encountered a mass of brown hair.

"What the hell..." he said, feeling the cause
of the hysteria intimately. A stark naked Liz coiled at his crotch,
with her lips fastened to his swollen nearly full enough to burst
member. He tried to pull away, levering her head between his hands
to pull it back, but her lips opened in a snarl only he could see
as he felt the edge of her teeth. 'Twas a threat no man could be
too hung over to appreciate. He froze and she buried more of him in
her mouth as her tongue swiped his length in a wicked caress that
shoved him closer to the finale she sought. He clenched violently.
She responded by lifting the hand that had lain casually on his
thigh and lowering it between his legs. She started to stroke his
ballocks with her fingertips and he flexed his pelvis ever so
slightly. He shook his head no while panic flashed in his eyes. The
triumph glowing in hers gave him warning an instant before her palm
curved round his balls to squeeze rhythmically in time to the
swipes of her tongue. He groaned as he came in gushing spurts
visible to their mesmerized or appalled audience while she lifted
her mouth and milked him with her hand murmuring, "That's right.
Good boy. A little more. Now that's not all, you know it's not all.
One more squeeze and ...there, there's the rest. Good boy. I knew
you could do it."

She withdrew her hand and sat, wiping it on
the bedspread as he gathered himself to sit straight up, cross his
legs and rest his hands atop them. Recalling the practiced squeezes
and strokes, his voice chilled. "Virgin my ever-loving ass."

She stood, retrieved her robe from the
headboard, and slipped it on. "Well, not any more, of course," she
said, looking down at the coverlet. Like the muttering crowd, his
eyes followed. They all saw the large red blotch at the same time.
Turning to leave, she paused and perused his sprawled form
possessively. She leaned over to sweep a black lock behind his ear
before she trailed her hand to the red gold of the upper arm
bulging with muscles.

When she spoke, her voice carried as well as
his has last night. "Just practice saying 'yes, dear,' or 'anything
you want, dear.' My father will bring the ball and chain."

Badgerton pushed through the crowd and Liz
passed him on her way out the door. The men trailed out behind her
but several women lingered until Badgerton grabbed a throw out of
the closet and tossed it over the motionless man who wore only a
dazed expression. He closed the door behind the last gaping
onlooker with a loud click.

"Thanks," Colt murmured when the room
cleared.

"I advised caution as you will recall. Now
you're bound for the parson's mousetrap."

Going very still, Colt said, "I didn't touch
her."

"You didn't push her away either."

"She threatened me and the daft female would
have followed through." At the other man's skeptical expression, he
explained. "I passed out and only came to when the maid screamed.
By then I was close to, well, you know. I tried to push her head
away and she tightened her teeth. If I'd pushed again, she'd have
bitten it off."

"You were hard and ready to finish. But you
claim you'd been passed out?"

"I had to be hard. My body was acting on
instinct and training and history and...."

Badgerton cut off the other man's words. "It
doesn't seem possible, my friend and truthfully, it doesn't matter.
She caught you and you really don't have a choice. I'll see you
downstairs."

As the other man left, Colt rose, mentally
erasing all the years between London and Lodge Grass, Montana. He
became the warrior as he assessed his choices and chances. He
strode to the window and raised it, calculating the distance of the
leap to the tall tree outside his room. Coming to a decision, he
grabbed a shirt and tugged on his boots. Then he returned to the
window. The distance wouldn't have been a risk for the Crow brave
he had once been but the ease of London life may have tempered his
abilities. Would he make it?

Jumping and failing meant falling and from
this height, falling meant death. Yet a choice between death and
the cage wasn't a choice at all. The brave within gave the Crow war
cry silently as he jumped. Perhaps he hadn't come so far from the
tribe after all, he thought, when his hand grasped a branch. While
he swung there, he spotted a field a distance away where some
mounts grazed while trainers put others through their paces. He
shimmied down and stopped. They would anticipate an escape attempt.
He squatted behind the tree and observed some men milling about and
strolling at a casual pace that wasn’t at all casual.

Absolutely still, with the vast patience and
keen eye first taught to him as a toddling half breed who wanted to
be a warrior before he could walk, Sky Who Walks went on the stalk.
He didn't hunt game, horses or the throats of enemies. This hunt
meant much more. He stalked for his freedom. When his stealthy,
silent steps finally reached the training field, he waited until
the trainers each led a horse inside the barn. Then he mounted the
lone remaining horse with his second warrior's leap of the day.

Anticipating the bullets fired by the
returning trainers, he assumed a battle posture, lying nearly flat
as the graceful stallion went airborne to jump the paddock fence.
He gave the Crow war cry again, but this time he did it aloud as
the horse landed on the other side, and the open road loomed before
him. He gave the stallion its head, enjoying the heady pace down
the road until they were out of sight of the trainers. Only then
did he slow the mount and head for the forest, picking a path of
his own making.

Colt camped and considered for a couple of
days. He'd arrived in England as a virtual captive of the father
who planted a seed that spawned his life and his sky blue eyes.
Before the seed sprouted, Haversham returned to London. Alone and
desperate, his mother mated with a tribal warrior. Sky Who Walks
was born to a stepfather who detested him and gave him a name that
marked his status as a half-breed bastard who would never belong.
Then his biological father had an attack of guilt and drug Sky
across an ocean to toss him into a far more vicious tribe called
the ton. Had he wanted to belong to this one so very badly?
Why the hell had he cared so much for the opinion of the father who
remembered him only when it was convenient?

Man whore. He struggled with that
truth until he could fight it no longer. Yes, he'd sold the use of
his body to survive. He’d bartered his body to the widowed squaws
for food and shelter, but not meat. Sex only bought so much. The
warriors demanded a much higher price for the protein his young
growing body had required. Then he arrived here to find the
ton another closed club to which he couldn't belong, but the
Earl of Warwick expected his heir to belong. So he'd sold himself
again, this time for admission to the club.

Now, belonging would demand more of him. He
could gain permanent admission with a wedding vow. Although he
hadn't committed the crime, paying for it would force open all of
the closed doors and buy him a lifetime membership. Why didn't that
sit well with him?

It took hours more of soul searching to find
the reason. Despite all he'd bartered and sold and compromised over
the years, he'd never once made a promise he hadn't fulfilled. A
man who broke his word wasn't a man at all. Here, a blade of the
ton would never dream of giving his promise to repay a
gambling debt and then reneging. That same blade thought nothing of
making all sorts of promises to a bride and breaking them without a
qualm the second she became a wife. He didn't believe in much
anymore, but he believed that a man should always keep his word,
and if that word was also a vow before God, then it became a sacred
promise.

Colt mounted his steed and headed toward home
on the main road, hiding from nothing. When he stabled his mount,
he found this morning's London Times sitting on a table, open to
the announcements section. His name in the headlines caught his
eye. It announced his betrothal to Lady Elizabeth de Quincy.

He rolled up the paper and tucked it under
his arm as he headed inside to see his father.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


On the sign over the door a duckling waddled
jauntily down the gangplank of a ship, grinding the Union Jack and
a single Eagle feather under its webbed feet. The plucky little
fellow's bill held the American flag proudly aloft. Before he
entered the Lucky Duck, the gambling parlor he owned with a couple
of partners, Colt paused to tip his hat at the placard that
symbolized his feelings perfectly.

Generally, he winked at his yellow buddy, but
not this morning. He just wasn't in a winking mood. He'd had the
damn nightmare again. It dragged him back to London. Back to his
final confrontation with his father. The Earl’s bloody code
insisted that Colt wasn't honorable unless he made a sacred promise
to the English bitch whose trap he refused to enter. Under his
father's rules, honor required him to lie at the altar as he vowed
to love and cherish a female he'd rather gullet. He defined honor
differently, but he'd been much more gullible then. He had stupidly
believed that his blue-blooded father would care more about his son
than his standing in the ton. He'd been naive enough to
think the man would take his word that he hadn't touched the
schemer who tried to trap him in a marital prison.

No longer stupid or naive, he'd grown up to
be the man he made himself. Neither Crow warrior nor an English
Earl's heir, he became Colt Star. He chose his own rules and
remained the Lord of His Pants. He'd never sell himself again.
Buoyed by that thought, he grinned as he rounded the bar, and
spotted Barney polishing it again. Barney had been aghast when Colt
once suggested he save himself all the work, for the bar would only
be battered each night.

“Not polish my bar, Mr. Colt? Why it might
not look like much to most people, but to me, I looks at it and
thinks of the day you stopped at my beggar’s cup and told me to get
up away from there because you had a job for me. This here bar
feeds my wife and young ‘uns and I ain’t got to ask nobody for
nothing. Yes sir,” Barney said, grinning as though he thought Colt
had taken leave of his senses, “if it be all the same to you, I’ll
just keep on apolishin’ this place till it shines.”

The bartender’s innate nobility far exceeded
that of the titled British ass who sired a bastard child with an
Indian maiden he abandoned for an acceptable marriage, a secure
future and the almighty ton. Noble. Between the bartender
and his father, he knew who deserved the title. Yes, Barney was one
of the reasons this place was home, all right.

He stopped in his tracks, nearly paralyzed at
the betraying thought. Home.

The rough and tumble seaport of San Francisco
had suited him well enough for several years. But to think of it as
home? No. No that was dangerous. He’d vowed never to attach that
word to a place again. At one time, he had thought he had a home
with the tribe when he was a half-breed who planned to grow up to
be a warrior. He had been stupid enough to think of his father’s
estate in London as home for a while too.

If this place was coming to look like home,
well, that meant it was time to pack up his bag of tricks and move
on to somewhere new. Fortunately, he thought as he poured himself a
whiskey from the hidden cabinet – the good stuff not the bar
stock-- his line of work traveled well.

He settled behind the booth in the small
second floor alcove that overlooked the tables and the bar. If
experience had taught him anything, it had been that you should
never trust. Trust made a man vulnerable and it made him weak.
There were two human beings on earth he trusted. One was Vladimir
Batalova, the Russian gypsy who once saved Colt’s hide. Batalova
was a blonde, muscular type whose keen intellect was frequently
hidden behind the black eyes he drew around him like curtains.
Women wanted to get close and personal with his chiseled torso, but
it was his unusual accent that reeled them in. If they passed his
gypsy appraisal, Vlad was generally happy to oblige them.

As though thoughts had conjured him, the big,
burly blond walked up to the table. His black eyes held a twinkle
of amusement as he pulled up a chair. “Still getting the silent
treatment from the ladies?”

“It’s not the females, plural, who concern me so much
as the female, singular,” Colt replied, with a quirk of his brow.
“Damn, but I had no idea that Lola had gotten visions of white
picket fences embedded in her soul. She just didn’t seem the type.
She's a madam.”

The other man chucked and shook his head.
“Now you know better than that. Every female is the type. I think
mothers give baby girls some sort of settling down potion in their
pabulum. From the time they can use a spoon on their own, their
little eyes are looking for the sucker who will give them a free
ride.”

Colt’s laughter caused him to choke on the
gulp of whiskey he just swallowed. “Yeah. You’ll ride. You just
won’t pay, right?”

“Never saw you lining up to step into
the parson’s noose either.”

“Nor will you, pal. Not in this lifetime. I
don't cage well.”

“At least not with the likes of Lola,”
Vlad quipped. He gave Colt the gypsy once over. “You have not met
your lady yet, but you will. Very soon now, you will be hopelessly
enthralled. You will chase her to the trap, and pull the string
yourself.”

For the second time, Colt choked on his
beverage in laughter. He couldn’t resist a wager he was sure to
win. “Are you willing to put your money behind that insane
prediction?”

The Russian part of the other man always got
serious when his gypsy pronouncements were questioned. Batalova
examined whatever unseen vision had prompted such an outlandish
prediction before he nodded and called the stakes. “My share of our
shipping venture against yours good enough?”

Colt jolted out of his customary lounging
posture to sit straight up in his seat and eyeball the other man.
Those shares were worth a sizeable fortune. Colt’s business acumen
added to Vlad’s gypsy instincts, and their other partner’s Asian
connections, had made their enterprise the most profitable on the
high seas since it launched. Each had been offered increasingly
immense sums for his share. The offers had been soundly rejected.
The shipping company called to the pirate in all of them and none
would part with the venture for any price. Until now.

Slack-jawed, Colt still gaped at Vlad,
knowing he was too frequently correct about his predictions. But
this one, well perhaps, it was a poor attempt at a joke. Certainly,
he couldn't be serious. Either that or he'd simply heard wrong.
"Did you just wager your share of Wanderer?"

Batalova stirred his vodka with a finger
before he spoke. His words would not ease his friends’ amazement
nor soothe his visible unease. Still, they were always honest with
each other. “I couldn’t sleep last night. The situation here has
grown too comfortable and too uncomfortable. I knew you’d be ready
to move on soon. So I cast the cards and read your future.”

“Were you drunk at the time?” The question
was hopeful. Drink could cloud a man's perception of many
things.

“No, and shame on you. You know I don’t
cast the cards after I have partaken of that much of Mother
Russia’s finest.”

Colt said, “This time the cards lied. The
only person who came close to loving me was my mother. Hell, even
she picked my stepfather over me until the day she died. My
stepfather is a pure bastard and the father whose blood I share is
worse. I don’t believe in love and I’m not such a fool that I would
chase after some woman. For whatever demented reason, females have
always been downright eager to spread their legs for me. Sometimes
I have need for what's between their legs. That's what they are
good for and it’s all they're good for. Your prediction will never
happen and you can take that to the bank, cards or no cards.”

Vlad raised a brow. “You are so sure of
that?” When Colt nodded, he smiled and said, “Then how about that
wager?”

Silence reigned at the table and remained
unbroken as their third partner, took a chair and joined the group.
Jin recognized the uneasy quiet and didn’t break it.

“What are the terms of the bet?”

“That in less than a year you will be
following the lady you have fallen madly in love with back to
England, desperate to have her back at any price.”

This time Jin broke the silence, which was
unusual since silence could stretch endlessly for the patient
Japanese man. He broke it by laughing so hard he nearly fell out of
his seat.

This time Colt didn’t laugh.

“Let me get this straight. Not only am I
going to fall madly in love, but I am going to plunge into this
state over an Englishwoman, although I hate everyone and everything
from that country. Yet for love of this lady, I will set foot on
the soil I have vowed I would only re-enter as a corpse?” Colt
could only guess that Batalova must be purely anxious to get rid of
his share of Wanderer.

“Exactly,” Vlad said and winked. “The thin
line between love and hate is easy to cross when you’re too
enthralled to see straight.”

Colt stuck out his hand and said, “Well, I
hate to take your money friend, but if you insist on giving it
away, I might as well. My share of Wanderer against yours.”

The two men shook. Colt was busy trying to
decide whether Batalova had cast off a couple of his bricks so that
he no longer carried a full load. Vladimir was busy smiling,
apparently anticipating antics to come.

******

As the carriage neared the Bascombe
ball, Viv grew restless. The event itself was nothing to look
forward to, merely another of the boring ton entertainment’s. But Lord Warwick would be
here and he sent a message today saying he had everything
arranged.

Could it be that her life would finally
begin?

At the last few parties, she started speaking
with the old man. She found him to be a kindred spirit. He
understood that she wanted to be more than a living decoration.
He’d reminded her that building a business enterprise required seed
money, and it was highly unlikely that her parents would fund that.
More than likely, they would accept some man’s proposal and force
her to the altar, which they had begun hinting at recently.

She had to concede that he was right, and it
seemed hopeless. Well, it had seemed hopeless until he handed her a
London Times article about a gold strike in America. The article,
which was buried on page 6, said men, women and children were
headed to California to seek their fortunes. Other women were
going. Why couldn’t she?

Lord Warwick’s note said he had
everything arranged. For the first time she found herself eager to
see a man at a ton party and
romance was surely not involved. By the time they arrived, she
couldn’t sit still.

As he heard her name, Simon Haversham looked
up to see her enter. She wore a turquoise gown the exact shade of
her eyes. Her auburn locks glowed in the light of the candles. Over
the neckline of her low cut gown, her breasts swelled generously.
He glanced around the room to see that a number of the men perked
up at her entrance. The fire of passion lit their gazes, and he
smiled. His son would have the same reaction to her. No, his son’s
reaction would be stronger. A highly sexual being, his son would
first admire her physical assets, certainly. However, it would be
her brain, her scruples and her honesty that reeled him in.

Yes, this bait would work nicely.

By his clock, in less than a year his son who
had left vowing never to return would be on his doorstep
frantically seeking to regain the lady he’d thrown away. Colton
would be enthralled and overcome. He would take what was offered.
But he would throw it away.

The bait would return to London and the fish
would follow.

Simon smiled as he saw the young woman
brush off the efforts of three of the ton’s rakes to gain her notice, or at least a
dance. He stood in his corner, deeming it better play to have her
find him. Yes, by Jiminy, it would take those rakes down more than
a peg or two when they saw that they had all been thrown over for
her interest in an old coot. Sure enough, the bait rounded the
corner and tracked him down in less than ten minutes, an amazing
feat in a crush this large.

Good. Only the smartest bait for his gene
pool.

He smiled as she looked around
furtively, like she believed the ton would give a fig about anyone he spoke to.
Well, they hadn’t until she tracked him down. She was right to be
cautious so he pulled her into the corner to a little
settee.

“Your note said it had all been arranged. Has
it really? How, what?” Her questions tumbled over each other too
fast for him to respond.

He held up his hand. “Calm down and we’ll get
all your queries answered in order. You’re going way too fast for
an old man to keep up.”

Viv raised a brow in a gesture he thought
Colton had trademarked. “Old man, my foot. You’re only as old as
you want to be. It just suits you to play on my sympathy, Lord
Warwick, and you know it. Never mind, it’s working well
enough.”

He smiled at the newest evidence of her
intelligence and nerve. He needed a sharp one. She’d have to match
wits with Colton and the boy would hate her walking in because she
was English. She'd have her work cut out for her but he believed
she could pull it off. He'd waited long enough for one who could.
He handed her several documents.

“Hangtown? Oh my. But, this is fantastic,
sir. A deed to a mining claim and a cabin? A vacant lot or
‘improvements thereon’ well, that is certainly mysterious. Passage
on a ship leaving in four days? So soon? Or is it so long?” She
thought for a minute. "Yes, 'tis plenty of time, too much time.
Perhaps I shall die of anticipation."

She clutched the papers to her chest,
wide-eyed, flushed and panting with excitement. Damn, he envied the
young scamp this one. He could already see his grandchildren.
Little rascals every one of them, all smart grabbers who would
refuse to take crap from anyone – including their grandfather or
especially their grandfather if his son had anything to do with
it.

She leaned forward and kissed his cheek.
“Lord Warwick, I just don’t know how to thank you. I will repay you
though. When I return with a fortune and start my business here,
why, I’ll give you a half share of the profits.” She nodded as the
justice of the idea took root. “Yes, that is exactly what I will
do.”

He winked at her, “Let’s not worry about
monetary payment, Lady Vivian. I’m confident that I’ll get what I
want out of the arrangement. But tell me, do you think that there
will be any problem with your getting away? Your parents are bound
to disapprove.”

She frowned. “Yes. I don’t want to worry
them. I’m going to tell them that I’ve been called to France
because Aunt Gen needs me to care for her. I hate to lie to them
but really I have no choice. It will be some time before they will
inquire, and then it will likely be by post. Still, eventually they
will learn I’m not at Aunt Gen’s.”

Concern for her family played over her face.
Her emotions called to the old man because he was using her to
solve his own family problems. He reached over and took her hands,
“I tell you what. I shall keep an eye on your family. If their
distress becomes too great, I shall send them in your
direction.”

The young girl hugged him in farewell, and
promised to write. He urged her to do that because he was anxious
for any news of his son. As she walked away, he called a caution to
her to be sure she danced tonight, otherwise she was apt to raise
suspicions in her family.

She smiled and turned back to blow a kiss as
she said, “Brilliant. Lord Warwick, you are positively
brilliant.”

He watched as she walked away, and smiled as
she accepted an invitation to dance from Creighton Richford, the
Marquess of Stafford. He saw the young man’s eyes heat quickly as
he drew her to him in the waltz. He broke out in a grin when he saw
her stiff shouldered insistence upon returning to a proper dance
distance. He recalled what his informants had told him about the
girl when he’d first been considering his current project.

Lady Viv had been out for two seasons. A
number of the young bloods offered for her but all were rejected.
The fair lady would wed for love or not at all. The bloods chased
her like hounds after a fox, and her persistent rejections only
made her more desirable game. Each vowed to succeed where the
others failed. She had whipped them into something of a frenzy,
albeit, not an entirely honorable one. The young men also wagered
at White’s on who would burst her cherry. Her brother, Peter
responded to each new entry with his fists and did it pretty
handily now that he trained at Gentleman Jackson’s.

The suitors called her
passion’s princess encased in a vault of
ice. Popular wisdom proclaimed that the man who opened
her vault would command her roaring blaze of passion. The bloods
were right about the girl's potential for passion, but they were
wrong about the commanding part. They were also wrong in their
wagers. He was sending passion’s princess and her vault of ice to
live with his son in gold mining territory. Colton had an unfair
advantage – he would be armed with a pick.

******

“How does it feel being betrayed by a friend,
Colt?” Lola challenged.

He casually took another sip of his drink.
Then he leaned over and took a big sniff in Lola’s general
direction, before asking, “Damn, Jin. How many rides did you
take?”

Jin gave a very masculine smile. “You two may
not credit it, but my appetite, amongst other things, is every bit
as large as yours. Perhaps even larger.”

“How many?” Colt insisted.

“Four or five. I fear my mind was on things
other than addition. I lost count.”

“I’m only surprised that what’s between her
thighs didn’t wither your staff permanently,” Colt responded, his
good humor and lack of jealousy both apparent.

“You bastard,” Lola shrieked at the top of
her lungs as she grabbed a glass from a passing tray and hurled its
contents in Colt’s laughing face. She tried to launch herself over
the table at him but Vlad caught her and hauled her away while she
screamed insults and oaths. Some were even new to Colt and he'd
have sworn he'd heard them all.

A fracas at one of the poker tables took
Colt’s attention and required immediate action. He left the booth
for the table where one behemoth held a gun on another as he
accused him of pulling an ace from his sleeve. Colt looked at his
dealer.

“It’s been an honest game, sir. I’ve been
watching closely,” the dealer answered the question that hadn’t
been verbalized.

The dealer was clear because Colt’s training
had included threats about dire physical consequences if any of his
people allowed shady gaming. It was common knowledge that the Lucky
Duck ran the cleanest tables in town. Colt wouldn't have it any
other way.

Colt clapped a hand on the big man’s back,
careful to do it slowly so he didn’t startle the fellow. The man
was not only the size of a mountain, he was, after all, holding a
pistol aimed at the dealer and the accused cheater. Colt didn’t
know the big guy, but the accused was Bob Laslow and he had been a
regular at the Duck for over a year. Had he wanted a crooked game,
he would be playing somewhere else.

The situation was starting to cause a stir.
Devoted gamblers all, some time passed before anyone took notice of
the gun. They were noticing now and Colt feared that soon someone
would try to lend a hand. That sort of unwanted assistance could
lead to a brawl that would cause a lot of damage to his bar. It
would likely end up with guns drawn and more than one man getting
shot. That would lead to another exhaustion inspired trip through
the past he refused to revisit when he was conscious. Exhaustion
must lower his defenses enough to allow the demons free reign.

To prevent any interference, Colt addressed
the room. “Gentlemen. I can assure you that I have this situation
well under control. Go back to your play and leave me to tend my
own territory, if you please.” It was the western way to let a man
to tend his own fences. Unfortunately, helping to even the odds was
also the western way. The dueling philosophies had caused the death
of more than one man. Colt’s stance and tone showed that his was
the voice of control. He assumed a posture of power to make it
clear that the odds were in his favor.

“What were the stakes?” He asked the
dealer.

“The big guy bet some kind of property claims
and Laslow won the hand,” the dealer answered.

“What kind of property?” Colt asked the irate
mammoth holding the weapon. “I’ve been known to invest myself.”

“A fully built house with two bedrooms, and a
claim in Dry Diggins’, or Hangtown as folks are calling it now,
plus a big lot downtown. I had thought of building a restaurant or
a gambling hall there myself, but I just got a letter saying my
wife was bad sick. I got to get back to Texas,” the big man said,
although he didn’t quite meet Colt’s eyes and seemed a little
uneasy at his own words. Colt was preoccupied with keeping the room
from exploding, which was still a real possibility. He blamed the
threat of violence for the prickling of the hair on the back of his
neck.

“A claim?” He asked carefully. “What kind of
claim?”

The big man looked at him like he wasn’t
particularly bright. “A gold claim. I was one of the first to sign
up and got a prime spot right near town at Hangtown Creek.”

Colt still looked puzzled. Jin walked up
about then, saying, “ Buddy, I know you don’t pry around in outside
business but that is what I’ve been investigating. There was a big
gold strike at the mill that old John Sutter was building up near
where the American and Sacramento Rivers join. Sutter planned to
float timber down to his crazy empire in the valley. They say he’s
been trying to keep it quiet, for fear an onslaught of miners would
jeopardize his empire, but word is getting out in a big way.”

The big man snorted. “Helped along by Sam
Brennan. The greedy bastard cornered the market on mining
implements before he took a run down the street holding a jar of
gold dust and saying it came from Sutter’s Mill. I don't have to
tell you boys how much that helped his finances. He's making a
fortune without mining anything.”

The dealer handed Colt the documents and he
unfolded them with a glint of real interest. Jin nodded in answer
to Colt’s unasked question. None of them had gold fever, but they
all shared the wanderlust that had given their shipping empire its
name. A gold strike meant excitement and plenty of miners with
money to spend and time to kill - a fertile environment for a
gambling hall. Just then, Vlad returned after depositing the irate
Lola in her room and posting guards at her door. He glanced at the
documents as he heard Jin’s quiet explanation. He looked at the
other two and nodded his agreement as well.

Soon Laslow had the cash he preferred and the
big fellow wrote out a quitclaim giving the interest of one John
Jacob Jackson to a house, a gold claim and a vacant lot to all
three men. He left immediately, mumbling about getting back to his
sick wife in Texas. Colt felt those rumblings of unease again, and
glanced at Batalova to find his eyes narrowed as he followed the
big fellow’s hurried exit from the room. They had been looking to
pull up stakes and wander somewhere new, but all of this was mighty
damned convenient. In fact, it seemed a little bit too
convenient.

The Russian started to follow the fellow but
Lola came running down the stairs nude, shrieking, and holding a
loaded gun aimed at Colt. Mind you, it wasn’t his big head she was
aiming for. A second later her eyes flashed a warning that she was
serious, and every man in the room ducked. A pissed off female with
a gun pointed at a man’s privates was apt to be taken real serious,
real quick.

She got off two rounds that sheered into the
lower part of the bar rather than Colt’s nether regions. She was
running forward, aiming to get off a point blank shot and
screeching that Colt would never use his equipment again. A couple
of the boys got the jump on her and jerked the gun away. The boys
grinned as they carried her out the front door. Neither Colt nor
his partners knew where she was being taken, but judging from the
fact that she was stark naked and the men carrying her were already
making free with their hands, it appeared she would be kept busy
for a while. Having to give away what she normally sold was light
penance, but more important to the three who watched, was the fact
that it bought them time.

It would be long enough. They traveled light
and would be out of here before the men finished unloading their
chambers into the madam. Colt snorted, thinking it just as well
that she brush up her skills unless she planned to try to haul some
other sap off to the parson.

Lola’s gunplay interrupted the men's
intention to follow the behemoth. The need to travel light and fast
diverted them to divide jobs. Colt would get all their gear here
packed and tell Barney that he would receive a half interest in the
Duck in exchange for keeping up the place. It was a task, Colt
reflected, that Barney was more than suited for. Vlad would visit
their numerous shipping contracts to book them fast passage on the
first schooner setting sail up the Sacramento.

Jin would secure a long-term source of supply
for food, liquor and building materials for the new gambling hall.
He would also pick up some mining supplies, apparently from Sam
Brennan. They would all try their luck – the treasure hunt called
to the pirates and gamblers within all of them. They would need
picks, shovels, mining pans or rockers – the whole set up. The
other two had no fear that their friend would stint on food
supplies since cooking was one of his passions. They had to remind
him twice to buy the mining gear.

Vlad returned with news that they were booked
on a schooner setting sail with the morning tide. The wanderlust
took over, and they forgot their earlier concern over the behemoth
in the excitement of heading for new territory.

******

All of them, but Colt in particular, would
have been quite interested in the meeting that took place about an
hour after the big fellow left the Duck. He lurked in an alley near
the telegraph station. Still extremely unsettled about his role in
the deception, the man was nonetheless desperate for the funds to
get to the gold fields. It was about half an hour before his
promised contact arrived.

As usual, the small fellow’s nose reached up
for the air like he was too good to be talking to such a common
bloke at all.

“How did it go, chap?” The snob asked.

“They fell for it. They seemed suspicious for
a bit but a ruckus with some naked woman aiming for Colt’s privates
with a gun sort of slammed their attention away from me. As
distractions went, I couldn’t have asked for a better one.”

The little fellow visibly started. “Dear me.
Lord Haversham wasn’t hurt was he?”

“Who?” The big guy asked.

“Colton. He wasn’t injured was he? Dear me,
if he should be hurt...Is he quite all right?”

“Nah, he weren't hurt none. I hung around
outside till some fellows left carrying the naked floozy. She got
off a couple of shots but didn’t hit nothing at all – much less the
particular gear that she was aiming for.”

The little man drew out a trembling hand to
wipe his forehead with a handkerchief as he said, “Thank God. How
do you know they fell for it?”

“I had a buddy at the docks follow the
Russian to the shipping office. Booked passage for all three of
them on the Shady Sue, a schooner setting sail early in the morning
up the Sacramento.”

“Good, good,” the little man said as he
reached in his pocket and drew out the agreed currency. The big
fellow left, happily envisioning mountains of gold.

The little man scurried away to send a
telegram to London. His part of the job was done with flying
colors. The fish headed towards the pond. He telegraphed the Earl
who was handling the bait personally. The Earl felt certain that he
had picked the perfect tasty morsel – one the fish would find
irresistible. The Earl must make sure the bait headed for the
pond.

The Earl wasn’t worried. When asked about it,
he had said, “This particular bait is ripe for adventure. I am
convinced of it.”

Colt was preoccupied with watching San
Francisco disappear, happy and sad about leaving. The place had
been good for them and good to them. Still, it was starting to feel
a little too much like home, and that made him apprehensive. It
disquieted them all, but Colt more than the rest for he believed
home to be just another thing that could be taken away, just
another way for to be hurt. Yes, San Francisco had been a nice stop
but it was past time for the wanderers to travel on.

As the last sight of the town disappeared
from view, Colt turned to Batalova. “I want to let you know that
I’m willing to cancel our bet. I won’t hold you to it. You’ve been
too good a friend for me to take advantage of your momentary lapse
of sanity. We can excuse it as moon madness or an overdose of
staying in one place.”

“No need for such consideration, my friend.
I’ll stand by my wager. Unless you want to cancel it? Have you come
to your senses?”

In typically arrogant fashion, Colt said,
“Hell no. Just thought I’d save you the pain of having to beg me
not to hold you to it later. Tell me you haven’t forgotten that
we’re headed to the gold fields. You really think an English lady
will end up in Hangtown? As I very well know, most of them consider
Scotland the backside of nowhere. Not a one would dream of crossing
the Ocean on a ship filled with common riffraff infected by gold
fever. They mine their gold the easy way --- by caging a
well-heeled bachelor with a fancy title.”

“If she weren’t ripe for adventure and
a cut different from the general run of English roses, she wouldn’t
be the lady who will claim a heart as tough as yours, my friend.
She is coming, and she will vanquish you. Your carefree bachelor
existence is in its final days. Just wait and see.”
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