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            Chapter One

          

          Faith Williams

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 1867

      

      

      I stand on the wooden sidewalk in the shade of the General Store waiting for the stagecoach to arrive.

      According to the ticket in my hand, the stagecoach is scheduled to leave Little Rock at nine thirty.

      According to my pocket watch, it’s currently eight forty-five and I’ve yet to see any sign of the stagecoach.

      Having never ridden a stagecoach, I don’t know if it’s customary for the stagecoach to arrive at the last minute or not. The clerk inside the General Store who sold me the ticket had not provided any information.

      He’d been quick to take my money and hand me a ticket though before brushing me off. In his defense, I had purposely tried not to attract attention and I hadn’t asked any questions. He had assumed I knew what I was doing and I let him.

      On the contrary. I was trying everything in my power to NOT be noticed. The hood of my cloak covered my hair and, hopefully, obscured my face from anything akin to a casual observer. Both my cloak and my dress were solid black. The color worn by widows.

      It had taken me quite a bit of planning to secretly procure a black dress. Fortunately I already had this black cloak.

      The warm March wind threatens to tug the hood off my head. I slide the ticket into my pocket and secure the hood, tying the strings into a bow at my neck.

      My valise sitting at my feet is not black. It’s a dark maroon velvet case. I hadn’t brought a trunk simply because I had no way of getting it here. It would have been impossible for me to slip away with a trunk.

      But I had money. I had money that would allow me to start over somewhere else. Sometimes a person had to make such sacrifices. Leaving things behind. It didn’t matter. They were just things that could be replaced.

      As a well-dressed gentleman walks past, I press back against the wall and lower my head. He pays me no attention whatsoever. Doesn’t even look in my direction.

      When I had first started conceptualizing my plan, I had noticed that no one pays any attention to widows and they’re allowed to blend unnoticed into the background.

      I was finding that true today as well. So far so good. Everything was going as planned.

      I remove the ticket from my pocket and study it. There wasn’t much information on it. The date. March 20, 1867. Destination. El Paso, Texas. My name. Faith Williams.

      It also had the amount charged for the ticket. One hundred ten dollars.

      It was not a small amount of money, especially considering that I had no intention of going all the way to El Paso. My final destination is yet to be determined.

      Right now, my sole intent is to get out of town. To get as far out of town as far and as quickly as possible, all the while doing it without being noticed.

      There aren’t many people in town this early. Since I’d never been downtown Little Rock before Noon, I had expectations about that either. From here I can see the Livery and Blacksmith shop. The inn I stayed at last night.

      And a saloon which appears to be closed at the moment.

      Finally, I hear the rumble of the stagecoach coming in my direction.

      It stops in front of the General Store just as it was supposed to.

      There is only one driver. Somehow I had expected two drivers.

      A burly man with a beard, he secures the coach and climbs down.

      I wait, biding my time. Check my pocket watch.

      My heart is pounding much too fast.

      I have every reason to be nervous.

      I’ve left my home and I’m setting out on my own on what most people would call a foolhardy and dangerous mission.

      I have my reasons.

      The stagecoach driver opens the door to the stage and pulls out a cigar which he proceeds to light.

      Now is a good time for me to board the stagecoach.

      While there is no one else around. No one paying attention to the stagecoach.

      I pick up my valise and walk to the stagecoach.

      “Morning,” the driver says.

      “Good morning.” Still wearing my hood pulled up over my head, I hand the ticket to the driver. He studies it a moment, then gives me a nod.

      “I can put your bag up there on the top.”

      I clutch it tightly in my hands.

      “I prefer to keep it with me.”

      The driver takes a puff of his cigar, then shrugs. “Yes ma’am.”

      He takes my valise and slides it into the coach.

      “If the coach fills up,” he says. “I’ll need to put it on top.”

      “I understand.”

      Since I hadn’t planned on my valise leaving my hands, I have some things to move from there to my purse.

      Fortunately, it looks like I have time.

      “Ready to climb in?” he asked.

      I nod and put my hand in his, while I gather up my skirts and step up into the stagecoach.

      It’s a whole lot smaller than I had expected.

      There’s only room for four people, two on each side. Maybe three at the most, but that would be crowded. Now I understand what he meant about my valise.

      I settle onto the forward facing bench and proceed to put my valuables into my reticule. My watch. My little pocketbook of money. A little velvet roll of my jewelry.

      I pull my pocket watch out of my cloak pocket and put it into my reticule.

      Already I feel like I have no idea what I’m doing.

      I’m in over my head.

      But I remind myself that I have my reasons for what I’m doing.

      A few minutes later, an older couple climb into the stagecoach and sit opposite me.

      “Good morning,” the lady greets me with a smile.

      I nod in greeting, counting on my widow’s weeds to keep people from expecting me to interact much.

      I need to keep a low profile and not draw attention to myself.

      Just in case anyone comes looking for me, I don’t want to be remembered.

      “My name is Mary and this is my husband John,” she says.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I say.

      “What’s your name, Dear?” she asks.

      “Mary,” the man says. “she’s obviously in mourning.”

      “Well. We’re going to be traveling together to El Paso. We can’t not talk to her all the way there.”

      “My name is Faith,” I say, intercepting any further argument between the two of them.

      Mary shoots her husband a smug glance.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Faith.”

      I nod, then turn to look out the window. I might not really be a widow, but I may as well be. I actually feel like a widow right now.

      I’m giving up my way of life. Whether voluntary or not doesn’t seem to matter when it comes to the way a person feels. And right now I feel the loss of giving up my family all the way to my bones.

      When the stagecoach starts rolling promptly at nine thirty, I swallow a lump in my throat.

      I hadn’t expected to feel this way.

      With all the planning and preparation that had gone into getting myself to this point, it’s only now that I’m feeling the enormity of what I was doing.

      All in all, I’d had no choice.

      This was my best option.

      It was either get on this stagecoach and vanish or damn myself to an eternity of hell on earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Morgan Miller

        

      

    

    
      As a Texas Ranger, I had to follow orders and my current orders were outside my normal scope.

      My horse, Shiloh, shifts beneath me, the leather saddle creaking as I stare at the tattered handwritten letter in my gloved hand.

      From this spot at the top of a hill near a little stagecoach stop, I can see from here to the far horizon, endless miles and miles away.

      By all rights, I should be riding west to capture dangerous outlaws.

      The last I heard, there was an outbreak of outlaw activity out near El Paso. I’d been all set to go there.

      Instead, I have my orders. I shift the letter aside to study the wanted notice beneath it.

      Wanted: Faith Williams

      Reward: $5,000

      The letter explains in more detail. Treat her with utmost care and return her unharmed to Little Rock.

      What the hell kind of order was that?

      Texas Rangers were assigned to track down and capture outlaws, not runaway women. I’d been given some nonsensical assignments in my years as a Texas Ranger, but this one had to be at the top of the list.

      What was so important about this Faith Williams that I had to locate and intercept the stagecoach she was riding in and return her to her home?

      Maybe Faith Williams was an outlaw. She didn’t sound like an outlaw. From the sketch I’d been given, she didn’t look like she would be an outlaw either, at least not the dangerous variety.

      I fold the letter and the notice back together and tuck them away into my coat pocket.

      Apparently Faith Williams was believed to be traveling across Texas. Supposedly riding in a stagecoach.

      My job was to locate her and hand her off to someone who would then return her to Little Rock. My jurisdiction didn’t reach outside Texas, so at least there was that.

      That’s all I know.

      Captain Ford suggested I start with inns along the Butterfield Stagecoach route and work my way north to the Texas border.

      I’d been traveling along the stagecoach route for two days now. I’d stopped and searched four stagecoaches and I hadn’t seen anyone who looked remotely like the Faith Williams in the sketch in my pocket.

      According to the stagecoach schedule, the stage should have gone through here an hour ago.

      My plan was to stop it and conduct a search as ordered, but I wasn’t holding out any optimism in finding this missing girl. The girl in the picture looked too young to be a criminal. I had little doubt she would be easy to spot. So far my searches hadn’t uncovered anyone under the age of thirty.

      The problem was quite simply I had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’d been taking my one day off for the year. Even a Texas Ranger deserved a day off once a year.

      I’d been playing a game of cards, something I never did before heading out the next day, when Captain Ford had decided I needed a task.

      In my opinion, the captain had taken that opportunity to send me on this fool’s errand simply because I was there.

      I couldn’t argue with orders though.

      The sun would be setting soon. The stagecoach had probably been running behind and they had stopped early. That would explain why it’s not here yet.

      I need to find a place to spend the night myself.

      Standing here waiting for a stagecoach that wasn’t coming added ignorance to the inane task of finding a missing girl who wasn’t in any danger.

      It was likely that she wasn’t a criminal at all. It was possible that she was quite simply a missing person. Someone who needed finding.

      I had to keep things in perspective.

      If I didn’t find her, she could get into trouble.

      Trouble had a tendency to find women traveling alone.

      Out here in Texas is a rough country. One not fit for a lady.

      I could tell myself all sorts of things, but an order was an order.

      All I had to do was to find this girl and go on to my next assignment.

      Wouldn’t be putting myself out there like this anymore, making myself look available for an assignment that no one else wanted to do.

      I was just about to turn away. To go and find myself a place to shelter for the night when I heard the distinct sound of a stagecoach lumbering on the dirt road toward me.

      By the time it came into sight, there was a plume of dust following along behind it.

      Putting my hand over my eyes, I watched as it neared.

      The stagecoach was traveling entirely too fast.

      If the driver didn’t slow down, it wasn’t going to make the curve.

      It didn’t take long for me to see that the stage wasn’t slowing down.

      They were in trouble. Something could have spooked the horses. A snake probably.

      I nudge my horse out from behind the cover of some underbrush and a big pine tree to watch the stagecoach as it fast approaches.

      It somehow, by the grace of God, made the curve and on two wheels to boot. It landed with all four wheels on the ground with a crash. That had to be a very uncomfortable jostle for those inside the stagecoach.

      But then I see just why the stagecoach is traveling at breakneck speed.

      I curse under my breath and nudge my horse back behind the tree again.

      Damned if the stagecoach wasn’t being chased by outlaws. Half a dozen of them.

      My mother had an old saying that she used to tell me all the time.

      Be careful what you wish for, son. You might just get it.

      My mother had never been so very right as she was at this very moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Faith

        

      

    

    
      On this third day of my trip west, I had to constantly remind myself why I had undertaken this journey.

      Riding along with Mary and John had been trying at best. It wasn’t so much John. John was a perfectly honorable gentleman who seemed to respect my widowed status.

      Mary, on the other hand, bless her heart, was a chatterbox. Sometimes I wanted to simply lean my head back against the leather cushion and close my eyes. Other times I want to simply stare out the window and think my own thoughts.

      But Mary did not seem to understand the importance of quiet time.

      I actually felt a little sorry for John, being wedded to her. At least I could get away from her when we stopped for the night. I had enough money that so far I had been able to afford a room of my own.

      Again, being a widow carried enough weight that people make concessions. Most people.

      How Mary found so many things to talk about was a mystery beyond me. It seemed like she had to voice every one of the thoughts that flittered through her head.

      “We do seem to be going rather fast, don’t we?” she asked, moving aside the leather window covering that helped keep a little of the dust out of the stagecoach.

      “We do actually.” I peek out the window on my side and my heart slams in my throat.

      Mary can’t see it from her vantage point, but we are quickly approaching a sharp curve in the road.

      I glance over at Mary, then John. Mary is still looking outside. John is looking at me, worry on his face as we bounce along the bumpy road much too quickly.

      “What do you see?” he asks.

      “Um.”

      Hitting a bump in the road, we all slide on our seats and grab hold of the edges of the benches.

      I look out the window again. The curve in the road is rapidly approaching.

      “Something’s wrong,” I say. “Hold on.”

      I grab a leather hand hold hanging down. Mary and John do the same.

      We brace ourselves for the worst.

      The stagecoach feels out of control.

      All of the work I had done to get here suddenly seems futile. But there is no time to worry about that now.

      My heart pounding dangerously, I hold onto the leather hand hold with both hands.

      The curve ahead is fast approaching and the stagecoach isn’t slowing down.

      “Why isn’t he stopping?” Mary asks, hysteria in her tone.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Just hold on.”

      The steady rumble of the wheels over the road blend with the horses’ hooves pounding against the dirt road.

      “Hold on,” John says, putting one arm around his wife, grasping a leather hand hold with the other.

      For once, Mary is quiet as I watch the curve quickly approaching.

      I close my eyes and brace myself.

      Mary screams as the coach turns. The whole coach tilts, careening to the side and we lean the other way in a feeble attempt to keep it upright.

      Somehow it works and the left wheels bounce back onto the ground.

      We’re still moving fast, but at least we’re on a straight stretch now.

      Mary is white as a sheet and John doesn’t look much better.

      We’re going to be okay.

      Surely if I tell myself that enough, it’ll be true.

      “Someone’s on the roof,” John says.

      He was right. Someone was moving across the roof of the stagecoach.

      I hear men yelling something at each other.

      Then I hear gunshots.

      I bend forward and cover my head with my arms.

      This was not supposed to happen.

      Then after what seems like forever and only a moment in time all at once, the stagecoach slows down.

      We’re being attacked. I shove my reticule with my belongings behind me.

      I’ve heard stories, but I’d hoped I would make it through without losing my life.

      As the stagecoach comes to a stop, I pull the hood of my black cloak over my head and brace myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Morgan

        

      

    

    
      I’m getting too old for this.

      I was supposed to be here for the mundane job of finding a missing girl.

      And now here I was climbing onto a runaway stagecoach and firing shots at outlaws bent on running the stagecoach off the road.

      It didn’t matter who was on board, the outlaws should not be trying to run the stagecoach off the road.

      But somehow I had them on the run. I don’t think I hit any of them, but they weren’t going to be bothering the stagecoach anymore.

      “I sure am glad you came along when you did,” the stagecoach driver says. “I couldn’t shake ‘em.”

      “They were determined,” I say. “That curve just about did you in.”

      “Couldn’t get the damned thing to slow down,” he says.

      I had a feeling he hadn’t really tried to stop. He just froze. Even now his hands were shaking. Couldn’t blame him, really. He’d come far too close to crashing the stagecoach.

      “I’m going to check on the passengers.” I hop down and throw open the stagecoach door.

      There are three people inside the coach. An older man and woman who look like they’re frightened out of their wits. And a woman wearing the hood of a black cloak over her hair.

      “It’s a Texas Ranger,” the man tells his wife, taking in my badge.

      “Anybody hurt?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so,” the man says. “Faith?”

      “I’m not hurt,” the girl in the black hood says, without turning. In fact, she seems to sink further into her cloak.

      I can tell by her voice that she’s younger. Had I found Faith Williams after all? What were the odds that this girl’s name was Faith?

      “My name is Morgan Miller. I’m a Texas Ranger. If everyone is okay, I need to check the axels,” I say. “Everyone out.”

      I help the two older people out first. Then go back to help the young lady.

      “Can I help you out?” I ask her, noticing for the first time that she’s dressed in a widow’s black dress beneath her black cloak.

      There was nothing in my letter or the wanted ad to suggest that Faith was a widow. Probably not her.

      Things don’t add up.

      “Yes,” she says, sliding across the bench toward me.

      She takes the hand I hold out to her. Her hand is small and delicate in mine.

      She looks a little wobbly as she stands at the door.

      Releasing her hand, I put my hands on her waist and lift her from the stagecoach.

      She lets out a little gasp and her hood falls back as I twirl her and set her feet firmly on the ground. She’s such a little thing. Light as a feather. And yet obviously a full grown woman.

      “I apologize for pulling you from the coach, Miss… Faith?”

      “Yes. It’s okay,” she says, tucking a stray strand of hair behind an ear. “What happened?”

      “The coach was about to be attacked by outlaws,” I say. “But your driver outran them.”

      I didn’t bother to point out that their driver nearly got them all killed.

      “How did you get atop the stagecoach?” she asks.

      “I have a very good horse,” I say. In fact, Shiloh is standing only a few feet away even now.

      She meets my gaze and I look into her eyes. Big emerald green eyes that sparkle. Framed by thick lashes.

      Her skin looks so smooth and soft. Her full lips slightly parted.

      Looking at her nearly takes my breath away.

      She has siren’s eyes. The kind of eyes that could easily lure a man over the rocks to his demise. Not just his demise, but happily to his demise.

      “Are you steady now?” I ask.

      “Yes. Thank you.” She lowers her gaze as though she suddenly remembers that she’s in mourning.

      She did not have the eyes of a lady in mourning.

      Perhaps the runaway stagecoach had momentarily distracted her from her emotional pain.

      “Want to help me check these axels?” I ask, calling over to the driver who’s over by the horses now.

      “Just checking the horses,” he says. “My name’s Levi.”

      “Alright, Levi. Let’s take a look.”

      The three passengers watch with interest as we carefully examine the axels on the stagecoach.

      But only one of them has my attention.

      The girl who just might be the one I was looking for.

      There was one thing though. This Faith is far more beautiful than the Faith in the wanted ad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Faith

        

      

    

    
      I take deep gulps of air, trying to calm myself after our driver nearly got us killed rounding the curve in the road the way he had. The dust that had been stirred up behind us settled over us, leaving a sheen of dust on everything. My dress. My hands. My eyelashes.

      The Texas Ranger, according to his badge, had minimized the driver’s role in getting us killed. I took that as a sign that the Ranger was a gentleman, considering that no one was harmed in the unfortunate incident.

      “We should use this time to go pee,” Mary says to me, behind her hand.

      She wants me to go with her behind a tree to relieve herself.

      Mary has an irrational fear of snakes, especially when it’s time to relieve herself. She told me—more than once—about a lady who was bitten on the rear by a snake while relieving herself.

      As such, she always wants either me or her husband, preferably me, to go with her, not for the company, but to watch for snakes.

      “Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.” Over the course of the three days Mary and I have traveled together, I’ve learned that it’s better to just go with her now to keep her from asking me over and over. And over.

      We find a secluded area behind a couple of trees and Mary proceeds to do her business while I keep watch for snakes.

      However, instead of watching
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