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      “Open the safe and hand out the money or there’ll be one dead engineer.”

      Silence met the demand. The band of outlaws glanced uneasily in their leader’s direction. He shrugged and fired, watching without emotion as red blossomed across the front of the engineer’s shirt. The man crumpled to the ground.

      “We’re gonna start pickin’ passengers now. Shootin’ ‘em one by one until you open up.”

      Hearing the threat, women screamed from within the train. The leader flinched and swung his gun toward the sound.

      A bolt slid free, drawing the outlaws’ attention back to the car in front of them as the door slipped slowly open. Within minutes, ten men, all wearing black masks and broad-brimmed hats that obscured their features and hair, galloped through the waving grasses of Texas. Nine howled the rebel yell. The tenth, mounted on a massive white horse, merely rode and smiled with satisfaction.

      Revenge was sweet.
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      North of San Antonio, 1875

      

      Angelina Reyes screamed.

      But there was no one left alive who cared. Her terror merely amused her attackers even more than the dead bodies littering the ground around them.

      “You will scream with pleasure before I am through with you, señorita.” The leader of the trio of murderers advanced, his cruel black eyes narrowing in anticipation. Angelina stumbled backward in her haste to get away. Spinning, she prepared to run. She wouldn’t give up without at least trying to escape.

      Hampered by long, heavy black skirts, she had run no more than a few faltering steps when the two other attackers stepped in front of her. Their leader grabbed her around the waist and flung her to the ground. Grunting, he followed, pinning her down on the dry dirt with his body.

      She couldn’t breathe; she couldn’t see. Biting her lip hard enough to draw blood, Angelina centered her mind on that self-inflicted pain. She forced herself to concentrate, to focus on the here and now. Panic swelled within her, threatening to strangle any chance she had for survival. Alone, with only herself to depend on, she did not dare surrender to the near mind-numbing fear. She must fight for her virtue and her life. She had learned as a child that the Lord helped those who helped themselves. The time had come to put that adage to a test.

      The two men not directly involved in her violation seated themselves a few yards away to watch the sport. While they shouted their encouragement and suggestions between swigs of whiskey, their leader grew bored with her struggles and slapped her—once, twice, three times.

      The world wavered in front of Angelina’s eyes. For a moment she forgot her resolve to fight and lay motionless. The shriek of rending cloth as her dress was ripped from neck to waist revived her. With all her might, she brought her knee up between her attacker’s legs.

      His breath whooshed from his lungs in surprise, sickening her with the rancid smell. She shoved his unresisting body away and rolled to the side. Then she was on her feet and running, this time with her heavy skirts held high.

      “Get her, idiots!” shouted the leader, his voice thick and choked with pain.

      Angelina ran. With every step she expected a large, heavy hand to latch on to her shoulder. Fear engulfed her again, threatening to choke off what little air she could draw into her burning chest. The terror lent her speed. She reached the top of a short rise before one of them caught her. She jerked away from the groping hand, and for a second she ran free once again. Then she stumbled forward, pitching headfirst into nothingness. She hit the ground hard enough to stun herself. Then she was rolling, rolling, rolling until she reached the bottom of the hill. Her attacker landed on top of her. He wasted no time continuing what his leader had begun. Angelina’s stomach roiled as he pressed his fetid mouth to hers. His fingers fumbled inside her ripped bodice.

      “Get up.”

      A rasping whisper came from somewhere behind the man. Angelina jerked her head away and tried to see who spoke from an area just beyond her sight. Had one of the others followed them down, intent on having her first? No. She could swear she had never heard that voice before.

      Her attacker either did not hear the order or chose to ignore it, for he continued to foist damp kisses across her chin and down her neck. Angelina flinched away from his roving mouth, praying with all the fervor within her that the man who stood just out of her sight was a gift from God.

      “I said, get up. Slowly. Keep your hands where I can see ‘em.”

      Angelina was certain she had never heard this voice before. She would remember the eerie, graveled tone until the day she died— which she hoped would not be as soon as she’d thought. Someone had arrived to save her. God was indeed helping the not-so-helpless today.

      This time her attacker heard and obeyed the rough command. Perhaps because this time the words were punctuated with the sound of a gun being cocked. He got up slowly, as ordered, and Angelina squinted into the blinding sun.

      Her savior rode a white horse, and he rode alone. A broad-brimmed hat obscured his features, but his silhouette revealed him to be tall and heavily muscled. The pistol cradled in his hand seemed as much a part of him as the long fingers casually curled around the butt of the gun.

      Angelina swallowed nervously.

      A gunshot rang out from the rise above them, spurting a cloud of dust at the feet of her savior’s horse. Startled, Angelina glanced upward. The two remaining attackers stood at the top of the hill. Before she could cry out a warning for her rescuer to beware, two more gunshots echoed. The men rolled down the hill and landed in a lifeless heap at the feet of the massive white horse. The animal leaned down and sniffed them once before raising its head. Obviously having encountered dead bodies before, the horse had little interest in two more.

      “Madre de Dios, do not shoot me, señor,” the last attacker begged in a high-pitched whine. “You can have her. I will not fight you.”

      The man on the white horse turned his head, and when his gaze met that of the attacker, the other man paled and closed his mouth abruptly. Her rescuer turned toward Angelina.

      “You can get up now, ma’am. He won’t move. Sounds like he wants to keep his body parts in the same condition he has ‘em in right now.” The rasp of his voice added an even deeper threat to the words. Her attacker nodded swiftly in agreement.

      Angelina sat up, but found she couldn’t get to her feet. She began to shake and couldn’t seem to stop. She had seen dead men in her life, but until this morning she had never seen anyone killed before her eyes. The cold finality of the act repeated over and over, first on her friends and then on her enemies, stunned her. She closed her eyes and uttered a swift prayer for strength and guidance.

      When she opened her eyes, the man on the horse had swung his leg over the saddle. He slid easily to the ground, never removing his gaze from the prisoner or allowing the gun in his hand to waver. “Stay right there,” he said to the attacker, who again nodded his understanding of the order. The man seemed to have lost his voice along with his courage.

      Angelina’s breath caught in her throat as her savior moved closer, then reached out to assist her. He wore the typical uniform of the Texas cowboy—Levi’s, dark, dusty boots and a long- sleeved shirt. He wore no spurs, an omission she’d never encountered before. A kerchief hung knotted around his neck, available to pull over his nose and mouth when the trail dust became too thick. Angelina raised her gaze from the kerchief to her rescuer’s face, but his hat still shaded his features, and she could not see his eyes. That fact made her nervous, but she firmly reminded herself he had just saved her life. She should not feel so threatened by him.

      Unless, of course, he had killed the other men so he could have her for himself. The thought sent another trickle of fear through her, and she fought the urge to cross herself. Showing her fear was a weakness she could ill afford. She had at least learned that much from living with her father.

      Angelina looked up at her rescuer again, squinting to see past the shadow obscuring his face. Her mother had always told her that eyes were the windows to the soul. A glimpse of this man’s soul would be welcome at that moment.

      “Relax,” he whispered, and at the sound of his voice she froze. “Never raped a woman in my life. I ain’t aimin’ to start with you.” He flexed his fingers in invitation.

      Tentatively, Angelina placed her hand in his palm, clutching the torn remains of her bodice together with the other hand. His fingers closed over hers, swallowing her hand in his. His warmth encased her icy flesh, yet she shivered, then caught her breath when she was yanked unceremoniously to her feet.

      The man glanced over at her attacker, who had not moved, and nodded in approval. Turning back, he removed his hat. Hair the color of spun gold, shot through with a vein of silver, spilled past his shoulders. Angelina looked for the first time into the face of her savior.

      “Lucifer fallen,” she whispered and took a step away. Her palm came up to rest against her racing heart.

      Exquisite. There was no other word for the unearthly beauty of the man. His skin had tanned to a rich golden tone that only accented his angelic hair. He had a bump on his nose that told of a former break and a small scar over his right brow. Those small imperfections only served to create a masculine air in the midst of otherwise perfectly hewn features. Angelina suspected she beheld an angel until she gazed into his eyes.

      The pits of hell, she thought. He has been there and survived.

      Angelina had never seen such cold black eyes. She hoped she never would again. He had just shot down two men, and yet she could detect no emotion in their fathomless depths.

      His full mouth tilted up in amusement, though nothing so frivolous shone in his gaze. Suddenly aware she was staring, Angelina flushed with embarrassment.

      “Get that reaction from most women,” he said with the same smile that did not reach his eyes. “But you look a bit young for my taste.”

      Ignoring her frown, he turned away and retrieved a rope from his saddle. Quickly and efficiently he tied up his prisoner.

      “What will you do with me?” the man asked.

      “Nothin’. If you behave, I’ll send someone back from the next town to getcha. If not, you can rot for all I care.”

      “You can’t leave me out here alone, trussed up, without a horse and a gun,” the man said in disbelief.

      “You didn’t have much care for the lady.” Her rescuer nodded at Angelina without looking at her. “I don’t have none for you. Be thankful I’m lettin’ you live. Goes against my nature to be so generous. But I get the feelin’ she’s seen enough killin’ for one afternoon.”

      He turned away from the man and approached Angelina. Despite her resolve not to be frightened, she clutched her dress together tighter and took another step backward. He loomed so tall next to her tiny frame. He might look like an angel, but she knew danger when she saw it. Even though he had done nothing but help her, something stirred in her when she looked at him. Something akin to fright—or another emotion she didn’t know how to name.

      “Who are you?” she whispered.

      He stopped dead in his approach, but did not answer her for a long time. He merely stared at her with his obsidian eyes until she wanted to scream in his face just to get a reaction.

      “Charlie Coltrain,” he rasped and nodded his head once in greeting.

      She returned his impartial nod. “Angelina Reyes.”

      “Coltrain?” the bound man exclaimed. “Hey, ain’t you the one⁠—”

      “Shut up,” Charlie snapped in a voice as cold and threatening as the northers blowing into Texas every winter.

      The man shut up immediately, but Angelina opened her mouth to question Charlie. Before she could utter a word, he turned on her and asked harshly, “What are you doin’ out here alone?”

      “I-I’m not alone. Or at least I wasn’t until this morning.” She took a deep breath against the sudden flutter of panic overtaking her at the remembrance of that morning. “These three set upon my party and killed everyone but me. I’m sure I would have met the same fate as well if you hadn’t happened along. I must thank you, Mr. Coltrain.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t take to gettin’ involved in other people’s business, but I couldn’t go by and do nothin’.” He nodded at the rise. “The rest of your folks up there?”

      “Yes.” Up to that moment she had been too concerned trying to save her own life to have a chance to mourn her friends’ untimely deaths. Despite the warm Texas breeze, Angelina hugged herself against the sudden chill of her skin. A choked sob escaped her lips at the thought of the six murdered men and women at the top of the hill.

      Charlie glanced at her with a frown. “You’re not gonna fall apart on me now, Miss Reyes, are you? We’ve got to bury your people before nightfall or every wild animal in ten miles will be circlin’ us.”

      Angelina nodded, knowing that what he said was true. Swallowing the tide of grief inside her, she took a deep breath and led the way up the hill.

      The carnage that awaited them was worse than she had imagined. All six lay where they had fallen, in a malformed semicircle around the still burning wagon.

      “Is there a shovel anywhere in this mess?” Charlie asked, showing no emotion at the blood and fire before them.

      “I’ll get it,” she said quickly and walked around the wagon, needing to get away from the sight if only for a moment. Memories of what had occurred earlier in the day threatened to overwhelm her; the screams of the dying and the jeers of the godless men who had attacked her and the others rang in her ears. The acrid stench of smoke burned her nose, and she was grateful for it—grateful she didn’t have to smell the blood and the death.

      Angelina spotted their supplies still in a heap, where the murderers had thrown them before setting the wagon on fire. She went down on her knees next to them. For just a moment she gave in to the terror that she had kept at bay for the past few hours in order to save her life. Tears ran in hot streams down her cheeks as she cried silently.

      “Got a problem back there?” her rescuer asked.

      Angelina hurriedly wiped away her tears and sniffed back the remnants of her sadness. She did not wish to share her grief with a stranger, especially one who had not even flinched at the carnage on the other side of the wagon. “No,” she called, pleased her voice sounded so strong and even. “I’m fine. I’ll be right there.”

      Closing her eyes, she uttered a short prayer for strength. Her friends deserved to be buried in the best way she could manage. As Mr. Coltrain had said, she could not fall apart now. She stood slowly, conscious of the aches and bruises covering her body from the rough treatment of her attackers. Angelina took a deep breath and pushed the pain from her mind to reside with the terror she had no time for now. Bending to tug the shovel free of the pile of supplies, she noticed her headpiece on the ground nearby, tossed aside in the midst of her struggles.

      After freeing the shovel, she leaned over and picked up the scrap of cloth, placing it back on her head and securing it as best she could. Her torn bodice presented another problem. She could not continue to hold the material closed, and all her clothes and those of her friends had been burned with the wagon. Angelina shrugged and reached under her black skirt. With quick and efficient movements she removed a petticoat and tied the undergarment around her shoulders to resemble a shawl. Not exactly the height of fashion, but more modest than a gaping bodice.

      Angelina returned to find Coltrain gazing at the bodies now lined up in a row for burial. He shook his head in disbelief.

      “Two priests and four nuns,” he muttered as if to himself, staring all the while at the people at his feet.

      “Is there a problem?” Angelina asked.

      Slowly he raised his gaze to her face; then his eyes focused on the material covering her hair, and his frown deepened.

      “What the hell is that?” Charlie growled, realizing that Angelina was a nun. He shook his head and struggled with the first threat of laughter to come his way in years.

      The sweet young girl—who had the curves of a courtesan, eyes and hair the color of the earth beneath his feet and skin like the finest cream— was a damned nun.

      She stared at him now with a mixture of fear and wary trust he had already begun to hate. He was no hero—just a man in the wrong place at the right time, as usual. But he was no monster either. She didn’t need to cringe every time he made a fast move in her direction, though seeing the carnage she had lived through already, he understood her fear.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, pointing at the cloth covering her luxurious brown hair.

      “Tell you what?”

      “That you’re a nun, Miss Reyes. Or should I call you Sister Angelina.”

      “I am not a nun, at least not yet. I’m merely a postulate. I’ve been with the sisters for only a year.”

      Charlie shrugged. Nun or nun-to-be, it was all the same to him. Either way, he needed to get rid of her and get back to work. He had headed out from the cattle drive to check into the smoke on the rise. He had not planned on shooting two men and burying six people before returning to the herd.

      The job was the first honest work he’d had since leaving Mosby’s command in ‘65, ten years earlier; he didn’t plan to lose it after only one week on the trail. He was too old to continue on the path he’d followed since the war. What had once been a way of life he felt justified following to gain his revenge now haunted him during his dark, lonely nights. But did he have what it took to live the straight life?

      Charlie grabbed the shovel from Angelina and went to work. By the time he finished burying the dead and Angelina finished mumbling and kneeling next to the mass grave, the sun had disappeared below the horizon and darkness settled softly over the land.

      “Can you ride?” Charlie wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.

      She nodded. “I was brought up on a horse ranch just outside the city of Chihuahua. I rode before I could walk.”

      “Good. We’ll have to ride tonight. I’ll take you to the nearest village and then head on back to the drive I left.” He turned away to round up the horses.

      Her soft voice drifted to him on the warm April wind and he halted. “Please,” she whispered. “Help me.”

      Charlie glanced over his shoulder with a frown. So far she had impressed him with her strength in the face of hellish trouble. Now she sounded so much like a frightened little girl, he winced. He had no use for whining, clinging women. “I am helpin’ you,” he said and turned away from her pleading gaze. “I’ll get you to a town. You can get in touch with your family or your convent from there.”

      “No. Please,” she said again and moved closer, stopping just behind him.

      His shoulders itched, and he shifted irritably. She stood too close to his back. He should ride away and leave her where she stood. Her soft pleas twisted his stomach and reminded him of the guilt that had been his constant companion for too many years. Things were much easier before he gained a conscience.

      A light, insistent touch on his shoulder startled Charlie from his thoughts. His entire body stiffened at the contact, every muscle tightening in readiness at the sudden visions of past horrors. Charlie spun around and grabbed Angelina’s wrist, then yanked her against him. She cried out in fear. Her heart beat against his chest like the wings of a tiny captured bird.

      “I don’t like to be touched without warning,” he growled, angry at himself and at her for making him reveal his weakness.

      He released her abruptly. She stumbled back, and he cursed himself for the inner terrors that made him who he was.

      “I-I’m sorry,” Angelina stuttered.

      “Don’t be, Sister.” He rubbed his forehead, searching for a way to erase the sudden ache in its center.

      “I’m not a Sister,” she said sharply.

      “Right. I forgot. What did you want?”

      “Ah, I⁠—”

      “Come on. Out with it. I’ve got to get a move on.”

      Chewing her lower lip in consternation, Angelina hesitated for another moment. Then the words started tumbling from her mouth in a rush. “I want you to take me to the Sisters in Corpus Christi. They need me there as quickly as possible. They’re sick with fever. When we were attacked, we were on our way back from nursing another order of Sisters in the north. Now I’m the only one left with the Sisters of the Incarnate Word and Blessed Sacrament who has the required nursing skills. They could all die without me.”

      “You heard what I said.” He shook his head. “I have to get back to the cattle drive. I need that money.”

      “I can pay you,” she said in the same rushed tone. “I’ll pay you twice what they would.”

      Charlie hesitated, wondering where a nun would get such money.

      “Three times,” she blurted.

      “You’ll pay me three times what I’m getting to work on a three-month drive to take you to the coast?” Charlie asked skeptically. “Where would you get the money? I thought you nuns took vows of poverty—among others.”

      “I’m not a nun yet. My family can pay. I’ll have them send the money anywhere you ask once we reach the convent.”

      Charlie turned and walked over to his horse. As he stroked the animal’s neck, he thought about her offer. He figured he would have to sign on for at least two drives, and add that pay to what was left of the money he’d saved from the days thieving with the Coltrain Gang in Missouri, to afford the ranch he had always dreamed of. If he took Angelina’s offer, he could have his dream before winter with money to spare.

      But he had not gotten to the age of 37 in his profession without smelling trouble a mile off. Angelina Reyes was trouble.

      She needed him. Lord, how he hated to be needed. The last woman who had needed him ended up dead.

      Montana beckoned. Peace, quiet, his own place to be alone with the ghosts of a lifetime.

      Charlie sighed. Hell, he was an old outlaw and she was a young nun. What could happen?

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll take you.”

      And hope to God I don’t regret it.

      

      Drew Winston stood before Horatio Jones, Headquarters Officer for the Texas Rangers.

      “Capt. Winston, I realize you feel responsible for the engineer’s death. But no one suspected those thieves would travel away from Dallas to continue their robberies. I can’t spare an entire detachment of men to chase after an outlaw who has surely by now reached Mexico, where we can’t touch him.”

      “He hasn’t gone to Mexico, sir. At least not yet. I have it on good authority he joined a cattle drive out of San Antonio, headed to New Mexico on the Goodnight-Loving Trail. Give me a week. I’ll catch him. I swear.”

      The captain sighed. “I sense there’s something more to this than you’re telling me, Captain. I hear you’ve been out for this man’s blood since you came to Texas. But the Texas Rangers are not here to fight personal battles. We’re in the business of law enforcement.”

      Drew ground his teeth in frustration. “I realize that, Captain. This man killed a civilian on my assignment. I want him found and I want justice. That’s all.”

      “Hmm.” Jones eyed him with suspicion. “Regardless, I can’t spare a detachment right now.”

      Drew hesitated, trying to think of some way to get the officer to agree to his terms. No two-bit outlaw years past his prime was going to continue to elude him. He had wasted valuable time tracking the man to Texas. Once there he’d found it nearly impossible to learn the whereabouts of a single human being in the vastness of the state. Once the Texas Rangers were reinstated in 1874 after being disbanded in 1871 due to lack of funds, he’d joined up and made use of their law enforcement system to search out his quarry. Now that he’d finally found the outlaw, the same system was getting in his way. But Drew Winston would get his man. No matter what he had to do.

      “Sir, I respectfully request permission for a two-week leave.”

      Jones narrowed his eyes and stared at Drew so long and hard that Drew had to stifle the urge to look away. Finally, the officer gave a short nod.

      “All right. I can see I’ll get no decent amount of work out of you until this is settled. I’ll send your men out on patrol with your second-in-command. Just do the job and get the hell back here.”

      “Yes, sir.” Drew turned away, barely able to contain his sigh of relief.

      Shutting the door of the office behind him, Drew pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket.

      “Wanted. Dead or alive,” he read aloud. “For robbery and murder.”

      Drew stared at the picture he held in his hands. He would get this guy one way or another. Even if the outlaw spooked and skipped over the Rio Grande to Mexico, Drew would be right on his tail. Since he was officially on leave, he didn’t have to obey Ranger policy and stay on the Texas side of the river. He could follow the same course as any citizen. And a dead-or-alive bounty knew no boundaries.

      Drew’s gaze flicked down to the name printed below the sketch, a name that whispered through his dreams every night. The name of the man who had burned his home and murdered his fiancée.

      Charlie Coltrain.
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      “Please. I can’t sleep here.” Disgust laced Angelina’s voice.

      Charlie also heard a hint of panic that hadn’t been there before. She had been unusually calm in the face of such events, and he expected a breakdown at any moment. Looked as if the time had arrived.

      “Why not here?” He looked around. The hill was a good place for a camp, the slightly elevated position giving them a better view of the surrounding area. Not too far out of San Antonio, they stood in the midst of hill country—plenty of thick grass, green trees and rolling hills. He’d passed through other parts of Texas on his way down from Missouri, and this area was definitely the best looking. Nope, he couldn’t find fault with the view. Charlie sniffed the air and frowned. Smoke from the smoldering wagon could be a problem, but since the thing had been on fire for hours and hadn’t attracted any attention, he figured they would be safe for the night.

      “I can’t sleep on the same ground where my friends died. This earth is soaked in their blood. I-I’ve got to get away from here.”

      Charlie sighed and rubbed his eyes. He hadn’t thought of that. He had slept on blood-soaked earth so many times in his life such things no longer mattered to him. But he could see where the woman might have a problem with it.

      He squinted into the increasing darkness. Good night vision had always served him well, especially during his years as one of Mosby’s Rangers, then later as an outlaw leader. But he wasn’t a youngster anymore, and he couldn’t depend on his physical talents to last him forever.

      “There,” Charlie said and pointed. About a quarter mile away another ridge loomed, as easily defensible as the one they were on, with the added bonus of being away from the smoking remains of the wagon.

      She nodded and flashed him a grateful half smile. She bent to gather their supplies together. Her movements were hampered when her makeshift shawl loosened and she had to readjust the petticoat around her shoulders.

      “Interestin’ shawl you’ve got there. Maybe you ought to change clothes before we move on,” Charlie said.

      Angelina stiffened at his reference to her undergarment, then slowly straightened. Without turning, she answered him. “I’m afraid items so unimportant as religious habits weren’t removed before those men set the wagon on fire.” She reached up a slim, elegant hand and touched the ridiculous scrap of material covering her hair. “As a postulate I am required to wear a veil only to attend chapel, but I brought this one along so I would have some protection against the sun. As for clothing, I’ll have to make do with what I have. Perhaps if you have a needle and thread, I can repair the damage to my dress once we make camp.”

      “Maybe so,” Charlie said gruffly, irritated at himself without knowing why. What was it about this woman that had him more on edge than he’d been in years?

      “Listen, Sister, don’t you want to cry or somethin’?” Charlie asked, reverting back to his earlier concern.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder with a frown. “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Well, most women would be cryin’ and carryin’ on for hours after somethin’ like this. You just keep on goin’.”

      Her face took on an expression of serenity. “Crying and carrying on won’t bring them back. They would, however, prevent me from doing what I have to do. God tells us to trust Him in all things. I have to trust that His hand guided what happened today for reasons of His own.”

      Charlie snorted and nodded at the fresh grave. “What reason could He have for this?”

      “His reasons are not for us to know.”

      She sounded so certain, so at peace, so calm that Charlie almost envied her. Then he frowned darkly at his thoughts.

      Envying a nun. Hell and damnation. What next?

      Charlie turned and strode toward the horses, leaving her to gather the remaining supplies. After choosing the best horse for Angelina from the assortment of outlaw and church animals, Charlie divided what meager supplies remained from the wagon between that horse and his own. With a smack on their rumps, the rest of the animals ran off into the gathering darkness.

      The bound outlaw screamed obscenities as they left. Charlie flinched at some of the more colorful words, wondering if he should have shot the man after all. However, a glance at his companion revealed an unruffled profile. If she wasn’t embarrassed, he certainly had no reason to be. Soon the voice faded into the moonlit night.

      Charlie was glad to see she hadn’t lied about riding well, though the true test would come the following day when they had to ride long hours in the hot sun.

      When they reached the ridge and made camp, she helped without complaint and proved to be a good cook over an open fire.

      He watched her as she tidied the remains of their meal, then poured them each a cup of coffee. She moved with an uncommon grace that intrigued him, heavy skirts swirling in a tantalizing hide-and-seek pattern around her ankles. Her hair, if allowed to flow free from that ridiculous nun’s hat, would reflect copper highlights in the glow from the fire. Her eyes were lovely—warm and expressive in her small, heart-shaped face. Her skin, the color of honey, reflected a heritage of criollo ancestors—the Spanish aristocracy born in Mexico.

      She stopped in front of him, a mug of steaming coffee in each hand. Holding his out, she leaned forward slightly to offer it to him. As she did so, her torn dress, twisted shut with her petticoat into a haphazard knot, slowly unraveled. Ignoring the cup she held out to him, Charlie watched the slow-motion tumble of the stark black-and-white cloth.

      She remained motionless, almost as if she could stop the inevitable if she were only still enough. But she lost the battle. The bodice gaped open to reveal a plain cotton chemise, also slightly torn, but not nearly as much as the dress.

      Charlie caught his breath. She wore no corset. A smart idea in the spring heat of Texas, especially with the heavy black dress and petticoats she wore. But was the lack a normal practice for a would-be nun? Her breasts were well developed, straining against the worn cloth that bound them. Definitely not the body of the child he considered her to be.

      His gaze flicked up to hers, and she met it calmly with a hint of irritation in her eyes. He had to give her credit. She could have dumped the hot coffee in his lap and clutched her dress together like the outraged nun she aspired to become. Instead, she stared him straight in the eye and made him feel as though he needed his knuckles, or something else, rapped with a ruler. Her spirit had taken quite a knock during the events of the day, but he could see it coming back with a vengeance as she became more at ease.

      “Mr. Coltrain, you’ve agreed to take me to Corpus Christi. For pay, I might add. That makes you my employee. I expect you to treat me with respect.”

      He took the coffee from her hand, accidentally brushing her fingers with his own. The slight contact tingled long after their flesh no longer touched. He frowned, wondering what on earth ailed him. Never in his long history with women had he been this jumpy.

      “You can’t blame a man for admirin’ beauty, Miss Reyes. If you don’t want me to look, you’ll have to do somethin’ about that dress.”

      She spun away, her skirts twirling a punctuation to her anger. Retreating to the other side of the fire, she sat down and sipped her coffee before answering.

      “I’ll need a needle and thread, Mr. Coltrain.”

      “Charlie.”

      She raised her eyebrows in question.

      “If we’re goin’ to be travelin’ together you may as well call me Charlie. Never answered to nothin’ else. At least nothin’ I could repeat for your ears, Miss Reyes.”

      “Very well. You may call me Angelina.”

      “Sister Angelina?”

      “No. Just Angelina will be fine.”

      “You know, somethin’s been botherin’ me about you.”

      She glanced up, startled. But he had to admire her. Her voice didn’t reflect anything when she asked, “What could be bothering you?”

      “You’re from Mexico, obviously Mexican, though I can see you’re not a peasant. Still, I’m wonderin’ why you speak English so good, better ‘n me and hardly any accent.”

      Angelina took another sip of coffee before answering. “My father insisted all his children learn English and speak the language fluently. He brought in a special tutor for just that purpose. We only speak English at our home.”

      “Why?”

      “He has visions of grandeur, my father. He wants to be a great man in Chihuahua—the greatest. He knows the United States is powerful.” She shrugged. “He plans ahead. Now” —her tone turned brisk; she obviously had had enough discussion on her family— “if I could borrow that needle and thread, I’ll take care of the problem with my dress.”

      “That brings me to another problem, Angelina,” Charlie said, enjoying the sound of her name on his lips. “I don’t have any.”

      “You don’t have a needle and thread,” she repeated incredulously. “How can you travel without them? What if you tear your clothes?”

      “Well, I’ve never been good at mending. So I usually have a friend take care of such things for me.”

      Her brow creased. “A friend? I don’t understand why a friend would do your sewing for you.”

      Charlie almost smiled at her innocence. “Not just any friend. My lady friends seem to enjoy doin’ that sort of thing for me.”

      “Oh.” She ducked her head and took a quick sip of coffee. Charlie was sure a blush graced her cheeks. “I see. Well, that is a problem then.”

      “I have an extra shirt, and you should probably put on a pair of Levi’s as long as you’re changin’ clothes. You’ll be able to ride easier. They’ll be too big, but I can rig somethin’ up till we get to the next town and buy you somethin’ to wear. That should be tomorrow if I figure right.”

      Angelina sipped her coffee and stared into the flames. He could see her struggling to make a decision. Finally her lips tightened with resolve. “I’m sure the Sisters would consider me scandalous to wear men’s clothing, but I don’t see any choice. At least until we reach a town and remedy the situation. Besides, I’ve been told a nun needs to be pragmatic. So I’ll accept your offer, Charlie, and thank you for it.”

      Charlie nodded shortly and got to his feet. Tossing the remains of his coffee into the fire, he went to his pack. He returned to the fire a few moments later and handed her the clothing along with a piece of rope.

      “To hold up the pants,” he said in response to her puzzled look. He nodded to the horses that grazed nearby. “You can change in peace behind them if you want.”

      Her grateful smile knotted his stomach. What was it about this woman that made him want to grind his teeth in frustration? Perhaps her innocence and trust, which contrasted so sharply with his own guilty soul and suspicious nature. She got under his skin and stuck there like a burr beneath a saddle.

      He turned away and strode to the other side of the fire. Throwing himself down on the ground, he stared into the flames. He’d been without a woman just too damn long. Charlie looked up. Angelina stood outlined in the flickering light for several moments. He was half afraid she’d join him and ask what was wrong. Instead, she surprised him with another question.

      “Your voice,” she said softly. He tensed, already knowing the question that would follow. “What happened?”

      Charlie sighed and rubbed his throat, torn between telling the truth and risking the return of nightmares he had long tried to bury or coolly informing her that his voice was none of her business. The latter worked with most curiosity seekers, but he didn’t think Angelina had asked for curiosity’s sake.

      “Took a rifle butt in the throat during the war,” he said, struggling against the wash of hate that always engulfed him when he remembered the long-ago agony. “Damn Yankee must have broke somethin’ inside. I’ve talked like this ever since.”

      Angelina didn’t prattle the usual response that he was lucky to be alive with the use of all his limbs. Instead, she stared at him through the flickering flames for a long moment, then closed her eyes. Her face became calm and serene.

      He sucked in a breath through his teeth in realization. She was praying for him.

      Too late, he thought. Poor kid, you’re too late to save this man’s soul.

      Finally she opened her eyes and smiled sweetly. Charlie’s heart turned over at the innocence and trust on her face. Then she turned away and disappeared into the darkness.

      Charlie looked up at the stars and let out a long, strained breath.

      He was too old for this.

      The sun shimmered directly above, dancing on Angelina’s head with the ferocity of a mountain lion. Charlie didn’t possess an extra hat. He had gallantly offered his, but when she had put the hat on her head it had fallen down over her eyes. As a result, she was forced to wear her veil. Designed for deference in chapel, the material provided little protection against the sun.

      They traveled all morning in near silence, Charlie answering her every attempt at conversation with a growl. His voice being what it was, the guttural rumbles sounded exceptionally fierce, and she eventually lapsed into confused silence.

      The only men she had any experience with were family members or priests. Those relationships had not equipped her to handle a man like Charlie Coltrain. Though he had been nothing but kind to her, his size, his voice, his outright virility frightened her. But after spending 20 years with six older brothers and a bully for a father, she would not allow fear to get the better of her. Instead, she masked her emotions with the calm piety she had learned at her mother’s knee. Turning to God in times of strife had never failed her, and she had no doubt she could continue to rely on Him in all things.

      Angelina glanced over at Charlie. He was staring at a nearby outcropping of rock with intense interest. Squinting against the sun’s glare, she studied the rock formation. Seeing nothing, she turned back to Charlie with a question on her tongue.

      Without warning, he suddenly launched himself from his horse. He knocked her to the ground and covered her body with his own. Seconds later, a gunshot rang out, and a bullet ploughed into the dirt near their heads.

      Charlie reached up and grabbed the trailing reins of her horse, his mount having continued on down the trail after Charlie had jumped from his back. He yanked on the reins, and to Angelina’s amazement, the animal obediently lay down on the ground in front of them. She thanked God they had brought one of the outlaw’s horses, which obviously knew how to behave in a gunfight.

      “Stay here, behind the horse,” Charlie hissed. “Keep your head down.”

      Without waiting for her answer, he rolled away, over and over through the dirt, firing his gun in quick succession at the outcropping of rock. He was totally exposed to whoever had shot at them. It was only a matter of time and bullets before he was hit.

      Charlie stopped rolling and lay still. Had he been shot? Angelina’s throat ached with tension, and she stared at him, her gaze frantically searching for some movement, some sign of life. Other than the first shot, she hadn’t heard any further gunshots fired from behind the rock. But maybe she had missed the sound in the explosion of bullets from Charlie’s gun.

      “Charlie?” she called and her voice shook.

      No answer.

      All her attention focused on his still form. She had to get to him. To make sure he was all right. To help him if he wasn’t.

      Without a care for her own safety, she jumped up and ran across the hard ground that separated them. He lay so still, her heart thumped hard and painfully at the wall of her chest. Her breath rasped loudly in the alarming silence.

      Bending down, she reached out and clasped his shoulder. Not a second later, her back slammed into the dirt. Charlie’s large, hard hands pinned her wrists to the ground next to her head, and his face hovered only inches from hers.

      Angelina flinched at the anger in his black eyes. She had forgotten that she was never to touch him suddenly. Her mistake.

      “Didn’t I tell you to stay put?” he asked, his broken voice absurdly loud and threatening in the glittering afternoon sunlight.

      “You didn’t answer when I called you. I thought you were hurt.” She took a deep breath. “Praise God, you’re not.”

      “I’m fine. If he was alive and I’d answered you, he would have shot me. I didn’t think you’d come runnin’ over here.” He frowned at her, an expression she was coming to dread, and squeezed her wrists a bit for emphasis. Angelina winced. Charlie glanced toward the rocks. “I must have hit him right away, or we’d both be full of holes lying out here like lame buffalo.”

      Angelina waited, but he made no move to get up. His weight pressed on her, heavy though not altogether unpleasant. Her brothers had often pinned her to the ground when she’d been a child, then spit in her face. She’d detested that. They had known it and, as a result, had pinned her down as often as they could. Somehow, the weight of Charlie’s body did not make her want to buck and kick and scream for freedom as she had all those years ago in Mexico. She felt something else entirely—a tugging warmth deep inside, though her skin tingled with a sheen of cool sweat. Maybe she was coming down with fever herself?

      Angelina looked at Charlie and raised her eyebrows, tugging a bit at her wrists. He stared at her. His gaze wandered over her face and settled on her lips. Suddenly her mouth seemed too dry. She licked her lips, then flinched at his harsh intake of breath.

      What was the matter with him? Had he taken a knock on the head when he’d rolled through the dirt?

      She shifted beneath his weight. Startled at the sound of his groan, she exclaimed, “Charlie, are you hurt?”

      Without replying he suddenly rolled to the side and got up, yanking her to her feet. When he let go, her legs were unsteady, and she reached out a hand for support. But Charlie had already turned away and strode toward the outcropping of rock. Angelina stumbled a bit, then recovered her balance.

      “Wait,” she cried and ran after him.

      He paused, but did not turn toward her. When she caught up to him he had just reloaded his gun, his obvious ease with the weapon a welcome sight.

      Together they approached the rocks. He motioned for her to remain behind him, then crept around the corner. Almost immediately he straightened up, and the taut readiness eased from his body. Looking over his shoulder, he nodded for her to join him.

      A man lay on the ground, a gun still clutched in his fingers. His lifeless eyes stared up at the intense blue sky.

      “Do you know him?” Angelina whispered.

      Charlie uncocked his gun and returned it to his holster. “Can’t say that I do from this angle. Doesn’t mean he didn’t know me.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Charlie ignored her, walking over to calmly rifle through the dead man’s pockets.

      “Nothin’,” Charlie said in irritation.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Somethin’ that might tell me why he shot at us.”

      “Robbery?” Angelina suggested.

      “Doubt it. These days thieves rob trains and stages. Banks if they’re real brave. More money for their trouble. Don’t pay to wait on deserted trails, hopin’ someone might come by. When someone does, he’s most likely as poor as the thief.” Charlie stared at the dead man again, then shook his head in disgust. “No, he was after me. Just wish I knew why.”

      A sudden thought came to Angelina, and she stared at him long and hard before voicing it. “Are you wanted, Charlie?” she asked uneasily.

      His gaze swung back to her. She wanted to back away from the cold emptiness in his black eyes. Her mind ran rampant with suspicions. What did she know about him? He had saved her life, but that was no assurance he didn’t have his own designs on her. Especially since she had told him her family had enough money to pay him for helping her. He could easily kidnap her and hold her for ransom. If he did, by the time she got to the Sisters in Corpus Christi, they might all be dead of the fever.

      Angelina stared into Charlie’s eyes without flinching. She would not let that happen—not if she could help it. She wanted an answer and she would have one.

      “Well,” she said, “are you wanted?”

      Charlie’s mouth twitched, and Angelina’s eyes widened in amazement as he began to laugh. The noise emanating from his mouth sounded more like coughing because of his damaged throat, but the expression on his face reflected his amusement.

      “What’s so funny?” she demanded, her fear of him forgotten in a sudden flash of anger.

      “You asked me” —he paused to catch his breath, chuckling a few more times as though he couldn’t help himself— “you asked me if I was wanted.”

      “I did. And I’d like an answer. I don’t see anything funny about it.”

      “Well, Sister, I’ve been wanted and I’ve been wanted. If you’re talkin’ about women that’s one thing. If you’re talkin’ about the law then that’s another.”

      “You know very well I’m not asking about women,” Angelina said, her face flaming.

      Seeing her discomfort, Charlie looked as though he might start laughing again. Her angry scowl appeared to give him pause. He swallowed deeply and cleared his throat.

      “Yeah, I’ve been wanted by the law. But not lately. I haven’t done nothin’ in the past five years that would make a stranger take a shot at me. Hell, I’ve been hidin’ out in San Antonio so long I figured most lawmen up and forgot I was alive.”

      Angelina’s face, which had only a moment before been flooded with heat, suddenly felt as drawn and cold as a winter sky. “What have you done?” she asked in horror.

      “I told you,” Charlie repeated, his voice tight with irritation. “Nothin’ lately. Now let’s get on to the next town and find out what’s goin’ on.”

      “After we bury this man, of course.”

      “What?” Charlie looked at her in amazement.

      “We can’t just leave him here.”

      “Why not? Sister, I can tell you for sure he wouldn’t have buried us.”

      “Nevertheless, we must bury him.”

      “No.” Charlie turned and walked away.

      “What do you mean no?” she said to his retreating back.

      He stopped, turning slightly to address her. “I mean just that. I only buried the two yesterday ‘cause I didn’t want animals hoverin’ around our camp. I will not break my back buryin’ a man who just tried to kill me. You can preach, and pray and prophecy at me all you want, Sister, but I ain’t gonna do it, no how.” He resumed his purposeful stride in the opposite direction from her.

      Angelina stared after Charlie for a moment, then hurried to catch up with him. She reached out to grab his sleeve, then remembered what had happened the last two times she’d touched him without warning. Instead, she ran until she was directly in his path and stopped. She gazed up into his face, his criminally beautiful face, and all her doubts returned. What on earth was she going to do? She was out in the middle of nowhere with a man who admitted to being wanted by the law several times in his life. She remembered a lot of the outlaws from the states often hid out in Texas. For all she knew, he could be Jesse James. She forgot about the murderous stranger who needed to be buried as her fear of the man in front of her returned full force.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      His brow creased in confusion. “Have you had too much sun, Angelina? We’ve got to get you a hat in town. I told you. Charlie. Remember? Charlie Coltrain.”

      He spoke slowly, as though she were an addled child. Angelina’s fear gave way to fury. She had trusted him, prayed for him, believed in him. She deserved the truth.

      “I know what you said your name was. But are you telling the truth? For all I know you could have been another member of that gang of men who attacked our wagon.” Angelina caught her breath as a memory arose unbidden. “Come to think of it, that last man knew you.”

      She started to retreat, her gaze darting around the open area for a place to hide.

      “No, you don’t.” Charlie reached for her. In one fluid motion, he grabbed her and yanked her to him. She struggled, kicking and hitting, but he held her easily. She could never match his strength, so she gave up the attempt and went still. Satisfied, he continued. “Angelina, listen to me. I admit I did a lot of things I’m not proud of. I had my reasons. I wasn’t lyin’ when I said I was on a cattle drive. I plan to buy a ranch in Montana. I just want to be left alone with my cattle and my horses. Is that too much
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