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Chapter 1




Fortune, Texas

1891

Lee Raven.

For as long as he could remember, the name had swirled like a gray mist at the edge of his memories. Hauntingly familiar, but elusive. He couldnt comprehend its significance or understand why it hovered just beyond his grasp.

He only knew that it was the name hed chosen to use the night he died.

It suited his purposes well. It did not hint at his beloved heritage, family, or roots. No one associated the name with him. Only his family knew what he looked like. As far as the world was concerned, the nave, trusting boy he had been was long dead.


The man who had risen up from the depths of hell to take his place instilled terror within those who dared to whisper his name. Some believed he was Diablo, others thought he was a phantom. How close they all were to touching the truth. His charred soul made him hollow throughout, merely a shell of what he had once been.

Standing in the bank, surrounded by a shroud of darkness, he acknowledged once again that only fools wallowed in a past that could not be changed. He had chosen his path, fully understanding its consequences. Given the choice, he would choose to follow that road again.

Calmness settled over him as he pressed his ear against the cool metal door of the bank vault. In the dim light cast by the low flame in his lantern, he concentrated on the task at hand. His first order of business upon entering the bank had been to hang blankets over the windows so no light escaped into the night. The covering also prevented the soft glow of the streets gaslights from silhouetting any activities within the building. He found modernized towns to be a thoroughly aggravating nuisance.

He rubbed his thumb across his fingertips before flexing his fingers repeatedly. Taking a deep breath and holding it, he very slowly turned the dial with practiced ease, listening intently for the audible click. He stilled as the first set of tumblers fell into place.

He rotated the dial in the opposite direction. The tumblers immediately dropped, and he froze. They thought they could trick him. Estpido. Obviously, they didnt have a clue as to exactly how accomplished he was.

He turned the dial until he heard the final clink. Smiling with satisfaction, he unfolded his lean body, cranked down the handle, and swung open the door to the vault. He stepped aside, a gallant wave of his hand serving as an invitation to those whod stolen into the bank with him. Hombres.

I dont know how you do that, Alejandro whispered reverently as he peered cautiously into the dark cavern.

I am a man of many talents, Lee assured his brother with a slap on his broad back. Slightly older, Alejandro did not possess Lees relentless resolve for revenge. Lingering within deaths shadow, he had not witnessed everything that Lee had that fateful night. It was one thing to hear tell of all that had happened. It was another to have the images emblazoned on his memory, to hear forever the anguished cries and unacknowledged pleas for mercy, to always see the glistening blood. Too damned much blood. Get the money.

How much do we take? Jorge asked with his typical reckless eagerness. At eighteen, he was the youngest of the group. He worshipped the scent of retribution only because he could not forget the rancid odor of defeat.

Two thousand two hundred ninety-nine dollars and thirty-seven cents, Lee told them.

Alejandro groaned. Cant we just make it an even twenty-three hundred?


No. That is not how much Shelby put in the bank, Lee explained as he did each time they visited a vault.

Why do you think he chose this particular bank? Roberto asked. Older than Jorge, not as old as Alejandro, he was always solemn, always inquisitive. It is far from his ranch.

Lee shrugged, feigning disinterest. No reason to worry his brothers with the truth. The farther they were from home, the more likely Shelbys henchmen could capture them. Hed been surprised that hed had only one manskulking in the shadows like the vermin he wasto subdue outside the building.

Shelby tended to surround himself with minions similar to himself, rabid animals who took with no thought of giving. The other men hed hired were no doubt sleeping the night away in the hotel, their failure to protect the money to be reckoned with, come dawn.

The bastard is trying to find a safe haven for his money, but as long as I live, no such place exists. He jerked his head toward the vault. ndale.

His jangling spurs disturbingly loud, he strode confidently across the bank, the only other sound the muffled hush as his brothers quickly filled their burlap sacks. When he reached the bank presidents desk, he pulled the stopper off the inkwell. He retrieved a piece of paper from a nearby stack and dipped a pen into the black ink. He hastily scribbled a message similar to the dozen he had left in other banks.


$2,299.37 has been withdrawn from the account of Vernon Shelby compliments of



With a flourish, he scrawled his signature. Lee Raven. He plucked a ravens feather from the leather band circling his black Stetson and positioned it directly below his name. His calling card. Arrogant, he knew, but it ensured no one else paid the price he owed for his crimes.



Angela Bainbridge flattened her ear against the cool glass of the saloon window. She heard her fathers boisterous laughter echo into the night, the deep rumble as telling as the cards he dealt. Hed allowed someone to win a hand at faro. If the recipient of his good humor was a smart man, hed take his winnings and head home. The next round of Bucking the Tiger would not find her father so generous.

She pushed her palm against the windowsill until the wood bit into her tender flesh. How she longed to stand beside him and deal cards. When she was a child, hed promised that she could work with him in the saloon. He was convinced shed inherited his gift for manipulation. At the age of five shed been adept at stacking a deck; at six shed mastered false shuffles and cuts; at seven shed excelled at keeping track of the cards played and determining which ones remained available; at eight shed been proficient at gauging the odds of winning by analyzing the cards that had been revealed.

When she was twelve, her father had made her a special deck of marked cards. From that moment on, shed known that shed never ask him to keep his promise, understood that shed never touch her dream of being a dealer at the Texas Lady.

She realized it was ridiculous to long for things that could never be, knew she should appreciate what she had. After recently acquiring a position as a seamstress at Damsels in Dis Dress, she had independence. Shed moved into a room at the boardinghouse. She still visited with her family frequently, and she spent every Sunday afternoon at her parents home, listening as her two younger sisters waxed poetic about the young men seeking their favors.

Her routine was comfortable, dependableutterly boring. Not at all what the daughter of a woman who had struck out on a cattle drive in 1866 had envisioned for herself as shed grown up. She wanted to make her mark on this state as her mother, her father, and their friends had done. Pioneers in farming, ranching, business enterprises, and law enforcement.

Instead she sewed fancy bodices and bell skirts. Hardly her idea of making a notable contribution to society.

Her fathers laughter rang out, and she smiled at the warmth and triumph within it. Hed won that round. She knew if she asked that hed allow her to sit beside him, but if she couldnt command the deck, she didnt want to hear the shuffle.

With a deep sigh of acceptance for the yearnings that would remain unfulfilled, she stepped onto the boardwalk and remembered the festivities that had taken place the day that the township installed the gaslights along the main street of Fortune.

Her fathers friend Grayson Rhodes had held her high above his head so she could touch the glass globe. Her father would have lifted her, but an injury hed suffered years ago had left him with a weakened hip and in constant pain. Although he never complained, the grooves on his face were deeper than the lines that added character to the faces of his friends. Admiring her father as she did, she followed his example and never grumbled about her own limitations. She understood them and dealt with them, but inwardly she resented the hell out of them.

As she walked briskly along, she briefly touched the Indian statue that stood outside the general store. The chiseled features intrigued her, and she often trailed her fingers over the intricately carved wood. Her heels clicked along the boardwalk, her skirt whispering over the worn planks. As though she had a beau calling upon her, she always donned her finest favorite green dress for her midnight strolls. She had a keen fascination with men, but they had little interest in her.

She strolled past the millinery. Perhaps tomorrow she would order a new hat with bright, colorful ribbons and an emerald bow. As the boardwalk ended, she strode onto the dirt path that led to the alley between the shop and the bank, the ground muffling her footsteps. Somewhere down the alley, a horse snorted and struck a hoof impatiently at the ground.

Strange. Most horses were tethered at the saloon this time of night if they werent boarded at the blacksmiths.

Perhaps Mr. Sims, the bank president, was working latealthough she thought it more likely that he was illicitly stuffing his pockets with money before heading to her fathers gaming tables.

Her father often questioned the mans penchant for gambling, thinking it an unseemly habit for a man who was responsible for handling others money. Yet in spite of her fathers concerns, he never turned Mr. Sims away from his table.

Then she heard the door leading into the bank open with a rush of hushed movements and jangling spurs. Someone rammed into her. She teetered backward before catching her balance. Im sorry

Goddamn it!

That deep whiskey voice, that Mexican accent, did not belong to anyone who worked at the bank. Panic surged through her as comprehension dawned instantly. Shed inadvertently stumbled across a bank robbery. She took another quick step back, fully intending to beat a hasty retreat, but a strong hand wrapped around her arm and yanked her forward.

No! She bucked wildly.

Everything happened at once. Her arms were pinned to her sides, soft cotton, no doubt this vile mans bandanna, was shoved into her mouth, and her feet skipped over the boardwalk as he hauled her away.

What are you doing? another man with a thick Mexican accent asked.

The street lamps, goddamn it! She saw my face. She knows what I look like.

Angela shook her head frantically and twisted her body in an attempt to gain her freedom, but the iron band of his arms only tightened as he dragged her into the alley. She heard the restless horses tamping the ground, their harsh breathing filling the air.

Lee, you cant take her with us, the other man pointed out.

Lee? Lee Raven! Was it possible that the one who held a death grip on her was the notorious outlaw? Dear Lord, help her! She had to escape.

I have no choice, he said.

Like a hellion, she fought to break loose of his unrelenting grasp, tried to cry out.

Be quiet, seorita. I am not going to hurt you, he said in a low voice.

Not hurt her? The man was a murderer, a thief. She knew all about his harrowing reputation. Her heart pounded so hard that she was surprised her father didnt hear it.

For an insane instant, before she realized what his plans were, he released her. She quickly jabbed her elbow into his gut, finding brief satisfaction in his grunt. She managed two rapid steps, barely skimming her fingers across the cloth in her mouth before he wrenched her arms behind her back. She growled her protest against the gag while he wrapped another bandanna tightly around her wrists. Bending over, she kicked back, frustrated that she couldnt connect the heel of her shoe with this desperados shin.

Seorita, do not fight me, he ordered.

Dont fight him? Shed damn well kill him if she got the opportunity!

She didnt know how the man managed it, but he tossed her on his horse, quickly mounted behind her, formed a barrier around her with his arms, and grabbed the reins. Vmonos, hombres!

The horse burst into a gallop, the wind slapping Angelas face. The only things keeping her from falling and being crushed beneath the pounding hooves were the strong arm hed snaked around her waist, the firm thighs she was nestled between, and the paralyzing fear that she was now at this murderers mercy.

And from the tales shed heard, he possessed no mercy.







    

Chapter 2




Dawn was just beginning to emerge as Lee brought his horse to a halt in a small clearing, hidden by an abundance of trees, far from the main road. The woman sitting before him had stopped struggling, but small tremors continued to cascade through her slender body. Slender, but ah, the soft, rounded curves. Enticing, just the way he enjoyed them. Calling for a mans hands to cradle them, knead them

Swearing harshly beneath his breath, he threw his long leg back and dismounted. The last thing he needed right now was a woman. It was not in his nature to panic. What in the hell had he been thinking to haul her away with him? What did it matter that shed seen his face? Hed known sooner or later that his identity would be revealed. He couldnt keep it hidden forever, no matter how diligently he avoided those who might recognize him. As it was, hed had five years in the grave. But he had plans for his resurrection that did not include some woman describing him accurately to the Texas Rangers.

Damn it! His repeated successes had led him to believe he didnt need to wear a mask for a night job. Arrogant. Incredibly arrogant. Hed paid the price for it tonight.

He glanced at his brothers, who remained mounted. What are you staring at? Prepare a meal. It will be our last before we ride like the wind. Roberto, see to the horses.

He reached up and wrapped his hands around the womans waist. Such a tiny waist. She stiffened. I am not going to hurt you, seorita. I swear to God on my mothers grave.

Gently, he brought her to the ground, her body scant inches from his, her chestheaving with each breath that she tookcoming incredibly close to skimming across his. She stared up at him with the greenest eyes hed ever seen. Beautiful eyes. Innocent eyes. I am sorry, seorita. I made a mistake but I promise I will find a way to fix it.

Carefully he pulled his red bandanna from her mouth.

You damn well better, you worthless son of a bitch, she snapped.

He quirked a brow in surprise. Maybe not so innocent after all. Fire sparked within those emerald eyes, and he imagined them directed his way, smoldering with the flames of passion. He shook his head in an effort to clear his mind. What was he thinking?

Im going to untie your hands, but if you try to run, I will be forced to take drastic measures. Comprendes?

In answer, she quickly spun around, presenting him with her back, impatiently jiggling her hands up and down as much as she was able in what he knew was an uncomfortable position. He unwound Alejandros bandanna, freeing her from its restraint. She swung her hands forward and rubbed her wrists. Guilt surging through him for the discomfort hed caused, he touched her shoulder with the intent to offer comfort, perhaps rub her wrists himself, but she twirled around, her eyes shooting daggers that would have wounded a lesser man.

Keep your bloody hands off me!

As though shed slapped him, he jerked back and held out his hands. There is no blood on them. A thousand scrubbings had washed it away. Why do you say they are bloody?

She rolled her eyes as though he had no more sense than a fence post. Its an expressionlike damned.

So it is profanity?

Yes, British in nature. My father and his friends use it constantly. Bloody. Bloody hell. Bloody damned. Bloody damned hell. She fired each word with the precision of a well-aimed bullet.

He bore his gaze into her, a practiced look that caused most men to flinch. She simply ignored him. Seorita, I think you use too much profanity.

I truly dont think youre the one to instruct me in the art of social graces.

Her words struck a nerve. What did he know about the finer aspects of life except that he longed for them? Make yourself useful. Gather up some kindling for a small fire.

He was surprised when she slowly turned, stepped forward, reached down, and picked up a twig. He did not quite trust her acquiescence. She had been fighting like a wildcat outside the bank. He had a feeling she was gauging her surroundings, plotting her escape. He would have to watch her vigilantly, but that chore would be no hardship.

Roberto grabbed the reins of Lees horse and led him away. Lee sauntered to a nearby tree. Leaning against it, he studied the woman. Her red hair had been caught up into a neat bun when hed rammed into her in front of the bank. Now it had fallen to one side, threatening to spill free of the pins that held it in place. He was incredibly tempted to help it along, remove the pins, and watch it cascade over her shoulders, along her back.

Bending to pick up more twigs, she unwittingly gave him the pleasure of gazing at her small, rounded backside covered by the finest of materials. Perfection.

She bolted upright and glared over her shoulder at him as though she knew exactly where hed been staring. Arching a brow, he flashed a cocky grin. She snapped her head around and dragged her feet as though she was a mutinous little girl whod just been punished. He did not think she was afraid as much as she was angry. For some strange reason, that knowledge pleased him.

Alejandro snatched his bandanna from Lees fingers before tilting his head toward the woman. What are you going to do with her?

Lee shook his head. I dont know.

What were you thinking to drag her off?

He sighed heavily. For five years no one has seen my face. I wanted to protect my identity. In retrospect, a stupid move.

Hurry up, puta! Jorge called out. We dont have much time.

Jorge! Lee scolded. Do not call her that, hombre. It does not make you tough. It only makes you mean.

We are outlaws. We are supposed to be mean, Jorge retorted like a petulant child before crouching to set the branches hed gathered into place.

I told you not to bring him, Alejandro said.

What choice did I have? He was shadowing our trail. I would rather have him where I can see him than find out that he is in trouble and I cannot get there in time to save him.

You saved us once, Alejandro said quietly. You cannot save us always.

I can try. I owe it to the memory of our parents to always try.

They would not expect you


I expect it of myself, Alejandro. That is the way of it.

Lee returned his attention to the woman. She was incredibly slow at gathering kindling, shuffling her feet along the ground. He smiled with the knowledge that she was attempting to stall them. She lurched forward and quickly caught her balance.

She will slow us down, Alejandro said.

S. If we have to, we will split up.

That is a very nice dress she is wearing, Alejandro murmured. Perhaps she has a rich husband who will pay a ransom for her.

She has no husband, Lee assured himand she had far too much green material. The puffy sleeves had gotten in his way when hed struggled to subdue her. The bodice rose to her neck, where a collar circled her throat, every button snugly secure. She only exposed the flesh of her face and hands, and yet she was a temptation he could not explain. Perhaps because she left too much to a mans imagination. Yet he had a feeling that once a man saw what was beneath all that cloth, he would work diligently to keep it uncovered. She would have been warming his bed, not walking the streets at midnight.

You find her attractive? Alejandro asked.

Incredibly so. More than her petite frame, her lush coloring, and her delicate features, he was attracted by the untamed spirit hed felt in her when hed first grabbed her. She was no simpering female willing to follow. She would fight tooth and nail to achieve what she wanted, and right now she craved freedom. He did not trust her, but she lured him like a sirens song. She is not so hard on the eyes.

Her hair is too red for my taste, Alejandro said.

I like her hair. It reminds me of Something teased his memory, a glimpse into a past he could not remember. Quickly unveiled only to be hidden once again.

What? What does it remind you of? Alejandro asked.

Lee shook his head. The flames dancing in a fire.

Then you must be careful, brother. With her, you could get burned.

A price he imagined any man without a bounty on his head would be more than willing to pay. He was damned near tempted himself as he watched the morning shafts of sunlight tease her hair and play over the delicate slope of her shoulders. She stumbled again.

She is a clumsy one, Alejandro remarked.

Narrowing his eyes, Lee studied her more closely. She held out one hand as though to fend off an attacker, when the only thing before her was a copse of trees. She pitched forward once more.

Damn it! Lee barked. He shoved himself away from the tree, strode across the clearing, grabbed the womans arm, and spun her around.

He raked his gaze over her and released a slew of expletives designed to make Satan blush before announcing with disgust at his own stupidity, She is not clumsy. She is blind! I had no reason to take her.







    

Chapter 3




I am not blind!

Denying the truth, Angela wrenched free of Lee Ravens unrelenting grasp. The derision in his voiceas though the knowledge hed gained suddenly made her not worthy of abductingrankled.

It does not bother you to have a man standing before you who is not wearing a stitch of clothing? he asked in a voice that reminded her of the manner in which whiskey burned her throat.

Bluff riddled his words; it was as worthless as a man holding nothing but daring to wager everything he possessed. She angled her chin defiantly and narrowed her eyes.

You havent removed your denim britches or your chambray shirt. Clothing that fit him so snugly shed been able to feel the heat of his flesh penetrating her gown as theyd galloped away from Fortune.

You accurately identified my clothing, seorita, but you do not know if I am still wearing it, he mused, and this time she heard the humor laced in his low-pitched voice and could almost envision him shaking his finger at her. I bluff. You bluff. I bet you would make an excellent poker player.

Im one hell of a poker player, she snapped, having left her patience on the boardwalk outside the bank in Fortune. And you can stop talking with that irritatingly fake Mexican accent.

What?

He sounded truly baffled, but she didnt think shed read him wrong. Beneath his Mexican accent was a shadow of another, faint and distant. I know youre not Mexican, she insisted.

Mi madre y mi padre would argue otherwise. Eh, Alejandro? Then he spewed off a tangle of Spanish that made her doubt her convictions, not that he necessarily had to be Mexican to speak so fluently.

The man he called Alejandro responded in kind. She identified his voice as belonging to the man whod originally questioned Ravens actions outside the bank. Alejandros voice carried no shadows, and she recognized the tone of familial love reverberating between them. Their apparent teasing banter made absolutely no sense to her, was contrary to her perception of desperadoes.

Enough already! she shouted, slashing her hand through the air. Youve made your point.


Why didnt you tell me you were blind? he demanded.

She dropped the pitiful bundle of twigs shed gathered, planted her hands on her hips, and leaned forward slightly. I tried, you idiot! But then you shoved that filthy piece of cloth

Whoa! Whoa! Whoa, seorita. I gifted you with my favorite bandanna. I do not think you know who you are insulting.

Lee Raven.

Silence, thick and heavy, permeated the air and she wondered if shed been too brazen. To the disappointment of the few men who had deemed her worth courting, however briefly, docility had never been one of her character traits.

Then you must know, seorita, he said silkily, that it would behoove you to behave.

It would behoove you to let me go. My father is an extremely influential man.

Alejandro guessed that much. Perhaps your father would be willing to pay a handsome ransom to have you returned unharmed.

What he will do, she said in a curt voice as though she were talking to someone who had nothing under his hat but hair, is contact Captain Christian Montgomery of the Texas Rangers and have your head delivered to him on a silver platter.

Kit Montgomery? he asked mockingly. Your father knows Kit Montgomery?

Yes. Theyre extremely close friends.

Alejandro, her father knows the famous Kit Montgomery. Can you believe this?


Which means youve stepped into a pile of cow dung, Alejandro said.

She bit back her smile of satisfaction at the mans adequate description of the situation. Kit Montgomerys legends were indeed rooted in fact, which meant this outlaws days of freedom were numbered.

I dont think so, Raven said. He is in west Texas. We are in south central Texas. We are safe.

The hell you are. My father will send him a telegram, and Captain Montgomery wont hesitate to come.

Not only because he was her fathers best friend, but because he, too, had experienced the anguish of losing a child. The grief rolled through her with the reminder, and she forced back the memory of her failure to protect his son.

She couldnt dwell on the past now. She had to focus on the present if she intended to play well this hand shed unexpectedly been dealt. He can track down a whisper in a strong wind.

Im shaking in my boots, he said caustically.

I know. I can feel the ground trembling.

But you cannot see me shaking, he said in a seductive voice, his breath skimming along her cheek. She resisted the urge to recoil at the intimate contact. She would not grant him the satisfaction of intimidating her.

Your eyes are so expressive that for a moment I almost thought I was mistaken.

She wanted to slap his face, but she feared she might have already pushed her boundaries with this man to their limit. Youre right. I have absolutely no earthly idea what you look like. Therefore you have no reason to keep me.

This was a small lie. Based upon where her head had hit his chest when hed first grabbed her, she knew he was an inch or so taller than her father. Remembering the way his arms had come around her on the horse, cradling her protectively, she knew he had broad shoulders. A washboard stomach. Iron thighs. Gentle hands. His hands had surprised her when hed lifted her off the horse as though he truly worried that he might hurt her, and she could detect no tender spots to indicate that hed bruised her when hed fought to subdue her outside the bank.

It is not that simple. The posse will be hours behind us. I cannot leave you here unprotected, and I wont wait for help to arrive and risk capture.

Ill be perfectly fine waiting alone, she assured him.

What happens when that rattler coiled over there decides to move from the shade into the sun? he asked.

Honestly, how many times did the man think he could bluff before shed call? There is no rattler.

She heard a popping sound, bones snapping as though hed crouched. A dull thud reverberated as a small object hit a nearby tree, followed by a sharp rattle, then the sickening swishing of something slithering along the ground.

An icy shiver rippled through her, and she fought to keep her face a mask of stoicism while her heart thudded against her ribs. Apparently I was mistaken about the snake, but hes gone now. Ill take my chances.

Its not that simple, he repeated.

Anger surging through her, she latched onto the most improbable thing to say. It is that simple. Id rather take my chance with a poisonous snake than a vicious murderer!

Unfortunately, seorita, the decision is not yours to make.



Lee stared at the writhing flames of the small fire as Alejandro cooked the hare hed managed to snare. Lee knew they would be wise to keep riding, but the horses needed to rest, and his brothers would do better with something in their stomachs. As for the woman

He sighed, a useless release of breath that did nothing to assuage his concerns. Hed made many mistakes in his life, but this one was by far the stupidest. It would serve the contrary lady right if he abandoned her to her own devices. Unfortunately, his mother had raised him better than to do that to a woman. Even one who possessed a sharp tongue. He had been called the worst of names, but having her refer to him as a vicious murderer had cut deeply.

She sat on the ground nearby, her legs folded beneath her. Earlier shed pulled a deck of cards from her skirt pocket. After shuffling with a grace that had amazed him, she had set about laying down cards, one after another, creating seven stacks. Now she flipped the cards over one at a time and rearranged them on the stacks. She looked incredibly peacefulyet her absolute absence of fear bothered him. A female who lacked apprehension was a dangerous thing.

He cursed harshly. Theyd gotten such a good head start. She would slow them down. He had a feeling she would deliberately slow them down.

Alejandro removed his catch from the flames. Lee unfolded his body and sauntered to the fire. Four ways.

Alejandro glanced up at him. You have to eat.

His brother knew him too well. Four ways, he insisted. He would not have his brothers take less because of his idiocy.

With a shake of his head, Alejandro began to divvy up the hare. Could this situation get any worse? He shot a look at the woman. She is blind.

Lee shrugged. She does not appear to be helpless.

Her father is a friend of a legendary Texas Ranger.

Lee gave a brisk nod. That could be a problem. He held up a hand when Alejandro opened his mouth. But I will handle it.

You should just leave her, Alejandro insisted. That is what she wants, and what would be best for us.

But it is as you say, Alejandro, she is blind. And so lovely that he found it difficult to breathe whenever he was near her. He took the tin plate Alejandro held out. Gracias.

He walked over to the woman and crouched before her.


You need to rub some grease onto your knees, she said bluntly as she lifted the five of hearts and set it on the six of clubs.

What?

Whenever you squat, your knees sound like a cork popping out of an old bottle of wine.

He glanced briefly at his bent legs. I never noticed. He studied the cards shed laid out. Red. Black. Red. Black. Red. Black. The ones showing were in order. Queens on top of kings. Jacks on top of queens. How do you manage to do that when you cannot see? he asked, mystified.

My father marked the deck and taught me how to read it.

He raised a brow. So your influential father is knowledgeable in the ways of cheating.

Hes a gambler. Right now, I imagine hes wagering on whether or not youll beg for mercy before he kills you.

Anger rolled through him. I do not beg, seorita. Not for any man or any thing.

She angled her chin and, with irritating calm, moved a card. Well see.

Her hands werent even shaking. How could she not be terrified? She was the captive of the notorious Lee Raven, and she acted as though she were merely attending a Sunday afternoon picnic. Although he wanted only to instill terror in Shelbys heart, he thought this woman should show him a measure of respect and have a slight tremor in her voice. But no, she exhibited no signs of fearbut then, what did a person who lived in darkness fear? The light?

He touched her hand. With a grimace, she snatched it back. He barely acknowledged the insult because to do otherwise would force him to open himself up to hurt, and that he could not afford to do. I have some food for you.

Im not hungry. She placed the four of spades on the five of hearts.

He sighed deeply with frustration. You need to eat, seorita.

I need to go home.

I will take you home. Just not today.

She closed her eyes as though to shut out the world. He wondered why she did that when she couldnt see. She opened her eyes. Such a brilliant green. It was a sin that they could not see the beauty that surrounded them. What were you doing walking the streets at midnight? he asked quietly.

None of your business.

He set the plate on her lap. Eat. If you do not, I will. I would think you would prefer I know hunger rather than the satisfaction of a full belly.

He watched as she set the cards aside before gingerly touching her fingers to the plate, searching cautiously until she found a strip of meat. She brought it to the most luscious mouth hed ever seen. He imagined her smile, how glorious it would look. And how she would never know.

Stop staring at me, she ordered.

How do you know Im staring?


Because I didnt hear you leave and theres nothing else to look at.

You are wrong, seorita. There are many things to gaze at: the sky, the trees, and the mockingbird in the nest with her babies.

Three babies, she said, while a small smile played at the corner of her mouth.

Something unfamiliar tightened in his chest. How do you know there are three?

Am I right? she asked hopefully, and even if she were wrong, at that moment, he knew he would have lied.

S.

Each one sounds a little different.

They sound the same to me.

Because your world is bigger than mine, she said without any self-pity. She slipped another strip of meat into her mouth.

What is your name? he asked.

She hesitated, and he could see the battle raging as, like him, she tried to determine how much she could reveal and still remain safe. Angela Bainbridge.

Angela, he murmured, testing it out. Something flickered in his mind. Angel.

Her good humor fled. Dont call me that.

But you look like an angel.

Im not an angel.

You are right. You may look like one, but you do not sound like one. You have a temper.

She scoffed. I was abducted. I think I have a right to be angry.

You have the right to be angry, but not stupid. You must realize that you have no choice but to come with us.

I can stay right here and take my chances.

He dug his elbows into his thighs and clasped his hands into an aching grip. With us you will not be taking a chance. My brothers and I will not hurt you.

You murdered a man, she pointed out. In a cowardly manner from all accounts.

A man, but I have never harmed a woman. You will be safe with us. I cannot guarantee that you will be safe if we leave you.

I dont need nor do I want your guarantees.

But I need them. I am a man of honor.

You are a murderer and a thief.

I will not argue that some aspects of my life are questionable, but not when it comes to my treatment of women.

I dont understand why you cant circle back around and return me to the edge of town today.

I do not know how the posse will fan out. Once I know that my brothers are safe, I will take you back. I promise.

Why are you telling me all this? she asked. You could just force me as you did before.

If I have to, I will. I would rather not have to, he said solemnly.

If I agree to cooperate, will you promise not to stuff that filthy cloth into my mouth? she asked.

S.

And you wont tie my hands?

I will not bind you in any way.


She gave a brusque nod. All right. Youll have my full and utmost cooperation.

A slow smile eased over his face. Damn, but the woman laid out a convincing bluff. He was actually anticipating the journey.







    

Chapter 4




Incensed, Angela flung a thousand silent curses at the man riding behind her. At least hed bound her wrists together in front so she could grip the saddle horn. She couldnt believe hed actually called her bluff.

Or that hed roughly shoved his hat onto her head once the sun had risen higher in the sky. Shed welcomed the shade it provided. With her fair complexion, she was prone to freckles, sunburn, and blisters. Shed always hated the freckles. When she was younger, shed often wished that she didnt have to look at them. Too late, shed learned to be careful of what she wished for.

They rode at a steady pace. A quick burst of galloping, followed by a longer stint of walking. She hadnt expected a man with Ravens reputation to take such care with his horses, although when she thought about it, she realized the only thing abusing his animals would gain him was capture and the noosed end of a hangmans rope.

Every rational bone in her body told her that she should be terrified, and for the life of her, she couldnt figure out why she wasnt. Perhaps it was the way hed scolded Jorge for calling her a whore, or the manner in which hed gotten after her for using profanity. An outlaw who worried about such mattershe was a puzzle and none of the pieces seemed to fit properly.

She wished she could say the same thing about the way her body molded into his, but the truth was that it did fit with hisperfectly.

She felt Raven draw back on the reins and was relieved that this bout of galloping was at an end. Although the slower pace wasnt much better, she had more success at holding her body away from his when the horse plodded along. At a gallop, Raven folded himself around her like a long-lost lover, his beard stubble catching in her hair from time to time.

We should probably alternate the woman between horses so yours is not overly burdened, a voice she didnt recognize announced.

Or you could just leave the burden right here, she snapped.

I think you offended her, Roberto, Raven said, his warm breath skimming along the nape of her neck, causing a delicious shiver to scurry down her spine. How did he effortlessly elicit this unwanted response in her?

Roberto is right. Your horse will not be able to keep up with ours if he has to constantly carry the extra weight, Alejandro said.

I am not that heavy! she retorted, her anger growing to encompass each man, the entire intolerable situation, but most of all, Ravens damned constant breathing.

I think she prefers to stay with me, hombres, Raven said, and she could envision a satisfied smile on his dark face.

I prefer a rattlesnake, she said curtly. At least a serpent gave warning before it struck.

Then why do you argue against moving to another horse? he asked.

Why indeed? Because for reasons she could not fathom and did not really want to contemplate, she did feel safe within the enticing circle of his strong arms.

I need a moment of privacy, she announced to distract herself as much as them.

Again! Roberto shouted. You cannot possibly need time behind the bushes so soon.

She angled her chin defiantly. Im sorry, but Ive always had torelieve myself frequently. The words were a lie, but she knew the blush burning her face was true. She didnt want to speak of bodily functions, but it was the only excuse shed been able to come up with to slow their progress.

It has not even been an hour, Roberto said.

He was obviously the complainer of the group. Raven never chastised her when she indicated that she needed time alone. Shed been able to convince him to stop six times now. The man was either a fool or more considerate than she cared to give him credit for. She turned her head slightly so he could see her licking her lips as though she was embarrassed by and sorry for her request.

I really cant wait much longer, she said in a low voice. Id hate to ruin your fine saddle.

He brought the horse to a halt. His spurs clinked as his boots hit the ground. Bracketing her waist with his hands, he lifted her and lowered her slowly, very slowly, her body close enough to his that she was acutely aware of the heat radiating from his chest, actually heard the fabric of her dress rasping against the material of his shirt, and felt the warmth of his breath wafting across her cheek. That damned breath again. If he meant to disconcert her, he was accomplishing his goal with remarkable deftness.

As soon as her feet were planted firmly on the ground, she stepped away, decidedly uncomfortable with the proximity of Ravens body. Too near because somehow the fact that they werent on his horse made him that much more threatening.

Just as he had each time before, he placed his hand on her back with a surety that no doubt came from knowing an abundance of women. This way, seorita.

A pang of guilt shot through her as he guided her away from the others, toward what she knew would be a secluded area. Most people took her arm and walked her as though she were a favored pet, not an independent woman. It was uncanny the way Raven would subtly press on one side of her back or the other to ensure that she sidestepped objects.

He removed his hand from her back. Halting, she lifted her bound hands. He untied the bandanna from her wrists.

Am I hidden? she asked in as meek a voice as she could muster.

S.

She listened to his retreating footsteps before quickly circling the small area. She located a tree and the nearby brush. She rustled her skirts to give the impression that she was lifting them, and then she very slowly, very quietly, eased her way to the ground. With a triumphant smile, she reached into her pocket, withdrew her beloved deck of cards, and settled in to play three games of patience.

Her goal was to slow them down until they had no choice but to leave her behind or be captured. A dangerous undertaking that carried risksand a measure of unanticipated excitement.

She certainly couldnt classify the last twelve hours as dull. No, dull was sitting beside a window with only the warm sunlight for company and having her meticulous stitches earn praise from the owner of the shop where she worked.

Now, she was being challenged as shed never been before, striving to anticipate Ravens goals and seeking ways to thwart him. Without a doubt, she wanted to be free of him, and yet a part of her welcomed the opportunity to outsmart him, to put him in his place atop the gallows. To prove to herself and the world that she didnt need anyone in order to survive. She was perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

Of course, the fact that she was in this predicament to begin with might detract from her victory, should she ever achieve it.

Seorita, we dont have all day! Roberto yelled.

Im trying to hurry, she sang back, laying out her last row of cards.

She heard footsteps growing louder, then fainter, as though someone was pacing a short distance behind
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