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Dedication


To my cousin, Robert Kobularcik, one of the most avid supporters of my books. As an unpublished writer, I confessed to him one day that I was writing romance novels. He hugged me with excitement and said, “I’m going to say a prayer for you tonight.” The next week I sold my first novel.

To all men who aren’t afraid to read women’s fiction. They are the real romance heroes.

And a special thank you for the help from writers Kathleen Morgan and Lynn Raye Harris, as well as my good friend Bruce Heim, a handsome West Pointer and ex–Airborne Ranger, who served with the 101st in Vietnam.
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Chapter One


They want a few good men . . . and women, too . . .

“Hut, two, three, four . . . hut, two, three, four . . .”

Rafael Santiago peered up over the rim of his dark aviator sunglasses, watching the young trainees who marched like blooming idiots across the blistering tarmac in front of him.

“Eenie, meenie, minie, moe,” their platoon sergeant called out in a raspy, Clint Eastwood–style voice.

Like robots, the soldiers echoed their leader’s singsong “jody call” in time to their pounding footsteps.

“Catch a virgin by the toe . . .”

Oh, great! It’s 2015, and I’ve landed in boot camp from hell—with a bunch of grunts calling out raunchy marching cadences.

Rafe put a hand to his throbbing head and wished he could be anywhere but in the middle of the California desert, on a hot August morning. Hell, I think my hair’s startin’ to singe.

“If she hollers, let her go . . .”

Geez! I’m thirty-four years old. I have a law degree. I should be soaking in a gold-plated Jacuzzi, instead of serving in the damn loony bin National Guards. I’m gonna kill Lorenzo for screwing around with my calendar.

“On the other hand . . . hell, no!”

Rafe’s eyes widened with disbelief. He would have thought “Grody Jodies” went out with the feminist movement. Didn’t you military fruitcakes learn anything from all the sexual harassment cases? he thought with a rueful shake of his head. Some feminist is gonna slap a sexual harassment suit on you quicker’n a hometown hooker’s five-dollar trick.

But that was their problem, not his. Rafe had enough of his own. It was bad enough that he’d been forced to serve in the Guard these past twelve years to pay back college loans and to earn extra cash for bills. If he didn’t get back to his law practice, his scatterbrained legal assistant, Lorenzo Duran, would have him representing every deadbeat on the West Coast, and he’d be even deeper in debt—if that was possible.

Rafe threw the backpack holding his gear over his shoulder and made his way across the airfield toward the C-141 Starlifter. The piercing sun beat down so unremittingly that even his toenails felt like they were sweating.

He’d arrived two days ago for the usual orientation in the special forces unit, but he still had twelve more agonizing days to go. He wondered idly if he’d survive. Or die of boredom.

Then he saw the tall redhead standing at the foot of the ramp to the training jet, her straight-as-an-arrow, slim body encased in puke camouflage—the standard green, brown, tan, and black BDU, or battle dress uniform—just like his. The female officer was checking off the soldiers’ names on a clipboard as they boarded. She must be the replacement for Colonel Barrow, who’d suffered a heart attack the day before.

He recognized her immediately.

“Prissy” Prescott? My commanding officer for this ludicrous two-week military trek is Helen “Prissy” Prescott?

In that moment, Rafe knew his bad day was about to get worse.

As the woman turned her ramrod-stiff body toward the chanting soldiers, a sudden backdraft clearly outlined her curvy hips and long legs in their Army regulation pants, also camouflage chic. A few wisps of flaming hair escaped the tight bun anchored at the base of her neck like a badge of her no-nonsense personality. Then the dull gold of the oak leaf cluster embroidered on her collar caught his eye.

Gold oak leaf? A major? She must have spent the past twelve years since their college graduation in the service—a lifer. She clasped the clipboard against her body when there was a lull in the embarking soldiers. Rafe’s eyes shifted lower to her chest. And a very nice chest, it is, too, Rafe thought, glancing appreciatively at the full breasts straining against the blouse—identical to his own shirt, but immensely different.

Then he shook his head in self-disgust. The sun must be melting my brains if I’m getting turned on by Prissy Prescott.

Major Prescott, he corrected himself as she narrowed her glittering eyes at the sergeant who was calling out the offensive lyrics. Apparently, the slightly overweight, ruddy-faced senior enlisted man didn’t have the brains God gave a goose. Failing to notice Helen, or being incredibly stupid, he chose to ignore her as he began to sing out a new chant, “I don’t know but I been told . . .”

The recruits repeated his words in loud rhythm. There were no women in the company.

“Air Force babes are bought and sold.”

Oh, boy. Rafe could hear Helen’s gasp of outrage from twenty feet away. He folded his arms across his chest, waiting for the inevitable fireworks. Helen Prescott hadn’t been nicknamed “Give ’Em Hell Helen” for nothing. And he would bet his left nut that she hadn’t changed much over the years.

“I don’t know but it’s been said . . .”

Helen tucked the clipboard under her arm and straightened her shoulders, which only served to emphasize her “endowments,” Rafe thought idly, knowing full well how she would hate that he had noticed. Then she stomped furiously toward the group of soldiers who were marching in place near the edge of the field. She even stomped rather nicely, Rafe noted, her buttocks bouncing the slightest bit.

“Navy babes are wicked in bed.”

Rafe turned his attention away from Helen and back to the witless wonder. Boy, could I recommend a good lawyer for this schmuck. He’s gonna need one, and soon.

But the brain-dead sergeant had his back to Helen, who was about to tap him on the shoulder. Totally unaware that he was cutting his own throat, he sang out, “All I know is what I hear . . .”

Before the fool could open his mouth again, Helen finished for him in a clear, disciplined, carrying voice, “Court martials are somethin’ to fear.”

Rafe smiled. Way to go, Prissy!

The sergeant spun on his heels and his jaw dropped open in surprise. “Major Prescott, I didn’t see you.” He snapped a quick salute.

“Apparently.” Helen returned the salute.

“I didn’t know . . . Hell, I didn’t know there were any women. I mean . . .” the flustered sergeant stuttered.

“AT-TEN-TION!” she yelled, real loud. Rafe was pretty sure they heard her five miles away.

Snapping leather, the flustered sergeant—who should have been the one to call “Attention” immediately—and his company obeyed without question. They stood rigid as boards, waiting for her next directive.

“The Army does not tolerate sexism, soldier,” she barked at the red-faced NCO, “whether women are present or not.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the sergeant ground out.

“If you value those stripes, soldier, I would suggest you start singing a different tune.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

She stared at him and his company for several long, drawn-out seconds, as if trying to decide what punishment to mete out. “Continue as you were,” she ordered finally, granting a reprieve.

The sergeant let out a long breath of relief. Then he saluted, waited for her return salute, did a jerky about-face, and ordered his troop to march back toward the barracks. This time, there were no chants, just the sharp click of boot heels.

After they left, Rafe watched, transfixed, as Helen inhaled and exhaled several times, deeply, as if to collect herself. For one brief second, her shoulders slumped, and Rafe knew somehow that Helen hated her job. Then she raised her face to the sunlight, eyes closed, uncaring that she might add a few more freckles to those that dotted her straight nose and clear complexion.

Rafe felt a deep pulling sensation in his chest. He had forgotten how attractive Helen was—not beautiful, but compelling. He hated himself for remembering those painful college days they had shared. He hated feeling like a horny kid again, tripping over his too-big feet the first time an Anglo girl looked his way. Most of all, he hated the memory of his yearning for a young woman who had always been beyond the reach of the token Hispanic at an all-white, private military school.

Abruptly, Helen turned back toward the plane, breaking his unwelcome reverie. She walked with brisk, efficient steps. Totally in control now, her face was a mask of military resolve.

Rafe waited for Helen to recognize him as she approached, but she just cast him an assessing glance as she passed by, clearly finding him of no importance.

That irritated the hell out of him.

He’d spent his entire life fighting condescension and outright bias toward Mexican-American “greasers.” He should be used to it by now. Not that there had been anything smacking of prejudice in Helen’s dismissing glance. Actually, she’d treated him as if he didn’t even exist. Somehow that was even worse.

Well, he’d show her.

She was already climbing the ramp to the aircraft by the time he caught up with her. With perfect timing, he waited until her hips were smack dab in front of his forehead, then asked in a silky smooth voice, low enough so the soldiers standing around couldn’t overhear, “So, Major Prescott, do you still have your tattoo?”

Tat that, baby! . . .

Tattoo? Helen stopped halfway up the plane’s ramp and cringed, clutching the rail tensely. No one had mentioned her tattoo in twelve years, ever since she graduated from Stonewall Military College. And that voice—oh, Lord—only one man in the world spoke with that sexy, Mexican-American twang.

Slowly, reluctantly, Helen turned and peered back over her shoulder. All she saw was a head of thick black hair and a pair of aviator sunglasses staring boldly, eye level, at her butt.

Aaaarrrgh! she groaned silently and fought for her usual calm composure. Then she pivoted and backtracked down the ramp. At thirty-four, Helen was rather sensitive about her hips and rear end, and the aerobics war to keep them from blossoming into Rubenesque proportions. No way was she going to wave them in the face of the lascivious, arrogant, bad-mouthed man who had been the torment of her life for four long undergraduate years at Stonewall.

“Captain Santiago,” she snapped, noting the two black bars on his collar, “your remarks are ill-timed and inappropriate under any circumstances, but very, very foolish when addressed to a superior.” She put a check mark after his name on the clipboard. “A warning,” she explained sternly, raising her eyes.

Even though she was five-foot-eight, Helen had to look up at the lean, well-muscled soldier who grinned lazily back at her, not a bit intimidated by the threat in her voice or the note she had made on her cupboard. She couldn’t make out the expression in his eyes behind the dark shades, but she could see the path they made as they appraised her from head to toe. And probably found her wanting, as he always had in the past.

Then, as if reading her mind, Rafe removed the glasses, and Helen almost staggered under the burning gaze of his pale, luminous blue eyes. Rafael Santiago threw off heat like a sexual inferno. If anything, his well-toned, dark-skinned body had improved with age. Darn it!

“So, Prissy, you didn’t answer me. Do you still have the tattoo?”

Without thinking, Helen’s palm shot to her right buttock in horror. She could have kicked herself for the betraying action and the blush she could feel creeping up from her neck. She never blushed, or, at least, she hadn’t in twelve long years. Time melted away suddenly, and Helen felt as if she were a gangly young girl again, flustered by the attention of a too-handsome, too-brash Mexican-American cadet.

She’d had a fierce crush on him all through college, although she’d made sure he never suspected. He’d dated flamboyant, easy women, and she’d been neither of those. The worst part was that, at eighteen, he’d turned her brain to mush. Now, two minutes in his company, and he was doing it again.

Helen knew by Rafe’s raised right eyebrow that her embarrassment amused him, that needling her had been his goal. Prissy! He has the nerve to call me Prissy! The man has not changed at all. “My name is Major Prescott,” she reminded him, “not that ridiculous . . . nickname.”

The rat just smiled, displaying a disgusting set of white teeth, dazzling against the contrast of his dark Hispanic skin.

“So, Major Prescott, don’t you want to know if I still have my matching tattoo?” he drawled with feigned innocence and planted a long-fingered, deeply tanned hand on his back pocket, and left it there, in challenge.

Helen had always intended to have the horrible butterfly removed from her buttock, but, in the end, she’d left it as a reminder of her one careless lapse in self-control. She looked up and glared at Rafe. The tattoo had been all his fault. They’d been seniors at Stonewall, and a group had gone to Tijuana at the end of finals week of their senior year. When a dozen of them, under the pressure of too little freedom and too many margaritas, had decided to get matching tattoos, Rafe had taunted and taunted her, in his usual fashion, until she’d agreed to join the crowd . . . to her everlasting humiliation.

She noticed the growing line of trainees and other personnel waiting to board the aircraft, behind Rafe, all of them listening with avid interest. What was wrong with her, allowing one of her men to carry on a personal conversation with her while on duty? It was strictly against the rules. And, if nothing else, Helen prided herself on attention to precise military protocol.

Bracing her shoulders, Helen belted out in her most authoritative voice, “Captain Santiago, get on this aircraft. NOW! There are a dozen paratroopers sitting up there in that sweltering tin can waiting for this parachute exercise to begin.” Then she added in an icy undertone, “I don’t know what you’re doing here, Captain Santiago, but you can be sure you will be out of my company by the end of this day.”

“National Guard, Special Forces,” he answered flatly, walking by her to climb the steps. She forced herself not to move back, afraid he might accidentally, or not so accidentally, brush against her. He didn’t, but his eyes twinkled knowingly as he explained, “I owed Uncle Sam a pigload of cash for seven years of college loans, and he decided the ‘Nasty Guard’ would be a good method of payback. Plus, I always need extra cash. This is my last tour of duty, but if you know a way to get me out now, I’d be eternally grateful.”

“Why am I not surprised?” she muttered under her breath, knowing he’d never felt the loyalty to the military establishment that she had.

“I never took you for a ‘Nasty Girl’ type, though,” he added, referring to the crude name given to women of the National Guard.

She arched a brow questioningly, which she regretted immediately when he responded, “Too much starch in your drawers.”

Helen clenched her fists at her sides and counted to ten. “That’s it, Captain. This goes on your permanent record.” She made another check mark next to his name and was about to reprimand him further, but the smirk on his face stopped her cold. Just like in the old days, he was goading her into losing her temper. This time she disappointed him by turning away.

Then she had no more time to think about the jerk as she supervised the loading of the aircraft, trying to ignore the many eyes that seemed to rivet questioningly on her behind.

Oh, Lord. Helen just knew this was going to be the longest day of her life.

Memories, like the splinters of my mind . . .

An hour later, the plane was airborne. Helen had given her unit—ten men and two women—instructions for their upcoming drop near the California/Nevada border, then checked all their equipment and jump gear. The soldiers appeared relaxed as they chatted softly among themselves, seated on the platform benches that lined both sides of the huge aircraft, but Helen knew they were pumped up with excitement. Regardless of all the precautions, there was always an element of danger, the possibility of injury or death, in any skydiving event.

Despite their usual full-time civilian status, all were experienced paratroopers who made at least one drop each quarter in order to stay on jump status and earn their incentive pay. Half of the soldiers were here today serving their annual two-week National Guard duty—so-called “Weekend Warriors”—but the others were making “pay drops.”

Those in the special forces were hand-chosen for their particular expertise; they were doctors, lawyers, language or communications experts. Often they were used to help train troops in underdeveloped countries.

Even though he said he was in the National Guard, Helen figured Rafe was probably just a pay dropper the rest of the time—one of those occasional skydivers who made practice drops for the military to keep their skills up to date, for a fee. She instantly chastised herself for her lack of charity. Doing pay drops was not dishonorable—for the most part. Many of the men and women who did pay drops in the off-seasons were the same men and women called up to fight forest fires and other natural disasters. The backbone of the peacetime defense forces, they even went into emergency military action when necessary.

Helen looked over at Rafe sitting at the end of the bench on one side, near the tail. He sat several seat lengths apart from the others, further separated by a slight abutment—a loner, as he’d always been. His head rested back against the fuselage, his eyes were closed, and his skin was a mite greenish.

Tucking her clipboard under her arm, she maneuvered her way down the aisle and leaned over him. “Are you sick, soldier?”

His eyes opened lazily. “Why? Are you gonna rub my tummy?”

Helen recoiled, then made another mark after his name on the clipboard. “You’re already in serious trouble, Captain. The next step is the stockade.”

“Is it air-conditioned?”

She gritted her teeth. “Your conduct is arrogant and insubordinate. I’ve tolerated more than I should for old times’ sake. Don’t push me any further.”

“Listen, Helen. I’m in a bad mood and I’m taking it out on you. Maybe we’d better not talk anymore.”

The plane hit an air pocket and she swayed with the turbulence.

“Buckle your seat belts, ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot droned over the loud speaker. “We’ve hit a temporary rough spot.”

Reluctantly, Helen sank down on the seat next to Rafe and buckled up. He grinned at her like a mischievous child.

She made a clucking noise that sounded prissy even to her. “You haven’t changed one bit.”

“Neither have you.” He smiled wickedly, his eyes making a bold assessment of her body.

“How so?” she asked, against her better judgment.

“You’re as prissy as ever.”

Seeing the look of consternation on her face, he leaned over and took the pen out of her hand, making a mark next to his name. “Just saving you the bother, babe,” he explained.

Babe! She was about to rebuke him for addressing a superior officer in such an intimate manner when he made her protest impossible by asking, “Should you be talking to a lowly soldier like me? Isn’t it against the rules or something?” He put special emphasis on the word “rules” as if they were something loathsome. As if he didn’t know exactly what the rules said.

When Helen realized she’d played right into his hands, again, she forced herself to relax, to cut him a little slack. Rafe had always put her on the defensive, caused her to overreact, made her feel guilty for—well, practically everything—from the way she dressed to the patriotic values she revered.

“I asked you a question, Captain Santiago. Are you ill?”

“Do I look ill?”

“Yes.”

“If I’m ill, do I get to go back to L.A.?”

“No.”

He shrugged. “Then I’m not ill. Just a little hung over.”

“Always looking for the easy way out, aren’t you? Let me give you a little bit of advice, as an old friend.”

He raised an eyebrow at her use of the word “friend,” but she continued doggedly, “You’re the same as you were back at Stonewall, and that kind of insolence won’t cut it in today’s Army.”

Now it was Rafe’s turn to stiffen. “Lady, you didn’t know me then, and you don’t know me now.”

Helen felt her face flush with embarrassment. “You’re right.” But she couldn’t allow his familiarity to go on. “Just don’t call me those . . . names. I’m your commanding officer, in case you’ve forgotten.”

His lips twitched with amusement. “Should I salute?”

“That would be a start.”

“Whatever melts your butter.” He sat up straight and gave her a short, smart salute.

“Well, that’s more like it.”

Then he ruined the effect by winking.

She ignored his wink, although it did strange things to the pattern of her breathing. Helen decided to change the subject, to start over on a fresh note. After all, she was the leader of this operation. Surely she could carry on a civil conversation with one of her men. “What have you been doing for the past twelve years?”

He hesitated. “Are we talking major and captain here? Or Helen and Rafe?”

With a quick glance, she saw that they were screened somewhat from the other soldiers by the protruding abutment. She studied him for a long moment. “Two old acquaintances,” she conceded.

“I’m a lawyer.”

“Oh, that’s right. I remember reading something in the newspapers. ‘Hotshot L.A. Lawyer Hired by Movie Mogul’ or some such thing.” Her voice carried a slight tone of contempt.

“You got it, sweetheart. That’s me. Hotshot L.A. lawyer.” He studied his fingernails casually, but Helen could tell that his teeth were gritted.

A woman sitting on the other side of Rafe, several seats away, leaned forward, craning her neck to watch them with interest. In truth, it was Rafe she was ogling like a delicious dessert. Heck, who wouldn’t? He was a drop-dead gorgeous hunk. And, much as Helen disliked his values and lifestyle, in all honesty, she couldn’t deny her attraction to him, as well. Even after all these years.

Meanwhile, his insolent eyes, fringed with lashes thick as black feather dusters, were visually caressing some intimate parts of her body. Trying to ignore the butterflies in her stomach, Helen hissed, “Stop looking at me like that. It smacks of sexual harassment.”

“No, no, no! If there’s one thing I know, it’s the law. Sexual harassment is when I’m the ranking officer and I’m forcing my attentions on helpless little you. I’m just a helpless man here, admiring a good-looking woman who happens to be wearing a uniform. Don’t read anything threatening into that. And, besides, you agreed this was a civilian conversation.”

“I didn’t say I feel threatened,” she said, pursing her lips with disgust, “but your insolence is intolerable under any circumstances, military or otherwise. And tasteless.”

“Stop acting like you’re sucking a lemon all the time.”

Helen had to clench her fists tightly to keep from slapping the teasing smile off his handsome face. “You are truly the crudest, most arrogant man I’ve ever met.”

“Yep, that’s me. Crude, arrogant, hotshot lawyer.” He didn’t look at all upset that Helen had such a low opinion of him.

“Well, at least, you achieved your goal, Mr. Hotshot Legal Eagle. All you ever wanted was to make a ton of money.”

“Right.” His eyes flashed angrily as if he was about to argue with her. But then he deliberately banked their blue fires with a mask of unconcern. “Not everyone gets to be born with a silver spoon in his mouth, like you.”

Rafe’s gaze riveted on the gold oak leaf cluster on her collar. Before Helen realized what he was about, he flicked one of them with the tips of his fingers, grazing her neck. Fortunately, they were screened from the other soldiers, because Helen felt branded by even that mere touch. His eyes held hers for a moment, hot and smoldering, and an unfamiliar heaviness pulled sensuously at her limbs.

She was going to have Rafe removed from her company the minute they hit the ground. She would never survive two weeks of close company with this prime example of walking testosterone.

“I see you went into the career military, like your daddy wanted you to,” he said suddenly, jarring her back to harsh reality. “I thought you wanted to be an artist. Ah, well, Daddy’s girl all the way, huh?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, Prissy, that you still haven’t learned to stand on your own two feet. You do what Daddy tells you to.”

“How do you know the military isn’t what I want?”

He shrugged as if the conversation bored him suddenly. Then he noticed the ring on her left hand. Before she had a chance to protest, he took her hand in both of his and traced the large diamond with one forefinger. Alarmed at her racing pulse, she looked up guiltily to see if anyone was watching, but Rafe’s back and the abutment still ensured their privacy.

“So, who’s the lucky guy?” There was an odd note in his voice, almost like regret, which puzzled Helen. She decided it was probably sarcasm.

“Elliott Peterson. Colonel Elliott Peterson.”

“Colonel. That figures.”

Helen tried to pull away, but he turned her hand over and began to trace enticing little circles in the palm, holding her eyes the entire time. Helen yearned to close her eyes and yield to the sweet thrumming sensations spiraling from the sensitive skin of her hand to all the important nerve centers in her dormant body. At first, she didn’t realize he was still talking to her. “What?”

“How long have you been engaged?”

“Three years.”

His eyes widened, and he made a low snickering sound, shaking his head from side to side. “That figures, too.”

Helen hated the way Rafe made her feel, all jumpy and achy inside. He always had. And he probably knew it. She yanked her hand out of his.

He laughed huskily.

“We haven’t been able to coordinate our schedules,” she said defensively.

He snorted rudely with disbelief. “So, do you and the colonel salute each other before you hit the sack? Hey, I’ll bet you work hot sex around a schedule, don’t you?”

Hot sex?

He hooted gleefully, slapping one hand on his knee. “Oh, Prissy, you are so transparent. You haven’t the faintest idea what I mean by hot sex, do you?”

“Now I remember why I always hated you.” She made another note on her clipboard. “You know that I can make the next two weeks very miserable for you, don’t you?”

“I’m already miserable,” he pointed out, continuing as if she hadn’t even spoken. “I can just picture you and Colonel Sanders—”

“It’s Colonel Peterson.”

He waved his hand dismissively and went on. “Your tight-assed military dude probably says, ‘Can I’ and ‘May I’ and ‘Please.’ Probably pats you on the rump afterward for a job well done. And then falls dead asleep before he can do you again.”

Do me? Helen bit her bottom lip to keep her jaw from dropping open. “There’s nothing wrong with politeness.”

“Hah!” Rafe chuckled softly as if suddenly enlightened. “I’ll bet you even take that damn clipboard to bed with you.”

She forced herself not to make another mark on the clipboard, knowing that was what he expected. “You’re as bad as that sergeant who was yelling those gross jody calls earlier.”

His head snapped back as if she’d slapped him. “I’m not like that jerk, Prissy. He was being a vulgar, sexist slob. I like women and I love sex. That’s a natural part of life. And sometimes it’s even crude. So what? Why don’t you loosen up a little and live?”

Rafe’s all-too-accurate assessment of her life cut deeply, but Helen would never admit that. She should get up and walk away before her carefully regulated emotions were exposed for a sham. She should never have stayed to talk with him. She should forget the ways in which his words had wounded her more than a dozen years ago, and still did today. But she stayed, yearning for answers. “Why do you always criticize me, Rafe? For four years at Stonewall, you made my life a nightmare. You—”

“I made your life a nightmare?” He cocked his head in surprise.

“Of course, you did. All that teasing—my old-fashioned values were out-of-date . . . the rules I followed were silly . . . I was Daddy’s girl . . . my appearance was prudish and drab. Did you enjoy putting me down? I never did anything to hurt you.”

“Helen, Helen, Helen. I thought you were smarter than that.” He made a clucking sound as if she were incredibly dense. “Talk about nightmares! Sweetheart, you made my heart skip a beat the first time I saw you at freshman registration. You were wearing a yellow sundress with tiny straps.” He drew two lines from his shoulders to his chest to demonstrate. “Your hair was pulled back on each side with gold barrettes. And your perfume smelled flowery, like . . .” His words trailed off as he realized how much he’d revealed with his words.

“You’re making this up. I know you are.”

“Hah! Know this, babe—you were the center of every wet dream I had for four long years at Stonewall. And there were a lot of them.”

“How dare you! See what I mean about your vulgarity? Military insubordination aside, men don’t say that to women they respect.”

“Maybe you’ve been running with the wrong men.” He put a hand on her arm to stop her from releasing her seat belt and getting up, as she intended. In a softer tone, he added, “I did make fun of you a lot, Prissy. But it was because I wanted you so damn much. I thought you knew that.”

Her mouth parted on an exhale of amazement—not that she really believed him. He’d probably learned all his smooth lines in “Hotshot Lawyer 101.” And the crude ones in “Sleazy Lawyer 102.”

“Didn’t you ever wonder why I followed you around all the time?” he persisted.

Helen was too dumbstruck to answer at first. It was true. He had seemed to be practically everywhere she was during their four years at Stonewall. “But you never asked me out.”

“Would you have gone?”

Her silence spoke volumes, and he waved his hand in a curt “So there!” manner. Rafe’s gaze held hers then, in challenge, and Helen detested the way he made her squirm.

Later, she would think about all he had said, but for now she sought desperately for some other subject, some way to rein in her roiling emotions and get back into her stoic military frame of mind. “I assume you’re ready for this jump, Rafe. You have been keeping up on your skydiving practice, haven’t you?”

He nodded, the twitch of mirth on his beautiful lips telling her he wasn’t fooled by her change of subject.

“Did you serve in Iraq?”

“Nope. Got an emergency deferment.”

Her upper lip curled with distaste.

“I did serve in some disasters, though. Floods, hurricanes, riots. Even though that’s not normal special forces duty.”

“What? Stealing televisions?” She rued her words at once, even before his eyes shot blue sparks at her.

“I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

“I’m used to it. Once a greaser, always a greaser, right? A wetback in a suit is still a wetback.” He looked away, dismissing her, but Helen saw the hurt in his revealing eyes.

“Rafe, I am sorry. I was reacting to you, not your heritage.”

“Well, that makes me feel much better.”

“You bring out the worst in me.”

“Keep talking. You might draw blood soon.”

She groaned. “I apologized. What more do you want from me?”

“Not a damn thing.”

Intensely humiliated, Helen shifted and unhooked her seat belt. She was about to stand and walk away.

“Wait,” Rafe said, halting her. He leaned so close that she could feel his warm breath against her neck. His gruff voice promised revenge for her insult. “I lied. I do want something from you,” he whispered near her exposed ear. “If I had my way, we would go behind that curtain there and engage in a world-class wall-banger. I’d wrap your legs around my waist and bury myself inside you. And I’d be kissing you the entire time to muffle your screams. Because, believe me, babe, you would definitely scream.”

Stunned, Helen just gaped at him.

“Don’t forget your clipboard,” he reminded her with an infuriating grin.

She growled and came very, very close to bopping him with a left hook. And she could do it, too. Instead, she did what she should have done fifteen minutes earlier. She stood, her back rigid and her face scarlet with mortification, and walked away from the insufferable slimeball.

But the images he had painted in her mind lingered, just as he’d intended.

She should have been livid. She should have been offended.

Instead, she was tempted.





Chapter Two


It takes mistaken identity to a whole other level . . .

Rafe watched stonily as one after another of the soldiers completed their passes out into space. Helen, the jump master, stood at the exit door, expertly overseeing the jumps. The special forces unit in the guard were among the few servicemen permitted to do HALO, or high altitude–low opening, jumps.

Because of the engine and wind noise, it was almost impossible to hear a verbal command. But that didn’t matter because, in this type of exercise, it was the pilot who checked the wind drift and drop-zone location, and, when the time was right, the continual red light would change to green—a signal to go.

They’d already donned their nylon jumpsuits. Just before springing out into space, they hooked on their Kevlar helmets.

Helen avoided eye contact with him, and with good cause. He’d behaved like a bastard back there a little while ago. But, hell, she brought out the worst in him. He was thirty-four years old, but she made him feel all jittery and clumsy, like an adolescent with hormones oozing out his pores.

He’d reacted as he always had as a kid in the L.A. barrio—defensively. Hit before he got hit. Cut the enemy off at the knees before he cut off your balls.

But when did Helen become my enemy?

Maybe he should apologize.

Probably he wouldn’t.

With a grimace, Rafe watched the female soldier in front, an Ohio college professor and linguistics expert, listen to some final instructions from Helen, then step out into the blue sky. She drifted in a freefall for the recommended several seconds’ delay before her parachute swooped open above her with a snap, changing shape like an enormous jellyfish.

The next jumper—a hotdog race car driver from Atlanta whose mechanical skills were renowned in the munitions field—gave a loud whoop before diving headfirst out into the open sky—a lumpout. Within seconds, he’d “fallen stable” into a high-speed delta position—straight legs, arms held back at an angle from the sides of the body. No flopping around for this experienced skydiver. Rafe thought he heard him yell, “Ooo-ee, baby!” as he went down.

Helen frowned with disapproval at the antics and made a mark in her logbook. The hotdog was on Helen’s shit list.

It was Rafe’s turn.

A familiar spiral of excitement began to unfurl in his gut, sort of like the beginning stages of sexual arousal. He’d always enjoyed the danger and exhilaration of skydiving. Did Helen feel the same? Damn, he had to stop thinking of her in that way, or these two weeks would be even more hellish than he already expected.

He approached the doorway, adjusted his harness straps, and was about to put on his helmet. Suddenly the plane pitched, hitting a particularly violent patch of turbulence. The aircraft seemed to veer slightly off course to the right, heading toward a canyon. The jump signal was now a steady red.

But then he noticed that the jerking motion of the plane had caused Helen to fall back against a sharp projection, catching her harness. When she righted herself, the back portion of her harness ripped on the cutting metal, the shoulder straps flapping in the wind. And she had veered dangerously close to the open exit.

“Helen!” he shouted in warning, even though he was only a few feet away. “Your harness!”

Her head snapped to the right to look at him, her brown eyes wide with confusion. At the same time, he dropped his helmet and lurched forward to grab her by the waist and pull her back. Unfortunately, the plane made a sharp correction again, throwing them both off balance. And out the open doorway . . . free-falling through space. Luckily, Rafe had his arms wrapped tightly around Helen’s waist.

Holy hell!

“You stupid ass! Let go of me,” she shrieked, attempting to shove him away. They were falling fast. The pins flew out of the bun at her neck, and her long hair flew in his face, blinding him momentarily.

He spit out a clump of her hair that had landed in his open mouth. “Ouch!” Her knee had just hit him in the groin. “Wrap your legs around my waist,” he shouted above the whooshing air and his pounding heartbeat.

“Not on your life, buster!”

They had about three minutes until landing—if their chutes opened properly, if he could hold onto Helen’s squirming body, if he didn’t have a heart attack. And he damn well couldn’t waste time arguing with a stubborn, born-to-boss female.

“Helen, your harness is broken. We’re dropping like lead weights,” he roared. “You can’t take a chance. No time.”

Eyes widening with alarm, she looked at her torn shoulder straps and reacted instinctively. Wrapping her legs around his waist and her arms around his shoulders, she buried her face in his neck. Holding his breath, he arched his back and threw his arms out. Once their suspension lines were taut, the parachutes automatically unfurled above them in a cloud, slowing their descent.

Thank God!

He put his right palm under her buttocks and his left hand behind the nape of her neck, and smiled. The sexual high he always felt in skydiving blossomed into a full-blown erection. He wondered idly if a couple had ever done it while free-falling through space. Knowing some of the crazies who did skydiving stunts, he wouldn’t be surprised.

He arranged Helen’s body so the vee of her legs pressed flush against his arousal.

She bit his ear, hissing, “Don’t even think it.”

Rafe chuckled and countered by nipping her neck. “Is this as good for you as it is for me?”

“I’m going to kill you the second we hit the ground,” she screeched. “I swear, if we survive this crazy maneuver of yours, you are dead meat.”

Her hair was swirling around crazily like some picture he’d seen once of a Greek goddess with snakes coming out of her head. He didn’t think he would share that information with her. “Now, now. It wasn’t my fault, Prissy.” He couldn’t believe he was carrying on a conversation while he floated through the air, dovetailed to his commanding officer.

“Shut up!”

“I love it when you talk rough to me, baby.”

“Aaaarrgh! You’re going to kill us. Concentrate on what you’re doing.”

“If I concentrate any more, we’re going to have space sex.”

As he moved himself against her inadvertently, he heard a soft kittenish whimper deep in her throat. He would have ragged her about her involuntary reaction, but his breath was caught by a wave of desire. His hard-on felt like it could drill through concrete.

They passed the cliff on the edge of the plateau that should have been their destination. The fine hairs stood out all over his body as they swerved dangerously close to the sharp edges of rock near the outcropping. Maneuvering the cords on both chutes as he’d been trained, aided by a slight wind, he avoided disaster, and they approached the grassy canyon floor.

“Hold on tight. This is it,” Rafe warned as the ground came up to meet them. He braced himself. With a loud thump, they fell to the hard earth and rolled, settling with Helen flat on her back, spread-eagled, and him on top of her, both of them covered by the parachutes.

For several long minutes, he lay, unmoving, trying to regain his breath. Hot damn! This will be an experience to tell my grandkids about someday. Not that I ever intend to have any brats of my own, but . . . wow! “Are you okay?” he finally asked, raising himself slightly on outstretched arms after flicking the fabric off their heads.

“No, I’m not okay, you imbecile. You are going to be court-martialed for this, soldier.”

“Hey, I saved your life,” he said with affront.

“Saved my life? Captain, you caused me to fall out of that freakin’ airplane,” she raged irrationally, her face turning a decided shade of purple.

“Tsk, tsk. Watch your language, Major.”

“Oh . . . oh . . .” she stammered heatedly, no doubt searching for the right adjective to describe him. “You’re going to be in the stockade for a year. I’m going to sue you for assault. I’m making it my personal mission to see that you pay for this debacle for the rest of your worthless life.”

“Is that all?” he asked, grinning down at her. He’d just realized that a certain part of his body hadn’t understood that the uplifting thrill of free-falling was over, and it was time for some downlifting.

Helen’s mouth forced a delicious little “o” of surprise as she made the same discovery. Her windblown hair looked like she’d been pulled through a keyhole, backward, and freckles stood out like tobacco juice on her pale skin. But she was damned near irresistible, in Rafe’s estimation.

He adjusted his hips against hers and whispered, “There’s something I’ve always wanted to do, Helen. From the first time we met.”

“That’s all you ever think about,” she choked out indignantly, but her thick lashes fluttered traitorously.

“Not that, Prissy,” he said with a husky laugh, chucking her under the chin. “This.” He lowered his face toward hers slowly, giving her the chance to protest, but hoping against hope that she wouldn’t. “Just a kiss. That’s all. Just one kiss.”

“No,” she said on a soft moan, but she was already raising her parted lips toward his.

At first, he merely brushed his lips across hers, but a spark of electricity ignited, so powerful his heart slammed against his chest walls and his skin tingled all over. “Sweet. So sweet,” he murmured against her dewy lips.

Then he opened his mouth over hers. Kissing her deeply, he shifted and slanted until their lips fit together perfectly. If this was going to be the only kiss he ever got from Helen, he planned to make it memorable. A kiss for all time.

Helen knew she should push Rafe away. Kissing him was a big mistake. He was doing wicked, downright sinful things to her senses—nibbling at her bottom lip, easing his tongue into her mouth, teasing her with sensuous, mind-shattering strokes that had her yearning for more.

“Look!” a voice exclaimed. “Over there. El hombre y la muchacha.”

At the unexpected intrusion, Rafe tensed and stopped kissing her. They both listened alertly, unable to see anything yet.

“Cuidado!” another male voice cautioned, seeming to move closer, then swore, “Ay, mierda! I think it ees El Ángel Bandido.”

A chorus of muttered curses followed.

Helen started to push Rafe off her and demand an explanation, but he put a forefinger to her lips, signaling silence.

“Sí, you are right, Pablo. It does look like the Angel. Cover me while I move closer to check.”

“Bueno, Ignacio. But does it not seem that El Ángel ees doing enough covering on his own . . . of la señorita? Heh, heh, heh.”

Everyone chortled at the risqué joke.

“Who are they?” Helen whispered.

“I don’t know. Maybe they’ll go away if we ignore them,” Rafe answered.

A sudden gasp echoed in the still air. “If he ees truly El Ángel, do you think . . . Could this possibly be Elena?” one of them asked.

“Elena?” the others echoed incredulously.

“Son of a bitch! She mus’ be Elena,” one voice said.

“Do you think she’s doing el corcho tornillo on him under that tent?” another, younger voice asked.

“Sí,” still another voice remarked hopefully. “She mus’ be doing the corkscrew. Did you not hear El Ángel moaning and groaning with all the pleasuring she was giving him?”

“Maldito! Do you think she weel take us on next?” the young voice squeaked out.

There was a resounding “Sí” from the other men.

“I ain’t never had the corkscrew done on me,” the young voice said wistfully.

“Hell, you ain’t never had nothin’ done on you, Pablo,” an older voice remarked, and everyone laughed.

While this odd conversation took place in a matter of minutes, Rafe and Helen continued to lie stiffly in each other’s arms, stunned by the amazing scene unfolding around them. The parachute still covered them up to their waists.

The only thing Helen could make out was that the discussion centered on some woman named Elena. She figured this Elena must be someone pretty special to evoke such awe.

Rafe slowly eased himself off her and sat up. His eyes were still misty with passion, and his lips were swollen from her kisses.

Oh, Lord.

Flicking the rest of the parachutes off their bodies, he stood in one fluid motion, pulling Helen up beside him. He proceeded to take off his cumbersome harness and jumpsuit, and she did likewise.

Three disreputable-looking men, dressed like old-time western bandits, sat on horses above them. Unshaven and filthy, the dark-skinned men raised guns from holsters at their sides, aiming them, unbelievably, at Helen and Rafe.

Helen flushed as she realized that they’d been watching her writhing under Rafe’s scorching kiss moments ago. But then she saw the danger of the lethal weapons staring them in the face. Relying on years of military training, Helen forced herself to calm down and assess the situation.

Okay, the make-believe bandits were clearly Mexican. Maybe they were friends of Rafe’s playing a joke on him. Or her, if Rafe was in cahoots with them.

“What’s up, guys? Que es la problema?” Rafe asked with steely calm, pushing Helen behind him protectively. “Lookin’ for trouble?”

“Don’t antagonize them,” Helen advised, stepping around him. “Besides, I’m the officer in charge here.”

He shot her a glare of utter disbelief. “Listen up, G.I. Barbie, don’t tell me what to do. I’ve been facing these kinds of hoods all my life.”

“They’re not friends of yours?”

“Huh?”

Well, chalk that explanation off. Hmmm. If they’re not friends of Rafe’s, who could they be? Puzzled, Helen started to demand that the men lower their guns, but Rafe placed a restraining hand on her arm with gentle authority.

“I’ll handle this,” he whispered out of the side of his mouth in a poor gangster imitation.

“You will not,” she protested. “Step back, Captain. That’s an order.”

He gave her a withering look and turned back to the pseudo-bandits who had gotten off their horses and were approaching, spurs jangling, guns cocked. The outlaws watched the argument between Rafe and Helen with bewilderment.

The leader, whom the men had addressed as Ignacio, wore a flat-brimmed, wide sombrero, a double-holstered gun belt at his waist, ammunition straps crisscrossed over his chest, and calzonetas, the fitted Mexican trousers that flared out when unbuttoned over riding boots. His sidekicks wore battered cowboy hats, woven serapes over their shoulders, gun belts, and calf-high leather boots. They were all covered with dust.

Ignacio stopped suddenly and leveled two long-barreled revolvers at them, one in each hand. His cohorts did the same with their own firearms. “Raise your hands, amigo. You, too, señorita.”

Rafe began to step forward, snarling. “You scumballs better scram if you know what’s good—”

A shot rang out, nipping the tip of Rafe’s heavy leather boots. Rafe’s eyes almost bugged out as he jumped back. He said a very foul word, then asked angrily, “Are you guys nuts?”

Geez! These creeps are putting on a good act, Helen thought, whoever they are.

“Raise your hands,” the bandit repeated icily.

With the barrels of the pistols a mere ten feet away and the glaring ridge on the tip of Rafe’s boot, they decided to comply.

“So,” Ignacio gloated in a heavily accented voice. “The Angel finally gets his wings clipped.” Then he frowned. “Why do you wear those strange clothes? And why ees Elena wearing men’s trousers?”

Rafe and Helen glanced down, then back to the outlaws. They weren’t the ones wearing odd clothing.

“And why do you and your woman dress alike?” the young man asked Rafe.

“Because we’re G.I Joe and G.I Barbie, the military Bobbsey twins,” Rafe growled. “Why the hell do you think we’re dressed alike? A fashion statement?”

Even though he was holding a gun, the young man jerked backward at Rafe’s little display of temper.

Ignacio shrugged, dismissing their garments as of little concern and moved on to more important matters. “Empty your pockets, both of you,” the leader demanded, then added, “and take off the necklaces, too.”

“What necklaces?” Rafe asked.

“No, no, no,” Helen objected as understanding dawned. “Rules of military conduct state a soldier should never remove his dog tags.”

The looney outlaw began to press both trigger fingers.

“Forget the friggin’ military for once,” Rafe exhorted, and she decided to comply.

They tossed their dog tags to the ground, along with Rafe’s wallet and loose change, her packet of Kleenex, ring of keys, a Bic pen, and both of their survival vests.

Still holding one gun on them and lowering the other, Ignacio examined the loot and made grunting noises of disgust, the paper money and credit cards making absolutely no impression on him. The pen, keys, and Kleenex held no interest, either, but he handed the dog tags to his partners, who peered at them closely, tested the metal with their teeth, then put them on their own necks. Ignacio picked up the loose change, then kicked aside the wallet, which Rafe quickly pocketed.

Pablo examined Rafe’s Ray-Ban’s, made a disparaging remark about black spectacles, “mus’ be fer blind people,” and was about to throw them on the ground when Rafe cried out, “Hey, those shades cost me a hundred dollars.”

“A hundred dollars?” Pablo exclaimed dubiously, but stuck them in his saddlebag, probably for some future profit.

Ignacio went to work on their survival vests. The bandits kept only the signaling mirrors, waterproof matches, compasses, and pocketknives. They scrapped the plastic-sealed food packets, unable to understand what they were or how to open them. The trioxine fuel, water desalter, plastic spoons, insect headnets, fishing tackle, and snare wires were also kicked aside as useless. Ignacio’s two pals donned the vests under their ponchos. The first-aid kit held no interest to the bandits, but Helen grabbed it, figuring it might come in handy later.

And finally, Pablo flipped the broken harness aside, but jammed Rafe’s intact harness, along with the parachutes from the ground and the two, still-folded reserve chutes into his saddlebags. What he would do with those items, Helen had no idea.

“Thees ees all?” Ignacio questioned Rafe, motioning with his gun barrel for him to raise his hands back up. “Where ees all the gold?”

“I don’t have any gold.”

“You spent it all?” Before Rafe could answer, he turned to Helen. “Give me the ring.”

She followed the direction of his stare, realizing he wanted her engagement ring. She started to balk, but Rafe signaled her with a brisk shake of his head not to rile the strange “bandit.”

Ignacio turned the diamond over several times, studying it. Then, apparently satisfied that the ring had some worth, he slid it halfway up his pinky finger and smiled broadly at them both. “It ees unfortunate that you carry no gold with you, but thees ees still our lucky day. You will bring us many gold coins when we collect the reward for your capture, Señor Ángel.”

“What reward?” Rafe asked.

Ignacio’s thick eyebrows rose in surprise. “You did not know? There ees a five-hundred-dollar reward for your capture—dead or alive.”

“You must have me mixed up with some other guy.”

“No, I would know the Angel anywhere. The most notorious desperado in all California.”

“Des . . . desperado?” Rafe sputtered out, his arms still upraised.

Helen’s arms began to ache from their awkward position. She just wished this stupid game, or dream, or whatever it was, would end. More than anything, she wanted to go home and soak in a hot bath and forgot she’d ever met Rafael Santiago.

Rafe took a deep breath to compose himself. “Listen, I know some people think lawyers are crooks,” he said, scowling at Helen’s snort of agreement, “but I’m not a bandit.”

“No, no, no.” Ignacio said, wagging his gun in Rafe’s face. He smiled, displaying two chipped front teeth, probably from biting on bullets. “You cannot fool me. Everyone knows you been robbing banks and wealthy rancheros ever since gold was discovered at Sutter’s Fort two years ago.”

“Gold? Sutter’s Fort? Two years ago?” Rafe looked at Helen, his brow furrowed. She shrugged, equally confused.

An odd expression swept Rafe’s face then. He lowered one arm and hit the side of his head with the heel of his hand as if to clear his muddled brain. “Are you trying to say this is 1850?”

“Sí. Of course, amigo.”

“Is this Candid Camera?” Rafe asked suddenly, turning to scan the trees surrounding the clearing. When Peter Funt failed to step forth, he narrowed his eyes. “Is this one of those movie sets, like a sequel to The Three Amigos?”

“A move-hee? What ees that?”

Rafe exhaled loudly with exasperation. “My name is Rafael Santiago. Captain Rafael Santiago. And this is Major Helen Prescott.”

“Major? A woman soldado?” Ignacio burst out laughing and elbowed one of the other grinning bandits in the ribs. “Major? Heh heh heh! Do not try to deceive us, señor.”

Helen lowered her hands and pointed to the oak leaf on her shoulder. “I am Major Helen Irving Prescott, and you men are under military arrest.”

Ignacio made a rude kissing sound at Helen, commenting, “Esa mujer está pendejada,” at the same time twirling his forefinger in a circle near his head. Then he indicated with the barrel of his gun that Helen should raise her hands back up.

She decided not to argue.

“We know she ees the famous Elena,” Ignacio told Rafe impatiently. “Do not think to keep her corkscrewing only to yourself.”

“Corkscrewing?” Rafe and Helen asked.

Uncaring of the order to keep her arms raised, Helen lowered her hands and braced them on her hips, glaring at each of them.

“Esa senorita tiene figura de la primera,” Ignacio remarked to Rafe. The bandit rolled his eyes, which roamed lewdly over her body.

Rafe grinned from ear to ear, then nodded in agreement.

“What did he say?” she asked.

Rafe still grinned—smirked actually. She barely resisted the temptation to whack him on the head.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Of course, I do.”

“Helen, believe me—”

“Tell me, damn it.”

Rafe breathed deeply, then told her, “Loosely translated, Ignacio said, ‘That lady is built like a brick shithouse.’”

“Liar,” she hissed.

“Trust me,” Rafe said with a wink.

“Hah!”

“Los tetas esta que bonita,” Ignacio continued, speaking to his companions while he gazed appreciatively at—oh, Lord—her breasts.

“Don’t you want to know what he said now?” Rafe asked, obviously enjoying her discomfort.

“No. Yes.”

Helen could see the gears grinding in Rafe’s mind. But then his expression softened. “I shouldn’t be teasing you like this, Prissy. You’ve really had enough harassment for one day, and there’s nothing funny about it—whether from an Army sergeant or a bozo bandit. I’ve been pretty hard on you myself.”

His gently spoken words touched Helen like a kiss. And she nodded her acceptance of his apology. In truth, she couldn’t have spoken over the lump in her throat.

And she really didn’t need Rafe to translate, anyway. One of Ignacio’s sidekicks held two hands cupped in front of his chest, chortling at his leader’s words.

Helen felt her face flame.

Ignacio spat out a big mouthful of Spanish words then, and Rafe answered him. Back and forth they conversed, their exchange tense. Ignacio’s little band raised their guns higher.

Shaking his head incredulously, Rafe turned back to her. “You won’t believe this. They think you—”

“Do not waste our time, señor,” Ignacio interrupted him. “We know she ees Elena, your mistress. She ees famous throughout the West for her secret trick, el corcho tornillo. The Americanos call it the corkscrew. Men pay much gold for her services at Madame Rose’s fancy house in Hangtown.”

“Let me get this straight,” Rafe said with an insufferable chuckle. “You’re telling me this is 1850. You think I’m this dangerous Mexican desperado, the Angel. And you think Helen here, the prissiest prude in the West, is a prostitute with a specialty for corkscrewing? Helen the Hooker?”

“Sí.” They all nodded with silly smiles spreading across their filthy, whisker-stubbled faces. One of them even rubbed his groin in anticipation.

And Rafe, the brute, began to laugh uproariously.





Chapter Three


They were the Three Amigos, but worse . . .

“Not on your life!” Rafe asserted as he took one gander at the two huge horses being led toward them from a string that followed behind the bandits.

“What’s wrong?” Helen asked.

“I’m not in the mood for riding. I think I’ll just walk.”

She looked at him kind of funny, but he didn’t care. One of the horses—a big black beast baring its yellow teeth—was sizing him up with eyes the size of bloodshot eggs. A regular Mr. Ed with an attitude. It was probably a stallion, he decided. Or a gelding. Oh, yeah, it must be a gelding, just waiting for some yahoo to pay for its lost manhood.

The animal threw up its head, made a loud neighing sound and stared him right in the eye as if to say, “Wait till I get you on my back, sucker.”

“Uh uh,” Rafe protested, starting to back away. “I don’t think so.” He’d been playing along with this funny business thus far, just to see how it would unfold. Time to bow out of the senseless charade now.

“Rafe, look out!” Helen shouted in warning, but it was too late. He bumped into Sancho, one of the bandits who’d snuck up behind him when his attention had shifted to the horses. “Ah ha!” Having the advantage of surprise, the short, older man wrestled Rafe to the ground, grunting and wheezing the whole time. “Stop yer damn squirmin’. Ow! Bastante mierda! You bit me, you cabrón.”

Meanwhile, Pablo, the younger outlaw, stopped Helen from rushing forth by pulling her arms behind her back. “You are in big trouble,” Helen threatened, squirming unsuccessfully against Pablo’s tight hold on her.

Rafe tried to resist being restrained, using every street trick he could, but he was severely impaired because he was trying to watch out for Helen. But Rafe did get in one good punch to the dude’s nose, causing a spurt of blood.

Even though he lacked agility and superior strength, Sancho finally won out by pressing Rafe onto his stomach in the dirt and sitting his 300 pounds heavily on Rafe’s buttocks. Then he proceeded to tie Rafe’s hands behind his back.

After the lardo stood up, Rafe struggled to a kneeling position.

Ignacio, the leader, chuckled, “Some bandido you are, Señor Ángel! Perhaps your reputation far exceeds your talent.”

“Oh, damn! That hurts,” Rafe groaned, climbing awkwardly to his feet, his wrists firmly secured behind him.

“Enough of thees!” Ignacio roared, waving one of his guns in the air. “We mus’ get thees horses to Sacramento City and sell them before someone recognizes the brand.”

“Sí. If not, we weel be the ones dangling from the lynch man’s rope, not Señor Ángel,” Pablo added.

Glancing to the side, Rafe saw Sancho grinning with self-satisfaction, despite the blood that continued to stream down to his chin. He must feel real good about having bested a much younger, more athletically fit man. Me!

Rafe used that opportunity to rush forward, head first, and butt the jerk in his flabby stomach. Sancho sank to the ground on his tail with a loud “Oomph!”

Rafe started to smile, but his pleasure was short-lived. Ignacio kicked him in the back, forcing him to the ground, face first in the dust, with his spurred boot pressed to his shoulder bones. Helen tried to come to his aid, but Pablo still held her hands behind her back.

“Do you give up now, you bastard?”

“Up yours!”

The bandit ground his boot harder, and Rafe stilled, deciding to choose his battles more wisely in the future. “I give up,” he conceded. For now.

Finally, laughing maliciously, Ignacio allowed him to rise agonizingly to his feet. It was clear the leader of this band of misfits took great delight in Rafe’s pain as he twirled his drooping mustache, probably contemplating some new torture. “Murietta weel surely let us join his gang now that we have caught his rival. He weel see that we are great bandidos, worthy of riding with him.”

“Are you talking about Joaquin Murietta, the famous outlaw?” Rafe scoffed.

“Ciertamente. The greatest outlaw of them all.” Ignacio sighed, then turned to his pals. “Perhaps, if we are stopped on the way to Sacramento City, we can blame El Ángel and his whore for stealing the horses.”

“Sí, we could say they are the horse thieves and we are just bringing them to justice,” Sancho added enthusiastically.

“And they would believe us because there ees a price on the head of El Ángel Bandido,” Pablo said, “and everyone knows Elena ees his woman.”

“I’m not the Angel Bandit,” Rafe said.

“I’m not Elena,” Helen said at the same time.

“You’re not Elena?” Ignacio’s face sagged with disappointment. “Es la verdad?”

“No, my name is Helen Prescott—”

“Helen, Helena, Elena . . . there ees no difference!” Pablo exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air.

“And I’m not a whore,” Helen asserted.

“Now that I cannot believe, señorita.” Ignacio stepped closer. “You travel with El Ángel Bandido. You have the red hair. You are Elena.” He boldly scrutinized her body from head to toe and sneered, “Besides, a woman who wears trousers ees not a Sweet Betsy from Pike, as Los Americanos call their gentle women. No, you are a puta, for sure.” He flicked the tip of one of his revolvers over her breast for emphasis.

Helen inhaled sharply with indignation. She probably would have clawed Ignacio’s eyes out if Pablo wasn’t still restraining her hands. Instead, Rafe could see she was about to spit on the stupid outlaw as she struggled against Pablo’s restraining hold.

Chivalry had never been one of his strong suits, but Rafe couldn’t let Helen suffer the consequences of antagonizing the brute. Who knew how he would retaliate.

So, he spit on Ignacio himself.

And turned the gorilla’s fury on him.

BAM! Just like that, Ignacio shot at him, barely missing his ear.

Rafe threw himself to the ground to avoid a second shot, which luckily didn’t come. Instead, Ignacio gave him another kick, this time in the thigh.

“Heh, heh, heh!” Ignacio chortled. “It weel give me much pleasure turning you over to Los Americanos. I hope they weel torture you before your death. And as for Elena . . . Well, she weel give us much pleasure with the corkscrew before we sell her services to the men in Sacramento City. They are starved for a woman’s company, those lonely prospectors, but a woman who can do the corkscrew . . . Ah, we weel become very rich, muy pronto. Eh, Pablo? Eh, Sancho?”

“Sí,” they both agreed, licking their lips with anticipation.

Helen sliced a haughty “just-try-it” look at the three fools, but, fortunately, she decided to remain quiet for one blessed moment. Rafe didn’t think his body could take any more abuse right now.

Trying to get his bearings in this strange situation, Rafe moved his eyes warily from one to the other of the ragtag gang. Pablo and Sancho, the other links in this chain of idiots, weren’t wrapped too tight—dumb, but not vicious. Ignacio, on the other hand, was a sicko, a sadistic S.O.B., Rafe decided. And he’d known way too many of those in his time—bastards who’d shoot first, with no real provocation, just for the fun of it. Yep, Ignacio was a man to watch closely.

“Tie her up, too,” Ignacio ordered.

Pablo released Helen’s hands for one brief second to cut off a length of rope from the riata on his saddle.

“Why didn’t you do something?” Helen said, tapping her foot impatiently.

Rafe couldn’t believe his ears. She was actually criticizing him when he could barely stand, when his body was probably turning black and blue. “Like what?”

“Well, take their guns away, or something, before they tied you up. Oh, never mind. I’ll do it myself.”

“Give me a break!”

“Just watch,” she boasted.

Pablo approached her with a determined glint in his eye. A length of rope dangled from one hand.

Rafe gaped incredulously as Helen assumed a karate self-defense position. If he didn’t feel so weak, he would have laughed.

“I have to advise you, my hands are registered as lethal weapons,” she announced menacingly to the dumbfounded trio.

Holy hell! Do real people say that with a straight face? Did she seriously think she could fight off three men, single-handedly, with her bare hands?

“No!” he barked out, then lowered his voice at the upraised eyebrows of the bandits. “Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “They’ll have you flat on your back with your legs spread in two seconds flat.”

“Hah! I’ll have you know I hold a fourth-degree black belt in karate. HIE-YAH!” She slashed the air with the edge of one hand and pivoted on her heel in a full circle, returning to a low karate crouch. “HIE-YAH!” She also let loose with some impressive grunting noises that probably meant something.

Pablo stood frozen in his tracks at her loud yell and what must seem a strange exercise to him. Hell, it looked pretty strange to Rafe, too.

Sancho, only a few feet away, stopped dabbing at his bloody nose with a dirty handkerchief, and his jaw dropped in amazement.

Even Ignacio stopped twirling his mustache and muttered, “Carámba! La muchacha es loca.” But he never lowered his gun, which was still trained on them both.

Helen balanced herself on one leg and held a pose that kind of resembled a crane, with her arms extended out at the sides, all the time making threatening, guttural noises.

“What are you doing now?” Rafe couldn’t help asking.

“Finding my center of balance.”

“Was it lost?”

“Stop bothering me. I’m gathering all my force fields together.”

“Oh.” Then he commented dryly, “That’s really important now, is it?”

She ignored his sarcasm and performed a series of fancy forms that included flying side kicks, thrusts, punches, and various other Chuck Norris kinds of nonsense. Finally, she spun on her heel and once again took the self-defense position.

If his hands were free, he would have clapped.

“Ay, mierda!” Ignacio grumbled.

“I’ll second that,” Rafe said.

“Look at her arse when she bends over,” Sancho remarked.

I’m looking. I’m looking.

“Madre de Diós! I think I am in love.” Sancho sighed.

Yep.

“Ees that a dance she does before the corkscrew?” Pablo asked him in a voice filled with hope.

Rafe grinned. “Damned if I know.”

Then he narrowed his eyes suspiciously. Most women would be screaming by now, but Helen wasn’t exhibiting any fear at all. Instead, she was putting on a floor show. Hmmm. Maybe these slimeballs were friends of hers . . . military buddies.

Suddenly, he understood. “Ah ha! I know what this is.”

“You do?” she asked, never taking her eyes off the young hooligan who was circling her with the rope.

“Oh, yeah, the lightbulb has finally gone on in my head. The gig is up, baby.”

“Stop interfering with my concentration.” She flashed him a quick glower of confusion, then clipped out, “What gig?”

Oh, she is good, but I’m not going to fall for her innocent act this time. “It’s one of those lamebrained Army war game things. Throw a bunch of clueless grunts out in a field and pretend they’re under attack from an enemy. Real gunfire. Danger. Teach them to survive. Well, I’ve had enough of this stupid shit. Call it off. Now.”

“You are delusional. What logical point would there be in the Army having 1800’s Mexican outlaws as the mock enemy?”

“How the hell should I know? And who said the Army ever feels a need to be logical?”

Momentarily distracted, Helen didn’t see Pablo make a lunge for her. In seconds, the young bandit wrestled her to the ground and bound her hands. She screeched like a banshee and issued some dire threats, but Pablo didn’t appear fazed . . . until Helen shrieked and bucked him off, kneeing him in the nuts in the process.

“Oow! Oow!” Pablo cried in pain, rolling over on his back and drawing his knees up to his chest. “Mi cojones! Mi cojones!”

“Stop yer bawling, or I’ll fix you so you can’t ever do no balling again,” Ignacio lashed out. He made a crude gesture at his genitals to explain his double meaning.

Pablo blanched and cupped his groin with both hands.

Clambering upright—a clumsy effort with her hands bound behind her—Helen shot Rafe a condemning glare. “That was your fault.”

“Mine? What did I do?”

“I’m well-trained in self-defense. I could have gotten us out of this fix. You deliberately distracted me.”

“I did not. Besides, I plan on getting us out of this fix myself, in my own good time, in my way.” She made a very unflattering snort of disbelief.

Obviously, Helen considered him a total wimp. He gritted his teeth. She was really starting to irritate him.

“I’m the officer in charge here. You should obey me. Army regulations say you should—”

“Chill the hell out! You and your effin’ Army are giving me a



















































Whoever said, “Ride ’em, cowboy” wasn’t a cowboy . . .
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