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Chapter One

Denver 1893

A polished azure sky looked down on a day
that vacillated between winter and spring—a day unable to make up
its mind. Cool breezes lifted Angela Chamberlain’s brand-new canary
yellow skirt off the moisture-laden sidewalk. A blazing hot sun
dried the puddles in the street left over from last night’s
deluge.

Unlike the day, Angela had no trouble making
up her mind. Angela knew what she wanted out of life. She touched
one finger to the sapphire earrings adorning her newly pierced
ears.

She wanted adventure.

She had a terrible craving to see the
world—to climb to the top of the Eiffel Tower, to walk the Great
Wall of China. She yearned to fly in a hot-air balloon high above
the earth, or ride in a gondola in Venice. She wanted to fall in
love with a man who was as brave and smart as her father and as
dangerous as Devil Blackmoor.

Angela’s wish list had no end.

Instead of adventure and romance, in three
short weeks she’d be enrolled in Miss Somebody’s finishing school
for young ladies, where knowing which fork to use was more
important than riding with the wind on her favorite horse, Kangee.
A place where changing one’s clothes three times or more each day
was common practice.

Two days ago she’d told her father she didn’t
want to go.

And two days ago her father had told her she
would learn to appreciate the schooling and that she was a very
lucky young woman. He’d also promised her a trip to the continent
for a graduation present.

A graduation present! She wanted to yell at
him, but wisely kept her mouth shut. She wanted to travel now.
Today. But more than anything, she didn’t want to be confined to
the stuffy drawing rooms in the East. Just like her father, she
needed freedom. But her father meant to take the choice from
her.

To gossip and chatter with rich society women
was not her destiny. To know which wine was served with fish would
not make her happy. This was his dream for her. Sam Chamberlain
needed to look to his own heart and remember the choices he had
made twenty-five years ago.

Her destiny was out there somewhere, waiting
for her to snap it up and hold the moment close to her heart. She
knew what she wanted, and to prove her point, she’d bought a camera
and had the machine sent over to the hotel. She meant to photograph
all her adventures, every nook and cranny, every monument, every
intriguing person.

Across the street and down two blocks, Devil
Blackmoor had just taken the saddle off his horse. He brushed the
stallion’s back, all the while petting the animal’s sleek coat and
crooning into the horse’s ear. Mesmerized, she watched his hands
and the gentle way he stroked the horse.

She wished she had her camera.

Devil Blackmoor commanded her attention. He
symbolized everything a father cautioned his daughter to be wary
of. Despite the warning, Devil’s strong jaw, his powerful shoulders
and the confident way he held himself beckoned to every feminine
nerve in Angela’s body.

Angela clutched her hands to her chest,
willing her gaze to shift to something or someone who wouldn’t
shatter her senses and set her blood boiling. Helpless to control
her wayward heart, she kept looking back at Devil. She noticed
everything about him, the way he moved, the way his denim jeans
clung to his legs and the way they molded to his backside. Devil
laughed at something the bouncer from the saloon said, and when he
smiled, one edge of his mouth tilted crookedly. Angela’s heart
swooned and fluttered, and she thought she might never breathe
again.

Beside the livery Mrs. Limpkin set several
pies on the window-sill to cool. The smell of her apple pie dancing
a jig on the same breeze that had lifted Angela’s skirts earlier
tantalized and teased Angela’s stomach until it howled for a taste.
Her mouth watered with anticipation, and a heady need to sink her
teeth into all that life could offer her and more—much, much
more—sent goose bumps straight to her toes.

“What ya doin’ moonin’ at Devil, Angela?”
Fourteen-year-old Rusty Limpkin sidled up close to Angela and
grinned. A mass of red freckles covered the boy’s face. He smelled
of the stables behind her and the horse manure he’d been shoveling
all morning.

Trying not to inhale the pungent air beside
her, Angela replied, “I’m not mooning at anyone.” Angela turned on
the boy, ready to defend her honor and unwilling to admit to the
little scamp she was indeed staring at Devil Blackmoor. No, she was
doing more than staring at the dangerous man: she was fantasizing
about Devil and herself.

Rusty poked her shoulder. “For a kiss, I’ll
introduce you to Devil.” He puckered his lips.

A shiver of disgust rippled down her spine.
She searched for a reply. “And I’ll tell your ma I saw you walking
down Holladay Street.”

“Aw, that’s nothin’ to be afeard of. Do that
all the time. There’s only whores down there. But that Devil
Blackmoor—that’s a whole different story. I heard tell Miss Iva
over at the Gold Nugget told one of her customers that Devil had
pleasured her in seven different ways.”

Indignant, Angela ignored the stench
emanating from the boy and inhaled deeply so she could put force
behind her words. “Hush your mouth before I tell your ma. You’ve
got no business listening to gossip like that.” Angela felt the
rise of heat to her cheeks, her mind reeling with the information
Rusty had spouted without a blink of an eye. She’d seen firsthand
how Devil had stroked his horse, and she’d wondered how she would
feel if he stroked her so gently.

“It’s not gossip. No sirree...” Rusty hitched
his pants up. “I heard he’s got hisself one of those harems and
there’s a hundred women or more inside. Heard tell when he’s home,
in Con-stan-ti-nople, he sees ten or more of them women each night.
Besides, I’m not afeard of you. You’re no bigger than a mite.”

At a loss for words, Angela glared at the
boy. “Go saddle my horse, Rusty.” She shooed the boy away. But
thoughts of harems rolled around in her head, and she wondered just
what Devil did with those women each night.

“You gonna follow him out of town?” Rusty
asked her as he brought Kangee out of the stable.

“It’s none of your business what I do. I can
ride anywhere I want. Now go on with you.”

Rusty gave her a cockeyed glance and darted
into the stable. Angela looked back to where Devil had been. He was
gone. She wanted to find him. What she’d do if she encountered him
went beyond her, but she felt sure she’d think of something.

Kissing him came to mind first; thoughts of
touching his face with her fingers sent a hot shiver down her
spine; imagining sliding her hands through his long black hair to
find out if his gorgeous black locks were as soft and silky as they
looked followed. With those ideas foremost in her head, she blushed
from head to toe.

Totally disconcerted, and with a huff of
indignation at her wayward mind, Angela mounted the stallion and
headed out of town. Kangee, the name she’d given her horse, meant
raven in the Sioux language. He was black as a raven’s wing,
and right now he pranced nervously, frightened by all the strange
sights and sounds of the city.

He wanted to run but she held him back. He
sidestepped once, twice and then a third time. They were almost to
the edge of town, long, endless miles stretching out in front of
her, with only a homestead here and there to remind her she’d just
left civilization behind. They passed the last house.

“Easy, boy, we’re almost there. Then you can
run with the wind.” Angela stroked Kangee’s neck.

A horseless carriage sputtered and rumbled
along beside her. Suddenly the machine backfired, sounding like a
shotgun blast next to Kangee’s ear. He reared, his forelegs pawing
the air. The vehicle popped loudly and then roared to life, raising
a cloud of dust in the process.

Along with the vehicle, Kangee shot forward,
leaving Angela in a desperate battle to control her powerful mount.
She let him have his head and they raced down the road then into
the countryside beyond.

Wind sifted through her hair, her long braid
uncoiling from its ribbon, wisps of hair dancing around her face.
She let out a wild Sioux yell, reveling in the ride. From birth
she’d been trained to ride like a man—to think like one, too. Her
father and her brothers had taught her skills few white women knew.
One-quarter Sioux, she’d always known that life for her would be
challenging and sometimes hard.

One with her mount, Angela veered to the
south on Kangee, taking a well-used trail through scrub brush and
pine, a trail that led downward to a winding creek.

She let her hat fall back, her hair flying
with the wind. With Kangee’s hooves beating a powerful staccato on
the earth, she felt alive and free.

They flew past Devil. She heard the loud,
anxious whinny of his horse.

Thunder pounded behind her and she heard “Son
of a bitch’’ reverberating down the trail. Thrills shot down her
spine.

She looked back as Devil Blackmoor bore down
upon her. His horse gained ground, its tail streaming back. He was
almost upon her. Captivated by the straight set of Devil’s
shoulders, the rigid set of his jaw and the steel in his dark eyes,
she nudged Kangee to ride faster—then faster still. Rising to a
challenge and needing to win were intricate parts of her
character.

The hammering of the stallion’s hooves grew
louder and ever closer. She imagined the hot breath of his horse on
her arm, felt Devil’s leg brush across her own, knew a moment of
fear.

“Hold on!” he cried out to her. “Don’t be
afraid.”

Her pride wounded, she veered to the right.
He had anticipated the move, seemed to know what she would do next.
In the following instant, she found his hands encircling her waist;
then he swooped her from the back of her mount onto his. In a
matter of seconds his horse slowed and came to a complete stop.

She had wanted to know how it would feel to
be held by him, but not this way. Giddy with unknown sensations
deep in her belly, torn with indecision and battered pride, she
reacted to him with her temper instead of common sense.

“Devil take you. Get your grimy paws off me.”
Then to her mortification, she landed a solid punch to his jaw. His
head jerked back. For a long, tense moment she stared at him,
stunned at her own brashness, yet unable to control her seething
emotions. She wanted him to kiss her, yearned to feel his lips
against hers and to feel the power and warmth of his embrace.
Instead, she’d hit him.

“Ungrateful little ...” was all he could get
out before once more he seemed to notice her fist held high in the
air and directed straight at him for the second time. He caught her
hand before the impact.

“Let me—”

“Go?” he finished for her, a crooked smile on
his face even while his eyes shone dark and penetratingly hot.
“When you promise not to swing that wicked left hook again. I don’t
relish a battering even if a beautiful woman is on the other end of
the fist.’’

Unable to do anything but stare at Devil, she
stared. The diamond stud in his ear caught the light and sparkled.
She wanted to touch the earring.

Beautiful woman? Her heart
stopped.

The horse held its ground, the reins trailing
on the grass. She could feel Devil’s powerful thighs beneath her,
saw close up the expanse of his chest, and the determined male
superiority in the set of his shoulders.

Except for the diamond, he wore nothing but
black.

The sun was behind him, bright and forceful,
casting a strange light around his face. A glint of humor curled
his lips, and the sudden urge to touch him—to touch all of
him—swept through her. At the same instant a heated blush rose to
her cheeks, then back down to settle in the pit of her stomach and
lower still.

His hair was rakishly long and he’d tied it
back with a leather thong. She wanted to run her fingers through
his hair, but he held her hands behind her back, her breasts now
pushing against his chest, almost as if he had planned the scene.
Settled across his lap, she felt the power of his muscles, the
danger of the man.

He had unseated her from her horse, had
played Sir Galahad to her damsel in distress—but he was no white
knight. She meant to tell him what she thought of his actions
before she allowed him a kiss—and she did mean to allow him a kiss,
two if he asked nicely. She hesitated, shocked by her wish. She had
to decide if she really wanted to find out what kissing a man felt
like.

Gathering what little was left of her
willpower, and on the edge of frustration, she once more reacted
before thinking.

“Let me go, you spawn of Satan,” she said,
stunned at her own audacity and by the fact it was the last thing
she wanted to say. She wanted to make this man kiss her, not hate
her. She pursed her lips in silent study of the man, an inquisition
into his thoughts.

A game was being played—her mind against
his.

Her breasts shifted against his chest. She
moved her bottom to fit more snugly against him, testing her power
over him. She liked the feel of his thighs beneath her, his chest
meeting hers and his arms around her.

An innocent in some ways, but wise to the
world in others, Angela longed to try her skills at seduction.
She’d never been this close to a man, and she meant to enjoy every
minute.

His jaw clenched tight, his words spoken in a
tense monotone, he said, “What a sassy little spitfire.” Then he
seemed to relax. “All spark, nothing more,” he murmured, his breath
ruffling her hair. “Can you deliver on the promise in your eyes? A
kiss, perhaps, for the man who just saved your life?’’

She swallowed hard. A kiss—it was what she
had silently asked for—his lips on hers. But she wanted him to know
she didn’t give her favors to just anyone.

“Take your hands off me,’’ she said in her
most commanding voice.

The challenge didn’t sway him. He laughed and
pulled her closer, the intimate brush of his wild black hair across
her shoulders setting her mind into a whirlwind of imagination. Her
breasts felt swollen, her body’s response to his shocking. She
wanted him to touch her, ached for him in ways she’d never before
imagined. Her hands rested on his upper arms, and with every
movement he made, the large muscles of his biceps tensed around her
fingers, tightening then relaxing in a most tantalizing fashion.
She realized suddenly that she could not wrap her fingers even
halfway around his arms.

Again she heard his deep, throaty laugh, a
rumbling chuckle, and when she looked into his eyes, they sparkled
with emotion. Desire erupted to assume control of her common sense.
In his arms she couldn’t think of anything but the way he felt
against her and the need that seemed to overpower all
rationality.

“Never, sweet angel,” he whispered. “I like
my hands on you. And you like them there, too. I want to kiss you.
Grant me leave for one kiss and I promise you’ll beg for more.”

Lord, he made her melt. Could he really do
that to her? Make her beg for more? She had the heady feeling that
everything he said was true. She battled a moment of apprehension.
“Arrogant ...” she said softly.

He winked. One mesmerizing brown eye twinkled
merrily at her. “True,” he said, just as he lowered his mouth to
hers.

A brief thought—she shouldn’t let him do this
without a resounding no—-hit her hard then vanished without
a trace. This man was the very devil himself, but, oh, how she
wanted him. Butterfly kisses caressed her mouth, his tongue
moistened her lips. Her reputation would be shredded beyond repair,
but she was discovering how a devil kissed and she had no
regrets.

Not one.

He was right. She did want to beg and plead
for more. He commanded with his lips and tongue. Her fingers
clenched spasmodically around his huge arms. To the devil with her
reputation.

His hands circled her waist, smoothed higher.
Angela tried to say his name, but his thumbs brushed the underside
of her breasts, once ... twice, and words crumbled like dry
parchment in her throat.

She melted closer to him.

She moaned softly.

His fingers stroked her, moved slowly down
her back, and she responded to his sensual domination. His
aristocratic command of the situation intrigued her. He took
control of her mind and her body.

A tidal wave of energy and an overpowering
lust surged between them, ripping through her until she longed to
satisfy every carnal desire he might have for her. She wanted to
please him in every way.

She didn’t know how.

Never in her life had she experienced a
maelstrom of emotions such as she felt now. His tongue traced the
seam of her lips, imploring her to open. She did. With lips, teeth,
tongue, he consumed and ravished.

It seemed she could deny him nothing.

Her heart exploded against her chest. Devil
pressed her back, seducing her lips and the inside of her mouth.
Without thinking of the consequences, she slid her hands up his
arms, wrapped herself around him and kissed him back, pressing
herself against him instinctively in a primitive, exciting dance
passed down through all time.

Her fingers smoothed along the back of his
neck; she longed to possess him. He possessed her. Once again his
hands moved down the length of her back, pressing her close, and
ripples of pure bliss pulsed within her.

He took everything she offered.

She purred softly in the back of her throat.
Her fingers combed through his hair. She felt him pulse against her
where they touched intimately.

Each new contact brought her sensations she’d
never felt before. His erotic sensual flare, his knowledge of just
the touch that would make her his, sent her closer to heaven than
she’d ever dreamed possible. His masculine groan, his hardening
body, shocked her to the tips of her toes. He cradled her in his
arms, her imagination playing havoc with what little she knew about
male anatomy.

He bedeviled her, caused her to forget all
but the hard angles and planes beneath her exploring hands, his
lips, the strength and power—the danger—of his flesh against hers.
Tenderly, he kissed her jawline, stopping at her ear to nibble and
taste and make her yearn for more.

“Hold on to me, angel.”

Angel...

Feeling wanton, she did cling to him. In one
smooth motion, and with her still in his arms, he slid off his
horse.

His fingers toyed with the buttons running
along the front of her bodice. Cool air touched her skin, then warm
fingers. One by one he flicked open all the buttons.

Embarrassment had no place here. Reverence,
yearning—those were the emotions she saw in his eyes when he parted
her blouse. A few more seconds and he would see her, touch her. She
needed his touch.

He smelled of fresh sunshine and danger. His
every movement spoke of breathtaking adventure, knowledge of new
places and exotic people, everything Angela wanted to experience
firsthand, not read about.

He settled her on the prairie grass in the
wide-open space. She couldn’t think, didn’t care if anyone happened
along. On top of her, he covered her with the length of his body.
His weight upon her was enticing—it felt so good she knew it was
right. She belonged here—in his arms—beneath him.

“You’re so damn sweet,” he murmured just
before his lips closed over hers once more. “Pure sugar.”

Sanity rushed through her in a maelstrom of
guilt and humiliation, her own wanton behavior hitting her hard
between the eyes. She jerked from him. This was no game. She was
about to lose her virginity, right here, in the wide open for
anyone to see, to a man she knew only by reputation.

A man who advertised as a gun for hire.

Her father would kill him. And it would not
be an easy death.

“Stop...” The word didn’t sound convincing
even to her. He hesitated, watching her with calculated purpose and
a knowing grin. Her fingers resting on his shoulders trembled
violently. “Don’t,” she managed, her voice quavering with
determination and regret. All it would take on his part was one
more kiss and she’d be lost to the promise of carnal knowledge.
Cold air and a terrible feeling of loss swept across her as he
separated himself from her.

He leaned back on one elbow in casual repose.
“Stop? Only a minute ago you were moaning and purring in sensual
delight. Your body played mine; you strummed me with your long,
delicate fingers. You liked my touch.”

Dazed by the truth of his words, she somehow
managed to respond. “You attacked me....” she whispered, barely
getting the lie out. She gathered the bodice of her dress together,
fumbling with the buttons in her haste. She did so badly at the
task that he brushed her hands away and fastened her dress for
her.

Her fingers were still trembling when she
lifted her heavy mass of hair and began to braid it. Once again he
stopped her. Taking her hair in his hands, he arranged the strands
for her. They made eye contact. She wanted to see inside his mind,
and she wanted to know what she’d stopped him from finishing.

Adventure had been at her fingertips, a
breath away, and she’d rejected what he’d offered.

“I rescued you. If looks could tell the
story, you loved every minute. Your lips are swollen from my
kisses, and your eyes are flushed with passion.”

The truth of his words sent a streak of
wildfire through her. She ran her tongue across her mouth, testing
his words. “I had no need of rescue.”

One aristocratic eyebrow rose. “It didn’t
appear that way. You were racing through the trail, out of control,
yelling your head off. If not yourself, you could have hurt your
horse.”

She flashed him a disdainful look and stood,
brushing the dust and grass from her formerly canary yellow skirt.
“You should have looked closer. I was not in danger, and I don’t
need saving. I can take care of myself better than most men.”

From behind her, she could hear Devil
Blackmoor chuckling. Striding to her horse she tried to ignore him,
forced herself to keep going and not look back. Looking back could
be the worst thing she’d ever done.

But she did look back.

He still sat in a negligent pose, a blade of
grass between his white teeth, and a lopsided grin slanting across
his arrogantly kissable mouth.

Just before she nudged her horse forward, she
heard him say, “I will find out who you are, Angel. I promise. And
then you will need rescue from yourself.”

 


~ * ~

 


As she rode from the scene, the day assumed a
sudden chill, storm clouds brewing on the horizon and in Angela’s
heart. She veered Kangee to the right, heading into the forest and
to higher, safer ground. Her mind and her body cried out to
her.

Fool, fool, fool, her words said to
the beat of her stallion’s hooves. You made an idiot of
yourself, Angela Chamberlain. What would your dear mother say to
you if she knew what you’d done? And your father?

Alarm shot through her straight to her belly.
She choked back a sob of fear—-fear not for her but for Devil. If
Sam Chamberlain knew what she’d just done with Devil, he’d ...

Sam Chamberlain’s reputation was known
throughout Colorado and the Dakotas. Where his enemies were
concerned, he was ruthless. If Devil Blackmoor harmed Sam’s
daughter in any way, Devil would become a hated foe.

She closed her eyes, willing the picture of
Devil staked out on the ground and at her father’s mercy to vanish.
Poor Devil—he didn’t deserve Sam Chamberlain’s wrath or Mother’s.
Hadn’t she melted in Devil’s arms, begging for more of his kisses?
She’d liked his mouth on hers, the tender then possessive touch of
his tongue deep inside her mouth.

A strangled noise rose from deep in her
throat.

Angela leaped off Kangee before he stopped. A
little brook stitched a path through the dense trees, and Angela
strode back and forth beside the gurgling water, thinking—thinking
and remembering.

Try as she might, she couldn’t still her
heart, and she couldn’t keep her mind from Devil Blackmoor.
Aristocratic, arrogant and all male, he intrigued and infuriated
her.

He made her melt. And he was so very
dangerous.

“I saw you and Devil.”

“What?” Angela whirled around, practically
falling full tilt into Rusty Limpkin’s chest.

“Saw you kiss him and—”

“Why, you little scamp.” Angela reached for
the knife she always kept around her waist, a weapon she used with
expertise. It wasn’t there.

“Lookin’ for something? Dressed up fancy like
you are, you must have forgotten your weapon.”

Angela stepped forward, Rusty backward.
“You’re wrong if you think I’m going to let you blackmail me. And I
know that’s what you’re up to. You didn’t see anything because
there was nothing to see. You hear me?”

He nodded, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and
down.

She would have wound her fist into his
shirtfront, but Rusty was too quick for her. He darted sideways and
out of the path of her fury. Keeping his distance, he backed toward
his horse, which he’d tethered farther down the hill.

“Go on now. If you stick around here, I’ll
make you sorry.”

Distance from Angela seemed to give Rusty his
courage back. He grinned widely. “I’m going to be watching you,
Angela.”

She pulled at her braid and the unruly
strands of hair that had knotted at the base of her skull. “You
stay away from me,” she warned, knowing Rusty would do just as he
pleased.

Rusty Limpkin was a certifiable nuisance.
Ever since she had arrived in Denver, he’d been hanging around her.
She couldn’t turn around without him showing up beside her. Rusty
Limpkin was a perverted Peeping Tom and full of mischief. Well,
she’d know by the time she rode back to town whether or not he’d
really seen her with Devil. If Rusty had any juicy tidbits to feed
the other boys, he would do so and within hours the whole town
would know.

Rusty’s word didn’t mean a whole lot; he’d
been caught in more than one lie, and several grown men had
threatened to slice and dice him if he ever lied again. But if her
father heard anything, rumor or not, there would be questions to
answer.

Her fists clenched at her sides, her nails
biting into the palms of her hands, Angela glared at Rusty as long
as she could see him. When he disappeared from view, she shook her
fist at him. “Darn you, Rusty Limpkin. If you do anything that
hurts my father or my mother, I’m going to boil you in oil.”

With that said, Angela stripped off her
stockings and slipped her toes into the frigid alpine water. Her
breath caught but she didn’t stop at her toes; she submerged both
feet and waded until her teeth ached.

Nothing dispelled the confusion in her brain,
not the comfortable forest sounds or the soft breeze caressing her
hot cheeks. In a few minutes of divine pleasure, Devil had burrowed
his way inside her heart and she could not shake him out. She
didn’t want to exorcise him. She was eighteen. She could do what
she wanted. But she needed her parents’ respect. Defying them was
not something she meant to do, not unless they refused to back down
from their stand on the finishing school. She’d wither and die
there. Angela knew her father would understand if he’d only stop to
think. He’d left the East and a prominent position for the freedom
in the West. He knew exactly how she felt.

If only he’d remember.

She found a soft spot of moss to sit on and,
tucking her knees beneath her chin, she watched the stream go by.
Just like her life, the water followed the path set before it.

She meant to control her destiny.

Finishing school back east was her father’s
dream, not hers. She wanted adventure and travel and a man who
would cherish her for herself, not for the way he wanted her to be.
Perhaps not in that order, but she yearned with all her heart for
all three.

Devil touched her as no other man had.

Sheet lightning suddenly lit up the sky.

The mountain storm hit hard and fast. The
deluge began after the awful rolling of thunder and then more
lightning. Angela took cover beneath a canopy of solid granite to
wait out the storm.


Chapter Two

Devil Blackmoor watched her ride away. He
struggled for the indifference he usually felt with women, apathy
inbred through decades. The woman he had just encountered stirred
unwanted feelings deep in his heart.

She was a study in contrasts, sultry tawny
skin coupled with shining hair the color of golden desert sand and
the bluest eyes he’d ever seen, eyes that seemed to probe his
darkest secrets and search for the man beneath the facade he’d
carefully constructed.

Leaning back against the soft bed of grass,
he cursed himself in three different languages. He’d lost control
and that was unthinkable. He’d almost made love to her here in the
wide open, where anyone could have come along and watched. Where
his friend, cousin and self-proclaimed bodyguard would show up in a
few seconds. Misha was always close by, too close at times. The
thought made him groan.

Her silken hair running through his fingers,
the satin feel of her flesh against his fingertips, the light in
her eyes, darkening to the deepest blue of the ocean were images
that remained vivid in his mind. More than he’d ever believed
possible he wanted her, desired her with an intensity that
surprised him.

When he made love to her, and he knew he
would, he wanted everything perfect. Soft pillows, the scent of
jasmine hanging in the air, muted light—he would make sure she had
all of that and more. He wanted her to dance for him, in the way of
his father’s people, with Turkish music and the soft, billowing
garments of the harem women. Without closing his eyes, he could see
her in the transparent clothes, enticing him with the subtle sway
of her breasts, the provocative flare of her hips and her smile.
Hers was a smile he couldn’t resist, one that made him lose all
perspective. When she looked at him the way she had only moments
before, he wanted to possess her so thoroughly she’d never glance
at another man.

It was not in his nature to be possessive or
jealous, but with this lady he felt both emotions. They were strong
and insistent, encompassing every part of him.

She was courageous—she had fought him despite
his great size. He admired courage, yet he’d never encountered
bravery in a woman. She had been honest in her response to him, and
he respected honesty and integrity. Her kisses were innocent yet
wildly passionate.

He might not ever see her again.

His maternal grandmother had sent word over a
year ago that he must return home. She’d handpicked a wellborn
bride for him. All that remained was his approval of the lady in
question. He’d received the letter but two days past. He didn’t
want to leave America, but duty to his people and his land
prevailed.

He was a second son, and the duty should not
rest in his hands. With his stepbrother’s death, his life had
changed. He could no longer do as he pleased. He didn’t need a
wife, yet once again the dictates of society mandated he wed and
bear a legitimate heir.

In his mother’s homeland he was a prince. In
his father’s he held great riches. In America he felt free.

He had come to America seeking adventure and
had fallen in love with the wild, untamed land—wild and untamed,
just like the wanton angel he’d encountered seconds ago.

A friend had called him Devil because he
looked so fierce, and Blackmoor because he seldom wore anything but
black. The Americanized name had become as much a part of him as
the land itself. Advertising as a hired gun had put excitement in
his life, yet he’d stayed on the right side of the law. Now his
reputation preceded him.

He felt that Lawrence Stevens, his latest
employer and powerful U.S. Senator, had taken advantage of him.
Devil believed Stevens had lied to him about Emma and Dakota
Barringer when he hired him to find the pair and bring them to
Denver. He meant to find out the truth before he handed Emma over
to Stevens, meant to discover who committed the crime, who really
murdered Emma’s mother. He wanted to know why Stevens was willing
to put up a small fortune to have Emma in his hands and at his
mercy.

And then he meant to find his angel.

What would it take to convince the angel to
follow him to Europe, where he would assume his duties, or to
Constantinople, where his father lived and where he’d grown up?
He’d spent the first fifteen years of his life under the influence
of the Ottoman Empire. His father had abducted his mother, enslaved
her—until his mother had managed to capture his father’s heart.
Then she had received a promise from Father at her deathbed that
their son, if he chose to live in Russia, would go by the Popov
name to continue her family’s dynasty. If he still lived in the
East, Devil would not have to ask to have this angel. She would be
his for the taking.

In America he would have to ask.

All he could offer was the promise of
adventure and for most ladies that was not enough to lure them away
from their home and their family, entice them across the Atlantic
to foreign places they might have only read about. Allah, but if
she craved adventure, he could give her that and much more. He
would give to his wanton angel her heart’s desire.

Determined to find her, he headed back to
town. The sooner he finished with the job he’d accepted the sooner
he could search for this woman who’d touched something deep inside
and take her home with him.

But would she go?

As if on cue, Misha appeared on the horizon,
his approach cautious and slow.

“Your timing is perfect.” Devil lay back, his
hands tucked behind his head, eyes closed.

“But of course, Alexi,” Misha Petrovich said,
using Devil’s given name. He gave a chuckle then doffed his hat.
“How was your wild ride?”

“Enlightening,’’ Devil said, still wondering
what enticement he could give the angel of his dreams to convince
her to travel with him.

“And did you win the fair lady?”

“Not yet, but I will.”

“I’m sure that is the truth. Tell me, Alexi,
have you ever been denied anything in your entire life?”

“Ah, Misha, in truth, I cannot think of a
single time.”

 


~ * ~

 


“Hello, Papa.”

Hours later, a bedraggled Angela Chamberlain
closed the door to her father’s office. Sam had rented a suite of
rooms at the hotel for their short stay in Denver before resuming
their travels and had turned one of the rooms into a private
sanctuary where he could work. They would spend some time here then
her father would take her to the train she would ride to boarding
school.

She brushed the dripping strands of hair from
her eyes and tried to smooth the wrinkles from her skirts. Sam sat
at his desk, sifting through an array of papers.

He grunted. To Angela, his preoccupation with
the notes in front of him was a good sign he might not notice her
state of dishabille.

Without looking up or glancing her way, her
father said, “Sit down.”

The message came through loud and clear:
I’ll deal with you as soon as I finish what I’m
doing. Waiting was torture, and her father knew just how
impatient Angela was. He knew she wanted life to happen to her now,
not later.

She meant to find a way out of the questions
that were sure to start when her father got around to them.
“Papa?”

“What?”

He didn’t look up. She didn’t like the tone
of his voice.

“I’m cold and wet. Could we talk later?”

Silence hung in the room. She heard the
steady tread of footsteps outside the door, and smelled the
leftover of the roast beef her father had had for an earlier meal.
The shuffling of papers sent a little shiver of apprehension up
then down her spine. The unstoppable ticking of the grandfather
clock paralyzed her.

Everyone else controlled her life. Time ruled
each precious second, and it was slipping past her right now. She
would not let that happen. At eighteen she meant to live rife to
the fullest.

“I’m finished.” He looked at her, really
looked at her. “What happened to you?” Sam pushed back from the
desk, his arms crossed stiffly over his chest. He held the position
then relaxed everything but his critical gaze.

“A mountain storm.” She hesitated to go on.
The intense look in her father’s eye flashed like nothing she’d
seen before.

“Not the first storm you’ve weathered by
yourself. But this one got the best of you.”

“It hit fast and hard.”

“I thought that between Dakota and Trey you
knew where to find shelter.”

To the Sioux, Dakota was known as
Wildcat-Who-Stalks-The-Night, and Trey as White Eagle. Trey was her
half brother, and Dakota acted like kin. While she was growing up
they had taught her the ways of the Sioux people. Right now Dakota
had disappeared into the Rockies with his wife, Emma, and it seemed
that half the bounty hunters and Pinkertons in the west were
looking for them, including Emma’s brother, Jacob St. John.
However, Jacob seemed more interested in clearing Emma’s name than
finding the pair. He’d even stepped out of retirement from the
Pinkertons to help Emma.

“I did find a dry place.”

He eyed her, a crooked slant to his lips, his
silence unnerving.

“After the storm drenched me to the bone,”
she added.

The rumbling chuckle that followed surprised
her. “And did you leave the dress shop buttoned so haphazardly?” he
asked, and for a moment she saw a twinkle in his eye. She didn’t
know what he spoke of; then a horrid thought assailed her.

Devil. Angela looked at her bodice.
What else could she do? She didn’t know if she gasped or shrieked
at the sight of her buttons, so hastily done by Devil. And undone.
Not in that order.

From the tips of her toes she felt the heat
climb to the roots of her hair, felt the blush steal across her
cheeks and settle on her nose.

“I didn’t know,” she said, her hands
fluttering along the row of pale yellow buttons, unsure of what to
do about the predicament.

Her father let out a snort of disgust. “If I
wasn’t convinced before you needed finishing school, I certainly am
now. You’re a mess, Angela. A sweet, endearing mess, but no lady
would parade around dressed as you are. I love you. Otherwise I
wouldn’t care, and I’d let you run around the mountains your entire
life wearing nothing save your buckskins and a shotgun propped on
your shoulder. I want more for you, and so does your mother. Always
remember that.”

She closed her eyes in a heartfelt prayer to
the spirits above that her father had dismissed her appearance as
nothing more than her untamed wildness.

“Yes, Papa,” she said, her eyes lowered in an
unusual show of compliance. She respected him and loved him dearly,
even though she didn’t agree with him.

Sam Chamberlain did want more for his
daughter, and he was as immovable as the mountains themselves.
Nothing short of a catastrophic event would change his mind.

“Papa, have you heard from Jacob? He’s been
gone too long. He should have found something out by now. I’m
worried.”

“Emma has Dakota to look after her,” Sam
said.

“I know, but Mama has been so worried. What
are we going to do? They can’t hide forever.”

“Trust Jacob. He’s the best Pinkerton around,
and he’ll discover the truth.”

“I saw Emma’s picture on a wanted
poster.”

Sam leaned forward and eyed Angela
critically. “And I heard you followed Devil Blackmoor out of town.”
Sam’s tone changed from firm command to hard control. “Any truth to
the rumor?”

At his question, her heart stopped, froze
mid-beat, and all thoughts of Emma and Dakota flew from her mind.
She’d entertained thoughts of riding after Devil. Did that make her
guilty? “No, Papa,” she said. “I didn’t follow him.”

“Then you didn’t meet him on a little-used
trail?” Sam’s finger tapped the mahogany desktop. He had loving
hands, comforting hands—hands that could kill if provoked.

“Well...” She hesitated, her fingers wound
together and clasped tightly in front of her. Only her father could
make her cower in fright. Terror oozed through her bones.

“Angela?” His voice nearly roared in the
unnatural silence surrounding them.

She couldn’t lie. “I... we had an
encounter.”

“I don’t like the way that sounds. An
encounter?”

“Yes, Papa. He thought I needed rescuing.”
She didn’t. Dakota and Trey had shown her how to ride and shoot a
bow and arrow at the same time. She rode better than most men.

Sam sat back in his chair, his arms folded
negligently across his chest and his expression grim. “You?’’ One
eyebrow rose in mock disdain. “You’re the most unlikely candidate
for rescuing I’ve ever known.”

“I know that. He didn’t.” She nodded, feeling
a slim thread of hope grow in her heart. She could defend herself,
could trap and could follow a trail. She knew how to survive in the
high country, hunting her own game and foraging for food. “There is
a measure of truth in the story. One of those horseless carriages
spooked Kangee and he took off. Since we were on the outskirts of
town, I let him run. The next thing I knew, Devil scooped me off my
horse and rescued me.”

Sam sat forward, his forearms resting on the
desk. “And then what?”

She jerked, surprised that he might have
guessed about the kiss. Angela sucked in her lower lip, remembering
how Devil’s mouth had crushed down on hers, recalling the
spine-tingling sensations that had rolled through her, languidly at
first then with the speed of stampeding horses. “Nothing, really.”
She wasn’t going to tell her father the man kissed her. He’d go
after Devil with only one thought in mind: torture. If she told Sam
how willing she’d been, there’d be a shotgun wedding by noon
tomorrow. She didn’t want that either.

“You’re not going to tell me.”

Angela shook her head; then changing her
mind, she nodded. “I hit him.”

Sam leaned back again, his eyes lingering on
his daughter. Once again Angela waited for someone else to decide
her fate. “And then what?”

“He let me go.”

Sam drummed his fingers on his desk, a
thoughtful expression written clearly in the lines of his face.
“Really...” His gaze raked over her. “You’re not telling me
everything.”

“Papa,” she began only to find herself
interrupted.

“We can talk again later.” With a wave of his
hand and a low chuckle, he said, “Go on now. Clean yourself up
properly.”


Chapter Three

Two weeks later, long after Angela had given
up hope of convincing her father not to send her East, Devil
Blackmoor reappeared in Denver. Standing at the window of the hotel
room she and her father shared, Angela watched Devil escort a woman
through town then turn down the infamous Holladay Street into the
red-light district.

“Emma?” she wondered out loud.

Angela stretched forward, pushing her nose
out the half-open window and leaning precariously over the edge of
the sill. She had prayed every day that no one would find Emma and
Dakota. But now it seemed her prayers had gone unanswered.

“Emma .

Trey was Angela’s half-brother and Dakota was
Trey’s blood brother. When Dakota’s parents died on their way west,
Dakota was adopted by a Sioux war chief. Trey and Dakota had grown
up together with their Sioux families, had fought at the Battle of
Little Big Horn against General Custer and the Seventh Cavalry.
While Trey was part Indian by birth, Dakota wasn’t. Dakota’s skin
was stark white but his soul was pure Sioux warrior, and he didn’t
have a drop of Indian blood in him.

Angela had been with Jacob when the telegram
had arrived. The Pinkertons had wanted Jacob to find his sister and
bring her in. Jacob had been torn between rushing to his sister’s
rescue or joining the Pinkertons to find the real murderer. And
Jacob knew if Dakota disappeared into the Rockies, no one would
find him until he was ready. So Jacob had set about to find the
real criminal.

Now Devil Blackmoor had brought in Dakota’s
woman for money. Emma’s face had been on wanted posters all over
Denver and the state of Colorado. Angela pulled herself inside the
room, determined to do something to help Emma.

Nervously, Angela tapped her fingers against
the window-pane. Her forehead rested against the cold glass, and
she inhaled a ragged breath.

“Think.” Think.

In a blind panic and knowing Devil and Emma
would disappear from sight any second, Angela whirled from her
perch at the window. She raced through the room, grappling with the
doorknob in her haste to reach the street before they turned a
corner. Her skirts tangled around her feet and legs, she stumbled
awkwardly through the long hallway and down the stairs to the lobby
of the hotel.

“Oof.” The impact jarred her all the way to
her toes. “I’m sorry... I...” Angela bent to retrieve the packages
that had flown from the man’s arms when she ran into him.

“You should be,” the man told her, his tone
indignant.

“I’m so sorry.” Her voice was soft—strained.
“Here.” She handed him the last package and dashed out the door.
“I’m sorry.” But she almost smashed into a lady.

“Where I come from young women are polite.”
The man’s harsh words followed her. “They watch where they are
going.”

She ran, her skirts held high.

The buildings blurred into one.

In the middle of the street she stopped,
searching for some sign of Devil and Emma. A few seconds later she
headed into the red-light district. More than anything Angela
wanted to help Emma prove her innocence. More than anything she
wanted to see Dakota happy.

Her sweaty hands clutched the fabric of her
skirt. Angela turned slowly, searching out every dark nook, every
door left open. She saw no one she recognized. Not Devil. Not Emma.
In the few seconds it had taken her to race from the hotel, they
had disappeared.

“Where did you go, Devil Blackmoor, and what
did you do with Emma Barringer. If you’ve hurt her in anyway, I’ll
skin you alive.”

Angela had been trained by the most skilled
warriors in the Dakotas. She should be able to find two people. She
had to—for Dakota and Jacob. They shared a common bond of love and
friendship.

What affected one, affected them both.
Loyalty to each other ran strong and deep.

Now Devil had brought in Dakota’s woman.
Devil was a gun for hire. In the weeks that had passed, Angela had
found out all she could about Devil Blackmoor. Nothing she’d heard
except his profession could be accepted as fact. What she’d heard
had to be rumor, the tales too fantastic to believe. Yet...

He was a Russian prince. My foot.

He was the son of a Turkish sultan and owned
an exotic harem of over one hundred women at his beck and call.
Even less believable.

She’d heard that Lawrence Stevens, Emma’s
stepfather, was paying Devil twenty thousand dollars to bring Emma
back to Denver. Emma was part of her family now, and in Angela’s
eyes, family was everything.

That allegiance made Devil Blackmoor her
enemy.

Dakota wouldn’t let Emma go without a fight.
She was suddenly very worried about Dakota.

“Angela!”

Her heart skipped a beat. She’d recognize
that voice anywhere. “No,” she said. “Not now.”

Her father’s fingers wound around her arm,
effectively stopping her blind rush into the nearest saloon.

“What are you up to?” he asked.

“Nothing, Papa.”

That earned her a sour look, but she didn’t
dare tell her father she’d been about to step through the swinging
doors in front of her into the Gold Nugget Saloon.

“Emma...” The impact of what had just
occurred hit hard.

“Angela?” Sam asked, seemingly confused.

Angela turned to him. “Papa!” She sounded
frantic. She was.

“What are you doing here?” Sam stood beside
her, waiting for an answer to his earlier question.

“I saw Emma with Devil Blackmoor.”

Sam swore under his breath. “Dakota and Trey
were supposed to protect Emma.”

“It’s true then,” Angela said softly, her
heart hammering her fear against her ribs. Devil Blackmoor was
dangerous. She knew firsthand just how dangerous he was.

“Perhaps. I’ll look around. I mean to find
out where he’s taken Emma.’’ Sam turned Angela in the direction of
the hotel and nudged her forward.

“I’m going with you.” She was determined.

“No.” Sam was more tenacious.

“But—”

“No.” With that said Sam once again nudged
her toward the hotel and watched her walk down the street, away
from the red-light district. When she looked back, he watched her
still.

 


~ * ~

 


“You have a hell of a lot of nerve coming
here.”

The voices in the other room woke Angela. She
brushed the hair from her eyes, blinking the sleep away. Even
though she’d tried to wait up for her father, she’d fallen asleep
without seeing him and finding out what happened to Emma or where
Dakota was.

Now she heard the clink of glasses, the slosh
of liquid.

The quilt covering her slipped silently to
the floor. Angela swung her legs off the bed then made her way to
the door. She leaned against the wall. Her fingers trembling, she
opened the door a crack.

She saw her father hand Devil a drink.

Devil nodded his expression cold. “I promised
Emma I’d check out her story. I have, and I’m disturbed by what I
found out.”

Absorbed in the conversation, Angela wiped
her sweaty palms on her nightdress. She inched closer, the
floorboards creaking under her weight.

“But you turned her over to the bastard
anyway.” Dakota stepped in front of Devil. His jaw was clenched,
his fists tight.

Angela sucked in her breath. He didn
‘t. Angela” s words were spoken only to herself, but silence
suddenly filled the room. And she knew deep down in her heart Devil
had betrayed them all.

Devil tensed.

“I’d given my word to Lawrence Stevens. He is
her stepfather, and I did believe he had her best interests at
heart. The lady is wanted for murder. Stevens promised me he’d
protect her. Besides, Emma left me no alternative when she refused
to explain her part in this matter. I gave her ample opportunity.
She could have told me what happened, why her face adorned wanted
posters all over the state. Instead she chose to remain silent.
Emma didn’t trust me until I was in the process of handing her over
to the man himself. By then her words of innocence were uttered too
late.”

He did. Angela slipped to the cold,
hard floor, her back pressing against a table leg. A shudder began
deep inside and worked its way out until she could barely control
her limbs. A bittersweet ache lodged in the back of her heart.

He did.

“Now I’m asking you: if I was wrong, tell me
and I’ll help in any way possible. Who killed Emma’s mother? And
why was there a wanted poster on Emma Barringer?”

“Stevens killed Emma’s mother,” Sam said.

“He poisoned her and blamed it on Emma,
hoping to install Emma in one of his whorehouses.” Dakota paced
back and forth in front of the door, his muscles flexed with
tension and primed for a fight.

“I will help right this wrong,” Devil said,
his voice strong and determined.

Angela couldn’t see Dakota but she heard him
stop, felt the tensions escalate. “Ask the devil to help? I’m not a
fool.”

Devil sat still, showing no emotion when
Dakota turned on him. No one seemed eager to further the
explanation.

“Lawrence’s man shot Jacob. He’s going to be
all right in a couple of days,” Devil said.

No! Angela felt the floor drop out
from under her. Jacob has been shot?

“I think he discovered something.” Devil
showed no emotion, his stoic features still hard and unreadable.
“I would keep an eye on Emma and watch the house. What better man
to give aid than one who is trusted by the opposition?” he asked.
“If you keep me informed of the truth, I can make sure no real harm
comes to Emma.”

Suddenly Angela meant to find a way to help
Emma. Emma could hang. Jacob had been shot. The Pinkertons were
after Emma, as was every bounty hunter this side of the
Mississippi. Dakota and Emma needed all the allies they could
find.

“Lawrence is keeping her drugged,” Devil
said.

“Son of a bitch!” Dakota’s fist hit the wall
beside Angela.

She flinched, her startled gasp echoing
around the room she was in.

Once more Dakota paced. His long, sleek
strides back and forth got him nowhere.

Wild and untamed, Dakota had always been one
to act first and think later. Angela knew he wanted to barge into
the bordello and drag Emma out. He couldn’t. If he did, the two of
them would be hunted fugitives once more. Or dead. Emma was wanted
by the law, dead or alive. No, the time had come to find proof
against Stevens and Madame leBon.

If the sheriff discovered Emma before they
had any facts that would prove her innocence, Emma could very well
hang. Dakota’s hands were tied until they had something to hold
over Lawrence Stevens’s head.

Devil’s fingers rested on the butt of his
gun. They drew Angela’s gaze. Oh, Lord, She heated from the
toes up. It was all she could do to concentrate on the conversation
instead of remembering the touch of his hands upon her, the way
they made her body come alive.

His mouth against hers, his lips—the liquid
heat he evoked.

His caress had been strong and sure and so
very tender. With his touch came pure bliss and heavenly
satisfaction.

“An auction is being planned for Friday
night.” Devil spoke again, his voice low. The sound wrapped around
her heart and stole her breath. “Emma is the main attraction.
Lawrence is advertising heavily and holding peep shows three times
a day.”

“I’ll kill him!” Dakota slammed his fist
against the palm of his hand.

Despite the outburst Devil continued. “Men
gather to watch her bathe. Tomorrow he plans on letting those who
will bid in earnest take a closer look, examine the
merchandise.”

“I’ll kill Stevens with my bare hands.” The
words emanating from Dakota came as a low growl. Dakota yanked
Devil to his feet.

Devil’s gaze turned murderous. “Let go,” he
said. “If I didn’t have so much respect for you, Dakota, you’d be a
dead man right now. I suggest you don’t push your luck. I’m here to
right a wrong. I suggest you be at the bordello tomorrow.”

At the bordello? Oh, Emma. Fear for
Emma shook Angela to the core.

“Stevens knows who I am,” Dakota said.

“Find a way.”

Dakota let his hands fall to his sides. Devil
relaxed. Angela breathed more easily now. Dakota’s jaw wasn’t quite
so tense, nor were his hands still flexed. There wouldn’t be a
fight here in the parlor.

Emma needed someone trustworthy inside the
bordello.

Once again Angela sat back, leaning against
the nightstand, her eyes closed. Her father would be adamant, his
no final. She would have to take this into her own hands.
Dakota loved Emma; that much was obvious. But Dakota needed to know
Emma would be watched over or he’d ruin the carefully laid plans
they’d been constructing all evening. Angela prayed Devil’s
presence at the whorehouse would be enough to hold Dakota back.

If Dakota went flying into the bordello with
bullets ricocheting, it was a sure bet he’d land himself in jail
and Emma with a noose around her neck. When someone Dakota loved
was threatened, restraint was not something he could handle. That
fact would make the situation even more dangerous for anyone
inside.

She could handle a gun and a knife better
than most men. No one inside the brothel would recognize her. As a
housekeeper or maid, her own safety was not in question.

Faced with the obvious, Angela no longer had
a choice. She’d have to disobey her father. It was the only way to
protect Emma. Somehow she would get off the train Sam meant to put
her on tomorrow morning, and then she would think of a way to get
inside the bordello.

 


~ * ~

 


Standing on the platform at the train
station, one valise in hand, Angela realized this was her last
chance to tell her father about her plans. She couldn’t.

Angela had gone over everything in her mind.
There was no other way to keep Emma safe.

She was afraid, but not for herself. She
feared for Emma.

“I love you, Papa.” Angela didn’t like
herself very well at the moment, but she squared her shoulders,
stiffening her spine and her determination in the process. Her
knife, newly sharpened, lay in its sheath. Strapped tightly to her
leg, the weapon was easy to reach, and she had a derringer in her
valise.

“I love you, too.”

Sam Chamberlain kissed Angela’s forehead and
stepped back, his hands resting on her shoulders, his eyes
memorizing every inch of her. Guilt was a powerful force to reckon
with, and right now it had a stranglehold on her heart.

She nodded. “I know,” she said.

“Write to me, and I want you to send a
telegram as soon as you reach Boston.”

“Yes, sir.” Long good-byes were not her
father’s style, and right now she thanked her lucky stars for that
fact. Her remorse was so powerful that if he spent much more time
here, she’d give in and tell him what she meant to do.

The train let out a loud whistle, steam
rolled from the engine and the wheels began a slow shudder. She
stood on the steps, watching her father walk away as the train
lumbered through the center of town. The car she rode in was about
to pass by the Wells Fargo station and the livery.

She had seconds to act. Turning away, she
stepped to the other side, her valise in hand, and jumped from the
train. The impact jarred her, stealing her breath and stopping her
heart. Dazed, she lay on the ground for a few minutes. Low, gray
clouds covered the sky, a slight mist dampening the ground where
she lay. Where there should have been two buildings, there were
four.

Angela closed her eyes. When she finally
opened them and tried to sit up, nausea forced her back. She
thought for a moment that she would be well and truly sick. A few
minutes later she tried to rise again, this time more slowly. The
ground moved beneath her and the sky spun crazily, but she held
still and the motion slowly stopped.

This was not what she’d anticipated, but
she’d had to wait longer than she’d intended. And now that she was
off the train, safe and sound, she didn’t want to think about the
fear she’d felt moments before she’d jumped or the second thoughts
that had rushed through her head.

She stayed behind the livery for over an hour
before she ventured out. She had dressed plainly, hoping no one
would notice her movements through town. Her dove gray dress
buttoned to her throat, and her hair pulled back in a snug bun at
the nape of her neck gave her a somber look. Cautiously, she
stepped onto the sidewalk in plain view. Her knees wobbled. No one
saw.

Now she had to devise a plan to get inside
the bordello. Bravado and bluster had always worked for her before.
Perhaps it would again. She inhaled once for courage then started
forward.

The sound of Devil’s voice reached her.
Pressing back against the building, Angela held her breath and
waited for him to move on. She remembered Devil’s pronouncement
that he meant to find her again. Not today. Not until she was
ready.

With her heart pounding erratically, she
waited until Devil disappeared. Then she set her mind to finding a
way to the beautiful mansion outside of town that had become a
whorehouse only a few months before.

The coach she hired dropped her off at the
front door of the bordello, and Angela watched the vehicle sway
down the long driveway. She schooled her nerves and inhaled one
long, deep breath. The cold metal of the knocker seeped into her
fingers, bringing with it a sense a glimpse of grim reality.

Just as she was about to knock, the door
swung open and a huge man stared down at her. His eyes swept the
length of her prim gray dress with the white lace collar. He
grunted and began to close the door.

Angela stepped forward, her booted foot
catching the door before it shut in her face. Her voice shook. “I’m
here for the maid’s position.”

“There’s no maid’s position,” he said, his
voice thick, deep and gravelly, his stance immovable.

“Beggin’ your pardon, sir”—she curtsied
politely—”but I’ve got the ad for the job right here. I’ve come all
the way from Rapid City. See?”

“There was no ad for a maid,” he said.

Emma held out the yellowed newspaper, her
fingers trembling so the paper shook. “You’re wrong. It says”—she
cleared her throat in a ladylike fashion—” ‘An experienced woman
needed for the upstairs rooms in the mansion just east of town.’
That’s me, experienced.”

“You’ve got
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