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I.
 
“Looking for me, lawman?”
The click of a gun cocking accompanied the question. Enoch froze, hands out to either side. 
He crouched over the dry, rocky soil, where a faint print had caught his eye. He’d dismounted, hoping for some clue that would lead him to the outlaw he’d been sent to track down.
And now someone had gotten the drop on him.
Where the devil the man had come from, Enoch couldn’t guess. The land here was open, nothing but rock and scrub brush for miles. Nowhere to hide, or so Enoch had thought.
He hesitated, but there didn’t seem much point in dissembling. The fellow had pegged him as a lawman, even though Enoch dressed like a simple cowboy for disguise.
“That depends,” Enoch said. “You the fellow who robbed the blackleg hexes off the stagecoach outside of El Paso? The Gentleman Bandit?”
He was rewarded by a wry chuckle. “So they call me. Stand up and turn around—slowly. I want to see the face of the man who’s after me.”
Enoch’s heart thudded against his ribs. He weighed his chances of getting to his gun before the outlaw could pull the trigger and found he didn’t like them. So he put one hand on the ground to lever himself up, scooping a bit of sand into his palm as he did so. Turning around, he faced the bandit.
The wanted posters hadn’t done the Gentleman Bandit justice. Warm coppery skin glowed in the sunlight. Thick black hair framed a devilishly handsome face. Denim encased long legs and hinted at a body that might turn a man’s head, given half the chance.
But it was his eyes that really caught Enoch’s attention. At first glance, they were a rusty brown, but the more he looked, the more he was convinced they were a little too orange for an ordinary human.
“You’re a familiar?” he asked, startled. That part wasn’t on the wanted posters.
Not to mention it didn’t make sense. The hexes the bandit stole were already primed by magic, ready to be used by ordinary folk.
Of course, most of what the Gentleman Bandit had done didn’t make sense. The stagecoach robbery had brought him to the attention of the magical division of the federal marshals, but he’d already been wanted for a string of more mundane hold ups. They tracked down the hexes, but—as with most of the money and more ordinary goods the bandit took—he’d neither kept nor sold them. Instead, he’d distributed them among a group of hardscrabble ranchers suffering an outbreak of blackleg among their herds.
The Gentleman Bandit took his time answering. Though the gun in his hand didn’t waver, he ran his gaze slowly up and down Enoch, taking in the worn boots, travel-stained shirt, brown skin, and tightly curled black hair. “Good eye,” he said eventually. “You’re a Hexas Ranger, I take it?”
Enoch winced at the name. “Technically, I’m a deputy in the US Federal Marshals, Magical Law Enforcement Division.” But that was a mouthful, so some wit had come up with the nickname Hexas Rangers, as they operated out of San Antonio. Dumb, but it had stuck.
“Deputy. So unbonded.” The familiar tilted his head to the side curiously. “They wouldn’t let an unbonded witch chase law breakers like me through the wilderness on his own. Where’s your posse?”
Twenty miles back, sick from bad food, not that Enoch was going to let on. “They’re close by. So I suggest you turn yourself in, Mr…?”
The outlaw laughed. “You can call me Rafael. And good try, but there’s no one within ten miles of here. You’re on your own, brujo.” He cocked his head, a lock of black hair tumbling over one burnt umber eye. “Which is why I stopped by to give you some advice.”
Enoch’s mind raced. If the Gentleman Bandit—Rafael—was a familiar, that could explain some of his more mysterious escapes. What sort of animal did he turn into? And, more importantly, did he have a witch partner waiting to cause trouble should he be arrested?
“You in the habit of offering advice to lawmen?” Enoch asked.
Rafael gave him another once-over, and this time Enoch felt heat rise to his cheeks. He’d learned the subtle cues and small signs that indicated a man was interested. To be looked at so blatantly—and by someone so damned handsome—put him off his stride. And sent a rush of blood south to his cock, but he was trying to ignore that.
“Not usually,” Rafael allowed. “But there are some bad men in the area, far worse than my poor self. And you’re too handsome to end up feeding the vultures. Go home.”
“Not without you,” Enoch said, and flung the handful of sand he’d scooped up at Rafael’s face.
Somehow, Rafael was ready for him. He danced back and shot Enoch a grin. “Surely you wouldn’t arrest your own familiar, now would you brujo?”
Enoch froze in shock. Which was no doubt what Rafael had intended, because seconds later, the rufous and brown feathers of a Harris’s Hawk replaced his human form. He soared off, vanishing into the harsh blue sky.
Enoch stared dumbly after him. “My familiar?”



II.
 
This was a disaster.
To be fair, the trip had been a disaster from the moment the marshals set out on the trail of the so-called Gentleman Bandit. The group had consisted of the witch and familiar in charge, the camp cook, and Enoch as the posseman. Posses were usually bigger, but they were only after a lone man, and one not likely to give them too much trouble.
First off, the camp wagon broke its axle a day out. Ordinarily, they would’ve waited for it to be fixed, if for no other reason than any prisoners collected were routinely chained to its back. But this time, with only a single man to arrest, the witch in charge decided to press on. Easier to leave the cook and wagon behind, and subsist on rations or whatever they could buy at towns or from homesteaders.
Which had led directly to the second problem, when both witch and familiar came down sick from eating tainted pork. Enoch didn’t touch the stuff, which meant he’d ended up the only one not casting up his accounts the next morning.
Enoch petitioned to go on ahead while they recovered. The Gentleman Bandit had a reputation for vanishing into the desert; his trail would be long cold if they waited, and they weren’t likely to pick it up again. Eventually, the witch agreed to let him go, though with the growled warning not to lose the trail—or get himself killed.
There weren’t many opportunities for unbonded witches to distinguish themselves in the Hexas Rangers, so Enoch eagerly struck out on his own. Only to be confronted with a whole new set of problems. Namely, that no one wanted to turn in the bandit.
Outlaws were violent; they robbed and murdered their way across the territories. Their families might give them shelter, but most folks didn’t care to have their kind in the area. After all, easier to steal a neighbor’s horse than go out looking for one half a territory away. Finding someone willing to point a marshal in the right direction wasn’t usually very hard.
Not this time. Oh, everyone wanted to talk about the Gentleman Bandit. It was just that no one wanted the bandit to actually get caught. Not the young widow who’d received a fine apology and a sack of coins when he stopped the stage coach she was on. Not the struggling homesteader who discovered a stack of hexes left to cure his small herd of cattle, and didn’t care if the hexes had been bound for larger ranches run by richer men. Certainly not the old woman who’s tax debt was settled through a trick of Rafael’s, by “loaning” her the money, then robbing it—and far more—back from the tax collector the second the man was off her property.
Banks, debt collectors, and taxmen hated the Gentleman Bandit with a passion, and would be happy to see him hang. Ordinary folks…less so.
The problem was, a crime was a crime, and it was Enoch’s duty to bring Rafael to justice. No matter how good-looking he might be. Even if those hexes he’d stolen had probably kept more than one small rancher from losing everything.
And now this.
Maybe Rafael had lied, hoping to keep Enoch off his trail. Or just to startle him long enough for Rafael to escape. If the latter, it had worked. If the former…
In theory, a witch like Enoch could bond with any familiar and channel their magic into a hex. From the familiar’s side of things, though, there was one witch they could bond with whose potential was the most compatible with their magic. The hexes they made together would be much stronger than with any other witch.
He’d not spent much time thinking about that aspect of things. There were always more people with witch potential than familiars; the prospect of being perfectly suited to one of them struck him as unlikely. He’d figured he’d bond with one of the familiars in the marshals eventually, and they’d go on to do perfectly adequate magic together.
And now an outlaw—one he was duty bound to arrest—claimed Enoch as his witch?
Enoch groaned and pressed his fingers into his eyes. He’d worked so hard to prove himself. He couldn’t bond with a criminal.
Needing to do something useful, he set himself to checking his horse. The hexes on its shoes, meant to keep its hooves in good form, were still legible, as were the ones meant to hide its tracks. The latter he hadn’t activated, and hopefully wouldn’t need to.
“I ought to turn around and head back to find the rest of the posse,” Enoch told his horse. It flicked an ear at him. “Turn the warrant over to them. Go back to San Antonio, find a nice familiar who doesn’t care how compatible our magic is, and bond before I do something I regret.”
That would be the smart thing to do. Enoch hadn’t survived outlaws and blizzards and stampeding cattle by being stupid. He needed to walk away from this.
With a sigh, he swung back into the saddle. “He flew off north. So north is where we’ll go.”



III.
 
Not long before sundown, Enoch came across signs of multiple riders making for the northeast.
After first scanning the sky for any sign of a hawk, he dismounted and inspected the tracks. Six distinct horses, no indication of a camp wagon or any other sort of conveyance with them. He sat back on his heels and considered.
There’d been no reports of Rafael working with anyone else. But Enoch had lived most of his life in Texas and the rest in the territories, and knew a bit about Harris’s Hawks. Unlike most raptors, they hunted in packs. He’d seen them driving jackrabbits out into the open, where the rest of the group waited, or perching one on top of the other to get a better vantage in the treeless desert.
Rafael was a familiar, not a hawk. But most familiars had some of the traits of the animals they shifted into. Hell, maybe he’d lied about Enoch being his witch, figuring it would make Enoch more reckless in his pursuit, and less likely to notice an ambush waiting. Just like a jackrabbit. 
 “There are some bad men in the area, far worse than my poor self.” That had been a warning, not a lure.
An outlaw had no reason to tell a lawman the truth. Even so, Enoch found himself wanting to believe Rafael. Because of all the stories of his cleverness, because kindness was a rare quality among even honest men, because…
Because of the way the worn denim had shaped Rafael’s thighs. Because of the boldness of his burnt umber gaze, which at another time might have been an invitation.
Curse it. Enoch straightened his hat, disgusted with himself. He couldn’t let an outlaw turn his head, no matter how handsome.
The trail led to one of the shallow canyons dotting the area. A line of green suggested a creek ran through it; the riders probably meant to camp there. Enoch dismounted well back, looping the reins over a bit of struggling scrub brush. Then he checked his gun and cautiously made his way toward what appeared to be the highest point of the canyon wall. With any luck, anyone below wouldn’t think to look up, and he could observe them for a while without being spotted. Enoch hadn’t heard rumors about any gangs operating in the area, but the territories were vast, and experienced outlaws could vanish into the wilderness for months at a time, only to pop up in unexpected places.
He crawled the last few yards on his belly, before cautiously peering over the edge, careful not to dislodge any sand or stones. As he’d guessed, a stream glinted in the center of the canyon. Thirsty trees lined the banks, offering cool shade to the group of people and horses gathered there. He counted three men and two women, a dog, and six horses. They seemed to be in heated discussion, while their horses drank from the stream. Hats blocked the faces of three, but two others had taken theirs off to fan themselves. They both looked familiar, though it took Enoch a moment to place them.
Hell. He’d seen them on wanted posters plastered all over the Magical Law Enforcement headquarters in San Antonio.  Mason Bone, that was the name of the blond on the left. Leader of the notorious Bone Gang, six desperadoes who’d used magic to rob a bank vault, then killed a teller who had apparently been in league with them.
 A marshal found their hideout, but somehow they’d gotten the jump on her. They gunned her down, along with her familiar and another member of her posse. Supposedly they’d fled into Mexico to escape justice afterward…and yet here they were.
Curse it.
Enoch’s fingers tightened. These bastards had killed fellow marshals. He couldn’t just let them get away.
But there were six of them, and one of him. Terrible odds.
Wait. He’d only seen five members of the gang below. And he hadn’t seen any sign of paw prints while tracking them.
Damned familiars.
Before he could move, the dog raised her head, nostrils flaring as she scented the wind. Enoch started to crawl back rapidly, but it was already too late. Shouts of alarm sounded from the canyon below, accompanied by angry barks. He’d been found out.



IV.
 
Enoch dashed for his horse as angry shouts rang out behind him. A quick glance over his shoulder showed the dog had outpaced her companions and already reached the lip of the canyon. As soon as she had him in sight, she stopped, took on human form, and drew her gun.
Cursing himself, Enoch ducked behind the nearest boulder. The rest of the gang would be mounted up and on their way in a matter of minutes. He couldn’t afford to be still on foot when they arrived.
Offering up a quick prayer, he broke cover, firing blindly in the direction of the familiar. It kept her out of the way long enough for him to reach his horse and swing into the saddle.
More bullets bit the earth around them. Two of the gang had made it out of the canyon already, riding past the familiar and firing. Enoch brought his horse around, took careful aim, and squeezed the trigger again.
One of the men jerked and fell from the saddle. His foot tangled in a stirrup, and he flailed and screamed as the horse dragged him. His compatriot let out a curse and slowed to help. The familiar raised her gun and fired at Enoch.
A sharp burst of pain in Enoch’s upper arm warned he’d been hit. His fingers still worked, so he didn’t so much as look at the wound. Instead, he spun his mount and leaned low over its neck, urging it into a gallop. A glance behind showed the last three members of the gang had emerged and were in pursuit.
Damn it. He had to stay ahead of them. If he could just get out of sight, he could activate the stealth hexes on his horse’s shoes. Otherwise, the gang would run him to ground. And if that happened, his life was likely to become very short, not to mention extremely unpleasant while it lasted.
Clinging to his horse with his knees, he unbuckled one of the saddle bags and thrust his hand inside. Pain burned through his wound, but he ignored it while he groped through the saddle bag. Where was the damned thing?
His fingers met a cool, metallic surface. Enoch drew out a small silver disk, imbued with a light spell. The things were expensive, and he’d likely have its cost taken out of his pay. 
But at least he might live to collect said pay.
The federal hexmen kept the activation phrase short and simple. “Distract!” he ordered, then tossed the disk behind him.
Nothing seemed to happen…at least, not until the other riders were almost on top of the disk. Then light burst forth from it, brief but blinding even in the sun.
The horses shied violently, and the outlaws’ shouts echoed across the landscape. Enoch put his heels to his own steed, taking advantage of the seconds that slipped past as the gang wrestled with their spooked mounts.
The landscape rose into low, broken hills, interrupted by arroyos which could go from bone dry to flooded without warning. Enoch guided his horse into one of the narrow canyons. “Conceal my tracks from all who follow me,” he said. Glancing back, he saw his horse’s prints come to an abrupt end.
The stealth hexes would only last five minutes at most before they were spent. He urged his horse on, taking random turnings in the maze of narrow ravines. With any luck, his pursuers would choose the wrong direction and end up lost.
Of course, Enoch was lost himself.
He let the horse slow, casting around uncertainly. The wound on his arm burned, and flies began to buzz around him, attracted by the blood. He swatted them away irritably. The injury needed binding if nothing else, which meant a place to stop and take out his medical supplies. Ideally, he’d find somewhere to hole up for the night in at least a semblance of safety.
He strained his ears, listening for any sound of pursuit. Had he lost the gang, or were they even now drawing closer behind him? Drying blood glued his shirt to his arm, and the sides of his throat stuck together when he swallowed. His horse needed water; even if he managed to hold out, she couldn’t go much farther.
Not good. Not good at all.
A hawk glided into the canyon and perched on an outcropping just ahead.



V.
 
Enoch reined his horse to a stop. The hawk watched him idly, then scratched the side of its head with one bright yellow foot.
“Rafael?” he asked uncertainly. At least only his horse was here to see him talking to what might be a wild animal like some kind of fool.
The hawk bobbed his head. Then he spread his wings and flapped to another perch not far ahead. Once he landed, he looked back over his shoulder, as if to ask Enoch if he was coming or not.
Enoch hesitated. If Rafael hadn’t lied, if Enoch was his witch…it didn’t matter. They couldn’t bond; they were on opposite sides of the law. He had a warrant in his pocket for the man’s arrest, for heaven’s sake.
Of course, if he didn’t follow Rafael, he’d end up riding around blindly hoping to stumble across water and shelter, which didn’t seem like much in the way of a plan. At least Rafael could fly up and take a look around, see where they were going. Right now, Enoch didn’t see much of anything but the narrow stone walls of the canyon, and a strip of darkening sky above.
Enoch nudged his horse to follow.
Rafael led the way deeper into the knot of hills. The westering sun cast purple shadows across the rock. Eventually, the canyon grew shallower and wider. The sound of running water echoed off the worn sandstone. Enoch’s horse perked up its ears and began to step more quickly.
They came out into a small bowl-shaped hollow. A narrow thread of water ran through it, and a small pile of mine tailings rose up on the other side. A weathered shack, looking about to fall down, stood beside the entrance to what might have been a one- or two-man mining operation at some time in the past. Rafael landed in front of the shack, taking back his human form on the way down, so boots and not talons touched the ground.
Enoch dismounted while his horse drank thirstily from the stream. “Taking up prospecting?” he asked. His voice rasped in his dry throat, so he scooped up some of the stream water in his hands and drank too. The wound on his arm pulled, dried blood breaking free, and he winced.
“This place was abandoned long before I found it,” Rafael said. He crossed the stream and began to unbuckle the saddle bags. When Enoch made a sound of objection, he said, “You’re hurt, brujo. Go sit inside, and let me take care of the horse. When I’m done, I’ll see to your wound.”
Enoch felt as though he should object on principle. He ought to be arresting Rafael, not accepting his hospitality. But his arm ached, and now that the immediate danger was past, his body craved nothing more than a safe place to lie down and rest. So he only nodded and let himself into the shack.
The interior was slightly better than the exterior. If nothing else, the structure was sounder than it looked from the outside, sealed against wind and water alike. There was only one small room, containing a stove, a rickety table, two chairs, a trunk, and a narrow bed. A shelf on the wall held a collection of well-worn books: Austen, Poe, a few names he didn’t recognize.
Enoch sat in one of the chairs and did his best not to doze off sitting up. Rafael came in shortly, holding a bucket of water from the stream. “Here.” He dipped a cup into the bucket and offered it to Enoch. Enoch drank gladly, while Rafael heated the rest of the water on the stove. “Take off your coat, and whatever you can that’s not stuck to the wound. We’ll soak those layers free.”
Enoch gritted his teeth against the pain as he struggled out of his duster and vest. When he was done, Rafael soaked a rag in warm water and carefully applied it to the blood-encrusted shirt above the wound. The water stung, but Enoch remained stoic.
“This is going to hurt a bit,” Rafael advised. There came a tugging sensation, and he carefully peeled the sleeve free of Enoch’s skin. Scabs broke, and fresh blood began to soak the shirt. “All right, let’s get this off of you.”
Rafael reached to undo the buttons. Even though it was purely practical, the gesture brought a flush of heat to Enoch’s face. The only times he’d been undressed by another man had been before a good round of fucking, and he already had too many lecherous thoughts about Rafael.
“I’ve still got one hand,” he said hurriedly.
Rafael arched a brow, but only said, “Have it your way.” He sat back a little, but his orange-brown eyes followed Enoch’s progress as he clumsily undid each button on his shirt. Rafael bit his lower lip, gaze growing hot as the cloth sagged open. Enoch’s own breathing grew rougher, cock swelling under that hungry regard.
Damn it.
Rafael helped him maneuver the shirt off. Enoch felt strangely vulnerable, sitting there with so much skin exposed. But after a last, lingering glance, Rafael turned his attention firmly to cleaning Enoch’s wound.
Enoch looked away. “Is it true what you said?” he asked. “Am I your witch? Or did you just say it in hopes of convincing me not to arrest you?”
Rafael sighed. “No lie. I’m not exactly thrilled with it myself, you know.”
“So why tell me? Seems like quite the risk.” Witches were only conduits; it was familiars who held all the magic. And in theory, they controlled whether or not they bonded with a witch.
But the more society relied on hexes, the more money was to be made by witch-familiar pairs, even the less powerful ones. Which meant unscrupulous men sometimes captured familiars, forced them into animal form, then caged and starved them until they gave in and bonded. It was against the law, but the burden of proof was on the familiar, and few went to jail for it.
It would have been simplicity itself for Enoch to arrest Rafael, chain him up, and force him to bond before they got back to civilization. The very thought turned Enoch’s stomach, but how was Rafael to know that?
“I’ve heard tell of you,” Rafael said. “Enoch Bright, the only black Hexas Ranger in this part of the territories. I recognized you the second I laid eyes on you. They say you’re a good man. That you treat prisoners well, and common folk with respect. Plenty of lawmen don’t.” He rinsed out the cloth in the bucket. “Do you have bandages in your saddlebags, or shall I tear up what’s left of your shirt?”
“I’ve a simple medical kit in the saddlebags. Pain hexes, bandages, and the like.” He paused while Rafael rummaged about. “And I don’t think you’re telling the whole story.”
“You’re right.” Rafael began to wrap a length of soft bandage around the wound. “The Bone Gang are bad news. I’ve had trouble with them in the past. Back in Texas. I can’t say I was happy to find them here.”
“You from Texas?”
“Sí. Born and raised.” Rafael deftly tucked the end of the bandage in. “There you go.” His hand trailed down Enoch’s arm, copper fingers against dark brown skin.
Enoch swallowed against the things that touch did to him. He didn’t want to pull away…but he had to. “So why become a very mannerly bandit?”
Rafael fetched a bottle of whiskey from a shelf, along with two glasses, and returned to the table. “My family used to have a ranch. It had been in our hands since the land it sat on was part of Mexico.” He let out a wistful sigh. “Then we had a series of bad years. Drought, wildfire, you name it. We lost everything. I’ll never forget how it felt, when the bank foreclosed and the sheriff came to escort us out of the house my grandfather had been born in. It was bought up by a rich man from Boston, looking to get into ranching. My father ended up working for him. Saying sí, señor, to a man who lived in what should have been our house, lining his pockets with the yield of what should have been our land.”
Rafael splashed whiskey in the glasses and shoved one across to Enoch. Enoch took the glass but didn’t lift it to his lips. “So you started stealing money and giving it away to people who otherwise would end up in the same situation?” he asked.
“Something like that.” Rafael toyed with his glass. “Those blackleg hexes made all the difference to those ranchers. There wasn’t a local brujo—they needed the things drawn up and charged with magic, which gets expensive damn fast. They couldn’t afford it, not for more than one or two animals. And they certainly couldn’t afford to lose a good portion of their herd.” He shrugged unapologetically. “It might not be the ideal solution, but it’s something I can do.”
“And the Bone Gang?”
“As I said, I ran across them before.” Rafael’s eyes took on a faraway look. “The teller they killed in Texas was a friend of mine. I never thought I’d have a chance to pay them back for his death. And now here you are, and maybe I can do something after all.” 
Enoch shifted uneasily. “Such as?”
“I have a proposition.” Rafael turned his gaze fully on Enoch. The sunset through the window seemed to bring out the orange in his irises, until they almost glowed. “Help me take down the Bone Gang, and I’ll bond with you as your familiar.”



VI.
 
Enoch blinked. Then he held up his glass and squinted at the liquid in it. “This must be powerful stuff, because I’d swear I just heard you suggest we bond.”
“Sí.” Rafael looked uneasy. “In exchange for your help.”
The familiar had to be crazy to even suggest such a thing. “You’re an outlaw! I’ve got a warrant for your arrest in my pocket.”
Rafael shrugged. “If we’re bonded, you can still draw from my magic, even if I’m in jail. So long as you don’t go too far away, at least.”
“No,” Enoch said. “I’m not doing it.”
Rafael’s brows rose in shock. “Why not?”
“It’s not what you really want, is it?” Enoch asked. “You’re only suggesting it because you want revenge against the gang.”
“It’s more than that,” Rafael objected. “They didn’t stop killing after the bank robbery, and that isn’t likely to change any time soon. More folks will die. I have a good idea where the gang might be hiding out, but I can’t do this alone.”
“And I don’t need to be bribed into doing my job,” Enoch snapped.
Rafael looked abashed. “Sorry, brujo. I didn’t mean it as an insult. If you won’t take my offer, at least let me help you.”
Enoch hesitated. Trusting an outlaw, no matter his motives, didn’t sit quite right with him. He couldn’t shake the feeling Rafael wasn’t being completely honest, even now.
Still, it wasn’t as though he had many options. “You said you knew where they’re hiding.”
Rafael settled back in his chair. “When I caught sight of them chasing you, it looked like Neil Sabot was injured pretty badly.”
Enoch hadn’t been close enough to be certain who he’d hit. “I shot him, and he got dragged a bit by his horse.”
“A job well done, then.” Rafael’s expression lapsed into seriousness. “Sabot has family in this area. Possibly the gang was already making for their ranch to hole up for a while. Even if I’m wrong, they’ll surely take him there to recuperate.”
Enoch took a sip of his whiskey while he considered. “How far is the nearest town? I’ll need to round up a posse before heading to this ranch.”
“Assuming I’m right. Or they stay there.” Rafael shook his head. “It’s a good day’s ride to Bitterwood, which is the nearest town with more than five people in it. Then another half day back this way, to reach the ranch.”
“By which time they might have vanished into the wilderness,” Enoch said grimly.
“Which is why you need my help. I can be useful to you. Take on my hawk form, fly over the ranch a few times, see if the gang is around. If they aren’t, we might be able to find out where they’re headed. And if they are, I can stay behind and keep an eye on them while you go for help.”
Enoch leaned back and considered. The Bone Gang had killed a marshal. His superiors would understand doing whatever it took to bring them to justice.
Even if that meant allying with a bandit.
He thrust a hand out to Rafael. “I accept your help. Without the bond.”
“Even though it means working with a criminal?”
“You’re a nuisance,” Enoch said with a ghost of a smile. “But the Bone Gang are a damned menace. If we can put them behind bars, the entire territory will be safer.”
“I’m wounded,” Rafael replied, but he was smiling now as well. He gripped Enoch’s hand in a firm shake, and Enoch tried again to ignore the tingle the other man’s skin sent through him. “We have a deal.”



VII.
 
The next morning, they set out together. Enoch rode, and Rafael flew a little way ahead, guiding them out of the maze of arroyos and slot canyons.
Enoch hadn’t slept well, even though Rafael had let him have the bed and spent the night perched in hawk form. Dreams—many of them featuring Rafael, albeit with less clothing—had him tossing and turning throughout the night. His aching arm hadn’t helped at all, though at least when Rafael rebandaged it in the morning, he declared it free of infection.
Rafael’s mood had been decidedly cheerful all morning. He’d proved talkative over breakfast, and once in hawk form kept circling back to perch while Enoch caught up.
Could it be the familiar was glad for the company? It was obvious from the shack that he didn’t have a pack, and nothing had made Enoch think he had any close friends in the area, either. Maybe he was lonely enough that even a lawman’s company made for a nice change.
After a few hours of travel, Rafael swooped down and resumed human form a short distance ahead. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, waiting for Enoch to catch up. “Something wrong?” Enoch asked when he drew near.
Instead of replying, Rafael took off his hat and ran his hand through his thick hair. He had a gorgeous profile, proud nose and high cheekbones, so Enoch indulged himself in studying it while Rafael thought.
“We’re about an hour’s ride away,” the familiar said at last. He put his hat back on, shading his features, and turned to face Enoch. “You’ll want to stay back while I scout ahead. But I imagine you’d prefer to view the situation for yourself.”
Enoch frowned, dredging through his memory of everything he knew about familiars. “Are you suggesting a partial bond?”
Rafael looked so surprised Enoch almost laughed. “It would let you see through my eyes,” Rafael said cautiously. “But you couldn’t use my magic.”
“And it would fade after a time, isn’t that right?” Enoch asked. “Don’t look so shocked. It’s not some great secret, hawk. I work for the Magical Law Enforcement Division. You think I didn’t ask any questions?”
Rafael snorted. “I suppose you would.”
“It’s what makes me a great lawman.” Enoch touched his hat and winked.
Which was stupid, but it made Rafael laugh. Not that he ought to care about what made a bandit laugh.
But Rafael wasn’t just another bandit. Or even just the familiar who, under different circumstances, Enoch might have formed a permanent bond with. He might be a madman, considering he apparently wanted to become the territory’s Mexican version of Robin Hood. He wasn’t a cruel man, though, or a selfish one, so far as Enoch could tell. And Enoch prided himself on his ability judge a man’s character on short acquaintance. It had kept him alive on more than one occasion.
“Well, then, oh Great Savior of the Territory, climb down off that horse.” Rafael’s grin turned sultry. “I take it you know how this is done?”
The gleam in Rafael’s eye made Enoch wonder what he’d just agreed to. Had he agreed? “That part they didn’t mention.”
“Then I’ll just have to show you.”
Enoch dismounted and stood before Rafael. The familiar was shorter, though only by a few inches. “Bend over, lawman.” It was Rafael’s turn to wink. “It’ll make things easier.”
Enoch’s heart started to pound, even though he was fairly certain a partial bond didn’t involve being bent over a convenient boulder and buggered. Which at the moment struck him as a damn shame.
“All right,” he said, leaning over so they were entirely on a level. “Now what?”
“Close your eyes.”
Enoch arched a brow. “Really, outlaw? Does this ‘partial bond’ of yours involve you making off with my coin pouch?”
Their faces were distractingly close now. Rafael’s burnt umber eyes all but glowed, and he touched his tongue to his lip. Enoch’s trousers felt tighter by the moment. “You’ll just have to trust me,” Rafael murmured.
Enoch swallowed against the constriction in his throat and shut his eyes. A moment later, he felt Rafael’s breath like a ghostly caress. “Let me in, Enoch,” Rafael murmured.
His lips brushed over Enoch’s eyelids, the touch shockingly intimate. The taste of blood filled Enoch’s mouth—then was gone, as though he’d imagined it.
Something was different, though. He knew it the moment he opened his eyes.
“It’s done,” Rafael said, stepping back. Then he held up Enoch’s coin purse. “And so is this.”
Laughing, he sprang into the sky before Enoch could grab him. A moment later, the hawk soared away, but his laughter continued in Enoch’s ears.
“Close your eyes, brujo, and look through mine.”
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“You feathery thief,” Enoch shouted, torn between laughter and anger. “Bring that back!”
“You put the idea in my head. No one to blame but yourself. Now close your eyes and look.”
And Lord, wasn’t it strange to have another voice in his head. Enoch shot a last glare at the receding silhouette of the hawk, then closed his eyes as he’d been instructed.
Instantly, the desert spread out far below him, a vast barren landscape stretching from one horizon to the next. Though there wasn’t much greenery to be seen, the world was awash in color nonetheless. The stone glowed rich red and rusty orange, and in places yielded up shades Enoch had no name for at all. A jackrabbit broke from cover, a mile off easy, but clear as could be to the hawk’s sharp eyes.
A sense of wonder filled Enoch. He’d spent the last five years in the territory, but he’d never seen it like this before.
“What do you think?” Rafael asked, a little smugly.
“It’s beautiful,” Enoch said aloud. “Almost makes me wonder why you bother with human form at all, to be honest. When you could just keep flying up there. Away from all the bullshit.”
Enoch swung back into the saddle, not expecting an answer. But after a long moment, Rafael said, “Did you know Harris’s Hawks are the only raptors that hunt in packs?”
“I did.” He urged the horse into motion, heading after the black dot in the sky that was Rafael. “I’ve seen it myself, from time to time.”
“Then you know why it might not be so easy for me to just fly away and never come back.”
Enoch turned Rafael’s words over carefully before answering. It felt important, the sort of thing Rafael might not share with just anyone. The same way as he presumably wouldn’t have formed a partial bond with just anyone. “I’ve been on my own since I came out here,” Enoch answered at last. “Not to say there’s no one I’m happy to work with, don’t get me wrong about that. But most of my colleagues aren’t much on reading. Especially Austen.”
“Wait. You’ve read Austen?”
“A man has to entertain himself somehow.” Enoch grinned, though Rafael couldn’t see it. “I’ve read plenty of others, too. Poe, Mrs. Shelley, just about whatever I can get my hands on and catches my fancy.”
“Well, who would have thought. A lawman who can read.”
“Funny, bird.” Enoch settled back in the saddle. “Real funny.”
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“I can see the ranch house in the distance,” Rafael informed him half an hour later. “Take a look.”
Enoch shut his eyes. The view from the air filled him with amazement just as much this second time. He wondered if he’d ever get used to it, before remembering he wouldn’t have a chance to do so. Once the gang was dealt with, Rafael would no doubt slip away and vanish into the desert.
The pang of loss he felt took him by surprise. After all, Rafael had offered to bond, and Enoch had turned him down flat. The hawk didn’t really want him, and Enoch wouldn’t take advantage of Rafael’s desperation to force something permanent.
So it shouldn’t have bothered him. But he couldn’t stop thinking about the way the golden light of day’s end had slanted through the window of the shack, draping itself across the sharp slice of Rafael’s cheekbones, finding glints of amber amidst the dark mass of his hair. Of the way his mouth twisted ruefully when he spoke of his past, or the care in his fingers when he’d bandaged Enoch’s wound.
Or his laughter when he stole Enoch’s coin pouch, curse him.
The ranch house had faded to the same dusty color as the surrounding area. A creek offered water and pasturage for a small herd of cattle, most of whom had the sense to lounge beneath shade trees at this time of the day. A barn and corral lay to one side of the house, and Enoch spotted an unfamiliar man working with a horse in the corral.
“No sign of the Bone Gang.” Rafael soared closer, wings barely moving on the hot air, letting the wind carry him. “Only three horses.”
“Could they have hidden the rest in the barn?” Enoch asked. “The gang knows I spotted them yesterday. They might be worried I’ll return with a posse.”
“Let’s find out.”
“Be careful,” Enoch started, but Rafael had already tilted his wings and circled toward the barn. A small opening at the eaves offered a perch, and he landed there.
“Nothing.”
“Then they’re gone.” Bitter disappointment coated Enoch’s throat like the dust of the road. “Damn it.”
Rafael took off again. “Sabot looked to have been hurt pretty badly yesterday. I’d bet good money he’s inside the house, even if the rest have gone off without him.”
“Maybe.” They had to make sure, one way or the other. “Keep looking. Who else is around?”
Rafael circled a few more times. Another man was behind the house, repairing a shovel with a broken haft. A third emerged from beneath the trees, where he’d been checking the cattle, and wandered back toward the barn.
Enoch’s nerves tingled, and he made certain his pistol was in easy reach. “All right. You stay in hawk form, and I’ll go say hello.”
“You’re going to just ride up and talk to them? That’s loco.”
“As far as I know, they’re law-abiding citizens. I can’t go in guns blazing.” Enoch urged his horse in the direction of the corral. “That said, I don’t trust a bunch of men I don’t know. Which is why you’ll help keep an eye on them.”
“I wasn’t suggesting you go in guns blazing. I’m not much on shooting, myself.” Rafael seemed to hesitate. “This might be a good moment to tell you my gun doesn’t have any bullets in it.”
Enoch gaped. “Wait a minute. I could have arrested you the day you got the drop on me!”
Laughter tingled through the bond. “You could have tried, brujo. I’m still faster than you.”
Enoch cursed him, though without heat. He couldn’t help but be impressed by Rafael’s sheer daring, pulling off a string of robberies with an unloaded gun.
The bulk of the barn concealed Enoch until he was almost at the corral. “Hello!” he called in a friendly voice as he rode up. “I’ve gotten a bit lost, friend. Can you—”
The man squinted at him—then swore. “Allen! Lonnie! It’s the lawman as shot Neil!”
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The man at the corral drew his gun. Shouts rang out from the direction of house and field.
Enoch swore and hauled his horse around, putting the barn between himself and the men.  Drawing his gun, he called, “I’m with the US Federal Marshals, Magical Law Enforcement! I just want to talk.”
The only answer was a bullet striking the earth only a few feet away.
Damn it.
Enoch put his heels to his steed’s sides and raced out from behind the barn. He leveled his pistol and fired back at the man in the corral, even though he knew the shot had almost no chance of hitting anything. He missed, but at least forced the fellow to plaster himself up against a fence post.
The man—Lonnie or Allen—who’d been checking the cattle came into view, face flushed. At the same time, the last man rounded the corner of the house. Both had guns drawn.
Not good odds.
A rufous streak fell from the sky behind the man coming from the direction of the house. At the last instant, Rafael shifted into human form and crashed into his back, bearing him down to the ground. There was a second of shouting and confusion—then Rafael shoved the barrel of his gun against the back of the other man’s head.
“Drop your weapons, or I’ll pull the trigger!” he shouted.
It worked. Both of the other men paled, making Enoch wonder if they were all brothers. They had a similar enough look. Their guns hit the ground without argument.
“All right,” Enoch said. He urged his horse to the corral, looping the reins over the fence. Dismounting, he grabbed a lariat hanging by the gate. “Now come over here, hands out. One wrong move, and my partner there will see what the inside of your friend’s head looks like.”
It was an empty bluff, but neither man knew it. “Don’t hurt him,” one said hastily, holding out his hands.
Enoch made short work of tying them up. “I’m looking for Neil Sabot,” he said. “Is he still here?”
The man’s mouth thinned unhappily. “Yes. But he’s bad hurt. Thanks to you.” He followed up with a stream of insults that Enoch ignored.
“I don’t mean to make him worse. I just want to talk to him.” Enoch made sure they were secure, then turned toward Rafael. “Let him up, nice and—”
A woman stepped out from behind the house, the shotgun in her hands pointed directly at Rafael.
“Look out!” Enoch shouted. He brought his gun up, firing in the direction of the woman even as Rafael rolled out of the way.
She pulled the trigger, but Rafael was gone, and the blast caught the man he’d subdued in the legs. He screamed and flailed, and the woman let out a shriek of her own.
“Lonnie!” She ran to him. “Christ, son, I didn’t mean it!”
“Ma shot Lonnie,” gasped the man who must be Allen. “He’s going to die!”
Enoch strode toward the fallen man. “Put down the shotgun, Mrs. Sabot,” he ordered.
She wavered visibly, and Enoch firmed his grip on his pistol. “I think your family’s suffered enough today, don’t you, ma’am?”
Tears streaming down her face, she set aside the shotgun. Rafael instantly snatched it up.
“Just let me tend to my boy,” she said.
Enoch inspected the shredded flesh of the man’s lower legs. The shotgun pellets had done quite a bit of damage, and Lonnie must be in immense pain, but he didn’t seem in danger of bleeding out in the next few minutes. “I don’t think so. We’ll tie you up, then we’ll see about Lonnie here.”
They herded Mrs. Sabot to the corral and bound her beside her other two sons. After making sure Lonnie was completely disarmed, they tied his hands behind his back and left him where he’d fallen. Enoch cut off Lonnie’s shirt and used it to quickly wrap the worst of the injuries.
“That ought to keep most of the blood in him,” Enoch said to Rafael. “Now for Neil.”
Rafael’s brows lowered slightly. “One of us should stay out here and guard the rest. But I don’t like the thought of you going in alone.”
Enoch drew the pistol he’d holstered while ministering to Lonnie. “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful. You just make sure none of them get up to any trouble.”
Rafael nodded, though he didn’t look happy about it. “Shout if you need me.”
Enoch threw open the door to the small ranch house, gun aimed inside. But the living space was empty, just a worn table with the beginnings of lunch set out. Mrs. Sabot must have been in the middle of her work when she’d heard the gunshots. Enoch paused and listened, alert for any sign yet another family member might be lurking.
The rattle of labored breathing sounded from a half-open door. Enoch went to it and stepped inside.
The bedroom was sparsely decorated, with a large cross on the wall, a chair with a family Bible sitting on it, and a bed. The man on the bed was almost as pale as the counterpane stretched over him. Blue tinged his lips, and an ugly sucking sound accompanied each struggling breath. Bandages swathed one side of his head, as well as the arm and hand on that side.
When Enoch stepped inside, the man opened a pair of watery blue eyes. “You’re the fucker as shot me.”
“Enoch Bright, Deputy US Federal Marshal, Magical Law Enforcement Division.”
“A Hexas Ranger. Just my luck.” Sabot swallowed laboriously. “I heard gunfire, just now. Did you kill my brothers, too? My ma?”
“They’re fine.” The Bone Gang—this man—had slaughtered a marshal and her posse. People Enoch had ridden with on occasion. Good men and women, dead and moldering in the ground thanks to Neil Sabot and his rotten friends. Given that, he found he couldn’t summon up much in the way of regret over Sabot’s impending death. “Where are the rest of your gang, Sabot?”
“Go to hell. I ain’t telling you.” A wracking cough seized Sabot, and agony twisted his face. His mouth opened, as if he wanted to cry out, but couldn’t do anything but cough. When the fit passed and he fell back, blood speckled his lips. “I might be dying, but I won’t tell a lawman nothing.”
“You haven’t heard my offer yet.” Enoch put away his gun. “I’m guessing either you’ve run through all the pain hexes your ma had on hand, or she was too poor to afford any to start with. I’ve got some in my saddle bags. They won’t save your life, but they will make your passing easier.”
Sabot licked his bloody lips. “Go to hell.”
“If you tell me the Bone Gang’s plans, I’ll also forget about the fact your ma and brothers aided and abetted wanted criminals.” Enoch folded his arms over his chest. “Let alone tried to murder an officer of the law. Stay silent and I’ll be back with a posse to arrest all of them. Even if the courts decide to let your ma go, on the theory she was just protecting her sons, she’ll lose the ranch to the lawyer’s fees.” Enoch paused to let the threat sink in. “Is that what you want? Your brothers in jail, your ma with no roof over her head?”
“Fuck you,” Sabot snarled. He might have cursed more, but another bout of coughing came over him. When it finally finished, he fell back against the pillows.
“I want your word,” he said. “If I tell you what Mason’s aiming to do, you walk away and leave my family alone.”
Enoch nodded. “You have my word.”
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“So they really mean to rob a train?” Rafael asked as they settled around the campfire that evening. “That’s ambitious, even for Mason Bone.”
They’d untied Mrs. Sabot, given her Enoch’s pain hexes, and then high-tailed it out of there before she could release any of the brothers who might be inclined to revenge. Rafael kept a lookout from above for anyone following them, but it seemed the Sabot clan had decided not to push their luck any further. While they traveled, Enoch gave Rafael the basics of what Sabot told him.
Enoch tended the horse, while Rafael built a small campfire and heated some frijoles and tortillas. Cowboy fare, but it would keep their bellies full. Coyotes yipped and called in the distance. The sky stretched velvety black overhead. Enoch drew a deep breath of the night air that smelled of mesquite and the smoke of their fire.
“That’s what Sabot said, and I don’t see why he’d lie. Sending me to chase my tail would only bring me back on his ma later.” Enoch left the horse and sat down by Rafael.
“When and where is this train they mean to rob?” Rafael passed Enoch a tortilla. 
“Tomorrow is the when, and the one o’clock train from Bitterwood to Resurrection Ridge is the where. According to Sabot, it’s carrying the payroll for the silver mine in Resurrection Ridge. Tens of thousands of dollars.”
“That’s a lot of money.” Rafael frowned. “It’ll be in a safe, behind both hexes and locks. They must have some kind of plan.”
“Or a man on the inside, the way they did with the bank.” When Rafael looked away quickly, Enoch winced. “I’m sorry. You said he was a friend.”
“He was.” Rafael sighed. “Just a naïve young man who thought the life he had was too constrictive. I’m sure working with outlaws sounded very glamorous to him.”
Something about the wistfulness in his tone made Enoch ask, “Were you…?”
“Sí.”
No wonder Rafael had been willing to bond in order to get revenge. “I’m sorry.”
Rafael shrugged, a ripple of graceful movement. “So am I. You were talking about the train.”
“Right. According to Sabot, they’ll board the train in Bitterwood. They’ll all be disguised as ordinary travelers.”
A frown creased Rafael’s handsome face. “And then what?”
“I assume they’ll wait until they’re between stations to make their move. Sabot didn’t seem clear on the details.” Enoch finished off his dinner and licked his fingers. “By that time, he was coughing up a fair amount of blood. I don’t know if he was clear on very much of anything other than drowning in his own fluids.”
“Hell of a way to go.”
“True enough.” Enoch hesitated. The firelight gilded Rafael’s handsome face, flames reflected in his burnt umber eyes. “With every robbery, you risk going the same.”
Rafael let out a soft snort. “Are you going to talk me into abandoning my wicked ways?”
“No sense in not trying, so long as I’ve got your attention.”
Rafael leaned back, stretching out long, denim-clad legs. “What about you? Chasing down hardened criminals isn’t exactly conducive to a long life.”
“I suppose not.” Enoch stretched out as well, so their legs almost, but not quite, touched. The stars burned above them, too many to count. An owl hooted a mournful note, then fell silent. “My brother is a cowboy, and my sisters married cowboys. One of them teaches at a school, while she waits for him to come back from the trail.”
“Not the life for you?” Rafael shifted his leg, so his ankle pressed against Enoch’s. “The cowboy part, I mean.”
Enoch’s heart began to beat faster. The heat of the day had vanished with the sun, the air crisp and cool everywhere except where Rafael touched him. “No. Herding cattle, working a ranch, day after day…and no one is going to promote a black man to foreman, so the best I could hope for was someday running the chuck wagon. So I took the test for witch potential and scored high. There aren’t many immediate jobs for a witch with no familiar, so I signed on with the US Marshals. The pay is nice, and I get to travel and meet people.” He turned his head to look at Rafael. “I met you.”
A challenging little smile played across Rafael’s lips. “Is that a good thing, brujo?”
“It’s had its moments,” Enoch allowed. “What do you think?”
“I think we’ve spent too much time talking, and not enough time doing other things we might.”
Rafael’s eyes gleamed wicked and hot in the firelight. There’d been something between them from the moment they’d met, when the familiar hadn’t hesitated to look Enoch up and down. Still.
“What about the teller the gang killed?” Enoch asked. He didn’t want to take advantage of a grieving man.
Rafael wound strong fingers in Enoch’s coat, tugging him closer. “It wasn’t like this.”
“And what is this?”
“Loco,” Rafael said, and kissed him.
Rafael tasted of smoke and beans. Enoch returned the kiss with interest, rolling onto his side and throwing an arm over Rafael. The bandit’s long thighs pressed against Enoch’s, and his black hair felt like silk when Enoch slid his fingers into it.
“Spread out the bedrolls, before things get too far along,” Rafael suggested when they broke apart. His orange-brown eyes almost glowed in the firelight, desire darkening his cheeks.
Enoch nodded mutely. They spread out their blankets beside each other, on the softest bit of ground they could find, before coming together again. Rafael kissed him, deep and hungry, his fingers tightening on Enoch’s shoulders. “Been wanting to do this since I met you,” the familiar murmured. “How’s the arm?”
“A touch sore, but nothing too bad. Just don’t knock the bandage loose and it’ll be fine.” Enoch pulled away, long enough to tug his boots off. Rafael did the same; then they both reached for one another, fumbling with buttons, laughing at their own clumsiness. Enoch fanned his hands over Rafael’s flanks, skin warm beneath his fingers. He bent his head to one dark brown nipple. Rafael gasped, back arching at the scrape of teeth over sensitive flesh. The dusty scent of feathers rose from his heated body. Enoch breathed deep.
Rafael pulled away and shucked off his trousers. Enoch did the same, but paused to look at Rafael. “You’re a sight,” he said admiringly. The firelight gilded Rafael’s copper-brown skin, a play of light and shadow outlining every curve of muscle and bone. His cock jutted out from the dark nest of curls, as if asking to be sucked. Enoch meant to oblige.
“You’re not so bad yoursel—oh!” Rafael’s words cut off when Enoch wrapped his mouth around his prick. Rafael tasted good, sweat and musk and a bitter tang. Enoch closed his eyes and set himself to work, teasing the veins with his tongue, nearly letting the head slip from his lips, then sliding down again. Rafael swore, a long stream of Spanish loosed into the cold night air.
With one last lick, Enoch left off and stretched out by Rafael. “Tell me what you want, querido,” Rafael said, rolling toward him. Their pricks rubbed together, sending a swell of pleasure along Enoch’s nerves.
“Been a while since I had a good buggering.” Enoch ran his hand along Rafael’s cock. “Feel like giving me one?”
Rafael grinned. “Oh, I do indeed. Let me get the oil.”
Enoch lay back and pulled his legs up. Excitement made every inch of skin feel incredibly sensitive: he was aware of the chilly air nipping at his toes, the slight scratchiness of the blanket. Rafael returned, then bent over, kissing Enoch’s chest, trailing down his belly, to give a long teasing lick to his cock. Enoch tightened his hands in the blankets. “Want you,” he panted.
And maybe it was stupid to sleep with a bandit, even one he was working with. No matter what happened with the Bone Gang tomorrow, Enoch had already decided he’d return Rafael’s warrant. Some other ranger could chase him down, but Enoch couldn’t bring himself to turn in the man who had helped him so selflessly.
“I want you, too,” Rafael murmured. His heated gaze scraped over Enoch again. Then he poured oil over his fingers and pressed one to Enoch’s passage.
It had been too long; he’d missed this so much. He didn’t bother to suppress a groan as Rafael twisted and pressed, adding more fingers and sending sparks of pleasure racing through Enoch’s cock.
Then the fingers were gone, replaced by the blunt head of Rafael’s prick, hard and insistent against him. Enoch breathed out, struggling to relax as Rafael pushed his way inside.
“Dios,” Rafael gasped. He paused for a moment, buried deep and obviously struggling for control. “What you do to me.”
He began to move again, long, slow strokes. Enoch watched his face avidly, hand on his own aching prick. Sweat glistened on Rafael’s shoulders, his plump lips parted, hungry. His fingers gripped Enoch’s hips with almost bruising strength, and he began to move faster, harder.
“Yes,” Enoch said with a groan. Each thrust sent new waves of pleasure through him, and he stroked his cock in time. “Hell, Rafael, I’m going to come.”
“Do it,” Rafael ordered, his voice husky. “I want to see—”
Enoch shuddered, body clenching as ecstasy broke over him like a shattering wave. Rafael let out a hoarse cry, like a hawk’s, burying himself deep with a snap of the hips as he tumbled over the edge of his own climax.
The silence of the desert night returned, broken only by the distant coyotes, the hiss of wind over sand, and their own rough breaths. Rafael collapsed beside him, flinging an arm over Enoch’s chest. Enoch pulled him close; they kissed a few times, softly now.
“That was good,” Rafael said after a little while. “We’re good. Together, I mean.”
“Better than good,” Enoch replied. But Rafael’s words reminded him there was no together. Not for long, at any rate. Not after they stopped—or failed to stop—the Bone Gang.
After that, Rafael would disappear back into the desert once again. Except this time, he’d take a piece of Enoch’s heart with him.
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They reached the dusty little town of Bitterwood the next morning. Enoch headed straight for the sheriff’s office…only to have his hopes dashed within moments of arrival.
“A gang of horse thieves struck last night,” explained the clerk in the small shop next to the empty jail. “The sheriff rounded up a posse and set out before dawn, hoping to catch them.”
“So much for that idea,” Rafael said as they stepped back out into the street. “I suppose we’re on our own.”
Enoch tugged the brim of his hat down to shade his eyes. His original plan had been to enlist the help of the sheriff and his men, wait for the gang to show up at the train station, then arrest them. If he tried to do such a thing on his own, he might prevent them from boarding—but only at the cost of a shootout, and possibly the lives of innocents. Not to mention at least some of the gang would likely get away.
He stood lost in thought for a long moment. Only one possibility presented itself. “All right. I’m going to board the train along with them, disguised as an ordinary passenger.”
Rafael’s eyes widened. “That sounds dangerous.”
The familiar was probably right, but Enoch wasn’t going to let on. “If I could be sure the conductor isn’t working with them…but I can’t. I’ll try to get the drop on the gang before or just after they get the baggage car open. If I can lock them inside, there’s not much they can do until we reach Resurrection Ridge.”
“I’m hearing a lot of ‘if this’ and ‘try that.’”
“I know, but…I can’t let them get away.” Enoch stared blindly across the street at the dry goods store. “They murdered marshals I knew, good men and women. This might be the only chance to stop the Bone Gang. I have to take it.”
Rafael scuffed at the dirt with his boot. “I understand.”
“You don’t have to go with me.” The thought of saying good-bye made Enoch’s heart ache. Which was damn foolish. “I know you want your revenge, but as you said, my plan isn’t the safest.” He swallowed. “I won’t tell anyone I saw you. Or where your hideout is. I suppose that doesn’t make me a very good lawman, but so be it.” 
Rafael arched a brow. “To hell with revenge. Do you actually think I’d let you face the Bone Gang without me?”
Enoch grinned, not sure whether he was relieved to have someone at his back, or just glad Rafael would be by his side a little longer. “Thank you. I’m glad for your help.”
Rafael offered him a slow smile that heated his blood. “What can I say, brujo? I have a weakness for impossible odds and handsome lawmen. Now, how are we going to get on the train without being spotted? I can take hawk form, but they know your face.”
“Trust me,” Enoch said, “by the time I’m done, my own mother wouldn’t recognize me.”
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Enoch hung well back from the platform as the train pulled in.
A few purchases at the general store and a visit to the barber had left him with what he hoped to be a passable disguise. He’d changed out of his rougher clothes and into a neat suit and shiny black shoes, free of any trail dust. A few swipes of the barber’s razor above his forehead created the illusion of a receding hairline. With the addition of a Gladstone bag, in which he’d hidden his other clothes, he looked the very image of a salesman. A heavy dousing of cologne would hopefully confuse the dog familiar, should she catch his scent.
Rafael perched on his shoulder in hawk form, the suit saved from his talons by a leather cape. If anyone asked, Enoch was a witch traveling west with a bag full of sample hexes to sell to firms in California. Enoch doubted they would bother; he’d taken pains to make himself appear as dull as possible.
Rafael was the only flaw in that; he was a beautiful hawk, and naturally would attract some attention. But with any luck, eyes would be drawn to him, and away from Enoch. It helped that the gang had only seen Enoch from a distance; with the change of clothes and hair, and the distraction of Rafael, they would hopefully overlook him should they glance in his direction.
Once the crowd was at its largest, with passengers getting off and on alike, Enoch approached the train and handed the conductor their tickets. 
The conductor glanced at Rafael. “Do you have a hood and jesses for your familiar?” he asked.
Rafael’s talons dug in. Anger flashed through Enoch like a wildfire, and he only kept from snarling by dint of reminding himself they couldn’t afford to attract any attention. “Not necessary,” he said in clipped tones.
Something of his fury must have escaped, because the conductor said, “It’s just that it reassures the other passengers. Being in such close quarters and all. I’ll let you on, but keep him on your shoulder.”
“I will,” Enoch said, the words bitter on his tongue. “Thank you, sir.”
“What an asshole,” he thought in Rafael’s direction while the conductor punched the tickets.
“You’ll get no argument from me.”
Enoch headed into the second class car. He’d hoped the gang would either wait to board until last, or be too busy settling to so much as glance his way, but this time luck wasn’t with him. Four of the gang members sat right at the front of the car: Jackson, a hulking man known for his strength and cruelty; the witch Garcia; her dog familiar; and Mason Bone himself.
Which left one missing. Their hexwoman, Lyne. Had she gone to another car for some reason?
Enoch kept his face neutral, watching the four gang members out of the corner of his eye as he shuffled past. Three paid him no mind, but Bone’s eyes went to Rafael.
Then they were past. Enoch settled into one of the seats closer to the back of the car, unfolded a newspaper he’d purchased at the depot, and pretended to read. Rafael hunched low on his shoulder, as though reading it along with him.
“I don’t think they recognized you,” Rafael said through the partial bond. His talons tightened on the leather cape. “What next?”
“We’ll wait for the train to get underway, then take a look at the baggage car. No one on board will have the keys to the safe—those will be in the hands of the bank agent in Resurrection Ridge—so they must have some way of getting inside.”
“Dynamite?”
“Maybe, though that wouldn’t be safe, unless they mean to uncouple the car. Which they might.” Enoch considered. “If there’s any way to conceal ourselves, or at least you, near the baggage car, we’ll do that and ambush them when they’re at their most distracted.”
Rafael shifted from one foot to the other. The dusty scent of his feathers filled Enoch’s nose, and he felt an unexpected rush of affection toward the hawk familiar.
Maybe Rafael would agree to testify against the Bone Gang. Enoch might be able to convince the prosecutor to drop the charges against Rafael in exchange, if he promised to find more honest work. Perhaps this didn’t have to be the end, after all.
“Lot of holes in this plan, brujo,” Rafael said at last. “But I don’t have a better one.”
Enoch kept an eye on the four outlaws, while he pretended to read the paper. None of them betrayed the slightest nervousness, nor any interest in their fellow passengers. Garcia and Bone chatted, though of course Enoch couldn’t hear what they said, while Jackson stared out the window, watching the landscape slip past as the train built up to speed. Smoke from the engine streamed past, carrying with it soot and sparks. Unlike the first class car, the second class windows weren’t hexed against the smoke, and the woman seated in front of Enoch muttered angrily and tugged her hat closer to protect her face from any soot. 
Once Bitterwood was an hour or so behind them, Enoch stood up. The conductor had vanished into the first class compartment, and no one gave him so much as a glance when he let himself out the back of the second class compartment.
The door to the baggage car would surely be locked. He put his hand to it anyway…and it opened at his touch.
Enoch swore and drew his pistol. Had some careless employee left the door unlocked and the alarm hex unset? Or was this part of the gang’s plan?
He stepped cautiously into the car. High, narrow windows let in enough light to see by. The passengers’ baggage was stored to either side—along with a very large iron safe, several mailbags, and a crate addressed to Dr. Wallington’s Hex Emporium.
The hexes alone might be worth stealing, not to mention the payroll in the safe. So far, it all seemed untouched, but the unlocked door worried Enoch. At least one of the railroad employees had to be working with the gang.
Enoch stepped further into the car, searching for any signs of disturbance. As he did so, he heard a step behind him.
He spun, pistol raised, and found none other than Mason Bone in the doorway. Bone held a gun of his own, leveled at Enoch.
“Put down your weapon,” Enoch ordered. “Deputy US Federal Marshal Enoch Bright, Magical Law Enforcement Division.”
“Well, well. A Hexas Ranger.” Bone grinned, but he bent down slowly and laid his weapon on the car’s floor as ordered. “You’re keeping strange company these days, Rafael.”
Enoch stiffened, felt Rafael’s talons clamp down on his shoulder through the leather. “What?”
“Oh, he didn’t tell you, lawman?” Bone’s eyes widened with false surprise. “Rafael helped me start the gang in the first place.”



XIV.
 
Rafael dropped from Enoch’s shoulder and took human form. “Mason, don’t.”
Enoch’s heart hammered, but he made certain his gun hand stayed steady. “You said the gang killed your lover. The bank teller.”
Bone’s laughter rang through the car. “Is that what this liar told you? Oh no, lawman. My bedroll’s the only one Rafael was warming.”
Rafael stared at the floor, shame written for all to see across his features. Bitterness curled through Enoch’s veins like rattler poison. He’d known all along Rafael wasn’t telling him the whole truth. He’d never imagined this, though.
“Did you really think I wouldn’t recognize your hawk form?” Bone went on. “After everything we went through together? You should’ve stayed with us, Rafael. I can’t believe you threw in your lot with a ranger.”
“Unlike you, he’s not a cold-blooded killer,” Rafael snapped.
“It doesn’t matter.” Enoch had to focus on apprehending the gang. If he could take Bone himself hostage, the rest would surely fall into line. “Get the cuffs out of my bag, Rafael. Mason Bone, you’re under arrest for the murder of—”
The door behind Enoch burst open. He turned, just in time to see the train’s brakeman step in from the caboose, swinging a shovel at his head.
It struck him, bouncing off his shoulder and catching a glancing blow to the back of his skull. He stumbled, and the second blow hit his arm, numbing his fingers so that his pistol fell. Bone took advantage of the distraction to scoop up his own weapon.
For an instant, Rafael seemed frozen. Then, in a flash of light, he was on the wing. Before Bone could pull the trigger, the hawk flapped through the two open doors, into the caboose—and out a window.



XV.
 
The brakeman secured Enoch’s wrists with his own cuffs, while Bone trained a gun on him. “We can’t risk the sound of a gunshot bringing the conductor before we’re ready,” Bone said to the brakeman. “Now that he’s secure, help me drag him to the caboose and throw him off the train.”
The brakeman’s eyes widened. “Like hell I well! I ain’t going to swing for the murder of a Hexas Ranger. Robbery’s one thing, but we kill him and the law will dog us for the rest of our days.”
For a moment, Enoch thought Bone might just shoot the brakeman instead. But he must have been serious about not wanting to alert the conductor yet, because he only shoved the handcuff key in his pocket. “Have it your way. Tie his feet then. He’ll be secure enough in here until we’re ready for him.”
Once Bone was satisfied Enoch couldn’t easily escape, both men left the car. Locked up alone, hands and feet bound, Enoch slumped against the floor. The vibration of the train seemed to rattle his very bones, and he shut his eyes against it.
He had to get free somehow, but with his hands cuffed behind him, he didn’t know how he would even get out of the baggage car, let alone stop the gang. Likely Bone meant to make short work of him—and the brakeman, and anyone else who might be able to identify the gang as the ones behind the robbery.
And Rafael?
Likely Rafael was already ten miles away, flying as fast as possible in the opposite direction. Bitterness stung Enoch’s throat. If the hawk had only told him…
Why had he imagined a bandit, even a Gentleman Bandit who carried no bullets in his gun, would tell a lawman the entire truth? Enoch had known from the beginning it would be stupid to get too close to Rafael, and yet he’d still started to fall for the man.
What an idiot he was.
So why had Rafael offered to help him find the gang in the first place? Enoch rolled over onto his back and stared at the ceiling of the baggage car, as if the answer might be written there. Rafael wasn’t a hardened killer, not like Bone. Had the murder of the teller woken him to Bone’s true nature? He’d left the gang, fled to the territories, and…
And helped Enoch when he’d needed it. Offered to bond, if that was what it took to stop the gang. Agreed to come onto this train, even though he surely knew the risks better than anyone.
He’d run at the end, but Enoch wasn’t sure he could blame Rafael for the abandonment. What else was he supposed to do, unarmed and with a gun pointed at him? Declare he’d rather die alongside a lawman he’d known for all of two days, and slept with once?
There came an odd thump from the direction of the caboose. Enoch sat up, every nerve alert. A moment later, the rear door swung open. A figure stood there, shovel in hand and the brakeman slumped in the caboose behind him.
“Miss me?” Rafael asked.



XVI.
 
“You came back?” Enoch asked. His heart, which had been a lead weight in his chest, suddenly seemed lighter than air.
“I never left.” Rafael tossed down the shovel and came into the car. “I hid on the roof of the caboose, until I could get the drop on the brakeman.” He tried to grin, but it wavered, uncertain. “I’m good at that, if you recall.”
I’m glad to see you, Enoch longed to say. Or: I can’t believe you didn’t leave me. Instead, he only stretched out his legs. “I don’t suppose you’re good at knots too?”
Rafael’s grin faded, and he knelt by Enoch’s feet. “I need to apologize,” he said, dark head bent over his work to hide his face.
“Damned right you do.” Enoch lay back and stared at the ceiling again. He didn’t know if he was angry or glad, or some combination in between. “If you’d told me from the start, I wouldn’t have walked on the train with you perched on my shoulder where anyone could see. Why the devil did you think Bone wouldn’t recognize your hawk form?”
“I don’t know!” Rafael exclaimed. “Most people can’t tell one hawk from another. Why would he be any different?”
“Because he knew you well?” Enoch shook his head. “You risked our lives by not saying anything to me.”
“I know.” Rafael’s voice trembled, and Enoch lifted his head again. Rafael’s black hair concealed his expression. “But…I was ashamed. I didn’t realize what a pendejo Mason is, not at first. Or maybe I just overlooked it.” He shook his head. “I helped them break into that bank. The teller was my friend, I didn’t lie about that. I brought him into it. When Mason shot him…his blood went everywhere, Enoch. I didn’t realize people had so much blood in them.”
The anguish in his voice tugged at Enoch’s heart. Rafael had described the teller as a naïve young man, but perhaps it had been himself he’d truly spoken of. “You’re not the first man to be cockstruck,” he said at last. “I’m not angry because you had the bad taste to fall into bed with someone like Mason, though Lord knows why you would.”
“I was on my own.” Raw misery coated Rafael’s words. “I told you before—my kind of hawk needs a pack. I thought…I thought that’s what Mason had to offer. A place to belong. I was so stupid.” He shook his head. “It was my fault Alfred—the teller—died. If I hadn’t agreed to bring him in on it, he wouldn’t have been there that day. When he died, instead of doing the right thing, I ran like a coward. I knew Mason wouldn’t stop killing, but I flew away and hid, and so everything they did after was my fault too.”
“It wasn’t.” No wonder Rafael had done everything he could to get Enoch to help. He wasn’t looking for revenge, but atonement. “Bone’s sins are on him, not you.”
“I should have told you, but I didn’t want you to think I was like Mason or the rest. I wanted you to think well of me.” The ropes fell free, and Rafael sat back on his heels. “I’m so sorry. I truly didn’t believe he’d know me in hawk form.”
Enoch struggled into a sitting position. Rafael must have been desperately lonely, to fall in with the likes of Mason Bone. “I understand,” he said gently.
“There’s still time to fix things, though, isn’t there?” Rafael looked suddenly vulnerable, afraid, and Enoch found he wanted to put his arms around Rafael and draw him close.
“We’ll stop them.” He tugged uselessly on the hand cuffs. “Bone took the key, so you’ll need to look around for something to cut through these. There ought to be an ax in the caboose, on the same wall as the shovel was stored.”
Rafael bit his lip. “Or I could look through that crate headed for the hex emporium. I’d bet good money there are unlocking hexes in there.”
“They wouldn’t ship them charged,” Enoch said with a shake of his head. “The emporium’s witch and familiar will do it whenever a sale is made, not before.”
“Right.” Rafael drew in a deep breath. “I know you turned me down before. Because you didn’t think I wanted to bond with you, not really.” He swallowed nervously. “And I didn’t. But we’ve had time to work together, and I think…I think we could really be something, you and me. Something amazing.”
Enoch took a deep breath. He didn’t think Rafael was lying, not this time.
Bonding might make it easier to get out of here, true. But they’d be connected for the rest of their lives, no matter what else happened. A lawman and a bandit. An ex-member of the Bone Gang.
The other rangers might look down on him for it. Bonding with an outlaw.
But it wouldn’t be with an outlaw. It would be with Rafael. Rafael, with his quick grin and beautiful eyes. With his regrets and his strange sense of honor, and his refusal to carry bullets in his damned gun.
“Are you going to say anything?” Rafael asked, his tone betraying his fear. “Or just stare at me in horror?”
Enoch swallowed. “It’s not horror. Come here.”
Rafael frowned in puzzlement, but drew nearer. When he was in reach, Enoch leaned forward and kissed him.
For a moment, Rafael’s lips were still against his—then the familiar kissed him back. His arms went around Enoch’s shoulders, clinging to him.
The train lurched. The car swayed and leaned as the train took a sharp curve, and baggage tumbled free. Rafael let out a startled cry and tightened his hold on Enoch.
“What the hell is the engineer doing up there?” Rafael demanded. “Any faster and he would have derailed us!”
Enoch’s throat went dry. “There’s no curve like that on this line.” His eyes met Rafael’s puzzled orange-brown gaze. “It’s the work of the Bone Gang. Their hexwoman wasn’t on board—she must have gone ahead and tampered with a switch. We’ve been diverted onto a spur. They aren’t just stealing the baggage car. They’re stealing the whole damned train.”



XVII.
 
Rafael swore. Grabbing the shovel back up, he used it to wrench open the crate containing the uncharged hexes. They came packed in boxes, each labeled according to the brand. “Stomach hexes, pain hexes, sleeping hexes—damn it, come on,” he muttered, throwing them onto the floor. “There has to be…here!” He pulled out a cardboard package whose bright label read Throckmorton’s Key-less Solutions. To be sold to professional locksmiths or law enforcement only.
“Five dollars each?” Rafael exclaimed as he opened the box. “And they call me a bandit.”
“Never mind that,” Enoch said. “What do I do?”
“Just touch the hex and let the magic flow,” Rafael advised. “Here.”
He ducked behind Enoch, and a moment later, there came the scrape of paper against Enoch’s fingertips. “Go on—concentrate on the place you hear my voice when you look through my eyes.”
Enoch closed his own eyes, took a deep breath, and focused. He could feel Rafael on the other side of their partial bond, and the hex…
It was like a pot, waiting to be filled with water. Needing to be filled, maybe. And it was so easy just to let the magic flow…
Warmth settled behind his heart, a golden spot he knew was the bond sealing him to Rafael.
Rafael read the activation phrase aloud. “Throckmorton’s Key-less Solutions provides the best alternative to the discerning customer.”
The cuffs fell open.
Enoch shook the blood back into his hands, then turned and caught Rafael up in an embrace. Neither said anything, just held one another for a few moments, breathing deep.
If only they had more time. Enoch recalled the map of the area to his mind as best he could. There was an abandoned silver mine between Bitterwood and Resurrection Ridge; likely, the spur led to it. If so, they had perhaps another fifteen minutes before the train would start to slow. Maybe less.
“How many hexes can I charge without stripping you?” Enoch asked, letting go of Rafael. 
“Such sweet talk, brujo.” Rafael moved back reluctantly. “Three more without resting, maybe?”
“There’s no time to rest, and I need you on your feet.” Enoch surveyed the boxes, then chose three sleeping hexes. “These seem like they might be useful, depending on how strong they are.”
Rafael pursed his lips. “Right. Go ahead and charge them, then.”
It felt astonishingly easy to pull magic from his familiar and into the hexes. But when Enoch looked up, he found Rafael sagging against the locked safe. “Are you all right?”
Rafael nodded. “I didn’t really feel the effects of the first one, but altogether…” He waved a hand as Enoch moved closer. “I’m fine. Just a bit worn. But we don’t really have time for a nap, so.” He straightened. “What’s the plan?”
“The gang will have made their move by now,” Enoch said. “There’s no way the passengers won’t have realized something is wrong, let alone the conductor. Someone in the engine must be in on it as well—the fireman, most likely, since a scheme like this wouldn’t be worth the engineer’s career. We’ll need to make our way forward, if—”
The door in the direction of the second class carriage swung open. Jackson stepped through, gun drawn but hanging low. At the sight of them, his eyes widened, and he started to bring the weapon to bear.
Not fast enough. Enoch and Rafael both seized him, Rafael clinging to his gun arm, while Enoch pressed the sleeping hex into the outlaw’s beefy neck. “Doctor Somnolus Guarantees a Good Night’s Sleep!” Enoch shouted.
Jackson swooned, then went to his knees, before collapsing to the floor altogether.
“Stupid commercial hexes,” Enoch muttered. “Federal hexmen use a one-word activation phrase.”
“At least they work,” Rafael said. He picked up Jackson’s gun and handed it to Enoch.
Enoch checked to make sure a bullet was chambered. “Let’s go.”



XVIII.
 
The second class car was empty, save for the abandoned belongings of the passengers: hats, parasols, a few toys. Enoch frowned, but Rafael said, “I’m guessing they herded everyone into the first class car to make it easier to keep an eye on them all at once. And to make it easier to rob the passengers—Mason holds them at gunpoint, while Garcia and her familiar gather the loot.”
“And Jackson comes back to take care of me,” Enoch said grimly. “All right. Can you go out a window to the roof again?”
“I can. Why?”
“You go to the front of the first class car. I’ll come in through the rear.”
“And we’ll catch them in between.” Rafael nodded. “It’s not a bad idea. Not a good idea, mind you, just not a bad one in the circumstances.”
Enoch stepped up to Rafael, pulled him close, and kissed him softly. “Be careful.”
“You too, querido. I haven’t found you just to lose you now.” Rafael gave his hand a squeeze, then stepped away. A moment later, he was gone.
Enoch took a deep breath and forced himself to put aside all fear. The Bone Gang wouldn’t hesitate so close to their goal, which meant he couldn’t afford to either.
He slipped through the second class car as quietly as possible. Then, taking a deep breath, he flung open the door to the first class car.
“Hexas Rangers!” he shouted. “Put your hands up.”
The car was packed with bodies, most of them pressed to either side, leaving an aisle in the center. A silver serving tray, engraved with the railroad’s logo, lay on the floor just inside. The conductor and a porter stood hostage among the passengers. The witch Garcia and her familiar both held bags in front of them, into which the passengers were dropping their valuables. 
And directly across from Enoch, his back to the door in the front of the car, stood Bone, gun in hand.
Enoch dove to one side, even as the look on Bone’s face registered as murderous. The gunshot was painfully loud inside the car, as were the screams of the panicked passengers. Enoch flattened himself into the porter’s station, though its cover was scant indeed.
The familiar dropped her bag and shifted into dog shape. Her lips drew back, revealing sharp white teeth, and she charged at Enoch. He couldn’t shoot, not without risking the very people he was here to save.
He dropped the gun and snatched up the silver platter. Bringing it around with all his strength, he slammed it into the side of the dog’s head. The familiar staggered. He hit her again, then dropped the tray and slapped a sleeping hex to her brindled hide. She collapsed on the last word of the long activation phrase.
“Polly!” Garcia cried, and fired.
Bone shot, as well. Enoch pressed himself back into the station, the thin wall separating it from the passengers splintering under the impact of the bullets. Where the devil was Rafael?
The door at the front of the car opened, and Rafael threw himself bodily on Bone, locking his arms around the gang leader’s neck. Bone tried to twist his arm back with the obvious intention of shooting Rafael off him. Rafael took advantage and sank his teeth into Bone’s wrist. 
Bone let out a strangled cry and staggered backward, out the open door. The wind whipped in, past the back of the coal car and onto the platform at the front of the passenger car. Bone’s gun fell from his hand to the exposed platform, only to be kicked off as the two men struggled.
Their battle distracted the witch, and she turned to help Bone, putting her back momentarily to Enoch. He tackled her from behind, slamming into her legs just as she started to turn toward him. Her gun went flying—and a moment later, other bodies piled on as the nearest passengers joined in their own rescue.
“Use this,” Enoch said, thrusting out the last sleeping hex toward a burly miner. He stumbled to his feet—then froze.
Bone had freed himself from Rafael’s grip. Maybe if Rafael had been at his full strength, he would have been able to evade his former lover. Instead, one of Bone’s hands wrapped around Rafael’s neck, holding him pinned against the iron rail, while the other yanked Rafael’s pistol free.
“Drop the gun, lawman,” Bone ordered, pressing the bore of the gun to Rafael’s head. “Or I’ll splatter his brains all over the landscape.”
Enoch’s hands went cold. The train was still in motion; if Bone took it into his head to throw Rafael over the side, he’d be killed beneath the wheels. The thought made the breath seize in Enoch’s chest, turned his blood to ice.
Enoch carefully held up his gun, pointing it skyward, even as he stepped closer to Bone. Not too fast, though. If he spooked Bone too soon, it would all be over for Rafael. “Let’s talk this out like rational men.”
“Maybe I’ll be doing you a favor by shooting him.” Bone cocked the hammer back. “I know Rafael, and he’s a sneaky coward if there ever was one. He stabbed me in the back, and he’ll do the same to you.”
“You don’t know anything about me, Mason,” Rafael gasped past the hand pressed against this throat. “If you did, you’d know my gun isn’t loaded.”
“But mine is,” Enoch said, and fired.
The bullet took Bone through the shoulder. He yelled in pain, stepped back—and tripped over Rafael’s long legs. He hit the rail hard—then toppled over with a scream. Something thumped loudly beneath the train. Then there was only silence.
Rafael slumped, rubbing his throat and coughing. Enoch ran to him. “Are you all right?”
“I think so.” He swallowed and reached for Enoch.
Enoch caught him up. They clung together even as the train began to slow. “We did it, sweetheart,” Enoch whispered in his ear. “It’s over.”
Rafael pulled back and offered Enoch a tentative smile. “I’d like to think it’s just beginning.”
Enoch laughed and kissed him. “That it is.”



XIX.
 
“Jackson, Garcia, and Polly will be returned to Texas to stand trial for murder,” Enoch said as he stepped off the porch of the telegraph office in Resurrection Ridge. “Lyne worked the switch to divert the train, as we guessed. The sheriff back in Bitterwood arrested her just yesterday.”
Rafael leaned against the porch railing, by the hitching post where Enoch had tied up the horse. It had been a week since the attack on the train. The fireman and brakeman had given up immediately upon learning the Bone Gang were either dead or captured. None of the passengers had been harmed, and the only loss to cargo was the four hexes he and Rafael had used.
They’d stayed a good part of the first day in bed, though not much of that had been spent resting. Since then, waiting on word from the officials in Texas had left them cooling their heels in Resurrection Ridge. They’d put the time to good use: learning how to work together as familiar and witch, as well as getting to know one another in other ways.
Rafael’s orange-brown eyes filled with uncertainty. “And did you hear from your superiors? About…the other matter?”
Enoch unhitched the horse. “Walk with me.”
Rafael fell in beside him as they headed for the edge of town. The late light found traces of rufous deep within the locks of his black hair. Just the sight of him made Enoch’s heart swell. 
“You know I won’t give you up,” Enoch said. “I’d rather have you than be a ranger any day.”
Rafael’s shoulders slumped. “They didn’t agree to your proposal, then. I’m still a wanted man.”
Enoch let the moment draw out…then grinned. “Oh, no, they agreed completely. I just wanted to make sure you knew how I felt.”
Rafael swatted at Enoch. “You utter bastard!”
Enoch laughed and danced out of reach. “Your testimony in exchange for a pardon. Which clears you to join the US Marshals officially. We’ll be leading our own posse in a month.”
Rafael shook his head. “Me, hunting down criminals.” He hesitated. “Does that make me a hypocrite?”
“You always wanted to help people. The way you went about it was…unorthodox,” Enoch allowed. “But we can choose our warrants. I want you to decide which we take.”
Rafael’s eyes widened. “You…what?”
Enoch shrugged. “I figure that way, you can be sure we’re helping the most people. Prioritizing those criminals who hurt ordinary folks. It might not be as glamorous as being the Gentleman Bandit, true, but—”
Rafael silenced him with a kiss. “No. It’s perfect.” He softened. “Thank you. For giving this hawk what he needed most. A place to belong.”
“The pleasure’s all mine, love.” Enoch returned the kiss. “You were right, you know. On the train.”
Rafael cocked his head, puzzled. “About what?”
“We really are something, you and me.” Enoch leaned his forehead against Rafael’s. “Something amazing.”
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