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“Oh, Willll!” the middle-aged but
voluptuous Nan called in sing-song fashion from her table next to
the saloon’s front window. “I think ya might want ta see this
parade.”

Will Morgan looked up from his
short inventory list. As if aware of the morning light’s cruelty,
the part-time soiled dove pushed her chair back until she sat in
shadow but could still see out the window. One hand held her
Oriental robe closed, the other habitually tucked at her unbrushed
hair. Like every other day, he’d have to remind her to tidy up
before she cooked the noon meal.

“I’ve got so much to do,
sweetheart!” He couldn’t resist the jovial sarcasm.

She rolled her eyes and waved him
over. “Quit with the jawin’ an’ git yore coat on. Thar’s visitors
come to this sorry end a’ nowhere. An’ I think thar comin’ ta see
you. Anyway, Ernie Koppel’s bringin’ ‘em ta this end a’
town.”

Grabbing his coat from the bar
top, Will strode to Nan’s shadowed vantage point. Squinting into
the bright summer morning, he watched the town’s gangling excuse
for a lawman escort a man and a woman down the middle of Horizon’s
only street.

The dark-suited man was not as
tall as Will, but carried himself with imposing confidence and
intensity that made him seem big. The cut of the clothes spoke of
wealth.

Surprisingly, the young woman’s
purposeful stride matched the man’s, yet seemed graceful. Her navy
blue traveling dress outlined the slender waist, full breasts, and
stiff shoulders. The hues of her porcelain face reminded him of his
mother’s favorite Opal broach. Sunlight danced off the thick,
coppery tresses prudishly entwined and pinned atop her head. He
blinked then frowned. Ladies of quality covered their heads and
protected their precious complexions. Her bonnet hung defiantly at
her shoulders by the ribboned bow pressing against the pulse of her
pale neck

A flush swept over him. He
coughed uncomfortably, dropped the coat onto Nan’s table, and began
to roll his sleeves down. The trio had stopped to stare up at his
sign.

“This is the only abomination in
Horizon?” The old man removed his flat-crowned hat and squinted up
at the sign that read ‘The Golden Promise.’ He mopped the sweat
from his brow before turning his fiery gray eyes on the slovenly
man standing beside him.

Savoring internal triumph, Ernie
Koppel switched his chewing tobacco to his other cheek, ducked his
head as if ashamed, and waved a careless hand toward the saloon
doors. “This is it, Cousin. Big fella, educated-like, name a’ Will
Morgan built the place six months ago. I can’t say I’ve had much
call to interfere. Handles the rowdies himself. Morgan doesn’t put
up with cursin’ an’ fightin’.”

“How righteous of him, Cousin
Ernest!” The acid in the daughter’s voice belied her genteel
appearance.

Koppel allowed his eyes a quick
excursion from the glittering gray eyes and pursed lips, down the
slender neck to her lush breasts confined in dark blue serge. He
imagined his fingers tugging her corset ties looser and
looser

“The wise blackguards of the
world prey upon the bodies and souls of the ignorant, Daughter.”
Staring at the batwing doors to the saloon, the father slapped his
hat over his thinning hair. This Morgan appears to prosper on the
degradation of his fellow man. He’s probably related to J. P.
Morgan, one of the most evil exploiters this nation has ever known.
And a young man I gladly escorted to the door of my bank. The
Devil’s own, I tell you. Bad blood and the spirit of the user
flowing hot and mighty until the mightier and more righteous shatter their power . . . freeing the
souls they have feasted upon!”

Koppel had to turn away to spit
his tobacco stream and hide the smile that threatened. Prososki
stepped out of his mercantile and the sun reflected off the
barber’s glasses as he and a customer jostled to see through the
shop’s front window. The scene was drawing the witnesses he needed.
Now, if Morgan would oblige them.

“Daughter, step into the overhang
shade and wait for us. Cousin Ernest and I will beard the lion’s
den and call forth—”

“The lion?” The tall,
sandy-haired man easily draped his arms over the parted batwings.
His casual stance and the lopsided smile beneath his dark mustache
fooled no one. His broad shoulders and lean body intentionally
blocked the entrance to his lair. The dark eyes of a hunter flicked
over the trio, lingering on the young woman. When her chin rose a
notch higher, he turned his attention to the town
sheriff.

“It’s only ten in the morning,
Ernie, and you’re out walking these hazardous streets?”

Koppel’s tobacco stream lacked
sincerity and trickled down his chin until his nervous hand wiped
it away. The lawman drew himself up straighter, glanced once more
at the few spectators, then arched a challenging
eyebrow.

“My cousin here . . . ah, second
cousin by marriage actually an’ his daughter arrived on the
Junction stage . . . the nine o’clock. I was just—”

“Showing them the sights and
Horizon has so many. I heard you say you were a banker, sir. Well,
we do have thriving businesses, ah, what four or five now,
Ernie?”

“I beg your pardon, young man,
but I am no longer a usurer. I have seen the light!”

“The clothes! I should have
guessed better! An evangelist come to save the wayward souls of us
West Texas folks! And we sure need saving, that we do. Why Ernie
here is tuckered out from arresting all the criminals rushing to
Horizon to take advantage of our wealth!”

“Your banter is wasted on me and
my daughter, Mr. Morgan. Our purpose is pure, our mission God’s
dictate.”

“Aw, I see.” The smile
disappeared and his eyes slitted.

Morgan stepped on through the
swinging doors. Koppel flinched, but the dark-suited man only
glared harder. His daughter lifted a brown, leather bound book to
her bosom as if to shield herself with it. He read ‘Temperance’
emblazoned in gold letters on the book cover. The headlines of last
week’s El Paso paper flashed across Will’s memory.

~

“Yes, I really see. You are Matthew Riley, the self-appointed
leader of the Western Temperance Movement. ‘The man who will rid
the struggling land of its worst enemy, liquor!’ What! No axes,
Miss Riley?”

Her almond-shaped eyes widened as
she shoved her precious book at arm’s length toward him. She wore
no gloves, another disregard for propriety. “My father needs no
weapons, sir!”

He walked toward her, his head
cocked as if puzzled by the book. Her bonnet’s ribboned bow bobbed
as she swallowed hard and shifted her stance. When he stopped, her
naked fingers held the volume barely an inch from his broad chest.
Her long, golden tipped lashes fluttered a moment before resolve
conquered nervousness. She threw her head back and met his gaze
squarely.

“His words, sir, are enough to shatter every bottle and
glass in your—”

Beyond the flinty surface of her
eyes, Will saw a question reach up toward him, a warm, haunting
query. A thrill streaked from his chest down his right arm. His
fingers carefully curled around hers until he held both the book
and the heat of her flesh and bone.

“In my lion’s den, Miss Riley?”
he whispered.

Jerking her hand and book away,
she stepped closer to her glowering father. “Your den of iniquity,
Mr. Morgan!”



Her father reached a comforting
arm around her and she let his staunch purpose stiffen her
strangely shaken resolve. “Come to hear his words tomorrow night,
sir. Before week’s end not one man of conscience will risk his soul
for one drop of the corruption you offer.”

Her Opal cheeks flushed peach. He
wondered if it was her fervor, the heat, or his intense stare. This
time he allowed his smile to reach his eyes. “I do love a
challenge, Miss Riley. After all, liquor and gambling are how I
prey on the bodies and souls of the ignorant . . . and reap the
benefits of their enjoyment.” He winked at her father. “Don’t
forget to point that out, Mr. Riley. I’m
sure none of these folks have figured it out yet.”

Will hesitated, then turned a
dangerously casual gaze on Koppel. “While you’re showing your
relatives the sights, don’t forget the cemetery. Ol’ Jack carved a
fine cross for Marie. That man’s the closest thing Horizon’s got to
an artist, wouldn’t you say, Ernie?”

“Are you threatening my cousin,
Mr. Morgan?” The imposing visitor took a step forward.

“No. I’m a simple man trying to
make an honest living in a peaceful town that’s just starting to
grow. I’m proud of what Horizon has to brag about, like Ol’ Jack’s
carvings. Right, Ernie?”

“Yep, that’s a fact, Will.”
Koppel swept his tobacco-stained finger under his hatband. “We’ll
walk out that way ‘afore supper, after the heat ‘a the day, for
sure. Ol’ Jack’s carvin’ is a wonder. Well, Cousin Matthew,
Constance, let’s . . . ah, get you settled at Missus
Hammel’s.”

“Be assured, Mr. Morgan, ” Riley
nodded stiffly. “My daughter speaks the truth. By the week’s end
you will need another source of livelihood. Cousin Ernest was quite
correct inviting us to stop here on our return east.”

As Koppel hurried the pair toward
the end of the short street and the small two story frame house
belonging to the Widow Hammel, Will Morgan considered the meeting
from start to finish. How could a worthless little weasel like
Koppel be related to the strength and quality of the Rileys? A
financier-turned-fanatic and his fire-breathing daughter. What else
had the article said? ‘He spoke to the heart of the family man and
the business man, while she appealed to the wives and mothers.’ And
Koppel had invited them to Horizon? Why?
The town wasn’t exactly wallowing in degradation. Their dog-lazy
sheriff talked more than worked! Why would
he ask for trouble? For that’s exactly what the article said the
Rileys created in every town they preached in. They attracted
people for miles around and incited near riots.

“Why me, Lord? Just when life was
finally getting simple again!” He smacked his palms against the
batwings and reentered the cool shadows of his once peaceful
world.

~

Constance lost count in her
repetitious crochet work. Carefully, she pulled out the loops of
white thread, until she reached the beginning of the fan-shaped
pattern. A noise across the room called her attention to her
father. Matthew Riley always practiced his speeches, but silently,
his lips mouthing the words, his eyes glazed with emotion, his
facial expressions animated, even his hands gesturing and an
occasional fist thumping the chair arm or table for
emphasis.

His lined face darkened in anger,
and his finger singled out someone in his “audience.” A chill
slithered down her back. Her hand crumpled the lacy handiwork
between her breasts. She tried to swallow the thickening in her
throat. The pointing finger, his entire arm, began to shake with
the power of his vehemence.

“Papa, it’s not his fault.”

Her words startled him, shattered
his illusion and his concentration. “What? What did you say,
Daughter?”

She nervously tried to smooth out
the wrinkled crocheting. “Watching you, II thought you were
practicing how you would accuse Mr. Morgan, but it became
more.”

“Leave it, Daughter. We’ve had
this conversation before.” He pushed himself from the chair and
began gathering his scattered notes.

“I know, but” She looked up with
hot tears swimming in her eyes, “you become so vicious, that it’s
not you. You become someone else, an avenger.”

“We will not talk about this, I
said!” He slammed the leatherbound book on his stack of papers.
“Every time, every . . . single . . . time I deliver this message
to one of them, I am closer to destroying their cruelty! On your
mother’s . . . On that woman’s grave,” His trembling voice dropped
to that vicious level she hated, “I will
wreak havoc on their souls! They cannot be allowed—”

“I know! I agree the sellers of
liquor must be stopped, but, Papa” The tears streamed down her face
as she held her hands out to him, “not at the price of your health, your soul’s
well-being. Stopping the sale is one thing, but destroying your own
soul is something else. Neither you nor Mr. Morgan killed
Mama.”

The father’s accusing stare
knifed into the daughter’s defiance. “How dare you!”

“No! No! I’m not judging you. I’m
frightened for you. The success of our movement has been built on
your controlled, persuasive powers. You have a reputation as a
businessman who understands human weakness, who can show the common
man how to conquer himself. Don’t lose everything now because of
some growing obsession with saloon owners. Fight Demon Rum, not Mr.
Morgan. Papa, he won’t tolerate insults.”

“I’m not afraid of
him.”

“I’m not either. But I am afraid
of Mama.”

“Prattling nonsense! The woman’s
disinherited, dead, buried!”

Constance hugged herself to
control her own trembling. She couldn’t stop now. “No, she’s not.
With every saloon owner you confront, her image in your mind
becomes more vivid, her grip on your heart tighter. I see her
reflected in your eyes, that finger pointing.”

“Enough, Daughter!”

“Then why did we come here? To
battle Will Morgan’s business or to reunite with the woman’s last
living relative?”

“And, besides me, your only living relative.”

“I don’t want anything to do with
him!”

“Why not?”

“You have to ask? He’s
too—”

“Too much like the darker side of
your mother? The wallowing-in-self-pity side, the
lazy-take-everything—”

“Stop it!” She whirled away from
him to blink at the openmouthed Mrs. Hammel standing at the base of
the stairway.

“You started it, Constance Riley,
and I am still your father. You and I have a mission, a
responsibility, to obliterate the curse that killed your mother. If
that means helping Ernest Koppel and destroying Will Morgan, than
so be it. You will not address this matter
to me again. Is that perfectly clear, young lady?”

“Yes, Papa,” she whispered weakly
before grabbing up her skirts and pushing past their gawking
hostess.

~

Will gently fingered the piano
exercise. The lilting run of notes barely escaped, yet sounded loud
in the empty saloon. Nan sighed heavily behind him then patted his
shoulder as if consoling him.

“Ain’t ya the least bit curious,
honey?”

“No.” He thundered a resounding
crescendo, plunked a single high key, then spun the piano stool,
slipping under her arm and landing a solid slap on her
satin-covered hip. “But, you are.”

“Wal, Horizon don’t get this
kinda entertainment every day. Folks been drivin’ in since the
middle a’ last night. Even Bob Hammel’s funeral didn’t bring in
this many an’ thar was free food that day.”

“That was before my time. Get
your shawl on. I’ll escort you to the tent.”

“Oh, wouldja, honey? We’ll stay
way in the back so’s no one’ll see us.”

As Will slipped on his suit coat,
he looked around the strangely vacant room. No, he didn’t care if
he was seen, but he did want to see, at least that redhead one more
time. She’d make a nice memory, anyway. He could conjure up all
kinds of stories to keep him company in the nights and months
ahead.

By the time he had the outside
doors locked, Nan was already scurrying pass the dark mercantile
toward the open land beyond and the beckoning tent show. The lamps
hanging from the tent poles made the canvas shelter glow like a
giant Chinese lantern squatting on the West Texas scrub
grass.

~

“Is there one man or one woman
among you who has not considered why you
were put on this earth? Is there a one of you who has not
questioned the meaning of the work of your hands? Is it
just to put food in your mouth, a roof
over your head, clothes on your body?

“You!” Matthew Riley began
pointing directly at persons in the audience, some intent
listeners, others curious skeptics. “And you! You in the red shirt!
And you, ma’am, with the flowers on your pert bonnet! And—” The
pointing finger stilled.

Constance could see his pupils
dilating as a ruddy flush swept up his neck into his cheeks. He
tilted his head back slightly, his nostrils flaring.

“Oh, and you, most of all Will
Morgan. Yes, you must lead these human beings in the soul
searching. What is the meaning of your
daily life, each little and great task you perform in your place of
business? Have you ever asked yourself?
Have you asked yourself if you have delivered injury to another
soul? Have your hands destroyed the life essence in anyone, Will
Morgan? But, you know the answer, don’t you!”

“Papa!” Constance tried to pull
on her father’s sleeve.

The sudden stillness in the tent
allowed all to hear the gritty wind whispering against the canvas.
No one moved, though many wanted to turn and look at the vilified
man’s reaction. No one cleared their throat, though many felt
almost strangled by the confining tension.

Constance stared at the leonine
man just inside the doorway at the back of the tent. He still
leaned one shoulder against the sturdy tent pole, his arms folded,
but his half-lidded eyes warned his accuser. She started to lift a
supplicating hand toward him. The movement was enough to catch
Will’s attention. She mouthed the word “Please.” He sucked in a
deep breath, broke eye contact with her, and relaxed as he blew the
breath out.

“Yes, I did, as a boy eleven
years ago at a place called Chancellorsville. I think I can clearly
recall every man I . . . touched.”

Approving murmurs rippled
throughout the tent. The tension dissipated. Constance watched her
father glance about, realizing he had lost his momentum. He wet his
lips and tried to refocus on his adversary.

“That was a nation’s great war,
sir. But, ladies and gentlemen, today we are engaged in a much more
important war, the war against the likes of Mr. Morgan, the war for
the lives corrupted by whiskey, rye, rum, and, even, insidious
wine.”

A scrawny man in front stood up.
“Does that include beer? Beer don’t do much, Reverend.”

“I’m not a man of the
cloth.”

“Whatever! I make my own beer and
it don’t hardly make my head swim.”

“That’s ‘cause you Indiana
farmers don’t know how ta make anythin’ like our Missouri mule
kickin—’”

“Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” Riley
called out over their argument. “You shouldn’t be arguing the
merits of the Golden Calf that has seduced you.”

“Wal, I brought that recipe all
the way from—”

“Recipe, hell! I carted my still
under the seat of my wagon—”

“And tied my china barrel on the
side to bounce with every rut, until not one piece—”

Snickers turned to outright
laughter.

“Ma’am, please!
Gentlemen!”

Constance looked to the back of
the tent. Will Morgan stood in the doorway long enough to catalog
her from hem to hairline. When he met and held her stare, her
breath caught. The gentle longing in those dark brown depths
reached out for her, fingered her heart. She felt as if she leaned
toward him, like she had when he gripped her hand the day before.
Nothing offensive or leering, just a simple question of want
begging an answer. The sights and sounds around her faded. Then his
slow, sensual smile sent a burst of flames skittering along her
veins. He gallantly touched his hat, took the arm of the satin clad
woman at his side, and was gone.

The Temperance book slipped
through her numb fingers, smacking onto the hastily constructed
wooden stage. Her father’s stern glare jerked her back to reality
and the chaos of their inattentive audience.

~

“He should be back by now.”
Constance lifted the parlor curtain for yet another scan of the
darkness to the west of the Hammel house. The last glowing lantern
in the distant tent had gone out over half an hour ago. “I should
have stayed to help pack our materials. He was too upset to be
alone. Failure is new to him.”

“Surely, your father wouldn’t
think of confronting Will Morgan on his own territory, would he?”
The widow offered polite conversation, not true concern. Though
lonely for “civilized company,” her attitude had been reserved to
the point of coldness since eavesdropping on the father-daughter
confrontation.

The china tea service clattered
as the pinch-faced woman set the tray on the table near the window.
“I hope I didn’t waste my time preparing this light repast. Dear
God in heaven, listen to that laughter! The street just funnels it
right to my house, night after night. One sugar, Miss Riley? It
certainly didn’t take long for Mr. Morgan’s customers to switch
back to his side. That reference to the Great Rebellion was timely,
I’ll say that for him. But, he didn’t say which flag he fought
under, did he? Cake or sandwich? Oh, I’m sure it was the Stars and
Bars. Only the South turned out gentlemen with his smooth manners.
Yet . . . I have a feeling he could be quite dangerous, don’t you?
Anyway, he certainly can play that piano.”

Constance sat down and stiffly
accepted the proffered refreshment. A Strauss waltz floated on the
warm night breeze, along with men’s raucous laughter.

The cup she lifted to her lips
stopped, as it dawned on her what the woman had said. “Mr. Morgan
is a pianist?”

“Yes. Very accomplished,
actually. Oh, how my husband wanted to haul my mother’s
piano—”

Constance listened more intently
to the mesmerizing music. Her mind envisioned his fingers sliding
across and pressing the ivory keys. Her collar grew tight, her
mouth dry. She took a quick sip of the tea then set the cup back on
the tray.

“If you will excuse me, Mrs.
Hammel. I am very concerned at my father’s delay and have grown
quite warm. I believe I’ll take some night air and meet him for the
walk back.”

“Oh, dear, in the darkness? Is
that quite wise, I mean—”

“The people who didn’t leave
immediately are keeping company with Mr. Morgan. The walk will be
quite harmless. I know you went to a great deal of trouble with
this, but, the heat . . .”

The thin lips drew into an even
thinner line. “Well, it was a bother that
I shall not repeat. I had thought well-bred Northerners appreciated such refinement . . . and
consideration. When you return, only the hall lamp will be lit. I
always retire much earlier than this.”
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