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Feliz Navidad by Kit Prate
Gabriel Hawkins wants vengeance for the death of the boy he has raised as his own. The son of a wealthy, powerful man is to blame, but Hawkins won't let that stop him.
Two women—the boy's mother and a forbidden lover named Delilah—both want something from Gabriel. Is it more than he can give?
Will his reputation as El Angel de la Muerte (The Angel of Death) mean his own death as Christmas draws near?
Underneath the Mistletoe by C. A. Paris
Scott Helling allows his best friend, Tiffany Ashby, to talk him into playing Santa for a group of children at the local shelter, while she plays Santa's helper. He can hardly function once he sees her in the green, shorty skirt. What he really wants Tiffany to help him do involves hot nights and cool sheets rather than passing out Christmas gifts and keeping his distance. Exactly when did he begin thinking of Tiffany as his would-be lover rather than his best friend?
Tiffany has waited ages for Scott to see her in a romantic light, and not only as his best friend. Watching him play Santa for the kids with energetic flair, and kindness where needed, makes her love him even more. If only her own Christmas wish for a life with Scott could come true.
When circumstances force a passionate kiss underneath the mistletoe, will their relationship finally change? Can best friends turned lovers find their happily-ever-after?
White Christmas by Cheryl Pierson
Since her divorce, busy ER nurse, Carlie Thomas, has been only too happy to spend Christmas on duty. This year, however, she's decided to take a much-needed break. What she gets instead is an unexpected houseguest, courtesy of her Uncle Rick.
Derek Pierce, a fireman with no family, needs some special care after being injured in a fire. As Christmas approaches, Carlie discovers that she has more in common with Derek than being alone. But Derek's wounds are more than just skin deep. Will they spend the holidays haunted by the ghosts of the past, or could this Christmas spark a new, beautiful friendship…or even something more?
The Hands of Time by Laura Shinn
Lady Graciela Scott is imprisoned in a snow globe after seeing Lord Kennith Whittingham die, discovering his feelings for her too late. Now, centuries later, she is released when Ken Montgomery finds the globe and makes a Christmas wish.
Graciela sees this new world as a frightening, but exciting and passionate, place. Ken looks enough like Lord Kennith to be his twin and she is drawn to him physically and emotionally. Within a very short time, Graciela falls in love with Ken.
When secrets of the curse are revealed through an ancient journal, Graciela and Ken must find a solution to reverse the spell cast upon her or she will return to the snow globe forever. Will they succeed before the hands of time run out?
by
Kit Prate
Chapter One
December, 1876
Gabriel Hawkins didn't believe in miracles; not anymore. Joaquin—Jake—the boy he had raised as his own son for ten years was six weeks cold in his grave; gunned down in a duel over the questionable honor of a pregnant girl who wasn't worth the clay beneath the boy's feet.
And now Hawkins was on the hunt. For the man who murdered the son of his heart, and the straw-blonde trollop who was the cause of Jake's death.
* * * * *
Hawkins entered the small presidio at twilight, riding in from the mountains northwest of the village; the proud-cut black gelding he rode coming to full alert as they approached the communal corral. A paint mare in early season had attracted the black's attention, and the animal worked the bit, rolling the piece of metal against its tongue. Hawkins reined the animal in, keeping a firm hand on the lines and touching his spurs to the black's flanks in rebuke as the horse began to dance in place.
The gelding was being its usual fractious self, and kicked out with his back legs. Hawkins responded in kind with another nudge of his spurs and then pointed the animal's nose toward the open door of the stable. He bent forward slightly as the black passed across the barn's threshold, staying in the saddle until they reached the end of the long corridor and the wide, double-hung, rear door.
Estefán Ferrante looked up from his sweeping, his dark eyes narrowing as he watched the extranjero (stranger) dismount; noting not only the way the man was dressed, but the way he carried himself. Clad in a striped woolen serape and leather calzoneras of a vaquero, there was a cat-like grace to the man; and he had a quiet way of moving. He was also careful, Ferrante observed, to dismount on the off-side; keeping his back to the wall.
"Señor," he greeted; propping the broom against the side of a stall. Unable to see the man's eyes, which were hidden by the wide brim of a dark brown Stetson, he purposely addressed the man in Spanish. "¿Pasando, hombre? ¿O necesitarás mis servicios por mas tiempo?" (Just passing through, hombre, or will you be requiring my services longer?)
Hawkins had positioned the black so the animal was now between himself and the hostler. Loosening the cinch, he lifted his head slightly; but not enough to reveal his blue eyes. "¿Quién sabe? Pero por esta noche, una medida de grano y," he nodded toward the bucket of brackish water in the corner, "agua fresca." (Who knows? But for tonight, a measure of grain and fresh water.) Pulling the saddle and blanket free, Hawkins arranged it over the top-most railing of the enclosure. Then, gingerly, he pulled the short-barreled greener from the boot and hoisted it across his shoulder. Grabbing his saddlebags, he stepped out of the stall. His eyes—his face—were visible now.
Ferrante sucked in a great lung full of air; his jaws tightening. He recognized the gringo at once. The man was older now, but just as whipcord lean and fit as he remembered; the sapphire blues eyes just as intense. "Usted," he breathed, the words whisper soft but carrying far in the dark stillness, "El Angel de la Muerte. .." (You. The angel of death...)
Gabriel Hawkins shook his head, the corners of his mouth lifting in a smile that did not reach his eyes. Ten years, he mused, and someone still remembers. "No el ángel de la muerte," he corrected, as he had often done in the past. "Solamente el mensajero de Dios." (Not the angel of death. Just God's messenger.) It wasn't too much of a stretch. Even in the old days, he had always made a point of talking before he used his gun. Problem was, few people ever wanted to listen.
Chapter Two
The hostel was the only two storied building in the small village of San Luís. A remnant of the time when Mexico was still called España Nueva and garrisons of Maximilian's French soldiers manned the posts along the roads leading to Mexico City. Constructed of adobe, the white-washed walls were two feet thick; cool in the summer and now—in the throes of a desert winter—enclosing and containing the heat from the wood-stoked chimineas that lined the walls.
Hawkins had chosen a front corner room at the top of the stairs; a location that afforded him a clear view of the main street and the adjoining alley. He was in the room now; lounging in the large copper tub that had been hauled up the stairs by the innkeeper's grown sons. The water was tepid; only slightly warmer than the contents of the bottle of mescal dangling from the fingers of the man's right hand.
He took a final pull from the bottle; grimacing at the burn deep in his throat, his eyes watering. Wiping the sting away with the back of his free hand, Hawkins gaze drifted to the door. As was his practice when on the road, he had propped a wooden chair against the portal; jamming the slatted back beneath the knob. A grim smile came as he thought how old habits died hard; and how easily they could be resurrected.
His musings were interrupted when he noticed a parade of dark shadows flickering across the faded carpet at the threshold beneath the door, the wide band of pale yellow light from the hallway dimming, brightening, and then dimming again. Hushed whispers rose above the sound of shuffling feet; the tone increasingly argumentative. Hawkins, his gaze still fastened on the door, levered himself up out of the tub. He didn't waste any time toweling himself off.
Retrieving his calzoneras from the bed, he slipped into the leather pants; his long fingers nimbly fastening the row of buttons that secured the fly. He didn't bother with his shirt, choosing instead to sling his gun belt over his broad left shoulder; the walnut grip of the Colt comfortably within easy reach. Bare-footed, he padded across the floor and positioned himself at the door. There was no sound as he worked the chair free from where it had been solidly propped against the brass lock plate; no sound as he lifted it aside and set it beside the door.
He reached out with his left hand, turning the knob and pulling the door open in one swift motion; the Colt cocked and ready in his right.
Thoroughly caught off guard, Simon Thorne stumbled forward across the threshold. Arms flailing, he caught himself against the door jamb; both hands grasping for the uprights on either side of the frame as he attempted to keep his balance. He failed miserably, doing a better job of maintaining his composure. No easy thing with the barrel of Hawkins' revolver only mere inches from the tip of his nose. It didn't help that he had started sweating the minute he heard the pistol being cocked.
"Hell of a greeting for an old amigo, Gabe," he rasped. He righted himself, but kept his right hand firmly in place against the doorjamb; aware of the nervous perspiration that beaded across his forehead and upper lip. His left hand was toying with the silver star that was pinned to the pocket of his leather vest.
Hawkins smiled, but not with his eyes; and took his time thumbing the hammer of the pistol back in place before lowering the weapon. "Friends knock, Simon, and they don't prowl in packs." Making a point of checking the corridor, he stepped back into the room and holstered the Colt. "Close the door."
Thorne did as he was told. His eyes were busy. Hawkins was traveling light, not a particularly good thing. "Been a long time, Gabe," he said, avoiding looking at the younger man. He nodded at the greener, which was propped to the right of the bed's headboard. "You still in the trade?"
There was a sound, the creaking of rope supports, as Hawkins eased himself back down onto the straw-filled mattress. Legs crossed at the ankles, his shoulders resting against the goose down pillows at his back, Hawkins shook his head. His long hair; black as ebony in the pale lantern light, lay in damp curls across his forehead, framing his face. The holster and pistol were now resting across his flat belly. "Nope," he answered.
The lawman scrubbed an unsteady hand across his mouth, mentally cursing as his mouth went dry. "Passin' through, then?" he ventured, his tone hopeful.
Hawkins left hand was resting atop his left thigh, his forefinger working a slow circle against the silver concho just above his knee. He decided to continue the cat and mouse game and ignored the question, asking one of his own. "Town payin' you to wear that badge, Simon?" he drawled amicably.
Thorne's head snapped up. "Hell, yes!" He didn't miss the half-smile that appeared on Hawkins' face at the quickness of his answer or his tone. Sucking in a deep breath, he tried again; forcing a nonchalance he didn't really feel. He dropped down into the only chair in the room, the one that had been propped against the door, turning it around and sitting in it backwards with his arms crossed atop the back. "Goin' on seven years now. Got me two regular deputies, too."
Hawkins' mouth quirked up in yet another half-smile; the one that made him look years younger than his actual age. That had been an advantage, back in the day; when his opponents made the mistake of thinking he was nothing but some green kid. Before the reputation had come; before they had hung the tag on him and started calling him the Angel of Death.
The lawman had been resting his chin atop his forearm. In control now, he simply began rocking his head back and forth. Considering the man's trade, the years had treated him well, and other than the softness that came with middle age, he still had a full head of hair and dark eyes that sparked with energy. "Where you been, Gabe?" he asked, his tone much the same as if he had been inquiring about the weather or the current price of grain. "All these years; never a word about what happened to you after that mess in Sonoyta."
Hawkins' fingers were busy. He had given up toying with the concho, and—with his thumb—was working the wide gold band on the third finger of his left hand, rotating it in a slow circle. "I found redemption, Simon," he said, the words coming whisper soft, but with great conviction.
Thorne's head lifted slightly, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the younger man. His gaze swung to the greener propped against the bed. "That don't look much like redemption to me, boy." The word slipped out before he could stop it. "That shotgun looks like you're back in the game."
Hawkins smiled; the half smile that made him look, even now, more boy than man. "It's personal," he said, the words coming softly. He was watching the lawman's face. "Someone made the mistake of killing my son."
The sheriff's eyes narrowed; his head cocking slightly as he lifted his chin from his forearm. A sly grin creased the skin at the corners of his mouth, displaying a row of tobacco stained teeth. "Hell, Gabe, never figured you for a family man. You always played it fast and loose with the whores at the cantinas; a lot sooner than most." It was the truth. He'd known Hawkins from the beginning of the pistolero's hardcore career; before the youth was even out of his teens. Not that the boy had ever broken any laws. No, Gabriel Hawkins had been extremely skilled at living on the very edge.
"Never figured you for carrying a badge," Hawkins countered, and he was smiling now, but not with his eyes; "at least one that was legal." They played this cat-and-mouse game in the distant past, when they had worked for opposing factions in a land war. When the shooting was over, they had ridden off in opposite directions, no animosity between them, only a degree of mutual respect that they had survived. It was how it was in the strange fraternity they had both belonged to in the beginning; enemies one day, comrades-in-arms the next. "It is legal, isn't it," a single nod in the other man's direction. "The badge?"
Thorne's smile disintegrated into a deep frown. He pulled himself erect, his back rigid as he levered up out of the chair. He was careful to keep his hands locked around the rounded back. "Here and across the border to Doña Ana," he growled, speaking of the village as well as the entire county that bore the same name. "Sworn in all legal on both sides, Gabe. Man has to grow with the country, with the times."
Hawkins' smile finally reached his eyes, but there was no warmth in the sapphire orbs. "Oh, you grew, Simon." He nodded towards the man's soft girth.
The lawman tightened his grip against the chair's curved back. "I won't tolerate any trouble in my town," he breathed. "And it is my town."
Gabriel's right palm was flat against his taut belly; his fingers drumming one-two-three-four in a quiet tattoo against his fawn-colored skin, his hand a hair-breadth away from the pistol as he considered the man's words. "Good to hear, Simon," he said finally. He inhaled, the slow intake of air almost a sigh. "Then it won't be any problem for you to ride out to Colonel Beauchard's place and tell him I've come for his grandson."
Chapter Three
Thorne had exited the room, but not the hallway. He stood for a time, his back pressed against the wall just to the left of the door to Hawkins' room; the tension clear in the lines that marred his brow. Sweat was still trickling down from his hairline, his forehead glistening beneath the pale light from the single lantern that hung on the opposite wall. He screwed his eyes shut, concentrating on his breathing, trying hard to regain control. It wasn't working; the panic that was clawing at his belly worsening as a sudden gust of air from an open window at the end of the hallway swept across his face; chilling him to the bone.
It was a feeling he experienced only once before; when, during the pursuit of an escaped prisoner, he stumbled into a mission cemetery and had fallen into the desecrated grave of a recently deceased priest. The shock had been so great; he had dropped his weapon as he scrambled out of the hole, only to find himself face to face with the stripped and decomposing corpse. He had thought for sure his heart was going to burst inside his chest, and he would die.
The feeling of impending death was back. It had returned the moment Hawkins said the words: 'Then it won't be any problem for you to ride out to Colonel Beauchard's place and tell him I've come for his grandson.'
Fists clenched, Thorne sucked in a deep breath, forcing the icy calm that had served him so well over the years. The shock was beginning to diminish and he cursed himself for allowing a ghost from his past to so un-nerve him. Gabriel Hawkins was a man; a mere mortal in spite of his past reputation.
"One man," he whispered.
Determined, the lawman headed down the hallway. His first destination: the telegraph office that connected him to the world both north and south of the border.
* * * * *
Aaron Beauchard was Old South, a member of the landed gentry who traced his roots back to titled families in both England and France. Royal patents, land grants, and prudently arranged marriages had assured his family's foothold in the New World. By the time the Colonies proclaimed their independence, the ability to shift loyalties from Royalist to Revolutionary had cemented the family to the land.
The man was born and bred a survivor. Unlike other plantation owners who had fallen victim to the hoard of carpetbaggers who invaded the postwar South during Reconstruction, Beauchard had prospered. Fueled by what he had considered treachery—the failure of his friends to provide assistance to his wife while he was away fighting their war—he aligned himself with his former enemies. Working with the Yankee interlopers, he recouped his fortune by betraying his neighbors, and when he was through simply disappeared into the west; into the New Mexico territories.
Using his Judas money, Beauchard purchased acreage that extended on both sides of the border, choosing to live on his land in Mexico just below the border of the country he still considered his enemy. The transition from slave owning, genteel farmer into the Patrón of a vast estancia worked by peons had occurred with relative ease. While the area where he settled was unforgiving and less productive than his previous holdings, Beauchard had been tenacious. The crops and the livestock were different—cotton as opposed to tobacco, cattle instead of Thoroughbreds—but the great house, his home, was not.
Once he had settled in, he rebuilt—from the original drawings—his beloved Belles Fontaines; the multi-storied Greek Revivalist red-brick mansion. Complete with wide, columned portico, leaded glass windows, and Tiffany chandeliers. At great cost, the paintings, statuary, and leather-bound first editions plundered by the bluecoats from his home during the War of Aggression were painstakingly replaced. Meticulously, he restored all the furnishings and accoutrements of wealth; the Damask linens, the brocaded draperies, and Persian carpets.
What he couldn't replace was the wife who had mourned until she was a mere shade who simply faded into the comforting arms of Death; or the three sons he sacrificed to the cause.
He was content he still had his grandson, Cain. A man was immortal, Beauchard reasoned, and remembered for all time if his name carried on after he was gone. And Cain had already proven to him the Beauchard name was secure unto the next generation.
The girl the young man had claimed as his bride left much to be desired—she was common and uneducated—but she redeemed herself by producing a healthy son and then, conveniently, had died almost immediately after the birth. Beauchard's eyes narrowed as he considered the child that even now was sleeping secure and snug in the upstairs nursery in the arms of his wet nurse. Aaron Duvalier Beauchard the Fourth…
Chapter Four
Thorne watched as Beauchard calmly smoked his after dinner cigar, and knew immediately what the aging aristocrat was thinking; recognizing the vain, self-satisfied smirk that had graced his countenance since Cain's return with the woman. Whore, he mentally corrected himself. He shook the thought away.
The lawman had a job to do. He was tired, and it showed in his cock-legged stance and his face, but he knew better than to sit down without being invited. There was strict a protocol in the old Rebel's house; the help was rarely accorded even the simplest amenities. And Thorne knew Beauchard considered him only one small notch above the household staff.
Out of the corner of his eye, Thorne could see the liveried black man who always stayed in the shadows, ever ready to do Beauchard's bidding; a match for the old man's cigar, the tumbler of Kentucky bourbon. The Negro seemed able to anticipate whatever Beauchard needed, and there never seemed to be any verbal communication between them. The lawman frowned. He had fought for the Confederacy, not as a rich man's son in a custom-tailored uniform, but as a sharecropper's boy; and the old prejudices remained. His jaws tensed as he made eye contact with the servant, the resentment growing when he noted the man's smile. What he saw was contempt. Uppity nigger, he fumed. And then he smiled, his eyes narrowing in self-satisfaction. Stupid bastard doesn't even realize old Father Abraham had turned 'im loose.
Shifting his weight to his other foot, Thorne cleared his throat. "A man's come looking for Cain," he began, his attention now focused on the Colonel. "A man called Gabriel Hawkins. It's about the trouble up north." He smiled slightly when he realized from the old man's sudden change of expression he had scored a hit.
Beauchard's expression darkened. He didn't like thinking about unpleasant things; nor did he like talking about family indiscretions with the help, hired or otherwise. He finished the last of his bourbon, and held his glass out for a refill. The only sound in the room for a long moment was the muted glug-glug-glug as the drink was being poured. He took another drink before he finally spoke.
"Find out how much he wants and send him on his way," he ordered.
Belatedly, Thorne realized Beauchard had not recognized Hawkins' name; and he mentally berated himself for the assumption. "You won't be able to buy this one off," he said. He held his own glass out for a refill, frowning when the black man ignored him until Beauchard nodded in assent. "Not like the others."
And there had been others. Thorn's gaze shifted to Beauchard's face and then to the hearth. A decorative wrought-iron screen, forged in the shape of a peacock with spread tail feathers stood guard against the sparks that burst with annoying regularity from the too-green logs that had been used to stoke the fire, and the lawman was sweating. Fisting his hands tightly around the brim of his Stetson, he tried again. "Hawkins is—was—a pistolero. Ten years ago, that kid was the fastest and most efficient gunman to strap on a pistol, any where, any time. I'm telling you, Colonel, you got a real problem…"
Before Thorne could finish speaking, Beauchard cut him off with a dismissive wave of his cigar. In his late seventies now, with a full head of flowing silver hair and a matching goatee; the old man still had the air of command around him. A brief frown touched the man's pale countenance, smoothing into a smile that failed to reach the slate gray eyes. "He was a pistolero," he snorted, the disdain evident. "As you've said yourself, Thorne, it's been ten years; and he was nothing but a boy the last time you saw him."
Thorne's posture changed; his back rigid, jaws tensed. "Nineteen," he ground out; "an old nineteen; old enough to make it out in one piece when the Juaristas got involved in that land war in Sonoyta." He was guessing at that part. Until Hawkins had shown up in San Luís, he—like everyone else in the trade—had assumed the pistolero had been killed. He drew in a ragged breath. "And that wasn't personal. This is. Three people died in that little fandango Cain was involved in. One of them was Hawkins' boy."
Beauchard's eyes narrowed as he was lost for a moment in deep thought. "He's mistaken about his son," he declared, arrogant in his certainty. Mentally, he was doing the math. Hawkins was barely thirty based on what Thorne had just disclosed; hardly old enough to be the father of a boy older than seven or eight. "And to think Cain could be involved in anything as despicable as the death of a child…"
No longer caring about propriety and the ceremonial slow drinking of Beauchard's sipping whiskey, the lawman tossed back his drink in a single, quick swallow. A grim smile touched his lips as he considered the older man's words. Cain Beauchard had been born with a golden spoon in his mouth and suckled on the well-endowed teat of his Grandfather's ill-gotten fortune. The twenty-one year old heir was brash, arrogant; filled with the vain belief God had ordained his conception, and had already proved his self capable of unspeakable cruelties. Raised by his mother in France until he was sixteen, he returned to the fold like a young dauphin expecting to gain a throne; and his grandfather had done nothing to discourage the young man's assumptions.
Thorne chose his next words very carefully. "The boy who was killed was Hawkins' stepson, Joaquin Peña de la Vargas," he announced, secretly pleased when he saw the skin beneath Beauchard's right eye begin to twitch.
Beauchard's fingers tightened around the leaded crystal tumbler that was clutched in his right hand. The flickering flames from the fireplace caressed the beveled edges of the glass, defining the ridges and valleys; tiny rainbows appearing in the etched prisms. The glow from the fire was less kind to the old man's countenance: deep lines suddenly appearing in the man's face, aging him. "The Mexican," he murmured. "The young fool who was trifling with Cain's wife." He speared Thorne with a particularly harsh glare. "Cain killed that…" he struggled to find the appropriate word, "…blackguard in a duel, on a field of honor."
It took everything Thorne had within him to not laugh aloud. Since his grandson's return, Beauchard's reality had been confined to his own private universe; the training of his heir, the estancia, San Luís, and the grand house. News from outside that world held no interest beyond the price of cattle and cotton and he remained aloof and unconcerned. His wealth allowed him to summon people to do his bidding; bankers, lawyers, politicians. Lawmen. He hadn't given up control of his empire, but he no longer felt it necessary to leave the comfort of his home, so he simply held court.
Cain was the one with the constant need to be on the move, the need to find and create excitement. To live beyond the rules and rigid constraints his Grandfather tried, but failed, to impose.
Beauchard's cigar had gone out. A simple gesture towards the silent black man was enough to produce a match; held in place until the Havana was properly stoked and the tip—once again—was bright orange in the semi-darkness. Beauchard inhaled, deeply, the glow at tip of the cigar intensifying; the muted light bathing the old man's face but failing to soften the lines at his forehead and the corners of his mouth. "Send for this…this Hawkins," he said finally. "Tell him I'm willing to seek some resolution to his mistake regarding my grandson."
The aged patriarch, Thorne thought, was speaking as if he were God issuing yet another commandment. He repeated the words he had said earlier. "You aren't going to able to buy him off, not like the others. Hawkins isn't looking for resolution," he said, dragging out the word and failing to hide the sneer. "He's looking for retribution." And he'll find it, he finished silently.
As if able to read the lawman's thought, Beauchard drew himself even more erect. "Then kill him," he ordered.
Before Thorne could answer, Cain Beauchard stepped into the room. "Kill who?" he asked before snapping his fingers and pointing to the drink table. There was something snake-like in his eyes as he watched the servant do his biding; and it was obvious he relished the sense of power that came with being able to order the man about without actually having to speak to him.
"Kill whom" the elder Beauchard corrected gently; the smile that graced his face genuine and indulgent. If the act of ordering a man's death bothered him, it was certainly not apparent.
"Bien sûr, grand-père," (Of course, grandfather,) Cain murmured, bowing slightly at the waist. Careful not to make physical contact with the Negro's hand, he accepted the proffered drink. "Kill whom?"
In physical appearance, arrogance and demeanor; Cain Beauchard was the image of his grandfather. Only the mode of dress was different; the elder Beauchard's attire bespeaking the gentility of old wealth, Cain's dress more flamboyant and befitting the look of a riverboat gambler. His jacket, however, tailored to his slight build was shorter; allowing for the easy reach of the Remington revolver he wore in cross-draw fashion on his left hip. Graceful, his hands were almost feminine; with long tapering fingers, immaculately manicured, and in some circles he would have been considered foppish. Were it not for his eyes.
Thorne's gaze was drawn to the large portrait that hung above the mantle: Aaron Beauchard in his prime. The elder Beauchard's intricately painted dark orbs actually seemed to radiate some degree of warmth.
Cain Beauchard's live ones did not.
"Kill whom?" the younger man asked for the second time.
Thorne answered the question. "Gabriel Hawkins," he replied. When he saw no indication the youth recognized the name, he spoke again. "Joaquin de la Vargas' step daddy," he drawled. "He's come for the man who killed his boy."
Cain laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. "Then he is a fool," he snorted. He turned and faced his grandfather, smiling. "I killed that Mexican in a fair contest; and he died like the dog he was." What he neglected to say, although he pictured it in his mind with great relish, was that he had shattered the boy's gun arm before making a final shot to the gut that left the youth writhing in agony in the dirt and begging to die. The corners of his mouth quirked up even more; creasing the skin behind his ears as he leaned in toward the old man. "Am I late for supper, Pépé?" he asked, knowing full well the dinner hour had passed.
Thorne's gut clenched. It suddenly dawned on him. When the elder Beauchard died, Cain would be the master of Belles Fontaines, the man who would control the wealth, dole out the money; demand the respect, the unquestioned loyalty and obedience.
He made up his mind right then he was not going to be around to watch that happen. "Gabriel Hawkins," he drawled, moving forward slightly until he was face to face with the young man. "They called him El Angel de la Muerte; the angel of death." He thumped a rigid forefinger against the youth's chest. "I know you been in Mexico long enough to know that name, chamaco, the crowd you been hangin' with; and the trabajadores (workers) here still sing about him. You think on that."
Cain Beauchard's hand was shaking; the bourbon in his glass cresting into miniature waves, as if a tiny pebble had been tossed into a small garden pool. "G-grandfather," he stuttered.
The Colonel heard the boy's panic and hated it for what it was; the fear his grandson always displayed when he was not in control, the boy's one weakness. He immediately took command of the situation, just as he had so many times in the past. "Kill him," he whispered. He repeated the words louder, directing his wrath at the lawman. "Kill him!!"
Thorne shook his head. "I don't think so," he said. He caught the sudden move as Cain Beauchard's right hand dropped to his waist. His own pistol was out before the young man could complete the draw. "I've cleaned up your last mess, boy. I stay around here, I'm going end up as sick as you." He backed out of the room.
Chapter Five
Thorne didn't wait for mestizo hostler to retrieve his mount from the estancia's stable, choosing instead to dog-trot the three hundred feet from the rear of the house to the barn and paddocks. He had no concern that he would be followed: both Beauchards were far too accustomed to having other people do their work. Cain's response would be to summon the usual entourage—the audience—he required to fuel his need to feel important. Not that the kid wasn't good with a gun; he was. And even better at goading his victims into foolish mistakes, but he lacked any real courage. Or morals; or conscience. It would take him time to rally the troops, and the old man would insist on formulating some strategy so they would all remain blameless.
Deep in thought, the lawman began saddling his horse. His movements were hurried until he became aware of the sensation of cold, ghostly fingers that seemed to caress the skin at the nape of his neck; the short hairs above his shirt collar seeming to stand on end. His fingers slowed as he smoothed the saddle blanket into place. "You still move like a panther, Gabe," he said, speaking into the darkness.
Hawkins remained where he was standing, in the shadows at the far end of the corridor just inside the rear door. "There are seven horses in this barn, Simon," he said, the words coming softly. "You're goin' to take them with you when you leave."
Thorne turned slightly, bending at the waist as he reached under the gelding's belly to gather up and untangle the cinch; bringing the band up and securing it with the latigo straps. He kept both hands busy as he pulled the leather taut and began forming the knots. "Now why would I steal the Colonel's horses?" he asked.
There was a sound as Hawkins scraped the thumb of his right hand across the top of a sulfur tipped wooden match, followed by soft laughter and then the distinct odor of marijuana. The tip of the hand-rolled cigarette flared blue-white as the paper ignited; just before the flame reached the tobacco and took on an orange glow. "I was standin' just outside the window when you told Colonel Beauchard you weren't goin' to kill me, and still there when you told his cub you were done cleanin' up his messes." A blue halo of smoke and the movement of the ash-tipped cigarette was the only indication Hawkins was still standing in the dark corner. "If you're goin' to quit the man, only makes sense you take some pay for what you've already done." Hawkins inhaled, the cigarette flaring bright red, holding the color for a time, and then fading. "I'm goin' to burn the barn, Simon; get Cain Beauchard out of the house. You're goin' to save the horses."
Thorne had finished saddling his animal, and was now putting the bridle in place. Using one arm, he pulled the stall gate open and guided the animal forward. Once he and the animal were into the corridor, he turned to face the swirl of cigarette smoke that had begun anew; staring into the darkness, as one by one the remaining stalls were opened and the horses were driven into the passageway. A burst of tension-releasing laughter escaped his lips as an old memory came back to prick his consciousness. Hawkins, still more boy than man the first time they worked together, had been full of piss and vinegar, and the kid was always pulling pranks. Diversions, he had called them, and they seldom worked out like anyone expected; although the results had always been dead on. "So how much time you goin' to give me to get out of the barn, Gabe?" he asked.
"Depends on how fast you can run." Hawkins took a final drag on his cigarillo, the tip of the brown-papered cigarette flaring a bright red-orange. He touched the hot ember to the corner of a hemp-bound bale of straw, fanning the spark to coax the flames. Then, lifting a kerosene lantern from a hook above his head, he unscrewed the base and splashed the contents on the dried bedding and dropped the butt.
Blue tendrils of flame licked across the surface of the tightly baled straw, fingers of fire clawing down the sides and crawling rapidly towards the open barn door. Thorne cursed as the horses Hawkins had released bunched ahead of him, and then suddenly turned. Wild-eyed, the long-legged thoroughbreds were—in spite of the spreading fire—intent on returning to the familiar comfort of their own stalls.
Giving up, Thorne jabbed his spurs into his gelding's sides; causing the dark bay to lurch forward. Instinct prompted the big animal to yield to its earlier training as a working cowpony, and the horse began to herd in earnest. The gelding plunged forward, nipping at the two mares straggling behind, finally forcing them across the barn threshold with the others. The thoroughbreds bunched again at the entryway, and then, sensing freedom, disappeared into the late night darkness.
Hawkins had followed the lawman outside. "You still goin' to have a town to run after this?" he asked, nodding towards the house.
Thorne snorted. "Depends on how good you take care of things." He leaned down until he was face to face with the younger man. "I always land on my feet, Gabe; one way or the other. Always have, always will." Then, considering his next words, his voice lowered. "You know what day it is, Gabe?" he asked.
Hawkins had turned loose of the man's knee, and was half-turned, watching as the fire inside the barn continued to grow. It was taking longer than he had anticipated. "What?" he asked distractedly.
Thorne's saddle creaked as he stood up in the stirrups and stretched his spine. "It's December 16, Gabe; first night of Posada."
Hawkins was shaking his head, wondering just when in Hell the world had gone crazy and he had lost control of his life. "And why the Hell should I care?" he ground out. He had cared once, when Jake was just a boy, and the nine day festival was a shared pleasure.
Thorne nudged his gelding forward. "Goin' to give you an early Christmas present, Hawkins," he called over his shoulder, the humor evident in this voice. "You need to take a good look at that little bastard Beauchard's got stashed upstairs with the wet nurse." And then he was gone.
Chapter Six
Hawkins kept to the shadows; patiently waiting for what he knew was going to happen. From his position beyond the white-fenced paddock, he could observe both the house and the barn, and it didn't take long for the excitement to begin. At first it was simply a cacophony of raised voices; Spanish first, followed by sharp commands being shouted in English.
And then the fire bell rang.
The fire had increased in intensity, the flames spreading from the dried bedding to the open bales of alfalfa. The progression was rapid; from the stable area to the storerooms where tack and liniments and supplies of feed grains were stored. As the flames grew, their colors changed: a pale blue close to the floor, orange, yellow, and bright white as they blossomed towards the rafters.
Finally, Hawkins saw what he had been waiting for. The back door to the great house slammed open and three men stood silhouetted against the light at their backs. There was a moment's hesitation as the trio took in the scene, and then moved in tandem toward the barn.
* * * * *
Hawkins had used the fire as a distraction, and the plan worked well. He was inside the great house, in the same parlor where Thorne had stood earlier. A sly smile touched the pistolero's face, and he lifted his left hand to scratch at the too-long hair curled behind his ear. Life sure in Hell could be funny at times. When Thorne had come to his room in the hotel in San Luís, he had been surprised, and then strangely anticipatory. He'd come to the village seeking justice for his son; not really convinced he wanted to utilize a skill he thought he no longer needed or desired. Seeing Thorne had changed that.
He sighed. Thorne had brought back memories and feelings that had lain dormant for ten years. Truth was, he thought ruefully, he enjoyed what he was feeling now; the excitement coursing through his body, the heat he could feel firing his blood.
Moving over to the drink table, Hawkins helped himself to a snifter of brandy. He didn't linger over the liquor, downing it in one swallow as he would have tossed back a jigger of tequila. Setting the glass back in place, he cocked an ear as he heard footsteps echoing in the stillness. He could hear them mounting the stairs, crossing the porch. A door opened, the sound followed by the even cadence of weary feet: a pair of leather-heeled boots; the stride of someone young, and then the softer slip of house shoes and the more sedate tread of someone older. Two someones, Hawkins thought.
He waited until they crossed the threshold. "Gentleman," he drawled. And then, as he drew his pistol, "I wouldn't do that." This to the young man who stood just to the right of the two older men.
Cain Beauchard squinted into the darkness. All he could make out was the slim silhouette of a man who stood with his back to the fireplace; a dark shade haloed by the light from the fire.
It was Colonel Beauchard who spoke. "You fired my barn," he accused. He started to take a step forward, changing his mind when he saw a subtle change in the stranger's stance. "Hawkins," he breathed. He said the name as if uttering a foul oath.
Hawkins laughed. There was no humor in the sound. "And your grandson," he nodded in the youth's direction, "gut shot my boy; and for no reason." There. It was finally said aloud. Hawkins' jaws tightened at the memory.
Cain Beauchard took a small step sideways, immediately stopping as he heard the distinctive click of a pistol being cocked. He knew he needed to think. There was so much at stake here: his future, his place as heir to the Beauchard fortune. He'd planned everything so well up to this moment… He turned an imploring eye to his grandfather. "He's lying," he declared. "His…boy…was taking liberties with my fiance, with Claire." He crossed himself. "I challenged him to a duel, and I won."
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