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With love to Genia, my sister, my friend
“Dang it, gal! Yer a-cheatin’ ol’ Sulley.” Sulley Jones’s grizzled black beard swayed with the motion of his shaking head. “Blast it! I never shoulda taught you all o’ my tricks.” His coal-black eyes drilled an accusing look at his pint-size poker opponent. “If yer pa...”
Lilah Damon cut Sulley off with a merry laugh as she scooped a stack of wooden matches, her winnings, from his hand.
“Papa doesn’t know. He thinks you’re teachin’ me solitaire.” She carefully added her latest winnings to the growing pile of matches beside her on the bunk.
“Don’t you tell him no different,” Sulley growled. Lilah laughed at Sulley’s threatening tone. Once or twice a week the old prospector stopped by her father’s camp for a hot meal and a little conversation. Usually he spent the evenings playing cards with Lilah, finding his friend Clement Damon’s young daughter the most refreshing person in the valley.
“I won’t,” Lilah said sweetly. “Poker is lots more fun than solitaire.”
“Well, then, you better stop yer cheatin’ or nobody’s gonna set down with you. Why, if we was playin’ fer nuggets I’d be busted.” Sulley slapped his knee. Grinning, he got up from the second bunk in the Damon tent, gathered up the deck of cards, and slid them into the pocket of his flannel shirt.
“Sulley, you ol’ sidewinder.” The more time she spent with Sulley, the more Lilah sounded like him. “How can I practice if you take the cards?” Hands on her hips, she stood on the bunk to talk eye to eye with her friend.
“You don’t need no more practice. Them little fingers is slippery as a snake’s hide already.” Sulley rested a callused palm on Lilah’s curly hair and planted a quick kiss on her forehead. Not ready to go to bed, Lilah frowned and pleaded for one more game. Sulley shook his head decisively. “Nigh on yer bedtime now,” he said, neglecting to mention that his dried-out throat craved a long drink of whiskey from the bottle stashed at his camp. “Tomorrow,” he said. “Now, git yerself to bed before yer pa comes back and skins us both.”
Lilah bounced down on the bunk. “Papa says I’ve gotten wild as an Indian out here in Californy.”
“That ain’t fer from the truth, gal.” Sulley scratched beneath his hat. “The way you scat around here whoopin’ and hollerin’. I heared you say a word the other day oughta have got yer mouth soaped out fer. Hope yer pa don’t ever hear sech talk.”
Lilah giggled. Not worried about her papa ever giving her more than a gentle scolding, she yawned and stretched her arms. “Good night, Sulley,” she said softly as he trimmed the lamp and eased himself past the tent flaps.
Lilah sighed. Papa would be working late across the compound in the smaller tent he used as an office for the Damon Star Mine. Tomorrow was payday for the thirty Chinese workers he employed to dig out ore. His choice of employees hadn’t made him a popular man in California, particularly since he paid his Chinese miners the same wages he paid the few whites who also worked with him. But little Lilah Damon wasn’t aware her father had enemies. She only knew she had the best papa in the world and that there was no better place to live and play than in the Damon Star camp in the California hills.
After Sulley left, Lilah brushed her hair, counting the strokes the way Mama had taught her. It was one of her favorite things to do. The brushing always made her think of Mama. She closed her eyes as she pulled the bristles through her hair, almost seeing Marie Damon’s soft smile and hearing her musical voice. Three years earlier Lilah’s mother had died giving birth to a second daughter. Lilah’s little sister stayed the weekdays in town with a nurse Papa had hired.
Lilah wanted her sister in the camp and frequently tried to convince Papa she was old enough to care for Sissy. Papa had pointed out that Lilah herself still had Loo, the half-Chinese girl who lived with her grandfather, attending to her. Undaunted, Lilah kept pestering him to bring Sissy to the camp. Papa hadn’t yet agreed to that; he had promised to take her into town tomorrow for a visit.
Smiling and deciding she would take her doll to see Sissy too, Lilah began braiding her shiny tresses. Poker wasn’t the only thing old Sulley had taught her. As she worked, she softly hummed the tune of a song he often sang. Sulley claimed hearing his young friend’s sweet rendition of “Oh! Susanna” brought tears to his eyes. Lilah liked singing almost as much as she liked playing cards and often entertained Sulley or Papa with a song she had made up herself.
Just as she finished one braid and started on the other, a loud clap like thunder sounded close to the compound. Lilah shrieked and lost her hold on the sections of hair. Another clap sounded and the tent walls shook. Lilah, terrified of storms and the occasional earth tremors that came in the camp, shrieked louder and snatched a blanket over her head.
Her trembling increased with the clamor. She wished Sulley hadn’t left so soon. She wished Loo was with her or that Papa had already come to bed. She wished she wasn’t alone. Finally she gave a choked cry, grabbed her rag doll, and dashed out of the tent in her night-clothes, dashed blindly into the blackness of a nearly moonless night. All around rose scared screams, those of the Chinese workers also emptying out of tents.
A few coherent voices warned of an attack, and Lilah realized the sound she had heard came from neither storm nor tremor, but instead from the beat of hooves on hard earth. Crying out in terror, she bolted across the grounds with the others. Maybe renegades were riding into camp. Maybe Indians were coming to kill them all. Sulley had warned her that a band of renegades roamed the nearby hills and that a little girl should never go out alone. Papa had said it too, so it must be true.
Outside the camp, swirls of dust soared up like thunderclouds as forty or more stampeding horses bore down on the compound. Like bolts of lightning, hooves flashed and struck the earth. The shrill screams of the frightened animals pierced Lilah’s heart. Whimpering for her papa, Lilah clutched her doll to her chest and kept running.
But when the stampeding herd flattened the makeshift fence bordering the compound, she stopped, face ghostly pale. Lilah screamed. Even a child of ten could see the horses would destroy all in their path. Her young mind searched for a reason this devastation had come to her father’s camp. Was it her fault? Was it happening because she had once told Papa she wished Sissy had never been born? She had wished it for a while because having the baby made Mama die. But didn’t God know she didn’t wish it anymore? Didn’t God know she loved Sissy more than anyone, anyone except Papa?
Where was Papa? She needed him. At any sign of trouble she wanted her father, and now, feeling the full measure of panic and confusion in the Damon Star camp, she sought him frantically. Around her the shouts of alarm rang louder and stronger. People scrambled in every direction, looking for cover on the flat ground around the creek.
“Papa! Papa!” her voice, too soft and too full of terror to be heard, called desperately. She was glad Sissy wasn’t in the camp, so very glad Papa had left her in town. At least Sissy wouldn’t be killed because Lilah had wished something bad.
Bewildered by it all, Lilah dropped her doll and followed the horror-ridden few racing along the creek bed, her only thought to find Papa. She tried to spot him among the frightened, running men but saw him nowhere. Hands clenched into tight fists and pressed against her cheeks, Lilah stopped again, thinking she might have a better chance of seeing him if she stood still. Crying, her feet cut by sharp stones, Lilah stood alone on the bank, but only for seconds, before being knocked to her knees by someone running past. Lilah quickly clambered to her feet, but now stood almost petrified except for her sobs.
She could see six riders driving the horses that had been corralled above the creek. Lilah wondered why those men had freed the horses and why they drove them through her father’s mining camp. Didn’t they know people would be hurt?
“Stop! Stop them!” Lilah shouted, and waved her arms wildly at the advancing herd.
“Lilah!” From far away she heard a shout and whirled to see her father racing toward her. Screaming his name, she broke into a run, only to be halted after a few steps by his yell to turn back. Lilah obeyed as she always obeyed her father, but now stood even more perilously close to the path of the oncoming horses.
Clement Damon ran as he had never run. With his precious Marie gone, he had only his two daughters left to him in the world. He would never stop blaming himself that Marie had died. His precious Marie. If he had stayed in the East where she could have had a doctor, she might have survived. But here...
He ran harder, his lungs burning and near to bursting with the effort. It was his fault too that Lilah was in danger. Befriending and hiring Chinese workers was dangerous in this valley. Still, he hadn’t taken the threats seriously. He wished he had.
God! The horses were almost on her. Why hadn’t he listened to Marie and stayed in Pennsylvania? Why had he let himself be lured to the goldfields? God forgive him. He had spent her life to have his adventure. If it cost him his own, he could not let Lilah double the price.
Hearing the horses almost on his heels, he added the last of his wind and strength to his strides. He would have been at her side in another instant, except that the stampeding horses raced faster than Clement Damon.
Lilah, small hands clamped bloodlessly tight, held her breath as her father twisted and spun, dodging one horse and then another. Before he could clear those last few feet, a dozen more crazed horses bore down on him. He leapt away from a big bay, only to land in the path of a roan mare whose foam-flecked shoulder struck him in the back and drove him to the ground.
Years later Lilah would still remember the deadly thunder of horses’ hooves crashing into dry earth, crashing over tents and housing sheds, crushing the life from her father’s legs. His scream, one of agony, one of unbearable pain, set the memory forever in her mind.
Lilah watched in horrified fascination as the horses trampled her father. She felt every blow on her own small frame, and through silent lips screamed each scream with him, her mouth woolly dry, her jaw slack. Her eyes were frozen on the spot in the dust cloud where her father had been a moment before.
The horses thundered on. She watched them come, knowing she would be trampled like her father and yet unable to move so much as an inch to save herself. Lilah covered her eyes with her small hands and waited for the crush of death. She thought it had taken her when two strong arms gripped her waist and jerked her from her feet with such violence that the air gushed from her lungs.
When her breath returned, she found herself inside the opening of the mine. She could see no one but could feel the press of bodies crowded in beside her, smell the acrid scent of fear in the small enclosure. Her own fear churned wildly in her stomach and threatened to erupt. All around, Chinese voices murmured words she could not understand. From outside, as the sound of the stampede died away, came her father’s moans.
Ching, the one who held her, whispered a Chinese prayer. She had heard him say it before, but never with such intensity as now. Hearing the strange chanted words restored life to her numb limbs. Her father wasn’t dead. She heard him calling.
“Let me loose, Ching,” she cried as she twisted and pulled to wrench herself free. “Papa...”
“No, child. You cannot go.”
“I will!” Lilah screamed, clawing and kicking at Ching. “I will! Papa needs me!” She gave a push, one of great strength for a small girl. As Ching stumbled and fell back over a barrel, Lilah flung herself away and dashed out.
Clement still lay in the dirt, his legs bloodied and twisted, his face battered and bleeding. Sobbing, Lilah knelt beside her father and with the hem of her torn nightgown wiped the blood and dust from his face. No longer knowing fear or terror for herself, she only glanced up as she heard again the sound of running horses.
“Lilah, go back,” her father whispered, seeing the approach of the six riders who had driven the herd. “Go back.”
“No, Papa,” she cried. “I’ll stay with you.”
Tears streamed jaggedly down her cheeks. Her small frame quaked with sobs as the riders circled the pair on the ground and reined their horses to a halt.
“Good God! It’s Damon!” A lean rider on a pinto horse started to dismount. “I’d better see...”
“Stanton,” her father whispered.
A second man, heavyset and with a rumbling voice, drew his Colt six-shooter and waved it at the first. “Leave him, Stan. It’s no more than he deserves for coddling these damned Chinese.”
Lilah looked up slowly. Her blood ran like dry sand in her veins. She shook as if her bones were a dangling stick toy tied at the end of a string. Six faces, obscured by dust and sweat, but with eyes that blazed, loomed out of the darkness. She couldn’t bear the sight. Her eyes fell, lingering on the stirrup of the man Stanton. On the leather foot cover, a silver medallion reflected the glow of the torch flame. The image on it, a winged S, scorched into her mind.
Clement Damon tried to rise. Failing, he cried out, then slumped back and remained motionless.
“Papa!” Lilah screamed. “Papa!” Heart pounding like a great stone against the walls of her small chest, Lilah sprang to her feet. She lunged at the nearest rider, the one who still held a gun in his hand. Her tiny fists beat at the man’s boot. “You’ve killed my papa! You’ve killed my papa!” Lilah’s small fingers clutched the boot as she tried futilely to pull the man from his horse. “You’ll pay!” she screamed with tears flooding her face. “You’ll pay!”
“Goddamn Damon brat!” The man kicked out both boot and stirrup, catching Lilah squarely on the forehead, toppling her to the ground beside her father. Blood trickled from the wound on her head.
“Damn, Newell! You didn’t have to do that,” the man called Stanton said.
Newell spat on the ground and shot another look of warning at Stanton. “Forget the brat, she loves the Chinese as much as her father did. Now, fan out, let’s see how many of those yellow bastards are dead.”
Sobbing, Lilah crawled nearer her father and buried her face against his chest. A long while later she awoke from a faint in the arms of Ching. Flames raged all through the compound. Someone had taken her papa away.
Too late. Lines of disappointment creased Tabor Stanton’s brow as he entered the Broken Spur Saloon in Crescent City. Delilah’s sultry voice, hot and seductive as a torch’s glow on a dark night, rang out the words of her last number.
Listen to me, stranger, whatever your game,
I’ve come here to warn you of Delilah’s flames.
Stripes of silver sparkled in her black costume as she spun slowly across the stage. The usually rowdy saloon crowd sat and listened as quietly as a passel of mice waiting for the cat to get past.
Flames. He could almost feel them in the room. He could almost see them in Delilah’s fiery red hair. She was the most talked about entertainer around. Remarkably so, since no one knew much about her. Last year he’d caught her act when he’d made a trip north, seeing her perform once in Yuba City, once in Chico. He had tried to catch up with her again, but learned her short tour had ended.
Propped against the back wall, Tabor eased a leather pouch and a pack of papers from his shirt pocket. He could have used a drink, but the barkeep had quit pouring until Delilah finished her song.
She’s no redheaded angel, don’t you fall for her smiles.
‘Cause the devil taught Delilah how to use her wiles.
The black plume pinned in the red curls fluttered as Delilah pranced her way to the front of the stage.
Jake, barkeep and manager of the Broken Spur, used the corner of the once-white apron covering his ample belly to wipe large beads of sweat from his brow. He contemplated asking Delilah to stay on a few more days. It sure would be nice if she did. Normally he’d be worried about the lapse in drinking. This one, though, wouldn’t hurt his business any. Delilah had a way of building up a powerful thirst in a man. Ten minutes after she left the stage, his customers would pour down the liquor like it was the last day any of them would get a drink.
While Delilah rolled her hips and winked at her audience, Tabor rolled a smoke and struck a match against the rough surface of the wall. A tiny flame flared up in the darkened room. Onstage Delilah momentarily diverted her eyes to the source of that light. Her smile deepened. Not for him personally, he was sure. After all, for Delilah he was just another cowboy in a sea of faces. He had to hand it to her, though. The lady knew how to hold a crowd. He couldn’t help wondering why she wasted her talent in mining and cattle towns when she could play any hall in San Francisco.
Nobody knew Delilah’s real name, nor any more about her than was told by the handbills advertising her act. Rumor was that she was British and spent only a few months each year performing in the States. He’d heard men speculating she was a baroness or duchess keeping up one of those large British estates gone penniless. He could believe that. Delilah was as fine a woman as he’d ever seen, certainly not the usual dance hall doxy. Everything about her bespoke class, and that custom-made costume she wore would cost six months of a cowboy’s pay.
Tabor’s eyes surveyed every curve of Delilah and every detail of the costume. The rows of black satin ruffles on the sleeves made the mass of red hair tumbling over one shoulder look like a cascade of fire. Silver shoes drew his eyes to black stockings and lace garters. Delilah showed more leg in her dance numbers than most men ever saw on their wives.
As she propped her foot on a chair and swung her skirt up over one knee, Tabor exhaled a breath and threw his half-smoked cigarette to the sawdust floor. He crushed the smoldering butt with his boot heel, never taking his eyes off Delilah. Certainly no performer since Lola Montez had taken California with such intensity. Miners and cattle hands rode as much as fifty miles to see Delilah’s fire act and hear her sing. Not one ever complained the trip wasn’t worthwhile.
Delilah, hands on her hips, bent over the footlights and sang to a man at the table nearest the stage:
She’ll tempt you, she’ll tease you, she’ll raise all your hopes.
Then leave you standing with your arms full of smoke.
She bent lower, tickling the man’s nose with a feather-trimmed fan. A unified gasp rose up in the room as the rough crowd waited in hopeful expectation for Delilah’s bosom to fall free of the daring neckline of her costume. She shimmied provocatively, heightening the anticipation, then reached into her bodice and drew out a lacy black hanky.
With languid movements, Delilah trailed the scrap of cloth over the curves of her breasts. With absolute silence reigning in the room, she tossed the handkerchief toward a dusty cowpoke, who surged to his feet and caught it. A cheer boomed out from the crowd as the lucky man pressed the perfumed handkerchief to his lips and gave a whoop.
Tabor smiled a knowing smile. That fellow wasn’t the lucky one. He knew the way Delilah played her game. In a minute, as part of the finale, she would produce a small silver mirror from her pocket and reflect a beam of light into the room. The man that light settled on would be the one who received an invitation to join Delilah for the evening. Sometimes the invitation led to the privacy of Delilah’s hotel room—if the man was lucky. He’d planned on being that man and being lucky. As women went he had a weakness for redheads.
You think that if you hold her it would be paradise,
But if you love Delilah there’s a terrible price.
So listen to me, stranger, whatever your name.
You can get burned in Delilah’s flames.
The melodic strains of her voice floated through the saloon and gave every man listening the feeling of having a sweet, burning fire licking over his skin.
If she takes a shining to you and takes you to tame,
You’ll find you’ve been burned in Delilah’s flames.
On the last line Delilah pirouetted slowly, slipping the small mirror from her pocket as she turned. The light flashed on a portly man dressed in a blue serge suit.
“Hell,” Tabor mumbled beneath his breath. She usually went for the fat prosperous types. She had again. Damm it! His disappointment was enough to choke on. If ever he needed to lose himself in a woman, it was tonight. Scowling still, he glanced hastily around. The saloon girls standing back in the shadows looked like wilted roses with Delilah in the room. Several eyed the lean, handsome cowboy hopefully. Tabor gave them no encouragement. His gray eyes went back to Delilah. He’d settle for a soft bed alone.
Delilah smiled, made her bows, blew kisses during a couple of curtain calls as the Indian girl and a pair of dandies who rounded out the troupe joined her. A short while after she left the stage, one of the male performers delivered a note to the man in the blue suit. Grinning, the fellow fished a few coins out of his pocket and tossed them on the table, then hurriedly left the saloon.
“Pour me one, Jake,” Tabor called, having made his way to the bar ahead of the crowd. As he sent a shot of whiskey down his throat, Tabor Stanton told himself there would be another time. He’d have been lousy company anyway. Settling up his father’s affairs wouldn’t be a pleasant business. Frowning, Tabor flipped Jake two bits for the drink and headed next door to the Holman Hotel.
***
“Loo, help me with this screen,” Delilah, smelling freshly of expensive perfume, said in her soft but aristocratic voice.
Loo, Delilah’s half-Chinese companion, a woman ten years her senior, placed a decanter of whiskey and two crystal glasses on a small game table. That done, she helped Delilah adjust the dressing screen so that it concealed the door that opened into the adjoining room.
Meanwhile Delilah spread a white linen tablecloth over a larger table and hurriedly opened a traveling case. From it she took two English bone-china dinner plates, two silver goblets, and place settings of sterling flatware. Last she removed a silver candelabrum and four scented candles wrapped in blue paper. When all was as she wanted it, Delilah stepped back to the dressing table to splash a bit more scent on her throat and in the cleavage between her breasts.
“You’ll suffocate the man if you use any more of that,” Loo said.
“I wouldn’t want to do anything that kind to Hoke Newell. I want the old cuss to writhe and squirm with the agony of having what he wants most snatched away from him.” Delilah’s tightly clenched hands reddened. The muscles in her face tensed. All trace of the aristocratic British accent deserted her. “I remember my poor papa lyin’ in the dust, hurt and bleeding. And Hoke Newell sittin’ on his horse glaring and cursing. I remember it all.” Her fingers went to a point just inside the hairline on her temple. “I still carry a scar—”
“Hush,” Loo said. “You’ll spoil your looks if you get any angrier. I lost my grandfather that night. Remember?”
“I know, Loo,” Delilah’s voice softened and regained the cultured tone. “This is for all of us.” She filled her lungs with a deep breath. “Have Seth and Todd got the girl ready?”
“They’re ready. Calm yourself. You weren’t this nervous before.”
“I know. But according to the detective I hired to investigate those six, Newell was the leader. In a way, he’s more guilty than any of them.” She took another look in the mirror at her pink satin gown trimmed with yard upon yard of frothy white lace. The bodice, fitted with long loose sleeves, dipped as shockingly low as that of the black stage costume. To make her appearance even more tempting, she unfastened the top two of a row of tiny silver buttons. “How’s Dinah?”
Loo handed her a pair of pink slippers. “Fussing because she always has to go to bed early.”
Delilah stepped into the shoes. “Stay with her. I don’t want Newell to see her.” She glanced anxiously at the door. “I’m ready.”
Loo looked her over. “You’re very unsettling in that color.”
“I know.” Delilah smiled.
Normally pink was forbidden to redheads. Delilah, however, liked the clash of color with her fiery hair and the interesting effect pink displayed on her fair skin. Fortunately she lacked the florid complexion and freckles common to many with her hair color. Her younger sister, Dinah, hadn’t been as fortunate and bore a sprinkling of pale freckles from head to foot.
Delilah fought back a twinge of guilt as she thought of Dinah. Maybe she had been wrong getting Dinah involved in this. She hadn’t seen any other way, though, and she really couldn’t take the time to worry about it now. She wanted to satisfy herself that all the preparations were complete and were flawless.
“You’ve forgotten the diamonds,” Loo said, and went quickly to the dressing table, where she opened Delilah’s embossed leather jewel case. Loo lifted out a necklace containing a central tear-shaped diamond centered in a setting of twenty smaller stones. With deft hands Loo fastened the gold chain of the necklace around Delilah’s neck. “Now you’re ready,” she said, smoothing a tier of fire-red curls back in place.
A knock sounded from the door. “And not a minute too soon. Newell’s here. I can’t wait to have the old coot squirming.” Delilah again squeezed her hands into fists. “I keep picturing Papa that night—”
“Hush,” Loo said, placing a finger to her mouth. “Watch your temper. Don’t lose it before the job is done.”
Delilah laughed lightly and pressed Loo’s hand. “You’re right. Now you’d better go.” Quietly she opened the door behind the screen. “And don’t forget to turn the light out in there.”
Loo smiled. “I know what to do.”
Giving her cheeks a pinch and taking a deep full breath, Delilah moved quickly to the door, where another soft knock sounded.
“Come in,” she said to the man in the blue suit, at the same time giving a nod to the two tall young men who accompanied him.
They nodded back in understanding. A handsome pair, blond, brown-eyed, with attractive regular features and full, luxuriant mustaches, they made a marked contrast to the older, much shorter Newell.
“Todd, you and Seth stay by the door and see that we’re not interrupted,” Delilah instructed. Almost soundlessly the pair left. Delilah turned her eyes on Newell and gifted him a look full of promise. “I’ve ordered supper for us, Mr. Newell.” The words rolled out slowly, like honey pouring. “I hope I haven’t been presumptuous.”
Taking Newell’s hand, she drew him toward the settee. No doubt he had been a handsome man a decade or more ago, but now his too-strong jaw had softened to jowls. A decided paunch hung at his middle; his dark hair remained as little more than a circle at ear level. Newell’s deep-set eyes, however, still bore a hint of the ruthless vitality of earlier days.
“Not at all, Miss Delilah. Nothing would please me more than having supper with the most beautiful woman in California.”
Newell smiled at his good luck. Not many conquests were left for a man who had carved an empire out of this rugged land. Not much challenge at all. Running for governor offered a little excitement. But hell. He was a shoo-in. What popularity couldn’t get, money could buy. He’d already put his money where the votes were—in the right pockets. Yes, by God, he would be the next governor. But in the meantime, Delilah would be a mighty fancy pastime.
“You flatter me, Mr. Newell,” Delilah said, and followed with a light little laugh. “I hope you won’t stop.”
“Call me Hoke.” Newell settled his large frame onto the velvet-covered settee and leaned his head against the crocheted antimacassar. “And don’t you worry, madam, I won’t stop until you tell me to.”
“Why, Hoke, honey.” Her voice smoldered and Hoke Newell felt the heat of it stirring his passions in the hot, quick way of his youth. She went on, “I believe we are beginning what will prove to be a long and delightful evening.”
Hoke Newell agreed. It had been too long since he had felt arousal such as this Delilah made him feel. Years had passed too since women had offered him any challenge. He found most of them all too willing to tumble with a man of his means. For him things that came too easy were hardly worth having.
His eyes dropped to the necklace that dangled a diamond pendant on Delilah’s porcelain skin. She’d done well for herself. Not a simple woman like most. She had an amazing way of making him feel he was in the presence of a great lady. He was certain morning would find him in Delilah’s bed. He was just as certain nothing would be usual or dull about the preliminaries.
When Todd served their supper of roast partridge, venison, boiled potatoes and carrots, and fresh-baked bread, Hoke had already consumed nearly a full bottle of wine. Delilah fussed over her guest, tucking the linen napkin into his collar, adding a second serving of venison to his plate, and keeping his wineglass full whenever he drank it down. For dessert she served him fresh strawberries and insisted on feeding him each plump berry with her fingers.
“Delicious, madam,” he said as she offered him the last of the berries. He bit into the red morsel, letting the juice dribble onto his lips and chin. “But not the tastiest delicacy here, I daresay.”
“Perhaps not,” she answered, dabbing his chin lightly with a napkin. “I’ll call Todd to take these dishes away and then we can get on to more stimulating activities.”
“About these boys you travel with—is there any...?”
“Todd and Seth?” Delilah smiled seductively. She knew what Newell thought, what anyone might think, having seen the two men who, along with Loo and Dinah, traveled with her. If only he knew how wrong he was, he wouldn’t be giving her that hopelessly lecherous smile. “Now, aren’t they handsome young men?” she went on. “They’re brothers, you know. I must have interviewed a hundred performers before I found the perfect two. Don’t you think Seth and Todd add a distinction to my acts?”
Hoke snorted. “I don’t think they’re part of the attraction at all. When you’re onstage, nobody’s eyes are on anything else. Don’t see why you use them.”
Delilah thought she detected a note of jealousy in his voice, and it pleased her. To have Newell feel possessive would make it much easier to do what she intended.
She thanked Todd as he loaded the soiled dishes onto a tray while Seth stood guard at the door. Todd’s face betrayed no emotion. He was well-coached. Both were, not only for the acts in which they portrayed Indians or other characters, but also as bodyguards.
Slowly sipping her wine, Delilah thought more about Newell’s comment. The acts, to be sure, were not Todd’s and Seth’s most important function. Delilah needed her privacy to carry out her plans. And on such occasions, she preferred not having even the hotel staff in her room.
Todd and Seth, handsome, muscular, and strong, were handy with guns if necessary. Best of all, both were loyal, and even if they didn’t know just what went on in Delilah’s rooms after performances, understood it was in their best interest to do as instructed and make sure she was not disturbed. Neither brother actually aspired to gracing the stage, but had been persuaded by Delilah’s promise that the pay they received after three seasons of performing would be enough to pay for the ranch they wanted.
For that promise the brothers agreed to do whatever she asked. For her own protection she told them as little as possible. Seth and Todd asked no unnecessary questions of Delilah. Even the brothers didn’t know her other identity. After months of travel together, however, the pair regarded Delilah and her female companions with brotherly affection that went beyond the bonds of the working agreement.
The lock clicked shut as Todd closed the door behind him. Delilah turned her gaze fully upon Newell.
“You really must tell me about yourself, Hoke. I particularly want to know what your passions are.”
She offered Newell an imported cigar from a wooden box and struck a match.
Hoke laughed and leaned forward for a light. He was right. Nothing usual about Delilah. Briefly he told her how he started in California with little more than a pick and a tin pan and built one of the largest mining and cattle empires in the state.
“Of course some figure I don’t have a legitimate claim to my land. Some say I got most of it claim-jumping and running off squatters. Back in those days a man owned what he could hold on to. If somebody stronger came along and took it, a fellow got what he deserved for not being man enough to keep what he had. I keep what’s mine.”
“A remarkable story,” she said when he finished. “But you haven’t told me about your passions.”
“I believe, madam, I have only one passion left. That is to be governor of California.”
Delilah poured two brandies from the crystal decanter. “Surely, Hoke, for a man of your experience and with the ambition it must have taken for your accomplishments, there must be more you want than simply to be called governor.”
Newell drank deeply and puffed smoke from the cigar. “You are perceptive, madam. Truly perceptive.”
Delilah smiled and insisted he have more brandy. As she turned to pour it, she cautiously opened a tiny snuffbox and sprinkled a white powder in his glass. “I hope you’ll tell me what it is you’re after as governor.” She handed him the brandy, waited until he downed a swallow, then patted his hand and smiled. “I can be very discreet.”
“Of course you can,” Hoke agreed, slurring his words slightly. “It won’t be a secret much longer anyway. There’s quiet talk of a new rail line in this territory. I want it run by my ranch. Got a big stake in beef cattle. A rail line would triple my profits.”
“And as governor you would have the means of assuring the line goes where you want it.”
“As governor I would have the means of assuring everything in California goes where I want it.” Newell took hold of Delilah’s hands and tried to look her in the eye. He found it difficult to focus. “I’m a man who gets what he wants,” he said thickly.
“I’m sure you are,” Delilah remarked sweetly, slipping her hands free. Her voice turned chill. “And I haven’t a doubt you’ll get everything you deserve.”
***
Tabor Stanton heard the door of the room next to his close for the third time. She must be having a parade march through, he thought irritably. What lousy luck he was having today. After missing his chance at spending an evening with Delilah, he had had the misfortune to occupy the room next door. He could just visualize what was going on with that bald bastard she had singled out in the saloon. Through the wall he heard muffled laughter and even detected an occasional word, neither of which painted as clear a picture as his imagination.
Stretching out on the bed, he cursed Delilah and cursed himself for lacking the foresight to bring up a bottle. When laughter rang out anew after a few moments of silence, Tabor angrily arose and headed back to the saloon. Apparently he wasn’t going to get any sleep for a long while. That being the case, he needed something more than his thoughts to occupy him for the night.
***
Hoke rubbed his eyes, embarrassed a little that the lady held her liquor better than he did. He lit a second cigar, hoping a few draws of the pungent tobacco would revive him.
“I believe I’d enjoy it, madam—” Newell paused and cleared his throat “—if you would tell me your passions.”
“Unlimited,” Delilah responded. “I love song and dance, the applause of the audience, handsome men—but my greatest passion is for cards. I love a game of poker above all else.” Her lids dropped slyly over her blue eyes. “You can’t imagine the things I have lost.” She sighed. “Would you care to play a game?”
Newell nodded. “After that enticement, how could I say no?”
“I expect I should,” she said as she opened a fresh deck of playing cards, running the smooth, cool surfaces slowly through her hands. She never broke a new deck without thinking of old Sulley. Over the years she had continued practicing the tricks Sulley taught her, had even added a few of her own. Her lids fluttered flirtatiously. “I’m sure I’m no match for an experienced player.” With deliberate awkwardness, her delicate hands shuffled the cards.
An hour later Hoke laid another winning hand on the table. Delilah spread her cards across from them and let her shoulders slump a little. Another losing hand. Hoke Newell looked as pumped up and pleased as a new rooster in the hen yard.
“I tell you, honey,” he said as he made a second stack of gold pieces on the table, “I don’t feel right winning all this money from a woman. Kind of grates on my honor to take it.”
“Now, Hoke, you won it fair and I insist you keep it. It’s only the night’s receipts, and I don’t suppose I’ll miss that too much,” Delilah said, stretching back in her chair so that the little silver buttons strained on her snug bodice. The diamond around her neck bobbled on the chain and caught the lamplight so that it briefly reflected muted rainbow colors on Hoke’s starched shirtfront. After a moment Delilah got up and refilled the brandy glasses. “Here,” she said lifting her glass for a toast. “Let’s drink one to luck.”
“And to ladies,” Hoke added.
“Why, thank you, Hoke,” Delilah whispered as she eased open the third button on her bodice. “My, I’m getting warm.” She fanned her bosom with a card. “I just know you’re going to give me a chance to win back my money.”
Hoke followed her movements as best he could, his mind filling with thoughts of unfastening the remaining buttons. He took a swallow of brandy and nodded. “Why, madam, I believe you told me you’ve already lost all the money you have with you.”
“But, Hoke, dear,” Delilah leaned close and whispered to him, “I have other things of value.”
“The diamonds?”
“No.” Delilah shook her head slowly and cast her eyes at the double bed across the room. “I will wager a few hours of my personal attention against all the money you’ve won. Oh, and, say, all you have in your pockets.”
Hoke’s eyes opened wide. “Why, I’m carrying more than five thousand dollars.”
That would just about cover the payroll he’d stolen from her father. Delilah opened a fourth button and leaned forward. A trace of perfume wafted up from the warm flesh uncovered.
“Such high stakes ought to make this an exciting hand. You aren’t afraid to play one more, are you, Hoke?”
Newell breathed in the exotic scent. “Afraid? Hoke Newell?” He could hardly hold back his laughter. Delilah must be drunker than he was after all. A bet like that, and she hadn’t won a hand all night.
“My deal, I believe.” Delilah dealt out the cards with a new expertise Hoke was too dazed to notice. A wide but false smile covered her hatred for the pompous man across from her. She’d endured just about as much as she could stand of Hoke Newell. Cards fanned out, Hoke discarded two and took the replacements. Delilah did the same. “I believe my luck has changed, Hoke. Look at this.”
Hoke dropped his cards to the table. He held a pair of nines and a pair of fives. Florid color rushed into his face when he saw Delilah’s hand.
“Straight flush? How the hell did you do that?”
Delilah didn’t respond. By her estimate, the powder she’d dropped in his last two brandies should take effect in a few more seconds. She gave a genuine smile. Precisely as expected, Hoke Newell, still stuttering, collapsed on the card table.
Delilah slipped the hidden cards from her sleeves, then pulled the roll of bills from Newell’s coat pocket and stuffed it in a silk purse along with the gold coins from the table.
“I cheat,” she told the unconscious man.
***
Grumbling with the effort, Seth and Todd carried Hoke Newell’s weighty body through the door hidden behind the dressing screen, depositing him in the bed of the adjoining room.
“Is everything packed, Loo?” Delilah, dressed in sedate gray traveling clothes, paced and watched as the men stripped Newell of his drawers. Seth crammed the drawers into a valise with Newell’s blue serge suit, shoes, and hat. The man’s gold watch and cufflinks he left on the dressing table.
Loo’s soft voice reassured, “Packed and on the way to the coach.”
“Is that reporter on the way too?” Locating a newsman who favored Hoke Newell’s opposition hadn’t been too hard. She simply sent him a tip that a shocking story of importance awaited at the Holman Hotel.
“He’ll be here in an hour.”
“The girl?”
“Seth’s slipping her in the back way in half an hour. She’s perfect. Older than you are, but she could pass for child.”
“Dinah?” The twinge of guilt made itself known again. Delilah found it harder and harder to justify introducing Dinah to a life of dance halls and saloons. Since the younger girl had blossomed with maturity the past year, she collected her share of catcalls and solicitations from audiences. Too often she looked as if she enjoyed it.
“Dinah’s in the coach and asleep,” Loo told her. “Stop worrying. Todd has sent word to the other papers too. Everything is going as planned.”
“I wish I could be here in the morning to see Newell’s face when he wakes up.” She felt no guilt at all about ruining Hoke Newell. Her father wasn’t the only one who’d suffered because of him. The latest had been a prospector named Reed who after years of scouring the hills for gold found his luck in copper ore instead. His luck had held only until he met Newell. Reed’s story had made it possible for her to exact her revenge.
“Too risky,” Loo reminded. “He’ll be in a rage. And you need to be as far away as the coach can get you.”
***
An hour after dawn Hoke Newell awakened dull-witted, head pounding. He felt the heat of another body beside him in the bed and for a time a slow, satisfied smile spread across his face. Delilah. Somehow he’d wound up in her bed after all. Too damn bad he couldn’t remember the details.
Feeling a chilling draft, Newell rolled his bulky body over and lifted up on his elbows. How the hell had that hall door gotten open? Groaning, Newell pushed himself up a little higher. The effect sent a wave of dizziness through his head. How much liquor had he put down last night?
“Door’s open,” he mumbled. “Better close it. Wouldn’t want any...” It seemed his head cleared with a flash. Only the glare stayed with him a few seconds afterward. “Jesus!” He bolted up in the bed. “Goddamn flash pan! Who the hell...?”
Hoke Newell’s head spun around. His eyes landed on a face he’d never seen before, that of a dark-haired girl who didn’t look a day over twelve.
Naked beneath the sheet, she answered with an innocent smile. “Mornin’, Hoke.”
The bewildered Newell’s head jerked back toward the door, only to be met by another sudden flash. He knew that voice. Perkins. That reporter from the Chronicle. The one who thought Spiers ought to be governor. It came to him at the same moment that he’d been set up. Growling another curse, Newell charged out of the bed, bent on destroying camera and reporter. Finding himself without a scrap of clothing, he thought better of it and hastily grabbed the bedspread to cover himself.
“You’re finished, Perkins!” Newell snarled. “Just as soon as I get out of this hotel, you’re finished!”
Perkins stood his ground. “No, Newell. You’re finished. When my story goes to press with this picture, you won’t be able to stay in the state. Seems some new evidence has come to light about that copper mine you made a claim on last year. Turns out the original owner didn’t sell it to you like you said. Reed got himself shot and left for dead. Didn’t die, though. Just been scared to come out of hiding—until now. Made his statement to the marshal yesterday. Reckon they’ll be looking you up anytime.”
***
The issue of the Chronicle with Hoke Newell’s story reached Delilah three days later. The young girl found with him told a tearful story of being dragged into his room. Shortly after giving her account of the incident, the girl disappeared from town.
“You got him,” Loo said quietly. “Newell’s disgraced, ruined. He hasn’t a ghost of a chance of acquittal.” She went on solemnly. “Showing him as a molester of young girls has cost him all public sentiment.”
Delilah nodded, pleased with the execution of her plan. Arranging the arrest of Newell naked in a hotel room precluded his holing up on his ranch under the protection of his men. Like his old partners, Frank Ackley and William Hoage, convicted of fraud last year, Newell faced a long prison term. She wondered if any of the three realized the part she had played in bringing them to justice.
Her smile fading into seriousness, Delilah reread the account of Newell’s arrest, then struck his name from her list. The next name, the fourth one, was Stanton. The detective had not uncovered much information on Stanton, not even a good description. He had apparently been in Mexico a number of years and only returned to California in the past few. Consequently she had no firm plan for Stanton’s demise.
According to the report, he was in Yuba City. Tomorrow she would be on the way there too.
Goddamn rattling! What did she have, a band playing in there at dawn? Furiously Tabor flung the covers aside, then cursed at the pounding the quick move set off in his head. Hell! Hard drinking had its drawbacks, all right. Groaning, he slid his long, well muscled legs over the side of the bed and anchored his feet on the floor. He got his pants from the bedpost on the second grab and slipped them on, bent on stepping next door and demanding quiet. Hell, he’d paid for a room and he expected to be able to sleep in it.
What he saw when he opened the door was a flurry of activity one room down. The next room, Delilah’s, was empty except for a cleaning woman sweeping the carpet. The songstress, it seemed, wasn’t responsible for this disturbance. A man carrying a camera rushed past Tabor and down the stairs. Laughter erupted from the dozen or so men milling around the second doorway, followed by what sounded like bellowing and threats from inside. Another man left in a hurry, accompanying a blanket-clad young girl.
Tabor slammed his door, giving up on peace and quiet. From the floor near the bed he scooped up a rumpled handbill he’d picked up when he bought the bottle: Delilah: Flame of the West. Next performance, Yuba City in three days, his destination too. This time he’d be there early enough. Maybe he’d meet her. The chance of that would be the only pleasant thing to anticipate in Yuba City.
***
“Why can’t I have a solo number?” Delilah’s younger sister, a pout marring her otherwise pretty face, tucked a brilliant red curl under her black wig. “And I don’t see why I have to wear a wig all the time. It’s hot. And you don’t wear one.”
“Sissy, please,” Delilah said, worry clouding her voice.
The pout grew more pronounced. “I’ve asked you not to call me by that baby name,” she said curtly.
“Dinah,” Delilah corrected. Her sister didn’t seem to be happy with anything lately. Her interest in performing particularly alarmed Delilah; she didn’t want her little sister getting too enthusiastic about a segment of their lives that would be brief and temporary. “Can’t you be satisfied that another of those men is going to jail? You have to remember we’re making this tour for the same reason we made the last one, for revenge against the men who hurt our father.”
Dinah looked away, miffed. Delilah bemoaned this one small hitch in her plans. The operation leading to Newell’s arrest had run as smoothly as the one last year setting up Ackley and Hoage. But this one gave her much more pleasure. Her fingers slipped unintentionally to the small scar in her hairline, her memory to the night thirteen years ago when she’d gotten that scar. Newell deserved having his life destroyed. No amount of time cleansed him of his crime against her father and those unfortunate Chinese miners.
“I am glad he’s going to jail.” Dinah relinquished her pout and sighed. She loved her older sister but she was getting tired of being told what to do and even how to think about everything. “I know what he did to Papa,” she said. “You know I care just as much about Papa as you do.”
Dinah sighed again. She did love her papa, only it was hard for her to get as determined as her sister about avenging him. Papa didn’t seem unhappy, not even at the times he was in pain. He didn’t even know what his daughters were doing. If avenging him was so important, why did Delilah go to such lengths to keep it secret from their father?
Delilah wouldn’t even tell her the names of the six men. Keeping their identities secret was another decision Delilah forced on her. Still, it was fun traveling around and seeing people and places she’d never have had a chance to see otherwise. At least it had been fun last season. This time she’d much rather have stayed home. The corners of Dinah’s mouth drooped as her mood swung lower. It probably wouldn’t have made any difference if she had stayed home.
“Then try to remember what counts.” Delilah saw her sister’s attention lapse and her gaze shift to the coach window. “Dinah? Are you listening? The performing isn’t important.”
“Well,” Dinah’s green eyes flashed back to her sister “if it isn’t important, I don’t see why it should make any difference if I have a solo number.”
“Dinah...” Delilah dropped her voice to a soft and indulgent level. “I’m not even sure you ought to be out here with us. You’re only sixteen. I don’t like drawing attention to you in dance halls.”
“Don’t talk to me like I’m two.” Dinah hated it when her sister used that maternal, all-knowing voice. “I’ll be seventeen in a few months and I’m certainly not a child. I can fit into all your costumes.”
“That isn’t the point.” Delilah wondered if she’d ever been as impossible as Dinah. She had to admit she had been, four years earlier when she had demanded that her father allow Dinah and her to leave Aunt Emily’s household and make their home with him. Acknowledging that stubbornness was a family trait, she smiled sweetly at Dinah. “I’m responsible for you. I don’t want anything happening that you—”
“Oh, fiddle! I’m old enough to be responsible for myself. You just want everyone looking at the famous Delilah.”
“Dinah, that’s not true!” One annoying thing about Dinah was that she knew her sister too well and sometimes saw her true feelings even before Delilah knew them herself. This time Dinah was wrong. Delilah hastened to convince her. “I enjoy singing, but I despise being onstage and having those men look at me and reach for me and yell at me. You remember how last month that cowboy in Chico pulled out a knife and cut one of the garters off my leg before Todd and Seth could get to him. I wish we could finish with the other three men on this tour and never have to do this again.”
“Humph,” Dinah said. “You may wish that, but you don’t despise being onstage. You even winked at that cowboy who cut your garter off.” Dinah thrust her chin out. “I see the way you smile and strut and come alive when the music starts.”
“Dinah, don’t be petty. I have to act that way.” What was bothering Dinah? Until a few months ago she’d always had a golden disposition. Now nothing suited her. It seemed whatever Delilah’s opinion was, Dinah’s was opposite. “I could almost think you’re jealous.”
“Jealous?” The big green eyes widened. “Jealous. Because my sister is the beautiful Delilah every man dreams about. Because she does a daring fire act and wears breathtaking costumes and is onstage the whole show while I get to be an Indian maiden in one act.” Dinah tapped her foot. “And those hot buckskin costumes cover me from head to foot.”
“Dinah, what is the matter with you? You’ve been irritable since before we left home. I know you miss Papa. I do too. But we’ll soon be back home and you can forget all this. After Yuba City we’ll pay off Todd and Seth and everything will be finished for this year.”
“I’m not irritable.” Dinah settled back against the leather-covered seat in the coach. What was the use? She could never explain why she was out of sorts. It wasn’t Delilah’s fault she was older and prettier and more desirable. Nevertheless, always being second was tedious. “At least not just because I miss Papa,” she added. “And I still don’t see why you get to do everything and I get to sit back and watch.”
Delilah breathed another sigh. Her weakness had always been giving in to Dinah. Since their mother died she’d felt responsible for her younger sister. Time hadn’t dimmed the feeling. With only one more show to do, she could afford to compromise. Next season, though, they’d have an understanding or Dinah wouldn’t come along.
Delilah laced her fingers together, still uneasy with her decision. “All right, Dinah. We have a couple of days before the show. We’ll try to work out a number for you to do alone.”
“Promise?” Dinah, face beaming, leaned across the coach and kissed her sister on the cheek. “And the costume?”
“One of the costumes you have will do.”
Dinah bit back the retort dancing on her tongue. Instead she smiled and nodded. She had a few ideas about the costume.
***
The black stallion snorted and tossed his head. He didn’t like being tied in the sun any more than his master liked the task that awaited him inside the tumbledown shack outside of Yuba City. Tabor Stanton rose from his knees and brushed the dust away from his trousers. Stanton. That one word burned into rough wood was all that remained of his father, that and the few belongings in the old shack. He almost regretted having made the trip up to see his father last year, preferring the memories of his boyhood to those of the sick and rarely sober man he’d visited.
His father had been dead a couple of months when word reached him. Tabor Randall Stanton. The man who’d given him his life, his name. He’d been a strong, vital man once, before the bottle got him. Tabor had been a lad of sixteen when his father packed him and his mother off to a ranch owned by his mother’s sister and her husband. The older Stanton had promised it wouldn’t be long before he joined them. He’d wanted to work a claim a little longer.
His father had never come, not even when Tabor’s mother died. Stan had never gone back to his claim either. He’d wandered around from town to town, doing enough work to buy his whiskey. Later he had gone down to Mexico and stayed a long spell. By that time Tabor no longer wanted to see his father. He’d seen too much hurt in his mother’s eyes all those years of waiting. Eventually Tabor had left the ranch and gone into the navy.
After resigning his naval commission he’d returned to the ranch and his Aunt Sarah had told him his father was ill. She insisted Tabor go and see him. He’d resisted, but given in when Aunt Sarah said it was what his mother would want. He knew that was true. She’d loved his father until the day she died.
Tabor led the stallion behind the shack and tied him in a shady spot. While the horse pawed impatiently, he filled a bucket from the water barrel.
“Easy, Admiral,” he said. “I don’t like it here either. Steady, boy. We won’t stay long.” Placing the wooden bucket within the horse’s reach, he gave the animal a pat beneath the mane. What his father had in that shack could hardly have been worth the ride. A man named Cleve Wilkins had written that his father left some things for his son, with instructions not to give them to anyone else. He’d been tempted not to come, but Aunt Sarah, who was as good as his conscience, had sent him off again. Well, here he was, and anxious to be done with it.
“Howdy.” The greeting came from a face with so many wrinkles it was hard to tell which one was the mouth. “Name’s Wilkins. I buried your pa.”
Tabor extended a hand and shook the weathered one offered by Wilkins. “Thanks,” he said.
“Ain’t no need. Stan weren’t much, but he was my friend. Known him since he came up outta Mexico. Me and him did some prospectin’ together. This here’s my shack,” he said, ambling past Tabor and inside. Tabor followed.
The shack looked the same as before, sparsely furnished with a table, two straight-back chairs, a single bunk, and many empty whiskey bottles. “I didn’t see you when I was here before,” Tabor remarked.
“Naw. I was in the hills. Jest came back here ever’ month or so. Last time I found your pa dyin’. He was down by Fetter’s Creek. Stan never got strong again after that bout of fever last year. Musta fell and broke his neck. Weren’t no time to send fer a doc. Wouldn’ta done no good no way. He only choked out a few words ‘fore he died, bubblin’ blood out with them. Think he wanted to go anyhow.” Wilkins sat in one chair and offered the other to Tabor. With his teeth the prospector pulled the cork from a half-empty bottle. He wiped the neck on his sleeve. “Want a drink?” Tabor declined. Wilkins upended the bottle and guzzled down most of the contents. “Best thing fer cuttin’ dust outta a man’s whistle. You stayin’ the night?”
“No. I’ll be going on into town, heading out tomorrow.” Tabor pulled the leather tobacco pouch from his shirt pocket and started rolling a cigarette. Seeing Wilkins eye him covetously, he offered the pouch to the old man. “Keep it,” he said.
Looking pleased, Wilkins rolled a cigarette for himself and lit it. “Been outta tobaccy awhile,” he said. “Don’t git into town much. That’s what took so long gittin’ a letter off. Had to git somebody to write it fer me.”
Tabor frowned. It was hard to think the man his mother had talked about with such pride had ended up like Wilkins. Why did a man who had a loving family let go of everything to become an aimless prospector and a drunk? His mother had never stopped hoping her husband would come back to her. Over those years she waited, she let herself believe he was trying to save enough money to make a down payment on the ranch bordering Jeb and Sarah Cooke’s property. Even back then Tabor could see his mother held on to an empty dream, one that eventually broke her heart.
Tabor finished his cigarette and, hoping to cut short what was an unpleasant deed, reminded Wilkins of the reason for his trip. “In your letter you said my father left some things.”
“Ain’t much. But it was real important to Stan. His dyin words was ‘Give them letters to my son.’ Made me promise I wouldn’t give ‘em to nobody else, then shut his eyes and died. Reckon he had a notion he might go. Musta got everything ready a while back.” Still talking, Wilkins rose from his chair, shuffled across the room to the bunk, and dragged it aside. With a knife blade he lifted up a loose floorboard. Underneath rested a rusted tin box. Wilkins lifted the box out. When it was open, he tossed two sealed letters and a tarnished metal disk on the table in front of Tabor. “That there’s silver,” he drawled. “Needs cleanin’ up.”
While Tabor examined the envelopes, Wilkins poured whiskey on the blackened metal and used his bandanna to polish it.
Tabor picked up the shined disk and looked at the finely etched symbol. “The flying S,” he said. He’d helped his father decide on that symbol for the Stanton brand. There had been a pair of those silver medallions, one on each stirrup of his father’s saddle.
“Your pa was hard put for money sometimes—most times. He never would part with that piece. Some nights he’d sit here drinkin’ and twirlin’ that medallion in his hands. Said it was all he had left of what he started out to be. He didn’t have nothin’ else to leave you but that. He wanted you to have it.”
Tabor closed the medallion in his hand. His throat tightened up, surprising him that he had any emotion left for his father. He’d tossed his hat on the table when he’d come in. Now he retrieved it and fastened the medallion on the band. He cleared his throat and glanced down at the letters Wilkins had given him. One was addressed to him; the other, with a request that he deliver it, was addressed to a name he didn’t recognize. Tabor tore open his letter and read it.
Dear Son,
I know there’s nothing to make amends for what I did to you and your mother. I reckon you won’t ever forgive me, and I won’t ask. I made my own place in hell and I’ll lie there. I hope you’ll take that letter to Clement Damon in San Francisco. He’s a man I owed a debt I never could pay. Sometimes a man does things he regrets the rest of his life. I know I took all her dreams but I loved your mother, son. I loved you too.
Your father,
T. R. Stanton
Tabor shrugged and put the note back in the envelope. A few words that had taken less than five minutes to write. That was all his father had left to explain the lost thirteen years. He guessed he’d never know the answers to all the questions he had about his father. Whatever had brought him to ruin was a secret buried in that grave out back. Stan had wandered up to Yuba City only about a year ago. Most of the townspeople didn’t even know he was around. Wilkins didn’t know much about his past either. He said Stan didn’t talk much. That was one of the reasons they got along well.
“Anything else I need to take care of?”
Wilkins didn’t seem to hear the question. His weathered face crinkled up and he rambled on with talk about Stan. “Was another fella named Chapman your pa did some prospectin’ with down south of here ‘fore they had a fallin’ out. He come up to see Stan once. Ain’t seen him since before Stan died, though. Reckon he left these parts. Anyhow, Stan said they was square.”
Tabor reached into his pocket. “I owe you for the burying.”
“Naw,” Wilkins insisted. “Stan was my friend. We was even. I reckon all his business is done now.” He scratched his brow beneath the grease-stained hat he’d never taken off. “‘Cept one thing. Stan had claim to that piece of ground he’d been working down south. Never yielded up more’n a few small nuggets in two years. Jest kept him in whiskey and tobaccy.” Again Wilkins scratched beneath his hat. “Stan left thinkin’ he’d never make a good strike there. Don’t know what become of that claim. Reckon it’ll show up around here and I’ll send it to you.”
“You do that, Wilkins.” Tabor got to his feet, ready to leave the stale air and dingy interior of Wilkins’ shack, more anxious to leave the rush of memories trying to jell in his mind. He shook his head, wanting to break the image of him and his mother and father together years ago, happy, hopeful, seeing the future his father talked about. He remembered life fading out of his mother afterward when the letters stopped and the years passed without word from her husband. He remembered the broken man he’d seen in this shack, a man reeking of whiskey and half out of his head from years of its poison. “Thanks for taking care of...my father.”
Wilkins finished off the whiskey. “Weren’t nothin’,” he said.
***
Wearing a pink lace dress and ostrich feathers in her hat, Delilah sat in the small dining room of the Murray Hotel in Yuba City. The burly marshal, Walsh Peregrine, sat across from her, a teacup lost in a meaty hand more accustomed to a beer mug.
“Yes, ma’am,” Peregrine said. “Sure is a pleasure having tea with Miss Delilah.”
“It’s a pleasure for me, Marshal.” Delilah fixed her sparkling eyes on Peregrine and briefly placed a delicate hand over his. A flush sped to Peregrine’s face.
“I’ve heard what a strong and upstanding man you are. I’ve been real anxious to meet Marshal Peregrine since.”
Peregrine straightened his shoulders and smiled. “Well,” he drawled, “I reckon I’ve got a little reputation as a lawman.”
“You are too modest, Marshal.” Delilah sipped her tea and offered Peregrine another cookie. “Of course, a lady likes that in a man.”
“And you are some lady, Miss Delilah. Talk about how purty you are don’t tell half the truth.”
“Thank you, Marshal. That’s a lovely compliment. I’ll bet an important man like you hears all the talk around here. I’ll bet you know about everything.”
“Sure. I know most everything. Wouldn’t be much of a marshal if I didn’t.”
Delilah fluttered her lashes. “An acquaintance told me she had an old friend here, a fellow named Stanton. She asked me to give him a message. Do you know the man?”
“Stanton.” Peregrine rubbed his chin. “Don’t think I do. ‘Course, he could be one of the prospectors near here. Don’t know all their names. Some of them don’t remember themselves.”
“Maybe so,” Delilah said, disappointed. She’d hoped to at least get a line on Stanton while in Yuba City and, if it proved feasible, to stay long enough to deal with him. Now it looked as if this stop was in vain. She wished she’d canceled out and closed the tour early. Already she was having second thoughts about letting Dinah perform alone.
The marshal stiffened in his chair. That busybody Abigail Fisk had just entered the dining room and was asking for a table all by herself. That could only mean she’d spotted him through the windows from the sidewalk and had come in to collect some new gossip. How was he going to explain to his wife why he had time to take tea with an entertainer? He reached for his watch chain and pulled a gold-plated timepiece from a vest pocket and made a show of flipping open the cover.
“I sure hate to leave, Miss Delilah, but I got to be relieving my deputy. If I hear anything about that Stanton fellow, I’ll let you know.”
“Thank you, Marshal. I appreciate that,” she said softly, happy to be rid of him since he had no useful information for her.
“It’s time for me to leave too. I always try to have a little nap before a performance, but I just couldn’t stop in Yuba City without meeting Marshal Walsh Peregrine.”
Peregrine blushed again. A detail not missed by Abigail Fisk, he noted. Damned nosy spinster. He tipped his hat and smiled as he passed her table on the way out.
***
The Nugget Saloon filled early. Word had gotten around that this was Delilah’s last performance until next year. Men rode in all afternoon, started drinking early, some occupying themselves with poker playing until the show started. Nobody was happier about the turnout than Fat Jack, the saloon owner. At ten bucks a head for a seat, he counted money all afternoon.
Dinah, alone in her room, practiced the steps to her solo number. When satisfied, she got out her costume and a pair of scissors and made a few alterations to the buckskin garment. She would have to wear the wig with the braids. A redheaded Indian would be laughed right off the stage. Costume on, wig in place, Dinah looked herself over in the mirror. She didn’t look sixteen. Anybody in the audience would think she was eighteen or older, especially if she didn’t wear that sack of a dress onstage.
Turning to check the fit of her costume from every angle, Dinah thought about what her sister had said. Delilah had suggested she was jealous. Well, why shouldn’t she be? Her older sister had everything, including the face and voice of an angel. She didn’t have freckles either. Every man in California desired Delilah. No one even noticed another woman when Delilah was around. Well, only one man did, the only man in the world who made Dinah’s heart leap with happiness. Barrett Fenton was the man she loved, the only man she’d ever love. The painful thing about it was, he would soon be Delilah’s fiancé.
Dinah sniffed. Delilah got everything first. How could Dinah be expected to be satisfied always being a shadow of her sister? Still sniffing, Dinah went to work with her scissors again. Tonight they’d see which one of them everyone was talking about after the performance.
“Dinah, are you dressed?” Loo called from the hallway.
“Almost.” Dinah hastily got out of the buckskin dress and folded it into a bag. She slipped on a wrapper. “Come in,” she said, smiling innocently as she opened her door to Loo.
“I’ve come to take you over to the saloon.” Loo helped Dinah out of the wrapper and into a street dress. The only part of the costume Dinah wore was her wig. While Dinah adjusted the fit of it, Loo picked up her bag from the bed. “I’ll take this,” she said.
“No.” Dinah quickly took the bag from Loo. “I’ll carry it. You have to get Delilah’s things.”
Loo smiled. She usually carried both. Having been with both Delilah and Dinah since they were small children, she knew it wasn’t like Dinah to volunteer to do anything resembling work. Not that she was normally unpleasant, it was just that Dinah was accustomed to being waited on hand and foot. Delilah indulged her. But maybe growing up was changing the spoiled little girl into a gracious young woman.
***
“Dinah, hurry.” Delilah drew in her breath as Loo tightened the laces on the bodice of a pink-and-silver costume. “We don’t want those cowboys getting any wilder because we kept them waiting.” Loo pinned the black feathers in Delilah’s hair and handed her a new black lace handkerchief to tuck into her bosom. “Ready?” she asked, turning to look at Dinah.
Dinah spun around and smiled. “Not Dinah. Bright Moon, Indian princess,” she said, leaning forward for Loo to blacken her brows with charcoal and stain her cheeks with rouge. Green eyes glowing, she blew a kiss at Delilah. “Thanks for letting me have my solo number.”
“Just remember not to get too close to the tables,” Delilah warned. “I’m sorry I’ll miss half your number, making my last costume change.”
“I know,” Dinah said, her face going expressionless for a moment. “But that’s all right.”
Five minutes later found them waiting on a set of rickety steps behind the curtains as Fat Jack stepped to the stage and shouted the house quiet.
“Gentlemen,” he bellowed. “And the rest of you. Fat Jack and the Nugget Saloon present the brightest flame in the West.” Applause, shouts, and whistles shook the room. “Delilah!”
To a thunderous greeting, Delilah hastened onstage, bowing and blowing kisses to the crowd. After a moment the noise died down and the piano player struck the chords for “Beautiful Dreamer,” Delilah’s first number. She liked starting off with a gentle song and a genteel manner. Looking for all the world like a delicate southern belle, Delilah sang her song, bringing tears to a few crusty faces, ending the number with a curtsy.
One dark and handsome face at a front table remained unmoved by Delilah’s first song. It was the closest Tabor Stanton had ever gotten to Delilah. He was amazed to see she owed none of her beauty to powder or paint. If anything, the vivid color on cheeks and lips dimmed her beauty. The skin on her shoulders was milk-white and looked soft as spun silk. He wasn’t surprised her eyes were blue or that they were clear and deep as a summer sky.
She moved like a lady. She spoke like a lady as she introduced the other members of her troupe, two tin cowboys and a girl billed as Bright Moon, probably the world’s only Indian princess with freckles and green eyes, he imagined.
Delilah narrated softly while the girl and the two men performed a dramatic enactment of an Indian girl who hurled herself off a cliff rather than be captured. The girl was good but the crowd grew restless toward the end, ready for another song by Delilah. She obliged with a high-stepping number and a medley of popular tunes.
Tabor felt heat rising in him as Delilah swirled in front of him and swished her skirts only inches out of his reach. At the point in the show where there was generally an intermission and Delilah changed to the costume for her fire dance, Fat Jack announced a new act. Bright Moon would give her first solo performance, a dance called “The Maiden and the Butterfly”.
The Indian girl marched onstage wrapped in a bright colored blanket, the butterfly with folded wings. Gracefully Bright Moon floated across the stage, alternately folding and unfolding her arms as if she were a butterfly fluttering her wings. Finally she stood with her back to the audience, arms out, the blanket flowing from them. Slowly Bright Moon folded to the floor, like a butterfly alighting, then suddenly sprang to her feet minus the blanket. Her arms were bare, the fringed buckskin dress barely capping her thighs.
Several men lunged toward the stage and had to be shoved back by Fat Jack’s men. Even for a saloon the costume was daringly short. Bright Moon, though, was hardly still long enough for eyes to linger on her shapely limbs. She whirled and leapt and spun, a maiden chasing a butterfly, ending her dance with a leap that culminated in an amazing split. Slowly Bright Moon wrapped herself in the blanket—the maiden again became the butterfly.
Shouts rattled the glasses at the bar. The men whooped and yelled things polite ears shouldn’t hear. For the first time Bright Moon seemed aware of the ruckus she’d started. Looking a bit pale and confused, she made a quick bow. Before she could exit, one man who’d had more than his share of whiskey actually made it onto the stage and snatched Bright Moon’s blanket from her shoulders.
“Got me a squaw!” he shouted, seizing Bright Moon’s arm before Todd could get at him. The man jerked Bright Moon into his arms, whacked her on the butt, then kissed her sloppily on the mouth. She shrieked in horror. Todd flung an arm around the drunken cowboy’s neck and threw him roughly from the stage.
Delilah, returning just as Dinah’s number ended, called to Loo before reaching the stage. “Drat!” she said. “I missed the whole thing. I couldn’t find the black garters anywhere. Dinah said she put them in my bag. I had to keep the pink ones on.” She stopped short, seeing what was taking place onstage. “Oh!” she cried. “Sweet Jesus! Loo! What is she doing? That costume!”
Delilah was one step away from rushing onstage to rescue Dinah, but Seth beat her to it. Holding Dinah’s shoulders, he led the trembling girl down the steps while Todd hauled an angry and disappointed patron out of the saloon.
“Dinah! Dinah! Are you all right?” Dinah sobbed that she was. “Oh, Dinah! How could you do this?” Delilah cried, getting an even more shocking look at Dinah’s shortened costume. “You’re nearly naked!”
“Don’t say anything else. Not now,” Dinah whimpered, shivering beneath the blanket Loo put around her. “I want Seth to take me to my room.”
“Go with her, Loo. Stay with her,” Delilah pleaded.
“I will. Do your number,” Loo said coolly, putting her arms around Dinah. “I’ll take care of her.”
Shaken, Delilah made her way to the stage while Fat Jack introduced the fire dance she’d made famous. She was still dazed when Todd lit the ends of the two batons she used and as Fat Jack gave an order for the lights to be dimmed. She went through her dance without being aware her feet moved to the fast tempo of the piano music. Fortunately the act was so familiar it came automatically. Without a missed move, Delilah twirled the flaming batons, the silver in her costume reflecting the fire.
Unlike Bright Moon’s dance, Delilah’s brought awe and silence. She moved with such speed, tossing the batons, catching them, spinning around the stage, that nothing seemed visible but the flashing flames. When her pace showed and she tossed the batons to someone in the wings, only a murmur sounded from the crowd. Several seconds passed before the hypnotic spell of the fire dance was broken and the men shouted for Delilah’s song.
She’ll wrap her arms around you and whisper somethings,
You’ll think sweet Delilah has made you her king.
She’ll hold you, she’ll kiss you, she’ll drive you insane,
You’ll want to get burned in Delilah’s flames.
No more genteel lady, Tabor thought. She’d become the naughty, bawdy woman every man in the saloon wanted for at least one night. What was the real woman like? he wondered. The British accent was real, he was sure of that. Where did a woman like Delilah come from? And where did she go when her tour was over? He’d sure like to find out. He hoped he got the chance.
When it’s all over and she’s left you alone,
You’ll find sweet Delilah has all that you own.
So if you choose to love her you’ve no right to complain,
You’ve had your warning, stranger, of Delilah’s flames.
A heavyset man wearing a star on his chest edged his way through the tables and passed a slip of paper to Delilah’s man before the song was over.
You’ll want to get burned in Delilah’s flames.
Easing a black handkerchief from her bosom, Delilah sang the last words of the chorus and gave the handkerchief a toss. When the owner of the local dry goods store caught it and yelled his sentiments to her, Delilah eased her hand toward her pocket and the handle of the silver mirror. The white metal felt cold as a chunk of ice. She let it go. For once, for the only time ever, she ended her performance without reflecting the mirror’s light on a man in the audience. But tonight, worried as she was about Dinah, she knew she couldn’t manage the phony smiles and gay banter expected of her. Instead of singling out a man for company, she waved and blew kisses. The crowd roared and she thanked them with bows and more kisses then said a goodnight.
“Damm it!” Tabor Stanton swore softly. More bad luck. No mirror. No chances. Maybe this time he would settle for one of the saloon girls. He headed for the bar with half the other men in the place and found a spot where he could rest his elbows and drink.
Just behind the curtains Delilah read the note from Peregrine, then hurriedly sent Todd to find the marshal. When he joined her backstage, Delilah placed her hands on his forearm. “You have something to tell me, Marshal?”
Peregrine wagged his head but just stood staring dumbfounded for a few seconds at Delilah in her silver-and-black costume. When she pressed his arm, he remembered what he had to say.
“That fellow Stanton you asked about. That’s him at the end of the bar. Tall fellow in the black shirt. Registered at the hotel this afternoon. Been staying with an old prospector at a shack out in the hills. Reckon that’s why I didn’t know nothing about him.”
Delilah’s heart lurched like it always did when she saw one of those men. Stanton. The only one who had shown a trace of regret that night. Only it hadn’t been enough to make him defy his friends and help her father. No. Stanton was no better than the others. He’d ridden away too, and never looked back.
“Thank you, Marshal,” she said, forcing her voice to be calm. “I’m sure my friend will appreciate having her message delivered to Mr. Stanton.”
“Always at your service, Miss Delilah.” Peregrine smiled. He could afford to. Abigail Fisk had made her report to his wife, but Martha had been too interested in hearing all about the famous Delilah to give him a tongue-lashing.
Delilah paused in thought for a moment, glad she’d foregone the mirror stunt and hadn’t tied herself up to chat with a stranger all night. Still there was the fact she had devised no plan for Stanton. She knew almost nothing about him. Acting without every detail planned was unlike her. Maybe she felt a little reckless because of what Dinah had done and wanted to speed things along. Maybe she was angry and it seemed to her at that moment that Stanton represented all the bad things that haunted her dreams. She made a hasty if regrettable decision. Threading her way through the room, she approached the bar.
Tabor saw her coming and marveled that the raucous crowd of men turned suddenly gentlemanly as Delilah walked by. Hats were tipped, niceties were uttered, paths were made for Delilah to pass through. Like every other man, he watched her, as elegant a woman as he’d ever seen. She had her mind set on something. He wondered what. When she singled him out at the bar and extended a hand, he was amazed.
“Mr. Stanton,” Delilah said in a sugar-coated voice. “I’ve looked forward to meeting you.”
“Delilah.” The deep voice held strength and confidence and just a hint of self-satisfaction. He raised her hand to his lips, an act that seemed totally unnatural in a California saloon and from a man wearing two Colt revolvers strapped to his sides.
Her heart thumped queerly when his lips touched her skin. Under other circumstances she would have been pleased by his chivalry. Not since she’d been in Europe had a man kissed her hand. Stanton did it with the proper savoir faire. Though she had never felt anything but hatred and disgust for the men on her list, Stanton wasn’t at all what she’d expected. Tall, lean, and passably handsome, he was a good twenty years younger than Newell and the others. She placed him at about thirty.
For a moment she was taken aback. At the time of the attack he could only have been about sixteen. Of course he might be a few years older than he looked. In any event, he would have been nearly grown at the time in question. Younger men had taken up guns and turned to killing.
His having been only a boy at the time might explain why tracing him had proved difficult. She had remembered the names Newell and Stanton. Since Hoke Newell later became well-known, he had been easy to find; so had Ackley and Hoage, and even the Penn brothers. Those four had remained friends of Newell’s. Stanton was the exception. Apparently he hadn’t kept in contact with the others over the years. She was glad; otherwise he might have heard of their troubles and become suspicious.
Smiling, Delilah invited Tabor to a table and asked Fat Jack to send over the bottle of French wine she’d had delivered to the bar. One thing she had never been able to master was drinking the horrible whiskey these places served. While she waited, she gave Tabor, seated beside her, an analytical look. Rugged, he had a trace of arrogance only half-hidden in the gray eyes. That at least didn’t surprise her. His hair was black, a bit too long. Did that mean he couldn’t afford the price of a haircut? At least he was clean and smelled...rather nice.
The barkeep came and poured her wine. She eyed her companion more discreetly now: worn boots, gray cord pants, a black shirt and leather vest. The gunbelt and ivory-handled guns were probably the most expensive items of his attire. He didn’t look as if he’d fared as well financially as his former companions. She saw a ray of hope. If Stanton had become just a drifter or cowhand, concocting a quick plan would be easy. She could be done with Tabor Stanton before she left Yuba City.
Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Won’t you join me?” she asked, signaling the barkeep to wait a moment.
“No, thank you. I’ll stay with whiskey.” Reluctantly the barkeep left, his gaze so intent on Delilah he backed into a customer and got splashed with beer.
Tabor’s eyes hovered on her too. With the grace and refinement of a duchess she sipped her wine. He could easily believe the talk that she was from down-in-the-pocket British aristocracy. As a naval officer he had spent time in England. Only the years of training genteel British girls received in the social arts could account for her elegant manners.
He couldn’t figure Delilah out. That diamond around her throat would keep a good-size estate running a couple of years. That she had so much tied up in the diamonds dispelled the theory she was in need. She was a riddle, all right, a beautiful, tempting one. A grin manifested itself on his lips as he recalled he had always liked a good riddle.
He contemplated her even more inquisitively. That red hair glowed like hot coals against her pale skin. The deep color did battle with the brilliant blue eyes. A woman with looks like that needed nothing more to have what she wanted in life. Again he came to why. Why was Delilah playing a saloon in Yuba City and a dozen towns like it?
Delilah demurely diverted her eyes from Tabor for a moment, then glanced back at him. “It occurs to me, Mr. Stanton, that you may be wondering how I happen to know your name.”
She was a fine actress. He could almost swear she had managed a blush. “You are correct, ma’am,” he said, even more convinced he would enjoy solving this puzzle.
“I pride myself on being a forthright woman,” she said softly. “You caught my eye during the show. I had someone ask questions to satisfy my curiosity. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Not at all,” he replied, feeling a touch of amusement. To his knowledge the only one around who knew his name was the hotel desk clerk. He had told the bespectacled clerk he was in town on business. If Delilah’s game was casing for the wealthiest man in the audience, she had made a serious mistake tonight. Tabor grinned. He couldn’t see the point in telling her that, though. “Fortunate for me that I got a table up close,” he drawled.
“Fortunate for both of us, Mr. Stanton.” Her lashes swept down in coquettish fashion. “This is a lonely life for a woman. I don’t like spending my evenings alone.”
“Ma’am.” His grin turned devilish. “I can’t imagine you spend many of them alone.”
Her smile faded a little. What was the matter with him? Any other man would be fawning all over her by now. Men, she’d found, were incredibly easy to deceive. She supposed it never occurred to them they could be outsmarted by a woman. Tabor Stanton, however, looked as if his smoky eyes hid laughter. Well, she knew how to fix that.
Ever so gently she touched the back of his hand with her fingertips. “Too many, Mr. Stanton,” she whispered. “I hope this won’t be one of them.”
“Oh no, ma’am.” His flesh heated under that simple touch even though he knew it had been deliberate. Delilah, he remembered from his Sunday-school days, delighted in finding a man’s weaknesses. He was quickly developing a few new ones for this Delilah. “I can’t see any reason it should be,” he told her.
***
“Dinah, what in heaven’s name made you do such a thing?” Delilah paced around Dinah’s bed.
“I didn’t know anyone would attack me,” Dinah sobbed. “I just wanted them to like me as much as they do you. Hardly anybody misbehaves when you’re onstage. And if someone does, the rest of the crowd tosses him out.” She stopped to blow her nose. “They all laughed and treated me like a—”
“Don’t say it. Don’t think about it.” Delilah stopped her pacing and sat at Dinah’s bedside. “You have to realize those men were half-drunk. They thought you were really an Indian girl. Men don’t think they have to be polite to Indian girls.”
“I want to go home,” Dinah whimpered.
“We will go, precious. In the morning.”
“What about the man you found here?”
Delilah looked surprised. She hadn’t mentioned finding Stanton. Loo must have. A terrible pain filled her heart. She had made a mistake bringing Dinah along. Dinah was too young and too vulnerable to be exposed to this life.
The muscles in her throat tightening, she answered Dinah’s question. “Don’t worry about him. What I have in mind won’t delay us. By tomorrow he’ll wish he’d never set foot in Yuba City.”
Delilah said good night and, not wanting Dinah to be alone, sent Loo in to stay with her. She had an idea she was sure would work. She was sure, too, that she could handle Stanton easily enough.
“Seth, Todd,” she said. “We’ll follow the same plan. Serve dinner, then see we’re not disturbed. Have the coach ready to leave at dawn.”
The men agreed, asked a few questions about the details, then set about doing as she’d asked. Meanwhile Delilah hurriedly arranged the dinner table and lit the candles in her room.
***
An hour. Tabor watched the pendulum swing inside the clock in the hotel lobby. Why did a woman need an hour to get dressed to be undressed? A courtesan’s trick? His look of annoyance eased into a smile. Maybe she knew what she was doing. Waiting wasn’t cooling his fever any.
At two minutes until midnight he put on his hat and mounted the stairs. There wasn’t any mistaking Delilah’s room. The two dandies from her show stood like sentries on either side of the threshold, now sporting tooled black leather holsters and pearl-handled pistols. Very pretty. He wondered if either of them could shoot.
“Hey!” he called before they had him in view. Two hands zoomed toward leather, respectably fast. So the men were more than decoration. “Easy,” Tabor called, remembering he’d left his hardware in his room. He stepped through the alcove and into the hall. “It’s me, Stanton. I’m expected.”
“Sorry, Mr. Stanton,” Seth said, relaxing. “We don’t take chances with Miss Delilah.”
“No, I don’t imagine the hired help does,” Tabor mumbled under his breath as Todd tapped the door and announced him.
“Send the gentleman in, Todd,” Delilah’s silvery voice called.
Tabor found himself in a candlelit room potent with the essence of spicy perfume. There was a table set for two, champagne, a canopy bed lined with rose-colored satin, everything a man might dream about, except Delilah.
“I’ll be a minute, Mr. Stanton.” The voice drifted out from behind a clothes-laden dressing screen. “I had trouble making up my mind about which gown to wear.”
Tabor smiled lazily. “You shouldn’t have gone to any trouble. I’m certain to like anything you have on.”
“That’s sweet of you, Mr. Stanton.” Her laughter trilled. “But when I’m dressing for a special occasion, I like to be sure everything is exactly right.”
She stepped from behind the screen wearing a dress of pale pink overlaid with black lace. The effect, at first glance, was that black lace was all she wore. The sight almost took his breath. She was perfection, skin white as a winter moon, sapphire eyes full of secrets, and the hair—he thought it was the hair that beguiled him most. It glowed like a fiery sunset. She’d loosened a strand and let it fall over one shoulder. Did she know how much he wanted his hands in that hair? How much he wanted to bury his face in it?
He knew what she had been saying downstairs. Her life didn’t allow time for the pre-mating rituals. She had to sidestep them. Of course she would want what semblance of it could be fitted into a night, the civilized dinner, conversation. He didn’t mind. Those things, too, heightened the anticipation. Only the way his body was reacting just to the sight of Delilah, he wasn’t sure he could be civilized for long.
“Good evening, Miss Delilah,” he said, forcing smoothness into his voice.
Smiling, he removed his hat. As he did, the silver medallion on the band flashed with the light of a candle. Delilah saw it and gasped. Suddenly weak-legged, she caught hold of the table to steady herself. For an instant everything in the room turned black and she was once again a young girl surrounded by riders. The medallion and another like it shone from the stirrups of one of those riders. A man named Stanton. This man.
Stanton had started to get off his horse and help. But his noble thought had been quickly crushed. She wondered if he had any regrets. If he even remembered what he had done that night.
“Ma’am? Delilah?” Seeing the color wash out of her face, Tabor started toward her. “Anything wrong?”
“No. N-not really,” she stuttered. “I...I twisted my ankle. I’m fine now.”
“Here. Sit down.” Before she could resist, he helped her to a brocade-covered settee and insisted she get off her feet. “Let me have a look.”
“Oh no. Really. It doesn’t hurt now.”
But he was kneeling before her and gently massaging one ankle. Tiny shock waves started through her.
“Not that one,” she said, snatching her foot away. It was a useless defense. He immediately set about massaging the other ankle, with exactly the same result.
“Better?” he asked. Black silk stockings. Trim ankles. Curvy calves. Pink satin slippers. The hour’s wait would be worthwhile. He’d enjoy peeling off the silk and satin and lace.
“Much better.” Wanting to break the physical contact, Delilah got hurriedly to her feet, but immediately found herself swept into Tabor Stanton’s arms.
“Good,” he said, his lips muffling her objections. The kiss, brief but thorough, stunned her and sent unwarranted pleasure spiraling through her body. For a few seconds afterward Delilah stood speechless.
The first words to come back surprised both her and Stanton. “You low-lyin’ side...” She stopped short, her eyes incredibly wide. What was she saying? She could ruin everything. Delilah quickly turned her back so he couldn’t see the confusion registered on her face. “I’m sorry, Mr. Stanton.” It galled her to pretend politeness, but she didn’t want him losing interest so soon. She softened her voice. “I’m not accustomed to a man being so forward.”
Tabor arched a brow. Low-lyin’ sidewinder? Something a boomtown woman might say, but from the well-bred Delilah, more of the puzzle. “I owe the apology, ma’am,” he drawled. “Guess I misunderstood your invitation.”
She kept her back to him, completely missing the disarming grin on his face. His words were right but the tone lacked conviction. The arrogant bastard. He thought she was nothing more than a well-dressed whore. Incensed, she braced herself to remain calm, swearing the mistake would cost him.
Eyes twinkling, and with a new hold on her composure, Delilah looked over her shoulder at Tabor. “Maybe not, Mr. Stanton,” she cooed. “A lady needs a little time to make up her mind about a man, a little time to anticipate. Let’s see how we both feel later in the evening.”
Tabor dropped a hand on her shoulder. The skin was warm and smooth. He turned her around. The lady liked games. Fine. He supposed it affronted her dignity to fall into a man’s arms without a few preliminaries. Damn, she was good to look at! A magnificent woman. Full breasts almost spilling out of her dress, a waist he could reach around, eyes that were hard to look away from. The lips had been soft and sweet. Maybe he could wait—a while.
Heat waves started where his hand rested. She felt a tiny shudder, not of revulsion but of enjoyment. This was inexcusable, to feel anything resembling excitement from this man’s touch. She abhorred the thought of it. She couldn’t let herself be distracted just because he had a handsome face. That medallion on his hat reminded her he was a man without courage or conviction, a man with a hollow heart.
She breathed in a deep breath. Self-command was imperative. “Some champagne, Mr. Stanton,” she said smoothly.
“Call me Tabor, please. Formalities have always been a nuisance. May I?” He offered to open the bottle. When the cork popped and a stream of foam shot into the air, they laughed together. Before much of the champagne was lost, Delilah got the glasses.
“Ummm. This is good.” She sipped contentedly. “I adore champagne. Do you, Tabor?”
He nodded. “Mostly bubbles. But it’ll do.”
When Seth knocked and said he had the supper tray, Delilah was still sipping her first glass, Tabor, at Delilah’s prompting, his third.
Halfway through the meal Delilah realized Tabor was staring at her in a peculiar way. Those intense gray eyes made her edgy. A slow flutter of panic started down in her stomach. He couldn’t possibly suspect...No. It had to be something else. She gathered courage and spoke. “Is something bothering you, Tabor?”
Tabor shook his head. “Not a thing.” Without warning he clasped the hand she rested on the table, finding it warm but slightly shaky. “I was just sitting here wondering how you tell a beautiful woman she’s beautiful in a way she hasn’t heard a hundred times before.”
Delilah sighed and relaxed a bit. Her smile was purely theatrical. “You’ve done just that, Tabor.” She wrapped her fingers around his hand and squeezed. “Thank you,” she said.
Silently she congratulated herself. He wasn’t so different after all. He wanted her. A man in that condition was like a rutting deer, blind to everything but his lust. The fact that he had stirred her a little only made her angry. Tabor Stanton would topple like the others. She would enjoy watching him fall.
Seth came in later to take the supper dishes. When the door clicked shut behind him, Delilah turned her charm on Tabor full force.
“It is warm in here isn’t it?” She lifted the curls from her neck and fanned herself with a silk Japanese fan. “I wonder if you’d pour me another glass of champagne? It does make me feel cooler.” Tabor complied. When he handed her the glass, she looked up at him with wide blue eyes. “Do you play poker, Tabor?”
“I’ve played a few games.” The long months at sea, he’d occupied many hours playing poker and had gained an expertise that kept his fellow officers low on funds most of the time.
“I find a few hands relaxing after dinner,” she said innocently. “Would you indulge me?” The long reddish lashes swept her cheeks. “I promise to make it worth your while.”
His desire for her intensified. “I like the stakes,” he responded.
Delilah dealt the first round in her clumsy, misleading way. A few rounds later she had lost a sizable stack of gold coins.
“Oh!” Delilah showed her hand and then Tabor his. Her lips went into a soft pout. “You are entirely too skilled for me, Tabor. You’ve won again.”
“Looks that way.” He grinned. He should be complimenting her on her skills. She was quite a woman. Every word, every gesture, every glance designed to ignite a man’s passion. And it did. For the last hour he’d felt that he had a volcano inside him. If she wanted him at a fever pitch when they made love, she would have her wish. With every minute that passed, he was more fascinated with her. She was a better poker player than she let on, too good to lose every hand. That too had to be deliberate. Maybe she thought it swelled a man’s pride to win.
“More brandy, Tabor?” She stood for a moment and refilled his snifter, brushing her arm against his shoulder as she placed it on the table. “You aren’t by any chance a professional gambler, are you?”
“Not at cards,” he returned, feeling a jolt as her flesh touched him and the scent of her perfume invaded his nostrils.
That was the third glass of brandy she had forced on him. He could swear she was trying to get him drunk. But why? If she opened another button on her bodice, he would gladly do anything she asked. Maybe she wanted to be sure she could stay in control of the situation. His easy grin widened. “I do enjoy the excitement of taking risks. How about you?”
“Oh, I rather like following the tried-and-true. Maybe that’s why I so seldom win.”
“At cards?”
Annoyed, Delilah almost forgot to smile. She wasn’t accustomed to having a man tease her. The problem was, Tabor held his liquor too well. He wasn’t the least bit tipsy and now he’d stopped drinking. At least she’d learned enough about him to feel confident her hasty plan would work. He’d been in the navy until recently and evidently never in Mexico. The detective had done a poor job tracing Stanton. He seemed to have no roots. He mentioned no family. As best she could tell, he drifted around living on what was left of his navy pay.
“You haven’t touched your brandy,” she said as she dealt another hand.
He lifted one eyebrow devilishly. “I don’t like drinking alone.”
“We’ll have to remedy that.” Delilah quickly rose to her feet and poured herself another snifter of brandy. She wished she’d added the powder when she poured his. Maybe she could distract him and slip it into his glass at the table. She didn’t want to prolong this encounter. She didn’t like the way those smoke-gray eyes looked as if they could see right through her. She didn’t like the way that grin softened his face and made it look so...appealing. She wanted to be done with Tabor Stanton as soon as possible.
Damn! Delilah swore under her breath. The little silver snuffbox with the powder wasn’t in her pocket. She’d been so upset about Dinah, she’d forgotten to get it from Loo. She felt like crying. This might be a long night after all. She had no choice but to get Tabor genuinely drunk.
“Drink up,” she said, and took a generous swallow of brandy. “Let’s play another hand. My luck might change.”
“Or mine might,” he quipped.
She lost, again and again. Looking forlorn, Delilah cast her luminous blue eyes on him and said a bit thickly, “Pour me another brandy.”
Tabor got unsteadily to his feet. “Brandy’s all gone,” he reported. “Champagne too.”
Delilah watched him bump the chair and breathed a sigh of relief. “Sherry, then, and tell me about the Admiral.”
“Which one?”
“The four-legged one. The one you spent your severance pay on.”
Tabor grinned. “You ought to see him. Black as midnight, almost seventeen hands at the withers, long powerful legs, good bloodlines, and he’s smart, smarter than most of the scalawags I sailed with.”
“And you spent all your money to buy this horse, the Admiral?”
Tabor settled back in his chair. Christ! His head was swimming. Was she trying to stroke his passion or put it out? “All I could save from the last five years of navy pay. When a man’s had nothing steadier than a rolling deck under him for years, he wants a good horse. The Admiral’s the finest piece of horseflesh west of St. Jo.”
“Would you sell him?”
His heavy dark brows flew up. “Sell him? Hell, no! I’ve got plans for the Admiral.” His words slurred, “Ranch...a few good mares.”
“A ranch costs money.” Tall plans for a man who was little better than a saddle tramp. The Admiral was probably a fleabitten nag. But the horse was apparently the only thing of worth Tabor Stanton owned. And that wouldn’t be for long.
He clinked the coins from his stack of winnings and slid most of them into a vest pocket. “A few more poker games and who knows.”
She knew. Delilah fumed beneath her pasted-on smile. He had a high opinion of himself. And this encounter had gone on long enough.
Delilah placed a hand to her temple to steady her head. How much could one man drink? She could handle perhaps one more glass of sherry. Tabor was several ahead of her. She hoped one more would be enough to drop him.
“A toast to luck,” she said, sporting a sugary smile. The glasses clinked.
“Always ready to drink to luck,” Tabor told her. “Your deal.”
He started to pick up his cards, but Delilah stopped him. “Let’s change the stakes,” she suggested. “Make the game more exciting. Let’s wager something we value.”
“What would that be?” he asked, mesmerized by what he saw glistening in her sapphire eyes.
“I believe I have something you’d like to possess,” she said. Tabor slowly nodded. “Suppose you wager the Admiral and your winnings against—” She paced out her words. “—anything you’d like from me.”
“Anything?” He felt the jolt of desire in his loins. Damn, she knew how to make a fire hotter. “Do I have to name my pleasure before we play?”
She moistened her lips. “That would make it more interesting. What would you like?”
But if you love Delilah, there’s a terrible price...Tabor flooded his lungs with oxygen. Christ! It was all in the song. What a game she played. The lady was a spider. She built a man up, then snatched the ground out from under him. If he had the picture right, she’d win the next hand, have his horse, then call those two buffoons to drag him out. She didn’t want to make love to him. She wanted to castrate him. Damn her! All his passion turned to raw fury. It was time Delilah met a man she couldn’t geld.
He nodded his consent and gave a smile the devil would have envied. “I’m going to remember this game the rest of my life.” He paused while he rolled a cigarette and lit it. “What I’d like is to have Delilah as my love slave for one entire week.” He exhaled a smoky breath. “Agreed?”
She didn’t hesitate, though she would have liked to scratch his eyes out for even thinking such a thing. “Agreed,” she said, and winked. “Sounds tantalizing.” The dolt! He’d remember this game the rest of his life, all right.
Slowly Tabor and Delilah picked up their cards and looked at the hands dealt. Delilah frowned. Tabor hardly restrained himself from bursting out with laughter. She’d dealt him a pair of kings and a pair of queens. She wanted him to fall hard. Her frown deepened. She was a magnificent actress.
“Cards?” she asked, sounding worried.
Tabor rubbed his eyes and reeled in his chair. She wanted him drunk. Let her think he was. “I’ll hold what I have,” he mumbled. “Go ahead.”
Her former clumsiness with the cards vanished. She handled them with expertise and finesse, discarding and quickly dealing herself two more.
Her expression changed from one of worry to one of joy. “I believe my luck has changed, Tabor,” she said sweetly.
The corner of his mouth twitched. She just didn’t know how right she was. “I’m sure it has,” he replied. “No changing the ante?”
“No changing.” Delilah stroked beneath her chin with one slender finger. “Shall we do this together?”
“By all means.”
In unison they spread the cards on the table. His eyes went to the full house she’d dealt herself.
“You lost.” Her eyes glowed with triumph.
“I’ll be damned!” His fist slammed the tabletop. “Never saw anything like that. Well, hell.” He nodded complacently. “Fair’s fair. I reckon you’ll want a written claim for the Admiral. You’ll find him down at the livery. Just promise you’ll treat him good. He’s a fine horse.”
“I’ll get paper and a pen,” she responded, turning her face away from him to conceal her haughty smile. At the dresser she opened a drawer and removed the needed articles. She quickly scrawled out a few words, then laid a paper before him which lacked only his signature. Tabor hastily signed his name to it.
Delilah folded the title and tucked it in her bosom. Being sotted obviously made him more agreeable. She couldn’t believe he wouldn’t offer more fight if he were sober. If she could get him to take one more drink she was sure he’d pass out. Then she could carry out the remainder of her plan.
“I don’t suppose you’re going to give me a chance to win the Admiral back?” he mumbled, sliding down in his chair a bit.
“Maybe,” she lied. “Let’s have another drink while I think it over.”
He staggered to his feet. “Don’t mind if I do.” Spilling half of it, Tabor attempted pouring sherry in his glass, and failing, forgot the glass, picked up the nearly empty bottle, and stumbled across the room toward the bed. He downed the amber liquid, unsteadily deposited the bottle on the bedside table and himself on the bed. His eyes snapped shut.
Delilah watched. “Tabor?” She got no answer. Imagine that. And so easy. She approached him. “Tabor?”
Delilah stood over the sleeping cowboy a few moments, listening to his heavy breathing. One of his arms hung off the bed, the other sprawled across the opposite side. He looked amazingly different with his eyes closed, boyish, harmless. Had she called him passably handsome? Now she had to admit he was much more. The dark shadow of a beard covered his chin. Not sure why, she ran a finger over the fine bristles and got a surprising ripple of delight.
Angry at herself, Delilah quickly drew her hand away. The gold coins were in his vest pocket. They had been part of the stakes. She reached for them.
A flurry of silk skirts whirled over the bed. Tabor, moving like lightning, trapped Delilah and pinned her beneath him, his arms holding hers above her head on the pillows. Outraged, she spat out a profanity and glared at the diabolical face above her.
“You took your time,” he whispered, smiling.
“Let me go, you mangy bastard!”
Holding both her wrists with one hand, Tabor clamped his other one over her mouth. A devilish look flared in his eyes. “Watch that gutter language,” he warned. “You’ll spoil the illusion of Lady Delilah.”
His taunting gave her time to think a little more clearly. She tried a calmer approach and her most ladylike tone. The hard glare in her eyes softened as her voice did. “You are making a mistake, Mr. Stanton. I implore you to let me go.”
He gave a scornful laugh. “This is the mistake,” Tabor reached inside her bodice and searched for the paper he’d signed. Delilah gasped as his hands probed where they would. He found the paper, snatched it out, and tossed it to the bedside table.
“I won that horse!” Her face was a mask of fury.
His expression was one of amused tolerance. Now his hand roamed to her pocket and snatched out several playing cards.
“You cheated,” he said tonelessly. Before she could shriek a denial, he clamped his hand over her mouth again. “Which means the Admiral still belongs to me. So does the gold.” His smile struck terror in her eyes. His voice fell low and husky. “And for the next week, Delilah belongs to me too.”
She nearly exhausted herself struggling, to no avail. Tabor settled himself over her, his weight pinning her tightly to the bed. His mouth replaced his hand over her lips. Again she fought as something intense and frightening ignited within her. Disgust? No. Desire? Impossible. She refused to admit it. She hated Tabor Stanton.
His free hand tore the puffed silk sleeve from one shoulder and slid to the soft swell of her breast. She gasped her horror at his action and her reaction. A quick rush of heat filled her. She’d never been touched that way, never been forced so close to a man. The shame of it was that half the emotion she felt was desire. How could she? How could she have turned wanton? For him?
As his hand moved lower, she fought a new surge of passion but felt herself weakening. Delilah shut her eyes. It was a mistake, heightening the other senses to his nearness. His lips, ravishing hers, still held the taste of sherry. The scent of him, maleness and leather, intoxicated her...the sound of his heartbeat and breathing drummed in her ears. His body against her was hard and strong as steel, his mouth unrelenting.
Her body turned renegade, responding to him, wanting to give in to him, softening under his pressure. “Tabor...” she moaned as his tongue slid past her lips.
“You won’t regret losing this time, Delilah. I promise,” came his hoarse whisper.
His words were ill-timed and reminded her who he was. When he released her arms, she struck at his shoulders with her fists. But as his mouth reclaimed hers, the fighting ceased and she clutched at his leather vest instead. Lost, she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulled him closer.
“Delilah,” he whispered, kissing her face as he plucked the pins from her flaming hair. Fingers laced in the loosened silk strands, he continued exploring the velvet warmth of her mouth, stopping only when he felt her struggle for breath. Damm, how he wanted her.
His mouth crushed down hard on hers again, savoring the honey taste of her lips. His tongue swept once more into the soft hollows of her mouth.
Delilah’s arms locked around him, holding him close when she would have pushed him away. Oh, God help her, she was kissing him back, joying in the feverish press of his lips.
“Nooo,” she moaned when he took his mouth away. Her eyes locked instinctively with his.
“Yes,” he corrected, his hands never leaving her. Warm rough fingers slid from her hair to her throat, over her shoulders, downward to tease beneath the restricting lace-covered bodice. With what seemed like infinite slowness, he unbuttoned each tiny black pearl stud. When all were free, he parted the garment, moaning as the rose-tipped mounds spilled out.
He drew a ragged breath. “Christ, you’re a bittersweet woman, Delilah. So damn beautiful. So bad.” His palms made slow circles over the tightening peaks. “I think you need taming. Am I right?”
“Yes,” she whispered breathlessly. Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out logic and thought. “Yes.”
Tabor stripped away his vest and shirt and flung them to the floor. His eyes lingered on her milk-white flesh. She had a small dark mole on the left side below her breast. He found it provocative, a tiny secret for his eyes only. Whispering her name, Tabor eased himself down on her, crushing her softness against his hair-glazed chest. Both moaned at the maddening contact. Face buried in her fragrant hair, he slid his mouth lower until he found the velvet flesh and the marble-hard peaks he craved.
Her loins ached in a way she had never known. Delilah, jolted beyond reason by a host of new and shattering emotions, cried out his name as his hand probed recklessly beneath her skirts. Warm fingers drifted maddeningly past silk stockings and satin garters, caressing smooth, soft skin, stopping only when his hand reached that intimate part of her. Soft cries came from her lips as he probed the soft, springy curls there. Her body felt hot and fiery as a new star, waiting, wanting to be unleashed into the heavens. She had completely lost her senses and she didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything but his touch and the consuming burn of desire.
Tabor rolled away and started to unbuckle his belt. Hell! He’d wanted to go slowly, to savor. But it wasn’t going to happen this time. The flames leapt too high. He needed her now.
With his weight gone, Delilah pushed up on her elbows and saw what he was doing. By all of heaven, what was she doing letting this man make love to her...wanting him to? She must be mad to have let herself go, to have let him...Paling as she suddenly realized how perilously close to disaster she was, Delilah edged away.
Tabor had only a second to glance up and see the sherry bottle aimed at his head. He heard more than felt the blow as it impacted with his skull. The next second, he tumbled to the floor.
“Honestly, Walsh.” Delilah, wearing a deep wine velvet traveling costume and a matching bonnet, wrung the embroidered handkerchief in her hands. “You don’t mind if I call you Walsh?” Long tawny lashes rimming her eyes, she glanced up like a frightened child pleading with a trusted elder. “I feel we’ve become friends.”
Walsh Peregrine’s heavy cheeks reddened. “Why, no, Miss Delilah. I’d be honored.”
Delilah dabbed at an imaginary tear. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more frightened. It was an honest game—Seth and Todd were there.” Behind her chair Seth nodded. “I just don’t know what came over the man. I told him I thought we ought to stop. He’d lost all his money.” She sighed. “He insisted on one more hand and wanted to bet his horse.”
“A man can get that way about gamblin’,” Peregrine said.
“I never would have agreed to a game with Stanton except that he insisted, and we do have a mutual friend. I never thought...” Again she broke off and sobbed in her handkerchief. “When he lost his horse, he went absolutely wild, drew his gun, and threatened me in the most horrible ways. If it hadn’t been for Seth...” She sniffed, covering her face with her hands but peeking through her fingers to read Peregrine’s reaction.
“Now, you just hush, ma’am. Stanton’ll be in my jail a mighty long time.” Huffing, Peregrine pushed back from his desk, scrubbing chair legs on the floor. Chest expanded, he stood.
Delilah’s head dropped. “But, Walsh, how can you hold him? I just couldn’t face him in a courtroom.” She lifted her frightened eyes to Peregrine again. “Not after what he said, what he threatened.”
Peregrine patted Delilah’s shoulder. “No need for you to ever set eyes on that no-good wrangler again. You just sign this deposition and leave everything to me. I’m the law and the justice here.”
“Oh, Walsh! You’re the finest man I ever met!” Eyes amazingly dry, Delilah sprang to her feet and hurried around the marshal’s desk. Putting her hands on his cheeks, she pulled his burly head forward and kissed a surprised Peregrine right on the mouth. He almost lost his balance. “Where do I sign?” she asked.
Outside on the dark street she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I swear that buffoon had a whole plug of tobacco in his mouth.” With Seth escorting her, she bypassed the main door of the hotel and made her way to the back entrance. She stopped just outside. “Seth,” she said briskly. “Take this claim down to the livery. Get Stanton’s horse and hightail it out of here. We’ll meet you where we planned.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Seth tipped his hat, took the paper, then, scattering little clouds of dust in the darkness, hurried to the livery.
Delilah slipped inside the hotel and up the back stairs to Dinah’s room. Dinah and Loo, dressed for traveling, sat on the settee, Dinah asleep with her head resting on Loo’s shoulder. Remorse flooded Delilah’s senses. Dinah was such an innocent. Being manhandled by a drunken cowboy was an experience she should never have had.
“How is she, Loo?”
“She will be fine when she wakes up. You’ll have to help me get her down the stairs, though. Todd has the coach ready and all the trunks on board.” Loo eased herself away from Dinah and stood. “How are you?”
Delilah thought the question over. She was too stirred up to know how she was. Her escapade with Stanton had been unnerving at best.
“I’m fine,” she offered. “Just anxious to leave here.” Gently she massaged her temples. “And I may never take another drink.”
“What happened in there?” Loo’s dark almond-shaped eyes probed for the truth. She knew Delilah better than anyone else, and Delilah definitely wasn’t fine. She seemed to have the jitters instead of the euphoria that was usual after a successful operation.
“Nothing,” Delilah said hastily.
“Nothing?” Loo’s look demanded more. “The room was a mess. The men had to put Stanton’s clothes on him. Your black lace dress was ripped and—”
“I ripped it getting out of it in a hurry. Nothing happened.” She couldn’t look at Loo. “Nothing important,” she added.
Nothing. Warm color in Delilah’s face contradicted her. She had almost allowed that reprobate to make love to her. That was all. She hadn’t stopped shaking yet, nor could she get the image of him out of her thoughts. That look on his face when he’d seen the sherry bottle coming. Rage. The threat in his eyes still blazed in her mind. She hadn’t lied to Peregrine about that. Tabor Stanton had told her with that last look what was in store for her. Thank God the blow had rendered him unconscious. Her lips closed tightly together. She was also thankful she would never see him again.
Or was she? Another image of Stanton stole into her mind. His face after he kissed her and when he whispered her name. The way his eyes turned a soft gray. The way she felt then. Butterflies fanned velvety wings in her stomach. If only he hadn’t been one of the men on her list.
No. She shook her head in dismay. That was unthinkable. She loathed him for touching her, for making her respond, for making her want him. Nervously Delilah swallowed a gulp of air. Stanton was done with. What had happened never would have occurred if she hadn’t had so much to drink. She refused to think about it more. She refused to think about him.
“Delilah?” Loo took her arm. “Are you sure you’re all right? You have not heard me call your name twice.”
Delilah hugged Loo. “I’m sorry.” A note of weariness sounded in her voice. “I’m just tired.” She forced a soft smile. “Come on.” Holding Loo’s arm, she led the way to the settee to wake Dinah. “It’s over. We can go home.”
Two hours later, amber and rose bands lined the morning sky. Todd pulled the team of horses to a halt and shouted in the window, “Seth’s up ahead.”
Within moments Seth galloped up, leading a snorting, high-stepping black stallion. Delilah leaned out the window and watched the approach. The animal’s black coat shone in the early light, his mane streamed and shimmered like long satin ribbons. Tail held high, the Admiral tossed his head and whinnied a greeting to the mares in the team. Seth led him up alongside the coach.
“He’s some horse, ma’am,” Seth told her. “Ain’t no wonder that Stanton fellow didn’t want to lose him. Look at those shoulders and withers. A horse like that could run all day and never tire out.”
“He is a beautiful horse,” Delilah declared, reaching out to stroke the Admiral’s nose.
“Wouldn’t do that, ma’am.” Seth quickly pulled the stallion’s head out of reach. “He’s an ornery cayuse. Don’t do nothin’ he don’t want to. Couldn’t even get the saddle on him. I left it at the livery. That all right?”
“Of course.” Delilah smiled smugly. Tabor Stanton ought to be awake by now—behind the bars of the Yuba City jail. It might be a while yet before he knew the horse was gone. She’d like to see that arrogant face now. He wouldn’t have much use for a saddle if he ever did get out.
But as it had several times in the past few hours, another image of Tabor’s face intruded in her mind. With it came a sudden flush of heat beneath her skin. She shuddered. The memory of his touch, his hands, his lips, haunted her. Damn him! She wished she’d thought of a way to get him hanged.
“Where to, ma’am?” Seth asked.
“Sacramento,” Delilah said, settling back into the coach. “Where there’s a decent hotel. I’ll pay you boys off and you can head for that ranch you’re so fond of.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Seth waved to Todd. “Head ‘em out to Sacramento.”
Delilah managed a few hours of restless sleep during the long journey. Tired, her thoughts disturbingly unsettled, she welcomed the end of the rough ride as the coach drew to a halt just outside of town. During the hour’s wait while Todd rode in and rented a buggy, she and Dinah and Loo got out and stretched their legs. When Todd returned, Delilah issued more instructions to the men before climbing into the new conveyance.
“Get three tickets to San Francisco and ship that one trunk on for storage. Todd, you see the coach gets back. Wait at least an hour after we drive into town. Get a freight car for the horse and hire someone to look after him on the trip. I don’t want anything happening to that animal.”
“We’ll take care of it,” Todd told her.
“I know you will,” she said, finally feeling herself grow calmer. “I can always depend on you boys to do what’s needed.” She smiled, thinking that if she’d had brothers she would want them to be like Seth and Todd. “Come to my suite when you’re finished and we’ll settle up.”
Loo pushed a folded garment into her hands. Delilah opened it up and slipped on a plain linen cloak and lifted the hood over her hair. As soon as Dinah and Loo donned similar cloaks, Seth started the team. A few minutes later the buggy rolled into Sacramento. With the ladies safely on the sidewalk in front of the Sacramento Hotel, Todd unloaded the valises, then drove away. An hour afterward the empty coach rumbled in, the Admiral and Seth’s horse tied behind.
From the registration desk, a wiry little man with spectacles and sparse gray hair addressed the travelers. “Afternoon to you, Misses Alden,” he said. “You ladies had a long visit with your aunt.”
“Yes, we did, Mr. Ridgley,” Delilah responded to the clerk without approaching the desk. “And we’ve had a long ride. We’re hot and dusty and very anxious to get to our suite. If you’ll just give my maid the key.”
“Right here, miss.” His words were for Delilah. He barely glanced at Loo as he handed her the key. “Everything’s just like you left it. Want me to send up hot water right away?”
“How thoughtful,” Delilah said softly. “Yes. In half an hour, Mr. Ridgley. Good day.”
Ridgley watched the three women climb the stairs, the two Misses Alden and the Oriental maid. Must be mighty rich, he thought, renting the biggest suite in the hotel permanently and using it only every now and then. Quiet ladies too. Especially the older one. Kept to themselves. No visitors except those two cousins who came by once or twice. When the three passed the first landing, Ridgley slipped through the curtains behind the desk.
“Maggie,” the clerk called. “Put some kettles on. The Alden women are back and want water for a bath.” He paused and put a hand to his ear. “Maggie? You hear me?”
“I hear you,” came back a grating voice. A clanking of metal followed as Maggie filled kettles and slammed them on the stove. The Alden women, a prissy, fancy pair. Good tippers, but not much on conversation. Kind of suspicious, if you asked her. Running in and out of Sacramento. Never a word about where to reach them. Never any mail. Made a person wonder. With four kettles on and heating, Maggie slumped back in her chair beside the broom closet and closed her eyes until the whine of the kettle spouts sounded an alarm.
At Maggie’s knock, Delilah eased inside one of the bedrooms. Loo, wearing a plain black dress and starched white apron and cap, answered the door.
“Hello, Maggie,” she said. “Come in.”
“Reckon I will,” Maggie retorted, seeing no reason to be overly polite to a maid. “I’ve got the hot water.”
“In here.” Loo directed Maggie to the dressing room, where a brass hip tub sat. While Maggie emptied the kettles and went back for more, Loo hung fresh linen bath sheets on the towel racks and tore the paper wrapping off a cake of imported lavender soap. When Maggie returned, Loo was hanging two silk dressing gowns on pegs.
“Everybody wonders where it is you and the Alden ladies go.”
“Everybody?” Loo returned. Maggie had a curious streak and Loo would bet her buttons the cleaning woman was the one who had carefully gone through the armoire and dressing-table drawers while they were away. She must have found the locked Saratoga trunks frustrating.
Maggie poured the water slowly. “Well, you have to admit it’s peculiar, keepin’ a suite you hardly ever use.”
“It’s merely a convenience,” Loo said. “The ladies enjoy a respite in a fine hotel now and then.” Loo lowered her voice as if revealing a confidence. “The Alden family is a large one. The misses have eight brothers. Their mother’s dead. Sometimes they just have to get away from all those men telling them what to do and who to see. It drives the misses half out of their minds.”
Maggie nodded knowingly. “Guess they don’t want the menfolk knowin’ where they go.”
“That’s right,” Loo answered in the same conspiratorial voice.
“I won’t tell,” Maggie whispered back, then, raising her harsh voice again, said, “Got two more kettles to get.”
With Maggie gone, Loo broke into laughter and Delilah slipped from her listening post behind the door.
“That was a fantastic story! I predict it’ll spread over Sacramento by nightfall.”
“I’m afraid you’re right.” Loo smiled. “I had to tell her something. She snoops. I think she’s been through the wardrobes.”
Delilah sighed. “It doesn’t matter. She won’t find a thing to make her believe your story isn’t true. But as a precaution we’ll find another base for next year.”
Loo agreed, looking up at Delilah as she poured fragrant bath salts in the steaming water. “Smells divine.”
“It looks divine. We’ll draw straws and see who gets in first.”
“Let Dinah,” Loo said softly. “She needs pampering.”
“You’re right.” Delilah’s smile vanished and once again she felt a sinking in her heart. Dinah had hardly opened her mouth since they left Yuba City. She absolutely refused to talk about what happened after her solo act. “Tip Maggie well and have her bring up a couple of extra kettles,” Delilah added, having lost the liveliness in her voice. “I’m going to need plenty of hot water to wash this henna out of my hair.”
Downstairs Maggie called Ridgley to the back where she stood pumping water. “The Alden women got eight brothers and no mother. They came in here just to get some privacy from a house full of men.”
“That right?” Ridgley said, his ears perking up as he stepped closer. “Learn anything else?”
“Nope,” Maggie said, throwing more wood in the stove. “Eight brothers telling them what to do. Kind of makes you feel sympathetic.” She touched a patch on her apron. “If it wasn’t for all that money.”
***
“Christ!” Tabor’s hand went to the aching part of his head, expecting to find it crusty with blood. It wasn’t, but just the lightest pressure on the goose egg swollen beneath his hair made him wince. He blinked his eyes several times, failing to convince them to focus clearly. Where the devil was he? His last memory wasn’t of a lumpy mattress or a cracked ceiling or bars. Bars?
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