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THE WIND CASTS NO SHADOW
Patricia Rosemoor & Linda Marquis
PROLOGUE
Lincoln County, New Mexico Territory, 1880
CHACO JONES tossed and turned in his bed, a top berth in the best bunkhouse on the Ralston Double-Bar Ranch. Though built of adobe, the structure had a real store-bought window, two corner fireplaces and a columned, open portal across the front. Thankfully, the well-patched roof didn't leak when sudden thunderstorms came pounding down from the mountains.
But tonight he hadn't been able to sleep for hours, had lain awake long after the rain had stopped and a restless wind began moaning through the copse of pinon pines out front. His sixth sense, the instinct that set him apart from others and sometimes spooked people, told him something was wrong.
Something was going to happen.
Something as elusive as the wind...
Still fully dressed, he lay on his side, face toward the window, hand on the Colt .45 beneath his pillow.
Even so, he finally dozed off and dreamed of wandering across a gray mesa in the white moonlight, of tracking shadows that flitted and danced just beyond his reach. Wind wailing around him, he followed, refusing to give up until the specters led him back to the ghostly bunkhouse. Once there he entered and climbed into his bed, where he stared at the glowing curtainless window on the opposite wall.
The wind dropped, though he thought he heard a skittering sound, soft clicks that seemed to be coming closer, as if a creature with claws were running lightly along the planks of the portal.
Then a dark form glided into view.
Four-footed.
Predatory.
The beast paused before rising on its back legs to place its paws on the deep window sill and stare directly at him with open jaws and glittering eyes.
A wolf...yet not.
Surely no natural creature had such a searching gaze.
With a start, Chaco suddenly realized he wasn't dreaming. His eyes were wide open and he was fully awake. All senses alert, he rose to his elbows, cold chills creeping up his spine.
The wolf watched him expectantly, its muscles tensing as if getting ready to leap.
From somewhere deep within, Chaco drew forth an Apache curse, "Go, leave this place, run into the night, evil one!"
Barely a hiss and a whisper.
But the beast dropped to all fours and was gone.
Grabbing his gun, he rolled out of the bunk, hitting the floor with a soft thunk that didn't awaken the other wranglers. In two strides, he was at the door and flung it open, his finger on the trigger of the Colt.
The portal was empty but in the distance, a large sleek shadow slipped into the junipers.
His breath came fast and shallow as he strode to the end of the porch. He sniffed the pinon-scented air, then searched for a match in the pocket of his denim pants. Striking it, he squatted to examine the nearby ground for prints. Another chill crept up his spine and made his hair stand on end.
No animal had left its mark in the damp red clay. Instead, he saw indentations made by narrow, high-heeled boots.
The footprints of a woman.
He relaxed his finger from the Colt's trigger, let his arm drop to his side. The weapon was of little use.
Bullets wouldn't stop a skinwalker.
CHAPTER ONE
Boston
MISS LLEWELLYN'S SCHOOL for Girls offered board and private education for young females, ages twelve through seventeen. Frances MacDonnell had been a scant two years older than some of her students when she'd begun teaching English Composition and Hygiene there a decade before.
Frances sometimes felt so old, perhaps because she was expected to dress and act soberly, to set a sterling example for her young charges. Getting ready to start the day, she secured her thick brown hair in a tight knot and straightened the white lace collar of her dark green dress.
The small room she called home offered few amenities – a narrow bed, an old dresser and some wall pegs for hanging clothing. A single window looked down on the courtyard that lay between the teachers' quarters and the other buildings – the massive brick mansion that served as the girls' dormitory, the school itself and Miss Grace Llewellyn's private home.
With a sigh, she turned from the window, picked up the text book she'd laid on top of the dresser, and made for the door. Outside, the corridor was quiet, the other teachers still at breakfast, the usual sparse meal of porridge and tea served in Miss Llewellyn's personal dining room. Frances herself hadn't been hungry this morning. As she swept down the corridor, she turned her eyes away when she passed Emily Bradley's room. Her good friend and fellow teacher had been dismissed several months before for having married, but Frances continued to miss her.
Descending a narrow staircase and opening the outer door, she entered the courtyard. Dressed in blue skirts with matching blouses, ribbed black cotton stockings and ankle-high black shoes, several students turned to look at her.
"Good morning, Miss MacDonnell," called a twelve year old.
"Good morning, Tilly," France said before being surprised by raised voices coming from a huddle of girls.
"So you admit you are a savage?" demanded someone so shrill and loud, she could only be sixteen-year old Amy Dandridge.
"I am half Comanche."
Louisa Janks. Frances had suspected the girl's ancestry and knew that trouble had been brewing since Louisa had arrived after Easter. She squeezed through the tightly packed group so she could see the opponents. Amy was a porcelain blonde with a pouty mouth and the arrogant attitude of a child born to wealthy parents; Louisa was a black-haired beauty with lightly-bronzed features and a proud bearing, though she never spoke of her own family in New Mexico Territory.
"You're a Comanche!" cried Amy accusingly. The blonde glanced about at her audience as if to gather support. A self-appointed leader, she'd been jealous of the other girl from the first. "Comanches are heathens who kill white people!"
Louisa's dark eyes snapped. "White people knew the Indians were there before they invaded their territory. And white people kill plenty of Indians, even women and little children!"
With a pang, memories of the missionary reserve camp came to Frances. A desperate mother's face still haunted her two decades after the tragedy.
"Girls, this is no way to speak to one another." Frances met Louisa's gaze, hoping to calm her, then addressed Amy in particular, "We are all creatures of God."
Amy scowled and addressed her disrespectfully. "Savages aren't creatures of God. They scalp people – cut off their hair."
"And part of their heads along with it," Louisa added angrily. "Would you like me to show you?"
The crowd ah-h-hed and retreated as one, including Amy.
"Go ahead, run away!" Louisa looked as fierce as any warrior Frances remembered.
"Godless heathen!" shouted Amy, her voice quivering.
The situation was far out of control. Frances grabbed each of the girls by an arm. "Enough! Make peace and go inside!"
Amy shook her off, once more shocking Frances. "I don't have to make peace with a savage!" she hissed. "And I don't have to listen to an Injun-lover!"
"How dare you speak to her like that!" Louisa pushed at Amy. "Maybe I should show you another Comanche trick. Drag you behind a horse until you're a bloody carcass!"
"Louisa!" Frances stared, appalled.
"You don't belong here or any civilized place," cried Amy. "You should be on a reservation with the other filthy savages." She slapped Louisa across the face. "Stay away from me!"
Dark eyes blazing, Louisa struck the other girl with her closed fist. The blonde fell to the ground. And chaos erupted as several friends came to Amy's aid in a scratching, screaming, hair-pulling free-for-all.
"I order you to stop!" Frances waded into the fray and pulled a girl from Louisa's back. "Remember you are ladies!" Then she wrestled with Louisa herself, though the angry sixteen-year old was as strong as she was. "Stop it, right now!" Even as she spoke, reason overtook the fury burning in Louisa's eyes. Intent on fending off another attack, Frances thrust the girl behind her. "You should be ashamed of yourselves!"
But the other girls were already backing away. Frances suddenly realized several other teachers had appeared. One of them grasped a little girl by the pigtails and scolded her. Miss Llewellyn herself stood on the rear steps of the mansion.
"Take the girls to their rooms," ordered the elderly headmistress. "Miss MacDonnell...to my office!"
Frances watched Louisa being escorted into the mansion and hoped the other teachers wouldn't blame the girl. At least she herself could give a true report of the incident. But she had to wait nearly a half hour before the headmistress was ready to see her. Then she took the supplicant's seat on the straight-backed chair before the great mahogany desk that had belonged to the Llewellyn family for generations. Miss Llewellyn, unmarried and the last of her line, had chosen to use her remaining fortune and estate for the education of young members of the fairer sex.
The headmistress wasn't smiling. Her faded blue eyes were cold behind her silver spectacles and her thin lips pursed disapprovingly. The funereal black she always wore gave her pale, wrinkled skin an icy cast.
"What exactly do you have to say for yourself?" Miss Llewellyn began.
"Myself?" The accusatory tone didn't bode well. "Amy Dandridge said appalling things to Louisa Janks." And to her as well. "I tried to stop the ensuing battle to no avail."
"The report I received said that the Indian girl was the attacker and that you defended her."
"Someone else heard the argument?" she asked. "And why is this other person's opinion more believable than mine?"
"Exactly who heard what and saw whom is not the subject of this interview! I am far more concerned with your proclaiming savages to be creatures of God!"
Frances was stunned, both with Miss Llewellyn's obvious fury and with the elderly woman's stance, the same as her minister father's. "But you are an educator and a Christian."
"I most certainly am!" the headmistress stated hotly. "And if I'd known that Louisa was a heathen, rather than a Spaniard or a Mexican...which would have been bad enough...I would never have taken her! The girl was intentionally devious." Miss Llewellyn's voice and lace cap trembled. "More animal than human being. Why, those savages massacred General Custer and his troops only four years ago."
To some, Indians weren't considered men. Instead, they were animals, heathens, savages. Frances focused on the past, her throat tightening. She saw the Indian woman's face when her children were torn away from her, never to return. The woman hadn't wept but Frances knew she had wanted to die.
Miss Llewellyn adjusted her spectacles. "There were problems concerning Louisa before this day. I had heard that you were befriending her after lessons."
"I helped Louisa, but no more so than some of the others." And Frances had enjoyed introducing the bright girl to her favorite stories and poems. In return, she'd been rewarded with tales of wild New Mexico.
"Nevertheless, I have heard you were decidedly partial to Louisa. I don't know why you have taken this course, after serving here for so many years. Perhaps it is the result of the vile books you keep hidden in your room."
Startled, Frances cried, "Someone invaded my privacy?" The cheap novels were harmless entertainment. "Surely it isn't a sin to read about romance and adventure."
Miss Llewellyn wagged her finger at Frances. "It is not your place to say what is sin and what is not. Such books are the works of the devil. And you a minister's daughter! Those horrid texts have obviously poisoned your mind." She took a deep breath. "We can't have your sort teaching young ones at my school."
Frances flushed, her reaction a combination of fear and anger. "What are you saying?"
"The Dandridges are an upstanding, God-fearing family. We can't have them withdrawing their daughter because a teacher allowed a savage to attack her. You are dismissed!"
"Dismissed!" Frances rose from her chair. "That is unfair! Outrageous!"
Miss Llewellyn rose as well. "Must we call a policeman to escort you from the premises?"
"Of course not, but – "
"Then see to your bags." The headmistress pointed at the door. "You shall leave the school this very night."
Shocked to her core, Frances could not think what she would do now. Having existed on so small a salary, she had been able to buy a few books and articles of clothing but had very little savings.
The thought of being on the street, penniless, was enough to make her normal mettle crumble.
New Mexico
DON ARMANDO DE ARGUELLO had never been a man to spend much time praying. A hard-riding caballero in his youth, the scion of an old Hidalgo family who had lived in northern New Mexico for more than two centuries, he had passed his time in more amusing, earthy pleasures.
But after the death of his only remaining legitimate child a month ago, a grown daughter who had succumbed to difficult childbirth, Don Armando had started visiting the modest oratorio of his estancia every morning.
Today he lit a votive on the altar of the Virgin and crossed himself before allowing his accompanying servant to help him sink to his knees. There he prayed for the soul of the son who had been savaged and killed by a horse a year before, and for the souls of both his daughter and stillborn grandson. Would the de Arguello bloodline survive? Armando worried. His second wife, the beautiful and much younger Ynez, seemed to be barren after three years of marriage.
Would he himself survive much longer?
At seventy, Don Armando expected aching bones but not the constant digestive problems he had been experiencing of late. Perhaps his days on earth were numbered. Perhaps his house and vast landholdings would go to some stranger...unless he took an action he considered questionable.
Above all, Don Armando feared mortality.
That was why he prayed, God forgive him.
And that was why he wanted his land to go to someone of his own blood.
Not to mention that Ynez would need a strong person to take care of her after he was gone. Don Armando's final prayer was for his modest wife, a woman who had long ago asked him to represent her to the Virgin and the Saints. She did not feel capable of doing so herself and never entered the oratorio or any church except for Sunday mass.
Crossing himself one last time, Don Armando motioned for the servant to help him rise again. Once on his feet, however, he pushed the man away and took up the staff he used for walking. He hated being weak.
Outside, he stood for a moment, enjoying the spring sunshine in the placita, a welcome open-air space inside the sprawling wings of the estancia's great house. Two cheerful kitchen maids gossiped and ground corn near the great well in the center.
And Ynez herself approached. Always aware of the sunlight's effect on her delicate skin, she had draped a black silk shawl over her upswept hair.
"Good morning, Dona Ynez," he greeted her politely, his wife having always preferred formality to forms of endearment.
"Good morning, Don Armando." She was tall for a Spanish woman and had arresting dark eyes which could make her appear severe at times. But, as usual, unassuming, she lowered her gaze, her lashes rich and black against her cheeks. "Are you feeling better? I have been worried about the illness you suffered last night."
"I am recovering."
"Have you eaten yet today?" Her eyes flicked over him. "If not, I shall bring you some eggs and tortillas hot from the oven."
"I would like both very much." She was kind and liked to serve him food when she could, whenever his housekeeper Mercedes did not do so first. He suggested, "Let us eat outside."
She made no objection and walked toward the kitchen. Armando followed, intending to sit at the little table some yards from the well and near the newly blooming wisteria.
The cook had left the door of the kitchen open to the air. Ynez stopped with a gasp at the threshold.
Don Armando frowned and moved nearer. "Is something wrong?"
"Nothing to worry you, Husband."
But now he could see the crude cross drawn on the kitchen wall. Yellowish-brown, the peon's sign against witchcraft had been sketched with ground mustard plant.
"Superstition!" Ynez sounded annoyed. She pointed at the cook and commanded, "Wipe that off at once."
The woman obeyed but Don Armando wondered why Mercedes, who'd been with him for forty years, had not taken charge of the situation herself. No one was to touch his house's dutifully white-washed walls. While Ynez entered the room, Don Armando sat himself at the table and glanced at the kitchen maids. No longer gossiping, they looked frightened. Perhaps one of them was to blame for the witchcraft sign.
But he was more concerned with his own health than domestic squabbles. Closing his eyes, he rubbed his middle and basked in the warm rays of the sun until Ynez returned with a plate of food and sat it before him.
About to thank her, his words were cut off by a scream.
"Ai-i-ii!" Having gone to the well to get water, one of the kitchen maids was wide-eyed and frightened.
Heart beating hard in his chest, Don Armando struggled to his feet. "What is wrong?"
"Mercedes!" The maid pointed to the well. "She is dead!"
"Mercedes?" he murmured, not wanting to believe it.
He went to look for himself. Far below, the elderly woman floated face up on the dark water, head at an odd angle, eyes and mouth open as if to scream, her wrinkled skin swollen and distorted.
"God help us!" Don Armando crossed himself yet again as other servants gathered, cries rending the air. Weeping softly beside him, Ynez stroked his arm.
But he could not be comforted. Perhaps he himself should make signs against witchcraft. Surely there was a curse on this house, on his family. How else could so many bad things happen in so short a time?
"THE BOSS WANTS you to head up to Santa Fe tomorrow," John Gates told Chaco Jones as they sat their horses and oversaw some branding on one of the farther ranges of Ralston's Double-Bar.
"What's going on?"
The center of territorial government was a hundred miles away, several days ride, an excursion Chaco wasn't looking forward to.
Gates's narrow eyes turned on Chaco. "Somebody important's coming in from Dodge City, one of Ralston's old friends." Lighting the cigarillo he'd hand rolled, the foreman took a long drag. "Ralston thinks The Boys might have heard about him, too." So one of the boss's cronies needed protection. Well, protection is what he'd been hired for. He only happened to be on this range below the Capitan Mountains to guard against cattle rustlers in the area. Not a regular hand, he did little branding or any of the other back-breaking, day-to-day work.
Instead, he dodged bullets from time to time and fired a few of his own. Knowing that under the circumstances he'd been lucky to see thirty-five, Chaco was growing weary of the job.
"So you think the Lincoln County problems are heating up again?" he asked. The feud had begun with two warring merchants, had gone on to involve the county sheriff and various ranchers, and finally had escalated into a sporadic war between rival gangs of gunfighters dubbed The Boys and The Regulators. Ralston had taken sides with the latter. "If things don't calm down, there's gonna to be another bloodbath like in '78."
"Just so long as the blood that's spilled is theirs."
Chaco said nothing. He had no personal investment in either of the factions but he was being paid well.
"I'm gonna send Martinez to Santa Fe with you."
Again, Chaco remained silent, though he was disapproving of the Mexican hired gun, a man who often liked to load up on tequila or mescal, then go after the women when he hit town.
"The train stop's in Galisteo Junction," Gates went on, referring to the town that had been built to accommodate the railroad a year ago. "Place is eighteen miles south of the capital and is real small, only a few saloons and some shacks."
Meaning Martinez wouldn't be so tempted? Rumor had it he was as good an aim whether drunk or sober, but Chaco didn't want to test that out.
"Don't know if The Boys would really go as far as Santa Fe," Gates went on. "But you'll need to get the man on a horse and take the high road down to Lincoln."
"And watch his back all the way."
"Goes without saying." Gates stubbed out his cigarette. "You'll leave in the morning."
Chaco nodded, watching as the foreman rode away.
Then he gazed toward the north, the direction of Santa Fe. Not that the ancient town's surrounding mountains were visible along the endless expanse of bright blue sky.
When a gust of wind came up, he had to grab his wide-brimmed hat to keep it from blowing off...and he felt the familiar chill again. For a moment, the breeze seemed cold as ice.
Damn. No matter what logic told him, he was still certain something was awry in this familiar world of red-brown dust, high desert and wind. He'd felt something was wrong since the night he'd locked gazes with the wolf creature, seen its human prints, though he could find no prints at all the following day.
But whether or not the skinwalker had been real, Chaco honored his premonitions. They had kept him alive years longer than the average gunfighter. He'd taken some lead, of course, once on a cattle drive to Mexico and again when he worked a short-term job as a deputy in Texas. But he'd been half-expecting the bullets and they hadn't kept him down for long.
What bothered him now was that this premonition seemed so different, more subtle, as if a shadow could sneak up on him and crawl right under his skin. This feeling of danger had more to do with dreams or visions than with gunfire.
Once again, he thought of the wolf creature, its open jaws, the bold way it had looked at him. He thought about the words of the curse he'd uttered and the way the creature had fled.
At least it had fled.
Chaco's mother had been a half-breed Apache and her people had told him he had the makings of a medicine man or di-yin. They'd said he had the heart and strength to defeat evil.
He only hoped that included evil beyond the ordinary world.
CHAPTER TWO
Boston
FRANCES STARED OUT the grimy boarding house window at the incessant rain. There hadn't been one sunny day since she'd been dismissed from Miss Llewellyn's.
Brooding, she jumped when a knock came at the door.
The tight-face woman who ran the dismal place stood in the hallway. "That man's here to see you again."
Frances cracked open the door of her room a little wider. "Mr. Nathan Gannon?" That would be a welcome surprise.
The woman nodded, appearing cold, if not disapproving. "He's in the parlor." Then she shuffled off down the dim hallway.
Quickly, Frances glanced in the cracked mirror over the washstand and rearranged her shawl. Not that doing so would make her any less plain and not that Nathan Gannon had any more interest in her than a shared concern for Louisa Janks.
"Uncle Nate" had taken a lengthy train trip from New Mexico to Boston to bring Louisa home. Once there, Louisa had insisted he find the teacher who'd befriended her. Renting a carriage, the two had spent an entire day searching every boarding house and hotel within walking distance of the school.
Their sudden appearance had been a ray of sunshine among the heavy clouds for Frances. Louisa had hugged her and begged for forgiveness, thinking the dismissal her fault. The girl might have a temper but she also had a kind heart. Then they'd all gone out to supper together.
Expecting to find Louisa with her uncle now, Frances hurried down the stairs and into the parlor. But Nathan Gannon stood waiting, seemingly alone. A man who looked to be in his early fifties, he had attractive features, silver hair and a small neat mustache.
He flashed his infectious smile as he took her hand. "I hope you don't mind that I've come calling on my own today."
"Is Louisa all right?"
"Right as rain. She's packing to get on the train tomorrow."
Frances felt a twinge of sadness. She'd really be alone once they were gone. Worse, considering how fast her meager savings were being used up, she'd probably be in the street.
"You're having a bad time, aren't you?" asked Gannon, sobering. His eyes were sympathetic and as blue as the satin brocade vest he wore beneath his dapper gray coat. "No prospects?"
Frances knew he meant her search for employment and she didn't want pity. "I shall find a position yet. I simply am not the sort of woman shop owners usually hire as a seamstress." More than one had appeared taken aback and said she was too educated.
"And you can't get a governess job, can you? That old biddy at Llewellyn's would never give you a reference."
"I'm sure she'd rather have her tongue cut out."
Gannon smiled. "Haven't lost your wry sense of humor, I see. But seriously, what will you do?"
Questioned point-blank, Frances could hardly avoid telling the truth. "Return to Pennsylvania, if I must. My family is there." And her mother would force her father to take her in.
"Doesn't sound like you want to do that, though."
She nodded. "My father and I had a falling out when I left years ago."
And she still didn't appreciate his approach to religion. Because it had been expected of her, she'd gone to chapel at the school but had no desire to join a church, making her wonder about the depth of her own faith.
"I can understand bull-headed fathers." Nate frowned, as if dredging up memories. "Have you thought about any other alternatives?"
She wished he wouldn't press the matter of her future. "Please, do not be concerned."
"Sorry." His tone was warm. "But I can't help but worry about you, Miss MacDonnell. It can be a cruel world and I am ever sympathetic with those who break its rules." In the next breath, he asked, "Have you considered marriage?"
She almost laughed, in spite of the situation.
"Is the idea so ridiculous?"
"Speaking of rules, Mr. Gannon, I am twenty-nine years old, a spinster in the eyes of society. And even when younger, I wasn't to many men's liking. I was considered too strong-minded and outspoken." Not to mention plain.
He raised his brows. "What kind of men called on you?"
"Oh, missionaries, churchmen. "
He snorted. "Well, they must have been a bunch of milk-toothed cowards." Once again, he took her hand to press it between his own. The gesture made odd little goose bumps rise on her forearm. "You have real gumption and intelligence. At least you can think and speak for yourself. No one else at that school accepted Louisa's background and no one else stood up for her."
"I only did what my heart told me."
"You're a special sort of woman."
Embarrassed, she lowered her eyes at the compliment. "Why, thank you."
He stepped nearer to tip up her chin. "And you're much better looking than you think."
The goose bumps spread. She hadn't been this close to a man...well, ever. "I-I hardly know what to say."
"Then don't say anything." His gaze was steady. "Just listen. How about marrying me and coming out to New Mexico?"
Her jaw dropped and she moved away in shock. "M-marry you? We hardly know each other." And hadn't been courting, at least to her knowledge. "You are certainly generous, but marriage is too much to ask."
He stepped closer again. "You think I'm proposing because I feel sorry for you?"
"Perhaps."
"Well, you're wrong. I like your courage, your plucky spirit. Not to mention your education and looks. I've always wanted a smart, well-spoken lady for a wife. You can help me run my hotel and restaurant in Santa Fe. So what do you say?"
He was gazing at her with an expression she'd never before seen on the face of any man. And for a fleeting second, Frances allowed herself to dream of love and belonging and a new home in the exciting West she'd only heard and read about.
Surely the dreams produced the answer that even surprised herself. "I say yes."
Before she could take it back, Nathan Gannon enveloped her in his arms. "Wonderful! You won't regret it...Frances. That's your first name, right? And you can call me Nate. We're gonna have a rollicking good time!" Then he kissed her.
Shyly, Frances wrapped her arms about his neck and closed her eyes, giving in to completely new sensations. Nate's mustache tickled and his breath was fragrant with a hint of brandy and coffee. Warmth coiled within her. A new home – a place where she might belong at last, and a man with whom she could share it. If this was a dream, she didn't want to wake up.
New Mexico
IN THE DEEP OF NIGHT, restless, she rose to prowl, tearing off a small piece of the cloth she had stored in a chest at the foot of her bed. Clutching the material tightly, she glided down the corridor, turned into another larger room, then opened the door that led outside.
The moon shone dully, growing old. The wind blew south, making the pinons sigh and moan. She raised her head expectantly.
But there was no use going to him, not again. Not until she had found a way to combat the strength and power she had been surprised to find in her enemy.
And she would find a way.
Shutting the door again, she went to the great fireplace stretching along one wall, stirred the embers until they leaped up hungrily.
She smiled and threw in a twisted pinon log. "This for your appetite, little brother."
While it waited for the real offering...
Gazing at the piece of cloth she held, she brought forth several cactus needles from her pocket – long, sharp, capable of drawing blood.
She only wished they could draw his blood.
But she must be patient.
"Pain!" she hissed, jabbing one of the needles into the cloth, a fragment of a blanket that had warmed him as a child. "Fear!" She jabbed a second needle, then a third and fourth. "Sickness! Death!"
With the last, she tossed the cloth into the fire, curling her lip as it was eaten alive.
In life or the world of dreams, her enemy would soon be sorry that he had ever dared resist her.
FRANCES CONTINUED TO WONDER if she were dreaming as she rode the rails westward to New Mexico.
She had married Nathan Gannon the very morning following his proposal, then climbed aboard a train that had carried them to Chicago. Once there, they'd taken a two day layover, had gone on a big shopping spree and had finally spent their bridal night in an impressive hotel. Frances now wore a gold ring on her left hand and possessed an expensive new wardrobe, as well as an entirely different outlook on life.
If nothing else, she was no longer a blushing maiden spinster.
Thinking about that as she held hands with Nate in one of the plush dining cars of the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad, she smiled, then lowered her eyes. Well, then again, perhaps she was now a blushing wife.
After some initial discomfort, she'd found lovemaking pleasurable. She looked forward to trying it again when they had privacy and a real bed to share, rather than a curtained Pullman berth.
"Would you like some dessert, sweetheart?" Nate asked, bringing her out of her reverie.
Frances smiled at her husband. "Some more coffee, please. That's all."
"Brandy with that?" Nate inquired.
"Perhaps a small glass."
Indulgent as always toward Louisa, he told the waiter, "Bring her a nice big glass of sarsparilla."
The man moved off but soon returned with a tray of drinks.
Frances had watched the dining car servers in amazement during the first meal she'd taken on the train. But then, nearly everything about this modern mode of transportation amazed her, from the reclining chairs in the first-class cars to the speed with which the outside world passed by the windows. The only discomforts were the ever-present coal dust that settled on her clothing and the intermittent delays. They'd been held up for three hours in Kansas when a herd of long-horned cattle had to be driven off the tracks.
But what a visual spectacle that had been. After days of traversing increasingly flat prairie grassland, Frances had enjoyed watching dusty "cowboys" herding the cattle. She had also liked looking out on infamous Dodge City as they passed by, noting its many livestock pens and the ugly false-fronted buildings Nate had told her were saloons.
The scenery itself had changed as they steamed across Colorado and into New Mexico. What Frances had assumed were clouds on the horizon became tall mountains as they approached. The soil had gotten redder and rocky, while the usual broadleaf trees changed to aspen and fir.
"This is high desert," Nate told her, noticing her staring out the window at rugged red buttes. "Like in Santa Fe. It doesn't rain much and the snow usually melts in the winter, but the weather's pretty comfortable all around."
Louisa also gazed out the window, a big smile on her face. "Only a few more hours and I'll be home. And Ma better not send me away again or I'm going to take my horses and head for the mountains!"
Nate rolled his eyes. "How many schools is this – three?"
"Four."
"Oh, dear." Frances had no idea there'd been that many institutions.
Louisa tossed her head, her cloud of black hair now loosened from its braids and tied back with a simple ribbon. "Half-breeds aren't very welcome in cities like Boston."
"Or St. Louis or Chicago or San Francisco," added Nate. He told Frances, "I got the job of rescuing her from all those places."
Which was kind of him, Frances thought, considering Louisa was only the daughter of Nate's business partner Belle Janks, rather than his own flesh and blood. She hadn't yet found the right moment to ask about Louisa's Comanche father. And neither Nate nor Louisa seemed inclined to tell all. Frances supposed she could ask questions outright, but she hesitated to cast a serious pall over the conversation.
"Now you know your mother only wants what's best for you," Nate was telling Louisa. "She wants you to be an educated lady, someone who doesn't have to lead a hard life like she did."
The girl shrugged. "I can already read in both English and Spanish."
The latter being the second language of New Mexico Territory, a tongue Frances was also going to have to learn.
"And I don't want to be a lady," Louisa went on. "I want to be a rancher and a horse-breaker."
Nate shook his head. "It's that damnable Comanche blood." When he noticed Frances gazing at him curiously, he explained. "Comanches are just about born on horseback. It's a toss-up whether their warriors or the Sioux are the best light cavalry in the world."
"But I don't even remember any Comanches," Louisa put in. "I was only four when we left Texas."
"Still, it's in your blood." Nate took a sip of brandy.
Frances saw an opening to appease her curiosity. "You didn't know your father, Louisa?"
"He was killed before I was born." Which was all the girl would offer. She turned around in her seat, gesturing to a beckoning mesa outside. "I'd love to be galloping across there with the wind in my hair. There's nothing else like it in the world."
"Really? I've never ridden a horse myself.”
"Don't worry, I'll teach you." Louisa grinned. "And it won't be on any old sidesaddle either." She looked at Nate. "Susie is gentle enough for her, don't you think?"
"Your old paint? I would think so." He explained, "A paint is a pinto, a horse with two colors."
"Oh."
The day before, Nate and Louisa had gotten into a long discussion about horses – claybanks, buckskins, blue roans, Appaloosas, as well as the blooded horses from Nate's childhood home, Kentucky. Thus Frances had learned another tidbit of information about his background.
Nate spoke little about himself, even when they were alone together. It was always Frances who ended up talking about her past and sometimes she worried about that. She didn't want her husband to be a stranger and, for a moment, had allowed herself to wonder if she'd been a rash fool to marry him.
Not that she'd had many options from which to choose, and she truly did care for Nathan Gannon. Frances even fancied she might be in love.
The winds of change had simply blown her out of her usual path, she decided, and she would have to cope with the place where they finally put her down.
Louisa was still staring longingly out the window. "How I've missed you, Sangre de Cristos!"
The Blood of Christ Mountains. Frances had looked that up on a map. Why, they weren't that far from their destination. "How soon will we reach Galisteo Junction?"
Nate took out the heavy gold watch he kept in his vest pocket. "A couple more hours. Then it'll take another hour before the shuttle train gets into Santa Fe."
So their arrival was imminent.
"I have to repack my bag." The one Frances kept beneath her seat with her night things and some new books she'd purchased in Chicago. "And I have to freshen up."
Nate rose and pulled out her chair. "I'll walk you back there, sweetheart."
On the way, he crossed between cars first and offered a gentlemanly hand to help Frances over, the wheels clacking beneath her while the wind tore at her skirts and hair. She didn't know how he'd gotten to be a hotel and restaurant owner in New Mexico, but from his manners and bearing, as well as his tastes for first class hotels and train tickets, she suspected he'd been raised by a family of some means in Kentucky.
Before Frances could start going through her bag, Nate slid an arm about her shoulders. "I want to have a little heart-to-heart talk with you before we get to Santa Fe, Frances."
"To tell me about your background, your family?" Which had been foremost on her mind. "I'd love to hear about it."
"Well, that, too."
She gazed at him curiously.
"I guess I'm kind of used to being mysterious," Nate admitted, his free hand fiddling with his heavy watch fob. "Out West, most everyone has a few secrets to hide. You don't ask too many questions. You take a man or a woman on what they do and say right now."
For a moment, Frances grew concerned. "You have secrets you want to hide?"
He laughed, sounding a bit uncomfortable. "You and I have had very different experiences in life, sweetheart. We need to talk about that."
She couldn't help but feel relieved. "I'm curious about any of your experiences."
"Well, I'm going to tell you all."
Then the woman seated in the back cried out, "Indians! Look at the Indians!"
The woman's male companion leaned over to gaze out the train window and the grandmother and child rose to stare as well. Curious herself, Frances rushed to look, Nate beside her.
Outside, a band of warriors galloped alongside the train on their ponies. "Look," said Frances, awed. "How can they ride without real saddles and bridles?" The Indians had only simple ropes looped through their animals' mouths. "And how colorful they are, even if they aren't wearing warpaint!"
"They're probably some of the bucks off the northern reservation. They're not going to attack us, like the redskins in Ned Buntline's dime novels."
Frances had admitted she'd riffled through one of those in a bookstore.
"They're minding their own business,” he went on. “Seem to be Navajos."
"Navajos? How can you tell?"
"Their looks. Arrogant and lean. And see how their hair is clubbed up in back? You can tell the different tribes apart, once you get used to seeing them."
"Will there be a great many Indians in Santa Fe?"
"From time to time, but they'll mainly be Pueblo." Then he told her, "On first sight, Santa Fe isn't exactly pretty, you know. It's an old city but it's also a frontier town. There's an Army post right off the central plaza and new people always coming and going, some of them the rough sort."
"I'm not expecting Boston." She admitted, "And I'm very excited!"
Nate drew her against him. "I hoped you'd think it so." He kissed her softly, lowering his voice. "And I can't wait to get you all to myself again."
They were pressed so tightly together, Frances could feel his watch chain against her ribs, even through her corset and silk bodice. Little butterflies of excitement danced inside her.
Hearing someone clear her throat, Frances glanced to the side to see that Louisa had joined them. Nate released Frances with a last peck on the cheek and the girl giggled. Everyone got busy then, readying themselves to disembark. Frances herself forgot about the heart-to-heart Nate had promised until they were pulling into Galisteo Junction.
Then she stared out the window at the Western town and buttoned the jacket of the elegant suit her husband had bought her in Chicago. Of plum purple velvet, the skirt was the newest fashion, the sort that hugged a woman's front and ended in a bustle in back. Frances thought the outfit the height of luxury, especially when Nate had insisted she purchase accessories to go with it – purple kid boots, green gloves, green silk hat with veil and small purple feathers.
Louisa, on the other hand, had assumed a completely different style. Glancing at her now, Frances had to admire the girl's bright red shirt worn with a long brown skirt, high leather boots...and no corset. Some people in Boston might think such clothing outlandish, but it fit Louisa's personality. The closer the train had approached New Mexico, the more alive and free Louisa seemed to be.
Nate appeared as dapper and well-groomed as usual. His plaid vest might be a bit bright for Boston but he wasn't a conservative banker. He was a man of the West.
The West. Frances could hardly believe she was here.
Her heart raced as the conductor helped Frances down onto the rough planked railway platform. Though the sight of Galisteo Junction wasn't terribly inspiring. A few dusty brown streets led into the surrounding hilly terrain and a couple of buildings sat near the railroad. They sported false fronts like the saloons of Dodge City. Other structures seemed to be mere shacks.
"Is the shuttle leaving right away?" she asked Nate.
"Not for a few minutes."
"Can we go look at the town?"
"There's not much to see, but if you want, sure." He asked Louisa, "Care to come with us?"
"Thanks, but I've seen it. I'll wait for you here."
The other passengers were also disembarking, Galisteo Junction being the end of the line at this time. Nate and Frances followed a man carrying a red carpet bag as he stepped off the platform and into the street.
A few yards away stood a tall, hard-looking man with long black hair and a huge pistol strapped to his thigh. He actually might be considered attractive if he weren't so dirty and scruffy, Frances thought, staring.
A subtle aura surrounded him...an aura of danger...
"It's not a good idea to be looking at that hombre so hard, sweetheart," advised Nate, sounding uneasy. "He's likely a gunslinger."
Unfortunately, that only made Frances stare harder. She watched as the man with the red carpet bag headed directly toward the gunman.
Then, from behind them, came the sound of galloping hooves. Frances glanced over her shoulder to see several mounted men riding down the middle of the street. As she and Nate tried to get out of the way, the scruffy gunslinger straightened and took out his pistol.
"Watch out!" cried Nate. "Gunfight!" And he pushed Frances sideways so hard, she landed on the ground with a whump.
Crack...crack...crack...
Cheek against the dirt, heart beating wildly, Frances heard several more shots exchanged between the mounted men and the gunslinger. She was so afraid, she lay quite still, though from her position, she could see the churning hooves of the horses as the mounted men rode on, one of them slumped over the saddle.
The man with the carpet bag also seemed to be a casualty. He lay on the ground near the scruffy gunman, who still had his weapon drawn. When he groaned, the gunman glanced down at him.
The gunman motioned to an approaching man who was wearing a leather coat. "Take care of him, Martinez."
Was the violence all over?
Concerned for her husband, Frances raised her head as soon as she dared. He lay a few feet away on his back.
"Nate?"
He didn't answer. And he was lying very still.
"Nate!"
Frightened, she struggled to her feet, not an easy task with her heavy skirt. She saw the bloody hole in her husband's chest before she'd even reached him. His eyes were open, staring up at the sky.
"Nate!" she cried yet again, falling to her knees, pulling a lacy handkerchief out of her reticule to staunch the flow of seeping red.
CHAPTER THREE
"EVERYTHING WILL BE all right," Frances told her fallen husband, worried at the blood that soaked the handkerchief and his vest. "I'll get a doctor."
A crowd of men had slowly gathered about her, though all she was aware of were boots and dusty trousers and murmuring voices.
A big gentle hand touched her shoulder. "He don't need a doctor, Ma'am. He's dead."
"Dead? He can't be!" But with sinking horror, Frances realized that Nate wasn't breathing, that his eyes were already clouding over. Her heart froze and she shrieked, "No!" Then tears streamed down her face. "Oh, Nate!"
The same gentle hand again touched her shoulder, though she barely noticed, she was shaking so hard. He brushed Nate's eyes shut. "I know it's hard, Ma'am."
And Louisa suddenly pushed her way through the crowd. The girl caught her breath sharply but she didn't scream. "Oh, no! Uncle Nate!" Eyes full of tears, she ran to Frances.
Frances clung to the girl but was unable to feel comforted. "How could this happen?"
"Someone shot him!" Louisa gazed around at the crowd. "Who?"
"It was an accident." The emotionless voice came from the scruffy gunman. "He was in the line of fire."
Frances gazed up at the tall man through a film of dust and veil and tears. Eyes oddly pale in a bronzed face stared back at her. "You? You killed him?"
The gunman offered, "I'll pay for his funeral and burial."
He was blithely suggesting he give poor Nate a funeral? As if that would make everything better? He had taken a life in an act of terrible violence! Frances was beside herself!
"Murderer!" she screamed, rising to throw herself at the man. "Cold-blooded killer!"
The surrounding crowd parted like water. Thoughtless of her own safety, she pounded her fists against the gunman's chest. Who gave him the right to such power?
"You murdered my husband!"
And snatched away her new life!
The gunslinger took hold of her shoulders, easily keeping her at arm's length. Her fists flailed the air.
"Look, I'm sorry, I really am." Though his voice remained cold and distant-sounding. "But it was an accident. I was defending myself against those men on horseback."
"Murderer!"
"No, it was an accident, not a murder, all right," said an onlooker as the crowd began to mutter louder. "I saw it. And so did Will here. There's no need to have anybody arrested."
"Killer!" shrieked Frances as Louisa pulled her away from the gunman. Sobbing, she gazed about, finally seeing the individuals who'd gathered round, a mixture of Anglo and Spanish men. "No need for anyone to be arrested?" she asked disbelievingly. "What kind of place is this?"
"New Mexico Territory, Ma'am," said the man who'd touched her shoulder and closed Nate's eyes. He had a kind weathered face with a big brown mustache under a dusty wide-brimmed hat. "We don't hang men unless they steal horses or kill somebody
a'purpose."
"That's the truth," Louisa told Frances, her eyes red and sad. "It's the law of the West."
The law of the West.
Emotionally drained, Frances was barely aware of the next half hour as a lawman arrived, papers were signed and Nate's body covered with a blanket before being placed on the shuttle train. The poor man might have been stripped if Louisa hadn't had the wherewithal to remove his valuables. Frances glanced at the items quickly before placing them in her bag – a money-belt, which wasn't heavy, a wallet, the big gold watch with its fob and a small pistol Louisa called a derringer.
Louisa also spoke to Nate's killer when the tall gunman drew the girl off to one side. Frances had no idea what they talked about but she couldn't help hating the man who'd destroyed her life. She hadn't felt so helpless since she'd seen soldiers put Indians in chains and take away their children at the missionary reserve camp.
She stared at the gunman anyway, noting the proud way he held himself in spite of his shabby appearance and stubbled face. He shouldn't be proud; he should be ashamed! And his expression was so hard and emotionless.
Didn't he have a heart?
A conscience?
Finally, she and Louisa climbed aboard a passenger car. Frances glanced down at her suit, now dirty and blood-stained, before Louisa guided her to a seat.
"Ma will be there to meet us," the girl said matter-of-factly. And as the train started, she told Frances, "Uncle Nate was a good man, you know, no matter what mistakes he made or what he did for a living."
Frances had so little energy, she gazed at her companion blankly. "What do you mean?"
"He did tell you about his business, right?"
"The restaurant and the hotel?"
Louisa gazed at her closely. "Uh, oh." Then she sighed. "From the way you acted on the trip, I was afraid of this."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, Blue Sky Palace isn't exactly...uh, just a hotel. It's also a casino."
Despite her sorrow, Frances was stunned. "You mean a gambling parlor?"
"Uh, huh." Louisa seemed to be searching for words. "And Uncle Nate was more than the owner of the establishment. He played his own tables from time to time. You know, poker and faro. "
"He was a gambler?" Frances cut in.
Louisa nodded. “It’s how he got his share in the casino.”
Truly shocked, Frances turned to stare out the window. Nate had been shot dead and his hotel was actually a den of iniquity. Her dream was rapidly descending into a nightmare.
ADJUSTING HER PARASOL against the bright sun, Belle Janks checked the little jeweled watch she wore on a chain about her neck and gazed down the tracks again. The shuttle from Galisteo Junction was now an hour late. She hoped nothing was wrong.
While she couldn't wait to see her daughter, she was spittin' mad at Louisa for ruining yet another chance at being educated like a lady.
Controlling her exasperation, Belle wondered about Nate's new wife. Probably a charmer to get a bachelor of fifty-three to tie the knot. Belle had been mighty surprised to receive the telegram announcing Nate's marriage.
"Why aren't there separate areas for heathens and decent people?" came a strident female voice some yards away.
Belle watched a middle-aged woman mincing past a seated group of Pueblo Indians wrapped in bright blankets. Wouldn't be bad-looking if she didn't dress so plain and stern. Nose in the air, the woman pressed her skirts tightly to her side as if touching the Indians with her brown hem might dirty her somehow. And when one of the Indians held out a clay pot he obviously wanted to sell, the virago made a terrible pinched face.
"No! I don't want anything! Get away from me!"
Belle frowned, recognizing the woman and her old-fashioned bonnet from an encounter she'd had at an open-air marketplace. The widow of a railroad man, Minna Tucker was a holier-than-thou Bible thumper. She was certain Minna also recognized her when the woman glanced her way in passing and widened her eyes.
She intoned, "God is the punisher of sinners!"
Knowing a woman like Minna Tucker would hate it, Belle smiled directly at her and waved.
The woman looked set to blow a gasket and nearly started into a dead run. "Get thee behind me, Satan!"
And Belle laughed. "Satan? I'd need horns and a forked tail."
She surely would like to know what secrets Minna Tucker had hidden away. In her experience, a person that loudly devout was usually covering up terrible guilt of some kind. Minna was wasting her time trying to make Belle feel guilty, though. Having done what she thought she must to exist, if on the boundaries of proper society, she had little or no shame.
Belle's attitude toward Louisa was completely different, of course. Her dream had always been to see the girl accepted. She knew her daughter's Comanche blood didn't help matters any, but surely education and manners counted for something. Hopefully, a respectable man would marry her.
Damn Louisa for causing trouble again! She'd saved good money to send her daughter to four schools now, only to have the girl be sent home every time. Didn't Louisa realize how hard she'd worked, how much she wanted to see her rise beyond the sordid life she herself had had to lead?
Insane asylums and jail.
Belle would do anything to keep Louisa from seeing the inside of either one of those institutions.
THE SHUTTLE TRAIN climbed upward as it cut through the mountains rimming Santa Fe. Clear golden sunlight spilled over bluish-green shrubs and layered red rock. More mountains hovered on the horizon, lavender with distance.
Frances would have thought the scenery beautiful if she hadn't gone through the hellish scenario in Galisteo Junction. Despite her desire to forget him, she kept envisioning the gunfighter, the cool gray eyes that had chilled her to her bones, the aura of danger that he exuded and which should have warned her. She only half-listened as Louisa babbled about Nate continuously and intently, as if she were trying to exorcise his murder from her soul.
"Uncle Nate ran away from his family in Kentucky, you know, when he was only eighteen. Then he traveled west and ended up on one of those riverboats from New Orleans. That's where he learned cardplaying. He was good at all the games, even blackjack and keno. You never saw such a fast hand with cards. Sometimes he even did tricks with them."
Frances cleared her throat. Her dark state of mind made her suspect the worst. "You mean cheating?"
"No, actual tricks – making cards appear and disappear." Louisa paused. "I guess he did do a fair amount of cheating, too, though he never actually admitted it. All cardplayers do. You know how they trim the edges a tiny bit or mark them?"
No, Frances had no idea.
"But Uncle Nate had a heart," Louisa went on. "He never took advantage of men with families."
"How nice," Frances said sarcastically and then immediately felt badly about it. After all, Nate was dead.
"He was kind," Louisa insisted. "He loaned money to people that he knew would never repay it and he always gave to churches who were taking up collections for the poor."
And he'd married a spinster who had nowhere to turn, Frances thought with mixed feelings.
"Uncle Nate was good-natured. He meant well, though he didn't always tell the truth, especially if he thought it would hurt someone." Louisa's remark made Frances wonder if they were thinking along the same lines. "He was understanding. If I wanted someone to talk to, he always listened. "
Then the girl was silent, which made Frances look at her. She had her fist pressed against her mouth, silently weeping.
"Oh, dear, I've been thinking entirely about myself. This has been terrible for you!"
She put her arms about Louisa, who sobbed against her shoulder. How selfish she'd been. But the sixteen-year old had handled the situation so capably and Frances herself had been so upset, she simply hadn't worried about Louisa. She'd assumed the girl must be used to sudden violence like gunfights in the street.
When Louisa got herself together, she raised her head. "Thank you. I appreciate your kindness, too. I know you're a special sort of person. So did Uncle Nate, or he wouldn't have married you."
A remark that caused Frances's eyes to burn, though she'd thought she was cried out for the moment.
Then both women sniffed and wiped their eyes.
Louisa patted Frances's hand. "It'll be okay. You'll see. You'll live in Uncle Nate's quarters at Blue Sky Palace. He has two rooms upstairs with a real bathtub that came over the Santa Fe Trail."
"The rooms are above the casino?"
"Uh, huh." Louisa frowned at Frances's expression. "You know, there's a lot of gambling in Santa Fe. It's a popular and accepted form of entertainment."
Well, maybe such a place wasn't too disreputable then. If Frances didn't like the looks of it, however, she intended to find the nearest boarding house.
She thought of Nate lying cold and dead in the baggage car. "What will we do with...with the body when the train stops?"
"You don't have to worry about it. Chaco Jones is back there. He's going to take care of everything."
"Chaco Jones?" What an odd name. "Who's that?"
"Well, um, the gunfighter." Louisa met her gaze.
Frances's mouth dropped. "You are letting him pay for the funeral and burial!" She hadn't agreed to that.
"Why not?" Louisa frowned and sounded defensive. "He owes us that much. I gave him the name of an undertaker in Santa Fe."
"But it's blood money!"
"I guess it is," said Louisa unwaveringly. "One of the men in Galisteo Junction said his word could be trusted."
"The word of a gunfighter?" Frances thought of those riveting gray eyes again. "The man is a criminal!"
"Probably. But there are those with a code of honor."
"I can't believe you're acting so calmly about this!"
"I know." Louisa's eyes were wise beyond her years. "But this isn't Boston. And I don't think Chaco Jones meant to kill Uncle Nate. We'll let him do what he can."
Frances still didn't understand. Though she tried to forget about the awful gunfighter riding with her husband's body as the shuttle pulled into Santa Fe, his spooky gray gaze remained burned in her memory. She couldn't believe she'd thought him attractive in dangerous way. She would never forget that he was a cold-blooded killer or that he'd destroyed her dreams.
Gazing out at the small train station, beyond which were a mix of clapboard and adobe buildings, she thought the place as nondescript and dusty as Galisteo Junction. But then she would have had a completely different view of the old city if she'd been arriving at her new home on Nate's arm. When the train stopped, they went to the door of the car to let the conductor help them dismount with their bags.
"There's Ma!" cried Louisa, waving.
Frances gazed in that direction to see a smiling, middle-aged, red-headed woman approaching. Dressed in a tight gray silk dress with ruffles around the low neck and several flounces about the fashionable skirt, lace mitts, a hat with tall white plumes, a sparkling necklace and dangling earrings, Mrs. Belle Janks was a bit over-dressed but presentable, Frances thought.
The redhead immediately hugged Louisa, complaining gently, "You bad, bad girl!"
"Oh, Ma!"
Then the woman pulled back to look at her daughter's face. "You been crying. What's the matter?" She also glanced at Frances. "You're Nate's wife?" And as her eyes swept over Frances's appearance, she exclaimed. "Damnation! Where did all that blood come from?"
Frances took a deep breath, ignoring the language. "Nate was shot down in Galisteo Junction."
"Shot down!"
Belle's eyes widened, large brown orbs which Frances suddenly noticed had been outlined in black. And the woman was also wearing lip and cheek rouge. Perhaps face-painting, like gambling, was accepted in Santa Fe.
"My God," the woman gasped, "is he dead?"
"Yes, Ma," said Louisa, holding onto Belle when her mother gave a little cry. "But it was an accident. A stray bullet from a gunfight."
"Dead!" Now it was Belle's turn to deal with grief. Her face twisted. "No, not Nate!"
Frances herself felt numb and completely cried out. She watched the other two as they sobbed in each other's arms.
But as Belle regained control of herself, she offered sympathy. "You poor, poor thing! And just married, too!"
The redhead embraced Frances so hard, her ribs felt squeezed. For a while, the three women simply stood on the platform and commiserated. Belle cried some more and wiped away the rivulets of black on her cheeks with a silk, lace-edged handkerchief. Louisa sniffled. And Frances even found a few more tears to burn her already irritated eyes.
"I still can't believe it," Belle mourned. "Old Nate could'a been shot dead a hundred times at the gaming tables. And look what happens...a stray bullet gets him!"
Frances suddenly realized she herself could be at fault. "Oh, dear!" She pressed her hand to her mouth. "I was the one who asked Nate to go for a walk. That's why we were in the middle of the street in Galisteo Junction!" The guilt nearly overwhelmed her! Her knees went weak.
But Louisa was quick to intervene. She grabbed Frances's arm and held her up. "That's not true! A stray bullet can get you anywhere."
Belle also had her say-so as she grasped Frances's other arm. "Now you listen here, Frances." She shook her finger. "Don't you be swallowin' guilt, now. That's the way a person makes herself think she has some kinda control of the world. But she usually don't. Never forget that!"
Frances managed to nod. She was feeling odd at being lectured. But the woman meant well. Belle and Louisa took charge of the situation, finding everyone's baggage and having it loaded onto Belle's regal-looking carriage by a brown-skinned driver. Belle also checked on the whereabouts of Nate's body, learning that Chaco Jones had already arranged for the undertaker to cart it away.
"The funeral'll be tomorrow," Belle informed the other two as they all climbed into the carriage. She glanced at the big fancy new trunk Nate had picked out for Frances in Chicago. "You got quite a load there."
"Uncle Nate bought her a trousseau," explained Louisa.
Belle raised her brows.
"She was my teacher at Miss Llewellyn's School, Ma," Louisa went on. "The one I wrote you about. She was dismissed after I got into the fight with that other girl."
Belle gazed at Frances so closely, she felt uncomfortable. "A schoolmarm, huh? No wonder you're so proper-looking."
"She stood up for me, Ma."
"So you got courage," Belle said.
"I've always hoped so." Though Frances wasn't sure she would have been brave enough to defend Louisa if she'd guessed it might get her dismissed. But she wanted to make a more important admission. "I believe Nate may have married me because he knew I had no way to earn money and nowhere to go."
"Hmm." Belle sighed and shook her head. "More to it than that. I don't believe Nate would up and marry you for the hell of it, no matter how sorry he felt for you."
Louisa added, "He really liked her."
Belle smiled. "Loved her, you mean. The old fool finally fell head over heels."
Which Frances had to admit made her feel a tad better, even in her awful state. And even with the swearing. Belle Janks was definitely a rough-speaking woman.
For a while, the carriage remained silent as the driver took the matched set of trotting grays along winding, narrow streets, mostly lined with high adobe walls. Trees and open spaces finally began to appear as they neared what seemed to be the edge of the town.
"I'm gonna leave Louisa at my house," Belle told Frances. "Then we'll go on to the Blue Sky Palace."
Frances noticed that Louisa suddenly sat up straighter. The girl seemed nervous. "Um, Ma? Uncle Nate didn't tell her about the casino, you know."
Belle frowned. "What?"
"He didn't even tell her he was a gambler. She learned about that from me on the train ride up here."
Mother and daughter exchanged what appeared to be meaningful looks, though Frances wasn't at all sure what that meaning was.
The carriage came down a hill toward a neat little house built partially of weathered logs and partially of adobe. Tall trees. the kind Nate had pointed out as cottonwoods, grew in the yard in back, which was surrounded by adobe walls. A large fenced-in meadow adjoined the place and a couple of horses grazed on the sparse grass.
"Home!" Louisa sighed happily.
"Tell Elena to get you some supper," Belle ordered her daughter. "I'll be comin' back later."
The driver unloaded Louisa's luggage and with a last hug for her mother and Frances, the girl disappeared inside. Then the carriage turned and headed back for the main part of town.
Once underway, Belle turned to Frances. "I guess it's up to me to explain things." She took a deep breath. "Damn that Nate. Always giving me the dirty work."
Frances immediately became uneasy. "What else is there to explain?"
"You seem to be a well-bred lady. How do you feel about living above a casino?"
"Louisa said gambling was an acceptable form of entertainment out here."
"Well, that's true." Belle tapped her fingers on the edge of the carriage. "Even when La Tules opened a casino twenty-five years ago, she was accepted by local society."
Frances relaxed a little. But she noticed that Belle kept tapping her fingers.
"The only thing is, the Blue Sky ain't just a casino. We also have ladies there who...well, they entertain lonely gentlemen."
"Gentlemen?" Frances felt confused for a moment, turning Belle's statement over in her mind. Ladies who entertained? Surely Belle didn't mean what she feared. "You're not referring to a – " She couldn't quite bring herself to say the word.
Belle put in hurriedly, "I call it the Blue Sky Gentlemen's Club." She insisted, "But I run an honest, clean place. Nothing to be ashamed of."
Frances's heart thudded against her ribs. Belle did mean what she had feared. "Ashamed?" Her voice rose and quavered. "You are telling me not to be ashamed of a house of ill repute? That's what a gentlemen's club is, isn't it? A brothel?"
"Afraid so, Frances. And you own half."
A brothel! She fell back against the seat, her heart pounding so hard, she felt the stays of her corset pressing in.
"You all right? You look peaked."
Hardly able to catch her breath, Frances didn't answer.
"Damnation, you're turning purple," said Belle, concerned. She whipped out a fan from somewhere, a gray silk one with bright painted flowers. "Your lacing must be too tight. Now don't faint on me. It ain't the end of the world."
The moving air from the fan cooled Frances's heated skin. She took several careful breaths, before blurting, "I'm the daughter of a minister!" Though she'd never dreamed she would be proclaiming her father's occupation so stridently and to a madam, of all people.
Now it was Belle's turn to act shocked. She dropped the fan. "Nate married a minister's daughter? I can't believe it!"
Frances didn't intend to explain her estrangement from her family. Still catching her breath, she simply said, "I can't stay in a brothel!" Not if she ever had any hope of obtaining decent employment again.
"You can't?" Belle raised her brows. "Well, the only thing is, I don't know where else you can stay, honey."
Frances glanced about desperately, the continuous flat-faced adobe walls seeming to close in. "Surely there are boarding houses in this city."
"Not where a woman on her own would be safe, especially a tenderfoot like you." Belle glanced back at the trunk and bags. "Besides, you'd have to have enough money to pay for the lodging. Looks like Nate spent all he had on you."
All he had? "But he was the owner of a business."
"Uh, huh. Though I can't afford to buy you out, at least not now. Schooling for Louisa has been very expensive."
"But I have his moneybelt and a wallet. There must be something left in them."
"I hope there's some of that three-hundred dollars he borrowed from me before he went on the trip." Belle explained, "Nate got cleaned out at the tables a few weeks ago and hadn't recouped." She shrugged. "Sometimes he was loaded and sometimes he was broke. You know how gamblers can be."
"No, I don't."
The other woman gazed at her. "I guess you wouldn't." She shook her head sadly, then turned away, face toward the street. "What on earth was Nate thinking of?"
Frances wondered that as well, though there would be no asking him now. Drawing herself together, attempting to be practical, she reached over the seat for her smaller bag. Opening it, she took out the moneybelt and wallet and went through them.
"Not even enough to buy a return ticket to Boston! What am I to do?" The same question she'd asked herself the day Nate had proposed. She told Belle, "I would gladly sell you my entire half of the Blue Sky Palace for a ticket, plus the three-hundred Nate owed you, of course."
Belle smiled sadly. "I wouldn't let you settle for so little. No matter what you think about my profession, I'm honest. But I simply don't have much capital at the moment and we have a slew of outstanding bills."
We. Frances had a difficult time thinking of herself as a brothel and casino owner.
"You don't know anyone in Santa Fe, do you?" Belle went on, musing. "Your pa and ma must still be back east. So, who's to care where you live?"
Frances supposed that was right.
"I don't see why you can't stay in Nate's quarters and work for a while. Unless business falls off completely, you should be able to go back home in a couple of months."
Work? Frances's eyes widened.
"You should be comfortable enough. Nate bought some new rugs and curtains a few months ago. Both of the rooms are large and the four-poster has a real featherbed."
On which Frances would be expected to earn her money? Her heart raced. "I simply can't!"
"Stay where Nate used to live? Don't worry, I'll sort through his belongings, if you want. Save you some pain."
"No, I mean I can't..." Again, she struggled with the words. "I can't entertain gentlemen!"
Belle stared, her expression rapidly changing from concerned to puzzled, then to amused. "You thought that's the kinda work I was talking about?" The redhead threw back her head and laughed. But she hurriedly assured Frances, "I meant you'd do Nate's job. The bookwork and supply ordering, overseeing the casino. Think you can handle that?"
Frances wasn't certain at all. But the idea looked reasonably appealing, especially after fearing she'd have to do the unspeakable to earn money. She took a deep breath and hardened her jaw. "I will handle it."
"Course you will." Belle reached over to pat her hand. "We all gotta do what we must, that's the rule of existence. Welcome to Santa Fe."
So this is where the wind had brought her, Frances thought, plopped her down in a casino, in the midst of a pack of ladies of the evening. Perhaps even that would be safer than the wild desert land outside the town or the sudden gunfights that could erupt on its open streets.
Shivering as she thought of Chaco Jones yet again, of the cold-blooded way he'd shot Nate down, Frances stared out at the alien landscape from the safety of the carriage – red earth, bright blue sky, the seemingly endless vista of blank adobe walls.
The brown-skinned driver shook the reins and called out to the horses, "Vamos, caballos!"
There was even an alien language to get used to, not to mention a mix of several cultures. Would she be able to adjust? Frances wondered. As Belle had suggested, she supposed she would do what she must.
Indeed, she thought bitterly, welcome to Santa Fe!
CHAPTER FOUR
CHACO HAD SHOT many men through the years, but never an innocent bystander. Feeling low as a snake, he had ridden the train to Santa Fe, then had gone through the motions of contacting and paying the undertaker, all the while haunted by the anguished screams of Nathan Gannon's widow ringing through his head. He could still feel her fists flailing at him helplessly. Could see her husband's blood staining her clothing.
Remembering cut him to the quick.
Nathan Gannon. The name had held a familiar ring when he'd gotten it from the half-breed girl. Then it had come to him. Blue Sky Palace. He'd visited the place more than once and knew Gannon had a reputation of being a decent man, of running an honest game.
Well, he wouldn't be running games anymore, not unless faro and poker tables were part of white man's heaven.
Having left Martinez in Galisteo Junction to take care of the wounded man, Chaco had no reason to return to the smaller town. And the way he was feeling now, real sick deep down, he wasn't certain he wanted to return to Lincoln County. Might only return to Ralston's to quit. He'd had his stomach full of gunfighting.
Feeling dead to the world, he strolled down the streets of Santa Fe, paying little attention to who or what he passed. Still, a couple of times, he thought he sighted the same raggedy old woman in a black rebozo. Trailing him? If she was, he thought sardonically, what could he do – shoot her?
He wasn't certain how he ended up on a corner across from a small church. He stared at the adobe building with a simple cross on its bell tower for a few minutes before deciding to go inside. More Apache than Catholic, his mother hadn't taken him to church often but he could remember the singing and the prayers and the strong smell of incense.
He followed a middle-aged Mexican woman into the outer vestibule and emulated her ceremonial actions. Dipping a hand in the holy water, he quickly crossed himself. Then he started to follow the woman into the sanctuary when he realized he was still wearing his gun. He had misgivings about leaving the Colt on the gun-rack near the door, but this was a holy place. He finally undid his belt and hung it beneath his hat.
The inner sanctuary was nearly as simple as the church's exterior. Beneath the vigas of its corbeled roof sat wooden benches on a packed earthen floor. Chaco eased himself onto one of the benches. Behind the altar was a painted wooden screen of sacred figures, a reredos. To one side, hung the crucifix, a cross with a blood-speckled Jesus wearing a gold crown of thorns. Looking at the other alcoves, Chaco immediately recognized the Virgin of Guadalupe. While his half-breed mother had felt easy with Guadalupe, with her burnished skin of an Indian and the rays of the Aztec sun shining behind her back, she’d raised him in the Apache beliefs. Spirit power imbued everything in the universe and could either be used by the wise for good or by the self-serving for evil. The Apaches had addressed that power in their ceremonies, including those performed for the dead.
But Nathan Gannon had not been Apache.
Though he'd probably been as decent as his mother’s bullwhacker husband Reuben Jones. The man had given Chaco his name and treated him like a son. Oneida had lit a candle for Reuben when he'd been killed on the Santa Fe Trail.
Would a candle help Gannon's soul? Chaco wondered, watching the Mexican woman slide a coin into the box near Guadalupe, then take a votive, light it and place it on the Virgin's altar.
The tiny flame glowed and flickered like a star in the darkness. Reminded of the starry, moonlit night when he'd seen the wolf, he dredged up the uneasy feelings he'd been having the past week or two. Had they been leading up to the shooting today? To bad magic? Was a bruja, a skinwalker, on his trail?
He didn't want to consider that. At heart he might be mostly Apache, but he didn't like to give into outright superstition.
As he sat there brooding, he saw the church's padre come out of the confessional set up to one side. Surely a holy man's prayers would have more weight with the white man's God. If the padre prayed, perhaps Gannon could be moved to forgive him in the next world and perhaps her God would smile on Gannon's widow in this one. He couldn't forget her bravery in attacking someone like him. And her dirt-streaked face and heart-wrenching cries haunted him and invaded his dreams.
He rose to approach the priest, who was short, balding and kind-faced. When caution flickered over the padre's features, Chaco spoke to him in Spanish. "Have no fear. I'm here for prayer, not trouble."
The padre relaxed visibly. "Good, good. And would you like to make a confession as well, my son?"
Did the man know what he'd done? Chaco wondered uncomfortably, then decided the question was probably asked of everyone. "I'm not Catholic." He'd never been baptized. "I wouldn't know how. But I'd like a prayer said for a man who was killed today." His mother had told him that was possible. "How do I go about it?"
"For a small fee, I can say a mass for him," the padre offered. "That would be best."
Chaco didn't even bother asking how much the fee was. Instead, he reached into his pocket and brought out a crinkled piece of paper, then several twenty dollar gold pieces. He placed some coins in the padre's hand.
"So generous! Thank you, my son."
"Do a real good mass for him. Name was Nathan Gannon." Chaco paused. "And could you say a prayer for Mrs. Gannon, too? Don't know much about her but she's all alone."
The padre smiled. "Of course I will mention the widow. Pobrecita!"
Poor little one. Yeah, she was, Chaco thought, already feeling better.
Glancing at the paper he still held in his hand, the missive that had been hand-delivered days ago, he also realized he was now in the position to do something about it.
"And is there anything else, my son?"
He looked at the priest, surely a learned man as well as a holy one. "Can you read a letter for me? My Spanish isn't too good."
"You are speaking it well."
"Yeah, speak, not read." Chaco smoothed out the piece of paper, once again inspecting the flowing handwriting. To him, it was only a fancy design, except for his own name at the top and the signature at the bottom. "I didn't learn Spanish in school." Actually, he hadn't learned English there either. He'd attended school for only a few days at a time and couldn't read or write in any of the three languages he spoke. Not that he intended to admit that to anyone.
The priest motioned. "Come over here and we shall read your letter."
He led Chaco to a small room that opened off the sanctuary. Chaco sat on a bench in front of the padre's desk, where a kerosene lamp burned. The priest took a pair of spectacles from a drawer and read:
"To Senor Chaco Jones,
You do not know me but I have been aware of your existence since you were born. Your mother was my servant. I do not know exactly how to state this, Senor Jones, but I have come to believe that I should inform you that I am your father.
If you would like to speak of this with me, you may find me at my estancia north of Santa Fe. Ask anyone of knowledge for directions if you do not already know your way.
Don Armando de Arguello "
The padre was visibly shocked. "Don de Arguello is your father?"
The priest, like everyone in this part of New Mexico Territory, was certainly aware of the wealthy, centuries-old Hidalgo family. And he probably wouldn't have expected such an announcement to be given to a dust-streaked mestizo gunfighter. Chaco simply sat and stared at the floor, emotions and thoughts awhirl. When he had seen the name de Arguello, he'd figured on some kind of job offer having to do with his reputation with a gun – one he'd already determined to turn down – but he had not expected this.
The padre shook his head in amazement. "Don de Arguello!"
Still in shock, Chaco suddenly became concerned. "You won't speak of this to anyone?"
"If you do not wish it. I am a man of God." The padre folded the letter carefully and gave it back. "You are going to ride north and see the Don, are you not?"
"I don't know."
"But such an offer – "
"I don't need the money of a rico." A rich man who lived off of others. At least Chaco didn't need the money that bad. "I can take care of myself." He had done so since his mother died twenty years before.
"But you are of his blood."
"And that of a half-breed slave." On whom de Arguello may have forced himself, for all Chaco knew. Then, when she was pregnant, the wealthy man had given Oneida her freedom and some money to get her out of his house. "The Don hasn't bothered with me for thirty-five years," he said angrily. "Why should I be in a hurry to bother with him?"
AT LAST, she had seen her enemy in the flesh, she rejoiced.
Having acted on the word of one of the spies she had sent to watch him, she had come to Galisteo Junction, then back to Santa Fe, dogging his footsteps.
Filled with hatred, she wanted to rip the meat from his bones, to smell the acrid odor of his life's blood seeping slowly out of his body.
And she could have that pleasure soon...if it were not for that peculiar aura of strength he exuded...and if her own mortal weaknesses did not hamper her. Her enemy was a well-made man, handsome beneath the dust and grime. His walk was graceful, gliding. He had the bearing of a fierce Apache warrior.
Apache!
She must remember that ancestry and how very much she longed for his death. She envisioned him dead now, ants eating his eyes, blood leaking into the sand from his torn throat, draining his life away.
His life – what a virile and tempting one, indeed.
Despite her passionate desire for his death, she also longed to feel him beneath her, wanted to ride his body like a bucking horse, wanted him to spill his heat and seed into her womb.
Life or death. She felt torn between them.
And power over either was not easy.
Meanwhile, she had followed him and watched him enter a church. Cursing, she also decided to go inside, though she hadn't had time to take her usual precautions.
Her muttering became low snarls as she felt the burning pain upon entering the vestibule. She tried to ignore the flames that flowed up through the earth and seared the soles of her feet through her shoes. Sighting his gun hanging on the rack, she was elated. She could take a piece of him with her. Drawing the knife from beneath her rebozo, disregarding her pain, she quickly cut off the piece of rawhide that had fastened the gunbelt to his thigh.
Then she fled, growling deep in her throat, pausing only long enough to spit on the threshold of this cursed holy ground.
Outside, she scurried down a narrow street, finally resting against an adobe wall until her feet cooled. But her burning hatred was not assuaged. Having always existed on the fringes of society, she prowled the streets for some time afterward, undetected, dreaming of special tortures while filled with itching desire.
Damn him!
Then she spotted a slim Navajo youth fastening his horse to a hitching post. He wore a bright blue shirt and around his head had tied a printed scarf from which flowed hair as black and sleek as a raven's wing.
Hmm. Rippling muscles, a glimpse of firm brown hip between his loincloth and leggings.
Yes, he would do.
Quickly, she straightened, threw aside her rebozo and opened the throat of her blouse. She swayed toward him, her eyes bold, hair loosened, breasts inviting. Knowing exactly how to influence him, she removed the packet of herbs from about her neck.
Thankfully, she would be able to take the edge off both her appetites.
FRANCES HAD TRAVELED beyond the boundaries of her dreams. Every day she awakened in a strange, faraway land she could never have envisioned in Boston. Though its unpaved streets were rutted and much of its populace crude, Santa Fe bloomed like an exotic desert flower, face toward the eternally bright sun, petals fluttering to soft Spanish music, roots sunk deep in ancient soil.
She'd lived in the city for a little more than a week. Louisa had come by with a carriage one day and had driven her around. The girl had pointed out the central plaza, a small open square of paths and trees where a military band played on Saturday evenings while handsome caballeros paraded past giggling maidens in pretty shawls. On one side of the plaza lay the Palace of the Governors, a long, seventeenth century adobe building with a great portal and several heavy wooden doors. Having belonged to both the Indians for a short time after the Pueblo revolt in 1680 and, mainly, the Spanish, the structure now housed the offices of the U.S. Territorial government.
Frances had seen plenty of soldiers come and go as clientele at the Blue Sky Palace. She had done her bookwork upstairs and had arranged for purchasing and delivery in the mornings before Blue Sky opened. And Belle had been kind enough to keep her "girls" confined to the saloon or the farthest wing of the hotel.
Frances hadn't had any trouble with the work and had even managed to make herself at home in Nate's rooms. The funeral over but not forgotten, she still felt shocked and sad but she'd settled in when yet another crisis loomed. The floorman who'd managed the casino, a traditional Mexican who'd worked for Nate for years, had quit, saying he simply couldn't be bossed by a woman.
She herself would now have to fill in and she was terribly nervous, even though Belle tried to reassure her.
"You don't have to worry about most of those men," Belle said while Frances prepared for her first evening on the floor. "They'll treat you like a lady, especially since you act like one." The older woman looked over her high-necked black dress. "What are you wearing anyway? Not that, surely."
Frances stared in the full-length, gilt-edged mirror hanging on one white-washed wall. Standing in the midst of couches and a four-poster all covered with bright Navajo blankets, she supposed she did resemble a pale-faced crow.
"That red dress'd do a whole lot better for tonight."
"My ball gown?" The fancy beaded one Nate had picked out in Chicago? Frances cleared her throat. "It's a little too revealing, don't you think?"
Belle argued, "You want the customers to think you're making enough money to run a high-class game.” She knit her brows. "We really should do something about your hair. With it all slicked back like that, you still look like a schoolmarm. You'll scare the customers away, honey. Not good for business."
Frances sighed. "I suppose not." And she needed their money to make a new start.
"Then I'll fetch the curling iron," said Belle, before sweeping out the door onto the roofed balcony that curved about the Blue Sky's inner placita and connected the building's C-shaped wings.
Hoping she wasn't going to regret what she was about to do, Frances changed into a fancier corset and a stiffer satin petticoat. She had to remember that no one knew her in Santa Fe and that no one would be shocked at the idea of her sashaying through a gambling parlor in a blood-red dress.
She should also remember that she'd been dismissed by Miss Llewellyn and that there wasn't a chance in high heaven that she'd ever get another decent teaching position, even if she crawled all the way back to Boston.
"Old prune," she muttered, thinking of the headmistress as she drew a casual wrapper around her. "Nasty, dried-up old vulture!"
When someone laughed, a soft giggle, Frances nearly jumped out of her skin. She whirled around to see a young blonde lounging against the half-open door which she hadn't thought to lock.
"I'm afraid you caught me talking to myself."
"Well, if no one else is around, why not?"
The blonde wasn't exactly pretty but she had long, abundant pale hair that hung down past the loose neck of the embroidered blouse she wore with a bright red skirt, bare legs and open sandals.
Belle suddenly appeared at the door. "What are you doing up here, Ruby?"
"I got curious, thought I'd wander around a bit."
Belle said firmly, "You're new, I know, but you're supposed to stay downstairs."
The girl appeared downcast. "I guess I'll go then."
Frances noted that Ruby was young, no more than a year or so older than Louisa. And she was one of the "girls"? Was there no other work the little blonde could get? she wondered sadly. "No, wait, that's all right, Ruby can stay. Maybe you can use some help."
"I bet you can." Ruby immediately made herself useful. "You're gonna heat up that curling iron?" She grabbed it and stuck it in the corner adobe-style fireplace. "I'm real good at doing hair." She glanced at Frances, then at the gown on the bed. "And sewing, too. I could lower that bodice for you."
"Thank you, but it's already quite low enough."
Belle pulled out a straight-backed chair for Frances to sit on and searched the pockets of the apron she wore over her gold satin dress. "Damnation, I forgot my scissors."
"I'll go fetch them," Ruby offered, sounding eager to be of help.
"Top drawer of the cabinet by the storage room."
The girl hurried outside.
"You're going to cut my hair?" Frances asked with trepidation.
"Only the front. When we're done, you'll have some nice curls around your face."
Hoping she wouldn't end up with an elaborate style like Belle's own fussy ringlets and puffs, Frances asked, "How old is Ruby?"
"Says she's eighteen."
"More likely she's not much older than your daughter."
The lines around Belle's eyes deepened. "She has to earn her way somehow and they beat her at that place on the other side of the plaza."
Frances shivered. "Good heavens!"
"No one will touch her here, you can be certain of that."
Belle employed several men as "protection" for Blue Sky, another reason she assured Frances that managing the casino would be safe enough.
"Ruby's popular with the Mexicans," mused Belle. "With that blonde hair, they call her La Rubia."
Which meant blonde in Spanish, Frances knew.
When Ruby returned, she brought a couple of other women with her. Though they'd never officially met, Frances recognized Avandera, a plump and pretty Mexican girl, and Magdalena, an attractive woman despite her slightly flat face and coarse black hair she wore in multiple braids. Belle had told her Magdalena was half Pueblo Indian. Both girls were dressed in loose, free-flowing garments like Ruby's.
Belle arranged several brushes and combs on a side table. Everyone was so enthusiastic and sweet, Frances didn't have the heart to act cool or to ignore the younger women because of their profession. After all, perhaps some females simply didn't have much choice in what they did to survive.
She closed her eyes tightly as Belle started to cut her hair. The blades of the scissors snipped softly.
"Don't worry, this is gonna look real nice," Belle assured her.
When she was done, Ruby and Avandera wound Frances's hair around the hot curling iron.
Imagining flames, Frances wrinkled her nose. "It smells like I'm burning!"
"It's just hot," said Ruby. "It'll only take a minute."
But Frances was ready to squirm with the pulling and fussing before they finally finished. Still, Belle wouldn't let her look until she'd plaited and looped up the long hair in back as well, piling it on top of her head.
"There! Now all you have to do is get dressed. You really are pretty, Frankie," Belle said, startling Frances with the name. "You simply don't make as much of yourself as you could."
"Very pretty! Bonita!" added Avandera with a dimpled smile.
"You have nice hair but you could make it more shiny if you washed it with yucca leaves, Senora Gannon," added Magdalena, toying with the little pouch she wore on a cord around her neck. "I have some in a jar in my room if you would like to try them."
"Or she could use lemon juice," put in Ruby. "I rinse my hair with that when I can afford it."
"Thank you, I'll think about that," Frances told the beaming group as she rose to look in the mirror. With surprise, she realized the new hairdo did look good on her. Smiling, she gingerly touched a curl softly falling over her forehead. "Nice."
Belle grinned. "Course, a little dab of paint around the eyes and mouth wouldn't be a bad idea, either."
"Paint?" Now that was too much. "I don't think so."
"Only a little," Belle wheedled. "You'll hardly be able to tell."
It took some doing to convince Frances to try a trace of brown at the edges of her eyelids and the tiniest touch of rouge on her lips. But she had to admit she really couldn't tell that the additions weren't natural when all was done. Ruby and Avandera left, but Belle and Magdalena helped her into the red gown.
"Now you're ready for the evening," Belle announced. "And don't take any guff off of them men. Like I said, they'll treat you like a lady if you act like one. In fact, some of them behave themselves better around a woman. Keep your eyes on the tables and try to smile once in a while. If anyone gets too drunk, have Adolfo show him out. That little hombre loves to flaunt his authority."
"Watch out for drunken men. Wonderful," muttered Frances.
"Also watch out for problems at the tables. Some men stick cards up their sleeves or under their shoes. Have Adolfo throw them out also."
Still uncomfortable, Frances merely nodded. Her policing activities had always been limited to young girls. She decided it would be best to have a word with Adolfo, a wiry little Mexican with a fierce reputation. He'd been so courteous when she'd met him crossing Blue Sky's placita a couple of times, she could hardly believe he was the same man who reputedly carried several knives.
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