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Story Summary:

Eliza Hargreaves has a guilty secret. She
isn't what people believe her to be. When disaster strikes, she
becomes an outcast in the desert town of Lone Gulch and is forced
to seek employment at the Mockingbird Saloon.

The estranged son of a fine Mexican family,
Joaquin Pereira has been drifting through the West, tormented by
his failure to protect a childhood friend. After winning the
cantina in Lone Gulch on the turn of a card, he gives up the life
of a gambler and settles down.

Helping Eliza to overcome her fear of the
unknown allows Joaquin to atone for his past--but it could ruin his
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 Chapter One






The walls of the small church pressed in
on Eliza Hargreaves. In the front pew, her father leaned down to
whisper something to the woman sitting next to him. The widow
Redwood smiled, a coquettish smile that didn't soften the hard
glint in her calculating eyes.

Worry threaded through Eliza, mixed with
relief. At least her father wasn't using her as bait in his latest
swindle. The dying desert town of Lone Gulch had no rich bachelors
to lure, only a wealthy widow.

Since she'd turned sixteen two years ago,
Eliza had done her best to make herself invisible. It hadn't
worked. Instead, she'd managed to become drab. Clothes hung on her
thin frame. Her anxious expression invited no conversation. An ugly
brown bonnet hid the thick chestnut hair that she always pulled
into a severe knot.

If no man desired her, she couldn't be
asked to lead them to their ruin.

The preacher opened his hymnal. Joy crept
over Eliza, like a ray of sunshine. Her eyes fluttered shut. True
and strong, her voice would echo from the rafters if she let it
soar. But she only mouthed out the words, hiding behind the
silence.

Inside her head, she sang, free and pure.
Something she'd never be.

When the voices of the congregation faded,
Eliza bolted to her feet. She'd taken the end seat in the last pew.
Her father expected her to keep out of the way, in case the widow
Redwood disliked the idea of a stepdaughter.

The church door clattered against the wall
as she flung it open. Terror at having drawn attention to herself
twisted in her heart. Eliza spun back. God be praised. Her father
hadn't noticed. Tall and lanky, he was busy helping up the widow,
trying to make the robust woman feel delicate.

As if a beanstalk could make a pear appear
less round.

The thought drew a smile to Eliza's lips.
The faint sign of rebellion lingered, even as she took a shortcut
across the dusty bank beside the church. If she hurried, she might
get home before anyone else came out. Glancing back toward the
entrance, she checked to make sure that she remained safe,
unnoticed.

A hard slam against her shins sent her
tumbling in a flurry of petticoats. Her bones jarred as she hit the
ground, but she didn't dare to make a sound. She'd learned not to.
Her father demanded that she suffered punishments without
complaint, and he liked to beat her with a wooden stick on her arms
and legs, where the bruises wouldn't show.

"Are you all right, Miss Eliza?"

Warmth surged inside her when she heard
the rich voice with a lilting Spanish accent. The man she'd crashed
into rose from where he'd been sitting beside the whitewashed
timber wall. Lean and dark, dressed in solid black, he looked like
the devil's own. Every Sunday, when Eliza rushed out after the
service, she'd seen him sitting near the church.

As if he wanted to listen, but didn't like
the idea of going inside.

Maybe he truly was the devil's own. The
thought sent a shiver of apprehension down her skin. With an
alarmed glance at the church door, Eliza flapped away the man's
hands as he tried to help her up.

"My father will see," she warned him, her
voice so low it caught in her throat.

Joaquin Pereira
nodded. "Sorry. I
tripped you up."

"You usually sit under the
tree."

Knowledge flashed in his dark eyes. Hot
color washed to Eliza's cheeks. She'd revealed how aware she was of
him. Her jaw lifted in a stubborn angle. She might have no life,
but she was allowed to dream. Dreaming was all she'd ever do, and
if some of her dreams included a young Mexican with a flashing
smile that contradicted the sadness in his eyes, it was her
business, and only hers.

"I wanted to watch you sing." He gestured
at the small window that cast a shaft of sunlight into the church.
Then he returned his gaze to her. His eyes lingered, intent and
burning as he studied her features. Not her body, and not with a
look of lust, but as if seeking to learn her secrets.

Eliza took a step back. "I have to go. My
father will see."

His straight black brows drew together.
"And he'll disapprove?"

She didn't reply. Slowly, her
feet dragged down the slope as she retreated without turning her
back on him. She swept one last glance over Joaquin Pereira, and
whirled and fled. The reply she should have made to him pounded in
her head. Not disapprove. If you show any interest in me at all,
he'll calculate how much that cantina of yours is worth, and force
me to try and swindle it from you.

Saints and sinners.

Her footsteps pounded the words on the
hard baked earth as she ran home. The town had it all backwards.
They saw her reading the bible and thought her good and saintly. If
only they knew. She was merely trying to wash off the coat of sin,
so she wouldn't end up in hell.

Either in this world or the
next.

****

Eliza had already cooked dinner when her
father appeared. He settled his gaunt frame at the kitchen table
and twirled a spoon in the steaming bowl of stew she'd hurried to
place in front of him.

"Is there more?" he asked, before even
tasting.

"A little," she replied. It defeated her,
how someone could eat so much and yet stay cadaver thin. If he
liked what she'd prepared, he would demand most of her portion,
claiming that she had sampled the food while cooking.

Eliza had learned to do just
that.

"The widow has accepted my proposal," her
father said. Triumph glittered in his sharp eyes. "We'll stand
before the preacher next Sunday."

Eliza tried to swallow the fear that
clogged her throat. "Do you think it wise?" she asked. "This one is
in robust health. You can't expect her to die soon. Not
like..."

Her father's fist slammed against the
tabletop, sending a lick of stew spilling on the waxed oak surface.
Longingly, Eliza stared at the wasted drops.

"I'll have no such talk in this house," he
roared. "I dearly loved both my departed wives, and I miss them
deeply."

"Yes, father." She lowered her head, and
sat down opposite him with her own serving.

"That's too much for a young girl." He
reached over and switched his nearly empty bowl with her full
one.

Eliza didn't protest. There was no point.
"Are we going to move into her house?" she asked.

"Monday morning." Her father jabbed his
spoon in the air to emphasize his words. "I want to put her
property up for sale and leave this town within a month. No point
in taking unnecessary risks. The owner of this house could arrive
any time."

Eliza nodded. After the railroad further
north had put the stage line out of business, Lone Gulch had
started slowly dying. A few properties were boarded up, falling
into disrepair, but when they arrived, they'd found an empty house
in good condition. Her father had told everyone that they rented
the place from the absent owner. In truth, they'd broken in.
Finding the rooms adequately furnished with heavy old pieces,
they'd occupied the dwelling and had lived there for the past six
months.

"I don't like it," Eliza said. "There's a
shrewd edge to that woman. She'll not be happy to stand by and
watch while you squander her fortune."

Her father raised his gaze. Instead of the
surge of rage she had expected, his features twisted into a cruel
grin. "In that case, she shouldn't be marrying me," he told her
calmly, and resumed eating his stew.

Eliza suppressed a shudder. One day,
something would catch up with them. The law, divine retribution, a
victim who refused to be swindled, a relative seeking revenge. Her
stomach curled into a tight ball, ready to reject even the meager
portion of stew she'd consumed.

Soon, she thought. I want it to happen
soon. Once disaster strikes, I can stop fearing it.
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Chapter Two






Joaquin Pereira saw Eliza Hargreaves
before she saw him. The girl was hurrying down Main Street, a shawl
thrown over her slim shoulders against the morning cool. Her face
was hidden by a plain brown bonnet. Glancing back, as if to make
sure no one noticed, she darted between the livery stable and the
old stage depot that housed his cantina.

Joaquin followed. She intrigued him, that
one. Sometimes, the saloon girls visited him to seek what little
comfort he could give, and they had shown him the way of women.
Clothed or naked, he could tell pretty from plain. This one had the
makings of a beauty, but she tried to hide it. The ugly clothes she
wore swamped her slender frame. She scraped her hair back into a
severe bun, and when she caught someone looking, her features
twisted into a sullen frown.

On Sunday, when she'd crashed into him,
for a brief instant she'd been too startled to cling to the
protective armor of her sour expression. He'd seen her animated
then. Just like she was when she sang. When music filled the
church, elation softened her face. He'd observed her through the
window, and, even without hearing her voice, he knew she sang like
an angel.

Just like Manuela had.

Joaquin's chest tightened at the thought.
That's why she drew him, this timid girl. Something about her
reminded him of his childhood friend. He'd let Manuela down, had
not saved her when he might have done. Somehow, his past failings
had triggered inside him the need to protect Eliza Hargreaves. He
ached to shield her from whatever had turned her into a cowering
shadow instead of the happy young woman she ought to be.

"Kitty, kitty, kitty." She knelt by the
wall of the livery stable, where a plank of timber had broken
loose. A black and white kitten squirmed out through the gap. Eliza
withdrew a small bundle of muslin from her skirt pocket. Too
impatient to wait for her to finish unwrapping, the kitten climbed
up her arm to snatch the sliver of meat from the folds of the
cloth.

With a low laugh, the girl scooped up the
kitten, held it high between her hands and planted a kiss on its
shiny pink nose. Something shifted inside Joaquin. It had been a
long time since he'd witnessed innocence.

Even though he enjoyed their company, he
felt nothing more than friendship for the saloon girls. Once he'd
longed for more. Had expected more. Wife and family. Then he'd
failed Manuela, and any right he might have had to happiness had
died while he'd watched every last drop of life draining from her
broken body on the flagstones beneath her bedroom
balcony.

A shout came from inside the livery
stable, followed by the heavy thud of footsteps. Eliza lowered the
kitten to the bundle of straw that spilled through the hole in the
timber wall. Jumping to her feet, she turned to dash down the
alley. Once more, she crashed into him. A muffled cry of alarm
caught in her throat.

"It's all right." He curled his hands over
her upper arms to hold her steady.

She flinched, as though in pain.
Instantly, Joaquin eased his hold.

"There's no need to be afraid," he told
her. "I won't hurt you."

She adjusted the shawl around her
shoulders. Her chin rose in a defiant tilt. She took a step back,
came flush with the stable wall behind her and halted. "I'm not
afraid of you." Her voice was low. "I'm just...afraid."

The honest admission of fear tore open the
wounds Joaquin carried inside him. Manuela had been afraid too, so
afraid. "It's all right," he murmured. Instead of touching the
girl, he braced his hands on the weathered timber, one on either
side of her head, using his body to shelter her in a protective
cocoon. "What are you afraid of?" he asked.

Her eyes snapped wide. He could tell that
she hadn't expected the question. For a moment, she contemplated
him in silence, her pale green gaze like sunshine playing on the
water in a muddy pond.

"Everything," she said finally. "Of living
and not living. Of dying and not dying. Of being punished and not
being punished. Of lies and the truth. Of the wrath of God and that
of man."

Startled by the cryptic words, he frowned
at her. "That's a lot of things to fear."

She nodded in response.

Slowly, Joaquin leaned in, drawn closer to
her against his will. Pursing his lips, he breathed warm air across
her cheeks, like animals do when they learn each other's scent,
learn to trust. "Easy now," he whispered in between the soft puffs
of air. "Let go of the fear."

"I can't," she said, in a little broken
voice that clenched at his heart.

"Yes you can." Joaquin let his lips touch
her skin, the merest hint of a contact. She made a tiny sound of
alarm, a cross between a sob and a cry. He brushed his mouth
against hers. A shudder shook her body, but she pressed into him,
seeking his shelter. Keeping his hands braced to the timber, he
deepened the kiss. His mouth slanted over hers, bolder
now.

Her hands rose between them and fisted
into his shirt.

Gently, Joaquin eased her into his arms.
His right hand splayed across her narrow back, his left tangled in
the wispy curls at the nape of her neck. Their bodies connected
from knee to breast, and despite the barrier of clothing, his
arousal nestled against her, a more perfect fit than a fully
consumed union with any of the saloon girls.

A hot need washed over Joaquin. The
kiss turned greedy. He ran his tongue along the seam of her lips
until she opened for him. Swooping inside, he swept away her brief
resistance. His arms banded around her, seeking to mold them
together. His mouth feasted on hers, and, for a few brief moments,
the world around them ceased to exist.

The hard slam of a door and the
jingle of spurs jolted him back to reason. Dios Mio. His heart pounded like the blacksmiths
anvil. What the hell had just happened? Never in his life had he
lost control like that. He'd kissed an innocent, in the middle of
town, in plain view of anyone who might stroll out through the back
entrance of the livery stable.

Carefully, Joaquin eased away from the
girl whose fingers remained curled in his shirt. Her head tipped
back, exposing the hollow of her white throat, where a fevered
pulse throbbed. Her chest heaved with urgent breaths. A flush
warmed her pale skin. The ugly brown bonnet sat askew on her
head.

Thoughts refused to form in Joaquin's
mind. It was as if all his powers of reasoning were consumed by
absorbing her nearness, storing every detail of how she looked and
felt in his arms, so he could recall them later, when he relived
the kiss.

Before he'd gathered his wits, Eliza
stirred in his arms. Her eyes flew open. "Whatever you were
planning to say, I forbid you to apologize," she told him in a low,
urgent tone.



Without appearing to move, she slipped
free from his hold and fled down the alley. Joaquin was left
staring after her, still stunned by the power of his reaction. He'd
just meant to hold her for a moment, in an effort to banish her
fears.

How in hell had a casual embrace turned
into an all-consuming kiss?

Edgy and rattled,
Joaquin stalked back
to his cantina, The Watering Hole. Reluctantly, he accepted it had
been one of those moments his mother used to call
earthquake
moments--they
were not significant events, but deep down you knew that the
repercussions could alter the course of your life.

****

Eliza dashed toward Main Street, her legs
barely carrying her. She'd never known a kiss could be made of
fire. For an instant, even the hunger that was her incessant
companion had ceased gnawing in her gut. She'd been kissed before,
by a balding old carpenter and a fat newspaperman with a bushy
moustache. Reptilian kisses from one. Slobbery, ticklish kisses
from the other.

Her father had never yet forced her to
use the promise of her body to entice a man to invest in one of his
fraudulent schemes. But the time would surely come. Eliza knew it
as well as she knew the verses of the Psalms.

"A bit more decorum, Miss
Hargreaves."

"What?" Startled, Eliza surveyed her
surroundings to see where the tart voice of the widow Redwood had
come from. She spotted the woman standing on the mercantile porch.
Despite the sun that blazed down, the portly widow was smothered in
black. Her waxen skin and the lack of warmth in her manner made
Eliza think of an embalmed corpse dressed for burial.

"A lady does not hurtle down the street."
The widow sailed down the steps. Her white parasol snapped open as
she stepped out from the shade of the covered walkway. One gloved
hand reached out and fingered the sleeve of Eliza's worn calico
dress. "As soon as the wedding is over, I'll look in the chest in
the attic to see if I can find something more appropriate for you
to wear."

Barely daring to believe she'd heard
correctly, Eliza stared. Could it really be that someone would care
for her, would take her in? Not once in her life had someone
offered to help her. Apart from making sure that she could play her
part in his money-making schemes, her father had never been
concerned about her appearance, her welfare, or her
happiness.

"Were you at the livery stable talking to
Rhett Bartlett?" the widow asked.

Eliza lowered her gaze. "I don't know him.
I went to play with the kitten he's got."

The stout woman shuddered with
disapproval. "That strange spinster, Pandora Flanders, saved a
litter from being drowned and accosted everyone to take one. She
even got that half-breed Apache, Colt Riverside, to take a pair of
kittens. I expect by now he'll have fried them for his supper.
Those savage Indians will eat anything."

Eliza swallowed. She felt as if she were
drowning beneath the tirade of ill will that flowed from the widow
like a river in spring flood. "I've seen Miss Flanders around,"
Eliza commented. "Lars Sorensen says she is a scientist, just like
her father."

"Education is wasted on women." The widow
gave a dismissive snort. "At eighteen, you're still young and
fresh, and if we work hard, we'll find you a husband." Her
calculating eyes raked up and down Eliza's thin frame. "Your father
says the lease on your rented property is up, and you must move
into my house. The place is too small. Children are a blessing I've
been grateful to do without, and I have no wish for the situation
to change. I want you out of my house before the summer is
over."

Eliza felt as if the air had been robbed
out of her lungs. For a moment, she'd gloried in the prospect of
friendship, of motherly concern and domestic harmony. What a fool
she'd been. The widow didn't want to be kind. The woman just wanted
to make her presentable, so she could snare a husband and stop
cluttering up her house.

"I'm sure you and my father will be very
happy together." The bitter remark rose from her aching heart. "In
fact, I think you're perfectly matched."

The widow's heavy chin wobbled as she
nodded. "Rhett Bartlett is a highly eligible young man," she
continued her sermon. "I don't really care what kind of man you'll
marry, as long as he's not colored or Indian. I'll not have those
in the family. The Irish drink. The Germans beat their wives.
Mexicans are arrogant, Italians are spineless, and the Nordic races
cling to their pagan religions. Most men visit the saloon and have
foul personal habits. It's up to you to find one that you can
tolerate."

Gritting her teeth to hold back a sob,
Eliza nodded. No one wanted her. She was a burden, and because
there were no employment opportunities for women in this isolated
country, she was trapped in her miserable life, forced to obey her
father.

Feeling crushed by the weight of despair,
she turned and set off toward home.

"By the end of the summer!" The woman's
cold voice chased after her.

Eliza tried to shut the encounter out of
her mind. She attempted to reach back to the scene behind the
livery stable with Joaquin Pereira. She didn't know why he'd kissed
her, but for the first time in her life, she'd felt cherished. In
the safety of his arms, the fear that ate at her day and night had
receded. Now it was back, pounding through her temples, crawling
upon her skin.

Always afraid. Was terror really all that
life had in store for her?
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Chapter Three






For the third night that week, a drunken
cow puncher tried to start a brawl at The Watering Hole. Joaquin
was too agitated to go easy on the man. Although no more than
medium height, he possessed a wiry strength that others
underestimated. All week long, he'd used his fists to talk. He had
to do something to release the tension. Otherwise, the memory of
how he'd kissed Eliza Hargreaves would drive him mad.

Joaquin had won the cantina on the turn of
a card. Tired of making his living as a gambler, he'd inspected the
building, which had once housed the stage coach depot. Pink adobe
walls kept the interior dark and cool. The restaurant had gone out
of business when the previous owner took to drink after the death
of his wife, but all equipment remained. In the main room, he'd
found four sets sturdy chairs and solid oak tables, and the big
cooking stove in the kitchen had worked fine after he'd scraped off
the thick layer of grease.

He'd decided to stay. While he was
sweeping out the dead mice and tossing the rotten supplies onto a
bonfire at the back, a sharp-tongued Mexican woman had walked over
from the Mockingbird Saloon to see what he was up to. Getting too
old to earn her living on her back, she'd bluntly told him that her
name was Alvira, and she was his new cook.

Joaquin had shrugged his shoulders in
acceptance. A cook seemed a good idea.

Now, fifteen months later, The Watering
Hole served the best food between El Paso and Yuma. Everyone was
welcome, provided they had money to pay and showed respect to the
small altar Joaquin had set up in the corner by the door. Every
evening, he lit a candle in front of the small painting of the
Madonna and the collection of postcards of the saints, and knelt on
the square flagstone he'd embedded into the earth floor.

He prayed for the souls of the dead,
and forgiveness for his own.

Tonight, after he'd kicked the yelling and
cussing cowboy into the darkness of the courtyard, Joaquin returned
inside. Belligerent, he stood with his feet braced apart, fists
raised. "Who's next?" he growled. "Anyone else want to insult my
parents by calling me a bastard or my country by calling me a
Mexican bastard or my religion by calling me a Catholic
bastard?"

"How about your prices by calling you a
mean bastard?" an amiable voice called out from the doorway. "Since
when did a shot of whiskey cost more than two bits?"

Joaquin whirled to see Peter Sorensen
standing at the entrance. The owner of the mercantile was a broad
shouldered man who looked too young to have two strapping sons in
their twenties. Joaquin lowered his fists. Of all the people in
Lone Gulch, Peter Sorensen had made him feel the most welcome when
he'd decided to stay.

"Since I started to order my liquor from
you," Joaquin muttered. "I was better off hauling it myself from
the railroad. I have a good mind to start doing that
again."

"So, you don't see any problem in closing
the place for a week to take a trip?"

Joaquin frowned. "What's this
about?"

By the serving counter, Alvira banged a
spoon against a whiskey bottle. When Joaquin turned to look, she
raised an eyebrow and angled her head toward a pair of rowdy
cowboys at the nearest table. Joaquin held up his index finger. One
drink, then no more. They'd never agreed the code. It had just
developed between them.

Joaquin knew that Alvira had a daughter
with two small children in Bisbee. That's about the extent of
personal information they had shared, despite the fact that Joaquin
slept on the floor in the cantina and Alvira occupied a cot in the
store room.

"Do you value this town?" Sorensen
asked.

Joaquin glared at the man through narrowed
eyes. "Just tell me what you want."

"Because this town values you," Sorensen
continued, ignoring his bristling temper. "In fact, we value you so
much that we're appointing you our new part-time
sheriff."

"The hell you are."

"Give it some thought." Sorensen lowered
his voice. "You've chosen to stay in Lone Gulch. When you first
arrived, people were afraid you'd turn this place into a gambling
den. Now they know better. They respect you. If you do this for the
town, you'll be accepted by everyone. You'll be able to court
decent girls, go to church if it pleases you. If you fix up the
back part of the building, the town will have a hotel once more.
You'll belong."

Joaquin shook his head. Sorensen
didn't know nada.

Joaquin wasn't a drifter looking for a
place to set down roots. He'd belonged before, and he didn't want
that pull again, didn't want the ties that went with it. And they
both knew there were less than ten decent girls in town.

He chose to keep away from the Mexican
families, for the fear that someone might recognize him and plague
him with condolences over past misfortunes he preferred to forget.
Of the three unmarried Anglo girls, Pandora Flanders had got
herself kidnapped two weeks ago by a half-breed Apache and was most
likely raped and scalped and dead by now. Missy Pendrake was
fourteen and had the biggest set of beaver teeth God had even given
to a woman. And Eliza Hargreaves…his body tensed as echoes of the
heat created by their kiss washed over him.

Damn, the woman had gotten beneath his
skin without even trying.

"Why do you need to employ a sheriff?"
Joaquin grudgingly asked Sorensen. "No one's ever thought it worth
the expense before."

"Colt Riverside brought Pandora Flanders
back a few hours ago. Bold as brass, he rode in with her. I have
him tied up at the back of the mercantile. That stranger from East
who's been saying that Riverside took the girl in order to rape her
wants to see him hang. Abe and Orville Tucker are pressing hard for
it too."

"And the rest of you?" Joaquin
demanded.

"None of us wants to see a hanging in this
town. Not even the girl's father. And we don't think it's a good
idea to send someone to the county sheriff's office and wait for
the law to arrive. We want Riverside taken to Tucson as soon as
possible. The judge there will hear the case. If Riverside will
hang, he'll hang all neat and legal." Sorensen's rigid shoulders
relaxed as he sighed. "It's a nasty business for everyone.
Riverside will say nothing in his defense. The girl's been crying
since they rode into town. Says he didn't rape her, but she acts
like something terrible has happened."

Joaquin nodded as his mind shifted through
the news. "I'll need deputies."

"You'll have my boys. Lars and Knut want to
ride out with you. It'll do them good. Teach them to watch each
other's back. They've started to bicker. Not enough girls in this
town, so they risk getting into a fight over one."

"If you have your boys, why do you need
me?"

"Abe and Orville Tucker and the newcomer
from the East have offered to take Riverside to Tucson. I expect
they plan to string him up as soon as they're outside town. I want
the same number of men upholding the law. My boys can make sure
there's no killing. But you can kill, should it become
necessary."

Joaquin directed a
steady gaze at the
man. "I'm not a gun for hire."

Sorensen's brows went up. "But you've
lived by your guns?"

Reluctantly, Joaquin nodded. Sorensen
stood in silence while Joaquin considered the proposal. The first
time he'd spoken to Colt Riverside had been two weeks ago, just
before the English spinster Pandora Flanders went missing. The
half-breed had stopped at The Watering Hole for a drink. He'd been
pleasant, even polite. Joaquin couldn't see the man as someone
who'd rape a woman. A small tug of empathy pulled inside him. It
was harder for an outsider to convince people of his innocence. He
doubted anyone would have believed him if there'd been trouble, and
he'd claimed that Eliza Hargreaves had welcomed his
kiss.

"All right," he said after a long pause.
"I'll do it. Alvira wants time off to visit her daughter in Bisbee
anyway. I'll close for two weeks, but I want you to deliver my next
order at cost. I'll lose two weeks' profits while I'm
gone."

"You've got a deal," Sorensen said. "I'll
talk to the others. Maybe we can rustle up enough donations to pay
you a wage."

"Forget it." Joaquin raked a hand through
his hair. "You pay me, people start thinking I'm their sheriff all
the time. Next thing I know, they'll flock in here, demanding that
I settle their domestic squabbles."

Sorensen
smiled. "Now,
would that be such a bad thing?"

Joaquin only grimaced in reply.

They went on to discuss the arrangements,
and agreed that the prisoner and the six man escort would set off
at dawn the next day. As Joaquin threw out the last drinkers and
secured the doors of the cantina, a sense of ease flowed through
him. He tried to think of the reason. Maybe it was because he might
get himself killed on the trip. A little drastic perhaps, but it
was a surefire way to get Eliza Hargreaves out of his
mind.

****

Kneeling on the floor, Eliza ran a damp
rag around the stone hearth in the parlor. It was three days since
her father and the widow Redwood had said their vows after the
Sunday service, and it felt as if she'd been cleaning without pause
ever since. Her hands bled raw, and the ache in her arms and
shoulders kept her from sleeping at night. She would have minded
less, if the cluttered house and its ornate furnishings hadn't been
spotless to start with.

"Eliza!" a sharp call echoed from the
kitchen.

Eliza dropped the rag and got to her feet.
As she crossed the threshold, she found the widow--still dressed in
black--doubled over, clutching her belly with both
hands.

"That turkey Lottie Sorensen sold you must
have been bad," the widow complained. Sweat beaded in the gray
pallor of her skin. "I have terrible stomach cramps."

"Yes, Mrs. Hargreaves." Eliza kept her eyes
downcast. The widow had given her several more lectures on
appropriate behavior, including the proper form to address her
elders. A young lady had to show respect and humility, and be
useful around the house.

The matter of dresses in a chest up in
the attic had not been mentioned again.

Eliza tried to swallow the fear that
threatened to suffocate her. Should she say something, tell the
widow that it had always started with stomach cramps? Terror mixed
with guilt inside her. She'd never truly believed her father
capable of murder. She'd blamed the rapid deaths of her two other
stepmothers on illness. But why did the decline always start after
her father insisted on showing his appreciation to his bride by
inviting her to sit down in the dining room, while he filled her
plate with the choicest of morsels in the kitchen and carried the
food through to the table?

"Perhaps you should be careful with what
you eat," Eliza suggested.

The widow gave her a withering look.
"Perhaps you should be more careful with how you inspect and cook
the food."

"Yes, Mrs. Hargreaves."

The front door slammed. Boots rang in
determined steps over the floorboards.

The widow's mouth curved in dismay. "Your
father is back from the mercantile." Worry flickered in her brown
eyes before the usual cool calculation took over. "I'll greet him
in the parlor." She turned to Eliza. "Did you finish
cleaning?"

"I have a little bit of the floor left
around the hearth."

"Then hurry to finish it." With an ushering
motion, the widow chased her out.

Eliza followed orders, returning into the
parlor. The widow came in after her and stood like a short fat
sentry in the middle of the room. A tiny ray of resentful malice
pierced Eliza's fear. So, the marriage had already deteriorated
into an unhappy one. She'd known it would happen. Her father never
bothered to keep up the pretence beyond the wedding night.
Squashing her ugly thoughts, Eliza picked up the rag and started to
wipe the small coal scuttle and the heavy iron poker.

Her father burst into the room. Rage
distorted his narrow face. "What's this about a mortgage?" He
flapped a piece of paper in the air.

The widow's throat moved above the black
lace collar as she swallowed. "The house is mortgaged. Did I forget
to mention that fact to you?"

"And you owe the mercantile?" Another piece
of paper rose in the air.

The widow nodded. "Peter Sorensen has been
good enough to let me have credit after my husband died. However,
he was only willing to do it up to the value of the house after the
mortgage has been deducted. I exceeded the limit two weeks
ago."

Her father's face turned purple. "You have
nothing. No money, no savings, and more debts than the house is
worth?"

"Why do you think I consented to marry
you?" the widow countered. "I needed a man's protection. When
Benedict Flanders got too ill with fever, you were the only
possibility left." A look of hesitation crossed her face. She took
a step toward her husband and laid a hand on his arm. "We can make
a life together. I'm sorry that I misled you, but I had no choice.
A woman without a man is destitute in this rough
country."

Eliza watched. She couldn't help feeling
admiration, even a twinge of pity. The widow had acted with
determination and cunning, and now faced the repercussions of her
actions with courage. Suddenly, a wave of relief washed over Eliza.
No more need to try and intercept furtively spiced meals, no more
need to worry about stomach cramps that might be caused by poison.
No more need to panic because unwittingly she might have become an
accessory to murder. With nothing to inherit, it would not worth
the risk for her father to kill the woman.

In that instant, Eliza forgave the widow
Redwood all the slights and petty cruelties. She wanted to jump to
her feet, throw her arms around the woman and praise the Lord for
having ended her plight of living in terror.

"You…you scheming whore. You fat cow." Her
father's eyes bulged in his head. Veins stood out on his forehead.
"I'm penniless. Don't you understand? Your money was meant to save
me from ruin, from hunger and deprivation."

The widow clung to his arm and started to
speak, but he shook free of her hold. Pulling back his arm, he
delivered a hard blow to the side of her head. She teetered but
remained standing. Frozen in horror, Eliza stared as her father
wrapped his bony hands around the widow's neck and began to
squeeze. The widow emitted frantic gurgling sounds. Her arms
flapped. She tried to kick out, but the folds of her skirts and
petticoats tangled around her feet.

The icy fear that always held Eliza in its
grip shattered. "Stop it," she screamed. "You'll kill her." She
leapt closer and seized her father by the arm, trying to pull him
back, trying to make him cease the relentless pressure that was
turning the face of the widow into a grotesque purple mask, so much
like his own.

He ignored her, intent on his gruesome
task. A steady stream of vile curses flowed from his mouth.
Spatters of saliva coated his shiny lips, and from the look of him,
Eliza knew the horror of the truth.

Her father had crossed the line into
madness.

Frantic now, she raked her gaze around the
room. Her eyes fell on the heavy poker she'd been polishing a
moment ago. Eliza leaned down and curled her fingers around the
stem. Brandishing the poker like a club, she slammed it into the
back her father's head with all her might. The blow cracked against
his skull with a sickening thud. Blood burst forth, droplets
raining on the floor, on her dress, on her face.

Eliza saw her father topple sideways.
Another, louder crash filled her ears as his head connected with
the corner of the stone chimney. The room fell into silence. The
only sounds were the whistling breaths of the widow, and the
frantic heartbeat that thundered in Eliza's ears.

"You've…killed…him," the widow
wheezed.

Eliza ran her tongue over her lower lip
where something stung. She could taste blood. Her father's blood,
spattered on her as she beat him to death. Her arms fell limp down
her sides. The poker slipped from her fingers and clattered against
the hearth.

"Doctor?" She managed the single word. Then
she swallowed, trying to hold back the rising tide of nausea that
followed the fragile sound.

The widow crouched beside
her father's limp
form and pressed two fingers to the base of his throat, right above
the collar of his shirt. A moment later, she straightened and
directed an accusing look at Eliza. "He's dead. You killed
him."

"I had to." Eliza spoke in a dazed
monotone. "Otherwise he would have killed you."

In front of her eyes, the widow Redwood
transformed. Her mouth settled into a hard line. Her spine snapped
ramrod straight beneath the layers of fat. "We were about to start
a life together as man and wife," she said primly. "You had an
argument with your father. You flew into a rage and hit him." The
widow hesitated. "I believe that you didn't intend to kill him, but
clearly you have difficulty controlling your volatile
temper."

Eliza stared. The widow met her
scrutiny without a flinch. In the calculating glint of her eyes,
Eliza saw the truth. The woman wanted to maintain an illusion of
having entered into a happy marriage. The early death of her
husband allowed her to keep up the pretence.

Fear closed in around Eliza, choking off
the flow of air into her lungs, like the hangman's noose. She tried
to speak but couldn't manage a single sound.

"I'll leave for San Francisco as soon as I
can." The widow stepped away from the crumpled body. "I'll lock up
the house and take the keys to the bank. They'll sell the property
and pay Peter Sorensen anything that is left over after the
mortgage is settled."

Eliza closed her eyes and blinked them
open again. No use hiding from the worst. She forced out the words.
"Will they hang me?"

The widow curled one hand over the cameo
pinned to the top of her bodice. "I'll testify on your behalf." Her
mouth puckered in a sour sign of reluctance. "I'll stay long enough
to make sure people accept that you didn't kill him on purpose.
Then I'll leave."

"Can I come with you?" Eliza
asked.

"No." The widow had enough shame to look
away. "I don't want to travel with an unstable companion. And don't
ask if you can stay in the house. I want to tell the bank that the
house is vacant for them to sell. It will ensure a better price.
Who knows, there might even be something left over for me, once the
mortgage and what I owe at the mercantile has been settled, so I
don't have to be totally empty handed when I seek relatives to take
me in."

Tears started to fall, and Eliza couldn't
stop them. She cried for her father, for herself, and for the cruel
fate that punished her for saving a life. She even cried for the
widow, whose quest for security had turned into ugliness. In hot
trails, the tears ran down her face and fell on her worn calico
dress, where they mingled with her father's blood.

"Do you agree with me what happened here?"
the widow asked bluntly.

Eliza tried to marshal her thoughts. In
the end, she nodded. She had no choice. If she told the truth, that
she had hit her father to keep him from strangling the widow, it
would all have to come out--the two earlier marriages, the
swindles, the deadly stomach complaints.

It was better to be branded mentally
unstable than the complicit daughter of a murderer.
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Chapter Four






The night sheltered Joaquin under its dark
cloak as he rode back to Lone Gulch. The Sorensen brothers had
decided to go on to Tucson, after having heard from Abe Tucker that
the town had swelled to over three thousand people. Surely, the
young men had reasoned, there had to be a few passable unmarried
females in that lot. The urge with which the brothers sought wives
drew a smile to Joaquin's lips. He had no such needs. To the
contrary, he preferred his uncomplicated life. The ten days of
absence hadn't quite served to erase the memory of Eliza Hargreaves
from his mind, but the recollection had faded.

If yearning for one particular woman was a
disease, he'd been cured.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/78485
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg





