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PART ONE

FOR WILMA BONDS AND RITA CLAY ESTRADA, WHO MADE THIS POSSIBLE

AND KATE DUFFY AND KAREN SOLEMN, EDITORS WHO HAD FAITH

––––––––
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Special thanks to Senator and Mrs. Bill Lee who opened their home to me; to Muriel Johnson who shared the story of her hunted war years in the Philippines with me; to Sam Fritcher; Deborah Adyt, David Alcoze and to my brother Jack Wilkes, whose technical advice aided me greatly; and to the real Sin-they

From the desert I come to thee,

On a stallion shod with fire;

And the winds are left behind

In the speed of my desire.

Under thy window I stand,

And the midnight hears my cry:

I love thee, I love but thee,

With a love that shall not die

Till the sun grows cold,

And the stars are old,

And the leaves of the Judgment Book unfold.

Bayard Taylor

"Bedouin Song”

§ PART ONE § 
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The Navajo sat astride the chestnut stallion, his knees hooked under the lariat tied loosely about the animal's barrel.  The small ears of the Arab horse pricked forward as the picked up the sound of what the Navajo had been watching for the past quarter of an hour.

From the view of the sandstone butte, Lario followed the progress of the lone wagon across the lush gamma grass that carpeted the lush Pecos valley below. The man in the wagon represented the end to the way of life of the Indian's people, the 'Dine'e.  The others—the small ranchers, the prospectors, even the soldiers, most of whom would return to their families in the states when their time was up—represented no permanent threat.

But it was Stephen Rhodes, and his hunger for power, that would bring about the end of the Navajo and their Athabascan brothers.

Yet the 'Dine'e' could not see that, Lario reflected, and a line of bitterness stretched flat his lips. Slowly the 'Dine'e' were being emasculated . . . reduced to eating Rhodes' gifts of beef and mutton and begging whiskey.

"A man with nothing to do is no man at all," the Mormon missionary had once told him. But in his zeal to educate the dirty, ragged Indian boy, the missionary had neglected phrases like Manifest Destiny. Yet it had not taken long for the boy to recognize the slow erosion of his people and their land, to realize that The Thing That Steals the Land, the surveyor's compass, was as fatal as the fiery blast of the Long Arm or rifle.

At one time Lario had believed that the white man's knowledge he had acquired could help his people. Now he was no longer so sure. The Athsbascans had been raised on hardship and danger.  "The best light cavalry that there is," Kit Carson always said.  "They can shoot from the back of a galloping horse like Tartars."  Indeed, the Athabascans were descents of the Tartars.

Now the Dine'e were reeling under the blows of the ever-encroaching civilization, and Lario wondered if there was a way to save The People, if there was an answer to the dilemma. His brain burned with the continually nagging question. He felt so inadequate. It would be easy, he often thought, to take his short Buffalo bow or his skinning knife and end Rhodes' life.

But it would not stop the influx of men just as greedy. No, better to have patience.  Let the Anglos fight among themselves for the power. Then . . . 

And the woman in the wagon?  His eyes narrowed, seeing again the hair the shade of the fall leaves. Burnt red, like a ceremonial campfire – or sometimes pale orange, when the sun's light fell just so. He heard again her Anglo's stiff tongue trying to pronounce acequia, the Spanish word for ditch, and a faint smile touched his lips. He thought of the fine bones of her face, whose expression at times was scornful, and at other times wary, and he thought of the slender body and the lithe way she moved it.

Rhodes could not see that in a few years the woman's angularities would flow into smoothing lines, like the life-giving streams. The woman would not ease into the dimpled fat of the Mexican women who enjoyed too many siestas, or into the stocky singularity of the Indian women who had only known coarse work and exposure to the harsh winters and fiery summers. And why did this Rosemary Gallagher not see that she was being used, as Rhodes used everyone?

But then she was still young—what fifteen or sixteen to his own thirty-one summers. Impatience suddenly overtook him, and his knees pressed against the horse's sides.  There was not space in his thoughts for a woman.  Especially an Anglo.
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June 3, 1860

Territory of New Mexico


It is in this magnificent land, my dear Rosemary, along the banks of the Pecos, whose fresh water flows as sweetly as Erin’s Shannon, that you shall rule my domain with myself. Imagine here among the people of color, the Indians and Spanish, our sons shall establish a glorious dynasty greater than the Stuarts or Tudors ever dreamed!



Rosemary Gallagher had cause to recall Stephen’s letter more than once during her journey to Santa Fe. From the Overland Stage’s window her critical eye swept first over the endless stretch of shoulder-high grass that rolled across the Llano Estacado like waves on the ocean, then later over the barren expanse of alkaline desert . . . not a house nor a single tree, not even a small hill to interrupt the level horizon; not a sound to break the overpowering silence.

She had grown up on a continent bursting at the seams with people. Now she began to entertain private doubts about whether she would be able to love this raw, untamed land and its lonely wilderness. During the crossing on the Cunard from Ireland to Galveston, a sister of the St. Cecilia Order had told Rosemary of her experience in the missions of the Southwest — and how the oppression could drive a woman, isolated by her race and sex, to the verge of madness.

Had not Stephen hinted she would be one of the few white women in the Territory? In his letters, he had mentioned the washerwoman at Fort Marcy and Hilda Goldman, his partner’s wife in his Santa Fe Trading Post. And there was the Governor's wife and daughter. But there lived not one white woman on the five million three hundred acres which comprised the DeVega Land Grant, known as Cambria since Stephen Rhodes acquired it — in the year of Rosemary’s birth, 1845.

For the tenth time, Rosemary reached for the lace handkerchief in her sleeve cuff and wiped at the dust that caked her face and the back of her neck. Canvas covers were dropped over the stage’s window now to keep out the dust, but the heat and the smell of the three unwashed passengers were even worse. Still, life in India had inured her to some hardships, which obviously was not the case with one of the passengers, a stocky, well-to-do Chihuahua merchant.

At every chance he complained of the miserable food of hard biscuits and dried beef, which were eaten quickly at intermittent way stations, and the lice in the bed ticking at night.

Rosemary bore these discomforts with determined patience. But what seemed almost unbearable to her was the unending proximity with the third passenger, the Indian, Lario . . . the contact of their shoulders when the stage hit a rock or his hand at her elbow when she descended from the high step of the Concord coach. When their gazes chanced to cross, it was as if he were able to look past her eyes into her mind, to read there both her fear and her loathing.

Stephen had written that once she reached San Antonio, the last outpost before the West began, he would send his trusted foreman to escort her to Santa Fe. But Rosemary had never expected an Indian.

It had been three years since she had even let herself think about Indians. But the three years had not dimmed the memory of the Sepoy Rebellion.  A small child’s shrill cry had sliced through the night. It was a cry that had chilled through to the bone in spite of that awful evening’s sultriness.

At that first cry, she had sprung up from the hiding place in the carriage house, but a roughened hand of the children’s amah clamped over her mouth, pulling her back into the shadows. And so Rosemary had had to watch in agonizing horror as the Indian troops spilled out of the bungalow into the torch-lit courtyard . . . and as her parents were hauled in front of one vine-covered wall and executed, their bodies crumpling before the bright spurt of gunfire like puppets whose strings have been cut.

And she had to watch as her two-year-old brother’s doll-like body was tossed from the sharp point of one Indian soldier’s lance to another, though little Robby was killed immediately after the first thrust and spared further pain.

Not so for the twelve-year-old girl.  Rosemary carried the pain of the Sepoy Rebellion inside her like a parasitic worm. It lived and writhed and ate.  Only in the last five months, since she had accepted Stephen Rhodes’s letter proposing marriage, had she permitted herself to speculate on life with him in the Indian country of the New Mexico Territory.

Perhaps she had been foolhardy and impetuous. But after living in the household of her aunt and uncle for two years, she knew that despite their love she could not have remained another month in their home any more than she could have accepted the suitors who besieged her uncle for her hand before she could even celebrate her fifteenth birthday. But she was a young woman grown, a woman who wanted her own home now.

Tall and gangling, with large eyes that made her thin, angular face seem vulnerable, Rosemary had been a wallflower in comparison with other young ladies her age — until it became known that an ample dowry would likely be provided by her uncle. She was not deceived by the sudden interest shown by the available men of Waterford, Ireland, only derisive.

No, not for her the oily smooth words of love from some suitor who within the first year of marriage would court his mistresses with the same impassioned speech. A man with great imagination and the audacity to reach for his goals attracted Rosemary much more.

It had been Stephen’s letters to her uncle, his business partner in a sheep venture, that had first caught her own imagination. The power behind the words, even the bold scrawl of the handwriting, indicated here was an enterprising man — not a dandyish fop of Queen Victoria’s parlors — who had envisioned an empire and had claimed it while the land was still a part of Mexico.

And so she had begun the correspondence with Stephen that had ended with his marriage proposal; for there in the New Mexico Territory, where women were scarce, Stephen wanted a fit mate, an Anglo woman. "A companion I can share everything with,” he had written.

Though not a word of love had been written in all of his correspondence, it mattered not to Rosemary. For in exchange he offered her a home. For the first time in all her life of moving about with her father’s East India Company and then living with her relatives after her family’s death, she would have what she desired most in the world.

A permanent home of her own.

A home —good Lord, Stephen was offering her a kingdom! And though her aunt, fearful of the girl’s gentle nature, advised Rosemary to give more thought to what the perils of life would be in that primitive territory, Rosemary had not hesitated. Never again would she be homeless.

But at what price, she wondered, as she looked across at the swarthy Navajo with whom she shared the coach. Sitting across from her now, his sharp gaze fastened on her as if he had seen her sudden shudder of repulsion. Uncomfortable, she shifted under his unwavering stare and would have sworn she saw an amusement lurking in eyes almost hidden by a thicket of lashes.

He might not share the same ancestral link as the hideous, leprous Indians who begged along India’s dirty streets, but he was no less repugnant to her. Still, he was not quite the wild savage her uncle had depicted upon his return from his business trip to Santa Fe — the painted face and long straggly hair.

The Indian before her wore his dark hair tied at the nape of his neck in a knot, or chongo, with a red flannel bandana about his forehead. And instead of only a breechcloth, he was clad in a double-breasted, nut-brown linsey shirt, fringed buckskin trousers, and a silver concho belt that accentuated his taut frame.

In spite of his physical beauty, there was a rawhide toughness about him, a hard masculinity stamped into the powerful cast of his features that made her uneasy in his presence. She recalled the first time she had met him, outside the Menger Hotel in San Antonio five days earlier. She would never forget nor forgive her first moment of panic.  She had known that old stifling feeling of terror that attacked her at the sight of an Indian but had fought it off as she asked stiffly, "Are you the foreman for the Cambria Ranch?”

She was tall for a woman, but he was still much taller — tall even for a Navajo, so that she had to tilt her head to look into a pair of eyes as black as a raven’s wings. She had seen in their depths the dawning of skeptical recognition.

He had reached into his shirt pocket and produced a tintype, holding it out to her. "Yes, I am Lario Santiago, the caporal of the Cambria,” he said in softly accented English. "And you are the Seňorita Gallagher?” A faint cool smile had touched the full lips, softening the hawk like nose and the high slash of the cheekbones.

Rosemary had grimaced. "Aye, that I am!”

She did not need to look at the picture she had sent Stephen to see the wide mouth, the large unblinking eyes, the heavy hair severely bound in a small knot at the back of her head. At fifteen, having transversed the Asian continent from Karachi to Singapore, she had already acquired more maturity than someone twice her age and felt she must look that old.

How fortunate, she thought, that the sepia tintype had no color as an oil portrait did. The calamitous red hair and eyes that were a mix-mash of green and blue might have made even a determined man like Stephen Rhodes change his mind about marriage.
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At Fort Fillmore, where Rosemary and Lario transferred to the Santa Fe Mail Stage, they were joined by a white-bearded Methodist circuit rider and a cavalry officer of the First United States Dragoons who was under orders to proceed to Fort Union, just north of Cambria.

Carefully keeping his curved saber out of the way of her full skirts, the lieutenant took the seat next to the minister. Lario he ignored, as Lario did him. But the girl the soldier could not keep his eyes from, although she was certainly not what he would call appealing, with the odd-colored eyes and the too-wide mouth. Yet there was something about her — perhaps it was the generous lower lip that hinted at sensuality. Or perhaps he was intrigued by the tiny pox pit which a quirk of nature had placed above her left cheekbone like some beauty mark. Hell, the soldier thought, he’d been too long in that womanless country.

Rosemary’s reserve thawed upon learning that Grant Raffin knew of the Cambria Ranch. "Hasn’t everyone heard of Cambria Castle?” he asked with a beguiling smile. "In the six months I’ve been stationed out here, Cambria’s all I’ve heard about. It’s Latin for Wales, isn’t it?”

So, Rosemary thought, not everyone in the Territory was illiterate, as her uncle had led her to believe. She had been told that not one woman in a thousand, if there were that many in the Territory, even knew how to write her own name. "Aye, it is. Stephen is Welsh. But he has refused to tell me anything about Cambria. He writes that he wants to surprise me, but I can tell he’s very proud of the ranch.” She leaned forward, her great eyes shining with excitement. "What’s it like?”

Grant removed his plumed hat which was looped on the right side and displayed yellow-brown hair lighter than his mustache and side whiskers. With the back of his sleeve he brushed away the perspiration that had formed beneath the hat’s headband, saying, "Stephen Rhodes should be proud. Cambria’s a territory unto itself, with its own towns and missions and stores. But the Castle — I’ve never seen it, only heard talk about it.”

Disappointed, Rosemary sat back. Even her dreams now were of Cambria. It never occurred to her to ask Lario, nor did her fiancé’s caporal volunteer the information. Instead he trained his dark, bottomless eyes on the rugged terrain outside. The few times their gazes caught she found herself fidgeting, although she told herself there was no reason for it. He extended a natural courtesy to her at the prescribed times, while the remainder of the time he seemed to totally disregard her, finding more to interest him in the limitless stretch of sand dunes and lava beds.

While the minister slept, his whiskers flying with each snoring breath, Grant answered Rosemary’s questions about his home in Washington, D.C., and regaled her with the milder scandals of its political society.

"My father, a judge, was such a rake my mother wouldn’t hear of me going into politics,” Grant concluded with a depreciative smile. "So, I wound up at Virginia Military Institute.”

"And you plan to make a career of it?” Rosemary prompted.

As best he could in the cramped coach, Grant stretched out long legs clad in shiny half-boots. "Not if I can help it. The military will never make you rich.”

"Oh?” Rosemary appraised the handsome soldier, marking him with maybe twenty-five years. It would be so easy, she thought, to succumb to his charm, to fall in love with him. But his type, she told herself, was often here one day, gone the next. Yet Stephen, his kind would be as permanent as the rocky mountains in the distance. "Is wealth what you want most from life?”

Grant’s distinctly etched brows arched. "Isn’t that what you want, Miss Gallagher?” Before she could reply, he laughed, saying, "I know I don’t want a military career. I suppose politics is in my blood. And out here there’s the opportunity to make a name in politics.”

At four that afternoon the burly driver and his bewhiskered shotgun messenger halted to dine and graze the horses at Robledo, the last way station before the Jornado del Muerto, the Journey of Death. That evening the stage would leave the fertile green valley of the Rio Grande River and begin the long stretch of nearly one hundred and fifty miles across the desert.

The evening was wondrously clear, and in the soft atmosphere of New Mexico’s southern latitude the stars shone with great brilliancy. Moonlight traced the Sierra Caballo’s serrated peaks and outlined the tall soap-weeds that grew upon the Jornado. A profound hush lay on the desert so that the only noise to be heard was the clatter of the horses’ hooves and the rumbling sound of the wheels upon the hard, alkaline road.

As the night deepened, Grant and the minister dozed.  Rosemary struggled hard not to fall asleep and was aghast when she was jolted awake the instant her head touched Lario’s shoulder.  A quick sidewise glance at him showed her only his moonlit profile – and the mirthless twitch in his lips. Sometime after dawn a rest was permitted, and the horses were watered. She stretched her legs, walking over the deadly glitter of the gypsum bed that was snow white but bone dry.

"Better keep close to the coach,” Grant cautioned as he caught up with her. Beneath his mustache he flashed an irresistible smile. "You wouldn’t want to lose your hair to Indians.” One gloved hand came up to touch a wayward tendril. "I’ll bet your hair is lovely hanging loose,” he said in a husky voice.

Rosemary’s gaze went past Grant’s face to Lario, who had climbed on the stage’s roof to scan the land. His Sharp’s carbine cradled in one arm, his gaze rested on her. Did he think she was flirting with Grant Raffin? No doubt he’d go straight to Stephen and report everything she did. She tossed her head, and for a brief moment the calm blue-green eyes danced with mischievous flirtation. "Ah now, Lieutenant Raffin, only Stephen will be knowing that.”

Grant’s eyes, as dark blue as his dress uniform, narrowed, as if uncertain of what they had seen.  “Ahh, you have spirit?”

She shrugged.  “I have crossed an ocean and half a continent on my own.”

“I wonder if Stephen Rhodes realizes the value of his mail-order bride?”  Before she could think of a suitable reply, he said, “But then it would seem Stephen Rhodes is a man who knows about worth – and a man worth knowing.”

The stage resumed its journey, but a tension seemed to hang in the coach’s air as heavy as the morning mist over the desert floor. Even Grant seemed preoccupied. He caught her watching as he checked his Navy Colt, spinning the chamber. He nodded toward Lario.  "It appears your guardian expects us to see Apaches before the day is out.”

The vinegarish minister paled at the mention of Apaches. Tugging nervously at his long beard, his glance slid to Lario. "And what’s to prevent his kind from turning on us?” he asked with a jerk of his head toward the Indian.

Lario’s stony gaze flickered over the three passengers, surely not missing her abhorrence mixed with fright. "Right now, there are only the Apache out there for you to worry about,” he said in carefully measured words. "And they are the Navajo’s sworn enemy.” 

Her own nerves grew more taut as the minutes passed. At about noon the excited shouts of the driver ripped through the coach’s silence, and the next moment she spotted Indians, in sight and out again, as they rode single file over the sand hills two miles distant.

At the same time the stage’s speed increased, careening around the trail’s curve. Lario threw open the door and, gripping his carbine, hauled himself atop the stage’s roof. The minister jumped back from the window as if he had seen the Angel of Death. "Do something, Lieutenant!” he choked.

Grant leveled his Colt out the stage’s window. "I can’t do a damn thing — pardon me, ma’am — until they get within range, Reverend. Now why don’t you try praying?”

Then, to Grant’s astonishment, she grabbed at his pistol, crying, "No!”

"What in tarnation do you think you’re doing!” he yelled as he wrestled with her for the pistol. "Watch it, it’ll go off!”

She stopped struggling but did not relinquish the gun. Her lower lip quivered. "I hate the Indian more than you could ever know—but I hate killing worse. Maybe they don’t mean any harm, maybe it won’t be necessary to shoot.”

His dark-blue eyes rolled up in despair, and he eased the pistol from her grasp. "And maybe they will, then what will—”

At that moment shots interrupted whatever he was about to say, and the messenger shouted down, "Hold your fire!”

Grant edged his head out the window and drew it in quickly again, this time smiling. "A caravan of Mexican freighters are coming this way. Looks as though they’ve scared off our visitors.”

From the stage’s far side legs appeared, and Lario slipped agilely through the door’s window. He slid into the seat beside her and a few minutes later closed his eyes, as if prepared to sleep despite the previous excitement and the raucous shouts of the caravan’s bullwhackers and mule-skinners that now passed by.

As the stage drew nearer to Santa Fe, it passed more and more traffic — mule trains, ox carts, covered wagons, and near-naked Indians leading burros almost hidden under heavy loads. At last, late that afternoon, gauzy clouds lifted their fogbank to reveal the camellian Sangre de Cristo Mountains whose foothills curved like two arms about the Villa de Santa Fe de San Francisco, and she felt the thrill of anticipation course through her.

From the distance the adobe buildings with their flat roofs looked like little mud boxes. Upon closer inspection, the town appeared no better. "This godforsaken village is the capital of the Territory?” the reverend muttered to no one in particular.

Her gaze took in the drab, squat adobe houses that, along with an occasional cornfield, haphazardly lined the irregular pattern of dusty streets and found the city no worse than the squalor of Delhi. Indeed, the surrounding landscape possessed a savage beauty that appealed to her Oriental-developed values.

Peeping out of the doorways were many women whose faces were besmeared with crimson clay, giving them the appearance of wearing masks. In response to the startled look on her face, Grant’s lips widened in suppressed amusement. "It’s the juice of the alegria plant,” he explained. "The women protect their skin from the sun this way.”

The lathered horses eventually plodded to a halt in the plaza before the only hotel in Santa Fe, the Exchange Hotel, more commonly known as La Fonda. A two-story adobe building with a covered walkway running its length, it took up an entire block. Beneath this portales a crowd had gathered to greet the mail coach’s arrival.

Anxiously, she searched the throng of people. She saw soldiers on leave from Ft. Marcy, vaqueros in leather chaps, a few grubby prospectors down out of the Cerrillos Hills, and here and there a well-dressed civilian in frock coat and top hat. A wry smile touched her lips when she realized she had no idea of what Stephen looked like.

"Rhodes has hair the color of the sunset—much like yours,” Lario said.

She turned from the window to see the Indian’s sulphur black eyes crinkle with humor, and for a moment she wondered if the Navajo could read her mind as easily as he read the puma tracks he had pointed out near a bone-dry creek where the stage had halted with a warped wheel.  In the coach’s shadows, his mouth was surprisingly sensual.

"Rosemary!”

She whirled around as the coach’s door was swung open. The crowd parted now for a man of medium height but with massive shoulders. His curly hair was brick red, matching the short, well-trimmed beard and walrus mustache. It was a forceful face, with full lips and narrow nose. But it was the eyes, darker than the coal of Wales, that held her fast. She saw there the pride and strength of will.

Stephen lifted her from the coach. Before everyone his head lowered over her face, and her eyes closed as his lips claimed hers. It was her first kiss, and Rosemary trembled as his mouth seemed to devour her. Her head swam with this first taste of passion, and her knees buckled.

At last he released her. "We’d best be wed tomorrow,” he laughed breathlessly. "I’ll have no man accuse our first-born of a doubtful birthright.”

She was as tall as Stephen, and their gazes locked as they read in each other’s eyes the deep conviction that this marriage was preordained. At that moment, she could envision their children’s children and their children riding over the miles of the Cambria Ranch they would one day inherit from Stephen and herself. As Stephen had written, they would create a glorious dynasty.

Then what was it in Lario’s wide disturbing mouth and velvety black eyes that burned in her brain so?
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If Rosemary could ignore the macabre string of Indian ears that festooned one wall of the Palace of the Governors, the party following the wedding in the Palacio’s chapel was comparable to any royal ball she had ever read about.

The Palacio was the oldest public building in the United States, antedating both the Jamestown and Plymouth settlements, and it showed its age. Many of its offices were separated by cotton curtains hung from heavy beams blackened and stained with age, and a few of the floors were still nothing but packed dirt. In some of the rooms bleached muslin had been tacked to the beams to prevent the dirt roof from sifting through the burlaped ceiling, and figured calico was nailed halfway up the walls to keep the whitewash from coming off on clothes.

The largest room of the Palacio, the council-chamber, was packed that afternoon with people, almost all men, enjoying the opportunity to celebrate anything. At one end of the room a refreshment table had been set up with a large glass bowl of grape brandy from Bernillo on one side and two heavy crocks of the fiery Taos Lightning on the other.

At the opposite end of the room on a raised platform ornamented with red muslin drapery a five-piece military band played romantic waltzes and the lively songs, "Oh, Susanna” and "My Nelly Was a Lady.”

Stephen was a good dancer, holding her at just the proper distance as he led her about the room to the music of the banjos, clarinets, and harp, but too often he was interrupted by men hungry for the sight and touch of a white woman. And Stephen good-naturedly yielded, especially to Lieutenant Raffin when she generously explained that the officer had been prepared to defend the stage against an Indian attack.

"’Tis glad I am that you were able to come today,” she told Grant as he took her in his arms for a waltz.

"Do you think I’d miss seeing the most beautiful belle in Santa Fe?” he teased.

Even in the exquisite wedding gown of ivory lace and rose satin, Rosemary knew she could not be called beautiful. She turned her head away, saying, "Your flattery is wasted here, Lieutenant.”

"Grant,” he corrected.

A giant of a mountain man, a trapper with hair plastered down with bear grease, interrupted, begging a dance, and Grant saved Rosemary’s feet from another trampling, saying, "We were just going for a cup of brandy.”

But even then, the two were detained. "There you are, Lieutenant Raffin!” the governor’s daughter said. She tapped her fan saucily on Grant’s sleeve, even while her cornflower blue eyes coolly surveyed the tall, thin woman with him. Relief that the newcomer was at once plain of face and married flickered across Libby’s vapidly pretty features before she said, "Don’t you know all the women are dying to meet Mr. Rhodes’s bride?”

Grant bowed gallantly. "I surrender to the charm of another citizen of the South. Kentucky, isn’t it?”

"Why, sir, you do have a memory.” She flashed the officer another confident smile and spread her hoops in a curtsey.

"Now you simply must tell all the women about the latest fashions,” she informed Rosemary as she led her away.

All what women, Rosemary wondered. There was Libby’s mother, the sad-looking Clara Caden. And the birdlike Hilda Goldman. But other than those two, there was only a scattering of Mexican matrons who had either married the few well-to-do Mexican land-grant recipients or the growing number of American men who were coming to claim the opportunities offered in Santa Fe. The Mexican women merely smiled behind lazily swishing fans, and Rosemary felt helpless about conversing with them. In India the tutor had taught her Italian and French but no Spanish.

However, Clara, who sorely missed the comforts of civilization, barraged Rosemary with questions. Did the women in Ireland wear hoop skirts also? Had she ever been presented to the Queen? What about the hound’s-leg sleeve and the fichu — were they out of style now?

For a few moments, Clara’s pale, lackluster face radiated with enthusiasm, and Rosemary wondered if this was in store for her also — the slow withering of the mind and body in an alien land.

At last Stephen rescued her, telling her it was time to leave for Cambria. In one of the Palacio’s small offices, protected only by a curtain, she quickly changed into a navy blue gabardine traveling suit. When she joined Stephen outside, the two of them were pelted with rice as they departed in a buckboard wagon packed with wedding gifts and provisions needed for the three-day trip to Cambria.

Following the Old Santa Fe Trail, they reached Glorieta Pass late that afternoon, and when Rosemary looked over her shoulder she could see the three mountain ranges that encapsulated Santa Fe against time’s progress—the Sandia and Manzana to the south, the Jemez Range to the west, and the Sangre de Cristo.

In many places the mountains crowded close to the wheel-rutted trail, and in other places the wagon rolled perilously near yawning gorges. Stephen was easy to chat with, and his features grew animated when sharing about Territory of New Mexico so that the time passed quickly.  “Tis, indeed a land of enchantment . . . made more so now that you are here.”

His gaze was warm, and she didn’t know what to say and finished lamely with, “I’m glad to be here.”

When it was almost too dark to see the trail, he halted the buckboard in an alpine meadow dotted with tall aspen and fir and laced by a narrow stream that rose out of the Truchas Mountains and rushed toward the Pecos River.

He lifted her from the wagon and led her across the damp grass out onto a rocky spur from which could be seen a wide valley, already in deepening shadows, and the vague spread of purple plain beyond. Three thousand feet below, the land spread at their feet like a huge relief map. He held her before him, her back against his chest. "Cambria,” he said, making the name sound like an incantation. "As far as you can see — and still further.”

"Oh, Stephen, I don’t want to stop here! I’ve waited this long, can’t we spend our first night on Cambria soil?”

"’Tis too dangerous to travel any further tonight. This is Apache country now.”

"Will there be trouble from the Apaches?”

"Lately ’tis been the Utes and Arapaho who have been raiding the smaller ranchos, stealing horses mostly — sometimes a Mexican child to sell as a slave to the tribes. But Lario is up ahead, scouting. We shouldn’t run into trouble. Besides, Indians dinna like to move around at night.”

"Do these Indians . . . do they ever attack Cambria?” She held her breath, afraid even in the safety of his arms.

"Not since last spring.” Unaware of her latent fear, he led her back toward the wagon. "Lario made a gift of twin lambs to Perro Amarillo — Yellow Dog. He’s chief of the Cibola Apache band, the most warring of the tribes in this area. So far, his band has bypassed our three ranches.”

"Three?”

He laughed. "I be forgetting you know so little about Cambria. So large it is that we have three smaller ranches—camps they be called—so the vaqueros and shepherds don’t have to make the long trip back to the main ranch every evening. The Wild Cat Camp runs our few cattle, and we’ve the Alta Pinon for our winter grazing in the Cuervo Mountains, but the largest, Cimarron Draw, is sharecropped out for sheep by Lario’s band.”

"He’s a chief?”

Stephen shrugged and began to remove the canvas that covered the mound of provisions in the wagon. "He could be, I guess. But the Navajo live in family communities, and unless warring, dinna be looking to any one man as their chief.”

While he began to build a fire, she broke out the supply of beans and smoked meat. Never had she smelled the distinctively sweet odor of burning pinon, and as the coffee perked, she sat with her arms about her knees against the evening’s sudden chill, for it was colder there in the mountains. Stephen came and placed a blanket around her, his hands lingering at her shoulders.

Over dinner they made small talk to bridge their unfamiliarity and their uneasy awareness of their bridal night to come. "When I was eight,” he said, "I began working in the coal mines, and as I passed the lighted homes where the gentry entertained, I promised meself I would one day be me own man.” He looked down into his coffee cup with a cynical smile. "I learned to ape their mannerisms and studied to improve me speech, so that when I did succeed no man could question me right.”

"Is that when you decided to come to the United States?” she asked gently.

"Yes... when I finally had enough money to escape those black holes.” He looked up at her then, and she saw the haunted look in his eyes. "I was twenty-two when I made me way to America, where one heard titles and aristocracy did not make the man. But in New York wealth did — and I had none. So, I came west on the Santa Fe Trail to trade.”

"And made your wealth,” she supplied.

"Aye, but ’tis more than that — ’tis the excitement, the challenge. I dinna know if I can explain it to you, but it be sort of similar to a card game, like whist or monte. Me freighting company I started out with, the Santa Fe Trading Post, then Cambria... they be markers along the way. Indications of me success.”

"Then ’tis the game you enjoy — not its reward.”

"Exactly!” he said, pleased that her female mind had grasped so easily what he himself could merely hint at.

"Nevertheless,” she pressed, "a poorly timed bluff could cost you more than your markers.”

"You’ve played cards before,” he accused and found himself somewhat pleased at the scandalous idea.

She shook her head. "Mah-Jongg. I learned to play it in India. ’Tis a simple game played with bamboo tiles, but the scoring system is complicated. A marker like Cambria would not be overlooked in Mah-Jongg.”

He tossed out the dregs of his coffee cup. "I’ve risked me life many times over the years for every vara of that land grant. Tis something I dinna take lightly. Just as a wife I dinna take lightly.”

Embarrassed by his intensity, she concentrated on her dinner, but too soon it was finished and he was banking the dancing flames. The fire’s light illuminated the vigor and power in his face, which the beard could not hide. She found it difficult to believe that he was more than twenty-five years older than she. He seemed closer to thirty than forty.

As Stephen made the bedroll, his freckled hands moving as deftly as a cardsharp’s, she trembled with the knowledge of what was to come. Asian girls were taught early in life the duties of pleasing a man. But so soon! cried out something inside her. Not two years before she had had her first menses, discovered with a mixture of guilt and pleasure the sudden burgeoning of her breasts.

He turned toward her. His black eyes met hers across the flickering embers, and she thought how those eyes smoldered just as hotly as the fire’s coals. "You are little more than a child, sixteen, yes.”

It wasn’t a question but a statement.  The way he said it, the words weren’t disparaging.  No, almost, breathless.  His next utterance was forceful.  “Rosemary.”

There could be no further delay.  Payment for Cambria was due. Rosemary raised her arms in a genuine gesture of warm welcome.
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Rosemary had fallen in love with Cambria that first day she passed onto its land . . . the steep escarpments, purple peaks, and low rolling valleys that suddenly gave way to red deserts. Cambria was vibrant colors and varied landscape.

But it was the Castle with its heavy earthen walls stenciled by pink hollyhock and wild, golden roses de castilla, and its spiraling turrets, dormer windows, and the wide balustraded verandas that would bind her heart to Cambria.

She had first seen the house, which, with its seventy-three rooms, was indeed large enough to be called a castle, when Stephen had brought the wagon around a jutting wall of rock and halted there on the pine-crested bluff. Set under the Pecos escarpment, the Castle topped a low knoll at the center of a horseshoe bend of the Pecos River. Clustering about it were the corrals, stables, and other outbuildings for the employees. At the knoll’s bottom reposed Cambria’s village—several structures, mostly of adobe, that bordered a road paralleling the river’s bend.

Anyone seeing the Castle was at once impressed by the magnificence of the man-made creation in a land dominated by the magnificence of nature. Cambria’s Castle ruled over everything around it. And about it there was an aura of warmth and security that she had never known.

She was surprised by was how easily she slipped back into the feudal way of life she had known in the Orient. Cambria operated on much the same scale, with Stephen the lord of his fief. And as in the Orient, there were servants, mostly Mexican and Indian children, who performed the most menial tasks, from brushing out her unruly waist-length hair each night to emptying the chamber pots each morning.

"Fifteen years ago, I started with a one-room log cabin,” Stephen said proudly. "I’ve tried to make it as much like a European chateau as possible.”

The interior was equally impressive with calico-papered walls, massive tables topped with white marble, and Brussels carpets — all brought in by wagon over the Santa Fe Trail. Crimson velvet draperies veiled mica windowpanes. "I plan to have glass panes brought in on the next wagons out of Independence,” he had told her as he had led her through the enormous house. "As you can see, it takes a leprechaun’s pot of gold to keep Cambria operating, and there still be much to do.”

An elegant staircase of polished mahogany dominated the main room. Her fingers trailed along the smooth, cool balustrade, touching its curves . . . just as her fingers lovingly touched everything they encountered. It was her house. To the rear of the house was the large kitchen which on some nights served enough food for sixty guests, though five to ten was more the usual number each night.

Also to the rear of the house was a set of rooms expressly for the men. Within the first month she violated the taboo and marched past Stephen’s bedroom suite and into the great office. Both she and he faced each other alone, stunned — Stephen, that she had entered the male sanctuary, and she, by her surroundings. The huge room was adorned with stuffed birds, elk and deer heads, several bear rugs, and a white buffalo rug. In one corner stood a round, green, baize-covered table reserved for his nightly card games.

Somewhat dazed, she took a seat opposite the massive desk on the camelback horsehide-upholstered sofa. Calmly she folded her hands in her lap while he puffed agitatedly on a Dundee pipe. "Well?” he asked at last.

Studying at him beneath the weight of her lashes, she had to wonder that so much had been made of the wedding night. Within that first month she had grown accustomed to hiss nightly visits. They were punctual and precise. Even to his leave-taking immediately afterward. And his lovemaking was neither as abhorrent as the gossipy matrons of Waterford, Ireland, had made it out to be nor as romantic as the Bronte sisters had depicted it in their books.

She took a deep breath.  "Stephen, I’ve tried to occupy myself with the running of the Castle. But with its wealth of servants . . .” She shrugged. There was not enough to fill her days. Nor was knitting and needlepoint in the sitting room off her bedroom enough to fill her evenings. She sorely missed, more than she had supposed, the company of other women.

He tapped the pipe’s clay bowl against the palm of his hand. "And?”

"The children here—both the girls and boys should be educated. I’d like to set up a schoolroom in the adobe chapel. I know the outer walls are crumbling to dust, but the chapel itself is still serviceable.”

To her surprise, he agreed. "Just as long as the schooling doesn’t interfere with the children’s jobs.” Then he leaned forward, and a reluctant smile formed beneath the dark red mustache. "I couldn’t be happier with me choice of women. It’s a wife I wanted who would be bringing the touches of civilization to Cambria.”  He paused.  “I wasn’t expecting much.  Beauty isn’t important.  You’re all eyes, still, you’ve quite fulfilled what I sought for a wife—a gentle, well-bred, and intelligent young Anglo woman.

Armed with books that had been shipped months before with her trunks of clothes, Rosemary began visiting the village, talking with the Mexican women as they baked bread in their outdoor beehive ovens or washed clothing in cauldrons of boiling lye soap. In poorly accented Spanish mixed with Italian and an intermittent Hindustani phrase, she cajoled the mothers to let their children attend the school held each afternoon during the siesta.

Consuela, the Castle’s old cook, began to volunteer gossip—the names of the ill, the newborns, the homes where death had recently struck, and Rosemary would tuck sticks of peppermint candy or a gift for a newborn in her basket along with her books.

After the school hour she always made a point of visiting with old Miguel, who ran the one store in the village. His grandson, six-year-old Pedro, was in her class, and she tried to teach the child and his grandfather how to play Mah-Jongg but had to settle for dominoes.

Inevitably, she ran into Lario. She had left the store, after losing a game of dominoes to Miguel, and had meant to inspect the livery stable at the rear of the store. She did not recognize until it was too late the bare-chested man working over the forge’s fiery heat. The copper skin gleamed with a sheen of perspiration, and despite the deceptive leanness, the corded muscles in his arms and shoulders and, yes, even his waist, rippled with each movement. Not at all like the white-bellied Stephen.  At one wrist was a leather band for protection from the slap of the bowstring and about his upper left arm was a band of hand worked silver.

The ringing of his hammer against the anvil had masked her approach. Her heart thudding, she carefully began to edge her way back outside. But, as if warned by some primitive sense, Lario looked around. "You wanted something, Senora?”

It was a polite enough question, but something about the way he emphasized the title irritated her, momentarily drowning out her fear of him. "I — I was looking for a suitable riding horse.” How inane! She wanted to bite her tongue.

Lario’s heavy-lidded gaze took in her gray cotton shirtwaist dress, and she flushed. "For later, of course.”

"Of course,” he said and went back to hammering on the white metal.

Forgetting her fear, she moved nearer to better view the exquisite piece of craftsmanship. "How beautiful!” she marveled, admiring the intricate design of silver and turquoise. The work of the silver band was strong and true and untouched by foreign influence.

A brief smile of pleasure passed over his face. "A gift for the Senora.” He held the bracelet out to her, his deep- set eyes watching her inquiringly.

"No! No, thank you,” she gasped, trying to keep her returning paranoia under control, but Lario’s detached gaze seemed as hot to her as the flame leaping from the forge. She murmured something polite — what she did not know — and stumbled from the stable. Outside, she leaned weakly against the stable’s weathered frame and drew in deep, labored breaths. In her ears her blood pounded in tempo with that of Lario’s hammer at the forge.

"I heard you’ve been playing dominoes with old Miguel,” Stephen said that evening as he led her into dinner.

She cast a curious glance at her husband but only said, "Aye, I’ve been thinking about turning the store into a trading post.”

Stephen’s bushy red brows jerked upward. "A trading post? What’s wrong with the store?”

"’Tis fine for tobacco and coffee and ammunition,” she said and hurried on to tell him about the project that had been in the back of her mind for some time. "But what about things like hairpins and materials... and books?”

He halted before the dining room’s double doors and took her hands. "I understand what you be saying. But these people have no money. To be sure, Miguel knows' how to appraise what the people do bring in for trade, but ’tis nothing he knows about keeping a ledger, about debits and credits.”

She held her ground. "But I do.”

He sighed. "Come to me office tomorrow morning.”

Victorious, she was exceedingly charming that evening to the array of trappers and traders and casual travelers who happened to traverse the kingdom, and they were enchanted by their first sight in a long time of a white woman.

Though Stephen still frowned on Rosemary’s interest in the business that took place in the forbidden office in the rear of the Castle, she learned little by little, through the keeping of the trading post’s ledger, about other facets of the Cambria empire. "These be things that you wouldn’t understand,” he would explain when she asked.

She was persistent. "That little man that was here yesterday—why doesn’t he go directly to the forts to sell his sheep? Why come to you?”

"Because,” he reluctantly told her, "our Santa Fe Trading Post enjoys a near monopoly in supplying the government with beef and mutton and flour for our military posts.”

"But that’s unfair!”

He laughed out loud and gathered her to him. "Where be your loyalty, wife?”

But the next morning he took pains to explain things more fully. "The ranchers in the lower Pecos Valley depend upon me to buy their sheep and cattle since they dinna have the knowledge or men available to get them to Las Cruces and Demming. In turn I see to it their ranches are protected from the Indians and cattle rustlers that be drifting up from Texas.”

She watched as Stephen patted the tousled dark curls of the servant girl, Isabel, when she returned the filled coffee cup to him and felt a moment’s pride that he was so good with the children employed at the Castle. He would make a good father, she reflected, and wondered if she was yet with child.

Stephen tossed down the coffee and rose. "By the way, Shackelford—the banker you met at our wedding — he’ll be coming for a few days’ stay. You might be wanting to give him a room on the lower floor. He has lumbago, I understand.”

She opened her mouth, and Stephen laid his blunt finger across her lips. "Before you be asking me why again,” he said, "I’ll tell you this time — only because you look so fetching this morning with your hair down.”

She smiled, glad now that she had stopped wearing her nightcap, for it was simply too hot some nights.

"Shackelford wants to discuss filling the vacancy created when Jesus Moreno died — he was the county’s last probate judge.”

Her fingers flew to her lips. "Wasn’t the poor man at our dinner table several weeks ago?”

"The same. Unfortunately, it seems he took eight or nine dollars from a cowpuncher in a game of monte, and the cow puncher dinna like it.”

"Nine dollars hardly seems justification for murdering a man, Stephen!”

"Exactly, as I’ve been trying to tell you, me dear — you don’t understand the West. I much prefer to see you in our bedroom instead of me office.”

Though Stephen might complain of her interest in Cambria’s business affairs, she was determined he would find no reason for complaint in her bed.

On the nights that he did not host a card game she would spend longer than necessary at her bath. Then she would slip into the four-poster with its velvet hangings and await his arrival. Some nights, especially Saturdays, she could hear from the village below the gay fiddle music of the bailes — the dances held in the store’s large room. And, being sixteen, she could only wish she were at the baile, any place but there waiting for Stephen.

She truly liked and admired her husband and chastised herself time after time for such disloyal thoughts. So when he came to her, clad in a robe that did not conceal that he was in the prime of life, she was most compliant as he instructed her, "Lift your legs, like so,” or "Slower now.”

Later, after he had left, she would wonder why she should be so dissatisfied, so tense during his visits. He treated her with great courtesy and even affection. He was a husband to be proud of. He had given her a home worthy of a princess.

It was merely the normal letdown after months of anticipation. Bridal blues the matrons called it.

Of all people, she told herself, she should be the last to succumb to romantic illusions. Still . . . .
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Though Rosemary’s fluency in Spanish increased so that she did not miss conversing in her native tongue as much, she nevertheless yearned for female companionship. In the Castle there was only old Consuela and the staff of boys and girls, of which there seemed to be a constant turnover. And in the village the people held her in such a deep respect that it was impossible to converse with them as an equal. At her approach the men removed their hats and the women humbly dropped their gazes.

So the arrival of Dona Margarita Sanchez y Chavez marked a vast improvement in Rosemary’s life. Rita, as Rosemary came to call the woman three years older than she, was the wife of the much older Jiraldo Sanchez y Chavez, a slab-like Spanish hidalgo whose grandfather had been awarded a community land grant by Spain’s king. Not quite a hundred and thirty miles to the northeast, the Sanchez land grant was much smaller than Cambria.

As patron, Don Jiraldo could control by influence and manipulation the vote of his people, and lately both he and Stephen had developed an intense interest in the Territory’s growing political awareness and especially in the power wielded by the Republican Party. Therefore, once or twice a month, Don Jiraldo and Rita made the journey to Cambria, staying over several nights at the Castle.

And while Don Jiraldo and Stephen retired to Stephen’s offices to gamble and discuss the problems of nesters and the evils of cattle, Rita entertained Rosemary with gossip of the Territory. New Mexico’s population was so small that any happening of importance was flashed from mouth to mouth as quickly as any message over telegraph wires.

"Ahh, Rosita,” Rita said one evening when they were alone in the sitting room that Rosemary had converted to her office. "Always about others I have talked. This time it is about myself I wish to share.”

The petite woman ceased rocking and leaned forward, her small hands clasped before her lips. "Tonight at cena I wish you to rejoice with us. For five years now I have been childless. Finally I am to bear Jiraldo a child, gracias a Dios!”

Rosemary stifled her envy and hugged her friend with felicitation. In the four months of marriage Stephen had without fail questioned her about her menses.

"Have you had your flux?” he would ask her as he cleansed himself of his lovemaking before taking his leave.

And as shocking and painful as Stephen’s bluntness was, she found it even more painful to admit she was not with child. A child was what Stephen wanted most, the only thing he lacked. The only thing she could give him.

The Christmas season had arrived, bringing with it the cold winds whistling down out of the blue mountains to the northwest. It also brought roomfuls of guests, most of them from Santa Fe to stay through the Novena, the series of nine daily masses lasting from the sixteenth of December through Christmas. Stephen was preoccupied with the male guests, discussing politics, ranching, and the increasing Indian forays; Rosemary, with Rita’s aid, coped with the last-minute dinner preparations.

Although mutton and an occasional beef were the main staple in New Mexican households, Stephen suggested she serve roasted venison Christmas Eve. "Father Felipe shall be here from Las Vegas to say the Novena,” he told her, "and he has a liking for the venison’s wild taste. Talk to Lario about supplying us with two or three deer.”

She was tempted to send one of the little boys to deliver Stephen’s request. But annoyed by her irrational fear of Indians, and especially of Lario it seemed, she instead sent the Indian caporal a message that she wished to see him in her office. As she waited for him, she wished that Rita were with her rather than taking a siesta. Perhaps, Rosemary hoped, Lario would be away at one of the three ranches.

It was Lario who actually took care of the day-to-day details of running Cambria . . . from seeing that corral fences were mended to handling the curly-haired gunslingers, instructing them which ranges they would ride in protection . . . from the rough job of breaking in newly captured mustangs to the delicate, painstaking work of silver-smithing.

He was something of an enigma to her — a fairly well-educated man by frontier standards yet still superstitious enough, she learned, to wear as an amulet the sacred turquoise stone which was set in his silver bracelet. He was soft-spoken with measured movements that equaled the grace of a woman. Yet she had once watched from her office window as he mastered a particularly vicious mustang in one of the corrals encircled by his wranglers.

There came the jingle of spur’s rowels on the stairs, and she felt the too-familiar tightening in her stomach. She dipped her pen in the secretary’s inkwell and calmly forced her mind to the ledger’s list of names —t heir purchases and what they had traded in return. One plow, her mind read . . . for a pack of beaver pelts. Pair of boots . . . three Apache scalps.

"Senora?”

She jumped in spite of herself. The pen dropped from her fingers and rolled off onto the floor. "Aye, Lario,” she replied sharply, angry at her clumsiness. "I need—would it be . . .” Her voice was muffled as she leaned to pick up the pen.

His dark hand met her pale one. She froze. Her gaze lifted to meet the deep-set eagle eyes. For the first time, she noticed how deeply black they were, without any other color to tint them—blacker even than Stephen’s which had the slight shade of coal-dust gray to lend them color. One could drown in their inky depths, she thought.

He was very still, scarcely moving, watching her with the intensity of a predator.  Suddenly her office seemed terribly small. It was agonizing to draw a breath, and she felt lightheaded.

At that moment, he handed her the pen and rose. Not a trace of emotion showed in the eyes that were crinkled with weather lines — the only lines in the otherwise smoothly planed brown face. "You needed something, Senora?”

Anxious to be free of his overpowering presence, she tumbled out her request.  “There will be many guests for Christmas dinner, Lario. Would it be possible for you to slay two deer — for Consuela to roast?”

"I will have venado for you by morning, Senora.” He turned to go but at the door stepped aside for Rita, murmuring in a voice that was faintly provocative, "Buenos dias.”

She flashed coquettish eyes up at him, and when he had left, she rolled them and shook out her hand, as if her fingertips burned.  "This Lario, he is a very handsome man — even I take notice and compare him with my husband who has the body of a wet noodle!”

Rosemary laughed at the woman’s refreshing candor, and the tension eased from her.

Rita, who was now large with advancing pregnancy, threw up her hands, saying, "I give up — I cannot rest with that Gila monster down the hall screeching for something every other minute!”

She knew the "monster” Rita referred to was Hilda Goldman. As the wife of Stephen’s partner, she had expected the best guest rooms in the Castle, but Rosemary had given them to Governor Caden and Clara and Libby. As it was, the Goldmans occupied rooms several doors down from Don Jiraldo — and this, Rosemary discovered, was a social error; for the German woman, who was in her late forties and childless, was fiercely jealous of Rita’s vivacious personality and let Rosemary know she would not associate with the Sanchez y Chavez couple, even if they were of aristocratic Spanish blood.

As the others waited for the couple to appear downstairs for the Novena, Hilda declared to Libby, who sat languidly fanning herself, "The Mexicans are only a little better than the Indians!”

Father Felipe’s tonsured head broke out in perspiration, and Governor Caden tugged at his white goatee to cover his embarrassment. Hilda’s husband, a pink little man, grew beet red and slammed his brandy glass down, sloshing the liquor. "Dumkopt! It’s depending on Sanchez we are to pull the votes from his — ” He broke off, seeing Stephen’s frown.

"Pardon us, Father,” Stephen said. "Politics should never be mixed with religion.”

The fact that Stephen even bothered to observe religious traditions amazed Rosemary, for he had written her, "Heaven and hell dinna exist for me. Whether I fail or succeed, me dear, will not depend on relics or rosaries!”

Yet he had agreed to a Catholic wedding, and Rosemary could only feel a deep sense of gratitude toward him. He had been good to her in all ways, and it was with much pleasure that she looked forward to the end of the Christmas Eve dinner. Then all the occupants of the Castle, the guests as well as the servants and their families, would assemble at the adobe chapel for the traditional distribution of gifts to the large number of Indian and Mexican families who worked for Stephen Rhodes, el patron.

Afterward she and Stephen would be alone, and she could give him her gift.

When the dark onion soup, fruit compote, and baked squash had been consumed along with the roast venison and stewed mutton, the guests braved the cold weather to descend to the village. Soft snowflakes drifted down on them to enhance the magic of Christmas Eve.

Farolitos, small bonfires of dry, pitchy wood, outlined the drive, which was swept smooth daily, and lit the way to the chapel. There was laughter and singing, for Stephen’s excellent cherry brandy had done more than warm the blood and ease the digestion.

Behind Father Felipe, Rosemary, and Stephen, Rita could be heard singing a merry carol with Governor Caden and several other guests. Libby, with no available men to court her, walked with her mother and Hilda. All three looked as grim as funeral attendants. Louis and Jiraldo, who was hobbling along with the aid of his cane, brought up the procession’s rear.

The people who could not crowd inside the packed chapel stood deferentially aside for Stephen and Rosemary to pass by. In the chapel’s small room everyone stood shoulder to shoulder, waiting in gay anticipation for the arrival of the good padre
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