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PROLOGUE




Night was quickly pulling her blanket over the
dusty pueblo of Vallejo, and the old Mexican, dressed in the loose,
white cotton camisa and calzones of the peon, hurried through the
deserted streets. As he passed the carniceria, he came to an
abrupt halt. The butcher, Guido Azcona, swung lifelessly from the
same timbers on which he strung his beef for butchering.

The peon had seen many such horrors since the
Texas Mounted Rifles Regiment had ridden into the village three
days earlier, slaying everything in sight so that the streets ran
slippery with blood. He genuflected and, moving cautiously around
the swinging form, scurried on. Soon the Texas Rangers, los
Diablos Tejanos, would ride in from one of their forages, and
the atrocities would begin again.

From out of the night came that screeching
Texas Yell that sent the blood curdling like sour milk through the
veins of every Mexican. Behind adobe walls the families hid in
fear, barring their splintered wooden doors and shutters. They knew
the deadly revenge those Rangers bore like a cross embedded in
their savage hearts.

More than once since the company had been
quartered there, the shouts of “Remember Goliad!” and “Remember the
Alamo!” had echoed among the adobe buildings, and some poor unarmed
“greaser” would “eat his last tortilla,” as the Rangers were fond
of saying.

Those enlisted frontiersmen—dressed in a wild
assortment of clothing, bobtailed coats or long-tailed blues with
black leather hats and coonskin caps—were a terrifying sight.
Always coated with dust and sporting huge, grizzly beards, each
Ranger carried a pair of Colt revolvers strapped to his hips, a
bowie knife tucked into his belt, and the long rifle clutched in
his callused hands.

That particular night the citizens were more
anxious than usual. It was a holiday for the Texans, July 4th of
1846, and soon the company of Rangers would overrun the cantina and
brothel, spilling out into the street in loud, boisterous
merrymaking and drunken brawling.

And that particular night would leave its
imprint, like the claw mark of a wild animal, on the mind and heart
of Victoria Romero de Kent’s thirteen-year-old body.

In all truth, Victoria knew she could not blame
the weak-willed Mother Superior for what happened that
night

For, indeed, the nasty looking Ranger with the
tobacco-stained teeth would have torn the convent apart, room by
room, as he threatened. He had come to the dank, musty cloisters
seeking the cache he had been told of, and demanding further
refreshment be brought to the Rangers at the cantina.

Like a lamb for the slaughter, Mother Teresa
sent Victoria as emissary with the inebriating gift of
propitiation, the poor-quality, convent-made wine. There was no one
else Mother Teresa deemed suitable to take the girl’s place. Only
Victoria, the daughter of a deceased English mother and hidalgo
father, spoke English in Vallejo. Her brother Peter had already
forgotten the few English words learned at his mother’s
knee.

Their mother had been the daughter of an
English aristocrat who had owned silver mines in Mexico. After only
one visit to the beautiful sunny country and one meeting with the
dashing and charming Victorio Romero, her mother had decided she
would never return to the cold climes of England.

Victoria was not a cowardly child, but neither
was she foolhardy. So it was with real fear that the too slender
girl slipped through the wrought-iron gates of the convent
orphanage that evening and started down the rutted dirt
street.

“Esparame, hermana!”

She turned, and relief flooded her as she
watched her mischief-loving seven-year-old brother squeeze through
the gate’s ornamental grille. With him to accompany her, she did
not feel quite so apprehensive.

At that end of town the street was dark and
deserted. But like moths driven toward light, the two children
proceeded toward the brightly lit cantina at the street’s far end,
carrying in their arms bottles of wine the sisters had kept stored
in the convent’s cellar.

As they neared the swinging doors of the
cantina, a mournful trumpet blared out from within. A Spanish
guitar joined in the haunting, brassy ballad to produce shrill,
discordant notes—as if the Mexican musicians played under sweating
pressure.

Victoria hesitated there at the batwing doors.
The odor of tobacco smoke and the fumes of mescal enveloped her,
but Pete urged her on.

“Cobarde!” he hissed, giving her a
playful shove at the small of her back. “Since when have you been
afraid, hermana? They are only stupid louts, these
gringos!”

She wrinkled her nose at her brother. “And we
are half-gringo, I might remind you, my stupid lout of a
brother.”

It was then that a lardy-looking Ranger
stumbled through the doors and fell in a sprawl before the two
children, his beefy head dangling from the boardwalk’s edge in a
drunken stupor.

Both she and Pete jumped back in surprise, but
Pete edged nearer when he saw what protruded from the man’s hip
pocket. It was a red handkerchief, worn by most of the Rangers—and,
as the Mexican sombrero was a souvenir to those fierce fighting
men, so the red bandana was to the Mexicans.

“No, Pedrocito!” she hissed, as the boy
ignoring her warning, stealthily crept nearer, his hand reaching
for the prize.

“Hey! What the blasted hell’s going on here?” a
heavy, gritty voice demanded.

Both she and Pete looked upward to see the
red-bearded giant swaying above them. Before she was sure what had
happened, Pete grabbed the handkerchief and sprinted off in the
darkness. The giant drew the revolver in one rapid movement and
fired. The small shadow pitched forward as if thrown from a bronco.


 


* * *

 


It was funny, she would think much later, that
what she most remembered from that night was the brilliant burst of
yellow fire from the pistol. For what had followed she had buried
deeply within herself, knowing instinctively that to remember it
would surely destroy her reasoning.

Sweaty hands tore at her clothing, and a
foul-smelling mouth cursed her race even as the hairy body violated
her own there on the boardwalk. Her screams were drowned out by the
din of noise from within. But had it been as quiet as the cemetery,
no one would have heeded her pleas.

The man grunted and buttoned his pants—as if
finished with a distasteful duty. He kicked her in the stomach with
a boot reeking of manure, and she curled up with pain as the
giant—contemptuously spitting the word “greaser!”—wandered back
through the cantina’s swinging doors.

With faltering steps, she began walking, only
her uneven gait betraying the pain she endured. Down the darkened
street she hobbled, not even halting before her brother’s small
crumpled body. In a daze she walked the rest of that night and into
the early noon hours of the next day.

When the heat and thirst became too much for
her, she would pause in the scanty shade of the red-flowered nopal
and put a small stone from the desert floor in her mouth to assuage
her thirst.

She continued on, noting neither the thorny and
leafless vegetation about her nor the brassy sky and boiling sun
above her, until she reached the Rio San Juan, just outside the
pueblo of Santiago.

There, at the river’s sandy bank, an old, bony
man, bleached like parchment by the sun, was filling casks with
water and loading them on his burros. As the apparition moved
toward him, his weak, watery eyes grew large with
fright.

It was some seconds before he recognized the
blistered form, with its dust-caked rags and long, black, matted
hair, as belonging to a human. The heavily fringed sapphire-colored
eyes stared at the old man without seeing him, and the child’s once
full pink lips, now cracked and blistered, parted for speech, but
no sound came forth.

After giving the girl water and a stale
tortilla, which she devoured like a small coyote, he placed her on
one of his burros and took her into Santiago, where he discharged
his load.

Like Vallejo, Santiago was a poverty-stricken
village, and no one there wanted an extra mouth to feed. There was
nothing for the old man to do but take her on northward to his
sister-in-law’s place in the border town of Reynosa.

For two more days the girl traveled as if in a
coma, before she was finally bathed and put to bed by the caustic
and domineering proprietress of the boarding-house. At first Rose,
the old man’s incredibly fat sister-in-law, thought the girl’s mind
had snapped, for she seemed to remember nothing. But under the
middle-aged woman’s frisky kindness the girl gradually emerged from
the catatonic cocoon.

By the end of the week, Victoria had recovered,
her youth a factor in regaining her strength and resilient
attitude.

By the end of the month, Rose felt she could
explain to Victoria, now a housemaid there, how the girl had been
brought into Reynosa by the brother-in-law.

When she had finished, Rose inhaled one of the
cigars she habitually smoked and waited for Victoria to tell
something about herself.

The girl watched in amazement as a smoke ring
drifted upward from Rose’s painted mouth before she responded with
the little she knew.

Reciting in a flat tone, as if she had trained
herself by rote never to forget her past, she began her brief story
by telling Rose she was thirteen. Which was but a guess. For she
and Pete had been brought to Vallejo’s Santa Guadalupe Convent in a
frightened state of confusion. But she knew that she had been with
the sisters there for over six years. That Victoria was sure
of.

That and the knowledge that her father had been
a wealthy hacendado who insisted on taking his beloved English wife
with him everywhere. It had been on a business trip to San Antonio
that they had been ambushed by Comancheros. Not even her father’s
heavily armed guards had been able to defend them against the
abruptness of the attack.

Somewhere in the wasteland of Wild Horse Desert
lay their bones, bleached by the sun and scattered by the
winds.

Just as her father’s hacienda and its contents
had been scattered by the Mexican government. Confiscated and
distributed to the local guerillas as a pacifier against their
threats of terrorism.

Turned out of their home, she and Pete, like
countless other homeless children, would have literally starved on
the little scraps salvaged from the leftovers of other families.
But the ama de llaves, the Romeros’ devoted housekeeper, had
taken them into Vallejo to the convent.

Not that the convent had been that much better.
Victoria and Pete had battled among the other orphans for the small
mound of clothes deposited in the children’s room each morning.
Small for her age, Victoria had often been forced to wear clothing
that dragged the dusty tiled floors by several inches. And never
did she have shoes. But at least they had eaten twice
daily.

There was one other thing Victoria was sure of.
She had known the security of wealth and the cruelty of poverty.
And she knew that one way or another she would make certain she
escaped the latter.

She summed up the remaining moments of her life
before Rose’s brother-in-law found her—of taking the wine bottles
from the orphanage to the saloon, and her brother’s subsequent
death. But why and how and what followed, she had no
recollection.

No recollection, that is, until she entered one
of Rose’s boarding rooms to clean it and saw the Texas
Ranger.
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When first Victoria saw his long, lean body
stretched out on the four-poster in exhausted sleep, she did not
realize the rage that simmered just beneath her ribcage. A living
parasite that left little room for life.

But the bright red handkerchief carelessly
knotted beneath the-spare, angular face blotted everything in the
room . . . everything else in her mind. And the memories of that
night four years earlier came flooding over her like the high tide
of the Mexican Gulf to fill the vacuum the amnesia had
created.

The pain, the horror, the blood, the sticky
semen, the shame . . . most of all the rage. The rage in her heart,
it seemed to her, turned everything a blazing red. Yet, for all
that, she was in complete control of her body, if not her
mind.

Her fingers went to the key ring on the cord of
her waist and the scabbard Rose insisted she wear. Drawing its
small knife, she quietly closed the room’s door and crossed to the
sleeping form. Cautiously, she bent over the Ranger, raising the
razor-sharp blade for the plunge. For an eternal minute the blade
hung suspended in the air as she relished the imminent release of
long awaited revenge. True, the man before her was not
grizzly-bearded as the other had been, but clean-shaven. Still, the
Texas sangrientes were all alike. Filthy, ignorant
animals.

In a swift arc the knife plunged downwards,
only to be buried in the bed’s lumpy mattress. In a lightning
movement that was but a blur the man rolled from her. One bronzed
hand snaked out and, grasping the small-boned wrist, he jerked her
downward across him while the other locked about her
throat.

“Christ’s thorns!” he cursed low and softly as
his alert gaze took in the enemy he had captured.

She kicked and tried to free herself while his
sage-green eyes raked her body, taut against his with the anger
that infused her.

“Dejame!” she hissed.

Ignoring her order to be released, he tightened
his pressure at her wrist, and the knife dropped to the floor with
a thud.

“Rosie threatened to send one of her girls up
here, but I didn’t expect a young’n like you. My God, you’re just a
child!”

Her spine went rigid with indignation, and she
felt the iron hardness of his body against hers with a jolt of
surprise. She flinched, moving as far away from him as his iron
hold permitted.

“I am not a child! I was seventeen this
spring.” She bit her lip to still its trembling, while each
separate nerve in her body quivered with her innate mistrust of all
men.

If the stranger who watched her so intently was
aware of this, he gave no indication. Nor did he show surprise at
hearing the English on her full, child-like lips. Instead, the
green eyes, almost lost in the forest of black lashes, were
half-closed, as if he found the situation amusing.

“So Rosie’s got you working here?” he asked,
releasing her finally. “I didn’t figure the old gal to be that
corrupt.”

She knew what he was talking about. Rose kept
several girls in the back part of the boardinghouse for the
pleasure of her customers—merchants, cowhands, politicians,
vaqueros, and whatever straggler might happen in on the gambling
that went on in the room back of the kitchen. Only old Nita, the
cook, and Victoria herself were exempted from the evening duties of
the putas. But during the day the prostitutes cleaned the
rooms and worked just as Victoria did.

“You are lower than even the girls who work
here!” she said and pushed herself from the loathsome male body
that smelled of wood smoke, leather, and tobacco and, yes, sweet,
newly scythed hay.

But the man bounded to her side in one liquid
movement, standing so far above her she had to bend her head
backwards to meet the eyes that studied her.

Her knife lay lightly balanced in the long
fingers that held it out to her. She looked at the knife and back
at him again.

The stranger smiled, a slow half-smile that
betrayed the slightly uneven white teeth in the bronzed face. A
powerful face with jutting cheekbones and a square jaw and a nose
that was straight and high-bridged. In spite of the sun wrinkles
about the penetrating eyes and the shadow of a several-day-old
beard, he looked younger than she had at first supposed. Maybe
twenty-five.

But it was the long, beautifully carved lips
with the deep indention in the center of the lower lip and the
flared nostrils that held her attention. Despite the countenance
chiseled by sun and wind and scarred by some stray arrowheads and
bullets, there was the suggestion of a sensual nature.

As if the man sensed her sudden desire to flee
and sought to detain her, he said, “Why did you want to kill me.
What have I done to you?”

“I—I thought you were someone else.” She did
not know if he believed her, but he passed the knife to her, shaft
first.

“No man likes a blade at his ribs when he makes
love, corazón.”

“It sometimes serves as a stimulant,” she
answered, wondering what had prompted her to make such a ribald
remark.

The man threw back his head and roared with
laughter. “I’d hate to tangle with you when you’re a little bit
older.”

He jerked one of her long black braids
playfully, and the keen eyes crinkled in a smile. “Now get along,
corazon. I’ve gone without sleep two days, and I’m
bushed.”

She glared at the man frostily before spinning
on her toes and crossing the room.

“Corazón!”

She whirled at the door to face him again, her
long flower-patterned skirt swirling about her ankles.

He flipped a shiny gold piece across the space
that separated them. With a reflexive action her hand caught the
coin, the first gold piece she had seen.

“Find some other trade to ply,” he said and
threw himself across the bed, prepared to sleep again, already
forgetting her presence.

She wanted to hurl the precious gold piece at
him. He had made her feel cheap, and she did not like the feeling.
She was suddenly glad and grateful, as she shut the door on the
detestable Ranger, that Rose had spared her the lot that so often
fell to young girls left to make their own way in the
world.

Though, at first, in her naiveté, Victoria had
resented the special status accorded the other girls who worked at
Rose’s, for Rose provided them with what Victoria thought was
beautiful clothing and sweet, heavy perfumes.

But one day in her second year at Rose’s, the
grossly fat woman took her aside and said unsparingly, “Victoria,
these women, rameras that they are, they sell their bodies
to the men to be used however the worthless chacals want.”
The woman’s raisin-black eyes fastened on the girl. “Do you
understand me?”

Victoria had nodded, though at the time she was
not sure.

“And this,” Rose continued briskly, “is not
what I have in mind for you, chiquita.” The proprietress’s
eyes took on a far-away look. “Quality is stamped all over you.
With your aristocratic looks, hair like midnight and skin like a
magnolia blossom – and that high-falutin’ British accent, why one
day you’ll be a great lady, and you’ll invite me to your mansion.
And I’ll bounce your children on my huge lap just as if they were
my own nietos”

“But I do not want to marry, patrona.
Ever!”

“Bah! Of course you do. And in a few more
years, when you’re ripe, you’ll be besieged with offers. Why,
anyone has only to look at that creamy skin of yours and that fine,
aquiline nose to know that you’re of the Spanish aristocrats, the
gachupines. No mestizo like me, with only Indians for
ancestors.”

And that was when Rose had given Victoria the
knife, urging her to carry it with her always, for some of her
customers, Rose warned, sometimes went on drunken rampages. And
even Miguel, the hired guard, she reminded Victoria, could not be
everywhere at once.

Victoria looked down at the knife she held in
one hand and the gold piece she held in the other. They were just
another reminder: Never again would she let herself be humbled—for
her heritage or her sex. She would see to it that if she had
nothing else, she would retain her pride.

 


* * *

 


“That one? Keep away from him,
chiquita,” Rose answered, going through the day’s receipts.
“Steve Kaptain is not for the likes of you.”

Victoria moved from behind Rose’s chair to the
side of the battered roll-top desk where she could face the woman.
“Why?” she persisted.

Rose banged the pen on the desk, her attention
finally distracted from the ledgers. “He is a wild one. Here one
day. Gone the next. It is said that he scalps and tracks like the
Indians and rides like a Mexican. Latest rumors are that he has
killed an unarmed man over some politician’s daughter. Up in
Austin.”

“But this Steve Kaptain, he is a Texas Ranger,
is he not? Why do not his commanders execute him—put him before a
firing squad or hang him?”

Rose’s round face broke into a knowing smile.
“You sound bloodthirsty, chiquita. Si, Steve is a Ranger,
but General Scott can do nothing. It‘s said the general has raged
and fumed like a volcano these past months, but Steve, he is not a
regular. He’s an Indian scout hired by Colonel John Hays himself.
Whenever Steve feels like it, he disappears for a few months, and
no one can do a damned thing about it”

“Where does he go?”

The fat shoulders shrugged. "Quien sabe?
He probably returns to that rancho of his, hidden somewhere in the
Sierra Diablo Valley. But some people say . . . bah! Only
talk.”

“They say what, Rose?”

“That the hombre is in cahoots with the
Comancheros. But the Rangers need him too badly to question
it”

The woman pulled out a cigar from one of the
desk drawers and lit it. The first time Victoria had seen her
smoking one of the cigars, she had burst out laughing. But Rose had
asked, “Why can’t a woman smoke, too, chiquita? We’re human
also, aren’t we? Although, Dios mio, most men I’ve met don’t
seem to think so. They think we are just vessels to spill their
seed in. Nothing more.”

The smoke drifted about Victoria as Rose
exhaled, then continued, “Steve, he is a man that goes his own way.
He’s capable of anything, though, by the Virgen Maria, he
does know how to treat his women.” The sparkle in Rose’s eyes was
replaced by the usual businesslike shrewdness.
“Nevertheless, chiquita, you steer clear of him,
entiendes?”

And yet Victoria could not stop thinking about
him. Steve Kaptain was one of those hated Texas Rangers. And, she
reminded herself, he had insulted her by implying she was one of
Rose’s girls, a puta. There would be some way she would yet
even the score.

Some days later he requested tequila sent up to
his room, and she volunteered to Nita to take it. The thin,
toothless old woman looked at her lasciviously and cackled. “So,
Rose has finally let you learn the tricks of the trade,
eh?”

Victoria shrugged, knowing Rose would fly into
one of her lengthy tirades if she heard of it.

Her knees were weak when she knocked lightly on
the door, and that peculiarly low, husky voice said, “Come
in.”

Whatever designs she had to wreak her
vengeance, Victoria didn’t know, but her plans were rendered
useless by the other person in the room—a spare, sinewy man with
sad eyes. He was dressed in fringed buckskins, and long brown hair
grizzled with gray hung below a worn felt hat crowned with a turkey
feather.

The frontiersman and Steve sat hunched over the
knife-notched table before the room’s single window. Steve’s back
was to it, and sunlight streamed through the chintz curtains so
that she could not see his face.

Particles of dust flurried in the slanting rays
of the afternoon sun as she crossed the room and placed the bottle
of tequila between the two men. The two glasses clinked noisily
when she set them on the table.

“Well, I’ll be damned, Jake. It’s the giant
killer, my courtesana pequena.”

From beneath the heavily fringed eyelashes her
gaze shot bullets at the younger man. He laughed softly, and
emerald glints of fire flecked his eyes. He said to his companion,
“Rose has informed me Victoria here is off limits. Is that so,
corazón?”

“For a crude gringo like you, señor,
there is not enough money in all of Texas!”

The other, Jake, kept silent and leaned back in
his chair, watching, but Steve laughed, and she disliked him more
than ever for his arrogance. At that moment she earnestly wished
she could take her knife and add one more nick to the myriad scars
that marked the clean-shaven skin.

“Careful, honey, or I might be tempted to make
you change your mind.”

Before she could spit back her contempt, he
jerked one of the black braids again and said, “Now get along.
We’ve got business to finish off—along with the
tequila.”

Jake’s chair thudded to the plank floor as he
reached for the bottle, and Victoria left the room with just as
much rage steaming inside as before.

She was to see Steve Kaptain twice more that
spring. It was a cool, star-studded Saturday night when she much
preferred to be walking barefoot along the Rio Grande’s pebbled
banks. But the boardinghouse was packed, and Rose had enlisted her
to serve in the back room.

The gambling room was thick with smoke and loud
with raucous laughter. She set the tray of whiskey-filled glasses
on the sideboard and turned to leave, when her eye caught the flash
of a red bandana. What with the U.S. invading Mexico, more and more
of the Rangers appeared on the streets those days, and each time
she saw the familiar handkerchief, her breath locked in her
throat.

Above the knotted red bandana, the tanned face
studied the hand of cards before him impassively before flinging
out a handful of coins. “I call you, Sam.”

Behind Steve, Maya, a beautiful creole from
Natchez with a satiny pink rose pinned to her coiled auburn hair,
ran her fingers through the mahogany curls that lay at the nape of
Steve’s neck and bent to whisper something in his ear.

He slanted her a one-sided grin as Sam, an
aging cowpoke who showed up at Rose’s every Saturday night as
punctual as clockwork, threw in his hand on the green-baized
gambling table. “Lady Luck rides with you tonight,
Steve.”

Steve looked up and began to rake in his
winnings when he saw Victoria at the door. A slow smile creased his
face. “She certainly does, Sam. She certainly does.”

She whirled and slammed the door behind her,
hating the man with the eyes that laughed at her and wondering why
this particular Ranger stirred her to such fury. Occasionally, the
diablos could be seen on the Reynosa’s dusty streets, at is
livery stable, or one of its four cantinas. But this particular one
. . . .

Rose came upon her. “What is it,
chiquita? You’re breathing like a bull. Did some cowhand
make a pass at you?” she asked, suspicious anger stirring in her
voice.

“No.” The lie rested on her tongue uneasily.
“It is just all the smoke in there. It was stifling.”

Rose nudged her chin affectionately with one
brown fist. “See, I told you. This life isn’t for you. Well, no
matter. You won’t have to go back in there after tonight. Tm
getting me another girl. Some German hunker who’s run away from
home—some settlement up at Fredericksburg.”

Rose was right. Victoria was never to return to
the back room again.
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The next afternoon Rose was dead. Victoria
found her slumped over her desk while the rain, driven inland by a
Gulf hurricane, drummed a dirge on the dust-spattered
window.

A wisp of grey hair had fallen across the
smooth-skinned face. Victoria pushed the strand back and closed the
boardinghouse ledger, putting it away in the bottom
drawer.

She would not, could not, let herself feel the
ache that lodged just below her heart. Not until later. There was
much to be done and no one at the boardinghouse capable of doing
it. To Victoria, Rose’s girls were empty-headed, frivolous
creatures with no further thought than what color nail lacquer to
use.

Locking the door behind her, she went to the
kitchen and cornered Nita before setting off for the doctor. “La
patrona does not want to be disturbed,” she told the old woman,
her maiden’s voice assuming a newly found authority.

Nita’s rheumy old eyes glittered. “Got her an
hombre, eh?”

Barely able to check her disgust, Victoria
consoled herself with the fact that, like the rest of the
boarding-house’s permanent occupants, Nita would find herself on
the streets. True, Rose had talked often of her plans for Victoria
when the girl was older, but now those plans were nothing but dust
to Victoria. Time had caught up with Rose.

Dr. Escobar, who looked as skeletal as one of
his cadavers, thought otherwise. “T’was the smokin’,
chiquita. And the excess weight,” he said, straightening and
cramming the stethoscope in his black bag.

“What about the burial?”

“I’ll take care of the details,
chiquita. You just get her dressed and ready.”

Victoria was unsure about the proprietress’s
financial condition, although she assumed she was comfortably
secure. “And the fee?”

Dr. Escobar turned to her at the door.
Admiration shone in his eyes. “You got a head on those pretty
shoulders, don’t you? I’ll speak to old McBain. The only lawyer in
town certainly ought to know how Rose’s account stands.”

The word of Rose’s death seemed to have spread.
When Victoria followed Dr. Escobar from Rose’s office, the girls
had clustered outside the doorway along with some of the boarders.
Victoria looked to the doctor, waiting for him to make the
announcement, but he tipped his hat to her and continued down the
hallway to the front door.

Turning back, Victoria encountered the group,
their eyes fastened on her expectantly. Nita, the old witch—she
would surely claw her way to the top; Maya, her slanted brown
eyes—like a cat, she’d always fall right side up; and the
others—there wasn’t any farther down they could fall, Victoria
thought. Somehow they would all survive.

Victoria’s gaze lighted on the runaway German
girl, Eva. Although the girl was seventeen, the same age as
Victoria, and much taller and better developed, she seemed younger.
Those round blue eyes in the pretty baby-pink face were
defenseless, the soft, trembling lips vulnerable. How long it had
been since she, another helpless orphan, had looked out at the
world with such innocent eyes.

Victoria drew herself up and addressed them
all, her full lips stretched firm in a stern mask. “Make your plans
to leave. The boardinghouse will stay open tonight. Tomorrow it
closes, and everyone will be expected to be out.”

There was a sudden hum of voices like bees, but
she turned swiftly and escaped back into the office. She had no
doubt but that the boardinghouse would be sold and the profits
forwarded to Rose’s sister and brother-in-law, the old man who had
saved her at the river banks.

She leaned against the closed door and drew a
deep breath. Before her Rose’s body still slumped awkwardly, one
hand dangling over the desk’s edge. Straightening her shoulders,
she crossed the room and began to make the necessary preparations.
Rose, she knew, would want to be buried in her finest black silk
dress, the one she reserved for Sunday mass and fiesta
days.

The dining room was unnaturally quiet that
night. Only a few customers dropped in for Nita’s specialty,
lomo ahumado and pure de manzana—smoked pork and
apple sauce.

The girls had no clients and no prospects for
later that night, facing the fact that not many would want to
engage in sex in a house of death. They sat around the parlor,
their usually vacant, painted faces wearing nervous
looks.

It was near midnight when Nita and Victoria
finished the dishes. The old woman for once was taciturn, and
Victoria felt a pang of pity for Nita as the hag trudged off to her
room. Even Miguel, the boardinghouse guard, lugging his rifle over
his shoulder, had turned in for the night. She was so tired she
truly did not know if she could make it up the stairs to her own
room.

The bell at the front door rang softly as
someone entered. Drying her hands on her apron, she went to see who
could possibly want lodging that late at night.

A tall, lean man, broad of shoulder with narrow
hips, leaned against the doorway, the moonlight framing him. Over
one shoulder was slung a saddle.

“I am sorry,” she said, “but we are closing for
the night.”

“I just got in, corazón. I heard about
Rose.”

Immediately she recognized the husky voice. It
belonged to the Ranger, Steve Kaptain. “Then you certainly won’t be
wanting a room.” Haughtily she turned to leave.

The saddle thudded to the floor as one hand
shot to out and grabbed her forearm. “It’s you I want.”

In the hallway’s shadows his face was all sharp
angles and planes and crags, and beneath the lowered brim of his
hat his eyes had narrowed into green slits that studied her with an
interest she found disconcerting.

She pulled her arm away. “The bordello’s back
rooms are closed. If it just a bed to sleep in, I shall get the
keys.”

“Nope. Just stopped in to pay my respects to
Rose. On my way north.”

Effortlessly he heaved the heavy saddle over
his shoulder, and she realized she had been holding her breath as
it released in an almost audible sigh of relief. Her hand was
already on the door, prepared to close it, when he paused and said,
“You got plans?”

The day had been so filled with things to be
done that she had quite forgotten where she would go after that
night, what she would do. She stared back at the man, not really
seeing him at that moment, as she tried to think of the future.
What would she do? The realization that there was no one she
could turn to, nowhere she could go, was overwhelming.

Dear God, but she was tired! The comfort of the
broad chest and muscular arms was only inches away, enticing her
despite her better judgment. Exhausted and without being conscious
of it, she swayed toward him, and one arm swiftly enfolded her. As
he swung her up against him, she heard, as if from a distance, the
saddle fall once more to the floor. The faded blue cotton shirt was
soft against her cheek, and her weary eyes closed in delicious
abandon. How wonderful to surrender, she thought; to feel the
responsibility fall away.

“Which room is yours, Tory?” he asked
huskily.

“Upstairs in the back, the
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