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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


 


In college, I opted to take a Southwestern Lit
course, and one of the required readings was the soul stirring
Bless Me, Ultima by Rudolfo Anaya. In its preface, he
states, “The Golden Carp of the novel is my myth, for as a
storyteller, I am, also, a mythmaker.”

His myth of the Golden Carp inspired my
Doorway to the Moon, but my Golden Carp is the myth of the
mermaid of Puerto de Luna, New Mexico.

 


 


 



 


 


 


I am a verra auld mon now. Barely
able to heft me hoary body from the slat-back rocker. It is
positioned on the Luna House veranda to catch the golden, warming
rays of New Mexico’s famed sunlight.

Few visitors come around anymore.
Sometimes the braver lads and lassies of Puerto de Luna, nigh a
ghost town these days, venture to sit as close as the veranda’s
bottom steps and beseech the story from me yet again.

The story of the auld days. When a
love so great could triumph over terror, betrayal, or even death.
When one might sight, if lucky, the Golden Carp that turned into a
mermaid. When one man actually did. Or, so me story
goes.

Enjoy me spun story, the children
might. But leave they do, with a roll of their eyes and a snicker
shared among them, alas.

They scoff at the idea of holy
wells, at the idea that it is human instinct to return again and
again to that water, the source of our origins.

And as for meself, I know tis no
myth, the Golden Carp. Aye, I change a name or place here and there
with each recounting of me story.

Nonetheless, if a person believes
in the healing power of the holy water of a well, does it not
follow that any fish found in that well might be magical and, aye,
miraculous? In the auld country, such a wonderful, mystical fish is
thought to be, in reality, a naiad, a lovely maiden.

While nymphs be said to guard
mountains and forests, naiads – they be said to watch over wells,
rivers, and creeks. Naiads have powers to heal or inspire those who
drink their waters.

Unlike nymphs, naiads are
immortal, to be sure.

Like love. Aye, never
underestimate, I tell those willing to listen to a batty ol’ man,
the power of love.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Puerto de Luna, Territory of New
Mexico

April 1878

 


Miles Neville dismounted and planted dusty
boots securely on the steep slope of El Rito Creek, where it united
between low, fissured cliffs with the Pecos River. He flapped open
his equally dusty denim pants to piss.

Arms akimbo and whistling, he scanned the
opposite bank of cattails and rushes and cottonwoods. Their fluffs
floated lazily on the morning breeze. Nearby, among the tall
goldenrod, bees buzzed. The morning air was as dry as talcum
powder. Glorious compared to the numbing gray drizzle that so often
dampened the British Isles.

The enormous expanse of blinding blue horizon
might overwhelm others, but, fettered by impossible expectations
and torturous obligations most of his thirty years, his own spirit
soared.

This was a land of limitless
possibilities. Vast areas were still unsurveyed. Considering
this was semi-arid high desert, a surprising lush land this
territory was. Nursed by the Pecos, the land’s grass grew
exceptionally tall.

He ceased his whistling to tip back his
beat-to-shit cap and grin. He had done well, buying out, just
barely, the English syndicate of financiers in the cattle venture.
He could almost smell the earthy, rich scent of gold, long
buried.

He went to tuck himself in, when he heard the
rustling. His right hand whipped to shuck his Smith &
Wesson.

“Are ye an eejit?!” On the opposite bank, a
young woman in a forlorn-looking, wide-brim straw hat sprang up
from the rushes. Her sleeves were rolled to mid-arm, and one hand
clutched a gunnysack, the other a hand trowel.

He blinked his astonishment. “What?” He
holstered his practically useless revolver, with its mainspring
badly in need of replacement.

“Ye’re desecrating holy water, dinna ye
know!”

He couldn’t help but stare at the shabbily
dressed creature. A wraith of Medusa hair meandered from beneath
the droopy hat, bereft of either ribbons or flowers. “You’ll excuse
me, miss. I’m not from these parts.”

“Me vale verga.” With the same Irish
brogue, she tossed off the mild Spanish profanity, indicating that
she didn’t care. She nodded toward his denim’s open fly. Surprising
him, her glance skittered away, as if with a maiden shyness.
“Speaking of parts, ye might want to cover that part of
yuirself.”

Fearing the sprite might disappear as easily
as she had appeared, he quickly rearranged himself and rebuttoned
his fly, all the while talking. “But animals can?” He glanced
pointedly at his heavily saddle-packed sorrel, tail raised and now
relieving itself. “Pray tell, wherein lie the
difference?”

She rolled her eyes. “The birds and beasts on
this side, they know nae better. Well then, the Golden Carp, she
does. But she’s of both sides.”

“Uhhh, the Golden Carp?” Her brogue was
familiar, reminiscent of County Cork inflected with the rich
Spanish drawl of the American southwest. Red hair and cream-colored
skin, rare in a countryside dominated by the dark features of its
Moorish conquistadores and the even more ancient indios, snared the
attention.

“And now that ye know better, ye would do well
to beware of desecrating this part of the creek and the Pecos.
Everyone – Mexican and Indian, Catholic and Pagan alike – aye, they
know there is healing power in waters in these parts.”

“As I said, I am not from these parts.” He
took reins of his blaze-faced sorrel and picked his way down the
steep slope. In a seemingly leisured manner, he meandered across
the rocks bridging that chunk of El Rito Creek to make his way
toward her. “I only arrived today, by way of California, and I
confess to being somewhat ignorant of your myths.”

“Myths?” Her narrow shoulders pinched and her
sharply forged features challenged.

“Legends, history, whatever.”

To her credit, she held her ground and watched
his approach speculatively. “Then, if ye’re planning on staying, ye
need to know the other holy waters here, as well.”

“Oh, I’m planning on staying.” Appearing to
dally, he hunkered to one knee on the shaley creek bed. He tugged
off his neck’s faded red bandana, dipped it into the pristine
water, and swiped his sweat-dusted face. “Putting down roots, you
might say.”

He stood, a step closer now, to dwarf her. A
closer inspection revealed little more than an unkempt and dirty
peasant, much like those tenants on his family’s holdings in County
Cork. Actually, his holdings now.

Her sun-yellowed white cotton blouse was
unbuttoned to below the bony juncture of her collarbones. Scuffed
huaraches peeked from beneath her faded black skirt’s dusty
flounce. Staring at him rather oddly, she fingered her necklace, as
if the leather cord’s old, pitted gold cross with its tiny, tawdry
bit of turquoise was a talisman. “Pues, the entire area is
sitting on a huge underground lake.”

“Then that would include a
huge area of holiness,” he countered drily, “that would by
necessity exclude all human habitation here abouts. Including the
pueblo of Puerto de Luna. So, how do you know about this
underground lake?”

Exasperation huffed from her soft mouth.
Still, there was a strange, inviting sweetness about its shape. “I
hae swum between its underwater passages. At least, those shorter
ones afore I lost me breath. Here, this exact place, is holy, like
I told ye. The exact spot where Coronado is said to hae built a
bridge. But other holy water places, there be, as well.”

He tamped down his expression of excitement.
What all might she know? “Aye,” he prompted, “the legend goes the
conquistador was seeking the Seven Cities of Gold.”

All seriousness, she enumerated on her
fingertips, blood-coated, no less. “There is the Blue Hole –
bottomless, it is, and Hidden Lake and – ”

“Hidden Lake?” He was most interested in what
was hidden and what was underground. Like gold coins and
ingots.

“Aye, where the mermaid lives. But she travels
underground between all the holy waters as the Golden Carp. And,
then there is the site of the giants who once stalked this
land.”

She truly believed all this lunacy? Giants and
mermaids and golden carps?

Coronado’s gold, of course, was another thing.
The story went that the Spanish explorer had
spotted the moon rising through a mountain gap to the east, Table
Mountain. At certain times during
the month the moon purportedly shone through, bathing the river
valley in moonlight. “Puerto de luna!” Coronado
had exclaimed. “Doorway to the moon.”

Miles found it curiously ironic
that it was a couple of centuries later the Luna family, Spanish
for moon, was awarded what was then a million-acre land grant. Some
of its descendants were said to still scratch out a living here
like chickens.

“And ye can find remains of the giants’
weapons at Blackwater Draw, although its creek is nearly dried
up.”

He jerked alert. “Blackwater Draw?”

“Aye.” Her eyes narrowed to mere strips of
dense, dark lashes. In that deceptive sunlight, those eyes, from
what he could make of them, were either the rich shade of old gold
or merely the common brown of dirt. “Why do ye start
so?”

His callused fingers tipped the narrow brim of
his sweat-and-soil stained cap. “Miles Neville, out of Blackwater,
Ireland.” He refrained from adding the formal address of its 7th
Earl of Blackwater. No grievance there that his old man, the
6th Earl, had, at last, met his maker, surely old
Mephistopheles himself, three months prior.

“Ahhh, I see.” Her head tilted, and that
altitude’s magical sunlight revealed the upsweep of her cheekbones
above twin hollows and the freckles mottling the bridge of her
strong nose. “But then nothing is ever by coincidence, is
it?”

“What?”

“Ye hail from Blackwater, Ireland. Here we hae
our Blackwater Creek. Me paternal ancestors hail from Eire’s
Blackwater Valley. Ye ’appened here for a reason.”

“Most decidedly no coincidence. And you? You
are . . . who?”

Her oval chin tilted imperiously. “Mhaire
O’Moore.”

She slung the small sack over her shoulder, as
if preparing to leave, and, both amused and bemused, he forestalled
her. He nodded at her bloodied hands. “Mhaire O’Moore disguised as
Lady Macbeth – or Pontius Pilate?”

A flicker of a smile tipped her lips.
“Neither, I should hope.”

Then she was well read. As for himself, he had
been educated at Manor House school in Cheswick, followed by
harrowing years at London’s Harrow School, Christ Church, Oxford,
where he gained first class honors in classics.

Absently, she glanced down at her short,
slender fingers. “The blood is from one of me patients – a
Regulator. Took a bullet in one of his limbs, he did.”

It was all he could do to keep from rolling
his eyes. Another frontier charlatan, no less. But a trace of the
sweet fragrance of herbs drifted from either her or her gunnysack
or both. “Regulator?”

“I forget ye’re no’ from these parts. The
Regulators are deputized law enforcers. Ye may hail from Eire, but
your accent . . . English born and bred, are ye?”

Her expression and tone placed his origin of
birth slightly above that of a chimney sweep’s. He
nodded.

She went to turn away, and he detained her yet
again. “Can you provide directions to a local house I am
seeking?”

“Ye mean the Grzelachowski House in Puerto de
Luna? Tis the only place in the area that serves as an
inn.”

“No. The Luna House. Do you know where it – ”
He broke off as her lithesome body stiffened like a six-hour-old
corpse with rigor mortis.

“Why the Luna home?”

“I own it. And all its holdings – the Luna
land grant. Or the 350,000 acres left to it, I believe.”

“357,123 acres, to be exact – and ye’re
mistaking me fer a fool, sir. The Lloyd Group oot of London owns
it.”

“No longer. I bought out its
partners.”

He grinned. She did not. Her brows, dark as
bat wings lowered. Her eyes turned the blistered black of coals.
“Those scurvy pieces o’ dung.” She spun from him and scrambled like
a goat up the bank’s profuse vegetation, surmounted by a short but
steep rocky cliff.

With something akin to dismay, he shook his
head, then grinned. “Well . . . well . . . well.” He was looking
for gold in this isolated terrain and found right here the eighth
wonder of the world.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


How Mhaire loved the magic and mysticism of
her sleepy little town of Puerto de Luna, with its 1500 souls,
either saved or damned, depending on Father Ignacio’s point of
view. And that differed, depending upon his state of
inebriation.

A transient, William Bonny was undoubtedly
considered of the latter, damned. She empathized with the wild
youth. Of about the same age – he, nearing twenty, and she
twenty-one – they had both been orphaned at fourteen give or take a
year. The Kid had lots of friends in Puerto de Luna, and he would
come here, when things got too hot in Lincoln, to cool
off.

She planted a smile in her tense jaws and
closed behind her the door to the last of the ten rooms off the
Grzelachowski House’s hallway. Predominantly ranchers and traders
stayed at the friendly stopping place that adjoined its mercantile
operations. Its owner, Alexander Grzelachowski, also served as
postmaster and town sheriff.

“Bonnie Billy Bonny, ye looked bored. I do
believe ye missed me.”

The wiry young man was stretched out on the
bed, his injured right leg propped on a doubled pillow. He was
pitching checkers into his floppy felt hat, turned upside down on
the nearby pine dresser, the only piece of furniture in the small
room, other than the iron-framed bed.

His grin showed his overlapping front two
teeth. “Like a hole in my head.”

“Or the one in yuir limb.” His pants leg was
ripped from hem to thigh. Earlier that morning she had pried out a
bullet with a pair of sewing scissors.

Termed a curandera by the locals, she had
learned curative skills from Elsa Anderson. Seven years before, the
Danish woman had taken over mothering Mhaire. Periodically over the
years, uneasy whispers would circulate that Elsa was a bruja
– gossip abetted by the grisly view of the left side of her head,
bald and crisscrossed by pink and puckered seams.

Witch or not, that did not stop the
townspeople, when ill or injured, from traveling the four miles to
Elsa’s remote straw-and-mudbrick adobe. Dubbed the Turquoise Door,
it was open seven days a week to the ailing seeking Mhaire’s
curative prowess.

They would risk Elsa’s possible curses for
Mhaire’s cures, never guessing that it was the fifty-year-old woman
who had taught her not only the rudimentary knowledge of healing
but also healing remedies of the ancients – the Indios and those of
the old, old country, the Moors.

Mhaire crossed to the dresser and dribbled
water from the pitcher into the chipped porcelain wash basin. In
the Navajo fashion, Elsa would have added a wad of spit. From the
gunnysack, Mhaire fished out the tender shoots of yerba mansa she
had collected that morning and set about pulverizing the plant with
her pestle.

Her thoughts dwelled on the Englishman she had
left there at the Pecos Pool, where the outpour of the Blue Hole,
El Rito Creek, joined the Pecos. Miles Neville, of hair as black as
his English soul. Miles Neville, of the timber-rich voice that
resonated through her like a lightning rod. She could still feel
the starburst of his vitality, a flame heating the morning
air.

“Hey, Mhaire, how about getting gussied up and
go to the fandango next week?”

The Kid was good looking with that head of
longish butternut curls and a delightful presence of mind. “With
that plug in yuir limb, ye won’t be dancing soon. Besides, ye know
I’m already betrothed.”

He snorted. “Horse troughed more like
it!”

“How came ye by the plug, Billy? Yuir luck run
out?”

“Durn lucky I was, Mhaire, considering I shot
the sheriff.”

Her head whipped around. “Brady? Go on with
yeself!”

One thin shoulder lifted in a slight shrug and
a faint grin eased the pallor of his narrow face. “It was either
Brady or meself that would cash in the chips yesterday, and I jist
felt the corrupt old bastard should have that honor
first.”

Billy had been arrested at sixteen for
stealing food. Next, he had been arrested for robbing a Chinese
laundry. Recently the Kid had joined the Regulators. Even though
the local justice of the peace had sworn them in, she had
misgivings about their vigilante-like reprisals.

The fevered Regulators were composed of
numerous small ranch owners and cowboys who had formed ostensibly
to protect the area from livestock rustling – but in actuality who
had united to oppose the corrupt territorial
criminal justice system controlled by Emmet Sullivan. A mercantile
store owner and banker out of Lincoln, Sullivan backed the rustling
and opposed any resistance.

“’Sides, Mhaire, Brady had a hand
in gunning down Tunstall, and the Englishman had always treated me
squarely.”

The sheriff of Lincoln
County, Brady had been in Sullivan’s pocket. Backed by the
territorial capital’s Santa Fe Ring, Sullivan ran
the town of Lincoln and surrounding county of Lincoln as though the
area were his fiefdom. Any business transaction of consequence in
the county passed through the Irishman’s
bank.

She turned back to the bed with her medicinal
compound. “By all the calendar saints, Billy, this is one fer which
ye’re sure to swing.”

“What would you have us do, Mhaire? If we
don’t stop Sullivan’s ruffians, who will?”

Five months before, the thirtyish
Sullivan had stopped by Puerto del Luna. Before riding back to
Lincoln, the burly Irishman rode out to Elsa’s adobe, on the
pretext of seeking Mhaire’s care, after his thumb had been popped
off by his lariat’s hondo weeks earlier.

She did not like him, did not like
his energy. She had not invited him in but stood in front of the
turquoise door, barring his entrance. She merely gave the ruddy and
rucked stub a once-over glance. “It’s healing on its own fairly
well, Mr. Sullivan.”

He stuck his pinky finger in one of
his big ears, cleaning it vigorously. “Heard you once healed John
Tunstall of a bad bout of poison ivy.”

She said nothing.

He wiped his waxy fingertip on his
fawn colored sack coat. He always dressed spiffily. “For all the
good it did. Tunstall died anyway.”

“Not from poison ivy, Mr. Sullivan.
From pistol shots. His body was riddled with bullets – and there
was a major hole in the back of his head.”

His expression was pure
calculation. “Siding with the Regulators, Miss Luna, can be
dangerous for the health.”

She had spit in the dirt after he
had cantered away.

She dropped down next to Billy on the mattress
ticking stuffed with straw and began applying the medicinal paste.
“Ye’d been better off had ye paid Elsa to place a curse on Emmet
Sullivan than openly opposing him.”

Certainly, she had no intention of
openly opposing Sullivan’s all powerful mercantile and banking
operations, connected as it was with the notorious Santa Fe Ring
and known collectively as The House.

All she wanted was the Luna House
back.

She wanted it and its immense land
grant with soil that contained the blood and sweat, the laughter
and tears, and the heartaches and joys of generations of Lunas –
and that was now saturated with those memories and emotions of her
own.

With roots going back more than three-hundred
years, she was a Luna on her mother’s side of a long line of
distinguished Luna ancestors. They had followed the conquistadores’
footsteps in 1541 and settled the vast emptiness.

She had held out hope that the
English syndicate, which had bought out her over-extended father
for far less than pennies on the dollar seven years before, would
continue to administer affairs from afar.

This the syndicate had accomplished
through Guido Jaramillo, whom her father had early on hired to
manage his interests – his estate’s irrigation projects,
agriculture products, timber cutting, and rents . . . and,
eventually, herself.

At least, that had been her
father’s fervent hope, a suitable marriage with the stalwart, older
Guido to safeguard her, after her father took his life – but not
before selling the land grant for piddling dimes on the dollar to
the English consortium.

Her
fervent hope had been stomped like a grape this
morning by the arrival of the man who had bought out the syndicate.
Last month’s terse telegram from the group had informed only that a
proprietor, not which one, should be expected, but no definite
date. And not a new
proprietor.

The proprietor was this Englishman,
an earl no less? Mother of mercy. Her shoulders began to shake, and
the shaking moved down her arms to wobble the pestle and wash basin
she clenched.

“I’m thinking the
old witch Elsa placed a love curse on me for ’ankering after you,
Mhaire.”

“Go on with yeself, Billy.” Many a
female fell for his boyish charm. She finished wrapping his thigh’s
wound with strips of bedsheets from the Luna House’s once plentiful
linen closet. “And I am serious this time. Go on with yeself –
leave the Territory fer a while until the ‘eat dies
down.”

She collected her gunnysack, but as
she swept past, he leaned out to catch her wrist. The silky fuzz on
his upper lip danced with his smile. “My heat for you will never
die down, darlin’.”

With a teasing one of her own, she
shook loose his hand. “Cold cash fer me services would be more
welcome than your free flirtations, William Bonney, to be
sure.

“Aww, Mhaire, I left a chicken
carcass fer payment on your doorstep last time.”

“Aye – one stolen from our own
henyard.”

Another kind of heat – unlike
Billy’s immature one – licked through her as her buckboard traveled
the green River Road to Elsa’s adobe. A sizzling heat, much akin to
a blacksmith’s forge, it was generated by the despicable
Englishman, who had bought her homeland. Worse, she did not know if
this heat was due to her understandable animosity or inexplicable
attraction. Or both.

And at the sight of tall, lean man,
there, in the front yard of the Turquoise Door, she might as well
have been instantly immolated. How else to describe the push-pull
feeling that seized her legs and lungs and heart?

His sinewy weight braced on a back
leg, he stood supremely confident beneath the desert willow shading
the adobe, as if he owned that, too. Horse reins were draped from
his fist on one hip and from his other hand his dingy round cap
with its slight brim.

His stance was only slightly
different from earlier that morning when he had stood astride the
creekbank’s slope, his heavy genitals displayed in a bold glory
that rivaled that of mythical lustful Greek satyrs.

And like all tragic Greek
myths, no good would come from her fanciful feelings about
him. That fancifulness had made mundane demands of survival
after her father’s suicide something more than
tolerable.

Halting the donkeys Bray and Neigh,
she yanked up the wagon’s brake. Burlap bag in hand, she dropped
down from the seat to warily cross the sandy yard dotted with
buffalograss. She saw now that the Englishman was chatting with
Elsa, hunched among the medicinal plants that banked that sunny
side of the adobe’s garden beds.

Certain ones of the thriving
plants, including the highly prized manzanillo, unavailable in that
area of the Territory, had been brought from the mountains to the
west, in trade for Mhaire’s curative services. Most people did not
understand that the plants had spirits. Or revere the dew-kissed
spider webs. Or divine the pulse of the earth beneath the bare
feet.

The man seemed not at all put off
by either Gruff the goat attempting to nibble at his cap, nor by
Mhaire’s pet pig, Pork, lounging in the garden dirt – nor by Elsa’s
marred visage, as many were at first sight.

Elsa appeared to be listening to
the earl, but above stark cheekbones her intelligent hazel eyes,
the left one’s lid tugged slightly upward by a scar, were
doubtlessly taking his measure.

Drawing closer, Mhaire noted he had
his own scars. One neatly bisected his right brow. Another stitched
just beneath his lower lip, nudging it into a tempting fullness.
His overly long hair, an unruly burnt black, curled at the ends.
The deep-set drowning-blue eyes kept secrets. The wide, magnetic
smile was meant to charm. But it was nowhere nearly as harmless as
the Kid’s boyish one.

Pork scrambled its bulk to its
cloven hooves and waddled eagerly toward Mhaire. Pushing up off her
haunches, Elsa’s knobby fingers briskly brushed the dirt and twigs
clinging to her calico skirt. “Mr. Neville has come to collect your
house keys.”

Neville’s square-set jaw,
badly in need of a shave, swung toward her. “The Luna House belongs
to your family?”

“It
did.” In her ears, her voice sounded as grating as her pestle
against its mortar. “To me da, James O’Moore.” She bent to pet Pork’s dirty flank. “I’ll get the keys.”
Chin high, she strode past him and Elsa to the
adobe.

Inside, the ring of keys hung from
one of the cup pegs beneath a window shelf supporting potted
plants. More plants fought for room on the wrought-iron bakers
rack. She turned her face to the deep-set window, its crazily
tilted slatted shutters thrown wide open, fortunately. She needed
the morning sunlight to warm the chill of despair running through
her.

Piece by piece, letting go ties to
mother, father, and brother. And now this, her last tie to her
home, where once she had lived like a lady – as had her mother, a
Spanish aristocrat who had married a common Irish buffalo hunter,
Mhaire’s father.

When she returned, Elsa paused in
whatever she was telling Neville to note undoubtedly Mhaire’s
glistening eyes, then finished, “ . . and she keeps the Luna House
in order.”

“Monthly cobweb
cleaning,” Mhaire added to the explanation. “Checking fer rodents.
That sort of thing.”

As if it were mundane work for her.
No, she would lovingly rub the Luna House’s balustrades with
beeswax, polish the brass door fixtures so that they gleamed like
sin, shine the multitude of windows until they sparkled with the
sunlight of the high desert and radiated with its brilliant
moonlight.

And several times, she had slept in
her second-floor bedroom on the great feather mattress, but the
ghostly whispers of memories were too painful, and she would
invariably return by the dark of night to the Turquoise Door and
her wool fleece mattress on the rope-slung bed next to
Elsa’s.

She proffered up the key ring. “And
I helped our manager, Luna’s caporal, Don Guido Jaramillo, with the
quarterly reports made to the syndicate. Ye’ll be wanting to review
them.”

After her father conveniently held
his Remington’s barrel beneath his double chin and taken his life,
Guido had continued to oversee the many ranch operations as
designated in her father’s will.

Neville took the key ring, and
though their fingers did not touch, surely an electrical current
arced through the ring’s metal. Odd that, when she wasn’t sure if
this stranger was worth tolerating. Usually, she read people easily
at first sight.

His eyes, igniting to the blue that
was the core of the candle flame, that hottest part, flashed his
surprise, as well. But his tone was as mellow as the sunlight.
“Where can I find this manager?”

Still startled by the tingling
rushing through her, she cleared her throat. “Guido runs sheep on
750 acres of his own as well as the Luna cattle on the acreage
belonging to the syndicate – to yeself now. I’ll see word gets to
him ye’re here.”

“Then, I would appreciate it if you
could show me my new residence. I’m eager to get settled in. And,
frankly, I’m bushed from a month of traveling.”

The morning that had begun so
promising was evaporating more quickly than the dew. Repressing her
irritation, Mhaire explained, “Me house – the Luna house – is
another three miles north. Give me a few moments to wash
up.”

Thumping the adobe’s dirt floor,
hard packed with ox blood, Elsa’s huaraches trailed Mhaire to the
bedroom they shared.

“Have nothing to
do vith zis man, havfrue. He vill steal your
power.”

She turned from the wash
basin atop the row of stacked wooden apple crates, serving as a
bureau, between the two beds. Her smile did not reach her eyes.
“And I tell ye, Elsa, tis his power I’ll steal. And steal back me home
here, as well.”

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Alongside Miles, Mhaire climbed the
steps of the Luna House’s wrap-around veranda to the imposing front
door. Its stained-glass panels reflected colored prisms like the
wings of a dragonfly.

Her lips compressed, she watched
the invader insert the key and throw wide the huge door to stride
inside. “While ye take a look around, I’ll open the blinds and
curtains and remove the dust covers.”

He paused midway in the entrance
hall, his gaze raking over his acquisition. From the doorway behind
them, sunlight slanted through, entangling their shadows on the
sweep of the stairwell beyond. The high desert wind whisked in and
swayed the round iron chandelier above them, its creak echoing
eerily in the grand entry.

Her father had ordered the
two-story, red-brick home built in the English Baroque style and
had ruled from it like a feudal lord . . . until Emmet Sullivan,
backed by his Santa Fe Ring cohorts, happened on the
scene.

Completely out of keeping with
Puerto de Luna’s simple adobes and wood-frame shanties, the house
was the only one in that part of the Territory of New Mexico
containing indoor plumbing and was wonderfully combined with
Italianate and French Empire details.

“The office is the first door to
your right. Next to it is the library. Ye’ll find tomes ranging
from Plutarch to Des Carte to Nathanial Hawthorne.”

The Englishman turned his head
toward her and raked a brow at her erudite explanation.

Over the years, her father had
ordered the volumes for her brother, Riley. Half the Territory of
New Mexico’s population was illiterate, and her father, who could
barely read and write himself, was determined his offspring would
not be. Even Mhaire’s mother, though born an aristocrat, had little
schooling, or need for it, in that far-flung outpost of Puerto de
Luna.

This was going to be more difficult
than Mhaire anticipated. A stranger. An Englishman. A Protestant.
Living in her home.

He sent his cap sailing onto the
hall tree and headed for the office, what she thought of as the
Trophy Room.

She swerved left, into the
parlor. Blinking back a surprising well of moisture, she crossed to
open louvered blinds, framed by royal blue
swags and floor-length chenille curtains. A quick swish of a dust
cover unveiled the beige camelback sofa, bearing the scars of her
brother’s childhood spurs on the curve of one rosewood
arm.

Another swish uncovered the card
table and its boxed, handmade chess set. Riley might have excelled
in sports, but she had beat him more often on the field of the
chessboard.

“Zounds!” The exclamation was
followed by a low appreciative whistle, which drew her footsteps
back to her father’s office where its mounted trophies of game and
fish stared vacantly.

Fists on hips, Miles was surveying
one wall, with its array of firearms – horse pistols, derringers,
revolvers, rifles, and shotguns displayed in the wide cases. “When
I read the house contents were included, I had no idea these were
among its possessions.”

She wanted to scream,
Dinna touch them! Instead, her voice was calm. “They hae no’ been fired in over
a decade.”

“No, I was talking about the
fishing rods.” He opened the wall’s side case, containing a half
dozen of them, and withdrew one of the rods from the rack.
Experimentally, he snapped its length through a back-cast’s arc.
“Capital action!”

“Mind ye, if tis thinking about
fishing ye are, all water is sacred within a league of the Blue
Hole, as are the fish.”

He half turned, an imperturbable
smile showing teeth a startling white against his sun-browned skin.
He flexed his wrist, and the tip of the fly rod flicked her hat’s
wide brim, flipping it back to dangle by its chin strap against her
shoulder-blades. “And are you that Golden Carp, that mermaid you
spoke of?”

Her resentment boiled to the top.
“Careful fer yuir blatant disrespect. The Golden Carp may well cast
an evil spell on yeself.”

Put a scare in him, she would.
Mhaire’s mother, clutching her rosary’s gold cross, had known
something about the Blue Hole. Had tried to share the sacred secret
in those precious moments before she uttered her last exhalation.
That gold cross, now suspended from Mhaire’s throat, was all she
had left of her mother.

His head canted. Leisurely, his
eyes perused her length. “I used to fly fish in Ireland’s River
Blackwater for the King of Fish, the salmon. I wonder which is the
most revered, a mere carp or the salmon?”

She spun away. In the dining room,
she snatched the dust covers from the lengthy trestle mahogany
dining table and its dozen ornately scrolled chairs. Then, picking
up her skirt, she shot up the runner rug of the expansive staircase
with its gas light sconces to reach, first, the round music room
with its windows’ panoramic view of a limitless horizon.

She came to a breathless halt, the
frayed hem of her skirt rustling around her ankles and her hat
flopping to a standstill against her shoulder blades. She swallowed
back a childish snivel and advanced to the Viennese fortepiano.
Circumventing its stool, she rucked back the dustcover and lifted
the keylid. Her fingers plinked a melody from her youth’s woefully
lackadaisical lessons. Mozart’s sonata K. 448.

Behind her, Miles said, “You
surprise me. Well read. Accomplished. What other talents do you
hide behind this . . .” his palm swept to encompass the five feet
of her height, “ . . . this Arcadian beauty?”

Her hackles rose at the term, and
her fingers paused on the keyboard. “I beg your pardon. Rustic?
Simple?”

“No. Nature’s splendor.” He crossed
to stand next to her. Bending near, he let his fingers idly and
easily pick out the sonata’s duet accompaniment on the keyboard. “I
remember reading the Syndicate reports – of course, I didn’t know
they were yours. Your mindset is that of an analytical bookkeeper,
yet your spirit would seem to be . . . uhh . . . otherworldly.
Quite a contradiction.”

She resumed trilling the notes, her
small fingers edging nearer his much larger but also agile ones,
then skittering away as the piece called for. “As are yeself. At
the same time both a lord and a weasel.”

He smirked. “Quite often, I have
noted the two are found to be one and the same.”

She slammed shut the keylid. His
dexterous fingers danced out of harm’s way, just barely.

She whirled and reflexively headed
down the hallway’s rooms for her bedroom. Here, the dustcover had
long ago been discarded next to her dressing table. The luxurious
marseilles counterpane and feather pillow held her body’s
indentation where it had last sunk with a sigh that still released
the fragrance of lavender.

Realizing her error in selecting
her bedroom as a place of refuge, she whirled and returned to the
darkened hallway, only to collide with the Englishman. He caught
her shoulders to keep her upright. Not that his supposed
solicitousness staved off the arc of electricity sparking between
them and tingling her most uncomfortably. In the corridor’s
dimness, she could barely distinguish the man’s features but could
distinctly feel the life force that bound his soul to his
body.

“Whoa, there. Look, I just want to
settle in. Can you help me here?”

She felt more than saw the
avaricious heat of his stare.

“Uhmm, I could, also, use a
housekeeper of sorts. You know.” His upper lip came into focus,
shadowed by stubble. His overconfident mouth tightened abruptly, as
if, on its own accord, it had misgivings. “Well, every now and
then.”

Her very bones stiffened at the
offensive suggestion. “The Second Coming will come
first.”

Continuing his hold, he studied her
through puzzled eyes. “I have my doubts you are a Christian. More
likely, a pagan masked as a practicing Catholic, what with your
golden carp crap and all.”

What was this . . . the
feeling of the floor quaking beneath her? Eyes glistening, lips
tighter than piano strings, she stared up at him. “Was not the fish
the symbol of early Christianity? And does
it matter? The answer be still the same.”

“Now wait just a minute. You –
”

Her hands shoved against his chest,
and pivoting from his grasp, she flung over her shoulder, “The
master bedroom is the next door down, to yuir left.”

Downstairs, she yanked open the
front door – only to crash headlong for the second time with yet
another male. She looked up into Guido’s resolute face, shadowed by
his ornamented sombrero.

His hands steadied her
shoulders. Above blunt cheekbones, his dark brown eyes scoured her
expression with concern. “Que pasa, mi
querida?”

She glanced over her shoulder
at Miles, casually descending the staircase. At the sight of her in
Guido’s arms, he paused. His slash of black brows edged closer
toward the high bridge of his nose. Then, his teeth flashed.
“Well, what do we have here?”

She stepped away, and Guido
followed her inside, shutting the door behind them. She nodded
toward her lifelong friend. “This is Luna’s manager, Don Guido
Jaramillo.”

Guido removed his hat. By habit,
his hand drifted to relax on the pistol at his side. An outdated
Colt Dragoon, it reassuringly represented the gentleman’s saber of
the Old World order. He glanced from her to Miles. “My presence was
requested?”

The shorter of the two men, Guido
carried his spare frame with the inflexible dignity of an
aristocrat, while the stance of Miles’s, the titled Englishman,
appeared loose and rangy and with the implied threat of reckless
adamancy.

The Englishman’s male arrogance
reminded her of her feckless, irresponsible father and brother
Riley. Their libertine attitude had taken life and women far too
lightly and thoughtlessly. Eight-years-older, Riley had been willed
the paltry profits of the land grant sale, with the stipulation he
was to care for her until she came of age at twenty-one – when she
was to marry Guido.

That winter following their
father’s death, the profligate son had been seen gambling in
Lincoln. That spring, when the snow had thawed, his remains had
been found in a narrow mountain pass of the Sacramentos.

Gone, both Riley and the proceeds
of their inheritance.

If it had not have been for Elsa’s
intervention, taking her in, Mhaire would have been homeless . . .
or married at fourteen to Guido. Something to which she had not
been able to bring herself to commit, although it was not unusual
for girls that young to do so. Time had softened somewhat the idea
of marriage to Guido.

As a choir boy, he had entertained
ideas of becoming a priest. To this day, honor and righteousness
stamped his Spaniard’s hawk-like features. The pious expression in
his stone-brown eyes and his firm mouth proclaimed he was a man who
would not compromise his principles.

At that moment, she felt like a
novice of a religious order. Now that at twenty-one she had come of
age, there would soon come that day when she would have to commit
either to being a wife to Guido or a curandera to her community.
For Guido, it was either/or.

Following that first year that Elsa
took her in, she, but fifteen, and Guido, an experienced
twenty-four, had dallied along the banks of the tree-shaded
acequia, an irrigation ditch that looped from the Pecos around the
Turquoise Door and back. She connected the pleasant sound of the
chuckling water with Guido’s pleasant kisses. Those hesitant kisses
had aroused more her curiosity than her ardor . . . or else, she
suspected, she would have rendered up her maidenhead then and
there.

But then the considerate and
courtly man had abruptly ceased with his heated ardor, gently
explaining it was his desire to keep her chaste for their wedding.
And she had been young and understandably more curious at that age
about the source of the firefly
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