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Epigraph

“We have declared war with the American and it is now time that we all take our arms in our hands ... that we may try if possible to regain the liberty of our unhappy country.”

Anonymous nuevo mexicano, circa January 1847

“Military glory—that attractive rainbow, that rises in showers of blood, that serpent’s eye, that charms to destroy.” Abraham Lincoln, Jan. 12, 1848 Speech to U.S. Congress
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​CHAPTER 1: Wednesday, August 19, 1846
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The Santa Fe plaza was dusty, crowded, and silent, the only sound the slap of the newly raised American flag responding to the morning breeze. The people below glanced up at it occasionally, then turned back to watch the long flat-roofed adobe building on the north side of the square.

Finally, the palacio’s massive double doors swung open and uniformed men filed onto the covered portal. “There he is,” Jessie’s father said. “General Stephen Watts Kearny himself.”

“And Donaciano Vigil, the traitor,” Raúl muttered. “In the garments of los americanos.” He tugged at the short waist of his green Mexican-style jacket, smoothed the heavy yellow embroidery on its lapels, then resettled his broad-brimmed flat-crowned black hat.

Jessie put a hand on each man’s arm and stretched onto her toes to see better. The row of men on the porch gazed impassively at the crowd. Vigil was tall and so stood behind the general, only his head and shoulders visible, but what she could see of his coat was clearly American.

The flag snapped overhead. Jessie sank back, frowning a little. She was an American citizen. She should be happy that New Mexico was now part of the United States. And taken without a fight.

Beyond Raúl, her friend Juanita leaned sideways to peer around Manuelita, whose bulky middle-aged frame blocked her view. “There are others in americano garments, as well,” she said. “The acting governor, por ejemplo.”

Raúl tugged on the lower edge of his jacket. “Traitors, all of them.”

“However, they are here and not running away as Governor Armijo has done.”

Raúl moved impatiently. The silver buttons on the outer seam of his trousers flashed in the sunlight. The linen that flared from the gap below his knees was startlingly white. “His Excellency retreats strategically,” he said. “He will return.”

Jessie pulled her blue-and-white rebozo, the voluminous traditional Mexican shawl, closer to her shoulders. “I certainly hope not. How many people would have died if he hadn’t fled?”

Her father patted her arm, his narrow face still focused on the palacio. “Hush now. General Kearny is about to speak.”

She peered forward again, focusing on the hawk-nosed man on the edge of the portal, the one with the gold epaulettes on his shoulders. He spoke clearly, loud enough to reach the far corners of the square, but in English. Donaciano Vigil had stepped forward to translate. His voice was hesitant at first, then strengthened, stubbornly neutral in tone.

“We have come amongst you to take possession of New Mexico,” General Kearny said. “Which we do in the name of the government of the United States.”

As Vigil repeated this in Spanish, a sigh that was half groan swept through the plaza. Jessie shivered. Her father put an arm around her shoulders. “Remember, you are an American,” he said into her ear.

“Juanita isn’t,” she murmured. “Or Raúl. We’ve taken their country from them.”

“Peaceably.”

She nodded, but as the men on the portal continued, her mind drifted, remembering the fear that had crept into the city alongside news of the oncoming army. The bitter looks. The rumors that Governor Armijo would round up all the foreigners in New Mexico. In retaliation? As tools for barter? It wasn’t clear. Her father had scoffed at the idea, but some of his fellow merchants had barricaded themselves in a shop on the plaza and stockpiled weapons and supplies, sure that the governor would take them into custody.

Jessie glanced at Manuelita’s stolid back. The cook had snorted when she’d heard about it. “El tímido Armijo?” she’d asked derisively.

And she’d been right. As Kearny and his men marched closer, Manuel Armijo hadn’t raised a hand against either the resident foreigners or the oncoming troops. Instead, he fled south, leaving hastily raised fortifications and most of his cannon east of the city in Apache Pass.

And now an American flag flew over the plaza of New Mexico’s capital. Jessie shook her head. As she refocused on the building that had housed Armijo’s administration the week before, General Kearny announced, “You no longer owe allegiance to the Mexican government.”

The Spanish translation was barely out of Donaciano Vigil’s mouth before the hissing began, spreading across the plaza like steam from still-glowing coals. Raúl pushed his hat off his forehead and glared at the portal. “That is not for him to decide!” he growled.

The general went on as if no one had made a sound. “It is my intention to continue in office those by whom you have been governed, except the governor.”

Juanita turned to Raúl. “You see? Nothing much will change.”

As her cousin sniffed derisively, General Kearny went on. “I am your governor,” he said. “Henceforth look to me for protection.”

Raúl scowled. His spine straightened even further when the next speaker stepped forward. This was a cousin of Donaciano Vigil’s and the man who’d been Lieutenant Governor under Manuel Armijo. An aristocratic-looking gentleman in gleaming American broadcloth, he turned to General Kearny and began speaking, Spanish phrases flowing elegantly.

Vigil reversed his translation, switching to English as the lieutenant governor acknowledged America’s acquisition of Nuevo Méjico. The nuevo mexicanos would be cooperative, he added, saying, “It is for us to obey and respect the established authorities, no matter what may be our private opinion.”

As this was translated into English, Jessie glanced at Raúl. His eyes were black with fury. Juanita placed a calming hand on his forearm, but he only scowled and jerked his chin toward the lieutenant governor. “You see?” he hissed. “Listen to him!”

Jessie leaned forward. The man’s voice had dropped, as if he were speaking more for General Kearny’s benefit than the people in the square, but Donaciano Vigil took up the slack. His words, still with that neutral tone, carried across the plaza. “Do not find it strange if there has been no manifestation of joy and enthusiasm in seeing this city occupied by your military forces,” he said. “To us the power of the Mexican republic is dead. No matter what her condition, she was our mother.”

“You see?” Raúl hissed again. “Even he, the bastard handing over the reins of power, admits we should be sad.” His chin lifted. “¡Viva Nuevo Méjico!” he muttered.

Juanita shook her head anxiously and a thickset stranger standing behind them leaned forward to put a quieting palm on Raúl’s shoulder. The younger man frowned impatiently, but subsided. His face was still glum when the speeches finally ended and New Mexico’s former officials had all sworn allegiance to the United States of America.

When that was over, General Kearny stepped to the edge of the portal and announced that a ten p.m. curfew was now in effect. He waved a hand toward the hilltop just visible behind the palacio roof. Jessie looked up. A row of cannon stared back at her, aimed directly at the plaza. They would be fired each night at ten o’clock, the general said. After that, everyone was required to be indoors.

She glanced at Raúl. His jaw was tight and his fists clenched, eyes dark with fury.

Kearny raised his arms, dismissing the crowd, and Juanita laid a restraining hand on Raúl’s sleeve. “¿Mi primo? Cousin? Will you be so kind as to bring tu amor Guadalupe to me tomorrow evening and stay yourself for a little refreshment?” She turned to Jessie. “And you? Will you join us?”

Jessie nodded, but her father frowned. “Your uncle and aunt are kind and hospitable people, but will they be in the mood to entertain?” he asked. “I expect they’ll wish for quiet, to mourn this week’s events.”

Juanita’s chin lifted. “We Senas are descendants of los conquistadores españoles who came to this land with General Diego de Vargas. We do not bow our heads before what others might call defeat.” Then she shrugged, her face rueful. “Besides, one must learn to dance to the tune that is played.”

Jessie’s father’s dark brown eyes crinkled in amusement. “I bow to the Sena experience and resilience.” He turned to Raúl. “If you will promise to see my girl safely to the Sena compound and back tomorrow evening, I will gladly agree.”

Raúl smiled, his irritation seemingly forgotten. “I will be happy to escort her, Don Hubert.”

“I don’t need an escort, Papa,” Jessie said. “Our house is less than a quarter mile from the Senas and I’ve been walking that route for almost two years now. I’ll be perfectly safe.” She glanced mischievously at Juanita’s cousin. “Besides, Raúl will want to devote his energies to escorting Guadalupe to the Sena casa and back.”

Juanita grinned. “Yes, the little Guadalupe, who lives closer, on the street on the other side of el palacio!”

Jessie’s father shook his head. “The streets and plaza will be full of soldiers.”

Jessie’s lips tightened. She glanced at Raúl. His hands were no longer clenched. The invitation and responsibility of escorting her had done their work. As he said, “I will be happy to escort your daughter, señor,” Jessie and Juanita exchanged bemused glances and Jessie nodded, accepting her role as female in need of protection, if only to keep the male out of trouble.

The girls gave each other the customary sideways hug, murmured affectionate farewells, and turned with their men toward their respective homes.

Manuelita had disappeared while the others were talking. Jessie and her father moved through the remnants of the crowd, cutting diagonally toward the street to their house and shop. They were almost across the square when Jessie spied the cook in front of the half-ruined Spanish military chapel on the south side.

Manuelita stood with her hands on her hips, facing a small bronze-skinned man who slouched against the chapel’s weather-beaten door. Above his head, the marble bas-relief of the Virgin rescuing sinners contrasted sharply with his rough, uncombed black braids, but his thin face was alert, his eyes bright. A small smile played across his face and widened when the cook put a hand on his arm and lifted the other beseechingly, though her face was set in its usual frown.

Jessie’s head turned as she and her father went past. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever seen Manuelita with a man she wasn’t buying provisions from.”

Her father glanced over. “She is a quiet one,” he agreed. “A woman who keeps herself to herself.”

Jessie lifted a brow. “And you prefer that to a more open-hearted approach to life?”

He grinned. “There are advantages to a less outgoing demeanor.”

She opened her mouth to argue the point, but was interrupted by a dark-skinned man in a brown coat who had stopped in their path and removed his battered broad-brimmed hat. “Mr. Milbank!” he said, beaming.

“Well, if it isn’t Dick Green!” Jessie’s father held out his hand and the other man took it with a look of real pleasure on his square face. “Jessie, you remember Dick Green from Bent’s Fort? Charlotte’s husband?”

The newcomer’s eyes twinkled as he turned to her. “No matter where I go, I’m always known as Charlotte’s husband.”

She laughed up at him. “As it should be!” She took his hand. “But yes, I do remember you, Mr. Green. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

He squinted at her. “I wasn’t rightly sure it was you.”

She adjusted the rebozo over her head self-consciously. “It’s been two years.”

Her father smiled. “And she’s adopted a few Mexican customs. The headgear. The sideways hug.”

The other man looked confused and she stepped impulsively toward him to demonstrate. He broke away, his dark face reddening, and looked at her father, who laughed.

Dick Green shook his head. “You two are the kindest—”

Jessie’s father waved his hand. “It’s not your fault the Bents think they own you, Dick. We Milbanks don’t hold with slavery, and we’re not going to treat you as a person in bondage.” He glanced around the plaza, almost empty now. “Are you here on business? Do you have time to come back with us for a meal?”

“I’m afraid I’m called to other duties at the moment, Don Hubert,” the other man said regretfully. “But I do appreciate the invitation.”

“Please feel free to accept it whenever it’s convenient,” Jessie said.

Her father nodded. “We’d be happy to see you any time. There’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

They shook hands again and Dick Green gave Jessie a small bow, then they separated. Manuelita and her friend had also parted. She was almost out of the plaza now, moving swiftly for such a large woman. The Milbank house and shop stood on the first corner past the square, facing the road south to Albuquerque. The building’s adobe-walled courtyard bordered the street that ran west. By the time Jessie and her father arrived, the cook had disappeared into it.

Jessie moved toward the big gate, but her father shook his head. “Come into the store with me,” he said, and she turned left with him to the mercantile door.

The room was dark and smelled of leather, cloth, and corn flour, with an undertone of tobacco. Jessie sniffed appreciatively and opened the nearest set of window shutters, then maneuvered between the various stacks of goods and around the potbelly stove to the counter on the back wall.

Her father had been shopkeeping in Santa Fe five years now, yet the counter was still a mere hand-adzed board set on two empty barrels. Jessie smiled as she ran her hands along the edge of the pitted wood slab. “You should get this replaced with something more permanent,” she said.

“I expect it wouldn’t make any difference in sales.” He leaned against the end of the board and studied her, a small crease in his forehead. Here it came. He was going to start worrying again.

She began unwrapping her rebozo. “I am surprised Mr. Green didn’t recognize me. I haven’t changed that much since we went through Bent’s Fort.”

He chuckled. “That was two years ago and you were still wearing Eastern clothes.” He nodded at the rebozo. “In that headgear, I expect you could pass for a Mexican girl. In fact, your eyes and hair are darker than Juanita’s.”

“And she’s so tall and slim,” Jessie said a little enviously. She folded the long length of blue-and-white cloth and laid it on the counter. Then she smiled. “She is very pretty, isn’t she? That pale skin and those hazel eyes.”

He nodded absently, then frowned, focusing on her face. “You need to be careful from here on out.”

She suppressed a sigh as he brushed an imaginary piece of dust from the counter. “Most of Kearny’s men haven’t seen any females to speak of since they left Missouri,” he said. “From the little I’ve seen of them, I expect they’re a fairly raw and ill-mannered lot.” He looked up. “They’ll be especially impertinent to Mexican girls.”

“And I look more Mexican than American.”

“In the rebozo and that short Mexican skirt, yes, you do. Especially since almost every rebozo in town has that same blue and white stripe.”

“There are two petticoats under the skirt, it’s a mere six inches shorter than before, and I’m still wearing an American corset and bodice.”

“When you’re wrapped up in the rebozo, they can’t see what’s underneath. Not that I want them looking closely enough to do so.” He rubbed at a spot on the counter. “I don’t suppose you could see your way to going back to more Eastern fashions.”

Her chin went up. “My clothing choices reflect Mother’s philosophy of simplicity of dress. I will not change it.”

He tilted his head sideways, as if he’d been expecting this answer. His fingers moved across the wood, tracing a crack in the counter. “I should never have brought you here. Violence against Americans has always been a threat, even before this summer. And now the danger has switched sides. Anyone who looks Mexican is at risk.” His mouth twisted. “I should have sent you to your aunt.”

“If I had to leave Missouri, I certainly didn’t want to go to Pennsylvania. Philadelphia is far too prim and proper for the likes of me.”

He smiled faintly and looked away, toward the glassless windows with their carved wooden bars. “I should have insisted.” In the street beyond, a harsh Yankee voice shouted a curse. He shook his head. “No matter what path I choose, I put my women in danger.”

“Oh, Papa!” She moved down the counter and reached for his hands. “I am to blame for Mama’s death, not you.”

“You are not to blame. Besides, you were a child at the time.”

Now it was Jessie’s turn to look away. “I did nothing to stop them.”

“If you had, I expect you would have died too.” His face twisted, clearly recalling the frantic search two years before when he returned to Missouri and discovered his wife and daughter missing.

Then he shook himself, dropped her hands, and gave her a stern look. “This war between the United States and Mexico is not over. Not in the rest of the country and certainly not here. The men who arrived with Kearny are itching for a fight they didn’t get. And Raúl isn’t the only nuevo mexicano who wishes Armijo had stood up to them. It’s difficult to tell what will happen next. There’s danger from both directions. You will be careful. Do you understand?”

She opened her mouth to argue, but the memory of what they had both endured in Missouri stopped her tongue. “Yes, Papa,” she said.
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​CHAPTER 2: Thursday, August 20, 1846
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It was dark in the walled Sena courtyard, but the door to the sala was open, and the light streaming from it picked up the new silver ornaments on Raúl’s hatband.

“How much more silver trim can that strip of leather contain?” Juanita asked, laughing.

Guadalupe pulled away from Raúl’s protective arm to study his head. “A few spots remain.”

He released her and took off the hat. “I believe I have attained the proper balance between elegancia and bravado,” he said, twirling it. He turned to Jessie. “¿Qué opinas?”

Jessie grinned, but before she could give her opinion, the bells in the adobe church towers across the road began pealing. It was nine o’clock.

Juanita glanced in their direction and sighed. “A week ago, that sound would have told me we should go inside, but only to assist in settling my little cousins to sleep.”

Raúl grimaced. “Now, it is the signal that one mere hour remains in which to move freely about our own city.” He reached for Guadalupe’s hand. “Come, mi amor.” He turned to Jessie. “If you are ready, señorita.”

She nodded. “Give me a minute to thank our host and hostess.”

They all trooped indoors. The goodbyes took more than a minute. By the time the young people left the compound, the church bells had long been silent.

There was no moon, and Jessie paused, letting her eyes adjust to the starlight. The town seemed ominously still. Not even the dogs were out. She shivered, pulled her rebozo closer to her throat, and hurried up the street ahead of the others.

She’d reached the end of the street, where it met the southeast corner of the palacio and was about to turn into the plaza when she realized Raúl and Guadalupe were no longer directly behind her. Jessie turned, squinting into the darkness, then grinned.

There was a small alley halfway up the street, where the walls of the Sena compound didn’t quite touch those of the nearer property. Raúl and Guadalupe were tucked just inside its entrance. His hat was off, his curly head bent toward hers as she stretched to meet his lips. Starlight touched the white stripes of the rebozo which had fallen to her shoulders.

Jessie chuckled and retraced her steps. “Can’t you wait until you get her home?” she asked Raúl. She gave Guadalupe a mock frown. “What would your mother say?”

The younger girl giggled. “Doña Tules would only laugh. She, too, was once young.” She put her hand on Raúl’s chest. “It has been so long.”

Raúl smiled and reached to smooth a loose curl from Guadalupe’s forehead. “I have not had her to myself at all today or yesterday,” he told Jessie. Then he glanced up at the sky and put his hat back on his head. “However, I must get you both home before the maldito curfew begins.”

Guadalupe shivered and pulled her rebozo over her head. “The sound of the guns last night startled me greatly.”

Raúl tucked an arm around her shoulders and kept it there as they moved up the street. At the corner, he offered Jessie his other elbow and they moved into the plaza and angled across it toward the Milbank’s street.

The young cottonwoods that edged the square were ghostly in the half dark, the silence broken occasionally by muffled sounds from the adobe-brick homes and drinking establishments beyond them. Voices, a somber guitar. Curfew might be about to fall, but people still went on living.

“It seems a little silly to take you out of your way like this,” Jessie said to her friends. “I have made this trip so many times without accompaniment.”

“It is my pleasure,” Raúl told her as they neared the flagpole. Then there was a bark of laughter off to their left. A small group of soldiers moved toward them from the hotel on the plaza’s southeast corner. Raúl tucked his elbows closer to his torso and hurried the girls forward, but the newcomers surrounded them, blocking the way. A snag-toothed man with a shaggy head bent to peer into the girls’ faces. “Ooh la la,” he said. “You’re a couple right pretty ones.”

Guadalupe shrank against Raúl, but Jessie broke free of his restraining arm. “How dare you?” she snapped. “Where are your manners?”

The soldiers laughed derisively, but they moved off. “She speaks English!” one of them said. “That’s even better!”

Jessie half turned, glaring, but Raúl murmured, “Por favor, señorita. I cannot fight them all.”

Jessie gave him a startled look, then glanced toward the soldiers. They had reached the palacio and paused near the outlet to Guadalupe’s street. The shaggy one’s head was turned, watching. “How dare they!” she hissed, but she returned her hand to Raúl’s arm.

They moved on, his torso stiff with tension, but the soldiers turned and surged back toward them. Jessie’s breath caught, but Raúl, warning the girls not to react, muttered, “Mantente firme,” and the oncoming men circled around them and back toward the hotel.

Jessie’s chest released and Guadalupe murmured a prayer of thanks, and they continued on, Raúl aiming toward the half-ruined chapel, the carved marble slab above the door glowing in the starlight. They were almost to it when Guadalupe gave a little exclamation of surprise. “What is that?” she asked.

A man lay huddled against the chapel wall. The ground beneath him was darker than the surrounding soil.

“It is someone overcome by strong drink,” Raúl said in disgust. “A fellow mexicano, by the look of him. Someone determined to make los americanos think the worst of us.”

Guadalupe leaned forward, biting her upper lip. “That is not the smell of alcohol. It is blood.”

Raúl pulled her back. “I will deliver you both home, then return to assist him.”

But the girl had slipped away from him. She leaned over the man on the ground. “There is a knife!”

Raúl and Jessie moved toward her. A long knife with a brown horn handle like the ones Jessie’s father sold in his store protruded from the center of the man’s back. His disheveled black braids splayed out from his narrow head.

Raúl reached to turn the man onto his side. When his face appeared, Jessie’s breath hissed between her teeth. “It’s Manuelita’s friend!”

Raúl crouched down and reached for the man’s neck, then rose. “He’s dead, I—”

The cannon on the hill above the town blasted just then, cutting off his voice. Guadalupe gave a little shriek and Raúl turned to her. “I must escort you home.”

“It’s far too late for that,” a British voice drawled from the darkness. A tall young man in the blue coat and wide white belt of an American dragoon materialized beside them, his face pale under his soft black cap. He gave Raúl a sharp look. “You are under arrest.” He glanced down at the body at their feet, and his hand went to the big pistol at his waist. “For murder as well as for breaking curfew.”

“He didn’t kill him,” Jessie said. “We just found the poor man.”

The dragoon’s lips pursed as he turned toward her. “Your voice is not Mexican.”

And his wasn’t American, but Jessie didn’t think this was the time to point that out. She pushed the rebozo from her head. “I’m from Missouri. My father has a shop just down the road there.” She nodded toward the street beyond, then saw her father coming toward them, holding up a lantern, his face pinched with concern. “There he is now.”

“What has happened?” he asked as he approached.

Raúl pointed toward the man on the ground. Jessie’s father lowered the lantern and sucked in his breath when the light hit the blank face.

“Do you know him?” the dragoon asked officiously.

“No.” Her father straightened. “I don’t know him.” He gave Jessie an anxious look, then refocused on the dragoon. “I am Hubert Milbank, a merchant here in Santa Fe. I came out to find my daughter and her friends.” He glanced toward Raúl. “I expected them well before now.”

“Please accept my apologies, Don Hubert,” Raúl said.

“Yo tengo la culpa,” Guadalupe said.

Jessie shook her head. “You are not to blame. You saw someone in apparent distress and stopped to find out if you could help.”

Jessie’s father looked from the girls to the dragoon, who now had a hand on the pistol tucked into his belt. “May I have permission to see them safely home?”

“The girls, but not the boy.”

Raúl’s face darkened at being called a boy, but Don Hubert shot him a warning look. “He has done nothing but stop to help a stranger.”

“He has blood on his hands.”

Raúl looked down. A dark splotch stained his left palm and fingers. “It is from the wound,” he said. “From when I turned him.”

“That is not for me to decide.” The dragoon stepped forward and grasped Raúl’s elbow.

The younger man flinched, but then steadied. They were about the same height and Raúl was a good twenty pounds heavier, but he left the dragoon’s hand where it was. He looked at Guadalupe, then Jessie’s father. “You will see her home, señor?” When the older man nodded, Raúl turned to Guadalupe. “Por favor informe a mi familia.”

She nodded. “Mañana early.”

The dragoon made a dismissive sound. “Mañana,” he said. “I’ve already come to understand that word and what it means here.” Then he seemed to think better of his tone. He looked at Jessie and her father. “Good evening, sir. Miss.” His eyes skimmed over the dark-skinned Guadalupe. “I’ll send someone to remove the body.” He tugged Raúl’s arm and they moved across the square toward the palacio.

Jessie’s father touched her elbow and gathered up Guadalupe. They trailed the dragoon and Raúl toward the palacio, then veered left to the street along its west flank, the one called la calle de la muralla. As they entered it, Doña Tules looked out her gate, then hurried toward them, the big gold crucifix hanging from her neck dull in the gathering night.

“Guadalupita!” she exclaimed. “What has happened?” Laughter flashed in her eyes. “Did that Cabeza de Baca boy desert you already?”

The girl’s eyes filled with tears and Doña Tules’ face changed instantly. She pulled Guadalupe into her arms. “Pobrecita,” she murmured. “Perdóname, my child.” She looked up at Jessie’s father. “Thank you for bringing her home, Don Hubert.”

“It was my pleasure.”

“But please, come inside, or someone will decide we’re breaking ese maldito curfew.”

She ushered them into the house, where they stayed just long enough to explain what had happened and see that Guadalupita was calmed by her adoptive mother’s presence. By the time Jessie and her father returned to the plaza, the dead man was gone, the only evidence of his existence a dark patch on the ground.

“What will we tell Manuelita?” Jessie murmured as they passed.

“I have no idea.” Her father shook his head. “So much for the peaceful American invasion.”

She glanced up at him. “You think he was killed by a soldier?”

“That knife was not made here in New Mexico and the horn handle did not appear to be worn with use.” He was silent as they approached the store. “Though I expect it could have come in with any of the wagon trains that arrived this summer or last. And sold by any one of us.” He lifted the door latch. “We may never know.”
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​CHAPTER 3: Friday, August 21, 1846
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Manuelita was more quiet than usual the day after her friend was killed. When Jessie entered the kitchen that afternoon to help with the evening meal, she barely nodded.

Juanita arrived a little later. “Guadalupe came this morning to tell me what happened last night,” she said as she entered. She turned toward the big adobe fireplace in the corner, where the cook was crouched over a spider-legged cast iron skillet. “Manuelita, I feel so sad about la muerte de tu amigo. I cannot imagine how difficult it must be for you.”

Manuelita nodded at the girl, then turned back to the meat sizzling in the pan.

“Sometimes the best thing is to keep busy,” Jessie said from the table. She looked at the apple she’d been peeling. She’d dreamed of her mother again last night, only this time the face on the body in the clearing was thin and male. She shuddered and concentrated on moving her knife across the surface of the fruit, removing its mottled red-and-gold skin.

“Sí, this is so,” Juanita said. “I feel quite restless myself, because I have heard no further news of mi primo.” She sat, reached for an apple, picked up a nearby knife, and began peeling. She glanced at Manuelita. “Are you going to make a pie? An American one?”

Manuelita nodded without turning and poked at the meat with a long-handled fork. The girls exchanged glances. Jessie placed her peeled apple in the black, mica-flecked pottery bowl in the center of the table and reached for another one. “You haven’t heard anything from Raúl?”

Juanita shook her head. “His father and my uncle went together to el palacio this morning, but no one would speak to them.”

The door into the store opened and Jessie’s father came in. He smiled when he saw Juanita. “I just received news that your cousin has been released into his father’s custody,” he said. He glanced at Manuelita’s back. “So at least there’s some good news today.”

“That is most excellent news,” Juanita said. “Gracias, señor.”

“However, he has received a strong warning.”

Jessie scowled. “Warning about what? Not to stop to help a stranger?”

“To be more discreet, I expect.” He moved toward the fireplace and stopped a few feet from it. “Manuelita, I have arranged with the priest for the burial of your friend.”

The cook nodded without turning. He and the girls exchanged glances. “Padre Ortiz will conduct the service tomorrow,” he continued. “Is there anyone we should notify? Family members and so forth?”

Manuelita shook her head as she lifted a particularly large piece of meat and carefully repositioned it.

“The padre also asked for the man’s name.”

She glanced up. “Vidal.”

“You don’t know his full name? Or where he came from?”

“Not friend.”

“Oh.” His graying brown eyebrows twisted in confusion. “All right.” He shifted slightly. “Do you know of anyone who might have more information?”

The cook shook her head and poked at the meat in the pan.

“What will happen if they can’t find out who he is?” Jessie asked.

“He will be buried, but the priest’s records will show only his one name,” Juanita said. “It is the custom.”

“And his family and friends will never know whether he’s dead or has simply disappeared.”

Jessie’s father lifted his hands in a helpless gesture. “I have done all I can, given the information at my disposal.”

“Surely someone knows something.”

His hands dropped and he gave her a stern look. “You will not get involved.”

Her chin lifted, but the pain in his eyes stopped her. She looked away. The image from her dream rose unbidden, and she swallowed against it. She looked at her father. “Shouldn’t we at least try to see that he receives justice?”

“Jessica Matilda Milbank—”

She studied the apple in her hands. “Though, truly, I wouldn’t know where to begin.” She glanced at Manuelita, but the housekeeper had now moved to the soup pot. Her carved cottonwood spoon moved the broth and vegetables in a firm circle.

Jessie’s father made a huffing sound, turned, and went back into the shop, shutting the door behind him.

Juanita placed a peeled apple in the bowl and reached for another one. As her knife bit into its skin, she said quietly, “Guadalupe said el dragón americano seemed to appear out of nowhere.”

Jessie’s knife stopped. She looked up. “The American dragoon? Now that I think about it, it was almost as if he was waiting for someone to come along.” She frowned. “And why was he in the shadows?” She looked at Juanita. “Did Guadalupe tell you about the soldiers who accosted us earlier?”

Juanita nodded. “Sí. She wondered why el dragón did not come to help you. He was clearly in una posición de autoridad.”

“Authority to arrest Raúl, at any rate.” Jessie frowned. “It almost seemed as if he was waiting for us to come along. Or someone else. Anyone he could accuse of putting a knife—” She glanced toward Manuelita. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“That is cierto,” Juanita agreed. She tilted her head toward the door to the shop. “Perhaps Don Hubert is right. We should mind our own business, not be—how do you say it?—nosy.”

Jessie nodded and looked away, remembering her mother. If only someone had been nosy then, perhaps her killers would have been found and brought to justice. She wiped at her eyes and went back to peeling the apples.
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​CHAPTER 4: Sunday, August 23, 1846
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The tall thin Mexican girl and the short curvy American one had agreed to meet that Sunday under the cottonwoods at the northeast corner of the plaza. When Jessie arrived, Juanita was already there, watching the four middle-aged men smoking cigars on the benches in front of the flat-roofed hotel on the opposite corner.

Dressed in traditional Mexican clothing, they kept up a running commentary on the parishioners who streamed past them toward the big adobe church at the end of the street. The bells in its curved towers rang gaily, urging everyone inside, but the men on the benches didn’t budge.

“Those gentlemen certainly seem to be enjoying themselves,” Jessie said with amusement.

Juanita nodded. “I suspect they are waiting for the parade of americano officers. El general Kearny is expected to attend services this morning. Everyone has come out to see, both in church and out.”

Jessie looked up the street. There did seem to be more worshipers this morning. “We should hurry.”

Juanita chuckled. “There is no need to hurry. Because la parroquia contains no benches or other seats, there will be room for all who wish to attend.”

“I hope chairs have been provided for General Kearny and his officers. I doubt they’ve ever experienced a New Mexico mass before.”

“We are a very hospitable people,” Juanita said drily. “I am sure the best seats in the city have been made available for them.”

When they entered the church a few minutes later, Jessie saw that her friend was right. At the far end of the nave, a row of carved wooden chairs faced the altar. They all held brightly colored cushions, and the largest, throne-like one was upholstered in deep crimson.

Other arrangements had also been made. The niches in the long walls, the ones containing life-size figures of Saint Francis and Saint Dominic, were filled with lit candles. More light glowed ahead and to the left, from the chapel of La Conquistadora, the little statue of the Virgin Mary so precious to nuevo mexicanos of Spanish ancestry because of its connection to the reconquest of 1692.

The chairs for the officers had been positioned in line with the chapel entrance. Perhaps a silent reminder to los americanos that God gave this country to the Spanish long before the United States was formed? Jessie’s lips quirked in amusement, then dropped. She wondered what the Indians in the various pueblos thought about this latest incursion into their homeland.

But there was no time to ponder that now. She followed Juanita to the women’s side and settled in. The usual quiet chatter surrounded them as people caught up with the local news while keeping one eye on the big double doors at the back.

Finally, both doors swung grandly open, and the general and his entourage appeared. They stopped just inside, blinking as their eyes adjusted, and apparently confused by the lack of seating. Then there was a stir at the altar and Padre Juan Felipe Ortiz moved down the long aisle, looking fatter than usual in his best clerical garb. His fair skin and red hair gleamed in the candlelight as he bowed politely to the newcomers, escorted them to their seats, then disappeared through a small door near the altar.

When he returned a few minutes later, the priest was preceded by two altar boys swinging thin chains of their incense balls with concentrated vigor. An officer in the front row sneezed as they passed, and Jessie grinned. The offending man must be Protestant. The Catholic love of incense did take some getting used to.

The service seemed longer than usual. There was more music, with both guitar and violin, slow and fast tunes. The padre didn’t normally give a sermon, but today he chose to deliver a short homily filled with fine phrases about respecting one another. His eyes seemed to linger on the uniforms in the front row as the interpreter put this point into English. But Jessie could have imagined that. Her legs were getting tired. Finally, it was over. The general and his officers filed out and everyone else followed.

One of the many things Jessie loved about New Mexico was the fact that no one went home right after church. Instead, men, women, and children wandered the plaza chatting, buying snacks or other items from the vendors, listening to the music of itinerant fiddlers and singers, and generally enjoying themselves.

As she and Juanita stopped to admire the black-on-red pottery a Tesuque Pueblo woman was selling, the dragoon who’d accosted Jessie and her friends three nights before came up and stood beside her.

She kept her gaze on the pottery, but Juanita peered around her, looking at his clear complexion, dark hair, blue eyes, and dimpled chin with frank curiosity. Jessie suppressed a surge of irritation. After all, Juanita didn’t know who he was.

Besides, he might have answers to the questions surrounding Vidal’s death. Jessie turned toward him, noting the whiteness of his teeth, the carefully combed hair. This was clearly a man to whom appearance was important.

He gave her a small bow, one hand on his heart, the other on his gleaming sword hilt. “If you will permit me,” he said. “I would like to extend my sincerest apologies for my abrupt manner the other evening. I had not yet become accustomed to the duties to which I was assigned, and I fear I overextended myself.”

Jessie felt Juanita move slightly, bringing herself into the conversation. The dragoon bowed again, a little deeper this time. “Ah, another lovely americana.”

Juanita frowned. “Soy española.”

His eyes widened. “You speak only Spanish? I beg your pardon, señorita. I find Santa Fe to be full of surprises. I fear I have offended you.”

When she stared at him without blinking, his fair cheeks flushed red. He turned to Jessie. “I beg of you, please convey my apologies. I’m afraid my Spanish is extremely limited.”

Jessie turned to Juanita. The other girl’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “I said I was Spanish,” she said in English. “The opportunity, it was too delicioso to resist.”

The dragoon huffed an exaggerated sigh of relief. “Ah, you do understand. I beg your pardon and ask you to please forgive me.”

She waved a hand, brushing away his concern. “De nada.”

He smiled at her blindingly, then turned to Jessie. “But I have not introduced myself properly. My name is Henry Carr Fitzgerald. I am a private with Captain Burgwin’s First Dragoons.”

“And I am Jessie Milbank.”

His eyes widened. “Are you by chance a relation of Lieutenant Abner Milbank of the Missouri Infantry Volunteers?”

“Not that I’m aware of.” She gestured toward Juanita. “This is my dear friend, Juanita María de la Luz Sena.”

He bowed again, his face brightening. “Of the Sena family of Sena plaza?”

The girls exchanged amused glances. Somehow, things were always a little smoother when people realized Juanita was connected to the well-to-do Sena compound.

“Sí,” she said. A man came toward them, his gaze on the vendor’s pottery. The three young people moved to one side.

Private Fitzgerald turned to Jessie. “And am I forgiven?”

She arched an eyebrow at him.

“For leaving you so abruptly the other evening and for arresting the young man who attended you. I’m afraid I never did learn his name.”

“He is Raúl Jesús Cabeza de Baca and a cousin to Señorita Sena,” Jessie said, gesturing again toward her friend. “The señor was escorting me and his sweetheart, Guadalupe Barceló, to our homes.”
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