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A man in a passion rides a wild horse.

—Benjamin Franklin
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PROLOGUE
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The land itself was extraordinarily beautiful, which was perhaps why the earliest humans to settle on the continent chose to live there. Twenty-five thousand years later, give or take a century, it would be called New Mexico, a name that failed utterly to suggest the magic of the pristine alpine forests in the north that were dotted with cold, crystal clear lakes, and graduated to rolling grasslands and solitary mountain cones. The air was so clear it soothed both the eyes and the brain, and the sunset skies were always filled with color.

The first people to live in New Mexico were what the white man would later call Indians, and they flourished for thousands of years in the beautiful land. But when the Spaniards came with their armored warriors, steel lances, and fierce horses to unearth the gold buried in the rich land, they claimed the earth itself for their faraway king. As a reward to the intrepid settlers, the Spanish kings gave them land grants, pieces of paper that declared ownership of the wild land they attempted to tame.

One of these early Spanish settlers was Francisco Peralta, a tall, quiet man with fierce green eyes. He marked out the boundaries of what he would call his, and defended it with his blood. He built an adobe house and sent to Spain for the gently born woman who had agreed to be his wife.

They had only one child, a son. But what a son he was! Juan Peralta extended the boundaries of his father’s land, he mined gold and silver, raised horses and cattle, and so became wealthy. In his turn he took a bride from Spain, a woman who fought beside him during Indian raids and who bore him three children, a son and two daughters. For his family, Juan Peralta built a new house, far grander than his father’s. His was a harmonious design with arched doorways, cool white walls, and dark earthen tile floors. Fragrant flowers bloomed in the courtyard.

Juan’s son, named Francisco after his grandfather, worked even more wealth out of the rancho. But his delicate wife died only six months after the birth of their first child, a daughter. The grieving husband never remarried and cherished his daughter, Elena, as the most precious thing in his life.

By that time, 1831, Americans were wandering all over the West, spreading out from Texas. Most of them were trappers and mountain men, some adventurers. There weren’t many at first, but more and more of them came, hard, restless men who were careless of the great beauty of the land. The Peraltas looked down on these crude Americans, and Francisco forbade Elena to speak to any of them.

But one of the Americans, Duncan Sarratt, didn’t care a snap of his fingers about Francisco’s edicts. When he saw dainty Elena Peralta, he fell in love. Worse, Elena fell in love with him, too. Francisco raged, he threatened, he tried to intimidate both his daughter and the American. But he had given Elena too many years of loving indulgence for her to take his threats seriously. She would have her American.

So she did, and they married with Francisco’s reluctant permission. Not being a stupid man, however, he quickly saw that Duncan Sarratt was, perhaps, just what Elena had needed to protect her inheritance. The green-eyed American was a man who knew how to fight and how to protect his own.

Francisco didn’t live long enough to see his grandchildren born. He died the next year, 1832, and Duncan Sarratt became ruler of the Peralta lands. He grew into such an absolute ruler that he became known as “King” Sarratt. It followed, as easily as night follows day, that the high valley became known as Sarratt’s Kingdom.

The heirs to the kingdom were born: a son, Jacob, and two years later another son, Benjamin.

The boys grew up in the elegant adobe house built by their great-grandfather. They played games on the cool dark tiles, dangled by their hands from the courtyard balconies, wrestled and fought like two tiger cubs, and learned to love every inch of the kingdom that would be theirs.

But in 1845 the Americans fought a war with Mexico. It didn’t touch the Sarratts much at first, as far north as they were. But one result of the war was that Mexico ceded to the United States that great and lovely land the Americans designated as the New Mexico Territory. With a whisk of a pen, the Sarratts were living on American soil.

The United States didn’t recognize the laws and grants of the government it had replaced. The old Spanish landowners had been living on their granted land for a hundred years or more, but suddenly their homes were legally up for grabs. They could retain their land by filing on it, but most of them didn’t know that. Duncan Sarratt, living in relative isolation in his huge valley kingdom, didn’t know it. It didn’t make much difference; anyone trying to take Sarratt’s Kingdom away from him would have to fight to the death to do it.

* * *

The sound of gunfire woke the boy. He rolled from his bed and reached for his pants; the year was 1846, and at thirteen he had been doing a man’s work on the ranch for the better part of two years. Whatever the trouble was, he didn’t intend to hide from it under the bed like a kid.

He heard people running, and shouts echoed in the house as well as outside in the courtyard. He could hear his father’s voice yelling orders. The boy stamped his feet into his boots and ran out into the hallway, tucking his nightshirt into his pants as he went. He collided with his younger brother, who had just bolted from his own room. He steadied the younger boy, who asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know.” He started down the hall with his brother at his heels.

They heard an explosion of gunfire downstairs, inside the house. There was a moment’s silence, and then more shots followed, thundering, echoing through the high-ceilinged rooms. The boys automatically ducked to the side.

“Duncan!” Their mother, Elena, bolted from the bedroom she shared with their father. Raw terror was in her voice as she called out to her husband, who was downstairs. She stared at her sons, then grabbed them to her. “Stay here,” she commanded.

At thirteen the boy was already taller than his mother. “I’m going to help him,” he told her, and turned toward the stairs.

“No!” She seized his arm. “Stay here! I order you to. Take care of your brother. I’m going downstairs to your father. I’ll find out what’s going on and come back to tell you. Promise me! Promise me you’ll stay here!”

“I can take care of myself.” Her younger son thrust out his jaw. He was as fierce as his brother. She stared at him for a second, trailing her hand down his face.

“Stay here,” she whispered, and ran.

They had never disobeyed a direct order from their mother. They stood in the hallway, anxious because they didn’t know what was happening and furious because they wanted to be a part of it. The booming sound of pistol shots and the crack of rifle fire vibrated through the big house. There were shouts and curses from below, footsteps running, glass shattering.

Then a scream splintered through the noise. It rose to a shriek, then fractured into a raw, deep wail. It was their mother.

The older boy bolted for the staircase, but an abrupt sense of caution kept him from hurtling down the steps. He threw himself to the floor, and eased his head around the railing so he could see what was going on.

A man lay sprawled in the entrance foyer, only the top part of his body visible from where the boy lay. Even though half the face was gone, the boy could tell it was his father. An icy feeling of disbelief began spreading through his body. His mother had thrown herself on her husband’s body and was still wailing in that awful way. As the boy watched, a man reached down and grabbed his mother’s arm, dragging her away from the body. As he did so, the lamplight fell across his face. The boy froze. It was Frank McLain, one of his father’s men.

“Get the kids, too.” McLain’s voice was low, but the boy heard him. “Make sure they’re dead.”

Elena shrieked and threw herself at him, her nails scoring his face. McLain cursed, then drew back his fist and hit her on the side of the head, knocking her to the floor. “Get the boys,” he said again, and bent to the woman.

The boy scrambled backward and grabbed his brother. “Run!” he hissed.

The house was their home; they knew every inch of it. Knowing that their rooms would be the first places searched, they went instead to the corner back bedroom, the guest room, which had a small balcony over the inner courtyard.

“I’ll go first,” the older one whispered, and swung his legs over the side of the balcony. He gripped the black iron railing and eased down until he was hanging above the ground, then let go. It was only about a six-foot drop, one they had made many times in their rowdy games. He landed as lightly as a cat and immediately blended into the dark cover of the shrubbery that grew close against the walls. There was a quiet thump, and his brother joined him.

“What’s going on?” the younger boy whispered.

“Pa’s dead. It was McLain who did it. He’s got Mother.”

There was still sporadic gunfire, as people loyal to Duncan Sarratt and the Peralta family tried to fight. The boys crept around the wall, staying in the shadows. Their rifles were in the study, where they put them each day after carefully cleaning them. They had to get them. The inner ice was still spreading through the older boy; he kept seeing his father sprawled on the dark floor, with half of his face missing.

Their mother’s screams grated through the cold night air.

They crawled in through the kitchen door. Inside, their mother’s screams were louder, hurting their ears. She was still in the foyer, and they could hear thickly muttered curses, too.

The boy knew, and he went even colder. He was thirteen, and he knew. He rose to his feet, moving as silently as a young panther. He saw a gleam of steel on the kitchen table, and his hand automatically closed on the long-bladed kitchen knife.

The screams were only moans now, and growing weaker. When the boy walked into the foyer, he saw McLain rising to his knees between Elena’s legs, pulling out of her body. His pants were open and lowered over his buttocks, his shrinking penis glistening wetly. His pistol was still in his hand. With a faint smile, he put the barrel to the woman’s head and pulled the trigger.

An inhuman howl clogged the boy’s throat, but he was ice clear through now. He threw the knife, his aim sure, practiced through many hours of play. McLain saw only a movement in the shadows, and he dodged to one side, just enough that the blade went through his shoulder instead of his heart. He bellowed for help and struggled to his feet just as the boy’s weight hit him, knocking him back to the floor. The jarring impact made him scream in pain, and the cold floor scraped his bare ass. The boy jerked the knife free, and the bloody blade slashed downward, toward the man’s exposed privates. McLain screamed and tried to roll away. The movement of his body deflected the knife enough that it gouged a shallow slit in his upper thigh. With a feral snarl, the boy withdrew the blade and tried again, this time with a low, sideways movement of his arm. The knife gleamed both silver and scarlet, then McLain knew hot, burning, choking agony as the steel sliced into his ball sac.

He shrieked, mad with pain and fear. He rolled and tried to kick, but his legs were tangled in his lowered pants. He’d never known terror before, but now it congealed his blood. He couldn’t stop screaming as he tried to evade that slashing knife. In the flickering light he could catch only glimpses of the boy’s face, and it was wild.

“I’ll cut your goddamn cock off and feed it to you,” the boy whispered savagely, and McLain heard him even over the shrill hysteria of his own screams.

A shot deafened them, and the boy was slammed sideways. The knife clattered to the floor, but the boy wasn’t down. He scrambled awkwardly toward the kitchen, and the other boy, the younger one, darted forward to help him.

“Kill them!” McLain shrieked, clutching his bleeding balls with both hands. “Kill those little bastards!” He rolled on the floor, his britches still around his knees, and hatred for that Sarratt whelp swelled in his throat until he nearly choked. He whimpered, too terrified to move his hands and see what kind of damage the knife had done, but blood was dripping from between his fingers, and he realized he could bleed to death. Still whimpering, shaking, he lifted one bloody hand and moaned aloud. His penis was still there, but the left side of his sac was a mangled mess. He didn’t know if he’d lost his left testicle or not.

God damn him, the bastard had nearly castrated him! He’d wipe the face of the earth clean of Sarratts, he’d skin that boy and leave him for the buzzards. But even as he thought of all the things he wanted to do, McLain knew he’d never forget the choking terror and pain, the humiliation of rolling on the floor, his britches down, while that knife darted and slashed.

 

The boys lay in the small cave they’d discovered five years before, on the northern edge of Sarratt’s Kingdom. The pain rolled through the older boy, shaking him, making him grind his teeth together in an effort to stifle his moans. His brother lay still, too still, beside him. The older boy whimpered from the effort it took him to lift his arm and put his hand on his brother’s chest, to feel the rise and fall of his breathing.

“Don’t die,” he whispered into the cold darkness, though he knew the younger boy was unconscious. “Don’t die. Not yet. We’ve got to kill McLain.”

His younger brother had taken a bullet high in his left side. The older boy didn’t know how they had managed to escape, but like wounded animals they had crawled away into the darkness. He himself had two wounds, one in his right thigh, another through the fleshy part of his waist. Blood drenched his shirt and pants, and he could feel himself weakening, his head becoming light from the pain and blood loss.

Dimly he realized they might die here.

“No,” he said, and touched his brother’s still form again. “No matter what, we have to get McLain. No matter what. I swear it.”



CHAPTER ONE
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Major Frank McLain stepped into the sun and watched the buggy approach, his eyes narrowed with anticipation.

She was finally here.

Fierce, gloating satisfaction filled him. He’d never been good enough before, but now a damned Waverly would be his wife. Her mother was even a Creighton—Margaret Creighton—and the girl had the Creighton looks herself, all pale, calm elegance, and aristocratic bones.

Victoria Waverly. Before the war her family would have spit on him. Now she was marrying him because he had money and all they had were empty bellies and impeccable bloodlines. The war and the hunger it had created were the world’s greatest equalizers. The Waverlys and the Creightons hadn’t blinked twice at marrying their daughter to him in exchange for a more comfortable life.

He could barely wait. He’d wrenched this land from the Sarratts with blood and death and pure guts, and made it his; he now owned more land than any plantation owner in the South ever had, made his name one to be reckoned with in the territory, ran more cattle and employed more men than anyone else around, and still something had been lacking. He’d never gotten what he’d wanted more than anything else in his life, and that was a lady at his table, a true aristocrat to share his name. There had never been any hope of it before, but after the war he’d gone back to Augusta, back to the town where he’d grown up as poor and despised white trash. He’d searched there for the perfect woman of his dreams, and he’d found Victoria. His heart beat faster just thinking about her. He had waited four months for her to arrive, and now she was here. They would be married that night.

One of the men standing behind him shifted to get a better look. “Who’s that in the buggy with her?”

“Her little sister and her cousin, Emma Gann, came with her,” McLain answered. He didn’t mind that Victoria had brought some family with her. He kind of liked the idea of having them under his roof. Men from all over the territory would probably come to court them. White women were still a rarity, and true ladies were as precious as gold. He had a pleasant moment’s thought of the alliances he could forge with advantageous marriages for the two young women. By God, he’d build an empire that would make the Sarratts look like two-bit dirt farmers. Twenty years had passed since he’d killed the last of them and taken the land, but he still hated the name. Duncan Sarratt had always looked at him as if he were trash, and that bitch Elena had acted as if he’d dirtied the air she had to breathe. But he’d gotten both of them, made them pay, and now he lived in the Sarratt house. No, goddamn it, it was his house, just as it was his land. There were no Sarratts anymore. He’d made sure of it.

The half dozen men standing behind him were, in a way, just as eager for the buggy to roll to a stop. Oh, there were some white whores in Santa Fe if they wanted to ride that far, but all of the women on the ranch or anywhere nearby were Mexican. The few white women in Santa Fe who weren’t whores were the wives of soldiers, or the odd rancher’s wife. These women coming in now were supposed to be good women, but only the Major’s wife would be off-limits. Hell, they all knew him. If he wanted to plow his wife’s sister, he’d do it and not think twice. So they watched the approaching buggy with hot eyes, wondering what the women would look like, not that it mattered.

Will Garnet spat on the ground. “The Major is acting like a fool over this woman,” he muttered. “Ain’t no split-tail born worth this much fuss.”

The few men who heard him agreed, but didn’t say anything. Only two men on the spread were immune to the Major’s rage, and Garnet was one of them. He was in his early forties, with dark hair graying at the temples, and he had been with the Major from the first. He was the foreman and did pretty much as he wanted, with the Major’s blessing. They all walked lightly around him, except the man standing a little away from their group, his posture relaxed and his eyes cold under the brim of his hat. Jake Roper had only been on the ranch a few months, but he, too, seemed immune to the Major’s anger.

They had all been hired as cowpunchers or wranglers, but it was a fact that some of them had been hired more for their handiness with a sidearm than for their bulldogging ability. A man who had made his fortune the way McLain had needed to keep an eye out for his enemies. Not only that, but a spread as big as his was vulnerable to rustling and lightning raids by the Comanche. So McLain had built his own private army of gunmen, and Jake Roper was the fastest. Even the other gunhands tended to steer clear of him. Garnet might have a mean streak in him a mile wide, but Roper was ice clear through. Garnet might backstab a man, but Roper would squash out a life with as little thought as if he’d stepped on a bug.

Roper himself had little interest in the women. The Major was making a fool out of himself, but it didn’t bother Roper. He gave his boss a sidelong glance, but all his contempt was hidden behind his cold eyes. This fancy, high-nosed Southern lady wasn’t so special, not if she was marrying McLain. He had a good idea what she was in for. But she’d chosen to come here; she could damn well make the best of it.

When the buggy reached the front of the house, it stopped and McLain stepped forward. He lifted his arms to help one of the women down. “Victoria!”

She stood, but instead of allowing McLain to lift her from the buggy, she placed a gloved hand on his forearm and stepped down. “Major,” she said calmly, and lifted back the veil from her bonnet.

Roper’s first impression of her face was that it looked like it belonged to a bloodless porcelain doll, very correct and passionless. Yep, a lady, all right, all the way down to her lace drawers—and God forbid any man should see them. Her hair was light brown, what he could see of it, and her voice had been low. That was a blessing; shrill, screeching women disgusted him.

The next woman to alight, also with a gentle hand on McLain’s forearm, was a bit on the plain side, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. But Roper thought she had a sweet smile. He eyed her consideringly. He figured this was the cousin.

The next one didn’t wait for assistance, but jumped to the ground with a small gurgle of delight. She tugged her bonnet off, and whirled it by its strings. “Oh, everything’s beautiful,” she breathed, looking around with wide eyes.

Standing beside Roper, Garnet stiffened and swore under his breath. She was a young girl rather than a woman, but she was stunningly beautiful. Her hair was a golden blond mass, and she had big, dark blue eyes. Roper figured a girl like that was going to cause a lot of trouble among the men on the ranch. The little sister was just too pretty to leave her alone.

“Garnet! Roper!”

Both of them stepped forward, faces blank. The Major was beaming like an idiot as he turned toward them. “Victoria, my dear, these are my two right hands. Will Garnet is my foreman and Jake Roper makes sure we’re all safe here. Boys, say howdy to my intended, Miss Victoria Waverly.”

Victoria’s eyes showed nothing as she gracefully held out a slim gloved hand to the foreman. “Mr. Garnet,” she murmured.

“Ma’am.” His hand enclosed hers, and he looked her up and down in a way that made her draw back nervously. She met his gaze and was made even more uneasy by his eyes, which were flat and expressionless, like a snake’s.

She withdrew her fingers as quickly as possible, resisting an urge to wipe them on her skirt. Instead, she turned to the other man. “Mr. Roper.”

She looked up at him and froze. His hat was pulled down low over his eyes, but she could still see them glittering coldly at her. He slowly, deliberately lowered his gaze to her breasts and stared at them for what seemed an eternity to her, before raising his eyes to meet hers again with contempt.

Roper ignored her outstretched hand and merely lifted the brim of his hat. Victoria dropped her arm and turned away, her discomfort intensified. If Garnet’s manner was offensive, this man was frightening. His face was still, yet he had looked at her with such obvious disrespect that it shook her. No one, not even the Yankee soldiers, had ever looked at her like that.

It took all her self-control to appear calm as she turned to the man she had come three-quarters of the way across the continent to marry. “If you don’t mind, Major, we’d like to freshen up now. The dust is terrible.”

“Of course, of course. Carmita! Show Miss Victoria and the girls where they can wash.” His voice was harsh when he spoke to the servants, and Victoria gave him a quick glance. She had been raised to never be rude to a servant. But the short, round, middleaged woman who answered the Major’s summons wore an expression of perpetual good nature.

“Please, this way,” she said with a warm smile.

Victoria turned to find her cousin, Emma, close behind her, but her sister Celia had wandered off toward the corrals. Victoria called to her, and as the girl skipped back, her face aglow with delight, Victoria didn’t miss the way most of the men were looking at Celia. Men everywhere looked at Celia with pleasure, but this was different. They watched the girl the way a cat might watch a mouse.

Victoria ushered Celia into the house ahead of her, wondering desperately if she had done the right thing in bringing the girl with her. At least in Augusta she wouldn’t have had to deal with these threatening strangers.

Emma fell into step with Victoria, and her cousin’s fine dark eyes mirrored her own uneasy impressions. “Those men …” Emma murmured.

“Yes,” Victoria said.

The huge house was Spanish in style, the walls made of thick, whitewashed adobe. Coolness enveloped them as they stepped inside, and Victoria’s spirits lifted as she looked around. The walls were clean and white, the spacious rooms were enlivened with colorful rugs. On the second floor Carmita led them past the first door on the right but opened the second, and beckoned Victoria forward. “Your room, señorita,” she said.

Victoria was pleased by what she saw. The floor was of dark wood, and a curtained, four-poster bed was set against the left wall. On the right was an enormous armoire. There was a washstand bearing a simple white pitcher and bowl, and a mirrored dressing table for her toilette. Under the window was a chaise longue, and across it was folded a cream-colored blanket. “It’s lovely,” she said, drawing a huge smile from Carmita.

Celia whirled around the room, sending her skirts flying. “A room of your own!” she crowed. She and Victoria had shared a room for as long as she could remember, and this was an unimaginable luxury to her. “And Emma and I will have rooms of our own, too, won’t we?”

Victoria looked at Carmita, who nodded. “Yes, of course,” she told her sister as she smoothed a golden strand of hair from Celia’s face. No, there was no way she could have left her in Augusta with their parents, who were bitter and joyless after the death of their only son in the war. Celia needed laughter and sunshine, and she gave it back in abundance. But she was a fragile, vulnerable girl. Like a hothouse bloom, she needed careful nurturing to flourish.

“May we see my room next? Please, may we?”

Her enthusiasm was contagious, and Victoria found herself laughing with the others as they trooped down the hallway. “How many rooms are there in the house, Carmita?” she asked.

“Fifteen, señorita. Eight downstairs, seven upstairs.”

“You are the housekeeper?”

“Si. There is also Lola, the cook, and my daughter, Juana, who helps me in the house.”

Victoria had caught a glimpse of a black-haired young woman when they arrived. “Was it Juana I saw at the stables?”

Carmita’s face hardened. “No, señorita. That was Angelina Garcia. Juana does not go to the stables.”

“What does Angelina do?”

Carmita only shrugged, and didn’t explain. Victoria made a mental note to ask again about this Angelina.

The rooms assigned to Emma and Celia were identical, square and plain, but possessing simple charm. Celia bounced on each double bed in turn, ecstatic at their good fortune, and even Emma’s eyes held a fragile hope that things were looking better at last. Victoria tried to muster some of that same sense of optimism, but instead her heart could manage only the slow, heavy beat of dread. She had to marry Frank McLain, and only desperation had brought her to this pass. He had been outwardly kind, but she doubted she would ever be able to make herself feel comfortable with him.

At the thought of marrying him, a shudder shook her. He was barrel-chested and thick-necked, like a bull, though he wasn’t very tall; the combination made him appear brutish. Victoria felt suffocated at the idea of sharing a room with him.

She had brought Emma and Celia with her thinking that at least they would have food and clothing enough to be secure. The war had reduced them, quite literally, to starvation, and the Major had seemed their only hope. But after meeting those men—Garnet and Roper—and seeing the others standing back with their awful interest in Celia, she had to doubt her wisdom in taking her cousin and sister from Augusta.

Roper had stared at her with contempt in his cold eyes. She shivered and decided she would stay far away from the man. She was glad he hadn’t taken her hand when she’d offered it; she was glad he hadn’t touched her. Yet she wondered why he had looked at her like that, as if she were trash. Never in her twenty-one years had anyone done that; she was a Waverly, her mother was a Creighton, and both families could trace their roots back several centuries to English nobility. Before the war, they had been at the top of the social pyramid. Before the war…

Before the war, she reminded herself, a lot of things had been different. She straightened her shoulders. She had lost the privileged way of life she had been born to, the luxuries, the comfort and protection of wealth. She had gone from having it all to having nothing, but she had coped. She had kept her head high even when she was hungry, even when her dresses were threadbare and she shivered with cold, when her only pair of shoes had holes in the bottom. Dresses and shoes had never been the sum of her existence, so she had never mourned for the loss of them.

What the war had done was shatter her family, taking a cousin here, an uncle there. Emma’s fiancé had been killed the first winter, and the echo of sadness had never left her eyes. Emma’s mother, Victoria’s mother’s sister, had died in ‘63. Her cousin had come to live with the Waverlys. Then Victoria’s adored older brother, Robert, had been killed in the Wilderness campaign. After that she had also lost her parents. They still lived, after a fashion, but their hearts had died.

Victoria had always known that Robert was the magic one, the center of the family, but she’d never been jealous of him, because she had dearly loved him, too. She and Celia had been loved, or at least she had thought they had been. But with Robert’s death, her parents had grieved until there was nothing left to give their daughters.

She thought of the home she’d left, of her parents locked in bitterness for what was lost, and knew that she couldn’t have left sixteen-year-old Celia there alone. Celia was different and sometimes others grew impatient with her. All of her life Victoria had stepped between Celia and trouble, and she wasn’t going to stop now.

Carmita interrupted Victoria’s thoughts as they left Emma’s room by saying, “The Major, he said the wedding would be tonight. You have your dress, yes? I will get the wrinkles out.”

Tonight! A chill ran through Victoria. “Tonight? Are you certain?”

The housekeeper looked puzzled. “Of course. He has sent for the padre. He told me this himself, this morning.”

Victoria said nothing more but went with Carmita back to her room, where the trunks had been delivered. With Emma’s assistance, they sorted through everything until they found the dress (paid for with the Major’s money) that Victoria had brought to be married in. Carmita took it off to be steamed.

Silently Victoria began putting her clothes away in the armoire. Emma joined her, efficiently folding and hanging.

After a moment Emma said, “You know, you don’t have to go through with it. We can always go back home.”

Victoria leaned against the armoire. “How can we? Do you truly think the Major would pay our way back? No, I agreed to the bargain, and I’ll keep it.”

Emma paused in the folding of a delicate lawn nightgown, which had also been purchased with the Major’s money. All of their clothing was new and had come from him, even their underwear. Emma’s eyes were worried. “Have we made a mistake in coming here?”

“I hope not. I pray not. But those men downstairs … the way they looked at Celia—”

“Yes. I saw.”

Victoria walked to the window. The land was beautiful, incredibly so, but alien to everything she had known. She had expected a calm, peaceful ranch, and instead she sensed an undercurrent of violence she couldn’t explain. “I feel uneasy,” she murmured. “Those men are so threatening. That sounds silly, doesn’t it? But I didn’t expect them to be armed.”

“The territory is still a dangerous place. I expect most men are armed.”

“Yes, of course. It’s just so different from home. The Yankee soldiers were armed, but that was expected.”

“And they didn’t look like the gunslingers we’ve heard so much about.”

“Or read about in that dreadful dime novel Celia bought in Texas.”

The two young women looked at each other and smiled, remembering the lurid descriptions that had had Celia wide-eyed. Emma’s common sense calmed her, but Victoria couldn’t entirely dismiss her own uneasiness. A faint blush rose to her cheeks as she returned to the chore of unpacking, and she darted a quick glance at Emma. Her cousin was two years older than she, and had been engaged. Perhaps she was in possession of more information than Victoria was.

“I wonder if he will sleep in here?”

Emma looked around. “It doesn’t seem likely. If he intended for you to share a room, wouldn’t he have put you in the room he already occupies?”

Relief almost made Victoria’s knees go limp. “Yes, I should have thought of that.”

“Perhaps that door connects with his room.” Emma pointed.

Victoria walked to it and twisted the knob. It opened into another bedroom, obviously occupied. She quickly shut it again. “I’d thought it was to the privy.”

At least now she knew they definitely wouldn’t share a room, thank God. But that wasn’t all that worried her. She busied herself hanging the sensible skirts and shirtwaist blouses she’d insisted on having for everyday wear. “Do you know what will happen tonight?” she asked in a low voice. “Afterward—when we’re alone.”

Emma’s hands stilled, and she bit her lip. “Not really. Didn’t Aunt Margaret tell you before we left?”

“No, except to say that I must do my duty. That’s all very well, if I only knew what my ‘duty’ was. I feel so stupid! I should have asked. You were engaged; what did Aunt Helen tell you?”

“I suppose she thought she would wait until right before the wedding, for she never told me anything. The things I heard in school—”

“Yes, I know. I imagine I heard the same things, but I can’t believe they are true. The only thing I really know is that married people may sleep in the same bed.” And have babies. She barely contained a shudder at the thought. She didn’t want to have the Major’s children; she couldn’t even bear for him to share her room.

Emma bit her lip again and thought of Jon, her fiancé. After they had become engaged, he had often kissed her in what she knew must be an improper manner, but it had been so wonderful she had gloried in it rather than rebuking him as she ought. He had held her tightly and touched her breasts. He had used his tongue while kissing her, though at first she’d been shocked. And when he’d held her so tightly against him, she had felt a hardness in his trousers, and she had instinctively known that it pertained to what happened between a man and his wife, that mysterious, fearsome unknown they’d whispered about so avidly in school.

Jon. The long years since his death had eased the brutal grief, but not the yearning. She had loved him, but more than that he had begun awakening her physical senses in a way that left her feeling her aloneness even more keenly than she would have. Still, she knew that she would rather be alone than be the one who married Major McLain.

Victoria was truly the only family Emma had left, for she had never been close to her aunt and uncle, and Celia, though happy and lovable, would never be able to share the memories of growing up together as she and Victoria did, or the responsibilities of adulthood. She clenched her fist and looked at her cousin, who had agreed to marry Major McLain in order to protect her family. For all her air of fragility there was steel in Victoria, and fierce determination. Emma knew more than anyone that it was Victoria who had somehow managed to keep them all fed these past two horrible years when no Southerner had had enough food, Victoria who had bartered and economized, who had spent hours laboriously tending a small vegetable garden in the backyard. Now her cousin needed information, and no matter how embarrassing the discussion was, Emma decided to give it to her.

She cleared her throat. “Jon—used to touch my breasts.”

Victoria was very still, her eyes wide and troubled. She tried to imagine the Major touching her there, and shrank from the idea.

“And he used to get hard. His—his privates would get hard.” Emma looked down at her clasped hands and couldn’t look up again. “I think a husband does something between a woman’s legs with his privates, and that’s what makes a baby.”

Victoria felt as if she couldn’t breathe. Dear God, did she have to let the Major rub his privates against hers? He would have to lift up her nightgown, and he would have to be unclothed…. Nausea made the back of her throat burn, and she swallowed. The horrible image of his thick, brutally strong hands on her breasts, pulling up her gown, made her whirl away and clench her fists.

Emma stared at her hands. “Of course, Jon never did anything to dishonor me,” she murmured. “But I wish he had. I liked it when he kissed me, and touched me. I wish he had done the rest of it, too, and perhaps I would have had his child.”

They had been so strictly raised that for Emma even to think such a thing was scandalous, but Victoria couldn’t feel shocked. Emma and Jon had been in love, and for them to do that even unblessed by marriage seemed far less obscene than the proposal that she do the same thing with the Major inside the marital bonds. With that realization, she felt the truth of Emma’s aloneness and moved to touch her cousin’s shoulder.

“I won’t feel as frightened now, knowing. Thank you.” She made her voice firm.

Emma gave her a little smile. “I don’t know that much. Most of it is guessing. I suppose we should have asked.”

“Much good it would have done us. Can you imagine Mother saying even as much as you have?”

Emma hesitated. “Will you tell me?” She blushed. “I mean, when you know for certain.”

Respectable women never talked of such things, but Victoria nodded. She didn’t feel daring, only desperate. She and Emma would have to bolster each other and work together to protect Celia, who saw good in everyone and therefore knew neither danger nor caution.

Victoria looked around the room. It was pleasing in its simple colors, larger and airier than she was accustomed to, as were all the rooms in the house. Tonight she would become a wife and would no longer be Victoria Waverly, but Mrs. Frank McLain. Someday she might be a mother. This, it seemed, was to be her role in life, and her duty was to fill it impeccably.

She had been raised to be first a perfect lady and then a perfect wife, an ornament on a man’s arm and a capable mistress of his house. In her world women were gentle and graceful, charming and concerned only with a woman’s activities. A wife always deferred to her husband. She would try to be the lady she had been raised to be, try to always be gracious and proper. She knew nothing else she could do; there was no backing out, so she might as well make the best of it. Many women had married men they didn’t love and led fulfilled lives; Victoria was certain she could do the same.

But when she thought of the coming night, she couldn’t stop shivering.

Will Garnet couldn’t get the little blonde out of his mind. Her glowing face was perfect, and he bet her breasts would be nice and round, instead of drooping like Angelina’s. Hell, Angelina would lie down for any two-bit saddle tramp who had the price, so there wasn’t anything special about her. Now, that little blonde … she was a virgin for sure, she had that look about her. Garnet wanted to be the first. He wanted to see that beautiful little face when she got it for the first time; he bet she’d like it, after she got used to it some. Not like her cold stick of a sister. The boss wouldn’t be getting anything in his bed except a poker.

Garnet cast a sidelong glance at Roper, who was sitting at the table in the bunkhouse. He didn’t have much use for the man, and he knew the feeling was likewise, but they would both be at the wedding. Boss’s orders, just to make certain no trouble interrupted the ceremony. Garnet grunted and spoke to the gunhand. “The boss’s woman ain’t much, is she? But, damn, that little sister sure makes up for her.”

Roper was cleaning and oiling his big.44s, and never looked up.

Familiar anger rose in Garnet. If Roper wasn’t so damned fast with those guns, he’d have kicked his ass a long time ago. But nobody pushed Roper, not even the Major. If it had just been that, a bullet in the back would have taken care of him. The thing was, any back-shooter would have to make damn certain Roper was dead, and most of the men thought Roper wouldn’t go down that easy. He’d only been on the ranch a few months, and they still didn’t know much about him, other than he was damn good with horses, snake-quick with a gun, and as cold-blooded and deadly as a rattler. It was in his eyes, those cold, clear, emotionless eyes.

Roper never let his guard down. Even now, while he was cleaning his .44s, he only unloaded one at the time. Nor were they his only weapons; a big Bowie knife, all fourteen inches of it, rode in a scabbard at his left kidney, and another knife, this one thin and balanced for throwing, was in his right boot. Those were the only ones Garnet knew about; he figured the gunslick had at least one more hidden somewhere on his body.

But what really made the men wary of Roper was the way he’d killed Charlie Guest a couple of months back. Guest had always had more mouth than sense and was a bad-tempered bully on his good days, so Garnet really didn’t give a damn that Roper had killed him. It was the way he’d done it. Guest had taken a dislike to Roper and started mouthing off at him, and got even madder when the gunhand had ignored him the way he was doing Garnet now. Then Guest had made the mistake of going for his gun. He’d never made it. Before he could even clear leather, Roper had been on him, moving so lightning fast that Garnet still wasn’t quite sure what had happened.

Roper had dropped Guest to the bunkhouse floor and planted a knee in his back. He’d hooked his left arm around Guest’s neck and pushed on the man’s head with his right hand. They’d all heard Guest’s neck pop like a chicken’s. Without even breaking a sweat, Roper had left the dead man lying on the floor and gone back to what he’d been doing like he’d never been interrupted.

The dead silence in the bunkhouse had been broken when one of the cowpunchers blurted, “Why didn’t you shoot him?”

Roper hadn’t looked up. “He wasn’t worth a bullet.”

The Major liked having a man like Roper in his employ; he felt it gave him a certain stature. Garnet didn’t like the way the Major was depending more and more on the gunslick, but was helpless to do anything about it. Nobody on the ranch was going to take him on after what he’d done to Guest.

Goaded by his silence, Garnet snapped, “That little blonde’s mine.”

Roper flicked a glance at him. “Fine.”

Somehow, the indifference stung Garnet. Nothing touched Roper. The man wasn’t human; he didn’t even use Angelina’s services. Garnet had begun to think something was wrong with Roper in that way until they’d gone into Santa Fe and Roper had holed up with a woman the entire three days they’d been there. The fool woman had watched him leave with a dreamy look in her eyes.

Just under his breath Garnet said, “One of these days, gunslick, I’ll get you under my sights.”

Roper lifted-his head and smiled in a way that didn’t change the expression in his eyes at all. “Any time.”



CHAPTER TWO

[image: images]

Victoria’s dress was white, long-sleeved and high-necked, and had one of the new slim skirts she had seen the Yankee ladies in Augusta wearing. Celia oohed and ahhed over it, when she wasn’t whirling around in her own new blue dress.

Emma brushed out Victoria’s waist-length hair, skillfully wound and secured it up on her head, and pulled several strands loose at the temple to soften the look. Emma’s calm face helped. Victoria’s hands were steady as she affixed a tiny spray of seed pearls in her hair. “How does this look?” she asked.

“It looks wonderful!” Celia was full of admiration. She adored Victoria and was happy that she looked so pretty in her new dress. Celia didn’t begin to understand what this wedding meant to her sister. Victoria tried to pretend the occasion was as happy as her sister believed it to be.

“It does look wonderful,” Emma said more quietly. Her dress was also blue, a shade that went extremely well with her pale skin. Her mass of dark hair had been wound into a smooth coil on the back of her head. Her eyes met her cousin’s in the mirror, and Victoria managed a small, reassuring smile.

Carmita knocked and put her head in the door, smiling broadly as she took in the three young women. “The Major is ready, señorita. You look very pretty!”

Victoria rose to her feet. “Thank you.” She managed a smile for Carmita, also. Just before they left the room, she took one more look around it. She would not be a Waverly the next time she stepped through this door. A white silk and lace nightgown lay across the bed, and she quickly looked past it.

The men were gathered in what she assumed was a parlor. She saw McLain, the priest, Father Sebastian, and the two men she had met that afternoon, Garnet and Roper. Victoria quickly walked to the Major’s side, not letting her gaze touch either of the two hands as she gave them a polite nod. Roper stood a little in her way, but he didn’t move, and she had to go around him to keep her skirts from brushing his legs. She could almost feel the scorn in his eyes as he watched her.

The Major was beaming as he took her hand and tucked it in the crook of his elbow. “You look beautiful,” he said heartily. “I sure am getting my money’s worth.” She controlled a flinch.

To the priest McLain said, “Get on with it.”

The wedding ceremony was brief, too brief for Victoria’s peace of mind. In only a couple of minutes they were man and wife. McLain turned her to face him and pressed his wet mouth on hers. Victoria kept her lips firmly together and her mind blank as she willed herself not to shudder. She drew back as quickly as possible and turned away, meeting Roper’s eyes as she did so. For the first time she noticed he wasn’t wearing his hat, and she could clearly see his face. His eyes were clear and cold, his expression so contemptuous she almost stepped back. Why did he hate her so much?

The thought made her lift her chin as imperiously as any Creighton or Waverly had ever done; this man was a common thug, a hired gun. She gave him back stare for stare.

Roper’s lips twitched into a humorless little smile, and he gave her a brief nod, as if in recognition of her nerve. Still, it wasn’t until he turned away that she felt herself released.

The Major rubbed his hand down her arm, accidentally letting his fingers touch her hip. Victoria started, but forced herself to smile at her new husband. It was just that she was so nervous, she told herself, and she didn’t really know him. Once she had a chance to relax, everything would be all right.

“What did you think of your bedroom, girl? Right nice, ain’t it?” The Major’s tone was somehow leering, but he seemed anxious for her approval.

“It was lovely,” she replied, glad she could be honest. “I’m sure I’ll be very comfortable. The chaise especially is a nice touch.”

He squeezed her hip again. This time, however, she was looking at him and saw the glitter in his dark eyes when he did so. Now she knew it wasn’t accidental. Such a public caress shocked her, and the look in his eyes frightened her a little.

“Later,” he said with a wink, “you’ll like the bedroom even more.”

She couldn’t reply. The thought of the coming night was almost enough to paralyze her, if she let herself dwell on it. So she forced it from her mind and somehow got through the evening.

It was a strangely silent gathering, with only the Major talking and everyone else answering him in monosyllables. Emma, bless her, kept Celia close to her side. Victoria tried to smile at the appropriate times and contribute some polite conversation over the dinner Lola served, but she was too tense to do more than go through the motions of being a gracious hostess.

She wished desperately that she had never agreed to marry McLain. She thought hers was the most dismal wedding supper she’d ever attended, and felt a small spurt of amusement because she was the most dismal person attending it. The amusement quickly died, however, when McLain stroked her arm with the gloating possessiveness that made her feel sick. She felt as if he were flaunting her before the two other men.

For a moment her distress was so powerful that she had to look away, and found herself staring at Roper again. His cold eyes met hers, then flickered to McLain. When he looked back to her, she was mortified to see a faint understanding. That he should know she was dreading the night, and what McLain would do to her, was unbearable.

She went white, then red, then white again. She wanted to run from the table, and clenched her hands tightly together. She had never before had any idea that a man might be imagining her with her nightgown pulled up, but she was certain Roper was thinking just that. Every ounce of modesty she possessed was outraged.

The only thing to do, of course, was to pretend not to notice him. It was rather like closing one’s eyes and pretending to be invisible, but it was better than nothing.

Roper watched the color build and recede in her face, and realized the cause; he even felt faint pity. She wasn’t a cold and passionless doll, after all. She was frightened—justifiably so, though she couldn’t know that. McLain had a reputation for being rough and hasty with women. Nor was he particular in his choices, though this time, it seemed, he’d gotten himself a lady. Bad luck for the lady.

Roper realized he didn’t like the idea of McLain rutting on her. It made him furious with himself, but there it was. McLain wouldn’t appreciate her pale delicacy, nor would he take the time to give her pleasure. She was too fine for the bastard. She had guts. Damn few men had ever stared at him like that, challenging him with a look. People usually didn’t want to look at his face, for some reason; they would only glance at him, and quickly look away. But this pale, slender woman had stood as steadfast as a rock and matched him look for look. She had acted as if she were a queen and he the lowest of her subjects. The thought of it caused a spurt of anger that surprised him. Roper seldom let himself feel any emotion, and he especially didn’t want to feel any for McLain’s wife.

But there it was. Anger. Respect. Desire. God, yes, desire. He shouldn’t feel any of it, he couldn’t afford to feel any of it. He’d have to do something about her, sooner or later, and he didn’t need his mind clouded by all these unwanted thoughts and emotions. He couldn’t let himself soften at all, not now.

Deliberately he looked at the little sister. She was undeniably lovely, and the expression in her dark blue eyes was both sweet and happy, though there was an elusive quality about her he didn’t understand. Maybe she was simpleminded. Not stupid, just simple. She was just a beautiful child.

But looking for a distraction didn’t help. He turned back to McLain’s wife, and the images of hate rose up again in his mind, though he kept his face carefully blank. McLain, murdering his father. McLain, raping his mother and then putting a bullet in her brain. McLain, stealing the land that had been in his mother’s family for over a hundred years. McLain, sending the young killer, Garnet, out to hunt down and kill two boys, and damn near succeeding. McLain, living in the cool, gracious house where Roper had been born, back when this whole valley had been called Sarratt’s Kingdom.

Jacob Roper Sarratt had returned. He’d come to kill McLain and take back the valley. Until today, that was all he wanted.

Now he wanted McLain’s wife, too.

Victoria sat propped against the pillows, clad in her long-sleeved, high-necked white nightgown. She was cold, deathly cold, all the way down to her bones, but she couldn’t shiver. Her body felt heavy, incapable of even that tiny movement. Her heart was beating in a slow, ponderous rhythm that threatened to choke her.

Emma had wanted her to leave her hair down, but Victoria had insisted on braiding it as usual, explaining that the tangles were horrendous if she left it loose. The truth was, Victoria didn’t want to look too attractive to the Major. It was a small defense, but one she felt would help her in spirit if not in fact.

The bedcurtains were drawn back and tied to the four posters. The room was illuminated by three candles set in the graceful silver candelabra on the dresser, and Victoria wondered why the room was lit with candles instead of an oil lamp, which gave off more light. There had been lamps downstairs. She would ask Carmita tomorrow.

Tonight, though, perhaps it was best that the room wasn’t brightly lit. Perhaps she should even snuff the candles. She considered it, and was about to throw the covers back when the connecting door opened and the Major entered her room.

She froze. He was wearing a dark robe, but below the hem his legs were hairy and bare. His bull neck and thick shoulders looked even more odd in contrast to the spindly size of his calves.

But it was his face that most terrified her. He wore such an open expression of gloating anticipation that she wanted to die. Dear God, what was he going to do to her?

He walked to the side of the bed and removed his robe, exposing a white nightshirt that came down to his knees.

“Well, girl, are you ready?” Again, his voice had that leering tone.

She managed to make an assenting noise, but it was a lie. She would never be ready.

“Lie down, then. Did you expect to do it sitting up?” He laughed.

She could barely move, but managed to shift her position so that she was lying flat on the mattress. He got into the bed beside her and leaned up on one elbow. Victoria’s muscles tightened even more. He had brown eyes, she noticed. His heavy jaw was darkened by a shadow of beard, and she could smell a sweet, cloying scent about him. Lying this close to him, she was overwhelmed by the mixture of cologne and sweat, so much so that she had to struggle to prevent herself from gagging. Desperately she tried to remind herself that he seemed clean enough, he was just a rather heavy man and naturally sweated.

He bent and pressed his mouth to hers. She could feel the clammy sweat on his upper lip. Revolted, she tried to press her head deeper into the pillow to escape him.

Oddly, the kiss seemed to excite him. He began breathing faster, and his beefy hands jerked at her nightgown. Victoria clenched her fists and tried to prepare for the exposure. At least they were still under the sheet.

But when the nightgown was about her waist he kicked the thin sheet away and rose up on his knees. Victoria closed her eyes, so humiliated she could barely think. He was looking at her there, something she couldn’t remember anyone ever doing before. It was shocking enough that he should see her bare legs, but for him actually to look at her triangle of hair was horrible.

The sound of his heavy breathing was the only noise in the room. He put his hand on her bare leg and she jumped. “Feels good, does it?” he panted. “Just wait, there’s more.”

She couldn’t bear more. It couldn’t get worse than this. He pulled her legs apart, and nausea churned her stomach. Dear God, he was actually looking between her legs. In all her nightmares she had never imagined this.

He shifted so that he was kneeling between her spread legs. She felt him touching her there, rubbing his fingers over her, and suddenly he pushed one thick finger into her. Her eyes flew open and she went rigid as pain tore through her body. She was dry, and his rough finger felt like sandpaper as it ripped apart the delicate tissues of her hymen. The pain and the idea of what he was doing were finally too much, and she dug her heels into the bed in taut rejection of that horrible penetration, her muscles locked.

With his other hand he had pulled up his nightshirt and was rubbing and pulling at an ugly, veined thing. Victoria looked at him in horror as she suddenly realized what he was going to do. She hadn’t thought she could get any suffer, but she could feel her muscles pulling even tighter, her body going as rigid as a board. He was cursing for some reason as the ugly little sausage rolled limply in his hand.

Abruptly he let himself down and pushed it against her, and Victoria gagged.

McLain barely noticed her stiffness. It was what he expected; she was a lady, not a whore like Angelina. It was his own unresponsive flesh that held his attention, infuriating him. Dammit, he’d never had this trouble before! Despite his wound, he’d always been able to hump any woman he could get beneath him. But now his organ remained flaccid, no matter how vigorously he pulled at it. Frantically he pushed it against her, hoping that the feel of her would get him hard. He grew more panicked and furious with every passing second as nothing happened.

And then he realized she was lying frozen beneath him, just like that Sarratt bitch Elena had done. The demon that had tormented him for twenty years, that lurked inside him always waiting for a chance to leap out, smiled evilly. Once again out of the recesses of his mind came the hellish memory of pulling out of Elena and the shining knife abruptly slashing at him. He remembered the terror, the sick helplessness he’d felt with his pants around his knees as he rolled on the floor, trying to escape that darting knife. And once again he felt the sharp pain and horror of steel cutting into him.

He jerked away from Victoria, cursing and limp. Furious, humiliated, but above all else lost again in that remembered horror, he left the bed and stamped into his own room, slamming the door behind him.

For a long time Victoria lay as he had left her, with her nightgown up around her waist and her body rigid. The only sound she could hear was her own rough, sobbing breaths. When she did move, it was to shove her fist against her mouth to stifle the hysterical sounds that welled in her throat.

She couldn’t bear it. If this was what being married entailed, she simply couldn’t bear it. The wrenching loss of modesty, the pain … how could any woman ever endure this? She felt shattered by the intrusion into her body, and terrified because she knew he hadn’t finished it, though she didn’t know why. She only knew he had been trying to put that—thing—into her as he had put his finger. She had never dreamed her very body would be penetrated, never dreamed such things were possible or that men’s bodies were so different from women’s.

Slowly, her movements stiff and jerky, she slid from the bed. She wanted to wash and she had to blow out the candles. She wanted to hide in the dark and pretend this had never happened, but she knew she couldn’t. Her hands were shaking as she wet a soft flannel in the cool water and drew her nightgown up again. She pressed the wet cloth between her legs to soothe the ache and was startled to find it came away stained with blood.

She stood with her head bowed for a long time, trembling. If this was what her life was to be like, she must somehow find the strength to endure it. For Emma and Celia, she had to endure it. For her parents. This was the sort of bargain women had made for centuries, and she would find the strength to keep her end of it.

Knowing that she was only one of many was little comfort, because she was appallingly alone. She couldn’t retreat and say, “No, I don’t like this, I’m going home.” She couldn’t run to Emma and sob out her fears like a child. There wasn’t even the security of her home, of familiar rooms and streets, familiar people. This huge, elegantly simple hacienda, so alien from her home in Augusta, was where she would live for the rest of her life. She hoped that in time it would become home. But now she knew she had no hope at all that she would ever become accustomed to the Major.

At length she blew out the candles and felt her way across the dark room, to crawl between the sheets and lie for long hours, shivering and trying to muster her courage. She did eventually find some measure of control. If it wasn’t courage, perhaps it would do.

She got up early, having only dozed fitfully, and dressed in one of the simple skirts and shirtwaist blouses she had brought. After pinning up her braids, she slipped quietly from the room. She didn’t want to wake the Major. She hoped to find Carmita in the kitchen. Victoria had an urgent question that had been tormenting her all night, and Carmita would know the answer. It would be difficult to voice such a question, but she was learning that difficult didn’t mean impossible.

As it happened, Carmita, Lola, and Juana were all in the kitchen, gossipping cozily. The friendly chatter of rapid Spanish halted when they noticed Victoria in the doorway.

“Señora,” Carmita said, smiling broadly. They were all smiling at her. Belatedly Victoria realized they expected a blushing bride. She did blush, though not from happiness.

She said, “Please, Carmita, may I talk with you for a moment?” Despite her efforts at control some of her despair must have shown for Carmita stopped smiling and rapidly came to her side.

They walked out into the courtyard, so pretty with its multitude of yellow roses. Victoria pretended to look at the roses, fingering some of the velvet petals. She said, low, “If my questions embarrass you, please don’t feel you have to answer. It’s just—I don’t have anyone I can ask, except for you.”

Carmita looked puzzled. “Of course, señora.”

Victoria flushed again. “Carmita … when a man—that is, what does a man—how are babies made?” She was beet red by the time she finished, and felt utterly helpless.

Carmita gaped at her. Victoria hurriedly turned away, but Carmita laughed and put her motherly arms around the tense young woman. Her brown eyes were warm. “No one thought to tell you the way of things? Poor señora! Yes, sit down, and I will tell you about men and babies.”

She did, very succinctly, and Victoria heaved an inner sigh of relief. It was as she had thought, the man did enter a woman’s body and there emptied himself of his seed, which sometimes resulted in a baby, though not, Carmita said with heartfelt thanks, every time. The Major had not done that to her, so she would not be having his baby. At least, not yet. She didn’t know what had gone wrong last night, and she knew he could return to her bed at any time. They had a lifetime together for him to consummate the marriage. But for today, at least, she was safe.

Another question occurred to her, and she said diffidently, “How does a woman know if she is to have a baby?” She knew they didn’t have to wait until they grew big, because she had known several women who had announced their expectancy long before there had been obvious evidence.
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