
        
            
                
            
        

    



	Stronger Than Passion







	Sharron Gayle Beach



	CreateSpace (2011)



	













Stronger Than Passion is a 145,000 word historical romance set during the stirring events of the Mexican-American War. Travelling from the intrique of Washington D.C. to the pageantry of aristocratic Mexico City, to the pulsing Texas borderlands, this novel portrays all the drama of a time of turbulence, when cultures clash and the resulting explosion can only end in violence -- or love.

Christina de Seinz is a beautiful young widow of European descent, patrona of a vast estate in a country not her own yet embraced as an adoptive homeland. Michael Brett is a wayward British lord with a troubled past and a mind set on vengeance. Their encounter in Mexico begins a dangerous game of intrique involving suspicions and desperate maneuverings, with the possible fate of a nation in the balance. It is only after bloodshed and loss that distrust evolves into reliance ... and hatred into desire as expansive as the heartbeat of the two countries.
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For Sharron Gayle Beach, storytelling is the result of an itinerant childhood of residences in several states, an eclectic education, ranging from anthropology to broadcast journalism, stints as a model, boutique owner, decorator and becoming a dilettante of the eccentric. Plus focused but voracious traveling. Intense historical research informs her novels and spurs the plaintive cry, "Oh now I have to find out about this," which her entrepreneur husband, George Massey, so frequently hears. Her first novel, Stronger Than Passion, a Maggie award finalist, is indicative of her love for the grand romanace, as represented long ago by Alexandre Dumas, Dorothy Dunnett and M. M. Kaye. Sharron divides living between residences in the mysterious city of New Orleans and the languid beaches of northwest Florida. Not to mention, of course, spending time in her own insatiable imagination, dispensing plots, characters, and dialoge indiscriminately beneath the fiction of ordinary life. 




 
   Stronger Than Passion
 
    
 
   Sharron Gayle Beach
 
    
 
   

 
   
  
 
_
 
   Smashwords Edition
 
   Copyright Sharron Gayle Beach 2012
 
   License Notes: This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this ebook with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 
    
 
   

 
   
PROLOGUE
 
   Mexico
 
   August, 1846
 
   Michael Brett was completely unaware of the trap until his horse carried him right into it, and he saw the afternoon sun’s rays glinting off the gun barrels hidden high in the rocks before him.
 
   He hesitated for a paralyzed second, unsure whether to back out of the narrow arroyo and run like hell - or to spur his horse and ride through the gunfire, hoping the ambushers were poor shots.
 
   This was bandit country, the little-used trail he traveled perfect for low-profile riders; such as the many thieves that plagued Mexico, and himself. Yet he knew Mexico well enough to be unshaken by the frequent little surprises such as this; particularly in uneasy times like these, with American troops invading the country from Texas, and the populace either angry, or hysterical, or uncertain . . . or all three. Any fool, particularly a Yanqui traveling alone, should be expecting trouble.
 
   With a convincing Comanche yell, he stuck his spurs into his horse’s sides and the gelding bounded forward, pounding the hard ground with its hooves. As he rode he fired his pistol, hoping to startle the bandits into missing him when they shot their guns.
 
   And shoot they did. The guns the bandits used were old muskets, probably military issue at one time, and, he hoped, inaccurate. Michael made it halfway through the canyon without a scratch, three-fourths of the way through, only the rocks and the dirt around him struck, his horse barely nicked by a ricochet . . . and then, just as he reached the open countryside beyond the canyon walls, he was hit. The ball thudded into his chest or his shoulder, he couldn’t tell which - or care, at that point. He had to keep moving. He spurred the horse again and they were off across an expanse of flatland towards higher ground, and he didn’t look back to see if anyone was in pursuit. He figured they would be, having expended this much effort on the attack, and assuming he had taken at least one shot. Which, unfortunately, he had.
 
   It was late in the night, the moon slivered high over the tree tops, the ground below the tired horse made hazardous by unseen rocks and underbrush. Brett figured he was still headed in the direction of Jalapa, a town large enough that it just might take him in if he claimed British neutrality, and his original destination anyway. Whether he would actually get there was anyone’s guess. He had eluded the bandits, but the wound had weakened him, perhaps fatally. Brett was alone and it was cold in these high altitudes, even in August - and he was still, despite his own bandaging, losing blood. He was barely able to sit his horse. And the fatigued horse was barely able to continue.
 
   Yet frustration kept him conscious, the frustration of knowing he had a job to do that was vital. A job only he could do. Santa Anna kept him going, the man whom he hated. Or rather, it was Santa Anna’s letters, the ones the general wrote to the lady at the hacienda near Jalapa . . . the letters that Brett had to know about. President Polk of the United States had charged him to know.
 
   His body felt empty and light, drained of everything except the tingling that sporadically afflicted his limbs. He leaned sideways in the saddle, then jerked himself upright - he must remember to grip his horse. He laughed aloud, thinking suddenly how funny it was that he had almost fallen off his horse. Hadn’t he ridden to the hunt since he was six years old? Wasn’t he the one who had goaded his own brother, Robert, into taking a jump that had ended up crippling the young man, just to prove who was the better horseman? If he fell off now, would he be crippled, too?
 
   He thought that was very funny. His laughter was the only human-made sound in the night, although a distant animal yowled in response. But sharp pain from the wound stopped his laughter, turning it to coughing, instead.
 
   The horse plodded on, climbing the steepening hills, occasionally stopping and having to be prodded to move again. The night air began to smell of fruit, and fruit trees . . . and perhaps water, because the horse quickened its step. The horse moved into a clearing of some kind, with another grove of trees just ahead. And buildings; dark and lifeless.
 
   He had probably emerged on somebody’s estate, Brett concluded with effort. Some great landowner who had no love for Gringos, even if they did speak with a vaguely British accent and were called Lord in other parts of the world. Would they shoot him if they found him here - shoot him for an American? Well, he was an American now, wasn’t he? No. He was a Texan, he had been for years. But Texas was now part of the United States. So what did that make him?
 
   Dead, if he didn’t exert himself to move on. But his legs didn’t seem to be able to urge the horse forward anymore. The dim night grew darker suddenly, except for a vivid sprinkle of lights which emerged and faded somewhere, and he felt himself tilting again. He slid off the horse and hit the ground, landing on cold grass. He tried to rise, but it was no use - he was going to stay.
 
   He thought again of the letters, of the idea that Santa Anna might have discussed his plans for a counter-invasion of the United States in them. He remembered the single intercepted letter, the one in which Santa Anna regretted he could not make a certain Señora Empress of the U.S., because he was already married . . . the one in which he had referred to others. Where were these letters? Was he near them now? He had to get them to Julian, to Lowndes . . .
 
   He had to sleep. Michael Brett slid gently into unconsciousness as the Mexican sky slowly lightened to dawn.
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
   The letter trembled in President James K. Polk’s hand; the only visible sign of his fatigue, or anger, or both.
 
   The gentleman who sat watching Polk remained silent. It was not the first time he had observed the President perusing this missive since its interception several weeks ago, and would probably not be the last: its mystery remained. Outside, the pink petals of a flowering tree drifted idly past the windows, torn loose in a summer gust - in sheer and innocent contrast to the intrigue and politics about to be discussed in the interior of the White House.
 
   Finally, Polk put the letter down on his desk-top and looked up.
 
   “Mr. Lowndes, in view of the fact that your agent is now in Mexico investigating the implications of this piece of paper - kindly clarify them once again. I confess to a certain anxiety regarding this project. I’m sure that you are aware of the difficulties I’m having with my Cabinet, and with Congress itself, over this war ... I cannot afford a misstep in my dealings with Santa Anna.”
 
   Geoffrey Lowndes cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, Sir, a misstep may have already occurred in our allowing Santa Anna to leave his exile in Cuba and return home to Mexico through our blockade. Particularly in light of this letter - which is, of course, written to a lady we suspect to be Santa Anna’s former mistress. If, as Santa Anna hints in the letter, he actually does plan to lead Mexico’s armies in an invasion of the United States, then it would have been better to have left him to rot in Havana.”
 
   “Santa Anna is well known for exaggeration and conceit,” Polk said. “If this letter turns out to be no more than that, and your man gets caught red-handed disturbing the peace of Santa Anna’s mistress, then the resulting scandal might not only jeopardize any dealings with Mexico but damage my standing here, as well.”
 
   “I am still convinced that Mr. Brett will discreetly handle any situation that might arise. You are aware that he has ably assisted our interests before, particularly in matters concerning the annexation of Texas. And I believe he made a favorable impression on you before he was dispatched to Mexico.”
 
   The President nodded, then steepled his hands before him and looked away. He had only met Brett once, in this same out-of-the-way room, three weeks ago. The man had struck him then as being extremely resolute in purpose, his light eyes in a dark, aggressive face holding a firm contempt of Santa Anna that seemed deeply rooted. Brett had stated boldly that Santa Anna would never seek to sway the Mexican Congress to accept the annexation of Texas to America, as he had promised Polk, because waging war would be his roadblock to power in Mexico. Perhaps, Polk thought bitterly, Brett was right, and Santa Anna had duped him. But then, what did he know of Brett? Lowndes had mentioned the man was a Lord in England; yet he called himself a Texan. Polk couldn’t help but wonder about the motivations of a man who would risk his safety voluntarily, with little to gain, for a country not his own.
 
   However, it was far too late now for any doubts. He had only called this meeting with Lowndes, his aide on certain secret matters, for his own reassurance.
 
   He looked at the younger man. “I hope, Geoffrey, that your confidence in Brett is justified. The course of this war may well rest on his actions.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 1
 
   The young woman who sat before the delicately-carved French writing desk should have been busy with the papers cluttering its inlaid top. Unaccustomed to idleness, she nevertheless found herself staring absently out the window, over a tumbled garden of roses, the color red predominating; and across other low-lying shrubs to the mysterious heights of the Sierra Madrés mountains.
 
   Mexico City lay just beyond those peaks, she mused, her proudly-boned face tilted, as if she were listening to fading strains of music playing from the gilt ballrooms of the capital. Perhaps it was time, she thought, to ease her self-imposed duties to the hacienda, and end her lonely seclusion of two years.
 
   Perhaps she would attend the grand reception given by Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, which she had been invited to only this morning.
 
   She fingered the thick engraved invitation, thinking it would be amusing to see him again, to dance again. Her full bottom lip curved upwards in a secret smile as memories of her crowded former life rushed in, with all the winsome charm of the past.
 
   Abruptly, the serenity of the cool morning sanctuary as broken. Urgent, unaccountable tapping sounded on the study door. Christina de Sainz y Sequenza Cabra, startled out of her unusual reverie, replaced the invitation she had been unconsciously holding on her desk, and twisted in her chair.
 
   “Yes?” she called.
 
   The door burst open, and Maria Juana, Christina's maid and dresser of five years, thrust inside the room - moving with a haste unlike her usual complacent pace.
 
   “Patrona,” she gasped, her dark eyes wide. “You will not believe it!”
 
   “What?” Christina demanded, anxiety sharpening her tone, all traces of dreaminess faded from her face.
 
   “Old Prudencio has found a man in the banana groves! A Gringo! With a bullet wound, which has almost killed him but not quite. Prudencio and his two sons took the man into their house. He wants you to come and tell him what to do!”
 
   Maria Juana's fat hands moved urgently in the air as she talked, and Christina read in her eyes the fear that would soon spread throughout the entire estate: a Gringo, a Yanqui, on their land! Alive or dead, it didn't matter. The real question was whether the man was alone, which seemed almost impossible these days; or had the invading American Army - which they were all terrified of - already progressed this deeply into Mexico? Were soldiers even now marching through Jalapa, only a short distance away, coming here to pillage and burn?
 
   It was plain Maria Juana thought so, and probably soon so would every servant in the hacienda and beyond. Christina's mind clicked instantly to duty. She knew she must scotch the beginning of a panic - even if the Norté Americanos were actually on her doorstep, and she was harboring one of them on her estate!
 
   She arose and looked down on short Maria Juana, keeping her expression calm and her own greenish eyes steady. “How does Prudencio know that this man is really a Yanqui? Did he speak?”
 
   “I don't know, Señora. Prudencio said that - “”Never mind, I'll find out myself. And I want you to keep quiet about this until I return.”
 
   “It's too late for that,” Maria Juana said darkly.
 
   “Then go to the kitchen and make sure that no one is frightened enough to run away. Tell everyone that I said the man is probably no more a Gringo than you are!”
 
   “Si, Patrona.”
 
   “Juana, wait! Send for Josepha, with her medicines. And prepare a cot, in the kitchen pantry. We'll try to heal this man, whoever he is.” And keep him safely in the pantry, whose thick door could be easily bolted; just in case he did turn out to be a Yanqui . . . and her country's enemy.
 
   Mexico had not always been Christina de Sainz's country. As she rode across the verdant lands of the Hacienda de los Flores Rojas, hers now after the death of her husband Felipe del Rivera two years ago, she took for granted the rich color and the brisk clean air of her surroundings, as well as the beauty of the Sierra Madrés, rising nearby. Yet, when she had first come here, only five years ago, an orphaned, convent-reared bride from Spain, she had found all of Mexico - and particularly this area — lush and lovely, and exhilarating. The land had seemed both reckless and mysterious then, conveying the promise of happiness to an eighteen-year-old raised in rigidity and formality. If that promise had proven ambiguous over time, the beauty surrounding the hacienda still existed; even if pushed to the recesses of a mind overloaded with other things.
 
   Christina dismounted before the adobe hut which was Prudencio's home, on the edge of the banana grove. The old handyman met her on the stoop, self-importance stiffening his bent frame so that he almost stood as tall as she.
 
   “Patrona, at last! Santa Maria, I have not known what to do with this Yanqui, who bleeds all over my floor!”
 
   For the first time a real pity filled Christina for the unseen wounded man. Helpless and hurting, possibly dying, surely the man could be spared at least a modicum of concern, even if he was an invader!
 
   But as she entered the dim two-room hut and focused on the body sprawled on the floor, fully dressed even to his blood-soaked shirt, somehow helplessness no longer figured into her disarrayed thoughts. The man might be dying, but he was an intimidating specimen nonetheless — stretching the entire length of one wall.
 
   She approached him cautiously, throwing back the shawl-like reboza that covered her head and wrinkling her nose in involuntary recoil from the mingled smells of chilies, sweat and blood which permeated the close space. Prudencio followed her, crouching down near the unconscious man.
 
   “He is a big Gringo, Patrona,” Prudencio said helpfully.
 
   “Yes.” Indeed, the man must be tall when he stood upright, and he was broad across the shoulders, too. And although he was dark - hair and beard stubble and skin tone — he didn't have the look of Mexican or Indian ancestry. “He does not wear an American Army uniform,” she noticed, her relief sharp.
 
   “No, but his clothes are surely foreign made. Look at his boots, Señora.”
 
   “English,” she murmured. She had traveled with Felipe to England before arriving in Mexico, and knew an expensive pair of London-made boots when she saw them. “Did he have a horse?”
 
   “Si, Patrona - a big black gelding, found grazing near where the man lay. My son took him to the stables. He was still saddled and equipped, so this man probably fell off him. The Americano has lost a large amount of blood.”
 
   Christina stared down at the man, lying so still, his wound casually staunched with rags, his breathing light. She knelt down, and touched his forehead gently. Hot; the fever had him now, and would kill him if he did not receive care soon. She withdrew her hand.
 
   “Prudencio, go outside and wait for the wagon which follows me. It will take this man to the hacienda.” Her gaze returned to the man - undoubtedly American or European. As she looked at him, something inside her shifted, sensing danger or turmoil, or something even more indefinable. Something which might disturb her precise world.
 
   Prudencio suddenly spoke from the doorway. “Patrona, please take his guns with you when you go - if he recovers he will ask for them.”
 
   “Guns?” she repeated.
 
   “Si. I took them off him and his horse, along with his knife, and put them there, on the table. They are very fine guns - I have never seen their kind before! They must surely be American.”
 
   Christina stepped to the wooden table. On it rested two darkly glowing pistols, an equally well-kept rifle, and a large sheathed knife. Staring at the weapons, once again the feeling washed over her that an immense trouble had entered her staid and organized life, an invasion of sorts, just as volatile as that of the feared and anticipated American Army. And she didn't want it, this disruption of the peace she had taken refuge in these past two years of mourning!
 
   Or did she?
 
   Glancing down once more at the supine body of the supposed Yanqui, she recalled her restless daydreams in the study a short time earlier. She had been thinking of change then, hadn't she? Of parties, and balls and dancing partners, perhaps; all things she had not even realized she had missed these past years. Her fantasies had taken her no further than that. If she yearned for anything more, that yearning was unformulated and free-floating still, unrecognizable and elusive. Yet it certainly bore no possible relation to a half-dead stranger, whom she must nurse back to health and perhaps hold a prisoner of war at the same time!
 
   The rattle of harness signaled the arrival of the transport wagon and two of her strongest grooms. Prudencio was outside, hailing the men and reveling in the unaccustomed excitement. Christina realized she had forgotten to ask him if the wounded man had ever spoken. No matter — she would do her best to insure he survived to speak with her himself. She glanced at him once more, a shiver rippling her skin, reminding her the August morning breeze held a chill . . . although, oddly enough there seemed to be no wind.
 
   * * *
 
   He awoke to the smell of woman. It was an unmistakable musky-sweet scent he was all too familiar with. The odor was strong, so she must be close; damn close.
 
   “Now, Señor,” a voice softly purred, “you must open your lips for me. Open them for Dorotea.” Something cold and metallic clicked against his teeth. His lips parted. Liquid, warm and beefy, washed inside his dry mouth, awakening taste buds in a way that hurt. He swallowed. His reward was a caress on his brow from a cool hand.
 
   “That was good, Señor, very good; you have pleased me. Now please me again.”
 
   Once more the spoon returned; he swallowed. Once again, the sensuous pat on the head.
 
   Wanting to know more, he blinked, his eyes attempting to coordinate the signals his still-sleepy brain happened to be sending. It worked; something was focusing. A pair of long-lashed brown eyes, widening in surprise . . . the fall of black hair to one side of a pretty face. His gaze narrowed and dropped. Yes, two inspirational breasts, just peeking out of the loose-necked red blouse. Maybe if she leaned a. little closer -
 
   “Señor! You are awake!” Her gasp and sudden jerky movement spilled some of the beef broth onto the pallet beside his head. “Madré de Dios!” Her hand shot down with a cloth. He turned his cheek so that it rested against her hand, stilling it; his lips were just able to graze the smooth skin. He grinned up at her, two deep clefts appearing through his beard on either side of his mouth.
 
   She gasped again, but this time nothing spilled. “Oh Señor,” she murmured, her eyes heavy-lidded.
 
   “Sweetheart,” he said, his voice sounding as though it had just remembered how to talk. Her hand crept to his forehead, smoothing back the hair that fell in disarray.
 
   “How can I help you, Senor?” she asked softly.
 
   “First,” he said in Spanish, with a little more strength, “you can tell me where the hell I am.”
 
   Christina knew that it was her duty to visit the wounded man in the pantry, now that he was fully conscious. Yet she managed to put it off until late in the evening. Although hourly reports kept her informed of the progress he was making (good, despite his weakness, if her housekeeper could be believed), and she had overseen the thankfully easy operation to remove the ball in his shoulder, it was still her obligation to greet him personally, discover his identity and take some form of action. It would be only too easy to ignore the locked kitchen pantry and its occupant, and continue her regulated existence as though there were no half-dead renegade Yanqui within miles to disrupt it.
 
   Why she should feel almost fear speaking to this man, when she was not given to fright of this kind, was unfathomable; particularly, she thought with wry amusement, in light of this morning's idle dreams of a more interesting life. Yet, suddenly, her own calm and orderly routine of days following days appealed as it never had before. Why, indeed, she thought in retrospect, should she desire to be anywhere else but here, a virtual paradise of fruit trees and flowers, where she ruled her own domain like a medieval princess? Why should she wish to do anything else but care for her tenants and her land? That this man had become some kind of threat to her bland but pleasant style of living was another uneasy sense she refused to analyze.
 
   But he would be off her hands in a few days, thank God. She had written to her forceful father-in-law, the Condé de Castillo, sending one letter to his hacienda near Puebla and another one to his town home in Mexico City. One or the other of her notes would find him, and he would come to take charge of the Norte Americano. She hoped it would be soon.
 
   She called for Maria Juana to accompany her to the Yanqui's sickroom, fully aware that the inclusion of a chaperone was just a trifle cowardly.
 
   *
 
   He dozed, and his dreams were a dangerous place to dwell; filled with gunfire and bandits, blood and the screams of horses. Of course, waking wasn't much of an improvement, he'd discovered earlier. It had been an unpleasant shock to find himself in so much pain, and to remember his carelessness in walking into an ambush had caused it. It had been an absurd shock to know he was bolted inside a kitchen pantry on the estate of a patriotic Mexican woman — the woman he had come to Mexico to find! And who, no doubt, according to the winsome Dorotea, intended to toss him over to the authorities once he was nursed back to health. And all because she believed him to be an American!
 
   Or did the Señora have other, more specific, information about him? Had she somehow been warned to expect that an American was coming to spy on her, to learn more of her relationship with Santa Anna? Did his incarceration mean she was guilty of some sort of plotting - or merely of overzealousness?
 
   He knew he must be careful in his dealings with the Señora, whatever the answer. In the meantime, he was hurting and sore over his entire body, and so tired he could scarcely concentrate on anything at the moment; including a way out of this ridiculous situation.
 
   The faint click of the bolt on the door brought him out of a half-sleep, wondering if it was the pretty, informative Senorita come to feed him again. He hoped so; there was a lot more he wanted to know before someone smarter than she was caught on to her flirtatious ways, and forbid her to visit him.
 
   But instead of the smiling Dorotea, a different female walked in, accompanied by an older woman who held the door open and carried a lantern, brightening the small space lit by a solitary candle.
 
   The younger female approached the low bed, and he feigned sleep, cracking his eyelids to study her, as he would any adversary.
 
   There was no doubt she was his captor. Although much younger than he would have guessed, she held herself so rigid with disgust at his presence that she could be no one else. She was tall, and even though simply attired in a dark, high-necked dress, the haughty tilt of her chin indicated her as the Patrona. And Santa Anna's mistress?
 
   “He is asleep, Juana,” she murmured to the other woman. “We will go.”
 
   Perversely, his eyes opened wide, blinking in the light. He uttered a deliberate, hoarse moan.
 
   “Sir,” the lady began in English, a faint, perhaps unwilling expression of concern crossing her admittedly interesting face, “I am the Señora de Sainz y Sequenza Cabra. You are on my estate. Please consider it yours for the remainder of your time with us. May I give you some water?”
 
   Wanting her to wait on him, he nodded, hoping he seemed helpless enough.
 
   But despite his efforts, the Señora wore a wary look as she filled a glass from a porcelain pitcher and bent to place it against his lips. He watched her as he drank, realizing his steady regard was making her uncomfortable, and hoping that discomfort might work to his advantage.
 
   When he finished drinking and she removed the glass, she stood looking down on him, apparently expecting him to speak. When he remained deliberately silent, she spoke again, her softly-accented English articulate and clear.
 
   My healing woman tells me that you should completely recover. The musket ball has been removed from your shoulder and has caused remarkably little damage. Your fever is down as well. You are a very lucky man, Señor.” She paused, her greenish-gold eyes wide with uncertainty, that upward-tilt paralleling the rising arch of her dark brows. Yes, he thought objectively, this was an interesting face. “Is there someone that you wish us to contact?” she continued. “Someone you wish me to write? Perhaps your family?”
 
   “No, ma’am. That would be a waste of time.” He kept his tone low and exaggerated his Texas drawl in a slight, if prudent effort to disguise his real voice. There was no point in attempting to pretend he was not an American; she already suspected it and had locked him up anyway. “My name is Malone. Jim Malone. I was headed to Puebla on Business when I ran into a passel of banditos. They shot me, but I got away . . . and ended up here. Wherever this is, Señor.”
 
   He smiled ingenuously, knowing what a sorry picture he must present, having remained deliberately unshaven when the little maid had offered to do it for him; but figuring that this lady, apparently living alone from society - according to Dorotea’s gossip - might warm to him.
 
   He was wrong. She froze, instead. The hesitancy left her face and it firmed, becoming a distant and unreachable aristocratic mask.
 
   “You are on my estate, near Jalapa, in my hacienda. You are welcome here while you recover. However, I will tell you that your appearance - at this particular time - must be investigated. I am sure you will understand that, Mr. Malone, since you must be aware that Mexico is a country invaded, and all strangers now must be regarded with suspicion. I am surprised that you chose to travel in Mexico at all.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “My business was important, Señora. It still is. I hope this investigation you’re talking about won’t take very long. I heal fast. In fact, I’ll probably be on my feet in a day or two.”
 
   It was obvious from the golden spark in her eyes she feared he would. “Then I regret to say that I must detain you. At least until the Condé de Castillo, whom I have summoned, arrives to interview you. He should be here in four days, at the most.”
 
   “Why can’t you take my word for it that I am here on personal business, which has nothing to do with the United States or any war?”
 
   “Because I am loyal to Mexico, Señor, and will not take the risk of informing no one that you are here! I could have sent word of you to my cousin, Don Santa Anna, who lives nearby and has just returned from Cuba; but he has many important things to do just now . . . and besides, he would likely throw you into prison until he found the time to question you. Would you prefer that?”
 
   Her words were sharp and inarguable. He was in no position just now to put forth more effort to change her mind, which he doubted was possible anyway. Particularly in light of the new fact that Santa Anna was her cousin . . . and any bad-tempered arguing on his part might result in Santa Anna being called. The last thing he needed right now! He must concentrate on gaining strength, overcoming the pain, and wooing the accommodating maid until she would do as he wished. In the meantime, he contrived - quite easily - to look as though he was hurting.
 
   No, Señora . . . oh, God, my shoulder . . . do you think you could find me some tequila? For the pain . . .”
 
   She turned and spoke softly to the short, grim-faced servant who carried the lantern and who had stood silently and disapprovingly by the doorway during their conversation. The woman set the lantern down on a shelf and left.
 
   The Señora turned back to him, frowning slightly, her expression reverting again to uneasy concern.
 
   “How can I make you more comfortable? Besides the tequila?”
 
   He considered several replies, all of which would only anger her. But what did he care? He was angry too. He decided to commence conducting an investigation of his own.
 
   “Come closer, please, ma’am.”
 
   She approached him cautiously, probably suspecting that a Gringo was capable of anything yet knowing he was too sick for such.
 
   She bent over him, and the subtle rose scent of her was in his nostrils. This haughty female seemed even more intrinsically proud than the English misses he had grown up with, whom he despised; yet there was something exotically attractive about her that was different enough to pique his interest. That, and the possibility she had once belonged to Santa Anna . . . the one man in the world whom he most hated. His mind toyed cynically with revenge and its many forms.
 
   “Yes, Señor Malone?”
 
   He did it before she had time to react. The brief kiss brushed her pink-toned lips and caused him a sharp spasm of pain when he rose, but it was worth it simply for what he learned from her reaction - as well as the fleeting pleasure.
 
   She jerked away and stepped back, dragging the back of her white hand across her lips, her face twisted in disgust. “Por Dios, I don’t know what is the matter with you?” she cried in Spanish.
 
   “I only wanted to thank you for all of your trouble, ma’am,” he drawled. “In Texas, we say thank you with a kiss.”
 
   He knew it was wrong to mock her, yet her violent distaste was annoying.
 
   “It is not necessary for you to thank me further, and certainly not in that uncivilized manner.” Her voice shook. “I have done my duty by you as I would by any worker on my estate who was injured, or anyone else. Please do not consider yourself favored.”
 
   She picked up the lantern and stepped toward the door. Just then the short woman was back, carrying an elegant crystal decanter that contained a colorless liquid he was gratified to see. His wound was now hurting like hell.
 
   “Juana, leave the tequila with him. He is quite capable of serving himself. Goodnight, Mr. Malone.”
 
   She turned to leave. But before she passed through the doorway, he couldn’t resist asking her. “Are you going to lock me in?”
 
   Her gaze was an angry, green-gold glare.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   *
 
   “He is a devil, niña,” Maria Juana prophesied as she readied her mistress for bed. “A devil! I knew it the moment I saw his pale eyes, and that little white scar on his forehead. He would like to do you mischief. He would like to kill us all, or worse . . .”
 
   “Juana, please!” Christina forcibly cut off her maid’s dramatics. “He is a very ill man who merely happens to be a Yanqui. He says he is in Mexico on business, business which is not military. We have no reason yet to disbelieve him. You must reassure all the other servants that we have nothing to fear from Señor Malone!”
 
   “I tell you, I do not trust him. For such a sick man, he thinks too much. I saw it in his face. At least you will keep the pantry door locked, I hope!”
 
   “Of course I will. Until Don Ignacio arrives to take the responsibility for him off my hands.”
 
   “He had better come soon . . .”
 
   Christina remembered that conversation even after Maria Juana had finished her duties and reluctantly left her bedroom. Now, Christina’s face, her entire body, burned with anger at her own unwilling defense of the man, whom she would instead have been pleased to vilify with as much vehemence as her maid!
 
   For one of the few times in her life, it seemed. Christina’s rational mind was at war with her instinct and emotions, and she was puzzled and furious at the upheaval within her own brain.
 
   She sat before her dressing table, staring at her reflection without seeing it, fingers touching the day’s correspondence which she had been unable to attend to that morning, and had brought up with her tonight to finally peruse. Yet the dark image of the man downstairs remained fixed in her memory, forcing out any attention to duty; and her thoughts would not let the problem of him drop.
 
   Christina knew that she had been correct in championing Jim Malone’s apparent harmlessness to Maria Juana, who generally served as a barometer and an instigator of the current mood of most of her other servants. The household must on no account become disrupted by fear of an imminent American invasion. And, in truth, logic told her that Malone must be given the benefit of her doubt, as well, since there was no obvious evidence to connect him with the army at all.
 
   Yet why did she instinctively feel that he was a dangerous man? Why did the idea of him lying alone in her house both repel her and, to a certain extent, fascinate her, the way the nuns said that evil might sometimes do? Why had he angered her so?
 
   The anger, at least, was explainable. He had dared to kiss her! He had done something that no man, besides her dead husband, her father-in-law, and perhaps her own father when she was a small child, had ever presumed to do before. She felt, to some extent, violated.
 
   Perhaps Americans did have more relaxed and easy manners than she was accustomed to, she was willing to concede. Perhaps Malone considered a mere kiss no great act of intimacy, but a simple overture to friendship. How did she know what any American, particularly a low-bred one, thought, having met so few of them herself? Yet she was aware that even in England, casual acquaintances did not kiss one another on the mouth! And in Spain, where she was raised . . . such a thing was never, ever done! A lady would consider herself insulted, compromised . . .
 
   And somehow, she sensed Malone knew his kiss would shock her. He had wanted to shock her. Had he wanted anything more?
 
   Her own thoughts shamed her. She covered her hot face with her hands, staring out through her fingers at her eyes in the mirror - big and swollen-looking, more golden in the lamplight than green, partly shadowed by the long fall of waving chestnut hair. What was she considering? She asked her reflection. That a seriously wounded stranger might desire her? Or that he had merely wanted her to think so? Or . . . had Malone read something in her manner or her face to encourage him in pursuing such a course? Had her own recognition of her loneliness projected itself to him, so strongly that even in his illness he recognized in her some bizarre need?
 
   No, it could not be true! Her attitude during her visit had been perfectly correct, she reassured herself. Malone was simply a coarse and vulgar Yanqui, bold enough to take advantage of her being alone in the room with him, and of her own Christian concern for his welfare. He was truly a ruthless devil, as Maria Juana had said - and she must show him no more kindness than mere charity deserved.
 
   Besides . . . the thought evolved involuntarily, Malone could not possibly have divined any sinful needs in her, for the very simple reason that she had never had any - at least in regard to a real man. She had been a dutiful and obliging wife to Felipé, whenever he desired her to be, just as the nuns had instructed her . . . but she had never delighted in her duties, also as they taught. She was not given to lustful thoughts. Any odd yearnings she had ever had remained unspecific in nature. Therefore, Malone had kissed her for his own reasons, and not because of any unconscious signal from her.
 
   This decided, she withdrew her hands from her face and busied them amongst the papers on the surface of her dresser, embarrassed by her own preoccupation with Malone and his kiss. She would overlook them both and hold herself as aloof as possible from that man in her pantry. Thank God, Don Ignacio would come soon, and remove him from her house!
 
   She held aloft a letter from her old friend Luis Arredondo and read it, thinking all the while not of the words, but that Luis would never dream of any disrespect to her . . . no matter that he had playfully declared his regard for her in several missives. Luis was a gentleman! And then she realized in horror that she was doing it again - thinking of Malone. She threw Luis’s letter into a wastebasket, as she did with all unimportant correspondence, and rose to search for a book to take to bed.
 
   Perhaps tomorrow she would be more herself.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 2
 
   Dorotea perched on the edge of Malone’s bed, having made sure the pantry door was completely closed.
 
   “How are we feeling this morning, Señor?” she asked, reaching down a bold finger to trace the indent of the dimples on either side of his mouth.
 
   “Give me your hand, and I’ll show you,” was his cool reply, as he captured her fingers and tried to force them down beneath the covers that were bunched around his waist.
 
   She blushed and jerked her hand away. “I will admit that you’ve made progress. Only two days in bed, and already . . .”
 
   “Already I want company. How about it sweetheart?”
 
   His grin displayed teeth that were very white against the darkness of his face, and his eyes, slanted against the sunlight streaking in from a single high window, seemed very blue. Dorotea could feel her heart increase its beat.
 
   “You embarrass me, Señor. I told you I have a novio.”
 
   You told me you have three.”
 
   She laughed, taking care to pitch her volume low. “I must only make a choice, that’s all.”
 
   “You must take care whom you choose,” he said, meeting her bemused gaze with one of his own that seemed to promise anything. Wanting to touch him, Dorotea reached down to stroke the thick, dark hair away from his forehead.
 
   “Whomever I pick . . . I want him to look like you.”
 
   His laughter was soft and mocking. “Then I’d say you’d taken my advice.” He reached his good hand up to her neck, and pulled her face down. His mouth took hers and played with it, going both gentle and biting. When he finally released her, Dorotea nearly had to be pushed upright and held there.
 
   “That was just a sample, my sweet, of the way a good novio should act. You must keep it in mind.” Before giving her a chance to reply - if indeed she were capable at that moment - he continued smoothly. “Did you locate my things, guerida? My saddlebags - my guns?”
 
   She wet her red, slightly bruised lips. “Si. They are all in the Patrona’s study. She left them there in a corner. I do not think they have ever been disturbed.
 
   For the first time since the girl had entered the room, Malone’s smile became genuine.
 
   *
 
   Christina stood outside by the pulque distillery, chilled even though the sun beat on her bare head.
 
   “Tell me exactly what happened.”
 
   Joacquin shifted his feet, unused to the full concentration of the Patrona’s gaze. “I was sitting by the little creek, Señora, the one that runs by the Indian village. It was late yesterday afternoon - I wanted fish for dinner. Suddenly I looked up and there he was.”
 
   “You say he was an Indian?
 
   “Si. But not a local man. This one was very strange. He was tall, with a narrow face and a hooked nose. His hair was cut short, like a white man’s. He wore a poncho over deerskin pantaloons, and a big hat. I did not see a gun - but I am sure he had a knife.”
 
   “What did he say?” Christina asked.
 
   “He asked about the Yanqui. If I had seen a Norte Americano, perhaps wounded, about thirty-three years old.”
 
   “What did you tell him?” she asked, her voice rising in a kind of dismay she fought to keep down.
 
   “I told him I had seen no Yanquis, wounded or not. And that is the truth.” Yes, Joacquin thought to himself: I have never actually seen the Gringo!
 
   Christina stared for a few seconds, and Joacquin became scared that she would question him further. But she only thanked him for the information, turned and stalked away, looking much disturbed. Joacquin crossed himself the moment she was out of sight. The Blessed Virgin had saved him twice in two days: once, from the cold-eyed Indian who had frightened him into a babbling speech, and secondly, from the divining mind of the Patrona, who would have guessed what he had really told the Indian if only she had asked more.
 
   *
 
   “Señor Malone, you are certain you cannot explain why this man would be looking for you?” Christina’s voice was dispassionate. She had expected his denial.
 
   The American stretched beneath the sheet, taking his time, the late afternoon sun shining in from the kitchen, yellowing the bedclothes and bronzing his exposed skin. “Sorry, ma’am, there must be another Gringo in these parts.”
 
   Christina looked away, frustrated, not seeing the shelves of foodstuff that lined the walls. He was lying; she knew he was - she had caught the flash of something in his light eyes - pleasure, recognition, satisfaction - when she’d asked about the Indian. He knew the man. But what now? Had the Indian moved on, convinced that Jim Malone was somewhere else? Or would he bide his time and corner more of her people, until one of them talked? And what then? Was the Indian dangerous?
 
   How easy it would be for her to take her indecision out on this Malone! She disliked him intensely. There was an air of satisfaction about him now, almost as though he were here at his choice and was using her hospitality to recuperate, only to walk out when he pleased. Her distrust of him was even stronger now than it had been when she had first spoken to him, the night before last. She wondered if he were planning something, and if the Indian were somehow involved. Por Dios, what was she to do? Malone certainly appeared helpless enough; it was her own intuition which worried her of something more.
 
   Perhaps she should show him who was the real authority around here. Her eyes narrowed. Prove to him that it was she who was in control - that she could literally starve him to death, if she wished, or have him beaten, or almost anything else a cruel mind could devise. Mexico was still, in some ways, and some areas, a feudal society; she and her kind, the rich, the aristocracy, still wielded a great deal of power over those less fortunate, despite reforms made in the last forty or fifty years. Christina knew that she could do as she pleased on her own land, and no civil authority would stop her. If the Yanqui died, he would merely be one less Yanqui.
 
   But would any pressure she could apply to this man be enough to make him talk? He was stubborn - that he was still alive, and doing very well, proved it. Ane he was tough. According to her servants, Malone had never cried out during the pain of his healing wounds. And besides . . . she was no torturer.
 
   Better to wait for her father-in-law to arrive, and let him take action. Don Ignacio was just as determined in his own way as this Norte Americano. And, in the test of wills between those two, the Condé would certainly win.
 
   She glanced back at Malone and found him staring at her. What was he thinking, to give him such a sardonic look? He almost appeared to be holding her in contempt. Why, when she had treated him better than most would, short of unlocking his door? Anger at his presumption ignited within her again. Why did this man’s every reaction seem to be the opposite of what it should be?
 
   Their gaze caught for a few tense seconds. During that time, some of what Christina had been thinking seemed to be drawn out of her and into him, pulled by his own will and without her consent. She sensed that even if she could never comprehend him or what he was, he understood her only too well . . . a feeling which left her bewildered and confused. Who was this man, and by what right did he attempt to know her? But there were no conclusions in his gaze.
 
   He was waiting for her to speak.
 
   Her voice emerged tonelessly. “I suppose there is no way I can force you to tell me the truth.” Now that she said it aloud, the honesty seemed to erect a fence against which they would both take sides.
 
   He smiled, the lines deepening into his beard. “The truth is, ma’am, that I have no idea who your Indian might be.” His grayish-blue eyes were still locked on hers, and still denied her knowledge.
 
   Anger began to color her face. “I refuse to insult a - guest, in my home, by calling him a liar. But I’m sure my feelings must be perfectly clear.”
 
   That surprised him into laughter, laughter than accused her of hypocrisy. How dare he laugh at her, mock her?
 
   Her chin climbed upwards in unconscious arrogance and her eyes turned greener with scorn. She countered his ill-manners with the dignity she was born with. “It appears to me that your wound is nearly healed, Señor - and I am glad to know it, since - as you are aware - I intend to place you in the care of the Condé de Castillo. I am expecting him to arrive any day, and I advise you to prepare for a lengthy conversation. And I will warn you, he is not as patient as I. He will extract the truth from you one way or another. And, believe me, your freedom may depend upon your complete honesty.”
 
   Her threat delivered, too distracted by wrath and his presence to remain any further, she turned to withdraw.
 
   But unlike their first meeting two days ago, this time he remained thoughtfully silent as she walked out.
 
   *
 
   For the rest of that day, and all of the next, Christina commanded her world with only surface proficiency. As she gave instructions for the harvest of various vegetables, looked in on the fledgling estate school, ordered the repair of a cottage roof, reprimanded two field workers and a kitchen maid, sent the porter into Jalapa with a list of necessities to buy, and performed the dozens of other, smaller tasks that generally crowded her time . . . she found herself concentrating with appalling difficulty.
 
   In honesty, she could not blame Jim Malone for her distraction. He remained in bed in the pantry, recovering from his wound, and causing little trouble to anyone. Maria Juana even said that one of the maids, at least, had grown quite fond of him - a silly girl who probably had no business coming anywhere near him. Christina made a mental note to tell the housekeeper to keep Dorotea out of the sickroom.
 
   Yet the mystery of Jim Malone, and her own continuing, puzzling anger at him, stretched her emotions tautly. And to add to her frustrations was worry over what sort of threat was represented by the repeated, secretive appearance of the Indian. His second visitation, only yesterday, had been to a group of estate children, who had doubtless told him all the rumor and conjecture that he wished to know.
 
   Christina felt as though her previously well-planned life was being taken out of her control and jostled toward the unknown. She devoutly prayed that her father-in-law would arrive soon . . . tomorrow, in fact! And take responsibility for Malone. If not, she might feel compelled to send for Santa Anna, despite the busy activities he was no doubt engaged in, both political and military, and despite the renewed hope the general might read into her request for aid. Even though Santa Anna was now married, and to a very young girl, Christina had no reason to expect he would give up his attempts at flirtation with her. His devoted letters over her period of mourning had told her that. And she had even less desire now to listen than before. She could not bear one more problem.
 
   She lay down to sleep on the fourth night of Malone’s interruption of her life prepared at last for calm. Her decision was reached: If Don Ignacio did not arrive tomorrow, she would write to Santa Anna.
 
   Uneasy dreams still troubled her, though, even as she dozed. Dreams that merged into startling reality - as she awakened with the disorienting knowledge that someone was in her room.
 
   She could hear footsteps in the darkness, careful and heavy. Footsteps which were coming closer to her bed. Then the mattress she lay on sagged, and she knew the intruder must have caused it, and that the unbelievable was happening - someone was getting into her bed . . .
 
   The sudden, abject terror was countered by shock which froze her limbs for a second so that she couldn’t move, could only lie still, sucking in shallow gulps of air . . . while her mind shrieked in disbelief, each white flash of horror helping to dispel the lingering traces of sleep.
 
   Someone was in her bed in the darkness, some man, she knew it was a man, a man who had entered her room so stealthily he was certainly here to do her harm. And in a burst of complete outrage she knew who it was. Who it had to be, must be . . . and the fear receded a little, for her brain to explode in rage.
 
   She prepared to scream. But she had waited two seconds too late. A large and demanding hand clamped over the lower half of her face, with such force that her tongue was caught against it, and she tasted its salt. She gagged, her hands rising to push the grip away, but they were caught easily in another unbreakable vise. Then something hard and heavy dropped across her limbs, trapping them beneath the covers, and she realized in utter surprise that it was a body. His body! Covering hers. Why? How?
 
   Before her furious thinking progressed any further, she knew what Malone’s intentions were, although not the motives behind them.
 
   He released her bruised mouth for a brief instant, only to cover it again, before she could scream, with a cloth of some kind, as a gag. He worked efficiently in the darkness, knotting the cloth behind her head, over her hair - pulling it so tightly it hurt. Then he tied her hands over her head to the right bedpost. Her legs he left alone, thank God, although they were tangled uselessly in the covers.
 
   He spoke then, softly, his mouth close to the side of her face.
 
   “I don’t intend to hurt you, Señora, not as long as you lie here quietly. I’ll leave you alone in just a few minutes.”
 
   She felt the bed release his weight as he got up. He moved into the room, and after a brief pause there was light - from an old oil lamp that she vaguely recognized, which had come from the pantry. Then she watched without comprehension as he held the lamp aloft and glanced around the room. He seemed to be looking for something.
 
   He went to her dressing table. On its top, amongst the toiletries and perfume flasks, lay several scattered papers, work that she had again brought up from the study. Malone picked up each page and read it.
 
   What in the name of God was he looking for, she wondered. How had he escaped? How did he seem to be so healthy? And why hadn’t he immediately left her house after escaping the pantry, instead of coming up here, risking exposure, to rummage through her mail?
 
   None of her questions made sense. But at least the chilling fear was gone now, replaced with frustration and anger.
 
   She wiggled, testing her bonds. But the bed creaked, earning her a sharp warning glance from Malone’s narrowed gaze, before he went back to his reading.
 
   This was preposterous, she thought in rage. Malone was now opening her dresser drawers, his hands picking through their contents. His movements were careful, yet did not appear to favor his wounded shoulder at all. Was the man inhuman, to have healed so quickly? Yes, he was the devil.
 
   Malone finished searching her drawers, every drawer in the room, and then moved to the armoire. He rifled through it swiftly and turned, apparently without having found whatever it was he sought.
 
   He stood staring down at her on the bed. She slitted her eyes upwards, damning him silently for both his presence and his callous treatment. But she did not care at all for the grim speculation set in his bearded face, nor for the sense she had that even though his search might be over, he was not quite through.
 
   He was watching her. To lessen her own rising anxiety, she studied him in return.
 
   He was wearing dark clothes that she recognized from his saddlebags. So he had appropriated his belongings from her study! And, of course, his guns; one of them hung from his hips in a plain leather holster. Where were the others? Had he given them to someone else, someone who might have helped him escape, such as one of her maids, or even - God forbid - the Indian? Was the Indian in her house now, too! Was she perhaps being robbed?
 
   Dios, how she wished she could talk to him? Didn’t he know the gag was unnecessary, that she was alone upstairs and it was possible no one would hear her even if she did scream her head off?
 
   Something of her burgeoning panic must have shown in her face, because he smiled tightly.
 
   “I’ll bet you’ve got quite a few things to say to me, don’t you, Señora? How would you like to get the chance?”
 
   His tone was low and speculative. At her jerky nod, he moved closer and eased down on the edge of the bed. He leaned towards her, smiling again as she involuntarily slid her body nearer the opposite edge.
 
   He shook his head. “No, that won’t do. Come here.”
 
   He pulled her towards him, stretching her arms even tauter over her head as the rope tightened. She was wearing a pale blue nightgown edged in blond lace and was completely covered up to her neck; yet her body seemed shamefully bare in such intimate proximity to a man, particularly when his hard fingers encircled her waist beneath the covers to slide her nearer, and only the muslin of the gown was between his flesh and hers . . .
 
   Her skin burned at first, and then crawled with shivers.
 
   His eyes seemed to take all this in. She closed her own against the intensity of his scrutiny, and then opened him again, lest he think she was ready to submit to whatever it was he wanted. Even in her embarrassment and fear, she was still capable of some pride. Did he see that, too?
 
   Their gazes locked for several seconds, and she guessed that he was trying to decide what he would do with her. His bearded face was a harsh sculpture above her, impenetrable, and stronger than it had ever seemed before. She sensed that she had been made the fool. If there was a real Jim Malone, then this powerful stranger was he. Not the confusing yet amiably accepting man she had kept locked downstairs. And what did this Malone intend?
 
   He had reached some decision. He bent over.
 
   “Señora, if I remove your gag, will you promise to remain quiet? All I want to do is to ask you a few questions, which I expect you to answer truthfully. Then I’ll leave here and you’ll never see me again. Do you agree?”
 
   She nodded. She would agree to almost anything if he would remove the gag!
 
   “All right. Now lie still . . .”
 
   He untied the knot behind her head and the cloth slipped away. She licked her sore lips with a tongue that was nearly dry, like the rest of her mouth.
 
   “This is an outrage, Señor Malone - one which I hope you will explain!” Her voice was a husky, furious whisper.
 
   “I won’t. Now, listen to me, or I’ll replace the gag.”
 
   After pausing to test her silence, he continued. “I know that General Santa Anna wrote to you from Havana. Where are those letters? Did you keep them? Tell me the truth.”
 
   She stared at him in shock. Whatever she had expected, it wasn’t that! Of what importance were those half-forgotten letters?
 
   Obviously, of great importance. He was serious, dead serious. His eyes glittered unnaturally.
 
   “Santa Anna is my cousin by my marriage,” she murmured, “and a friend. Of course he wrote me letters . . . but there was no reason to keep them; they were ordinary letters, I threw them away as soon as I read them. Why would you want them?
 
   “Was Santa Anna your lover? Is he still?”
 
   “Do you mean - lover, or .. . . what do you mean?”
 
   “You know what I mean, no woman is that innocent; although I admit you put on a damn good act. Did you ever sleep with him? Did he ever touch you here . . .” He laid a hand directly and unconscionably on her breast.
 
   She cried out, the heat from his hand searing her through the thin muslin. She squirmed against the pressure, unable to do more with her hands tired above her; only to find that the friction of her movements made the sensitivity even worse.
 
   “Did he touch you here?” Malone persisted.
 
   “No! Stop!”
 
   “How about here?” His hand switched to her other breast.
 
   “No! Dios, stop . . .”
 
   Why was he doing this? Had he gone mad? Now, his mouth grazed hers, the touch feather-light. She turned her head to escape, blinking back tears of humiliation.
 
   “Did he, Señora?”
 
   “No, no - do you want to hear it again? No! Santa Anna was never my lover!”
 
   “Where are his letters?” His lips sought her once more, and the kiss this time was harder. His beard scraped her, his tongue went probing, in a way that took her breath until he stopped. His hands cradled her face, holding it still. “The letters, Christina?”
 
   “I don’t have them! You’ve looked, haven’t you? They’re gone, destroyed . . .”
 
   “Destroyed?”
 
   He raised up. His hands left her as well. When she looked at him, in defiance and confusion and outraged dignity, his expression was cold.
 
   “You destroyed the letters.”
 
   “I threw them away, yes. Now go! Or I’ll have you hunted and caught before you can leave Mexico!”
 
   “I’m sure that’s what you intend anyway.” Why was he staring at her like that - angrily, as though she were the contemptible one? His jaw was set with a kind of bitterness she couldn’t begin to understand. His attitude was now judgmental, condemning of her! When he -
 
   “One day, Patrona,” he said softly, sarcastically, “I hope you realize what a dangerous fool Santa Anna really is. A killing fool. But then, maybe you don’t want to know, and wouldn’t care if you did. I’ve known plenty of women like you before - only concerned with collecting ‘friends’ in high places. Although, if I were you, I wouldn’t count on Santa Anna remaining in power for long. America is going to win the war with Mexico, and Santa Anna’s going to be out of a job - if he isn’t dead.”
 
   He leaned against the bedpost for an instant.
 
   “Goodbye, Señora. And thanks for the hospitality.”
 
   He walked to the door, opened it, and left the room.
 
   Oddly, Christina didn’t even think to cry out for help until it was far too late to attempt any pursuit, and Jim Malone was long-gone.
 
   He had, she discovered later, taken the maid Dorotea with him. What he left behind remained intangible, but disturbing just the same.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 3
 
   For the last mile, torchlight brightened the roadway. For ten miles, in four directions, soldiers patrolled the area, scaring away robbers and providing honor guards to the most distinguished travelers. Peasants lined the road in the early evening, gaping at the variety and splendor of the vehicles, while the local Indians sold food and pulque.
 
   They were all coming. The influential; the schemers; and the curious . . . all were en route to pay homage to the man of the moment, actually the man of many moments. Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna - the Savior of the State, once and future President; a man alternately admired and vilified, around whom controversy swirled with all the vigor he could place into the stirring. A man who seemed to typify, all at once, both the glory and the vainglory of Mexico.
 
   Most of the guests were invited, but some were not. They came from Mexico City, Vera Cruz and Puebla, from haciendas four days distant. As all Mexico seethed with anxiety over the war and how to wage it, as the government raged ineffectually over money and the lack of it, as the generals argued amongst themselves, and the soldiers wondered how ammunition and supplies were going to appear so they could fight at all . . . somehow, hope had to rest with Santa Anna. Everyone felt that he alone could manage to straighten things out. He had done it before - - he would do it again. Viva Santa Anna! He would drive the invaders off Mexican soil!
 
   Gracious El Encero, Santa Anna’s favorite abode, shone with a white-washed lustre that reflected its master’s own. Christina observed the house from several yards away through the window of the carriage, during the slow queue up the drive to the front of the house.
 
   Don Ignacio del Rivera, the Condé de Castillo, sat across from her, not bothering to - as he put it caustically - “gape at the show.”
 
   The Condé was not fond of Santa Anna, his own relation. He had always considered him vulgar.
 
   Yet Christina was cautiously excited at the prospect of seeing him again and basking in his charisma, which would wear on her soon but which now, after two years of deliberate seclusion from any frivolous diversion, seemed refreshing. As did the party itself, with its distinguished crush of guests. She refused to allow Don Ignacio’s disgruntled temper to spoil her enjoyment.
 
   She wasn’t aware the Condé was making a study of her until she turned from the window and caught him at it.
 
   She smiled, and reached across to take the dignified old grandee’s hand. “I am prepared for all this, really. It is time.”
 
   Don Ignacio’s gruffness did not conceal his concern.
 
   “It is time for a great many things, my daughter. Not the least of which is finding you another husband. This incident with the Yanqui has only convinced me even more. Since you refuse to live in my house, you must have another man.”
 
   Christina removed her hand and made a face.
 
   “I don’t want to marry. I only want to go out in society again.”
 
   “I certainly don’t blame you for not wishing to remarry, after having endured the immature caprices of my son for three years. I certainly did you a disservice in arranging your removal from Spain to marry him, didn’t I?” His slight smile was full of regretful irony. “Felipé was never enough of a man nor a master, not for you. And that was not the least of his many faults. However, this time I have a gentleman in mind for you who will look after you as you deserve.”
 
   “I don’t need looking after! You know that my estate is in good condition.”
 
   “Of course it is, my dear. You are an excellent Patrona. Yet war is coming, no matter how foolish it all is, and you need a younger man than I to protect you and defend your property. You need Luis Arredondo.”
 
   “Luis?” She laughed. “Luis will never remarry, either.”
 
   “Oh yes, he will. And it is you he wants. He wrote to me, Christina. He asked for my blessing.”
 
   “I can’t believe it! You misunderstood him.”
 
   “No, I did not.”
 
   Just then the carriage jolted to a stop. They had reached the house; it was time to alight.
 
   The Condé caught Christina’s arm before she could move, his grip strong for a seventy-year-old man. “If Luis speaks to you tonight, do not refuse him immediately.”
 
   “Very well. But he won’t.”
 
   *
 
   The grounds and the interior of El Encero were decorated on a military theme, and as Christina and the Condé ascended the small flight of stairs that led up to the gallery and into the entrance hall, they passed several banners proclaiming victory and a host of servants disguised as soldiers. Santa Anna had evidently spared no expense on this party; the music of an orchestra wafted in from somewhere and vied with the nosier sounds of a roving mariachi band, while all of the rooms that led off of the large foyer were brightly lit, and crowded with card tables, refreshments and huge bouquets of flowers. An inordinate amount of weaponry, however, adorned the walls, speaking reminders of Santa Anna’s present occupation.
 
   Christina and Don Ignacio were separated by the tide of people rushing to greet them. The Condé’s cronies and a few sycophants herded him into one of the card rooms, while Christina was carried by a voluble wave into the ballroom. Unused to crowds, and to being casually touched, she found herself overwhelmed by the fascinated attention she was receiving. She had forgotten what a social success she had been before, due more to her noble Spanish ancestry than to her marriage into a leading Mexican hidalgo family.
 
   The Mexican upper class had apparently either not known, at the time of her marriage, of the profound disgrace her father the Marquès had thrown his relations, or they did not care; since her bloodlines, disgraced or not, could be traced to royalty. Snobbery was rampant in this formerly colonial country. The Condé had his son . . . now, Mexican society was more than happy to welcome the widowed Christina de Sainz - formerly the Señora! Por Dios, it is the Señora de Sainz!”
 
   “Christina! How wonderful you look, Niña.”
 
   “You have neglected us for too long, too long.”
 
   The glad cries came at her from all sides, accompanied by hugs and kisses from ladies whom she barely remembered, and speculative salutations from gentlemen who regard her somewhat differently than they had while Felipé was still alive. Or, was that her imagination? Yet this all seemed bewildering somehow, and stifling. Hadn’t she wanted this, though? This attention, the conversation . . .
 
   “Christina, querida, you honor us - it is good to see you out.”
 
   She tilted her head up sharply, recognizing the deep masculine voice that murmured in her ear.
 
   “Luis!” Her forced smile widened to become genuine, pleasure making her eyes glow to a gold-dotted green. “I thought you were still off at your mines.”
 
   “Me? Trade this - ” one hand gestured grandly, “impressive gathering - for a few pesos of silver? Surely you know me better.”
 
   Luis’s smile was mocking, but his deceptively lazy gaze held only warmth as he shook his elegant head in respect. “At least you must be aware of my intense devotion - to you. Not to this.” At her laugh, he added seriously, “I knew you’d be here.” He took her arm and gradually eased her away from the eager group that surrounded her.
 
   Christina smiled to herself, pleased to be rescued, and happy that her rescuer was this man in particular, despite the Condé’s ridiculous words about him earlier. Luis Arredondo, Marquès de Lara y Briheuga, a widower himself, had been her friend since her beginnings here. They moved outside, onto a gallery. She leaned against a vine-clad pillar, head thrown back, white throat exposed to the night air. “I haven’t been in such a crush since Felipé’s funeral procession.”
 
   “Do not bring him up tonight.”
 
   “You never liked him, Luis. Don’t forget you admitted it once.”
 
   “Yes - and he died a week later. Then you refused to speak to me for months. Your feelings of guilt began then and have trapped you for two years.”
 
   Christina’s head snapped up and she pushed away from the pillar. “I will not quarrel with you.”
 
   “By all means don’t. I’ve no intentions of quarreling. I simply want to point out that the spoiled boy you were married to does not deserve the sainthood with which you’ve endowed his memory.”
 
   “I have not!”
 
   “Querida, Felipé ignored you completely! One of his fighting cocks would have made you a better husband.” Luis took her hand in both of his, rubbing at the coldness of her palm. “It is tragic that he died so young, I agree. But his own stupidity killed him. And I will be so crass as to say that you are better off now.” She tried to pull away, but he gripped her hand tighter. She glared at him with stricken eyes. He finally sighed, and released her.
 
   “Forgive me. I won’t speak of him anymore.”
 
   In the pause that followed, Luis scrutinized Christina and she allowed him to do so while she recovered her sense of equanimity. After a few moments, she looked up at his lean face and murmured, “I must go inside now, I haven’t yet spoken to our host.”
 
   “Santa Anna can wait a little longer. I want to tell you how beautiful you are, as I meant to when I brought you out here. When did I see you last? Six months ago?”
 
   She smiled. “Yes. You visited without my permission.”
 
   “But you were glad to see me, weren’t you?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “You are lovelier now, I believe, since you have decided to come out into the world. Even in that dark dress!”
 
   “It is the pearls.” She wore the entire collection of Rivera pearls, consisting of six gradually lengthening ropes, two cuff bracelets, earrings and a headdress that was wound up in her dark hair, and took the place of the traditional high comb and mantilla. The pearls were worth a fortune and had once belonged to a Moorish princess. She had adorned herself with them tonight to please her father-in-law; and to enliven her simple lavender silk gown, which was the newest evening dress she possessed, but not very grand. This impromptu fiesta had caught her unprepared; it was fortunate she had recourse to magnificent jewelry.
 
   “As you say - perhaps.” Luis grinned down at her. “I’ll take you back inside now, if you will permit me to make one last statement.”
 
   At her amused and wary nod, he said softly, “I want you to enjoy yourself tonight and break as many hearts as you wish, including Santa Anna’s. But please be considerate of mine. It is yours, you know, and has been for years.”
 
   “Oh, come, Luis.”
 
   “Let’s not argue now, we can do that later in the evening when you are in more of a mood to listen to me. And you will listen.”
 
   “Will I?”
 
   “Oh, yes! I have important things to say to you, things which should have been said two years ago. They will amuse you, if nothing else.”
 
   “We’ll see, I suppose,” she murmured. Had Don Ignacio been correct? Did Luis intend to propose marriage?
 
   They had no further talk for the time being. As soon as they reentered the main Sala, which was converted into a ballroom, they emerged into a noisy crowd determined to divide them.
 
   Someone handed Christina a glass of iced champagne and she sipped it gratefully, responding to various introductions and re-introductions and wondering where she could find her host - and hostess, of course.
 
   Then a man bowed before her whom she recognized with faint dislike. Colonel Angel Manzanal; Santa Anna’s aide, and his posturing ape in everything, including an amorous interest in her. She had been forced to rebuff the colonel on two prior occasions when his attentions had become annoying.
 
   “The General has sent me to find you, Señora. He languishes for your company.”
 
   In this throng? She doubted it. But all she said was, “Then perhaps you should take me to him, Señor.”
 
   She excused herself from the nearest guests. The Colonel took her arm, which was disturbing enough; but as they made their way towards the rear of the Sala, Manzanal’s black eyes persisted in glancing down at her, while he paid her thoroughly outrageous compliments. Really, she would have to speak to Santa Anna about him.
 
   They reached the outskirts of a select grouping of more distinguished company, and Christina knew that Santa Anna sat at its heart. She bowed to several rich hacendadoes, a few wealthy merchants and industrialists, a former President and several others whom she believed were members of Congress. She passed through a knot of uniformed minor generals, all talking furiously. Finally she reached Santa Anna - seated, due to the loss of one of his legs in battle, on a throne-like chair nestled in a setting of potted palms and other assorted greenery.
 
   He caught sight of her and broke off his conversation with a man who wasn’t in the least familiar.
 
   “Christina!”
 
   He rose laboriously, his wooden leg keeping him erect as he stood and extended his hands. “My dear cousin, welcome to El Encero! Gentlemen, this is my cousin the Señora de Sainz, who has neglected to visit me since my return, until tonight.”
 
   Santa Anna’s normally melancholy countenance now exuded gallantry and roguish charm. Christina curtsied, and then extended her own gloved hands, which he took and kissed, one after the other.
 
   “How terrible you are, my dear, to deprive me of your lovely self until now.”
 
   “Am I to understand that you have been unoccupied this last week?”
 
   “I am never too busy for my favorite cousin. And I expect you to visit me again, soon, before I leave for the capital, so that I may speak with you in private about certain things.”
 
   Many of the surrounding listeners smiled at that. A few turned their backs discreetly, knowing the general’s reputation with the ladies. But several gentlemen remained in a semi-circle around Santa Anna and Christina, observing them unashamedly. One of them, the smiling thin-faced man whom Santa Anna had been originally talking with, even interjected himself into their conversation.
 
   “I believe, Señora, that the general covets your silver,” he said in lazy, British-accented Spanish.
 
   Santa Anna’s smile froze. His black eyes slanted toward the Englishman. “Señor, you must not anticipate me.”
 
   “But I have no silver, Señor,” Christina said, hoping to avert Santa Anna’s predictable anger at the interruption. “My husband’s lone mine was used up years ago.”
 
   “Oh? That’s not what I had understood, but then I may of course be mistaken.”
 
   Santa Anna spoke rather coldly. “I believe I see the British Ambassador just arriving, Señor. You must take him my felicitations.”
 
   Once he was gone, Santa Anna’s sullen expression brightened. “Diplomats!” He waved a hand insouciantly in the air. “Of course, we hope to have England on our side in the coming conflict.”
 
   That statement brought forth clamorous questions from nearby listeners about the war with America, which led Santa Anna to assume a posture of extreme dignity - possible as much through his impressive braid-laden military costume as well as his solemn expression - and reply, “My friends, my friends! Be assured that the Yanqui invaders will be swiftly and brutally driven from the hallowed soil of Mexico!”
 
   “Viva Mexico!” someone shouted.
 
   “Viva Santa Anna!”
 
   But one of the other generals came forward and asked, frowning, “How will you accomplish such a feat, Señor, when there is not money for war? How will you arm the troops and feed them?”
 
   Santa Anna stiffened. “Who needs money when the very heart of the Mexican is pure gold? We are rich, amigos, rich in spirit in loyalty, in hearts filled with patriotism. Will any true Mexican stand idly by and allow his country to be overrun by savage Norté Americanos? No! Never! We will fight, fight to the death. We will die to the last man rather than become the slaves of the enemy!”
 
   Some cheers greeted this speech, yet the response was mixed, for this was no audience of simple-minded peasants, to be swayed by oratory. But a mainstream feeling of optimism seemed to brighten the atmosphere, expanding throughout the house as Santa Anna’s words were circulated and passed on. Everyone present knew that despite the general’s propensity for grandiosity, his specialty was in performing the feat of raising and equipping soldiers on nothing but his own will. He had done it before; he would do it again!
 
   Then came a quiet British-accented voice from somewhere behind Christina. “Is it true that the Norté Americanos allowed you through the blockade on some secret promise?”
 
   Santa Anna scowled, and just as swiftly smiled again. “That is a terrible rumor, no doubt begun by them.” He was obviously attempting to spot the man who had spoken. “The Yanquis respect me completely and are fully aware of the consequences to be expected on my return. In fact,” he improvised, still unable to discover the man, “I recently uncovered the truth to a plot contrived by Gringo fanatics to assassinate me in Havana.”
 
   “How fortunate that you were permitted to leave,” Christina murmured. “How fortunate for Mexico.”
 
   His glance turned to her. “You are quite right, cousin. It seems the Yanquis are convinced that only I, as Commander-in-Chief of our armies, can foil their conquering plans. Would that my countrymen believed the same!”
 
   Various soothing affirmations of support came from several gentlemen present. Santa Anna’s calculating gaze gave up the search for his unknown critic and, for the moment, forsook his audience to return fully to Christina.
 
   “Now tell me, my dear, how you go on. Your letters were too brief. And is there any truth to the wild rumors my servants tell me about a captured Yanqui in your house?”
 
   Nervously, Christina prepared to answer him, when the crowd parted to allow the presence of Santa Anna’s young, bejeweled wife, Doña Maria Dolores.
 
   Santa Anna immediately lost his train of thought as he re-introduced his wife to Christina; and she was thankful of it. She did not want to speak of Jim Malone tonight, or ever! The entire episode was an annoying and deeply embarrassing memory which she hoped one day to forget.
 
   Unfortunately, forgetting Malone was not to prove so easy, even in the midst of a large party.
 
   Christina left the Santa Annas and moved off to find another cool drink. Aggravatingly, Colonel Manzanal followed her, offering his assistance in procuring some refreshments. She cast her gaze around the room, searching the crowd for Luis, or Don Ignacio, or anyone else she knew who could intimidate Manzanal away . . .
 
   And then she saw him. But it could not possibly be him. It didn’t really look like him, and yet . . .
 
   “Who is that gentleman?” she demanded.
 
   “Your pardon, Señora?”
 
   ‘That gentleman over there - talking with Don Gutierrez. The man in gray. I wish to know who he is.”
 
   Manzanal squinted in the direction she pointed out. “He is an Englishman, I believe. He arrived with the Ambassador’s party. His name is Lord Michael Brett.”
 
   “Present me to him.”
 
   Without bothering to notice whether Manzanal followed, Christina wove her way over to where the Englishman stood.
 
   She inserted herself into the low conversation between the Don and the Englishman.
 
   Pardon, Señor Gutierrez, but may I congratulate you on your daughter’s novitiate? My father-in-law, the Conde de Castillo, has just informed me of the happy event. She has entered the Convent of the Magdalenes, has she not?”
 
   Don Gutierrez beamed down on Christina with eyes both sad and proud. “Si, my daughter Elena has left me. I wish her great joy.”
 
   “As do we all,” Christina added.
 
   “My felicitations, Señor,” Manzanal interposed, having caught up. “Are you enjoying yourself, my Lord?” He turned to the watching Englishman.
 
   Christina took this chance to face the man directly and study him up close, as he replied to Manzanal. The man was tall, taller even than Luis Arredondo. He was lean, but strongly boned, and clean shaven; she was able to watch the play of expression on his countenance as he answered the Colonel’s query in heavy, British-accented Spanish. It was there, but not there . . . the resemblance that Christina sought, that had struck her with amazing force as she first glimpsed him across the room. Was that a small scar on his forehead, half-hidden by a falling lock of hair?
 
   *
 
   “Allow me to make known to you the Doña de Sainz y Sequenza Cabra, a cousin of our illustrious host,” Manzanal intoned pompously.
 
   “Señora. I am Lord Michael Brett, lately of Great Britain.” He bowed, no stiffness in his movements, bluish-gray eyes friendly and open. No wariness or t he slightest recognition in them at all.
 
   “Señor. I do hope you find Mexico as beautiful and hospitable as I do.”
 
   “Indeed yes, Señora,” he said, his deep voice mangling the Spanish. “I do so love the climate. So different from London, you know. Never rains here. People are charming.”
 
   His dark hair was neatly cut, he appeared clean, and well-groomed. Actually, he seemed young, especially when he smiled so ingenuously. No, she had been completely mistaken. This handsome Englishman could never be taken for the surly, hard-faced American she had once nursed, and kept prisoner . . .
 
   “You must visit Chapultepec, Señor. The castle and its views are magnificent.”
 
   “I look forward to it, Señora. I intend to see and to admire everything.”
 
   Christina nodded, congratulated the Don again, and moved off. She was puzzled, mainly at herself. Why had she done that? What had she seen in such an ordinary man that had for a moment nearly convinced her he was her missing American?
 
   Perhaps the strain of the last week had eroded her faculties of observation. There was no resemblance, except possibly a superficial one. The two men shared the same build, the same coloring. Other than that, they were as different as she and Don Ignacio’s fat daughter.
 
   “Señora . . .” It was Manzanal, calling after her.
 
   Por Dios, how was she to get rid of the persistent Colonel?
 
   He approached, and she sighed silently. Then she reached up and patted the smooth sides of her upswept hair. “Colonel, I am sure that my hair needs attention. Could you perhaps direct me to the ladies’ retiring room?”
 
   “At once, Señora, although may I point out that the Señora’s hair is extremely lovely.”
 
   “Gracias, Colonel. The retiring room is this way?” She headed in what she hoped was the right path through the guests, many of whom were dancing. The musicians were stationed on a dais near the west terrace, and they sounded quite good . . . Christina heard the early strains of a Viennese waltz being played.
 
   “Querida, I’ve been searching for you for an hour.” The plaintive voice came from somewhere to her left.
 
   “Oh, thank God, it’s you,” she muttered fiercely, finding Luis and giving him a slanting look. “You do remember Colonel Manzanal,” she said louder, inclining her head toward the Mexican.
 
   “Naturally.” Luis’s ironic face could take on a chilly expression when he desired it. Combined with his height and aristocratic name, he made a formidable figure. Especially to a mere Mestizo hoping to rise in the world.
 
   Manzanal bowed and murmured a greeting.
 
   “You will excuse us, Colonel?” Luis said. “The Señora has promised me this waltz.”
 
   Manzanal stared with narrowed eyes as the Marquès led her away.
 
   *
 
   The waltz was beautiful, and the swirling movements, combined with the flashing sight of the other colorful dancers and Luis’s easy conversation, all combined to soothe Christina’s taut sense of agitation. How comforting Luis was as he talked lightly to her of Mexico City gossip, the war balls being planned there, and his recent mining difficulties. Luis was not strictly handsome, but his face always displayed intelligence and strength, and of course, good breeding. They were actually well-matched, Christina thought for the first time. If she were ever to contemplate remarrying, why not Luis?
 
   They danced two dances, which was slightly improper, but pleasantly enjoyable. When Luis at last led her from the floor, she asked him to procure her a glass of champagne.
 
   He eyed a determined-looking group of gentleman who were gathered nearby, apparently waiting for Christina.
 
   “I am yours to command, querida. But fear my wrath if you run away.”
 
   A former compadré of Felipé’s came forward to greet the Marquès and to compliment Christina. He was followed by others. Luis was about to depart for the champagne table, grinning at Christina’s aloof air which he suspected covered an inherent shyness, when he abruptly stilled.
 
   “I don’t believe it.”
 
   Christina glanced at him, trying to pay attention to both Luis and the young caballero who addressed her on her left.
 
   “He’s got courage, no doubt.” Luis smiled as if at a joke. “Who would believe that there’s a Texan in our midst; or, rather, an Americano?”
 
   Christina followed Luis’s fascinated gaze across the room towards the main entranceway. Then her heart stopped. One of the men standing in conversation by the door was the tall man in gray - the Englishman!
 
   “Who is an American?” she hissed a Luis, feeling her skin grow hot and her temples start to pound.
 
   “The man speaking to General Solis. He has a rancho somewhere in Texas, I believe. An astute man, for a Yanqui. I wonder what he’s doing here? But I suspect he’s leaving now, so I won’t get to ask - or to congratulate him on his bravery.” Even as the words were spoken, the man slipped into the foyer and out the front door.
 
   “What is his name?” she whispered.
 
   “Michael Brett. He once considered buying an interest in my silver mines. He was my guest for several days.” He gave her arm a pat before he released it. “Young Espelata is talking to you, chica. You could at least look at him.”
 
   Then Luis moved off, believing he left Christina safely occupied with her court of young men.
 
   Lips barely moving, she excused herself from them and was away before anyone could stop her.
 
   All she could think of was that she must follow Brett! Nothing else penetrated her mind yet, thanks to the incredible jolt of shock which allowed her to erect shields against any further thought.
 
   She instinctively charted a course through the company which led her into the foyer, and then she rushed onto the gallery, and down the front steps onto the lawn.
 
   Where had Brett - or Malone, she was certain now - disappeared to? She spun around, uncaring that servants and guests alike stared at her. The mariachi band played off to her left, and couples danced a fandango out in the flower-perfumed air, beneath the stars. Curving in front of her was the brick drive, lined with carriages and gossiping grooms. A lone diligence had detached from the distant rear of the drive, and was coming forward. To pick up someone? Who?
 
   Then she saw the dark figure of a man standing off to her right, beneath a large, spreading tree. He appeared to be watching the approaching diligence.
 
   She walked towards him, her steps soundless in the grass. But he must have sensed her. He turned, slowly, to observe her as she drew near.
 
   Unafraid, knowing only that she despised this man, that he had humiliated her and made a fool of her and all but assaulted her, that he had thrown her kindness in her face and run off with her maid . . . she went straight up to him in the darkness and said, “Señor Malone?”
 
   And then she raised her palm and slapped him. Hard, across the face.
 
   His hands shot out to grab her, pulling her deeper into the concealment afforded by the big tree.
 
   Are you crazy Señora?” he snarled angrily.
 
   She recognized the voice. Dios, it really was him!
 
   “I was crazy before, crazy not to have called for Santa Anna when you lay helpless in my house - and had you hauled off the prison!”
 
   “Lower your voice.”
 
   “I won’t! In fact, I . . .”
 
   His hands closed over her mouth, in a replay of that hideous night in her bedroom. “I don’t have the time to stand here making conversation, Señora,” he murmured into her ear. “I’m leaving. Leaving Mexico, in fact. Now, I don’t want to take you with me - or strangle you and leave you lying here beneath this tree. Will you cooperate for an hour or so, long enough for me to get into this diligence and go a few miles down the road, without raising any alarm? Or must I resort to drastic measures to keep you quiet?”
 
   I can’t let him escape again, she thought feverishly. He was obviously a clever spy of some sort; and he must have discovered something important here tonight while in the midst of all these loose-talking people, if he was leaving for America to report his progress . . .
 
   Her body was pressed against his, and now, as before, his closeness terrified her. How could she think when his arm was clasping her so tightly that she felt his breathing against her partially-bared back? How could she make any kind of rational plan, when the warmth of him was penetrating her dress, her skin, dominating her mind, pushing her into panic? If he would just let her go *
 
   “Well?”
 
   His hand eased off her mouth and slid down, grazing the exposed tops of her breasts in its descent to her waist. Involuntarily, she shrieked.
 
   The hand clamped back in place, cutting off her cry. She knew then he was taking her scream for an answer. She fought his grip, struggled against the strength which refused to give way and allow her the chance to shriek again. She was fighting for her freedom now, or perhaps even her life; and he was just as determined to hold her and keep his own. She supposed struggling would do her no good. And, in the end, it didn’t.
 
   She was picked up and swiftly bundled into the open side door of the diligence, out of view of anyone except the driver; who was obviously in his pay. Malone piled inside on top of her. Then the diligence started off, gathered speed, and departed El Encero . . . without any of the laughing guests suspecting who might be inside.
 
   Santa Anna’s reception continued, unabated, minus the Señora de Sainz. And, of course, Lord Michael Brett, alias Jim Malone.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 4
 
   He explained the rules to her in a voice that was tight and precise, not quite English and not simply American. Whoever he had been before, whether the uncivil Gringo or the impetuous British Lord, he was neither of them now.
 
   “You may consider yourself a prisoner of war. Do not speak unless spoken to. Do not attempt to escape. I have no plans to use this gun on you, Señora - but please believe me when I tell you I will, if you give me any reason to do so.”
 
   She had no difficulty in believing him. The shutters were drawn on the diligence, but the light affixed to the outside of the swaying vehicle shone through the slats and onto his face . . . as cold and unnerving as the bluish eyes that watched her.
 
   Seated across from her, he held in his lap the same pistol he had produced as soon as they entered the diligence. She didn’t care for the direction in which it lay pointed.
 
   “You are going to hang for this.”
 
   He shrugged, and almost smiled. “I think I’d prefer it to a quiet death at home.”
 
   He was insane, he had to be. He would never manage to abduct her and get away with it - not in Mexico! Even now, as the diligence with its uneasy local driver hurtled them away from El Encero, she would be missed. Luis was probably furious, searching the house, questioning everyone. Someone would tell him they had seen her outside; someone else, maybe a servant, would have noticed her leave . . .
 
   “So satisfy my curiosity, Señora,” he said in a more relaxed tone. “What made you change your mind about recognizing me? I was sure I had fooled you earlier, when we were re-introduced.”
 
   He had the audacity to grin at her, in contrast to his former sternness, as casually as though they were two guests conversing in a drawing room. Had he no sense of danger at all? What did he intend to do with her? His easy acceptance of his drastic action in kidnapping her must mean he had decided something.
 
   She was in no mood to play his game, whatever it was. “Where is my maid, Dorotea?”
 
   “On her way to Mexico city, with several hundred pesos. You have no reason to worry about her, if you ever really did. Now how about answering my question?”
 
   She stared at him mutinously. His eyes narrowed at her determined silence.
 
   “If you don’t want to talk, Christina, perhaps we can find something else to do for the next thirty-five miles.”
 
   He leaned forward and laid a hand on her knee, fingers caressing the silk that covered it over her petticoats.
 
   She jerked her knees away from him and pressed closer to the side of the diligence. “A man who knows you identified you as an American. A Texan, in fact, which is worse!”
 
   “That must have been the charming Marquès - I saw you dancing with him, and decided then the evening was over for me. However, there were several other people at the fiesta who were well satisfied that I was British . . . I came in with the Ambassador’s party, after all. Why should you pay any attention to what Arredondo said?”
 
   The words tumbled portentously from her mouth. “Because I trust him implicitly. We are to be married next year!”
 
   He was silent for a long pause, staring at her in a critical and enigmatic way that made her wonder just what he was thinking. Then he said coolly, “Congratulations. Does Santa Anna know?”
 
   “No, it has not yet been announced because of my mourning. But I am sure he will wish me well.”
 
   “I doubt it. Arredondo is not likely to play the part of an obliging husband and allow you to continue carrying on with Santa Anna after you are married. Santa Anna is doubtlessly about to lose a mistress. I would be angry, if I were him.”
 
   “I am not Santa Anna’s mistress, or anything else! And I am sick to death of your insults! I am a Sainz y Sequenza Cabra, I would never stoop so low . . .”
 
   “You’re mighty proud for a prisoner of war! Do I need to remind you, Señora, that from now on you are going to stoop to do whatever I tell you? And that includes shutting up whenever you start to yell!”
 
   “Where are you taking me?” she demanded, determined to show him he did not frighten her.
 
   “Right now, to Vera Cruz. From there - Washington. It’s a town on the east coast of America. The President of the United States lives there. I’ve decided you should meet him.”
 
   “Oh, Dios!” For a moment, she thought she had lost her voice and her mind. Panic shot through her limbs. She made an abrupt lunge for the door, intending to throw herself out into the night, and not caring if the fall killed her!
 
   But Brett’s reflexes were just as quick as hers. He grabbed her around the waist and hauled her onto his lap, swearing and flinching so that she realized his wound was indeed still painful. Perhaps she could use that information later . . .
 
   Now, he held her tightly against his chest, wound or no wound. His face was hard and testy, his mouth grim.
 
   “I’m only going to tell you once more. Don’t try anything like that again! Or you won’t make it to Washington for your interview with the President. Comprendez, Señora?”
 
   Before she could speak, sick nausea in her stomach and the beginnings of despair in her mind, his mouth came down on hers in a kiss designed to punish and, she suspected, warn. It contained all the violence of his anger and hurt her, forcing inexplicable, weak tears from her closed eyes that slid down to mingle in their closeness. She despised the tears . . . but the taste of them, or something else, stopped his forced assault. He no longer seemed set on breaking her. Instead, his lips turned gentle, and he shifted her in his lap so that his hand could rise up to feel her face, and brush away the tears. He pushed back her heavy, loosening hair and then his mouth moved upwards to graze her wet cheekbones and her forehead.”
 
   “Christina . . . Chrissie, I don’t - ”
 
   But the diligence slowed, and the driver’s voice rose as he halted the team. The vehicle stopped. Christina wondered for a wild hopeful moment if she were rescued. Could it be Luis? The Condé?
 
   Brett deposited her onto the opposite seat and went out the door, which slammed behind him. She heard him greeting someone, heard another deep male voice answer him, speaking in a harsh, guttural language she didn’t recognize. The diligence rocked and she guessed that the driver must have jumped down from his high perch, although she saw nothing through the shuttered windows.
 
   She sat, attempting to repair her appearance which had doubtless been mauled by Michael Brett’s roughness. She was unsure how much time had passed before the door was flung open again, and it took every ounce of her control to remain calm and not jump in fright. Brett reentered the diligence, taking his seat opposite her, leaving the door open. In his hand was a small flask.
 
   “Christiana,” he said, and while one part of her brain realized finally that he persisted in using, uninvited, her Christian name, another part concentrated on the largeness of him and the menace he seemed to bring inside the coach. “I want you to drink this.” He held up the flask.
 
   “Do you intend to poison me?” she heard herself say, while her hands clenched into fists and her eyes grew huge.
 
   His sigh was impatient, his tone rough. “Don’t be melodramatic. If I wanted you dead, I’d use my gun.” She didn’t see it anymore; he must have left it outside, or given it to the other man. But that was cold comfort when she looked at his dark killer’s face. “This is something to make you sleep, if you take enough, and I’ve drunk it before myself - how else do you suppose I’ve hidden the fact that I was shot last week, and still hurt like hell?”
 
   He was scowling at her, lines running across his high brow and deepening around his tight-pressed mouth. His eyes scanned her face in the half-light; and he must have read something unpleasant there, because he cursed.
 
   “Damn you, Christina - you are going to drink this, because asleep you’ll be a hell of lot easier to manage.”
 
   Before she could scream her outrage, he had moved onto the seat beside her and laid cold hands on her bare shoulders. She felt the pearls at last slipping loose from her hair as her head was ruthlessly pushed back; tasted the bitter edge of the flask as it was thrust against her lips, and liquid spilled into her mouth.
 
   “Easy, Señora; drink, and don’t waste a drop. I want some, too.”
 
   His hand was in her hair now as he held her head back, and she had no choice but to swallow or choke. Her eyes were slammed shut, but still two hot tears of frustration leaked out. She hated him, and she hated herself for ever saving his life. Why hadn’t she let him die? Why had he lived to treat her so?
 
   Finally, he released her, and her head fell onto the cushioned backrest. She hadn’t the strength or the will to look up at him, but she did, not surprised to see that he was seated again and finishing the remainder of the foul-tasting drug. He wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. Then he actually smiled at her.
 
   “Why not stretch out and make yourself comfortable? You’ll be asleep a long time. I’ll even help you undress.”
 
   She jerked the drooping string of pearls out of her hair and threw it at him. It struck his face and broke, the pearls rolling everywhere. She glared at him, both satisfied and appalled at this small show of violence.
 
   His eyes narrowed, and his tone seemed thoughtful as well as nasty. “You’d better watch that temper, Señora . . . or I’ll have to discipline you, the same way I did before.”
 
   Afraid now - not wanting him to touch her again - she stared back in wide-eyed negation.
 
   “Miguel.”
 
   The name was called softly from outside. Brett’s gaze shifted away from her into the darkness through the open door. “Come in, hermano,” he said. “You should meet our guest.”
 
   There was a question in the climbing eyebrows of the strong face that presented itself inside the diligence, but Christina didn’t see it. She only knew this must be the Indian who’d interrogated her servant; this must be the man who’d been looking for her prisoner. And who had undoubtedly found him.
 
   His eyes were as black as his hair. As they fell on her, their expression was quizzical. But she read no other emotion in his red-bronzed face with its vaguely European bone structure.
 
   “Chrissie, this is Julian Torrance, friend and relation. Julian, permit me to make known to you the Señora de Sainz, or Chrissie, for short.” Michael grinned through this flippant introduction as though secretly amused at their meeting, as he doubtlessly was. How he had lied to her, despite her kindness in nursing him back to health!
 
   The Indian, or half-Indian, made her a correct bow as he leaned through the doorway. His gaze remained impassive. But it deepened to something else as he glanced at Michael. “Don’t you think we should be moving on, amigo? Just in case your - guest - has been missed?”
 
   “Please, gentlemen, do take your time,” Christina said sweetly, hands reaching up to smooth her disarrayed hair. Her insouciance, a product of desperation, earned her a calculating frown from Brett and another inscrutable glance from the Indian.
 
   Suddenly her hands were heavy, too heavy to lift the mass of falling hair and rearrange it. Her wrists went limp and dropped into her lap. She looked at her captors in shock, intending to question them and to possibly curse them, but her mouth remained soundless. Her entire body grew weak. Her shoulders slumped to one side, her vision blurred . . . then all awareness ceased as she was caught, unknowing, and gently lowered to lay on the seat.
 
   Over her slumbering body, Brett glanced up to meet the ironic gaze of his friend. “Don’t look at me like that, Juli. You know how things stand in Washington. Lowndes wants the answer to that letter you stole, and only she knows the truth. All I’ve managed to discover on my own is a pack of rumors.” He raked a hand savagely through his thick dark hair, a gesture denoting frustration to anyone who knew him well. “I certainly hadn’t planned on taking her, but when she finally recognized me and was about to scream for Santa Anna, it was either kill her or bring her along. And hell, maybe this is a good idea anyway, despite the trouble she’s going to cause me. Somehow I’ll make her tell me what she knows about Santa Anna’s invasion plans. And I’ll have plenty of time to do it.”
 
   Julian’s raised eyebrow indicated his disbelief, but he made no comment. Instead he reached outside the diligence and lifted a large blue carpet bag. He dropped it onto the floor and opened it, pulling out a blanket and a bottle of whiskey. He uncorked the whiskey and drank from it deeply, before handing it to Michael. He tossed the blanket onto Christina’s slippered feet and said quietly, “I doubt if President Polk will appreciate you taking a lady as prisoner, Miguel. It’s too crude an act for his taste. And after talking to the Señora’s servants, I’ve begun to wonder if she’s really as close to Santa Anna as we believed. You might be making a very bad mistake. Of course, you had to protect yourself, and any future jobs you might undertake in Mexico. For that alone, I think you should keep her. Or kill her.”
 
   Julian’s sharply-boned face was somber and deadly serious. Michael acknowledged his words in silence. Julian continued softly, “Let me have her, I’ll take care of it.”
 
   Michael glanced down at the sleeping girl, her face half hidden by loosened strands of hair, pearls gleaming whitely against her dress and her skin. To kill her would be the simplest answer. But then, she could still be useful to him in Washington. And also - there was something between them that had to be finished, something he had begun the first time he’d kissed her. His body was demanding an answer even now, the sight of her enough to cause him a powerful, painful lust. Why kill her when he wanted her? Julian would figure it out.
 
   Michael smiled, lazy blue eyes telling his friend more than the casual words he spoke.
 
   “I’m going to keep her for awhile, Juli. I’m sure she can confirm quite a few things about Santa Anna that we don’t really know; they are on close terms, I saw them together. Maybe, if threatened with exile from her home, she’ll eventually talk about the letters. But even if she doesn’t, or the letters aren’t even important, or Polk doesn’t want to make use of her . . . there’s still a small act of revenge involved here. Against Santa Anna, I’m going to annoy the bastard by running off with one of his favorites - his cousin, to boot! And don’t you think that might mean something?”
 
   “Not much, hermano.” Julian shook his head in mock-sadness. “But it’s a start.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 5
 
   Awakening was an unpleasant process accompanied by vomiting, an impossible headache and the humiliating and frustrating remembrance of horrible dreams which, she suspected, were actually reality.
 
   When she opened her swollen eyes to survey her surroundings and discovered herself lying in a narrow bed, in a rocking room that resembled the cabin of a ship, complete with porthole . . . she knew the truth.
 
   Her first reaction was to cry. But she refused to give way to the illness and exhaustion of her body, and concentrated instead on her anger. Even as dry heaves forced her to lean her head over the side of her bunk where a soiled pan had been thoughtfully placed. And especially as she realized someone had removed her lavender gown as she slept, had in fact removed all of her clothes, and put on her some sort of large white shirt.
 
   She didn’t even want to think the name of the man who had probably done all of this. Who had interfered with her life, disrupted it unbearably . . .
 
   But when he entered the cabin, she had no further choice.
 
   Michael Brett was now dressed casually, in heavy trousers and billowing shirt - one remarkably like the one she wore. A blue jacket was flung over his shoulder. He was hatless, his hair wind-tousled, and he was gun less, too.
 
   The smell of sea salt blew in with him. He closed the door behind him and came towards her, dropping the jacket, his face curious and unrepentant. His bluish eyes raked her.
 
   “Unfortunately, one of the side effects of drinking too much of that drug Julian concocted is sickness when you wake up. You’re probably seasick, too.”
 
   “I’m never seasick!” she croaked.
 
   “I’m glad to know that, since we’ll be spending a lot of time in the near future on ships. I’d hate to have to nurse you all the way to America.
 
   “I don’t want you near me! And I won’t go to America!”
 
   Ignoring her, he reached for a cloth laying on a table near the bunk, dipped it into a basin of water, and bent down to wipe her face and mouth, muttering, “At least you managed to miss the bed.”
 
   There was nothing she could do but accept his casual ministrations, closing her eyes against the sight of him. She gritted her teeth against the nausea.
 
   “Your dress is folded in the chest over there, along with your jewelry. I thought you’d be more comfortable without them.”
 
   “Go to the devil,” she spat.
 
   “You took care of me, Señora. I’ll take care of you. It’s only fair. And you’ll find, when you get back on your feet, that the door to this cabin is locked. Does that sound familiar?”
 
   “I hate you. You have no right to force me to go anywhere with you, to do anything - ”
 
   “Oh, yes I have. The right of war. You can help me, Señora. You can help my side, and you’re going to do it.”
 
   “You can drug me or kill me, I don’t care, but I will not help America! Even assuming that I could, when I don’t know anything . . .”
 
   “Shut up.” He had finished bathing her face and neck, and even, despite her futile squirming, her chest as far down as the fourth button. Now he pulled the coverlet up to her chin and stood. “I want you to rest quietly until the sickness is passed, and that means no screaming. It wouldn’t do you any good; we’re on a British man-of-war and the captain is a friend of mine. In a while, I’ll come back and feed you something. There’s water on the table if you’re thirsty.”
 
   She looked up at him in hatred, deciding that any speech on her part would be wasted and futile. She must, somehow, retain some sense of dignity.
 
   He watched her bite back her vituperative words, and smiled, thinking she was certainly arrogant, in her way. Probably the most intrinsically proud person he had ever met, which was saying a lot. She and his mother would get along fine, were they ever, God forbid, to meet.
 
   “Since you have nothing to say, I’ll see your later, Chrissie.”
 
   *
 
   It took the HMS Lady Jane sixteen days to reach Cuba. Days which seemed, to Christina, like months.
 
   She remained locked in the cabin and had no contact with anyone else on the ship, except for Brett, of course, and the assistant ship’s steward, a boy named Mark who always brought her food.
 
   At first, Mark was timid and uncommunicative. Yet by the end of her stay on the Lady Jane, the two of them were friends. Christina was desperate for conversation, for information; and since she received little of either from Brett, she was determined to gain all she could from the boy, particularly where her captor was concerned. Through him she learned of the wary respect in which Brett was held by the Captain and officers of the ship, who would, apparently, do whatever he asked. Mark was of the impression that Lord Michael was an important man somewhere. The rest of the crew were resentful of his high-handedness in using their ship for his own needs; and curious, of course, about her The only female on board ship . . .
 
   Mark knew little else about Brett, except that he slept in a cabin next door to her and spent his time on deck with the Captain.
 
   When Brett did choose to visit her, she retained an attitude of haughty disdain. She made demands: for clothing, for a female chaperone, for permission to write a letter to her father-in-law (instantly denied). She refused to show fear in his presence, and either that or his own preoccupation, kept him from insulting her or assaulting her further during this journey. However, what he had in mind for her for the rest of the voyage, and once they reached Washington, she couldn’t know. It was anxious dread of the days and weeks ahead that kept her restless most nights, and in a taut condition of expectancy.
 
   On the morning Mark informed her that Cuba had been sighted, Christina made her scanty preparations to leave the ship and waited, gazing out through the porthole at the gently lapping sea, trying to calm her nervousness. She wondered if any escape were possible here where Felipé once had friends. If any opportunity presented itself, she must make an effort. . .
 
   The cabin door was unlocked and swung open. Michael Brett came in, dressed formally for daytime in a tan waistcoat. He surveyed her, as she stood by the porthole, out of assessing blue-gray eyes, that noted her appearance with amused disfavor.
 
   “When we reach our hotel in Havana, I want you to throw that gown away.”
 
   “Not until I have another to replace it.”
 
   “You will. That dress never did become you. Now, of course, it’s a wreck.”
 
   “Oh, of course! I’ve only been wearing it for two weeks.”
 
   “There’s no need for sarcasm, Christina; I’m well aware of that. I’ll buy you dresses.”
 
   “I want a companion, as well! I won’t travel any farther with you alone.”
 
   “Oh, won’t you?” He stepped closer. She stood firm, refusing to press herself against the wall.
 
   “You’re in no position to make demands, love.”
 
   As he looked at her, his light eyes darkened to the same glinting surface of the sea outside. He touched her face, his rough hand sliding along her chin. “Unless, of course, you want to bargain with me.”
 
   “I don’t.” The coldness of her tone gave the two words more force. His hand dropped away, but on his terms, his level gaze said; not hers.
 
   He shrugged and turned away, walking back to the door.
 
   “We’ll drop anchor in a few hours,” he said, glancing back at her, one hand on the knob. “Be ready to go. We’ll head straight for a hotel, where you’ll stay until we board a steamer, tomorrow or the day after. And I don’t plan to give you the chance to make any trouble, so you can forget any crazy ideas abut running away.”
 
   After he was gone, she cursed him - using new words learned from Mark. At least this voyage was proving educational.
 
   *
 
   It wasn’t until dark that Brett finally came for her. Blinking in the early evening lantern light. Christina wished she possessed a mantilla or a reboza to wear against the warm coastal breeze - and the curious gazes of the assembled sailors on the Lady Jane’s deck, and in the jolly boat that rowed them to shore. Michael seemed oblivious to all the stares, and even to her company. His eyes roved the harbor and its moored boats with an assessing gleam. An unapproachable stranger, he looked off, dark hair blowing in the wind, jaw line set ruthlessly.
 
   Once they reached the dock and were assisted ashore, Michael’s attention returned to the present. He took Christina’s arm when her balance faltered due to unsteady legs; he guided her to a waiting mule-drawn valenta, and helped her inside. Then he turned, peering into the shadows, where Christina barely made out the figures of three or four persons; and he smiled. Immediately, a feminine voice called out in English.
 
   “Was you wantin’ something, Honey?”
 
   Michael moved forward and leaned against a signpost.
 
   “That depends. Let me see you - all of you.”
 
   Into the murky light came a group of women, all with high-piled hair and simpering faces. Christina had seen their like before, parading on other wharves in other cities; she knew what they were, But she had never been so close to one of the creatures. She sat frozen, unable to believe Brett would solicit one before her very eyes!
 
   The boldest of them stepped out from the rest. She was dark, with large, ruby-red lips; probably a Zambo, of Negro and Indian origin.
 
   “So, Señor, you like what you see?”
 
   Michael seemed to consider. Then he reached a hand into his waistcoat pocket and jiggled some coins. “I have good money here for any of you ladies desiring a little honest employment. The job involves travel and is conducted in a basically upright position.” He grinned at their pouts, and waited. One of them wandered off, another of them snorted. But a small figure who had been standing behind the rest crept forward.
 
   “I be looking for a regular job, M’lord” she whispered.
 
   Michael focused on her. Pale, plain, freckled face, some kind of reddish-colored hair. Dressed in a high-necked gown that looked hot and much-worn, but was probably of English make.
 
   “What’s your name?” he asked.
 
   “Penny, M’lord.”
 
   “Because that is all any man will pay her!” the dark girl sang out.
 
   “Tis not! Me Mum named me Penny on account of me copper hair!” She glared at the Zambo with both fists clenched until the girl backed away. Then she turned towards Michael, her stance again reverting to shyness.
 
   He was amused. “Well, Penny, what do you say to traveling to America?”
 
   “Am I to be maid to her ladyship there?” she asked.
 
   “That’s right. The position is yours if you want it.”
 
   Penny looked from Michael to the open valenta where Christina sat horrified. Then she smiled - a wide, gap-toothed, eye-crinkling grin. “I always wanted ter be a real lady’s maid. Aye, M’lord, I accept yer position.”
 
   “Very good. You may attend her ladyship at the Alvarado paseo two blocks east. We’ll leave for American as soon as I am able to book passage.”
 
   “Thank you, M’lord. I can’t say as I’ll be sorry to leave this hell-hole!”
 
   Michael turned away, grinning, and climbed into the valenta beside Christina. He gestured to the driver, who flicked the reins gently until the mule started off, at a slow walk.
 
   *
 
   Christina refused to speak to Brett during the short trip to the hotel.
 
   A prostitute! He had engaged a puta as her maid!
 
   But when Penny came to her later that night, as she sat locked inside a small bedroom, Christina hadn’t the heart to refuse the anxious girl’s services. Penny was so eager to be of help that Christina felt her rage soften. Particularly after hearing the girl’s account of being duped by a fiancé into leaving London for Havana, only to be heartlessly betrayed, and left there alone. According to Penny, a life on the streets was her only recourse.
 
   Christina was dubious about that part of the story, but skipped any further questions. At least her new maid was feminine company. And to Christina, used to being surrounded by women. Penny’s presence made her captivity seem less sordid.
 
   She never knew exactly what Michael told Penny regarding his keeping her prisoner. He must have said something, since Penny knew that the two of them were locked into her room at the paseo and only she was ever allowed to go out. But Christina was unable to discuss her situation with the English girl. Whether due to pride or embarrassment, she couldn’t say, even to herself.
 
   The day after their arrival in Havana, Michael gave Penny money and sent her out to buy clothes. She returned with shining eyes, displaying her purchases as if she had created them herself. Christina hid her dismay well. Penny, ignorant as she was about fashion for a lady of quality, had bought only the richest fabrics and brightest colors for her new mistress. One dress was red silk, another blue merino wool, and a third striped green tarlatan. A traveling suit of burgundy velvet was the only subdued costume in the new wardrobe. At least the clothes were all European cut and must have been expensive, even if they were ready made. The matching bonnets were intricate and a trifle too fancy. Christina saw herself arrayed in the red silk in her looking glass and winced.
 
   Penny had also purchased toiletries, shoes, undergarments, and a sewing kit. She knew the rudiments of sewing, and went to work altering the clothes to fit Christina’s slender form, chattering about her experiences in the dress shops. The day had obviously been one of the most pleasurable that Penny had ever spent. Christina controlled her distaste for the flashy garments with a restraint she would never have shown to Maria Juana, or any other servant. Loneliness had improved her sensitivity to others!
 
   *
 
   It was almost with equanimity that Christina found herself with Penny and an amazingly respectable-looking Michael Brett, boarding a large steamer the next day. She and Penny were ensconced in a first-class cabin, Christina under the usual orders not to leave it. Brett had, he informed her with evil amusement, told the ship’s staff that she was suffering from a brain fever and must never be disturbed.
 
   During the six days it took the steamer to reach America and continue along its under populated coast to the Port of Charleston, Christina scarcely saw Brett - for which she was thankful. If only that state of affairs could continue until he gave up his ridiculous ideas of using her to further the American cause, and sent her home!
 
   She found that she missed her land and her people. She was as devoted to her estate, and its residents to her, as she had become to the convent in which she had been brought up and to its nuns, which became her family. The nuns had raised her in loyalty to the church and to their order, and in a sense of family pride; which had nothing to do with the fact that her father had lost his and become involved in treasonous activities against the legal Spanish monarchy in favor of an usurper. Christina felt her duty to her hacienda deeply, and hated Michael Brett, and America as well, for ripping her from it.
 
   In the provincial town of Charleston, they left the steamer and boarded an American Clipper, a fast, sleek vessel that sped them up the coast, hugging the land as it sailed. Christina thanked God for Penny, whose continued chatter over the strange sights out the porthole kept her from much thought of their eventual destination. Yet, when the ship entered the Chesapeake Bay and, finally, the busy Potomac River, which would take them to Alexandria, the port nearest Washington, uncertainty made her temper sharp.
 
   Michael Brett entered their small cabin as the ship docked, late in the evening. He sent Penny away, leaving Christina to feel an awful sense of dread.
 
   She waited for him to speak while he studied her. This was another Michael Brett - grimmer than before, all pretenses thrown away, no kindness or humor in his again unshaven face.
 
   “Christina. We’re about to take a skiff over to Washington. I have a town home there, in a neighborhood called Georgetown. You’ll stay there until I can think of a safer place to put you. Safer for you, I mean, there’s a lot of anti-Mexican feeling in this town. If your connections were to spread, I might not be able to protect you from something unpleasant.”
 
   “You’re trying to scare me.”
 
   “Yes, I am! Now, listen. I am going to speak to the President and one of his aides about you. They will want to question you. If you cooperate fully, and answer their questions - or answer mine, which I intend to ask you myself - then I will guarantee your return to Mexico soon. If you do not, I can’t even promise that you won’t end up in prison. As I said, there is a war going on, and unfortunately you happen to be caught up in it. Do you understand me?”
 
   Coldness made a mask of her features in the dim light.
 
   “Certainly, Señor. But I am afraid I won’t be able to tell you or your President anything.”
 
   “Damn your stubbornness,” he said harshly.
 
   “You shouldn’t have brought me here.”
 
   “Maybe not. But you’re here now, and I intend to make the best of it. In more ways than one, Señora, believe me!”
 
   She did. When he grasped her arm to lead her from the cabin, she shivered - and not from the chill that blew in off the Potomac.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 6
 
   Whatever Christina expected as she approached the lair of so degenerate a man as Michael Brett it was not this - a conventional town home in a quiet neighborhood, replete with an enigmatic British butler who answered Brett’s demanding knock in a plaid silk dressing gown.
 
   Further surprises were to come. Penny, standing closely behind Christina in the spacious hall which they had entered, uttered a stifled gasp at the elegant surroundings revealed by the butler’s raised candelabra; and Christina, had she not retained more control, might have followed. Who would have expected that so crude a man as Brett might live in a home of such expansive good taste? Not she, certainly! Yet from the marble squares on the floor to the pastoral landscapes on the walls, this home seemed furnished in the first style of elegance.
 
   Noticing his two guests’ evident surprise, Michael Brett raised one sardonic black eyebrow.
 
   “Were you expecting a shanty? Washington is not exactly a wilderness; is it, Hager?”
 
   The butler, a much shorter man, cleared his throat. “Perhaps not precisely a wilderness, sir. May I offer you and the ladies some refreshment while I see to your rooms?”
 
   Michael grinned. “Hager comes from a much grander place and believes this to be a land of barbarians. No doubt you would agree with him, Christina.” His eyes flickered over her, and lingered for a moment. She raised her chin in silent response to his scrutiny and met his gaze straight-on until he ended it himself. “Hager, you may serve the ladies whatever they desire in the upstairs sitting room. I will see to myself, and then I am going out. In the meantime - ” He turned to take Christine firmly by the arm and lead her into the darkness of what was probably a drawing room.
 
   His voice now came low and hard. “I’m going to tell you this once more, for your own good. Are you listening?”
 
   She winced from the pressure on her arm. “Yes. Let go of me.”
 
   “In a minute. I want you to remember this.” His eyes bored into her in the dimness. “I will treat you as a guest in this house if you agree to behave as one. You will make no attempt to leave without my permission; you will not tell my servants anything about yourself or your background. There will be no scenes, no accusations, no running. In return, I will not lock you inside your room and you will have the respect of my household. Do you understand? Do you agree?”
 
   Christina hesitated, despite the increased grip on her arm. What was behind his sudden generosity? Did he intend to trick her into an escape? Did he feel more sure of her now that he had her in Washington? Or was he regretting his callous treatment of her these past weeks?
 
   Whatever his motivations, she would appreciate not suffering the humility of being locked up in front of that very correct butler. Besides, who knew what possibilities might come her way given the freedom of Brett’s house?
 
   In the shadowy drawing room, she nodded. “Yes. I give you my word that I won’t make trouble.”
 
   As if surprised at her capitulation, he relaxed his taut body. “I’m glad you’re being sensible. Now, if you’ll only remain that way during questioning, I can guarantee to have you home soon.”
 
   “But you have already questioned me! I’ve told you I know nothing of Santa Anna’s business!”
 
   “Hush. I’m not the man you have to convince any longer - there’ll be others. Now, run along upstairs with Hager; he’ll present the other servants shortly, I’ve no doubt. Just try to act like the lady you claim you are. And remember this . . . I’ll have the house watched. Just in case you renege on your word.”
 
   “Have I told you how much I hate you?” she whispered as he pushed her back into the hall, but he only laughed.
 
   * * *
 
   Later, when Christina lay in a sumptuous Regency-style bed in the stillness of a room which did not sway with the monotonous movements of the sea, there was time for all the absurdities and anxieties of her present situation to creep in on her.
 
   Michael had gone out, as he had said; she’d watched him stride off in his typical impatient way from the bedroom window. The curiosity in her mind had followed him into the dark distance. Where was he going this late at night? Did it concern her - or was he looking up old friends? Were they men, or women?
 
   That thought vexed her in some insoluble way. Of course she did not care who he went to visit, at nearly midnight; unless he was busy reporting her to the officials who might, perhaps, come here and take her away.
 
   She wondered if she could stand prison. A real prison, cold and dirty and rat-infested and hopeless. Not to be compared with her present rose-and-gold surroundings, sweetly smelling of wax and the warmth of a stove, where she had but to ring for a servant to see to her every need. Was she capable of leaving here, after all, where she felt physically comfortable, at least, and voluntarily submitting to genuine imprisonment? Might she not, if threatened, answer all her interrogators’ questions either with real knowledge or invented facts? Could she do any real harm to Santa Anna or the Mexican people by anything she had to say?
 
   The image of her father-in-law, the Condé, stiff-backed and austere, his innate kindness well-hidden, appeared in her mind, followed by the varied faces of her estate workers. They depended on her, had faith in her, all of them, even the old Condé. Did she want to see them overwhelmed, overrun, perhaps even killed, by these brash Americans she was now among? If Michael Brett, whatever his ancestry, was a fair example of the ruthlessness of Americans, could she afford to tell them anything which might forward their cause over Don Ignacio’s and Luis’s?
 
   The picture of a defeated Mexico, humbled and burned, haunted her until it overwhelmed the more immediate vision of an American prison. She reaffirmed, after hours of sleeplessness, that whatever happened she could not betray the Mexicans who had taken her in and made her a home. Somehow, she must not aid the Americans. She must remain strong enough to resist them until they either returned her home or she seized some opportunity to escape.
 
   Yet, it was not of Mexico nor of escape that she was thinking when there were sudden noises downstairs, but of their probable instigator. So, he had decided to sleep in his own bed after all! Apparently whomever he had visited had declined to offer hospitality for the entire night.
 
   Strangely irritated despite her fatigue, her body moved restlessly in the bed as she listened to heavy footsteps on the stairs. Where was Michael’s room anyway? Due to the lateness of their arrival, and her desire for solitude, she had refused Hager’s kind offer of a tour of the house, and had merely nibbled a light supper in her room before retiring. Penny, she knew, had gone downstairs to the servant’s quarters. Michael, she supposed, had a bedroom somewhere near her own.
 
   When the footsteps paused outside her door, her breathing nearly stopped. Surely, por Dios, he would not force his way in here! He had never once attempted to molest her during the journey. But now in his own home . . .
 
   For a suspended second, she heard nothing. Then the knock came. Softly; almost a scratching. Had she been asleep, she would not have been awakened.
 
   She rose from the bed, clutching the spread around her shoulders in lieu of a dressing gown, one of the civilized niceties that Penny had failed to provide her. She approached the closed door. Opened, just a crack.
 
   She smelled him first. Tobacco and whiskey, and something else, more indefinable. Musky. “What do you want?” she hissed.
 
   “Damned if I know.” His voice was low and puzzled. Then he laughed, harshly. Was he drunk? “Oh yes, I do. I wanted to tell you something. Mind if I come in?”
 
   “Certainly I mind! It’s scarcely dawn yet, and I’m not dressed - ” but he was not listening. He pushed the door open wider, and inserted himself inside the room, forcing her backwards. His presence - well over six feet in his spurred boots - imbued the formerly gracious space with a dangerous masculinity. In the darkness, he loomed over her, powerful and alien. She stood subdued, caught by his effrontery and speechless.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive my manners, Señora,” he said sarcastically. “But I’ve been out all night, and I just wanted to make sure you were still here before I went to bed.”
 
   “Of course I’m here! I gave you my word, remember? And you said you had something to tell me.”
 
   “Just that I’ve spoken to one of the President’s aides about you, and you can expect a visit from him soon. Maybe tomorrow - today - or maybe not.”
 
   It was plain he was choosing his words with care, and there could be no doubt he was indeed drunk. He was disgusting! And getting him out of her room, without his causing a violent scene, would be a difficult task.
 
   “Couldn’t we discuss this later in the day? I’m really quite tired now.”
 
   “But you were awake.” His tone softened and roughened at the same time. “Why? Were you waiting up for me?”
 
   “Hardly.” She clutched the patterned spread more tightly to her neck. “You woke me as you came up the stairs. Why don’t you go to your own room now, and leave me in peace?”
 
   He seemed not to have heard her. She could tell, in the gradually lightening room, that he was smiling. His eyes were half-closed and alarmingly speculative. He walked a step closer. She backed up against the foot of the bed.
 
   “What’s that you’re wearing?” he asked.
 
   “It’s no concern of yours. I’ll thank you to leave the room.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll go. In a minute. There’s something I’ve been curious about, though, ever since I’ve known you.”
 
   “Oh?” Her heart was thudding, in fright and in confusion. He must leave now, he must! “I’m not interested in your curiosity. I want you out of here.”
 
   “I’m sure you think you do, querida. But do you really? Is your coldness inside, as well as out . . . or are you just a damned good pretender? Did you freeze-up this way with Santa Anna, with your husband, with Luis Arredondo - or is it only with me?”
 
   “I find you offensive,” she spat as contemptuously as she could. But she knew her voice was shaking, as was her body. She couldn’t let him say such things to her, couldn’t listen to his hateful, uncalled-for words. He had no right to be here, no right to insult her!
 
   “Do you really, Christina?”
 
   He sounded doubtful, and came even closer. She moved away and was caught. Trapped, in his arms, in his frustrating, lethal embrace. Her covering was jerked away. Her exposed flesh in the thin night-shift went at first cold, and then uncomfortably, unbelievably warm. He pressed her to him, to feel her softness crushed against the varying textures of his clothes - rough, and hard, and in places smooth. His hand went to her loosened hair, to feel it, too, and then to her cheek; possessively, uncaringly, as though she were a coveted and seized article to be fondled merely for the pleasure of having.
 
   When she struggled, she reminded him there was a thinking being inside the object he held. He murmured, more in the way of an impatient order, for her to be still. Then his mouth went searching for hers and took it, too.
 
   She had never been kissed in this way, never - as though he was testing her and teasing her and enjoying her all at once, the taste of her increasing his appetite insatiably. And so a man must kiss a whore. There was no perfunctory reverence here, as she had received from Felipé, as any reputable man might offer his wife. Here was hunger. And pleasure. And demand.
 
   His hands moved down her back and over her curves, noting them and knowing them. Then one hand rose again to pass over her shoulders and insinuate itself between them. When it took her breast fully, the heat of it shocked her into an outrage greater than any she could imagine - into that, and the dissolving, disintegrating, completely unsettling little curl of something that might be desire, which streaked through her in the manner of a chill.
 
   Michael knew it, too; she could tell by his quietening. He knew he had moved her. His caressing turned languorous; his voice in her ear was a coaxing breath.
 
   “I’ve waited for you, Chrissie, longer than I ever remember waiting for a woman before. Why not give in, and enjoy yourself? You may not like me much, but that doesn’t have to matter when there’s wanting.”
 
   “You don’t know what I want . . .”
 
   “Oh yes, I do. It’s been a long time for you, hasn’t it darling?”
 
   Yes, a long time. In fact, forever! Felipé had never been able to force feelings like this to life inside her. Why, in God’s name why, did it have to be him? Why was it Michael Brett, the man she most despised in the world, who knew how to touch her just so, and produce the indescribable sensations now pricking her like pleasurable needles? And she was curious, wasn’t she, to see where they would lead?
 
   He was guiding her onto the bed. She was beginning to perspire - - there was moistness on her forehead, between her breasts, she could feel it in a rush, between her legs. He would make her sick, she was sure of it. Her entire being was hot. But he would remove her shift, wouldn’t he, if she asked him to?
 
   It was the thought of her nakedness that quelled the furor in her body and her mind. No, she would not find herself unclothed in the same room with him or any other man. And she would not allow him to trick her into abandoning her virtue and her self-respect, only to throw it in her face later as he offered her easy surrender to him as proof of her supposed affair with Santa Anna!
 
   She must have been driven temporarily insane by his assault. To think that she, a descendent of European royalty, had been overwhelmed by the abased touch of a pitiless renegade! There was no excuse for her conduct, no justification for her shamelessness. She had permitted this man that she absolutely hated and distrusted to kiss her and caress her intimately. Yes, she was mad.
 
   He had released her to begin undoing his own clothes, and she seized the opportunity to get up and move away.
 
   “That’s enough. Leave my room, Señor, at once - or I will scream for your butler, and half the neighborhood, as well!” She spoke in Spanish, her vehemence punctuated by her low, determined tone.
 
   Shirt buttons undone, hands at his waistband, he squinted at her in the improving light. “I’ve been in here for quite a while. Why bother to scream now? Or to pretend you don’t want me to stay?”
 
   Instead of replying, she moved to the door, as far from him as possible, still clad in her white shift and long, dark hair. His gaze followed her, and his expression was dangerous.
 
   “Why did you let me kiss you, Señora? Did you manage to forget for one moment that you’re the God-almighty Patrona, and above a mere man like me?”
 
   “If you don’t leave, then I will.” She wrenched at the doorknob, jerked open the heavy wooden door, and went through it. He caught her arm before she’d taken two steps into the chilly hall and pulled her back inside the room.
 
   “If you go anywhere else, it’ll be to my bedroom, and I’m sure you’d prefer to remain here.”
 
   He stared down at her, his hand still gripping her arm, his face scowling in anger and possibly frustration or regret. She met his gaze with as much scorn as she could muster to cover her fright and disgust at the entire episode.
 
   Outside, in the pine trees that rose beside the window, birds were chirping in response to the new day.
 
   Christina raised her chin, and gestured. “It’s morning now. Don’t you think it’s time you went to bed?”
 
   He laughed, harshly, and dropped her arm. “Why not?” He moved to the door. But before he exited, he arched one eyebrow at her and said, “You might as well know that I consider my question answered.”
 
   He closed the door behind him. Christina stood staring at it until her body began to shiver in the early-morning cold. But instead of climbing back into bed to warm herself, she picked up the fallen spread, pulled it around her, and huddled into an armchair near the window. There would be no sleeping for her for some time to come.
 
   *
 
   Michael left the President’s private office later in the morning feeling satisfied, on the whole. There was little doubt that Polk had taken his speculative report on Santa Anna’s doings quite seriously; he had called a meeting with his cabinet to be held in one hour. Michael was asked to hang around, just in case Lowndes had any more questions for him. He would, of course, remain anonymous to the rest of Polk’s staff.
 
   Unfortunately, the only criticism the President had voiced regarding Michael’s handling of the affair had concerned his abduction of the Señora de Sainz. Polk was completely shocked that Michael had taken her prisoner; and even more horrified at the thought of his own deeply religious wife finding out. Should the high-handed capture of a lady become public knowledge, the President would not only have to face the wrath of an outraged Congress, but that of his wife, too.
 
   But Geoffrey Lowndes had stated privately the night before that he approved of Michael’s action, and would speak with the President. Furthermore, he was anxious to interrogate the Señora. If the woman proved as knowledgeable as Brett believed her to be, she could become invaluable as a source of inside information on the personality of Santa Anna. If she knew his habits, and could accurately predict the man’s moves - the Señora de Sainz would be worth her weight in gold! There were also those statements Santa Anna had made in his letters, apparently destroyed. If she could be persuaded to relate them . . .
 
   Brett shook his head after hearing these hopes expressed. He had already warned Lowndes the Señora was stubborn. But Lowndes figured that a private talk with the Señora was in order. He informed Brett that he would call on the Señora that very evening, at Brett’s home; where she would remain safely tucked away and out of sight.
 
   The problem of Christina de Sainz and how to keep her presence in Washington a temporary secret brought a scowl to Michael’s face as he lounged in a book-lined hallway of the Capital. Damn the woman anyway, and his own idiocy in yanking her out of Mexico! True, both he and his adopted country would and were benefiting by his impulsive kidnapping. But what would it be worth in the end? If Washington society discovered he was keeping the daughter of a Spanish marquès a prisoner in his home, the outraged hue and cry would be loud enough to drive him back to Texas. If a lynching party weren’t immediate formed. War or no war, Washingtonians were impressed by European nobility . . . and nobody, after meeting his Señora, would ever deny she was that. One haughty speech and the local matrons would be likely to liberate her with their hat pins.
 
   He had halfway expected to give her up to Lowndes, or somebody else, to be put under Presidential guard. But Polk wanted nothing to do with her, and Lowndes would do little without orders. Geoffrey obviously expected him to continue watching her and feeding her, and to take the blame if the story got out. Of course, Lowndes didn’t care about the difficulties ensuing from the fact that he, a notorious bachelor, was keeping a woman who was not his wife locked up in a house full of gossipy servants. Or from the fact that Christina was not the kind of woman to remain intimidated and docile for long. He merely expected Michael to deal with any problems that might arise, discreetly.
 
   Michael raked a hand savagely through his hair, the scowl on his face deepening. What type of woman was Christina, really? As hard as he tried, she could not be pigeon-holed. His thoughts wandered unwillingly to the episode in her bedroom earlier this morning. Christina was no hoyden, but neither was she as frigid as he had figured. He knew she had enjoyed his kissing; for a few moments at least her taut, unwilling response had proven too strong for her disgust of his lovemaking, and she had reciprocated his efforts. Until he had gone too far, and scared her into a puritanical panic. Which left him to wonder what kind of idiot her Mexican husband had been. Had he hurt her, or just bored her? This morning she’d acted like a virgin, pushing and struggling with remarkable strength. Yet, after enduring several years of marriage, and to an arrogant Mexican, no less, Christina must be used to a man’s embrace. The lady was a mystery for some man to solve.
 
   Some other man. Although Michael realized he was fascinated by her; by the contrast of coolness outside and the hint of fire within. It amused him to provoke her temper, to watch her shed her high-bred reserve and all but spit hatred at him. She was as complicated as she was lovely, and something - it must be that - drew him. Like the steep rocky peaks in Mexico where his silver lay concealed, requiring patience and a little blasting to bring it out . . . Christina’s angry coldness aroused his inquisitiveness. He wanted to dynamite through her hard shell to drag out her real emotions. He wanted to make love to her.
 
   Fortunately, he knew better. She was not Leaping Spirit: Renata as she was now called, his Indian mistress, the sometime inhabitant of his ranch house in Texas. Leaping Spirit came and went freely, and gave of herself with an innocent primal intensity. She wanted to more of him than he gave her, which was merely a few days of his company every few weeks. Christina would demand more. And he had no intention of ever allowing any female the power to make demands, period.
 
   He was glaring out of a window, not even seeing the glorious autumn foliage, when he was caught. The man’s hand touched his on the shoulder - an unwise thing to do to anyone trained in Comanche combat, and Rowan knew better. The young man deserved to be felled to the wooden floor.
 
   “What the devil are you doing here!” Rowan grinned, completely disregarding Michael’s dangerous countenance. He knew his cousin well.
 
   “One could wonder the same thing about you. Why aren’t you still in England?”
 
   Rowan’s normally pleasant face screwed into a frown. “Because there’s a war on, that’s why, and you know damn well I wouldn’t miss it. Even if you did write to Mother to keep me there - which I do not appreciate, by the way.
 
   “I’m not interested in what you do or don’t appreciate. I wanted you to remain in England with your Mother, you idiot - to keep her out of the way. I suppose she came with you?”
 
   Rowan’s dawning blush and appalled expression gave Michael his answer.
 
   “You’re a selfish bastard, Ro.”
 
   “Well, really, Mike, I suppose I just didn’t think. We were hearing the wildest stories in London . . . and you know Mother, she despises Santa Anna, and when everybody said he was headed for Mexico . . . she was in the damndest hurry to come home. She knew that you and Julian would be in the thick of it, and maybe even Gilbert, no matter that he still has to walk with a cane.”
 
   “And you encouraged her, so you wouldn’t miss your chance to fight.”
 
   Now Rowan’s brown eyes hardened. “That’s right. Of course I want to kill my share of Mexies. I haven’t forgotten my Father.”
 
   Michael took that in silence. Bradley Torrance, who was Michael’s uncle but might as well have been his Father as well as Rowan’s, had been shot to death on Santa Anna’s order while a prisoner at Goliad in 1836. The bitterness of that ugly death had not, and would probably never, abate in any of their minds.
 
   “But - ” here Rowan brightened. “Mother isn’t here alone. Lady Elizabeth Scott-Gould accompanied us from London. She’s a particular friend of yours, isn’t she? She wanted to visit America, and Mother couldn’t say no. I imagine they’ll stay right here in Washington . . . Mother wouldn’t risk dragging Lady Elizabeth all the way to Texas.”
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Michael swore in low tones. “You mean Elizabeth came here at the start of a war?”
 
   “She especially asked to visit now,” Rowan said.
 
   “And they’re both here - in Washington?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Michael turned away, not wanting Rowan to see the violence probably written on his face. He couldn’t think of a worse disaster than having Lady Antoinette Torrance and Elizabeth Scott-Gould in the same vicinity as Christina de Sainz. If Antoinette, who mothered him and smothered him, didn’t sniff her out - oh, meaning well, of course - then Elizabeth would. Michael knew why Elizabeth was here, and it had nothing to do with the scenery.
 
   He turned back to face Rowan, anger wiped from his expression and replaced with force. “Ro - I want you to do something for me.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Don’t tell your Mother you saw me.”
 
   Rowan seemed honestly shocked. “Why? It’s been nearly a year, Michael - Mother talks about you all the time, you and Julian, and it’ll break her heart. . .”
 
   “Shut up. This is important, Rowan. I’m working for the President - and he requested that I remain incognito, so to speak. I’m only here on business for a few days. I’m not supposed to meet anyone I know, and unfortunately that includes family.”
 
   “What sort of work are you doing?”
 
   “I can’t exactly go into that.”
 
   “But it concerns the war, I’ll bet. And Julian’s involved, too. Mother is anxious to see him, he never visited us in England, like he’d promised. Is he here?”
 
   “Not that I know of.”
 
   ‘Certainly you can tell me more than that.”
 
   ‘Certainly I can’t. Now, I expect you to swear you never laid eyes on me, Rowan.”
 
   Naturally the young man would do what his cousin asked. Hadn’t he always? He thought Michael possessed some sort of power that made people act as he wished. Indian power, maybe, that he had learned from Julian. Rowan sighed. “I won’t tell.”
 
   “Thanks.” Michael trusted Rowan, as well as Ro’s older brother Gilbert. Both men had been raised by the finest man whoever lived . . . Bradley Torrance, murdered by Santa Anna, along with more than 300 others. As a consequence Michael felt from time to time unwanted pangs of brotherly concern for both cousins, but especially for Rowan; the youngest, and the most likely to get into trouble. “Now, suppose you tell me what business you have with the President?”
 
   Rowan shifted his feet, a habit left over from a guilty childhood. “I’m volunteering myself to the War Office. I figured I’d start at the top, working with one of Polk’s ministers, or even better - as a field officer. I’m a Torrance, after all, and that’s got to help me get a good post.
 
   Michael looked at the boy, noting that he really wasn’t a boy at all. “How old are you now?”
 
   “Twenty-five. I would’ve joined the Rangers at home in San Antonio, except for Mother, and being stuck here.”
 
   Rowan was of average height, but his form was muscular, and his features combined the soft brown eyes and curling dark hair of his French Mother with the strong jaw of his Father. And he had always been intelligent, if a little likely to wander. Yes, Michael supposed that Rowan would make a good asset to the War Department. They could certainly do worse.
 
   “Who are you seeing?”
 
   “Carrington. He was a friend of Father’s.”
 
   “I’ll ask around in the meantime. There ought to be something a Torrance can do.” Michael smiled, and now Roan relaxed, relieved that finally his cousin wasn’t angry anymore.
 
   “Get out of here, before you miss your appointment. And remember to forget me.” Michael held out his hand, and Rowan took it with a fierce grip.
 
   “Tell Julian hello.”
 
   “Goodbye, Ro.” Michael’s mockingly raised dark eyebrow sent Rowan on his way up the corridor. Michael stood staring after him, wondering how long it would take before Antoinette Torrance discovered he was here.
 
   * * *
 
   Christina could never like the man, but she was beginning to respect him. Geoffrey Lowndes sat across the hearth from her on the gold-embroidered cushions of an Empire-style couch. He appeared to take his ease; but she sensed the impatient purpose emanating from his bright blue eyes.
 
   Always, he circled back to this same point.
 
   “And so, Señora, Santa Anna is your cousin by marriage. How frequently did you visit him?”
 
   Christina, at her most restrained, replied, “A few times a year, before his exile. I have only seen him once since his return.”
 
   Clearly, Lowndes wasn’t getting quite the enthusiastic response he was after.
 
   Your hacienda is near Jalapa, isn’t it? How far distant is that from El Encero - Santa Anna’s estate?”
 
   “A few miles; I do not know the exact distance. My lands are quite large, and so are his.”
 
   “Do you want to go home, Señora?” This was asked in stronger tones.
 
   “I do indeed. However, there are some things I will not compromise, even to return to Mexico.”
 
   “No one is expecting you to compromise any principles, Señora.” Lowndes ignored the abrupt cough from Brett, who sprawled across the room with a glass of brandy. “But if you could be a little more helpful, a trifle more sympathetic, perhaps the President could personally guarantee your expatriation within a month.” That the President intended this anyway was a point Lowndes neglected to mention.
 
   “Exactly what do you mean, Señor Lowndes?” Christiana asked, her gaze steady and unfrightened. This man, she had been told by an unfeeling Brett, held the power to throw her into a real prison, or even perhaps worse, for refusing to cooperate; but she was not scared in the least. Perhaps it was the civilized surroundings of the town home they were in - or the slightly uncivilized presence of Michael Brett, reclining comfortably in an armchair, but listening intently to every word being said. How odd that she secretly relied on him for protection!
 
   “Señora,” Lowndes began carefully, starting to realize that intimidating this lady was not an easy task, “I am sure that President Polk will be as pleased as I am when I relay your truthful account of the unfortunate events that brought you to our Capital.” Lowndes cleared his throat, then continued. “You have affirmed that Mr. Brett’s statements regarding Santa Anna’s overheard comments are correct . . . and you have added your own opinion based on intimate knowledge of Santa Anna that the words he spoke were sincere. However . . . However, I am asking you for a bit more. Nothing treasonous, of course, because I understand that you are a true patriot of your country. I - and the President - would merely like you to comment on a few events of the recent past in which Santa Anna played a large part. We would like you to assess, if you are able, the true meaning of these happenings. This would in no way require you to compromise your loyalty to Mexico. On the contrary, you would be helping your country by aiding us in understanding certain messages we have been sent, by showing us the Mexican point of view. That is all, Señora.”
 
   She doubted very much that was all. This was war; they would use her in any way possible. She was suddenly tired of Lowndes’s pretty double talk. “If I refuse to help you, Señor? What will you do with me then?”
 
   Michael Brett must have smiled, because when Lowndes glanced over at him he frowned in immediate response. He turned back to Christina. “It is not the President’s policy or intention to do anything to you, my lady. We do not harm prisoners of the state.” He injected deliberate firmness into his voice, and his eyes hardened. “But there are certain people in the government who believe that prisoners should be treated as prisoners. Not as guests.” He refrained from glancing again at Brett, but kept his gaze focused entirely on Christina. “The President might be prevailed upon to house you in one of our forts. Perhaps a far-distant fort. I am afraid the accommodations might not be termed luxurious.”
 
   So. Lowndes had lain his cards upon the table, in a manner of speaking. She had a clear choice of either assisting the American - enemy - government in deciphering between-the-lines messages from Mexico, or of being removed from Brett’s quite livable house and thrown into a barren fort with winter coming on. Comfort versus pride.
 
   “I am afraid that you must prepare me a room then. Señor, because I will not help America any further.”
 
   Her statement was perfectly calm, and there was no reason she could see for Brett to laugh. Perhaps he was being rude to Lowndes, and not to her.
 
   Lowndes was furious with both of them, but he held himself in check in the face of this lady’s stately dignity. So she had called his bluff. What now?
 
   He rose. “I will allow you to consider the situation overnight. You need not make a hasty decision, my lady.”
 
   “By all means give me time, Señor, if you wish; I am in no hurry to leave this comfortable house, except to return to Mexico. But I will not change my mind.”
 
   He looked down at her, sitting regally erect with chin tilted high, the effect of royalty compounded by the way her dark hair was wound about her head in a coronet, and half expected her to extend her hand for him to kiss. She did not. He bowed instead and backed away, unconsciously in the manner of a pensioner.
 
   Brett strolled along behind him into the hall.
 
   “She’s something, isn’t she?”
 
   “This is a serious matter, Brett. We need her,” Lowndes snapped.
 
   Michael’s gaze settled on Lowndes’ face, his eyes slate gray and narrowed. “I don’t like the way you threatened her, Lowndes. She isn’t going anywhere for the time being.”
 
   “Then you convince her to work with us. The two of you appear to get along; I don’t see why you can’t. . .”
 
   “Geoffrey.” The one word was softly said, too softly. Lowndes was no coward, but he’d heard the stories about this man. A little disrespect could be allowed.
 
   “I’ll leave it up to you then. Do what you can to change her mind.”
 
   But Brett still possessed that uneasy air of menace. Maybe it had to do with those muscles, usually hidden beneath the elegant clothes, but now straining them. Or perhaps it was the small, thin scar which sliced through his right eyebrow. Or maybe just the eyes; hooded and cold. Geoffrey was ready to leave.
 
   “Wait a minute, Lowndes.” Brett’s hand on his arm stopped his flight out the door. “Polk doesn’t know about you throwing his name around like this, scaring noble womenfolk.”
 
   Lowndes couldn’t refute the gently uttered statement. He merely looked at Brett.
 
   “I certainly hope, for your sake, that he and the Señora never come face-to-face.” Then Brett smiled evilly.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 7
 
   Christina emerged into the rear dining room on the morning after Lowndes’ disturbing visit, glanced at the sideboard, and sighed. She would never get used to the heavy American - or was it English? - breakfast.
 
   Pork, soft-boiled eggs, biscuits and brown gravy; fresh oysters, biscuits and marmalade, and some horrible-looking fish. Oatmeal, potatoes, cheese and veal chops. Coffee and tea. And all of this for two people.
 
   She took eggs, a biscuit and cheese, and let the butler Hager serve her a cup of tea. The least one could say about this prison was that she would never starve.
 
   Hager laid the linen napkin in her lap just as Michael came in, dressed in tan breeches, a white shirt and dark waistcoat. He grunted good morning, served himself a hefty quantity of food, and sat down at the head of the breakfast table to her right. Sleepy grey-blue eyes squinted at her.
 
   “Aren’t you a trifle - bright?”
 
   She wore the green striped tarlatan, and yes, for eight o’clock in the morning the colors were a little strong. But then her wardrobe was limited.
 
   “If you would let me do the shopping, instead of Penny, I’m sure I can find a dress that doesn’t hurt your eyes.”
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   They ate in silence, Christina feeling acutely uncomfortable at their proximity, until Michael exerted himself to speak again. “Did you sleep well?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She had tossed all night, dozing only to have nightmares concerning Geoffrey Lowndes, Michael and prison. She knew he had slept even less; he had gone out after Lowndes departed, and had not returned until late in the night. There had not, however, been another knock at her door. She felt her face warming at the thought, and hoped he wouldn’t notice.
 
   He didn’t. He sipped some coffee, and said, “You shouldn’t worry about Lowndes, Christina. At least not yet. He won’t do anything for a while.”
 
   “That devil does not concern me,” she said in Spanish, tossing her long hair - which she wore tied at the nape - off her shoulder. Michael glanced at her pure profile and smiled unwillingly.
 
   “Well, something kept you awake.”
 
   She turned to assure him that it had been homesickness which afflicted her when the noise of an interruption rang out in the hall. It consisted of clicking heels and feminine voices and grew louder until the morning room door was flung wide, and in stormed two ladies, elegantly dressed, one of whom was speaking volubly to a distressed-looking Hager, following them and protesting their intrusion.’
 
   “You must understand, Hager, that I am family - and I do not find it necessary to stand on ceremony and have myself announced, when . . .” the lady’s voice trailed off as her gaze swept the room.
 
   She stood stock-still and one hand flew to her throat, her glance taking in the domestic tableau before her. A soft “Mon dieu!” escaped her lips. The other lady, much younger and pretty, only stared and gasped.
 
   Michael, coffee cup halfway raised to his lips, continued to drink and then set the cup down.
 
   “Bon matin, Tante Antoinette. Aren’t you calling rather early? Good morning, Elizabeth.” He rose. “Please come in. There’s coffee if you like, or tea; and more than enough food.”
 
   Outrage began to show itself on the younger lady’s translucently pale face as she stared at Christina. “Who is this person? Surely, Michael, this isn’t the Indian mistress I’ve heard that you keep - Leaping something-or-other!” The words had rushed out, seemingly without her volition. Or else she was simply rude.
 
   Michael’s aunt now looked embarrassed. She threw a glance of censure at her companion and addressed her nephew with what dignity she could muster. “We have intruded, mon cher, and I am sorry. We will call again some other time.”
 
   But Michael was already moving toward his Aunt; he embraced her petite, rigid form, and smiled down at her with what was actually affection on his face. “England must have agreed with you; you’re looking wonderful.”
 
   “And feeling dreadful, at the moment. I have behaved foolishly, barging in on you like this.”
 
   “Nonsense. Please be seated, and I will introduce you to my - ”
 
   But the word that all three ladies were anxiously awaiting never emerged. Yet another pair of footsteps were heard in the hallway, heavier and louder than those of the ladies. Hager hastily left in search of the newcomer; and a masculine voice rose over Hager’s protestations.
 
   “Let myself in, sorry, must find Michael before it’s too . . .” following the precedent, Rowan Torrance stalked into the now crowded morning room, and halted - “late.”
 
   Surprisingly, it was Christina that Michael directed his next comment to. “It appears, querida, we have a party for breakfast.”
 
   But Christina was having no part in it. She had been insulted by the young blonde, and both the French lady and the man were staring at her as though she were a freak at a fair. She gently laid her napkin on the table, pushed her chair back and rose. “I will withdraw.”
 
   “No, you won’t. Sit down.” Michael moved around to her side of the long table, placed both hands on her shoulders, and forced her to sit. She looked up at him, and the glare in her green-gold eyes was both freezing and, Michael thought, possibly a little hurt. He wondered if perhaps he was beginning to know her, after all; unsure if the idea pleased him or not.
 
   Michael looked at his combined uninvited company and took a deep breath. “This lady - -“ he kept his voice slow and dry - “is the Doña Christina de Sainz, lately of Mexico, formerly of Spain. She is my guest for the present time. Christina, please make the acquaintance of my Aunt, Lady Torrance, her guest, Lady Scott-Gould, and my cousin, Rowan Torrance. With whom I intend to have a long conference, later.”
 
   Rowan made a correct bow in Christina’s direction, then began with, “It wasn’t me, Mike, I swear - I don’t know how they found out! I kept my promise not to tell that I’d seen you.”
 
   “You knew Michael was in Washington?” came the astonished voice of Antoinette, her attention on her son.
 
   “The question is why, my dear Lord Brett, did you prefer to keep your presence here a secret?” Lady Elizabeth purred, rather than spoke. “Unless it was to prevent this very thing from happening - you might actually have callers.”
 
   Michael’s gaze remained deliberately bland.
 
   Elizabeth was a witch he had dealt with before, in England; and he knew she was simply warming to a jealous tirade. Christina’s soft shoulders had tightened beneath his hands, and again he had to exert pressure to keep her in her seat. The last thing he wanted was for the two of them to tangle. It was time for a good, believable explanation?
 
   “Certainly I do not want nosy callers. Aside from my work, which I will not discuss - there is the question of Lady de Sainz.” He met Elizabeth’s accusing hazel eyes, while one hand casually stroked Christina’s left shoulder, which he had gripped so painfully a second before. “I’m afraid that Christina is here under duress.”
 
   “What?” Roman cried out, nearly dropping the biscuit he had been reaching for.
 
   “Mon cher, what are you saying? I must be seated.” Antoinette went to the table. Hager, hovering wide-eyed in the background, hastily rushed forward to pull out a chair for Madame. Antoinette sank gracefully down, folded elegant hands before her to rest her chin upon, and peered up at her nephew . . . and across at the young lady who set paralyzed beneath Michael’s possessive grip. “Please continue.”
 
   “Would you care to sit, too?” He raised one eyebrow at Elizabeth, who silently and with compressed lips complied. Rowan leaned against the buffet table and nibbled his biscuit.
 
   This was all too much for Christina - unwilling to stay and become an accessory to whatever tale Michael was planning to spin. She craned her neck upward to look him directly in the eye, and spoke in Spanish. “Let me go, before I create a scene.”
 
   “You already have, querida. Let me undo it.” He replied in Spanish as well, his voice soft.
 
   “No! I will tell them what a bastard you are . . . .”
 
   “Do it then. But sit still for ten more minutes. Remember what I said about this town’s hatred for Mexicans? I intend to protect you from it, if you’ll give me half a chance.”
 
   He could tell that she didn’t believe him. She observed him warily, probably noting the glint of something in his eyes that meant he was thinking hard, and possibly enjoying himself, as well.
 
   But he was able to force his will on her. Shrugging, she dropped her gaze. She would at least hear his story.
 
   “You said the Señora is here unwillingly?” Antoinette prodded.
 
   “Unfortunately, yes.” Michael tried what he hoped was a fond glance at Christina, which, thank God, she couldn’t see. This new role he was fabricating might prove to be a perverse amount of fun, but would entail its share of difficulties. “Christina is the widow of an old friend of mine, Don Felipé del Rivera, son of the famous Mexican Condé de Castillo. We met while I was in Mexico on mining business.” He paused to scan his audience and gauge their reactions so far. Elizabeth looked skeptical, but his Aunt and his cousin would probably believe even the most blatant lies he could think of. “Sadly, I didn’t hear of Felipé’s death until recently. I immediately wondered about Christina - left all alone in a country which was not even hers, and on the brink of an ugly war, to boot. Christina is a Spanish noblewoman; aren’t you, my dear?” He pinched her shoulder, prompting her to speak.
 
   “Si. My father was Don Lorenzo de Sainz y Estepa, Marquès de Cabra y Olvera. A nobleman of the court of Spain.”
 
   Trust Christina to sound impressive. Even Elizabeth wore a different expression. Michael continued smoothly - “ a lady alone, mistress of a huge estate, in wartime - I had no honorable course but to rescue her.”
 
   “You took me from my home!” she cried, looking up at him.
 
   “So I did. But for how long would you have kept your hacienda? It’s highly likely that part of the war will be fought amongst your banana groves.”
 
   “Even so, they are my banana groves.”
 
   “That’s a foolish attitude to take,” he snapped out, this argument of near-truths one that had never occurred to him before. But he could see that it was convincing his audience. And Christina was reacting just as though he had coached her.
 
   “I want to go home.” Michael knew that these were words from her heart. She glanced away from him. Perhaps the thought of war on her own grounds had never entered her mind before now. He regretted bringing it to her attention. But of course it was possible, even probable, that a battle may be fought on her lands, since her estate lay very near the National Highway that connected Vera Cruz to Mexico City. If the American army proved victorious, it would certainly march to the Capital along that road. And what about her property, her house, her servants and tenants? He could see from the stricken pallor in her face that she was wondering that very thing. Unfortunately, there was little she could do for her estate even if she were there.
 
   There was a note of sincerity in his voice now that was not feigned. “You will go home, Chrissie. I promise. But not yet. Not until it’s safe; and not at all, if I can convince you to remain with me.
 
   These last words completely over sat the listeners, all but Christina, who didn’t seem to pay them any attention.
 
   Elizabeth slammed one delicate fist down on the table, hard. “Are you saying that you intend to marry this - this lady?”
 
   Michael grinned at her nastily. “That isn’t up to me, because I doubt if she’ll have me. But a man can hope.” He bent down and kissed the shining top of Christina’s head.
 
   Christina, startled, reached up to swat at him at the same time Elizabeth cried, “I don’t believe it!” and Antoinette demanded some sherry.
 
   *
 
   It was Lady Antoinette Torrance who interjected reason into the dreadful fracas that ensued after what she considered Michael’s foolishly dramatic announcement. It was plain, from the Señora’s outraged torrent of Spanish, that she was displeased with Michael’s statement - if, indeed, he had really meant it, which Antoinette doubted. The Señora had attempted, again, to depart the room, and Michael was equally determined that she should stay. Elizabeth, who had proven herself a sometimes disagreeable companion before now, had stated flatly that Michael was up to something (a sentiment Antoinette secretly agreed with) and desired to return to Antoinette’s home. Even Rowan, normally no rattle, had added to the incipient hysteria in the morning room by choking with laughter.
 
   Drastic action was called for, and Antoinette knew her duty. She had faced rampaging Indians, hostile Mexicans and the cutting civility of the English without losing her composure; she was certainly capable of keeping it and her good sense now, in the midst of a scene that could turn into a horrible scandal if voices were not lowered and some believable solution to the Señora’s presence here found.
 
   She called for silence. And her tone, normally so soft and accented so prettily, rang with the authority of a general quieting his troops.
 
   Michael broke off his argument with the Señora to look at her with an eyebrow raised in amusement; everyone else stared as well. Having garnered their attention, she took a delicate sip of her sherry and prepared her advice.
 
   “Michael, mon cher, although it is very good to see you, it seems that you are again in a predicament that will likely do you harm, although perhaps not in the same way as some of your other exploits. You and Julian! Can you never stay out of trouble?” Michael neglected to answer this rhetorical question, but as he smiled Antoinette grew of the conviction that perhaps Julian, too, had had something to do with this Señora.. Her curiosity certainly whetted to know more, she continued. “Regardless of how or why the Señora is here, the fact remains that she is here. Alone in the house with you, if I am not mistaken. Unchaperoned! And already the entire town knows that you are in residence. I was informed of your arrival by no less than five people last night at a dinner party, who had spotted you earlier in the day at the Capitol! Now, what is to be done?”
 
   “I feel sure that you will tell me.” Michael’s tone was dry, and his face had lost its humor.
 
   She frowned. “Do not take this matter lightly, Michael. Washington is such a fussy town when it comes to the proprieties, particularly now, with Mrs. Polk as first lady. You may do as you like in Texas - but not here. And the significance of the Señora’s connections with Mexico cannot be underestimated.”
 
   “I’m well aware of that.”
 
   “Good. Then you will admit that you do not care to subject the Señora - or me, or yourself - to any condemning talk.
 
   “Which was why I intended to remain incognito during my hopefully brief stay.”
 
   “Do not be sarcastic. I had no intentions of discovering any secrets by coming here, love, only of visiting my nephew and perhaps learning the whereabouts of my unpredictable son. But we will talk of Julian later. Now, I will tell you what I have decided to do to save this situation. Since it is only a matter of time before the Señora’s presence is discovered by all the gossips of Washington, we will display her quite openly. I will take Señora de Sainz into my home, as my guest. We will say that she has just arrived, from either Spain or Mexico, whichever will better serve; and I will chaperone her. It is perfect!”
 
   “No. Christina stays in this house.”
 
   The Señora, who had followed the conversation about her with a distant and uncaring expression on her coldly, lovely face, now directed a comment to Michael. “I would prefer to stay with this lady.”
 
   “You’re staying here.”
 
   “Really, Michael . . .” Antoinette said.
 
   “If you choose to move in here, Antoinette, I will be pleased to have you. In fact, I’ll pay for you to redecorate your house as an excuse, or we’ll burn it down if you like. But Christina is remaining in my home.”
 
   “What about me, Michael? Is the invitation open to me, as well, or must I put up at the inn?” Elizabeth’s blue eyes narrowed on Michael in a kind of provocative anger that told the story of their former relationship to anyone in the least perceptive.
 
   “You’re welcome here along with my Aunt. Just don’t plan any parties; I find at-home affairs excessive boring.”
 
   “Oh? You never used to, in England. I seem to recall one instance, before your father passed away, when . . .”
 
   “My memory is just as good as yours, Liz,” stated Michael flatly.
 
   Antoinette, perceiving yet another quarrel about to spring to life between Michael and Elizabeth and possibly, to judge from her haughtily astonished expression, the Señora, agreed to move in with Michael at once.
 
   “Although it is very bad of you to put me to the trouble of moving my things, when I have just settled in from far too long abroad. You are ruthless when it comes to getting your own way.”
 
   “Yes, he is,” agreed the Señora.
 
   “Mm, hmm,” murmured Elizabeth, with a tiny smile.
 
   Michael glanced at the three woman currently complicating his life and frowned. “Then why do I feel as though my wishes are the last thing considered here this morning?”
 
   “Because they are, Cousin,” Rowan pointed out. “Can’t fight the ladies!”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 8
 
   Christina left the breakfast table finally for the refuge of her room, away from the ladies whose probing questions had given her a headache, and away from Michael Brett, whom she now had to truly deal with. It had become imperative to her that she must escape.
 
   It was as though a display of fireworks had gone off in her mind, lighting her thoughts in an ugly pattern of colors. How selfish she had been! For weeks, she had concerned herself with her comfort and her fears, without pondering the reality of the war with America and how it might disturb her isolated, dreamy Hacienda de los Flores Rojas. What a terrible Patrona she was! She had known all along that she should be at home, listening for news of the war, preparing and reassuring her people in case the fighting grew near. But it had taken Michael Brett’s callous reminder that the war could be fought close to her home to jolt her mind away from her personal troubles; to convince her she must refuse to continue drifting idly while others charted her future. She must escape Washington. She must escape Michael Brett.
 
   Of course, escaping was a daunting, dangerous prospect. However, thanks to the impetuous Antoinette Torrance and the snide Elizabeth Scott-Gould, Christina now had allies in the house should she wish to go out. Escape from Brett had hardly been possible up to now, although she’d never actually tried, either. Why couldn’t she have climbed out the hotel window in Havana? Or coerced Penny into assisting her, somehow? Now, she was weeks from getting home, even if she left today. And how far had the American troops penetrated into Mexico already?
 
   Thinking and pacing the floor in her petticoat, Christine wondered how far she could twist Michael’s absurd lies in her favor. He had warned her before she had come upstairs, that if she went along with his story, he would guarantee to keep her out of a real prison. Why he didn’t want his aunt to know she was his prisoner was a mystery; unless he didn’t care to appear the brute to his family. Or perhaps Lowndes had said to keep quiet. At any rate, she didn’t care. She would play along with him for her own reasons: which included staying out of prison and in this house, particularly now, when she was considering ways and means of escape!
 
   Dirty, fringed buckskin pants, boots that resembled moccasins with spurs, and long braided black hair set the man apart from the drinking crowd at the Swooping Gull Tavern - but barely. That this odorous person was in conversation with well-known, affluent Michael Brett caused the dark tavern’s squinting inhabitants to glance up from their ale.
 
   Michael wasted little time in idle chatter. This was one of the seediest saloons in town, and the only place he’d been able to think of weeks earlier, when setting up the rendezvous with Julian for receiving his messages. Although, this particular messenger would never come again, his cousin was too careful to send the same man twice, in this town of political intrigue every drifter was scrutinized through self-interested eyes.
 
   Johnnie Jumper handed over Julian’s letter, nicely stashed in the filthy, false medicine bag the renegade breed Indian wore tied around his neck; which was actually a good place to hide something, since it was well-known that most Indians wore the little deerskin bags.
 
   Michael paid the man, careful to conceal the money from any interested gazes. He asked Jumper for any verbal messages - speaking a dialect of Comanche and Spanish that would confuse anyone listening. The only message turned out to be an apocryphal warning to “watch out for white woman from across big sea.”
 
   Michael’s smile was twisted. Trust Julian, deep in the badlands of Texas or Mexico, to have heard of Antoinette’s arrival in Washington before he had a chance to even suspect. His cousin’s network of communication was as good as - or probably better than - the President’s. Unfortunately, Julian’s humorous warning had come a day too late!
 
   Michael gave the Indian a return letter, watched as the man stuffed it into the medicine bag, which he again tucked beneath the collar of his shirt - and the Indian left. No goodbyes; he simply turned and melted away, out the door.
 
   Michael went home to read the letter. “Home” was in a state of near chaos, as his few misfit, carefully picked servants - bullied by an over-bearing Hager - turned the house upside-down pending the permanent reappearance of his aunt and Elizabeth. He went up to his room, wondering why his reserved Señora seemed to be wearing out the carpet in her paces across the floor. He could hear her through the wall, including the earnest, frustrated sighs she emitted every few seconds. Now, there was trouble about to happen! Unfortunately he could spare no time for Christina at the moment.
 
   He sat down to read. Julian’s terse, clear hand informed him of the current location of General Taylor’s troops . . . advancing toward the city of Monterey, which Julian predicted they would reach toward the middle or end of September and would probably take, since the Mexican Army - although strong - was still indecisive until Santa Anna could firmly take control. Julian also let him know the Mexican government had refused Polk’s earlier offer to treat for peace, and had sent out a dispatch (which Julian had probably read) to that effect. Due to the time lapse between the date of Julian’s letter (September 5th) and today’s date (September 22nd), Polk had probably already received the dispatch. Julian closed the message with his own observations on the condition of both armies . . . and stated that plans for his own guerilla campaign against Mexico were progressing well.
 
   Of course they were, Michael thought as he lit a candle with which to burn the letter. Julian had decided to wage a tight, guerilla war against Santa Anna; and considering Julian’s determination and thoroughness, his perfect knowledge of the territory, and the respect in which he was held by the local inhabitants, any guerilla action taken by his band should prove devastating. Michael had not yet informed the President of his adopted cousin’s undertaking. He and Julian might be allied with America in respect to the war, but they were fighting their own grudge fight, for revenge, against Santa Anna. As were many independent-minded Texans whose vast properties were so far removed from the heart of the United States, they might as well be a separate country . . . as until recently they had been.
 
   There was no telling which stand the President might take on the idea of independent guerilla action by Julian Torrance, since Polk was a stickler for doing things his own way and was already concerned that General Zachary Taylor might be ignoring his orders in Mexico. Polk’s dislike for Taylor - and also General Winfield Scott, currently busy with plans to land a large force at Vera Cruz - was common knowledge. But the dislike was political, since both generals were capable men, but unfortunately, Whigs.
 
   However, Michael liked and respected president Polk. He felt confident that Polk, now committed to war, would use the talents of the men at his disposal for the duration, and worry about politics later. In time, he might even approve of Julian’s guerilla action. Particularly if his cousin were successful! But for now, Michael preferred to keep Julian’s self-sufficient plans a loose secret.
 
   Hearing a carriage pull up outside his front window, his attention shifted outside. Lady Elizabeth alighted, followed by his aunt and two maids. It seemed the townhouse he had purchased nearly three years ago was about to be full for the first time. So be it! Michael played a dangerous game with these ladies, no fools, any of them. If they all lasted together for a week without Christina’s real story getting out, he would be surprised. He intended to tell his aunt the truth, anyway, when it proved convenient. But not until then . . . and he preferred that Elizabeth never find out. That witch wanted to marry him because he happened to be his brother’s heir, and there was no way in hell he would oblige just so she could be called duchess the minute Robert’s miserable, pain-racked life finally ended. He didn’t intend to give any woman that pleasure. He knew Elizabeth would trap him into it if she could, gladly using Christina as fodder for her schemes. It would almost be amusing to set the two against each other, and then, of course, depart the city . . . maybe he would, in the end, when it was time to go.
 
   The slender man touched his newly grown mustache with pleasure, thinking how clever he had been to grow it and to use the false French accent. No one would recognize him now, or suspect he was not a real displaced French Comte. Certainly not the woman seated across from him with her luscious bosom on display, casually prodding his foot with her own. She was a whore; and a Negro-Indian whore, to boot. But he could tell that she admired him.
 
   The woman sipped her drink, straight tequila. “Si, Señor. I know the couple of whom you speak. They were here. The man, he wanted me, but I say no. Not in front of the woman, I say! But he is muy hombre, that one. He want us both. So I go away. I don’t like tricks with other women.”
 
   The man’s dark eyes were glowing as desire for the whore vied with his anger at her story. Was it the truth? Was Michael Brett treating the beautiful Señora as a puta? In his imagination, he saw the Señora, breasts bare as the Zambo’s hands caressed them and the American watched, entranced. Dios, it was too much. He would spoil his pants!
 
   He pulled out a few coins, dropping them on the table in front of the red-lipped Zambo’s greedy gaze. “You must tell me where they have gone, this couple. They left Havana for which country? Do you know?”
 
   She warmed to the money and, as a consequence, the man. “I can find out easily. Tomorrow, if you wish. But for tonight . . .”
 
   “For tonight, I wish to see the sights of Havana.”
 
   “The best sight of all is right in front of you, amigo. We will go somewhere private so you can view it better. Eh?”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 9
 
   “Ma cherie, you must wear the neckline lower. Like this.” Antoinette suited action to words as she leaned over and jerked the bodice of the evening dress down, so that an inch more of Christina’s white skin showed.
 
   “Perhaps it isn’t the custom in Mexico to dress so frivolously.” Elizabeth drawled, her eyes on herself in the full-length mirror as she held a length of pink satin against her face.
 
   “It is in Spain, which is, after all, the Señora’s true home.” Antoinette spoke firmly becoming aggravated over Elizabeth’s constant use of the word “Mexico.” the couturier’s expression hinted at her thirst for gossip. Michael would not be pleased.
 
   “I have been in mourning a long time, Madame, you understand. A dress like this . . .” Christina’s voice trailed off.
 
   “But the gown is perfect for you!” cried the dressmaker. “That rich shade of amber sets off your eyes, your hair, and the simple styling is just right for your figure. You are not the type for yards of ruffles, but I think perhaps a touch - at the hem . . . .”
 
   “No ruffles.” Antoinette stated firmly. “Cloth of gold. At the neckline, wrists, and as an underskirt to peep out at the hem. She will hold a gold fan, and I will give her my rubies to carry it all off.”
 
   “I have pearls with me,” Christina said. How long it had been since she had considered a colorful evening ensemble!
 
   “If they are imposing enough, they will do. The Ambassador’s Ball is an important affair.”
 
   “You needn’t worry.” Christina smiled. “My pearls were once the property of the Princess of Zaragoza. I believe you will find that they quite compliment the gown.”
 
   Elizabeth tossed away the pink satin in disgust. It was obvious to Antoinette that Christina’s casual reference to her noble ancestors irritated the English lady in the extreme. And not for the first time since she and Elizabeth had moved into Michael’s townhouse yesterday.
 
   “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather wear white?” Elizabeth asked curtly. “I feel positive that the virginal air would suit you well.”
 
   “But I have no desire to appear a bride,” Christina parried. “However, if you would care to, I have no objection.”
 
   Elizabeth’s gaze narrowed and her hands clenched in the folds of her blue dress. Antoinette suspected that Elizabeth hated the Señora, for no other reason than for the moment, at least, Christina held Michael’s attention. As though that were an amazing thing, considering the Spanish girl’s beauty! And a real relationship between Michael and Christina was by no means fully established.
 
   There was some mystery to the Señora, a mystery that Antoinette had determined to unravel. How bored she had been in England! Life was always amusing when one had dealings with Michael, or Julian. And amusement was of desperate importance to Antoinette now. Amusement, and revenge.
 
   Christina had removed the half-completed silk dress and tried on an emerald-green riding habit, seemingly oblivious to Elizabeth’s simmering anger. Antoinette silently applauded. Elizabeth hadn’t yet gotten the best of the Spanish girl, though not from a lack of trying. Elizabeth jabbed at her often, and the girl either awoke from her thoughts to deliver an ambiguous, stinging reply, or else ignored her. Elizabeth was infuriated, every time.
 
   Antoinette liked Christina, and was feeling impatient with Elizabeth. Elizabeth could be charming company when she pleased; her wit at times was amusing and diverting. But Antoinette was now forty-eight years old and had learned wisdom the hard way, through tragedy. She was beginning to find Elizabeth a bit too transparent. She had known all along that Elizabeth had only accompanied her to America in order to see Michael, and she had obliged Elizabeth in the hope that it would lure Michael near. But it seemed Michael had no intention of even bedding Elizabeth, much less marrying her; and now Elizabeth was becoming an embarrassing shrew. Antoinette must either induce her to leave or marry her off to someone else.
 
   Unaware of the calculating thoughts of her companions, Christina was discovering that these English-American fashions suited her far better than Mexican styles, fussy with lace and too much fabric. She loved the cut of this velvet-trimmed wool riding habit, simple and severe and easy to move in. It came with a small plumed bonnet. So different from the reboza she wore at home, and the evening gown, perfectly fitted to her body yet lightweight, shorn of lace or any other embroidery that would make it heavy and cumbersome, like the dresses the ladies favored in Mexico. The effect there was overstated and gaudy. Here, tastefulness was the key. Christina knew that in these clothes she would look her best.
 
   “Cherie, you must order three more ball gowns and a dozen more day dresses to get you through the next month. I will not even mention the holiday parties that are soon to begin, because I know that you insist you won’t be here to attend. But you must humor me, cherie. I intend to take you everywhere while you are here.”
 
   Christina smiled, as well she might; since she was thinking of Michael Brett’s reaction to the news that his aunt was “taking her every where,” beginning with the Ambassador’s Ball in two days. Let him get used to the idea of her parading all over town, practically on her own! He deserved any agony of mind he might endure over being forced to trust her; and when she did escape, it would be a much simpler matter if she were already out of the house. Would he call himself a fool for that very trust?
 
   She hoped so. Feeling vengeful and bitter and nervous, all at the same time, she decided to spend a fortune. He was paying for her new clothes, and he might as well pay dearly. Antoinette clearly expected it; let him argue with her, when the bill came! And she would include traveling dresses along with everything else. Those she would put to good use when the time came . . .
 
   *
 
   “What do you mean, the Señora will be attending the Ambassador’s Ball?” Geoffrey Lowndes demanded, his complexion turning even ruddier than usual. “The President will be there!”
 
   “The President, and the Señora de Sainz, my unofficial fiancée. I believe the evening should prove interesting.”
 
   Michael Brett raised a negligent shoulder. He had been summoned to the Capitol to openly attend a Cabinet meeting called to discuss the proposed landing of troops at Vera Cruz. Lowndes had pulled him aside before the meeting began, requesting news of the Señora. He had heard the rumors, just like everyone else.
 
   “Is she really your fiancée?” Curiosity, as well as anxiety, tinged Lowndes’s voice.
 
   “Of course not. The lady would never stoop so low. She is cooperating with the story; chiefly because I promised to keep her safe from you, and your ugly threats.”
 
   “She didn’t appear frightened to me,” Lowndes said sourly. “But what in God’s name will she say to the President? And he to her?”
 
   “The ball is tomorrow night. You’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you?”
 
   *
 
   Antoinette, dressed in a charming Parisian gown of rose silk, her gray-streaked hair piled on her head in a Greek coiffure that added height to her small form, entered Christina’s room to oversee the finishing of her toilette. Christina greeted her without surprise. During the past few days, Antoinette had taken to mothering her in a way that no one, with the possible exception of the nuns, had ever done before. Christina could sense, dismayed, her conditioned wall of reserve crumbling, little by little. Michael’s aunt was beginning to treat her like a daughter; and the experience was proving both disturbing and uncomfortable, since she found the lady’s kindness so difficult to resist. Particularly tonight, when she felt homesick, restless and unsociable.
 
   “Petite, you must allow me to rearrange your hair. That style is too severe.” Pushing Penny aside, Antoinette proceeded to remove the hairpins that held Christina’s hair in place, causing the whole rippling mass to fall down again. Penny watched Antoinette with wide eyes; so did Christina, in the mirror.
 
   “You are already so tall and so poised; we must soften you up a bit.” Quick fingers worked in Christina’s hair. Christina sat still, trusting Antoinette’s taste but not really caring what she looked like. This was to be her first formal ball in more than two years, aside from Santa Anna’s “reception;” and she felt indifferent. She would be stared at, as a kind of foreign freak; Elizabeth would gossip about her, fueling everyone’s distaste; and no one would dance with her. Altogether, a miserable evening was ahead.
 
   “Will Michael attend?” she asked.
 
   “Tonight” But of course, petite. He is our escort. Where else would he be?”
 
   Where else, indeed? Anywhere else. Christina had scarcely seen Michael in over a week. But Elizabeth had; they had gone out driving several times, Elizabeth always returning radiant and confident. The woman’s pride was becoming insufferable because of Michael’s casual attentions. But he must desire her company, or he wouldn’t invite her out so frequently!
 
   As for Christina, Michael tended to treat her with a kind of mocking courtesy when they did accidentally meet. Antoinette was typically present, limiting the conversation to trivialities; but he made no attempt to speak with her alone. He seemed to be avoiding her. No doubt he believed her to be content with her improved circumstances and had no wish to disturb her temper. How wrong he was! Did he expect her to accept this mindless situation forever?
 
   Antoinette read some of the emotions that appeared so swiftly in the Señora’s eyes; others she only guessed at. She did, however, detect a small amount of pique. Deciding to bring this irritation out into the open, she said lightly, “I hope you realize, petite, that Michael and Elizabeth are childhood friends. Their family estates in England run side-by-side. Before Michael left England to come here, he and Elizabeth were quite close.”
 
   Christina tried to jerk her head around, but Antoinette had too tight a grasp on her hair. “You need explain nothing to me, Madame. Michael’s friendship with Elizabeth is of no concern at all.”
 
   “I merely wished you to understand how naturally it may have been for Elizabeth to entertain hopes of marriage. Although I am certain it has never been seriously discussed, until it was decided Lord Robert would likely never have children, making Michael his designated heir, Elizabeth would have looked higher than Michael, anyway. In fact, she was actually engaged, at one time, to a viscount; but the unfortunate man caught a disease and died. Now that Michael is to become the Duke of Westbrook, Elizabeth believes he will do.”
 
   “He is to be what?” Christina had gone still, her blank eyes searching for Antoinette in the mirror.
 
   “Duke of Westbrook. The title is very old. Do you mean he never told you?”
 
   Christina shook her head. The bastard! Unreasonable anger rushed through her. With his ill-bred, disgusting manners, he was a disgrace to his ancestral name! She had scarcely considered that his title might be a real one, even when the pompous butler, called him “Lord Michael.” Not even after she had met his quite respectable aunt and that vixen Elizabeth. She had assumed he was some sort of scandalous relation. But to discover he was of a high-born family! It was too much!
 
   Antoinette looked amused, as she quite often did. “That is truly bad of him. One can only assume that he wished you to know him for himself, instead of his future name. And Michael has always threatened to relinquish all his holdings in England one day, his home is now in Texas, you see, and he has become very liberal in his thinking. He calls himself American, and it has lost his friends in Europe.” Antoinette frowned. Michael’s independent way of looking at things had cost him acquaintances in Washington, too. And there had been one or two killings in Texas, which had unfortunately been politically incorrect, and had hurt him there as well. Not to mention the close associations he had formed with certain Indians . . . “Perhaps there are things he doesn’t wish you to know just yet.”
 
   “He has led me to believe he was someone else entirely. I can never forgive him, Madame! He has made a joke of me.”
 
   The Señora seemed angry, and as before in her passion she was lovely. With her hair more naturally arranged, so that some of it escaped to fall against her neck and down her back, and her green-gold eyes flashing dangerously, her looks were bold enough and unusual enough that they were worthy of attracting Michael’s interest. Antoinette hoped Christina remained angry all through the ball. Michael would never be able to resist her . . . and the entire town would talk. It would prove delightful entertainment. She smiled.
 
   “Michael must earn your forgiveness, petite, I quite agree. You may treat him abominably, with my blessing. But now you must dress, and quickly, too; the carriage is waiting outside. And I will tell you whatever else you wish to know. Question me all you like - I give you carte blanche. But in the name of God, where is your maid with that dress?”
 
   “Michael Brett had no idea what he had done now to incur the Señora’s contempt. But he recognized the signs, bracing himself for a formally voiced tirade of Spanish designed to slice him down to size. Fortunately, his aunt, Lady Elizabeth, and his cousin Rowan were all in the carriage en route to the ball at Senator Highcastor’s home as well as he and Christina, and she forbore to say anything. Anything at all. She had not even replied to his very civil “Good evening” before they had departed.
 
   So he’d seated himself next to her, knowing he was safe for the moment and intending to take advantage of a perfect opportunity to annoy both her and Elizabeth. He was in a foul mood tonight. Julian had sent him word that Santa Anna had, two weeks earlier, been formally declared Commander-in-chief of the Mexican Forces, and was expected to set out to meet Zachary Taylor’s command as soon as possible, which - due to the time lag in messages - meant that a decisive battle might be taking place in Mexico right now. God, how he wished he were there, doing the shooting himself, instead of cooling his heels in Washington, playing politics, and waiting on the whim of the President! The urge to kill in him was strong. Julian and his band of renegades had already begun to harass the Mexican Army, with Julian leading the fighting with his usual careless regard for safety; and several more of Michael’s Texas Ranger friends had joined Taylor’s force on the way to Monterey. He should be there, as well, the gun in his hand providing a physical outlet for the violence built up inside him. He should be anywhere but here, trapped in an overly perfumed carriage headed for a dead bore of a party.
 
   He observed Christina out of the corner of his eye. In her own quiet and controlled way, she was in a rage. Her skin was flushed to rose, her almond-shaped eyes glinted, and the bones of her face appeared sharper than ever at the high angle they were tilted. She refused to look at him or acknowledge him. She was pressed against the side of the coach so that her dress wouldn’t even touch him.
 
   Now, who had been telling her tales? Probably someone had regaled her with the story of his life, it was bound to happen sooner or later; and as the true facts contradicted the vulgar picture Christina had painted, she had become righteously indignant. Well, he hadn’t lied to her about his background, he hadn’t told her anything at all. If she chose to get angry because he was a real English Lord with ancestry as good as hers, instead of an ordinary American with a specialty of lying and a few well-bred relatives, that was her decision. But, Lord, she was nice to look at when she was in a temper, and no matter why she was directing that temper at him, he intended to enjoy it. Maybe he would drag her off into the Highcastor’s garden tonight and kiss her, or attempt to persuade her to unlock the door separating their bedrooms later on, and do more than that. Why not? If he couldn’t shoot any of Santa Anna’s men, why not make love to one of his countrywomen?
 
   Michael’s blue eyes were settled in obvious scrutiny on Christina, and she was uncomfortably aware of them. Even Antoinette and Elizabeth, desultorily discussing an on-dit of gossip, had ceased talking, and Rowan had both eyebrows raised. Why in God’s name was he staring at her like that? Christina wondered annoyedly. Couldn’t he tell she was angry enough? Her hold on her temper snapped.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” she whispered, conscious of the women opposite who were listening, but sure he must not do it again.
 
   “But I want to. You’re beautiful, querida, and I’ve scarcely seen you this week. Give me your hand.” He took her gloved palm and held it, resisting her efforts to jerk away, pleased at her near panicked reaction that told him a lot. It said that she was mad, yes, and scared, yes; but not indifferent at all! He was beginning to believe that the Señora de Sainz might end up desiring him just as much as he desired her. It was a pleasant wish, anyway.
 
   Feeling ridiculous struggling with him in the carriage, she gave up and let him keep her hand. “Your playacting isn’t necessary anymore,” she hissed.
 
   He grinned and moved his head close to her ear. “I’m speaking the truth for once, love. I’ll testify on the Bible later, if you wish.”
 
   He was implying there would be a later. She was torn between embarrassment and outrage and something else, that was strange and warm and seemed to have been transferred from him to her. Something like a searching promise. She shivered. She didn’t want anything else from him!
 
   She angled her face closer to his, her lips seeking his ear. “I hate you, Lord Brett, and you won’t change my mind.”
 
   He was rubbing her fingers, one by one, the gentle motion making her hot. Her velvet evening cape felt stifling. How much farther did they have to go?
 
   Her answer came almost immediately as the driver eased to a halt. Voices and the distant strains of music could be heard from outside. Antoinette, coyly smiling, said, “My dears, you must continue your quarrel later. I’m afraid Highcastor Hall is no place for a quiet conversation. You will be surrounded, Christina, cherie by everyone who will want to know you. Michael, you must leave her to me.”
 
   But Michael, meeting his aunt’s knowing eyes as the carriage door was opened and the steps were let down, held up Christina’s captured hand and squeezed it. “I think I’ll keep her. No doubt my presence at her side will hold the curious at bay.”
 
   Feeling ignored long enough, Elizabeth’s voice rose in aggravated petulance.
 
   “Michael, would you please consider alighting from this carriage and helping us down? I for one feel it distasteful to witness any more of your ill-timed intimacy with the Señora.”
 
   Flicking her an impertinent stare, he drawled, “I wasn’t aware that you were at all uncomfortable with intimacy, my dear. Perhaps I was mistaken. Certainly I will assist you down.” He crossed to the steps and descended, trailed by a smiling Rowan. But he extended his hand to his aunt first.
 
   Elizabeth was the last to be escorted out of the carriage. But before she stepped down, she leaned against Michael and said softly, “You are a bastard to tease me so. You may find that my door is locked tonight.”
 
   “Then I won’t try it. And I promise you, I never tease.”
 
   He turned away and took Christina’s arm, leaving Elizabeth to climb out herself.
 
   *
 
   Christina discovered that what Michael had said about his presence discouraging the curious was true. Although may people smiled at her, not everyone approached Michael for an introduction. The expressions on the faces of those who avoided him were varied: contempt, distaste, a little anger, and possibly even fear. Those who greeted him appeared to respect him, and even to like him. Certainly not many of the guests were indifferent.
 
   Hopefully the heat of the ballroom, crammed with two or three hundred laughing guests, an orchestra, and six massive chandeliers, accounted for the color she knew still suffused her face. Michael kept tight control of her arm; and her skin, bare now that she had shed her cloak, seemed sensitive to every twitch of muscle his movements created. The feeling irritated her, and she wished he wasn’t as aware of her discomfort as she was of his slightest breath. But she knew he was perfectly aware. The nasty gleam of humor in his eyes and the overdone solicitude with which he treated her proved it.
 
   “By Jesus, Brett, so this is where you’ve turned up?” The drawling voice belonged to a tall man approaching them from the right, dressed in some sort of military uniform and smiling with twisted lips.
 
   “Nelson.” Michael spoke in equally ironic tones. “I expected you’d be with Taylor right now, along with the rest of the boys.”
 
   “Not all the Rangers have been sent to Mexico. Some of us were called here to tell the War Staff what to do. I’m sure you know all about it.”
 
   “Oh, sure.” He shrugged, then glanced down at Christina, dark eyebrows raised obliquely. “Chrissie - you might as well meet Captain Eli Nelson, lately of the Texas Rangers. Nelson . . . The Doña Señora de Sainz.”
 
   “Enchanted, ma’am.” He took her outstretched hand and bowed over it, rather gallantly for a commoner. But Captain Nelson’s brown eyes had narrowed on her in fixed speculation.
 
   “How long have you been here? Brett asked.
 
   “A few days. Stopped by your place on the way out of Texas. Seemed to be a little crowded.”
 
   Michael stiffened, but only Christina knew it. His voice kept its bantering tone, but it had softened, and his eyes widened to blandness. “Anyone I might know?”
 
   Nelson laughed, but it sounded a trifle false. “Only Julian Torrance and a pack of wild Indians. Meanest bunch of savages I’ve seen in a while, this side of the border - your cousin excepted, of course. Seemed to have made themselves at home. Even had a - lady with them.”
 
   Nelson’s gaze met and clashed with Brett’s, and something ugly passed between the two of them. Then Michael shrugged. “Julian keeps an eye on the property for me. Keeps me informed about things he thinks I should know.”
 
   “Not a bad idea, these days.”
 
   There was a quiet pause, while the men studied each other. Finally, Michael said, “I don’t suppose Julian mentioned how long he might be staying?”
 
   Nelson appeared to consider this. “No, he didn’t. But I happen to know he was only there three days. His friends pretty much came and went. As for the lady . . .”
 
   Michael cut him off. “I hope I don’t find out you’ve been meddling in Julian’s business, Nelson. Or mine. Or trespassing on my property.”
 
   The light tone left Michael’s voice. It was replaced by something steely and controlled.
 
   Nelson looked wary. “I wouldn’t do anything without orders, Brett. If your cousin wants to run with a crowd that’s just this side of wanted, that’s his concern - but he’d better be careful, no matter what he’s up to. Some of us have sworn to uphold law and order in the State of Texas, war or no war. I hope he won’t forget that.”
 
   “Julian won’t forget anything. Neither will I.” Michael stared hard at Nelson for another minute. “Excuse us, Captain. The lady needs a glass of champagne.” He moved off, pulling Christina along, leaving the Ranger standing alone and looking thoughtful.
 
   Christina wanted to confront Michael over the uneasy undertones she’d detected in the strange conversation with Nelson, but he seemed unapproachable just now. And besides, what business was it of hers?
 
   Yet, as they moved through the well-dressed crowd, Christina could no longer pretend complete indifference to Michael or to the people in his world. She had become an unwilling part of his life, was becoming aware of the events which had shaped it and were still shaping it.
 
   She had asked Antoinette more of Michael’s background during their revealing conversation earlier today, and although her anger at Michael’s reprehensible behavior remained she found it disturbingly tempered by her new knowledge. Antoinette had spoken of Michael’s indifferent childhood, blighted by a lack of love from either his preoccupied father or his indolent, insensitive mother, both of whom had favored Robert, the eldest son, over him. She mentioned the tragic accident that had resulted in Robert’s being left crippled and unhealthy, and the subsequent rage of Michael’s parents toward him for his unfortunate part of it. Michael had then run to America, to his Uncle and to her; and she had taken him in to mother along with her own two natural sons, and the brilliant, somewhat savage half-breed Indian boy her husband had adopted.
 
   According to Antoinette, the bitterness within Michael had found a companion spirit in Julian, also angry but for a different reason; that of the white population’s contempt for the Indian race. Julian was busy exploring both his Indian heritage as well as his British, and he had taken Michael along with him, teaching him Comanche ways, as well as learning of England from him. The two young men had formed a close friendship which had continued to the present day.
 
   Christina remembered the forbidding figure she had met on the terrible night of her abduction, and scarcely credited Antoinette’s fondness for her adopted son. But Antoinette loved Julian, and Michael as well, and worried for them both. Especially now; because they, and her other sons as well, were bent on the downfall of Santa Anna. Here, Antoinette’s story had stopped, no doubt in deference to Christina’s feelings on the subject. Or because Antoinette was too wise to trust her with any pertinent information about what her family was actually doing?
 
   How had it happened that she, prepared to remain loyal to Mexico, had fallen in amongst its enemies and was in a position to be sympathetic to their side? She knew she mustn’t, no matter how sorry she was for Antoinette, who had lost a beloved husband due to an infamous incident created by Mexico. She must remain focused on the problem of her escape from these people, and particularly from the man at her side, rendered a little more human now or not. He would use her, if he could - they all would. She must remember that.
 
   If only he weren’t so detestably attractive in his impeccable evening wear. And if only he would not set out to try to charm her. She was uneasily aware of her own limitations, where resisting his touch was concerned . . .
 
   He looked down at her. From his narrow-eyed interest, could he read her mind?
 
   “Would you prefer champagne, or sherry?” he asked.
 
   “Champagne.” And then she asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you really were a Lord, and heir to a dukedom?” Her voice shook a little.
 
   “It isn’t important to me, and it was none of your business.”
 
   He took a glass from one of the refreshment tables and handed it to her, grazing her fingers with his. At her frown he raised one eyebrow.
 
   “Your turn to answer something for me.”
 
   She remained silent, trying not to meet his gaze but failing, sipping her champagne.
 
   He leaned down, speaking softly. “How long has it been since anyone made love to you?”
 
   She stared at him in shock. Never! Never ever, her mind screamed, the unspoken words reverberating through her head. She had never really been made love to - not the way he would do it . . . but she would die rather than tell him that. She was searching for a light disclaimer when their illusion of intimacy was broken.
 
   “My Lord, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of speaking to you in over a year!” the distinctively British voice interrupted them. Michael turned slowly, one hand taking hold of Christina’s arm in the event she tried to flee.
 
   “Sir Truwick, what brings you to America?” His tone was diffident, scarcely concealing his irritation at the intrusion.
 
   “I’m with the Ambassador’s party, you know. Working on the Oregon thing. A messy situation, so delicate, this boundary bit! But we did our job, and now that the treaty’s signed, my part’s about all wrapped up, and I’m going home. Not a moment too soon! I’m sure you find this country refreshing, and all that - but London’s the place for me. Not a decent tailor on this side of the Atlantic!” Truwick seemed momentarily indignant, but almost immediately smiled. “Tell you what! As soon as I return I’ll post to Westbrook and pay a visit to your brother. What message shall I give him?” Truwick waited, pleased with his sudden idea.
 
   Michael smiled, and the smile tightened, until tiny white lines appeared on either side of his mouth. His hand on Christina’s arm was rigid. She stared up at him in surprise, and he must have noticed it because he released his grip and glanced down. His voice turned formal. “Christina, I’ve been terribly remiss in not presenting you to Sir Truwick. I will do so immediately. This gentlemen is Sir Harold Truwick, a school acquaintance of mine. Truwick - the Doña Señora de Sainz y Sequenza Cabra, of Spain. She is a guest of my aunt’s.”
 
   “Charmed, completely charmed, my lady.” Truwick executed an elaborate bow over Christina’s hand. “If I am not mistaken, Lady Scott-Gould is also a guest of Lady Torrance’s?”
 
   “Indeed she is,” Christina said, her typically cool expression once again on her face and discouraging any further questions.
 
   Truwick would undoubtedly have persisted into probing with more detail but Brett managed to avoid any further conversation. “Christina, my dear, they are playing the waltz you promised me. Truwick - I know you will excuse us.”
 
   “Of course. But first I would beg Lady de Sainz to save a dance for me - ” He stopped, because they were gone. Only hours later did Truwick recall that Brett had neglected to give him any message at all for him to pass on to his brother!
 
   They were dancing, and Christina was surprised that Brett was even capable of performing the waltz. But he danced well, and she was able to enjoy the careless way he guided her around the crowded floor. Dressed in black with white shirt and collar and wearing an abstract expression, Michael not only attracted various roving eyes as he passed but held them riveted. Trying to gain some kind of hold over herself, Christina knew she must refuse to look at him. Unfortunately, curious eyes were staring at her as well and there seemed to be no safe direction at all in which she could glance. Finally she half-closed her eyes; not knowing how sensuous she appeared, her movements languid, and so graceful as to seem dreamlike.
 
   Michael Brett was finding that, despite the relaxing music and the necessity of recalling the steps of the dance, reigning in his bitter thoughts about Robert was no easy task. Unfortunately this was scarcely the time or the place to indulge in guilty musings. Michael stared down at his partner, one part of him remarking lazily on her desirability while another went on condemning himself, as usual. Still, what point was there in recriminations over Robert at this stage? It had been years since Robert had suffered the accident which had crippled him and ruined his health. Years since the responsibility for that accident had descended on Michael’s young shoulders.
 
   Michael liked the feel of Christina in his arms, liked the distraction her warm skin brought to his mind. Maybe if he had her alone, had her in his bed or on the floor or wherever, but had her freely, then the guilt would go away entirely. At least until the next time someone brought Robert up, and the process started all over again . . . the series of memories which always resulted in Michael blaming himself for Robert’s wrecked life.
 
   She stirred restlessly.
 
   “What is it, love?”
 
   “You may call me Señora or Christina, but that is all. And you are holding me too tightly.”
 
   He relaxed his grip, which was indeed so tight as to leave marks on her white flesh. “There, Chrissie. Anything else?”
 
   He smiled down at her, but the smile scarcely reached his eyes, which held a puzzling expression she couldn’t place. “When may I go home to Mexico?”
 
   “Soon, if you continue to do what you’re told.”
 
   “You promised me that a week ago. I have a responsibility to my people, Michael - you must send me home!”
 
   He had the impression she was near despairing; that she wanted to stomp her feet and curse at him, but couldn’t in front of the crowd. He almost laughed at her, but God only knew what she would do if provoked. He found her temper amusing; however, he was sure that Polk would not, and the President had just emerged into the ballroom. God help them both if she should create a scene in Polk’s full view!
 
   “Why don’t we discuss this later? At home. Either your room or mine, so long as we’re private.”
 
   There was frustration on her face, which she contained with a visible effort.
 
   “You would avoid the issue then, as well. Perhaps I’ll try a little blackmail of my own. Either you give me a date when I may return to Mexico, or I will embarrass you right now in front of your friends!”
 
   “Childishness is unworthy of such a fine lady.”
 
   “What will you do, Miguel?”
 
   He looked at her bottom lip, full and slightly wet from where she had bitten it. “If you say one sentence out of character tonight or make a single effort to discredit me - I will come to your room after the party, strip you naked and ravage your body. You have my promise.”
 
   He would have laughed at her expression had the idea of doing exactly that not gripped him powerfully. The waltz was coming to an end; couples were strolling off the floor, but he stood still, holding her shoulders. His eyes were narrowed and intense. “You never answered me when I asked before, Chrissie. How long has it been for you? How long since you’ve been with a man?”
 
   She stared at him in tense fury.
 
   “Take me to your aunt.”
 
   “Has it really been years?” He forced his tone to gentleness, when exasperation was what he really felt. “You don’t have to be alone anymore. You can do anything you want, Chrissie, whatever you feel is right . . . there’s no reason not to. Don’t ignore your body, Chrissie. Listen to what it wants.”
 
   He made no move to put his hands anywhere else, afraid she might bolt. But he knew his impromptu attempt at seduction would never work here. A country dance was about to begin; couples were surrounding them, staring and whispering. H e could see she was conscious of the talk.
 
   She twisted from beneath his grip, turned and hurried away, not looking back. He watched her disappear into the crowd.
 
   He wished, for the second time that night, that he were indeed in Mexico, carrying a gun, and shooting it.
 
   *
 
   These Americans were quite gullible after all, the man thought in complacent contempt as he moved through the press of people. An arrogant attitude, a foreign language and impeccably cut clothes provided entré to anywhere in the country. Even an exclusive ball in the nation’s Capitol.
 
   Of course, he amended modestly, it is a fête for foreign ambassadors. And that had been the stroke of luck he’d needed to enable his entry under pretext of having lost his companions whom, alas, held his invitation. The footmen had simply waved him inside - one more Frenchman who spoke incredibly little English.
 
   He procured a glass of champagne, and roved the crowd. An eagle seeking his prey. A dangerous wolf on the prowl. He was among the enemy now; and what a panic there would be amongst these well-dressed people if they knew there was a member of Santa Anna’s own personal staff in their midst!
 
   He was dreaming of mayhem when his searching eyes saw her. Madré de Dios, what a vision she was! Dressed in shades of gold, from the richest bronze to the most dazzling tint of a precious coin, and wearing a gown that molded to her shape better than any he had ever seen her wear. Her expression, as she spoke to a polite lady in pink, was distracted and aloof, as benefited one whose breeding was so far elevated over any else’s in the room. She held herself like a queen, his queen, for surely now his possession of the Señora was ordained and meant to be!
 
   But how to approach her, so that her look of startled delight would not give him away? How to separate her from the crowd and reveal himself to her alone? He pondered the problem as he stared, willing her attention.
 
   Just then, her glance flicked his way, and fixed on his face. He knew a moment of swelling happiness as her bright, greenish gaze searched his mien . . . and she recognized him! He was positive of it! Her eyes widened, her lips parted in shock, her skin paled.
 
   But now was not the time. Colonel Angel Manzanal had not traveled this long distance from Mexico only to be caught before a single rescue attempt had even been made. He had seen her; she had seen him; it was enough. Her desperate fear must now be suitably calmed. They both must wait for a more propitious time to reunite.
 
   He nodded his head once, sharply, conspiratorially; then moved off, the pleasant smile on his face prompting smiles in return from the guests he passed on his way to the door.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 10
 
   Christiana awoke the next morning with a headache that reminded her of the large amount of champagne she had consumed the night before, and of the many unpleasant encounters she had had; all of which she would have loved to have forgotten. But it seemed that this headache was here to stay, increased, no doubt, by the ugly memories that came to her as she lay helpless in bed.
 
   She rubbed her sore temples, trying to push both the pain and her thoughts away.
 
   They kept coming at her anyway. Images of the ball, the prying people she had met, all of them wanting news of her and Lord Brett. Asking questions that were too contrived to be natural, too curious to be polite. Inquiring into her background . . . regaling her with items of gossip which simply couldn’t be true. Hypocrites! Every one of them, from catty Elizabeth Scott-Gould up to President Polk himself, with his so-kind solicitude! Even he could never have meant his low comments about his hopes for peace with Mexico, his simpering wishes that the war would end in truce. This man was her country’s chief enemy; he could never be so nice!
 
   But the biggest hypocrite of them all was Michael Brett. She closed her eyes, remembering the odd combination of arrogance and tenderness he had treated her to; gentling her, as he might a horse, or a whore. How he must have feared her behavior last night! He had put on quite a concerned act, pretending kindness and interest, blue eyes warm and sensual as he distracted her with lies and nonsense. Thank God she had seen through him. Or, rather, thank God her fear had scared her away from him for the remainder of the evening. She rang for a maid to bring her food, something she rarely did; preferring, usually, to go downstairs for breakfast. Today, no force under heaven could have induced her to rise without sustenance or assistance.
 
   Then came a sharp knock at her door which she had no chance to answer because it was almost immediately opened. Instead of Penny’s homely, freckled face, as expected, another appeared of a different type. One guaranteed to increase the pounding in her head. The last face she expected or wanted to see.
 
   He was dressed for riding in heavy breeches and boots, and which thumped as he crossed the floor to stand by her bed.
 
   His raised eyebrow took in her fists, clenched on the sheet she had jerked up to her chin.
 
   “Planning to sleep all day, are we?” His voice was pleasant and cool.
 
   “Get out of here!” She kept her tone low, knowing that Antoinette and Elizabeth were probably still in their rooms on this floor.
 
   He grinned at her, blue-gray eyes brightening in intensity as they stared down at her loose, wildly tossed hair and sleep-gentled face. “Charming, Chrissie. Perfectly charming. What do you do to your covers at night - pitch them around the room?”
 
   Only the sheet and one pillow remained on the bed. The heavy spread, the blanket and two more pillows all had somehow ended up on the floor. But that was none of his concern, certainly!
 
   “What do you want?” she demanded, feeling ridiculous beneath his deepening scrutiny. Dios, if only her head didn’t ache so! She would love to tell him off and run him out of the room. Unfortunately, the slightest movement sent such streaks of agony rushing to her brain that no decisive action could be taken. At least until she had some chocolate, or coffee! If only he wasn’t real, but a nightmare she had dreamed up . . .
 
   He propped one foot on the bed frame and folded his arms.
 
   “Good morning, Chrissie,” he said deliberately.
 
   She closed her eyes, willing him away. “You shouldn’t be in here and you know it.”
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   He was obviously waiting for her reply. Frowning in annoyance, she muttered, “Good morning.”
 
   “How did you sleep?”
 
   “Like the devil! What do you want, Michael?” She stared at him mutinously.
 
   He shook his head. “So hospitable! At such an early hour! One can only assume last night’s champagne is responsible for your uncivil manners.”
 
   She sighed, deciding to keep quiet and let him run on.
 
   “Of course, drinking out of nervousness and fear is perfectly understandable. If only one didn’t feel the effects the next day . . . .”
 
   “I have never been nervous a day in my life, and as for afraid . . . .”
 
   “You avoided me last night, love. And, at first, we were getting on so well . . .”
 
   He would have to bring that up. It was probably his purpose in barging in. But she didn’t want to remember anything more. She refused to!
 
   She nearly bared her teeth. “You got on just as well with Elizabeth, and two or three others. I found your attentions obnoxious and rude.”
 
   “Liar.” He said it quietly and calmly, looking down at her with eyes that seemed to see through her. She glanced away, feeling frustrated tears prick her lids. Why wouldn’t her headache go away! Why wouldn’t he?
 
   “ I came in here to tell you to get dressed. “We’re going for a drive.”
 
   Her head whipped from one side to the other on her pillow, the pain nearly killing her. “Oh, God,” she whispered, glaring at him through bloodshot eyes. “My head, Michael - it can’t go anywhere! Please leave me alone.”
 
   “You have one hour to get ready. I’ll send your maid in - she’s waiting in the hall; I’m sure she’ll know what to do to make you feel better. Something tells me she’s had her own share of ‘headaches’ before.” He stalked to the door looking back at her with an evil grin. “One hour, Señora. That’s plenty of time for you to change clothes and brush your hair. Then meet me in the hall, downstairs. I’ll ask Cook to pack us a lunch - with wine, if you wish!” At her tight mouth, he laughed and walked out, leaving her speechless.
 
   But he was correct about Penny. Without batting an eyelash she took charge of Christina, bringing her medicine and a stomach-settling drink, followed by dry toast and coffee. Next she ordered her mistress to lay back with a damp rag across her forehead and eyes for a full fifteen minutes. After that time, Christina was able to get up and bathe. And within the required hour she was dressed and making her way downstairs - encountering no one except blank-faced Hager, for which she was grateful.
 
   Michael emerged from the library with a crooked smile and mocking eyes.
 
   Her expression dared him to make a comment; but he only looked her up and down, taking in the rich green habit and her simple arranged dark hair without a word. However, as he helped her down the front porch steps to his open phaeton, he murmured that he’d always known she’d thank him one day for acquiring Penny, who was obviously an extraordinary human being and an exemplary lady’s maid.
 
   She refrained from making any reply and climbed into the phaeton without his assistance.
 
   Taking in her pale, stubborn profile, he seated himself beside her and flicked the reins.
 
   He drove her all through Georgetown with its evenly planned streets and brick homes, and into Washington and through parks rendered beautiful with turning autumn leaves. She saw the Capitol building, busy with the convoys of carriages and men on horseback of all types, several of whom nodded to Brett as they passed and glanced at Christina with undisguised curiosity. Brett made no move to avoid these people; in fact, he appeared to be showing her off. It seemed he drove them as near as possible to any other carriage on the road, enabling its occupants to get a good, close look at her. Finally she asked him what he was up to, and was scarcely surprised by his immediate answer.
 
   “I’m killing any rumors, love. At least any accurate rumors! He glanced down at her, as though waiting to gauge her reaction. “The President pointed out to me that we should be seen together more. Apparently, word has reached him through official channels that the Mexican government is investigating your disappearance, and has requested knowledge of your whereabouts from him. Naturally this request puts Polk in a ridiculous situation. He is a man who does not like scandal, particularly during an unpopular war which he is waging. He doesn’t want any hint of your real predicament to get out. Therefore -we are instructed to act more like an affianced couple.”
 
   Christiana stared at him, unsure what was more absurd - the President’s order, Michael Brett’s unconcerned acceptance of it, or either man’s assumption that she would go along with their disposal of her life without even putting up a fight! Madré de Dios, Santa Anna was looking for her even now - and he must have some knowledge of the details of her abduction, or he wouldn’t be seeking information from Washington.
 
   “What will the President write to Santa Ana about me?”
 
   He turned the horses down a wooded avenue, strewn with blazing yellow and orange leaves. “He probably won’t write anything. You’re going to be ignored, Christina.”
 
   Her anger at his matter-of-fact words was tempered by logic. Santa Anna would never accept that. If he had reason to suspect she was in enemy hands, his pride alone would let him stop at nothing until she were free. She was a distant member of the man’s family, por Dios! He would do something to bring her home . . .
 
   Suddenly, she remembered the slender Frenchman last night at the ball. He had looked like Angel Manzanal, last seen at Santa Anna’s fatal reception. She had assumed it wasn’t he; this man wore a French uniform, after all, as well as a mustache . . . but what if it was Manzanal? In disguise?
 
   Her heart was already over-excited; now it raced, bringing heat to her body and color to her face. She shifted in her seat, wishing she was alone so she could think. But Michael was observing her out of the corner of his eye. Probably hoping she would do something dramatic, like jump out - the man seemed to enjoy pushing her temper over the edge!
 
   She controlled herself until he pulled the horses to a halt. They had reached the banks of the Potomac, and cool damp air struck her heated cheeks, fading their flush a little, she hoped. The broad expanse of river teemed with provincial traffic which included many flatboats and skiffs, carrying all sorts of produce and products, and three different races of people - white, African, and some Indian . . . while brick buildings marched down to the water on the opposite side, each with its own dock for loading and unloading. Interspersing the man-made structures and stretching out over the banks were the gorgeous, flaming trees. Christina climbed down from the vehicle and strode to the river’s edge.
 
   Michael followed, after tethering the horses to a tree.
 
   “I thought we’d picnic here. Any objection?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She sounded distracted, and he wondered what she was thinking as she stared across the water. Her face beneath the small, green hat-brim was an unreadable challenge, and he surprised himself by the urge to know her mind.
 
   He took her shoulders gently, the velvet soft to his touch, much as the bare skin might be. “This isn’t much like the Rio Grande, on the Mexico-Texas border. Have you ever seen it?”
 
   She’d stiffened beneath his hands, but when she replied her voice was even. “No, never.”
 
   “The land there is dusty and dry and sometimes so is the river. It’s lonely, too, and uncivilized. But the Grande is a lifesaver for all the people and cattle in that part of the world.”
 
   “Do you speak from experience?”
 
   “Yes. All the rivers and creeks in that part of Mexico, and in Texas, are lifesavers. We build alongside the smallest ponds. My ranch is in between two rivers, the Frio and the Neuces, so I figure I’ll come out alright in a drought.”
 
   “Your ranch?” Christina sensed he was making some kind of point, in an uncharacteristically round-about way; and she was right. But she was still unprepared for his next statement.
 
   “I’ll take you there, if you wish. You’d be damned close to Mexico, but stowed out of the way of the fighting; unless things turn around, and the Mexies chase us back home, which I doubt. At any rate, you’d be nearer to home.”
 
   His amiable offer shocked her, for many reasons, most of which she couldn’t articulate to him or to herself. She turned to face him, widened eyes searching his closed expression for something . . . something familiar to hang onto. But there was no explanation at all to be read from his. Still, in that first instant she had to look for some meaning behind his suggestion, some intimation about why he had made it. She was sure his motives were calculating, but there was no way she would know what they were until he told her.
 
   She said the first coherent thought that formed in her mind. “I don’t want to go to Texas - I want to go home, to my own hacienda. It would be torture to be so close and not be there! If you can take me that far, why not at least into Mexico itself? I could manage on my own then, there would be no need for you to accompany me any farther. I could promise to stay on my estates, and not go to Santa Anna at all with any tales. If only you would - ”
 
   “No.” His tone had hardened, and so had his eyes and his hands which gripped her upper arms. “I’m sorry, Christina, but you can’t go home yet. It isn’t just risk to me any longer that I’m worried about; it’s Julian and his plans that would be jeopardized if I let you go. If I had kept you locked up when you came here, instead of letting my aunt take you around and expose you to too damn much talk - then maybe things would be different. But now you know all about me, and enough about Julian and his friends, and too much about any of Polk’s policies that you’ve absorbed through casual conversation. But mainly you know about Julian, and I don’t want him killed. He isn’t your fault, Chrissie - but its how things stand. Until we start winning this war and nothing you say can affect that - I’ve got to keep you in America.”
 
   Disappointed anger rose in her, growing until it turned to fury, and then become violence. And while one part of her mind acknowledged that her association with Michael Brett was distorting her sense of proper behavior, the other was organizing an assault against him. She kicked him, she clawed him, until he stopped her by pressing her into his body, leaving no room for her to do any damage. Her plumed hat fell off; her hair came out of its chignon as she jerked her head back so wildly that her neck muscles were pulled painfully. She’d kept silent so far, her anger beyond words - but now she cursed him in Spanish, so loudly that he had to stop her mouth, too. He did it with his own lips.
 
   The curses died abruptly.
 
   It was one of the few times that Michael had ever kissed her, and what had begun as punishment on his part turned into something much more subtle but meaning the same thing. He intended to teach her a lesson. She believed herself to be the untouchable Patrona, a lady on a pedestal high above him and any other man, contemptuous and despising and righteous. But he was going to prove to her out here in the broad daylight that she was no better than he. She was a woman with needs just as strong as his, if she would only admit it. He had tried to tell her that in pretty words last night, but of course she hadn’t listened . . . and the time had come to use force. He would prove his point one way or the other; which he had wanted to do ever since he’d first laid eyes on her.
 
   His mouth was brutal on hers until she was subdued enough to stand quietly, shaking but incapable of further violence. Then his attack took on a different form. He kissed her softly, slowly; grazing her bruised lips with his own, treating them like precious wounded things to be fondled with care. Still holding her tight against him with one hand, he used the other to stroke her hair back from her forehead and touch her face, tracing the bones of her cheek and the arch of her eyebrow . . . before moving the hand downward to rake her back with fingers growing increasingly rigid. She remained still, trembling in reaction, and her acquiescence was making it hard for him to rein himself in, to handle the onset of what was becoming an incredible rush of desire. But he wanted her to relax as much as possible, to enjoy what he was doing to her, if she could. So he knew he must go virgin-slow with her. Only this lesson was getting out of hand as far as he was concerned. He was ready for step two, which included removing some or all of her clothes - - and damn it to hell, they were still standing out in the open!
 
   He had his fingers at the collar of her jacket, undoing the ivory buttons anyway, when her lips moved against his.
 
   “Miguel . . .” she whispered in broken Spanish. “Stop this, Miguel, please don’t, not anymore. I can’t, I won’t let you do this . . . you are only trying to dishonor me . . .”
 
   “Oh, Jesus, Christina, is that what you think?” He held her when she tried to move away, and stared down at her through half-closed blue eyes. “You’re wrong, love. I’m not that cold-blooded. In fact, I’m quite warm right now, and it’s because of you - you and your proud body that I want to see beside me in bed. There’s no dishonor in that, sweetheart, not when we want each other so bad it hurts. All you have to do is forget these ridiculous, pious notions you have, that were designed only to restrict a person’s pleasure. Forget everything, except me, and what I want to do for you . . .” He entwined strong fingers into her hair, pulling her head back for his ungentle kiss, knowing that for a moment, she returned it just as hungrily. But the second he thought he had won - that he had convinced her to throw away her stupid, inhibiting ideals and admit she wanted him - once again her will proved stronger than passion. She turned her head and, when she spoke, sounded both despairing and determined.
 
   “No. I won’t let you do this to me. I won’t allow you to ruin me, to turn me into a - a puta with no thought for tomorrow! You are the worst kind of devil, Michael Brett - but you won’t corrupt me!” It was the nuns talking, Christina knew; but he had touched something inside her that went deeper than lust, and only the teachings of her childhood and the fear of an only-too-probable perdition had been able to pull her out of it.
 
   He released her then, and she had to stiffen every bone in her body to keep from falling. Particularly when his eyes impaled her like that and turned cold, raking in her disheveled appearance, as if her soul was part of the same unkept display. Maybe it was; she felt as though she had betrayed herself in every conceivable way to such an expert seducer.
 
   Finally he spoke in that soft, warning tone that she knew by now to be wary of. “Well, since it appears you’re not to be corrupted today, I suppose I’ll take you back to my home. But I won’t take you to Mexico. Which means that soon I’ll have to settle you in Texas. If I can stand keeping you around me long enough to get you there!”
 
   In the end, she agreed to go to Texas, only to stop him from looking at her in that insulting way and talking to her with that horrible sarcasm. He took her back to Georgetown, abandoning the picnic, and by the time she had done her hair as best as she could and they pulled up to the front steps, her head ached again so desperately that she went straight up to her room, walking past the waiting Antoinette as though she didn’t see her. She missed Michael’s stride to the library, bypassing his surprised aunt and her questions, as he headed to the bourbon bottle he kept in a drawer. She also missed Elizabeth’s glide from the drawing room into the library, following Michael; and pushing the doors shut behind her.
 
   *
 
   Elizabeth turned to face Michael, her back to the doorway.
 
   “It’s certainly a fine day for a cozy little drive. I hope the two of you enjoyed yourselves.”
 
   He poured a glass of bourbon and drank it straight down before bothering to reply. “Something on your mind?” His eyes narrowed at her over the rim of the glass.
 
   “Perhaps there is.” She glided forward, all ivory silk and curled blond hair, the flowery scent she wore overpowering every other odor in the room. Brett stared at her. Elizabeth was undeterred by his scowl; curiosity and anger propelled her to stand before him.
 
   “Care to offer me a drink?” Her tone was challenging.
 
   “I’m in no mood to play host. You know where the sherry is.”
 
   Her eyes flashed at him. “Such poor manners from a future peer of the realm.” She walked away, knowing well that any reference to his distant title infuriated him. She went to the cabinet that held the sherry decanter, took out a glass and filled it. “Did you and the Señora quarrel? My, my.”
 
   Brett slammed his glass down onto a desktop. The sound was sharp and loud in the quiet room and Elizabeth flinched. “What do you want Elizabeth?” he snarled. “If this is a social call, you may consider it over and leave.”
 
   She didn’t merely sip her sherry, she gulped it. “You have no reason to be uncivil with me.” She poured another drink and moved a little closer. “I didn’t make you angry. Don’t confuse me with that Mexican upstairs.” Her eyes glittered with a hardness that matched his own. “Don’t ever confuse me with her. She’s cold, Michael - much too frigid for you.”
 
   He said nothing, so she took that as a safe sign to approach. She sidled up to him, peeping at him through her lashes.”
 
   “Do you remember, Michael, all the times we’ve been together . . . for eleven years now, off and on, since I was fifteen. You were my first - ”
 
   “Wrong, love.”
 
   “Well, you were always the first in my heart.” She pouted. “You were the true reason I’ve never married.”
 
   She looked him straight in the eye, daring him to refute her. He didn’t make the attempt, not with words; but the mocking, cynical smile on his face told her he knew her lie for what it was. Damn him and his rudeness! Anger simmered in her brain.
 
   “Eleven years - we’ve been intimate for all that time, and now I’ve come all the way from England to see you, to this - unspeakable, provincial country, which I despise more with every second I’m here - and you all but ignore me! We’ve only made love twice! Twice!” Rage turned her classically-shaped face into something more human, but not necessarily attractive. She still kept her distance, but he knew her fingers itched to scratch him.
 
   “If I thought you really were infatuated with that foreigner, at least I could understand why you don’t want me,” she continued. “But you’re not. You may have Antoinette fooled, and even her fooled, but I know you far too well, Michael Brett! You’ve made it all up! A woman like her - you told me once how much you hate aristocratic attitudes . . . well, she could outdo Queen Victoria, with all her noble airs! And I guarantee you she’s more of a nun in bed, than a real woman. Her type - .”
 
   “You can stop ranting, Elizabeth.” His blue-gray eyes held a considering contempt as they raked her face, and the hand that clamped onto her shoulder hurt. His gaze was bored, almost . . . but a certain ugly light flicked in his pupils, one that Elizabeth recognized and which both thrilled her and scared her. It meant he was wanting something in a certain way, which might involve innovations which were both painful and wicked, but which she craved as much as he . . . for as long as they both could stand it.
 
   She turned her head to kiss the large hand gripping her shoulder. Then she bit it. His in-drawn breath was his only reaction, and she sighed; and she’d thought he would hit her. Instead he struck her with words.
 
   “Christina’s airs aren’t put on, my dear - they’re quite real. She is as much of a lady as she seems. Just as you are as much of a slut as you seem.”
 
   She went for him with nails extended. He pushed her down, onto the Persian rug that covered the floor. He ripped the neck of her silk blouse, scattering the pearl buttons . . .and she was helping him, ruining her clothes in her haste to become exposed. Together they stripped her naked, there on the hard library floor, and then it was his turn. But he only opened the front of his trousers and wouldn’t remove anything else, which pleased her because the texture of his clothes against her skin was so rough . . . and the rug against her back was so rough . . . and his fingers inside her were worse, they plunged in thoughtlessly and explored thoroughly, and then another hardness entered her and it was smooth, and so much better than anything, anything else in the world.
 
   She whispered to him afterwards, as they lay on their backs, staring up at the decorative plaster ceiling. “If we marry, darling, it can be like this all the time. If we stay together . . . or if you wish it, I would go back to England, and you could join me whenever you liked. And then, oh God, think how wonderful it would be! That way you could still be here with your provincials and your savages - but I would be your wife, and I would bear your sons in England and bring them up as they deserve. I’m thinking of your convenience, darling! I would be the most accommodating wife, you would be so happy . . .”
 
   Her eyes shined as they turned to him, then the glow left. He was staring at her, the cleft in his left cheek denoting black humor. She knew he was about to hurt her. She didn’t think she could stand it - not now. Her dreams were too beautiful to be spoiled.
 
   She placed two fingers on his lips.
 
   “Hush. If you say anything I don’t want to hear, I will die. Just think about it . . . how uncomplicated our marriage would be. I would expect nothing of you except your name. You would have perfect freedom, darling. And so would I.” She leaned over and kissed him, her teeth fastening onto his lower lip and tugged for a few seconds. He didn’t kiss her back, and she knew for now, at least, the interlude was over. But she felt quite exhilarated, despite his lack of enthusiasm for their marriage. She would convince him eventually, she was positive of it; because what other woman would allow him the privileges she intended? And what other lady would permit him unlimited sexual license in bed - or out of it, as the case may be? No one. Certainly not that prudish, priggish Señora upstairs . . .
 
   So she was not upset when Michael left her alone in the library, with no further words except an admonition to cover up her mangled blouse from view of the servants. He managed to toss her a green tablecloth which he’d removed from the tea table before departing. She could take his action as concern for her reputation. Unfortunately she knew better; more than likely, he didn’t want any talk to reach Lady de Sainz. Elizabeth wondered what excuse she could use to parade herself, tablecloth and all, through Christina’s room . . .
 
   *
 
   Michael Brett paused outside the closed door. Nothing from inside. She must be asleep. She’d had a tough morning, he’d grant her that. He only wished that the memory of her earlier, all stretched out in bed, long hair spilling everywhere and barely covered body outlined beneath the sheet, didn’t thrust itself into his brain with such astonishing force. He needed to forget about Christina de Sainz. He needed to stop wanting her.
 
   He ran an angry hand through already mussed dark hair, wondering how the mere thought of her was able to arouse him - especially just after having had sex with another woman. But his easy arousal was nothing new. It seemed Christina had managed to intrude into his mind with frustrating frequency. His daydreams were all about making love to her - slowly and thoroughly or swiftly and thoroughly, it didn’t matter, because the end was the same. He wanted to have her, over and over again, until the novelty of it bored him. And his kissing her today hadn’t helped, either. Now he had the sweet taste of her to remember, and the memory would drive him crazy - crazier even then he already was . . .
 
   Why in hell had he offered to take Christina to Texas? He’d had no intentions of doing anything like that. Until he’d seen her face this morning, beautiful and pensive and distant in the autumn sunlight, and wondered what it would look like beneath the harsh glare of the Texas sun, which led him to think about his ranch with its big, hand-carved wooden bed . . . he’d known better than to drag her down to Texas, so close to the war. But he’d been enticed by the idea of throwing her into his bed on his ranch, so far away from civilization and with no reminders of genteel behavior. Maybe there, she would give up her idiotic ideals and give in to nature. Which was an idealistic view of life in itself, because if and when he brought her to his ranch he would have no time to spend with her there, in bed of otherwise. He would be in Mexico, working.
 
   He heard light footsteps on the stairway. Elizabeth, ascending to her room? He moved on to his door, opened it and went inside, shutting it firmly. There was no telling whether Elizabeth meant to join him and continue the encounter begun on the library floor . . . but he had no desire for her so soon. Besides, he was tired of her incessant talk of marriage, and although he possessed no conscience where Elizabeth was concerned - and would probably make convenient use of her body again - he was in no mood to play her games now.
 
   He needed to put both women off his mind. His meeting with President Polk had only reinforced the sense of tenseness and urgency which he felt, and which was apparently also shared by Polk. Public opinion was turning against the war, despite the remarkable number of volunteers who kept joining up, and Polk knew just how fine a line his presidency traversed. He needed encouraging news. He wanted Brett to give him some. Unfortunately, Brett had never been good at sympathy. His advice to the President pointed toward focusing on Mexico City instead of also on the frontier and California, and on winning the war rather than naively hoping Santa Anna would agree to peace. He also encouraged Polk to trust General Taylor a trifle more than he did. Whether Polk appreciated this advice, Michael couldn’t tell and didn’t really care.
 
   What did concern him was the letter he’d had from Julian yesterday. Not only had his cousin passed on the latest news of Santa Anna and Taylor; he’d also stated that his own men were ready and he intended to lead them on to Monterey - where the Mexican forces were expected to dig in, and the next big battle would take place. What Julian intended to do there, Michael could only guess at. Damn Julian for not giving him any more information! He didn’t even know who Julian’s contact with the regular army was; if Julian’s messages stopped coming, he wouldn’t even know to whom to write to find out whether he was still alive.
 
   Michael had intended to get out of his riding clothes and into something more suitable for indoors. He changed his mind. A good, hard gallop was what he needed - something to take his thoughts off of Julian and off of Christina, and off of Elizabeth and Polk and every other irritation in his life.
 
   He reversed his steps and went back downstairs, ignoring his aunt’s call from the rear of the house. He stalked down the porch steps and yelled for his groom. Then deciding not to wait, he went around to the stable to saddle his horse himself. The familiar act of fooling with his stallion allowed his mind to detach itself and make one firm decision: he would give Polk only two more weeks of his time. After that, he was headed west - to join the army or join Julian, whichever unit would have him. He didn’t care, so long as he was there - and knew first-hand what was going on.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 11
 
   Julian Torrance wished that Michael were somewhere in the vicinity. Brett was far better at understanding and explaining army matters than Julian. Julian’s high intellect was suited for deep thinking and organization, and even for carrying out his complex planning . . . but when it came to politics and the all-white American, he found himself at something of a loss.
 
   Captain Dulles shook his head in deep, commiserating disgust.
 
   “Now you know and I know that this eight-week armistice is nothing more than a barrelful of cow shit. The Mexies know it, too - and Ol’ Zack himself knows it. Why in hell both sides agreed to it, and are abiding by it, I ain’t figured out yet. Except, of course, that the Mexies have a lot more to gain than we do. I swear, I don’t understand Ol’ Zack sometimes! We win the dang battle, after three days of fighting and after losing nearly five hundred men - and instead of keeping prisoner the dang Mexies who surrendered, he goes and sets them free with their Goddamn guns!” Dulles continued to shake his burly red head. “Well I don’t pretend to comprehend that kind of policy, but then I ain’t no general. Anyway, this armistice can’t last, and everybody knows it. The President’s liable to end it himself, as soon as he gets the word.”
 
   Julian imagined that Polk would have a Presidential fit when he found out Zachary Taylor had exceeded his authority so far as to sign an armistice after winning the battle of Monterey, without permission; certainly, Polk would terminate the armistice. But in the meantime, both armies had agreed to a cease fire. So what did Captain Dulles of the Texas Rangers and the American Army want with him?
 
   “I suspect you have a reason, Joshua, for taking the trouble to find me.”
 
   Dulles scratched his bearded face. “Someone in authority wants to know if you and your boys would care to ignore this cease-fire, and continue on with business. We’re willing to pay.”
 
   Julian looked the big man over. Dulles had courage, he’d give him that. The man had gone to quite a bit of effort to locate him in the first place, and today had ridden boldly into the Indian-village headquarters, past the villainous “boys,” to speak to him. Clearly this business was important.
 
   Julian’s arched black eyebrow raised itself in saturnine superiority. “Exactly what are you paying? My associates will want to know.”
 
   “How many of them are there?”
 
   “It varies. My men have several side interests that keep them busy from time to time; I call them in for a particular job as I need them. With a day’s notice I can depend on as many as thirty or forty.”
 
   “I’m authorized to issue your men fifteen dollars a month. That’s more than double what the regular soldiers make. Plus there might even be a bonus, for a job well done. As far as your own wages go - you can pretty well name your own price, I expect.”
 
   Torrance thought for a moment, then said, “If I agree to hire out to the United States Army, I don’t want any interference on the way I run things, or the methods I use to get results.”
 
   Dulles smiled unkindly. “We want as much trouble for the Mexies as we can buy. What type of trouble is up to you. Just remember to file a report now and then, and pass along any information you happen to run across. We’ll leave you alone, except for a suggestion or two once in a while.”
 
   Torrance stared out the bare window of the adobe hut, towards the high peaks of the Sierra Madrés. In his line of sight, but overlooked, were about a dozen dark-skinned men, gambling and drinking and waiting to hear what the Ranger had said. Men who would kill to loot, but who especially killed for pleasure, when the victim happened to be a Mexican Solado. Men who were ready for action but would quickly disappear, if bored for long.
 
   Torrance turned a flat, unreadable gaze on Dulles. He held out his hand.
 
   “You’ve got a deal. We’ll ride out tonight.”
 
   *
 
   The days following the Highcastor’s Ball all seemed to speed by in a disturbing blur. True to her promise, Antoinette continued to insist that Christina accompany her on her formidable social regimen, taking her on morning calls, to a musical, to two supper parties, to three afternoon card parties, and on one “fall picnic.” Christina submitted gratefully. She much preferred, these days, to be amongst admiring strangers than to endure alone her own thoughts.
 
   She couldn’t sleep at night. She couldn’t eat; every bite of food had to be forced down her throat. She couldn’t concentrate. Her abstracted gaze during a conversation was taken for European manners, instead of the complete lack of attention it really was.
 
   It wasn’t all Michael’s fault.
 
   She was worried about the war and the condition of her people. Thankfully, she knew that none of the fighting was even close to Jalapa and her estate yet. Due to the uncensored political talk that went on at every gathering, she gained a more accurate idea of true events than anyone possessed in Mexico, outside of the soldiers themselves. All one had to do was listen to become informed. She was aware of every current American army campaign, from California all the way down the frontier, including the disposition of most of the regiments and their overall objectives; she knew all about President Polk’s dislike of his best Generals; she had heard plenty of gossip about the proposed Vera Cruz landing and subsequent march to Mexico City, which would supposedly win the war. Everyone in Washington, from the servants to the senators, discussed state secrets with remarkable indiscretion. Anyone in this town could have learned what she had learned merely by socializing. And Michael was right; because of this knowledge she had become valuable to Santa Anna.
 
   She had begun to hope that she might see Santa Anna again after all, and soon. She was being followed. She had observed it on every outing, a man either on foot or horsed, carefully trailing her carriage to its destination and then waiting to watch her on the drive home. She didn’t recognize any of these men. But on three separate occasions Angel Manzanal had been present at the same function she attended. She was sure it was him now, and although he never spoke to her - there being no opportunity - he gave her significant looks from time to time. It drove her crazy with frustration to remain circumspect, when she wanted to know what he was planning! She assumed he was here to rescue her; yet how?
 
   But the jealous eyes of Elizabeth Scott-Gould were on her constantly, as well as many others, and there was nothing she could do without calling attention to Manzanal in his absurd French disguise. She only hoped he had the sense to arrange her rescue, and their passage back to Mexico.
 
   It was becoming difficult, now, for her to even picture her home. She had a vague impression of beauty and innocence and comfortable solitude. But superimposed over that peaceful image were others: the horrible imaginings of war, ripping apart that quiet place and staining the grounds with blood - and above all, the contradictory face of Brett, one moment impatient and harsh, and the next, intense and mocking and almost tender as he played at concern and desire. Mexico and the Hacienda de los Flores Rajas seemed distant and unreal when compared with the overwhelming presence of death and war and Michael Brett. In her mind and in her dreams, they were all becoming inexplicably entwined. Michael was beginning to equal the effects of devastation that meant war; and the potential victims of both were her estate and herself.
 
   It wasn’t that she was afraid of Michael, she was simply frightened of what he would do to her through her own cooperation. She liked her independence: emotional and financial. She liked being Patrona, a great lady more resembling her ancestors than any of her immediate relations, such as her father, disgraced and in exile, and her two estranged brothers, now penniless Court toadies. She liked being in control. She never, ever intended to end up as had her mother before her death - homeless and broken due to the foolishness of an ambitious man. Felipé had been as politically harmless as her father was calculating. Yet, Michael was the very embodiment of deceit and social upheaval . . . her father’s twin. She could never allow him to rule her head, her heart, or her conscience. She could never repeat the mistakes of her mother and die young, disillusioned and deprived of dignity. She could never love Michael to the point she would aid him in his schemes and forget her duty to her country, like her mother . . .
 
   Imagined or not, Mexico was her haven and her salvation. Just as the war marched closer to her home, so did fear and anxiety to her heart. She had to leave Washington and leave Michael, soon - before she gave in to him and gave up her life, such as she knew it and wanted it to be. She’d never loved a man before; but she was honest enough about her own nature to know that if she did all her determination and loyalty would be his to play with. That was too dangerous a gift to present to Michael Brett. Her country must come first. She had to go home.
 
   If only Manzanal would finalize his plans and contact her, telling her when they could go! The tension in the Georgetown brick house was mounting daily. She and Michael ignored and avoided each other, each leaving a room when the other entered it, after exchanging long, cool glances. Only in public were they polite to one another. And although Elizabeth enjoyed this antagonism with a spitefulness of her own, encouraging it whenever possible, Antoinette seemed worried, her gaze often searching and perturbed as it rested on one or the other of the members of the household. But apparently she decided interference was futile; she made no attempt to delve into the tumultuous atmosphere of the house, preferring instead to rally its occupants, including herself, to some social function or other. With Christina and Elizabeth, she was always successful; but Michael went his own way, disappearing for hours without explanation, his mood touchy at best.
 
   Matters continued like this for nearly two weeks. And Christina sensed that events were building to a climax; one that she hoped would end with her well on her way to Mexico, and out of Washington with all its tension. Before something terrible and irreversible occurred.
 
   *
 
   The packet of dispatches was stained by the blood of the man who had clutched them to him as he died. The blood didn’t make reading them easy. But Julian managed, his booted feet straddling the body of the deceased Mexican soldier as he perused the man’s prize.
 
   They were meant for Santa Anna, the pile of them sent from Mexico City. They would never reach him.
 
   Julian sifted through replies to requisitions, messages from politicians and generals, letters from private citizens. One in particular caught his eye; it was from Luis Arredondo, a rich marquès Julian had met before on a mining survey. The missive contained two queries: Had Santa Anna yet learned the fate of Doña Señora de Sainz y Sequenza Cabra? When did Santa Anna desire the first of the shipments of silver to be delivered?
 
   The letter made Julian smile. He was amused by the reference to the Señora. But it was the mention of silver which lit his black eyes like a torch at night. He could guess where the ore would come from, and where it was headed; all that remained would be to snatch it before it reached Santa Anna. Child’s play! His men wouldn’t mind a more dangerous, deeper foray into Mexico if a cache of silver would be their reward. No, indeed. Julian decided this particular letter should be sent on to Santa Anna, after all, so that the General could schedule the shipments. He removed the letter from the rest of the bundle and tucked it into a jacket pocket.
 
   The next message Julian read wiped all pleasure from his face. It was written nearly a month before in Havana, Cuba, and was from a certain Colonel Angel Manzanal. Manzanal had pinpointed the whereabouts of the General’s cousin Christina de Sainz, after much investigation. She was in America, in the capital city of Washington; and had been taken there as a captive by Michael Brett of Texas, sometimes called Lord Brett, a man who had attended the General’s reception under the name of Patton-Smythe. Manzanal gave a description of Brett’s political affiliations, sketchy but mostly accurate. He termed Brett “extremely dangerous.” Manzanal stated he believed the Señora was alive but, of course, that happy situation may not last a day longer. He was preparing to depart for Washington to enable her rescue; and, if possible, to kill her abductor.
 
   Julian stared at the large handwriting, trying to deduce what kind of man had written it. Manzanal was persistent and determined, but was he capable of taking the Señora away from Michael, and killing him as well? Was he that strong a man - or that devious? Who was he?
 
   Frowning, Julian stalked over to his horse and extracted writing materials from his saddlebags. He penned two messages. The first he sent off with a young Comanche Indian, headed for the coast, who would then hand it to another man instructed to immediately take ship for America. The second went off in another direction. It was a request for information; any known fact about Colonel Angel Manzanal, of Santa Anna’s personal staff. It was marked “urgent.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 12
 
   Michael Brett drank his whiskey in a long gulp, thinking about the frantic and frustrating past few days and the unpleasant time ahead of him; and wondering what in hell he was doing here, at the home of Representative and Mrs. Lucius Armstrong, getting drunk as he watched couples dancing past.
 
   Geoffrey Lowndes eyed him from across the room, and Michael tipped his empty glass in mocking salute. They had argued so violently the day before that the President had to settle the dispute, and he had done it in Michael’s favor; an act that Lowndes resented so bitterly Brett knew he had now made another enemy. Not that they worried him. What did bother him was whether Lowndes would obey the President in the end, and stay away from Christina, until she and Antoinette could pack up and leave Washington. Because he wouldn’t be around to protect her. He was departing for Mexico, early tomorrow morning.
 
   Event had followed event so swiftly that all Washington was reeling: first had come the big cabinet meeting three days ago in which the Vera Cruz landing force was discussed and all but decided on. Michael had been brought in as an expert on the terrain. The next day General Taylor’s dispatches were received from Monterey, and news of the devastating, but successful battle leaked from the President’s office, along with the shocking fact of the armistice. The President’s disapproval of this high-handed action was no secret to anyone in town, least of all his cabinet minister, who obviously agreed, since today they had voted to end it. Michael had been asked to give his opinion on that score, as well.
 
   The President was sending a polite, but firmly-worded dispatch to Taylor tomorrow, ordering him to continue fighting and telling him where to do it. Polk had directed Michael to follow the courier to Mexico and attach himself to Taylor’s staff, to assist him in carrying out his orders. Michael was only too happy to go.
 
   But there was still the nagging problem of Christina. Lowndes had intended to keep her in Washington, setting himself up as her jailor. He had assured Brett she would be well taken care of, a statement to which he had replied quite rudely. The final disposition of the Señora de Sainz was left up to Polk. And Polk wanted her out of town, as swiftly and silently as possible. Polk had decided any knowledge the Señora might have concerning Mexico that she had not already told them was unimportant in view of the consequences that might result should her real presence in Washington become known. He relied on Brett to arrange her departure. Michael turned immediately to his aunt.
 
   Antoinette Torrance had received a shock of her own, only yesterday. Rowan had jubilantly informed her that he was joining the Texas Rangers, and would soon be leaving the war to find his company, now in Monterey with Taylor. He was off to fight Mexicans, as he had always wanted to do, but never had out of respect for his mother. And he would go at the end of the week - despite all her tears and protests.
 
   Rowan’s sudden rebellion had both astonished and devastated Antoinette. When Michael approached her with news of his even more imminent departure and asked if she was planning to remain here in Washington or go home to Texas, she had emphatically replied “Texas.” And she would be pleased to take Christina along with her. They would winter at Tor Bend, the huge Spanish-style estate Bradley had built his wife twenty years ago near Goliad. And if either Rowan or Michael could get leave, they could join them there for Christmas.
 
   Michael then surprised himself and Antoinette by asking her to keep her plans quiet for a while. He didn’t want her to tell either Elizabeth, who would be forced to return to England, or Christina, just yet. Elizabeth, he planned to avoid, leaving her to Antoinette once he was gone. Christina he intended to tell himself. Tonight.
 
   Which was why he had followed her here, to yet another boring social function. And also why he needed the whiskey. He was sure she was going to give him the devil of a trying time, as soon as she found out he was dumping her on his aunt. But first, he had to extract a promise from her that she wouldn’t leave Antoinette and run away on her own. He had to remind her that she had already agreed to go to Texas, while somehow convincing her to stay there until he managed to return to take her home to Mexico. But he knew, in the end, he would have to resort to threats.
 
   Yet, he was reluctant to play any harsh or unpleasant games tonight. He was leaving Christina tomorrow, for God alone knew how long; and he wished they were on better terms. It would’ve been nice to be able to kiss her goodbye without a lot of resistance. It would’ve been even nicer to make love to her before he left, giving them both something to remember during the weeks ahead. He never had bedded her, and the thought rankled.
 
   He downed another whiskey. Elizabeth danced by, her blonde head inclined toward her partner, a Senator from Virginia. She glanced up as she passed, smiling secretively. Brett’s left eyebrow rose but he made no other acknowledgment. She must have seen something derisive in his face because she frowned and looked away. Elizabeth was not pretty when she scowled; her soft skin stretched into hardness, unbecoming to her particular type. Ane he was tired of her type. Thank God, he would be rid of her soon!
 
   He searched the crowd for Christina. She was dancing, too, her form perfect, as always. Her back was straight, her chin was level and her pale green dress swirled as she turned in the arms of an unfamiliar man. He watched her, eyes narrowing as he noted her genuine enjoyment. What was different about her this evening? Why was she glowing? Her high cheeks had flushed, her eyes even from this distance were large and a brilliant green. There was a slight smile curving her lips that was both intriguing and playful. On the whole, her face was uncommonly lovely, and suspiciously sensual. She was up to something. The question was what.
 
   He tried to get a good look at her waltz partner, but all the other dancers were contributing to prevent it. Continually, someone in black or red or white or grey blocked his view. He was becoming downright irritated. All he was able to ascertain was that Christina’s partner was medium-tall and slightly built; he wore the uniform of a Frenchman. He wore a mustache.
 
   Michael fingered his empty glass and contemplated cutting in on the dance when two of Polk’s cabinet ministers bore down on him, drinks in hand and in the middle of a discussion on the Mexican mind to which he was obliged to contribute. Twenty minutes later, after the gentlemen had wandered off, Michael turned back to scan the dance floor. Both Christina and the Frenchmen were gone.
 
   Manzanal had kissed her hand for the third time and seemed reluctant to let it go. She was forced to tug until he noticed and released it. He was rhapsodizing, yet again, on her appearance and how remarkable she looked under such terrible circumstances. She cut through his flattery with a sharp question regarding his plans for her rescue. The night was cold, she had no wrap, and even though they were protected from the wind in the deserted backyard summerhouse, she was freezing. Besides, she had sense enough to know she would soon be missed. She certainly didn’t intend to be discovered conspiring with Manzanal now, practically on the eve of her flight to Mexico.
 
   Noticing her shivering, Manzanal drew himself up and related his intentions. “Everything is arranged. We will leave in a day or two on a clipper ship that will take us to a steamer bound for New Orleans. I am sure that by traveling there, instead of to Texas, we will throw off any pursuit.”
 
   But why shouldn’t they go immediately to Texas? Christina wanted to ask, anxious to get as close to home as possible in as short an amount of time. She halfway wondered if anyone would bother with pursuing her, at any rate. Michael appeared to dislike her these days so completely that he might be glad she had escaped, state secrets or no state secrets. But then again, he was a determined man and too smart to let her get away easily, even if he did despise her. He would probably come after her. She shuddered again, and not from the chill. She didn’t want to be within reach of his hands if he ever caught her. This time, he might kill her. So she kept her speculations to herself.
 
   Manzanal went on to tell her that she needn’t pack a thing; it was too risky. He dwelled on the danger to her, not realizing that she was scarcely even a prisoner anymore. He would provide a respectable amount of luggage; she had merely to dress in her riding costume at dawn, tomorrow morning and on the days following, until he appeared in the yard outside her window. She would then walk downstairs and outside, claiming an appointment to go riding should she meet anyone. She would head toward the stable but continue on behind it, where he would be waiting with two swift horses. They would then ride to the boat that would begin their journey immediately. If she were unable for some reason to carry out the plan, she had merely to light a candle and place it on the windowsill in full view. He would see it and make other arrangements.
 
   The sheer simplicity of the escape pleased Christina. She had half expected that Manzanal would attempt something dramatic - such as snatching her from a carriage, or storming the house, sword in hand. That type of gesture had his romantic stamp on it. But this - merely walking away - this was beautiful, and would be a particularly ironic joke on Michael Brett, too. How he deserved it!
 
   She smiled, which delighted Manzanal so much he reached for her hand again. She allowed him to kiss it. This prompted another series of overwhelming compliments to her beauty, courage and magnamity which came to an abrupt halt when they both heard the distant shutting of a door and rapid footsteps. Christina and the Colonel stared at each other in instant dismay - then Christina pushed Manzanal toward the open rear door of the gazebo. “Go, and hurry,” she hissed at him in Spanish, which they had been speaking since they entered the octagonal structure. He looked at her, clearly torn between wishing to protect her and the necessary secrecy that required him to hide. She shoved him again, growing desperate and angry. “Leave me!” she whispered, and this time he went. He disappeared out the back of the summerhouse just before a tall, wide-shouldered man stepped in the front. A man dressed in dark, evening clothes that blended evilly with the night. A man who said her name, said it with a softness that was as deceiving as his shadowed, expressionless face.
 
   “Chrissie. What are you doing out here?”
 
   She stepped back, bracing against the wall as noisily as she could to cover any sounds of Manzanal’s escape. “I needed air. It’s too hot inside.”
 
   He moved closer, blocking out the faint moonlight so she could no longer see his face at all. But she had the impression he could see hers - see it and read it for truth of the lies she spoke.
 
   “You’ve been gone quite a while. Were you alone all this time?” How casual he sounded, how uncaring. But she knew better. She hated that even tone of voice, because it was always the opposite of how he felt. He was furious; and the only reason she could think of to cause his anger must be that he had seen and recognized Manzanal, despite the Colonel’s boast that Brett had never looked him full in the face. Somehow Michael must have spotted him. But possibly just possibly, she could convince Michael that Manzanal really was the amorous Frenchman he made himself out to be. She must try, at any rate. She had nothing to lose, except maybe his belief in her virtue.
 
   “Is it your business if I went for a walk?” She made her voice as cool and insouciant as she could when her entire body was shaking.
 
   “It just might be. We’re supposed to be nearly engaged, after all. You were seen, sweetheart, sneaking away with a man who was definitely not me.”
 
   “I didn’t sneak. I slipped outside, where it was cool, and it happened that Pierre - I mean the Chevalier followed me. No harm was done . . . ”
 
   “Señora, you amaze me.” From the taut sound of his voice he had clenched his teeth. “You allowed a complete stranger to escort you alone on a walk in a dark garden? Why in hell didn’t you send him away, or come back inside immediately? And how did you end up in here? What in Christ’s name were you doing with him, Chrissie?” His voice grew harsh with disbelief and, in some indefinable way, raw disappointment. He stood only a foot away from her, but didn’t touch her, not yet. He waited for her next words.
 
   She was thinking, her mind both accepting and rejecting that it was jealousy or a possessiveness like jealousy that had brought him out here, and not any recognition of Manzanal. The idea staggered her, threw her brain off center so that it could scarcely function.
 
   “I wasn’t dong anything with him. We were talking . . .”
 
   “In the dark? In this cold, isolated building? What happened to your sense of propriety, Señora, your love of honor? You’ve forgotten yourself. Or was his persuasion a little stronger than mine?” His hands were warm to her icy shoulders, but his grip was cruel. There was an equal amount of strength and anger in his fingers as they tightened, bruising her, scaring her. Long shudders rippled her skin. He felt them or sensed them, because he said, “This is no time to feel the cold querida. You should be used to it by now. Or did he manage to keep you warm?”
 
   His words were hateful and sarcastic, and she wanted to refute them, to throw them back into his sneering face; how dare he accuse her of dalliance! But she couldn’t; she knew it and hated it. She had to be sure he wasn’t just testing her, trying in some diabolical way to make her admit to Colonel Manzanal. It would be just like him to use her own pride against her in order to trick her. She must stick to her original story, even if the sordidness of it made her ill with shame and disgust.
 
   “Whatever I do is none of your business. Let go of me!”
 
   “Did you say that to him, too, sweetheart? I doubt it. Where did he go in such a hurry? Why did he run away and leave you alone out here?”
 
   “He didn’t run away. We thought it best if we returned to the ballroom separately. Suspicious minds - ”
 
   “Damn you to hell, Christina de Sainz.” He jerked her to him and his mouth on hers was rough and hurting. She pushed against him, frightened because there was no feeling for her in his kiss . . . only anger and something ugly, that she had never sensed in him before, ever.
 
   “Michael,” she said his name as a kind of plea.
 
   “No talking. I’ve heard enough empty lies from you to last a lifetime.” He raised his head in the darkness and stared down into her face, eyes scaring her even though she could barely see them. “You really had me fooled, with your virgin airs and your damned pretended holiness - ”
 
   Oh, God, there must be a way out of this without endangering Manzanal and her one chance at freedom, there must -
 
   But he took her arm, pulling her against him and moved out of the gazebo and onto the grass. The air was freezing; but she barely felt it now. They headed around the house, toward the front yard and the street, where all the carriages were lined up and waiting for occupants which might be hours in coming. She tried to stop, to jerk away, but his voice in her ear halted her resistance.
 
   “We’re going home, querida. And if you fight me or speak one more word, so help me Christ I’ll slap you silly, right here in front of the servants and everybody else who’d care to look. In fact, I’d like to do it. So just try me.”
 
   She believed him, she’d no reason to test his temper. Still, her mind worked to drum up some excuse that would pacify him, some reasonable explanation for her behavior that would appease his indefinable rage without giving away her secret.
 
   Meanwhile, he was called for their carriage, and pushed her inside; seated himself across from her, proceeded to stare at her as though she were some fascinating but loathsome discovery he had only recently made.
 
   They didn’t speak during the short ride home. Then he took her by the hand, not acknowledging the coldness of her skin or the look of desperation in her eyes. He swept her out of the carriage and into the town home’s empty foyer and up the stairway. He didn’t pause before her door but continued on to his. He thrust her inside the large, dim room, and turned to twist the key in the lock, which he pocketed. Then he faced her.
 
   “No more games, Chrissie,” he said softly, his shadowed expression hard and grim. “I know you have plenty of reason to hate me. If I were in your situation, I’d hate me, too. But I won’t let you turn to another man.” He came forward then, but she refused to back away. She stood still, arms hugging herself in the chilly room, until he stood before her and she saw the harsh glitter of his pale eyes. It unnerved her that they were alone in this heathy quiet room, and he was only a foot away, and she knew he was determined now . . . she was frightened, but she was tingling, too, in a series of chills that rippled through flesh that was growing warmer.
 
   “I’ve waited too long, you see. Ever since I was laid up in bed in your house, and you came to visit me, so beautiful in your patronizing way . . . so desirable, despite your well-bred sneers for a lovely gringo. I wanted you then, God knows I did. I wanted to touch your face, like this - ” he suited action to words, and even though his voice was low and husky and mocking, his fingers were deft and easy on her skin. “And I wanted to take down all that hair you manage to keep pinned up. Just like this.” His hands moved to release the tight pins, and gradually her hair fell down to her waist. He combed through it for a few seconds, while she continued to stand as if turned to stone. “And mainly I wanted to take off whatever it was you had on then, and I have every time I saw you since. I wanted - I want - to know your body, Chrissie, as well as you now it yourself. Better, even. I want that knowledge . . .” He reached around her for the hooks and buttons that fastened her gown. He found them, one by one, and undid them. Until the dress dropped to the carpeted floor. She stood in her batiste undergarments, shaking but strangely and terribly acquiescent, as he found the ties that held up her petticoat and bound up her corset. In a matter of seconds they too fell away, and everything else and she knew the odd sensation of standing nude in her heeled dancing slippers. He left her then, to cross the room and light a lamp. In its glow, his eyes narrowed on her with a fixed intensity, but his mouth twisted with mockery and black irony.
 
   “Try not to look so horrified, love. It almost spoils the effect.”
 
   Whatever spell he had put on her was broken by his perverse words. She stepped out of her shoes, kicked off the limp silk stockings, and moved toward the door. It was locked.
 
   He was laughing, and the sound made her skin prick. She turned; he advanced toward her, hands at the neck of his shirt, undoing his cravat. He untied it and tossed it away. He shrugged out of his black frock coat, his waistcoat . . . and he came closer, until he was close enough to touch her. His hand gripped her shoulder, so that his palm grazed the white swelling of her breast. He smiled.
 
   “No running away, love. Not now, not anymore. Why don’t you give up your stupid game of pretending you’re a virgin and accept the fact that you’re an experienced woman, and that I’m going to make love to you, and find out just exactly what you do know? It can be fun. I’ll let you show me how smart you are. I’ll even call you Patrona . . .”
 
   He was being sarcastic and mean, and his words hurt her worse than any pain she remembered feeling. Why he was capable of tearing at her so deeply with only a few contemptuous words was unknown to her at the time. She only understood that he both desired her and despised her, that he was trying to push her into fighting him so he could take her with force, and no tenderness . . . although she didn’t comprehend any of it, any of his motives, any of his wishes.
 
   Her mind rebelled. She was escaping him tomorrow, or the day after; she was leaving him, thank God . . . there would be no more of this; no more wrenching fear, no more longing and no more loving, no more hating . . .
 
   He swore, and she felt its imprint on her lips when he kissed her. How cruel such a gentle act could be! How odd to be crushed naked against a linen shirt with hard round buttons! How freakish to know that his hands were clasping her bare soft buttocks, pressing them so that her entire lower body molded to his trousers and noted the texture of the gabardine, so rough to her own silken skin. How incredibly strange, the strength of him, the demanding power that was all focused on her, straining to hold itself back, to keep from breaking her, to keep from rending her in two -
 
   There were no words, he wouldn’t permit her to speak, and he didn’t say anything until he had her in the bed and he was naked, too, and his fingers found the wetness of her where she hadn’t known she would be wet. “That’s right, love, that’s good.” was all he said. But she barely heard him; she was concentrating on his touch, which was going deeper inside her, so deep that she had forgotten it was possible. Felipé had never done this, any of this. He had never kissed her breasts as though he were a suckling baby; he had never paid much attention at all to that frustrating, sensitive little area hidden beneath the courser hair between her thighs, that Michael seemed to find so easily. He had never caressed her in that way, so that the movement of questing fingers reached deep inside her, while at the same time grazing that surprising spot. He had never brought her to this precious, encompassing brink where she thought she might die - until being joined together to a man in a manner she had never imagined before, a way that hurt her and filled her and made her cry from the unbelievable pleasure of it. She lost all thought, of Felipé, of anyone or anything else. There was only Michael, who refused to grant her mercy, who wouldn’t leave her, even when it was over, but instead remained inside - until desire grew again, and it started again.
 
   *
 
   Christina lay asleep on her stomach, face half-buried in a pillow, while he stroked the bare length of her back and her buttocks and her legs and he realized he was finally sober. He had been for a long time, actually. Since he had first thrust inside her and the tightness had driven him half insane, destroying any lingering alcoholic twinges, sweeping his brain of everything but her. And the second time, when he had taken her a different way, startling her to begin with but pleasuring her anyhow, he had been only too clear-headed. So much for all his high-minded intentions over the past few days of staying away from her - of not getting any further involved. He was still leaving Washington in a few hours. She still didn’t know.
 
   He reached a hand into his hair, raking rough fingers through it and messing it up worse than it already was. He lay back on the bed, next to her but not touching. He let out a disgusted sigh.
 
   A little whiskey. A lot of whiskey. Whiskey and jealousy. Mix the two together and there went control - out the window, replaced by rage and lust. He would’ve thought by now that he could exercise a little calm thinking, no matter the circumstances and the provocation. He was wrong. Christina had driven him crazy, Crazy with outrage at the idea of her alone with the Frenchman - and crazy with sheer desire at the sight of her defying him there in the dark, so cold on the outside but only too warm within. He had known it from the first - known that her frosty airs were all merely a big lie, that she was as passionate-natured as he was. And he had proven it. Only it was too bad that he had found it out for truth now.
 
   His one bag was packed and waiting by the door.
 
   He had already said his goodbyes to his aunt. Hager knew he was leaving and would inform the other servants.
 
   All that was left was for him to get dressed, and go.
 
   He eased out of the bed and pulled on a set of rough-looking clothes in what little light remained before the lamp sputtered out. He went to the porcelain basin and splashed cold water on his face, getting a look at himself in the mirror - and realizing that he was only too familiar with what he saw. The unshaven, ruthless face of a reprobate. Certainly not the future Duke of Westbrook; certainly not a gentleman. Usually the thought amused him. There was no humor in him now.
 
   He went back to the bed and put out the lamp. He looked down. In the pale pre-dawn light Christina was milk-skinned and languorous, as distracting a picture as any he had ever seen. It would be so easy to slip back in bed, and hold her again, so easy to forget about Mexico for a while more, to stay here and take care of the demanding urge he felt growing once again in his pants. It would be a simple matter to push away the thought of Santa Anna, and all the killing and the fighting, and the danger to Julian and Rowan and everybody else, and remain in bed with Christina for hours yet. So simple . . . but it couldn’t be done. It was time to go, and take responsibility for some of the future casualties himself.
 
   He pulled a sheet and then a blanket over her body, covering her shoulders. He bent down and kissed the back of her exposed neck. Then he turned, picked up his bag, unlocked the door and opened it. He closed it behind him, gently. He went down the stairs and out the front door. He began the short walk to the quay without once looking back.
 
   He didn’t see the man standing in the side yard, muffled in a dark cloak and leaning against a tree. The man was smiling, and he continued to smile as he stepped into the open - in full view of the upstairs bedroom windows.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 13
 
   The early-morning fog finally drifted away, and beams of warm sunlight shot dazzling sparks off the blue-green water. But the passengers lined along the deck of the steamship Holiday Rose spared no thoughts on appreciating the gorgeous day. Every eye and every mind focused on the long-awaited sight of the flat shores of Texas.
 
   Christina and Penny were careful to stay back, as far away from the other boisterous passengers as possible. They had learned early on in the voyage that the men traveling to this part of the world were all adventurous and rowdy, whether soldiers or tradesmen; and any unaccompanied female on deck was fair game for their attentions.
 
   Manzanal was occupied with the ship’s captain, trying once again to discover anything potentially useful to Mexico - such as the complete contents of the cargo in the hold, or the destination of every American on board the ship; and was out of their way. Christina had believed his pushy attempts to befriend the captain to be shallow. But the man apparently tolerated Manzanal, because Manzanal spent a great deal of time with the captain and his officers. Time spent, such as now, away from her.
 
   And she was grateful for every minute Manzanal was not hovering over her.
 
   Her small amount of luggage was now packed, as were Penny’s and angel’s. It was time to go, and she was as anxious to leave this ship as she had been to board it in New Orleans. Her home was still many days away by the arduous overland route through Texas, into Mexico, where they would find a ship to take them on to Vera Cruz; and even though she had a suspicion she was going to regret every difficult mile, she was almost desperate to begin. The idle hours on board the ship had left her with little to do but think; and she would rather be doing anything but that. Anything, including riding across the dangerous, uneven countryside, and sleeping on it at night. Including facing hostile Indians and American soldiers. Including fighting off Manzanal, whom she knew was only biding his time until they were comparatively alone before trying to seduce her. Anything was better than thinking.
 
   Except dreaming, which was sometimes worse.
 
   The quicker she made it home, the better. In the lulling atmosphere of her hacienda she could forget. With the resumption of her standing and her duties as Patrona, she could pretend everything was the same . . . that she had never been away. That she had never known Michael Brett. That she had never changed.
 
   The town of Corpus Christi was easy to make out now, a small assortment of wood and adobe buildings bursting with activity. Ships and boats of all sizes were moored off-shore, and the Holiday Rose dropped her anchor a respectable distance out. As a cheer rang out at the splash of the anchor, Christina and Penny went below to their cabin.
 
   Christina intended to be among the first to depart.
 
   *
 
   There was no use for concealment now; he had been spotted, he was sure of it. Not making any attempts to muffle the noise, he scrambled back up the steep canyon side, dislodging dirt and rocks to fall on the heads of his pursuers below. He heard a filthy Mexican invective. Somebody must have received his inadvertent little gifts.
 
   He made it to the top wall before any of the six men who were after him. He dived behind a big lump of a boulder, pulled his pistol from its holster, primed it, and waited.
 
   A dark head emerged over the rim of the cliff. It turned from side to side, and then a hand holding a gun presented itself. The man was about to hoist himself up onto the higher ground when Michael shot. The bullet struck the surprised Mexican in the center of his chest, toppling him backwards. His scream mingled with those of his startled compatriots, still clinging to the canyon side.
 
   Michael got up and ran, crouched over to another mound of rocks a few yards distant. In the moonlight, he saw clearly, and all of his senses focused on what was about to happen next. He expected they would fan out, all five of them that remained, and leap up and over the edge at the same time, rushing him. His strategy was to pick them off one-by-one. Before they got him.
 
   It wasn’t supposed to have gone this way. He had intended to find the Mexican guerilla camp and ascertain, if he could, that it was the one that had been giving Taylor so much trouble. But then one of the Mexicans had left the small campfire after finishing his dinner, and Michael had been unable to resist following him. He just meant to knock the man out and search him before heading back to Monterey. It was an impulse; and one way or another, Michael always came to regret an impulse. Sure enough, even with a Bowie knife at his throat, the man had let out a calculated shout. Michael had been forced to kill him then, and to run, because the entire hardened guerilla band was after him.
 
   They were up and over the canyon edge in several well-spaced dark blurs of movement. Michael fired both of his pistols, his shots managing to strike two men. He flanked back again, presenting a running target to those Mexicans who dropped to the ground and tried to line him up in their sights. He made it to a clump of trees. His horse was tied up a half mile distant - if he could only get that far . . .
 
   A bullet hurtled by, then another. He dodged from tree to tree, counting on the darkness to save him from the bullets, at least, of these well-armed guerillas. But there were three of them, and they weren’t stupid. They spread out, guns put away, to run him down. They taunted him, in a Mexican-Indian dialect that he unfortunately understood. They called out in gleeful, sadistic detail what they were going to do to him when he finally dropped, and it was not pleasant. He could jog for miles. But he couldn’t sprint a whole lot longer. If he couldn’t get to his horse, he would grow winded soon, and slow down, and they would be on him with their knives. All because he had made a stupid mistake!
 
   He was about to run out of the trees and onto a bare patch of land. On the opposite side of that stretch he had tethered his stallion. Once out in the open, they could close in on him . . . but what choice did he have? He would at least try to make it to the horse. He had left his rifle there, and it was loaded.
 
   He burst out of the cover of the trees into the moonlight. One Mexican emerged behind him to the right, another to the left, another directly behind. They whooped and yelled, enjoying the sport of the chase now they were sure of victory and revenge. Out of the corner of one eye, Michael saw the moonlight glint off the long blade that one of them held poised now, ready to throw . . .
 
   A gunshot sounded from close by. The man with the knife dropped to the ground. His compadres stopped in confusion, looking at Michael, at each other, and then in dawning dismay at the group of unsavory-looking men who were just riding up - led by a tall Indian on a big dark horse, holding a rifle pointed at them.
 
   *
 
   “I won’t say I couldn’t have handled them myself. You saw how close I was to my horse -”
 
   “I saw that man about to throw his knife into your back, hermano.”
 
   “So did I. I would’ve ducked.” Michael grinned, his face streaked with sweat and dirt.
 
   Julian resisted the urge to slap him around, as he would have done in the early days when Michael was no more than a green boy and had committed something reckless and idiotic that he’d had no business doing. In those days, before and after the death of Julian’s stepfather, Michael would follow Julian into Comanche territory and perpetrate an endless number of disastrous events. Disasters which Julian had had to smooth over and which could have easily been avoided, if Michael were only someone else. They’d fought each other frequently then. Or, rather, Julian had punished Michael, in the way of a big brother. Until Michael had learned to fight back with Comanche skill.
 
   “You still haven’t informed me why you left Monterey alone, and set off to track this dangerous band of Mexican shit without even - ”
 
   “Juli, Juli.” He held up a hand to silence his friend “I knew I could find them, but I could do it faster and quieter alone. The matter was urgent enough for me to try, at least. These men have managed to intercept three carriers, kill two scouting parties and disrupt the supply line from Camargo. General Taylor was at his wit’s end yesterday - you were nowhere to be found, and the Rangers have been after these guerillas for a week without any luck. So, I decided I would locate this camp. But I had no intentions of even capturing one of them, much less killing anyone. Things just got out of hand.”
 
   Julian grimaced. “I can see that. Exactly how long have you been at Monterey?”
 
   “A week.” Michael drained his glass of locally-made tequila and picked up another tortilla. He used it to scoop a pile of beans from the pan on the edge of the fire. Julian’s troop didn’t have any eating utensils, or plates. Or a cook. They bought their food from villagers, and this was what they normally got. Tortillas and beans. “Come into town with me tomorrow, and I’ll buy you a steak. I’ll even get you a bed to sleep in.”
 
   “Did they make you a General?” Julian asked, leaning back on an elbow away from the fire’s heat, in the darkness.
 
   “They haven’t made me anything. I was offered a commission, but I declined. I don’t want to be regular army. So I’m simply a volunteer - with staff privileges. I report either to Taylor or directly to Polk.”
 
   “Why not ride with me?” Julian’s voice was bland. It might be safer, he thought of adding, but didn’t.
 
   “If you need me, I will.” Michael stared at Julian’s impassive face, and found it unreadable, as usual. “I hear you’re doing some interesting things.”
 
   “Nothing decisive yet, not as long as Taylor rots here and Santa Anna holds court at San Luis Potosi, gathering more men and persuading the Catholic church to pay for arms. My unit will be more effective once Santa Anna starts to move.”
 
   “Yet, I’m sure your little group must be at least as annoying to Santa Anna as these idiots have been to Taylor.”
 
   Julian’s mouth crooked. “If he knew our names, I feel sure there would be a large price on our heads. But we can’t get as close enough to him as I’d like.” Julian paused, and his dark face hardened. “We steal his mail, we kill his scouts . . . unfortunately, we can’t kill him. And guerilla tactics won’t win this war.”
 
   Michael sat thinking, his expression containing the same absorbed bitterness that had been on Julian’s a moment ago. “If we could separate him somehow, after a battle, maybe . . .”
 
   Julian shook his head and leaned forward. “Drop it for now. We can’t do anything about killing him until the armies start to move. However . . .”
 
   Michael turned frustrated eyes on his cousin. “Well?”
 
   “I do know one way to hurt him, where he’ll feel it like a gunshot.” He lowered his voice. “How would you like to steal some silver?”
 
   Michael smiled. “Sounds like a good idea to me. Where is it?”
 
   “Right now, in the possession of a certain Marquès de Lara y Brihuega. You’ve had dealings with him before, if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “I have.” Michael looked away, thinking hard, remembering the last place he had seen the man. Santa Anna’s country estate, a few months ago . . . . And he had been dancing with Christina de Sainz. He had been the one to tell her the truth about Michael. Her supposed “fiancée.” He frowned. “As far as I’m concerned, we should steal him blind. I suppose the silver is meant for Santa Anna?”
 
   “It is.” Julian went on to tell him how he had received his information, how he expected to discover more, and what tentative plans he had made for relieving the Marquès of it. There were only a few hours left to dawn. Julian laughed evilly. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. You may expect Leaping Spirit Woman to arrive in this vicinity any day now.”
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Michael’s voice was low and disgusted. “What in hell has gotten into her this time? She should know I don’t want her here!”
 
   “Apparently she has decided to become your camp follower. At least, that was the gist of the message I received from your housekeeper.”
 
   “She’ll just have to turn around and go right back to Texas. Provided she makes it here at all!”
 
   “She’ll get here. She has three Comanche braves for an escort.”
 
   Although angry at Leaping Spirit - who was a complication he didn’t need or want at the present - Michael had to give her credit for her tenacity. “I wonder how she managed to convince Bold River’s men to leave the tribe for such a length of time. Never mind. I don’t suppose they could resist her. They’ll just have to take her home again.”
 
   If Julian was skeptical, he kept it to himself. “At least you didn’t see fit to bring the Señora here with you. Leaping Spirit would probably try to kill her.”
 
   Michael grunted. He had no desire to discuss Christina.
 
   Julian waited. When it seemed obvious that Michael intended no reply, he added, “I take it you disposed of the Mexican Colonel who so foolishly charged to her rescue?”
 
   Even in the darkness Julian could tell that Michael had stiffened.
 
   “What?”
 
   Colonel Manzanal. I intercepted his letter to Santa Anna in the same packet that included Arredondo’s. He wrote that he knew you had the Señora and were taking her to Washington. He was going after her. I sent you a message immediately. Did you - ”
 
   “I never got it.” Michael sat up, running stiff fingers through his hair. “Goddam it! I knew she was acting suspicious . . .” he cut himself off, eyes staring into nothing. “You’ll have to tell me exactly what was in that letter. Or do you still have it?”
 
   Julian watched Michael intently. “Of course I have it. But not with me. In my house at the village.” But he proceeded to relate the contents of Manzanal’s letter with nearly perfect recall.
 
   Michael heard without actually listening. His mind was back in Washington, replaying the events of that last reception - the events that had led him to such extreme jealousy, and eventually to extreme loss of control. The events that had led to the one night of his life he actually wished he could forget . . . but would probably die remembering.
 
   “You’re not attending, hermano. I asked you what you have done with the Señora.”
 
   He tried to snap back into the correct place and time. “I left her in Washington, with your mother. Antoinette is supposed to be bringing her to Texas. Did I tell you Rowan has joined the Rangers? He’s in Monterey . . .”
 
   “I know that. And also that ‘Toinette is finally coming home.”
 
   “I thought I could trust Antoinette to get her there safely. I thought I could trust Christina to go along without any trouble. If I hadn’t been so stupid . . . Oh, Christ, Juli.” He turned narrowed, angry eyes on his cousin. “I even saw the man, saw them together. Dancing. It must have been him, because she - acted so strangely.”
 
   Michael’s face looked different to Julian, leaner and harsher in the shadows, but introspective at the same time. All of Julian’s intellectual and analytical instincts were aroused. His attention focused on Michael’s every frustrated movement, on the nuances in his voice. He concentrated on Michael’s bitter, unusually self-recriminating words. There was something strange here.
 
   “You should have let me kill her before you bothered to take her out of Mexico.”
 
   “Is that your answer to everything?” Michael snapped.
 
   “In her case, it would have been, yes.”
 
   “Well, it’s too late now. Because of my blindness to what was going on before my very eyes, she’s probably halfway to Santa Anna already - if she didn’t find someway to get through the blockade outside of Vera Cruz. If she did, she could be in Mexico City right now.”
 
   “I doubt that.” Julian’s black eyes slitted as he considered possible routes and options. He knew well any way into or out of both Mexico and Texas. Finally he shook his head. “No Miguel. It would take time and a great deal of money for Manzanal to bribe his way into Vera Cruz by ship from Havana - the blockade is now quite thorough. Probably - almost certainly - he brought her by steamer to Corpus Christi. That town is so crowded these days that even Santa Anna himself could slip in without being noticing. From there, they would travel by land into Mexico. Then Manzanal will have two options.”
 
   “To continue traveling overland - which will take weeks - or make it to the coast, hire a small boat, and sail carefully toward Vera Cruz as far as possible.”
 
   Julian said nothing. His gaze was inscrutable.
 
   “That’s what they’ll do,” Michael said. “Provided Manzanal has any sense. I think I met him once - he didn’t strike me as being very smart.” The man had appeared to be no more than an officious pawn of Santa Anna’s. Now why had Santa Anna sent that particular man after Christina? And how had he managed to find her? He assumed then that it had been Luis Arredondo who had mentioned his presence at the reception, and from there the connections with Christina’s escaped, wounded Americano had been made. Someone had decided she had been kidnapped, and by him. He supposed from then on the trail had been easy to follow. Surely the Mexican he had hired to drive his diligence into Vera Cruz had talked. He should have expected that.
 
   Of course, he would never have guessed that anyone would chase them all the way to Washington, in the middle of the war!
 
   This Manzanal was a persistent fellow.
 
   The anger that had been inside him all along, biding its time so he could think clearly, surged into his brain and threw out everything else. Damn her! She had known, that last night, that she was planning to escape him. He had even interrupted her plotting - - and she’d had the boldness to pretend that the “Frenchman” he’d nearly caught her with was a potential lover! She had fooled him then, and as coolly as you please, to distract him even further, had allowed him to take her to bed. She had outdone herself in her enthusiasm and cooperation. A London whore couldn’t have performed any better. He had bought it, bought everything, to the extent of feeling guilt and a touch of remorse over making love to her and then leaving her so callously. He had been completely, utterly duped.
 
   Michael Brett was not used to feeling like a fool. Particularly considering that he had begun to feel protective and affectionate toward Christina, and both emotions were fairly unfamiliar to him in regard to any female other than his aunt; including his uncaring mother and any woman he’d ever slept with. Christina had taken him in, and in many ways her deceit was still unbelievable . . .
 
   “ We’ve got to find her,” he said. “Before she gets to Santa Anna.” He looked at Julian, his eyes reflecting the same cold savagery he saw in the half-breed Indian’s. “She’s got to be stopped.”
 
   “I told you so, didn’t I?”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 14
 
   Penny was afraid of horses. Not only was she afraid, she had never ridden one before in her life. Her rolling eyes and pitiful groans whenever she contemplated the miles to be crossed on horseback were as agonized as they were comical.
 
   But there was no other way to cross the rugged terrain ahead of them, except by riding on some sort of four-legged beast. So Christina occupied her first days in Texas by attempting to teach her maid how to ride.
 
   They started with a borrowed donkey and graduated to a mule. But the donkey was mean, and bit Penny on the arm; and the mule proved too intractable for either of their patience. Then Angel acquired an ancient sway-backed mare, both placid and incurious. She accepted Penny on her back without any fuss and scarcely any notice. Unfortunately, she moved only when following the lead of another horse. This delighted Penny, who had no desire to strike out on her own alone. She was happy to trail along behind Christina, clutching the mare’s broad neck in fright whenever her pace quickened from a walk.
 
   After four days of keeping to themselves in a tiny hotel room, aside from the riding lessons, Christina and Penny were both excited at the prospect of beginning their journey, even with the discomforts it would entail. Finally Angel declared they were ready to depart Corpus Christi and set out to cross the Rio Grande. He had arranged for their transportation - sturdy locally bred horses, bought at a steep price - and for two mules to carry baggage, tents and provisions. He had also hired on five unsavory-looking men to ride with them as an escort. Christina considered they might need more protection from the escort than either Indians or bandits, but she took comfort in arming herself with both a pistol and a knife. Never again would she go anywhere without them, not in this country or her own. She had resolved that no enemy, be he bandit or soldier or even supposed friend, would ever find her helpless and without defense again. She was tired of playing the victim!
 
   As they began the difficult journey which would lead them to the Mexican coast, Christina was grateful for the presence of Penny at her side in the middle of their loose troop of men. She hadn’t expected the girl to agree to come with her; after all, Penny had been hired by Michael, and she owed him her loyalty for that reason alone. Why should she wish to leave comfortable, civilized Washington for the hardships of traveling to Mexico? But Christina had underestimated Penny’s devotion to her, plus her determination to keep her job. Penny had demanded to accompany Christina wherever it was she intended to go. And although she did make one attempt to persuade her mistress against leaving - using Lord Brett’s displeasure, of all things, as the primary reason! - she conceded that If Christina was determined to go home, then she was going, too. She enjoyed being a lady’s maid too much to give it up. And who else would hire a girl like her for so exalted a position? So when Christina walked away from the Brett brownstone, Penny was with her. She had scarcely known what to expect from then on.
 
   During these first arduous days en route to the Rio Grande, when they were all sore from the hours on horseback and irritable from the heat and the insects and - in Christina’s case - the lack of privacy, the two females of the party rode together and slightly apart from the men. Quarrels and rude jests were breaking out, and Angel’s admonitions against them were ignored. Manzanal was used to dealing with servants and obedient Mexican soldiers; not this unpredictable, independent mixture of Texans, former Mexicans and army deserters that he had hired. He was able to keep them under a nominal amount of control, but that was all. Their insolent glances toward the women were infuriating but unstoppable.
 
   Yet, it was Manzanal whose smiles and protective attentions bothered Christina the most. The hired men were crude and insulting but would never overstep the basic respect a real lady instilled in them. She had learned to look inward and ignore them. Or else gaze at them in a calm but disapproving stare - her “Patrona” face - and suggest they desist from whatever it was that disturbed her, to find she was quickly obeyed. However, dealing with Manzanal was much more perplexing.
 
   She felt obligated by politeness to invite him to sit at their campfire each night. She even attempted friendliness and gratitude, engaging him in ordinary conversation whenever the opportunity arose. No matter that all he cared to talk about was her beauty, or his own selfless courage and devotion; or his brilliant superior Santa Anna, or the stupidity and perfidy of the Americans, Michael Brett in particular. Christina thanked him for the flattery, praised his integrity, agreed that Santa Anna was a marvel of intelligence, and was silent on the subject of the Americans. But the Colonel’s warm, heavy-lidded stares and solicitous, caressing hands were growing too annoying to ignore. There was also Manzanal ’s complete insistence that they travel as man and wife.
 
   Christina had reluctantly agreed, in the beginning, that traveling as a married French couple was both practical and sensible. Pretending to be brother and sister might arouse an unwarranted interest in their affairs, possibly rendering them more memorable, and therefore easier to trace . . . . Although any pursuit seemed unlikely. If Michael Brett wasn’t around to know Christina was gone, he couldn’t come looking for her! A reminder that still rankled, ever since she had discovered his absence in the townhouse. But a little caution was wise, in any case. They registered everywhere as Madam and Monsieur de Montpellier, always fashionably taking two rooms. However, now that they were in a Spanish-speaking part of the continent again, Angel had taken to calling Christina “Señora Manzanal” a dozen or so more times a day than was necessary. But then, Penny detested him anyway.
 
   It was after they had crossed the Rio Grande at a shallow point and were in legal Mexican territory that Manzanal’s more cautious possessiveness erupted into something truly aggressive.
 
   He insisted, one clear night, that he and Christina go for a walk. Alone. And after only five minutes of strolling - just long enough to get them out of sight - he kissed her.
 
   Revolted but not startled - she’d expected something like this - Christina shoved Manzanal backwards, and put on her most affronted air. Angel’s black eyes were narrowed and feverish, and even though he begged her pardon and swore his respect and admiration, she knew his gaze was still darting up and down her body as though she were a feast and he a starving man. Then he proposed.
 
   The mention of marriage shocked her much more than any attempted seduction ever could. Why, she was unsure. She knew she would never marry again, not him or Luis Arredondo. Something vulnerable and secretly hurting deep inside her had formed a resistant core against it. She wanted no joining of any kind with any man, period.
 
   Manzanal talked during her brief stillness. He mentioned the terror and the suffering she had been through, and that she shouldn’t remain alone and unprotected anymore in case something similar should happen again. In wartime, with vicious Yanquis overrunning the countryside, anything was possible! And there was also her reputation to consider. Mexican society being what it was, everyone would naturally expect the worse about her abduction. Americanos were violent and unprincipled; no insane act was beyond them. Although he believed her protestations that she had not been harmed, who else in Mexico would?
 
   He tried to threaten her, more or less, with social disgrace - unless she arrived in Mexico City a married woman.
 
   Christina’s lips curved upward in a contemptuous smile. Her eyes had gone cold and mocking, in unconscious imitation of Michael Brett’s most insufferable gaze. Her head was held high and her chin level. She spoke in her most precise Castilian Spanish.
 
   “Señor Manzanal, surely you do not think that I would concern myself with the opinion of a few Mexican provincials? My family has weathered criticism before, even from the highest nobles in Spain; and we have learned that public approval or disapproval of our actions means nothing. Integrity must remain its own defense, Señor. I will not bow before whispers and innuendos.”
 
   Manzanal stared at her, enraptured by her aristocratic bearing in the warm moonlight. In his thoughts, fantasies played . . . he imagined Christina standing before him as she was now, proud and untouchable, a true noblewoman - then he saw her nude and humbled, offering herself to him in the dry dust, legs spread, arms reaching upward . . . reaching for him . . . .
 
   Her cool voice continued, shattering his dreams.
 
   “I thank you for your generous offer, Señor. However, you need make no sacrifice on my account. I assure you I shall be in no danger once we reach my estate. My father-in-law will probably insist on visiting me for the duration of the war - or he will kidnap me himself and bring me to his own estancia. I will be as carefully guarded as though I were in prison.” She gestured dismissively, almost in the manner of a royal wave. “But I am afraid, Señor, that for my reputation’s sake - since you are so distressed by the lack of propriety in my past - we must refrain from walking together unchaperoned in the future. I should so regret any gossip about us, as well. Therefore, goodnight.”
 
   She made her way back to camp. Manzanal stared after her. His intense frustration was tempered by admiration. Yes, she was superior to him by breeding, by culture, by her wealth and beauty . . . by everything. By right he was no more than a peasant, in comparison. And he liked it that way, liked feeling inferior - a feudal subject to a Queen. But sometimes, the Queen called her serf into her bed. Sometimes, the peasant became the ruler, and the ruler the peasant.
 
   His blood pounded in his head, in other parts of his body. He sank to the ground. His imagination took over, and he experienced every detail of his possession of the Spanish Queen. Everything. Only reality could have been more explicit.
 
   But reality might exist for him, sometime soon. It would exist. He had a few weeks still, before he must give her up. If he gave her up, even . . . he had won her, stolen her away from the Yanqui. He had claimed her. By right, she was his.
 
   *
 
   Their little cavalcade was careful to skirt Matamoros, still held by the Americans, even though most of their troops were now days away in Monterey. But it wasn’t only the Americans that they had to fear. Bandits still roamed the countryside, preying on any small group of travelers passing their way; although many of them had reformed into lawless, pro-Mexico guerilla forces, supposedly on the lookout for American scouts and American sympathizers, but frequently only out for their own profit. There were also tales of American guerilla bands operating, too. These men were more low-key and secretive, but reportedly extremely dangerous. And added to these worries were the usual fears of savage Indian attacks. All in all, traveling in Mexico was both risky and terrifying, and not many decent citizens were willing to attempt it. Outside of a few distant, wary groups that were probably merchants or straggling camp-followers, they encountered no one on their lonely trek across the scrub lands.
 
   Boredom was the most common complaint of the hired men. They joked or sang on horseback, by day; they gambled and drank by night. One or two of them went hunting, returning with some poor animal that provided the designated cook with fresh meat. Constantly, someone had a story going, a tale about Indians or Santa Anna or about Sam Houston and Texas. Everyone listened with respect and then added his own experiences on the subject. To Christina and Penny, these tales were an education. To the men, they were an entertaining way of whiling the time.
 
   The sheer desolation of the countryside was both overwhelming and a little magnificent. For miles, there was nothing to see but low-lying brush and an occasional tree, with the high, jagged mountain peaks of the Sierra Madrés visible in the distance. The sun burned with molten heat overhead, scorching everything on the ground for hour after hour; and then twilight would fall with a heart-stopping sunset, followed by a cold evening. Since man-made structures were so rare, and judiciously avoided, nights were spent either lazing around a fire in the open, or tucked away inside a tent. There were no sounds to disturb sleep except the howl of a coyote or the staccato snores of the men.
 
   If only there were something, anything, in this land to capture and hold her attention. The vastness of the span around her wasn’t enough. The bigness of it only added to the sense of unreality she lived with, every minute and every hour, ever mile she traveled. The stillness and the quiet of this part of Mexico was only a reinforcement of the barrenness within her. The shocked emptiness. The protesting, hurting something which both numbed her to the people she rode with and refused her any peace. She almost wished for a hostile attack of some kind, which would galvanize her lost senses and force them to function again. This desert was defeating her with its loneliness and inevitability.
 
   She had grown used to the aching and stiffness in her body caused by hours on horseback. That discomfort, and exposure to the sun and the wind and, por Dios, the insects - all of them became easier to endure as the days passed. Only her own thoughts never seemed to give in, to let go. Her memories never relented in their endless, nagging replays, to give her any ease. Instead of forgetting the past months and all that had happened to her as she journeyed home, time and distance separating her with every step taken and every second elapsed - she seemed instead to remember everything with even greater clarity.
 
   Michael, or his memory-ghost, now rode along, all the way.
 
   He was with her more vividly than perhaps ever in reality. She saw him, materializing in a distant dust cloud, mounted and coming toward her. She heard him, voice sarcastic and mocking, at the evening campfire, talking amongst the men. And she felt him. Oh, God, every night, she knew his touch, as she slept . . . as she lay drowsing in her tent beside Penny. Michael came to her and took her, with the same tender force that he had exerted that last night - the last time she was ever to see him. Only, in her dreams, he remained with her in his bed in Washington, holding her until the morning so that she would never have to get up and meet Manzanal, outside. And in her dreams he had never left her, first.
 
   She’d hated him, oh, Dios, how she’d hated him that dawn, when she’d come awake to find him gone. She’d aroused Antoinette on a terrible suspicion, and had heard that suspicion confirmed. Yes, Michael was off to Mexico, and she was almost glad because he would be able to keep an eye on Rowan. He had not forgotten his Aunt and his almost-fiancée - they were to travel to Texas and await him there. It was all arranged. But how despicable of him not to have informed Christina of his plans, last night, as he had promised he would! She had a right to be angry!
 
   And anger was a mild word for the rage Christina felt.
 
   Not wanting to understand anything else, unwilling to force a single unpleasant revelation, however true, about herself and her own terrible pain, or about why he had made love to her and departed the country, she suppressed her obscene longing to obey him and stay. Functioning coldly and blindly, she had left Antoinette’s room to go to her own and dress. Then she walked downstairs and out the door, where Manzanal waited.
 
   So she and Michael had escaped each other, in a way. After that one night of love, which would haunt her until she discovered some way to obliterate its memory. To extinguish his memory; and all the terrible emotions that accompanied it . . . and all the questions that could never be answered. She knew well enough that she would never see him again, as long as she lived.
 
   She grew increasingly silent.
 
   Penny, noticing but ignoring her mistress’s distant, obtuse stares and vacant replies, continued to chatter to her anyway as they rode along. She saw to it that Christina ate; she remained by her side every possible minute, protecting her from Manzanal ’s obsessed presence. She affected an air of normalcy in what began to be a very strained journey.
 
   And Penny waited, bracing herself for something she sensed was about to happen.
 
   *
 
   The scout for their group discovered the first tracks.
 
   They were being followed.
 
   It was now a week since they had left corpus Christi, and he couldn’t tell for certain how long the lone man had trailed them. He had never seen the man, only the prints of his horse, heavy and unshod.
 
   It could be a renegade Indian. Or anyone else.
 
   The news turned what had been a laughing, bantering group into a wary, hard-eyed alliance. They all knew it might mean nothing. Then again, the man could be spying on them for any number of unwelcome parties.
 
   The hired men grew serious about their job, priming weapons and scanning the horizon. Christina and Penny were ordered to ride in the center of the troop. Manzanal insisted they all pick up their pace, to cover more miles in each day in their circular race for the coast. By nightfall, although everyone was more exhausted than usual, guard duty was even stricter, and now involved all the men. The talk around the campfire grew more subdued and more graphically violent, as the men enjoyed frightening each other with every atrocious tale in memory.
 
   Christina still existed in a strange, unreal place peopled on the one hand with unfamiliar men who talked of death, and on the other with only-too-recognizable faces which enacted the same scenes over and over again. Only Penny remained a constant in both worlds.
 
   Angel Manzanal was sinking into despair. What if an attack came, and they were defeated? Who would then gain possession of the treasure he guarded - a wild Indian, a stinking bandit or yet another barbaric American? Would he be dead then, or would he be forced to watch them take her, right in front of him? Would she call out his name - would she beg him to help her? Madré de Dios, what could he do?
 
   He should have hired more men. He should have waited to hire better men. He should have taken Christiana to Havana, and married her there, and sat out the war with her.
 
   He should take her himself, right now, before anyone else had a chance to do it. He deserved to have her; he should die with memory of taking her fresh on his mind. He would die happily then, if only he had pleasured her hand before. And she . . . would have her memories of him to sustain her, no matter what occurred next.
 
   If only, by the grace of God, his dear mother would have lived to have been presented to Christina, her new daughter-in-law . . . if only Santa Anna had ever once presumed to call him “cousin” . . .
 
   Angel’s thoughts grew so hysterical he was forced to nurse his flask of tequila as he rode, eyes fixed on an oblivious, erect Christina. Hid mind began to lay plans.
 
   *
 
   Angel’s men asked questions at a small village which had grown up around a trickling creek oasis.
 
   Si, some men were here recently. They stayed two nights and bought six chickens. No, they were not American soldiers, although one or two of them probably were American. There were Indians among them, too, probably half-breeds. Si, they carried many guns. No, they could not be identified. When they left they rode south.
 
   The news was dismaying. A party of bandits, then. Or guerillas, of either side, little more than bandits. And where were they now?
 
   Camped near the village, eating three purchased chickens and a quantity of tortillas with spicy chili, Manzanal conferred with the men. The big question concerned which direction to move in next. South was out. Should they head west for a while, gradually turning south, and finally east, toward the coast? But Cerralvo and Monterey were west, both towns crawling with Americans. That was far too risky. And to go east now would put them too close to Matamoros. To move backwards was foolish. To stay here, for a few days . . . perhaps that was the answer. Prepare a defense, just in case the bandits turned around. Surprise them with a hot welcome should they return.
 
   Once a decision was reached, everyone relaxed. It would be pleasant to rest for a while, after the hard pace of the last days. It would be nice to camp so close to a friendly village.
 
   Christina shrugged when she was told. Yes, she was in a hurry to get home. But there were a few trees here, and a stream, so she could have a bath.
 
   Penny’s brown eyes narrowed with anxiety. Everything was too calm. Too serene. And the Mexican villagers seemed to smile slyly. As if they knew something, or were expecting something.
 
   *
 
   The villagers were preparing a fiesta, in honor of the esteemed travelers who were spending their money so freely. It would begin at dusk and end when the last person staggered away. There would be dancing, and feasting, and gambling - the three pleasures of Mexico, and the only entertainment these simple peasants enjoyed. It would be held in the makeshift plaza of the little town, in front of the only church.
 
   Manzanal spoke to his men. Yes, they could attend the fiesta, but only in shifts. And the amount of tequila consumed would be monitored. No one must forget that guard duty was his most critical concern right now.
 
   Christina viewed the whole evening with lethargy. Why should she bother to put on one of the three civilized dresses she now possessed, in order to dazzle these people for whose opinion she cared nothing? Why shouldn’t she remain in her tent instead and sleep, and dream?
 
   Penny tried in vain to convince her to attend the fiesta. A little laughter and dancing would do her good. She needn’t even dress; her riding clothes were fine for this company. Everyone was expecting her - she must go!
 
   But Christina refused. Penny wanted her to pretend an enjoyment she did not feel capable of experiencing anymore, and she had no desire to play the hypocrite. Besides, the noise and the music would remind her too painfully of other times, of bittersweet yet exhilarating moments. Santa Anna’s reception, the balls and parties of Washington . . . even the fiestas held in the past on her own estate, which almost seemed to have occurred in another life. She did not want to remember those times in such a jarring, unreal fashion. Better to think of them in private; where the small space of her tent would hold no half-seen faces, barely glimpsed in a crowd.
 
   Penny wanted to stay with her, but Christina wouldn’t hear of it. Penny must go, and explain to everyone how tired the Señora was, and that no one must disturb her. Penny was ordered to dance and amuse herself, until dawn if she wished. On no account was she to return to the tent for hours, at least.
 
   Christina helped Penny into her best frock, a yellow silk trimmed with gray, and dressed her red hair high. Then she sent her outside, where two of the men waited as her escort. Penny was off to her first Mexican fiesta.
 
   Christina removed her dusty clothes. She blew out the light, and lay down on her pallet. Far away, she heard the guitar and the drums and someone singing. She was sure they were already dancing.
 
   She never wanted to dance again.
 
   She drifted to sleep, smiling, waiting for the dreams, the good dreams of Michael.
 
   *
 
   These Mexican peasants threw themselves into their fiesta with an abandon that could only be called sinful.
 
   If only that despicable Colonel Manzanal weren’t present, quietly gambling, yet staring up at her in benign calculation. She didn’t trust him or like him. He wanted Christina, too lost and bewildered to see it! How could Christina ever have left Michael Brett, when she obviously loved him so . . . and now grieved so blindly? Not ever really knowing what was wrong with her, or that she was wasting away! And Manzanal waited, biding his time for the perfect opportunity, the chance to take her when her guard was down, and make her his own.
 
   Penny scowled at Manzanal, over the top of a glass of pulque. He glanced up and stared at her innocently. She narrowed her eyes at him. Why wasn’t he upset that Christina hadn’t come? Why hadn’t he thrown a childish fit of pique and insisted that Christina attend the party? Why had he taken Christina’s refusal to leave her tent so well?
 
   What was he planning, as he sat there, smiling with his sharp white teeth and his dumb-animal eyes?
 
   When she thought to look again for Manzanal, he was gone.
 
   She knew, then, what was happening. Manzanal had out smarted her and Christina, as well. Under the noisy cover of the party, he was forcing his way into Christina’s tent and into her bed.
 
   A distant noise, loud enough to be heard over the percussion instruments of the band, stopped her wild thoughts. What was it? The sound came again, closer now and completely apparent. Gunfire!
 
   The musicians continued to play - the dancers continued to move, unaware of anything outside their intense concentration. Could it be Christina, using her gun on Manzanal? Or he on her?
 
   Penny had never seen a man shot down before. Thank God for the liquor she had drunk, which brought a nightmarish quality to her sight and her comprehension.
 
   A quantity of horses, all big and malevolent, pounded into the middle of the fiesta, scattering everyone. Voices shouted in crude Spanish. Then the screams began, because the men on horseback held rifles which seemed to be pointing everywhere at once. When the rifles fired, at such close range, all at the same time, the noise was deafening. For several minutes, Penny was unable to hear screams or anything else. Certainly not the words said to her by the pleased, smiling man who dismounted and came toward her, hand outstretched.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 15
 
   She slept. Or was it sleep, this exhausted stupor that claimed her, holding down her limbs so that she couldn’t move? No matter. She was at Santa Anna’s reception again, dancing with Luis; only to be swept into Michael’s arms, and he was embracing her, there at El Encero, in front of everyone . . . and caressing her, in a new, more tender way. He said he loved her - that he must take her, must have her now, while there was still time -
 
   His hands raised her sleep-shift, exposing her body to the cool night air. But it wasn’t Michael who touched her, and she wasn’t dreaming. She opened her eyes to dim lantern light - and to the crouched, dark form of Angel Manzanal, half-naked himself.
 
   She screamed, but not from fright. She shrieked in pure anger, in a disappointment so terrible it clawed at her heart. What was Manzanal doing here, in her tent? Why wasn’t he the man whom she really wanted . . . the one who had spent one night with her in bed, and then departed the country immediately after? Why did it have to be this low-bred buffoon?
 
   Manzanal covered her mouth with his hand.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, querida, it is only I, the one who loves you the most in the world. The one who worships you. . . . ”
 
   Go away! She wanted to shout. Instead, she kicked at him, at this despicable dog who dared lay a hand on her. Her bare feet shot up and caught him in the ribs.
 
   “Por Dios!” his surprised grunt was loud in the small space.
 
   She kicked him again. He caught her legs, despite his slight build, still stronger than she. He clapped her knees together and held them. He straddled her body, the impertinent monster!
 
   “Do not fight me, little one,” he whispered. “You know that I am your master. We are soon to be married, are we not? You may give yourself to me a trifle early, what does it matter? Cease struggling. Christina-my-love. Modesty has no place in a bridal tent.”
 
   Modesty . . . a bridal tent . . . he was insane, he really was. Could she reach her gun, the gun always placed near her pallet on the ground?
 
   She put out a hand and groped. He touched her breasts, and rage consumed her so thoroughly all she could think to do was to push him away with all her strength. He was forced to use his hands to capture hers, leaving her mouth free. She screamed again; she shrieked and cursed, coming alive at this violation of her body in a way that she hadn’t been for weeks.
 
   Manzanal seemed astonished that she was fighting him; and that amazement infuriated her more. She was angry, not really scared, not yet. Not until the surprise in him wore off. Then, although she still struggled, still cut him with frenzied, outraged words, she felt a new determination flow through him and make him stronger. There was bitterness in his fingers as they crushed hers together. There was malice in his dark, narrowed eyes.
 
   “Do you pretend that you don’t want me, Señora? That you do not belong to me?” His words rose over the imprecations. He pressed down against her, the weight of his body hurting her. But why should he care? Perhaps she preferred a forceful man. Perhaps even the American had forced her, and pleased her.
 
   “Angel,” she said in a quieter, more controlled tone. “Get off me. Leave me alone. We will discuss this later.”
 
   He avoided looking into her eyes - big and half-frightened, but glazed still with the cold, angry hauteur that he wanted to disperse. He put his mouth on hers instead, ignoring her gasp and the stiffening of her body. He was her equal! More than that. And now was his chance to prove it. If only he could cover her eyes, obliterate the confusing green and gold lights which showed such contempt . . . .
 
   He forgot about her eyes, though, and her anger, in the shocking ecstasy of touching her body.
 
   Reality left Manzanal in his joy of her flesh. He had waited years for this; he had planned, and dreamed, and hoped, for the moment now upon him. This noblewoman, this cousin to Spanish royalty . . . desired by the illustrious Santa Anna, and every Don in Mexico . . . this haughty person . . . rested captive beneath him, grateful peon that he was. Her skin was pale and warm, and softer than he had ever believed. She smelled of rose and musk. Her loose hair was dark and lush, so lovely to all of his senses, so magnificent. Her breasts were all that he had expected - full, and high, and seemingly innocent to a masculine gaze.
 
   She had been alone with the American; but she had sworn he had not harmed her.
 
   Still, Manzanal imagined the American’s big hands on those beautiful breasts. He pictured the American’s eyes - so pale - stroking her bared skin. Had it really happened? Did that account for her unusual reticence whenever the man’s name was mentioned? Had the American spoiled her in some way, ruined her natural feelings for any man, even for him?
 
   She squirmed beneath him, but his power was absolute. He would question her, later. He would discover the truth of her absurd distaste of men. Now, though, was the moment for fantasy. Now he would part her legs, and bare himself - just so - and nudge her with his sex, ever so gently. Now he would find her opening, and ease himself inside -
 
   Her strange, deep-throated cry mingled with his own expostulation of triumph. But there was another sound in the tent. An awareness of it crept through both Manzanal and Christina together, through their connected bodies. He slid away. She fought again to be rid of him, until his weight lifted upwards and she scrambled backwards.
 
   Manzanal turned and crouched, thinking he would kill whomever had interrupted him. He lunged for his pistol, dropped by the door flap. But two large moccasin feet stood beside the gun. One of them kicked it backwards, into the night.
 
   It took the Colonel a fraction of a second to glare up at the tall man blocking the doorway and to know he was an Indian or half-Indian; he was a stranger, and he held a long knife. The man smiled. His teeth were perfect. His black eyes were evil.
 
   Manzanal didn’t waste time bargaining for his life. Regretting that he could not even stop to pull up his pants, he fell forward - hoping to catch the Indian around the waist or the knees, and push him backward.
 
   The Indian was not caught by surprise, as Manzanal had hoped. Instead the Indian calmly used his knife. It struck Manzanal in the neck as he came forward, and as he fell on it, it slit his throat.
 
   *
 
   She didn’t scream. All possible sounds were stopped somewhere, and she was going to choke on them, unless they were permitted to rise. She would choke just as Manzanal was now choking; bitterly and noisily, with all his life’s blood pouring from a gaping hole in his neck.
 
   The Indian stepped past Angel’s twitching body and stood over her. He pulled her to her feet. He jerked her with him and was leaving the tent; she had to cross over Manzanal. She stumbled. Manzanal was dead now. There was blood on her bare feet.
 
   She walked out into the cold dark, into a small circle of mounted men. She heard gunfire in the distance. Her knees weakened.
 
   Please - wait . . .” She dropped down, and vomited into the dirt.
 
   The Indian stood above her, oblivious to her retching but leaving her in peace. He issued orders to the men, in a dialect Christina didn’t speak but had heard before. One of the men dismounted and went into the tent. He noisily rummaged around.
 
   Two of the other men rode off, in the direction of the village. More gunshots; faint screams rose in the air. Where was Penny? Was she safe?
 
   The other men tethered their horses to trees or tent poles, and spread out to investigate the three other tents surrounding the campsite. They were deserted; everyone, except two lookouts - now dead? - was at the fiesta.
 
   Christina’s stomach continued to heave even when there was nothing left inside to come up.
 
   The Indian, in a surprising gesture that belied the hardened, indifferent look in his eyes, handed her a flask containing some noxious liquid. She rinsed her mouth with the stuff and spat. She couldn’t bring herself to drink any of it. Some hazy memory warned her not to drink anything from this man.
 
   The distant recollection swam in and out of focus in her mind. She had consumed something, then; some potion forced on her by Michael Brett. She had been introduced to this Indian and had discovered later that he was Antoinette Torrance’s adopted son.
 
   What was he doing here? Why had he killed Manzanal? Was it an act of charity, or a deliberate intention? And, most important: where was Michael Brett?
 
   Concentrate on the questions. Don’t worry about what just happened. Don’t think about the dead man lying only a few feet away. Or the future - a terrifying blank.
 
   A large bundle dropped to the ground beside her. Her saddlebags; and the clothes she had removed earlier, before going to bed. A dark brown skirt, a silk blouse and a jacket. Her high leather boots. Everything but her gun. Looking up, she saw the Indian examining her gun and half-smiling.
 
   “This didn’t seem to do you much good,” he said in English; British-accented English, startlingly oblique.
 
   “I couldn’t reach it.” Her voice was terse and scratchy.
 
   He shook his head in mock sympathy, one eyebrow raised. He reminded her of Michael. She thought she hated him.
 
   He put her gun into a saddlebag draped across a big dark horse with a white blaze. He turned to study her. The amusement was gone from his harsh face.
 
   “Put on your clothes,” he ordered her.
 
   She looked down at herself, she still wore her sleep shift. It was ripped and bloody. Most of her breasts and all of her legs were exposed. Yes, she must dress. But she would not go back into that tent. Not ever.
 
   She glanced around dully. The other men were all occupied, looking and snooping, including the one who had brought her clothes. No one was paying her the slightest bit of attention. Except Torrance. He was watching her, as though following her thoughts with those hawkish black eyes.
 
   “Do it here,” he said softly.
 
   She mentally shrugged. Michael Brett had seen her nude; so had Angel Manzanal. Why not Julian Torrance? Why not anyone else? Who was she, anyway?
 
   The Patrona of a great Mexican estate. The daughter of a Spanish marquès. The cousin of most of the immediate Spanish ruling family.
 
   And a whore? A puta who has known too many men, and too few.
 
   She pulled the shift over her head and threw it away. She jerked on her skirt, her blouse, and the silk stockings she found rolled inside her boots. She put on the boots and her jacket. She wore nothing else except loose drawstring underpants. She avoided stepping in her own vomit.
 
   She faced Torrance, her back stiff despite the shaking of her knees, her long hair streaming over one shoulder.
 
   He stood beside his horse, his stance alert yet concentrated on her. Assessing her, figuring her. Weighing her importance. Deciding what to do with her?
 
   He wore pale leather breeches, but there were no pockets for him to thrust his hands inside, as Michael sometimes liked to do. Instead he folded his arms across his gray-shirted chest.
 
   His voice was deep and clipped, but she sensed the eloquence that might have been there. He could be an expressive man, a persuasive one, if he cared to . . . it was in his smooth tones, the definite way his lips formed words. In his somewhat mesmerizing eyes.
 
   But now he had no need to cajole. No need to persuade. She was his, wasn’t she, by the law of possession? Michael’s law, even Manzanal’s. But did he intend to keep her?
 
   He did.
 
   She would ride with him now, he informed her. At least for a few days. After that, they would see.
 
   He said it to her harshly, almost provocatively, waiting for her resistance. Hoping for it?
 
   She disappointed him. She was passive. She asked only that her companion, Penny, be found and allowed to accompany her.
 
   He was suspicious of her. She knew he wondered why she didn’t fight. He remembered her arrogance from before. Was she trying to trick him?
 
   No, she was not. She didn’t care anymore what happened to her.
 
   He knew already which of the corralled horses was hers. (How long had he been watching the party?) But when the dusty black mare was led to her by a short, scowling Indian, her own side-saddle was gone. In its place was a man’s saddle, which she would have to straddle. Again, what difference did it make?
 
   Torrance hoisted her up into the saddle without bothering to ask if she needed the help. He adjusted her left stirrup without looking at it, long, brown fingers working while his eyes remained fixed on her.
 
   His gaze was measuring and faintly curious. She met it with a steady, empty one of her own. No, she would not resist his will, not yet. She would do whatever he told her to. There was no strength left in her for anything else.
 
   “Are you glad I killed him, the stupid bastard who was on top of you?” He asked, as though it mattered what she said.
 
   “He was worse than stupid, he was loco, I think.” She pulled at her hair and stared in the direction of the village. There was a muffled noise coming toward them; horses. “But I do not like death.” Still glancing around aimlessly, putting away the ridiculous, bloody image of Manzanal, she asked him the question that had begun to chafe her with its silent repetition inside her head. “Where is Michael?”
 
   He paused for several seconds. She could feel him studying her. Then he jerked the stirrup higher, went around to the other side, and began fiddling with that one.
 
   “He is around somewhere. It is a big country, si?” Then he reached out with rough fingers to grasp her chin and turn it to him. His dark eyes now showed anger and contempt and they spoke of his dislike. “But I do not think you will be pleased to see him, Señora, when he catches up with us. Miguel is not at all happy with you, I’m afraid. It seems that he told you to stay put in Washington, and instead of obeying him, you ran off with that Mexican dog. Is this true?”
 
   He still held her face in his hand, and his grip was painful. But she began to feel a spark of something, some emotion, that was trying to cut through her dream-like apathy. Heat, a long, slow flush, washed over her skin, bringing with it color and a new kind of hurt Her eyes turned a deep greenish-bronze as the wave of feeling finally reached her brain.
 
   “Si.” It was all she said, though capable of more.
 
   “Was the Colonel your lover? Aside from tonight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I do not understand you, Señora.” The fingers moved to caress her chin her throat. But for all the seeming gentleness in his strong hand, his eyes remained cold, black stones. “My cousin Miguel is not the man to mistreat a beautiful woman - unless he is severely provoked, of course. And I was sure, until recently, that you were too sensible a lady to provoke him. It seems I was mistaken. However - if Miguel did not beat you or starve you, and did in fact take you into his home and offer you every luxury, which he was in no way obliged to do - and if Colonel Manzanal was not your lover, as you say - then why in hell were you so foolish to leave the security of Washington with such a weak man? Do you have a death wish?”
 
   Torrance’s hand was still at variance with his words and his harsh expression as it played through her hair, combing the thick strands almost tenderly. It was unnerving her, as no doubt it was meant to.
 
   She said vaguely, “I wanted to go home.”
 
   “Miguel swore he would escort you, when it was safe to do so. You had only to wait a few months.”
 
   “No. I couldn’t wait any longer!”
 
   “Why not? Was he cruel to you? Was my mother Antoinette unkind?”
 
   “No. Everyone was - ”
 
   “Why did you leave Washington the moment Miguel was out of sight? Was it because you knew it was the perfect opportunity to escape and deliver the information you have been collecting all this time for Santa Anna? Did you and Manzanal plan the entire thing - that you would be taken captive and brought into the enemy camp, so to speak - in order to spy for Mexico? Where have you concealed the information you are carrying? Or did you simply memorize it?”
 
   His rapid-fire interrogation stunned her, and the now painful grip in her hair brought water to her eyes. But she didn’t protest, not at first. She sensed he expected her to hysterically deny everything, and for some unknown reason he would use the excuse to really hurt her. He wanted to damage her, perhaps even kill her, and he needed some plausible rationale. His men were watching; more had ridden up, but she hadn’t dared glance at them. Her horse moved restlessly beneath her.
 
   She looked directly in his hellish eyes. “That is absurd.”
 
   He was still and silent, but his hand did not slacken its hold on her hair. His face was dangerous and unreadable and did not betray his thoughts. She knew her fate teetered on his whim.
 
   Then he spoke.
 
   “What is truly absurd is that Miguel took you with him at all.” The normal, almost conversational tone of voice startled her. His hand relaxed and began to smooth the hair it had tangled. His eyes were indifferent again. “I told him to kill you. I even offered to do it for him Who knows? It’s never too late. Perhaps he agrees with me now.”
 
   He turned away, taking a firm hold on her reins, and proceeded to ignore her while he asked questions of his men.
 
   Christina sank back in the big saddle, shifting her spread legs in an absent attempt to ease her strained muscles. She tried to forget the pain. She was lucky to be alive, for what life was worth at this point; and a little soreness from Manzanal’s aborted rape compared in no way with a slit throat from Julian Torrance’s knife.
 
   He interrogated one of the men in a voice which was low and heavy with sarcasm, and which reminded her of his cousin. She stared at him.
 
   The half-breed Indian was a disconcerting, deviled man, that much was certain. He seemed to have no compunctions at all about killing; and she knew without a doubt that he had meant it when he hinted he would kill her if Michael wished it done. Yet Michael was close to this strange man, and Antoinette regarded him with immense affection. Perhaps it was the man’s honesty and conviction which drew them. Antoinette had mentioned once that Julian had suffered at the death of her husband, his stepfather; and she was afraid that revenge now ruled his life. If that was true, and he was determined to bring down Santa Anna, then wouldn’t he use any means at his disposal to do it? Including striking at him through his cousin, the Señora de Sainz?
 
   How much influence did Michael Brett hold over Torrance? And how long would it be before that influence began to wane?
 
   But also: would Michael continue to want her alive, now that she was in Mexico and a threat to them all?
 
   She was in danger. She knew it, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. The past weeks of listlessness and dreaming, which had ultimately led her to think she might have been mistaken in leaving Washington at all, had ended in violence and fear and shock. Now she had come full circle and was at the beginning; a prisoner of the enemy, in Mexico, with her life in question. But at least there was a sense of fate to it all, of submittance to a higher will. She had resisted; only to be humbled once more. So be it.
 
   She would see Michael again, at least. Even if he killed her.
 
   Another lathered horse rode up, and on its back sat a big, long-haired white man and, held tightly in front of him, Penny; eyes dazed and glassy and lifeless. Her red hair hung down around her tear-stained face, and her dress was torn at the shoulders. She stared ahead of her unseeingly.
 
   Christina straightened, and her abrupt movement caused the horse to shy. The mare’s head raised back, and she whinnied; causing a chorus of replies to emit from the other restless beasts. Torrance, feeling the reins nearly jerked out of his hand, turned and impaled Christina with his suspicious eyes.
 
   But before he could speak, she said, “That girl is my companion. Let her ride with me.”
 
   She pointed to Penny, and there was both demand and entreaty on her face.
 
   Torrance’s hand swung around, and he lifted his eyebrows at Will Jersey, who had claimed her.
 
   “Now hold on a minute, Torrance. This here is a white girl, and I aim to take her to some friends of mine and sell her. She’s probably worth a hundred dollars or more - to the right people - and I aim to collect. I took her fairly, you can ask Bear Paw or Paco, they saw me.”
 
   Torrance glanced to his right, at a slender Mexican. The man grinned and shrugged. An Indian on the ground behind him came forward and began a long, involved explanation in some form of dialect. Julian listened and, when the Indian was through, turned back to Jersey.
 
   “I told you we weren’t dealing in women, Jersey,” Torrance said softly, in English. “Women interfere with business.”
 
   “But this is a white girl, she’s worth a hundred dollars, and I can be rid of her in three days. I ain’t giving her up.” Jersey’s eyes narrowed, and one hand dropped toward the hilt of a knife, which protruded from a hip sheath. “Besides - ain’t you got one yourself there, Captain?”
 
   Torrance didn’t acknowledge that, but Penny let out a loud gasping sob. There was movement behind Torrance, on the horse, and then Christina called out,” I will buy her from you With these.”
 
   Torrance turned, and his gaze and everyone else’s took in the picture of the white-faced but determined Señora holding aloft a long, gleaming necklace of large perfect pearls. The self-same pearls that had once belonged to a princess, and which Christina had protected through all of her travels. The symbol of Felipe’s and her own noble, dead ancestors, who would not be pleased with her at this moment.
 
   A sigh went out all around. Both men and horses shifted eagerly. Penny began to weep.
 
   Torrance said quietly, in Spanish, “You do not have to buy her, Señora. That Americano has disobeyed my order by claiming her, and he will die for it.”
 
   “No. Don’t kill anyone. Give him these; they are worth far more than one hundred dollars.
 
   “I could take them from you and keep them myself,” he said. “You understand that what is ours belongs to me now.”
 
   “And do you realize you are breaking your own command?” she hissed, willing his perverse nature to agree with her.
 
   He did agree. He nodded, smiling, granting her a brief victory. “I am an unfair man, am I not?”
 
   He took the pearls from her and examined them. He scratched them. He scratched them against his teeth. He played with their cold, hard length. Then he swung them from his fingers, dangling these toward Jersey like the tempting prize they were.
 
   “These are real, Mr. Jersey. The Señora wishes to give them to you in exchange for that skinny girl. I recommend that you take them.”
 
   Jersey remained on his horse, looking wary, but interested.
 
   “Let me see them.”
 
   Torrance threw the pearls, and Jersey caught them. Instantly his face grew absorbed. He held the necklace up unable to keep the admiration and greed from his eyes.
 
   Penny quivered, cowering away from him. He shoved her off the horse. She fell to her knees on the ground, then scrambled up and run toward Christina.
 
   Jersey pocketed the pearls. He was grinning. “I think it’s time for me to be moving on, gentlemen. Got to find me a big city to sell these pretty jewels in.” He picked up his rifle from its saddle holster and slung it across his lap. He backed his horse away, still talking easily. “Sorry I won’t be riding with you boys anymore, but I figure you can do without me. Give Santa Anna hell when you catch him. Oh - and don’t think about following me, “cause I’ll surely be watching.”
 
   He whisked his horse around and took off into the trees
 
   Torrance frowned and called out two names. The men came forward, Indians both. He spoke to them quietly and briefly, and they nodded, went to their ponies, mounted, and rode off - in the same direction as Will Jersey.
 
   Penny collapsed on the ground and clung to Christina’s stirrup in helpless gratitude.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 16
 
   Julian Torrance, formerly known as Running Dog, He-Who-Roams-The-Earth, and Truth-Speaker, took the long string of pearls from Bear Paw without comment. It had taken less then twenty-four hours to retrieve them.
 
   In the end Jersey had died, and now the pearls belonged to Torrance and to the unit.
 
   They could be sold to buy guns, enough to arm many men. Or the money from the sale could be used as bribes. Or it could buy them all food for a year. At any rate, the money would be useful in Torrance’s bitter fight against Santa Anna.
 
   And to think, the pearls were practically a gift from Santa Anna’s own cousin!
 
   Torrance was a man who appreciated the ironic jest over all others. To him, the pearls held a meaning indefinitely more satisfying than a monetary one. They represented another twisted nail that could be driven into Santa Anna’s coffin ; another golden bullet that could be fired into his corpse; one more deliciously subtle form of wicked revenge.
 
   These pearls were part of the proof that Santa Anna could be defeated, and would be.
 
   Julian had planned for the day of Santa Anna’s downfall for ten years now . . . ever since the massacre at Goliad, when his kind and staunch adoptive father had been gunned down while already a defenseless prisoner. On Santa Anna’s part, ordering that act had been not only unnecessary, but foolish, as well, because it engendered the kind of hatred in those who had relatives and friends die there that never went away. That monstrous murder of three hundred sixty-five helpless men had created Julian Torrance as he was now: a highly motivated killer, out for revenge. And there were others like him.
 
   An intense hatred of the vain and exceedingly self-interested Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna ran in the veins of most Texans since before - and especially after - the days of the Alamo and Goliad, and not even Santa Anna’s defeat back then by Sam Houston’s army had mitigated that feeling. Santa Anna, although captured and humiliated, was released without suffering a scratch, free to cause even more trouble. And those who remembered the Alamo and Goliad knew that, alive and free, Santa Anna was still a deadly enemy to Texas. Only his death - or the might of the United States - might end the threat of Mexican armies overrunning the land.
 
   And an undivided peace for Texas and ll its inhabitants - American, Spanish and Indian - was the goal Julian Torrance had been unknowingly seeking all of his life. Ever since, as a small child, he had first heard and understood the words “bastards” and “half-breed.” And had learned the intensity of the hatred and contempt that lay behind them.
 
   *
 
   Julian Torrance had gone his solitary way, after his adoption by Bradley and Antoinette Torrance, existing as a half-breed Indian in an upper-class white man’s world, until he was old enough to wander away from the Torrance stronghold. He left in confusion, and out of a sincere desire to know where he really belonged. But instead of finding any answers among the Comanche Indians who were his mother’s people, and to whom he had gone, he had found only more bewilderment. His mother’s people had disowned her for following the ways of the white man - and they spoke of her with contempt. They challenged her English-raised son to prove his Indian blood. Julian was forced to fight to show his bravery, which was an easy thing for him, after all. The Comanches accepted him then, and trained him in combat, in horsemanship, in tribal traditions - and in hatred of the white men, which was the only area at which the boy did not excel. He left the tribe, emerging strong and hard from Indian country, just in time to join Sam Houston in fighting Mexico. Bradley Torrance was dead by then, and Julian was amazed at the weight of his grief. Fresh from his experiences with the Comanche, Julian now understood what kind of man Bradley Torrance had been to take in a bastard half-Comanche orphan and call him son. Bradley had given him a name and a home, more than he should ever have expected, given what he now knew of life. But Bradley, his “father,” was dead - and Julian was Indian enough to demand revenge. No matter how long it took.
 
   Julian Torrance was coldly pleased with the current progress of the war against Mexico, and of his contributions - including these expensive pearls. In his opinion, Santa Anna was as good as dead. Already!
 
   Julian dropped the Rivera family pearls into a soft deerskin pouch. He tied the pouch around his neck so that it hung low on his chest, along with his medicine bag. He glanced at Bear Paw, who just as silently met his gaze, and then turned away.
 
   *
 
   Julian’s men hated Christina from the first night of her capture, and with good reason. Before they had all ridden out of the looted and desecrated camp he had announced she was a relative of Santa Anna’s; adding ironically and provokingly that she must be treated well so that he would have nothing to complain of when she was returned.
 
   Reading the instant flare of hostility and anger that crossed the encircling faces of the white men, and the hard, thoughtful gaze on those of the Indians, she knew that she would probably soon be dead.
 
   Her horse was often crowded and pushed during that first night’s hard ride on the cool barranca. But no one said or did anything to her openly until they stopped to rest at the first light of dawn.
 
   They had come to yet another sparsely populated village, and the people here welcomed the men. They stopped before the largest hut, which was instantly vacated. But the troop remained gathered together instead of dispersing to rest.
 
   It was a crystal-eyed German who spoke first.
 
   “Captain - ” he called to Torrance. “Who gets the women? Do you keep them both for yourself, or do we bid for them fairly?”
 
   All of the men were tense with frustration and expectation. They knew Torrance, had learned to accept his unpredictability and also his determination . . . and everyone realized he had good reason for bringing along the women. But the Señora was a Santanista and an enemy, and a damned good-looking one. Even her scared little maid was young and fresh. It wasn’t fair they were to go unmolested, all things and Julian’s harsh authority considered.
 
   Torrance swung down from his horse and strolled very carefully toward the females before replying to Schenk’s challenge. He stared up at Christina, eyes wide and mocking as he made a show of looking her over. Then he spoke with a pretended surprise.
 
   “Well, I guess I never realized it before, boys, but the lady here is a real beauty. Good, pretty skin - fine eyes - a lovely mouth. She even has a nice figure to recommend her. I know because I saw it. And well-bred, to boot! Why, compared to her breeding, I expect we’re all no better than dogs or peasants! She’s Royalty, alright. I’ll admit it.” He gestured then toward Penny, siding her horse close beside Christina. “And the other one is a fine, healthy girl. The two of them make a mighty interesting pair.” He paused, then continued, the put-on drawling voice deepening even further. The listening men sat forward, enthralled despite themselves and sensing this was the moment Julian would fire his shot. “Of course, I’d want them myself, if it weren’t for one thing. One small, but rather important thing.”
 
   “Was it?” Schenk demanded.
 
   Julian turned toward him then, all sarcasm dropped from his face and replaced by an expression that was both chilling and measuring.
 
   “The fact that both of these women belong to Michael Brett, who is as my brother, but who would not hesitate to skin me alive in the manner of my mother’s people were I to touch either of them. So I will not touch them. I would like to keep my skin.” He glanced around at the other men, many of whom would not meet his eyes. Excepting the Comanches, who would never want the white women anyway. And Schenk; who looked thwarted, but still tempted.
 
   “But your ‘brother’ isn’t here, Captain,” Schenk said. “He wasn’t even with his property when we ran across it. I’d say he doesn’t do a very good job of looking after it. I’d say he doesn’t deserve it.”
 
   Julian’s lips curved into a tight smile and he shrugged. “You may well be right. I will acknowledge that, yes, it is possible that Miguel does not protect his women as well as the should, and you may feel free to tell him that when he arrives to take them off our hands. But for now - ” Julian’s face was calm and his voice even. Only his eyes displayed any hint of threat. They were like black granite and just as hard. “For now these women live in my tepee, so to speak. They are under my protection until Miguel decides to come claim them. And you may be sure that I will take my duty even more seriously than does Miguel.” He turned then, took up the reins of his horse, and led it to the thin stream that ran behind the thatched hut. He called over his shoulder, “Go buy yourself a woman, Schenk. I would hate to have to kill a good fighter over a cousin of Santa Anna’s. Really,” he said quietly, but still loud enough for them to hear him as he walked away. “Miguel should never have put me in this position.”
 
   From that point on, even though the men treated Christina with a kind of overdone solicitation that seemed to amuse them, they also held back from harming her in any way. There was a certain amount of unwilling respect in some of them, almost as though she and Penny had been elevated from the ranks of whores into something a little better. And the story of her interrupted rape by Manzanal was circulated, engendering pity in those of them who were still capable of feeling it.
 
   Christina had attempted to thank Torrance for taking them into his “tepee.” She confronted him that same day, while he was watering himself and his horse. But Julian had been impatient with her, and said he had only done it to keep the men from fighting amongst themselves over her. And if she didn’t keep quiet, stay out of trouble and do what she was told, he would sell her into a Mexican brothel right away, no matter what Miguel wanted.
 
   He hadn’t said anymore about Michael, and she had been reluctant to ask. Julian’s straightforward, annoyed stare made her nervous. Besides, he probably wouldn’t tell her anything anyway.
 
   But he had instructed her to cook. Her position was to be that of camp chef. She would be given coins to buy whatever she deemed necessary, at any small village they should pass; she would be provided with fresh meat, two pans, two pots, and a large spoon. Everything else was up to her. Penny was to help.
 
   Well - at least camp cook was better than camp slut. It did give her a prominent place in the eyes of the men, which led to a further warming of their attitude toward her. Good food was the most important thing on the minds of these rough fighters before and after a day’s ride, and if she and Penny provided it, their quiet gratitude added to a certain feeling of belonging, and of security.
 
   Possibly Julian had anticipated this, possibly not. But it was true the meals prepared by Christina - or, rather, by Penny, who knew a lot more about cooking than she did - were several cuts above those the men were used to. It even pleased many of them to be served by females who spoke English and kept clean and looked pretty. And better that no one at all in camp slept with them, than if only two men did; that way, everybody could wish and no one was jealous. Except maybe of Michael Brett, whom a few of them began to hope would never show up.
 
   The current business of the guerilla unit seemed to be scouting around. They knew a group of Santanista guerillas was in the neighborhood somewhere, and their job was to find it and destroy it. Supply lines from Texas into Mexico and to the American army had been cut three times so far by this particular group, and fifteen men had been killed protecting the goods they were delivering. General Taylor was livid; he needed every item of food or medicine or ammunition he could get his hands on, and to lose even a single bullet to the Mexicans infuriated him. But it was the loss of life that was the real waste, because the army could ill afford to lose any more men. Taylor had four other scouting parties besides Julian’s out looking. The territory was vast and filled with places in which not only a dozen men but a hundred might hide. Unless the Santanistas were on the move and careless, they would be difficult to find.
 
   Except for Torrance’s troop, which possessed the services of Comanche Indian scouts.
 
   They would have found them earlier, but for the delay of running across Manzanal ’s calvocade - which Julian had recognized for what it was, and ordered taken. Now, the Santanista trail was cold. But the general direction the guerillas had taken could be estimated fairly easily, and it was only a matter of time before their spoor was cut again.
 
   Julian sent alternating halves of his men out in different directions, searching for signs, while the others rested in the rare friendly villages, or in thrown-together camps.
 
   Christina and Penny did their best to make each stop as pleasant as possible for the men while at the same time keeping a cautious distance from them. It wasn’t always easy. With increasing frequency, one or more of them would sit close to the women during supper and after, smoking and drinking. And talking.
 
   It seemed these semi-outlaws had a desire to explain their killer-motives to shocked feminine ears, particularly in light of Christina’s background. They came to tell her tale after tale of true-life horrors, stories of murder and plunder that caused the terrible tales of Manzanal’s men to fade in comparison. Most of these guerilla fighters had seen these atrocities firsthand, or even been a part of them.
 
   A fair-haired American had spent three years in a Mexico City jail after being captured on the ill-fated Santa Fe expedition, and his body bore numerous scars to testify to his treatment during incarcerations. The German had fought Mexicans during their second invasion of Texas in 1842 and had witnessed the results of their raiding and pillaging of every farm and ranch the army happened to pass. A young Frenchman, Rene St. Just, had watched the slaughter of his entire family by Santanista guerilla raiders four years before.
 
   They all had stories, each more outrageous than the first. Spoken into the quiet evening, voices flat and calm or choked with anger . . . but with sincerity backing every word. These men lived with the memory of tragedy and with hatred every day, and if it had made them into outlaws of a kind, they didn’t notice or mind. Their remembrances were justification enough for the job Julian Torrance had brought them together to do.
 
   Penny was horrified by these stories and ready to offer immediate sympathy to men whom she now saw in a different light. Christina found herself even more deeply affected. She began questioning the integrity of Santa Anna, and even of her own country - whose honor and chivalry she couldn’t help but hold now in extreme doubt.
 
   Was it true that Santa Anna, whom she knew as a showy but always and elegant man, was capable of needless murder and brutality? Was he really the ruinous monster these Texans believed him to be, or was it all some bizarre mistake? Were the horrible actions taken by him against Texas for its rebelliousness necessary - or were they inhuman and overwhelmingly cruel, forcing Texans to fight even more fiercely for their own survival? Had Santa Anna driven Texas into the arms of the United States by his own harshness?
 
   Julian Torrance sat still long enough one night to answer some of her questions.
 
   They were grouped around a small campfire hidden within a hollow, which was also where they would sleep. The supper of fried rabbit, beans and tortillas that Penny and Christina had cooked had been consumed, and many of the men had already gone off with their bedrolls. The evening was cool, as usual, and Christina sat tending the fire, a scarlet-patterned Indian blanket draped around her shoulders while Penny lay down nearby. Only Young Rene St. Just and two other insomniacs remained awake and talking.
 
   Torrance came to the fire with his coffee cup. He rarely joined in on the after-dinner discussions his men enjoyed in the presence of the ladies; preferring instead to stalk the camp perimeters, confer privately with his classified officers, or write messages until dropping down somewhere for a few hours of sleep. But this night he stayed.
 
   It might have had to do with the beseeching look on the Señora’s obviously suffering face. Or perhaps curiosity about why the strained look was there. For whatever reason, he hunkered down Indian-style beside her, poured himself the last of the strong coffee, and managed to address her without any obvious sarcasm in voice or expression.
 
   She took the opening he offered her and demanded answers to a stream of upsetting questions concerning the whys and wherefores of this war. Just how she expected him to give an account that was both factorial and unbiased, considering his prejudices, she didn’t know. Somehow, he, of all people, would tell her the truth.
 
   “What is it really that you wish to know, Señora? Whether Mexico has right behind her as she attempts to regain her far-distant lands, which - incidentally - she cannot govern . . . or whether Texas and its people are in the right as they fight for choice? That’s a purely personal thing, Señora, an opinion. If you lived in Texas, you would want your government nearby so it could take an interest in you, and provide services like schools and law courts. Certainly you would want it to do more than take your taxes and then sit back and rely on you to cultivate land and fight Indians and deal with criminals and education. But, on the other hand, if you lived in or around Mexico City . . . you would consider it your country’s duty to keep its holidays, no matter how far away, and to put down any rebellion that might arise. That is the way you feel, isn’t it?” Torrance’s gaze was sharp yet non-threatening. He held her within his attention, ignoring the others present who tried to follow his meaning.
 
   His words surrounded her; she gave in to them, concerned only with speaking the truth. “Of course. Although I haven’t lived in Mexico a long time, it is now my country . . . and I would not be happy were Mexico to simply give up a land so valuable as Texas, especially to America.”
 
   “Yet, Santa Anna did give Texas away. By treaty. To govern herself. Then he tried to take her back, by force. He raped the land in the meantime.”
 
   “I know, I have heard.” Her arching brows were drawn forward in confusion at the complexity of the thing. “But I am sure he never meant for America to have her!”
 
   “No, I am sure he did not.” Julian’s voice was soft, as were the dark eyes which rested on her with unusual feeling. He almost loved her, now, as she wrestled with the moral problems of this ambiguous land-grab war. He certainly admired her for using her brains, and for reasoning, instead of accepting what she was and what she was supposed to think. How beautiful she looked to him, with the reflections of her intense thinking shifting colors in her eyes! She was suffering, true, but she was learning and changing. How rare to find the mere ability in a woman like her . . . she had surprised him. And he delighted in surprise; such an impossible emotion these days.
 
   “Why doesn’t Texas remain independent, then, and neutral between Mexico and America?”
 
   “Mexico would gobble her up. Or England, or even France; there has been talk of that, too. Texas was debt-ridden, and incapable of sustaining a large army, before annexation to the United States. Any determined country could have had her. Why not America, since many prominent Texas citizens were once Americans anyway, and have always wanted annexation? Besides . . .” he added quietly, “America is a democracy, not a dictatorship.”
 
   Her head tilted sharply upward. “Santa Anna is no dictator!”
 
   “No? I disagree, niña.”
 
   She was too angry to notice the endearment. “He doesn’t even want to be called President! He is a general, nothing more.”
 
   “Does a general dictate a country’s policy? Does a general possess the power to single-handedly begin or end a war, raise millions in silver, and spend it as he wishes?”
 
   “He is a popular general,” Christina said lamely.
 
   “So was Napoleon. Do you comprehend me?”
 
   She was silent for a moment. “He is what the people of Mexico want. A strong personality. They respect that.”
 
   “Unchecked, a strong man can be dangerous.”
 
   Like you, she thought to as she stared at his unsettling face. Like Michael. Aloud she said, “Dangerous to traitors.”
 
   “To anyone or anything which gets in the way of personal glory. Santa Anna would not put up with a challenge to his power from any direction. It is a character flaw.”
 
   “You do not know him personally, do you? He does not want to rule Mexico, he has said so quite often!”
 
   “Then why was he exiled to Havana? Someone in your own government believed him to be dangerous.”
 
   “I didn’t say he had no power, only that he - Dios!” she gave up the argument, raising a hand to rub her forehead where a headache was forming.
 
   Julian watched her, waiting quietly and somewhat tensely for her to speak. When she continued, it was in a low, restless tone. “Are they true - the stories I hear, about the killings, and the burning of property, and the - ”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The word was flat and unemotional. She saw the cold implacability of his face, and believed him. I cannot condone that, Señor Torrance,” she whispered. “I am very sorry for you, and for Miguel - and everyone else in this land.”
 
   She stood to go to her bedroll. She would be unable to sleep, but was incapable of sitting still any longer in conversation with this man to whom she had displayed her wavering loyalties. She turned away.
 
   He let her go, not responding to her murmured “good night.” But his eyes followed her into the shadows, and he ignored the loud spats of comments and queries which erupted from the three men who had witnessed the exchange.
 
   Her apology meant nothing. She was a Santanista with a guilty conscience.
 
   Yet, he had enjoyed watching her labor beneath the weighty issues of responsibility and blame. He had been pleased to enlighten her about Santa Anna’s reprehensible true nature, and hopefully torture her tender conscience a little more.
 
   And, for some unaccountable reason, Julian found himself desiring her, right now. He wanted the use of that body whose mind struggled along so valiantly.
 
   He thought of her lying only a few feet away, stretched out and staring into the night with her thoughts all jumbled and uncomfortable. He imagined the pain of her sudden distrust of Santa Anna and her familiar Mexican world. He thought of the whiteness of her body. He wondered how many times Michael had taken it.
 
   He came smoothly to his feet, calculating how long it would take him to ride south to the nearest town in which he could buy a woman. Several hours hard riding; too long. He would have to immerse himself in the stream, a half-mile away.
 
   He stalked out of the firelight and vanished into the darkness.
 
   One man watched him go and said caustically. “The captain never has been a sociable man.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 17
 
   Impossible, now, to think that only a week ago she had passed her days in an apathetic, depressed haze, and her nights in self-pitying dreams.
 
   There was so much for her to do now, and so much to think about. Where, for instance, was she to acquire the freshly-baked tortillas necessary for every meal? How was she to prepare the rangy, lean game meat that one or the other of the men would provide every other day? What might she ask after supper that would start a conversation broad enough to encompass any or all of the subjects she was interested in; including as many hints about present location that could be discerned?
 
   They seemed to be riding in broad circles, because for all the hard days of travel, the same scenery of scrub brush, barrancas and occasional trees never much varied. They even passed through the same villages once or twice. She assumed that Torrance and his guerrillas were looking for something. But what? Mexican soldiers, or possibly even Michael Brett?
 
   No one would tell her anything concerning the business of the troop, or even dare to speculate on how long she and Penny might remain with them. But Christina noticed a certain shifting in the men’s attitudes; a kind of cold-eyed anticipation that warned of pending action.
 
   Then, on the seventh night after the women had joined the unit, Torrance held a quiet conference with all of his men, ladies excluded. Christina and Penny were awakened early the next morning, well before dawn; and instructed to prepare a cold breakfast, and then pack their horses. They would be leaving the main body of the troop here, and going in a different direction, with only Rene for company.
 
   Christina felt a sickening jolt at the idea of leaving the men, realizing for the first time what an odd security their familiar numbers brought her. Penny even clutched at Christina’s arm in dismay. But neither of them voiced their fears aloud, because it was Captain Torrance who was giving them orders, and who stood staring at them sardonically. Both women would rather face death than admit any cowardly weakness to him.
 
   Christina did ask why there were being sent off, and when they would return. But he only laughed - an incongruous thing for him to do - and said they wouldn’t have long to miss him. The troop had a job to complete, and it shouldn’t take more than a day or so. Possibly even less. In the meantime, they should obey Rene and remember he was well-armed and had orders to keep them near him on pain of his own death. He had chosen Rene to guard them for the specific reason that he was young and handsome, and surely their sympathetic feminine hearts would be unable to stand knowing he would be killed, if they ran off.
 
   There was no moon and no campfire, and Torrance was barely visible in the chill darkness. But Christina heard the evil satisfaction in his voice when he related his quite correct reasoning. He knew they would never try to escape Rene; knew it well enough to even explain to them why. He was a wicked devil, that much was certain, to derive so much pleasure out of outwitting them. Christina wondered if he weren’t keeping them alive merely out of a desire for amusement. If it weren’t that he ignored their existence most of the time, she might almost believe it!
 
   Then he did something unexpected. He reached out to smooth back Christina’s tousled hair, caressing her in the same way he had that first night. But this time, his touch held more affection that mockery. And then he bent down and grazed her parted lips with his own, lightly and carefully. As though he had been doing it for years. As though he had no idea how thoroughly shocked she was by the gesture.
 
   He was probably grinning as he pulled back, delighted with her surprise; it was too dark to tell. But all he said was, “Adios, Señora. Be a good guerillera and don’t give Rene any trouble.”
 
   There was movement in the night, and he was gone.
 
   *
 
   The Mestizo village Rene led them to was a two-hour ride east. The French boy was morose and untalkative during the first half of the trip; apparently he resented being designated babysitter, and missing out on what his friends were doing. But during their picnic-breakfast his mood improved, and by the time they reached San Andres, he was chatting to the women in his normally engaging way.
 
   However, he did take his job of their protection seriously. His brown eyes scanned the empty land they rode, peering through the acres of dry bush and running along the tops of the occasional barrancas.
 
   When they reached San Andres, they found a village consisting of the usual poor collection of huts nestled by the half-dry banks of a stream. This village was large enough to boast an adobe church, a small cantina, and even an open-air marketplace. The town played host to any wandering vaquero who might be passing by; two gaudily-dressed Mexican cowboys lounged, smoking, in the shade of a tree outside the cantina, staring as Rene led his light-skinned charges past.
 
   Other people paused as well to watch the rarity of European-dressed ladies traversing the town square, mounted on delicately-stepping horses. These were mainly reboza-draped women, a few children, and a handful of elderly men. Rene remembered his manners and inclined his head to everyone they passed, prompting shy waves and giggles from the younger women.
 
   He led them to a little adobe house tucked away in the shadow of the church. The Padré emerged outside to greet them, smiling, hot in the dark robes of his office. He hurried them inside the relative coolness of his clean home.
 
   Rene took the horses around the house to the lean-to which sheltered the Padré’s donkey. Father Marco, as he introduced himself, was prepared to be an amiable host to the ladies whom his amigo Señor Torrance had entrusted to his care. He fed them; or, rather, his Indian servant fed them; he offered them wine; and, when Rene joined them, he settled down in his locally-carved chair for a comfortable gossip before siesta.
 
   Rene and Padré Marco appeared to be old acquaintances, and lost no time before embroiling themselves in a conversation rendered nearly indecipherable by their use of pet names and arch phrases. Christina attempted to follow it - out of politeness at first, then out of interest, as both Julian and Santa Anna’s names were used frequently. All she really understood was that Father Marco was concerned for the souls of all of his countrymen, Santa Anna included . . . but he was particularly worried about Julian Torrance, whom he had known from childhood when the boy was brought to the Mission of San Antonio De Bexar for school, and had taught. He was worried about the devil inside of Torrance. The good Padré even crossed himself as he spoke of it.
 
   Rene was unconcerned about devils; Santa Anna upset him more. He questioned the Father about his latest news, leading Christina to wonder what kind of Padré this man was, to be so well informed in such a small town. But it seemed Father Marco was a traveling man, serving a flock spaced out over many miles, which almost - but not quite - explained how he knew the American Army had departed Monterey and pushed on to Saltillo, the important town at a chief pass through the Sierra Madrés; and overtaken it without opposition. Santa Anna was still at San Luis Potosi; gathering more men and more money - he had not stirred to defend Saltillo. This had taken place only a few days ago.
 
   “Oh,” Rene said, not letting on whether he had already heard. But then he added, with a glance at Christina, “That explains why we have not yet crossed the path of our Captain’s cousin, Michael Brett.”
 
   The Padré nodded, also looking over at Christina. She was finding it mystifying. But, before she could ask for any clarification, Rene had changed the subject to horses, and whether there were any good ones in the neighborhood to either buy, or steal.
 
   Their talking continued for another two hours, until Father Marco declared it was time for a siesta. He would retire to the church, where he had a room to rest in. The ladies would remain in his home, making it their own. Rene could do as he wished.
 
   But before the stout little man departed, Christina did an impulsive thing: she asked him if he would hear her confession. She had not confessed for weeks; she felt overburdened.
 
   The Padré’s brown eyes softened and he patted her hand. “Come with me now, my daughter. I see you have a great need of God.”
 
   Under the startled eyes of both Penny and Rene, Father Marco led Christina out into the scorching sun and then inside the church, by a back door.
 
   The church of San Andres was poor. There were no high, stained-glass windows . . . there was no glass in the windows at all. The few pews were big and rough looking. The altar was modest, as was the cotton cloth that draped it. The floor was dirt.
 
   Yet, the strange beauty of this humble House of God struck Christina with force the moment she entered it, shawl thrown over her head. Perhaps it had something to do with Padré Marco, smiling as he made her welcome. Or maybe it was the quiet coolness of the place. Or possibly it was the presence of the simple wooden cross, hanging on the white-washed wall, behind the altar. She had needed to make peace with God for a long time.
 
   Padré Marco heard her long, halting confession, which poured out of her uncontrollably. Her chief sin had to do with Michael Brett and making love with him. But mixed up in the feelings of guilt over her lust was also her betrayals; somehow against Santa Anna, her countrymen, even the servants on her estate. She had continued to sin against them all, and therefore against God as well.
 
   The Padré forgave her, and refused to allow her a penance, due to the spirit of her contrition. But he did counsel her to visit him as often as Julian or Michael would allow. And he added to that a piece of original advice: Her sins were not of her own making, and surely God was aware of that. But God had a plan for Mexico, and Christina was caught up in it. She must reason no further than that.
 
   Christina left the church feeling a mixture of absurd peace combined with bemusement. She wondered just how deeply Father Marco was also “caught up” in God’s plan for Mexico!
 
   *
 
   It was in the warm evening twilight that they heard the shots.
 
   There were three of them, distinct and loud over the gentle sounds of the village. Immediately, the quiet card game between Rene and the Father was interrupted; Christina and Penny threw down their sewing. They all stood, and Rene reached for his guns.
 
   But, before he was able to do more than locate them, the door to the Padré’s house burst open and a young boy rushed inside.
 
   “Padré! Padré! Some men have come and shot Tio Pablo - he is dead, I think! Mama said to ask you what we must do - and to bring you to my uncle - ”
 
   The boy’s shrill speech ceased at the touch of the Padré’s hand on his head.
 
   “Run back to your mother, Renaldo. Tell her I am coming.”
 
   The boy, eyes still big with excitement and fright, turned and hurried out. Father Marco and Rene looked at each other, silent speech passing between them. The Padré was grim, as was Rene; both of them suspecting something neither wished to bring up in front of the ladies.
 
   Christina, taut and apprehensive, couldn’t stand the brief, quiet exchange. “What is happening?”
 
   Rene turned to her, brown eyes narrowed and preoccupied and seeming much older than they really were. “I don’t know, Señora. But I will go now and find out. Please stay here; do not go outside, even for a minute.” His gaze took in both Christina and Penny. Penny nodded. Christina still seemed unconvinced.
 
   “But who do you think it is? Bandits, or - ”
 
   “Señora.” Padré Marco turned a solemn, surprisingly firm gaze on her. “These are troubling times. This village is bothered by violence most often, almost as a matter of course. Banditos, soldiers - no matter, death is death! And now - I must go to comfort the living, and prevent, if I can, any more killing. Please remain inside, as Señor St. Just asks. Ladies such as you and your friend are most valuable to men with no scruples.”
 
   He held her eyes for another few seconds, until she dropped her own in frustrated acknowledgment of his request. Then he turned and slipped out the door. Rene followed him without a backward glance, his guns now concealed beneath the colorful serape thrown about his shoulders, his face hidden by his big sombrero. His youth was concealed as well.
 
   Christina and Penny spent the next long minutes in acute anxiety. Forced to remain isolated, with no way of knowing what if anything was happening, their fears had ample ground in which to grow.
 
   Penny spent the time reliving aloud her own terrifying capture by Julian’s men, speculating on her possible fate had Christina not spoken out for her rescue, and wondering if that same doom awaited both of them now. Christina barely heard her. She was concerned with discovering the identity of the killers who had ridden into town. If the men were mere bandits, or even rowdy vaqueros, then it would be up to Rene to either defend the two of them or prevent their discovery, lest they be molested and/or sold. But if the men proved to be Santanista guerrillas . . . well, perhaps the ending might be different. Perhaps these men would listen, were she to tell them who she was. Perhaps they would rescue her from the situation she was currently in; and take her to Santa Anna, for the promise of a huge reward! Just possibly . . .
 
   Following separate but equally tense trains of thought, both women were startled into gasps at the sound of more gunfire. This time, the shots were louder and closer by. They seemed to have erupted from across the square - or next door.
 
   Suddenly, Rene dove through the doorway into the hut and rolled to a crouch, one hand clutching a bloody, wounded arm, the other still gripping his gun. He hobbled to the window, hissing, “Get down!” to the women, who stood frozen, watching, behind him.
 
   There was another gunshot, and a bullet whizzed through the window to disappear into the wall. Christina felt a sharp tug on her hand; Penny had dropped down and was pulling her, as well. She responded, and the two of them huddled on the floor, half under the rough-hewn table, while the smack of bullets striking the wall continued to sound above them. Rene dodged the bullets to shoot, pausing only to reload and to wipe the sweat-stained hair from his forehead. His wound was bleeding steadily, but, when Christina crawled forward to look at it, he pushed her away.
 
   “Take cover, Madame,” he said in French without once taking his eyes from the view in front of him.
 
   “You’re hurt - ”
 
   “It is nothing to being dead. There are only two of them now - I killed one other - but the odds are still against me. These are Santanista guerrillas, bad ones, part of the troop our compadrés are even now fighting. They know from town gossip that you and Penny are in here. They - ”
 
   He never finished the sentence. He rose to fire and held the position a fraction too long. He was struck high in the shoulder; the bullet knocking him backward, so he fell almost into Christina’s lap. Penny screamed, the sound loud and shrill in the dead silence.
 
   They would be coming now. Christina focused on the body of the young man sprawled beside her. He still lived; he was unconscious, and the wound bled copiously, but he was still alive. But for how long? Would these guerrillas - who had no compunctions against killing - spare Rene, hurt as he was! Would they believe her if she told them she was on their side, and would they let Rene live if she asked them to?
 
   Probably not.
 
   She didn’t think; she just acted. Maybe one day she would regret snatching up Rene’s gun and hiding it in her skirt. Maybe she would be sorry for her instinctive action. Now, however, there was no time.
 
   A narrow-eyed Mexican burst into the hut, gun extended, and stopped to assess the situation before him. He was followed by another of the same kind. Both men wore a combination of military cast-off clothing - army shirts with shoulder braid, stuffed into a vaquero’s sturdy cotton pants, with a soldier’s boots, topped off by wide sombreros. At recognition of the women, the sombreros were doffed. The men grinned.
 
   “Gringa Señoras . . . it is too bad you have only one little man to protect you. This is dangerous country for pretty Americanas! Your army is far too many miles away.”
 
   “I am not a Gringa,” Christina said, “I am a lady of Mexico, cousin to Señor Lopez de Santa Anna himself. I am traveling to my home in Jalapa, to my estate - ”
 
   Both guerrilla s burst into laughter - ugly and unkind. “A great Señora is traveling with only one little man to protect?” said the one who had spoken before.
 
   “We were attached - by Americanos. They killed all of my escorts except this one here.” She placed a protective hand on Rene’s head, willing the hand not to shake.
 
   “Where did this happen, Señora?” The other man spoke, his voice responding, as the other’s had not, with respect for Christina’s aristocratic tones and inherent dignity.
 
   “About . . . thirty or forty miles from here. South, I think. I do not know - it has been most difficult for me . . . and for my English companion . . . . ”
 
   English?” The first Santanista’s eyes crawled toward Penny, and she pressed a little closer to Christina.
 
   “She is English. My manservant is French. We are none of us American!” Christina cried.
 
   “Then why did your Frenchman fire on us, shooting our friend, eh?”
 
   “Perhaps he thought you were Yanquis or banditos. I don’t know! But listen to me.” She leaned forward, careful to keep Rene’s cold gun hidden against her side. Her face was wiped of repugnance, but she fought to keep it neutral and persuasive. “I am the Doña Señora Christina de Sainz y Siguenza Cabra. My father-in-law is the Condé de Castillo. We are a rich family, and I will reward you well for your escort to Jalapa, to my estate. Or you may take us directly to Santa Anna; he will honor you for returning us to him. Either way, you will be wealthy men, if you do your Christian duty and aid me by restoring me to my home and family. I am a Patriot, Señoras; I only wish to go home!”
 
   It was an impassioned plea, and all true, although Christina had no wish to travel anywhere accompanied by these men. And the guerrillas were swayed by her speech, she could tell. The one on the left, the more hostile one, looked at her speculatively. The other one appeared sympathetic.
 
   But then the man on the left shook his head, smiling. “Almost, we pity you, Señora. Almost, we believe you.” He looked down at the gun in his hand, appearing to check it over. “Except that we know who this young, foolish Frenchman really is. And although we do not know you, we can only suppose that you belong - as he does - to El Diablo Indio . . . the one man in all of Mexico that we would most like to kill. The one we have been searching for days; apart from the rest of our unit.” He raised his eyes to her, cold and fierce in his dark, bearded face.
 
   Christina glanced from him to the other. The man on her right looked apologetic, as if he really was sorry he could not accept her story. But not sorry enough to help her. Then Rene moaned - attracting everyone’s attention.
 
   The first man spoke again. “Señoras, you must stand up and move aside. This Yanqui bastard must be put out of his misery. Then we will all ride out of here before any more of your compadrés ride in, eh?”
 
   Christina’s mind and body froze, as though time had come to a complete halt. She couldn’t move; didn’t they see that? Neither could Penny.
 
   Seconds passed. From somewhere, another room or another world, she heard someone say, “Ramundo - the Señoras are stubborn. Help them up.”
 
   The one called Ramundo, the more agreeable one, started toward them. He reached for Penny - pulled her up and away from Christina, despite the girl’s struggles and shrill English oaths. Then he moved back for Christina.
 
   There was a look of duty and concentration on his flat Mexican face as he bent over, gripping her left arm. But the expression changed at the horrendous noise of the shot . . . at the pain of the bullet fired point-blank into his chest. He toppled backward.
 
   The other Mexican rushed forward. But then he, too, was knocked flat by the force of the second bullet to emerge from the barrel of Rene’s gun.
 
   Christina looked at the smoking gun she held. Had she fired it? Had she been the one to shoot two men? She glanced toward Penny. How was the girl crying so soundlessly? Why was everything so quiet? Had she, herself, been shot?
 
   The door opened, banging into the body of one of the Mexicans. Father Marco appeared, rifle in hand. He didn’t seem the least interested in the man he stepped over, beyond a cursory glance. Nor did he appear concerned with the pistol pointed at him by Christina. He came to her, instead, took the gun, and hugged her. He probably spoke to her, as well, but she couldn’t hear it. She was deaf.
 
   The door remained open, and it was filled with the curious, pitying faces of the local townsfolk. Then the crowd shifted, and a tall man in a brown, flat-crowned hat with an eagle feather stuck in its brim pushed his way through. It was Julian Torrance, his expression harsh enough to terrify little children.
 
   Over the Padré’s shoulder, Christina watched him replace his drawn gun in its holster. His black eyes had narrowed, and they met hers searchingly and even a bit uncertainly. Then they dropped to the Mexican at his feet, and he bent down, examining the lifeless body with terse movements. He glanced toward the other one, and at Rene; then toward Penny, backed into a corner and still sobbing. He looked again at Christina, still held in the arm of Padré Marco, still clutching Rene’s gun.
 
   Then, to everyone’s surprise but Christina’s, he threw back his head and laughed.
 
   *
 
   Christina was only deaf for a few minutes. Her hearing returned with a loud, painful pop. By that time, Julian had taken control of her and everyone, alive and dead, surrounding her; and she had no desire to contradict his authority. She never wanted to make a decision about anything again in her life.
 
   She was assisted to the town bathing spot - a tree-shaded area at a bend in the little stream running by the village - and cleansed of the blood which spattered her face and hands. Her clothes were removed and soaked in the stream. She was helped into the only other riding habit she possessed that was not ripped by now, and as it was a dark burgundy color - more shades of the color of blood - she wanted it off again! It took Penny five minutes of pleading, and the threat of calling Julian, before she consented to wear it.
 
   All this was done at Torrance’s order.
 
   But first he had seen to Rene, lifting the young man off the floor and placing him on the Padré’s bed to be looked after. He had ordered two of the villagers to drag the dead men out of the house and away somewhere. Then he had turned his attention to Christina, left sitting, in shock, on the dirt flor, her face streaked with blood and her eyes dilated. She didn’t know what he said to her; but there was both anger and something softer on his aloof face, and the hands that pulled her to her feet gripped her more protectively than anything else.
 
   She was sent off with Penny to be washed. After that, her hearing restored and reaction to what she had done finally set in. Her body shook; she tried to cry, but produced no tears, only deep, gasping breaths. Penny walked her to the cantina, the villagers bowing as they passed. To them, Christina was a heroine. To them, she was something of a miracle!
 
   Penny seated her at an uneven table and brought her tequila. She drank two glasses. She looked up, and there was Julian . . . gazing at her.
 
   “Here, meniña,” he said gently. “Have some more. It’s what we all do.”
 
   He poured her a third glass, and she obediently drank. By then, her body was warm and tingly; the shaking was beginning to ease. It was all due to the alcohol, no doubt. But who cared? ‘It’s what we all do,’ he had said. After what? After killing?
 
   She was put upon a horse. It was dark; she barely saw Padré Marco’s face as she said goodbye. The horse began to move, at a gentle, rhythmic trot. She fell back, against the hard body that rode behind her. But that was alright. An arm encircled her, holding her steady, while a voice murmured in her ear, telling her to go to sleep.
 
   There was nothing left to do now but sleep. Her eyes closed, her consciousness faded.. She forgot about blood and death and everything else. She slept.
 
   And awoke, headachy and tense, to a complete change in circumstance. She and Penny were alone with Julian Torrance and two Indians. And they were headed east - back into Texas!
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 18
 
   The idea of confronting Captain Torrance and demanding explanations of him would have seemed unthinkable to the Christina of two days ago. But that was before she had killed two men at close range. That was before she had gotten drunk on tequila, and fallen asleep on horseback in Torrance’s arms.
 
   She wasn’t afraid of him anymore. And considering the state of being she awoke in early the next morning - her head throbbing, her mouth dry, her limbs stiff and sore - she wasn’t afraid of anything or anybody, period. She was angry and belligerent and, for once, unconscious of her own dignity.
 
   She found him stretched out on the ground near a sparse tree, resting in the sunlight, his hat covering his face. Penny had told her the two Indians were somewhere nearby, but she couldn’t see them. No one else was visible in the harsh countryside for miles.
 
   “Captain Torrance.”
 
   His long body twitched, then his voice emerged from beneath the hat. “You may as well call me Julian It’s a strange name for a half-breed Indian, I’ll grant; but of course my English father is to be held responsible.”
 
   “Julian” She kicked at a rock with the pointed toe of her boot. The rock flew high into the air, and came down sharply on Julian’s leg. He grunted.
 
   “You’ve made your point, Señora. What the devil do you want/”
 
   He sat up, pushing the hat to the top of the head. He fixed her with slitted black eyes.
 
   “I would like to know where we’re going. I want to know how much longer we will stay with you, or whether you intend to turn us over to someone else - and if so, then whom? And I want to know where Michael is!”
 
   He looked up at her, standing rigidly before him, and wondered if he would find it more difficult to deal with this now, self-assured Señora. He probably would.
 
   “We are headed to Dos Rios. More specifically, la casa del Dos Rios. That is where you and your friend will stay - most likely for some time; until, that is, my dear cousin Michael does decide to show up and claim you. You will then be his property and his responsibility, thank God.”
 
   “But where is he now?”
 
   “In or near Saltillo, probably. Somewhere high up in the Sierra Madrés.”
 
   “I had assumed he was - somewhere closer,” she said.
 
   “He may be. I really do not know. Are you that anxious to see him?” Those eyes were intent now, and probing.
 
   She looked away, her expression irritable. “No. Not unless he intends to let me go. I hate him.” That last had popped out of her, spitefully and untruthfully. Although, in her headachy, nervous frustration, she really did feel a massive anger toward him. If he hadn’t kidnapped her in the first place, she wouldn’t be what she was now - soiled, and practically a murderess.
 
   Julian stood and stretched. “Then you won’t mind waiting a week or two more, especially since the house I am taking you to is extremely pleasant.”
 
   “But is it in Texas?” she asked. She didn’t want to go there, to go backwards!
 
   “Barely. It’s an old rancho situated between the Nueces River and the Frio. It isn’t all that far.”
 
   “But . . . you mean you are simply going to take us there, and leave us? Alone?”
 
   “Not quite alone,” he said, smiling at her perplexity and at the temper he saw she was about to display. So unlike her former, icy-calm manner!
 
   “Diablos, Julian! Will you please tell me more? I am tired of not knowing anything, and I do have rights - especially after yesterday . . . ” her voice trailed off, and she frowned in memory. “At least tell me whose guests we will be. To whom does the rancho belong?
 
   Julian looked amused and appreciative, and he reached down to stroke her flushed cheek. “To Michael Brett, meniña. And to me. Dos Rios is ours.”
 
   She jerked away from his touch, ignoring his laugh. She felt oddly ambivalent.
 
   It was as though the distant events of the last few weeks had never happened, or could be discounted. She remembered that cool, colorful day in Washington - when Michael had told her of his house in Texas. He had planned for her to go there then . . . and she had promised that she would, never really intending to.
 
   Now, after everything that had happened, and against her wishes, she was still going.
 
   There was an impossible irony in it all. His will had again proven stronger than hers, even at a distance! Or was fate on his side?
 
   *
 
   They crossed the Rio Grande in the dark and turned north, moving into the dry Texas grasslands.
 
   Julian set a hard pace, matched only by his excessive caution.
 
   He was taking no changes, even here in Texas, with passing strangers. He turned them away from every small village or rancho they came upon, sending the two Indians out alone in search of food. Whenever they crossed any suspicious tracks, he led his diminished band in a different, more roundabout direction. He was careful to conceal the visible smoke from campfires, and even to conceal the location of the camp; always choosing a site as defensible as he could find.
 
   Yet, despite his extra time-consuming care, they sill arrived at the banks of the Nueces in under two days. As they were tired and hot - even though the November weather had cooled - their first glimpse a few minutes later of the House of the Two Rivers was welcome, despite its rough and semi-neglected exterior.
 
   Penny declared the old hacienda charming. Christina thought it a disgrace.
 
   It looked more like a fortress than a home. The walls were thick and scorched, the front door was massive. There were no exterior balconies, such as Christina’s own home featured. This place seemed closed in on itself.
 
   The outbuildings all looked to be in decent repair, and although there was no decorative garden to speak of, the grounds were somewhat neat. All the fences were in excellent condition, and off into the distance there was cattle - a lot of it. Far away figures on horseback were riding among the cattle, and one or two of them seemed to be heading back toward Dos Rios.
 
   Then several people spilled out of the house and its environs and approached them as they rode in.
 
   Julian raised his hand in greeting to the only male present, a black man who was grinning. The man waved and called out, “It sho’ is a surprise seeing you here, Cap’n Torrance. We wasn’t expectin’ you back fo’ a long time!”
 
   “I’m a bit surprised myself, Jefferson. Get someone to take these horses. They’ve been ridden hard.”
 
   Two boys, one black and one Mexican, ran up to hold the reins of the horses as Christina and Penny dismounted. The two Indians continued around back of the house. Julian got off his horse and surveyed the anxious group of women who stood waiting on the steps of Dos Rios.
 
   “Señoras and Señoritas,” Julian said with a gracious - for him - nod of his head.
 
   “Welcome home, Monsieur,” murmured a quiet voice with a slurred French accent. The woman who spoke was slender, and at least part black. Next to her stood a large Mexican woman, who echoed her greeting; and three younger girls of differing races, who smiled nervously but said nothing.
 
   “Allow me to present to you all our house guests - the Doña Señora de Sainz, and her companion, Penny. They will remain here for several weeks. You must see to their comforts.”
 
   The women curtsied, the black man, Jefferson, bowed. Christina stood thunderstruck at the novelty of Julian’s behavior. He sounded, almost, like a gentleman! What kind of game was he playing, before his own household? She looked at him suspiciously, but the dark eyes were wide and bland. Yes, he was certainly playing a part!
 
   Just then a stately dressed lady pushed through the group on the steps, which scattered to allow her passage. She was obviously of Mexican origin, but when she spoke her English was good and hardly accented.
 
   “Señor Torrance, you must come inside now. We are glad to have you home, although it is a shame you have not brought Lord Michael with you! It is so long since we have see him . . . Ladies, if you will please follow me, I shall arrange rooms for you. I am sure you are fatigued. Señor, my husband is out with the herd . . . he will return soon.”
 
   Still talking the formidable woman - whom Christina correctly assumed was the housekeeper - led them inside a cool, high-ceiling entranceway. Julian gathered the ladies in ahead of him; another odd, courteous act of which Christina had not thought him capable.
 
   Nothing that Julian Torrance did should have surprised her at this point. Nevertheless, his transition from rude half-breed guerilla Captain to urban Lord of the Manor was startling, to say the least.
 
   He introduced her to the housekeeper, Señora Martinez, with manners so flawless as to reduce even that talkative lady to silence, explaining that the Doña Señora de Sainz was an honored guest of both him and his cousin Miguel, and was to be afforded all the courtesies of the house. He then instructed that Christina be given the large front room - an unusual act, judging from the astounded expression on the housekeeper’s round face - which was to be prepared at once, so she could bathe and rest.
 
   But then he smiled threateningly and, discarding his gentlemanly attitude, added, “of course, Christina isn’t to leave the immediate grounds once I’ve gone. You’ll have to have her watched, Manuela - she’s a clever girl.”
 
   Before the even-more bemused housekeeper responded, Julian took Christina’s hand and dragged her through the entranceway and down a dim hall toward the center of the house. He pulled her out onto a tiled patio, shaded by planted fruit trees and rose-covered trellises, and sat her down on a cushioned stone bench by a fish pond. Penny had not followed them; Christina spared a brief hope that she was made comfortable, before allowing anger to wash over her in humiliating waves.
 
   “That was unnecessary and crude!” she said, turning on Julian. “There is entirely no need to set the servants to watching me!”
 
   “Yes there is. I don’t trust you to stay here a day after I’ve departed if you can acquire a horse, despite the fact that you might be killed or sold into slavery if you ride out of here alone.”
 
   “I am quite aware of that, and I will be happy to rest here a while, as long as either you or Michael promise to eventually take me home!”
 
   They were sitting in the shade, and Julian took off his hat and reached down to remove hers as well. Her braided hair had been tucked up under it, in lieu of pins; now the braid spilled down her back. He smiled at the picture she made - green-gold eyes snapping, face dust-streaked and flushed, bodice heaving in controlled outrage, hair disheveled. The Lady Contumacy.
 
   But no, he still didn’t believe her. He shook his head. “Sorry, Christina. A few days ago I might have taken your word not to attempt to escape - although probably not; I’m sure Miguel extracted a similar promise, in Washington, and it didn’t mean much then, did it? But now, now that you’ve killed, no. You’ve become more aggressive and I don’t like it. I’m headed back to Mexico tomorrow, and to ensure that you don’t follow me, I’ll turn the entire household into guards, if I must.”
 
   She sat, looking away from him, and wondering if it was true that she was more aggressive now that she had killed. She didn’t feel any different, only still horrified . . . and a little more impatient, and a little less able to control it. Julian Torrance was an insensitive beast with no idea of what one should or should not say to servants. They would never respect her, if they were forced to spy on her constantly! Even Michael Brett had attempted to spare her that!
 
   It was true Michael had assumed she would keep her word and go to Texas with his aunt, and that was no doubt why he had not put her under direct guard when he left Washington. And she had broken that word. But with just provocation, certainly.
 
   A young Mexican girl brought out a pitcher of orange juice and two glasses on a tray, and set the tray down on the tiled edge of the pond. Julian introduced the girl as Graziella, and Christina responded with a cool nod. The girl fled as Julian poured them both a drink.
 
   Julian gulped his, and then stood. “I have things to attend to, Christina. You may stay here, if you like, until Manuela comes to take you to your room. It shouldn’t be long.” He waited for her reply. When none came, he stalked off, leaving her sitting alone.
 
   She glanced around, for the first time noticing her surroundings.
 
   It struck her forcibly, then, that she was in Julian’s home. His and Michael’s. And this time, there would be no escaping . . . until Michael came to take her away!
 
   But when would he come? And how would he react when he did? Would he remember their last night together, or would his anger at her for leaving Washington with Manzanal wipe out any tender memories he might have had? Did it really make any difference what he thought and felt?
 
   It made a difference to her own well being. Michael was probably furious with her. And although Julian, in his own way, had treated her far more kindly than she could ever have expected . . . Michael might not. What if he did decide to take Julian’s earlier advice, and have her killed? Who, in this half-empty desolate land which he owned, would deny him the right? Who would stop him?
 
   No one. But in spite of any fear she might possess at the knowledge of his absolute power over her, she knew one other thing. She wanted to see him. God help her, she really did.
 
   *
 
   There was no doubt the rooms Julian had ordered her installed in belonged to Michael Brett, although at first glance they seemed merely eccentric. The suite was comfortably and oddly furnished, with Indian blankets on the floor as rugs and fur pelts on the bed as blankets. The bare dressing table was English, the beautiful armoire looked to be French, and the huge crudely-carved bed could only be of local or American make. But the row of masculine clothing in the wardrobe was European and cut for a broad-shouldered man. And the handkerchiefs folded into a drawer bore the initials M.A.B.
 
   No wonder the housekeeper had looked so shocked. Probably no one but Michael ever used this suite!
 
   But she was too greedy for a proper bath to spare much time worrying over Julian’s little joke. A pleasant dressing room adjoined the bedroom, and inside it another young maid - this one Negro, with a pretty smile - poured hot water into a big copper bathtub, doubtlessly imported from England. There was even a delicious smell emerging from the water; the maid, Gaby, must have thrown in a sweet oil or perfume.
 
   Christina lay back in the tub for a full five minutes before washing. It had been weeks since she had immersed herself in a bath; weeks of dirt and sweat, and even blood. The hot, scented water felt as good to her now as anything on earth she could imagine.
 
   It was also wonderful to be dried with thick cotton towels, and wrapped in a man’s - Michael’s? - silk dressing gown, while her wet hair was patted dry and combed by the soft-spoken Gaby. A tray of refreshments was brought to her, and after she had picked through it, she stretched out on the solid feather bed amongst the furs and closed her eyes. Michael’s bedroom was high-ceilinged and cool, and Gaby drew the curtains closed over the narrow, front window, making the room dim. Then the girl left, shutting the door behind her; and Christina fell almost immediately asleep.
 
   *
 
   Penny awoke her in time to dress for the evening meal. The girl was bright-eyed and full of gossipy chatter, and as she brushed out Christina’s sleep-tangled hair, she expressed her excitement at coming to Dos Rios.
 
   Ain’t it just grand! The whole place used to belong to a Señor Vilasquez, but when Santa Anna’s soldiers came through here a couple of years ago - burning out the Texans who lived nearby - they told the Señor he must leave if he wanted to remain loyal to Mexico. Probably the poor Señor thought he’d be killed if he stayed! So he packed and left, selling the house and all his cattle to Lord Brett. That’s who really owns the place - Lord Brett, I mean. Captain Torrance stays here some, and he even brought in some more cattle. But Suzette - she’s one of the cooks - said that the deed is in My Lord’s name, even if he does say that Captain Torrance owns half. Although neither one of them comes here very much. Señor Martinez’ husband is the foreman, and he takes care of everything.”
 
   Penny paused for breath, and to inspect the simple yet elegant way she had twisted up Christina’s hair. Satisfied, she nodded to herself - without bothering to consult Christina - and put down pins and brush. She walked over to the wardrobe, opened it, and inspect the meager handful of newly-pressed gowns and riding habits inside.
 
   “I expect there must be someone nearby who can make up some new dresses, m’ lady. You’ll be needing pretty clothes here. Carla says that Lady Antoinette is apt to drop in anytime, to inspect the servants - she hired them all, you see, and most of them come from her own estate - now that she has returned to Texas. She’s only a good day’s ride away, in San Antonio! And she’ll be wanting to entertain.” Penny pulled a green silk low-necked gown from the armoire, one of the two evening ensembles Christina had purchased ready-made in New Orleans, and which she had worn once each on board the steamer. As Penny shook out the dress, she continued talking. “Of course I told everyone that we were already acquainted with Lady Antoinette, as we had all shared Lord Brett’s home in Washington. Mighty surprised they was, too! Even that stiff Señora Martinez came into the kitchen to hear me.”
 
   “I hope you are careful with your confidence, Penny. It would be best if you said very little about us.”
 
   “Of course, m’ lady! Nobody needs to know. That’s none of their business! I expect they assume we’re here on a visit. Unless Captain Torrance says anything different, which he just might. I know he’s been nice to you, m’ lady, but he scares the devil out of me!”
 
   Christina grimaced, thinking of the remark, Julian had made to Señora Martinez concerning the need to keep an eye on his “guest.” The entire household must be discussing and speculating about that! But she remained silent as she rose and removed the robe she wore in order to dress. Then a thought occurred to her.
 
   “Are we dining alone tonight, Penny, just the Captain and me?” she asked, thinking it unlikely that Julian Torrance would submit to the civilized nicety of a formal dinner. But why should she bother to dress, if she were to eat by herself?
 
   “I don’t know, m’ lady. Some gentleman came inside the house a little while ago, just as I was coming up here. But I didn’t recognize him. You’re to go down to the main sala, whatever that is, whenever you’re ready; I’m sure you’ll find out then.”
 
   No doubt. But the possibility of a quiet, relaxed meal eaten in Julian’s company was not unpleasant. They had argued and conversed for hours on the way here, mainly about Texas and Mexico; and although Christina often found his views to be prejudiced and vexing, they were always stimulating. And as she was curious to find out more about the man, observing him in such an unusual-seeming place as his own dining room should prove interesting.
 
   At least she wasn’t at all scared of him anymore. He seemed to know it, too, and to treat her in a half-friendly, half-sardonic way that took her new familiarity for granted. The only untouchable barrier between them now was the subject of Michael Brett. Although Julian did occasionally mention him in a perverse fashion, watching to see if it needled her, she had no desire to discuss him or the relationship she had had with him to his cousin. Not even to herself, if the truth be known; better to force Michael to the back of her mind, like an impending storm. But even if she weren’t frightened of any physical harm from Julian, she was still wary of his blunt tongue, particularly where Michael was concerned. She considered it best to let that topic drop.
 
   Dressed comfortably - although her gown hung a little loosely now - and eager to view more of the house and its occupants, Christina emerged from her room onto the inner balcony that overlooked the courtyard. She paused to glance down. Colored paper lanterns were lit as though for a fiesta, and hung in the trees, creating pretty patterns on the pink tile below. Fish swam in the ornamental pond, rippling the shimmering water. The scene was gay and yet wistful . . . all the people were missing.
 
   She crossed the balcony, noting that all of the doors opposite and to the side of her wing were closed. But as she descended the wooden stairs the rest of the house same to life. She heard the murmur of voices from at least three different directions, and at the bottom of the stairs shy little Graziella waited, curtseying, beneath the bright glow of a big iron chandelier.
 
   Graziella directed her to the sala, which was located to the right of the staircase, off the foyer. The wide double doors were closed, but Graziella opened them without knocking, gesturing Christina inside. Taking a breath, Christina walked into the spacious room . . . to halt in confusion. Julian was there, yes. But so was another man. And from his expectant smile, he knew who she was.
 
   Julian had adopted formal evening dress for the occasion, and was something of a wolf in sheep’s clothing in his black, frock coat and while cravat. He came toward her, grinning and looked her up and down in an exaggerated manner that might have insulted her had she not known him so well.
 
   “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. Miss?”
 
   “Señora. And you are?”
 
   “Clean for a change. Apparently you have scrubbed a little, too. If I didn’t recognize that condescending tone of voice . . .” He shook his for once well-combed head. Then he turned, and called to the man standing by the stone fireplace.
 
   “Come here, Gilbert. You must make the acquaintance of the Señora.”
 
   The man came slowly toward them. He limped, leaning heavily on a cane.
 
   Christina moved forward, meeting the crippled man halfway. “I will come to you, Señor. Why do you not sit down?”
 
   He looked at her. “In a moment, Señora. You are most kind. But I walk as much as I can - it is good therapy, the doctors say.”
 
   Julian came to stand behind them, hands planted on his hips. “Christina - this is my brother, Gilbert Torrance. Gilbert, the Señora de Sainz.”
 
   Surprise held her still as Gilbert murmured a conventional greeting and bowed. She gave him her hand and replied in kind.
 
   “But you live in San Antonio, do you not? Where is Lady Antoinette? I would have liked to see her. I grew quite fond of her in - in Washington.”
 
   “She is at Tor Bend, the common name for our family home near San Antonio. And I recall her speaking with approval - and also with some question - of you, and where you might have gone to. She never suspected you might be here! Nor did I, until a little while ago. Julian summoned me here with a message by one of his renegades, and I came immediately, like a good brother.” He laughed, the action rendering his face pleasant and very like Rowan’s. Both men had wavy, brown hair, with a tendency to fall across their high foreheads; both men were of medium build - although Gilbert was the older and heavier - and of medium height. Rowan seemed a trifle livelier, however, and Gilbert more reserved. There was a watchful gleam to Gilbert’s eyes which was reminiscent of his adopted-brother and of his cousin, Michael.
 
   Christina wondered how much of her story Gilbert had learned from both Antoinette and Julian. If he knew she was loyal to Mexico, he would dislike her, wouldn’t he? Hadn’t he been crippled by a Santanista? Why had Julian brought him here?
 
   Julian answered that question himself later in the evening, as they were seated at one end of a dark Spanish dining table finishing a good meal of French and English dishes. Dessert was served by Jefferson, the black man who doubled as a butler; and Gilbert asked Julian for the second time why he couldn’t remain at Dos Rios until Antoinette would be able to arrive.
 
   “Because, as you well know, there is a war going on in Mexico, and I don’t intend to miss it,” Julian said. “The only reason I detoured here at all was to bring Christina, who seemed to be seeing a little too much of it. I am leaving here tomorrow, to rejoin my unit. But I wanted you to meet Christina . . . .” his glance at her was inscrutable, “and Christina to meet you. Just in case. You’ll be checking on her, from time to time, and you should know each other. Michael might not arrive here for weeks.
 
   Both men looked her way, Julian openly and Gilbert a little embarrassedly. She averted her eyes from each of them and focused on her English pudding.
 
   “Also, Gilbert . . . you can’t tell Antoinette that Christina is here. You know she would rush right over and sweep her away to Tor Bend, which Michael would definitely not like. I don’t want Antoinette to come here until Michael returns.”
 
   “Where is he, anyway?” Gilbert asked, evidently not caring for the idea of deceiving his inquisitive mother.
 
   “He was with General Taylor, assisting him in securing Saltillo. Where he is now is anyone’s guess.”
 
   “Does he even know that you have located the Señora?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Julian’s reply was short, and that was all he intended to say. The conversation turned to Antoinette, at Christina’s urging, and remained there until Julian was called away by the butler. Once he left the room, Gilbert relaxed a little more. He requested port, and insisted that Christina have an after-dinner wine as well.
 
   He asked her general questions about her travels, avoiding any subject which might prove touchy or uncomfortable; a knack which reminded Christina of his mother. After ten minutes of aimless talking, he struck with a pointedness that was all Julian.
 
   “Señora . . .” he began, his gaze direct. “My mother seems to be under the impression that you and Michael had formed some sort of understanding, before you ran away from him. Yet, Julian tells me that you and my cousin are more in the way of enemies; which would explain, at least, why you did run away.”
 
   He seemed to expect her to speak, but she remained silent. He sipped his port and continued. “Now, please do not mistake me. Whatever is between you and Michael is most certainly your own affair. I am merely curious about your status. Am I to treat you as a future cousin-in-law, or as an honorable Mexican hostage?”
 
   He smiled as he spoke, a warm, generous smile that nevertheless did not disguise his implacable need to know. This was a man who liked order in his life and wasn’t fond of surprises. He was, indeed, different from Michael and Julian, after all.
 
   Christina decided to be honest with him, and trust in his tolerant nature.
 
   “Señor Torrance, I nursed your cousin back to health after he was discovered on my estate in Mexico half-dead from a gunshot wound. To repay me, he kidnapped me, simply because I happened to discover his identity; and took me far away from my home. I needn’t mention the indignities I suffered along the way, not the least of which was the fact that he actually drugged me!” She paused to rein-in her voice, which had risen. “Naturally, I took the opportunity which presented itself in Washington to escape him. I have a duty to my estate, Señor, a responsibility to it - you must understand me, owning land yourself! I wished - I still wish - to return to it, especially now that war has upset everything. My tenants, my people, need me. I am their Patrona . . .”
 
   She stared at Gilbert, her mind on her hacienda; on Maria Juana, on her head man Ricardo, on everyone else there who must have no idea where she was. She saw the place deserted from lack of attention, or even destroyed from the war. Her imaginings chilled her.
 
   “So you see, even though Miguel and I have - gotten along - together at times, just as your mother observed, he has done me a great disservice, which I can never forget. You may consider me his hostage, if you wish; it is true enough!”
 
   Gilbert observed her closely, his interest and his speculation unhidden. He didn’t seem displeased or even perturbed by her story. He seemed to accept it calmly. Was he used to the insane, uncivilized things that his English cousin did? And as for her role - did the idea of a patriotic Mexican not anger him, either?
 
   Then he shook his head, and smiled. “Not a hostage. “Or even a guest. I will think of you as a friend, if you permit it, Señora. And I hope that you will do me the same favor.”
 
   Her expression eased, and she nodded. But before she could speak, he added, “And I promise you that as a friend I will certainly speak to Michael on your behalf. Even though our countries are in the midst of a bitter war - and it is bitter, Señora, on the part of every Texan - Michael must remember that he is a gentleman. I will try to persuade him to let you go.”
 
   She smiled at him in grateful relief, a wide smile that slanted her green-gold eyes upwards until they glittered like faceted stones. She turned the same face to Julian when he reentered the room, and the big man stopped dead to stare at her in mock surprise and cynical approval.
 
   “Well, Gilbert, your conversation seems to have pleased Christina. And I had so hoped to do it myself when I told her I have changed my mind about leaving, and intend to stay here another day or so longer.” He spoke deprecatingly, and both Gilbert and Christina laughed and protested.
 
   Then Julian moved near to Christina, and reached down to caress her cheek, as casually as always. He stopped at Gilbert’s observing look and frowned. It struck Julian how much it pleased him to touch her, and how unusual a show of affection like that was for him. No wonder Gilbert stared! But he couldn’t help touching her, it just seemed to come naturally to him. Of course, he should consider what Michael would make of his petting . . . sure he would not stop it when his cousin arrived, a lot sooner now than he had originally thought. Oh, well, he enjoyed touching Christina, and these days, she didn’t seem to mind his caresses. Perhaps Michael had an even bigger aggravation coming!
 
   The thought of teasing his cousin and best friend restored his sense of the absurd. He grinned down at Christina and patted her like a good dog. “I’ve decided to see you well-nestled in before I go. Lay out the rules, and so on. My troop will just have to do without me for a little while longer. Now - why don’t we go out onto the patio, where it’s cooler? Gilbert can tell us all about his children and his wife and Antoinette . . .”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 19
 
   The patio was scented with night-flowers and the musky-smell of the land, borne on a tantalizing breeze. They seated themselves on cushioned chairs in a patch of lantern light, and sipped wine in peace for a few moments, listening to the wistful strains of a guitar played by a ranch hand in a dark corner. Then Julian ruined the peaceful mood by turning perverse and setting out to annoy Christina by relating exaggerated tales of her exploits to Gilbert. He made fun of her and complimented her at the same time, using an heroic tone of voice that was as funny as it was annoying, and taking care to play up her unfeminine conduct so that she sounded like some kind of hussy. Why did he find it necessary to talk about her adapting to life with a rough guerilla band as though it were? And why in the name of God, did he bring up the incident in which she killed two men?
 
   Julian leaned over the back of Christine’s chair where she couldn’t see him, rubbing her bare shoulder despite her stiffened back. “So you see, Gilbert, what a brave girl she really is. Without her, er - quick action with St. Just’s gun, he would be dead now, and she would be - uh, well. I’m sure you can guess. Although I’m afraid that killing those dogs has upset her. I don’t know why. They were dead men anyway; I was only about twenty minutes behind them.”
 
   “Julian, you know I would prefer not to discuss it at all,” she said.
 
   “Of course I do. And you will go as far as to drink to forget it.” She knew he was grinning down at her, his smile recalling the absurd inebriated condition he had helped her to attain in her shock at the killings. And here she was with a glass of sangria in her hand, and feeling exactly the same; she still wanted to forget!
 
   She twisted to glare up at him, her eyes daring him to comment further. But he only laughed, and squeezed her shoulder. “You know I approve of you, meniña, despite your faults. I will even take responsibility for most of your recent sins.”
 
   “I am glad to hear it, Juli. Now I know whom to blame.”
 
   Julian’s hand tightened on Christina’s shoulder, and remained there as all their gazes shot toward the familiar, unexpected voice.
 
   “Is this a fiesta? No, the three of you seem too cozy for that. A dinner party, then. Am I welcome?” Michael’s tone was quizzical and bland and tired. But his eyes were narrowed and slate-gray in the dim light, and his face beneath several days’ growth of beard looked hard, even though he leaned casually against the arched doorway.
 
   “I seem to remember something about this being your house. We could scarcely turn you away, could we?” Julian said.
 
   Michael’s eyes met Julian’s, and flickered downwards for only a second before returning back up without acknowledging Christina. Then he turned toward his other cousin, who had risen. His mouth quirked into a smile.
 
   “What are you doing here, Gil?”
 
   Gilbert moved forward and extended his hand. “I’m not sure, now. But it’s good to see you anyway.”
 
   Michael removed dirty leather gloves to clasp his cousin’s hand and came forward, his movements slow. “Well, I’m glad you’re here, especially since it appears we have a lot to talk about. But I think I’ll bathe, and change, first, before joining polite company. I’ve done some hard riding lately, as you can no doubt tell.”
 
   He released Gilbert’s hand and his eyes swung back again to Julian. The half-breed Indian looked amused, and something else indefinable. His stare was heavy and expectant.
 
   Since Julian was waiting for it, and since Gilbert also formed part of the audience, Michael decided to glance down at Christina, seated beneath Julian’s deliberate and pointed grip. He even managed to keep his voice quiet and controlled when he satisfied them all by speaking to her.
 
   “You seem to have been extremely busy since we last met, Señora. How - interesting to find you here, obviously so well cared for . . . and on such good terms with my family. Despite all the trouble you’ve caused!”
 
   Christina flinched, and would have jumped up from the chair had Julian not held her down. “Any small trouble I might be responsible for is as nothing to the misery you have put me through!”
 
   “That misery isn’t over yet, Christina.” It was a flat threat, and watching her now - just as arrogant and demanding as ever, yet less afraid of him than before, thanks to God knows what, when Julian should have humbled her - he wanted to slap her, as hard as he could. Particularly since the sight of her had brought back to him, with seductive strength, the memory of her in bed, that one and only time. And that had been just before she had walked out of his house to go to another man. His disgust rose in his mouth, like bile.
 
   He turned, intending to stalk away, not trusting himself to keep from killing her now, in front of witnesses. He opened his mouth to call out to Julian to dispose of her somewhere before he came back. But then he bumped into the female he had unintentionally brought home with him.
 
   “So here you are, querido! I have looked everywhere for you - but I see we have guests!” She tossed her full head of glossy black hair, and her eyes narrowed into slits as they took in the assembled company.
 
   “Julian can make the necessary introductions, Renata. Now get out of my way so I can take a bath. And remember to be polite, you’re pretending to be a lady.”
 
   The girl flashed dark, passionate eyes at him before facing her audience and dropping into an overdone curtsy. Then, as Michael’s boot steps receded into the house, the girl said, “Good evening.”
 
   Julian burst into rude laughter, seeming to find both Michael and the girl’s appearance amusing. The girl drew herself up and planted angry fists on the hips of her European-style riding habit.
 
   “You dare to smirk at me,, hijo de - she cut herself off, pretending to realize her manners. She glanced toward Christina, noticed the white, rigid expression she wore, and took it for contempt. “Julian, who is she?” she demanded, her glare swinging back to him.
 
   “She is a lady, Spirit, whom you would do well to emulate, if you are serious about improving yourself, which I doubt. Her name is the Señora de Sainz. Yours I thought I knew; but what did Miguel call you?”
 
   “Renata. It is my new name. I no longer want my Comanche name. Is she sleeping in Miguel’s bedroom? There are women’s clothes in his wardrobe.”
 
   Julian smiled, sardonically, and Gilbert looked amazed and disgusted, but not really surprised. Apparently he had met Spirit - Renata before. Christina sat frozen in her seat, not believing the scene that had just taken place, or the one that was now happening.
 
   “Yes she is, and you are to keep out of there,” Julian replied. “It is Miguel’s wish that she have his room, since she is a very important guest. And how long are you planning to stay? I don’t want you disrupting this household for long.” He was intentionally provoking, and this volatile girl lit beneath his words like a smoldering flame, shattering the quiet peace of the courtyard with her loud voice.
 
   “I will remain here as long as I want! It is Miguel’s house, not yours, and he wants me here! I am just as important to him as - as she is, even more important, you dog, and you can’t make me leave. Why don’t you go, instead, and take her with you!”
 
   Her attitude radiated primitive aggression and an equally savage sensuality, and even Christina had to admit her beauty was uncommon and glorious; particularly so due to the contrast between her obvious Indian ancestry and her correct European clothing. But she was vulgar and common, and Michael’s mistress . . . and Christina had just about all she could stand for one night, period.
 
   “You must excuse me, gentlemen, and you, Señorita. It is time that I retired.” She rose from her chair, and Julian made no attempt to stop her. She met his eyes, and they were understanding and not in the least amused. Thank God he had decided to spare her his sarcasm; she couldn’t have borne it. She turned to Gilbert, and nodded, hoping his present expression of bemusement wouldn’t turn to pity for her sake.
 
   But then her gaze crossed that of the Indian girl, and the malevolent hatred she encountered there was unnerving, but not startling. She disliked the girl, why shouldn’t the girl hate her?
 
   “Goodnight,” she said, and walked away. Gilbert Torrance was the only one who wished her a good night in return. As she went into the interior hall, she heard the Comanche girl saying something shrill about her to Julian; and his low and menacing order to shut up. The girl began shrieking then, before there came the distinct sound of a slap. Wild, angry sobbing ensued as Christina mounted the staircase, and the sobbing grew louder when she reached the open hallway to her room, with its high view of the courtyard below.
 
   She hurried into her room and shut the door behind her, leaning against it and trembling, and hoping viciously that Julian would beat the hysterical girl senseless.
 
   She was alone, no sign of Michael in what used to be his own room. And she almost regretted the absence of people — of anyone, even a servant, before whom she must dissemble and pretend, and control herself. Because now, in the fire-lite warmth of Michael Brett’s bedchamber, she was giving way to the reality that he was here, in the house. And despising her for daring to escape him. And planning to make her life unbearable.
 
   And beginning her humiliation by installing his vile mistress in the house . . .
 
   She felt herself shake, felt her body reacting to the explosive emotions colliding in her brain. She was hot and uncomfortable in her evening dress. She stripped it off, and threw it down, and pulled on her nightshift. She took the pins out of her hair and brushed it, violently. She paced the floor for several minutes to suit action to the lurid pounding of her heart. Then she climbed into bed, after blowing out all the candles so she was in complete darkness.
 
   And the tears that slid from her eyes were tears of anger, no more; of that she was certain.
 
   *
 
   Downstairs, after the well-slapped and howling Renata fled to find either Michael or her own room, Gilbert looked at Julian, and said, “You knew he was coming; that’s why you decided to stay.”
 
   Julian barely smiled. “Do you have a point?”
 
   “Yes. What about Christina? Do you intend to protect her from him? Or just watch?
 
   “He won’t hurt her.”
 
   “How do you know? Will you help her if he does?”
 
   “I said he won’t hurt her. Hell, he probably won’t even yell at her. He didn’t even keep her locked up, in Washington. He bought her clothes, and took her to parties, for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “But that was before she abused her privileges and ran off.”
 
   “She deserves a beating for that, in my opinion, just to keep her from doing it again. But that fool she escaped with - Colonel Manzanal - took care of that by nearly raping her the night I killed him. For all I know, he’d tried it before. That probably taught her a lesson of some sort. She’ll behave now, I’m sure. She never once gave me any trouble. And I’ll tell Michael that. But you needn’t worry that he’ll mistreat her, because he won’t.”
 
   Julian frowned and looked away, his black eyes grim. “She’s his woman, Gilbert. His prisoner. Do you understand that? He has the right to do any damn thing to her he wants, even if he won’t, and neither one of us should interfere. But, yes - if she needs me, for the next day or so, I’ll be here. And I’ll do more than just watch.”
 
   *
 
   When Christina finally slept, it was to have her waking thoughts transformed into dream images both horrible and poignant.
 
   She was cast in a theater of helplessness, in which she was berated by Michael and the Indian girl and Gilbert, while Julian looked on and resisted her appeals. They were stripping her naked; and still Julian stared, and laughed. Then she was back in her own hacienda, in her own bed, and only Michael was there, tying her hands. She was supposed to tell him something, like before. But she refused to say it. She knew he would destroy her holdings if she did not give in, but she could not speak the words. He told her he would hit her. And her dream-self warmed, because he would not really slap her, he would touch her instead, and wasn’t that what she wanted? His hands on her, his mouth on her, and the wetness, the . . .
 
   She awoke, her body tangled in covers that seemed far too hot. She kicked them away. And froze when her foot encountered something hard.
 
   “I wondered if you were ever going to wake up. Juli must’ve given you too much wine at dinner. Along with too damn many other privileges.”
 
   Still sluggish from heavy sleep, her body was slow to twist away, but she managed to drag herself toward the opposite side of the bed from where he perched and sit up. Her nightshift shone whitely in the darkness until she covered it with the sheet.
 
   “What are you doing in here?” she hissed.
 
   “It’s my bedroom, why shouldn’t I be in here? In fact, this is my house. And you are my prisoner - not Julian’s. If you were his, you’d be in his bedroom.”
 
   He must be drunk. Drunk and dangerous. But she didn’t care. “Why don’t you take me there, then? I’d much rather be under his guard than yours. He’s a great deal more civilized than you, despite his manners, and - ”
 
   “I can see that Julian’s treated you far better than you deserve, for reasons known only to him. But don’t expect me to be so lenient. I ought to beat you for running away from Washington with that idiot Colonel. In fact, I think I will. You need to learn obedience, Señora, or at least the consequences of breaking your given word.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I take the chance to return to Mexico when it was offered? I don’t owe you loyalty! I don’t owe you anything! If not for you, I’d be in my own house right now, on my own lands, doing my best for my people during this war with your country. I’m neglecting them now, and it’s your fault!”
 
   “What about your Fiancé, Arredondo? Wouldn’t you rather be with him? Or maybe Santa Anna? Or perhaps you miss that Colonel that Julian killed. You liked him enough to run off with him into the middle of a war.”
 
   Pure anger made her gasp as she threw off the covers and swung her bare feet to the floor. Before she could bolt to the door, he had slid across the bed to catch her.
 
   “Where are you going? To Julian? He won’t help you. Not even if I kill you tonight as an enemy who knows too much to let live. He wouldn’t even try to stop me, nor would Gilbert. War is all about killing, querida.”
 
   “Then go ahead.” Her whisper was fierce and her skin trembled with fury beneath his tight grip on her arm, in her hair, where he had tangled one hand. “I don’t care anymore. I’ve seen too much, I’ve done too much. . .”
 
   “You’ve killed also, I hear. Then you know how it’s done. You simply place the gun or a knife - ” he released her hair to fumble at his waist” - here, along the throat. Do you know what comes next?”
 
   Cold steel pressed into her skin, but she was more conscious of his body so near hers, of his voice speaking so softly in her ear. Shivers, of fear and unreal anticipation, started somewhere and went on and on. She felt weak.
 
   “I know what comes next.”
 
   “Good.” But he wasn’t using the knife. Instead, he relaxed his grasp on her arm to move his fingers across the swell of her breast. They found her nipple and lightly rubbed. The sensation was icy and molten at the same time, and made her flinch, heedless of the knife at her throat. It might even have cut her; she neither knew or cared.
 
   Then the knife was gone, and she heard a clatter as it struck the floor. “You may want me to kill you, but there’s a better way.” His lips replaced the knife, tender on her skin. The weakness increased, became something like dizziness. She sagged into him and he accepted her weight, both hands now concentrated on raising the hem of her shift and finding bareness.
 
   “We’ll both die a little tonight, love. But I won’t let you run from me in the morning, like last time. You’re going to stay where you are until I decide different. Maybe I’ll keep you here, in this bed, until the war’s over.”
 
   Panic briefly surfaced in her, but he drug the thin shift over her head and let it fall, and his mouth took hers at the same time his palm made renewed contact with her breasts and she lost all thought. She had known, in her dream, what she wanted from him, had known it all these weeks. Her regrets must wait until tomorrow, along with everything but the ache inside her. Her body was fevered with it and anxious and he must hurry - hurry! To slip inside the wet opening that was straining for him now.
 
   It was only later, as she lay still shaken against his bare chest, still held in arms that refused to release her even to sleep, that she thought of Renata. Where was the Indian girl sleeping, and why was she alone? She was Michael’s mistress; why wasn’t he with her?
 
   It was a puzzle no less confusing than any other in this house, and another that must wait to be confronted in the morning.
 
   *
 
   She awoke to bright sunlight and the sight of Penny looming over her with a breakfast tray of hot coffee and rolls, wearing a knowing expression. She pushed herself to a seated position in bed, stifling a groan at the surprising soreness of her body, and taking care to keep her nakedness covered by the sheet. Penny was not fooled by her maneuvering.
 
   “I figured it was time to wake you up, my lady,” she said. “Lord Michael came down hours ago.”
 
   “Dios! I’ll thank you not to refer to him again.”
 
   “As you wish.” Penny settled the tray near Christina’s lap. “But that Indian girl threw a tantrum this morning when she found out where he’d slept, and made so much noise that he drug her off somewhere. She’s your enemy, m’ lady, there’s no doubt of it!”
 
   “She can’t harm me, and besides, she has no reason to consider herself my enemy.”
 
   As if in answer to Christina’s words, the door opened and Renata or Spirit - whatever her name was - strode boldly inside the room. She looked around her presumptuously and possessively, her braided black hair and her white dress seeming to belong on a different, more agreeable person.
 
   Without saying a word to anyone she went to the wardrobe just inside the dressing room and began picking through its contents.
 
   Christina and Penny exchanged amazed glances, but when Penny started forward, freckles standing out like moles on her white, determined face, Christina stopped her by a gesture.
 
   “Were you looking for something, miss?” she asked.
 
   The girls voice came to them muffled from the depths of the armoire.
 
   “You don’t have many pretty things, do you?” She emerged holding Christina’s blue satin evening gown, the other of the two she possessed. “But this one is rather nice. I suppose it could be hemmed for me.”
 
   “I suppose it could, if I were to give it to you. Which I most certainly will not.”
 
   The girl looked at Christina. “You won’t be needing it. I heard Miguel tell Truth-Speaker that you deserved to be locked up with the key thrown down the well. You are Miguel’s prisoner-of-war. He says no more dinner parties for you!”
 
   Christina strove to keep her voice normal and to remember that she was a lady; and not sink to this person’s low level, as she itched to do, and scream truth-filled obscenities. She counted to five, and thought of her early convent training.
 
   “That may or may not be true,” she managed to say, “but I will still keep my dress. Did you come here for any other reason? If not, please leave so I may eat my breakfast.”
 
   The girl looked startled, as though she had hardly expected Christina to defy her. Then her black eyebrows drew together, and her almond-shaped eyes narrowed to fierce slits. “Do not talk to me in that ordering tone! I am the lady of Don Rios, and you are nothing more than a Santanista prisoner! Just because Truth-Speaker chose to allow you to put on airs, you may believe that Miguel will not. And when he is gone tomorrow, I will stay here and keep you in your place. You must be very nice to me, and give me your dress; or else perhaps I will not feed you properly. We Comanches know how to treat our prisoners, if they do not please us!”
 
   “I’m sure you do. However, I find it highly unlikely that I will ever become a prisoner of you or any other savage. Now get out of here, before I ring for one of the vaqueros to have you put out of my room like the vulgar trash that you are!”
 
   Renata looked as though she wanted to launch herself at Christina in a teeth-and-nails attack. But something stopped her from attempting violence. Perhaps it was the vague understanding that real ladies did not resort to slaps in an argument, and she had already been called vulgar. Or maybe the level, warning expression on Christina’s contemptuous face told her not to try it.
 
   Whatever reason, she contended herself with a few incoherent insults and a challenge before quitting the field.
 
   “I will have you beaten, and then you will not be so haughty! You are nothing but a Mexican puta, even Miguel says so! You sit there naked and dare to order me away - well, I can tell you now that Miguel will not stand for it, and neither will I! We will both have you beaten, and locked up for the rest of your life! You will see. Don’t even bother to dress and come down, because I do not want you in the rest of the house. Stay here, and wait for your punishment!”
 
   Her dramatics at an end, she swept from the room and slammed the door shut. But there was no key in the lock, so the effect was blunted without the sound of the turning key locking her prisoner in.
 
   “My Gawd,” Penny breathed. “She’s the one who’ll be whipped, for talking to you like that. Just wait until I tell my Lord!”
 
   “Don’t tell him a thing. She’s his mistress, he brought her here; and he’ll certainly side with her.”
 
   “Oh, surely not, my lady, she’s a little savage, and you’re . . .”
 
   “Pull out one of my riding habits, I don’t care which one. And hurry! I want to speak with Gilbert Torrance before lunch.”
 
   “He’s already left, and gone back to San Antonio. I saw him leave early this morning.”
 
   Dios! Gilbert had left so soon, and without even telling her goodbye? After his promise to intercede for her with Michael? Had he left voluntarily, or been sent away? That must mean that Michael - even after last night - would show her no mercy. It must be true, then, everything the little Indian slut had said. Michael intended to keep her imprisoned. And when he departed, he would leave Renata here as her jailor. Not Gilbert, as Julian had led her to believe, who would have treated her kindly and courteously.
 
   Well, she would not accept that girl’s authority over her, never! She would kill her first! Or kill Michael Brett. Wasn’t he the cause of her humiliations in the first place? Didn’t he deserve to die for his ruthlessness last night . . . his callow seducing of her body when he had no more real feeling for her than he did any common whore? When he had set out to destroy what little was left of her self-respect?
 
   The woman she had been a few months ago could never have contemplated killing anybody. But that had been before Michael Brett, and Angel Manzanal; and Julian, and the two Mexican soldiers who would have sold her as a slave. That had been before she had killed, and before she had come across girls like Renata, and even Elizabeth. That had been before she realized that she was a pawn in a brutal war. Or understood just what it meant to be betrayed by her body when her mind rebelled.
 
   She could consider killing now. And she knew she could to it if she must.
 
   She pulled on her cherry-colored riding costume with hurried yet unshaken fingers. It would not do to panic now; no, not when her future depending on her next actions.
 
   Then her eye caught sight of a knife-blade, half emerging from beneath a chest. Michael’s knife, which only a few hours ago had been held against her throat. Well, she might need that!
 
   She picked it up and slipped it inside a pocket.
 
   Penny brushed and braided her tangled hair, staring at her all the while with a stricken look on her plain face as though she suspected what her mistress was thinking. But she said nothing, and remained behind in the room when Christina rushed out.
 
   But what was she going to do?
 
   Leave Dos Rios. Even if she had to kill to do it. And she would go alone. Penny could be sent for later.
 
   The patio was empty, she noticed as she peered downward over the railing before she descended the stairs. There were voices in the sala - Renata’s, shrill and angry, and a man’s, low and biting. Michael? She didn’t care - except to hope that he wouldn’t emerge and discover her.
 
   She headed down the hall and out a rear door. But on the wide back porch stoop she encountered Julian. He was sitting in the shade of the house cleaning his guns; long legs dangling over the edge of the porch.
 
   He looked up at her, hatless, his black hair breeze-blown. His smile was aloof and his eyes measuring, and she wondered what he knew of Michael’s visit to her in the night - and Renata’s intrusion this morning. And knowing any of that, would he guess what she was sure to do now?
 
   “Going riding? Or are you taking a trip?
 
   He asked.
 
   So he did know.
 
   “Are you going to stop me from doing either?”
 
   He continued to stare at her, but his dark gaze no longer bothered her, like a lot of things.
 
   “Now that Michael is here, that’s not my responsibility anymore, thank God.”
 
   “Good. Then you won’t mind if I continue down to the stables, will you?”
 
   “In a minute.” He rose, his wide-boned face angling over her questioningly. She assumed he would touch her in some way, as he had been doing for the past few days, but he kept his hands by his side.
 
   “I hope you aren’t running away again, because if you are you’re an idiot. You’ll never make it across the border, as you should know by now.”
 
   “I’m going riding.”
 
   He stood close to her and studied her with an intentness that she didn’t understand.
 
   “Do you want company?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Suit yourself. But if I may make a suggestion - try riding north, toward San Antonio and my mother. I doubt if you could catch up to Gilbert, who left several hours ago, but his trail won’t bee difficult to follow. You might find the ride less eventful than if you went south, but a lot easier.”
 
   “Only if I hurry. I won’t get much of a head start, will I?”
 
   No. Not much.” He grinned, and she grinned back, her smile painful.
 
   Julian was letting her go, for whatever reason. But he would alert Michael, out of some perversity.
 
   And strangely enough, she would miss Julian.
 
   She turned away from him and ran down the steps and across the yard to the stables, her booted feet kicking up puffs of dust.
 
   Julian watched until she emerged, minutes later, seated on her horse. The same mare that had brought her here. He was still watching as she rode away. She headed north.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 20
 
   “What in hell do you mean, she went riding?” Michael asked a scant twenty minutes after Christina took off. Julian would have liked to have given her an entire hour’s head start before setting Michael on her trail. But Michael had gone looking for her, and found her missing a little too early. There was no reason to lie to Michael, anyway. He wanted her brought back, too.
 
   “She went riding,” he repeated.
 
   “She told you that? And you believed her?”
 
   Julian shrugged, putting on his bland-Indian expression. Usually Michael laughed.
 
   “Are you as big a fool as you’re pretending, or just a deliberate bastard?”
 
   Julian felt himself frown, even though he knew he deserved that. “She doesn’t belong to me, hermano. She’s yours. Why don’t you look after her better? Seems like she’s always running away - from you that is.”
 
   Julian could tell that Michael thought about hitting him, and for a second he wished he would. He wanted to fight Michael. He itched to strike that long, distinctively European face - it’s hollowness and high planes so different from his own wide skull. But then, there had always been an element of jealousy in their relationship, the woman hadn’t brought it out. Michael must retrieve her now. The fight could wait; as always.
 
   “I don’t suppose you happened to notice which direction she took?” Michael’s voice was as cold and cutting as his light-blue eyes.
 
   “She went north. On my advice.”
 
   “Thank you - hermano.”
 
   Michael strode away, his walk long and light. Comanche style, as he had learned years ago. Julian watched him. No, it wasn’t jealousy that he sometimes felt for his cousin; it was more like a mixture of envy and evil admiration for a man who had no Indian blood in him - and therefore no social stigma attached to his skin - yet could grasp the physical fundamentals of Comanche life so easily, and retain his Englishness as well. It was as though Michael were the half-breed, and not him; Michael so well blended his British heritage with his Comanche education. But there seemed to be no English in him, Julian Torrance; only the savage. No matter that he was better-educated than most Europeans and Americans, with better manners when he wished to use them, Michael excepted, of course. Michael was everything that he was and something more. That was the problem. That something else, which could subdue and attract a woman like Christina.
 
   He knew what Christina felt about Michael, or thought he did. With a female, he could never be positive. He believed that beneath the rage and the hatred she felt love for Michael. However, Michael underappreciated her. And he would lose her in the end because of it.
 
   *
 
   Michael Brett tore across his dirty-green grazing land with no thought of sparing his horse in the hot day. He was going north, following her; her tracks as plain to his experienced eye as an ink-drawn map. Pointing the way.
 
   She was galloping her mare, too, and he hoped she was foolish enough to continue doing so. If her horse gave out, she would be found a lot quicker.
 
   What he would do with her, when he caught her, was a speculation so familiar to him these past weeks that his mind went over the rehearsed options by rote.
 
   He could whip her, he told himself as he urged his horse onward. He could strip her and take her over his knee, and bruise her white, arrogant little bottom . . . until she promised to stay in one place and behave. Or he could send her horse off alone, and make her walk the miles back to Dos Rios, while he rode along beside her, driving her like a cow. He had considered, before, when he was in Mexico with no idea of her location, making her walk for days as a punishment.
 
   Or he could outline to her the boring days ahead of her with nothing to do as she sat locked in her room, thinking back on all the freedom he had allowed her, but which her own misconduct had taken away. That would make her miserable, because she was a woman who liked to do things. Unfortunately, one who liked to do too much.
 
   Damn her soul, why had she made such a desperate and foolish attempt to leave him again? He spurred his stallion ever harder through a wooded copse the horse didn’t like. Hadn’t she learned anything from her first disastrous escape? Hadn’t the brutality of Manzanal, and even Julian, made any impression on her stubborn, one-track brain? She had managed to tame his fierce cousin so that now he was full of caresses and soft words, but Manzanal, the stupid ape, had reportedly hurt her. And she had been through some frightening times in Julian’s company; not the least of which had forced her to shoot two men. Had she forgotten all of that, when she could have remained with his aunt in Washington in the first place and none of it would ever have happened? And now - when she was comfortably ensconced in Dos Rios, in his bedroom, for Christ’s sake . . . why had she decided to bolt?
 
   He had the unwelcome thought that her two escapes might just have some connection with his making love to her on each night previous to them.
 
   But she had enjoyed it. Hell, more than that, even. Her response to his touch had both surprised him and driven him crazy; so crazy that ever since that first night, in Washington, he had not been able to get her off his mind. The contradiction of her; her deliberate resistance, at first, and then the yielding, the participating . . .
 
   Maybe her pride drove her away, and that was all. The belief that she was too good for him, and she hated him and felt guilty for making love to him. If so - he would break her. He would destroy whatever it was that made her regret him the next morning. He would take her to bed as often as he could - the war permitting - until she came to crave it constantly, the way he did. And then . . . he didn’t know what, and he didn’t care.
 
   She was his enemy, he would use her in any way he desired. She deserved it for not acting like a woman, for behaving more like a man and defying him. He would see to it that she never ran away from him again. He would see to it that she didn’t want to!
 
   *
 
   He caught sight of her after about an hour’s hard riding. She was smart, after all; she was walking her mare on a grassy plain, saving the horse’s strength for the rest of the day’s travel. San Antonio - if that was, indeed, where she was going - was a long way ahead.
 
   He had her now. The banks of the Frio River were in front of her, he could smell it; and she didn’t know a way through it. She would be trapped if she decided to run.
 
   He trotted down the wooden hill he had climbed, hoping to sight her, and broke into a canter. She wheeled her horse around to face him. But she stood still, she didn’t run. She must have known it wouldn’t work. And being Christina, she would never opt for undignified flight.
 
   It was his intention to keep tight control of his temper. To keep his emotions in check, so she would never know how angry she made him.
 
   But at the sight of her sitting her horse so calmly, waiting for him as though she had the upper hand, all notions of civility left his mind, in about sixty seconds - the length of time it took him to reach her. By then, he was all barely-restrained rage.
 
   He drew up next to her and snatched her reins.
 
   “Get down off that horse,” he snarled.
 
   Slowly she obeyed, her face white and drained beneath her hat, her hands clinched on her saddle.
 
   He swung down, too, looping her reins around his saddle horn.
 
   “Now I want you to tell me, with as few lies as possible, where it is you think you re going.”
 
   She straightened her back and looked up at him, the same proud way she had been doing since he had known her. “Why should I bother to lie? I’m going north. You must know that already, since you’ve been following me.”
 
   “To San Antonio? A full day’s ride from Dos Rios - requiring two horses, incidentally - through Indian country? Alone?”
 
   She shrugged, her lips tight and set. And something blew apart within him.
 
   He gripped her, and shook her, and in her wide eyes, now bright green, the fear mingled with the hatred until one became indistinguishable from the other. But he couldn’t stop hurting her, not until she listened to him and understood him, finally. He had tried everything else - generosity, courtesy, and even affection; none of them had worked. She still ran away from him, and would do it even if it meant her own death, or ravishment from a stranger. She would go to any lengths to defy him.
 
   Well, he would go to any lengths necessary to keep her. Even if it turned her against him for the rest of her life.
 
   “I’ve had just about enough of your running off, Christina. I’ve had enough of your bad temper, and your arrogance, and your selfishness. Who were you headed to this time? Who were you planning to give yourself to in exchange for a trip back home? Gilbert?”
 
   *
 
   She opened her mouth to curse him, her face gone white and twisted with rage, and he hit her, knocking her head to one side. Her hat came off, and her long braid tumbled down her back. Her lip was cut and it bled. But he continued to shake her, knowing the slap had done nothing more than infuriate her.
 
   “I’m though with treating you like a lady, when it’s so obvious that you’re not one. Instead, it seems you’re no better than a whore. You’ll do anything to get back to Santa Anna with all your stories, won’t you, love? And it doesn’t matter to you who you have to sleep with, or who you have to kill to get there, does it? You’ve proved that well enough! But Santa Anna’s going to have to wait a while, because you’re not going anywhere yet. And since I can’t trust you to respect my hospitality by not taking advantage of it, from now on I’m going to keep you locked up tight. In one room. No more parties, no more visitors, no more freedom at all. Just me, when I have the time to stop by.”
 
   He held her still now, and all energy and will seemed to leave her as she stood within his grasp, her hair loose and disheveled and her breasts beneath the cotton blouse risen out of her open jacket, heaving beyond her control. She stared at him, bottom lip bleeding freely, and then whispered in a strange voice, “What gives you the right?”
 
   “I won the right when I captured you, before you could betray my name to Santa Anna. You’re my prisoner of war, or had you forgotten?”
 
   “I’m a woman,” she continued in that odd whisper. “It’s unheard of for you to treat me this way . . .”
 
   “You’re no ordinary woman, Christina. If you were, I could have frightened you into silence a long time ago, and I would have probably already sent you home.”
 
   “You’re trying to blame me for everything, aren’t you? It’s not enough that you’ve taken me from my home, and ruined my life. Now you’re telling me that it’s all my fault. But it isn’t, Miguel. It isn’t.”
 
   “There are some benefits, you know,” he said, aware of her over-warm body and the way it felt, crushed beneath his fingers.
 
   The blank, almost stricken look disappeared from her green-gold eyes as she recognized his meaning, and was replaced by something wild. She fought to break away from him again, and so sudden was her backward lunge that his grip was pulled loose. She took a few stumbling steps, “I won’t go back with you. I’ll go to San Antonio and stay with Antoinette, but I will not return to Dos Rios with you. Don’t try to force me. I’ll kill you if I have to.”
 
   She pulled his knife from her pocket and brandished it.
 
   Michael thought she looked absurd standing there, booted feet apart. Knife raised. But he knew she meant to use it. On him, if he rushed her.
 
   Once gain, she was defying him, testing his control over her. She hadn’t learned anything yet! And now she had a knife, and she might just as easily hurt herself with it as him, and it was to some extent his responsibility for leaving it laying around.
 
   Where in hell had she learned how to hold a knife, anyway? From Julian, no doubt, who probably thought it amusing to teach her bad habits and who would find the sight of her now hilarious. Well, this was one more small matter to take up with his cousin.
 
   He was angry and out of patience with both of them.
 
   “Give me the knife. Now!”
 
   She shook her head, watching his every move. “Not until you promise to take me to Antoinette, or let Julian do it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   ‘If all you want is a convenient mistress, you’ve already got that Indian slut. You don’t need me, too! Why should it matter to you where you lock me up?”
 
   “I want you at Dos Rios. Give me the knife.”
 
   Christina stared at him, and his eyes were measuring and flint-hard, and it was obvious he would try to take the blade from her if he could. He stood poised to move, waiting one last time for her answer. She hesitated, wondering which action to take.
 
   He would not compromise; he would not allow her to be imprisoned in his aunt’s home. Therefore, he meant to keep her at dos Rios like an infidel in a harem, to use her whenever he had the time. Not caring what kind of woman she would be, or what little at all would be left of her, when he finally did release her.
 
   She would have to kill him, to gain her freedom and her self-respect. If she could. Whether she wanted to or not . . . .
 
   Something of her new resolve must have crossed her face, because he made his move. He came at her from the left, his steps light and easy, his eyes concentrated on her wide, wary gaze. He reached for the knife; she struck out at him; and he darted to the right, grabbing her wrist and twisting it painfully. But she didn’t release the knife, as he had intended. Instead the force of his grip turned her hand so that the blade pointed at her. And the knife that should have fallen harmlessly to the ground slashed deeply inside her skin.
 
   They both went still. He pulled the knife out of her with a steady hand and threw it away. Then the blood came, and the pain - the searing horror of it forcing her to gulp air and to lose the support of her legs, all at the same time; and she called for Michael, only it must be in her mind because she couldn’t hear herself speak. Then she was looking up at the sky, at the sun overhead, and the light must have blinded her because it began to fade away. There was an insect buzzing in her ear; no, hundreds of them since the noise grew louder. It overwhelmed her, that noise . . . until nothing else existed. No light, no other sound. And then there was no noise at all.
 
   *
 
   Julian left the room, disturbed beyond rationalization and admitting it. At least she would live; he had seen many knife wounds throughout his past violent years, and hers was a clean cut that had managed to escape slicing through anything important. Carefully sewn and well-tended, the wound would heal. But the receiving of the cut in the first place . . . that action had jolted them all, in ways perhaps best remaining unknown.
 
   It was too late. Maybe it was all his fault, as Michael had accused. Maybe he should have stopped her from leaving.
 
   But he had wanted to provoke Michael, to annoy him. And he had wanted to please Christina by allowing her to think she had bested Michael. More than that, even, he had intended to enjoy observing the drama that would be played out when Michael drug her home by the hair; and she so assertive these days, so capable, so fascinating! In the end, however, she had proved too determined. He should have predicted that, and stopped her from riding out. Instead of giving in to his own love of spectacle, which had been only too well fulfilled.
 
   He had been frightened when Michael had ridden in, holding her lifeless body close to him, her blood all over them both and Michael’s face a severe mask. She had tried to kill him, Michael had said; and had probably done in herself instead. And guess whose fault it was?
 
   Was it really his fault that Christina lay upstairs now, in an extreme amount of pain, dosed and drugged by a mixture of Mexican and Comanche medicine, watched over by Penny and the two chief women in the house - Manuela, the housekeeper, and Suzette, the cook - and by the blank-faced man she had fought to kill? But even his fondness for excitement would never had made him wish for this. He hated to see her hurting, while he had been able to do nothing but hold her still, to keep her from thrashing and injuring herself. He had hated to watch her cry unconscious tears of pain, like those that had seeped beneath her lashes as Suzette had worked the needle through her red-streaked skin, sewing together the edges of the wound. And he had hated hearing the scared, despairing sound of her voice as she called out to Michael. To Michael; not to him.
 
   No, he would not take responsibility for this. It was not his intention or his fault. The blame could be dropped into the lap of Michael Brett, if anyone. Michael had mishandled her, had forced her to desperation, not him. And his anger simmered for the man he loved like a brother.
 
   It was time for him to leave Dos Rios. He had been here too long - long enough to realize there was no reason to stay. He was not wanted nor needed, and he would be a fool to stick around and attempt to change that. Besides, he had intended to go even sooner. The war had not stopped during the past few days, and that was the one place where he truly belonged, anyway.
 
   But before he left he would give Michael something. A present of sorts for Christina. Something that by rights was hers, and he would no longer put to use.
 
   Julian strode to the kitchen to pack food. It was wartime again; personal ruminations were over. As was his peculiar, brief voyeurism into the lives of Christina and Michael.
 
   *
 
   Christina knew she was not dead, but as she lay in a dim, unfocused bed of pain where voices could be grasped but not understood and movement imagined but not felt, she sometimes wondered if it were not death she was experiencing.
 
   They had given a drug, remembered only for its foul taste, which was to take away all feeling while someone probed, cleaned, and sewed her wound. But it only made her doze in a fitful, half-paralyzed way, and even in her dreams she sensed the agonizing attentions being paid her. But, as her blood ran freely out of her body, her consciousness retreated farther and farther away, until even the pain didn’t seem to matter. Once the fever set in, her mind became a playground of memories and projections and frightening thoughts, all interspersed with overheard snatches of the reality that was going on around her.
 
   There were Michael and Julian.
 
   “I never meant for her to be hurt. All I was trying to do was to get the goddamned knife away from her. She fought like I was trying to kill her.”
 
   “Maybe she thought you were, in one way or another. Maybe she’d rather you did, than keep her confined, with nothing to do. She likes movement - she likes to stay busy. And bringing Spirit Woman here was a stupid thing to do.”
 
   “How do you know so goddamned much about her?”
 
   “I find her interesting. So I watch her.”
 
   “You didn’t watch her too damn well this evening. You let her take off, by herself, with a knife remember?”
 
   “I remember. But then I knew you would retrieve her. And I had no idea about the knife.”
 
   “You almost killed her.”
 
   “No - you did. I’ve seen you disarm big men before, hermano. Why couldn’t you take a knife away from a thin woman?”
 
   And so they went, these brief conversations which may or may not have been real. If only Michael and Julian weren’t so hateful to each other, even if she were dreaming. If only they would explain things to her, help her to understand what was happening, tell her why she couldn’t concentrate for long on anything; except, if she really tried, the pain . . .
 
   Finally, there were moments when she knew she was conscious. Her eyes would open, and her blurry gaze would rest on the dark, quiet face of the cook, seated by the bed. What was her name? Something French. She had a gently accented voice and cool hands that lightly caressed as she was helping her to drink.
 
   Or the large housekeeper would be there, sewing, issuing orders to the maids as she sat. Manuela would call for broth, after noticing her patient’s open eyes. She would force the broth down, not caring if half of it spilled when Christina turned her head away.
 
   Penny was there sometimes, too, her freckled face concerned.
 
   And once or twice she saw Michael. He was standing in the doorway, talking to Manuela or the Negro woman, and the sound of his voice would rouse her. He never noticed her consciousness, and she was too tired to call. After a few seconds her eyes closed again. She thought, once, she felt his hand brush her cheek, and her lips; but she was on the verge of exhausted sleep and it might not have been real.
 
   She didn’t see Julian, and at the time she didn’t think of him at all. She didn’t know that he was gone, back to Mexico and to war. And she didn’t find out until Michael told her; four days after she had unintentionally stabbed herself, and been brought back to Dos Rios.
 
   * * *
 
   Penny and Suzette had bathed her, hurting her despite their care; her body was so thin now, that even the lightest abrasive touch brought pain. They dressed her in a soft, high-necked gown, brushed out her braided hair, and swung it loosely over one shoulder. She was propped up in the big bed and brought a tray of soup and bread, of which she only managed to eat half.
 
   The tray was removed, and then Michael strolled in. They were left alone.
 
   It was late afternoon. He had bathed recently; his dark hair was still wet, and combed straight back. He wore an unfamiliar blue shirt tucked into tan pants, with a brown vest and clean boots. He stopped at the foot of her bed, leaned against the bedpost, and surveyed her.
 
   “Still alive, and no fever - I suppose that’s progress. You’ve lost too much weight, but Suzette will take care of fattening you up. Right now you look starved.”
 
   “Thank you for bringing me here, and for everything else you’ve done,” she said, eyes golden-green and solemn.
 
   “My pleasure, ma’am. Although I don’t make a habit of nursing in my home people who’ve tried to stick a knife in me. I made an exception, in your case. I owed you; remember? We’re even, now.”
 
   The thought of that terrible day, and her crazed behavior, kept her expression grave even though he smiled. “Yes, we’re even. On that score.”
 
   “But not on any others, correct?”
 
   She shrugged; the movement pained her.
 
   He continued, casually. “I’d say we’re pretty even now for a lot of things. You nursed me, kept me alive, then planned to hold me prisoner on nothing but a suspicion of guilt. I escaped. I, in turn, took you prisoner - for a very important reason - you escaped, and were recaptured, in a manner of speaking; and now I’m nursing you back to health, after yet another escape attempt. We’re even, unless you’d care to look at it from my side, which shows that actually you owe me one or two points.”
 
   His recitation of logic was absurd, yet how could she deny its truth? During the few short months of their acquaintance, they had managed to pay each other back unwittingly for nearly every sin or debt that was owed. But what Michael had failed to take into account were the episodes of intimacy that had occurred between them. Were they a part of the game, or separate; a play of their own?
 
   Her face must have shown something of her disturbing, shameful thoughts, or else he had studied her so well he knew her mind, and the direction it would take.
 
   “Don’t you agree with me, Chrissie? That we’re even, yet you still owe me something for your second, very poor attempt at escape, and for trying to kill me? Or do you consider all debts canceled because of the nights we spent together in bed?”
 
   He spoke lightly; but there was something watchful and maybe even bitter in his eyes.
 
   And then, as if tired of the polite, inconsequential talk, he sighed and his voice dropped low.
 
   “I want you to tell me one thing. Why do you run away after we make love? Why can’t you accept it, and stay around for a while? What drives you away?”
 
   His blue eyes looked directly into hers; she was trapped in the bed. There was no where she could hide to avoid the question.
 
   “I did not leave only because you - joined me, that night.”
 
   “I think that is very much a part of why you left me. Because I did ‘join’ you, twice.”
 
   In her confusion, she missed that distinctive “me.”
 
   “There is little of the personal in my desire to escape you, despite your - despite what we did, those nights. It is only that I want my freedom.”
 
   “You’re a liar, Chrissie.”
 
   “Don’t call me that!” Angry and panicked, she twisted to get out of bed - only to fall back again, the pain sickening. She closed her eyes, the throbbing wound and her raw emotions making her want to vomit.
 
   She supposed she looked pitiful. Certainly there must be some reason for Michael’s warm grasp of her hand and his gentle voices.
 
   “It’s alright, Chrissie. I won’t bother you anymore. Just lie back. Do you want some water?”
 
   She shook her head, hating his sympathy, wishing she could believe in his tenderness, but afraid it was all calculated; or, worse still, mockery.
 
   “Renata is gone. I sent her away after you were hurt,” he said dropping the previous subject as though it no longer mattered. “I never intended to leave her here with you, anyway. She’s a wild, over indulged little bitch, and I only brought her here because it happens to be on the way to her village. She had found me in Mexico against my wishes in the first place. I was only making sure she made it safely home.”
 
   “Why?” she said. “I thought the army allowed camp followers.”
 
   The fingers tightened on her hand. “Does it matter to you, one way or the other?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you lying to me again, querida?”
 
   “Oh, God! Will you get out of here, and leave me?” she cried, wanting to keep her dignity, but helpless beneath his continuing provocation.
 
   He released her fingers, stood back and studied her, memorizing her, feature by feature. As if he never expected to see her again. “I’ll go. In fact, I’m leaving Dos Rios altogether. I’ve sent for Antoinette; she should arrive late tomorrow. As soon as she comes, I’ll take off. But don’t worry, in the meantime, I won’t visit you again.”
 
   She cast around for something to say to him, to distract him from noticing any visible reaction she might be showing to his words, such as obvious unwilling denial. “What about Julian? Will he be going, too?:
 
   “He’s already gone. He left the day after you were hurt.” His voice was even, emotionless.
 
   “Oh.” She felt deflated. Julian, for all of their strange friendship, had not waited until she was conscious to say goodbye. Of course, that was like him. Still, she remembered those odd dreams of the day she had been wounded, before the fever had set in. Had Julian and Michael quarreled, over her? Was that one reason why he had left?
 
   “He was in a hurry to get back to his troops. It was nothing personal.” Michael turned her own phrase against her ruthlessly. “But he gave me something to give you. I haven’t opened it.”
 
   He reached inside his shirt pocket and withdrew a small leather pouch, which he handed her without words. She took it, curious and confused. She loosened the strings on the pouch and spilled its contents onto her lap. The Rivera pearls, her pearls, fell in a gleaming, sinuous heap onto the spread.
 
   She was not surprised. Julian had probably killed the man who took them, planning to sell them himself. But instead, for his own bizarre reasons, he had returned them to her. It was a gesture both expected, and unexpected.
 
   It was also his goodbye.
 
   She touched the pearls, her fingers winding amongst their connecting length. She looked up, to meet the coldness of Michael’s gaze.
 
   “I didn’t know he had your jewelry,” Michael said. “You realize he could have sold that necklace for a lot of pesos. And it would not have been stealing, either, to use Mexican jewelry to finance an American guerilla troop.” He paused, thinking. “I wonder why he gave it back.”
 
   Christina knew but she did not wish to discuss her inexplicable liking for Julian Torrance, and possibly his for her, with Michael. Michael would make a mockery of it.
 
   She replaced the pearls into the soft deerskin bag, and put her hand over it. “What did you write to your aunt?” she asked by way of distracting him.
 
   “I said that you were here, and had been accidentally wounded. That is enough to bring her here in a hurry. She’ll be pleased to take charge of the servants and look after you for a while.”
 
   “And if I decided to go home with her, to San Antonio?” she asked, fixing him with defiant yet still pain-troubled eyes.
 
   His gaze returned hers, blue-grey and watchful. “I won’t stop you. If act, I wish you would.” Before she could do more than wonder if she had heard him correctly, he continued, “However, I’ve decided to make a little scouting trip into Mexico, in the direction of Jalapa. I thought you might prefer to go along with me. When you’re fit again, of course. It just might be that I can come within a few miles of your hacienda. Providing, of course, that you promise not to make any trouble for me in the meantime.”
 
   Her voice failed to operate. When it did, she said uncertainly, “Do you mean you will take me home?”
 
   “If the war’s not too close. You can’t expect me to drop you off in the middle of a battle. I think you’ve seen enough of that kind of thing lately, Señora.”
 
   Sudden fears of weakness and relief and a combination of other emotions she felt powerless to defend against, constricted her throat. She looked away from Michael, wishing she could simply cover her eyes and sob. After all this time, he would really take her home!
 
   He was speaking again, his voice carefully even. “One condition of my returning you to Mexico is that you obey Antoinette in all things and recover your health. I won’t take you anywhere if I think you can’t make the journey. And I want you to seriously consider traveling to San Antonio, instead, to wait out the war. Or even remaining here. But the choice will be yours.”
 
   Still fighting the tears, she said, “Thank you. But I must go home.”
 
   “Look at me, Christina.”
 
   It was difficult for her to face him in his kindness. But there was no gentleness in the hard expression he wore.
 
   “I won’t say that I’m sorry for abducting you that night - it was the right thing, the only thing, for me to do. And nothing has really changed since then regarding your value as a prisoner, to me or to Julian or to the American cause. But it seems you’ve managed to convince me - and Julian - that holding you any longer simply isn’t worth the tragedies you enact. We’re both too busy to watch you and keep you out of trouble, and I’d prefer not to throw you into prison. I’ll have to trust you, though, to keep quiet about Julian, at least. His identification will mean a lot to Santa Anna one day.”
 
   He paused, waiting for her response. Yet she couldn’t speak. There was a sense of aloofness about him now, as if he had washed his hands of her and this was goodbye. Well, she wanted that, didn’t she? She was still ill; that could be the only plausible explanation for the feeling of breathlessness that held her, preventing her from speech and causing her pain in some unidentifiable region.
 
   He straightened and moved closer to observe her with harsh scrutiny. “Do you refuse to keep Julian a secret from Santa Anna?”
 
   “No,” she said, forcing the word but not wanting him to think her capable of treachery to a friend. “I won’t mention him to anyone in Mexico, I swear it. Or you.”
 
   He smiled tightly, bending over her. “My name is probably well-known by now. Besides, you have to give some explanation for your absence to Santa Anna - and to your fiancé, the Condé. I recommend you give them a partial truth, leaving out as much military information as you can and anything about Julian. Oh, and I wouldn’t talk about the personal degree to which you know me either, lover. Arredondo might not appreciate hearing it. Goodbye for now, and heal yourself.”
 
   Then, before her senses could absorb anything more, his lips dropped to graze her mouth lightly, indifferently. He turned and was gone.
 
   She told herself the appalling tears that leaked form her eyes were borne of pain and disbelief, and nothing more.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 21
 
   Antoinette, and Elizabeth who had insisted on accompanying her, rode into Dos Rios with six servants and two wagons of hastily-gathered supplies, intending to see to Christina’s smooth convalescence and scrutinize the household management, while at the same time questioning the sick girl and interrogating Michael with all the persistence of a lawman.
 
   But when she left to return to San Antonio ten days later she was not at all sure that she was completely satisfied.
 
   Christina, for all her malnourished and dehydrated and pained body, was just as charming as before, in Washington. But her quietness spoke of mental stress, and her confidences - when pressed - were strained. Although she was at least honest about her past, and told the incredible story of her abduction from Mexico with unrelenting candor, still she obviously kept many things to herself. And it was impossible, even for a determined Frenchwoman, to pry past the young Señora’s controlled facade.
 
   She made just as little - and as much - progress with Michael. That is, before Michael left Dos Rios, the day after she came.
 
   Michael looked tired, but seemed restless. He scarcely smiled, she noticed during the hours they spent together going over household matters and discussing Christina. He never laughed. Michael used to laugh frequently - not always pleasantly, to be sure, but he used to see the black humor in most situations. Not anymore. Now, he paced and prowled, seldom sitting still for long. He drank excessively. And when he spoke , his words were either clipped and terse, or drawling and sarcastic. He was unhappy, or uneasy, or both.
 
   This mood was not new to Michael. Actually, he had been like this when he first came to America, a surly youth of twenty, hating his parents, bored with school, still touchy with guilt over his brother becoming crippled. Antoinette had seen him change during the two years he had lived with her and her family at Tor Bend; becoming challenged by the frontier lifestyle and his friendship with Julian, growing content beneath the affection concentrated on him, learning to accept Bradley Torrance as a father figure and a disciplinarian. And then came Goliad, and Bradley was killed, and Michael reverted once again to his old attitudes - tinged, this time, with mature anger and adult contempt. But the initial mood had passed with time and action. Antoinette hadn’t seen him enough in the years since then to observe him again at his blackest. But she was seeing him that way now.
 
   He told her flatly that Christina was hurt in an accident with a knife when she attempted to ride to San Antonio, and he had refused to let her go. (Oddly enough, Christina never spoke at all of her wounding except to call it “that foolish accident.”)
 
   Antoinette noticed that Michael often looked away when he spoke of Christina - sometimes in the direction of the staircase, as though she might drift down at any moment. But he did not, to her knowledge, visit Christine in her sickroom. And Christina never asked after him, or for him, either. The circumstances between the two of them was a puzzle.
 
   One that unfortunately Antoinette was not to unravel on this visit, at least. She could not bring herself to ask the Señora outright what sort of relationship she had with Michael. And when she did query him, he merely replied that at the moment, there was none. Antoinette was not to have her curiosity satisfied by any significant admittance from either of them.
 
   Michael had left, after displaying a nearly offensive indifference towards Elizabeth - who was now, at long last, desiring to go home to England. Elizabeth had no interest whatsoever in Christina, beyond unconcealed dislike, and now declared herself through with Michael, as well. If Michael wished to fulfill his brother’s wishes and marry her - he must come to England and beg! Meanwhile she wanted to find some relatively fast route home. Antoinette must help her, which meant their leaving Dos Rios as soon as possible and returning to San Antonio.
 
   Antoinette regretted the necessity of parting from Christina so soon. Michael would likely not return for her until after Christmas, and Christina refused to travel to San Antonio to await him. It was not likely that Antoinette would ever see the girl again, and she was sorry; any woman who could captivate not only Michael Brett but Julian Torrance, as well, was worth knowing more of.
 
   Antoinette wished that she would be privy to the events of the long and dangerous journey ahead of Christina and Michael when they traveled to Mexico. If only she were younger, she would accompany them herself and observe the ending of the elusive romance she suspected. Perhaps Julian would come to know, and tell her . . .
 
   *
 
   Generals and politicians, thought Michael Brett sourly, could disrupt the course of a smooth war.
 
   If only they could trust each other; or, in the general’s case at least, follow orders. However, the lack of trust and the injured vanity and the stubbornness amongst the commanders of this particular war might just prove enough to give the enemy side an edge.
 
   Brett had gone to Camargo, by the Rio Grande, and was now with General Winfield Scott; the man appointed by President Polk to take charge of the Vera Cruz expedition which was intended to go all the way to Mexico City, and win the war. Polk had picked Scott to lead this major offensive because he did not like Zachary Taylor, currently somewhere in Mexico that he was not supposed to be. But Polk also did not care much for Scott, either, and had tried to have him displaced as leader before he even reached Mexico.
 
   Scott knew this, of course; and was understandably angry with the President. And they were both mad at Taylor, who had been ordered to meet Scott at Camargo, to turn over many of his troops to the new senior general for his own use - but who had never shown up. Taylor had taken his own advice over that of his superiors, and was presently occupying the town of Victoria . . . which had no strategic importance at all, according to Scott, and was a violation of orders, besides.
 
   Michael Brett was forced to digest all of this, in his role as discretionary aide to both generals and direct functionary of Polk’s. It was his duty to assist whichever of the generals he deemed most needed his expertise on the terrain or the culture, while writing daily or weekly reports to Polk, via Lowndes. He would rather be in a calvary unit. Or, better yet, a guerilla troop.
 
   At least, he supposed, as he cooled his heels outside the General’s headquarters, waiting to be received - at least he was free and under neither Scott nor Taylor’s command. This caused both generals to dislike him, but he could deal with a little hostility in return for the freedom to move and act as he pleased. And also to advise, without fear of reprisal.
 
   Not that all of his advice was taken, or even considered. His big tactical recommendations - to Taylor, to work with Scott, willingly sharing his men, for greater efficiency; and to Scott, not to demand so many of Taylor’s seasoned troops, lest he leave the general too weak; were ignored. But his smaller-scale advice was frequently accepted and acted on.
 
   Now he was about to tell General Scott that no way was he accompanying him by boat from Tampico to Vera Cruz. The journey, and the initial landing at the Island of Los Lobos, and the eventual occupation of the town, would take up far too much time. Time much better spent with General Taylor or General Wool engaging Santa Anna’s reported twenty-five thousand men in a direct fight, whenever it came. Or first - time much better spent in reconnoitering Vera Cruz and its surroundings, and escorting Christina de Sainz to her home.
 
   General Scott could do without him, until he was actually needed - when the general began to march inland. He would rejoin the general then. In the meantime, Christina, then Zachary Taylor and eventually Julian Torrance were expecting him.
 
   The general’s door opened, and one of his aides gestured Brett in. He strolled inside ready to tell the general goodbye, and be on his way.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 22
 
   Michael returned to Dos Rios a few days after Christmas, tired and in an inexplicably bad mood but impatient to begin the complicated trip into Mexico, if make it he must. He might’ve called the whole impulsive thing off had it not been for Christina’s quiet, but nonetheless real anticipation, and pleasure - for once - with him. He had seen it in her eyes when she had greeted him, and he could not force himself, despite his better judgment, to disappoint her.
 
   But Julian had some plans in which he wanted to be involved, and it was hard to pass on them while he took a jaunt of many hundreds of miles into hostile territory to deliver a woman whom he would’ve preferred to keep safely at Dos Rios to her home - which would soon be directly in the line of the war. He felt himself to be a fool, and since Christina had turned him into one he was not happily disposed with her.
 
   She was eager to begin this trip, and did not balk at the harsh pace he planned for them from the start. They would travel to Port La Vaca on Matagorda Bay, a journey of only a few days, where he hoped to find a steamer willing - for money or by virtue of the identification papers he carried - to haul them down the coast of Mexico. The American blockade should be no hindrance to his intentions, but as soon as they were landed - somewhere near to Vera Cruz - the danger would begin. He hoped to safely deliver Christina, do a little reconnoitering for Scott, then rendezvous with Julian somewhere in Mexico. Speed would be a critical factor. If they were delayed for too long, Scott and his troops would be bringing the war to Vera Cruz and reaching Jalapa might prove impossible.
 
   Christina, thanks to her own will and the fussing of Antoinette, was well enough to undertake the journey. Her wound had healed, the soreness was minimal, and she had been riding daily to build up her strength. And although she felt she would miss Dos Rios when she left, she was as anxious to get started as Michael. It would be only to easy to remain in this placid ranch for a long while, with occasional visits from Michael or Julian to look forward to. It would be too easy to drift idly, with no responsibilities, while the killing and the war took place elsewhere. Michael was right; she had seen enough of death. If her own people were not threatened, she might do anything within her power to avoid violence for the rest of her life.
 
   Michael and Christina between them harried the rest of their party into readiness. It was to be small; only Penny and two ranch hands, one of them a former Mexican, would accompany them to Mexico. Michael was bringing the men along to hunt and to provide more protection. Although he had surprised Christina, on the morning of their departure, with a gun for her own use.
 
   “I understand that you know how this works. Keep it in your saddlebag, and don’t aim it at anything you don’t want to kill.”
 
   She accepted the gun, not reacting to his sarcasm. It was to be a task that tried her patience excessively in the days to come.
 
   They traveled through torrential rains nearly the entire way to the coast, sleeping in make-shift shelters out of doors when there was no village on their route. Michael allowed them few lengthy rests. He seemed to be pushing them against some schedule only he knew of, and his few comments to Christina - or any of them - relayed his impatience.
 
   Nor did his mood improve when the party finally reached Port La Vaca. Christina would have liked a day of resting, complete with two or three hot baths, while Michael made arrangements for a ship. However, a small steamer was in port, laying in supplies to take to the Americans garrisoning the Mexican town of Tuxpan. That Michael was able to bully the Captain into taking them all aboard did not surprise Christina in the least.
 
   She was also not surprised by his avoidance of her on the ship. During the days it took them to reach Tuxpan he scarcely spoke to her, even at dinner; and when he did his words were either sardonic or indifferent or clipped. He seemed to have made up his mind to be rid of her as soon as possible and would spare no time for courtesy; although, in truth, he never had. Yet, as the coast of Mexico sometimes glimpsed off the ship’s bow became more of a promise than an illusion, Christina began to wish he would speak to her. Now that their ambivalent association was about to end, she felt some need to qualify it - to understand it, at least. Michael Brett, her tormentor, her lover, had galvanized her life in ways inexpressible and bewildering, and now that they were about to part forever she wanted to make sense of it. But Michael remained a forbidding figure and she did not approach him.
 
   Penny was in a dejected state of mind and made no attempt to conceal it. She would miss Dos Rios, and repeated this so often that Christina finally spoke to her sharply.
 
   Penny’s regrets only made Christina realize more succinctly her own.
 
   If only, Christina thought as she stood alone one afternoon on the deck of the steamer, watching the shores of Mexico drift by in the distance, if only she could reach some compromise with Michael so that they might be friends. After all, if the war did come to Jalapa - and gossip swore that it would - she might stand in need of American friends if she were to protect her hacienda. Or was that a disloyal thought? She no longer knew. Her loyalties, her hopes, her desires - all were confused now. That was her legacy from Michael Brett.
 
   Her home, now so close, seemed more unreal than her memories of Dos Rios. Yet she belonged there. That was irrefutable. And Luis Arredondo . . . did she belong with him, now? Or was that option firmly closed? Yes, she believed it was. She could never marry Luis, and she would never let Michael Brett know.
 
   And they could never be friends, she and Michael. Enemies; but not friends.
 
   The steamer docked at Tuxpan, a Mexican coastal town now bursting with rowdy Americans. Tuxpan by steamer was close to Vera Cruz - still held by Mexico, and hostile; but no American steamer could put into Vera Cruz. Michael was able to hire a small vessel, however, to take them to within fifty miles of Vera Cruz and land them in unfriendly territory. They must make their way inland then to Vera Cruz and Jalapa.
 
   They embarked again only one day after arriving in Tuxpan. Two days later, they were left at dusk on a shadowy, deserted coast smelling of flowers and fruits. Familiar smells, to Christina - she began to believe she was almost home.
 
   The difficult part of the journey now lay ahead.
 
   Michael had ordered that they all dress in Mexican fashion, and had acquired garments in Tuxpan for their use. Christina and Penny wore the ankle-length skirts, low-necked blouses and rebozas of the local women; the men dressed in serapes and wide-brimmed hats. That first night, Christina, Penny and Thomas made camp near the beach while Michael and Ernesto disappeared to scout for horses.
 
   They returned two hours after dawn with three horses and a donkey. Michael only shrugged when Christina glared at him. Two of them would have to double up, and she was not surprised when Michael suggested that Penny take the donkey - it was lower to the ground anyway, she would like that - and Christina ride with him.
 
   “Sorry, Señora, but extra horses are hard to come by around here. I’ll try to find you your own mount when we get closer to Vera Cruz. Meanwhile, you’ll just have to sit with me for a time.”
 
   She half suspected him of doing it on purpose. But then she remembered his deliberate avoidance of her these past days, and decided that he probably didn’t care for their close proximity any more than she did.
 
   Those first hours on the horse were uncomfortable for them both. Christina, seated before Michael, tried not to lean into him, but holding herself stiff against the sway of he horse proved painful. And although he made no effort, at first, to encourage her to relax against him, in the end his arms were steadying her so often that he gave up and pulled her closer. His voice in her ear told her to stop trying so damned hard not to touch him or he’d make her walk.
 
   “Why don’t you walk, and give me the horse,” she’d hissed back, but he only tightened his arms and told her to be quiet.
 
   Penny on her little donkey was talking to Ernesto and noticed none of this exchange, but Christina was aware of her maid’s arch satisfaction with the current traveling arrangements and wished she were not. It was time for Penny to give up her hopes for a permanent liaison between her mistress and Michael, and realize that he would soon be leaving them for good.
 
   Although reality was almost difficult for Christina to accept while Michael was so close. Damn him for not buying or stealing enough horses! Didn’t he know that it was impossible for her to distance her mind from him in preparation for their separation when his body was so near? When she was forced to nestle against his warm chest, and was held in casual possessiveness by his arms? When the sun warmed her to drowsiness, and the movement of the horse echoed other rhythms, from other times?
 
   As the day wore on Christina could feel her frustrations mount. She couldn’t wait to escape from him, to get off the horse that was keeping them together in mockery when so soon they would part forever. Memories crowded in on her, taunting her in a vivid sensuality of what was past, of Michael and her own half-love. Had she ever loved him, or had desire made her think so? And could she really live without him?
 
   They seldom spoke, the tension in them both being too strong for words. Then Michael ordered the others not to talk either. English would carry along the dirt paths they followed much further than Spanish, and there were villages hidden all around them.
 
   They passed few people until Michael sought a village to sleep in when it grew dark. He didn’t fear the simple peasants; it was the soldiers they would meet on the road to Jalapa that were the real danger. For the most part, the peasants should accept his story that they were traveling to Vera Cruz to a wedding celebration of his “wife’s” sister. Penny, the only one of them who knew little Spanish, was instructed not to talk at all and to keep her red hair covered by the reboza.
 
   Ernesto engaged rooms for them in the posada of a village within half a day’s ride of Vera Cruz. Christina, only too pleased to get off Michael’s horse in this village reminiscent of so many others she had seen, went to her and Penny’s room without a backward glance at Michael. She determined to have a bath, to eat and to sleep without ever leaving the room and seeing him. By tomorrow, perhaps she would have her own horse to ride.
 
   *
 
   The door opened just as Penny had helped Christina out of her gown, and she had seated herself on the edge of the bed, clad in her muslin shift, while Penny brushed her hair loose from its braid. Both women turned toward the door in surprise. Somehow, neither of them were.
 
   “Penny, you can sleep in the room next door. I want to talk to your mistress.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to leave for you to speak to me.” Christina said.
 
   “Yes she does. Now.”
 
   Penny swallowed, glanced guiltily at Christina and laid down the hairbrush. She moved toward Michael and the door.
 
   “Penny, do not leave this room!”
 
   “She’s going.” He grabbed Penny by the arm and thrust her though the opening behind him. He closed the door and leaned against it, arms folded, eyes narrowed and fixed on Christina. “I hardly think, love, that we need a chaperone at this stage.”
 
   “You said you wanted to talk to me.” She stood, pulling her long hair over one shoulder so that it covered the front of her shift. “Can’t it wait until morning?”
 
   “No.” He said the word flatly, his eyes still settled on her almost in dislike.
 
   The fretfulness, the dismayed anticipation that had been with her all day erupted into anger. “Then what the devil is so important? Why can’t you leave me alone? In just a few more days I’ll be home, and you’ll never see me again. I’d like to think of you without hatred . . .”
 
   “You don’t hate me.”
 
   “I certainly don’t love you!” Speaking the word love appalled her. She could feel the warmth flood her face and did not want him to see it. She turned away from him, wishing he would leave, hoping and dreading it at the same time. What was she, what had he done to her? She no longer recognized herself or her turbulent feelings, particularly the strange, hollow sorrow that wanted to overtake her. “You can talk to me tomorrow. Please go.”
 
   But, instead of leaving, he had come up behind her. His arms went around her waist; his lips nuzzled her neck through her hair. She trembled, wanting to resist him, to remind him of who she was and how she expected to be treated. But Dios, his hands were grazing her breasts and she could no longer think.
 
   She heard him murmur, “We don’t have to talk now. I want you, Chrissie, tonight and every night until we reach Jalapa. I may never see you again then, but I intend to remember you until the day I die. And you’re going to remember me, I promise it, no matter who else has you later.”
 
   “That’s not fair . . .” the whisper came from her heart, hurting now in vague anticipation of pain to come.
 
   “I never pretended to be fair.” And he was not fair, as he removed her shift and threw it on the floor. As his calloused hands clutched her possessively, feeling her willingness and her own wanting and manipulating her body until she thought she would scream from the aching. Nor was he fair as he took her, himself still nearly fully clothed, against the side of the bed before he decided to strip and join her in it.
 
   And he was not being fair as he awoke her throughout the night - only to leave her, smiling crookedly, at sunup to muster the men, while she searched for her shift before Penny came to dress her for the day’s long ride.
 
   Michael Brett was not a fair man, and Christina knew she would live to regret it.
 
   *
 
   The road to Jalapa had lost none of its familiarity. Still crowded with Indians and peasants on foot, farmers in mule-drawn wagons hauling produce, the occasional fine closed-carriage of the aristocracy and the blooded horses of their arrogant sons, it seemed no different from the last time Christina had traversed it in daylight. Except for the increased amount of military couriers who rode without thought for pedestrians or slower traffic, their right-of-way confirmed by the needs of the state.
 
   Christina’s first sight of the jaunty braid-laden uniforms was disturbing. Santa Anna was at last being thoroughly recalled to her mind, and her own half-buried duties to her country. Now she must consider her actions for the past five months and how best to explain them. Now she must plan for homecoming and its possible repercussions.
 
   She found that Michael’s eyes were on her frequently as she rode beside him, on the mare he had finally purchased; watching her for some concealed reason of his own. She never glimpsed an open desire in his gaze, but she sensed it was there; a wary, brooding kind of wanting, reluctant but powerful. Why now, when she was trying to put him out of her life,, did he insist on being the whole of it? He had always treated her with something like contempt before. Now he had no time for that, it seemed. He wanted her as often as possible before he let her go.
 
   They slept together only a total of three nights. Three nights of wordless passion; of concentrated tenderness and soft fury. Three nights of a strange truce, during which the past was enhanced and the future ignored. And three days of silent speculation, of secret regrets and unformed wishes.
 
   And the slight undercurrent of fear that drove them along. If any of the soldiers were to catch their eyes and stop to question them, and Michael’s identity were discovered, he would be hauled away for questioning and God knew what else. In that event, Christina was to contact the British Embassy in Mexico City immediately; she was given the name of a man to find. She knew that Michael was trusting her with that name, as he was with many other things.
 
   He told her, on their last night together, in a room cool with the mountain breezes of her home, that he imagined Julian would know of some way to check on her - should she want it. And, of course, he would be around somewhere when the American troops came.
 
   Christina knew a powerful relief when he said it. Thank God, she would have a tenuous hope of seeing him again - she could depend on him when the fighting started to come to her, to protect her, to hold her one more time. And she would have the luxury of knowing that Julian would look after her in his own mysterious way. And after the war, when there was peace . . .
 
   She would still be herself, Patrona of her hacienda, daughter-in-law to Don Ignacio, a widowed lady of Mexico. She would no longer be the nameless mistress of a British-born American patriot. There would be no possible future for them, and to pretend would be foolish. Michael did not love her - he desired her and he felt some obligation to protect her, nothing more. He would eventually marry a woman of his own kind, probably Elizabeth, and divide his time between Texas and England.
 
   She must not see him again. Not for her own sake.
 
   She told him it would not be necessary for him to concern himself with her any longer.
 
   “No, I don’t suppose it will,” he said with an odd, controlled anger. “You’ll have Luis Arredondo now, won’t you? Although I’d reconsider marrying him if I were you, Chrissie. I know for a fact that he isn’t kind to his women, not in bed. In fact he’s damned rough. You’d best try him out first, before you make a commitment.”
 
   She slapped him then, and he caught her wrists, pinning them to the mattress. “That’s the truth, querida, although I don’t expect you to believe it. I know him, remember? I also know that he’s a greedy bastard, for himself as well as Santa Anna. I wouldn’t trust him with my money. Just a little advice from an old friend.”
 
   He kissed her then, and his lovemaking was determined and harsh. She didn’t forgive him for it, or for his words. When the time came, the next day, for her and Penny to leave the men and ride into Jalapa alone, she kept the barrier of her anger raised high against him.
 
   Penny whispered tearful goodbyes to Thomas and Ernesto, who kissed her cheek and her hand, respectively. Then she spoke to Michael, and her tears flowed harder. Christina knew she was thanking him for rescuing her from her life in Cuba. He patted the girl on the shoulder, and told her something quietly. She moved off.
 
   Then Michael rode to Christina. He looked down at her. There was no emotion in his eyes at all, only an inscrutable blankness.
 
   “Goodbye, Señora. Perhaps the rest of your life won’t be as difficult as the last few months.”
 
   “No.” What else was there to say? Too many things, and not enough. “Perhaps not. Goodbye.”
 
   She turned her horse into the now curiously watching traffic, and Penny fell in beside her. She resisted the urge to glance back. Would he now go off to spy, and would he get caught? Would he be killed soon? Would she survive the tightening of her throat, the headache that throbbed in her temples, the nausea beginning in her stomach?
 
   She hoped she could see through the glaze of tears that blinded her way.
 
   The outskirts of Jalapa lay ahead, and near them her home.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 23
 
   The Hacienda de los Flores Rojas awaited its Patrona in all its fragrant beauty. Seemingly unchanged during the months of Christina’s absence, the house still partially covered with intertwining scarlet blossoms retained its elegant serenity. Unlike, Christina couldn’t help thinking as she approached its mistress.
 
   Christina and Penny, dressed in dirty peasant clothes and riding tired-looking mounts, were greeted at first by the bewildered stares of the servants and workers they passed. But when Christina threw off her dusty reboza and strode into her home, the cries and shouts of those who knew her proud stance and profile anywhere arose. The exciting news spread throughout the estate: the Patrona was home!
 
   Later, as Christina lay in her deep bath, fussed over by an alternately scolding, questioning and crying Maria Juana, she waited for the deep joy of her arrival to flood in. But for some reason, a sense of desolation had taken hold of her and kept the joy out. She refused to address it. She was home now, where she belonged. Where she was loved; or at least respected. The feeling of wrongness, of despair, which threatened her contentment and promised her misery, must disappear. Damn Michael Brett! She would not let him spoil the rest of her life!
 
   For days she rode and walked the perimeters of her estate, checking her crops, talking to her people and reassuring them of her presence. There had been panic, she learned, after her abduction. Everyone thought the Yanquis had come and stolen her away (which was not in reality far from the truth!) And no one knew what to do. But Don Ignacio was there, as well as Don Luis; and they left overseers to ensure the proper management of the land. Yet, it had not been the same without the Patrona. They had all prayed for her, that the Yanquis would return her to them. Christina heard the gratitude of her tenants with warmth. If she could immerse herself in their concerns again, she would be fine.
 
   Gradually the news of her reappearance overcame the district. People came to call; the leading citizens of Jalapa, the local Dons of neighboring estates. There would be fiestas in her honor, everyone said - as soon as it was determined that the Yanquis would never land at Vera Cruz, as was both dreaded and expected every day. How horrible that dear Christina had been mistakenly claimed as a prisoner of war! How glad they all were that she had been courteously treated and, when the mistake was realized, sent home. No one understood why she had been stolen from beneath their noses at El Encero, but, since she refused to elaborate, they could only guess. Certainly General - now resident, Santa Anna - was wildly concerned. Had he been notified of her return?
 
   Christina always managed to hide her uneasiness at the mention of Santa Anna’s name. She had sent a prim message to El Encero, knowing that only servants were there to receive it. Santa Anna was off somewhere with his army - near San Luis Potosi, some said - and his wife was in Mexico City, where most of the wealthy families of Vera Cruz and Jalapa were preparing to flee. She had also sent a lengthy letter to Don Ignacio, and - after consideration - to Luis Arredondo. She expected a reply or, more likely, a visit if the war permitted, from Don Ignacio at least, shortly. As to Santa Anna, she hoped she never heard from him.
 
   Her hopes were in vain. Santa Anna was extremely interested in the Señora de Sainz, and, when told of her release from the Americans, had ordered a special envoy to ascertain her present condition. That envoy was Luis himself.
 
   *
 
   Arredondo and an official escort of ten men arrived at the hacienda two weeks after Christina’s arrival. From the presence of the uniformed men and Luis’s grave expression, she was in trouble.
 
   Luis was delighted and relieved to see her. He stated it in front of the servants and before the lieutenant of the men he had brought with him. Then he pulled Christina to him., uncharacteristically, and held her for several seconds. But he did not in the least understand what had happened to her, and neither did Santa Anna. And even though the President was involved in preparing for battle, he wanted the truth of his cousin’s abduction and any useful knowledge she might now possess. He wanted her, in short, to come to Mexico City for questioning.
 
   Christina could only stare, first at Luis and then at the young lieutenant, standing beyond him. And then she laughed.
 
   She laughed until tears were in her eyes and something like grief was in her heart. She laughed until Luis exchanged a significant look with her waiting porter out in the hall, who hurried in to ask if the Señora desired any refreshment. Still she laughed, at the concerned look on Luis’s face and the bewildered ones on the lieutenant’s and the porter’s. She laughed until her recognition of the absurdity of the situation snapped. Her amusement was over; fear would settle in.
 
   Luis handed her his handkerchief, watching her carefully. What did he know or suspect? She took the cloth and raised it to her eyes. What did Santa Anna know, that he should send Luis and an armed escort to bring her to Mexico City?
 
   She hoped Michael was out of Mexico by now. She would not think of Julian, because she must forget his name.
 
   She lowered the handkerchief. “Luis, forgive me. As you can see, I am not myself. It is only that I’ve just returned home - and I have no desire to go to Mexico City, or anywhere. Particularly for questioning. That is why I was mistakenly abducted in the first place. Please, ask me whatever you like here, and leave me be!”
 
   Luis’s expression softened. He took Christina’s arm, and guided her to a sofa. “Sit, my dear.” He gestured to the porter. “Bring some sherry, at once. Lieutenant - please be so kind as to wait outside.”
 
   Luis sat beside Christina, and took her hand. His present demonstrativeness told of his worry for her. “I have been driven mad wondering about you, hoping you were not hurt. The only time I’ve been happy these last months was when I heard Colonel Manzanal had discovered your location, and would rescue you. I am not myself either, Christina. If you forgive me for my abruptness, then I shall certainly forgive you anything.”
 
   Why had he said he would forgive her anything? Her uneasiness grew. “Then understand that I will not go to Mexico City. I will tell you whatever you wish, and you may relay it to the President.”
 
   Luis’s brown eyes looked regretful. “I am under orders to escort you to Mexico City. Santa Anna hopes to either see you there, or have you brought closer to him later. He is determined on that. Colonel Manzanal has disappeared . . .”
 
   “He is dead.”
 
   “Luis’s gaze narrowed. “We had heard rumors of his death. Strange rumors. Even stranger ones of you.”
 
   She looked away. “I’m not surprised. Even with the war, information seems to pass quickly - both true and false. Are you saying, Luis, that I have no choice? I must leave my home again/”
 
   “Yes. It is Santa Anna’s wish.”
 
   “Am I under arrest?”
 
   “Not unless you refuse to come.”
 
   Christina knew the peace of the last two weeks was shattered, perhaps permanently.
 
   *
 
   She was detained in a cell-like room at Santa Anna’s military headquarters for two days. The President-General was not present for her interrogation. Instead, a Colonel Diaz had been entrusted with the delicate task of questioning the Señora de Sainz, cousin to Santa Anna and suspected - possibly wrongly - of collaborating with the enemy.
 
   Christina had a first protested her stern, if courteous, treatment. But she had been warned by Luis that Santa Anna had received ominous news of her behavior these last months; news that belied her patriotism to Mexico, and wounded the General. And Colonel Diaz’s attitude left her in no doubt of her disgraced status. She would be questioned like any other accused traitor and her answers relayed to the General, who would decide her guilt . . . and see her when the war permitted. She concentrated on her defense.
 
   Christina sometimes wondered, during those two days of apprehension and fatigue and endlessly repeated words, how Santa Anna had learned anything of her movements with Michael Brett. She finally concluded that someone close to either Michael or Julian must have related her actions to Santa Anna. How else had he known of Angel Manzanal ’s death? Of her “friendliness” with American soldiers, especially the Texan Michael Brett? Of her stay at Dos Rios?
 
   “Of course the chief charge against her of sympathizing with the enemy could be dismissed as vague and twisted and wrong. She bent all of her efforts, during these two days, of doing so. Colonel Diaz must be made to understand that she had been a guarded prisoner, even if her captor had decided by then that she was useless for his mysterious needs. But who had passed this accurate information on to Mexico City? Some enemy of Michael’s? Oddly, there was no mention of Julian in Diaz’ questions, only Michael. And the Colonel’s tone almost had a jealous slant. Perhaps, he had derived that from Santa Anna . . .
 
   “Do you deny that you plotted with Michael Brett to steal Mexico’s secrets on your return?”
 
   “Yes. Mexico is my country, not America. I would never betray her.”
 
   “Do you deny any involvement in the death of Colonel Manzanal?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you deny any intimate contact with Michael Brett during your time with him?”
 
   “Yes! He was my captor, nothing more.”
 
   It was questions like the last one that began to batter Christina’s spirits. Here she was lying, and the weight of the lie combined with her care not to reveal any damaging information that might lead to Michael’s arrest wore her down. She grew to hate Colonel Diaz; to hate his false deprecation, his pretense of civility. His scarcely-hidden lust, which began to expose itself in his supposedly-reassuring touch.
 
   She grew defiant; she grew desperate. She refused to eat the food they gave her. She didn’t sleep during the brief breaks she was given. Her body weakened, but not her will. She remembered her story: she was abducted by mistake. Michael was preparing to return her to Mexico when Manzanal arrived in Washington. She left with Manzanal, who was killed by bandits. Michael took her from the bandits, and returned her home. She knew nothing of significance that Santa Anna would be interested in. Nothing. Why was he prosecuting his friend, his cousin?
 
   She demanded to send a letter to her father-in-law, the Condé de Castillo. She demanded to see the Marquès de Lara. She demanded the presence of Santa Anna. She was an innocent, despicable-treated lady, a noble lady of Spain, and Diaz had no right to keep her in such appalling conditions.
 
   Finally, Diaz agreed. He had received authorization to release the Señora into custody of the Marquès, until Santa Anna could visit her. Would she swear to remain in Mexico City, at the home of the Marquès, until Santa Anna arrived?
 
   She said that she would. The Colonel promised to send for Señor Arredondo immediately.
 
   When Luis entered her cell, Christina went to him with the relief of freedom.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 24
 
   Mexico City - like a scheming woman - was in its glory during times of political upheaval . . . a condition it had seemed to find itself in almost constantly, from the times of Montezuma onward.
 
   The town must be given to intrigue, Christina thought one afternoon shortly after her release, as she strolled in the verdant Alameda with Luis; observing Mexican society as it rushed from one source of military gossip to another. Certainly its setting - in a valley lush with lakes, marshes and forests, and a temperate climate - was conductive to restlessness year-round. When the rich had little to worry about in the way of surviving the elements, then their minds could turn naturally to struggling for intangibles, such as power.
 
   Suspicions and innuendos, and doubtless even a few facts, flew from door-to-door and mouth-to-mouth in this most social city, whose upper-class inhabitants met almost nightly in a constant parade of hospitality. Mexico City residents were always entertaining and being entertained, whether it was at home, at the theater or the opera, or even walking through the park called the Alameda; and the exchange of gossip took place almost as the act under discussion actually occurred. No wonder the atmosphere was thick with plots! If only one sensible plan were to emerge which would benefit the country . . .
 
   Christina found herself being critical these days of the people who had been her friends and acquaintances. It wasn’t that she was being disloyal, she told herself as she yet again overhead a loudly pontificating landowner with disgust. It was simply that her time away from Mexico had opened her eyes to its faults. She no longer believed most of what she heard about the demonic intentions of Americans; and, indeed, believed that Mexico had provoked her to begin with, and almost deserved invasion . . .
 
   Of course she kept these sentiments to herself. Sentiments which she was beginning to understand, but which were growing clearer with each passing day spent in Mexico City, at the palatial stone town home of Luis Arredondo, Marquès de Lara y Brihuega.
 
   It was even Luis who reminded her that although she now resided in his home - he, an unmarried widower - she would have the chaperonage of his young daughter, Paulita, and her duenna, the Doña Ramona de Velosa, who also lived there. Her reputation would remain as unblemished as possible, considering the unfortunate and disturbing rumors that still circulated throughout the town concerning her time spent with the enemy. Luis intended to do his utmost to help Christina prove the rumors false.
 
   Luis was and always had been charming company. He was both amusing and understanding, and relaxing to be with, unless he were being deliberately provoking. Otherwise, he was the most comfortable person Christina knew to be around. And the sultry throb of Mexico City’s entertainments were just the thing she needed now to lull her thoughts and occupy her mind, she decided; and keep her from too much solitude - which only resulted in a drifting sadness that she refused to acknowledge, and a lingering fear that she was scared not to. She didn’t want to think too much. Thinking hurt.
 
   It was not even being torn from her hacienda once more. No, it was that she knew she would never see Michael Brett again, and that it was best not to think of him, not to dwell on him. It was best to attend every tertulia and fiesta she was invited to, once it became known she was in town, so that the noise of music and conversation would drive her memories from her head. And it was best to rely on Luis to keep her company, and to keep her from herself.
 
   Luis avoided mentioning Michael Brett to Christina; perhaps he sensed her sensitivity to any conversation about the man whom he had once entertained.
 
   Luis Arredondo, however, was not the kind of man to forget anything. As Christina was more in his company, she began to understand that there was a great deal more to him than wealth and sophistication. Luis was an important man in Mexico these days . . . spending hours meeting with the ever-changing members of the Ministry, entertaining other influential city leaders, and receiving and dispatching dozens of messages to all parts of Mexico . . . including the army, and Santa Anna. Besides that, he still managed to oversee operations at a distance of his large country estate, his mines, and various other income-producing acquisitions which Christina knew nothing about. He was not likely to ignore her past, anymore than he would any other intriguing detail in his life.
 
   She asked him, one morning over breakfast, why he had never sought high political office.
 
   He looked at her for a moment; then smiled his elegant, knowing smile. “Why in the name of God would I ever want to do that? What is the President of Mexico, other than an inflated puppet whose strings are really pulled by others - if he would keep his office? Strong dictators, like your dear cousin Santa Anna, never remain in power long in this country; someone is always rallying against them, and there is a constant struggle to stay on top. Why would I bother to sully my name in public by scrabbling for my job? I prefer to leave the indignities to others - while I remain firmly in the background, influencing Mexico’s policies in my own way.”
 
   “Yet you would be a king, if you could, Luis,” Christina said, unafraid of annoying him.
 
   He laughed in appreciation of her subtlety, his brown eyes dancing with self-mockery. “To be a king is no disgrace to one’s ancestral name, since a king has absolute power - and divine right. Yes, I would be a king. But not a president.”
 
   He leaned toward her - she was seated to his right - and brushed her cheek with one long, manicured finger. “What a lovely queen you would make,” he murmured, eyes half-shut and calculating.
 
   Señora de Velosa, the only other person at the table, cleared her throat and remarked on a forthcoming reception at the British Embassy. Luis leaned back in his chair. Christina picked up her fork, and the discussion was closed. But Luis’s intimate and entirely honest words remained with Christina for quite a while.
 
   Yes, Luis was as arrogant as any European noble. And he had the knack of acquiring wealth, and of manipulating other men. That made him quite formidable.
 
   But he was tender and protective toward her, and during these days of her own uncertain emotions she was grateful. She was content to let him plan her days, and her nights. She was pleased to leave her re-entry into society to him and his considerable social power. And she was glad to have his assistance in her dealings with Santa Anna and Colonel Diaz - who insisted on visiting her every week, leaving unspoken threats in his wake.
 
   She was indeed relieved to have Luis beside her. Without him, her courage might break. Without his devotion to soothe her, her time with Michael Brett might seem even more confusing than it was.
 
   *
 
   One night, in early March, Christina learned where her reliance on Luis was leading. She was sitting in the garden, alone, in the dark. It was late; they had returned from a promenade at the Alameda, and dinner at a friend of Luis’s, after which she had bolted outside - stifled by the interior of the house.
 
   Her heart pounded in quick, uneven beats. She told herself that it was the heat; she couldn’t swish her fan fast enough, to cool the perspiration at her temples. The air was still, the cloying smell of roses mingling with the less-pretty scents of city sewage, the resulting odor nauseating. She sat for several minutes, trying to blank thoughts which instead focused on remembered talk from dinner - of the recent battle of Buena Vista, and the American General Scott’s reputed landing at Vera Cruz. She attempted to order her mind, to keep from thinking about the casualties of the battle - both Mexican and American - and of the war which had now moved to Vera Cruz, so close to Jalapa. Luis emerged from the house and joined her on the bench.
 
   “Hiding from the charms of my company?” he murmured, his tone gentle, but his glance sharp.
 
   She half-smiled. “Hiding from my bed. It’s too warm to sleep.”
 
   “Why are you out here alone? Haven’t you had enough of that lately?”
 
   “I haven’t had one moment to myself since I arrived here, Luis.”
 
   “You know I didn’t mean the past few weeks.” He paused to study her. When he resumed speaking, his voice was annoyed. “But I suppose you still don’t wish to discuss anything significant that occurred to you during those months that you were lost.”
 
   “I was not lost. I knew exactly where I was.”
 
   “Yet you refuse to discuss it. And you would prefer that I do not bring the subject up.”
 
   “Luis, please!” She turned to him, eyes large and pensive. “Hasn’t it occurred to you that the subject, as you call it, is difficult for me?”
 
   “Why querida? You said that you were not hurt. You said that your time in America was an unpleasant experience, but nothing more. What is still upsetting you?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Perhaps,” he said, ‘it is my old acquaintance Señor Brett that you are pining for.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous, Luis; it is not becoming,” she snapped.
 
   “Nor is your melancholy. You should be the happiest woman in Mexico right now, instead of the saddest.”
 
   “I am not sad. How you exaggerate! I was merely thinking on the time I have lost. Months, Luis; gone from my life. And now Santa Anna distrusts me and forbids me my home.”
 
   Luis’s brown eyes softened in the darkness. He reached an arm around her silk-draped shoulder, and pulled her against him. Her immediate stiffness eased into acquiescence as she leaned into him, and he smiled.
 
   “My dear Christina. Please do not consider the past anymore, or worry about Santa Anna. You are here with me, at last; and I warn you now that I intend to keep you. Those months were painful for me, as well - do you think I didn’t worry for you? But now is the time to celebrate, querida. And look to the future. I have plans for us I want you to know! Plans that should have been acted upon years ago.”
 
   “I can’t imagine what you are talking about.”
 
   “Yes, you can. I am referring to the two of us, and the fact that we should have been married long before now.”
 
   She attempted to straighten and pull away. First the mention of Michael Brett, and now this! But he held her, easily; his grip surprising her in its strength - reminding her of the other man, and other times. “Don’t fool yourself, Luis,” she murmured. “You don’t want to marry me.”
 
   “Why not?” he said lightly. “You of all people should know how suitable a marriage between us would be. Much more sensible than the match you made with Felipé, or even the one I contracted with my wife, Adela.”
 
   “If you are referring to bloodlines, then I suppose you are right. But - ”
 
   “There is fortunately more to a successful marriage than good breeding; I should not have to tell you that! You were miserable with Felipé.
 
   “I would be miserable with any man now. I enjoy my independence.”
 
   He released her, only to turn her to face him - and cup her cheeks with his hands. “Look where your independence landed you . . . into the country of America during the middle of the war. Had you been married to me, none of those adventures would have happened. But don’t speak; I want to show you another reason for ending your freedom. A good one . . . ”
 
   He moved toward her, to cup her face in his hands and kiss her mouth. A tender kiss, that lasted for several seconds, and was both deep and subtle. Unthreatening. Pleasant . . . with the careful promise of more. Luis was well-practiced; and even well-able to restrain himself, when he sensed she had had enough.
 
   He drew away, leaving one hand behind to drift along her jaw line and down her neck to her shoulder, caressing softly and expertly. He smiled at her, and there was both strain and satisfaction in his wryly-turned lips.
 
   “Your eyes are so large, querida. What do they see?”
 
   “A very good friend,” she whispered.
 
   “No.” He continued to stroke her, as if she were a pet. “Friend no longer, niña, I warn you. From this moment on, you do not know me at all . . . you must pretend that. It will make your future life as my wife and my lover much easier to bear, if you forget that we were ever ‘good friends’.”
 
   She tore her eyes from his and closed them. Could she really marry Luis, after all that had happened to her? Could she accept him in her bed? The idea filled her with anxiety. Michael had said she should not marry Luis . . . but had left too many other things unsaid.
 
   She opened her eyes and smiled, brightly and, unknown to her, sensuously.
 
   “As if I could ever forget how dear you are to me, Luis; really! It is cruel of you to make a pitiful game of me. You must not do it again, lest I join in, and turn the game on you - and you find yourself betrothed, without ever really intending to every marry again.”
 
   “But I do intend it,” he said, dropping his hand to his side. His face was dark and thoughtful, and otherwise unreadable. “Never mind, my dear; you will agree with me, in time. I can see that you are not yet recovered from your American experiences . . . whatever they may be.”
 
   He stood, and extended both hands to pull her up. She took them; his words and their possible meanings imprinted in her brain as disturbing.
 
   As he escorted her back into the house, he changed the subject to a more neutral topic. That didn’t stop her, however, from the vague worries that plagued her later in bed, until she slept.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 25
 
   Less than two hundred miles southeast of Mexico City, Julian Torrance wound his way down the side of a rock-strewn hill into the dry bottom which encased - and hid - his camp. He was returning after a brisk meeting with one of his Comanche messengers; and thinking about the short letter which he had just been handed, and about women, in general. A subject he had always ignored before as a serious contemplation.
 
   Those females whose services had amused him, for an extended period of time - and there had been two or three - flashed into his mind, inked-in etchings on fragile vellum.
 
   Marie-Laure, The French cabaret dancer with the plump body so different from those of the athletic Indian maidens he had previously admired. She had occupied him for more than two months of his first summer in Paris, teaching him many things abut Parisian women, but nothing of himself. Lucy Carmichael, the English housemaid, with her quaint superstitions and her thirst for his “exotic” body, who had instructed him in ways British for a full four months - until he had been unable to temper his restlessness, and wandered out of her sphere without even a goodbye.
 
   And now Leaping Spirit, or Renata, as she liked to be called, who had transferred her affections from Michael to himself and who followed him with a dog-like devotion.
 
   He was unable to conjure even the faces of all the rest - females bought or freely taken for a night or two. They were all unimportant to his mental state or to his plans for his life, which revolved around his need for revenge, and his urge to understand why he had been born. And no woman, however pretty, could ever assist him in killing Santa Anna . . . or give him any insight into his feelings of bizarre displacement, and the bitterness that had raged inside him since childhood.
 
   Except for one woman, who was a delight and a revelation. And he had run across her far too late in life . . . and under inauspicious circumstances, to boot.
 
   Christina de Sainz had a way of looking at him that made him enjoy his own intelligence and appreciate what that search for learning and revenge had cost him. She also made him aware of his power - over the Indians, and the white men to whom he was Captain - by obeying him, his will, when her spirit, in its dogged way, was as durable and unbreakable as the diamonds in the Queen of England’s crown. And by triumphing spiritually over her, he was winning in a sense against the lure of Mexico and Santa Anna.
 
   This letter be held concerned her. And now he permitted himself the luxury of thinking of her.
 
   Her respect, and - he hoped - liking, for him, had helped to balance things regarding his place in the world. His biological father had not wanted to acknowledge him with his own name, and had not married his Comanche mother; but Christina had trusted him with the secret of her escape from Michael. His Comanche relations grudgingly accepted him, out of fear, mainly - yet Christina had seen the cruelty in him and grown fond of him anyway.
 
   Julian had had no quarrel with his adopted white family, the Torrances, who one and all were fine and generous people. But other white men had hated him, and despised him because he was a half-breed. Was that any fault of his? Hadn’t he wished, his entire life, to belong to either one race or the other?
 
   Yet he had the impression that Christina admired him because of the interesting qualities he had inherited from both.
 
   Julian had done little good in his life, but knew that now he would be drawn into something that was not only “right” but foolish.
 
   Christina was not his woman, nor ever would be. But Julian couldn’t help his protectiveness toward her. And, judging from the contents of this letter, she could bear some watching over.
 
   He reached the outskirts of camp, checking to see that the guards he had posted were on duty and well-concealed. Jack Eastman called out a greeting to him from somewhere high and to the left. There was no sound to be heard from the right, the post held by a new recruit - another half-breed, this time Apache and Mexican. Pedro “Light Eyes” Estevez would consider any verbal acknowledgment unnecessary.
 
   Julian’s dark gaze scanned the camp, and found the extra horse tethered to the guerilla’s usual string. Recognizing it, he went to his own tent, pitched as far away from the other mens’ as he could get. He ignored the glances thrown his way by the three who sat playing cards around the fire, their usual occupation at dusk; and stooped to enter the tent.
 
   As expected, Michael was inside. He had thrown his own bedroll and lay sleeping heavily, fully clothed; the arm wounded at the Battle of Buena Vista well over a month ago, and since then re-injured, still in a sling on his chest. He looked worn out, and the lines of aggravation no doubt incurred during the time he spent in Vera Cruz with General Scott had not yet left his unshaven face.
 
   Was it better to wake him now, and give him the news of Christina . . . or wait until he had slept some of his irritation off?
 
   Now, Julian decided. Michael would be incensed anyway, and then later he could go back to sleep and forget everything. Besides, Julian felt a malicious curiosity overcoming him. How would Michael react to hearing that Christina had been arrested and taken to Mexico City? Would he care that she had been interrogated by Santa Anna’s soldiers because of her association with him? Would he profess indifference even when he heard that her engagement to Luis Arredondo was imminent?
 
   Julian had been uncertain for some time about the nature of the end-relationship between the two, knowing only they had grown close during the journey to Mexico, and then parted. Michael had refused to discuss Christina since. Now Julian wanted the truth.
 
   He prodded Michael’s side with the steel toe of his boot. “Wake up, hermano. I want to talk to you.”
 
   Michael groaned, but kept his eyes shut. “Jesus Christ, Juli, you’re as bad as General Scott. He wouldn’t let me sleep, either.”
 
   “You can sleep all you like in a few minutes.”
 
   “Then get me some coffee, for God’s sake.”
 
   Julian smiled, and went out again to the campfire. When he returned, Michael was sitting up, and looking mean.
 
   “You and Scott both want to kill me. I haven’t slept in two or three days - I nearly fell off my horse, getting here. Why in hell are you camped so far off the main highway?”
 
   Michael knew better than to ask him that. He was merely tired and foul. “Because the view’s better here. What do you think?”
 
   “I think I’ve had enough bullshit for one day.” He gulped the coffee Julian handed him, swallowing deeply. “Scott doesn’t believe me, you know. Not completely.”
 
   “What?” Julian said, startled.” Is he that much of an idiot?”
 
   “I think its his advisors, his trusted staff. They just don’t understand how Santa Anna, with a force of 6,000 men, could be sitting just up the road at Jalapa so quickly. They think he’s still far away, trying to regroup from Buena Vista. They don’t know him well enough to believe us when we say he has not only regrouped, but moved 6,000 men to Jalapa already.”
 
   “You told them you’d seen some of it with your own eyes? His baggage wagons , his artillery?”
 
   “Yes. They all think I’m overestimating the situation.”
 
   “They’re fools.”
 
   Michael didn’t even bother to nod. That went without saying.
 
   “Yet, General Twigg has already made some progress up the road, with Worth’s men to follow,” Julian said.
 
   “They’re expecting some action, and taking some precautions. But probably not enough. If Santa Anna doesn’t grow impatient, and strike too early, all of Twigg’s men could march right into his lap. And Scott won’t know about it in Vera Cruz until its over - and Santa Anna comes down the hill to meet him.”
 
   Disgusted, he drank the rest of his coffee while Julian stared at the tent wall - wondering what in hell the use of intelligence information was to the army if the army didn’t believe it!
 
   Michael finally sighed deeply, and stretched . . . wincing at the familiar pained twinge his movement brought to his damned sore arm, which should have healed already; and would, probably, if he had had the chance to rest it up.
 
   “Was that all you wanted to know? If so, get out of here for a while and let me sleep.”
 
   “You could’ve pitched your own tent, you know,” Julian said.
 
   “Forgot it.” he murmured, laying back.
 
   “Anyway - that’s not all.”
 
   “Oh?” Michael said on a yawn, his eyes closed.
 
   “Yes. I thought it might interest you to know that I’ve received a report from Locklyn. About Christina. It seems she was arrested - for unnatural friendship with the enemy. That means us.”
 
   The long body tensed. The pale eyes opened - to fix on Julian with a sharpness that was not there before.
 
   “What in hell are you saying?”
 
   “She’s in Mexico city. She was taken there for interrogation. Apparently they didn’t hurt her. But she wasn’t freed, either. Santa Anna gave her to Arredondo for keeping.”
 
   Michael sat up, his breathing deeper and quicker. His thin nostrils flared; the barely-noticeable scar on his face stood out, jagged and white.
 
   “From what Locklyn says, she’ll probably be forced to marry Arredondo. It all has something to do with a silver mine she owns, and Arredondo and Santa Anna want. But Locklyn’s sources couldn’t confirm everything.”
 
   “How did Locklyn know we were interested in her?”
 
   “I wrote him.”
 
   Michael was silent for a long minute; long enough for his face to completely undergo its transformation to a vicious and narrow-eyed mask. A nearly unreadable mask, to anyone but Julian, who saw the swiftly-bursting spark of some terrible emotion in the level, silver-blue gaze; in the harsh lines of tension cording the neck and jaw and forehead of the man he considered his brother.
 
   Then Michael said softly. “Goddamn you, Juli. What in hell am I supposed to do about it? She wants to marry him.”
 
   “She doesn’t know him. You do.”
 
   He stood up, his movements controlled and contained. “I’ve warned her away from him before. She didn’t listen.”
 
   “We could get proof - about the silver mine.”
 
   “She wouldn’t believe it.”
 
   “We owe her.”
 
   They faced each other, Julian’s gaze determined and Michael’s angry. Julian pressed his point.
 
   “You know I’ve got a raid planned on Arredondo’s next shipment of silver to Santa Anna. Come with me. We’ll nose around the area and see if Locklyn’s report is true.”
 
   Michael was silent for a full minute. Finally his eyes narrowed. “I want to know why Santa Anna arrested his favorite cousin. He must’ve heard something . . . do we have a spy here somewhere?”
 
   Julian shrugged. “It’s possible. I’ll do some checking.”
 
   “You do that. Christina deserved better than to be betrayed into Santa Anna’s hands. Especially since she’s innocent of anything they accused her of.”
 
   Julian nodded. They were in agreement on that. If one of his or Michael’s men had been selling stories to Santa Anna, that man would be found - and die a very slow death.
 
   “I wonder what she told them,” Michael said.
 
   “Nothing of importance. Besides, if Santa Anna knows about her time with us - then he knows all about us, too. Although it’s strange that Locklyn hasn’t heard anything about a price on my head, or yours either.”
 
   “Yes.” Michael looked away, his face hard. “I think I’ll go along on that raid. Then maybe I’ll pay John a visit at the British Embassy.”
 
   “In Mexico City, hermano?”
 
   “That’s right. In Mexico City. But first, I’ll write John and ask him to make contact with Christina. I’ll send her my very proper regards.”
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 26
 
   The British Embassy officially acted as an interested observer of the conflict between Mexico and America. Unofficially, however, the Minister and his staff were prepared to involve themselves and their Empire in the war in any way that was to England’s advantage; whether that involvement consisted merely of mediation between the two countries, or even of some kind of military commitment.
 
   As a consequence of the importance of Great Britain to Mexico, the Embassy’s gala reception was a crowded affair. England’s Minister was on hand and surrounded by a sea of people importuning his opinions. Each of his attaches were also nearly mobbed. Until the dancing began; then the ladies managed to reclaim their men, and a more normal evening resumed.
 
   Christina was dressed in the sheerest white silk she could find and have made up. It was too hot these days, before the onset of the rainy season, to wear anything heavy. The dress was trimmed in white beads and gold ribbon, and little of the traditional lace. It was bad enough that Mexican ladies still favored wearing lace mantillas on their heads; Christina refused to load her dress down with the stuff, as well. Her costume was as simple, and therefore as elegant, as a Mexican ball gown could be, and completed with her pearls and the most sparing of mantillas.
 
   She was enjoying the formal British atmosphere prevalent here. The looseness and carelessness of Mexican society had always disturbed her, brought up as she was under strict Spanish ways. In Mexico, a morning call might last all day, and into the night; and an evening visit such as this one could invariably go on for days. Hospitality was intruded upon by all. And servants took their cue from their masters, and behaved sloppily and lazily. Whereas in Spain, and England, manners were rigidly adhered to at all times. Servants were dressed correctly and acted respectfully, and their betters would never dream of overstaying their proscribed welcome. At a party, the proper number of dishes were served and eaten - and a guest would never call out for more. Dances were formally bespoken, and acted out with propriety, not wildness. Liquor consumption was expected to be controlled. And here, at the British legation, a serene reception was the rule, not the exception.
 
   Ladies in brightly -hued ball gowns - often covered in lace - twirled rather sedately for Mexico to the strains of a local band trained in English music. Their partners were equally as colorful, either in their gold-braided military uniforms, or flashy charro suits, as they meandered around the very large dance floor, attempting to remember the steps to these foreign reels. Luis - soberly attired in well-cut black, like the Englishmen - led Christina out onto the floor for two successive dances; then, by mutual agreement, they moved outside onto the torch-lit patio, where it was cooler.
 
   Christina refused Luis’s offer of a shawl, and instead asked him to procure her a glass of iced champagne. He left her seated in the shadows, and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   She was content to sit in the night air and fan away the light sheen of perspiration she had acquired in the ballroom. She looked around her. Here where mainly gentlemen, older ones; standing in small groups and no doubt discussing politics and the war. There were several nationalities present tonight, and several persons whom she had not yet met. Including the man who was staring at her right now. And who, noticing her eyes in his direction, hastened over.
 
   He was of average height and dressed like an Englishman, with dark blond hair and blue eyes - it was difficult to tell in the torch-light. He smiled and bowed before her. When he spoke, it was in English. She wondered why on earth he would assume she even knew the language?
 
   “Señora de Sainz - forgive me for addressing you when we have not been properly introduced, but this opportunity to speak with you seems to have arisen, and I find I must take advantage of it. I am John Locklyn, of London, England, currently an attaché here at the Embassy.”
 
   Their eyes met, and Christina knew that her own must show an arrested surprise. She had heard that name before.
 
   She held out her hand, and he bowed over it. When he arose, she murmured, “I cannot imagine how you know me, sir.”
 
   “I made it my duty to learn the name of the loveliest lady here.” His smile deepened, with humor this time, and when she returned it, he continued. “And although that is quite true - you are in fact the most charming lady present tonight - I do have another reason for seeking you out. I have a message to give you, I fact.”
 
   The smile stiffened on Christina’s face. She opened her mouth to say something - she didn’t know what; and Luis chose that exact moment to return with the champagne.
 
   “Your servant, Señora,” he said, offering the drink, which she took, and glancing at Locklyn.
 
   “Good evening, sir,” Locklyn said, bowing.
 
   “Good evening. I was not aware that you were acquainted with the Señora.”
 
   “I was not, until now.” Locklyn strove to keep from frowning. He was apparently dismayed at Luis’s unexpected appearance. “I forced the acquaintance on grounds of delivering a message from a mutual friend.”
 
   “Oh?” Luis raised one eyebrow, and glanced at Christina.
 
   She made a shrugging movement. “I cannot imagine who it might be.”
 
   “Perhaps Señor Locklyn will tell you.” Luis turned back to the Englishman, who looked a trifle flushed. Was he wishing to deliver the message in private?
 
   Whatever his wishes, his voice was even as he said, “I received a letter recently from an old school friend, who in it asked me to seek you out, Señora, and deliver his regards.” He paused for a beat, looking straight at Christina, with eyes grown discerning. “He is Michael Brett - Lord Michael. I believe he now resides in Texas, but of course he hails from England. In the letter, I understood that the two of you used to be well acquainted, but had lost contact some time ago.”
 
   She said nothing for several seconds. Then her frozen lips moved, and she managed to competently murmur, “Yes indeed, Señor. Lord Michael and his aunt, Lady Antoinette, are my dear friends. From our mutual travels on the Continent, of course.’
 
   She was improvising sluggishly, her mind operating on the level of shock. What had Michael told this man in his letter? And what did Michael intend to accomplish by sending her his absurd “regards,” so publicly?
 
   Luis was speaking to her, “You also ran across him at a fiesta, I seem to remember. I know him as well; he was once my guest, some time ago. He was quite interested in my mining secrets in those days.” He turned to Locklyn, smiling coldly. “I suppose he is still investing in silver, is he not, Señor?”
 
   Locklyn shrugged, glancing at Luis, only to look back at Christina. “I really do not know. His interests are wide, I believe.”
 
   “Yes,” Christina agreed. “They are.”
 
   And then, growing aware of the two pairs of watchful eyes fixed on her, she forced her features to relax. She smiled. “Thank you for going to the trouble of finding me, Señor. You must send Lord Brett my best wishes in your return letter to him.” She extended her hand, and Locklyn bowed over it.
 
   “I shall do so, Señora. And I will thank Michael for giving me the opportunity to meet you. Perhaps I could call on you, some later time?”
 
   “Certainly, sir. I am staying at the Casa Arredondo.”
 
   “Ah.” He looked at Luis, who nodded his head.
 
   “You could have come to me for an introduction to the Señora, and I would have obliged.”
 
   “Just so. Well, I hope to see you both later. Your servant, Señora.”
 
   He turned and walked away, his face thoughtful.
 
   Christina concentrated on controlling her expression before glancing up at Luis. What she would have looked like, or done, had she been alone now, she didn’t know. Possibly she would have cried - or exploded in rage - or merely laughed. God alone knew. But now she must not show that Michael’s message had affected her at all, beyond mild concern.
 
   Remembering her own fictionalized story about Michael, she said, “He must have wanted to know that I am safe and sound. How kind of him! I only hope that Señor Locklyn is a trustworthy man. It would be disastrous if gossip were to surface again linking me to a Texan.”
 
   “Yes, it would, and I have gone to a great deal of trouble to ensure that could never happen. Brett is an idiot to have exposed your reputation in such a way.” Luis spoke trimly, and his brown eyes were narrowed with menace. Christina looked at him, and knew that this most civilized of men was just as capable of violence as any other. She shivered.
 
   “Let’s go inside, Luis. The breeze is chill.”
 
   She drank her champagne, put the glass aside, and rose. She was aware of Luis’s speculative gaze on her then, and for the remainder of the evening.
 
   *
 
   For the remainder of the month of April, 1847, Mexico City reeled from wild accounts of America’s military advance upwards from Vera Cruz.
 
   It was said, and truthfully, that the flamboyant General Scott wished to depart the flat coastal plans of Vera Cruz for higher evaluations quickly, before the annual onset of yellow fever, which would decimate his army. Leaving behind him a city well-occupied by Americans, he began his march upwards toward Jalapa on the great National Highway, preceded by two brigades; commanded by Generals Worth and Twigg. Not knowing, so it was said, that the inestimable Santa Anna had hurried to Jalapa from his reputed “victory” at Buena Vista, with a force of six thousand men.
 
   Santa Anna’s plan of attack centered on defense; specifically, defense of Jalapa and the Highway into the capital. In other parts of Mexico, such as far-flung California, America was winning battles and taking cities; and general Zachary Taylor was still somewhere to the northwest, holding his territory, but not easily accessible to Mexico City due to the wide expanse of land separating them. Santa Anna was very much aware of the importance of his task in defending the road to the capital. If America captured Mexico City, less than two hundred miles away . . . then the war would be virtually lost.
 
   Santa Anna chose for his defense the Cerro Gordo Pass - which he spent a week in fortifying; so that when the attack came, his gallant men, who had just endured an incredibly rapid march to Jalapa consisting of more than a thousand miles, would be ready. But as it turned out, Santa Anna’s six thousand were overrun by the American brigades, swollen to include the volunteer units of Generals Pillow and Shields, and any other American troops who were able to swiftly reach the vicinity. Santa Anna ignominiously retreated - or, in actuality, fled - up the road past his own estate, El Encero, leaving behind his baggage; which included a money chest, and even one of his wooden legs! And on April nineteenth, the Americans, who had suffered very few casualties entered Jalapa in triumph; well on their way to Mexico city . . .
 
   The capital was in an uproar when news of Santa Anna’s defeat reached it. People in the streets and people in government questioned each other in horror, panic in their eyes. How had Mexico’s greatest warrior been vanquished in such an important battle? Had he lied even when he claimed to have won others, such as Buena vista? Where was he now . . . and what had happened to Mexico’s army? Who was left to defend Mexico City itself from the invaders?
 
   Then it was said that Santa Anna was alive, and safe, at Orizaba and furiously re-gathering his scattered troops. There was hope! And the government declared that anyone who, either publicity or privately, treated with the Americans, was a traitor to Mexico. There would be no peace, if peace meant surrender! Santa Anna would fight again, and win - and push the Americans down to the sea.
 
   But by the end of April, news of other American victories reached Mexico City, bringing the enemy even closer. Next the Americans would come to Puebla . . . a city second in importance only to the capital. And what then? Would it, too, be won without even a token defense? Santa Anna must hurry! And he must be sent silver, and arms, and supplies - everything necessary to equip his men, all of which had been lost at Cerro Gordo. And without which there could be no army; and of course, the war would be lost.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 27
 
   One by one, the three heavy wagons rumbled into the narrow canyon, the mules that pulled them straining dispiritedly. No doubt they, like the men who sat on the high seat and drove, preferred to be safely asleep on this moonlit night.
 
   Michael Brett, Julian Torrance, and four carefully selected guerillas sat their horses just outside and above the southern mouth of the canyon, waiting. They were silent, rifles already cocked and ready. In the darkness, hidden behind trees, they were nearly invisible to any unsuspecting scout.
 
   The first wagon emerged from the canyon, accompanied by two horsed outriders. Julian glanced at Michael; gestured toward the left man. Michael nodded. They both raised their rifles.
 
   At an unspoken signal, they fire. The shots cracked in the still night air, audible for miles. Both of the outriders were hit; one of them toppled from his horse, which bolted - the other slumped down on his horse’s back, groaning, but still alive.
 
   Shouts and curses erupted from the canyon. One man attempted to back his wagon at the other end - only to be fired at by a watching guerilla. That shot eased the panic, since there was nothing now for the wagon drivers to do but to wait. Wait and pray.
 
   Julian, followed by Michael, eased his horse down the rocky cliff side, approaching the canyon mouth. He stopped a few yards away from the first wagon and it’s terrified driver.
 
   “Hola!” he called out softly.
 
   There was a high-pitched hello in response. Then, “What do you want with us, Señor?” cried out from within the canyon depths.
 
   Julian answered with quiet menace. “I want to have a look at your wagons. I want to know what is inside them that must be transported on such a dark night.”
 
   “We carry food to the convent of Santa Theresa,” someone yelled.
 
   Julian could have laughed, but didn’t. Instead he said, “Yet I have tracked you from the silver mines near Pachuca. The mines belonging to Marquès de Lara y Brihuega.”
 
   “Perhaps we buy food with our silver, who knows?” the same man brazened.
 
   “I know,” Julian replied. Then, tired of the game, he gestured to his men. The split up, two going toward the back of the canyon, two toward the front. They went in. Pleas for mercy rang out, followed by guttural laughter and the slapping of ropes.
 
   Julian and Michael held back and waited, watching as carefully as they were able to, in the nearly complete darkness. Finally the wagons were brought out; their drivers tied up, with Julian’s men up on the seat next to them. The wounded outrider was removed from his horse and placed on the ground, where the others would shortly join him The dead man was pushed aside.
 
   Julian and Michael dismounted and walked forward. They then proceeded to search the contents of all three wagons, ignoring the hesitant pleas of the bound Mexicans.
 
   Michael found two crates of silver bars in the first wagon; Julian discovered rifles in the second, and ammunition and more silver in the third. Both men looked at each other and grinned. It was a good haul.
 
   Then Michael heard a familiar, and deadly, sound; the faint whistle of a heavy knife, thrown through the air. The sound had passed him, on its way toward Julian. He yelled - the noise surely too late - but either Julian’s trained ears had picked up the whir of the knife, as well, or his instincts were so swift that he caught Michael’s cry at its beginning, and moved instantly. At any rate, the blade missed him, by an inch, and imbedded into a wooden silver crate.
 
   Michael whirled to look behind him. He met the angry, unrepentant gaze of one of the drivers, probably the brash one who had spoken - with one hand worked loose from its binding. Without thinking, Michael picked up his own rifle, took precise aim, and shot. The blow struck the man’s chest; the force of it thrusting him backward and over the side of the wagon.
 
   Julian approached and looked at Michael dispassionately.
 
   “That’ll teach him to throw a knife at me, eh, hermano?”
 
   Then he laughed. He laughed loudly, the sound of it hoarse, and Michael laughed, too
 
   Julian’s men all glanced at each other; three of them made the sign of the cross. The fourth man, Jack Eastman, only shrugged. He head suspected for some time that they were all in league with the devil.
 
   *
 
   Later, as they were on their way to their well-hidden camp, where they would transfer the silver and arms into poor-looking carretas - Michael took Julian aside, stopping their horses beside a small stream while the rest of the men went on ahead.
 
   “You do realize that this is the third military shipment your troop has interrupted from Arredondo to Santa Anna?”
 
   “Out of only five total, yes.” Julian grinned with satisfaction.
 
   “It wasn’t easy this time, hermano, it only looked that way. You know that I had to spend a fortune - and put two of my most persuasive men on this - for two weeks before I found out the details. Arredondo is no fool. But he will continue to deal with Santa Anna. He wants more church land. To be precise, he covets the monastery on the next hill over from his current, quite productive mine. If Santa Anna stays in power, he will get it. That man is only too happy to rob the church.”
 
   “And his own “fiancée;! At least your man was able to find out that Santa Anna is already laying plans to open up Christina’s mine - which she probably knows nothing about.”
 
   “Are you going to tell her, hermano?” Julian asked.
 
   “Yes. If I can get to her.”
 
   “What will you do then? Leave her in Mexico City to be forced into marriage by Santa Anna anyway? Or accidentally shot by one of our own men when we take the town?”
 
   “What in hell would you have me do? Kidnap her again?”
 
   Julian smiled. “Why not?”
 
   “No. I’ll warn her, but I won’t force her to go anywhere with me again. And neither will you.”
 
   *
 
   Christina greeted her visitor with well-trained calm.
 
   Colonel Diaz affected his most military bearing.
 
   “The General awaits you, Señora. Come with me.”
 
   Christina had been told to expect Diaz’s visit by Luis, and that he would come to take her to Santa Anna. At long last, the general was making time to interview his cousin. Christina must go with Diaz to meet Santa Anna in secret; the general was incognito.
 
   Christina fought to control her trepidation as she rode out of the city in an unmarked carriage. It would never do to show any fear to Santa Anna. Besides, why should she fear? She knew that she had done no wrong to Mexico.
 
   Santa Anna, out of uniform and in an obvious state of impatience, met Christina’s conveyance in a village hidden in the hills. He joined her in the carriage, which was then instructed to drive slowly around the square.
 
   For a brief moment, Santa Anna’s gallantry resurfaced. “My dear cousin, how lovely you are! Your adventures have certainly not harmed your beauty.”
 
   Which was more than Christina could have said about him. His air of elegance was gone; he seemed gaunt and worried.
 
   She thanked him and murmured a neutral greeting. Despite herself, she remembered what she had learned of this man during her stay in America.
 
   As if he sensed her thoughts, he said, “Now, my dear, you must tell of your travels. I particularly wish to hear more of the man who abducted you from my party. Colonel Diaz seemed to have discovered very little of him when he talked with you.”
 
   Christina plunged into a fresh recital of her story, nervous and hoping to conceal it. She tried to recall exactly what she had told Diaz, and to embellish it a little more. Would Santa Anna sense her evasions?
 
   He asked several questions, mainly concerning Michael. What sort of man was he? How had he treated her? What was his status in Washington? Did she know what part he played in the war? Was he on intimate terms with President Polk?
 
   She had been asked some of these questions by Diaz. Yet it was worse, infinitely worse, to discuss Michael Brett with this man whom he hated. But she must sound convincing, she knew. Santa Anna was driven to desperation by this war - he would do all within his power to gain an advantage.
 
   His questions grew more specific. Why had Brett returned her home? How had he done so? How was he able to enter Mexico unchallenged? Who else accompanied them on the trip? Who were his friends?
 
   Her vagueness would become more noticeable now. She told some truth and some lies. She did not think Julian’s name.
 
   And then Santa Anna asked her in soft tones if Michael Brett were involved in any guerilla activities. There had been much of that lately, and precious silver had been stolen. Did she know?
 
   Of course not! He never permitted her access to his military affairs, she said. Otherwise, he would never have allowed her to go home.
 
   Santa Anna watched her silently. He sighed.
 
   “My dear, it is difficult for me to believe that you have sympathized with my enemies. Yet I know that Mexico is not your original home.”
 
   “It is now! My estate is here, my friends . . .”
 
   “Luis Arredondo is your true friend. He has defended you to me even better than you do yourself. He loves you.”
 
   She didn’t know how to reply. What did Santa Anna intend?
 
   She had scarcely a second to wonder. “My dear, Luis wishes to marry you. I believe you should marry. As the Marquesa de Lara, your loyalties would be above reproach.”
 
   He wanted her to marry Luis, she repeated to herself in confusion. It was a veiled order, she knew. But why?
 
   “I shall certainly consider it, your excellency. But I would like to know that there is no doubt of my integrity regardless.”
 
   Santa Anna smiled, grasped her hand and kissed it. “You are an exceptional woman, my dear. Marry Luis and no one will dare to say otherwise.”
 
   He signaled for the horses to stop.
 
   *
 
   Afternoon sunshine filtered through the windows of the sala.
 
   Luis sat next to Christina, his soothing calm a distinct contrast to her own agitation.
 
   Querida, he is right. We should be married, and without delay.”
 
   “I will not be commanded to marry you, as though I were a soldier!”
 
   “Of course not. You will marry me because you care for me - and I know that you do - and because I love you. I have always loved you. How I envied that idiot Felipé! I have waited for you for years. Reward my devotion.”
 
   Luis leaned closer to her on the sofa and kissed her, lightly and tenderly. She allowed his kiss, thinking, and hating herself for it, that he was not Michael Brett and would never kiss her like Michael Brett.
 
   “We will marry soon - before the Americans reach Mexico City. Then Santa Anna will allow me to remove you to my country estate, along with Paulita. You will be kept safe there until the end of the war.”
 
   “I wish to go to my own home. Luis, what of my hacienda/”
 
   “You know it is safe. The Americans are not looters, thank God. We will live there if you wish after the war. We will go anywhere you like - to Don Ignacio, perhaps where you may supervise his recovery from the fever which has kept him from you here. Or we could go to Spain.”
 
   “Not Spain.” Must she marry Luis? Had Santa Anna’s “request” this morning been an order in actuality? What would he do if she refused? Luis, I don’t know if I should marry you. There are things, private things, which have happened to me that I have not told you about. There are things I have done that you do not know, and I can never tell you.”
 
   “Then do not tell me. But marry me. You must. I will not let you go.”
 
   Neither would Santa Anna. Christina felt a terrible need to cry.
 
   *
 
   Penny locked aghast. “But you can’t marry Señor Luis m’ lady!”
 
   Maria Juana took violent exception to this. “And why shouldn’t the patrona wed a rich marquès? Where did you find this girl, patrona? She is obviously loco. Send her home.”
 
   As Maria Juana had demanded this at least once a day since Penny had come with her orbit, Christina ignored it.
 
   “Don Luis will take very good care of us, Penny.” she said.
 
   “But m’ lady! You know he won’t be the same as . . .”
 
   “Penny . . .”
 
   “Do not argue with the patrona, you disgraceful girl!”
 
   “Maria Juana, that is enough. I will have peace in this household if I must send one of you back to the hacienda through the Yanqui army.”
 
   “You should give them this girl, she is one of their kind.”
 
   “I am not! I’m from London, which is a deal finer than any town in this country.”
 
   “Leave me alone, both of you. You have given me a headache.”
 
   Maria Juana scowled at Penny, as though the patron’s headache were her fault alone. She shooed the red-haired girl out the door and exited herself - after promising to send up some tea. Christina paid no attention. She only knew that there was quiet in her rooms at last.
 
   She longed, deeply and fervently, for her hacienda. There, she was a capable woman; there, she knew her own mind and events were shaped by her. Whenever she was away her life became swept up in large and unreal affairs that were nevertheless going to haunt her forever.
 
   She rose from a blue-upholstered armchair to walk to her window overlooking the rear garden. The trees and shrubberies were well-pruned and tastefully arranged; rather like Luis himself. Yet the landscape held no hidden purposes or distressing secrets. Did Luis? What had Michael meant when he warned her not to marry him?
 
   Where was Michael now? Christina tried, night after night, as she lay alone in the silk-hung four-poster bed in her room, not to wonder about him, not to remember him at all. When she did, inevitably, recall his face or his hands or his voice, she fought to concentrate on the hatred he had once aroused in her. But that hatred had long since turned to something else. She was unsure what.
 
   Why had he asked John Locklyn to speak to her, to call on her? Locklyn had done so after the Embassy reception, and chatted about nothing of consequence, only observed her in an amiable if probing way. What was Locklyn to Michael . . . a friend, a colleague? She had too many questions, and too little time in which to discover answers.
 
   She knew she was going to marry Luis, despite violent misgivings. She had no choice; Santa Anna had decreed it, and Santa Anna could put her in prison and torture her for further revelations of Michael if he liked. She didn’t believe he would do it, but war was war, as she had heard before, and Santa Anna was losing. How odd that she should have been suspected of withholding information by both sides of this one! How tragic that long after this war ended, she would live with the results of actions precipitated by it.
 
   She should rest, she knew, before this evening when Luis would announce their engagement to his daughter and her duenna, and a few select friends. The celebrations were bound to run late. She should also write to Don Ignacio, who, but for a lingering illness, would have hurried through dangerous country to Mexico City to be with her. How she wished she could go to him! He would have forbad it, she knew, since any traveling was risky these days. Still, her father-in-law would be pleased with the news of her engagement.
 
   There were others to whom she would like to write. Antoinette Torrance, for instance; her son Julian. She missed Julian, with all the regrets of interesting times past. She had no doubt that Julian, and possibly Michael, were involved in Santa Anna’s missing silver. She hoped, treasonously, that they were not caught.
 
   She moved to the bed and lay on it. Soon she would move from this bedroom into the quarters of Luis’s former wife, which she would refurbish. Then Luis would be joining her in her bed, as would be his right.
 
   A right she would gladly give to one other. One who had taken her, and left her, with no qualms. Damn him! She thought yet again. He was out of her life; he must be cast from her mind, as well.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 28
 
   It was the rainy season, and the morning’s blinding sunshine had given way in the afternoon to storm and rain. Christina sat curled on a sofa in Luis’ study, an undignified pose that only he was allowed to see and was the result of a late night spent at a fiesta. They were discussing the recent disturbing capitulation of Puebla as the rain fell outside the tall windows in gusting sheets.
 
   “Santa Anna needs more men, and the money to pay them. He could not manage to rouse the people of Puebla to defend themselves for free; he will have as little luck here in Mexico City, I fear. He will soon be sending for the boys at the Chapultepee Military Academy if the situation does not improve!” Luis spoke in sardonic disgust. He sat at his desk, observing Christina over its top.
 
   “Yet you should not throw your silver away, simply to prolong the inevitable,” Christina murmured.
 
   “I must not lose any more of it to bandits, that is certainly true. Not that Santa Anna himself is much better.” He smiled grimly. “But I have heard rumors to the effect that it is Yanqui guerillas, and not merely bandits, who have been stealing from me. Specifically, a certain highly dangerous troop captained by a half-breed Comanche.”
 
   Christina’s sleepiness dissipated. The tensing of her body caused her to sit up straighter.
 
   “Oh?” she commented, keeping her voice bland. Abruptly she rose from the couch and walked to one window, staring out with her back to Luis.
 
   “It is only a rumor, and a wild one at that. You should hear the absurd tales whispered by my peasants regarding this so-called Yanqui troop . . . but never wind. If it is true, then I will catch them eventually. I am considering certain traps now. And I will kill every one of them for causing so much trouble.”
 
   “You must tell me what you are planning querido. I am sure I will appreciate your strategies,” she said, her hands raised to touch the cool glass of the windowpane.
 
   “I am considering several things, but I must be certain of my facts first. Santa Anna has appealed to me most humbly for more silver, making promises which even he cannot keep; and I sent word this morning by his messenger that I will send him a shipment within a week’s time. By then, I expect to know the identity of the man who is leaking information at my mine. I will either kill him once he has made his confession, or use him to trap the thieves. I do not know yet.”
 
   He left his seat and came to stand beside her. “But I am sure you do not wish to hear of my bloodthirsty actions. They must sound exceedingly cruel.”
 
   She turned slightly to look up at him, her eyes narrowed and bleak. “They do. But I understand that you must protect your property. As the Texans must defend theirs.”
 
   “I do regret it, querida . . .” He rested a hand on her shoulder, and leaned in closer. “But I do not regret the necessity that has placed you under my protection. Were it not for the gringos, you might still be at your hacienda, a nun without a convent.”
 
   She was silent as he bent to place his lips on hers. The kiss deepened; and she sensed him releasing more of his control than was usual. He pulled her against him, probing her mouth thoroughly until she was breathless and shaken. And for the first time he allowed his hands free possessive run of her body. They moved over her with confidence . . . smoothing and probing through her clothes, lingering just long enough over sensitive areas, such as her breasts. It was a careful assault calculated to bring forth a response. On some other occasion, Luis’s attempted seduction might have worked. But not now. Christina’s thoughts were on Julian, who was in danger - he had been stealing Luis’s silver. And on Michael.
 
   Luis must have sensed Christina’s detachedness. He removed his lips and released her. “I am thoughtless, my love, to speak of killing one moment and show you my passion the next. It is your fault, of course, for being too beautiful. I am finding it difficult to wait two more weeks for our wedding.”
 
   She forced a smile. “We are to be so busy during the next few days that you will scarcely have time to think of me.”
 
   “Oh, I will think of you. Likely from afar. I will probably make a short trip to my mines soon, to inspect the security arrangements. I will not ask you to accompany me, of course - you must stay here and be entertained by our friends in my absence.”
 
   “Yes,” she replied.
 
   “I will also look into the site of an old mine of Felipé’s, which is now yours, my dear. Felipé was told it had been played out, but it is possible there are veins yet hidden within it. Would you like that?”
 
   “Of course. You must do as you please.”
 
   “Good. Then you must stop distracting me from my accounts.”
 
   “I think I will go for a drive.”
 
   “It is raining, my dear.”
 
   “Yes - but I would like to drive anyway. I will see you later.”
 
   *
 
   She dispatched Penny inside the British Embassy with a note for John Locklyn. Could he meet her, please, in the Alameda tomorrow morning? She had an urgent message that must be relayed to their mutual friend.
 
   Penny emerged twenty minutes later with his reply. He would meet the Señora tomorrow afternoon at 3:00, if it was convenient.
 
   Christina spent the time until her meeting with Locklyn in suspended anxiety. She knew that she must ask Locklyn to warn Michael and Julian that Luis was closing in on their guerilla activities; and was aware, in another part of her, that in doing so she was aiding the enemy.
 
   Yet she had no choice. Luis must not kill or capture either Michael or Julian. If she were a traitress, so be it.
 
   She took Penny along with her as an escort, since Maria Juana disliked horses; and besides, had she known her mistress’s mission, Penny would be more than eager to be a part of it. Penny, when they were alone, spoke of Lord Michael and Mr. Julian and Dos Rios - until Christina was forced to shut her up. Talking of them hurt.
 
   Christina was early for her appointment. She and Penny stood their horses along a tree-lined avenue, in open view. Eventually a black, closed carriage drove up to stop beside them and Locklyn got out. But he was not alone. Emerging from the carriage behind him was a tall man whom Christina recognized only too well.
 
   She was speechless. Penny, however, let out a screech.
 
   “M, lady! Look, it’s . . .”
 
   Christina leaned over to grab the girl’s arm and squeeze it. Penny got the message, and a bruised arm in the bargain. Her voice subsided.
 
   Christina slowly dismounted. He was coming toward her, dressed in the dark frock coat and beaver hat of a gentleman. He didn’t bother to smile, only to narrow his eyes in concentration on her.
 
   He stopped a few feet away. “Señora.”
 
   She inclined her head. Words were still beyond her. She felt as though reality had tilted, and she was not in Mexico City standing in a park with Michael Brett in broad daylight - she was in an illusion made of her own wishes. Only a sense of imminent danger helped her to retain her hold on the present.
 
   John Locklyn had approached also, his smile apologetic. “Señora, I hope you don’t mind that I brought our friend along with me. He stopped by the embassy just an hour ago, and I presumed to ask him to accompany me to our appointment.”
 
   Christina looked at John. “I suppose it is just as well. I had wanted you to send him a message anyway.”
 
   “Now you can tell me in person. Let’s walk.” Michael snatched Christina’s reins and tossed them to John, then took her arm and propelled her off the lane and into the trees. He allowed her no chance to resist him even if she wanted to.
 
   When they had gone a few hundred yards or so he stopped. They were barely visible now from the road.
 
   Christina jerked her arm from his grasp. “I see that your manners have not improved.”
 
   “Sorry, but I don’t have much time.”
 
   “I’m sure of that. What are you doing here? Do you know what will happen if you are recognized?”
 
   “I have a fairly good idea. Would my execution bother you, love?”
 
   “I think you are loco. You are crazy to come into Mexico City, into the Alameda, in daylight! If you are caught you will deserve it.”
 
   “Then I should spend my time wisely.” He pulled her to him as casually and as ruthlessly as if they were alone in his garden, and took her lips as though they were his, too. He played with her mouth and her senses until both were pliable and weak. His arms around her tightened, until she was pressed so firmly against him that the bulk of their clothes almost didn’t seem to matter and her skin felt scorched by his.
 
   If he hadn’t remembered where they were and released her, she thought she would have responded to the demands of his body unconditionally there in the park. She steadied herself against a tree, automatically checking that although her bonnet had fallen, her hair was still up and her bodice buttoned. She recovered her breathing and some of her dignity.
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “I should’ve done more.” His back was to a tree, his arms were folded in front of him. His hat also lay forgotten on the ground. “What did you wish to tell me?”
 
   His change of subject was almost too abrupt for her. It angered her to bluntness. “I thought you should be aware that Luis Arredondo knows that a guerilla troop is stealing his silver. He has a description of the troop’s leader, who exactly resembles Julian. He plans to fight back, and capture or kill the guerillas.”
 
   “Michael’s slightly amused expression did not change. “Does he?”
 
   His nonchalant acceptance of her news enraged her. “Yes, and I wouldn’t underestimate him if I were you! Luis will make a dangerous enemy, and you will be a fool to ignore him.”
 
   “I don’t plan to ignore him, Chrissie, and neither will Julian. But I’d bet on Julian any day to outwit him. Don’t worry, love - Julian is prepared.
 
   Christina’s anger dissolved slowly. Michael sounded so confident; surely he was correct. Julian would never fall into any traps Luis could devise.
 
   “Will you tell Julian, anyway? Luis is leaving soon for the mines. He will probably set heavy guards on his next silver shipment.”
 
   “I’ll tell him. But only if you answer a question for me. Shouldn’t Arredondo’s interests be yours as well? Or have you decided not to marry him after all?”
 
   Michael’s tone was uninflected. But a spark of intense interest made his eyes seem bluer and keener.
 
   Christina wouldn’t meet them. “Luis and I will marry in two weeks. That doesn’t mean I would have him kill Julian. Or you.”
 
   There was a moment of silence during which Christina kept her eyes averted. Then Michael spoke.
 
   “You are too kind, Señora.” His drawl grew exaggerated and cruel. “We don’t need your charity. But by way of thanks for your condescension, let me give you a little information. Arredondo wants your silver, ma’am, and so does Santa Anna. That’s why the Marquès proposed, not, as you may think, because of your charming person. You possess an inheritance from your first husband that can be used to enrich Arredondo and aid the Mexican war effort.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she murmured in stunned tones. She faced him now, her gaze taking in his closed expression that belied the perplexing scorn in his eyes.
 
   “Your silver mine. The supposedly dead one. It isn’t dead at all, the silver’s there in abundance - or so the old timers say.”
 
   “I know about that mine, Luis is going to check into it for me. It’s not a secret.”
 
   “It’s why he is marrying you.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous!”
 
   Michael shrugged then, and stood away from the tree. “You certainly don’t have to believe me. But I happen to know it’s true. Julian especially thought you should be told.” He bent to casually retrieve his hat and brush it off.
 
   “Luis is already rich, Michael. He doesn’t need money.”
 
   “What man doesn’t need a mountain full of silver?” Particularly a man with powerful ambitions.”
 
   “Luis has no political plans. He told me so.”
 
   “You’re very well informed, aren’t you?” His voice took on a mocking lilt. “Do you know about the young girls your fiancé keeps to wait on him at his hideaway in the country? They’re children, actually; of all races. I wouldn’t doubt that he keeps a boy or two, as well. He pays them, but that’s only to keep them quiet about the bruises.”
 
   “Por Dios! You’re disgusting. I wouldn’t believe that about - about even you. I would never think that such an honorable man as Luis . . .”
 
   “I’ve been to his estate. He offered me one of the girls to sweeten a mining deal.”
 
   “You’re lying! You’re hateful . . .” her words choked. Fury swept her, fury that he would attempt to blacken Luis when his accusations were little worse than things he had already done. Michael had used her, ruthlessly, for his own ends; he had flung his own mistresses in her face. He had not offered her love or respectable marriage, and Luis had done both. How dare he try to drag Luis down to his own level? “I hope I never see you again!”
 
   She retrieved her bonnet and turned to make her way quickly through the trees, half blinded by tears of rage that she refused to shed. Madre de Dios, how she hated him!
 
   She did not look back to see if he followed. She reached the road and went to her horse, taking the reins from John. “Thank you, Señor. My business with your friend is concluded; I won’t take up any more of your time.” She mounted with bewildered assistance from Locklyn.
 
   “Please consider me your servant, Señora,” he said, glancing uncertainly from her toward the woods, where Michael now emerged.
 
   “Goodbye. Penny . . . please come with me.” She spurred her mare and set off down the lane at a fast trot. Penny remounted her own horse.
 
   “Goodbye, sir . . . y our lordship,” she called wistfully. “Be sure to tell Ernesto and Thomas hello!” Regretfully, Penny moved to follow Christina out of the park.
 
   Luis stared at the pock-faced man before him with a combination of distaste and demand.
 
   “Tell me again, precisely.”
 
   Arturo shifted his feet. He did not want to tell the Marquès what he had seen; when enraged, the Marquès could be cruel even to those who had obeyed him exactly. But neither could he lie to Don Luis. That would be worse.
 
   “The Señora and her English maid waited in the Alameda this afternoon for two men who arrived in a carriage. One of them, I know, is connected to the British Embassy. The other one, the dark-haired gringo who went walking with the Señora - him I do not know. He and the Señora walked for many minutes, and talked, I think. Then the Señora returned alone and left in a huge hurry.”
 
   Luis’s dark eyes were narrowed and penetrating. “Is that all they did, Arturo? Did you see the man touch her? Tell me.”
 
   Arturo’s gaze shifted away. “The Señora must have tripped, because the gringo steadies her in his arms.”
 
   Luis was silent. Arturo, fearing the burst of his anger, refused to look at him. When he finally peeped, Luis’s eyes were black and his expression frightening.
 
   “Arturo.” His voice was unnaturally soft. “You must continue to watch the Señora, for her protection, as I have said before. Follow her whenever she leaves the house and report her movements to me. You might also instruct one of the other grooms to observe the English maid.”
 
   “Yes. But I could question the maid if you like.”
 
   “No! Do not approach her. Have her watched. And see that you remain well-hidden from the Señora’s eyes.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “There is one other thing you must do. Go now to the British Embassy and wait outside. Look for the dark-haired man you saw earlier. If you find him, note his direction and return to me at once. I have reason to believe he is a dangerous enemy of Mexico’s, a spy; he must be caught and imprisoned.”
 
   “I will find him if he is still in Mexico City. But likely he is not.”
 
   “Do you know his plans? Of course not, imbecile! Go to the Embassy and learn what you can.”
 
   Arturo was glad to rush away from the Marquès, who was liable to strike him at any moment.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 29
 
   Michael Brett did not leave Mexico City. Instead, after taking care of some business at the British Embassy for General Scott, and after discussing plans of a more personal nature with old friend John, he changed into rough clothes that blended into the evening darkness and went out by a side door to the streets. The city retained its air of nightly gaiety that he remembered from earlier visits, despite the encroaching war; and amidst the bustle of traffic he slipped unnoticed toward the object of his determined quest.
 
   Luis Arredondo’s home was well-lit and graciously imposing. Michael positioned himself in the shadows of a wall opposite, crouching in the dirt with the brim of a disguising sombrero pulled low over his face. He was reasonably certain that his movements had not attracted the suspicions of any passerby.
 
   There did not seem to be a dinner party or fiesta in progress at the Arredondo casa tonight. Having learned of a reception at the residence of an important supporter of Santa Anna in another part of town, Michael suspected that Arredondo and his fiancée would be in attendance there. He settled in for a long wait.
 
   Three hours later a carriage bearing the Marquès’ crest stopped at the front steps, and its occupants alighted. Christina was wearing a dark cloak and had draped her high-piled hair with a lace mantilla; Luis was dressed in his usual almost foppish elegance. Michael watched as Luis guided Christina up the steps and into the house with one hand placed possessively on the small of her back. They did not turn around.
 
   Michael moved from his cramped position when the carriage was driven off to the stables. He made his way toward the rear of the house, to a door in the wall surrounding the gardens that he had learned of from a servant of John’s. He went through the door and into the garden, where he took up a new vigil concealed within a copse of trees. He was looking toward a balcony outside windows he knew were Christina’s.
 
   John had not bothered to remonstrate with him over the foolishness of this new whim. John had discovered, during their days at Eton years ago, that attempting to talk Michael Brett out of anything dangerous he wished to do was a waste of breath. But he did inquire, only half sarcastically, whether Michael had any sinister intentions of killing the very powerful Marquès. He would leave town himself in that case.
 
   Michael had replied so obliquely that John was nearly alarmed. Killing Luis was probably a smart idea, for the war effort and for other reasons. But Michael knew that assassinating Luis and escaping town safely would be difficult. And then there was Christina, who might be implicated in the affair, and who might, after all, take it amiss if he killed her fiancé.
 
   He could see a figure moving in the light behind the tall, open windows. The outline was feminine; likely Penny or some other maid. Then he caught a glimpse of a shape that was taller, and slimmer. Christina. Preparing for bed. Would she sleep alone? Or did Arredondo habitually join her, anticipating the wedding night so soon to come?
 
   He would find out. He was here, still in Mexico City against all common sense, to do so. And to prove to Christina de Sainz that she could not dismiss him as easily as she thought.
 
   Julian would understand, if not approve, of this reckless intention. Julian had concentrated his entire life on revenge. And if Michael’s desire for a kind of revenge against Christina was not at all like Julian’s - or his own - for Santa Anna, still the blinding urge was there. Christina had repudiated him this afternoon, had thrown his damning truths back in his face. And she had run home to Luis, the sadistic, dangerously ambitious Marquès whom he knew to have two very different sides.
 
   Michael had warned her of Luis, that the man’s air of sophistication concealed only too well his perverted sensual appetites. At least he had tried to warn her. She had still betrothed herself to Luis, so either she hadn’t believed the truth about her beloved, or she didn’t care. And today he had told her of Luis’s designs on her silver. His words had slid off her like water. She believed in Luis’s integrity over his own.
 
   Well, he knew one way to get Christina’s attention and hold it. Whether or not she planned to marry Arredondo, whether or not she screamed her hatred for him. He knew how to master Christina, how to make her forget about Luis. He knew how to make her love him - almost. And he would show her, one last time, even if it killed him.
 
   He waited until Christina’s lights had been long extinguished and the night was well-advanced before moving.
 
   It was an easy climb up a spreading tree and into the verandah that ran the length of the back of the house. The tall window shutters were still thrown open to catch the breeze. He slipped inside the bedroom silently, having left his boots down on the ground.
 
   The moon was high outside, and cast just enough light in through the windows to enable him to make out the big four-poster bed, draped with webs of silk and mosquito netting. She was inside this cocoon, twisting in her sleep, dreaming something bad to judge from the restless movements her body made.
 
   He checked to make sure that the door was locked, and took off his clothes. He was hard just from looking at her. Jesus Christ, it was difficult to control the intense ache she managed to arouse in him . . . the anticipatory pain that was worse with her than with any other woman he’d ever known. His hips eased toward her of their own accord as he got into bed, the predatory emotions of revenge and desire throwing any wish to proceed cautiously out of his brain.
 
   The weight that dropped across her legs roused her from her dream. She made a startled noise and half-sat up, her eyes open; he shoved her back down, with a rough hand over her mouth to keep her quiet.
 
   “Sorry, love, it’s only me, not your fiancè. But I promise not to disappoint you.” His voice was low with a harsh edge. Not exactly the tone of a dream-lover. But then, he was only here to satisfy himself with her once more, and to teach her a resounding lesson concerning the hazards of making a fool out of him. Not to treat her with courtesy.
 
   She was making desperate, protesting sounds behind his hand, and he wondered, feeling cruel, if he should gag her. But at the same time her body was squirming beneath him and the covers, and in just a few seconds he lost his ability for rational reasoning.
 
   He raised his anxious hips just enough to jerk away the sheet that covered her. She was wearing some kind of nightshift, and that had to go, too. It buttoned up the front; leaving her mouth free and gasping, he used both of his hands to rip all of the buttons free. Then he pushed aside the cloth and her body was bare and warm and he pressed himself against it, hearing her soft cry and hoping with one part of his mind that it hadn’t been too loud.
 
   He spared himself most of the preliminaries to possessing her, doing only those things which he especially wished to do. Like sucking on her breasts, both of them. And pushing one hand between her tightly closed legs to pry them open and stroke her so that when he was ready, she would be, too; finding her already surprisingly moist. After that, he only bothered to take her mouth as a swift prelude to crashing into her body, which met his in an amazingly total agreement of will. Her arms came around him, and her legs, and then he stopped recording those things . . . only able to concentrate on the pleasure that was building and building, and then going off somewhere inside him like a full barrage of guns.
 
   She cried a little, later. Whispering fiercely, “Why did you do this, Miguel?” And he realized, then, that she was more affected by him than he had ever thought. And he had treated her now and in the past more like a puta than anything else. Was that, at least partly, why she had chosen Luis? But then, he had never made it clear to her that she had a choice, Luis or him. And now it was too late.
 
   So he held her, with more tenderness than he could remember feeling for anyone. Held her until her sobbing stopped, and she lay tensely within his arms, her wet cheek pressed to his chest. Held her, not knowing what else to do, uncomfortable with his own uncertainty.
 
   Until his body began to twitch again and desire took over. But this time, he kissed her and touched her for long minutes before parting her legs and filling her. And he whispered to her throughout, soft repeating nonsense that was nevertheless gentling and encouraging.
 
   It was afterwards, as he lay staring at her body which was becoming clearer all the time with the dawn, and remembering where he was, that he decided to ask her the one question he shouldn’t have.
 
   “Are you still planning on marrying Arredondo?”
 
   The implication being that he had only visited her tonight to get even with her by making her change her mind. Which, of course, he had. Partly.
 
   He knew as her body tautened and she pulled up the covers that he had made a mistake. “I think it’s time for you to go.”
 
   “You’re crazy if you marry him, Chrissie. He’ll end up making you miserable, for all his money and his manners. He’s bad too . . .”
 
   “Shut up! Please. And leave, before the entire household is awake.”
 
   “You want me I’ve just proved it.”
 
   “Yes, you have. But that changes nothing. What would you have me do?” Her whisper sharpened with anger, maybe frustration. “Leave with you, and go back to Dos Rios? To play the part of your neglected mistress? No, I won’t do it! Luis loves me, and wants to make me his wife. That is more important to me than anything else.”
 
   Their faces were half-visible in the uncertain light, and he stared at her, trying to will her to see things differently. But he knew that they had reached an impasse. She would never marry him even if he asked her, which he had no intention of doing; hell, for all he knew he might be dead tomorrow. And unless he abducted her again and forced her into his bed, she would not consent to becoming his casual lover. So where did that leave them in the aftermath of tonight’s unexpected passion?
 
   Parting ways, for good.
 
   The thought annoyed him. It more than annoyed him, it downright angered him. She was refusing him in the long run for arredondo, no matter their respective terms. She was giving herself away to someone else, when he still wanted her!
 
   She was right: nothing had changed, tonight. Not a Goddamned thing. Except that he was sure that in the coming months, he would desire her more than ever. And she would remain unsatisfied in the arms of Luis Arredondo.
 
   She was a stubborn, arrogant bitch. Best that he remember that, in the future.
 
   “I hope you don’t live to regret your decision, love. If you do, just send for me by the way of John Locklyn. I’m sure I can manage to lie my way through the Mexican army again, anytime you want me in your bed . . .”
 
   She raised her hand to slap him, but he caught it and twisted her wrist until she flinched in pain. “ . . . until we invade your city, of course, and then I’ll be here as a conqueror. Maybe I’ll take you prisoner again, who knows? Maybe you’ll enjoy it.”
 
   Her eyes glinted, but this time the tears were from hate. “I’m going to scream, as loud as I can, if you don’t get out of here, now!”
 
   He twisted her wrist one last time and then released it and got out of bed. He dressed quickly, the room light enough for him to see without difficulty.
 
   He looked down at her. She was crouched in the tumbled bed, holding her wrist, her breasts bare, shivering. Her hair half-hid her face, which was just as well. If anything was in it besides the contempt he recognized, he didn’t want to know.
 
   She said nothing else to him and he turned abruptly for the window and left without speaking again to her. What else was there to say, after all”
 
   Their strange consuming passion for one another had more or less been declared finished.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 30
 
   The week stretched out interminably. Luis was gone into mining country, taking with him several newly-hired former soldiers as gunmen and eager to play a game of wits with the silver thieves he loathed. Christina, who had no wish to be near Luis herself these next days, but would have restrained him bodily from going if it were possible, was left with nothing but empty hours of inane socializing to endure until Luis was back with news of either success or failure. And, of course with her own insupportable thoughts.
 
   Michael’s bold and dangerous foray into her bedroom had been conducted almost like a military manner, a guerilla attack in the night - a surprise strike intended to leave the enemy devastated and wrecked. He had certainly succeeded, in both counts. She felt overwhelmed, invaded, and conquered.
 
   They had fought sexual battles before. But this time she had a despairing feeling that he had resoundingly won. What had begun as an almost hostile encounter had turned into something no different that it penetrated her guard and cut into her heart. Before, she had been able to ignore the secret part of herself that yearned for him. Now that recess had been breached and taken. She knew she loved Michael, had loved him before and would love him still whether she married Luis or not.
 
   But she must marry Luis and carry on with the expected progression of her life. There was simply no other alternative, no future she could accept that would oust Luis and replace him with Michael. Luis was a man of her own world, and Michael a being of another. Luis would deal with her according to rules that she knew. Michael lived by other rules, alien and incomprehensible. Luis loved her, and Michael did not; and despite her own almost frightening passion for him, she had lived with a man who did not care for her once and would not do it again.
 
   She accompanied young Paulita and her duenna to afternoon and early-evening functions that both bored her and gave her the pretense of activity, blunting the force of her raw emotions. Paulita was not out, and therefore not permitted to attend late-night functions, and since Christina had no desire to go to receptions alone she remained at home at night. Despite herself, she lay awake for hours staring toward her open windows, almost praying that he would come - because if he were here with her, he would not be in a distant gunfight against Luis’s men. Julian likely would be in any case, and she feared for him, too. She could only hope that the two groups would never meet.
 
   But her mind still knew a fearful dread, and was urging her to expect the worst. She had killed, herself; she knew it was easily done. She prayed that somehow violence could be averted, but after a week of wondering her terror began to mount.
 
   She told Penny a little of what was happening, despite her resolve not to, then wished she hadn’t; the girl’s eyes grew wide and then watered, and she would have wailed her fears aloud if Christina had not stopped her.
 
   They were together, discussing the present condition of Christina’s wardrobe, when a triumphant Luis returned.
 
   *
 
   The plan had been a good one, following their usual pattern of isolation and then attack. Everything was going smoothly. Until the dramatic appearance of twenty-or-so hired villains, some even emerging from the insides of the wagons themselves- and the wild shooting began.
 
   Their troop was startled, no matter how prepared for trouble they were, when the first gun was fired from the interior of the lead wagon. But it had taken only seconds for their honed reflexes to kick in, and they were shooting back at the no longer harmless wagons, whose drivers had run for cover. And retreating for some trees a few yards distant.
 
   If only that other bunch of men hadn’t ridden in, ambushing them from behind . . . catching them in a nasty crossfire. Yelling and cursing and shooting, confident of their superior numbers and of their surprise advantage. Deadly . . .
 
   Both Julian and Michael had underestimated Luis Arredondo’s intelligence and his resources. And overestimated the value of the expensive informer within Arredondo’s mine. Michael had questioned the man regarding Arredondo’s knowledge and plans, and had believed the reassuring news he had bought. His cupidity was to cost him dearly.
 
   Wilbur Nettles, a new recruit, was dead, blasted off his horse in the first valley. One of Julian’s trusted Comanches fell also. So did Marsh Stokes. Agustin Cuesta was hit, but held on and got away; Caleb North and Lonnie MacGregor both took bullets.
 
   Julian went down several feet from Michael. Michael shoved against the tide of screaming, retreating horses to bend down and drag Julian up and over his saddle horn, ducking bullets the while. He yelled out a formal retreat, as though it were necessary, and spurred his horse to the left and a line of low hills. Julian was a motionless weight that he held onto tightly.
 
   Michael raced up into the hills, pushing his overloaded horse to its limits, until he reached cover. He wasn’t being pursued, not yet. But Arredondo’s mercenaries would probably get around to it at dawn. If he were smart, and if Julian could ride, they should be miles away by the time the sun rose. However, when he settled his friend down onto the ground and began to assess his injuries, he knew that Julian Torrance was traveling no further.
 
   He had been shot twice. Once in the chest, and once in the hip. At fairly close range . . . probably the men hidden inside the wagons had done it.
 
   Julian was dying. Michael knew it without even the benefit of light. He heard it in the rattling of Julian’s breath and smelled it in the ever-abundant scent of his blood. And when Michael tried to staunch the blood flow from the wounds, Julian groaned so terribly that he gave up.
 
   There was no reason to hurt Julian any further. His wounds were so bad that he likely wouldn’t last out the hour. He should be made as comfortable as possible.
 
   Without thinking beyond his immediate task, Michael pulled out his blankets and a flash of tequila. He covered Julian with one blanket and used the other as a pillow to prop up his head. Then he took the tequila and spilled a little of it into Julian’s mouth, now knowing why he did it.
 
   But Julian swallowed, and coughed, and his eyes cracked open and he spoke.
 
   “You here, hermano?” he whispered.
 
   “Yes.” he reached for Julian’s arm beneath the blanket and squeezed it gently.
 
   “I’m shot up bad.” It was a plain statement, without any overtones of emotion.
 
   “Yes,” Michael said again. “Want some more tequila?”
 
   Julian’s head moved slightly in an approximation of a nod. Michael put the flask against his lips and he drank a few sips. The alcohol seemed to revive him a little.
 
   “What about the men?”
 
   “Most got away. Two men went down - I don’t know who they were,” he lied.
 
   “Arredondo’s smarter than we thought. Fooled us.”
 
   “He’s a dead man, Juli.”
 
   “It’s war.” Julian coughed in a spasm that sent a fresh puddle of blood across the ground, dampening the earth where Michael knelt. When the spill was over, Julian’s breathing was even more labored than before. “Tell me . . .” his voice was barely audible.
 
   “What, Juli?”
 
   “Don’t blame Christina for this.”
 
   Michael’s voice roughened. “She must’ve told Arredondo something, for Christ’s sake, even if she did warn us as well . . . she owes him that, he’s going to be her husband. And how else would he have staged the trap that we walked into? That foreman we’ve been paying doesn’t even know enough about us to have helped him set it up. Some of these men tonight came at us from the rear, Juli. They’ve been following us, waiting for us to attack the caravan. They knew exactly who we were.”
 
   “We’ve got a traitor, then. That new man . . .”
 
   The new man was dead, but Michael didn’t want to tell Julian that. He had said enough about the fatal episode. Julian shouldn’t spend his last minutes on earth worrying about who had trapped them. Or thinking about Christina, who was probably the murderous bitch behind the whole fiasco.
 
   “Forget it, hermano. I’ll take care of everything, I promise you that. Do you want anything?”
 
   But either Julian hadn’t heard, or else he was determined to say what was on his mind. He struggled with his next few words. He was growing weaker. Michael leaned closer to listen. “Get Christina . . . away from him. Should’ve taken her . . . myself, instead of . . . waiting for you to do it. Funny that we both . . . love her in a way . . .”
 
   “ Oh, Jesus Christ!”
 
   “Don’t let him hurt her. Trusting you . . . only friend I’ve got . . . brother.” He said the final word in English, instead of his usual teasing Spanish.
 
   Julian was acknowledging his own death. Michael’s nerves seemed paralyzed. His throat had frozen solid. He had to say something, before it was too late.
 
   But the rattling deepened in Julian’s windpipe, and his ruined body jerked in a series of spasms. Until he lay still. His eyes were open, the faint moonlight catching them in an unblinking glare. He was dead.
 
   Michael shook him. “Juli . . . oh, God. God! You can’t . . .”
 
   But he had. Michael Brett felt his eyes water for the first time in the years since his brother Robert’s crippling accident, which had been his own fault. And this, even more permanent and more devastating horror, was his doing, too.
 
   Michael groaned aloud. Was Christina de Sainz the key to Julian’s death? If he hadn’t gone to see her in Mexico City, and reminded her so forcibly that he was still around . . . then might Julian still be alive? Or, even if she hadn’t betrayed them to Arredondo, might he not have been followed back to Julian’s camp after leaving her bed that night in Mexico City? Either way, Christina bore some part of the blame for Julian’s death. As did he.
 
   Jesus Christ, he thought in the beginning of sick realization, Julian was dead. What was he going to do without Juli?
 
   He leaned over to carefully close Julian’s eyes. Then he pulled the blood-stained blanket up to cover him completely.
 
   He sat back on his heels and stared blankly upwards. Julian lay only a foot away. But he was now alone.
 
   *
 
   John Locklyn’s office at the British Embassy was ornamented with wide crown-molding at the ceiling and white-paneled walls. His furniture was sturdy and English and comforting. As was he himself.
 
   “I’m sorry to say that in the message I received this morning, Michael did confirm Julian Torrance’s death.” He paused out of respect for Christina, seated across the desk from him. She had bowed her head and shut her eyes. But he continued one minute later. “He’s an angry man, Señora. He wants me to give him specific information about your fiancé. Apparently, he blames the Marqùes for Torrance’s death.”
 
   “He should,” she said bitterly. “Luis had him killed. He wanted everyone of Julian’s men killed.”
 
   “That’s fairly understandable, given the circumstances.” Locklyn said gently.
 
   Christina said nothing. The past two days had been sleepless and terrible. Luis had gone off again, to observe the scene of the slaughter he had perpetrated, but had not actually witnessed, and she had been left alone at the casa with no sure news and her own desperate anxieties. Who, exactly , had been killed? Luis had only been told that the guerillas had been surprised and overwhelmed, and that most of them were dead. Did that include Julian or Michael - or both of them?
 
   She’d been at once fearful and relieved when Locklyn sent a message to her this morning to pay him a call at the Embassy, where they could talk freely. Only to have him confirm half of her worse fears. Her friend Julian was shot dead, and her fiancè was responsible. How Michael must hate her now!
 
   Señor,” she began slowly, unsure how to formulate her half-evolved thoughts. “Do you know where Michael is? Where I might find him?”
 
   John stared at her, appalled. Surely she knew that Michael would not wish to see her now! But the eyes that met his were clear, gold-spotted green, and magnified by a sheen of unshed tears. There was no trepidation in them.
 
   “I know where he will be, tomorrow. I am supposed to meet him. If you wish me to take a letter - ” he said, only to be cut off.
 
   “No. I want to see him myself.” She sounded determined.
 
   “Are you sure that - ”
 
   “Very sure. You may not know it, but Julian Torrance was a dear friend to me, Señor. And I am aware that he and Michael were - very close, more like brothers than cousins. Julian would like it if I went to Michael now.” She spoke quietly, the words seeming to emerge without her volition. And the tears trickled silently from her eyes. Her grieving appeal was well-nigh irresistible.
 
   Locklyn was helpless and beaten. He would simply have to protect her from Michael’s wrath. “I must leave Mexico City tomorrow at dawn. It will be a two-hour ride to meet Michael, and the same back. If you accompany me, where will you tell the Marquès that you are going?”
 
   The luminous eyes hardened. “If he has returned himself then I shall simply say that I am spending the day inside a convent. Praying for the souls of the men that he has killed.”
 
   Her face was cold now and inscrutable. And John wasn’t as concerned anymore over her ability to deal with his old friend’s rage.
 
   *
 
   But Christina was nervous; more than that, she was scared to death, as she and Locklyn and a nondescript escort of four men rode into the little village east of Mexico City where Michael was supposed to meet them. Her stomach was weak and churning, her temples throbbed from the hot, dusty ride and the accumulation of three nights with little or no sleep, and her thoughts tumbled around, making no sense at all. She was here, she knew that much. But what she would say or do when she saw Michael was a void in her brain.
 
   In the end, she did nothing because he gave her no chance to. He emerged from one of the poor village huts, hatless and disreputable-looking; glanced at her seated high up on her horse, scowled, and turned his blue gaze on Locklyn.
 
   “Come on inside, John. She can wait here until we’re through.”
 
   He turned and stalked back into the hut. John dismounted, cast Christina a sympathetic glance, and followed.
 
   She sat on her horse for five minutes. But the beast wanted water, so she dismounted and gave its reins to one of the Englishmen who had come with them, who led it to the narrow stream that served the village. She found a tree that offered shade and sank down beneath it. She was being stared at by the locals, the poor, mostly Indian peasants who lived here and farmed nearby; but the stares didn’t matter. They had a right to wonder about her, after all. Even Michael did.
 
   She waited for what must have been a full hour before John Locklyn emerged from the hut and approached her. He looked concerned.
 
   “Señora, he does not want to see you. If you insist on it anyway, I can’t be responsible for his temper.”
 
   “I know all about his temper,” she replied. “It will not keep me from saying a few brief words. Then, if you are finished, we can go.”
 
   She stood up stiffly and walked toward the hut. Leaving Locklyn to watch her go, admiring her fortitude, if nothing else.
 
   *
 
   He was seated at a table, writing in some kind of ledger, when she opened the cracked door of the hut and entered, without knocking. The single room was dim, and quiet. Too quiet. Michael stared up at her and held her gaze for several seconds without saying anything, and the silence was deep and hostile.
 
   She broke it. “I won’t try to justify coming here and intruding on you. I did it because I wanted to. I felt that Julian would wish it - would expect it.”
 
   Michael remained still during her words, his face an emotionless mask. Even when he spoke, it seemed that his lips hardly moved. “Oddly enough, he probably would. It’s just the kind of perversity he would enjoy. Of course, anything to do with you was a favorite game of his. He thought of you as a kind of toy.”
 
   “He considered me a friend! And I returned his friendship. You know that.”
 
   “You’ve made your point. Now why don’t you go?”
 
   “Not yet.” She fought to keep the frustration from her voice. “I came to tell you how sorry I am, how very sorry, that he is gone. At least have the courtesy to listen to me.”
 
   “I’m all out of courtesy where you are concerned, lady. All out.” He stood now, slowly, giving the impression that he was struggling to control an intense urge to damage something. His face, which seemed drawn to her, its lines harsher, wore an expression of dislike so strong as to be called hate. “As I’ve just said, you’ve made your point, hypocritical though it may be. Now get the hell out of here before I forget that Julian liked you, for all your treacherous ways, and give you the beating which is the least you deserve for your part in his death!”
 
   She flinched at his words and his anger, which was so sharp and so corrosive that it turned his body into a lambent weapon, ready to strike. But then a sense of outrage and ill-use swept her. Her chin rose and she stepped even closer.
 
   “I had nothing to do with his death! Remember that I warned you Luis was about to find out everything, that he wanted your guerilla band captured or killed. Why didn’t you stay away from Luis’s silver? Why didn’t you listen to me?”
 
   “I did.” he said. “I covered all our tracks. There was no way that Arredondo could have surprised us like he did, unless you told him who we were, and what our habits were.”
 
   “Why would I do that, when I’ve lied for months to Luis and everyone else in Mexico about you and Julian? Why betray you now, and have Luis wonder why I didn’t tell him the truth before? That doesn’t make any sense, Michael!”
 
   “There’s no other answer.”
 
   “There is! There must be! Because I did not tell Luis anything. I didn’t want Julian hurt, or you, either . . . ” She turned her back on him for a minute, tears of incredulity and unwanted feeling that he must not see pooling in her eyes.
 
   “Julian said as much.” His words came unexpectedly. Were they a capitulation? “His theory was that we had at traitor in the troop. Who knows, maybe its true. He was usually right about those things.” Or, Michael thought again, he really had been followed on his way of Arredondo’s house that last night with Christina. He had been tired then, and disgusted with a lot of things. Maybe he had missed spotting a watcher. Maybe the watcher had trailed him out of town, to Julian’s camp, which was ridiculously close. But then, why hadn’t he been seen going into Arredondo’s house, as well?
 
   Christina wiped her eyes, surreptitiously and turned around. Michael appeared to be thinking hard, staring off. She wished then that she could go to him; could simply walk the few steps that separated them, and lean into him and on him, and cry her heart out for his loss, which was their loss. Neither of them would ever see Julian again; why couldn’t they soothe their grief in each other?
 
   However, when Michael did turn his full, uncompromising attention on her again, she knew that her vague hope was useless. The distaste was back in his pale blue eyes; the twisted smile was as mocking as ever, and as meaningless.
 
   “I will find out who betrayed us, Señora. I promise you that. And I will have payment for Julian’s death. I’ll have it from Arredondo, too. So if I were you, I shouldn’t count on a long marriage.”
 
   “He was only protecting his property . . .” she replied in a whisper.
 
   “I thought you said you were sorry about Julian.” His voice was hateful.
 
   “I am! But how many men have you killed, or Julian? Aren’t you fighting a war? How can you take it personally?”
 
   Michael stared down at her face, white and defiant and troubled, and he remembered that Julian had said almost the same thing, before he died. And they were both right; it was war. But it could never be impersonal, not to him. This war that he fought was in many ways a vendetta - against Santa Anna, for ordering his uncle’s death at Goliad . . . against Mexico in general, for disrupting the peaceful lives of Texans, his own included. And now, against Luis Arredondo. For Julian’s death, and possibly more, Michael would continue to fight and kill for these reasons. For himself, personally.
 
   “I guess I’m just selfish,” he finally replied. “And I believe in revenge. Now, don’t you think you should be getting back home to your fiancè? His days are numbered, after all.”
 
   “Luis might have discovered by now that you were in Julian’s troop; he’s spent the past few days investigating. He’ll be angry - he’ll question me. . .’
 
   “Tell him anything you want. I don’t care anymore.”
 
   “He’ll be watching for you. If you appear in Mexico City again . . .”
 
   “Just leave that to me. I’ve already made too damn many mistakes; there won’t be anymore.”
 
   “Forget about killing Luis!”
 
   “Get out of here and go home. Before I decide it might be more profitable to keep you, and make Arredondo pay your weight in silver to get you back.”
 
   They faced each other angrily, bitterness in him and regret in her, both of them determined that there was to be no touching, no tenderness. If there was a war, then they were on opposite sides now, for good. There would be no more truces or exchanges of any kind.
 
   “Then I suppose it is fortunate that I have your friend Señor Locklyn waiting for me outside, to ensure that you don’t try holding me prisoner again.”
 
   “If I wanted to badly enough, John couldn’t stop me. Fortunately for you, I don’t.”
 
   He said it with contempt, rejecting her on all levels. She took his hatefulness inside her, letting it push out the lingering traces of love. “Thank God for that. I’m going now.”
 
   She turned from him and strode toward the door, jerking it open and continuing outside without a single look back.
 
   She mounted her horse unseeingly and rode westward, leaving Locklyn and his men rushing to catch up. The tears that fell from her eyes were taken by the wind and dispersed in moist droplets on the ground.
 
   Before she had gone two miles she encountered a small pack of Indians on horseback, riding in the direction of the village. They stared at her impassively as they went by, and she would have looked away had she not recognized the only woman in the group. A fierce-eyed girl who spat as their gazes met - who’s voice trembled in grief and hatred as she cursed the one whom she blamed for her man’s death.
 
   “Puta! You and your Santanista lover have taken Truth-Speaker from me, and you will both die, no matter what Miguel says! When the Americans come into Mexico City, I will be there, too, and you will die . . .”
 
   One of Renata’s Indian compatriots reached over to slap the rump of her horse, which broke into a fast trot and carried her out of view.
 
   But in Christina’s mind her words lingered, and Christina almost wished that her threat would soon come true. There could be no life ahead of her now that did not contain loneliness and regrets and other emotions too difficult to bear. Perhaps Renata’s lethal desire would be the best solution, after all.
 
   If only the Americans would hurry.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 31
 
   Luis was waiting for Christina when she arrived back at the casa. He had returned from his journey three hours before, only to find her gone, and in her stead a note, giving no explanations for her absence, only an approximately time when she might come home. Knowing the whole truth now about Julian Torrance and Michael Brett and Christina, he was impatient and angry, suspecting where she might have gone. But he would know that soon, as well. Arturo would not fail him again.
 
   Christina was in no mood to lie or mince words. She was tired and frustrated and depressed. She had a headache and a nauseated stomach. If Luis had already discovered part of the truth about Michael and Julian, she would be glad to tell him the rest.
 
   Luis had, indeed, discovered quite a lot. One of the supposedly “dead men” was still alive when he arrived at the camp that his men had set up near the scene of the battle, and Luis was able to convince the man to talk. In detail. About everything he knew or had heard regarding Torrance and the rest of his troop. Until the man did actually die.
 
   Michael Brett figured prominently in the tale. So had the “Señora,” a beautiful young lady who had been a friend to both the Captain and Brett and who had ridden with them for a while. Luis had not neglected to guess just who that Señora might be. Or that there must have been some sort of intimate triangle going on between her and the troop leaders.
 
   Luis accused Christina of lying to him, in a clipped and aristocratic voice. She replied in the same manner - denying nothing.
 
   “Yes. I lied to you, Luis. I didn’t want you or anyone else to know about Julian’s guerilla work, or Michael’s involvement with him. Julian had become my friend, you see, and I did not intend to betray him.”
 
   “Instead you betrayed Mexico. You hurt your own country’s chances of winning this war!”
 
   “Perhaps. But I had grown fond of the Texans I met. They saved me from harm more than once. They supported me.”
 
   “Are your sympathies now with them?”
 
   “Partly. But I would not be here in Mexico if I were not on her side. My loyalty has not changed.”
 
   Luis looked skeptical. “What about Brett?”
 
   “I loved him.”
 
   As she said it, she turned away, fighting the myriad aches in her body with a strength that seemed suddenly diminished. Her voice was strained now as she continued, holding onto a high chair back for support. “I loved him, I don’t know why! But I knew that we could never marry, nor have anything more than a casual relationship. So did he. I wanted to return home, and he brought me.”
 
   “And you agreed to marry me, loving another man. Aside from Santa Anna’s threats, I wonder why?”
 
   “Because I thought you were a friend! I thought you would help me . . . Dios, it doesn’t matter anymore. Our engagement is over, of course. I will pack my things and move out directly.”
 
   She walked away, but he stopped her. He grabbed her with hands that for some reason clutched her to him, hard against him, in a desperate grip.
 
   “You will not go - I won’t let you go! Madré de Dios, how you’ve disappointed me . . . but I still want you. I will still marry you.”
 
   “No Luis. That is impossible. I will not marry again. I am going home, to my own hacienda - through the American army, if need be!”
 
   “You can’t do that and you know it. Santa Anna forbids it and I forbid it, too.” He shook her, and there was leashed-in determination in his hands. “You will stay here. You will rethink your future. You will accustom yourself to the benefits of being my wife.”
 
   “I know them already,” she said. They are an honor meant for someone else, not me.”
 
   Luis held her from him, so he could look straight into her green-gold eyes. “Did you go to Brett today?”
 
   “Yes. To pay my respects on behalf of his cousin and friend, Julian Torrance. Whom you killed.”
 
   “His death was completely justified,” he said. “He was a thief.”
 
   “He was a soldier!”
 
   Luis saw the anger flash dangerously in her eyes, and switched subjects. “What about Brett?”
 
   “He did not wish to see me.”
 
   “I suppose that is understandable. But he did see you, I have no doubt. Tell me Christina. Do you still imagine yourself in love with him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then time is what you need now, time to rest and recover your good sense.” He smiled then, compassionately. “Stay here, on any terms that you like. We will go on as always, and merely put off the date of our marriage. My dear, you must remember that Santa Anna mistrusts your loyalty to Mexico . . . and now, more than ever, you need my protection.”
 
   His tone was reasonable, his words sensible and calming. But his fingers still pinched her arms, and there was a certain coldness in his eyes; neither of which bothered her, at the moment. She felt stupefied with headache and exhaustion.
 
   Let Luis, and Michael, and the rest of the world be damned. She was going upstairs to bed.
 
   “Very well, Luis. For now I agree. We are friends, and nothing more. But you must excuse me - I would like to rest for an hour or so.”
 
   “Of course. I will have a tray of food brought up to you, if you wish.”
 
   “No. I couldn’t eat now. Later, perhaps.”
 
   She stepped back and he released her. She inclined her head in a parting gesture and turned to leave the room.
 
   Luis watched her go. Then he strode to the door and into the hall, motioning to his porter. His face had hardened. “Send for Captain Ramirez, at the Posado del Tres Hombres. I wish to see him at once.”
 
   His porter nodded, and moved to obey. Luis went down the hall to his library to wait. It was time, he was thinking savagely, that he acquired a permanent mercenary troop of his own. Men whom he would employ on a long-term basis, as guards if the Americans came, or as counter-guerillas for his interests alone . . . men of no conscience, like this Captain Ramirez whom he had recently met, but who had performed more than adequately in organizing the neat destruction of those Americans that had plagued him. Yes, Ramirez was a shrewd man, a thinker, as well as a fighter. He had been a successful bandido at one point in his life; now, he worked for the state. Luis would pay him well and see him well.
 
   And finding and killing Michael Brett would be one of Ramirez’s primary tasks.
 
   *
 
   The weeks passed too swiftly during the summer of 1847, a heated blur of anticipation and fear and wild rumor. The citizens of Mexico City were at once frightened, and bold; desperate for peace, and clamoring for military action, swaying each day as another frenzied spate of innuendo passed from house to house.
 
   The Americans remained at Puebla for several weeks, resting and reinforcing their troops. They were even secretly working for peace; President Polk had sent out from Washington a special representative to join the army and make overtures for truce to the Mexican government, by way of the neutral British Embassy. It was whispered that President Santa Anna might even consider a peace if a sufficiently large bribe were attached to the treaty. But when a political enemy of Santa Anna’s, General Gabriel Valencia, arrived at the capital with the veteran army of the North, the peace proposals were forgotten in a wave of military optimism, fueled by the rivalry between Valencia and Santa Anna. The American army, therefore, continued to prepare for its march to the capital.
 
   Luis had considered evacuating his daughter and Christina into the country and broached the matter to them, although for reasons of his own he had already decided against it. But the ladies refused to go. The countryside wasn’t any safer than Mexico City, battle or no battle. And hadn’t Luis hired those crude ruffians to protect them when war came? They both preferred to take their chances in town.
 
   Besides, Christina wasn’t feeling at all well these days. The idea of a day-long journey over rough roads, through bandit and guerilla-infested land, to Luis’s desolate hacienda, revolted her. She intended to remain where she was and spend her days resting in her cool bedroom, or sitting in the shade of the garden. She seldom ever had a desire to ride anymore. The uneven motion of the horse sickened her.
 
   It seemed that the despondency following Julian’s death, her visit to Michael, and her tense daily encounters with Luis were taken its toll on her body. She lost weight, finding herself too frequently nauseated to eat. She was often dizzy and faint due to lack of exercise. She grew irritable and remorseful, by turns, taking out these emotions on Penny and even on Luis, who grew concerned; he sent for a doctor to examine her. She ordered the doctor away - the man had come during one of her difficult moods.
 
   But by August the seventh, personal concerns gave way in the Arredondo casa - and, indeed, in every household in Mexico City - to a much larger worry. The Yanquis were again in motion. The gringo army, swelled by an unguessed-at number of men newly arrived by ship from Vera Cruz, was on the move. And marching directly toward Mexico City.
 
   *
 
   Michael Brett was filling his days as competently as he knew how. He took upon himself the responsibility of reorganizing Julian’s shattered guerilla troop; appointing Jack Eastman its new Captain, though without any real authority to do so. Still, the wounded and revenge-bent remains of the unit accepted his judgment. Once the shock of the ambush and the deaths of Julian and the other two men had been gotten over, the troop was anxious to get to work again. Specifically, they wanted to raid Luis Arredondo’s God-forsaken silver mine. Michael’s heart was with them in that. He helped Eastman do a little recruiting, and a lot of planning, and he brought General Worth in on the details. The raid was scheduled to coincide with the army offensive in Mexico City.
 
   He also sent Renata on her way back to her tribe, despite her demands to be a part of the raid, with instructions to stay there and take a husband. He hoped that now, at last, she would take his advice. The death of Julian had curbed her plans to be treated as white; she was all-Indian now in her grief and her thirst for revenge.
 
   In the meantime, he was busy scouting Santa Anna’s progress on reassembling his army - a task of which the Mexican was phenomenally good. Santa Anna now commanded nearly twenty thousand troops again, with a complement of ninety guns. Not bad for a man who had, only a few months before, been left with basically nothing.
 
   Scott’s army was outnumbered - consisting of less than eleven thousand men of fighting ability. With these men, he planned to assault and conquer the Mexican capital, a city of 200,000 inhabitants, encircled and protected by mountains, marshes and lakes, fortified hills, and, of course, Santa Anna. It would not be an easy task.
 
   Michael attached himself to General Worth’s division for the march and the assault. His intention was to join the regular army insofar as its goals coincided with his plans, which were simple: smash through the enemy line and gain entrance to Mexico City. From there, he would detach from the troops and head for the house of Luis Arredondo, where he intended to add to the Mexican mortality rate by one. After his business was accomplished, he would be free to rejoin Worth’s men, who would probably be fighting in the city streets.
 
   With any luck, the city would be captured, and it would mean the end of the war. Santa Anna would surrender - and he and Mexico would never be in a position to threaten Texas again. Luis Arredondo would be dead. Michael Brett could go home to Dos Rios. The ranch would be completely his, and he would work it alone.
 
   Yet, these satisfactory plans seemed unalluring. As he lay in his solitary tent at night in the countryside near Puebla, staring out the open flap into the darkness, often he replayed the events of his life as though it were already over, and the future had nothing to do with him.
 
   He reviewed his class-restricted childhood in England, which culminated in his brother’s accident and the unshakable contempt of his parents. He remembered the bitterness which finally drove him out of England, to Texas, to live with his uncle’s family, and the kindness with which they treated him. He thought of Julian, and his eventual tight bond with the equally savage and confused young man he had been. He re-lived the rage that they both had felt at Bradley Torrance’s execution, and their fierce fighting against the Mexicans, and then their need to leave war-torn Texas and travel . . . until it was time to return and build a life of ranching, mining, and plotting against their old enemies. Then his life had taken its dark, ironic slide, and the remembering of it became more difficult and emotions more compelling. War was declared with Mexico. Christina de Sainz nursed him when he was gun-shot and managed to affect him worse than any bullet, becoming entwined in everything he did from then on, good and bad; up to and including Julian’s death, which seemed to be the last act in a melodramatic play.
 
   Was an encore really necessary? Would he be content to retire to Dos Rios alone, after the war, continuing as though Julian had never been a part of it . . . or even Christina? Or should he change scenes altogether, return to England, and make peace with Robert before Robert died, too?
 
   These thoughts involved him nearly every night, holding him until the tiredness of the harsh days overcame them and he slept. But sun up always arrived too soon; and the pattern of his days and nights continued unbroken for the duration of the weeks of preparation it took until the army was at least ready to move.
 
   Michael rode ahead of the army in a self-appointed position of scout. Although General Scott did not particularly like him, due to his direct connection with the President with whom the general constantly feuded, he had no authority to order Michael into a regular army division, where he would have preferred him to be. Michael set his own schedule and Scott be damned. He considered it more important to venture ahead on his own and report what he saw than to ride sequestered within the body of regulars, where his talents of observation and native language would be wasted. Besides, he enjoyed exerting his independence within the army, especially to Scott. And he had no desire, these days, to ride close to anyone. He preferred to be alone.
 
   Of course, solitude had its drawbacks. One of which happened to be idle thought. And with hours and days of slow, wary travel in front of him before the real action began, his present enemy was his own mind - which proved to be just as uncontrollable in the daytime as it was at night.
 
   It wasn’t regret over Julian or worries about the difficult fighting ahead that disturbed him as he meandered in a round-about way toward Mexico City. It was Christina. For some reason he had started thinking about her, and he couldn’t seem to stop.
 
   He had told himself that he was through with her. She was on the side of the enemy, had always been; and a few nights in his bed - however agreeable - were not going to change that. Besides, she had selected Arredondo for a husband, who was nearly tantamount to Santa Anna himself. In fact, he was almost worse! Michael Brett of Dos Rios, Texas, would do well to steer clear of Christina de Sainz for the rest of his life.
 
   If it were possible, and he was beginning to wonder. It would help if he could forget the powder-soft feel of her body. Or the smell of her, or the taste. Or her direct, tension-filled gaze, when she wanted him, but hated herself for it at the same time . . . and would surrender anyway.
 
   He would be better off, also, if he could ignore the uneasy idea of Arredondo being mad at her for riding out to see him that time. What would Arredondo do to her if he suspected she might be sympathetic over Julian Torrance’s death? What if he ever discovered how close - physically and emotionally - she had been to Julian’s guerilla band? What if he ever found out the whole truth about her time in Texas? Would he hurt her?
 
   Michael remembered the bruises he had seen on the girls that Arredondo “employed.” Yes. It was possible that Arredondo might at some time or other hurt Christina. It would probably depend on the amount of control she allowed him. Or on just how mad he got.
 
   It had been weeks now since Julian was killed and she had sought him out. He assumed that she was fine; otherwise Locklyn would have heard something, and passed it along to him.
 
   He remembered his ugly threat that day of holding her hostage. In retrospect, he should have done it - and never ransomed her. Maybe by keeping her near him he could have decided one and for all what to do about her. And he would have kept her from Arredondo!
 
   It was too late now. But maybe he would see her when he fought his way inside Mexico City . . . after he had killed her fiancé! Provided she would consent to speak to him, civilly, of course, and not come after him with a weapon. Although in that case, he could always take her prisoner, couldn’t he? If he wanted to . . .
 
   With these distracting thoughts, maybe it wasn’t strange at all that he made it up the northern mountain flank of Ixtaccihuatl, crossed the pass and found himself staring down into the beautiful valley of Mexico in under three days. The army would take at least one day more to catch up.
 
   He squinted toward the west, where Mexico City lay, about twenty miles away. Between where he stood and the capital of Mexico was a defensive chain of marshes and lakes, crossable only by Mexican-patrolled causeways. General Scott had a plan to approach the city, of course; Michael hoped that it would work. Otherwise, Santa Anna’s twenty thousand troops would cut them all to pieces on the wetland that shone so magnificently in the sun . . . lovely and potentially lethal, and full of pride. Like a certain ladys he knew of, who was down there, somewhere. Was she frightened of the coming battle for her town? Or was she carelessly confident of her own safety - perhaps suspecting that her present home had been placed off limits to American soldiers, as, indeed, it had . . . and waiting for the one American who would be sure to break his own rules and enter it?
 
   The verdant scenery told him nothing.
 
   He decided to make a discreet camp for the night. And when the moon, rose, slip down the road, as far as he could, into the valley. Santa Anna’s men were down there, too; probably close to where he stood, right now. He needed to mark their position before any of Scott’s generals and troops marched past this point.
 
   He walked his horse to the left, seeking a hidden perch to turn into a solitary camp. As the sun dropped low behind him, lights and fires began to appear below in the huge valley, beckoning him with the mystery of their origins. He should hurry if he was to cover much ground before dawn.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 32
 
   Christina grew to despise the vulgar men Luis had hired to protect them. Insolent and sarcastic, the six men and their capitan, the overly sincere Ramirez, lounged about the house all day, smoking and drinking, sometimes gambling, and sometimes chasing the female servants. Even Penny was not immune to their foul-smelling grabs; it was only her loud and violent protests that forced them to release her. Christina protested to Luis about their disreputable behavior, but he only laughed and said that she was not to worry about them. These men were ill-bred, but when the American army came, she would be glad enough of their protection! The seven of them would be more than efficient at deflecting any looters, American or Mexican, from the house.
 
   Christina secluded herself even more within the Casa Arredondo, in order to avoid the mercenaries, Luis, and the casual visitor. She wished to see no one. Her torpid illness had yet to dissipate - sometimes even the smell of the spicy Mexican food she was often served made her wretch, until she was only able to eat a little bread and drink a glass of fruit juice. Her head ached enough to make her dizzy; even her back began to hurt. But Luis ceased to pressure her about seeing a doctor or even about coming downstairs to sit with him, as she used to. He was distracted by events over which he had no control - namely, the coming battle for Mexico City, now that the proposed peace treaty was turned down. The hours of Luis’s days were consumed by meetings with other worried civic leaders, making plans and proposals that were at once frantic and useless, since the ultimate responsibility for the fighting and the protection of the townspeople lay with Santa Anna and no one else. Christina remained strangely unmoved.
 
   It wasn’t as though she weren’t sympathetic to the panic of her fellow citizens. Yet she knew, as they didn’t, that the American army would not bayonet them all in their beds. And besides, the Mexican government was responsible for this war, wasn’t it? Why hadn’t Santa Anna and the others like him left Texas alone in the beginning . . . instead of forcing their superior army on the frontiersmen who had resisted them, crushing them so spitefully that America had annexed Texas and pledged to its defense? Now Mexico had a real war, and it was coming home to roost. The inevitability of it seemed obvious to Christina, as she reclined on a French fauteuil placed near a window in her bedroom, hoping her stomach would keep down the chicken she had eaten a few minutes earlier, and trying not to think of the fighting that was taking place a few miles away . . . so close she could hear the cannonading. If only the Americans would win swiftly, and decisively. Or else frighten Santa Anna into surrendering! If it would only happen soon, with as little bloodshed as possible, so that the war would be over and she could leave this place - where she was virtually, and of her own free will, imprisoned! How odd it seemed that she should think of the Americans as liberators, rather than invaders. And how peculiar that she should suspect Luis Arredondo, who had once been her dearest friend, of not intending to honor his promise of letting her go if she wished.
 
   She had no real evidence on which to base her fears; perhaps she was imaging things, after all. Yet, Luis had begun to speak of a forthcoming trip to the country on which she was included, and when she informed him that she would retire to her hacienda after the war, he had replied that they would discuss it later. And he still referred to the idea of their marriage, despite her reminders to the contrary. He had also begun to stare at her, when he visited her in her room, in a way that was disrespectful and disturbing, almost calculating - as if he were keeping secrets from her. And no matter how she attempted to ignore or dismiss these annoyances, she was unable to forget them. They had begun to loom in her mind as large as any fears she had ever had.
 
   Yet, she was too weak now to do anything about them. Once - only a couple of months ago, in fact - she would have packed her clothes and left, taking Penny with her. She would have gone to another family of her acquaintance, or to a convent, or even attempted to reach Jalapa. But now she so ill, and the American army was only nine or ten miles away . . . this was no time to move! She could only concentrate on getting well, so that when the fighting was over, she would be ready to go. And she should prepare, secretly, to leave without Luis’s knowledge.
 
   Perhaps she needed a weapon. A gun, preferably, but even a knife would be better than nothing!
 
   She called to Penny, who was in her dressing room searching for the right ribbon to mend a dress. Penny, with her craft mind and her distrust of Luis, would manage to procure some kind of weapon. Or at worst, she could take a message to the British Embassy, to John Locklyn . . . who would probably be delighted to loan her a gun . . .
 
   But John Locklyn, and every staff member of the embassy, was busy the day that Penny attempted to reach him. It was August the twenty-first, and yesterday the American army had won two bloody battles which had driven Santa Anna inside the city to the National Palace in despair, with no other option than to propose a truce. The Americans were camped outside the city gates; halted and willing to make peace if Santa Anna and the Mexican Congress proved cooperative. The British Embassy had been asked, as before, to mediate the truce. Every official was working frantically on reports of yesterday’s action, and on speculations about whether England should play a firmer role in the conflict, now that it seemed America was definitely winning . . .
 
   Penny pilfered the kitchen and presented Christina with a small, easily hidden knife, telling her that it would not do much good, but might serve to frighten one of the mercenaries away should one of them lose his head and accost her. Christina thought grimly that she was not afraid of being accosted; she was terrified of being forced into the countryside with Luis, and of remaining there until she lost her freedom forever by marrying him! One little knife was not likely to stop Luis’s plans, but perhaps it could slow them down a bit, until -
 
   Until what? She wondered frequently as days of negotiations between Mexico’s representatives and America’s commissioners drug on without any definite resolution except a temporary truce.
 
   Her nerves began to wear even as her illness retreated a little. She was able to eat better now, the nausea occurring less often. And she was regaining some of her physical strength. Yet, when she mentioned an outing to Luis, he deterred it - preferring, he said, that she continue to confine herself to the house. And when she attempted to leave the garden by an outer gate and walk alone - the first time she had been off the grounds in weeks - one of Luis’s patrolling guards had stopped her. When she told Luis of the incident, he insisted that his man had acted correctly, and for her own good. The streets were extremely dangerous these days; he would not allow her, nor any other lady beneath his protection, to venture out into them. Yet, even though that edict pertained as well to Luis’s wrathful daughter and her duenna, Christina still sensed that it was directed toward her. Luis, for some reason, did not wish her to have any contact with the world outside his home. Her suspicions grew stronger every day, even if his real intentions remained unfathomable.
 
   But what was she to do? Threaten Luis with a kitchen knife should he try to force her into his carriage, and out of Mexico City?
 
   The thought of it was ridiculous and undignified. Perhaps before, when she was in Texas and behaving nearly as uncivilized as her surroundings, challenging a man with a knife and seemed a reasonable thing to do. But here in Mexico City it was impossible to forget that she was a lady, and Luis Arredondo a gentleman. And a lady did not brandish knives.
 
   But neither did a gentleman insist on marriage when a lady said no. And a gentleman did not try to take that lady anywhere that she had not wished to go.
 
   It was only natural, she supposed, that her thoughts began to stray toward Michael Brett with a longing so intense that it grew painful. He had warned her about Luis, and she had refused to listen. Where was he now? She wondered as she peered out her window, as though he might appear in the garden below. Was he outside the gates, with the rest of the American army, waiting? Or had he been hurt, or even killed, in the fighting? Santa Anna had boasted the deaths of hundreds of Yanquis; was he one of them?
 
   She knew that she had no right nor reason to think of him. He had made it plain that he hated her because Julian was dead, whether or not she had been even remotely to blame. And perhaps this hatred was partly justified, from his point of view; after all, she had been engaged to marry Julian’s killer. Michael would never forgive her for that. So why, then, did she continue to wish that she would meet him again . . . if only to satisfy herself that he was still alive.
 
   She indulged in increasingly desperate fantasies as time passed. Until the temporary truce was off, and America, once more, threatened the capital with its guns - within two miles of the city itself.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 33
 
   The final fighting over possession of Mexico City proved just as brutal as Michael Brett had feared it would be. Yet, the Americans pressed forward fiercely and swiftly, storming the famous Chapultepec Castle in just an hour’s time; taking many valuable prisoners, and learning, as well, about Mexican footholds. It seemed that Chapultepec was home to the boy cadets of the Military College, and many of the young men were killed defending their flag.
 
   The American forces then concentrated on two separate entrances to the city. Both were causeways, and each was well-defended by barricades, Mexican troops and artillery fire. Generals Worth and Quitman were to make the initial advances on these positions, with General Worth responsible for the main attack, leading to the San Cosme gate.
 
   Worth’s men moved forward in the early afternoon, concentrating fire on the Mexican defenders, even while the infantry went to work on boring holes through the walls of the houses that lined the road. The tactics were working. The Mexicans were giving ground, pushed back by the American assault. Santa Anna, it was rumored, was called for in person, but never arrived; and by late afternoon, American troops had breached the city walls and begun to push inside the city itself.
 
   There was fighting in the streets now, and Michael Brett was in the vanguard which pushed the Mexican troops back. Most of the tall houses that loomed on either side had their shutters drawn; from a few, musket barrels peeped out, adding intermittent and dangerous fire from above. The Americans dodged the shooting as best they could and pressed forward. The streets were cleared of everyone but soldiers; the frequent curses and grunts of pain as metal struck flesh was restricted to them. Inside their bolted houses, citizens kept well to the back and waited in fear for the certain looting to begin.
 
   Brett made sure that dozens of Worth’s men had joined him in the street before deciding it was time to break away from the main body, and embark on his own private business. The Yanquis were well on their way now to forcing a surrender of the Mexican army, even if guerilla fighting in the city might go on for days; Scott’s forces should be crashing into the town in several other places by now, hemming the Mexicans into an increasingly smaller field of movement. The battle for the city was almost over. Brett could spare an hour or so for his own revenge.
 
   He veered off into a flower-bedecked alleyway between two great houses, conscious of his glaringly American uniform. Although it wasn’t a correct uniform in any sense of the word - he wore the dark blue, brass-buttoned tunic of a major, crammed into dark, unidentifiable trousers, with his own dusty, English-made boots - still, his cap and sword and extended gun marked him as an obvious target. He glanced around, peering into the lush shrubbery littered with street trash, which was probably the sleeping place of more than one poor homeless Mexican or Indian. Eventually, he found what he had hoped to discover - a filthy, almost colorless serape, large enough to cover his shiny-buttoned chest and the gold braid on his shoulders and high collar. He removed his cap and stuffed it into his waistband. Then he shook at the serape and draped it around him. Hunched over now, and keeping to the bushes, he made his way through the alley and into the next street - ignoring the yelling and the firing behind him, and hoping his compatriots would keep clear of this avenue for a short while. A little farther ahead was the Casa Arredondo, quiet and shuttered and unsuspecting. He preferred that it remain that way for the time being.
 
   As he made his way as swiftly and unobtrusively as possible up the narrow boulevard, graciously appointed with the facades of fine stone or stucco homes and an abundance of blooming vegetation, he sensed hidden eyes of the houses’ inhabitants - and their servants - upon him. No one fired on him, though, and with his uniform covered and his guns and sword hidden by the voluminous serape, he hoped that anyone observing him would take him for a belatedly-fleeing peasant. He spotted one or two of the genuine issue hurrying away into the distance. But even so, as he approached the imposing Casa Arredondo, he moved quickly into the side yard of a neighboring home and headed toward the walled back gardens of both residences. He paused in the lee of an outbuilding, hidden from any direct view.
 
   Brett coolly considered his options. Now that he was here, inside Mexico City, standing within yards of the building that concealed the man whom he had come to hate even more than General Santa Anna, he knew that his thoughts and his plans must be both logical and rational. He had decided to execute Luis Arredondo for his responsibility in the murder of Julian Torrance and Julian’s men; so be it. Now he must carry out the execution as simply and as orderly as possible.
 
   He decided to enter the house from the rear, knowing that he was likely to run into hysterical servants, but assuming he would get by them with little difficulty. He would then either discover Arredondo’s whereabouts by making one of the servants talk; or by waiting for Arredondo to come to him, in search of an answer to the commotion he would cause.
 
   However, once Arredondo was within his sight, his plans ceased. Would he allow the man a fair chance to defend himself? Or would he shoot him down, surprised and possibly unarmed, like the rattlesnake he was? Which sort of death did he owe Julian’s killer - and Christina’s fiancé? A man who had been a great detriment to the American cause by way of supplying Santa Anna with the silver to keep his army functioning, and slaughtering more Yanqui troops?
 
   Brett didn’t know. Perhaps, in the end, it would be Christina who would decide the man’s fate. Maybe he wouldn’t do anything at all except aim his gun at Arredondo until he sent for Christina, and she arrived - and tipped the tables one way or the other!
 
   He checked his guns, one strapped down in a holster, one in his hand. They were ready, and so was he. It seemed he had waited years for this - for the opportunity to take a fatal and definite action, one that could stand in against fate for all of the things fate had done to him, taken away from him, in England and in Texas. Fate was going to pay now, in the person of Luis Arredondo. And then maybe they would be even.
 
   He braced himself to make a run for a door in the wall of Arredondo’s back garden, and through that directly toward his house.
 
   *
 
   Michael Brett knew, ten minutes later, that he had underestimated Luis Arredondo once again. And this time was likely to be his last.
 
   With preparation and surprise on his side, he could have easily taken two or three, maybe even four hired bodyguards - but seven? Seven ex-brigands, by the look of them, hard and scarred and vicious and all waiting - for him. Apparently, Arredondo had been expecting him, and was taking no chances on his getting near him. Or getting away, once he had burst inside the casa at a rear hallway entrance, body and mind both primed for any encounter . . . except one with seven evilly grinning men, each brandishing pistoleros and muskets, who had either watched him approach the house and all gathered together in time, or who had guessed very well where he would come in.
 
   When he was divested of his weapons and struck in the head by one of the musket butts - to make him “cooperative” - he fell meekly and allowed himself to be drug of, hoping that the play of semi-conscious weakness would help him in some way. He knew there was nothing much else that could. He was a fool, that was certain, for assuming that Arredondo would never think of him while the American army was banging on Mexico City’s door. Or - for considering so arrogantly that even if the man did, he would do no more than arm himself and a servant or two for protection. Apparently the example of Arredondo’s well-laid trap over the silver, the trap that had killed Julian, had made no impression at all on Brett’s own preoccupied and idiotic brain.
 
   He scarcely had time to consider his absurd situation before he was dropped into the thick pile of a woven wool carpet. Over his head, one of the Mexicans was calling for Señor the Marquès. Another one kicked him in the side, the blow sharp and painful enough to wring a groan out of him almost as loud as the one he unhesitatingly gave. The man laughed, and kicked him again, calling him a filthy Yanqui dog.
 
   Then Arredondo was in the room, the soft sound of his expensively-soled footsteps on the carpet and the smell of his distinctive cologne making his presence obvious to Michael even before he spoke.
 
   “Thank you, Ramirez, for doing an admirable job of apprehending this Americano intruder. Your men appear to have had no trouble in subduing him at all.”
 
   “Of course not, Señor. This man is a Gringo - as weak and stupid as any of his kind!” Ramirez of the hoarse voice chuckled.
 
   “More stupid than most, I am afraid.” Arredondo came closer, until he stood directly above Michael’s acquiescent prostrate form. “This one escaped my killing him once before, and here he is now - back so conveniently for me to finish him off! I wonder why he has come? Surely not simply to be killed.” He prodded Michael’s hip with the toe of one shoe. Then his ironic voice continued, now addressed to Michael. “Are you conscious, Señor Brett? I should like to speak to you before I have you shot as a looter.”
 
   Michael moaned in the pretending pain of awakening. His hands twitched spasmodically, fingers clasping in well-simulated agony. The man standing above him, though he did not know it was smiling.
 
   “Perhaps I should send for my fiancée,” Arredondo said. “No doubt her immediate presence would rouse you a trifle more quickly. As I recall, you seem to have been fond of her in the past - and she of you. Perhaps you would care to say goodbye?”
 
   Michael’s voice came, tiredly and weekly, from the floor, “I don’t want to see Christina. It was you I came after.”
 
   “Good.” There seemed to be satisfaction in Arredondo’s tone. “It is pleasing to know that you hold out no hopes for the Señora’s regard, since she most certainly feels nothing whatsoever for you. I have kept her far too occupied, lately, for nostalgia of any sort; she has likely not thought of you in months! I should so hate for you to be disappointed by her indifference.” The mock sympathy in his voice dropped away. “But I shall be happy to tell her of your utterly contemptuous death - shot as a looter - once we are married, in a few days’ time. I am sure she will manage to grieve for you at least as deeply as she did for that thief of a guerilla captain you introduced her to, your cousin, Torrance; whom I am very glad, incidentally, to have been fortunate enough to kill!”
 
   Arredondo then called impatiently to his men. “Get him up from there - he’s bleeding on my carpet!”
 
   But before the men who reached down for him could touch him, Michael sprang up - taking the two mercenaries off-balance. Then he whirled, sprinting for the window that he thought was somewhere off to his right, behind him.
 
   He never made it. Capitan Ramirez, veteran of a dozen such surprises from presumably hurt men before, recovered his wits and dove. He caught Michael around the waist, both of them crashing to the floor, knocking over a table complete with a vase and a lamp; both of which fell to crash loudly against the window and drop down in splinters.
 
   Following Ramirez, the four other men (two had stationed themselves out of the room as front and rear guards) fell on Michael. They were not gentle in their ministrations.
 
   Arredondo, watching in vicious encouragement, allowed his hired dogs to pummel Brett into a state of real - and unfeigned - misery. In fact, he would have gladly permitted the men to beat Brett to death, if not for his own sense of prudence and intelligence. He intended to claim, if ever the American authorities came asking, that Brett had been summarily shot while caught in his house in the act of looting; a forbidden crime, he knew perfectly well, to the foolish Americans. Therefore, Brett must die by gunshot, not fist.
 
   After he had gained all the pleasure that he would allow himself from observing the beating, he called the men sharply to order. They drug Brett to his feet, slumped over between them.
 
   Arredondo ran a critical eye over his prisoner, narrowed in complacency over the appreciative number of cuts and lumps that adorned Brett’s face and head. As far as Brett’s body went, no doubt Ramirez and his fellows had broken a rib or two in their enthusiasm, and had probably punched him in the groin, as well. That much, at least, was well-served justice . . . and now for the rest. Where should Brett be shot? Perhaps back in the hallway, where he had first broken in . . .
 
   But before he could reach a decision, a voice cried out behind him. A feminine voice - Christina’s, gasping in quiet shock. And Luis wondered in swift aggravation how he could have forgotten to place a guard at her door. Her knowledge of this and her interference were the last things he desired right now . . .
 
   *
 
   Christina and Penny, along with Dorotea, her duenna, Maria Juana, and four other female servants, had been sequestered upstairs in a windowless interior parlor. They all knew that the Americans and their own solados were fighting close by; they knew that danger lay outside, in the streets. But due to Luis’s - and Christina’s - reassurance, none of them supposed that their privacy would be invaded at all. Luis’s important civilian status, and the general American order against looting, would protect them from real harm. They need only fear a stray artillery shell falling on the roof, or a ricocheting bullet, by way of coming to any actual grief. That, and their own consuming and unfulfilled curiosity.
 
   The women had kept each other’s company since early in the morning, when rumors had surfaced of the Yanquis’ probable assault near their own casa. Luis had ordered them all into the protected room, with instructions to remain there until the fighting ceased for the night. Each of the women found comfort in the security of huddling together, while Luis and his now-welcomed mercenaries guarded the house, and kept them safe. Each of them except Christina.
 
   She found it difficult to be passive. Each distant gunshot, each boom of artillery, fired in her imagination with the resonance of death. She knew what injury and death were like! She had even caused them. She knew what sort of unbearable suffering was occurring so close by . . . within her sight, if she were to venture outdoors. None of these other waiting women, with the exception of Penny, had any idea at all. Their inconsequential conversation and silly occasional bursts of quarreling were about as trying as her own fevered thoughts.
 
   She paced the confines of the room with as much controlled grace as possible. How could these others sit so idly by, sewing and eating and dozing, when men were dying within a mile’s distance? When Michael Brett was out there in the midst of it all, in as much or more danger than any of them, and she couldn’t stop worrying about him . . . couldn’t get the thought of him out of her head?
 
   She caught Penny’s eyes, cautioning her, warning her that she was betraying more nervousness than any of them when she should act the most serene. She glared her defiance right back, almost beyond caring, nearly on the verge of leaving his room and these ignorant females and getting out of here, out of this house, where she did not belong! How could she have existed, these last weeks, so inertly. So apathetically. Why hadn’t she ignored her illness and her weakness and left here long before this? Why hadn’t she at least attempted to speak to John Locklyn, and discover if Michael were to be involved at all in this final battle . . . and in what position he would operate?
 
   When the crashes came from downstairs, all of her frustrations coalesced into the certainty that now she would take action, now she would know. Something was occurring that she must be a part of. She moved out of the room, not even hearing the exclamations of the others; ears focused on what could be heard below, nerves reverting to the numbness of the times in Texas when her own self-sufficiency would make every difference to her life. Where was Julian now, who would be so proud of her steadiness - who would demand that she walk on, down the stairs, fingering the small knife that she had so deceptively concealed from everyone? And what would he have her do next?
 
   But then she forgot about Julian when she reached the bottom of the stairs and the main foyer, and heard with appalling clarity what was going on in the sala. And knew instinctively and inevitably that it had nothing to do with the war in any general, ordinary way There was a fight going on in Luis’s sala; and it was a personal one . . . concerning revenge.
 
   Even though she was not, in any subconscious way, surprised to find Michael in there, bloody and hurt but silent - too silent - as he hung between the angry men no doubt hired for the purpose of capturing him, still she found it impossible not to choke back her audible shock. And then every eye was fixed on her.
 
   Luis turned to meet her, the strange mark of interrupted anticipation on his flushed face smoothing out instantly into something more cool and severe.
 
   “Look, my dear, who has come to call,” he said to her as formally and naturally as if she had been expected. “One of our Yanqui invaders! And it happens to be Michael Brett, the sometimes Lord Brett. You do remember him, I’m sure.”
 
   She came forward several steps, and her gaze went to Michael, locking into his raised blue-gray eyes as though into another place entirely. “He’s hurt, Luis - release him, now.”
 
   “How compelling your tone is! One might almost assume that you feel some sort of compassion for him.”
 
   “I do, and you know it. You’ve always known it. Is that why you wish him to suffer?” She turned her brilliantly green stare on Arredondo, the rest of her face white and set in lines of strained contempt.
 
   “I not only wish him to suffer, I intend to make him suffer. And then I intend for him to die.”
 
   His voice was implacable. Christina knew that he meant it. And he was reveling in his power over Michael - it was in his eager bearing, his warm skin, his glittering dark eyes. This was a different Luis from any she had ever known, and she sensed that this was the real man.
 
   “I forbid it, Luis! If you have any consideration or affection left for me at all, you will let him go.”
 
   “My dear, I have the greatest affection for you, still. Despite what I know about your sluttish ways with this despicable person. I still desire you for my wife. But I have promised myself to kill this man, and you will not interfere.”
 
   “No!” Her voice remained controlled, but a tinge of desperation crept in anyway. “There are Yanquis everywhere now, Luis. Can’t you hear them outside, in the street? You would be a fool to kill him! When they find out . . .”
 
   “I will throw his body out into the street to be stepped on by his own compatriots. What do I care? I am a powerful citizen of this town, they will not disturb me; besides, this man forced his way into my house for the purpose of looting it. His own superiors would hang him for that crime if I did not do the favor of shooting him instead. You must retire upstairs, my dear, and leave him to me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Luis jerked his chin once in her direction, the gesture intended for Ramirez, who left Michael’s side to come and grasp her arm. “Escort the Señora upstairs.”
 
   “I will not go, Luis!”
 
   Michael spoke then, his voice hoarse from a blow to his windpipe. “I appreciate the support, Chrissie, but it isn’t necessary. Your fiancé’s got his mind made up. You won’t change it. Leave the room, now. I’d rather you didn’t watch . . .”
 
   Blood dribbled from a cut over his eye, marking a trail down his chin. His tunic was ripped and so was the shirt beneath it, and there were bloody scratches on his chest, as well. But if he was in pain he managed now not to show it. He straightened, until he leaned back against the wall, the man on either side of him tightening their grip on his arms. His stoic attitude only strengthened Christina’s resolve to do something, anything, before it was too late . . . She faced Luis with a new, conciliatory ploy. “I’ll marry you tomorrow, Luis, if you let him walk out of here. On my word of honor. You can have me and my silver mine, to do with as you please. But if he dies, you’ll never have either of us.
 
   Her eyes were level and honest, and they watched as he turned ugly and hard. His mouth curled with cynicism. “So, you think I covet your silver? I do, my dear - as well as your own lovely self. I will have you both. But why do you pretend to love this gringo dog? It is unworthy of you.”
 
   “Get her out of here, Arredondo. Let’s finish this.” That from Michael, who seemed to have tensed in some indefinable way, prompting suspicious stares from his guards.
 
   “I do not care for ultimatums or threats - from anyone.” His gaze fell on Michael and then returned to Christina. “Señora, you have disappointed me. If you refuse to marry me now, so be it, but I will not set this man free to bother me again. Nor will I release you to leave me, either. You may as well know now that I intend to take you to my country estancia for a time - where I will ensure that you spend many busy hours being comforted for Señor Brett’s death. In all of this confusion, no one will think to wonder where you have gone. And of course, you will remain there until you find yourself persuaded to accede to my wishes in everything. I am through catering to your whims, my dear - you do belong to me now . . . Ramirez!”
 
   The capitan, who had hesitated to force her before, pulled her away a few steps . . . only to release her in sudden, surprising pain as something sharp sliced into his forearm. He yelped, and jumped back, his flat eyes going to the no-longer-so helpless Señora in unease at this new development.
 
   Christina stepped back, her small knife held before her in an odd recreation of that other time, when she had wielded a blade against Michael . . . did he remember? She could spare no glance for him now. Her eyes flashed from Ramirez to Luis, the two men closest to her, with concentration and the fortifying assurance that she had done this before.
 
   Luis was annoyed now, and showing his annoyance openly. “Por Dios, what do you think you are doing? Give me that knife immediately!”
 
   He stepped toward her, extending his hand; but halted when she said, calmly, “I will cut you, Luis. Believe me; I have done it before.”
 
   “She certainly has!” came Michael’s wry, hoarse voice. “She cut herself. Get that thing away from her!”
 
   Luis goaded with fury at her behavior, sprang forward to grab the knife. And at the same time, with the interested gaze of every man present on the diverting spectacle of the Marquès disarming a woman, Michael gathered his will and his remaining energy and used his two clutched arms to fling the mercenaries in toward each other, knocking them together in surprise, and managing, this time, to grab at a weapon or two. There would be no simple escaping now; he would not leave Christina behind. He snatched a large hunting knife out of a sheath on one of the Mexican’s thighs - and without thinking jabbed it into the man’s side, slicing upwards. The man fell at once, screaming, as Michael dropped the knife, kicking it behind him, and used two unsteady hands to point a pistolero at his other closest nemesis. The man jumped away in utter disbelief. Luis, meanwhile, was cursing at the evil gash Christina had made in his chest - and slapping her in the face, undeterred by pain or the blood that streamed from the cut.
 
   Ramirez quickly noticed the movement in Michael’s direction, and raised his gun. But Michael fired first. He hit Ramirez full in the heart, and the capitan crashed over backwards, onto a table filled with glassware. One of his remaining able men went to him; the other stood motionless and unsure, frozen for the moment in befuddled shock.
 
   The servants were alarmed by now, too alarmed to remain hidden away, as instructed by the Patron. They rushed to the front of the house to crowd in the sala doorway, and someone started to shriek - setting off the others; including the ladies upstairs. Luis left off hitting Christina long enough to glance around him, observe the mayhem wrought in a matter of seconds, and shout out in rage. He threw Christina aside and drove directly at Michael; his face twisted, the rush of lustful violence still in him, and contemptuously uncaring that Brett still held the gun, and it was now pointed at him.
 
   Neither man spoke, nor had time to. Luis came forward, hoping, perhaps, that Michael would drop the gun due to his injuries, which had him down on his knees and coughing. But in the end Luis probably didn’t think at all. There was nothing but a look of intense hatred on his face as the gun went off and caught him, jerking his right shoulder back, and bringing him down hard onto the pretty patterns of his own carpet.
 
   Michael tried to rise, to go to Christina, who lay watching him, wide-eyed, across the room. There was something wrong with her, too; she wasn’t moving . . but there were still two unharmed mercenaries left in the room, to be dealt with somehow, who would keep him from her. He would go through them. Christina lay so still, and her face was whitening, she was in pain . . . had she contrived to stab herself again?
 
   His thoughts were becoming incoherent now, and when he saw Penny, red hair wildly astray, fly into the room, shoving the wailing servants aside - followed by three men whom he vaguely recognized, Americans all, guns thrust forward, who were managing to terrify the servants even worse than they already were, not to mention the two lone, healthy Mexicans - he began to wonder if one of the blows to his head wasn’t causing him to hallucinate.
 
   But a welcome hallucination it was! If it would only turn out to be real!
 
   He knew the truth when one of the Americans, a Louisianan from Worth’s regiment, whom he thought he had once played cards with, leaned down and said to him in a drawl, “You ought to know better than to take on a houseful of Mexies by yourself, sir, even if you are a Texan!”
 
   And then the man helped him to rise, and to cross the long reach of room to Christina.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 34
 
   How nice if the dark days were really behind her now. How lovely, if all the confusion and the bewilderment and the sickness of the past summer were actually gone for good . . . if she could regain her strength and mend, and heal quickly, so that her life could continue smoothly now, serenely. If she were only able to regain some semblance of her former calm, her former assurance of what she was and who she was, and that being alone, and Patrona of her own estate, was the most important course along which her life was meant to run . . . then perhaps she could adjust, and forget everything that had happened over the past year. She must forget, in order to live.
 
   When she came to her senses after collapsing in Luis’s sala from the horrible, unthinkable pains in her belly, she found that she had been carried not to a convent or hospital - but to the British Embassy; the safest place at that moment in Mexico City. And while she had lain, writhing and semiconscious and finally unconscious as her body purged itself of the unimagined and incredible life that had grown in her without her knowledge, Mexico City had been both conquered and occupied by American troops. Outside, in the plazas and boulevards of the town, men had fought and died. Inside the Embassy, she had miscarried her own undreamed of child.
 
   It was difficult to grieve for something she had not even known she possessed, that was now ripped from her; difficult, but not at all impossible. But she had suffered another strange loss that night, or possibly the day after, she could not be sure. Another loss that she had not really conceived of before in her rational mind, that she had never considered herself as actually having to lose. One that overwhelmed her more as every second of disbelief passed, as every moment of forced realization sank in, so that this impossible happening both aided in taking her thoughts off of the other - and making them somehow worse.
 
   John Locklyn was her first visitor of consequence aside from the physician who told her of her miscarriage; and he was the one delegated to impart to her the other unpleasant news. He was uncomfortable and unsteady in her room at the Embassy, obviously wishing himself somewhere else.
 
   But she had been so glad to see him! So pleased to view a familiar face, after the utter astonishment of waking from a chaotic and pain-filled nightmare to discover herself alone - except for a nurse and a physician - and at the British Embassy, of all places. Michael had brought her here, she remembered that much, after all the violence and her collapse. But then he had left her. And where was he now?
 
   “I’m afraid that Michael has taken ship to England. His poor brother Robert has died at long last, and we received the news only yesterday. Of course Michael had to go at once; the formalities must be overseen concerning his inheritance and the succession. And his mother, of course, needs him now . . . Michael has somewhat neglected his duty to his family over the years, and now is his opportunity to set things aright. He had no choice but to go.”
 
   Christina’s brain refused, at first, to understand. “He has gone to England? But . . . what of the war? And he was injured, I’m sure of it. How - ”
 
   “The Americans have things well in hand here, I’m afraid, without Michael. And it’s true that he was hurt; he would have been useless to them for the present. He will regain his health on board the ship.”
 
   “Did he . . .” she scarcely knew what to ask.
 
   But John, it seems, guessed. “He left no specific message for you, there was no time - he was already late for the steamship. But he entrusted your care to me personally, and I strongly feel he will return as soon as he has matters in hand in England.”
 
   “He may not bother,” she heard herself saying. “He has a fiancée there, I understand.”
 
   “If you mean the Lady Elizabeth, I believe that their connection is over. I only recently discovered that she is responsible for informing Santa Anna of your own involvement with Michael in Texas. She wrote to an old friend of hers, Sir Lawrence Wright - who is incidentally an enemy of Michael’s - and was temporarily in residence here at the Embassy. He passed the no-doubt exaggerated tales along to Santa anna.”
 
   Christina closed her eyes. How Elizabeth must have hated her, to commit an act so treacherous! It had changed the course of her life, and considerably endangered Michael’s . . .
 
   “When I told Michael I had finally learned, quite by accident, that Lawrence Wright had been in correspondence with Elizabeth when she was in Texas, then he assumed - as had I - what she had likely done. Michael was not pleased.”
 
   His dry understatement would have made Christina laugh, if she had been capable of laughter.
 
   What did it matter now? Michael was on his way to England, where he would no doubt remain. And what of her? What sort of life could she have, now! What had really happened these last days and hours, and what did they mean?
 
   It was only when John had left and Penny was allowed into her room a little later that she finally began to understand. Penny who, in her own self-recriminatory and uncomprehending state, in her shame that she had failed to diagnose her mistress’s “illness,” and in her anger over Lord Michael’s abrupt departure, cried and cursed and gave vent to emotions that had only begun to touch Christina with any sense of reality. Penny’s distress forced Christina to comprehend that what had just happened to her was real.
 
   She had actually miscarried a child she had not even known she was carrying! Yet, why should she have known? In her marriage to Felipé, she had tried to conceive a child and could not. She had naturally assumed she was barren. What a twisted joke that she had finally grown fertile now . . . and had conceived a child by Michael Brett, the man least suited to be a father than any man she had ever known.
 
   Perhaps, as the English physician had pompously informed her, it really was God’s Will and Mercy that the child had come so many months too soon, and died. For it seemed that her baby would most certainly have never had an acknowledged father.
 
   Luis was gravely wounded, she had been told, and his life was in danger. As for that, she did not even care.
 
   And Michael had left Mexico; left without even writing her a letter, or making some real effort - any effort - to tell her when, if ever, he would return.
 
   Had he even known, when he left the city, what was happening to her - and even if she would live, or die! Did it matter to him at all?
 
   She had broken down in Penny’s presence, overcome with deep, wrenching sobs that brought pain throughout her body. Penny, sensible girl that she was, sat with her silently and determinably until this first spasm of disbelieving grief had passed. Then she administered a dose of laudanum to Christina’s orange juice and forced her to drink it. Christina slept for twelve hours. When she awoke, the hatefulness and the bitterness that she knew she would feel for the rest of her life had set in.
 
   She was now a forced guest of the British Embassy, and she made up her mind to be out of everyone’s way as quickly as it was possible for her to heal. She must manage to build her strength in order to leave here, and return to her past - the past in which she had been a placid and vaguely content woman, prey to occasional restlessness, yet sure of herself and her place. That would be her future now, yet it would be better. There would be no more emotion in her life, no upsets of any other than an average kind. She would counsel herself every day on her advantages of independence and pride, and on her responsibilities to her disgracefully neglected estate. She would devote herself once again to her people; so purposefully that there would be no time for errant thoughts, or even memories . . . those which she would dread, more than anything else, for as long as she would live.
 
   The American General Winfield Scott was occupying Mexico City now, and Santa Anna was currently somewhere off near Puebla. But as soon as Santa Anna surrendered his troops - in a matter of days, embassy officials said - then the road to Jalapa would be clear of fighting. She would go home.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Chapter 35
 
   February 1848
 
   El Ence4ro was no longer quite the elegant estancia that Christina remembered, from that grand reception so long ago. The American army, which had passed directly by and through the estate on its way to Jalapa and Mexican City, combined with the humiliating disgrace of its master, both contributed to its air of violation and melancholy. The bougainvillea still combed the walls strewing them with color; laughing guests now, as then, strolled the lawn on their way into and out of the house; but some of the grounds were disarranged by the heavy treads of artillery wagons, and as for the guests . . . they were a much changed assembly, too.
 
   Santa Anna remained very much out of favor with the present, embarrassingly humbled government in Mexico City. He was feared as well as reviled; no one doubted that the former President would instantly give up his seclusion at El Encero, and proceed to stir up trouble for the country, and publicity for himself, should the slightest opportunity arise. The current ministry intended to avoid his interference at all costs, by shutting him out of governmental affairs as thoroughly as possible. He was completely ignored, socially as well as politically.
 
   Yet Santa Anna still retained friends, and even a few followers. Those who still smarted over the recent signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, ceding land to the United States in return for money and the withdrawal from Mexico of all troops, which Santa Anna would have opposed had he an army to enforce his opposition with. And those who still believed the former general’s allegations that he was not to blame for losing the war. Santa Anna’s oratorical power was formidable, even now.
 
   However, there were few members of Mexico’s social and political elite here tonight, at Santa Anna’s much-quieter fiesta. Unlike the former occasion, more than a year and a half ago, when Santa Anna was celebrating his triumphal return to Mexico and was preparing to take over the reins of the war. Then, he had presided almost royally over a packed household of prominent admirers. Now he was pleased to receive a fraction of that number, most of them family connections, military associates and neighbors.
 
   The Condé de Castillo was perhaps the only guest in attendance of high rank and standing, and it was possibly fortunate that Santa Anna did not know that he was only present out of a sense of duty to his daughter-in-law, whom he had persuaded to come. Santa Anna, lugubrious already, would doubtless have sunk even further into the depths of depression had he known that neither Don Ignacio nor Dona Christina were happy to attend his fiesta.
 
   Santa Anna’s early greeting to Don Ignacio at his and Christina’s arrival was dignified and faintly sad, an air he cultivated these days, as though he were a deposed monarch. His attitude had, however, risen slightly in enthusiasm when he welcomed Christina. He appeared to scarcely notice her restraint in returning his affectionate words.
 
   “How lovely you are, my cousin! How good of you to visit us in these dark days!”
 
   He then proceeded to monopolize Christina’s attention, to the exclusion of the Don and anyone else, for a good thirty minutes; during which he referred many times to the misfortunes caused by the war, and those worse ones brought about by a traitorous peace. His normally pallid complexion had heated during these references, making him seem almost healthy. Typically, he had the pale look and the burning eyes of a very ill man.
 
   Not once did he mention Christina’s interesting disappearance from his other party. Nor did he bring up his former aid, Colonel Manzanal, whom he had sent out to find her and who had ended up dead. Neither did he recollect her other adventures. And he also - and for this alone Christina was grateful - seemed to have forgotten that she was once betrothed to his friend Luis Arredondo; unlike others of his guests, tonight, who seemed to find it fascinating to comment on the Marquès’ recent return to good health. Santa Anna seemed to have only one major topic in his memory and that was the war. Everything else he had forgotten.
 
   Christina had not wanted to attend this reception. How could she, when the memories of the last time she was here, surrounded by figures now dead or lost, would bombard her from the moment she stepped out of the carriage . . . just, as before, on the arm of Don Ignacio? And when she feared that Santa Anna might try to question her, out of sympathy or out of curiosity, about her broken engagement to Luis Arredondo? She had spent the last five months attempting to erase all insupportable remembrances from her immediate consciousness, to bury them deep in her mind, where they belonged. She had no desire to have them shocked to the surface again, along with the pain that always accompanied them.
 
   But Don Ignacio was still a forceful man, despite his long recuperation from illness, and had beaten down her will. He had decided that she was peaked and in desperate need of amusement. And what could be more amusing than attending the fiesta of a humbled Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna? The Condé was, as usual, fiendish in his sarcasm. He had always felt contempt for the grandiose general, whom he considered to be not very well-bred, despite their own family connection. He thought it would be humorous to observe how poorly Santa Anna was handling his total and abject defeat. And besides, it would be a large neighborhood affair and just the place to have her re-enter Jalapa society - for the second time now . . .
 
   At least, Christina realized regretfully, Santa Anna was too preoccupied with his own memories to concern himself with her. She would not need to rebuff any probing inquiries into her affairs with any rudeness at all. The other guests present tonight would soon learn to leave her alone, lest they find themselves offended by her sharp tongue. She had no desire, even, for the most banal conversation. Damn her father-in-law for bringing her here! Why had he insisted on her coming as though she were being forced to perform in some sort of vulgar play!
 
   She had chosen to wear on this chilly night a subdued gown of purple brocade, over the combined protests of both Maria Juana and Penny, who would have seen her dressed more becomingly. It was made in the English style and worn without a mantilla. And at the last minute before leaving her room, she had withdrawn her pearls from the little suede pouch that she still kept them in; and put them on. She had not even glanced at them in months. They had not changed in shape or luster, but she had changed . . . and observing herself at home in the long, glass mirror of her French armoire, she thought that the pearls were the only real evidence of the person she had once been. A frightening woman, capable of feeling, and loving, and living. The lady who wore them now knew how to regret and how to exist, but that was all.
 
   She danced with her father-in-law once and then allowed him to escort her to the refreshments. She knew that she was being talked about. As she passed through the crowd of former military officers, neighboring haciendadoes, and their wives and children, she observed the curious looks being cast her way, and even overhead her name on various lips. Don Ignacio, if he comprehended the gossip at all, gave no sign of it, merely walking along with his back held rigidly straight and a sardonic countenance. Christina followed suit. What did she care, after all? Let the neighborhood seethe with rumors about her aborted engagement, her reclusive ways. There were many worse things they could be talking about . . .
 
   She was approached by the windowed son of a wealthy hacendado, long considered an eligible party by the locals. He asked her to dance, and to pass the time, she did; all the while wishing she was somewhere else. At home, in her bedroom, going over the minor events of the day with Penny and Maria Juana. Anywhere! Just not here, in this macabre setting so fraught with memories.
 
   She danced three more times, with men of slight acquaintance. Don Ignacio had slipped away, pleased with her gaiety. If only he weren’t so concerned over her dull life . . . really, she was doing fine - until he had brought here! A peaceful existence was what she needed these days, both for her body and her spirit. She didn’t need, or want, dancing and laughter, and music . . .
 
   She moved away from her little knot of dancing partners, murmuring that they must excuse her, she had just seen an old friend. She took a glass of champagne from a passing servant and sipped it as she disappeared into the thick mass of guests.
 
   She was feeling strangely aloof. The music changed tempo, switching from a frenetic country tune to something more plaintive. Dancers were trading places, many more leaving the floor than coming to it, preferring something more lively. The faces coming toward her and surrounding her all looked warm and complacent and even vaguely happy. She felt alone amongst them, a stranger. Yet she called them her people. Were they, after all? Was she really of them, as she so stubbornly preferred to think?
 
   The ladies here tonight were all dressed, as usual, in handmade lace flounces that echoed the Mexican-Spanish traditions that they had followed for so many years. Most still wore high mantillas on their heads, further evidence of loyalty to the fashions of Spain. These ladies were proud of their national spirit, in defeat or not. Yet she - against all thought - had dressed to spite them all, in an American-style ball gown.
 
   Why had she done it? And why, tonight of all nights, had she worn her pearls?
 
   She fingered the cool round stones of her necklace.
 
   Memory-fragments began to crowd her, from several directions at once. Visions of Santa Anna, as he was before the war . . . supremely confident and talking in speech-like phrases. Rousing his guests to an almost worshipful fervor.
 
   Angel Manzanal, obsequious and insistent and annoying; hadn’t she followed him once through this very room, as he led her to Santa Anna? How long, now, since he was killed?
 
   How long had it been since Luis had been shot? Strangely, her thoughts of Luis were unexpectedly hurtful. She remembered dancing with him here. She remembered laughing with him, enjoying his conversation and his wit. How had she contrived to so thoroughly misjudge him? And in what way actually had she misjudged him?
 
   And Michael Brett. He had been here, too, in Santa Anna’s house . . . the one memory to be fought against the most. The whole, of which the others were merely a part.
 
   It was an effort to keep strained lines from her face, to look as though she was having a pleasant time as she strolled slowly through the crowd, in search of Don Ignacio. If she stopped, if she stood still, the memories would grasp her again. She must move, to keep them away.
 
   The music seemed composed of two lone guitars now, a poignant duet of strings which seemed to represent something still and sore at the core of her heart. Why didn’t that yearning noise cease? Why didn’t someone complain that they wanted to dance? Where in God’s name was her father-in-law? It was time - past time - for her to go. She wasn’t sure if she could bear any more of this.
 
   She wandered out of the ballroom, into the foyer, knowing that she must search for Don Ignacio in one of the smoke-filled rooms where there was surely gambling. As she crossed the tiled floor, her mind leapt backwards treacherously, despite all of her efforts to keep it focused on the present. She paused. She remembered Michael, as he had been here - glimpsed in this very foyer, on that night so long ago.
 
   Oddly and powerfully, she recalled how he had looked then, in very British evening clothes. He had been pretending to be someone other than the disreputable Texan she had thought him before she discovered later that, in reality, his true identity had more closely paralleled his assumed character. What a confusing man he was! She hoped in a sudden, sickening fury that he rotted in England. She hoped he choked on his title, and his estates, and on all of his lying democratic ideals . . .
 
   She was standing in the center of the foyer, directly beneath the high iron chandelier, unsure which room to invade in search of Don Ignacio. Two servants stationed by the double doors watched her inquiringly. One of them started to speak to her, but then turned to catch the door behind him as it swung open, letting in a burst of frigid air which billowed Christina’s skirts and nearly blew out every light in the hall. The weather outside had apparently worsened. And it seemed - to Christina at least - as if the storm was coming directly her way, chilling her blood and freezing her thoughts. Because a man had entered, bringing in the cold. A man she knew - or thought she had known - well. For one insane instant, she wondered if her anger had conjured him.
 
   He was dressed incongruously for the formal affair he had walked in on, wearing buckskin breeches and scratched riding boots with spurs, a long coat and a dusty hat. A far cry from evening attire! His eyes, light in his beard-darkened face, fixed on her and narrowed without surprise. He removed his hat and pulled off thick gloves, watching her all the while, ignoring the astonished servants who hovered near him, unsure if he were an invited guest or not. He put his gloves into his hat, holding it with one hand while he used the other to rake through his shaggy dark hair.
 
   She stared at him, at a fascinating and frightening stranger. She was unprepared for this. Unprepared for his intrusion back into her life. Why was he here? What did he want?
 
   Her body, which had gone so still with shock, began to tremble as he came toward her. What would happen if he touched her? Would she shatter, fall apart, as though made of glass too fragile to withstand the brush of his fingers? Why was she incapable of strength at this moment? When she most needed to be strong . . .
 
   Her every sense was aware of him as he approached to stand two feet away, facing her. She smelled the cold wind on him, rapidly being displaced by the heat of his body. She heard the sound of his breathing, even over the music and the talking in the rooms behind her. She even imagined she felt him, the memory of his skin against hers so strong, even after all this time . . . And the sight of him, oh Dios, the sight of him filled her eyes and her world, hurting them both. It was pain to see him. And there must be worse to come.
 
   When he spoke, his voice was husky and gentle. “You seem surprised, Chrissie. Didn’t you expect to see me, one day? Didn’t you think I’d come back?”
 
   His pale blue eyes were fixed on her steadily and unnervingly. She forced herself to glance away to muster some remaining reserve of sanity to use in self-defense. “No, I didn’t. And I’m wondering why you should bother.”
 
   He shifted his position, and she sensed the tautness in him, the tight self-control. This Michael Brett seemed different to her, and the difference puzzled her almost as thoroughly as his presence.
 
   “I’ve come a long way, Chrissie. Can’t you even be polite, for old times’ sake?”
 
   The slight banter in his voice was familiar, and it angered her. She was glad to feel the anger; she nursed it carefully. Her eyes swung back to his face, the shock of seeing it blunted now by a thickening wall of fury. “I hardly think politeness is possible between us now!”
 
   “Why? Because I went to England? My brother died, you know. I had to go, as soon as I could. I left you in good hands - ”
 
   “You left me! Her voice rose unsteadily to a near cry. “Ill with strangers - without even bothering to write me a note of explanation! And all this time, all these months . . .” She broke off as three gentlemen passed them, coming from the ballroom. Each man nodded, staring as they continued walking across the foyer toward another room.
 
   Michael’s wind-chapped lips were pressed tightly together, his jaw became a hard rectangular line as he glanced around him, obviously seeking a private alcove of some kind. But there were servants and guests everywhere. His gaze returned to Christina, and she recognized the instant demand in the narrowed, bluish eyes.
 
   “I want to talk to you, Chrissie. I want to explain a few things. I’ve come here straight from London; I think I deserve a few minutes of your time! Walk outside with me. I’ve brought along a diligence - we can sit in there, out of the wind.”
 
   “No!” She said the word immediately, automatically; an image of her pretty hacienda, and her orderly life, flashing through her mind as a charm against him.
 
   “Why not?” He countered harshly.
 
   Words and feelings came together out of desperation in her brain, forming into sentences that were forced out by their own power. “Because you are selfish! Incredibly selfish. Horribly selfish! I hate that in you, Michael. You are too self-centered to please anyone but yourself, ever - just like Luis! And I am not going to be used by you or anyone else again. Go back to London, go back to your new title and estates. Go back to your good friend Lady Elizabeth, whom I’m sure you’ve only recently left! And leave me alone, to live as respectably and happily as I can. I don’t want to see you again!”
 
   She turned away, stunned by her own outburst but determined to prove to him that she meant it. Her legs were weak, her skin burned feverishly, and her eyes blinked continually to hold in hot tears, but her resolve was - and must be - firm. That she loved him, that she knew it and hated it and would fight it for the rest of her life, meant nothing. Michael Brett was a cruel man who only wanted her because she resisted him. If she ever gave in, he would treat her with contempt. And then her pride would be gone. Her life would be over.
 
   She would not allow him to take her and destroy her. If she had reached any conclusions at all during her painful contemplations of these last solitary months, it was that Michael was too selfish a man to ever care deeply for her or anyone else. His bitterness precluded anything other than casual affection, such as that which he had felt for Julian, and for his aunt. He was incapable of feeling anything stronger than that.
 
   She took three steps, and was unsurprised when he grabbed her bare forearm to stop her from walking away. Naturally, having come all this distance, as he had reminded her, he would never let her go so easily! Yet when twisted to glare up at him, there was none of the arrogant impatience in his fact that she had expected to see. Instead, he looked grim and determined.
 
   “Wait, Chrissie. Just one more moment. Long enough for me to agree with you. That should be worth a few more seconds, surely?”
 
   If only he wasn’t holding her, she would run away. But she could hardly pull or jerk her arm back from him in Santa Anna’s foyer, could she? Besides . . . was it really safe for him to be here at all? There were several disgruntled soldiers in this building, not the least of which was Santa Anna himself. What would happen if anyone recognized the prominent former Texan, uninvited, in their very midst? She must at all accounts not create a scene.
 
   “What are you agreeing with?” she asked in an undertone. “That you’ve just seen Elizabeth?” She hadn’t intended to say that! She bit her lip in frustration.
 
   “Of course I’ve seen Elizabeth. That’s not what I meant. I am agreeing with your estimate of my character. Selfish is an appropriate word.”
 
   “Quite!”
 
   He stepped closer to her, not releasing her arm, but shielding his tight grasp from view. “I realized that myself some weeks ago. “I’ve been a selfish bastard - to you, to Robert, even to Julian . . .” He paused, considering his words. His eyes stared down into hers, with unusual expression in them: honesty. “I’ve lost Robert and Julian, Chrissie. I don’t intend to lose you. That’s selfish, as well. I haven’t changed. I’ve only come to understand myself a little better. And to regret some of the things I’ve done.”
 
   His voice seemed unaffected, almost casual. But his eyes searched Christina’s, and his grip tightened, almost to bruising strength.
 
   “It’s nothing I could’ve written down in a letter.”
 
   “I wish you had tried,” she whispered.
 
   “Come outside, Chrissie. Where I can hold you.”
 
   She shook her head. Her face had paled, until only her eyes shone with unnatural color: huge, dilated, green-flecked gold.
 
   “Chrissie, I love you.” He said it abruptly, matter-of-factly. “You will come with me, by God - or I’ll take you anyway . . .”
 
   “Christina, my dear - I’m afraid I’ve neglected you for a game of dice! You must be ready to leave. Present me, please, to this gentleman!” Don Ignacio’s abrupt interruption brought both reality and a strange sense of absurdity to a scene which seemed to have exploded into an unexpected, mind-shattering direction.
 
   Christina moved away from Michael, but he retained control of her by-now-bruised-arm - dragging her back, forcefully, to him. Don Ignacio would be shocked, she knew. She felt a sudden, ridiculous urge to laugh, and repressed it with difficulty. She glanced up at her father-in-law through lowered lids.
 
   The Condé’s white eyebrows were both raised. His face, wrinkled but still high-bred and aristocratic, flushed slowly, until he went red to his receding hairline. His thin lips parted, and finally he spoke.
 
   “What is occurring here? Daughter, who is this impertinent man?”
 
   “The Duke of Westbrook, at your service, Sir,” Michael answered for her. “I’ve only recently returned to Mexico from England, and I’ve come for the direct purpose of stealing away the Señora, here. I’m taking her to Texas, where we’ll be married from my aunt’s home. My aunt is Lady Torrance of San Antonio and I am sure you must be acquainted with several good friends of Luis’s in that town. Someone there will vouch for my - respectability, I’m sure.”
 
   The Condé ignored Michael and addressed Christina in astonishment. “The man is mad! Are you acquainted with him?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Well acquainted.” Embarrassingly, she giggled. Her head felt light and completely empty.
 
   The Condé’s puzzlement deepened. “Christina, would you please explain to me exactly who this man is?”
 
   “I’ve already told you who I am,” Michael said with his old impatience. “Michael Brett, Duke of Westbrook. I’m not exactly dressed for a fiesta; and my diligence is outside, waiting to take us down to Vera Cruz, and to the steamship Laura Belle. We’re boarding her tonight.”
 
   “Tonight!” The Condé said in a gasp.
 
   “Tonight! Christina stared up at him.
 
   “Tonight. Now.” Michael spoke firmly, and looked down at Christina, their eyes locking together. Hers were soft, and bemused, and, at the question in his, she started to laugh, quietly and helplessly. He was driving her mad - mad with hope, and relief, and the unbelievable happiness brought about by the two.
 
   “Unless you have any objections, querida? Although I won’t accept any, I’m warning you. The ship sails for Texas on the morning tide, and we’re both going to be on her, whether you like it or not. What in hell do you find so funny?”
 
   She shook her head, and concentrated hard on subduing the giddy and extremely unbecoming laughter. When she said severely, “I do have an objection to going anywhere with you, Michael Brett. You know I don’t travel without a chaperone. You must send for Penny; a lady of my station would never consider . . .”
 
   But her words were rudely cut off. Michael turned her and kissed her, there in Santa Anna’s foyer, right in front of the outraged Don Ignacio.
 
    
 
   

 
   
Epilogue
 
   Time had passed, and the world had changed, since before when Christina found herself forced inside a diligence, hurtling dangerously through the night toward Vera Cruz. Yet, enough remained the same inside the dark, ill-sprung carriage to remind her nostalgically of that other, extremely frightening time.
 
   The smell of sweaty upholstery. The jounce and sway of the diligence. The sometimes coaxing, sometimes threatening voice of the coachmen outside, guiding the horses along the badly rutted National Highway.
 
   And, of course, the presence of Michael Brett. Not menacing now. Holding her tightly against him, almost in his lap. Kissing her lazily, tenderly, and hungrily. Running his hands over her with the possession of a man who has finally claimed what is his.
 
   He was talking to her, also intermittently. Seeming to need to tell her of the last months he had spent away from her, in England, coming to grips with the death of Robert, and his own unexpectedly sharp feelings of grief and guilt and regret; and of his growing urge to be with her. To salvage this last, and most important, botched relationship in his life.
 
   There was nothing sentimental in his words - Michael would never be a sentimental man! But he spoke, in alternately sincere and annoyed and pleasantly surprised terms, of his love for her. She reciprocated, at first, by provoking him to a series of small arguments disguised to test his new, not-quite-believable resolve. He accepted her challenges and argued back so persuasively that she finally gave in. When he arrogantly insisted that she loved him, too, or she wouldn’t have come along, she finally replied, “of course I love you, damn you!” And moved huffily away to sit opposite him. He came after her, naturally. They were quiet for some time after that.
 
   Penny - and Maria Juana, too, little did they know at the time - had set out from the hacienda two hours behind them, and would barely make the ship before she sailed. Yet Christina and Michael were rowed on board before dawn. And no chaperone was considered welcome nor necessary when they reached their adjoining cabins, and inhabited only one. Propriety was finally tossed away by Christina, as a useless encumbrance; and so was sleep.
 
   The time left before dawn was not for sleeping, but for rediscovering the passion that had become love.
 
   THE END
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