HONOR AMONG THIEVES

Prologue

August, 1839

New Mexico

The waning moon slipped out of sight beyond the rim of the canyon as K.D. Axtell worked feverishly in the depths of darkness stashing bags of silver coins in the prairie wolf den.  When he had shoved the last one as far inside as it would go, he  rose slowly from his knees and listened intently for any sound out of the ordinary.  The night breeze whispered through the scrubby pines; a night bird's cry jarred his nerves.  The pack mules shifted restlessly on the uneven ground, setting off hollow echoes between the sandstone walls.  Nearby, a murmur of voices pinpointed the location of his two companions.  

Innocent sounds.  Still, a deep sense of foreboding stirred the hairs on his neck.  It reminded him of the time he’d nearly ridden into an ambush in West Texas. There’d been nothing tangible to alert him, other than this same prickling apprehension. Sure enough, a half dozen Comanches had been waiting for him in an arroyo. He’d played hell getting away from them with his scalp intact.

Once again, something was out of kilter, but damned if he knew what.

K.D. was not ordinarily the fearful sort.  He had survived for years in this heathen land, scraping by on wits and pure nerve.  Tonight, though, the shadows among the rocks pulsated as though alive with a mysterious presence.  The craggy canyon walls towered above him like monumental jaws waiting to clamp shut on him.  


His friend, Fergus McCrae, stumbled down the path toward him, blocking a patch of starlit sky with his angular shape.  "Here's the last of 'em."  

Three heavy bundles dropped at K.D.’s feet.  He stooped to pick up one of them, rapidly calculating the number of bags he'd packed into the short tunnel.  Seven?  And these made ten—exactly right.  Each thousand dollar's worth of coins had been laced tightly into damp rawhide pouches and left to shrink and dry in the August sun until they could be handled without so much as a clink or a jingle.  He figured they ought to remain intact a long while hidden in this dry lair.  

K.D. cached the last bundle and straightened.  "Good—this hole is packed full.  You want to get the mules out of sight while I rub out our signs?  It’ll be light soon, and we’d better make tracks before those riders you spotted, whoever they are, catch up to us."

"Don’t worry.  They're miles away, sleeping like babes around their campfire.”

"Better hope you’re right." 

Fergus spit out his used wad of tobacco and rummaged for a fresh chaw.  "How do you suppose they figured out about us carrying this silver?"

K.D. had been wondering the same thing.  "I don't know."  

He'd become aware of riders on their trail before sunset and, mindful of Fergus's frontier savvy, had urged his friend to drop back and scout them out.  Fergus had returned with the news that a dozen men were tracking them.

“Tracking us?” K.D. asked.

“Damnedest thing.  Looked like a mix of half breeds and white men traveling together.  And they had what looked like an Apache on the ground sniffing out our trail.”

“Chaguanosos?”

“That’s my bet.  The heavy-set white man could have been Mangas Grossman.”

The implications had chilled K.D. to the bone.   Why would Grossman’s notorious gang of outlaws be after them?  And if they were, why hadn’t they closed in before dark?  

After some discussion, he and Fergus decided that the Chaguanosos must be hanging back, biding their time, until the main road had been left far behind.  If it was Grossman, he undoubtedly planned to rob them.

“We’ll never make it to Santa Fe.”  Fergus’s voice sounded bleak.  “Not with the mules loaded down like this.  Damn it all!  That caravan will roll in from the States, and my sister will think I’ve abandoned her.”

“She’ll just have to wait.  Where can she go?”

“Now you see why I didn’t want her chasing out here after me?  What the hell was she thinkin’ of?  It’s no place for a civilized woman.  Ought to have stayed home where she belonged.  If I live through this, so help me God, I’m packing her off on the next wagon train heading back east.”

“Calm down,” K.D. said.  “I’ve got a plan.”

During the next few hours, in spite of being hampered by darkness, he’d managed to locate the perfect hiding place to stash the silver coins.   That done, he planned to turn the bell mare loose so she could return to Fergus’s ranch like the homing pigeon she was, with the rest of the mules in tow just like he’d trained them.  Unencumbered by pack animals, the riding horses could be trusted to reach Santa Fe ahead of any pursuers.  Especially with a head start.  

"Papa?  Are we done yet?"  K.D.'s young son tripped and fell in the dark, picked himself up and kept coming without a whimper.  "When are we gonna make camp?  I'm gettin' tired."

A wave of tenderness washed through K.D.  He resisted the impulse to pull the boy into his arms and give him a big hug.  It wouldn't do to baby him too much.  For an eight-year-old, Roddy Axtell was quite a little man.  K.D. allowed himself a one-armed embrace around the small shoulders and a firm squeeze.  "Almost finished here, son."  

Roddy turned and leaned into him, butting his head against K.D.'s ribs. The boy’s short but wiry arms encircled his waist.  "Can I have a piece of jerky?  I'm starving!"

"Of course."  K.D. knelt on one knee and drew his son closer—a little coddling wouldn't hurt, he decided.  Roddy was growing up too fast.  Soon, such gestures would be lost to him forever.  Besides, it wasn't like Roddy had a mother tying him to her apron strings.  

He pressed his face into the hollow between Roddy's neck and shoulder, savoring the warm familiar scent.  As he got to his feet, hauling the boy up in his arms, he brushed his lips across the soft shell of his ear and kissed his cheek.  Emotion, almost painful in its sweetness, stabbed at his heart.  "Your uncle Fergus will get you some jerky.  You help him get the mules lined out, and I'll be right along."

"He's not my uncle, Papa.  Not really."

With an insulted snort, Fergus took the boy from K.D.'s arms and threw him over his shoulder like a sack of grain.  "C’mere you!  What do you mean I'm not your uncle?  Do you have any real uncles?"  He strode away toward the mules.

"No, I only got Papa, you know that."  Roddy's voice gusted out on little puffs of air as he dangled over Fergus's shoulder.  

"Well, then, you could use an uncle, I think.  You ought to consider making me part of the family."

"Would I have an Aunt Felicia, then, too?"

"You bet."

"Well, all right.  Uncle Fergus?  Tell me again how you met Papa in jail, and Felicia brought you food to eat and—"

"Later, Roddy.  Right now we gotta move out.  Did you get our bedrolls an fixin's tied back on the mules like I said?"

"Yeah."

"Good for you."  Fergus paused to glance back at K.D.  "I'll take the boy up top with me, all right?"

K.D. hesitated.  The sky wasn't as dark as it had been—he could almost make out the dim ovals of their faces.  "Yeah, all right.  Get him out of here—we're easy targets down in this canyon.  I'll be right behind you."  

"Meet us at the creek where we left the horses."  Fergus put Roddy down, and the two of them disappeared into the darkness hand in hand.  

While K.D. quickly gathered enough debris to plug the opening of the small cave and arrange branches against it in a life-like pattern, Fergus led the mules up out of the canyon.  A cloak of silence settled down, punctuated by a small stone cascading down the cliff trail like a marble on a staircase.

A frisson of uneasiness slithered up K.D.'s spine.  Although he'd gotten in the habit of taking Roddy along with him on his trading expeditions, for once he fervently wished he'd left him behind with Fergus's wife.  

With a bushy limb from a pine tree, he swept away the mules' tracks in the sandy parts of the canyon floor and off the dusty path up the cliff.  In the east, the gray sky brightened to rose.

Just after K.D. left the canyon, carrying his Kentucky rifle in one hand and striking out in his long stride toward the creek a half mile away, he heard the first rifle shot.  Before the echo died away, a volley of reports shattered the peace.  He broke into a flat run.  

The Chaguanosos!  They must have broken camp long before dawn.  

K.D. cursed himself for a fool.  Why had he let Fergus talk him into believing they had plenty of time for this strategy?  He should never have allowed him and Roddy to get separated from him.  

He threw every ounce of power he had into his wild sprint, legs pumping, arms swinging.  The landscape seemed to stand still around him; only the ground under his feet moved like an endless belt winding through a treadmill.  He fought to drag enough air into his burning lungs.  How had those slow-shuffling mules gotten so far in so short a time?  

Roddy!  If anything happened to his son—  Please, God!

Before he had raced halfway to the creek, the gunfire had sputtered away to nothing, leaving a silence more ominous than the sounds of battle.  By the time he reached the banks of the shallow stream, the marauders were galloping away in a cloud of dust, driving the stolen mules and the white bell mare ahead of them.  The saddle horses tethered out of sight among the willows whinnied shrilly after them.

Stumbling to a halt, he stared after the departing bandits in disbelief.  A large man in a bright red shirt brought up the rear on a spotted horse, struggling to hold a small squirming body across the saddle in front of him.  

Roddy!

Bringing his rifle up, he aimed as well as his shaking hands would permit and fired.  The bullet fell short as he knew it would.  The scene etched itself in horrible detail on K.D.'s mind as he strived to comprehend what was happening.

Nearby, Fergus crawled slowly to his feet and staggered toward him.  Blood from a head wound dripped down the strands of his russet hair and spattered his shoulders.  "K.D., they took him!  They took Roddy.  They stole all the mules and provisions, too. God, I tried—  But there were so many of them! Got off a few shots, but I couldn't reload fast enough."  

K.D. braced his hands on his trembling thighs and leaned forward to drag air into his heaving lungs, fighting the urge to throw up.  As the bandits disappeared over the horizon, he couldn't tear his gaze away from the swirl of dust that marked their passage.  Deep inside, a cold numbness spread through his body.  Life had suddenly become empty, desolate, meaningless.  

Mangas Grossman.  One big ugly bastard with a band of ragtag thieves had taken from K.D. all he held dear in the world.

CHAPTER ONE

A sharp crack sounded outside the idle carriage, and Honor McCrae recoiled in her seat.  Pressing a hand over her heart, she recovered with a surge of annoyance.  Blasted bullwhips!

Her nerves were as frayed as old hemp.  After a grueling four-month journey on the Santa Fe Trail, a journey fraught with dry water holes, crippled mules, and an Indian attack, she wouldn't have thought anything could startle her anymore.  And now the merchant caravan had stopped just shy of its destination so the vainglorious wagoners could prepare for their grand entry into Santa Fe.  Merciful heaven, they only had a few miles to go!  

From the seclusion of her enclosed carriage, Honor peeked around the curtain.  Outside, chaos reigned as seventy-three wagoners, many with large Mexican families and extra hired hands, wove new snappers into the tips of their twenty-foot whips.  The air crackled with popping sounds like musket fire.  

Far in the distance, she saw a cluster of mud-brick houses baking in the sun.  Santa Fe, New Mexico—and Fergus.  Nervous excitement formed a knot in her stomach at the thought of her half-brother waiting to meet her.  She yearned to feel his welcoming arms around her and hear him tell her everything would be all right.  Once he knew about the trouble brewing back home in Virginia, he would understand why she'd come out West to find him.

She settled back on the padded seat and agitated the stifling air with her fan.  Once she got to the safety of his ranch, there would be no more running and hiding and pretending she was someone else.  Fergus would take care of everything.

Suddenly, the door of her coach flew open.  A man bounded in.  The stranger brought with him a draft of hot air laden with the scent of wood smoke and desert sage.

Her heart lurched.  "Who are you?  What do you want?" She reached for her folded parasol.

"Quiet!"  The intruder yanked the door shut and peered warily through a gap in the curtain hanging over the window.  From under a dusty felt hat, his black wind-tossed hair hung nearly to his shoulders.  He wore a hunting shirt over buckskin trousers, cinched at the waist with a wide leather belt.  A rectangular slab of bronze with an engraved military insignia served as a belt buckle.  A large sheathed knife and a holstered pistol added to his menacing appearance.

"You're not with the caravan."  Gripping the parasol tightly in both fists, she held it up in front of her.  "I know all the wagoners and drovers—"

He scowled fiercely in her direction.  Looking powerful and dangerous, his presence overwhelmed the enclosed carriage.  "I said keep quiet."

He wasn't a law man—he wore no badge.  But that didn't mean much, she knew.  

"If Henry Teitelbaum sent you, it's too late.  You tell him that!"  Her voice rose shrilly.  "I'm in Mexico now, and you can't make me go back."

As he shifted toward her, she swung her parasol at his head.

He batted it aside and slid across the leather seat, crowding her into the corner.  She opened her mouth to yell, but his hand cut off her strangled cry.  As he drew his long-barreled pistol from its holster, she shrank against the seat.

"Shut your mouth," he growled in her ear.  "I don't want to have to shoot anybody."  

Intense slate-gray eyes loomed inches from her own.  She read grim determination there, and a haunted look that testified to an accumulation of experience it would take her a lifetime to match.

He looked deep into her eyes.  

She forgot to breathe.

The rib-thumping cadence of her heart drowned out all other sounds.  The carriage that had been her sanctuary for four months had turned into a death trap.  Sickened by fear and the salt-taste of his fingers against her mouth, she fought a gagging reflex.  Desperately, she drove her nails into his wrist.

With a curse, he jerked away his hand, then poked the barrel of his pistol into her cheek.  "If you scream, so help me God—"

Scream?  She wished she could.  Terror had constricted her throat.  Not that it would do much good to scream.  With all the shouting and cracking of whips, she'd be lucky if anyone heard her.  She shuddered, realizing that a bullet through her head would take her life without raising much of a fuss at all.  

She managed a hoarse croak.  "Whatever he's paying, I'll give you more.  I don't have much money, but I've got—"

"Forget the money!  Are you Honor McCrae?"  

"No!  You have the wrong person!"  Convulsively, her fingers closed on the purple velvet reticule lying in her lap.  Inside the bag, hard knobs and angles outlined her small pocket pistol.

"Green eyes, dark red hair. You have to be her."  He pronounced the words with a slight burr.  She'd heard that same accent among certain European immigrants, but couldn't place it.

She took a deep breath, drawing a measure of comfort from the hard shape of her pistol in the bag.  Carefully, and without taking her eyes from his face, she rotated the reticule on her thighs.  She dared not risk opening the drawstring closure to grope inside, but she could possibly fumble the tiny weapon into position and fire it through the soft cloth.

After a moment of silence, the intruder slowly eased back on the seat across from her, a challenge burning in his stormy gray eyes.  Her lower legs, all mixed up with his in the narrow space between the seats, rubbed against his high-topped boots.  She wanted to kick her way free, but was scared to move a muscle.  The butt of his pistol rested on his thigh now, his fingers curled around it, the barrel aimed at her belly.

His searching gaze swept over her.  "I can't imagine there would be more than one white woman on this damn ox-train.  I doubt another made the trip all year."  

That much was true.  The only other women in the caravan had black hair and brown skins and were returning to Mexico from a trading expedition with their husbands.

"What do you want?"  At last, she found the trigger of her own weapon through the purple velvet.  With an unobtrusive motion, she aimed the snubbed barrel at his heart.  With the slightest movement of one finger, she could blow a hole in the stranger and send him to Kingdom Come—put out that fierce light in those dark eyes forever.

"I bring a message from your brother, Fergus McCrae." 

She stared at him.  "You know Fergus?"  Her gaze dropped to his pistol.  The large bore at the end of the barrel gaped at her like an empty socket.  "An old friend of the family, I suppose?"

"You might say.  When you get to Santa Fe, you're to make immediate arrangements to return to the States."

"But why?"

"Fergus doesn't want you here.  This is no place for a woman like you." 

She took a slow breath, trying to grasp what he was saying.  Turn back?  "Now, see here, Mister.  I've come a long way to find my brother."  Her small black hat had been pushed askew by the violence and a hatpin pricked her scalp, but she dared not relinquish the hold on her reticule or the pistol inside.  "He wouldn't send a message like that.  Not without a good reason."

"He has his reasons."

"I— I don't believe you."  Studying his face, she searched for a clue to the truth.  "Has anything happened to him?  He's meeting me in Santa Fe, isn't he?"

He shook his head.  "He won't be there." 

At the dire implications of his words, cold dread seeped through her insides.  "You're lying.  Fergus would never trust a desperado like you to deliver a message to me.  If he did, he wouldn't expect me to accept it."

The man took a slow inventory of her person.  She glared at him in silent indignation as his gaze wandered downward to the scooped neckline of her green silk dress, then shifted lower yet.  She was fully aware that without the petticoats she should be wearing, her limp skirt molded itself to her legs, and its dusty hem revealed bare ankles sticking out of worn-out shoes.  Her face burned.  No gentleman would indulge himself in such blatant interest in anything below a woman's neck.  Her hand trembled in her desire to slap his face.

His gaze settled on her reticule.  "Either you take me at my word  or go ahead and use your little peashooter on me right now."

She swallowed hard.  "My little peashooter, as you call it, will blow a hole in you the size of my fist!"  As she tried to find some moisture in her dry mouth, she wondered if the stalemate offered her any advantage at all.  Was he as loath to shoot her as she was him?

With slow, deliberate movements, he replaced his pistol in its holster.  "Make up your mind.  Are you going to take my word or shoot me?"

After a moment of frozen silence, during which time she actually tried to squeeze the trigger, she realized she couldn't kill him.  Not with his gray-eyed gaze fixed on her face.  He had courage, she admitted grudgingly.  But how could she avoid his challenge without surrendering?  Nervously, she wiped her damp palm on the velvet bag.

Suddenly, he reached out and snatched the reticule off her lap.  With a short laugh, he leaned back, stuffing it inside his shirt.  

Horror washed through her.  "What are you doing?  Give me that!"

"Not many women can kill a man in cold blood—not face to face.  But I can't swear you won't shoot me as I'm leaving."  He shook his head.  "No, I'll give it back to you in Santa Fe."

All her bank notes were in that velvet bag!  She didn't even think.  With fingers curled like claws, she lunged for the reticule.  

As she fell on him, he grabbed her shoulders and, instead of fending her off, dragged her closer.  Speechless with shock, she braced her hands against his chest.  

He jerked her up in a steel-like grip until his lips almost touched hers.  Narrowed eyes held her mesmerized.  "Nuevo Méjico is as lawless a place as you'll find this side of Hades.  It's time you learned that, Green Eyes." 

To her dismay, her legs had completely tangled with his, and as she struggled to free herself, she found herself straddling one of his muscular thighs.  In fact, his hard body made contact with every crucial part of hers.

She sucked in air to scream, but he lowered his mouth to hers, blocking the sound.  The intimacy of the invasion stunned her.  He cupped the back of her head with one hand and slid the other around her waist, holding her immobile.   Under the onslaught of his lips and tongue, every muscle in her body stiffened.  The rapid pattering of her heart in her chest added to her sensation of helplessness—she felt like a small mouse in the clutches of a predator.  

A sudden rapping jarred the carriage door. 

Her predator flinched, then shoved her away and grabbed for his pistol.  She flopped onto the seat across from him, her dignity shattered.  He seized the door handle, preventing entry.

"Miz Honor?"  The door latch rattled from the outside.  "I's ready to leave when you is." 

Honor recognized the voice of her driver, but couldn't unscramble her thoughts enough to answer him.

The dark stranger grinned at her, his teeth a flash of white in a sun-weathered face.  "Did you like that as much as I did, Miss Honor McCrae?  No?  Well, it's nothing to what can happen to you if you don't heed my warning."  His smile faded, leaving a hard look in his eye.  "Remember this: If you go to the McCrae Ranch, you could end up dead."

CHAPTER TWO

The carriage door rattled on its hinges under a series of thumps.  "Miz Honor?  You in there?"

With a violent shove, the intruder opened the door and leaped out, knocking the elderly colored man backward in the dirt.  In an instant, the mysterious stranger disappeared, lost in the confusion of wagons, carts, and livestock.

"Miz— Miz Honor, you all right?"  Her driver picked himself up and peered through the open door, his chocolate-brown eyes wide and showing a margin of white.  "Who was that?  What'd he want?"

"I'm fine, Joe Bob."  She slumped in her seat, dizzy with shock, and struggled to display a calmness she didn't feel.  "Did he hurt you?"

Joe Bob shook his head, then the look of doubt and puzzlement on his black face gave way to outrage.  "That was no gentleman.  Who'd he think he was, accostin' a lady like you?  He didn't have no good intentions, I tell you that—he was carryin' a pistol!"

The last thing she wanted to do was send her loyal companion off in pursuit of an armed man who wouldn't hesitate to shoot.  She couldn't let Joe Bob put his life at risk for a handful of bank notes, even if it was all the ready cash she had.  She glanced around the pine dotted landscape, seeking a final glimpse of the stranger.  

The camp covered an area a mile long and a fourth as wide.  In the bustling disorder of bullwhackers and mule skinners harnessing their balky draft animals, and drovers herding livestock, it was impossible to pick out one man who didn't belong.  

"Go find the captain, Joe Bob.  Tell him that man made off with my reticule.  Don't go after the robber yourself.  Tell the captain, then come right back."

"Lordy, Lordy—"  Joe Bob nearly fell over his feet getting them moving in the right direction.  

Honor sat back and tried to regain her composure.  Reaching up, she removed the hat pin that jabbed her scalp whenever she turned her head.  Ah, sweet relief!   

When Captain Martinez appeared at her carriage door, she reported the theft, and he dispatched several armed men on horseback to pursue the outlaw.  A heavy-set man with a sword hanging from his belt shouted instructions and led the posse away.  

"I'm sorry as can be, Miss McCrae.  We'll do what we can."  Captain Martinez bobbed his head at her, replaced his hat, and hurried off.

Joe Bob grumbled as he closed her door.  "I oughta be horse-whipped for not keepin' a better eye on you."  He scrambled up to his seat, unwound the reins from the brake lever and spoke to the mules.  

Soon he had the carriage expertly maneuvered into the line of thirty-odd freight wagons, a dozen Mexican carretas, and three carriages, embarking on the last leg of their journey. Countless spoked wheels churned up pillars of dust as the wagons waddled and swayed along the trail like ships on a restless sea. 

Only a few miles to go.

She closed the curtains against the dust and settled back in her seat, unable to get the dark-eyed stranger out of her mind.  After what had happened, her pulse still hammered in her throat, and whenever she remembered the liberties he'd taken with her, it pounded faster.  Who was he?  He knew her name and claimed to know Fergus.  It didn't make sense.

She removed her hat—a dainty arrangement of feathers and lace on black velvet—and pulled out all her hairpins, then loosened her chignon.  Her thick hair cascaded around her shoulders.  Running her fingers over her scalp, she found the sore spot where the pin had stuck her deep enough to draw blood.  She dampened a handkerchief with water from the jug under the seat and dabbed at the tiny wound.


Where had he come from?  She'd been told that the Indian Territory separating America from Mexico was no-man's-land, a refuge for men fleeing the law, but who would have expected a solitary outlaw to ride within firing distance of what constituted a small army on the move?  What possible motive could such a man have for warning her away from Fergus McCrae's place?  

Poor Fergus.  If anything had happened to him . . .

Fergus will be there.  

Her brother had to know she was coming.  The scouts had gone ahead of the caravan days ago to prepare for its arrival.  The captain had assured her that the news usually spread quickly to surrounding areas.  What excuse could Fergus have for not meeting her?  Unless he hadn't gotten her letter—  The bandit could have intercepted it!  Otherwise, how would that man have known her name?  Clearly, he'd come seeking her out, proving he knew far more about her and Fergus than he should.

Be there, Fergus!  Please be there to meet me.
Now that her mother had passed on—God bless her soul—Honor was left with one solitary relative on the whole face of the earth.  And after the way she'd been treated back home, nothing meant more to her now than real family.  

She had taken a big chance coming here, but her half-brother was the only person who could help her.  She'd traveled a very long way to find him, and if anything had happened to him, she didn't know what she would do.

Gingerly, she coiled her hair into a bun, inserted hair pins and combs, then topped the coiffure with the pretty little hat she'd purchased in St. Louis.  She dug out her hand mirror, peered into it with a critical eye, and sighed.  The hat looked nice, but that was about all.  The rest of her outfit seemed dowdy in comparison.  She redampened her handkerchief and wiped a smear of dust from her cheek.  

The only person besides Fergus that she could count on now was Joe Bob.  Under the circumstances, she'd been fortunate to find an ally in the slave—a free man of color now that he had crossed the border into Mexico.  In those last horrible days before her mad flight west, he had been the only person willing to lend her a helping hand, even though it meant abandoning his position as head of the staff in the McCrae house and jeopardizing his own life.  She'd been grateful to have him on her side, offering to drive her carriage and protect her as best he might on the long trip.  He'd done it out of loyalty.  The least she could do in return was allow him a new start in a country where slavery was prohibited.

Meanwhile, she desperately needed to find her half-brother and take him back to Virginia to claim the McCrae legacy.  If she could have claimed it herself, she would have.  But as an unmarried woman, she had almost no rights at all.  Without Fergus, she would be out on her own, penniless and without a home.  The prospect was too horrendous to contemplate.  

And if that were not enough, the authorities were looking for her.

Please, God, let Fergus be there.  Please!
For months, she'd believed that reaching New Mexico would solve everything.  But something was terribly wrong here.  Even though she had little reason to trust anything the stranger had said, she recognized trouble when she encountered it.

Return to the States, the man had told her.  Not in a pig's eye!  If her brother failed to meet her in Santa Fe, she would stay until she found out what had happened to him.  She was out of choices; the only direction left for her was straight ahead.

From long practice, Honor braced herself against the wallowing motion of the coach.  As it jolted over the rutted track, she became aware of the increasing speed with which the entire caravan rumbled along the trail.  She pulled the curtain aside and peeked out the window.  

Her carriage, trapped among the other wagons on the narrow road, swept along with the tide like a leaf caught in a spring runoff, past the fields of corn and melons, over the numerous aqueducts, and into the very center of town.  The shouts and cracking whips of the teamsters heralded their arrival with all the enthusiasm of a conquering army.

People flocked the narrow roads, staring at the trade caravan rolling past.  No where did Honor see a man with red hair and a pale complexion.  When she'd sent word to Fergus that she was coming, she'd trusted that, against great odds, her letter would find its way.  She hadn't had time to wait for a reply, and now, after all she'd suffered, he might not even want her here.  Or so claimed a ruffian with a pistol in his fist.

As the wagons formed the usual corral in the village square, she rummaged for her petticoats.  The weather was far too warm to wear a long woolen shawl, but it was all she had as an outer garment.  When the carriage finally rolled to a stop, she awkwardly pulled on one tucked and gathered petticoat after another, layering them under her skirt to fill it out, then donned the shawl.  Satisfied that she looked presentable, if a little travel-worn, she stepped down from the carriage and opened the parasol over her head.

The first sight of civilization since Independence, Missouri brought a shock.  Every native of Santa Fe must have turned out to greet them.  Church bells tolled, firecrackers exploded, and colorful banners fluttered from poles.  Everywhere she glanced, it seemed, dark sinister-looking men strutted around, bristling with weapons.  The festival air heightened her edginess as she kept her gaze roving for a glimpse of her brother.  

Fergus, where are you?

Squat buildings with tiny windows and very low doors surrounded the square.  Most were interconnected to enclose the area like the walls of a fort.  At each open corner of the plaza, an oppressive-looking cannon stood guard.  Soldiers in pale blue and white uniforms paced back and forth, keeping their muskets prominently displayed.  

So this was the Royal City of the Holy Faith of St.  Francis of Assisi—better known as Santa Fe.  Honor had so looked forward to reaching this oasis, this haven in the storm, this refuge.  And now, everything had gone terribly wrong.  In spite of its military appearance, she didn't feel safe.

Her funds were gone, thanks to the freebooter.  In spite of the cryptic warning he'd given her, she had no choice but to continue on with her plans.  She would simply have to take precautions.  Until she heard it from Fergus's own lips, she would not—could not—believe he didn't welcome her arrival.

As children, she and Fergus had been close.  After his mother died, his father married a wonderful woman who accepted the boy as her own.  Honor's arrival shortly thereafter enlarged the family further.  Growing up, she expected she would always have a big brother on hand to share her woes, come to her defense, and offer advice.  When he developed an itch for adventure and decided to sign on as a drover for a mule train heading west, she was stunned.  Their father encouraged it, saying it would make a man of the eighteen-year-old boy.  

Although she'd gotten a few letters from him over the years, she hadn't seen him since.  He'd left her to grieve alone when their father died, and left her to suffer the loss of her mother two years later without a shoulder to cry on.  Fergus knew he was heir to the estate, yet he hadn't come home.  Because of his errant lack of concern, her life had fallen to ruin and the McCrae name stood to fade into oblivion.  And all because of that interloper, Henry Teitelbaum—the man who had married her mother six months before her death.

"Miz Honor?"

She turned as Joe Bob approached.

He jerked his head toward the southeast corner of the square.  "'There 'pears to be a hotel over yonder.  If you care to refresh yourself." 

She followed his gaze.  "Yes.  I've grown exceedingly weary of this carriage.  Do you suppose we can get something to eat that isn't stale and gritty?"

"Or dry and salty?"  He grinned, his teeth gleaming against his dark skin.  "I been dreamin' 'bout beet greens and sun-warmed plums and corn on the cob."

"Me, too!  And peaches.  Mmm."  She licked her lips and tasted dust.  "If I never see cornbread and bacon again as long as I live, it will be fine with me." 

"And what I wouldn't give for a tub of bath water—  Pardon me for mentionin' it, though."

"That's quite all right."  She didn't know how to tell him that all her ready cash had been in that stolen reticule.  She couldn't buy him a meal, let alone give him a few dollars to get by until he found work.  There was only one thing to do, and it pained her to do it.  "Could you please get my luggage out?"

The old man dug in the boot and hauled a small brass-bound trunk to the ground.  Honor pried up the lid and retrieved a wooden case.  This she carried inside the carriage away from the prying eyes of anyone passing by. 

As she sorted through the jewelry that had been her mother's, tracing the exquisite designs with a finger tip and turning the faceted gems in the narrow beam of sunlight that sneaked past the edge of the curtain, she chose the ones she would sacrifice.  Her fingers closed on an emerald-studded broach.

Closing the lid of the box, she called to Joe Bob, and when his face appeared in the doorway, she held out the broach.  "I want you to have this."

"Ah, no, Miz Honor.  I cain't take that."

"You'll need money to get settled.  Anyway, you deserve it for all you've done for me.  Now, don't argue."  

He hesitated, then gently removed it from her palm.  "Yes, Miz Honor.  Thank you.  You put God's angels to shame, and that's a fact."

"Don't talk blarney."  She slipped a ruby ring onto her finger and stepped out of the carriage.  She shoved the jewelry case deep inside the trunk. "I need for you to watch out for this—for all my belongings—while I  find out where we might best sell these two pieces." 

"Now, Miz Honor, I don't feel right 'bout you goin' off alone.  Folks out here ain't like they was back in Virginny.  Besides, Master Fergus will be looking for you."

"I'm sure someone can direct him to this carriage.  Ask him to wait for me until I return.  I shouldn't be too long." 

"I'd feel better goin' 'long with you."

If Joe Bob knew about the warning of danger to her life, he would be even more insistent about not letting her out of his sight.  "I'll be careful.  I won't go beyond the buildings on the square."  She summoned a warm smile.  "Please, just wait for me.  I'll be right back, and then we'll eat."

"I'll wait 'til Judgment Day if you say so."

As she watched him place her trunk inside the carriage and trudge off to feed the mules, Honor's smile faded.  Joe Bob was a gentle soul, full of devotion.  She worried about him more than she let on.  From the very beginning, she'd insisted that, since he would be a free man of color once they reached Santa Fe, he would need to learn to fend for himself and make plans to go his own way.  Still, she couldn't help wondering how he would fit into this strange Mexican society.  Captain Martinez had assured her there were several black families in Santa Fe, but whether they truly enjoyed the rights they deserved, she didn't know.  She prayed her old friend would find the freedom and the good life he'd come so far to find.  The last thing he needed was more problems—which was why she hadn't told him about the disturbing message Fergus had supposedly sent her.  

Fighting her apprehension, she headed around the square toward the most official-looking building, the only one boasting panes of glass in the windows facing the street.  A prudent person wouldn't ignore a warning of danger, she thought, even one delivered by a man of dubious integrity.  She would go to the authorities and request a military escort to the McCrae Ranch.  Joe Bob might insist on accompanying her if Fergus didn't show, but he was only one man.  If Fergus was really in trouble, she would need all the help she could get.

Giving up on her plan to track down her half-brother was out of the question.  She couldn't live forever on the proceeds of her mother's jewelry.  And the mere thought of letting Henry Teitelbaum get away with his fraudulent claims to the McCrae estate made her feel sick inside.  No, she hadn't come all this way just to turn around and go back without Fergus.

The jostling crowd closed around her.  The stench of unwashed bodies, gaudy colors and strident sounds threatened to overwhelm her.  Native traders sat on blankets under canvas awnings and hawked their wares.  Young women wearing short brightly-colored skirts and skimpy low-cut chemises swarmed around the American traders, tugging at their arms and urging them to make gifts of the silver baubles they flaunted.  Naked children and mangy dogs darted through the crowd, while enthusiastic guitarists and fiddle players tried to turn the hurly-burly into a fiesta.

Drawing on her courage, she stepped onto the covered walkway fronting the long building that formed one side of the plaza and approached the uniformed man who stood guard outside the double doors.  He listened politely to her nervous inquiry and informed her that she had arrived at the Governor's Palace.  At least, that's what she thought he said in his faltering English.  It didn't look like much of a palace, notwithstanding its panes of real glass and a fresh coat of white gypsum on the outside walls.  It was widespread, but that's about all she could say for it.  She folded her parasol and tucked it under her arm.

As she entered the cool dim interior, she recalled hearing about a Friendship Treaty between Mexico and America and wondered whether she should avoid the law here as well as back in the States.  What if Teitelbaum had figured out where she'd gone?  Could his influence reach this far?  She slowed to a stop, weighing the dreadful possibilities.  Maybe she'd made a mistake to come in here.

Too late.

"Buenos días, Señorita.  Esteban de Ortiz, at your service."   A young man with inscrutable black eyes stepped out of a doorway.  Impeccably attired in a bottle green frock coat and tight-fitting nether garments, he looked much like any gentleman from St. Louis.  Obviously, he had either traveled to America or sent away for his wardrobe.  He wore his thin brown hair pulled back and tied at the nape of his neck.  His complexion, while tanned by the sun, wasn't as dark as many of the natives.  

Honor flushed with embarrassment over her own shabby appearance, fighting the impulse to glance down at her dusty ankle-length dress and scuffed prunella shoes.  No sense drawing undue attention to them.  

She drew the edges of her black shawl together in front.  "Thank goodness, you speak English."  

"But, of course.  Santa Fe is the center of the trade here.  Los Americanos come every summer with the goods to sell.  Many live here."  He smiled with pride.  "I learned the English at the young age."

"I see."

"In all that time, only three white women have come here.  Four, now."  His black eyes made a swift appraisal of her, and his smile broadened to indicate his approval.

"My fellow travelers thought I was the first American woman to come to Santa Fe."

"Not the first.  But certainly the most beautiful."

"Thank you."  She smiled and offered her hand.  "I'm Honor McCrae."

He clasped her fingers and bent over her hand. When he didn't release her immediately, she realized he'd taken undue interest in her ruby ring.  She tugged slightly on her hand.  

He recovered smoothly, laughing a little, and launched instantly into an introduction of himself as the prefect.  He welcomed her to Santa Fe and asked how he might be of service.

"I have a small problem, sir.  I've come a long way to find my half-brother who lives south of here.  And I need to find a way to get there safely." 

"Ah, I see."

"Also, I have come on hard times and I need to sell this ring.  It was my mother's."  Sadly, she gazed down at the sparkling gem on her finger.

"Hmm.  I might know someone who can help.  Please, come and sit.  We will discuss your business in private."

"You're most kind."

He led her through an arched doorway into a wide room furnished with a couple of large wooden chairs, a table, and a small assortment of cabinets, trunks, and stools.  Some of the mismatched pieces were crudely put together from native pine and others were exquisitely carved from the finest hardwoods.  Swags of colorful fabrics covered the painted adobe walls.  A bear skin rug lay before a tiny fireplace in the corner, its massive jaws set in a silent snarl.

"You drink the cocoa, sí?"

"Oh—  Yes, thank you."  She sat on one of the carved wooden chairs, nervously rotating the ring on her finger.  After months of observing the wagoners' habits, she'd already determined that cocoa was to the Mexicans what coffee was to the Americans.  Personally, it seemed an inappropriate drink in the heat of the day, but she didn't wish to offend her host by saying so.

After sending a boy for refreshments, Ortiz sat down at his desk, eyeing her curiously.  Tension kept Honor rigid on the edge of her seat.  What if he asked her what her reasons were for coming to New Mexico? 

"Tell me, Señorita.  How may I serve you?"

"I need protection.  I expected my half-brother to meet me, but now I'm not certain if he will.  I'd like to arrange an escort out to his ranch.  I wouldn't want to run into any trouble on the way."  She willed herself to relax.  What she was asking couldn't be that unusual on the frontier, could it?  "Is such a thing possible?"

"Is always possible to find the trouble, I'm sorry to say."

"No, I meant can I arrange a military escort?"

He hesitated.  "Los Indios are not so bad with the raiding this summer.  You might arrange to travel with merchants going on to El Paso or Chihuahua."  Suddenly, his gaze sharpened.  "McCrae, you say?  Between here and Bernalillo?"

"Yes!"  She smiled with delight.  "That would be Fergus.  You know him?"

"Not personally.  I've heard of him—"

A boy bustled in with a pitcher and two copper cups.  As Ortiz made room for them on a corner of his desk, Honor tried to organize her thoughts.  How could she impress the official with the gravity of her situation?

Ortiz poured one cup of thick dark liquid and handed it to her.  

She took a sip of the spicy hot chocolate and licked her lips.  "This is good, thank you.  The reason I want protection is because I was robbed a few hours ago."

"Robbed!"  Ortiz, pouring himself a cup, splashed cocoa on the surface of his desk.  "Where?  How?"

"In my carriage a few miles out of town."  She related the event as accurately as possible, including the outrageous liberties the bandit had taken.

"He kissed you?"  The official's expression altered from attentive concern to one of shock.

Her face burned with shame.  She nodded, wishing she hadn't mentioned that part.

The prefect turned away, glowering at the soldier who appeared in the doorway.  "Qué pasa?"

Following an exchange of incomprehensible Spanish, Ortiz arose.  "Something requires my attention.  Pardon me, Señorita. It should not take long."

He left the room with the soldier.  

Seconds dragged into long minutes as she waited with growing impatience.  Perspiration trickled down her neck and she regretted leaving her fan behind in the carriage.  When she discovered that the cocoa had cooled, she drank it down.

At last, Ortiz returned.  "Pardon, Señorita.  Is this yours?"  In his outstretched hand, he held her purple velvet reticule.

She gasped in astonishment and pleasure.  As her fingers closed around the soft fabric, she could tell at once that her money and the pocket pistol were no longer inside.  Her shoulders slumped.  "Yes, sir.  It is."  She released her breath in a long sigh.  "But my money is gone."

He shook his head sadly.  "Tell me, would you know this man who robbed you?"

She hesitated, recalling the wild mane of black hair, burning dark eyes, haunted expression.  "I think so.  Yes."

"The alcalde brought him in.  He claims he had business with you."  

"The alcalde?"

"No, the prisoner.  You come and see?"  He gestured toward the archway.  

She rose to her feet, feeling shaky in the knees.  "Of course."  

The interior of the building resembled a rabbit warren.  There were no hallways, but one room led to another through a confusing arrangement of archways.  Honor followed Ortiz through the maze and ended up, thoroughly befuddled, outside a small room with a barred door and window.  Just inside the open door, a soldier with a pistol and a gentleman clutching a sword held a third man at bay—a shadowed figure slouched against the far wall.  

As Ortiz tried to usher her into the cell, Honor hung back, alarmed at the prospect of being crowded into such close quarters with men she didn't know.  Her old fear of confined places threatened her composure.  

Ortiz dropped a warm hand on her shoulder.  "Señor Lorenzo is our alcalde here in Santa Fe.  He takes charge of the civic affairs.  He had the good fortune to capture this man and holds him on charges of smuggling and selling contraband. Robbery, as well, now.  Do you know him?"

She glanced at the heavy-set man standing next to the soldier.  The alcalde had a pleasant round face and gray hair.  His dusky-toned skin hinted at Indian blood.  White embroidery accented his brown suit along the seams.  A wide yellow sash at the waist contrasted with his narrow sword belt.  She remembered suddenly that he'd been the one to head the posse in pursuit of the robber.  "Yes, Mr. Lorenzo joined our caravan at Bent's Fort.  He traveled the rest of the way with us."

The alcalde smiled and nodded at her.  "A pleasure to see you again, Señorita."

Ortiz tugged her forward.  "No, no.  The man over there.  Do you recognize that one?"

The alcalde and the soldier shifted aside, giving Honor her first clear view of the prisoner.  

He leaned casually, one shoulder against the mud wall.  His expression looked anything but casual; his gray eyes glittered with hostility.  He'd been stripped of his weapons.  He was taller than she remembered, but otherwise he looked the same: the mysterious stranger who had cornered her in her own carriage, shoved a long-barreled pistol in her face, and warned—threatened?—her not to go out to the McCrae Ranch.  The same man who had clutched her tightly against his hard body and kissed her.  

The look he slanted her held a silent warning.  Gone was the cocky amusement he'd displayed while challenging her to use her weapon.  Gone was the provocative manner in which he'd studied her from head to toe before taking outrageous liberties with her person.  How ironic that his fortunes had reversed so quickly.  He was no longer in control; he no longer had anyone to bully.  She wondered how he liked it.  

His eyes narrowed, expressing both defiance and wariness.  

A sudden desire for retaliation swept through her.  Wickedly, she let her gaze wander down from his sullen face, taking in the broad shoulders, the trim waist, the muscled thighs.  His worn clothing did nothing to disguise his sinewy grace.  In spite of his loose-limbed slouch, she sensed latent power, like the unleashed energy of a panther biding its time.  

After a slow visual passage back to his face, she almost smiled to see his features darken under the tan.  Let him see how it felt to be at her mercy.  

CHAPTER THREE

K.D. Axtell stared at the woman standing in the doorway of his jail cell and struggled to maintain his air of indifference.  The black shawl and hat contrasted sharply with the deep bronze color of her hair and the pale cast of her skin.  Below the fringes of the oversized shawl, her green skirt showed the effects of a long dusty journey, yet it detracted not one whit from her regal air.

The last time he'd seen her, Miss Honor McCrae had seemed a little daunted.  He had recognized her effort to overcome her fear of him.  Since then, somehow, she had won that battle.  Oh, yes.  Now she had starch in her backbone and impudence in her gaze.  

Alcalde Lorenzo moved toward the woman, his bulk obstructing what dim light fell through the doorway into the cell.  "Did he touch you?"

Ortiz's hand slid possessively down her arm as he answered for her.  "He assaulted her in the privacy of her own coach.  Isn't that so, Señorita?"

Assault?  K.D. snorted aloud.  A kiss, strictly speaking, was not an assault.  At least, not in his book.  Besides, he'd had a good reason, thinking to scare her into taking his warning.  He hadn't expected to enjoy it as much as he had.

Her gaze dropped and her cheeks flushed a bright pink.  "Yes."

Well, granted, if pushing her into the corner and sticking his pistol in her face constituted assault, he was guilty.  He already had so many points against him, he scarcely needed her word to confirm him as an enemy of the people.  Still, he didn't need her complicating the proceedings.

The alcalde's expression turned grim.  "Then we shall charge him officially with robbery and assault.  For the smuggling, we need more evidence, so we'll drop that for now.  With Miss McCrae's testimony, none of the Americanos will wish to defend him."  He motioned K.D. forward.  

K.D. didn't move.

Alcalde Lorenzo nodded at the guard, who responded by closing in and jabbing K.D. in the ribs with the barrel of his pistol.

Indolently, K.D. pushed away from the wall.  

Ortiz pulled the woman out of the doorway and shielded her with his body.  K.D. glowered into the man's face as he passed, gaining pleasure from the startled reaction.

"Should we not tie the hands, at least?" Ortiz protested.  "Who knows what he might do?"

"No es necesario."  The alcalde grabbed K.D.'s arm and steered him away.  "He can't move faster than the bullet, eh?"

Still grumbling, Ortiz fell in behind, escorting the woman.  "We should save time and sentence him now.  Clearly, he is guilty." 

This was it, K.D. thought.  If the prefect had his way, he would probably chain K.D. up in a dungeon, or worse, hang him from the neck until dead.  Forget the right to a fair trial.

Alcalde Lorenzo shook his head.  "In good time, Señor Ortiz.  Matters involving Americanos must be handled with care.  After all, there are nearly a hundred of them camped in our plaza at this moment, and we do not wish them to turn against us."

"But this man attacked one of their own—a woman, if you can believe!"

"Exactly.  If we follow the law, we shall offend no one." 

K.D. remained silent as the alcalde led him into a small, dimly lit chamber furnished with two benches and a desk, but he kept himself alert, watching for his chance.  If he was to survive, he had only his own wits to depend on.  He hesitated inside the door, keeping his expression as blank as possible.

Lorenzo motioned him toward a bench at the far side of the room, then took his seat behind the desk.  

K.D. walked over and slowly sat down, his gaze roving about the room.  A slab of translucent mica, no more than a foot square, served as a window in one wall.  That, and a single candle on the desk, provided precious little light, leaving the corners of the room in darkness.  The one entry into the chamber meant it was situated at the end of a wing, the last in a series of rooms.  To hide his tension, K.D. leaned back, forced his lips into an indifferent smile, and crossed his ankles.

The guard, a swarthy man dressed in a sky blue uniform, took a station against the wall next to K.D.  The man remained standing, his pistol held ready.  Ortiz ushered in Miss McCrae and sat beside her on another bench near the entry.  

No door to close or lock, K.D. noticed.

The girl trembled slightly as though holding her spine erect took every bit of her will.  Under the black shawl, she folded her arms in front of her, clutching the garment snugly around her shoulders.  Nervous, he could tell.  Her eyes were wide with curiosity and unspoken questions.  

She shouldn't be here, K.D. thought.  She shouldn't be anywhere near the kind of evil and danger that oozed from every dark cell of the honeycomb they called the Palace of the Governors.  That and the adjoining presidio made up a hot bed of plots and schemes with lines of corruption radiating outward to all parts of the territory and as far as Mexico City.  If he had anything to say about it, she would stay in Santa Fe with other Americans until it was safe to depart for the States.

The alcalde produced a piece of foolscap and a quill pen.  He dipped the pen into an inkwell.  "Your name, Señorita?"

She cleared her throat and murmured something unintelligible.

"Speak up, if you please."

"Honor McCrae."

The pen squeaked on the paper.  "And from where do you come?"

"The United States."

Lorenzo glanced at her inquiringly, obviously wanting more.  

"Virginia."  Her face grew more pale, if possible.

"For the records, Señorita, can you tell us why you came here?"

She opened her mouth to answer, but several seconds ticked by before she made a sound.  For that long moment, she suddenly looked so guilty that if it weren't completely ridiculous, K.D. might have thought she was the guilty one.

"You mean to New Mexico?"  Her voice quavered.

"I mean here, today, to the Palacio."

"I came to arrange a military escort," she said, starting to rise.  "I really need to go now.  My driver is waiting—"

Ortiz patted her hand.  "Please wait just a moment longer.  This should not take much time.  When we finish here, I myself will organize a detachment of soldiers from the presidio to escort you wherever you want to go."

She smiled wanly.  "You are most gracious, sir."

No!  K.D. very nearly shouted a protest before he caught himself.  He did not want a military escort going out to Fergus McCrae's ranch.  If he had to move heaven and earth, he would see that did not happen.  Damn the woman, anyway!

"You identified this man as the one who robbed you earlier today, is that not so?"  Lorenzo continued, as he scribbled on his paper.

She glanced over at K.D.  He narrowed his eyes at her and pressed his lips together in a firm line as a warning not to say too much.  Remember what I told you: Do not leave town.
"Yes, I did."  Her hands were clasped together atop the reticule on her lap—the reticule he should have left in the carriage with her.  What had he been thinking of to take it from her, anyway?

A droplet of perspiration trickled into K.D.'s eye, stinging like the devil.  He passed a hand across his brow and combed his hair back.  She had her reticule back, so why didn't she just take it and go?  He had never met a more contrary woman in his life.  She would take his word for nothing.  Would anything less than a raging bull intimidate her?  It had been a waste of his time to try.  And the way she glared in his direction made it clear she wouldn't mind prosecuting him to the fullest extent of the law.

The guard elbowed K.D. sharply.

"What?"  K.D.'s head snapped around.

"I asked for your name."  Lorenzo frowned and glanced up from his desk.  He held his quill pen poised.

"K.D. Axtell." 

"Oxtail?"  Ortiz laughed.  "It fits you well, Señor."

"Full name?" Lorenzo asked.

K.D. scowled.  "Kynwal Dillon Axtell."

Ortiz hooted.

The girl gave K.D. a dubious look, as though wondering what hole he had crawled out of.  

Lorenzo placed marks on his piece of foolscap.  "English?"

"Mostly Welsh.  Listen, I demand a fair hearing—"

"All in good time."  The alcalde treated K.D. to a severe look.  "First we need the answers.  You are not a citizen of Mexico, we know that.  Perhaps you are a member of the Chaguanosos who raid our villages and farms.  Or a spy from Texas preparing for an invasion!"

K.D. managed a grin.  Lorenzo was good, he had to admit.  A regular inquisitor.  "Your imagination is greater even than your girth." 

Insulting Mexican officials wasn't smart, he knew, but at least it allowed him to choose his own battlefield.  He was willing to lie, cheat, steal—anything at all—to keep the truth from coming out.  He played a dangerous game, and if anyone suspected what it was, it all would be over.  Finished.  And he would lose everything that was worth living for.

Lorenzo let the comment pass.  "Are you wanted by the law of the United States?"

"Does your jurisdiction extend that far?"  K.D. let his insolence show.  "I've done nothing here to deserve this.  A bit of larceny, so what?  The lady has her reticule back. What do you want?" 

The woman glowered at him.  "What about all my bank notes?  I wasn't carrying an empty reticule!"

K.D. knew he hadn't touched bank notes or anything else inside her bag.  That meant someone else—someone here at the Palacio—had taken it.  Damn!  He'd intended to return it to her when he got the chance, but no one would believe that now.  "It wasn't me who stole your money!"

"Isn't that strange?" she said coldly. "He certainly looked like you!"

"Silencio!"  The alcalde held his hand up, palm out.  "I will ask the questions."

K.D. refused to be intimidated.  "I suggest you search your soldiers, Señor Lorenzo.  One of them took bank notes out of her reticule."

The alcalde continued as though he hadn't spoken.  "You also robbed two men in the mountains near Socorro.  A messenger brought the news this morning.  They say you got away with seven mules and $10,000 worth of silver.  When they arrive to press charges, we will have the first-hand evidence we need."

Miss McCrae's eyes widened as she stared at him.  "Ten thousand dollars!  You didn't have enough money?  You had to take what little I had?"

K.D. ignored her—why waste his breath?  She would never believe him.  Perhaps no one in the room would.  He drew in his legs and sat upright, focusing his attention on the man who controlled his fate.  "What makes you think I'm the one?  If I truly did that, where is the silver?"  He regarded the alcalde with an expression of injured innocence.  "If I had stolen any coins, would I be sitting here without so much as a reale in my pocket?"

"You could have hidden it."  The alcalde treated him to a smug smile.  "And who said it was coins?"

K.D.'s mind went utterly blank.  Had he really slipped and said coins?

"We do not need your kind of visitor to our country," the alcalde continued.  "You have no principles, no respect for our laws."

K.D. opened his mouth to make a retort, but couldn't think of a damn thing to say.  His one true regret was that he had made it so easy for them.

Ortiz sneered.  "No respect for the women, either.  Not even for a lady like Miss McCrae.  You proved that when you broke into her carriage and had your way with her."

The girl stiffened and shot the prefect an indignant look.  "I beg your pardon, sir!"

K.D. jumped to his feet, thinking only of defending her from unwarranted insults.  If he could get his hands on Ortiz, the impudent ass would be gurgling through a mouthful of blood.

The guard gripped his arm.  "Sit down!"

"The silver," Lorenzo said.  "Where is it?" 

"I hid it where no one will find it."  K.D. resisted the guard's attempt to twist his arm up behind his back.  "Let me go, and I'll tell you where it is."  

The guard was using both hands on him—where had the man put his pistol?

Lorenzo came around his desk.  "If you tell us now where you hid the silver, I will see they treat you fairly.  I promise you will not hang."

Not good enough.  K.D. dreaded doing what he must do, but what choice did he have? 

"Watch him!"  Ortiz sprang up and ran forward to assist the guard.  

It was the moment K.D. had been waiting for.

He twisted free of the guard's hold.  The man's pistol, protruding from its holster, lay within easy reach.  K.D. snatched the weapon and leaped to the side, holding it at arm's length.  He pointed it directly into Ortiz's face.  "Stop right there!"

The woman squeaked and put her hands to her mouth.  Lorenzo froze, one hand planted on the desk top.  The unarmed guard dived behind the desk.  

Ortiz crouched, groping inside his boot.  Did he carry a weapon there?

In two long strides, K.D. crossed the space and hauled Miss McCrae up off the bench.  Her folded parasol tumbled to the floor.

Ortiz drew his lips back in a snarl as he swiveled, aiming a small pistol at K.D.

"Hold it, Ortiz!"  K.D. spun his hostage around so she faced away from him.  He threw his arm over her shoulder and across her body to clamp her to him as a shield, praying he hadn't miscalculated Ortiz.  "Do you want her to die?"

She didn't struggle, but stood stiffly, shaking as with the ague.  Her body felt small and utterly defenseless.  In that moment, he despised himself more than he ever had in his life.

"Don't, please don't!"  She twisted her head to look up at him.

"Stand still," he muttered into her ear.  "This time do what I tell you."  He sighted along the barrel of his own pistol, centering it on the bridge of the prefect's nose.  "I'm warning you, Ortiz.  Drop your weapon!"

Lorenzo, now with sword in hand, stood too far away to present much danger.  Same with the guard hiding under the desk.  

Only Ortiz could prevent his escape.  

The man's black eyes glittered menacingly.  "Let her go, Yankee, or I will shoot!"

What was wrong with the idiot?  Did Ortiz have no respect for the pistol aimed between his eyes?  K.D. inched backward toward the archway.  Miss Honor McCrae, with no choice in the matter, stumbled along.  "Stay where you are—no harm will come to the woman." 

He knew the exact moment when Ortiz gave up.  The hesitant look on the man's face turned to resignation.

Outside the chamber, K.D. released his body hold on the girl.  Clasping her wrist, he dragged her around the corner and through a door—a heavy wooden slab with iron hinges—to the inner courtyard.  He ran past the well to the side gate, and through that to the alleyway beyond.  

Behind him, shouts of alarm rang through the courtyard.  Soon, a number of soldiers would be pelting after him.  He had to move fast, lose himself in the swarming crowds.  

Entering the side street, his hostage stumbled and almost fell, but he held her upright until her feet untangled themselves from her bulky skirts.  She felt small and delicate in his hands.  So fragile, in fact, that he feared he might break a bone or two in his hell-bent desire to get away.  By all that was right, he ought to leave her behind.  Yet he dared not.  Now that he knew how willful she was, how contrary.  She had shown no sign of heeding his warning.  She had no intention of staying away from the McCrae Ranch, he knew.  She was not to be trusted.  Not if she had gone to Ortiz for a military escort.  In light of the miserable choices he faced, the decision to take her with him was the only one he could make.

