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Prologue


Northern
California, June 1909 


 


"Better be with the dead, whom we, to gain our
peace, have sent to peace,


than on the torture of the mind to lie in restless
ecstasy." – Macbeth 


 


Alma Bentley lifted the frayed hem of her cotton skirt and
strapped the pistol to her left ankle. 


She'd known from the first time a fellow looked at her in
that certain way – raking his eyes over her like she was nothing more than a
cheap piece of meat on the butcher's block – that she was a wretched, plain-faced
girl. 


But Joseph Machado was different. He treated her like the
blue-ribbon winner at the state fair. He said she was a rose among the thorns. How
she'd loved the sound of that. 


A rose among the thorns. 


Alma repeated the words with a sigh of regret, adjusted the
gun against her leg, and let the skirt drop into place. Her chapped knuckles
caught on the coarse fabric. In the dull finish of the mirror fashioned from a
large scrap of aluminum, her reflection stared back at her, a nondescript,
dark, solemn-faced girl with a brown mop of tangles falling over a low
forehead.


What Joseph done to her was wrong. He ought not to have
treated her so poorly. With no respect. Made promises and then renigged on them.



A promise was like a holy vow. Sacred.


She slapped her palms together several times. Well, wasn't
no use worrying about it now. As Mama always said, you hafta lay in the bed you
made. And Alma sure had made this rocky mess of pebbles and boulders. 


But still, it wasn't right what Joe done. Now there was nothing
left but to try and get back some dignity.


And make him think twice about hurting a girl like that. 


# 


The Machado house squatted on several acres of land off the
main road to Placer Hills. Alma was used to walking the distance, for she'd
done it several mornings a week during the four months she'd been employed by
the Machado family. 


This early evening, however, the trek seemed longer. She
felt the heavy reminder of Joseph's betrayal in the weight of the pistol
grinding into her leg. 


The hem of her dress dragged in the dusty ruts. She'd begun
to sweat and dark circles dampened her long-sleeved frock even though the delta
breeze had cooled off the hot June day. Although she was a sturdy girl used to
lots of hard work, her face was red with the exertion and the seriousness of
her errand.


The sun had nearly dipped below the mountains before Alma
came round the bend to the outbuilding where the Machados stabled their horses.
She spied Mr. Machado's fancy automobile beside the barn, but that didn't mean
nothing. He hardly ever rode the contraption, was always out on one or another
of his horses. The animals were all he seemed to think about – that and the
farm land. 


She peeked into the stable and sure enough the horse and
carriage were gone. Tonight was Miss Phoebe's and Mrs. Machado's night out with
their lady friends. That meant Joe was alone. 


Good. It was high time they had a talk.


She rapped softly on the door at the back of the house where
she entered when she came to work. Mrs. Gulley was usually here then, but not
this late at night, of course. Alma hesitated before continuing through the
mudroom and into the kitchen. The house was eerily silent.


She tiptoed to the area that Mrs. Machado called the "sitting
room," although not much sitting happened there 'cause no one ever visited
the Machados that Alma could see. This room was empty too.


"Joseph," she called softly. 


No answer.


She reached down to unstrap the pistol and dangled it
nervously in her left hand hidden behind her skirts. She couldn't have said
what she intended to do with the gun if someone had asked her at that moment. Alma
hardly knew her own dark thoughts most of the time. 


Scare Joe, she might've said. Make him say he was sorry. Or
give her a few soft words to fill the sad, empty hole left inside her by his
deceit and betrayal.


Despair washed over her for a moment, crumbling her resolve.
What had she gotten in her head?  Wasn't nothin' Joe was scared of. For more
than twenty-five years he'd lived with his pa and that awful excuse for a ma
and his strange older sister. Wasn't any gun gonna frighten Joe Machado. 


Suddenly the shakes, like a fit coming on, started in her
knees and spread up through her gut to her wrist where the gun dug into her
hip, her fingers numb as they gripped the handle. She turned to go, feeling
like a stupid little girl gone on a useless errand. 


She was an idiot, a great big dumb fool who didn't know when
a man was lying through his teeth and gussying up to her with sweet words –
words like a rose among the thorns. She couldn't even tell a falsehood
from the truth.


A crash sounded from upstairs, and she jumped like a
long-tailed cat in a room full of rockers, her eyes wide and fixed on the
stairs. They led up to the second floor landing and the bedrooms of the Machado
family. She knew exactly which one was Joe's because she'd been there once –
only once – when his folks and sister Phoebe were gone to San Francisco.


Loud footsteps clumped down the stairs. Her eyes grew wide
and she raised the pistol. Out of fear? Surprise? She couldn't hardly remember
why she was here.


"What the hell ... ?" Joe said from the doorway.


And then Alma fired the pistol without a single thought
passing through her mind except a vague sense of alarm. Even as she dropped the
pistol and backed out of the door, a niggling thought lodged in the back of her
brain. 


Joe, clutching his shoulder and starting to fall. And a
faint thud from somewhere in the house. 


But then panic took over and she raced into the woods as
fast as she could go and didn't stop running, terror and fear nipping at her
heels, until she reached the turn in the road that led to Placer Hills. There
she sank down to her knees in the damp leaves and nettles by a giant pine and
clutched her head in her fists. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 1


 


"I hate ... any taint of vice whose strong
corruption inhabits our frail blood." – Twelfth Night 


 


Blast it! Malachi Rivers tightened both fists on the defense
table's rough surface and scanned the newspaper article again. A "clear
admission of guilt"? 


Alma Bentley tentatively touched his jacket sleeve. "I
know it were wrong, Mr. Rivers. But the lady reporter – she was so nice, I ...
I thought it'd be all right to talk to her."


Malachi couldn't expect his client, a poor, unschooled girl,
to understand what her public confession meant. But this Knight woman knew
exactly what she'd done. 


And Jesus! How was he to extricate Alma from the tangle of
her own loose tongue? 


Taking a deep breath, he relaxed his grip, turned to his
left, and forced an encouraging smile. "Don't worry, Alma. We'll figure it
all out." 


Because today was merely the arraignment, few observers
graced the gallery of Judge Underwood's tiny courtroom. In good time, onlookers
would congregate in droves to gawp at a woman on trial for murder. But not
today. These sedate proceedings held little scandal for the public's need for
drama.


Calmer now, Malachi watched District Attorney Charles Fulton
strut down the courtroom aisle. He paused beside the defense table, clapping a
friendly hand on Malachi's shoulder. 


"Good morning, counselor." The district attorney
made a moue that was a cross between a smile and a smirk. 


Malachi had little respect for Fulton, but he pasted on a
pleasant expression and nodded politely. "Charlie."


The attorney's face tightened as a flush crept up his neck
to contrast starkly against the stiff white starch of his collar. Malachi
smiled widely. The prosecutor enjoyed the veneer of formality and hated the
shortening of his given name.


Fulton took his seat at the prosecution table, where his
protégés hovered on each side of him, like eager courtiers at the feet of a
king. The two assistant district attorneys were young and ambitious, and their
presence today was a mere show of power aimed at intimidating the defense. 


Malachi's client, a small, dark-complexioned woman, hunched
defensively in her chair, her eyes alarmingly round as she focused on the
prosecutor's table. 


Malachi leaned over and whispered in her ear. "Hold
your chin up, Alma. You don't want to appear guilty." 


Alma's plain face scrunched as if she were in pain. "But
I am guilty, Mr. Rivers." 


"Shh, don't say such things." He swiveled around
and frowned sternly as she ducked her head. He touched her arm, compelling her
to look up at him. "Do you understand? Never speak of anything resembling
guilt. Never think of it."


Alma nodded mutely and continued to worry her small, rough
hands as she perched quietly at the edge of the wooden chair. Malachi sighed
inwardly. Once the jurors appeared, his client's behavior in court might well
turn out to be the most damning evidence against her. 


As he'd advised, Alma wore a modest suit, but the cuffs were
frayed and the hem unfashionably short where her scuffed boots showed beneath
the skirt. A woman with an ordinary face and a timid air, she hardly looked
capable of fostering passion, yet alone of murdering a man. 


But she had. She'd confessed as much to him. Worse, she'd
admitted it to a reporter who'd recorded her statement for all the community to
read.


Malachi looked straight ahead at the magistrate's podium
where the United States and Bear State flags flapped gently in the breeze from
an open window. Glancing to his right, he observed the prosecuting attorneys
hunched shoulder to shoulder, whispering to one another as if the fate of the
world lay in their scheming.


Hardly even the fate of the county, Malachi thought. Just
one small woman shabbily dressed. 


In contrast to his client, the prosecutors looked like
wealthy businessmen in their formal day attire of winged-collar shirts, cut-away
morning coats, and striped trousers. District Attorney Charles Fulton swept his
icy blue eyes over Malachi and inclined his head in a condescending nod. The
two baby-faced attorneys leaned forward, no doubt to catch a glimpse of the
famous Malachi Rivers. 


He suppressed a guffaw. Time was when he'd been flattered to
draw the attention of the likes of those three. He was a whelp then, a few
years out of law school, and uncommonly successful. 


But within a few more years he'd met Constance and his notoriety
had gone to his head with ugly and disastrous consequences.


Malachi fiddled with his notes, but he wasn't nervous,
merely eager to begin the trial, for he knew exactly how he would present his
case to acquit his client of a murder charge. And in the process he intended to
legalistically whip the tar out of Charlie Fulton. 


Little doubt existed that Alma Bentley was indeed guilty of
the crime of which she'd been accused. The defense's strategy lay in the why.
And it was with this why that Malachi believed he could save her from the
gallows.


A hush came over the room. Malachi rose to his feet along
with the other court officers. Judge Phineas T. Underwood huffed slowly into
the room from a door at the front and sank into his seat behind the podium. 


A large, florid-faced man, he peered over the tops of his
spectacles and cleared his throat with a guttural sound. He produced a cigar
from beneath the folds of his robe, clipped the end, and placed the cigar in
his mouth, chomping down hard on it. 


A prop, Malachi knew, for in the five years he'd been
practicing law in Bigler County, he'd never once seen the judge smoke. For all
his outward slovenliness, Judge Underwood was a stickler for courtroom decorum.


"Sit down, sit down," Underwood muttered, waving
his arm across the room. "Bailiff, read the charges."


A thin, wiry man, Jacob Streetman scratched his chest
beneath his uniform before he gazed at the paper shaking in his palsied hand. Streetman
had been closing in on eighty when Malachi set up residence in Bigler County. The
man's ancient, weathered face bore the look of a hound dog Malachi's father had
once owned, defeat and life's vagaries carved in the crevices.


"The defendant will rise," intoned Streetman.


Malachi grasped Alma's arm and assisted her to her feet. She
wavered beneath his hand and he held her elbow more firmly. "Courage,
Alma." 


"State your name for the court," Streetman
directed.


"Alma Bentley," she whispered in a gravelly voice,
as if speaking louder might suck the wind out of her thin frame.


After the court ascertained that the defendant was
represented by counsel, the bailiff began the formal reading of the charges to
which Alma must plead. 


"How do you answer to the charges brought against you?"
the magistrate asked. 


After a long pause, Malachi whispered in her ear. "You
must say the words aloud, Alma. 'Not guilty.'"


She began shaking her head, a dubious frown distorting her
features. "But ... "


"Not guilty," he repeated. "Trust me."


Alma entered the plea, although to anyone not completely
half-witted, she appeared far from innocent. 


Guilt stamped her face like a shiny penny.


#


Pain pounded in Emma Knight's temples like clash cymbals. Sitting
at the massive desk installed by the previous owner of The Placer Gazette,
she picked up the letter from the desktop and held it between a thumb and
forefinger as if it were some loathsome bug. 


She glanced balefully at it. Despite Mr. Rivers' fiery
accusations, Emma had no intention to – how had he put it? – yes, here in the
second paragraph: "write about weddings and tea parties and leave the
weighty business of news publishing to men folk."


Insufferable man! Emma had heard dark rumors about Rivers'
past and his questionable law practice before he'd fled San Francisco. Of his
consorting with unsavory elements. Those charges, coupled with the contents of
his letter, confirmed her opinion that he was a crass, lowborn individual. Despite
his phenomenal success as an attorney, in her mind he bore none of the marks of
a gentleman.


She tossed the offending letter onto her desk. 


From the press machinery room at the front of the office,
she heard old Thomas Gant, her compositor and printing press operator, setting
the type for the weekly issue. When she'd arrived this morning, she'd found him
hovering over a selection of cast metal sorts.


"Morning, Miss Knight," he'd greeted her cheerily
even though the hour was unspeakably early. 


Thomas' employment was one of the reasons she hadn't yet
purchased a Linotype machine for The Gazette. Although acquiring the Linotype
was imperative to her ambition of producing more than a single weekly and one
weekend edition of the paper, she wasn't sure he could adjust to the new
keyboard.


Hearing the soft jangle of the bell at the entrance to the
outer office, Emma rose, put on her jacket, and walked out of the back room to
greet the visitor. The sun shone through the wide glass window, shadowing the
person's face, and it was a moment before she recognized him.


"Uncle Stephen, what a delightful surprise!"


A stout, round-faced version of her father beamed at her. "Emmie,
m'dear." Stephen Knight held both her hands in his and twirled her around
so he could examine her. In the eyes of her uncle she could do no wrong. 


Emma laughed delightedly and planted a kiss on his cheek. After
they'd settled into her office, her uncle on a stiff-backed Ingram chair she'd
brought from home, and she behind her desk, she satisfied her curiosity. "To
what do I owe this surprise visit?"


"Oh, this and that. Business, here and there."


"I thought you had minions to take care of your
business interests," she teased.


"Ah, but this investment," – he gestured broadly
around the room to indicate the entirety of The Gazette – "attracts
my special concern." His green eyes twinkled. "Involving as it does a
partnership with my favorite niece."


"Your only niece." She laughed as she
corrected him, but hoped her uncle didn't regret his generous offer of making
her a partner in the newspaper.


"Yes, yes." A thoughtful cast passed over his face
before he sat forward on the edge of his chair. "This trial business,
Emma, that's what I've come about."


"Alma Bentley's murder trial? What about it?"


"I attended the arraignment."


Emma couldn't keep the bewilderment from her voice. "Why?"



Her uncle shifted awkwardly in his chair, a sure sign he
intended to chastise her. He crossed his legs at the knees, his Homburg
bouncing gently on his thigh. "I rather expected to see you there."


Emma carefully monitored her tone. "Since Miss Bentley
admitted her guilt to me in our interview, I – I believed little purpose could
be served by attending the arraignment."


Stephen reached across the desk to lift her chin. "Emma,
there's no right or wrong in this business." He sighed noisily. "It's
a matter of good and better decisions."


"And I made the less good decision," she muttered.


"Perhaps, perhaps not." He paused. "Surprisingly,
Alma Bentley pled not guilty at the arraignment. Now that news makes a
good newspaper article."


"What? Not guilty? But she is guilty! She
confessed."


Suddenly warm in the small room, Emma jumped up and removed
her jacket. She walked to the back door and propped it ajar to capture a breeze
from the alley. "I printed her admission." 


"As you should have. Her confession was news that you
were obliged to report. And covering her retraction is good reporting too."


Doubt filled Emma's mind as she recalled the details of the
interview last week. Had she wrangled a confession out of the woman? "I
didn't ask permission of her attorney to approach her."


Stephen's hand sliced through the air. "Doesn't matter.
Miss Bentley shouldn't have spoken to you. But, in a moment of egregious
misjudgment, she did."


"Still ... " she began, but stopped abruptly and
merely handed her uncle the letter from Mr. Rivers. 


"Malachi Rivers, Miss Bentley's attorney." He
rubbed his chin slowly as he read the remaining lines. "Hmmmm, pretty
harsh." He placed the letter on her desk. "You must expect such unpleasantries
in this business, Emma." He paused a moment. "Speaking of which, my
brother won't be pleased about this," he warned. 


Emma wrinkled her nose. "Papa approves of very few of
my activities."


Stephen shook his head sadly. "This public controversy
is just the kind of notoriety your father and mother abhor."


Emma covered the distance between them, bent to wrap her
arms around him, and dropped another kiss on his cheek. "Poor Uncle
Stephen, Papa's never quite forgiven you for being rich and famous without
benefit of the Knight fortune."


He gave her a pensive gaze. "You are quite like my
mother, Emma, a woman far ahead of her time. And nothing like your father. Franklin
always seems to have a stick up his ... Well, never mind about that." He
laughed, slapping his thighs decisively and reaching for his walking stick. 


His parting words cheered Emma's spirits more than anything
else. "You did the right thing to print the interview, m'dear. As a
newspaper woman, you could do no less."


#


In the evening after the arraignment, Malachi climbed the
hill above his small cabin. At the summit he looked at the sight below, one
that never failed to send a thrill of pleasure through him. His own land,
however small, his own home built with the sweat of his own labor.


The woodsy smell of damp nettles and decaying logs wafted
from downwind and he could sense the moisture that blew off the lake at his
back. The silence was broken only by the crush of his boots and the susurration
of insects.


An hour after finishing a modest dinner prepared on the open
flame of the fireplace, Malachi pumped water to soak the dishes. He poured
coffee and moved to the front porch where his mother's rocking chair – the only
piece of decent furniture his father hadn't smashed in a drunken rage years ago
– sat like a huge, over-sized gargoyle, its long runners jutting dangerously. 


The rocker was his favorite spot to meditate.


As sunset gradually darkened the clearing around his home,
he stared into the dense forest and spied a smoky trail in the sky above the
tree line. A new owner taken up residence at the old Chester homestead, he
figured. Malachi cherished his privacy and the small estate lying a scant four
miles to the east of his shack was too close for his satisfaction. 


When the night turned inky, he went inside and sat at the
oak-hewn table he had fashioned from the trees surrounding the property. Opening
a portfolio, he perused his hand-written notes on the Alma Bentley trial. 


Opening remarks were scheduled for tomorrow, first the
prosecution's and then his own. Alma's case would require all his skill as an
attorney. He hoped he could extricate her from the Gordian knot of treachery
and murder she'd woven for herself. 


Premeditated murder, with malice aforethought. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 2 


 


"It is the green-ey'd monster, which doth mock
the meat it feeds on." – Othello


 


Noise in the small courtroom rose to a distracting buzz as
latecomers straggled down the aisle one by one. Men garbed in work clothes and
those dressed in fashionable morning coats jockeyed for seats in the limited
space. Soon they packed the gallery, some hatless, others jauntily angling the
latest Homburgs or bowler hats on their heads. 


No more than four or five women were scattered among the men
– the mother of the victim, of course, dark and heavy in her mourning clothes. The
sister of the victim languished beside her mother, her eyes red-rimmed and
puffy. Few other females beyond the defendant were in attendance. After all,
this trial would address delicate issues of fornication, betrayal, and murder,
not proper fodder for a lady's mind or conversation. 


Unlike the other attorneys, Malachi refused to scrutinize
the gallery. The various inhabitants of the courtroom weren't his primary
concern. Rather, he focused on the two rows of gentlemen who lined the jury
seats to the right.


Twelve pairs of eyes stared down at his client from the
raised dais. Glittering eyes that seemed to rake over the poor quality of Alma's
gray gabardine suit and the plain straw of her bonnet. They were taking in the
whole of her, assessing her value much as they'd judge a heifer on the auction
block.


They alone were Malachi's concern because they alone would
decide his client's fate.


A moment later the bailiff called the session to order and
the audience settled into an excited hum of expectation. After the magistrate's
charge to the jury and a strict admonition to the audience about proper conduct
in the courtroom, the district attorney presented his opening statement to the
jury. 


Fulton rose leisurely to his feet, hands gripping the lapels
of his coat. Malachi braced himself. He fully expected the prosecution to
titillate and inflame the jury by wrenching every sordid detail out of the tale
of Joseph Machado's murder at the hands of his erstwhile lover, Alma Bentley. 


Malachi's eyes wandered to the pews directly behind the
wooden railing that separated the attorneys' table from the area assigned to
reporters. Two men occupied the first bench. He looked behind them to the
second row. 


A newcomer sat in the center of that pew, her auburn hair a
flaming messy affair scarcely contained beneath a wide-brimmed hat. No doubt,
Emma Knight, the newspaper woman. Wedged between James Spencer from The
Sacramento Union and Harold Belcher from The San Francisco Chronicle,
she held a pad and pencil as her fingers poised to take notes.


At that moment she lifted her head and met his scrutiny. He
blinked back at eyes that were a deep chocolate, as dark as the fine
Ghirardelli confections he'd once tasted in San Francisco. Dusty pink spots
flushed her cheeks even as she tilted her chin in an unmistakable challenge and
returned his stare without faltering. 


The sound of Fulton's voice drew Malachi's attention and he
turned toward the front where the district attorney began his opening remarks.


"Gentlemen of the jury," Fulton began, facing them
and eyeing each juror in turn, "the state thanks you for the service you
render this court today, which service is one of the highest performances a
true patriot can give."


Malachi shook his head, but refrained from shooting a glance
heavenward, as he contemplated the pomposity that was the state, embodied in
the compact figure of Charlie Fulton. He steadied himself for a long-winded
speech. 


"The prosecution will show," the district attorney
continued, "irrefutably and indisputably that Alma Bentley, a lowly maid
in the household of Joseph and Frances Machado, did willfully and with
premeditation, strap a pistol to her ankle, stride to the Machado home on Fort
Sutter Road, and deliberately shoot Joseph Machado, Junior." 


He raised his right arm and pointed his finger in imitation
of taking the lethal shot. "As young Joe lay bleeding and dying on the
floor, Miss Bentley calmly shot him again. This time directly into his heart."



Malachi felt his client jerk beside him.


Fulton lowered his mock pistol and stared at the floor,
pausing dramatically as if the pathetic body lay at his feet. "I will show
that Alma did so out of revenge. Joe had spurned her attentions and
demonstrated interest in another woman. Motivated by jealousy and
uncontrollable rage, the accused decided if she could not have Joe, then no one
should."


Malachi glanced at Alma. Her face was a slab of stone. Her
hands gripped the table top. 


"Alma Bentley committed cold-blooded murder in the grip
of the green-eyed monster," Fulton continued. "Yes, gentlemen, a
monster had her in its clutches, but it was a monster she welcomed into her
bosom."


Malachi touched Alma's shoulder, but she stared straight
ahead, her eyes unblinking, her mouth set. "Are you all right?" he
whispered. She said nothing, so he patted her hand and turned back to Fulton's
litany.


In elaborate detail the prosecution delineated the evidence
he intended to produce and the witnesses he would call to testify for the state.
In a rare gesture of patience and latitude, Judge Underwood allowed Fulton to
pontificate without interruption. Malachi glanced at the jury box where most of
the occupants' eyes had begun to glaze over.


Nearly sixty minutes later, the prosecutor began to end his
opening remarks. "Finally," he stated, "I will show without a
single doubt that Alma Bentley, and she alone, committed this heinous crime."


When Fulton sat down with a flourish, the judge allowed
several ponderous moments to lapse before he harrumphed and removed the sodden
cigar from between his teeth. "Mr. Rivers?"


Malachi stood. "Your Honor, the defense wishes to delay
its opening remarks to a later time."


A gentle sigh blew throughout the courtroom. As Malachi
suspected, he wasn't the only one made restless by the prosecution's lengthy
remarks. He thought he saw a glimmer of relief in the magistrate's eye as well.



Judge Underwood clapped his hands decisively. "Then we'll
take a luncheon break and reconvene at two o'clock this afternoon. Court
adjourned." 


With a pounding of his gavel and another swishing of his
robes, the judge left through the same door he'd entered. 


#


Emma remained on the hard wooden pew long after the other
reporters, attorneys, and onlookers had vacated the courtroom. She hadn't the
slightest intention of leaving until she felt composed. Scrupulously honest
with herself, she freely admitted that the single meeting of the eyes with Mr.
Rivers across the courtroom had thrown her off guard. 


She ought to be furious with him. His response to her newspaper
article was insolent, and as Stephen had pointed out, she was merely performing
her job in reporting the news. Perhaps he also was merely doing his duty by his
client. Still, he needn't have been so acrimonious. And sanctimonious. 


However, he was quite impressive in person, tall and
broad-shouldered with a longish crop of dark brown hair. But he puzzled her.
Although he appeared decisive and self-assured, his trial tactics seemed
unconventional. At times he showed kindness and consideration toward his
client, but at others displayed an almost cavalier attitude toward the
proceedings.


The district attorney had spoken at some length, but Mr.
Rivers asked only to delay his opening remarks. Was that the usual procedure? Emma
understood little about trial protocol, but shouldn't he have said something
about his client's innocence or circumstances? Ought he not to have presented a
brief summary in her defense?


Frustrated, Emma frowned and gazed down at the sparse notes
she'd scribbled in her notebook. She realized she had little notion of how to
go about covering the events of a trial and must be more diligent in her note
taking. 


She had carefully perused the jurors and gallery during the
court proceedings. In the jury section the twelve men had sat upright and
powerful looking on the edge of the bench that ran the length of the southern wall
of the courtroom. 


All men! 


How could Alma Bentley receive the benefit of a fair trial
when her sex wasn't represented? When no woman could sit on a jury? Her civics
classes at Wellesley had ingrained the idea of one being judged by a jury of
his peers, but where were Alma Bentley's peers on the jury panel? 


#


Moments after the court recessed, Malachi isolated himself
from the crowd. A few court attendees had brought picnic lunches now spread on
blankets arranged colorfully around the sloping hill. Some of the men strolled
toward the tavern on Main Street across from where Malachi maintained his law
office. Others wandered to Mary Belle's Teahouse, where the women in the
gallery were eager to share the morning's events with their friends whose
husbands had forbad their wives to observe the trial.


At that moment the flame-haired woman Malachi presumed was
Emma Knight strode toward him as if she'd take on Beelzebub himself if he got
in her way.


"Mr. Rivers?" The woman stopped abruptly and
glared up at him, no small feat, for she was an uncommonly tall woman. "Mr.
Malachi Rivers?"


He glanced at his pocket watch and ignored the impulse to
ask what the devil she wanted. Flies and honey, he reminded himself, as the
woman drew near. 


"Please, call me Malachi," he said pleasantly.


His apparent friendliness seemed to throw her off guard, for
she sputtered to a stop. 


Leaning against the cool brick wall of the three-story
building, he eyed her carefully. "May I help you?" 


"I hope so." She planted her feet on the grassy
lawn and waved a letter under his nose. "You've soundly taken me to task
in this missive. I've come to challenge your ... complaint." 


He should have done far more than send a letter of reprimand.
The woman could've ruined his defense of Alma Bentley by printing the admission
of guilt if he hadn't had a different strategy in mind.


"You've done more damage than you can possibly fathom,"
Malachi said, his voice the deadly calm that his opponents in the courtroom
knew preceded a raging storm. "Your article on Alma Bentley was very
harmful to my case."


The woman's mouth opened and closed and opened again as she
worked her lips like a fish floundering on a hook. Her shock of red hair
straggled from beneath some kind of god-awful bonnet with faux birds that threatened
to fly off their perch. Her eyes, the only interesting part of her face,
widened so that the whites were round orbits circling deep chocolate irises.


"I was doing my job, Mr. Rivers," she said at
last, speaking slowly and deliberately as if to an imbecile. "You can
hardly take umbrage with that. You cannot fault me for reporting the news."


"Precisely," he answered. "Report news, not
speculation and gossip designed to prejudice possible jurors." 


With that parting remark, he lifted his satchel from the
ground where he'd leaned it against the wall, nodded abruptly, and strode off,
leaving her standing alone, her face flushed.


At the last moment he turned back to see the hard set of her
shoulders as she flounced away in that same mannish gambol. 


Wishing to avoid anyone else, Malachi took a roundabout
route to his office where he sank into his desk chair, pressed his forefinger
and thumb against the bridge of his nose, and tried to plan for the afternoon
session. 


Because Malachi would delay his opening remarks until he
began presenting his case, after the luncheon recess the prosecutor likely
would parade a steady stream of witnesses to testify against Alma's character. Another
boring and lengthy few hours loomed ahead of them, but Malachi didn't care. Let
Charlie Fulton lull the jury to sleep after a heavy lunch. Any irritation the
jurors aimed Charlie's way benefitted the defense.


Fifteen minutes later, Malachi was interrupted by a low
husky voice from the open office door. He recognized it at once and jerked his
head up. 


Christ Jesus, she'd followed him to his office.


"Would you care to comment on the trial thus far, Mr.
Rivers?" she asked with calm persistence.


He chaffed under the dark eyes that pierced him like a
large, predatory feline, but he was also curious. Was she looking for fodder
for another damaging article? 


Good manners too ingrained in him to remain seated, he
stood, but smiled like a shark. "It's far too early in the proceedings for
a comment." 


Across the barrier of his desk she extended one slender,
gloved hand, rather large for a female, but fine-boned beneath the smooth
leather. Her grip was as firm as any man's. 


"Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot," she said.


He believed it cost her something to say the words.


"May I formally introduce myself? I am Miss Emma Knight
from The Placer Gazette." 


"Malachi Rivers," he answered, returning the
pressure on those long, slim fingers through the thin, kid gloves. "I
accept your apology."


"Apolog – ?" She coughed and choked for several
long moments, but eventually recovered enough to respond. "I had every
right – in fact, obligation – to print that article," she said through
gritted teeth. 


A becoming flush rose from the high-necked collar of her
frothy day-dress to diffuse through her cheeks. Not so bold as she pretended,
Malachi realized. Miss Knight was an infant in this hard business of a man's
world.


"You interviewed Miss Bentley without warning me,"
he argued. "That's not very sporting of you, is it?"


He watched in fascination as the tiny muscles of her jaw
tightened. "I hardly think Miss Bentley's trial is a sporting event, and
at any rate, she willingly granted the interview."


Malachi moved around the desk and leaned in, his mouth
inches from her brow. "You're right. The prize in this trial is far too
serious for games." 


He lowered his voice further and felt his breath brush the
curls at her temple. "But you, Miss Knight – so much better educated and
wiser than Alma – you comprehended her precarious situation even if she did not.
Shame on you."


He felt the quick panting of her breath against his chin and
it further inflamed him. "You took advantage of my client."


She stepped back, flint steeled her eyes, and she quickly
rallied. "Time for that later," she snapped with a wave of her gloved
hand. 


The next moment she changed the subject in a surprise tactic
he hadn't expected. "Now, how do you intend to defend Miss Bentley?" 


He raised his brows. "Beg your pardon?" 


"Miss Bentley," she reiterated with the mock
patience of one speaking to a child. "How will you defend her in the face
of such overwhelming evidence of premeditated murder? Coupled with her
admission of guilt." 


Now it was she who took a step closer, her chin jutting
toward his necktie. "How will you handle Alma Bentley's defense? How will
you appeal to a jury of men when no women are on the panel?"


He flashed an icy look that had quelled many an opposing
attorney. "I have no intention of discussing trial tactics with you, Miss
Knight."


She ignored his freezing tone and pushed obstinately forward.
"Perhaps Miss Bentley would be better served by a female attorney to
defend her."


Malachi clenched his jaw. A woman lawyer? What kind of nonsense
was the woman spouting? Alma Bentley could not afford his services, let
alone make demands about who should represent her – man or woman. 


"Perhaps you would care to represent her?"
he ground out.


"Posh, don't be ridiculous." 


Posh?  


Miss Knight frowned. "I'm not an attorney."


"And yet you have so many opinions about the law and
lawyering," he scoffed.


He was certain, then, that she intended to stomp off, and he
was glad to be rid of her. He wasn't sure why this wealthy, pampered heiress
bothered him so much when another reporter might have done the same as she. Perhaps
because she was rich and spoiled, and couldn't possibly understand Alma's
plight, while his client's dilemma tugged at the strings of his own heart – a
heart he'd been sure he no longer possessed. 


Malachi opened his mouth to lambaste her further when he
heard someone enter the reception area behind her. A gentleman stood in the
foyer and Malachi recognized him immediately from his years of practice in San
Francisco – Stephen Knight, artist and entrepreneur. And surely a relative of
Emma Knight.


"Mr. Rivers, I believe," Knight exclaimed,
extending his hand in greeting. "I've heard a great deal about you."


Malachi nodded briefly, feeling quite outnumbered and
outmaneuvered. He wondered exactly what Stephen Knight thought he knew. The
entire tawdry situation with Constance had happened nearly ten years ago in San
Francisco. 


"I see you've met the new editor of The Placer Gazette!"
The older man's face beamed with pride as he added, "My niece and partner,
Emma Knight."


Knight's grip was crushing, and although broader and shorter
by several inches, he carried his stockiness like the banner of the self-made
man Malachi knew him to be. 


"Yes, sir, I've just had the pleasure," he
answered, glancing at the startled look on Miss Knight's face. 


"How long have you been practicing law in Placer Hills,
Mr. Rivers?" Knight asked.


"Five years or so, since I left San Francisco." 


"Ah, I see." Knight's eagle eyes seemed to convey
more than he expressed. 


Malachi checked his pocket watch and gathered up his satchel.
"I'm sorry, but I must return to court." 


Knight scrutinized him in a thoughtful manner before turning
to his niece. "Emma, dear, you must invite Mr. Rivers to supper on Friday."



"Uncle Stephen," she protested, "I'm sure Mr.
Rivers is unavailable on such short notice."


Malachi's first inclination was to decline the invitation. Supping
with an irritating reporter and her discerning uncle held no appeal to him. But
something about the self-satisfaction on Miss Knight's face – the confidence
with which she assumed he wouldn't accept – changed his mind. 


"On the contrary. I'm completely at your disposal."
Malachi grinned and again enjoyed the flush seeping up Miss Knight's neck and
cheeks, this time clearly in annoyance. 


"If you'll excuse me, it's nearly time for the
afternoon session." He nodded to each in turn and then made his way to the
front where he locked his office behind them. 


It wasn't until he'd ascended the stairs to the second floor
courtroom that he wondered if he hadn't made a serious miscalculation. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 3


 


"... function is smother'd in surmise, and
nothing is but what is not." – Macbeth


 


Dratted man, Emma groused silently, as she and Stephen
walked back up Main Street to the courthouse. Her beloved uncle actually seemed
to like Mr. Rivers. She pasted a wide smile on her face. 


"Now, you must let me be about my work," she
admonished when they reached the courthouse steps.


"I rather like that young man," Stephen said by
way of answer, patting her arm for emphasis. 


Emma batted at a few stray hairs that had thrown themselves across
her forehead. "But you hardly know him." 


He smiled and touched her cheek. "A man in my position
hears things, Emma. Rivers is an upright citizen with a fine future. He boasts
an impeccable reputation in his profession."


He frowned, the movement creasing the crinkles on his
weathered face. "There's something else about him, but I can't seem to
remember what." He shook his head. "Some notoriety, I think." 


"A scandal?"


"Hmmm, don't recollect right now." His face
cleared and he smiled at his niece. "Whatever it is mustn't be very
nefarious. It doesn't seem to have done him much harm."


Emma banished Mr. Knight's mysterious past from her mind,
patted her uncle's arm, and kissed him lightly on the cheek. "I'll see you
on Friday, darling. Dinner at eight." 


Knight called after her. "Don't forget the invitation
includes Mr. Rivers." 


But Emma had begun to climb the steps with the rest of the
crowd and merely waved in a noncommittal gesture. Forcing a social situation
between Mr. Rivers and her was ridiculous. It was one thing for Stephen to
admire the attorney, but to invite him to dinner? What was her uncle thinking? 


#


The afternoon court session moved forward in agonizing
tedium and Emma entertained herself by observing Mr. Rivers. He had even
features, just skewed enough to prevent a pretty look. Already in this late
afternoon his beard had begun to shadow his jaw, casting him in a disreputable
light. By contrast Mr. Fulton remained impeccably groomed. 


Rivers was a large man – raw and commanding – but moved with
athletic grace. Emma watched in fascination as his large hands, sprinkled with
dark hair, pressed down on his notepad and fiddled with a pencil. 


Early in the afternoon's proceedings the prosecutor called
his first witness to the stand. A domestic in the Machado household, Anne
Gulley came weekly to do what she called the "tough work." The four
of them – father, mother, sister, and Joseph, Jr., – had lived at the same
residence where Joe was killed.


"Mrs. Gulley, on what day did you regularly visit the
Machado home to engage in your services?" asked Mr. Fulton.


"Usually I come on Fridays, so's to get the house
readied for the weekend company," the round-bodied woman answered.


"And what time do you generally arrive there?" 


"Likely 'round sebben in the morning."


"So early?" Fulton asked, a look of surprise on
his face. "Aren't the household members still abed at that hour?"


"Upstairs. But I work first in the kitchen downstairs."


"I see." Fulton stepped closer to the woman and
leaned conspiratorially against the witness box. "Does Alma Bentley also
work on Fridays?"


Anne Gulley smiled, revealing several gaps in her front
teeth. "Mayhap you could call it that." She snorted, flashing a sly
glance toward the defendant. 


Fulton's eyebrows shot up. "Oh? What do you mean?"


"Lemme jest say, Alma's there ... but she ain't working."
Her small eyes glinting, the woman added maliciously, "Unless it's on her
back."


An uproar began in the courtroom as Mr. Rivers jumped to his
feet. "Your honor, I object!"


Finally an objection, Emma thought through the shock of the
woman's insinuation.


Judge Underwood banged his gavel rigorously on the wooden
podium through the buzz of noise. "Silence!" he thundered. "Silence
or I'll clear the goddamn courtroom!"


A hush descended on the gallery. Emma's cheeks warmed. She
glanced around the room to observe the other women whose flushed faces showed
their reaction to Mrs. Gulley's claim and the judge's profane outburst. 


Some of the men looked appalled, but others suppressed
knowing grins. 


"Mrs. Gulley, you will confine your remarks to facts,
not speculation. Objection sustained." Underwood glowered at Fulton. "Keep
your witness within the bounds of decorum, Mr. District Attorney," he
warned.


Mr. Fulton dismissed his witness, Mr. Rivers had no
questions of the woman – now why didn't that fact surprise Emma? – and Judge
Underwood adjourned the afternoon court session. 


It wasn't until later that Emma realized again that she
should've taken prodigious notes during the entire session, but had, in fact,
not written a single line. She sighed heavily. 


Being a bona fide newspaper woman was not going to be
an easy task.


#


Judge Underwood ordered Malachi and Fulton into his
chambers, an ignominious space behind the courtroom where he also conducted his
weekly poker game. The bailiff ushered them into the unoccupied room as if it
were the sacrosanct chambers of a Supreme Court justice. 


Glaring at both attorneys, Underwood fell back into one of
the four wooden chairs surrounding a battered old table. He sized up Malachi,
then turned an eagle eye on Fulton.


"Charles, if you call any more witnesses like that
woman, you'd better plan on spending a night in my jail," he threatened,
poking a finger the district attorney's way. 


Fulton spread his hands, palms upward like a supplicant. "I
had no idea, Phineas. When I prepared the woman, she gave no indication she
held such – "


"Malice toward my client?" Malachi provided,
lounging against the door. 


Fulton was too clever a prosecutor to allow a witness full
rein on the stand. Likely he not only knew what the woman would say, but had
supplied the words with which to say it. 


"Held such animosity in her opinions about the
defendant," Fulton continued as if he hadn't been interrupted. "I
apologize, Your Honor. It will not happen again." 


"See that it don't." The judge stuffed his unlit
cigar back in his mouth and angrily waved the two men off. Malachi glanced back
to see the magistrate pulling off his robe and stuffing his heavy arms into a
jacket. 


At the stairs, Fulton veered right toward the prosecutor's
office while Malachi stared after him before walking one floor down the
circular marble stairs to the lower exit and then outside. The air was still
warm in the late afternoon, the clouds fluffy and white on the horizon, the
trees laden with leaves that hadn't begun to turn. 


He walked beneath the long flight of the outdoor concrete
steps and stood in front of the small, windowless alcove tucked beneath the
back of the steps, a hole dug out especially for Alma. Iron bars covered the
opening from top to bottom. 


Alma Bentley would soon occupy this tiny prison until her
fate was decided at the hands of twelve upstanding citizens of the community. All
men, because no woman could sit on a jury. On that one point, Miss Knight was
correct. Alma would not be judged by a jury of her peers. 


Malachi shook his head and wandered off down the hill. The
thought of returning to his small cabin just yet seemed stifling. Too restless
to return to work, he ambled aimlessly down Main Street and past the meager
sign over his office. 


The shingle read Malachi J. Rivers, Attorney at
Law, in a simple wooden carving. He could afford to replace the crude sign,
but he liked the reminder of his lowly beginnings. It was a stark contrast to
the kind of life he'd lived with Constance and kept him rooted in simplicity
and honesty, qualities he hadn't always valued. 


The town tavern loomed brightly to his left at the end of
Main Street. Malachi seldom indulged in spirits, but tonight the rowdy atmosphere
suited his mood. And perhaps the loose tongues often found in such places would
provide a barometer to gauge the town's mood concerning Alma Bentley.


He slid onto a stool at the bar, ordered soda water, and
sipped idly for a while. The boisterousness rose steadily as the crowd
increased after the supper hour and men drifted in for a respite from work or
home. An hour later Malachi had overheard the occasional comment about the
trial.


"Poor woman, to be used so poorly!"


"I heard tell she clamped the pistol to her thigh and
went a huntin' for the poor bastard."


"I say he got what he deserved."


"Joe, Jr., sure was a ladies' man."


"Letch more like it."


"He shouldn'a throwed her off after being so sweet on
her." 


"Still, she kilt the man in cold blood."


"Murder will out, they say!"


"Shut the fuck up, Boyd. You ain't got no idea what
them words mean, nor even where they come from."


"Mebbe not who said 'em, but the meaning's clear as
day."


Malachi estimated the sentiment against Alma was as strong
as for her. Good, on such a dichotomy would he build the case. 


At nearly eight o'clock Stephen Knight entered the tavern
and approached him at the bar. To Malachi's surprise, Knight nodded toward an
empty table at the back of the room. 


"Join me?" Knight suggested.


Malachi hesitated a mere moment. He might learn some
intriguing tidbit about the man's niece that would prove amusing, if not
helpful in keeping her in rein as she continued to report on the case. 


After another hour Emma Knight's uncle had finished off his third
Busch Bavarian while Malachi still sipped at his second soda water. They'd
covered the topics of weather, the upcoming grape harvest, and the
reconstruction of San Francisco after the earthquake three years ago. They'd
both sustained considerable loss of property during the subsequent fire. 


They carefully skirted the subject of the trial. 


"Are you a temperance man?" Knight asked at last,
nodding toward the water.


"Not really."


Knight shrugged his bear-like shoulders. "Oh, I see."


"Really, sir, do you?"


"I know a bit about your family, Mr. Rivers." Knight
cleared his throat. "Your father, in particular."


Malachi merely raised an eyebrow. What the hell was the
older man getting at? Malachi had returned to reside in Placer Hills only after
the death of his mother and many years after his father had been killed. 


"His drinking, I mean," Knight clarified, taking
another swig of his beer. 


"Then you'll understand why I don't speak of my father."



"Of course." 


Malachi shifted restlessly in his chair. Although he'd been
happy to join Knight for a drink, now was the time to leave. He had no
inclination to discuss his private life with someone he hardly knew. 


He made a show of pulling out his pocket watch. "If you'll
excuse me, sir, I have notes to complete for the trial."


Knight placed a firm hand on Malachi's arm. "Speaking
of the case, I wonder if you might perform a small favor for me."


Ah, so this was why the elder man had sought him. What favor
did Knight think Malachi could do?


"My niece," Knight began on a sigh. "Emma is ...
head strong. And a little stubborn. She guards her independence fiercely."
His voice contained both pride and frustration. 


Malachi smothered a snort. "Willful" was more like
what he'd witnessed. He pointed out the obvious. "She's hardly independent
if you purchased The Gazette for her." 


"Aye," Knight smiled. "But her name's beside
mine on the legal document. It's all in the perception now, isn't it?"


"She does seem like a strong-minded woman,"
Malachi hedged.


"Obstinate's more like it. God, I love the girl dearly,
but she's got all these notions." He waved his fingers vaguely. 


"Notions?"


"Not that her ideas are wrong, mind you. They're just
too far ahead of the times." Knight eyed the golden liquid in his glass. "Like
her grandmother, she is."


Curious in spite of himself, Malachi inspected the older man.
"Ideas about what?"


"About women – their rights, the vote, God knows what
else that fancy education at Wellesley put into her pretty mind." 


He shook his head. "Jesus, her father spent thousands
of dollars to educate the girl, and all her parents see is a woman who's got no
idea how to please a man!"


"And you, sir?"


Knight smiled broadly. "Mind, you're talking about my
niece. I think she knows everything she needs to know about the world of men."


"A woman owning property, much less a business, is rare
around here," Malachi ventured. "Scandalous enough to rock our small
community. Many folks in Bigler County believe a woman has no business meddling
in a male arena." 


He stood, reached into his pocket for coins, and tossed them
on the table. "But I hardly see how I can help you with your niece, Mr.
Knight." 


"You were married once, as I recall," Knight said
in a non sequitur. His shrewd eyes raked over Malachi's face. 


"That was a long time ago and an experience best
forgotten," Malachi snapped. 


"Humph, seems like you've got a lot of off-limits
topics." 


"Perhaps, sir, but a man's secrets are his to keep."



# 


Malachi had reached the wooden porch and walkway outside the
tavern when Knight caught up with him. "Sorry if I offended you, Mr.
Rivers. I assure you it was not my intention." 


Malachi paused on the landing and allowed a little
exasperation to creep into his voice. "What do you want from me, Mr.
Knight? I have a great deal of work to accomplish and very little time."


"Call me Stephen," Knight insisted.


Malachi nodded curtly. "Stephen." 


"Let her work with you," Knight returned quickly. 


"What? Who?" 


"Emma. Hire her."


"What?" Malachi repeated. 


Preposterous. He had no intention of letting anyone,
especially a nosy newspaper woman like Emma Knight, be privy to his trial plans.
"Impossible. She's already compromised my defense with her article. Why
should I beg more trouble?"


"She merely did her duty as editor of the paper. You
must admire that in her." Malachi could tell that Knight was not a man
accustomed to begging when he lowered his voice and whispered, "Please."



"No." 


"She can help you," Knight cajoled. 


Malachi snorted in disbelief. "I doubt that." 


"Although my niece has much to learn, she has a fine
and curious mind. She had experience in journalism at Wellesley. Well, a
little," he admitted with a smile. "But she's very good at engaging
people in conversation. If there's any information you want to know about
someone, she can wrangle that information out of them. She's damned good at
that." 


Malachi began shaking his head. 


"Don't decide out of hand. Think about it," Knight
urgede. "Please." He paused before adding, "Consider that you'd
be hiring me, rather than my niece." 


Malachi jammed his fists in his trouser pockets. "I won't
change my mind." 


Knight's voice took on a conspiratorial tone as he glanced
around him. "I am acquainted with a great number of people – important
people – and possess a prodigious amount of resources. It's no small thing to
have a man like me in your debt." 


Malachi's eyes narrowed even as he worked to control the
smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He had to admire the man's
perspicacity. "That sounds very much like a bribe to an officer of the
court, Stephen. For your sake, I hope it isn't." 


Knight chuckled. "By God, I like you, young man." He
clamped Malachi hard on the shoulder, shook his head, and walked away, still
laughing. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 4


 


"The first thing we do, let's kill all the lawyers."
– Henry the Sixth, Part 2


 


Malachi took a long route back to the courthouse. He headed
across the street, down by Mary Belle's Tearoom, around the corner, and up the
gently sloping hill toward several merchant shops whose store fronts were now
dark. 


Around the next bend were the offices of The Placer
Gazette. He paused at the window, mulling over Stephen Knight's odd request.
No benefit lay in working with Emma Knight. On the contrary, she presented a
world of potential disaster. 


Through the wide window, the front of the newspaper office
was dark and empty, but he made out a dim light at the rear. He'd just turned
to start back up the hill to the courthouse where he'd hitched his horse Blaze
when he spied Emma Knight exit from the back room, her arms laden with a stack
of newsprint. Dirt smudged her nose and cheek and the scraggly strands of her
auburn hair struggled to escape their knot. 


Desiring nothing less than another encounter with a Knight
family member, Malachi hesitated, wanting to duck back around the corner, but
those too quick, brown eyes locked with his through the dusty pane. 


Too late.


He inclined his head in acknowledgement, but knew he'd be
well off if she returned to the back room without further engagement. However,
as if weighing a momentous decision, she hesitated a moment before she gestured
with a regal wave that he should come in. There was nothing for it but to bid
her beckoning and face the inevitable sparring.


A tiny bell jangled as he entered and Malachi took the
initiative by speaking first. "Miss Knight, you're working late. Is that
the usual schedule of a newspaper woman?" 


He braced himself against the long wooden counter where she'd
dumped the papers and behind which she stood, arms crossed over her chest. She
looked sharply at him as if wondering whether he joked, then apparently decided
he did not. 


"As a new owner, I have much to do." She waved
helplessly around the disordered room. "Nothing a brisk cleaning won't
fix, however."


"Several sisters among the Strickland family would
welcome the work," Malachi suggested, knowing this particular family could
make good use of the extra income.


Surprise registered in her voice. "Why, thank you."


Several awkward moments passed after which both spoke
simultaneously.


"Were you leaving now?" he asked.


"Are you going home?" she said and then laughed a
musical sound like the sweet high tones of a bell.


"Yes," he answered. "Trial work to prepare."



She nodded seriously. "Alma Bentley. Poor woman."


He smiled wryly. "Because she's accused of murder or
because she has me, a mere man, for representation?"


She had the grace to look chagrined. "I misspoke
earlier." Again, he felt it cost her some pride to make the admission. She
hesitated, then ploughed on. "I suppose I should formally issue that
invitation to dine with us tomorrow evening."


"No obligation," he said. "I know my way
around a kitchen and am quite capable of preparing my own supper."


"Uncle Stephen insists." She shrugged her slender
shoulders. "And you must eat at any rate." 


He wondered if she realized how graceless the comment
sounded. "In that case, I'd be delighted to sup with you."


She frowned, a tiny line drawing her brow down as if she
suspected he'd somehow outmaneuvered her.


With a smile and a tip of his hat, he left, ambling toward
his horse and feeling partially redeemed. He might rather enjoy verbal dueling
with the eminently flappable Miss Knight. 


# 


"Is that the murder weapon?" Emma whispered to Mr.
Spencer, nodding toward the evidence table. Today the courtroom was jammed. The
notoriety of yesterday's events had spread like wildfire and drawn even more
curiosity seekers.


"Not until someone proves it," Spencer snorted. The
Sacramento Union reporter turned to gaze at her, evidently liking what he
saw, for he clarified more amiably. "You see, the pistol was found near
the body, but who's to say it belongs to Miss Bentley?" 


"But she admitted her guilt," Emma protested.


"That's the trouble you see," Spencer explained. "The
defendant said she did it, but she pled 'not guilty.' She could have been mad
with grief and confessed out of her confusion."


"I see," Emma said, not seeing at all. 


She hardly thought Mr. Spencer's logic made a great deal of
sense. Joseph was dead. Alma was found in the woods near his home. She
confessed to the deed. Emma stared at the back of Mr. Rivers' head. Was his plan
to claim Alma was insane? 


Almost as if he'd felt her eyes on him, Mr. Rivers turned
around as Mr. Spencer leaned closer to Emma. Too close for propriety, she
thought and shifted slightly to her left. 


"If they connect the weapon to her," Mr. Spencer
continued and pressed his arm against hers, "that makes the confession
more valid, d'you see?" 


Emma dropped her notebook and, while Mr. Spencer fetched it
from the floor, she moved even farther away. Mr. Rivers lifted one brow. She
widened her eyes and tilted her head in silent question. An amused expression
played around Mr. Rivers' lips although Emma saw nothing humorous in the
situation.


The audience had buzzed with salacious curiosity at the
sight of the weapon, but after the initial flurry, no further drama occurred
for several tedious hours. Mr. Fulton continued to pontificate. Mr. Rivers
continued to lounge rather lazily next to his client. The magistrate continued
to chomp on a sodden-tipped cigar and peer over his spectacles at the primaries
as if they would at any moment commit a court infraction. 


And Emma continued to twist her pencil idly in her fingers.


By noon Charles Fulton had called three additional persons
to malign the character of Alma Bentley. Emma was sure some of Mr. Fulton's
questions required at least a feeble protest from Mr. Rivers. But no, he'd
remained seated throughout. 


From time to time he jotted notes on a yellow pad, patted
his client's hand reassuringly, and ever so often glanced at Emma. She made a
point of glaring back at him to show her disapproval of his lackadaisical
tactics. 


Right before the midday break, Mr. Fulton called Nathan
Butler, the Bigler County Sheriff, to testify. Mr. Fulton picked up the firearm
from the evidence table. 


Emma felt a chill creep into her marrow. This object
dangling carelessly from his hand must be the murder weapon! The
short-barreled, small pistol appeared to her untutored eyes just the kind of
weapon a woman would use to commit murder. 


Sheriff Butler quickly testified that he'd discovered the
pistol lying on the Machado kitchen floor several feet from the victim's body,
that it had been fired, and that the bullets recovered from the body belonged
to the pistol. Then he stepped down from the stand. An expectant hum ran
through the gallery. 


Mr. Spencer touched Emma's forearm and winked at her. "But
does the pistol belong to Alma Bentley?" 


Exactly, thought Emma. And why the devil doesn't Mr. Rivers
object or cross-examine Sheriff Butler? But he didn't. 


Judge Underwood glowered at Mr. Rivers. 


A hush descended on the courtroom as Mr. Fulton turned to
the bench. "Your Honor, I'd like to call one last witness before we
adjourn."


The judge eyed his pocket watch. "Be brief, Mr. District
Attorney. I become disgruntled over any delay to my noon meal."


Emma saw Mr. Rivers begin to rise, but apparently he changed
his mind and sank back into his chair. Alma looked as if she'd burst into tears
at any moment, and he whispered something in her ear. Over the arm that he
rested on the back of Alma's chair, Mr. Rivers caught Emma's eye. For the first
time, she detected a hint of worry on his face.


The prosecutor then called Jeremiah Woods, a Placer Hills
gunsmith. After being sworn in and stating his name and occupation, the witness
sat down with an air of officiousness that suggested he might have something
significant to say.


Mr. Fulton brandished the pistol just identified as the
murder weapon. "Mr. Woods, would you please tell the court what I hold in
my hand?"


The gunsmith reached for the pistol. "This is a
firearm, sir, specifically a Philadelphia Deringer." 


"And where is this type of Deringer currently produced?"


The gunsmith's round, baby-cheeked face flushed with
importance. "Nowhere. Henry Deringer stopped production of this design
back in '68."


A specious look of surprise crept across Mr. Fulton's face. Of
course, he'd known the answer long before he asked the question, Emma realized.



"Really? No longer produced?" Mr. Fulton said. "Well,
then, for how long did Mr. Deringer produce this pistol?"


"From '52 to '68." 


"How can you be so sure he ceased production in 1868?"


The man blinked nearly lashless eyes and raised sparse brows
to meet a receding hairline. "Why, Mr. Henry Deringer died that year. Yessir,
died in 1868, he did."


"And this particular weapon was no longer made?"


"No sir," Woods answered emphatically.


"Thank you, Mr. Woods. Now, please examine the weapon."


Fulton leaned against the railing while Mr. Woods turned the
pistol over in his wide hands, peering down the barrel and sliding his broad
thumbs over the walnut stock for long minutes.


"Can you identify the owner of this weapon?"
Fulton asked.


Emma held her breath. Mr. Woods couldn't possibly identify a
single firearm from among dozens made over a sixteen-year period. And surely
Mr. Rivers would object at last.


"That I can, sir," Woods answered decisively. "This
pistol belonged to Mr. John Bentley."


A clamor went up from the gallery while Judge Underwood
hammered his gavel with the intensity of a Sousa percussionist. Gradually the
noise subsided and the judge scowled at the defense. Emma willed Mr. Rivers to
rise and object to ... something, anything.


But he remained as mute and unmoving as a lump of coal.


After a moment or two Underwood growled, "Continue."


Mr. Fulton cleared his throat and waited for absolute
silence. Emma's pencil broke in her fingers.


"Many such pistols must be in existence, Mr. Woods,"
the prosecutor said at last. "How can you be positive that this particular
firearm belonged to John Bentley?"


"See this nick on the stock?" Woods pointed to a
scratch mark on the walnut handle near the finger guard. "John Bentley
complained like a whoreson about that tiny scratch!"


A muffle of nervous laughter trickled through the room.
Underwood frowned at the audience, but didn't pound his gavel.


Mr. Fulton allowed the information to sink in before
continuing. "When did you sell this Deringer to Mr. Bentley?"


Woods scratched his head and thought a moment. "Uh,
probably back in '75 or '76, give or take."


"What happened to the weapon when Mr. Bentley died?"


"Oh, don't know as I can rightly say," Woods
answered slowly, clearly drawing out the notoriety the trial afforded him. "Lemme
see. John passed 'bout ten years ago, guess his property would've gone to his
wife Jenny."


"And did Jenny and John Bentley have a daughter?"


Judge Underwood aimed a scathing look at the defense.


"Sure did. I met her once or twice," Woods said. 


Emma clamped down hard on her lower lip and wanted nothing
more than to shake Malachi Rivers senseless. 


"A tiny little thing she was, about twelve, thirteen
when John died. She's sittin' right over there." Woods pointed his thick
finger at Alma Bentley, whose shoulders suddenly sagged under the accusatory weight
of the man's declaration.


Nearly ten minutes passed before the clamor of the crowd
settled to a manageable din. 


Fulton continued his questioning of the gunsmith, until at
precisely half past noon, the judge thumped his gavel on the podium right in the
middle of an incipient remark by the district attorney. 


"Court's adjourned for the weekend," Underwood
growled, hammering his gavel with a resounding assault as though the day's
occurrences were a personal affront to the court. "We'll resume Monday morning
at nine o'clock." 


The prosecutor protested half-heartedly, but Emma knew it
didn't matter. Mr. Fulton had won. His smirk clearly demonstrated his
satisfaction with today's victory. Streetman rose and dismissed the court. The
damage of Woods' testimony was absolute. 


Sheriff Butler had identified the Deringer as the murder
weapon, and now Mr. Fulton had tied the pistol inextricably to Alma Bentley's
father – and by extension, to Alma herself. 


The argument was thin. Any number of persons could have acquired
the gun from Jenny Bentley during the last ten years. But Emma had scanned the
faces of the jurors during the last few minutes, and she had no doubt the
gentlemen had convicted Alma already in their hearts. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 5


 


Though this be madness, yet there is method in't."
– Hamlet


 


Hurriedly descending the courtroom steps, Emma fairly ran
down the stairs to the grassy lawn. She had intended to write about Mr. Rivers,
the contrast between defendant and defender, but now that seemed insignificant.



After the day's testimony it was imperative to run an
article about Alma herself, something poignant about the woman, with her
rude-looking clothes and frayed bonnet. Something to wrench the hearts of her
readers and foster community sympathy for the poor woman. In spite of her
confession.


In spite of her guilt. 


Emma didn't question her change of heart toward the
defendant. Her contention had never been with Alma herself, a poor, desperate
creature caught up in her own passion. Her argument was with the method of Alma's
defense. 


She believed the woman must stand accountable for her
actions however wrenching her situation. She must not be exonerated simply because
she was a woman. But Emma also wished to demonstrate that the defendant was
someone who should garner the jurors' compassion.


So intent was she on rushing back to The Gazette
office that she failed at first to heed the voice behind her.


"Miss Knight, wait!" 


She turned to witness Mr. Rivers pursuing her with
long-legged strides, his hair ruffling in the mild breeze. Really, why didn't
the man simply wear a hat? He flaunted his uncovered head as carelessly as a
working-class man. 


Unconsciously she tugged at her own tendrils escaping from
their usual tidy knot. The stark contrast between her own reddish curls and Mr.
River's dark, ferocious mane startled her. She didn't recognize the embryonic
stirring of attraction as an unexpected shiver ran through her. 


Good grief! She shook herself mentally. 


"What do you want, Mr. Rivers?" she asked when he
was close enough to hear her.


An amused look flitted across his lips, drawing her
attention to his mouth and causing another sting of emotion unfamiliar to her. 


"Perhaps it is I who can help you, Miss Knight."


She stiffened. "I hardly think so."


He raked a thick strand of hair out of his eyes. "Let's
speak in your office," he answered, giving her no option to refuse. Tucking
her arm through his, he escorted her in silence the remaining blocks to The
Gazette. 


Inside, away from the wind, he smoothed his fingers through
his unruly hair. Her eyes followed his gesture, the large, powerful hands
intriguing. She blinked slowly. 


Goodness, when had she developed a hair fetish?


"You apparently find the cut of my hair fascinating,
Miss Knight," Malachi said wryly. "Perhaps you would like the name of
my barber?" 


"Why don't you simply wear a hat?" she groused,
feeling provoked. No doubt he'd noticed each girlish glance she'd darted his
way. 


He grinned in answer. "Because I enjoy the unexpected
disturbance of the wind in my hair and on my face," he answered candidly. "It
makes me feel alive."


"How silly," she rejoined.


"If you say so." He shrugged. "Would you like
my barber's name then?"


"Don't be ridiculous. I have a perfectly excellent hair
dresser." Removing her gloves and broad-brimmed hat, she positioned
herself behind the counter – a safe barrier – before she smiled sweetly. "Besides,
I'm sure such a short cut on a woman would set our small community on its ear."



He laughed heartily. "Touché, Miss Knight! I expect
Placer Hills is too backward yet for any fashion change you intend to report in
your newspaper." 


His eyes traveled over the latest design of her
fitted-bodice suit and shirt-waist. His meaning was clear – that she was
concerned with little besides boots, skirts, and hats.


She frowned. "On the contrary, I'm far more interested
in serious issues than the frivolity of women's clothing." 


And yet, wasn't that exactly the piece she'd originally
intended to write – one about Alma's poor attire and ill-fitting boots in
contrast with Malachi's immaculate sartorial makeup? 


Except for the lack of hat wearing, of course. For a moment
she felt ashamed.


Malachi eyed her skeptically and abruptly changed the
subject. "Alma believes – no, she is quite convinced – she shot Joe Machado
only once."


Emma gaped at him. "Should you tell me that?"


Malachi shrugged. "Probably not. But don't you think it
significant?"


She fairly hissed through her teeth, looking around the
empty office as though someone might overhear them. "I'm a newspaper
editor, for heaven's sake! What you say in front of me might find its way to
the front page of The Gazette."


"As it has surely done before," he countered.


"Exactly!"


"Then you agree that you overstepped the bounds of your
office when you interviewed Alma." He eyed her like a mouse caught in his
giant cat's paw.


"Oh, you infuriating man," she cried, turning away
and trying to compose herself. What game was he playing with her?


"If so, then I most certainly should keep my
counsel," he continued, all rancor over the newspaper article apparently
gone.


"Yes!" She turned around and pretended to shuffle
papers on the counter, but after a moment curiosity won out. "Are you
going to claim Alma didn't shoot Joseph?" 


Malachi grinned wickedly. "I didn't say that, and surely
you understand I cannot comment on such a speculation without revealing private
communications between my client and me."


"Well, it's too late for that," she snapped. "Isn't
it? 


# 


Emma banged the cutlery on the oak dining table and
rearranged the centerpiece – roses from her own garden that she'd clipped and
arranged herself this afternoon. 


After the third slamming clatter, Sarah shouted from the
kitchen. "Miss Emma, stop that racket. A body can't hardly think about the
meal they're supposed to fix with you clackin' and clangin' around out there."


Emma pursed her lips and blew out a sigh. Sarah was right. No
need to take out her ill humor on the silver. It was neither the fault of her
cook nor the eating utensils that Malachi Rivers was coming to spend an awkward
and very uncomfortable several hours as her unwelcome dinner guest. 


What had her uncle been thinking? Why had she
complied? 


And why in heavens had he accepted? 


Damn him! 


Thinking of her half-hearted invitation to Mr. Rivers
mortified her. She could have been more graceful, she supposed grudgingly. 


But really! The man was more frequently insufferable than
not. Why did she allow him to perturb her so? A man certainly beneath the
Knights in social standing, he was not likely to attend the same social
functions as they. She certainly could have ignored her uncle's wishes.


But wasn't the abolition of social barriers one of the causes
she wished to champion? Of course! Therefore, asking Mr. Rivers to dinner was
merely a step in the direction of the independence and equality she wished to
pursue.


The circumlocutory logic suddenly made Emma feel better. 


Pounding on the door interrupted her reverie, followed
quickly by her uncle's voice as he stepped over the threshold into the foyer. "We're
here, Emmie," he shouted on a chuckle. "Malachi's just arrived too,
on foot, and with a hearty appetite, I'll wager!"


Malachi? Already Stephen had ploughed ahead with this
strange intimacy as though the two of them had been fast friends forever. Well,
the man would always be Mr. Rivers to her. 


Yes, Mr. Rivers sounded perfect. She worked to compose
herself, clasped her hands at the front of her green evening dress, and
prepared a suitable greeting as her guests crossed into the dining room.


"Good evening, Uncle." She inclined her head in
what she hoped was a mature and regal gesture. "Mr. Rivers." 


Did she imagine his eyes darkening in amusement? 


"Hello, darling." Stephen bussed her on the cheek.



It was the first time Emma had seen Mr. Rivers with his head
covered. So he could dress appropriately if called upon. She noticed the fine
quality of his beaver hat and the rich leather of the gloves. 


Apparently, he was sufficiently wealthy to gain even Papa's
approval. Not that Papa was likely to meet him. Nor would Mr. Rivers ever reach
the extent of her father's or Stephen's fortunes. 


Papa was very, very rich. Decadently so. As was Stephen.


 


"Good evening, Miss Knight." Mr. Rivers removed
his hat and gloves and handed them to Ralston, Sarah's husband, and the only
other servant Emma kept besides the cleaning woman who came in every other day.



He shook her hand like a man's, and while she applauded the
sign of equality, the disconcerting smell of his cologne lingered on the tips
of her fingers. As his hand swallowed hers, she felt callow and gauche.


Dinner lasted a millennium. Emma could not keep her mind on
the topics of conversation. She found herself touching her lips, her cheek, her
temple merely to inhale the heady masculine odor that clung there.


Over dessert – a rich chocolate mousse which was Sarah's
specialty – Uncle Stephen veered the conversation toward the current notorious
murder case. "What are you able to tell us about the trial, Malachi? Without
breaching confidentiality, naturally."


"Very little, I'm afraid." Mr. Rivers dipped his
spoon into the rich pudding and appeared to savor the smooth texture.


"We can deduce much from your actions in court,
however," Emma said sharply. 


"Really?" He smiled broadly. "And what have
you deduced, Miss Knight?"


"You are quite cavalier in defending Miss Bentley,"
she charged. "You allowed Mr. Fulton to connect the murder weapon to her
and you hardly objected to anything he implied about your client." 


Emma worked herself up until her bosom heaved and she felt
her cheeks redden. The effect seemed to interest Mr. Rivers, for his smile
deepened. 


"Hmmm," he responded noncommittally, failing to be
drawn into the argument and cleverly sidestepping every effort she made to
provoke a controversy during the entire meal. 


The real trouble began shortly after dessert when her uncle
suggested retiring with Mr. Rivers to the library. Emma hardly wished to remain
in the company of her guest any longer than necessary, but the antiquated
practice of men adjourning to engage in discussion fit only for male
conversations irked her.


Without thinking, she found herself protesting. "Uncle
Stephen, wouldn't gathering in the sitting room for a nice cup of coffee be
preferable?"


Mr. Rivers spoke up. "Actually, I'd love a strong cup
of brew." 


"Very well," Stephen readily agreed with a sly
look. 


Although her uncle seldom meddled in her affairs to the
extent her parents did, he was fully capable of manipulating a situation. Terribly
modern in his thinking about women, he nonetheless made no secret that he
wished his niece happily settled in a good marriage.


She'd best keep an eye on her wily relative. 


Twenty minutes later, coffee was served in the parlor, and
Emma was embroiled in a heated discussion with Mr. Rivers about the franchise
for women. 


She sat on the edge of the sofa and poured the coffee while Rivers
reclined in the wide armchair by the window, as relaxed as if he hadn't a care
in the world. In a matching chair Stephen sipped noisily at his brew and
chomped on one of the tiny biscuits prepared by Sarah.


Emma took up the argument immediately. "Surely you don't
believe that a woman is intellectually inferior to a man."


"Not at all," Rivers said. "I simply believe
that society runs more smoothly with women in their proper places. After all,
the home, hearth, babies – these noble endeavors hardly fit into the world of
politics and business."


Stephen nodded approvingly even though Emma knew he'd worked
tirelessly for a woman's right to vote.


"But what about the very excellent arguments Mrs.
Wollstonecraft makes in Vindication of the Rights of Woman?" she
asked.


"Gads, the woman's been dead for over a century!"
Rivers retorted. "And this is America, not England."


"That does not, sir, make her arguments less valid."
Heat rushed into her cheeks, and to Emma's dismay, her cup rattled slightly on
its saucer. "What about the Australian and New Zealand women, who have already
been extended the vote? We are sorely behind the times in this country!" 


Mr. Rivers' voice was mild, but she detected a spark of
interest in his eyes as his mouth curved up at the corners. "Oh yes, those
women were given suffrage, but what of the aboriginal women, Miss Knight? Because
they are unpropertied, are their rights any less important?"


She saw he was enjoying her discomfiture. "You bait me,
sir!"


"Not at all, Emmie," Stephen intercepted, playing
the mediator. "But Malachi's right about the aboriginal women. And the
suffragists have created quite a hullabaloo in their conventions."


"The issues are complicated," Mr. Rivers added in
a voice that implied Emma was too dunderheaded to understand such complexities.



Her temper rose further and her cheeks flamed with indignation
on behalf of all her sex at his cavalier dismissal of women's intellect. Her
lips set in a thin, stubborn line. "Notwithstanding," she ground out,
"independence is a God-given right. Surely you cannot deny that."


"Hmmm, and yet your independence ... " Mr. Rivers
gestured around the spacious room, "in both your home and business appears
to have been purchased by the sweat of someone else's brow."


Emma ground her teeth. "You presume too much with
little information about a personal situation." 


Stephen coughed over his coffee, but did not rise to her
defense.


"Perhaps a change of topic is in order," she said
after a few uncomfortable moments in which Mr. Rivers sipped from his cup and
watched her over the rim. 


Damnable man! She tried to compose her emotions while
desiring nothing so much as to wring his neck. 


"Agreed," said Stephen, vocal at last. After a
long pause, he continued, "I'm still intrigued about the case, Malachi. Do
you have a specific stratagem to defend Miss Bentley? At first glance, she
seems completely guilty, I'm sorry to say."


"Her guilt or innocence can only be determined by the
jury, of course," Mr. Rivers said noncommittally. 


Then he paused, frowned, and pursed his lips as if waging a
minor battle within himself. He eyed Emma thoughtfully and for such a length of
time that she began squirming internally. When he spoke, the request – uttered
in as casual a tone as if he'd just referenced the weather – jarred Emma to the
core. 


"I was wondering, Miss Knight, if you would condescend
to act as my advisor in the case."


The silence in the room was palpable. She glanced at her
uncle who also seemed completely unperturbed. 


Their guest rose and turned to stare into the black night
through the parlor window.


Emma's jaw dropped, rather unbecomingly, she was sure, while
Stephen merely looked self-satisfied. She snapped her mouth shut before replying
to the wide expanse of Rivers' shoulders and back. "I? What kind of
assistance could I possibly give?" 


He turned around, the shadow of a smile on his face. "Considering
your interest in journalism, I thought perhaps you could assist me in gathering
information on my client's behalf."


She forced herself to control an unbecoming stutter. "W
– what kind of information?"


He shrugged. "I'm not sure yet, but there are some
interviews you might help me with. And perhaps background assessments on
various witnesses."


She thought a moment before her mind brightened at the idea.
"You mean like the detective Mr. Sherlock Holmes?"


"Exactly." Rivers exchanged a look with her uncle.
"But you do understand that Holmes is a fictional character?"


"Of course," she rejoined. "But Conan Doyle
creates such a realistic and interesting character it's difficult to separate
the fiction from the fact."


He laughed and the sound was a cool relief after the heat of
the evening's discussion. "In that case, yes, exactly like Mr. Holmes, but
let's hope that you do not meet the fate of going over the Reichenbach Falls."


Irrationally pleased that Mr. Rivers was familiar with one
of her favorite authors, Emma smiled. "I shall have to take great care,"
she promised.


Stephen looked from one to the other of them with a
strangely proprietary expression at the turn of the conversation. Emma glanced
at him, an ugly suspicion blossoming in her mind. "But, as I suggested
earlier, isn't my working with you inappropriate?" 


Rivers shook his head as he sat beside her on the sofa. "I
don't see how. But you will have to leave off writing about the trial for a
short period of time."


"Someone must cover the trial," she protested.


"You might ask Spencer from The Union to share
his articles with The Gazette," her uncle interjected. "I can
also assist."


"Temporarily, of course," Rivers added.


He leaned forward as if her response meant a great deal to
him. He was close enough that she caught the scent of his cologne and the
breeze of his breath on her face. Excitement mingled with indecision in her
breast as she placed a hand over her heart to hide the thumping that must
surely show through the bodice of her dress. 


To actually work on a murder trial! But she had a fleeting
thought that her excitement had less to do with the offer and more to do with
the person proffering it. Before she could respond, however, Mr. Rivers stood
and executed a slight bow. 


"Think about my offer, Miss Knight." He extended
his hand to her uncle. "Sir, I must be off."


"Wait!" she urged.


He turned expectantly.


"This is a highly irregular arrangement." She
frowned. "Why are you doing it?"


"Perhaps keeping you close at hand during the trial
will discourage your meddling in the case," he answered. The words were
harsh but the accompanying grin smacked of camaraderie.


Emma grinned back at him.


"I'll walk you out," Stephen said, summoning Sarah
to retrieve their gloves, hats, and coats. 


Looking very pleased with himself, Stephen kissed her
vaguely and the two men left together as if they were fast friends. Emma stood
in the quiet foyer, examining the closed door as if the peculiar puzzle that
was Mr. Malachi Rivers would present its solution in the polished grained wood.


She and he were hardly friends, she mused, merely
adversaries who enacted a truce for the purpose of the moment. Colleagues
perhaps.


Not friends at all. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 6 


 


"Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie, which we
ascribe to Heaven." – All's Well That Ends Well


 


"May I give you a ride?" Stephen Knight asked as
he pointed to his motorized machine. The two men stood on the gravel just
outside the wide wraparound landing of Emma Knight's house.


Although Malachi had walked the four miles to the residence
that he'd always called the old Chester estate, he'd arrived at the same time
her uncle had swung his motorcar into the turnabout.


"It's a beautiful machine, Stephen," Malachi
murmured, eying the large front wheels and open carriage. Although tempted, he
hadn't yet purchased a runabout, preferring the use of his horse or arriving by
the strength of his own muscles.


"Built especially for me by my good friend Ransom Olds
back in ought one, first off the lot," Stephen grinned. "He calls it
the Curved Dash. Hop in."


Malachi had suspected Knight had an ulterior motive for
driving him home and after several moments of jostling over the rough terrain,
Emma's uncle finally reached the point. "Thank you for inviting my niece
to assist you on the case."


Malachi merely shrugged. In truth he didn't know why he'd
asked such an annoying distraction of a female as Emma to help with his current
case. Certainly, in part so he could keep an eye on her and manipulate what
information got out to the community. If their working together curtailed her
damaging articles, her meddling in his professional life was a small price.


Doing her uncle this favor cost Malachi little and might buy
discretion from a man who appeared to know too much about his background. Not
that his past was a secret to anyone who dug deep enough into society smut, but
he liked his privacy and disliked explaining his sordid history.


Or perhaps he'd asked Emma to help from the same impulse
that prompted him to speak to her of Alma last night. He rarely acted
irrationally any more, but occasionally he felt something so poignant when he looked
at Emma Knight that it jarred him, so he tamped it deep inside. Deep in the
fiery crucible where he kept his thoughts about Constance. 


He stared into the black thicket of forest to his right and
laughed softly. Foolish notions. Most likely, the motivator was his own healthy
attraction to the woman. She was a fiery one, smart and stubborn – a seductive
lure. He'd need to be careful of that trap. 


"My Emmie," Knight laughed affectionately.
"An extraordinary girl. Not the standard beauty, mind you. And too smart
by far for her own good."


That Knight's words paralleled Malachi's thoughts so closely
gave him a start, but he murmured noncommittally and let the man ramble on
about his niece.


"Headstrong, too." Knight turned to Malachi with a
look of mock outrage on his face. "Wants a motorcar of her own after
hearing about that Ramsey woman and three females who started from New York on
a cross country trip in a Maxwell. Imagine that!"


"Will you purchase one for her?" Malachi asked,
both amused and intrigued by the man's relationship with his niece.


"Humph, it's mighty hard to say no to Emma, but I may
have to refuse that one."


"She usually gets what she wants?"


"Always did know how to wrap me round her little
finger. Smart as a whip, she is." He increased the speed of the motorcar,
seeming to enjoy the bumping and swerving on the rough dirt road. "A
beauty with a mind too bright for a woman – that's my Emmie." 


The runabout pulled into the clearing on which his cabin
sat. "Miss Knight seems like a very determined young woman," he said
diplomatically.


"That she is."


"So, Mr. Knight." Malachi pressed onward with a
question that'd been rattling around in his brain since the ride began.
"You've driven your fine Oldsmobile unerringly to my home. How did you
come by the knowledge of where I live?"


Knight smiled sheepishly. "If Emma was going to work
with you, I wanted at least to know your surface reputation."


"You already seem to know more than a fair amount about
me, Mr. Knight." Malachi leveled a steady gaze at the man. "You were
I believe, quite sure of me, too."


Knight slapped his hand heartily on the younger man's
shoulder. "More like I was that sure of myself. You won't be sorry you've
asked her to help you on the case."


Although he had serious doubts, Malachi mumbled, "I
hope not, sir. I hope not." 


Malachi watched Knight drive off through the wooded area
where a dirt path ran. The older man had merely confirmed what Malachi
suspected. 


Emma Knight was a wealthy debutante with too much time on
her idle hands and little productive work to fill them. She had the leisure and
money to meddle in affairs she had no business in. 


Much as he liked Stephen Knight, he'd purchased a newspaper
for a young woman hardly out of the nursery who had little knowledge of the
business she was running. She was exactly the kind of woman he'd come to be
wary of. 


Why, then, had Malachi admitted her into his professional
life? And more important, why did she remain so often in his personal musings? 


But he knew the answer to the second question. Emma Knight
was a hothouse beauty, the worst kind of woman – sensual, passionate, and
selfish. Despite her cool façade, she had an air of experience and confidence.


Surely Miss Emma Knight had long ago lost her innocence.
After all, she'd been long years and thousands of miles away from her family at
a private women's college. She would've learned a thing or two about the male
sex, likely indulged the appetites of a healthy young woman. 


But he was no callow youth, and certainly he could control
his lust for her. If once he had her, no doubt he'd be cured of any erotic
fantasies about her. 


He'd wager his career that Stephen Knight underestimated his
niece's experience. The chit clearly knew her way around men. 


# 


Supervising the household chores and writing long overdue
correspondence kept Emma's mind occupied, but when she finally took a respite
from work, Mr. Rivers' strange offer of an alliance nagged at her, puzzled her.
She could not fathom his motives. 


Certainly he'd demonstrated little respect for her. For her
uncle, perhaps, but certainly not for her. And especially not her newspaper
skills. 


She wondered again whose idea it was. His or her uncle's? She
had a sneaky suspicion Stephen had a hand in the whole affair. She vacillated
between being offended and pleased. 


In the afternoon, she changed out of her day dress, washed
up, and then stood before the cheval-glass in camisole and drawers, examining
herself critically. Even though small-breasted women were all the rage, she
admired her own rather lush bosom. 


She thought her narrow waist and flared hips would appeal to
a man, regardless of her mother's opinion that they were traits of low-bred
women. She placed her hands on those hips and turned, viewing her figure from
the side and then over her shoulder. She liked what she saw and believed her
assets would appeal to a man like Malachi Rivers. 


Emma had known since her first kiss – from Jimmy Saunders at
the State Fair in Capitol Park when she was thirteen – that she was different
from other girls. The Knights refused to partake of such common activities as
state fairs, but Emma was overjoyed when they conceded to let her attend the
centennial occasion with Jimmy and his parents. She had experienced true
freedom for the first time in her young life, so when Jimmy asked permission to
kiss her behind the admission booth, she'd consented. 


She found she liked kissing. And the occasional furtive
fumbling stirred powerful and unexpected emotions in her. The stray glances she'd
noticed from men since that age confirmed their appreciation for her face and
form. She had no lacking in confidence in that quarter. 


Regarding her sexual feelings, she was uncommonly curious. Forward.
Perhaps even improper, though she never crossed the lines of decorum. She was a
lady, after all. 


An image of Mr. Rivers' roughly hewn yet pleasing features
passed through her mind. His long-limbed leanness and wide shoulders. Large yet
elegant hands with their long piano fingers and blunt tips and slight calluses.


A tingling started low in her belly, a pressure that got all
wound up in images of the man's physical attributes. Driven by a compulsion she
hardly understood, she was determined to explore these experiences she felt
were her right. Men weren't the only sex who had rights to sensual pleasures. 


Feelings which Malachi Rivers appeared to bring to the
forefront. Which was ridiculous! She didn't even like the man. 


If she were to take a lover, she'd certainly choose a more
malleable man than he, one like the boys who'd pursued her at Wellesley. She
couldn't imagine a liaison with such a strong-willed man as Rivers. An alliance
with a man like him would smother her. Thinking of the loss of her fledging
independence disturbed her indeed. 


Nonetheless, the notion of Mr. Rivers as a lover persisted
throughout the rest of her toilette. 


Late Saturday afternoon Ralston drove her into town in the
horse and buggy. Even though she was perfectly capable of handling the
two-horse roadster herself, she heaved an unladylike sigh and relented to his
concern that the horses were too wild for a lady such as herself to manage. 


Emma had already decided, since Rivers had asked her help
with his investigation – and she still marveled at the oddity of that! – to
spend the Monday morning court session observing her new employer. Although she
hadn't given him an answer yet, and there'd been no mention of payment, to work
with him on a current murder case would be a major accomplishment.


Another thrill of excitement raced along her nerves. Engaging
in trial work was the purview and privilege of males, but she intended to
conduct a superior investigation for Mr. Rivers, representing as she did her
entire sex. This afternoon she would begin her investigation at The Gazette
office. He would find no fault with her skills.


After shopping for new winter boots, an item long on her
list of purchases – although the selection in Placer Hills was limited – she
walked back to the newspaper office. She'd nearly completed the article on Alma
Bentley, but wanted to edit it more carefully before handing it over to Thomas
and his printing machine. 


However, when she arrived, she found herself quite alone. Although
Thomas was nowhere in sight, his scattered work tools indicated he might have
taken a respite, intending to return. 


Before removing her hat and gloves, Emma walked through the
back office to the rear door that opened onto the alley. She rarely used the musty,
narrow passageway, and never lingered there, but today, as she gazed the length
of the dirt access, she realized that her back door lay directly across from
the rear of Malachi Rivers' law office.


Their separate businesses were literally back to back. 


Good grief, how could she not have previously noticed the
proximity? Curiosity piqued, she veered a little to her right, the better to
catch a glimpse of the interior. After all, his back door was opened wide and
she could see straight through to the street front on the other side.


Her mother's mordant warning about curiosity and cats came
to mind. She ignored it. 


To the left she spied a wide desk set kitty-cornered, behind
which was an oversized, but empty, chair. She caught the edge of a painting and
recognized the angular, jarring lines of Pablo Picasso, a young man whom she'd
met when she and Papa had visited Spain. Her mother, disliking anything she
considered "foreign," had declined to travel with them. 


Frankly, Emma doubted the emerging analytic cubism would
take hold in the art world, but she liked the daring display of naked women in Les
Demoiselles d'Avignon which now graced Mr. Rivers' office wall directly
over his desk. She felt a little chagrined that she admired art that had – in a
man's office – all the earmarks of pornography. 


And how had Mr. Rivers acquired the work only just painted
by the artist? She also was put out that Rivers had the temerity to exhibit the
daring painting which she admired greatly but lacked the accompanying courage
to display publicly. 


A lady hanging a picture of naked women cavorting around,
however abstract, would never be acceptable to the community. Nor to her
parents. She remembered Papa's shocked anger when he'd first heard of the
painting's subject.


The office appeared vacant, but with the open door, Mr.
Rivers must surely be nearby. 


With a vague notice of speaking with him about the
investigation when he appeared, Emma propped the back door open, reentered her
office, and opened the storage room where past issues of the paper were filed. The
word "filing" was applied loosely, considering the dusty stacks of
papers scattered in no apparent order about the dim room. 


She removed her outer clothing, covered her shirt waist and
skirt with a large apron, and began to shuffle through back issues. She would
start here, among the pages of print that might shed light on Alma Bentley's
background. Unfortunately, without a filing system, the work was tedious at
best.


After an hour's dusty work with no success, she decided
Thomas, with his wide experience at the paper, might be her best source of
information. The man had worked for the previous owner, lived in Placer Hills
all his life, and virtually knew everyone. If he could not remember the
particulars of certain events, he might well be acquainted with persons and
information that could point her in the right direction.


Emma had a good many questions about the principals in this
crime. For example, she was curious about Joseph and Frances Machado, Sr.,
parents to the slain man. Their son was twenty-three, but still lived with his
parents. Didn't young men normally fly the coop long before that age? 


Had his parents known of Joseph's liaison with Alma? And if
so, why hadn't the senior Machado dismissed the girl when the affair was
discovered?


Emma didn't hear the scuffling sound from the other room
until a quiet knock on the storage door startled her. "Mr. Rivers!"
she exclaimed, dropping the newspapers and clasping her hand to her breast. She
glared angrily at him. "You shouldn't pounce on a person like that!"


"I'm sorry, Miss Knight." He grinned, not looking
at all repentant, but rather like a small boy who enjoyed teasing a younger
sister. 


His ocean-swept eyes raked over her from head to toe,
reminding her of the dusty smudges that no doubt creased her cheeks and the
cumbersome apron that belonged to Thomas. Damn, why did this man always seem to
encounter her at her worst? 


Her irritation notched up a bit. And who gave a fig what
color his eyes were, ocean-swept or lake-deep?


She heaved the sigh of a martyr, as if greatly put upon by
his interruption. "What can I do for you, Mr. Rivers?"


He leaned against the door frame and crossed his arms. Today
he'd shed his jacket and waistcoat, as well as his hat. "Since we are to
work together, you should call me Malachi."


She arched a brow, stared him down, and stepped through the
door to her desk without answering. "If I am to be your employee, we
should maintain proprieties."


"Ah, you've decided then," he asked, trailing
behind her and sprawling in the chair before her desk. 


Apparently, his rough manners precluded the notion of standing
until a lady seated herself. She plopped down rather ungracefully in her own
chair and leveled him a serious look even though his eyes sparked with an
emotion clearly not businesslike. 


"Yes, I have," she answered, folding her hands on
the desktop and tilting her chin in a pugnacious gesture. "Why? Have you
regretted your offer?"


"I have many regrets relating to you, Emma, but the
offer of work is not one of them."


She wrinkled her nose in suspicion. Was the man flirting
with her? Or making fun of her? She considered the probability and prepared to
do battle, but he became diverted by the stack of newspapers.


"Are you working on the case? Is that why you've
muddied yourself with grimy papers?" He leaned forward, a glimmer of
interest on his face. "You are! What direction are you taking? What are
you looking for?"


Suddenly eager to share her ideas with him, she abandoned
her annoyance for the moment. Compelling questions raced through her mind – of
Joe and Alma and their tawdry affair, of the older Machados and their
relationship with both the defendant and their son, of the woman for whom Alma
had been tossed aside.


As she spoke, she detected a glint of respect in Malachi's
eyes and suppressed a tiny shiver. There, she'd given thought to his name. 


Not Mr. Rivers, but simply Malachi. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 7 


 


"If a man were porter of Hell Gate, he should
have old turning the key." – Macbeth


 


Emma Knight offered thought-provoking questions, many of
which Malachi had already asked himself. But he wondered at what price he'd
gotten himself embroiled with her. Wondered if he would be able to manipulate
her as he'd planned. She seemed intelligent enough to see through any ruse of
his.


He might very well have opened the floodgates of the mighty
Missouri River.


At that moment the ringing bell heralded a visitor from the
front office of The Placer Gazette, and interrupted the animated
discourse between them. 


Emma wiped her hands on a cloth, shuffled her notes aside,
and glanced once his way. The stack of papers on her desk fell unheeded to the
floor. He stood and trailed behind her as she removed her apron and reached the
front counter just as a slender, immaculately-dressed woman swept unannounced
through the door. 


"Mother!" Even from behind her, Malachi detected
the stiff tightening of Emma's shoulders, the unpleasant surprise in her voice.
"What are you doing here?" 


The woman eyed her daughter's appearance and sniffed the air
as if something foul lurked in the corners of the room. Her sharp eyes darted
throughout the work area as though she expected to be set upon by thugs. 


"Might I not visit my only daughter at her place of ...
business?"


The last word held all the denigration of a queen gazing at
her lowly slaves. So this was the indomitable Mrs. Franklin Knight, the former
Mary Elizabeth Winchester. Perhaps she pined for the society she'd left behind
in New York and Boston. Or perhaps she suffered an intestinal discomfort which
caused the unbecomingly pinched look on her face.


Malachi was willing to wager on both.


This much Malachi had learned from the local gossip. The
Knights had previously lived in Placer Hills – more than a decade ago, long
before Malachi's time here, and their reputation had preceded them. They ran in
the most elite circles. 


They'd taken up residence again shortly before their
daughter was graduated from Wellesley College. As all of Knight's considerable
agricultural property lay south of them in the rich San Joaquin Valley, their
return to California made sense, but rumors held that Mrs. Knight was not
pleased with the move. 


Malachi stepped from behind Emma and inclined his head in
greeting, rather relishing Mrs. Knight's reaction to his coatless frame. He'd
abandoned his morning coat and waist coat while working alone in his office and
failed to put them back on when he noticed The Gazette alley door open. 


Catching Emma in such a disheveled state, he was glad he'd
neglected his attire. Too formal for his taste anyway, although he'd learned
well how to play with formal society in San Francisco years ago.


"Mother, may I introduce Mr. Malachi Rivers?" Ever
the gracious society lady, Emma swept a hand to her left. "You might
remember that his law office is on the next street over." 


"Humph." The mother emitted a decidedly unladylike
sound. 


That gas again? Silence for a few minutes while she squinted
and speared him unwaveringly with faded gray eyes. She'd clearly been a beauty
in her youth, was, in fact, a handsome woman now. But life's vagaries had
etched themselves on her remarkable complexion and she was but a pale
reflection of the vivid rose of her daughter.


Mrs. Knight's eyes widened as she finally realized who he
was. "You're that attorney," she exclaimed, "the one who's
defending that ... that woman."


Malachi felt his jaw hardened at the woman's tone, but he
forced his voice to remain civil. "Yes, I am, Madam. Alma Bentley is my
client. Are you acquainted with her?"


The mother fairly sputtered. "Of course not! How should
I know anything about a woman of her standing?"


"Oh, I thought perhaps she worked for you?"
Malachi answered, his voice all innocent mildness. "She cleans houses for
a living, takes in laundry, that sort of thing. A hard-working young woman."


Mrs. Knight's mouth went white around her already pale lips
right before she tossed her mane of thick curls, another washed-out version of
her daughter's auburn locks. "No, I do not know the woman. And I do not
believe I should like to know her."


Without waiting for a response, she turned to her daughter. "I've
come to invite you to Sunday dinner," she said. The words were less
invitation than command. "Your father wishes to speak with you."


Emma glanced around the room. "I'm very busy, Mother,
perhaps another Sunday?"


"No," Mrs. Knight insisted, "tomorrow. Your
father has invited Stephen and wishes the entire family to be present."


Emma's face brightened like a newly-lit candle in a dark
corner. "Uncle Stephen's to come?" 


The mother glowered and set her lips in a thin line. "You
needn't be so thrilled about seeing him, when you've neglected your own parents
so shamefully," she reproached. 


Emma darted a glance at Malachi who turned away from the two
of them. He had no wish to meddle in a family quarrel.


"You know I've been frantic with the opening of the
paper," Emma answered, her voice a soft whisper.


"An enterprise you'd never have entered if you had one
iota of respect for your father's and my wishes," the mother countered.


Emma lowered her voice further. "Mama, this is private
business best discussed in private."


Malachi covered his mouth and pretended to peer at the top
paper stacked on the counter. Perhaps he did wish to witness this family
quarrel. He rather enjoyed seeing the prim Miss Knight squirming under the
thumb of her dragon mother.


"I won't leave until you've promised to come to the
house tomorrow," Mrs. Knight threatened. Malachi could feel the dragon's
breath spewing toward his back and turned to face the two women.


Mrs. Knight glanced back and forth between Malachi and Emma
as if she were ascertaining their relationship. "Well?"


A change came over Emma, a stubborn set to her lower jaw
that Malachi had begun to recognize as sheer perversity. "All right,
Mother, you win. I shall come to Sunday dinner tomorrow." She paused
dramatically. "If you extend the invitation to Mr. Rivers."


The dragon looked as though she'd dart a fiery flame at
Malachi, but instead sent cold, hard daggers from her pale eyes. Finally, she
narrowed her eyes and responded with false sweetness and specious hospitality. "Of
course, your friend is invited."


Ah, Emma, he thought, foolish to bluff with a poor hand. He
grinned unabashedly at the two of them. This Saturday afternoon turned out to
be far more interesting than he'd expected when he began working this morning. He
was intrigued to observe Emma in her familial setting. Sunday dinner with the
correct and formal Knights should prove stimulating. 


As she spun away, the dragon lady glared at him one final
time as if he'd cajoled a coveted seat at her dining room table. 


Clearly her mother's agreement had not been Emma's plan. Her
face wilted like a fading flower.


The sight of Mrs. Knight's back retreating from the dismal
interior of the newspaper office had all the sweet relief of a prisoner's
pardon. 


# 


Sunday was a hell of Emma's own making.


At precisely three-thirty in the afternoon, Malachi Rivers
rapped on her front door, a buggy whip in one hand. As usual, his head was
unadorned. 


She glared at him. "What are you doing here? It's not
yet four." Her voice squeaked like a skittish parlor maid, so she clamped down
hard on her lip, scowled at him again, and swung the door ajar ungraciously. 


"And why do you never wear a hat?" she grumbled,
her lips set in a tight line. 


Damn, she'd planned to arrive alone at her parents' home to
have a word with them before Mr. Rivers arrived. She wanted to avoid another
parental confrontation with him as audience. But now there'd be no chance to
speak with them. 


And on top of all that, the incorrigible man looked like a
common workman from the streets!


He grinned and ruffled his palm across his head, apparently
unconcerned that he'd mussed up what little style it had. "Aren't we
having dinner with your parents?" 


The look of feigned surprise on his face shoved her
irritation over the precipice. "Oh, stop this pretence!" 


She reached for her own wide-brimmed, plumed hat and
arranged it on top of her curls, jamming it in place, then flounced out the
door. He trailed her to stand on the porch landing where his horse and carriage
waited in the turnabout. 


"I invited you to dinner merely to annoy my mother."
She slanted him a sharp look through her lashes. "But you knew that
already."


In response he clasped a hand over his heart as if mortally
injured and groaned a sad, little sound, full of pretended wounding. He
maintained his jovial playacting all the way to the carriage where he lifted
her onto the high seat. 


They were on their way immediately, the silence unbroken
between them for several miles. The well-sprung carriage jostled along, the
moveable hood of the bellows top folded back to allow a slight breeze in the
weather that was fast giving way to a brisk fall. The seats were plush leather
and the horses two fine steeds, much more lively than the horses that drew her
own vehicle. 


Perhaps Mr. Rivers' pockets were deeper than she supposed.


Clearing his throat, he finally broke the quiet whirr of the
rumbling wheels on the dirt road. Surely he wasn't nervous about being alone
with her. Perhaps he anticipated the imminent conflict with her parents. 


Finally when he spoke, the tone of his voice, deep and quiet
as the surrounding woods, soothed her. "Satisfy my curiosity, Emma Knight."



"What curiosity is that, Mr. Rivers?"


"Malachi," he corrected her." 


A tiny smile played around the full lips that she had a
difficult time keeping her eyes from straying to. Gentlemen should not have
mouths that begged to be devoured. No, by the expression in those blue eyes and
the amused contour of those firm-looking lips, he was not nervous at all. 


While he continued, her mind contemplated the tiny laugh
lines around his eyes. "What family business do you suppose your parents
have in mind that they're willing to invite me – a complete stranger – to
insure their daughter's attendance at dinner?" 


Emma looked away, sighed deeply, and fingered the lace of
her high-necked gown. "I have no idea, but I imagine they'll engage in the
usual litany."


He turned toward her, his bright blue eyes unreadable. "What
is their 'usual litany'"?


"Their disappointment in me."


Rivers hesitated and then laughed, a rich sound that drew
her eyes to the strong, dark column of his throat. "I can hardly believe
that."


She examined him closely before gazing at the trees passing
by on either side of the buggy as the horses picked up speed. Was he funning
with her again? 


"My parents consider me too headstrong, too stubborn,
and by far too independent, which is their greatest complaint about me." She
added with a nonchalant shrug, "I'm hardly the daughter they had in mind
when they engaged in their single act of procreation." 


This time Malachi choked on a great belly laugh. Christ, what
unfiltered remarks she made! When he caught his breath at last, he grinned
broadly, very much liking this new Emma. He tightened his grip on the reins. "What
makes you so sure they've, uh, engaged in only that single act?"


"Surely you're joking," she mocked. "Neither
of them has a thread of passion running through their blood. Sometimes I'm
quite sure they aren't my true parents."


The slight curve of his lips remained, but he suppressed
blatant guffawing. "How did you come to learn so much about this 'true
passion?'"


Emma blinked several times, drew herself up, and squared her
shoulders as she eyed him suspiciously. Mr. Rivers had a way of layering an
innocuous conversation with underlying meaning. "I've been away from home
four years, to college at Wellesley, where I learned a great many things about
the world."


His blue eyes were deep with humor as he examined her from
the wildly colorful hat to her fine calf slippers. "Yes, I imagine so."



She lowered her voice and leaned closer to him. "You
might be surprised to know that I had quite a liberal education there." 


"Hmmmm." 


The tone of that monosyllable caused her to glance curiously
in his direction. 


"Well, you are independent," he conceded in a
neutral voice. "That's true enough."


She angled her body to the side, suddenly eager to be rid of
this frivolous banter. Making him understand her seemed very important at the
moment. 


"Yes, and while some of their concerns about me may be
true, their disgruntlement runs deeper than surface worries. They want me to be
... " She waved her hands helplessly in the air. "Dependent on them. And
after that, dependent upon a man they consider worthy of the privilege of
marrying me." 


The words left an acrid taste on her tongue.


He lifted both dark brows, the surprise in his voice genuine.
"You don't wish to marry?"


"No – yes – perhaps." She shook her head, confused
by a yearning she couldn't define, an emotion that heightened whenever she
sparred with Malachi Rivers. A brief image of marriage to him flitted through
her mind. Disconcerted, she pushed it away.


Malachi stared at her as if she'd sprouted horns. "But
what about that 'true passion' you say your parents lack?  Don't you want that
for yourself?"


"Of course!" She jiggled her foot while seeking
the right words. "But there are other ... ways to explore that avenue
without marriage." She blew her breath out on an exasperated sigh. "The
point is I want to do something important with my life first. I want a
relationship with a man, of course, but – " 


"Not necessarily marriage," he finished for her. "I
see." He was silent for another several miles during which Emma wondered
if perhaps he really did understand her position. And wouldn't that be strange?


At last they turned down the road that led to her parents'
palatial home on the American River. Malachi leapt from the carriage and handed
her down from the buggy, holding her gloved hand a moment longer than
necessary. 


When she looked up into his eyes, he added a final comment,
his face a sheet of candor that made her believe they'd reached a momentary
understanding. "Well, we must all hope that the 'important something' you
wish to do with your life is more significant than ladies' fashions and tea
parties." 


At first she believed he was teasing her again, but the
clear approbation in his voice convinced her otherwise. Was he challenging her,
she wondered, as he escorted her to the front door? Her fingers still tingled
from his touch and she hid a smile beneath the wide brim of her hat. 


Malachi Rivers was a compelling man. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 8


 


"O, what men dare do! What men may do! What men
daily do, not knowing what they do!"


– Much Ado About Nothing


 


Unfortunately, the rest of the Sabbath spiraled downward
from the moment they crossed the threshold into the Knight family mansion.


"Miss Emma." Horace intoned the salutation as if
it were a royal proclamation. "Mr. Rivers, may I take your ha— ?" The
dour-faced butler stuttered to a halt, perhaps the only time Emma had ever seen
the man flummoxed. 


Emma's father greeted them from the edge of the spacious
marble-floored foyer, his posture military straight. He wore a
handsomely-fitted black tail coat and trousers with a white waistcoat and bow
tie above a stiff winged-collar shirt. 


Her father nodded toward his only child, hardly more than a
bending of the neck a fraction of an inch. "Emma," he said, "You
look pale." 


Emma refrained from casting her eyes heavenward and made do
with placing a brief kiss on her father's dry cheek, a demonstration of
affection insured to irritate him further. "Father, you look ... quite
healthy."


Franklin Knight shot his cuffs one at a time, displaying
discrete diamond links in a subtle demonstration of his position as one of the
wealthiest farmers in the San Joaquin Valley. "You're late," he said
before turning on his heel and preceding his guests into the formal sitting
room to the right of the foyer. 


Emma refused to scurry after him. She took her time handing
Horace her outer attire, all the while aware of their guest's silent questions,
apparent in the lift of a single brow. 


"Mother." Emma gestured toward Rivers. Her mother
sat on a Hepplewhite chair, her blue gown bright against the shield-shaped
chair back. "You remember Mr. Rivers."


"Of course. Do sit down, please. Would you like a
drink? Brandy?" 


Her father stood behind her mother, his face a flat mask of
disinterest.


Emma took a seat angled toward her mother on a rococo arm
chair upholstered in an intricate rich blue design that nearly matched Mr. Ri –
Malachi's eyes. He took the matching chair opposite her, stretching his long
legs out in front of him.


He glanced around the room, no doubt taking in the opulence
that she'd grown up amid. "No, thank you, ma'am," he drawled, the words
drawn out like a nineteenth-century cowboy. 


Emma darted him a cautionary look. "Father, Mr. Rivers
has his law office in Placer Hills quite near the courthouse." 


Father nodded, his eyes narrowing at the casual slouch of Malachi
on the elegant chair.


"Papa owns properties and businesses to the north as
well as the farmland to the south of us," Emma said. More wealth than any
single person ought to possess, she thought.


"Really?" That familiar, amused smile played
around Malachi's lips, as if he were privy to a joke that none of them
understood. "How fortunate for you." 


Although the words were spoken to her father, Malachi's eyes
trailed to Emma, nearly accusatory in their piercing stare. She willed herself
not to squirm and set her jaw tightly, lifting her chin. How dare he judge her!



It wasn't her fault her father was so damned rich. 


Within fifteen minutes of the introductions and casual
preliminary conversation, her mother rang the bell for the serving of dinner. By
the time they'd entered the formal dining room, the serving girls stood at
either end of the table, their starched aprons sparkling against their black
uniforms. 


As usual Papa occupied his chair at the far end of the heavy
oak table as if he were a captain at the helm of his ship. Mama sat at the
opposite end, erect and regal as any queen, and in the long space between them
Emma stared into the enigmatic face of Mr. Rivers opposite her. 


Thank God, Stephen who'd arrived late, sat to her left,
nearest her father. His presence alone made the ordeal bearable.


The hurried, but efficient movements of the two serving
girls occupied the silence as they produced each dinner course. And then began
the test of patience as her mother's admonitions screeched like a thousand
violins in Emma's ears. 


"Jenny, not there, careful with the tureen! 


"Margaret, must you spill, clumsy girl! 


"The silver service is out of order. Again." 


Mama closed her eyes briefly as if invoking heavenly
intercession for the misfortunate of having such incompetent servants. 


"Sorry, mum," murmured Jenny, her voice quavering,
although Mama had curtailed her criticism by half.


Emma smiled at the two girls, hardly more than children, and
flashed back with unerring clarity to being eight years old again in this
house, condemned to the nightly prison of the family dining experience and her
mother's railing. 


"Thank you, Margaret," Emma murmured as the girl
ladled soup into her bowl.


She felt the tightness of her flesh against her cheekbones
and bit her lip. Glancing up, she intercepted the shifting mood on Mr. Rivers'
face – from amusement to puzzlement and then sad understanding.


Any moment now, Papa would begin chastising Mama in his
hard, cold voice. No, it wasn't funny at all, this farce of a marriage between
the two persons who'd given birth to her. But she would not have Mr. Rivers'
pity. She dipped her spoon into the bowl and glared at him, silently daring him
to feel sorry for her. 


"Mr. Rivers," Mama asked during the main course, "would
you like more lamb? Jenny," she ordered, "don't keep our guest
waiting." 


"No, thank you, ma'am," he answered quietly. "But
the dinner is delicious."


"Well, Cook is sufficient, and the service adequate at
best," Mama complained. "But what can one expect here in the west. It's
hardly like Boston or New York, now is it?"


"Mary," Papa corrected her, clear criticism in his
voice low, steely, "Margaret and Jenny will perform according to your
expectations. You are not firm enough with them." 


Stephen coughed quietly and then changed the subject,
heading off the inevitable lecture. Her uncle was well used to the dinner
habits of her family. "Frank, Mr. Rivers is the defense attorney on the
Bentley case. Have you been following the trial?"


Papa's answer was long in coming as he paused to lower his
fork. "I have better things to do with my time, Stephen, than wallow in
such tawdry events." He drank his wine thoughtfully. "But I
understand that my good friend Charles Fulton is conducting a superior
prosecution."


Emma's eyes fluttered to Malachi's face as she felt outrage
on his behalf. But he merely wore the dangerous look she'd learned was prelude
to a salty retort. If she'd thought to ameliorate the rancor of her parents by
inviting him, she'd been mistaken. 


She braced herself for a volcanic reaction. 


Malachi turned to his right to gaze directly at her father,
curling his lip in what could've been the prelude to a snarl. "Really,
sir? You are friends with Charlie?"


"Charles," Papa corrected with a frown. "Yes,
I am, and a finer district attorney the county has never seen."


Malachi began shaking his head, the smile still hovering
around his full lips, but not quite reaching his cold blue eyes. Did Papa
realize that their guest was mocking him?


"Oh, yes, old Charlie has managed to acquire quite a
number of petty convictions," Malachi said.


Papa gagged as if his neck cloth were choking him. "Petty
convictions? Explain what you mean, sir!" 


"Oh, nothing much except that Charlie's last ten
convictions were women arrested for panhandling, solicitation, and petty theft."



Malachi took a long draught of wine and continued while her
father dropped his jaw in disbelief. "I believe the theft was for a loaf
of bread to feed the woman's children. All ten perpetrators received
significant jail sentences."


"As well they should," Mother interrupted,
signaling for Margaret to pour more wine in everyone's glass. "We cannot
allow this kind of criminal to run wild about our community."


Malachi laughed softly, but without humor. "Hardly
criminal, madam." He smiled, wiped his mouth, and placed his dinner napkin
on the table. "Well, at any rate, they're fed and clothed while
incarcerated, which is more than they could expect living on the streets."



Emma's hands had gone clammy and her cheeks felt as though they
were leached of all color. "A mother? Are you saying the district attorney
charged a mother with stealing food for her children?"


"Now, Emma, don't get emotional," her father
warned. "You know how easily you let your heart rule your head."


"But what about the children?" Emma asked.


Malachi shrugged casually enough, but Emma could see the
tight set of his jaw and the distended veins of his neck. "The foundling
home, one supposes."


"Come now, Rivers," Papa said, glancing toward
Stephen for support. "It's hardly Fulton's problem that the children's
mothers engage in illegal activities."


Her uncle remained mute, eyeing Malachi carefully.


"After all, he is the elected officer of the people,"
Papa continued. 


"Charles Fulton won the election as Bigler County
District Attorney with the backing of wealthy citizens in our fair town,"
Malachi retorted. "He caters to their whims and prosecutes cases against
the poorest element of society while he's lenient with the rich." 


He edged his chair back as if ready to fight and sounded as
though he'd reached the end of his tether. As if he'd spouted the speech many
times before. 


"However, you sir," her father answered, standing
and throwing his napkin on top of his serving plate. "You cater to the
meanest element of society, the dregs of our community who would blight the
very countryside with their slovenliness and crime. A country that we built on
hard labor." 


Malachi's face twisted in scorn. "Perhaps with hard
labor, Mr. Knight, but not your labor." 


Emma's hands shook as if gripped by a serious palsy and she rose
quickly to ward off the imminent calamity. "Mother, Father," she
nodded to each in turn. "I'm feeling unwell. Please excuse us. Mr. Rivers
and I shall leave now."


Her father's voice was a great icy canyon that echoed with a
northern coldness. "Sit down, Emma. We haven't yet discussed the intended
topic which was the purpose of this dinner tonight." 


Malachi stood abruptly and stared at her across the table,
but she couldn't read his expression. "Emma, would you like me to take you
home?" His voice was even and uninflected. 


"Sir, you may leave." Her father's voice raised a
notch, an indication that his cruel frigidity would soon erupt into molten lava.
"However, my daughter will remain. Stephen will accompany her when we are
finished."


"Emma?" The force of Malachi's will permeated
throughout the room. "I won't leave without you unless you agree."


She blinked furiously several times. How humiliating to be
dealt with like a child in front of a man she wanted respect from. How could
Malachi trust her investigative skills if she crumbled so easily beneath her
father's will? Yet, how could she turn tail and run from her father like a
coward?


She glanced down at her uncle, whose face was a complex mass
of sorrow and wisdom. Why hadn't he intervened? Defended her? But Stephen's
eyes were riveted to the proud, tight form of Malachi Rivers who stood like a
soldier across from her.


"Emma?" Malachi asked again, his voice neither
cajoling nor condemning her. She wondered if she could trust a man like him.


"I'll return with my uncle," she answered at
length. "Thank you so much for joining us tonight, Mr. Rivers."


Silence hung ugly and ponderous for several long moments.


Emma didn't miss the hard determined look of Malachi as he
retrieved his overcoat and gloves, and with a nod Stephen's way swept from the
house. She'd disappointed him. 


With a great sense of abandonment, she turned to face her
father.


#


After Malachi left, silence descended on the dining room as
heavy as a death knell. But Emma knew the quiet was only a lull before the
storm. 


Stephen looked at her with kind, but piteous eyes. He would
not help her now, however much he wished. Perhaps he could not. She must fight
her own battles.


"Let us step into the parlor for tea," Mama
suggested.


Emma jerked her head. "I'd prefer a good strong cup of
coffee if I'm to be led to the butcher's block."


Her father choked on his water. He disapproved of her
developing taste for coffee because he had the notion that well-bred ladies
drank that most tepid of drinks – tea. Coffee-drinking ought to be reserved for
the male of the species. But he nodded toward Jenny, apparently reserving his
best ammunition for larger issues.


The four of them settled in the small parlor mere minutes
before Jenny brought in the service tray. This room, lighter in décor than the
rest of the house, soothed Emma's wrought nerves with its bright yellow and
blue hues and floral prints. 


Her mother sat on the sofa to perform the serving tasks, but
her father loomed over Emma's chair. Her uncle lounged by the arched entry. At
the sight of the service tray, prepared with both tea and a coffee carafe, Emma
lifted her chin, feeling she'd won a victory, however small. 


But Papa's next words removed all thought of triumph. "Your
mother and I have decided to send you to Switzerland for the winter," he
said without preliminary.


She couldn't have been more shocked if he'd turned into a
two-headed goat. 


"Switzerland!" her uncle exclaimed, taking a step
toward her. "What in damnation would you do that for? She's got a business
to run."


"No, Stephen," Father contradicted, sipping his
coffee as calmly as if Emma's world weren't tottering before her. "You
have a business to run. Emma does not belong there."


"I'm part-owner, Father. I can't abandon the newspaper.
We've just begun to turn The Gazette around."


"You can and you will, Emma," her mother said
calmly. 


Emma's laugh sounded harsh and brittle to her ears. What game
were her parents up to now? Why did they think they could control her when they'd
failed to do so for the last four years? "You can't make me." 


She immediately regretted the childish words.


"But we can," her father said, the coldness of his
voice like sharpened icicles. "Your grandmother's legacy to you has a
clause. A codicil if you will."


"Codicil? What are you talking about," Stephen
thundered. "Mother left the money to Emma unattached, Frank. What have you
done?"


"Nothing a prudent father wouldn't do. I invoked my
right of veto until Emma is twenty-three." Her father's face glowed with
self-satisfaction. "She cannot touch the money until then."


"But I turn twenty-three in six months!" Emma
exclaimed.


"Yes, and six months in Switzerland will give you time
to think about your proper place in society," her mother said.


Emma rose, a tight ball hardening in her chest. "By
then I will have defaulted on my property loan."


"Yes," Papa answered, looking at her over the rim
of his coffee cup. "And given up this nonsense about publishing." 


"And returned to live with us as you should," her
mother said, the success of victory in her eyes. 


"What if she marries within that time?" Stephen
asked, his eyes trained on Emma.


"Why then, of course," her father answered with
grim satisfaction, "the funds will be released directly to her." 
















 


 


 


Chapter 9 


 


"Is whispering nothing? Is leaning cheek to
cheek? is meeting noses?" – The Winter's Tale


 


The temperature had dropped nearly ten degrees by the time
Malachi abandoned his carriage at his cabin and set off on foot to cover the
distance back to Emma Knight's home. 


Plunging his hands into his overcoat pockets, he worried at
his reasons for going there instead of relaxing in his own warm cabin. But,
welcome or not, he wanted to be waiting for her when she returned from what
looked to be an explosive confrontation with her parents. 


He should leave the woman alone. What did he care if
her father and mother hounded her about the newspaper business? In truth, if
she abandoned it, he and his client would be better off. No meddling Emma
Knight. No danger of damaging accounts splashed across the news page. 


He'd offered her a job, an investigative opportunity, mostly
to keep her out of his affairs, but Emma might be quite good at ferreting out
information for him. Stephen Knight seemed to be sure of that. She had a
certain way about her, brazenness and innocence mixed together, that was
charming and lulled a person into confidence.


When he arrived, Malachi first walked the perimeter of the
house, assuring himself that no one was about. Silence outside and darkness
within. The help must spend their nights elsewhere. 


Did Emma sleep alone here at night, then? Lonely business,
that, with the woods menacingly close and deep and the lake nearby. 


Around to the side of the landing he discovered a swing that
had been fashioned into the overhang so that a person could rest there on a
cool summer's day and watch the mysterious lure of the forest. He slouched down
in the white-slatted seat and rested his head on the back.


Why had a woman like Emma Knight – stubborn, even bullheaded
beyond normal reason – given in so easily under the censure of her parents? He
knew she was stronger than that. 


Perhaps she chose her battles carefully, for he knew he
would not have capitulated, not at the same tender age of twenty-two. But he
was a man and she was little more than a girl.


By the time he was fourteen, he'd been twenty pounds heavier
and half a head taller than his father. The last time his father raised his
fist in anger was the day Malachi left home. But not before he'd broken his
father's forearm and bloodied his face. 


In the dark Malachi smiled in satisfaction, but the feeling
evaporated when he thought of his mother. He'd known even at fourteen that he
should've taken her with him. But how? And where? 


For all his great size, he was still a boy. So he'd left her
behind, too callow to understand how effectively his drunken, violent father
would punish his mother for her son's transgression.


He heard the sounds of the Curved Dash before he saw the
motorcar putter up the dirt road and pull into the turnabout. Doors opened and
slammed shut again, and quiet murmurings wafted to him around the corner. He
couldn't make out the words, but he knew it was Knight, bringing his niece home
from the family ordeal.


Their relationship seemed one of mutual affection and
respect. Malachi would never have left her alone with her parents if Stephen
hadn't been there, although clearly Emma was a woman who could hold her own in
any argument. 


He wondered what leverage her parents had used against her
after he'd left.


Suddenly he realized Emma might not thank him for appearing
unexpectedly at her doorstep. Interfering, meddling in her personal affairs. She
didn't need him. She had her uncle to comfort her. 


If Stephen remained, Malachi would slip away without seeing
her. No need for Emma to know he'd been here at all.


Moments passed and finally he heard the wheels of the
motorcar grind on the gravel as it turned around and followed the bumpy trail
to the main road. The clear night scattered jewels across the swath of black
sky, and Malachi's breath puffed in the frosty air. 


So, he checked briefly on her. That was all. 


He rapped lightly on the door and then gazed up to the
second floor where a dim light burned in what might be Emma's bedroom. No
answer. 


After knocking again with no response, he swung around to
leave when the door creaked slowly open and the light from the inside
silhouetted her slender form. She hadn't yet removed her suit jacket and
gloves, but her head was bare, the auburn strands curling around her ears and sweeping
across her forehead.


"I knew you'd come," she said without preamble,
her pale face even paler against her dark clothing.


He glanced behind her to the empty foyer. The solitariness of
their situation hit him like a sudden blast. The risk of compromising her
rooted him to the spot. "Come outside and talk with me a while."


She followed him around the porch and sat beside him while
he gently moved the swing back and forth with one foot. She placed her hands
beneath her thighs in a charming gesture that reminded him how very young she
was – at least from his vantage of thirty-one years and far more experience.


After several silent, but not uncomfortable minutes, she
whispered, "It was awful. They've schemed to rob me of my home and
eventually the newspaper." 


He'd known this was coming. Emma was foolish to believe she
was powerful enough to thwart the combined resolve of her parents, two wealthy
and influential community members. He placed his gloved hand on the back of her
neck, kneaded softly and murmured quiet, soothing nonsense.


When she finally turned to him, great fat tears spiked her
lashes and her nose, red from the cold, began to run. "Why do they hate me
so?"


He removed his handkerchief and handed it to her, sighing
heavily. "They don't hate you, Emma. They're afraid of you."


She blew her nose and snorted. "As long as I can
remember, they've disapproved of me."


"They don't understand you. You want so much more than
any woman they've ever known. You unsettle them."


Her chocolate eyes flickered and he detected a glimmer of
warmth in their black centers. A warning crawled up his spine as she smiled
wryly at him. "But you do," she murmured, shifting infinitesimally
closer. 


Her arm and thigh brushed against his and a jolt of desire
shot straight to his groin. 


"You understand me," she said.


He laughed and rose smoothly, turned to lean against the low
wall of the wraparound porch, his legs crossed at the ankles. Distance was
prudent. Distance protected both of them.


A mocking tone entered his voice. "I doubt anyone
understands you fully, Miss Knight."


"Emma," she whispered as the faint scent of her
perfume, mixed with the headiness of her closeness, overwhelmed his senses. 


He could not afford involvement with a woman now. And she? –
well, Emma was far better off without the stench of his reputation tainting
her.


But she apparently had no such reservations. Biting her
lower lip, she moved toward him, standing so close he could feel the warm
moisture of her breath and the slight trembling of her body. She smiled and
gazed up at him rather naughtily. "Are you afraid of me, Malachi?"


Jesus Christ! 


"Why should I be afraid of a young, inexperienced girl?"
he countered, controlling the primitive impulse to take her harshly here and
now, without preliminaries or finesse.


She jutted out that bottom lip. "I'm nearly
twenty-three, hardly a girl."


"If you say so."


"I do. And I'm not untutored at all." As if to
prove this fact, she reached up to draw a gloved finger down the line of his
jaw and over his lips, all the while never removing her eyes from his face.


This was shaky ground, dangerous ground. He'd ascertained
she was none the less for wear from her parents' verbal thrashing, and now he
should leave. But he remained motionless, inflamed by the look and smell of her,
lemon and oranges and some spice he couldn't identify emanating from her hair
and her skin.


One brush of his fingers against the soft smoothness of her
cheek, clear as porcelain. One press of her parted lips against his. One touch
of her round, perfect breasts. 


What harm there? 


She'd already claimed she was no innocent, and she spoke and
moved her body like a woman familiar with the many ways to entice a man. Likely,
she'd experimented with a score of young men at Wellesley, led them on until
they were hot and eager for her. 


Slowly, one finger at a time, he removed his gloves, all the
while watching those clear brown eyes widen. How far would she let him go and still
consider herself a lady? 


How far would he go and remain a gentleman, his conscience
countered? 


Emma was a lady. And he a gentleman even though he'd never
claimed more than a thin veneer of gentility. Still, even ladies and gentlemen
succumbed to the occasional enticements of the flesh.


His gloves dropped to the redwood flooring. He reached for
her, traced his bare finger down the straight slope of her nose and over the
curve of her bottom lip, tugged gently until she opened her mouth to him and he
felt the soft moistness of her inner lip.


With his other hand, he reached behind her and removed the
remaining pins from her hair's loose knot, let the spiral hairpins join his
gloves on the floor's planks with a soft plink. The rich hue of her hair
glistened in the moonlight like molten lava as it tumbled around her shoulders
in violent disarray. 


He pulled her toward him. The swell of her breasts beneath
her jacket pressed against his chest as she wrapped her arms around his waist
and spread her palms up his back. She dug her fingers into his body as if she'd
score his bare flesh if it were handy to her nails.


Desire raced through him like jolts of lightning. Emma was
no innocent. She knew exactly how to inflame him.


His cock pushed hard against her belly, her body quivering
at the jutting insistence. He lowered his mouth to hers even as she opened her
lips and his tongue began to trace the curve of her bottom lip. Deepening the
kiss, he sensed her ragged intake of breath and her heart pattering to the
pounding roar of his own.


Her hands dropped from his waist to linger on his hips and,
taking the cue, he grasped the gently rounded curve of her buttocks, holding
her firmly against him, letting her experience the hard line of him through his
trousers. As he trailed kisses down the long column of her neck, she moaned and
arched closer, inviting him to taste her. His blood roared in his temples like
a fiery conflagration.


He obliged for a few sweet moments before pulling back. God,
she was an intoxication more heady than liquor.


"More." Her breath fanned across his jaw, hot from
his assault, her fists clenched tightly around his hips. 


He complied by gazing at her closed eyes, unbuttoning
several fastenings of the jacket and shirt waist beneath. "Is this what
you want, Emma?" 


Her eyes fluttered open, glazed over with passion. 


"Yes," he murmured and ran his finger along the
swell of full breasts jutting above the corset. "Yes, you do." 


His voice sounded harsh to his ears, ragged and out of
control. She'd bewitched him and he wanted nothing more than to take her here,
on the hard porch, in the cold night. 


"Say it," he urged, moving his mouth downward to
cover the fiery path his fingers had just traced. "Say you want this."


He felt the pulse at her neck race wildly against his lips. He
tugged at her chemise until one small pink nipple opened to his sight. "Ah,"
he whispered and set to work there.


Emma caught his head between her hands, her fingers curling
in his hair, and drew him closer to her breast. Another jolt of desire shot
through him. 


"Yes," she cried. "Yes, harder." She
squirmed against him as if in pain and he bit back a gentle laugh. 


He tugged and nipped at her nipple, then turned to the other
one. God, he was hot for her. And she was ready for him. He fancied he could
smell her arousal through the layers of clothing that separated them. 


When he spoke, his voice shook. He wanted her badly, but
common sense prevailed for a brief moment. She didn't deserve being taken like
a common trollop. 


"Inside?" he muttered.


"Yes, please," she begged, and at that moment
opened her eyes again so his gaze fixed with hers in the light from the moon. Passion
and sexual need filled her face like a brilliant light. He wanted nothing more
than to sweep her in his arms and find the nearest bedroom.


But the realization of the consequences shocked him like a
plunge into the icy winter lake. Christ, Emma Knight was a lady! Even though
they clearly panted for one another, the complications that could arise from
making wanton use of her body would surely come back to plague him. 


He dropped his hands from her hips. "Ah, Emma," he
breathed on a regretful sigh.


"What? Wh – ?" 


 He placed a chaste kiss on her smooth forehead and inhaled
a deep, ragged breath. With inept fingers, he pulled the jacket around her
exposed body and fumbled with the buttons.


"What are you doing?" Her voice was a mixture of
protest and passion, mirroring his regret.


"Nothing. I'm – we're doing nothing."


Confusion and disbelief played across her face. "But,
but I want this," she protested, reaching for him again. "You want
this."


"God, yes," he groaned into her hair before taking
several steps away from her. "But it's been a long day, Emma, for you –
for both of us. You need rest now, not ... not this."


She'd likely never know the cost of those words.


Without another sound he turned on his heel and tramped off
into the forest, his cock protesting with a will of its own against the
tightness of his pants.


It was only lust, he told himself. Another woman would do as
well to ease it. And he half believed  himself. 


#


Emma drew in a harsh breath and let it out on a groan,
staring at the reflection of her chemise-clad body in the cheval-glass. Her
reddened cheeks, her tousled hair, her heaving breasts, mottled pink from
Malachi's whiskers – all proved that she enjoyed his attentions.


Her emotions had flooded from some untapped well within her,
a place she'd never known existed where they'd lain unacknowledged and
unexplored for years. She now realized she'd buried them in art books and
physiology sketches, masked them with the curiosity of the school books and
drawings.


When she returned to the house after Malachi left, she'd
drawn the curtains in her bedroom and removed her outer clothing, everything
but her chemise and drawers, and now she peered into the pale sliver of her
face reflected back at her. She seemed different, altered somehow by an
earth-shattering change. 


When her mother had administered what Emma called "The
Talk," she'd never hinted at these potent emotions. No, her mother had
spoken of duty and discomfort, likening the act itself to the barnyard antics
of animals. Mating, she'd called it, and then slapped her hands together as if
brushing the dirt off them. 


No hint of uncontrolled passion, no allusion to mindless
ardor. 


Emma shook her head and watched red fire dance around her
shoulders in the mirrored reflection. She ran her fingertips over her mouth,
testing the texture of her lips. Were they swollen from his kisses? She brushed
a kiss against the flesh of her inner wrist. How had her flesh felt to him when
he explored her neck so thoroughly? 


At Wellesley, and even before then, she'd been kissed on
many occasions. Curious, she'd even allowed several gentlemen to slip their
tongues into her mouth. 


Those experiments had been ... interesting. Wet and timid,
sometimes nice, often sloppy, but certainly nothing profound. Malachi's kiss
had left her mindless, had shaken her so badly she'd felt she might fall into a
faint. 


His mouth was moist and dry at the same time, both soft and
hard against her skin. But more than that, the core of her had responded to him
with an elemental force that frightened her. She'd felt herself slipping away,
losing all rational thought, forgetting every single reason why a man should not
have such unrestrained access to her body.


For God's sake, she'd welcomed him, had all but unfastened
his trousers and taken him in her hand. Oh, she'd wanted to do that. Driven by
curiosity and need, she'd nearly begged him to release himself from his
clothing's strictures. 


A strange moodiness came over her. Damn him! Why had he roused
her so thoroughly and then stopped what he'd begun? 


He wanted her. She knew that as surely as she knew her own
name. He must have no doubt that she was willing. Then why had he rejected
her?  Perhaps he feared unwanted consequences. 


She'd not thought of that. She had heard of womb veils,
sheaths, and various herbal concoctions, but she had no real knowledge of how
they worked to prevent a child. A girl at Wellesley had once whispered of
condoms in mysterious and sly tones. 


But surely Malachi did not casually carry such an item with
him. He couldn't have sensed her attraction to him, could he? 


Mama had not included these topics in her lecture, most
likely assuming her daughter would avoid such an unpleasant experience as
sexual congress.


Weary of such thoughts and feeling suddenly sweaty, Emma
finished undressing and dipped a cold cloth into the wash basin. She stroked it
across her fevered cheeks and neck. After a moment, she put on her nightgown
and lay down, but moments later her body still heated the cool sheets and her
mind chattered through her tired brain.


She reached for the book on her bedside table, her art book
from Wellesley, which included some of Michelangelo's sketches of the human
form. Opening the book to page 124, she traced her forefinger along the
drawing, around the sketch of a man's buttocks and back, then onward to the
next page where the penciled drawing of a man's penis and testicles were
clearly outlined. 


Another page showed the statue of David. The subject's organ
was tiny, such a stark contrast to what she'd felt with her body aligned
against the hardness of Malachi's groin. 


She wanted to feel that firm stiffness again. Not the
flaccidity shown in the sketch, but hard and jutting like Malachi's body
against her.


That's what she wanted. 


And she would not be ashamed of that desire. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 10 


 


"Though justice be thy plea, consider this, that
in the course of justice none of us should see salvation."


– The Merchant of Venice


 


The Monday morning trial session began late while Judge
Underwood glowered from the bench and Charles Fulton hurried down the courtroom
aisle. Malachi turned his head to watch the prosecutor with curiosity. 


He'd never seen the man so flustered. Face purplish-red as a
garden beet, morning coat buttoned askew, Fulton approached the magistrate and
whispered something over the podium. 


The judge banged his gavel heavily, jerked his head toward
Malachi, and growled, "In my chambers, gentlemen. Now!"


What now? What trick had Charlie pulled out of his sleeve? 


When Malachi closed the door behind him, Fulton started
right in. "He's persuaded the Knights to champion Alma Bentley's cause, a
clear breach of ethics!"


"What are you talking about?" Malachi shot back,
trying to look unaffected. The district attorney couldn't possibly know about
the incident with Emma last night. It was just like Fulton to make a hurricane
out of a squall. 


"Mr. Prosecutor, explain yourself." Underwood
brandished the gavel he still held at Fulton's nose. "You'd better not be
pulling sneaky shenanigans in my courtroom."


"He's been hobnobbing with Stephen Knight and – "
When Charlie got upset, he looked like a small child crying for a lost toy. His
face reddened unbecomingly and his mouth drooped in a pout. 


Confusion clouded the judge's florid face. "The artist?
Franklin Knight's brother?" 


"The Knights have asked Mr. Rivers to employ their
daughter," Fulton said. "Miss Knight is the newspaper editor. That,
your honor, is a violation of propriety, if not law!" 


"Miss Knight has agreed not to act in the name of the
press for the duration of the trial," Malachi explained. "She'll
assist me only in the most insignificant ways." He wouldn't lie to
Underwood, but he wondered how true his words were. To what degree did he think
he could manipulate Emma?


"Sounds to me like Malachi's got the situation under
control, Charles," the judge said, sinking into a chair. "Why make a
fuss at this point in the trial?"


"There's no way Mr. Rivers can assure the woman's
cooperation," Fulton sputtered, an unbecoming drool of saliva coating the
corners of his mouth. "She's already printed a damning interview."


"Humph," Underwood said, "Not damning to the
prosecution, however."


Fulton has the grace to look embarrassed. 


"As long as the woman doesn't write any articles about
the trial in that newspaper of hers, I see no conflict." Underwood aimed a
dark look Malachi's way. "But if she does, young man, you'll be facing a
contempt charge." 


Fulton smirked at Malachi as the judge continued. "I
don't hold with anyone screwing around in my courtroom, understand?" 


"Sir," Fulton began his protest. 


"Shut the fuck up, Charles," the judge growled. "That
warning goes for the prosecution too." 


"Yes sir," Fulton mumbled.


"Absolutely, sir." Malachi threw a disgusted look
at Fulton. The man was a weasel. If Emma had been helping the prosecution
instead of the defense, he'd have no problem with the supposed breach of
ethics.


Now Malachi wondered just how much luck he'd have keeping
Emma in line. Especially after last night. 


But he hadn't forced anything on her; she'd been willing, by
God. He'd bet his life on it. 


#


The morning session continued with the testimony of several
more witnesses for the prosecution. Malachi noted covertly that Emma made no
appearance in court today. Did she stay away in order to keep her bargain? Or was
she too upset to face him? 


His behavior last night had distracted and confused her. And
himself no less. Had he made an irretrievable error in judgment? Could they get
past that and move forward with the business of the trial? 


At the luncheon break, he made his way down the gently
sloping hill to the Tea Room where he asked Molly to prepare sandwiches for him.
Then he spent the rest of the two-hour break in his office, going over his
witness notes. 


Malachi planned to call only a few witnesses, primarily
women, to testify to Alma Bentley's good character. He wanted to demonstrate
her work ethic, her responsibility, and her innocence. At least how naïve and
innocent she'd been before she met Joe Machado. 


He'd contemplated calling Mr. and Mrs. Machado to testify,
but discarded the idea immediately. Too risky. Their grief might overwhelm any
sympathy he could gain for Alma. But why they'd continue to employ a cleaning
girl who fraternized with their son was a question he'd like the jury to wonder
about.


The jangle at the front door drew his eyes through his
office to the reception area. Emma Knight moved gingerly through the outer room
toward the open door of his private chamber, looking around with apparent discomfort.



Today she wore a severe plum jacket buttoned to her neck and
a black skirt that fitted her slender form snugly. Her hat bloomed with
outrageously wild plumes in varying hues. She looked beautiful, but awkward, as
she shifted from one foot to the other like a restless child. 


Then she caught his eye through the doorway. 


"May I come in?" Her voice betrayed none of the
nervousness of her body. 


Malachi stood and offered her the chair opposite his desk. "Certainly.
We have several issues to discuss."


"We do?"


"About the case." The expectant look fled her face
and he felt suddenly optimistic, though he couldn't say why.


She studied her hands. "Of course, the case. We should
speak about how you intend to bring about Alma's acquittal."


For a moment Malachi pondered the wisdom of sharing his
courtroom strategem with her, but decided if he was in for a penny, then the
pound would have to do. "I'm not going to argue that she is innocent."



Emma nodded. "She's all but admitted her guilt." 


"Yes." He paused a moment longer before continuing.
"I intend to demonstrate that Alma was driven to commit this crime by
Joseph Machado's heartless treatment of her. He despoiled her, compromised her
reputation, and promised her marriage. Then when another woman took his fancy,
he discarded her like yesterday's trash." 


He liked the sound of those phrases and jotted a note on his
ledger. 


"You intend to bring her damaged reputation to the
forefront?" He heard her voice rise in outrage and from the corner of his
eye saw her jump up to place her fists on the edge of the desk. 


"There's hardly any controversy about her reputation,"
he argued without looking up or standing. "That's sullied enough. I must
now save her life." 


"But – but don't you think a woman has the right to take
a lover?" When he glanced sharply at her, she faltered. "Just – just
as much as a man does?"


Where was Emma headed with this line of thinking? Surely she
didn't compare her own reputation to Alma Bentley's. He forced steel into his
voice and finally rose to stand at the edge of the desk, her rigid form mere
inches from him. 


"That's not the point, Emma. I must show that Alma
would not have murdered Joseph Machado if he'd not led her down such a path of
sin and wickedness." He looked steadily at her until her beautiful
chocolate eyes fell away and she turned her back to him. 


"Is sensual pleasure such a road to sin then?" she
whispered. 


Malachi thoughtfully eyed her. She posed the question
innocently enough, but he wondered if she referred to Alma or to herself. "I
suppose it depends on the woman." 


She shook her head, as if she failed to understand or
disagreed with the concept, and paced the short distance across his small
office. Her back still facing him, she tilted her head to scrutinize the
Picasso on the wall. 


"If you defend Alma as if she were a child, easily led
by a man's wicked desires, you absolve her of responsibility for her actions,"
she said at last, turning to face him. "And strip her of equality with a
man."


Now he felt it, the simmering of her temper, whether at
herself or him or the defendant he wasn't sure, but her anger lay just beneath
the surface of a composed façade. 


"My task is to get Alma acquitted of murder charges,"
he grated out, impatient with her noble ideas. "Her equality means nothing
if she's dead." 


He meant to shock her with his harsh words and edgy tone,
and he must've succeeded for her face blanched right before her temper boiled
to the surface. She clutched her fists at her hips and stepped toward him. He
moved forward until he felt her hot, rapid breath on his chin.


"My concern isn't with women's equality, Emma," he
continued. "My allegiance is to my client." He lowered his voice in a
more conciliatory tone, reaching out to touch her shoulder.


She jerked away from him, her face flushed, her jaw set. "Your
client should not be exonerated from premeditated murder simply because she's a
woman," she ranted. "If she is guilty, she cannot be acquitted based
on her sex. Such a defense may set women's rights back by decades!"


At her obstinate idealism, he felt his own anger soar. "All
women and their so-called rights are not my concern." 


Emma shook her head. "Alma must be held to answer the
same as a man." 


"The same as a man?" he shouted. "The very
fact that she isn't a man is the point." 


"Yes," she answered bitterly, "she's merely a
woman, one treated little better than a child, with no rights or privileges."



Damned stubborn woman! He paused and moved to close
the door into the antechamber lest someone walk in on their railing with one
another. He leaned against the door, folded his arms across his chest, and
tried to calm down. "Do you really think Alma Bentley should go to the
gallows for acting in a moment of angered passion after being jilted by a
scoundrel?"


Emma's eyes were bright with unshed tears, but she wouldn't
abandon her position. "If she is guilty, she should not be acquitted based
on her sex."


He raked his fingers through his hair and tried again. "I
must speak to a jury – a group of twelve men who will not believe a woman is
capable of committing such a heinous act." 


He took a deep breath and walked slowly towards her. "Emma,
these jurors want to understand why Alma committed this unspeakable violence. They
will believe that she was led astray by a man, morally corrupted so that she
had no will of her own." 


He took her by her upper arms and held tight. "They want
to believe it." 


He was aware of the heat of her body through the jacket, saw
the sheen of sweat on her brow, and felt the unseasonable warmth in the room. "I
can get them to acquit Alma if I employ this line of reasoning. Otherwise she
will hang." 


Emma blinked and tears spilled down her cheeks. 


He would not let go of her even though she attempted to
twist away from him. "Perhaps Alma Bentley should be held accountable for
the murder of Joseph Machado, but what about the shabby way her dead lover
treated her?" 


She finally wrenched from his grasp. 


Malachi gave her no quarter and blocked her escape with his
body. "Alma worked as a housekeeper in the home of Joseph's parents. She
engaged in a sexual relationship with him and had expectations that he would do
the honorable thing and marry her. Still he cast her off without consideration
and went to another woman's bed."


His face was now mere inches from hers, a pale mask beneath
the dark plumes of her hat. "What about that injustice? Where is Alma's
right to protect her honor?"


Emma hesitated and Malachi almost thought he'd gotten
through to her, forced her to think of the complexity of a women's position in
current society. He remembered her hot, willing body last night. Surely she
could see how close she'd come to being in Alma's position. 


He reached for her and pulled her hard against his chest,
whispering in her ear. "Women like Alma Bentley are not like you, Emma. Your
father's wealth and your own fortune protect you from the indignities most
women face." He placed his lips against her temple. "Remember last
night, Emma." 


She jerked away as if stung by an electric jolt. 


"These women need a liberal interpretation of the law,"
he said, "simply because they have so few rights." 


Her next words proved he hadn't broken through her narrow
thinking after all. 


"No!" She held her arms out, palms forward, as if
she'd hold him at bay. "There is a tide of reform sweeping across this nation,
Mr. Rivers, and women are at the helm of it. You cannot treat us as children."



He finally gave in to the delicious release of his own
aggravation. "So it's back to Mr. Rivers again?" 


He spun away, sickened with both of them, weary of the heavy
arousal that hung between them and clouded the more important issues. 


Her words echoed in his ears. "Women are a force to be
reckoned with and when we are granted franchise, we can no longer be ignored."



Malachi turned in disgust to face her again. "I don't
wish to ignore you, Emma." He raked his eyes insolently up and down
her body, lingering on her heaving breasts, remembering the sweet, heavy swell
of them and her heady response when he tasted her flesh with his mouth. "Quite
the opposite." 


"You cannot continue to treat us as chattel," she
muttered.


Fury and remembered passion propelled his words. "You
don't know what you want," he taunted. "You've got Papa's money and
your safe, wealthy life to protect you." 


Emma paled and tightened her fists. Malachi wondered briefly
if she'd strike him, but before she could act, he shoved against her and goaded
her further. "What do you want, Emma? Some day to walk down a deserted
street and be whisked into an alley by a foul-mouthed attacker?" 


Once begun, he couldn't seem to stop his rant. "Do you
want him to do this?" He grabbed her arms and jerked her tighter, bringing
his lips down on hers in a kiss more punishment than passion. He ground his
mouth against hers, forcing it open and darting his tongue inside in a rough
attack. 


Shocked by her instant flair of response, he gentled his
assault. He covered one breast with his hand, gently at first, but when she
moaned he pressed harder. "Do you want to be fondled like this? You enjoy
it from me, but how would you feel if a stranger, stinking and drunk, did the
same?" 


He felt her protest under his lips, but he couldn't make
himself stop. Emma needed to understand that her life was different from most
women. He slid his hand over the curve of her buttocks and around to cup her
hard through the front of her skirt. "What about this?" 


"Don't," she finally groaned, though the word
sounded less protest than desire. 


He finally flung her away from him, reminding himself that
he'd gotten into the same kind of trap with his first wife. He'd learned from
bitter experience how to fend off eager virgins. 


He chose the crude words to shock her. "Is that what
you want? To be fucked?" 


She stared wide-eyed, mouth trembling, large brown eyes wet
and shimmering. 


"That's the price that comes with voting, Emma. Are you
willing to pay such a high fee?" 


When she remained silent he turned away savagely. "I
thought not." He threw himself into his chair, picked up the notepad he'd
been writing on, and ignored her. 


Long moments passed before he heard the swish of her skirt
and looked up to see her entering the outer office. She paused, back to him,
and whispered words so soft he wasn't sure he heard them. "What makes you
so sure I don't want to be f – fucked?"


He stared hard at the slammed door long after she'd gone,
trying to hold on to his anger at her, but failing miserably. He doubted she'd
ever forgive him for goading her into using such crude language. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 11 


 


"Cowards die many times before their death."
– Julius Caesar


 


Emma jumped into the carriage she'd left in front of Malachi's
office and whipped the horses into a wild frenzy. Her hands were trembling so
badly she could scarce hold onto the reins. The light wind tugged at the
feathers on her hat and her hair straggled down from its knot, strands sticking
to her wet face.


She traveled two miles before she looked back over her
shoulder. Why did she bother checking? A man of logic and cool-headed emotion,
Malachi Rivers wasn't likely to follow after her. Hadn't his pushing her away
last night proved that very point?


Damn! Why did she allow him to rile her? She slowed the
horses to a trot and stared at the swooshing of their tails in front of her. Malachi
was trying to punish her with his words, not educate her. Shock,
not persuade her. 


She was not wrong on this. If Alma Bentley were guilty – if
indeed she had killed Joseph Machado – she must pay the debt to society, the
same as a man. If she were not held accountable for what she'd done, if she
were granted favors – leniency – because of her sex, what hope was there for a
future of true equality between men and women? 


Emma nearly approached the turnoff to her property before
she slowed the horses to a stop in the middle of the rutted road. Why had she
fled from Malachi? Running away was not part of her makeup. She and he were on
the same side, the defense of Alma Bentley. Emma had already accepted his offer
of work. 


Was she such a coward that she'd turn tail at the first sign
of conflict? 


The pale early fall sun peeked through a mass of cumulous
clouds, warming the seat beside her. The horses shifted restlessly, their
beautiful manes glossy in the light. After several moments more, she made her
decision and prompted the horses towards home. 


She wouldn't return to town in such a disheveled state. She
would freshen up, change her now-dusty clothing, and have Ralston drive her
back into Placer Hills. If she weren't going to work for Mr. Rivers – and he'd
surely dismiss her after that outburst in his office – at the very least she
could return to court to take notes for an editorial on the trial. 


She was a newspaper woman, after all, and she would report
the news. 


#


During the afternoon court session Charles Fulton was as
cocksure as ever, apparently having recovered from Judge Underwood's ruling for
the defense. Malachi settled in to endure the testimony of the last round of
prosecution witnesses. Alma sat beside him, looking more dispirited and
timorous, if possible, than on any previous trial days. 


The final witness had taken the stand when Alma tugged
earnestly at Malachi's sleeve. "Mr. Rivers, look. She's come again even
though she wasn't here this mornin'."


Malachi knew immediately of whom she spoke. 


Alma's awed voice told him even as she turned in her chair
and leaned backward, extending fingers that peeked through a worn glove. "Thanks,
ma'am. It means ever so much to me that yer here," Alma whispered before
letting go of Emma's hand and turning back to meet the judge's frown.


Malachi refused to glance Emma's way even though her
attendance in court clearly meant something – a proffer of apology or a
declaration of war. He'd find out soon enough which.


The district attorney dispatched the next two witnesses with
a swiftness that surprised even Judge Underwood. When the last one had left the
stand, the magistrate banged his gavel once more. 


"Mr. Rivers, you've not asked a single question of any of
the witnesses." He hefted his giant girth over the bench to squint at
Malachi over the top of his spectacles. "I must ask you, sir. Do you
intend to mount any sort of defense at all on your client's behalf?" 


Still standing, Fulton smirked at Malachi. 


"Yes sir, I do," Malachi replied, rising to his
feet.


Underwood waggled his eyebrows. "Mr. Fulton?"


"The state rests, your honor," he answered as his
two lackeys stood beside him. No doubt they already envisioned Alma standing on
the hanging platform, a noose round her neck.


"Court adjourns until tomorrow morning, then,"
Underwood proclaimed, his voice booming through the courtroom, "when the
defense will present its case in the matter of Bigler County vs. Alma Bentley."



The final sound of his gavel striking the wooden podium
sounded like a prison cell clanging shut. Malachi's hand covered Alma's as he
prayed that his best efforts on her behalf would be sufficient to save her. 


When the courtroom cleared and the defendant had been
returned to her dungeon beneath the court steps, he stuffed his leather case
with his notes and turned to leave. Emma Knight sat quietly on the last row of
benches at the rear of the room.


Their eyes met across the empty distance. Why had she
remained behind? To apologize? Considering her obstinate nature, he hardly
thought so. On the other hand she might expect an apology from him. 


There were so many things to be sorry for, he thought. Suddenly
too tired for another confrontation with her, he trudged down the aisle to meet
her. 


She rose and stood by the back door, her hand on the knob as
though she'd bar his way. In her usual blunt manner, she began without preamble.
"Am I still in your employment?"


He frowned, confused not by her abruptness, but by the
uncertainty he detected in her manner. She ought to be royally furious with him.
"Would you like to continue working for me?"


She bit her lower lip before nodding. "Yes."


Curiosity sufficiently aroused, he couldn't refrain from
asking. "Why? You appear to dislike everything about me and the case, the
way I practice law, how I defend my client. Surely it cannot be pleasant to
work for someone so despicable."


"You are not so despicable," she muttered,
"And I – I think I may learn from you." She stumbled out the words as
if unfamiliar with the niceties of apology. "I don't have to agree with
you to respect you."


He fancied she didn't offer respect to many men and felt
absurdly flattered. "Do you respect me then, Emma?"


"Of course. You are a fine lawyer." She spoke to a
distant spot just over his left shoulder. "Sometimes I speak hastily and
too passionately about causes I believe in."


He smiled. "Is this an apology?"


"Certainly not," she retorted. "I don't
regret stating my beliefs."


He sighed, took her arm, and guided her through the
marble-floored foyer toward the outside steps. She would be contrary even when
joking, but through her jacket the warmth of her arm against his fingers made
up for her prickliness. 


"Are you sure, Emma?" he whispered in her ear,
inhaling the fresh citrus of her scent. "I have heard many apologies, and
I must say your words sound awfully like one."


"Don't be silly," she answered but he caught the
tugging of her lips in what certainly was the start of a grin. 


Had she forgiven him then? 


#


Malachi suggested dinner at the teahouse so they could
continue work on the case, but Emma knew their appearance together there would
afford the local gossips plenty to chatter about. They stood at the edge of the
lawn around the wide, grassy expanse surrounding the Bigler County Courthouse
while she made a bold decision.


"My cook Sarah has the best culinary reputation in the
county," she pointed out. "Dining at my house can provide greater
discretion than eating in public." 


After a moment's hesitation, he agreed. "But first I
must visit my client." 


Alma Bentley's prison cell lay beneath these very concrete
steps and Emma took a chance on this brief spate of friendliness between them. "May
I go with you?" 


At first she thought he would refuse. After all, she was
merely an employee of his law practice and woefully ignorant of the law. But
since Alma had grabbed her hand in such friendly desperation in the courtroom
today, Emma had a strange compulsion to speak to the woman again.


Malachi peered into her face. "Why?" 


Emma felt her cheeks heat up. "I caused Alma's case
serious damage initially." She didn't regret her decision about printing the
interview and confession. That was her job, after all. "But if even the
slightest possibility exists of her innocence, I don't want to be responsible
for her death." 


Malachi set his mouth in a hard line as they descended the
long, concrete steps. "I told you. Alma's not innocent."


Emma nearly tripped on the bottom step, but righted herself.
"I know, but – " 


"There will be rules," he warned.


"Of course," she complied readily. 


They rounded the corner leading to the prison alcove. "You
may not ask Alma any questions," he added.


Damn. "Agreed."


"Nor shall you confide in your uncle nor print anything
which she says. You must treat her confidences as if they are sacrosanct."



She nodded, impatient for the rule-listing to end.


"Emma." His tone was skeptical and he lifted her
chin with a finger. "Look at me." She complied, too aware of his touch
on her skin. 


"Do you understand what I'm saying? You must not print
anything about Alma in that newspaper of yours," he insisted. 


"If you cannot agree to this stipulation, you must tell
me now." His blue eyes burned into her with the intensity of a bright
summer's day. Although his words threatened, his finger became a palm to cup
her jaw like a caress.


"I – I promise I will keep her confidences."


His brows lowered suspiciously. Had she agreed too eagerly? "And
you will not feel you've been tricked into foregoing your civic duty?" 


She shook her head and his hand fell away from her cheek. "No,
Uncle Stephen will manage the paper until the trial is completed."


"Good." Malachi nodded his head in satisfaction. "Good
for him."


She placed her arm on his sleeve. "I only want to do
the right thing, Malachi. I have no intent to harm Alma."


His grin broke like a ray of sunshine. "We're back to
Malachi, are we? Good." 


# 


The bailiff stood guard outside the prison cell that housed
Alma Bentley, his spindly arms crossed over his chest. Emma saw at once that
his presence was unnecessary for the heavy metal door of the cell effectively
screened the prisoner from prying eyes. 


A tiny barred window set high in the door afforded anyone
peering through nothing more than a gloomy interior filled with shades and
shadows.


Jacob Streetman jammed the metal key into the lock. "Don't
knows as it's proper for a lady like Miz Knight to be in such a place," he
grumbled, swinging the door wide open.


"Judge Underwood has approved the request, Jacob."
Malachi clapped the bailiff on one wiry shoulder. "I'll bang on the door
when we're finished."


Streetman hesitated as if he were afraid the small woman who
sat on a cot in the darkened corner of the room would rise up and overpower
them all. A ridiculous concern since Malachi stood nearly six and a half feet
and Emma herself who was no frail reed. 


Alma looked up immediately from the congealing heap of dinner
mounded on a metal plate on her lap. "Mr. Rivers, Miss Knight!" she
exclaimed, a shocked look on her face as she started to rise from her place on
the cot. "I – I didn't 'spect visitors."


Malachi gestured with one hand. "No, Alma, please
finish your supper. We'll wait."


The woman sunk awkwardly onto the tick mattress while Emma
took in the rest of the cell's meager furnishings. A rickety wooden stand with
wash basin and cloth, a worn hair brush, a privy pot tucked beneath one end of
the bed. Nothing else, no books or candle, no paper or pen.


Emma smiled tentatively. "You're looking well, Alma."


Malachi lifted one dark brow but remained silent.


"Thank you, miss." Alma fixed her eyes on her
dinner and raised another bite to her mouth. 


The only window fixed into the heavy door behind them
allowed a tiny bit of fresh air into the room through the metal bars. The
stifling, fetid odor of unwashed flesh and stale breath, along with the
distinct smell of fear and desperation, clung to the stone walls. 


The dampness of the interior chilled to the bone in spite of
the unseasonably warm day, and Emma shivered as she drew her cloak closer. "Is
there no fire?" she wondered aloud. 


Another foolish question which she promptly regretted. She
looked around for a place to sit, but saw no chair in the room. How could Alma
receive visitors? 


Perhaps no one visited a murderess. 


Malachi lowered his brow and followed the direction of her
gaze as if he'd also just noticed the lack of amenities. "Sit beside Alma
on the bed," he said, pointing to the dark woolen bed cover. 


When she fingered the blanket, Emma felt the prickly texture
through her thin gloves. Poor Alma, to be treated so! The prisoner scooted away
from her with an apologetic smile as if her threadbare clothing would rub off
on Emma's finery. 


"I'm near finished now, ma'am." Alma stuffed the
last remains of bread sopped in gravy into her mouth and wiped her lips with
the back of her hand. 


Shame and embarrassment for her own gaudy wealth hit Emma
like a blow. Malachi was right. She knew little of the travails of low-born
women like Alma, understood neither their poverty nor their circumstance. She
had no right to sit in judgment of them. 


Malachi squatted down on his heels, set the tray aside, and
took his client's roughened hands in his. "How are you doing today, Alma?"


"Oh, I can't rightly complain, Mr. Rivers. It's a bit
cold in here, but the sheriff made them bring me another blanket." She ran
one hand over the bed covering. "It ain't much, but it keeps me a bit
warmer."


"I'll see that you have something more."


The intense look on Malachi's face disquieted Emma. He bore
an expression of great compassion as he rubbed the poor woman's chapped hands
and looked deep into her eyes. Uncomfortable, Emma squirmed. She didn't belong
in this intimate moment.


"Am I goin' to die, Mr. Rivers?" Alma asked
quietly. 


The question shocked both of them for Emma saw the stunned
look on his face. She stared at him as he gazed back at her for several long
moments. 


If found guilty, Alma Bentley would be hanged for her crime.
Was she doomed to such an ignominious end to her young life? 


"Not if I have any say in the matter," Malachi
answered, his voice firm and certain. "Don't fear, Alma. We'll beat this
thing yet."


The woman rose and walked to the crude heavy door. "I'm
not afraid to die," she murmured. Her back to them, she looked through the
bars of the tiny window although Emma knew she could see nothing but the brick
wall of the courthouse. "But I should like to be a mite older." 


Malachi sat beside Emma on the cot and shook his head when
she would've spoken. "Of course," he said to Alma. "You're a
brave young woman."


Her smile was hapless at best. "Don't feel so much like
bravery to me." She frowned and rubbed her hands down the sides of her
sallow face. "I can't get over one thing though."


"What's that, Alma?"


"Honest to God, Mr. Rivers." She turned toward them,
her face twisted again in that peculiar expression she had, as if the words
were painful traveling from her brain to her tongue.


"I just shot that pistol one time. I remember 'cause it
were so loud, you see. Bang!" She clapped her hands together to
demonstrate. "Like a giant thunderclap, it were." 


Emma stared at Malachi as he rose. What did Alma mean? The
sheriff had testified that he found two bullets in Joseph Machado's dead body.


Malachi put his hands on the woman's shoulders. "Are
you sure, Alma? You were frightened and confused."


"It scared me so bad I dropped the gun and just run. Run
like the very devil was on my heels." Alma looked vulnerable, her eyes
wide with fear and wet with unshed tears as she twisted out of Malachi's grasp
and sunk to the floor. "So when did I shoot again? How'd I do that, Mr.
Rivers when I was running away?" 


Emma understood immediately what Alma's allegation meant to
the woman's defense. 


Malachi squatted down beside Alma, put a hand on her
shoulder, and peered into her face, his voice low and urgent. "Are you
positive you shot Mr. Machado only once?"


She hesitated but a moment before nodding slowly. 


"And where did you shoot him, Alma?" Malachi
asked, flashing a meaningful look at Emma who shrugged and shook her head. "Think
hard. This may be important." 


Alma scrunched up her plain face as if trying to visualize
the scene. 


"In the chest?" he pressed her.


 She lifted her left arm, re-enacting the sequence of events.
"Not exactly," she answered finally and demonstrated on Malachi. "Joe
grabbed his left shoulder and I seen blood running between his fingers."


"His shoulder then? And you are left-handed?" 


"Yessir, is that important?"


Malachi and Emma exchanged another look and this time, she
understood. If Alma had not fired twice at her lover, who had fired the second
shot? If she'd shot Joseph once in the arm, she hadn't killed him because a
bullet directly through Joseph Machado's heart was the death shot.


Malachi banged loudly to draw the guard's attention and
motioned Emma to follow. "Don't worry about anything, Alma," he said
as they hurried into the gloaming. "My task is to ponder and worry. Yours is
simply to stay well."


"Did I say somethin' important, Mr. Rivers?"


Malachi grinned at the two women with the excitement of a
little boy who'd just discovered a new toy. "I hope so, Alma." He
laughed. "By God, I hope so." 


With one final glance around the dark cell, Emma shuddered,
imagining Alma spending the night in the dank, cold dungeon. She could hardly
believe one would survive in such a place, let alone remain well. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 12


 


"A hit, a very palpable hit." – Hamlet


 


"How can Alma be all right in such a stifling place?"
she complained as they traversed the downward sloping walk to The Gazette
office. "With little light and air?"


Malachi shrugged as if it didn't matter. "It is
preferable to being housed with the male prisoners." Emma sensed the tension
in his shoulders and heard the sarcasm in his voice. "Society does not
expect a woman to behave in so violent a manner as to require incarceration."



"The county wasn't prepared for this," she agreed
sadly.


Malachi nodded. "There's never been an Alma Bentley
before. She is a new creature to our proper men and women of the community and
defies all preconceived notions about the capacity of a woman to behave so
cold-bloodedly."


He paused in the middle of the wooden sidewalk to gaze
intently at her. Passersby jostled them as they blocked the way. 


Malachi seemed intent on making her understand. "I must
give the jury an answer to the question: why did this mild-mannered woman murder
a man she claimed to love? Do you understand that, Emma?"


He reached for her then and she believed had they not been
in public view, he would have embraced her. But he did not. 


Right before touching her upper arms, he changed movement
and lightly cupped her face. "You understand why I must defend her like
this?"


She nodded, hearing his words, but thinking only of the
touch of his ungloved hands on her face. The clatter of a child running down
the board sidewalk roused her from her reverie and she pulled away.


Malachi stepped back from her as an awkward silence
descended between them. All of their shared experiences flashed through her
mind like a heady montage she'd seen in one of those film devices just
beginning to be popular. 


He continued toward the office. "We have much to do if
we are to defend our client." 


Our client. 


Emma liked the ring of those words. 


# 


By the time they reached Emma's house, the sun had set and
the stars were barely visible through the cloudy night. After prolonged
persuasion Emma convinced Sarah to prepare Mr. Rivers and her a light supper of
fruits, cheeses, and cold chicken, along with her famous cucumber sandwiches. They
took their meal at the long formal table in the dining room. 


Malachi spread his legal papers across the top of the table
and chewed thoughtfully on a sandwich. Emma sat opposite him, nibbling at a
late-season strawberry. 


He clearly considered this a work affair, for he'd hardly
spoken to Emma except about the case. For nearly twenty minutes while he ate,
he concentrated in silence over court records, hand-written notes, and a thick
sheaf of other documents she could only presume were important to the case.


Emma sighed and drank deeply of her wine, drawing Malachi's
eyes for the first time in long, tedious minutes. He lifted his brows and
stared at her across the table.


Now that she had his attention, she set her wine glass down
and claimed another piece of cheese before speaking. "How will you proceed
now that Alma contends she shot Joseph only the single time?" 


"The better question is why has Alma changed her story
so drastically?" He looked as if it were her fault that his client now
expressed doubts about her own guilt. 


"She did shoot Joseph," she pointed out. "Of
that alone she is guilty." 


He scowled, as if ready to do battle with her. 


"And that single shot might have killed him if no one
had come to his rescue," she continued, nibbling on the piece of cheese.


Malachi shoved aside his papers and pushed away from the
table to stand behind his chair, gripping the back. "The bullet was high
in the shoulder, missing an artery or vital organ. He would not have died from
that single bullet."


Emma merely shrugged. 


He'd shorn himself of his morning coat and removed his neck
cloth and waistcoat. His shirt sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, exposing
the dark hairs on his forearms. Emma's concentration faltered momentarily. 


"Why would she lie now about a fact like this?"
Malachi mused. "So late in the game?" 


"In the initial shock of seeing Joseph dead at her
feet, realizing what she'd done, she simply forgot?" Emma suggested.


"Possibly," he agreed thoughtfully. "She is
not a clever enough woman to deliberately obscure the details."


Malachi paced, bouncing the tips of his fingers together as
he re-examined the facts. "Let's re-enact the murder scenario." 


He gestured for Emma to join him. "Pretend you are
Alma, and I Joseph." He positioned her in front of him and then stepped
back several yards. "From the coroner's report, we can presume this
distance between them at the moment Joseph was shot."


Emma quickly got into the drama. "Alma goes to the
Machado household, taking the murder weapon with her."


"Since she is left-handed, the pistol is strapped to
her left ankle." 


Emma raised her skirt and pretended to touch an imaginary
weapon. She noticed that Malachi's eyes followed her hand and lingered there as
she touched her ankle above her boot. A quick allegro beat in the range of her
heart.


He raised his eyes to lock with hers, faltered a moment, and
then continued slowly. "She's furious with Joseph because he's broken off
relations with her, or so she's heard."


Emma couldn't help interrupting the scene. "Is that
what Alma told you?" 


He shook his head. "Conjecture based on the facts,
according to Sheriff Butler. After Alma shot Joseph, she dropped the murder
weapon and fled into the woods. That's where the sheriff found her hours later."


"Let's presume her current story is accurate." Emma
paused a moment to gather her thoughts before going on. "She's angry,
feeling hurt and abandoned, her reputation ruined, her self-esteem in tatters."



She plunged excitedly into the drama of Alma's pitiful tale.
"She confronts her lover in the – where?" 


"The body was discovered in the kitchen." 


" – in the kitchen. They argue. She reaches for the
pistol." Emma jerked the pretend Deringer from her ankle, raised it
awkwardly with her left hand, and mimicked firing. 


Malachi reached across his body to grab his left shoulder,
spun around, and collapsed to the floor, landing on his left side. 


They both froze for a moment, evaluating the accuracy of
their scenario. 


"Something's wrong," Emma said at last. 


"Yes." Malachi jumped up from the floor and
returned to his seat, shuffling through the documents until he pulled out the
diagram his friend, Sheriff Nathan Butler, had drawn of the victim's body when
he arrived at the Machado household the night of the murder. 


Emma stared at the sketch, peering over Malachi's arm. "Joseph
is lying on his back in the sketch of the crime scene. If Alma's claims are
true, shouldn't he ... " 


"Precisely." He turned to face her, his lake-blue
eyes dark with sudden knowledge. 


She nodded slowly and concentrated on her next words. "Joe
ought to be lying on his side." 


"According to the report, the body was discovered by
Mrs. Machado early the next morning when she went downstairs for a cup of hot
milk. She claimed she couldn't sleep." 


Emma sank back into her chair. "Could she have moved
the body in her grief?" 


"There were no blood stains on her clothing and she
insists she didn't touch her son. I believe her. She was so horrified that she
screamed for her husband and waited in another room until he'd returned with
Nathan Butler." 


The questions bounced out of Emma's mouth without pause. "If
Alma truly fired only one shot in the manner she indicated, then what happened?
Who killed Joseph if she didn't? What did she tell you?" 


Malachi flung himself into the chair beside her and riffled
his fingers through his hair. The muscles of his shoulder bunched as he propped
himself on his elbows. "She's told me precious little. She keeps repeating
that she did it, that she's guilty, but won't be specific." 


"Perhaps she doesn't remember the sequence of her
actions." 


"Shock?" 


Emma nodded and shifted in her seat. "Or perhaps she's
ashamed," she added. 


"Ashamed? Why?" 


She glanced sharply at him, gauging his reaction. "She
carried on an illicit relationship with a man. It wasn't right, but was
forgivable as long as he married her. But when he jilted her ... " Emma
spread her hands, palms upward. "Now the entire community knows of her
indiscretion." 


He turned to face her. "Would you talk to her?" 


"Me? Why?" 


"If you approached her as a woman, she might tell you
what really happened." 


"Malachi, I don't think Alma knows or remembers what
happened." 


"You could help her remember," he urged. 


She frowned dubiously. "I suppose." 


"She hasn't a single friend in town," he argued. "Everyone
who might've supported her has abandoned her instead." 


"I'll try." She reached across the table for her
glass, and in doing so, her breast brushed against his bare arm. She jumped
back as though burned. When she looked at him, however, he appeared unaware of
the contact which had run through her body like electricity. 


She quickly changed the subject. "I spoke to Thomas the
other day. Did you know that Joseph, Sr., has two sons?" 


"I thought Joe, Jr., was his only heir." 


She shook her head slowly. "No. Apparently this other
son, fifteen years Joe's senior, had a falling out with the family and moved to
Bakersfield some years ago." 


"Good God, I've lived here five years and never heard
of another son." He discovered his water glass empty and went to the
sideboard to pour more from a pewter carafe. 


Emma smiled with satisfaction. She didn't often get ahead of
him. "Thomas knows everything about Placer Hills, every family relationship,
every birth and death. All the secrets hiding in proper families' closets."


"Where is this other son now?"


"Presumably still in Bakersfield. His name is Aaron and
he works for The People's Railroad."


"Ah, I see." He leaned against the sideboard and
took a sip of water. "Very good work, Emma." 


The praise brought a flush of pleasure to her cheeks
although she didn't see the significance of another son, nor of his working for
the railroad. "Why?"


Malachi smiled and walked to her, clasping his hand firmly
on her shoulder. A tiny fluttering set up in her chest and wormed its way down
to her belly.


"Because now there's another person in this murder
scenario. One who may have had a motive to do away with Joseph Machado." 


He sat down with a look of satisfaction on his face. "And
if he works for the railroad, a convenient mode of transportation." 


Emma frowned. "But you cannot presume ill will between
the two brothers." 


He sat and picked up his note pad. "Ah ha, there is
always a bad history between siblings. Don't you know that?" 


"No, and you cannot either." 


"Yes, sometimes I forget that you are an only child."
He smiled and looked up from his paper. "You are accustomed to getting
whatever material possessions or affection you ask for." 


His words rekindled the adversarial tenor of their previous
conversations and lighted a different kind of fire in Emma's breast. She rose
with such passion that her chair clattered backwards. 


Malachi looked up, apparently startled, at the effect of his
words. "I meant no unkindness. I simply pointed out a fact." 


Because he appeared genuinely sorry, she decided not to take
further offense. "You should check your facts before speaking so bluntly."
As she sat down, she detected a wry smile flit across his lips, the mere
lifting of one side of his mouth that quickly passed. 


"Perhaps this Aaron Machado had reason to harm Joseph,"
she conceded. "I can ask Thomas for the complete story behind the
disaffection between the elder son and his parents."


"Good idea. And I'll check among the attorneys I know
to see if I can discover the terms of the senior Machado's will." He
jotted a note on his pad. 


"Will? But he – the senior Machado is not dead." 


He glanced up, a sly gleam in his eye. "True, but it
would be interesting to discover whom he's made his heir, don't you think?"



"Oh, I see. Aaron or Joseph." 


"And when you speak with Thomas, also find out whatever
you can about ..." He perused his notes. "Patricia Wells, the woman
for whom Joseph allegedly was leaving Alma."


Emma smiled smugly. "I already have." 


Malachi pushed back in his chair and eyed her with no small
measure of astonishment and, she believed, respect. He gestured for her to
continue. "Go on." 


"Patricia Wells – Patsy – works for the Halverson
family as a cook, apparently not a very good one for rumor indicates the family
is prepared to let her go." Emma remembered how she'd waggled the
information from Sarah. Cooks were notoriously competitive and Sarah was eager
to gossip. 


"Actually my cook advised me about Patsy Wells." She
looked over at the closed door, wondering if Sarah were above listening at
doors. She rather thought not. 


"Not only is Patsy a poor cook, but she has a
proclivity for ... " She felt the heat of embarrassment creep into her
cheeks. "She becomes too well-acquainted with the master of the house."



"Ah, Patsy is a woman of loose morals. I wonder why she
believed Joseph meant to leave Alma for her." Malachi narrowed his eyes
for a moment. "Have you any idea?" 


Emma felt uncomfortable with the prurient stories about
Patsy's character, but believed the information was germane to the case. She
rose, strode to the door, and swung it open. 


No one lurked on the other side. She shouldn't like to be
overheard telling scandalous tales even in the name of justice and the law.


She stood beside Malachi and leaned against the table, her
hips anchored at the edge, her voice lowered as she spoke. "Patsy has been
involved with a man in every family who's employed her as a cook, not only here
in Placer Hills, but in Sacramento as well." 


She felt color creep into her cheeks again, but continued. "Alma,
on the other hand, appears only to have been involved with Joseph Machado."



Malachi gazed up into her face with the bemused expression
of a parent humoring a child. "And do you believe these tales, Emma?"



He covered her hands and she could feel the warmth of his
through the linen of her dress. What must surely be the newly-discovered
substance called adrenaline heightened her senses. Her thighs tingled where his
hand rested, and her blood pumped furiously through her veins to settle hotly
in her extremities. 


She shook off his hand and walked to the window, careful to
keep her back to him. "I believe Alma is an innocent. Perhaps Joseph took –
took her virginity. Perhaps it was another man. But she is still an innocent,
hardly more than a child, and foolish enough to believe a man's promises in the
heat of the moment." 


Suddenly he stood behind her, his breath ruffling the
tendrils of hair at her nape. "What do you know of a man's promises to a
woman in the ... heat of the moment?" 


She turned to face him, her mouth inches from his chin, the
sweet, spicy odor she'd come to associate with him assailing her senses. "I
– I have some experience with – " 


At that inauspicious moment Sarah banged through the
swinging door that led to the kitchen's antechamber, her jacket on and her hat
firmly anchored to her head. "We're leaving now, Miss Emma – " 


The cook stopped dead in her tracks when she spied the two
of them by the window. Startled, Emma took a quick step back, but Malachi
merely stared impassively at Sarah. 


"I can stay longer, Miss, if you wish." Sarah's
faded blue eyes flashed a meaningful look at her mistress. "Both the
mister and I can stay late." 


"Don't be silly, Sarah." Emma touched a hand to
her hot cheek. "Mr. Rivers and I are quite finished with our work on the
trial. In fact," she said, moving into the foyer to retrieve his coat, "he
was just leaving." 


Sarah eyed them both suspiciously. "If you say so, Miss
Emma." Lingering a moment longer, she turned with a swoosh of her skirt
and retreated through the swinging door into the kitchen. 


A moment later Emma heard the back door slam emphatically. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 13 


 


"Other women cloy the appetites they feed, but she
makes hungry where most she satisfies."


– Anthony and Cleopatra


 


Emma and Malachi had moved to the foyer where she clutched
his coat in her hands as tightly as if she'd rip it to pieces. He stared at the
strain etched on her pale face, unable to tell whether she wanted him to leave
or remain. 


"I believe my waistcoat and neck cloth are still in the
dining room," he reminded her gently. 


When she whirled around, he followed her into the room where
they'd reenacted Joseph's murder moments before. There she retrieved his
belongings and thrust them into his arms as if they were hot coals burning her
hands. 


She seemed very eager for him not to stay, and leaving was
probably best given his history with women who cloaked worldliness with a thin
veneer of innocence. Like Constance, Emma sometimes behaved as though she'd
amassed a wide array of sexual experience, but on an occasion her words spoke
otherwise. 


He should go before desire overrode his better judgment. 


"I can see that you are as eager for my departure as
your cook is," he said testing the waters. As he laughed, he wormed his
way into the jacket, stuffing the neck cloth and waistcoat into his greatcoat
pockets. "Never fear, Emma, I am on my way."


"I didn't intend to be rude," she protested weakly.
He watched a delightful flush creep from the swell of her breasts through her
neck to settle like an early-morning sunrise on the finely sculpted cheekbones.



He smiled while the urge to touch her strained against his
common sense. "Well, at any rate, we appear to be finished with our work
on the case for the moment." He tossed the heavy coat over his arm and
strolled toward the marble-floored foyer.


Her voice stopped him at the front door. "We did not
finish our plan for Alma's defense." 


He paused, his back toward her. "I believe her actual
defense is an area I must strategize myself." He turned the knob and
stepped onto the landing.


The frustration in her voice halted him on the first brick
step that led down to the graveled turnabout. "Malachi!" 


He believed that exclamation cost a great deal of her pride,
acknowledging as they did her hunger for him. She wanted him. That was clear. They
were both worldly adults of a legal age. For those reasons, and his own
throbbing need, he turned and crossed back over the threshold into the foyer. 


Before his marriage to Constance, he'd been relatively
inexperienced, but after their separation, he'd flung himself into a year-long
debauchery that now shamed him. Now he satisfied his needs with the occasional
widowed or unmarried women who had no expectations of him. 


Why then did he hesitate to couple with Emma? She was
willing and desirable. And certainly, she was no innocent. 


Suddenly the long hours of work on the case exhausted him. He
closed his eyes briefly and rubbed at the pain bridging his brow. He gently
closed the door behind him, leaned back against it, and inspected her for
several long moments. 


"What do you want of me, Emma?" he asked, running
a forefinger across the smooth line of her jaw.


A wild, animal attraction electrified the space between them.



She covered his hand and gestured toward the parlor. "We
could talk further about Alma's case, of course." Her hips swayed gently
as she led him into the room. "Or we could talk of other things."


He flung his coat on a heavy piece of furniture at odds with
the blatant femininity of the rest of the décor while she crossed the foyer
into the dining area. He heard the faint clink of glass against glass. 


Removing his jacket and rolling down his shirt sleeves, he
glanced around the room. The parlor contained a frilly sofa and matching chair
covered in various pink hues splashed with muted hues of gold and brown. Heavy
drapes hung at the windows and a rich wine-colored rug covered the oak floors. 


Bold woman, Emma Knight, to decorate a room in colors that
might clash with the rich auburn of her hair. 


A curio cabinet to the eastern wall held a variety of
figures, including a miniature bronze of Rodin's The Age of Bronze, the
well-proportioned naked man poised with his right hand over his head to reveal
the lapping musculature of his ribs and chest. 


A life-size sculpture of Lorenzo Bartolini's Nymph and
the Scorpion was tucked into a corner beside the archway of the door. Why
wasn't he surprised that art of a naked man and woman was displayed prominently
in her house?


The chair he chose was deep and comfortable, fine leather in
a rich chocolate color, one that matched Emma's eyes. He sank into the soft
folds and rested his head on the high back, closing his eyes. 


Why in hell was he still here? Did he believe he could bed a
woman like Emma Knight and then ignore her? She was beautiful and prickly and
smart as hell, but he didn't love her and had no thought to marry again. 


"I thought you might like brandy." She spoke from
the archway and when he opened his eyes to look in her direction, he saw that
she carried a tray with decanter and two snifters. She positioned herself on
the sofa, laid the tray on the nearby table, and poured the amber liquor into
each glass. 


Malachi sighed deeply, downed the brandy quickly, and sat
beside her. Emma clearly wanted him to make love to her, and unfortunately, the
many reasons not to become involved with her had fled his brain at the
moment. 


Their hips touched as he edged closer to her and twined his
fingers in her hair. He pulled out the remaining pins one by one, dropping them
onto the sofa cushion. 


When her rich curls splayed across his hand, he lifted them
to his lips and inhaled the scent of her shampoo, her perfume, her body, and
beneath it all the unmistakable odor of arousal. He trailed his fingers down
her neck and across the swell of her breasts, fascinated with the vein that
pulsated at her throat. 


His blood thrummed through him like wildfire and his
erection tightened against his trousers. 


"Malachi." She moaned his name and turned her face
into his hand, her breath warm and moist on his palm. Shards of craving gnawed
at his self-control. 


"You've done this before." He intended to form the
words as a question rather than a statement, but was irrationally irritated at
the thought of another man enjoying her body.


She laughed softly. "A lady never speaks of her lovers."


He groaned and reached for her again, his hands enormous
round her slender waist. He traced her lower lip with his tongue, delighting in
her gasp of pleasure, and delved into the sweet flesh of her mouth. He'd
thought only to kiss her, to go no further this time, but once he'd begun
tasting her, he couldn't stop. 


His kiss deepened like a thirsty man quenching his parched
need. He held the back of her head firmly as he tasted her mouth and nipped at
her lips, darting his tongue in and out of her mouth in a simulation of the
thrusting his body yearned to perform between her legs.


Her response was wild, uninhibited, practiced. 


Thank God, she wasn't an innocent. Constance's trickery
years ago had vowed him off virgins, or rather, women who passed themselves off
as such in order to deceive a man into marriage.


"Touch me," she begged into his mouth. She reached
for his hand and pressed it against her breast, and then worked at the
fastenings that loosened his trousers. A moment later he felt the cool wrap of
her fingers around him, the sure exploration of his shaft. 


"Good God, woman, slowly! You'll have me finish before
we've begun." His harsh breathing roared in his ears. 


After a moment he stood up and tucked himself back into his
pants. He poured himself another brandy, struggling a moment as propriety
battled with lust. When his heart ceased to thunder in his temples and his
breathing approximated normal, he turned to face her.


"Emma, this is a dangerous road we're about to travel."



Her chest heaved and her voice sounded ragged. He felt
irrationally smug that he'd roused her so thoroughly. "Not so dangerous,"
she whispered. 


"Yes," he replied with a modicum of rationality, "it
is dangerous." He would not take this irrevocable action without her
understanding the reality of their actions. "I am older than you by a good
many years. I understand the damage that can be done to your reputation."


"And what of your reputation?"


"You know that it is different for a man than a woman."


"Yes, of course." Bitterness was heavy in her tone.
"A lady is not allowed to demonstrate passion or feelings of sexuality. Another
issue in which our sex is inferior to yours."


As though she needed to arm herself for battle, she poured a
drink and tossed it down like a seaman. She sputtered, coughed, and wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand, then tossed her mane of fire from her face. "For
once women ought to come out on top."


A bawdy bark of laughter escaped him. "Yes, there's
that." He reached for her hand and drew her close. He saw puzzlement flit crossed
her face, but in the next second it was gone and he thought he imagined it. 


"I'm sure I should too," she answered with a
smile, pressing her body against him.


He narrowed his eyes. "Are you prepared?" He'd
neglected to carry a condom with him, unprepared for the night's turn of
events.


"Prepared?" she echoed.


"For contraception," he prompted. "Have you
thought that what happens between us could lead to a child?"


"Don't be silly. I know what I'm doing."


He frowned and lifted her chin to examine her face. She'd
gone for him straight away, taken him in her hand with a practiced motion.


She ran her hands slowly down his chest and set his pulses
racing. "I'm a modern woman, Malachi, and I believe in my right to
experience life to its fullest. Wouldn't you agree that ... lovemaking is one
of life's greatest pleasures?"


Still holding her chin, he smoothed his thumb over her lip,
watching as she opened her mouth and sucked and nipped at it. "Ah, yes,
one of life's most rousing diversions," he said, feeling his cock heavy
and rigid against her dress.


She wrapped her arms around his neck and ruffled her fingers
through his hair. "Then let us talk less about it and act more." 


He kissed her heartily before releasing her. 


"I am going upstairs to my bedroom." Her voice was
firm. "I should very much like you to join me there in a few moments."


When she reached the bottom step of the staircase, he
uttered one last question. "Emma?"


She paused, her foot raised to step upward. "Yes?"


"Why did you say the other day that you might want to
be f – made love to? Why did you use that coarse word?"


"Perhaps I wanted you to know that I could speak such
an obscenity."


He nodded, for that's what he'd surmised. "Well, then,
I will enjoy bedding you, Emma." He paused. "But let us be clear. I have
no inkling for marriage. I will not marry you."


The words hung between them like a challenge to battle. Neither
had mentioned matrimony, but Malachi wanted his intentions clear. 


"I want you. God, I can't remember desiring a woman
more. But we are speaking of physical pleasure, mutual physical pleasure, not a
life-time commitment. If you are not clear about this, you must say so now."


She frowned, but he could not read her expression in the dim
light of the stairway. "Why should I give up all that I have – my freedom
and wealth – to be under the thumb of a man?" She gestured around her, arms
akimbo. "I've never wanted to marry, Malachi. Why should I consider it
now?"


"You must be sure, Emma. I am not a man for marriage,
family, and children."


"You flatter yourself, Malachi. I want sensual
experience from you, nothing more." She continued up the stairs before he
could utter another word.


He stood minutes later in the lighted parlor, his brandy
glass dangling from his fingers. 


What in hell was he to do with a woman like that? 


#


Malachi checked the time on his pocket watch, walked out
onto the landing of Emma's porch, and sat in the swing around the side of the house
where he'd first kissed Emma. He could see the lights wink out in the windows
of the caretakers cottage some distance away. Sarah Ralston and her husband
must believe he'd gone home too. 


But Malachi wouldn't put it past the wily Mr. Ralston to
come back and make sure. 


He pushed back and forth on the swing, contemplating his
position, his reputation. His lust. He thought about Emma's family, her
position in the community, her reputation. Her unchecked passion. 


His logic told him to leave her alone – what good could come
from a liaison with such a lady, a stubborn, independent, fiery woman who'd
never give him a moment's peace? But his desire – and perhaps that cold organ
resting above his ribs – teased him into believing a woman like Emma could be
worth disrupting his ordered life.


Until he returned to the parlor to retrieve his outer
clothing, he wasn't sure what action he'd take – stay or run like hell's hounds
chased him. The former was far more appealing, but the latter compellingly
prudent. Never one for indecision, his vacillation between logic and desire irritated
him. 


Lingering between the stairs and the front door, he came
upon a full-sized portrait of a young girl with riotous red curls. The painting
hung at the far end of the foyer beneath the stairway's alcove and was surely
young Emma around the age of twelve. 


The buds that would develop into the rounded mounds of
breasts that now tantalized him pushed against the thin white dress of the girl
in the picture. Unsmiling, her face showed a serious expression that, even at a
young age, foreshadowed curiosity mixed with defiance. 


Suddenly he found himself longing to know that young Emma. Impatience
rode him now and more than mere lust drove him as he dropped his coat and
jacket on the settee beneath the picture, and then took the stairs two at a
time to the only door ajar down the long hallway of the second floor.


When he entered, Emma faced a long bank of windows, her back
to him. "You stayed," she said softly, turning to face him. Her smile
was wide and lovely and radiated like sunshine.


"Yes." 


His eyes raked over the light lavender robe laced with white
around the wrists and hem and covering a high-necked gown. Far less of her skin
showed now than with the décolletage of the dress she'd worn earlier. 


Emma had planned this temptation well. She'd known how
erotic removing that puritanical clothing from her body would be. Obviously his
flame-haired succubus was well-practiced in the art of enticement.


When he reached for her, her hands were like ice. "Are
you cold?" He wrapped his arms tightly around her, tucked her body firmly
against him, and buried his face in her glorious hair. "Let me warm you."



He ran his hands vigorously up and down her arms, her back,
and the firm flesh of her derriere. She arched her body against him and sighed.


God, he was so hot for her he wouldn't be able to contain
himself if they didn't pace their lovemaking. He stepped back, held her at arms'
length, and grinned. "I also need a moment to prepare myself. Where is the
... uh ... ?" 


Her eyes looked dazed, her lips swollen as she pointed
across the room. 


Inside the small comfort room with adjoining flush toilet
enclosure, he relieved himself. After discovering cloths stacked on a white,
wooden shelf, he washed up in the porcelain basin. When he rinsed out his
mouth, he discovered a tube of dental cream on the vanity. He rubbed it over
his gums and rinsed again. 


He scraped his hand over his heavy beard. Nothing he could
do about that, though he'd hate to mar her skin with the spiky bristles. Grinning
at his reflection, he imagined a vision of his head buried between her legs,
his scruffy cheeks chaffing the tender flesh of her inner thighs. His cock
pushed against his clothing like a rapier arising from its hilt. 


He splashed cold water on his face and chest once more and
waited for the erection to subside. When he felt fully in control of his lust,
he dried off and put his shirt back on, leaving it unbuttoned, then padded back
into the bedroom on bare feet.


Emma had dimmed the lights and turned back the bed covers. She
stood on the opposite side, twisting her fingers into the lavender fabric. When
he crossed the room toward her and held out his hand, she clasped it eagerly. He
pulled her close. 


Framing her face between his hands, he stared into the deep
brown eyes. "God, you are so lovely." He lowered his mouth to hers
and breathed in the faint scent of brandy and cinnamon on her breath. 


The kiss began tenderly, but her passion flared so quickly
that he responded by plundering her mouth with his tongue, tasting the soft,
moist interior. She nibbled and sucked at his lip, returning his ardor with an
unexpected fervor that incited him almost beyond reason. Trailing kisses down
her neck, he reached the mounds of her breast through the silky fabric and
suckled the nipples until they rose to hardened peaks.


Although he wanted to rip the garment from her body, he
forced himself to calm his raging libido and slowly unbuttoned the tiny pearl
fastenings holding the robe together. His large, clumsy hands trembled with
eagerness, but he riveted his eyes to her face. Her expression fascinated him,
both practiced and uninitiated, a cross between sultriness and innocence.


Her eyes fluttered closed. Thin blue veins shadowed her
lids, framed by the blackest of short, thick lashes. With each tug of another
button, a moan escaped her parted lips. He ran his tongue across her bottom lip
and her eyes flew open, in such proximity to his own that he felt himself drown
in the inkiness of her irises. 


At last he worked the last button open and the robe fell to
her feet, leaving only the high-necked gown covering her body. When he reached
around her, he felt the deep plunge of her bare back down to the rounded
fullness of her buttocks. 


Christ, all demureness in front and decadence in back! 
















 


 


 


Chapter 14 


 


"Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood
clean from my hand?" – Macbeth


 


Malachi dipped his fingers beneath the fabric and kneaded
the soft flesh of her bottom for a long moment while he kissed her slowly and
deliberately. Her breathing hitched provocatively as he continued to stroke her
with his hands and his mouth.


At the shoulders, he loosened one of the two silky ties
which held the nightgown in place. The garment fell below her breast, exposing
her flesh – full, soft, and firm – pale as fine porcelain and tipped with a
soft, rosy peak. The sight of her bare skin mesmerized him.


He rubbed the nipple between his thumb and forefinger until
it hardened to a firm nub. Then he took it into his mouth and suckled, gently
at first, but when she tugged his head closer to her chest, harder.


"I can't wait," he breathed harshly against her
throat.


"I want you," she panted. "God, I want you
inside of me."


He untied the other ribbon and let the gown float to the
floor, pooling like pastel paint at her feet. "Christ, you are beautiful,"
he muttered, impatient as a young buck with his first woman. Greedy to explore
every naked inch of her.


Kneeling in front of her, his eyes at eye level with her chest,
he trailed his fingers from her breasts, across her belly, and down her thighs.
He parted her legs to dip his fingers into the flaming curls and the moist
folds beneath.


Her gasp of pleasure incited him further.


She grabbed his shoulders and clutched him as if she'd fall
without support while he probed the delicate flesh of her sex, the soft silky
folds, and the tiny nub of pleasure. She was hot and slick and wet, and so
ready for him that he bit his lip to hold his lust in check.


"Oh," she cried, "I can't – stand any – oh my
God – oh, don't – stop – " 


He smiled with primitive pleasure, the mating urge so
intense he felt he could die tonight and be deliriously sated. Unwilling to
wait longer, he scooped her up in his arms and laid her naked body on the bed,
staring at the glow of her flushed skin, her body moist and aroused with need
for him. 


He quickly disrobed and stood a moment before her, letting
her take in his full nakedness. Her eyes widened in amazement or surprise. He
couldn't decipher the precise mood. He paused but a second to understand the
emotion on her face before his urges took over and his primordial lust
overwhelmed all rational thought.


His heavy cock thrust forward, eager to plunge into her
ready and willing body. 


He mounted her, kissed her deep and long, and probed the
tender flesh between her legs. He felt her slick readiness and the ease with
which the tip of him glided toward her entrance. 


Propping himself on his elbows, he framed her flushed face
with his hands and gazed into her eyes, dark with passion. She moistened her
lips and drew his attention to her mouth. 


He kissed her again and whispered in her ear, "Sweet
Emma, are you ready for me?" 


Her eyes widened in bewilderment. "Yes – b – but you
are so very large." 


He frowned and stared at her. "Not so very big,"
he protested.


But by now his cock had a mind of its own and dipped and
pushed into her tender flesh slowly, agonizingly so, until he could no longer
bear the delay and thrust forward with a single powerful pump until he was deep
inside her.


He knew at once that something was wrong. 


The stubborn barrier had held him back for only a second,
but he knew immediately that a sturdy blockage had tried to prevent his entry. 


Tried, but failed.


Good God, she was a virgin!


Even as he realized the damage was done, his mindless
carnality took over at the same moment that she screamed and he spilled himself
into her untried body. 


# 


The tonnage of a hundred-hundred pounds of unmoving flesh
pinned Emma's body to the mattress. She felt a sticky wetness – surely her
blood – running down her thighs as freely as the tears that flooded her cheeks.



Why hadn't she thought of the blood? She felt like
the lamb sacrificed on an altar. 


Why hadn't she realized he'd know? What had begun as
a lovely, thrilling adventure had ended in such pain that her body felt ripped,
raw and bleeding. 


Why hadn't she considered the consequences? His
weight on her body was unbearable. 


She gasped for breath, emitted a tiny whimper, and shoved
half-heartedly at the pressure his weight created on her lungs. At length
Malachi shifted his body and rolled off her, lying on his back, one arm flung
over his eyes. 


The silence in the room was as deadly as a tomb.


After an eternity of clamorous quiet and silent
recriminations, Emma rolled on her side and curled into a tiny ball, yanking
the sheet up around her naked, stained thighs. Another eternity passed during
which she lay quietly spent, drowsy even as the stinging pain between her legs
subsided to a dull ache. 


Malachi hadn't spoken a word since they'd completed the act.
Evidently her performance was sadly lacking, not that she cared a whit for his
opinion. He'd also been a great disappointment to her. A fresh flood of tears
threatened to overcome her. 


Finally, he sighed heavily, what sounded like a heaving of
frustration and anger, and swung his legs over the opposite side of the bed. She
glanced over her shoulder at his bare back and buttocks. He hunched, his head
held in his hands as if the burden of Atlas lay across his shoulders. 


Well, he had not been pummeled and prodded, riven in
half like a defenseless animal. He did not lie raw and bruised, sore and
bleeding in his own bed. She sucked in her breath on a shaky sob and felt,
rather than saw, the turn of his head toward her.


Walking to her side of the bed, he crouched down, still
naked and sheened with a layer of sweat, and peered into her face. A veneer of
dazed shock covered his face. She realized how thoroughly she'd deceived him
and felt momentarily ashamed. 


His brows drew together and his voice held barely suppressed
anger. "You should have told me, Emma. You should have told me." 


He stood and entered her bathroom from which a moment later
she heard the running and splashing of water in the basin. When the noises
subsided and she heard him emerge, she closed her eyes. 


Perhaps he would just leave, go away and allow her to mourn
in private, wash her body of the awful evidence of her conduct. For, if she
were honest, she would admit that all of this ... this debacle was her own
fault.


She had committed a grievous error. She'd yearned to know
sexual pleasure between a man and woman, but in spite of the wild stories of
her foolish classmates, she'd never really believed something which began with
such sweet pleasure could end in pain and humiliation. 


Soon she heard him roaming around the room, and when she
opened one eye, she saw him pulling his trousers up over naked hips. Her heart
beat faster and her skin grew warmer at the sight of his muscled thighs and
buttocks. Another aching spasm ran through her private parts. 


Oh, no, she would not travel down that road again,
she warned herself. She'd learned a severe lesson from this painful experience.



Suddenly the mattress sank beneath a firm weight and her
eyes flew open. Malachi held a cloth in his hand and while his face no longer
looked thunderous, his blue eyes were devoid of emotion. "Let us clean you
up," he said, reaching for the edge of the sheet.


"No!" She clutched the cover to her waist and
covered her breasts with her arm. 


"Don't be ridiculous, Emma. You'll feel better once you've
washed." Now impatience tinged his practicality. 


"I can do it myself."


"I know." He passed a hand wearily over his eyes. "But
this is my fault. Let me help." 


Because she hadn't expected his admission of guilt, she
allowed him to wash the tears and sweat from her face and breasts. He used
slow, careful motions over her forehead and down her cheeks. His movements were
so gentle she wanted to weep. 


He rinsed the cloth in a pan of warm water he'd fetched from
the bathroom and ran the cloth down her arms and over her breasts in an
intimacy that should've made her squirm, but did not. Then he pulled the sheet
down to her ankles and wiped the evidence of their deed from her thighs and
belly. 


She watched his large, brown hands as they swiped away the
blood along with the sticky evidence that he'd spilled his seed into her. When
he finished, he patted her dry with a large, fluffy towel, scooped her up in
his arms, and positioned her in the arm chair by the fire. 


His motions were spare and accomplished as he covered her
nakedness with her discarded robe. Such practice surely indicated his
familiarity with deflowering virgins, did it not? 


While he ministered to her body so carefully, he never
looked at her. Perhaps, as she suspected, her performance was so inept he
couldn't bear to look at her. 


With the proficiency of a maid, he stripped the bed of its
coverings, rolled them in a ball, and tossed them in a corner. He then rummaged
for clean linen in the armoire while she watched him with wary eyes. Discovering
the bed sheets on the bottom shelf, he began to remake the bed with military
precision. 


Obviously, he'd done this before, damn his perfidious hide! 


He reached for the lavender gown lying on the floor, seemed
to think better of it, and discarded it with the soiled linen. He found a less
elegant, but warm cotton shift inside the dresser. Standing her up, he tugged
it down over her head and hips. She felt the first tinges of exhaustion melt
her bones and droop her eyes. 


"There, much better, isn't it?" he asked as he led
her back to the bed, tucked her in, and pulled the covers up to her neck. "You'll
feel better in the morning," he said in a matter-of-fact tone before
leaving and shutting the door quietly behind him. 


As if she could ever feel better again. 


She closed her eyes and slept.


# 


Malachi shuffled around Sarah Ralston's kitchen – an
invasion he was sure she would not appreciate – until he found the items he was
looking for. Hot cocoa rather than tea or coffee. 


When he'd finished preparing the drink, he placed the
utensils on a tray along with one of the cook's cinnamon scones Emma had
remarked on earlier. He added a small pot of clotted cream and carried the tray
upstairs. 


Emma's breathing was rhythmic and even, so Malachi placed
the tray on the dresser and scooted a chair closer to the bed. He must remember
that deflowering a virgin wreaked havoc on both the man and the woman, he
thought wryly. 


She lay on her right side, facing him. Asleep like this, she
looked frail and vulnerable – a misconception if he'd ever seen one. Emma
Knight was anything but frail in spite of what had happened. 


For the tenth time he asked himself what he – a sensible,
logical, rational man – was doing with a woman like her – unpredictable,
opinionated, and stubborn as hell. He ought to have known she was lying to him.



Not in words, of course – she'd dissembled on that quarter –
but she'd fabricated the image of a femme fatal, a worldly woman
experienced in all kinds of sensual pleasure. Now he realized that every act of
wantonness she'd shown him was a sham, the worst kind of prevarication.


But his conscience pricked him hard. As a man acquainted
with both harlots and innocents, experienced widows and foolish virgins, he
should have known she was lying. He should have recognized her bravado as a
façade.


Goddamn her! 


She'd put them both in a most prickly position. How in God's
name would they extricate themselves from this situation? And yet he could not
be totally sorry for the experience. Every moment until the final entry into
her sweet body had been heady and heavenly, the likes of which he could not
remember with another woman. 


Christ, her response to him! His hunger for her! It seemed
he could not have enough of her. 


As he drowsed in the chair by her bed and watched Emma
sleep, he thought only minutes had passed, but when she finally roused, he saw
by his pocket watch that she'd slept nearly an hour. 


She frowned at him and blinked her eyes as if trying to
remember. 


"So, you're awake then?" He brought the tray to
her and helped her sit up in bed, stuffing plumped pillows behind her back. "The
chocolate is cold now, I'm afraid." 


He sat back down and watched her pick at a scone for a
moment. Then she pushed the tray aside and dangled her legs over the bed's
edge, attempting to stand. 


As she wobbled on unsteady feet, he caught her. "Easy
there." He guided her to a sitting position.


They sat quietly while she garnered strength and he thought
of how to approach the discussion they must have, to find a solution to their
indelicate dilemma. 


But the wily maid beat him to the punch. "I suppose now
you will be convinced you must marry me," she said without preamble,
arching a brow at him.


Damned chit! He'd already made it clear he was eager
for her, but he wouldn't marry her – she knew that. Of course, at the time he
hadn't realized she was a blasted virgin. He'd never seduced an innocent – not
a true innocent, he amended, thinking of Constance's false claims of
maidenhood.


He raked his fingers through his hair and bit down hard to
keep from tossing a quelling retort her way. "We had discussed the
impossibility of marriage," he reminded her woodenly.


"Oh, yes." Her voice dripped with sarcasm. "You
indicated that you had no inclination for matrimony, but you'd gladly
participate in its conjugal amenities." 


"Conjugal amen – good God, girl, what would you have me
do?" He spat out the words because he could not – would not throw her over
his knee and beat her heartily on her perfect ass – although that was precisely
what he wished to do. 


"I made that statement believing you to be a woman
experienced in the ways of men," he ground out. "Obviously, I was
mistaken." 


"Patently." 


"You deceived me," he accused, as furious with
himself as with her. "You led me to believe – " 


"You chose to believe what you wanted," she
corrected him, her fists tight balls of anger kneading her thighs. 


He stood and started pacing, his agitation over her
stubbornness mounting with every step. "You didn't want me to know you
were a virgin, Emma. Be honest with yourself, if not with me." 


She tilted her chin defiantly. "And what if I didn't?"



"Are you insane? I'd never have — " 


"F – fucked me? You've never have fu — " 


"Don't." He knew she used this coarse language to
shock and anger him and realized what it cost her, but it was a pathetic
attempt at bravado. "That's not worthy of you, Emma." 


He sat beside her on the bed and took one of her balled
fists in his hands, straightening the fingers out of their tight knots. "You
can see that we might have to marry now. If there are consequences of our
actions, there's no other option." 


If she'd lied about her innocence, she'd surely lied about
contraception. 


A mantle of resignation settled on his shoulders. Although
he hadn't intended marriage, he would not abandon her. But she surprised him
yet again. 


"I won't marry you." She pulled her fingers from
his grasp and sidled away from him. "I told you I do not wish to be tied
to a man's whim and under his thumb." 


"If this affair should become public, you will be
ruined," he warned. "And what if there should be a child? You made me
believe you were practiced, that you took  precautions." 


Her eyes widened and he realized she hadn't even thought
that far ahead. Jesus Christ! 


He tightened his jaw. "You never thought of that?"



"Neither did you!" 


Raking his hand across his scruffy beard, he jumped to his
feet and stared out the bedroom window to the tree line below. "I would
have withdrawn had I known," he ground out. 


"No one need know," she muttered. He turned to see
her lips set in a thin, determined line. "I will tell no one." 


"Nor I." He gazed at her mutinous face. "But
what if there are consequences? You must see that a child changes everything."



She agreed, but with a grudging nod, and sat quietly on the
bed examining her nails while he pondered their messy quandary. 


"What of the trial?" she asked after a few moments.
"What of Alma Bentley's case?" 


He cleared the tray items away, and gently pushed Emma back
in bed. After returning the chair to its proper place, he turned to her. 


"We must proceed with the case as if nothing happened
between us. We cannot let an innocent woman suffer because of our foolishness."
The words sounded priggish and self-serving even to himself. 


"Goodnight, Emma." He closed the door softly,
gathered his clothes from downstairs, and let himself out the front door,
clicking the lock in place behind him. 


All the way home, he thought, God, what a beast he was to
spill her blood. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 15 


 


"The law hath not been dead, though it hath
slept." – Measure for Measure 


 


The next morning before Sarah could discover the soiled
clothing, Emma wrapped the stained bed linen and her lavender gown and robe in
a burlap bag she found in the outbuilding. She placed the bag in the mud room
and explained to Ralston that he should burn it. 


Sarah's husband gave her a strange look. "Burn it, Miss
Emma? Are you sure?" He scratched his wiry head. 


"Positive, Ralston, burn the damn things!" 


He scurried off without so much as a breath of reproach for
her language. 


In truth, she did not know how she could face Malachi this
morning at court. He had every right to be furious with her deception, but she
wasn't going to apologize for her virginity. 


Having given the idea much thought, she decided her thinking
was accurate – her right to sexual pleasure was as important as any man's –
even if her methods were suspect and she'd underestimated the power of the
experience. 


Surely the act was not so painful for all women? If so,
there would hardly be a burgeoning  growth in the nation's population. She had
understood from the whispered, secret conversations of her schoolmates at
Wellesley that many of them enjoyed the sexual act. At least they behaved with
a giddy silliness she found interesting. 


And the ones who'd spoken of pain, she'd dismissed as faint
of heart. Perhaps the act required some getting accustomed to. She had expected
blood, of course, but not such a profusion of it. Little did she know! 


In spite of the debacle of last evening, Emma felt strangely
restless. Against Ralston's objections she drove the carriage herself into town
several hours before the court session was scheduled to begin. There was no
sense in putting off the awkward encounter with Malachi. She felt much better
today and wasn't going to let him assume the experience had defeated her. 


It certainly had not. 


Malachi would likely be in his law office preparing for
court, and she would ask him what he wanted her to do. Although he'd previously
asked her to speak with Alma again, Emma wasn't sure what he wanted from her
now. He'd said they would continue with the trial, but did he really welcome
her help? 


She meant to find out right away. 


#


When Emma entered The Gazette office, even Thomas had
not yet arrived. The large, gloomy machines lay silent. The overcast morning
gave the large room a forlorn and abandoned look in the dreary atmosphere. 


Moving towards her office in the rear, she remembered
Malachi's suggestion of getting local help for the cleaning. Dust had settled
over the back room like a light snowfall. Past issues of newspapers littered
the shelves and floor, creating a general air of disuse. The place clearly
needed a proper cleaning. 


She removed her jacket, hat, and gloves and sat down in the
swivel chair behind her desk, reaching for a pad and pencil. Making a list of
tasks to be accomplished always calmed her and focused her thoughts. 


First, she must speak to Thomas about the Machado family,
about the quarrel between the older son and the parents. Interviewing the
Machado sister was another possibility she should investigate. Third, she'd ask
Malachi about the cleaning girls whose names she'd forgotten. She also must ask
him how to arrange a visit with Alma – that was fourth on her list. 


Deciding that she would attend to these matters today, Emma
glanced toward the closed back door. Should she ask Malachi now about the
sister, Phoebe Machado? 


She wanted Malachi to see that she'd recovered from last
night's experience. Not that she imagined he was likely to care, but she wanted
to appear strong. She hated him thinking of her as a weak, frail girl when she
certainly was not! In fact, she felt quite herself again. 


With this determination fueling her, Emma pushed open the
back door and shoved a wooden stop beneath the bottom edge to keep it from
locking behind her. She rapped sharply on Malachi's law office door. 


No response. 


She knocked more loudly and then banged with the flat of her
open hand. Damn! Now that she'd gotten up the courage to face him, he wasn't
there. Or was he ignoring her? Who else did he imagine would pound on his alley
door at this hour of the morning? 


The lack of response piqued her temper and she raised her
fist to pound again when suddenly the door flew open. Malachi stood there, a
scowl on his face, his shirt-sleeves rolled up, no neck cloth, no jacket, and a
great many dirty smudges on his forearms and face. 


"What?" he shouted at her. 


"I – I need to speak with you." 


"Damn it, Emma, come to the front of the office like a
reasonable person!" He stepped back and grudgingly allowed her to sweep
past him. 


His office was in as horrible disarray as his person, books
stacked on the floor, files flung about the room, some lying in piles on the
desk and others littering the wooden floor. 


"What are you doing?" 


His scowl deepened and his voice rasped with irritability. "What
are you doing here?"


She took a deep breath to keep from snapping back at him. "You
said we needed to continue with the case as if ... as if nothing happened
between us." 


"Christ, woman, I didn't think you'd take me literally!"
He returned to his dark frowning, while she bristled at the implication that he
was the injured party. 


"And on the very next day," he added darkly. 


"I hardly thought justice would wait for Alma Bentley,"
she retorted airily. "In spite of what you called our ... our foolishness
last evening, our client deserves the best of our efforts, don't you think?"



He had the grace to look away and mutter something she
couldn't quite make out. 


"What are you doing?" she repeated, gesturing at
the messy stacks of files. 


"I'm searching for common law cases that involve women
who committed felonies, particularly heinous ones." 


"Like murder." 


"Exactly." He scooped up a pile of folders from
the floor, swept aside a clutter of papers on a straight-backed wooden chair,
and indicated she should sit. 


"Here, start looking," he commanded thrusting the
folders in her lap. 


"Don't you have bound books that contain this
information?" she asked, batting at the dust that settled on her skirts. 


He raised a brow and gave her a quelling stare. 


She ignored the look. "What is this 'common law'
anyway?" 


He perched on the edge of his desk and linked his fingers
together. "We have no criminal cases as precedent to exonerate Alma. She
committed murder, apparently premeditated. She went to the Machado home with a
weapon and killed Joseph Machado." 


Emma knew she should remain silent, but she could not help
making the old argument. "If she's guilty of such an awful deed, she
should be judged guilty. Why can't you see that Alma must be held to the same
standard as a man?"  


The litany was apparently tiresome to him too, for he gave
her a disgusted look and pushed off the desk. "Do you intend to help or
argue with me?" 


When she didn't answer, he continued, "You have no idea
what Alma Bentley has endured, do you? The poverty, the hard work? And when she
finally believed a man would take care of her, he tossed her aside after a few
months and went to the bed of another woman." 


"Still – " 


"Stop being naive, Emma. Alma is not a wicked woman. She
acted impulsively, out of desire and rejection." He eyed her pointedly, one
brow arched. "Surely you can understand that perspective." 


She felt warmth creep into her cheeks, but she couldn't
argue with his logic and fell silent, resisting the urge to squirm under his
steely reproach. He nodded as if her lack of response to his charge was
agreement enough. 


In truth, after last night she should understand a
woman's motivations. Had Alma merely wanted to experience the same pleasures as
a man? Or having once tasted the forbidden nectar, had she become insanely
jealous of her rival? 


When Emma failed to respond, Malachi stood in front of his
desk, looked down at her, and continued his explanation of what she should do. "We're
looking for judicial opinions or decisions that can be used as a precedent to
help Alma's case." 


"What should I look for specifically?" 


"Those are California cases." He nodded to the
stack in her lap and on the floor next to her. "Look for California versus
any woman's name. When you find one, scan it to determine what the primary
charge against the woman was. If you find something you think might apply to
Alma's case, put it aside for me." 


He sat down at his desk and swiveled away from her as though
she wasn't worth any more of his time. 


#


They worked in silence for nearly an hour until Malachi
stretched and glanced up from his reading to notice the time. Court began
shortly. Emma bowed her head over a case file, a tiny frown marring the smooth
skin between her brows. He watched her for another moment or two, noting the
way she fingered her bottom lip while she concentrated. 


"Find anything?" 


Emma reached for three files she'd placed on the floor by
her feet. "You might be able to use something in these cases." She
pushed them across the desk. 


He skimmed through the contents. "Good work. This one –
California v. Margaret Striker – could be helpful." 


She nodded and stood up. "Thomas should be here by now.
I'll speak to him about the Machado's older son." She opened the door and
stood in the alley a moment. "I'd like to speak with the Machado's
daughter too – Phoebe." 


Steeped in planning how to use the Striker case, Malachi
stood and unbuttoned his shirt. He presented his back to her and fetched a
clean shirt from a hook behind the door. Chucking the soiled one, he quickly
fastened the buttons and faced her again. Her face had flushed slightly. 


"Speak with Phoebe Machado during the morning session,"
he instructed. "We can talk to Thomas together at the luncheon break."



Emma nodded and quickly stepped across the alley toward her
office. He watched her slender figure retreat through the open door of her
office, her back straight, her hips swaying gently, until the door closed with
a firm click. 


He scraped his hand over his shadowed face, wondering if he
had time to remove the whiskers that'd begun to sprout there. But his thoughts
weren't focused on his grooming. 


How would he and Emma be able to work together if she
reacted to him so easily and he imagined her unclothed body every time he
looked at her? A startling vivid image of her hips, naked and slick with sweat,
stayed with him long into the court session. 


# 


Malachi presented three witnesses during the morning session
of court. As he watched Alma maintain her anxious, agitated demeanor, he
wondered again if the look of her would win the sympathy of the men of the jury
or simply irritate them. 


The first witness testified that Alma was a hardworking
girl, one who'd been proper and meek until she began to work in the Machado
household. 


"Then, sudden-like she changed." Maryanne Bell, a
plump, round-faced girl of twenty, had worked with Alma Bentley in her previous
employment. 


"How did Miss Bentley change?" Malachi asked. 


"Objection!" Charles Fulton's third objection in
almost as many minutes began to weigh on Malachi's patience. He tossed the
attorney a quelling look. 


"Miss Bell is hardly qualified to explain how Alma
changed," Fulton intoned. "She's not a doctor, nor did she work with
the defendant during the last four months." 


"Sit down, Mr. Fulton," Judge Underwood snarled,
apparently as annoyed as Malachi with the incessant interruptions. He waved a
beefy hand at Malachi. "Continue, Mr. Rivers." 


Malachi hadn't missed how Fulton addressed everyone except
the defendant with the utmost respect. With Alma he used only her given name, a
clear attempt to lower her status in the eyes of the jurors. But Malachi hoped
the very ploy of painting the accused as a lowly, unworthy woman would work
against the prosecution. 


"Please explain for the court," he asked the
witness, "how you came to notice Miss Bentley's changes." 


"Well, we still saw each other regular on our days off,
you know. Weren't many, but usually Sundays we had a good visit and talked a
storm." Maryanne's thin brows knitted. "She changed after bein'
there, Mr. Rivers. She was louder, more brassy like, you know." 


She blushed, a bright red that left her round cheeks as red
as apples. "She talked about things a proper girl ain't supposed to
discuss." 


"What things?" 


The girl dipped her head and twisted her fingers in the lap
of her garment. "Things sort of ... intimate, like." 


After Malachi finished with Miss Bell, several other
witnesses testified to the change in Alma Bentley's demeanor. One former
employer explained what a good, trustworthy girl Alma had been until she came
under the influence of Joseph Machado and his womanizing nature. 


A general buzz set up in the courtroom after the lady
testified and Malachi carefully calculated the jurors' faces. Their eyes
strayed from the small bundle of nerves that was Alma Bentley to the large,
florid face of Mr. Machado. It wasn't difficult to see them weighing Alma's
smallness against the overwhelming bulkiness of the Machado clan, imagining the
strength and size of Joseph through his father's imposing figure. 


Good. If Malachi had gotten them to think about poor Alma's
plight, he'd opened a crack in the door to her acquittal. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 16 


 


"As flies to wanton boys are we to th' gods. They
kill us for their sport." – King Lear 


 


After the court session Emma greeted Malachi outside the
courthouse at the same place where she'd first accosted him all those days ago.
At that time she'd proposed that Alma Bentley was better defended by a woman
lawyer. 


Malachi smiled at the memory. 


She looked quite pretty this afternoon, her hair tucked
beneath a bright green hat with yellow flowers scattered across the brim. The
jacket of her tan suit showed a spot of green at the neck and sleeves and her
pale face was flushed as if she'd been running. 


Unwittingly, he thought of Connie. At nineteen Constance
Bancroft had the delicate features and wide-eyed gaze of a true ingénue, and he'd
been youthful enough to believe her lies of chastity and pregnancy. He'd
married her because he was a gentleman, or so he'd thought himself. 


Now he saw he'd only been a gullible, young fool. 


The full truth, when it surfaced, was worse. He wasn't even
the father of the child growing in her belly, and Constance had been intimate
with more men than a Parisian whore could claim association with. He had vowed
not to be stupid enough to fall again into the same pit. 


He consciously wiped the smile from his face, and replaced
it with a frown. 


Emma stopped short where he leaned against the outer brick
wall of the courthouse. "Malachi," she said breathlessly, "I've
just spoken with Phoebe Machado, Joseph's sister." 


"So soon?" 


"Yes, earlier today I looked around the courtroom and
saw she wasn't in attendance so I took a chance that if she'd remained home,
but wasn't too indisposed or upset to talk to me." 


Malachi hadn't even noticed the girl was absent, but now
that he thought of it, he remembered the heavy Portuguese father, Joseph, Sr.,
and the round, compact form of the mother sitting side by side several rows
behind the prosecution table. 


"I take it you've learned something," he said,
grasping her arm and turning her toward the path that led to Main Street and
his law office. 


They walked in silence, she fairly skipping along in her
exultation, he more slowly. She must have learned something significant from
the sister. He was tempted to probe her for information now, but knew they'd
have greater privacy in his office, away from prying eyes and listening ears. 


"Are you hungry?" he asked suddenly, throwing her
off balance as he halted mid-stride. 


"No, I've breakfasted." 


"I'm hungry, so let us see if Molly over at the Tea
Room can put up a lunch for us." 


She merely lifted her brows, but he knew she questioned the
propriety of their lunching alone in a secluded office. Malachi felt
irrationally annoyed. After what they'd already done, that cat was out of the
bag. 


"I promise I won't lay a hand on you," he said
wryly, ushering her into the front door of his office. "You can invite
Thomas Gant to chaperone if you feel safer." 


He left her in the office foyer and spun around to walk the
half block to Molly's Tea Room. When he returned twenty minutes later, bearing
a basket of victuals, the lobby and office were both empty, but the back door
propped open. He could see Emma across the narrow alley between their two
offices. 


Thomas Gant sat awkwardly on an overturned crate near the
desk. Emma had removed her hat and jacket and sat behind the desk. 


Apparently, she hadn't trusted his word. 


"Hello, Mr. Gant," Malachi greeted the older man,
who shuffled to his feet and looked awkward, shy even, but extended his hand
politely enough. "There's plenty to eat. Would you like to join Miss
Knight and me?" 


"No sir, the missus fixed me up a right nice lunch
which I already ate. Thank ye, anyway." 


After Malachi took the straight-backed guest chair, Thomas
sat down, flattening the edges of the large printer's apron covering his work
clothes. The man obviously felt uncomfortable. 


"Like I was sayin' to Miz Knight," Thomas said, "the
Machados come to Bigler County 'bout 1863, bought eighty acres up in Newcastle,
raised fruit up there, apricots, peaches, and the like." 


"Mr. Gant, we were hoping you'd remember something
about the elder Machado son," Emma said.


"Aaron?" Thomas asked, his bushy gray brows edging
up to meet his disheveled hair. "He's been gone for years. Whadda you
wanna know about him? 


"We understood there was some kind of family quarrel,"
Emma said, leaning across the desk. "Do you know anything about that?"



Thomas wrinkled his brow and rubbed his gnarled hand over
his head. "Well, that Aaron, he was a hot-tempered one, always wantin' his
dad to give him cash for this idea or that one. Thought of himself as an
entrepreneur." Thomas pronounced the word as if it rhymed with "entertainer."



Emma smiled and reached out to touch the old man's arm. Clearly
she had a good deal of affection for Gant. "He wanted his father to
finance his business ventures?" 


Thomas snorted. "More like losing ventures. Every
scheme the kid came up with was dang foolish. The old man, Mr. Machado, was a
pretty good businessman. He wasn't about to waste money on Aaron's ideas."



"What happened?" Malachi asked. 


"Had a big dust-up. Aaron called the old man a
penny-pinching bast – " Thomas interrupted himself. "Anyway, they
parted on pretty bad terms. Aaron said he'd make it without his father's money.
Took off to Bakersfield 'swhat I heard." 


"Does he ever visit?" Emma asked. 


"Not likely. He hates the old man, doubt he'd ever come
back this way." Thomas looked around the office and pushed up off the
makeshift chair. "I'd best be setting the type for Wednesday's edition, ma'am.
Mr. Stephen's got a long piece on the trial." 


"Thank you, sir," Malachi said, standing and
shaking the man's hand. 


Emma walked to the front of the office with Gant, who turned
back to Malachi. "Oh, you know who'd know more about the family than me? Try
Miz Henderson, the midwife." He laughed, showing strong, white teeth. "Norah
makes a point to know just about everybody's business." 


Emma instructed Gant in some business matters while Malachi
laid out the lunch Molly had prepared for them and waited patiently for her to
return. He was eager to discuss what Phoebe Machado, the only daughter in the
Machado family, had said to Emma. 


"Should I contact Mrs. Henderson?" Emma asked,
entering the back room, and then interrupted herself. "Oh, this looks
nice." 


She looked at the spread of food lying on the overturned
crate Gant had just vacated. Picking up a sandwich, she nibbled at one corner
and paced the room. "Hmm, these are delicious. I'm hungrier than I
thought." 


"You'd be better at talking to a midwife than I would. And
I still want you to talk to Alma again." Malachi reached for a thick slice
of bread and slathered it with butter. "What did Phoebe Machado have to
say?" 


"She's an interesting woman," Emma said, gesturing
with the remnant of her sandwich. "She lives with her parents in a fairly
large house, her brother occupies a section of the second floor where her
bedroom suite is situated, and she claims to have known nothing about the
affair between her brother and Alma." 


"How could she not? Is she slow-witted?" 


"Hardly," Emma said dryly. "She has a
calculating air about her. I doubt anything happens in her family that she's
unaware of." 


"Was she younger than Joseph?" 


"Definitely not, she's a spinster, apparently. Joseph
was the baby of the family and from all accounts spoiled silly by his mama and
sister." 


When she caught Malachi's challenging look, she flushed. 


"I may have been indulged by my parents," she
huffed, "but I learned to be independent of them. I traveled across the
nation to attend college, I own a business, and I live alone." 


She believed fiercely in her independence. Malachi hated to
be the one to plant her feet on terra firma. "You should ride down
to the docks one day, Emma." 


"The docks?" 


"Yes, in Sacramento. Take a look at the women that hang
about there. Watch the things they must do to keep body and soul together. How
they prostitute their pride and whore their bodies to feed their children."



He'd meant the words to sound harsh. Emma's naivety about a
woman's compromised position in this country irked him. 


She paused in her pacing and cast him an injured look. "Do
you really think me so inured to the plight of those poor women?" Her
voice came out dry, a hoarse rasping of sandpaper against wood, and her eyes
blinked furiously. 


"Not at all," he said, immediately regretful. "I
think you are generous and sympathetic. But I also think you're woefully
ignorant of what most women in this country suffer through poverty or their
alliance with abusive and coarse men." 


He thought of his own mother and her suffering at the hands
of his father, a violent man when sober, a madman when drunk. "You have no
idea of what they must endure. It is impossible to think of ideals when one's
belly is empty, to indulge in dreams when one's life is hopeless."


Emma reached for a cup of lemonade and took it back to her
desk where she sat quietly for a moment.


At last Malachi broke the silence. "You sounded as if
you'd learned something significant from Miss Phoebe's story." 


She appeared to rouse herself, shook her head, and took a
deep breath. "Yes," she began slowly. "As I said, Miss Machado
seems sly to me, as if she has a secret, some knowledge she wants to keep from
the general public." 


He snorted. "That description could apply to half the
people in Placer Hills. Were you able to find out what her particular secret
might be?" 


"No, she thwarted every discussion I aimed down that
road." She paused dramatically. A mischievous dimple deepened the corner
of her mouth. "But, when she went into the kitchen to supervise the tea
serving, I noticed several papers scattered across a roll-top desk in the
parlor where she entertained me." 


"Emma," he warned, "you didn't snoop, did
you? Anything you found without a warrant will be tossed out of court." 


"We don't need this information in court," she
declared, "and truthfully, I didn't find it on the desk so much as ...
tucked into one of the drawers." 


"Jesus, Emma!" He groaned, but at the same time
couldn't help admiring her brashness. "You've got the balls of a bull!"



Emma clasped a hand over her mouth and giggled, the sound so
unfamiliar that Malachi burst out in a loud guffaw at her antics. 


"Miz Knight? Is everything all right in there?" Thomas'
voice bellowed from the front room. 


Emma coughed, sputtered a moment, and then regained control.
"Yes, Thomas, I – I just choked on a piece of meat." 


"What did you find?" Malachi asked. 


She folded her hands on the desk top in triumph. "A
communication from Aaron Machado. A letter in which he states his intent to
visit Placer Hills." 


"And the date of the letter?" 


"April of this year." 


"And the salutation?" 


"He wrote the letter to his brother Joseph." 


Malachi  rubbed his fingers across the shadow of his beard. "Ah,
not the father, then?" 


Emma shook her head. "I only had a moment to peruse the
contents, but the sentiments were clearly disturbing. He mentioned something
about settling old debts among the family. Do you think he referred to an
inheritance?" 


"A veiled threat to a young brother who presumably was
the beneficiary of the father's will?" Malachi widened his eyes in
question. "Perhaps this is Miss Phoebe's secret?" 


"I suppose it could be," she said slowly, the line
between her brows deepening in thought. "But how are we to find out for
sure who Mr. Machado's beneficiary is? Phoebe is the elder. If Aaron is cut out
of the will, wouldn't she be next to inherit the Machado property and money?"



He shook his head and scoffed. "A woman? Not likely."



Emma rose, walked around the desk, and stood in front of
him, her hands firmly planted on her hips. "Well, then, can you subpoena
the document?" 


"No, your finding it precludes my using the letter
itself." He paused and thought a moment. "However, I might be able to
weasel the will's contents from the Machado family attorney." 


"Why would he divulge such confidential information?"



He smiled conspiratorially. "He wouldn't, but I happen
to know that Mr. Eli Jackson has a very loose tongue. Particularly when he's
plied with his favorite beverage." 


"Beer?"


"Oh, nothing so low-born, Miss Knight. Scotch. Single
malt." 


She nodded. "Of course, the most expensive kind." 
















 


 


 


Chapter 17 


 


"And therefore think him as a serpent's egg,
which, hatch'd, would as his kind grow mischievous." 


– Julius Caesar


 


On her way to Alma's jail cell, Emma pondered what Malachi
had said about impoverished women. He'd thrown her elevated station in her face
as if it were her fault she'd been born to wealth. 


He'd challenged her to investigate how women who hadn't been
born to such privilege lived. Women not as fortunate as she. 


No doubt he intended the wild suggestion to upset her, never
imagining she'd consider such a venture. Malachi wouldn't wish for her to
travel alone to such a dangerous section of the capitol city to observe the sad,
mean lives of the women at the docks. Not only was the area replete with
miners, ripe to unload their gold earnings, but with thieves, prostitutes, and
other rough and unsavory characters.


Still, how else was she to learn firsthand? 


She decided to risk a visit to the river when she finished
speaking with Alma. Malachi thought of Emma as a spoiled, idle girl of riches
who couldn't understand the dire circumstances of a woman like Alma Bentley. Going
to the docks to determine for herself how impoverished women lived seemed a
good idea, and in a hansom cab with a burly driver, she'd be well-protected. 


Though she hardly understood what else she could learn from
Alma, Emma visited the girl again at Malachi's request with the purpose of
trying to persuade the girl to remember the exact events of the night Joe
Machado was murdered. Emma approached the visit with trepidation, uneasy in the
presence of Alma's clear admiration of her, uncomfortably attired in her fine
clothes while Alma sat on a worn bed cover in her wretched and wrinkled
clothing.


"Miz Knight, you've come to see me," Alma
exclaimed, rising from her place on a single wooden chair, an addition to the
cell that Malachi must've insisted on. 


"Where's Mr. Rivers?" The girl peered around Emma
as if she expected he were hiding behind her skirts.


"Mr. Rivers is working on another aspect of the case."
Emma inhaled deeply and immediately wished she had not. The pungent odor of
boiled cabbage and stale bread assaulted her, the remnants of Alma's lowly meal.
Beneath the odor of food gone bad was the fecund smell of unwashed bodies and
stale breath.


Emma rapped sharply on the wooden door behind her, summoning
the bailiff who stood guard outside. "Please remove Miss Bentley's dinner
tray." She glanced at the wash basin of scummy water. "And fetch
fresh water."


The elderly Streetman grumbled as he hobbled across the tiny
jail cell to retrieve the dinner bowl and utensils. "Think I'm a servant,
d'ye? Old Jake's got better things to do than clean up after criminals, yessir."


Emma tossed a glare his way that should've withered the old
man, but so embroiled in his own litany, he appeared hardly to notice her
censure. "Ain't gonna live forever, no sir, getting' on in years, shouldn't
hafta clean up after the likes of these."


Fighting the urge to pummel the man, Emma clenched her fists
around her handbag and sat on the meager cot. She waited for the thud of the
heavy door and the clang of the metal bar locking in place. 


Alone at last, she looked into the plain, hopeful face of
the incarcerated woman and felt a twinge of sadness for her. Would Emma have
fared much better had she been born into such lowly circumstances?


"Mr. Rivers wishes you to recount the events of the
night Joseph died, Alma. Do you think you can do that for me?"


"Re ... count?" Alma's face twisted in the
familiar grimace that indicated her mind was trying to grasp a difficult
concept.


"Tell me again," Emma said gently. "Tell me
everything you remember about that night."


"But I already told Mr. Rivers," she protested. 


"That's all right. Tell me again. Maybe you'll remember
something else." Emma hoped that reviewing the step-by-step events would
refresh the girl's memory. Perhaps she knew something she wasn't aware of.


Alma shrugged her thin shoulders. "I don't know what
more to say."


"Let me start," Emma suggested. "Precisely
what time did you arrive at Mr. Machado's house?"


"Lessee, it wuddn't yet dark outside, so mebbe
seven-thirty, eight o'clock?"


"Was Joseph alone in the house?"


Alma collapsed on the wooden chair and stared at the damp
wall behind Emma's head. At this rate they'd get nowhere, but Emma smiled and
waited patiently.


"I didn't see nobody else, but I heard some footsteps
upstairs, so there mighta been somebody up there."


Emma sat forward eagerly. "Were they heavy footsteps?
Like a man's?"


Alma worried her bottom lip with small, sharp teeth. "Nope,
they was light, soft like a woman's. Coulda been Miss Phoebe or the Missus up
there, but they was suppose to be gone."


"Do you think it was one person?"


Alma nodded slowly. "Yes, just one. And a woman, most
likely."


Emma thought of Aaron Machado and his possible visit to the
Machado homestead. "Are you positive it wasn't a man walking about
upstairs? Perhaps he was treading quietly because he didn't want to be heard?"


"I guess so," Alma said slowly, her thick brows
knitting together as she rubbed her thumb over her lips. "But I think it
was a woman."


"Okay, a woman then. Mrs. Machado or Phoebe?"


Alma shrugged her thin shoulders. "I dunno. I thought
they were at the ladies' night at Miz Haverston's. When I got to Joe's house,
no one answered the back door after I knocked on it. He came down the stairs
and I thought he was the only one to home." 


"Why did you go to see Joseph that night, Alma?" Emma
was quite sure she knew the answer to the question. Having gone there armed,
the girl faced a charge of premeditation.


The girl looked sheepish. "Maybe I was mad at 'im, but
I was lonely too, ma'am," she said, a wistful look creeping across her
plain features. "Like I said, the missus was supposed to be gone. I wanted
to see my Joe." 


Emma thought of Malachi and knew exactly what Alma meant. "Why
then did you carry the pistol with you?"


The woman's plain face colored. "I didn't plan to hurt
him, just scare him for taking up with that trashy woman."


"What about the elder Mr. Machado? Where was he that
night?"


Alma giggled. "Oh, the mister, he plays poker on
Wednesday nights with his cronies. I knew he wouldn't be back till real late."


"Weren't you worried that Joe's parents would find out
about you and Joe?"


"Oh, no, ma'am, I 'spect they already knew about us."


Emma suspected the same thing. She thought hard about the
triangles of wickedness in the Machado household. If the elderly Machados knew
about the affair, why didn't they express their disapproval? The parents gave
tacit approval when they failed to dismiss Alma or chastise their son for the
flagrant affair carried on under their very noses.


Emma tried another line of questioning. "Alma, did you
know that Joseph had an elder brother?"


The girl's pale eyes widened. "I heard the Mistah and
Missus talkin' about him once," she whispered. "They had some kinda
quarrel and he run off a long time ago. I wasn't working for them then."


"Do you know what they argued about?"


"Money most likely. Ain't it always about money?"


Emma smiled. "You're probably right. Money's a powerful
thing." 


Money and passion, she thought as she stood and walked to
the heavy wooden door. She peered through the bars to the stone wall that ran
beneath the steps and trickled with moisture. Emma shivered and rubbed her
hands over the sleeves of her jacket.


"Miz Knight?" 


Emma jumped at the sound of Alma's voice. She hadn't heard
the girl approach. She turned and faced her.


"There's somethin' I just remembered." She twisted
her rough hands in front of her. "Somethin' Joe said one night when we
were ... you know, alone."


In fact, Emma didn't know. She'd never been in love in the
way Alma appeared to be. In love with her Joe who had tricked her into
believing that he returned her affection and would marry her. 


Several men had told Emma they loved her, but she'd known
they were just flirting. Not one of them had been sincere about the flattery,
at least not in the all-consuming way she imagined real love to be. 


For a brief moment, she envied Alma's great passion. "What
did Joseph tell you?"


"It were about Miz Phoebe."


"Joseph's sister? What about her?"


"I dunno exactly. Something about her and Mr. Aaron. Something
odd that'd make their parents mad if they learned about it."


"Did Joseph think it was something Mr. and Mrs. Machado
were unaware of?"


Alma shrugged and shook her head.


Emma opened her mouth to ask another question when the
jangling of metal keys in the lock interrupted her. Malachi stepped through the
entry onto the dirt floor of the cell, bare-headed and gloveless as usual. 


Really, didn't the man ever dress like a gentleman?


She pasted a bright smile on her lips and greeted him
cheerily. "Mr. Rivers, your arrival is fortuitous. Alma was about to tell
me something important."


Malachi raised both brows and gazed at Alma who'd returned
to the narrow cot where she looked very much like a young child who'd tattled
on a sibling. "Hello, Alma, you look well today." 


"Hullo, Mr. Rivers," she answered, dipping her
head and shuttering her eyes.


Why the girl was half in love with Malachi. Why hadn't Emma
noticed it before? Malachi was most likely the only man in the poor girl's life
who treated her with respect and dignity.


He looked from one of them to the other. "Have you had
any progress on remembering the details, then?"


"Alma believes there was someone else in the house the
night Joseph was ... the night he died." Emma looked away from the
intensity of his eyes and steadied herself. "Probably a woman."


"A woman? I thought the Machado women were at some sort
of music affair."


Emma rummaged in her satchel and pulled out the sheriff's
interviews with the Machado family. She leafed through the folders and pulled
out a single sheet. "That's what they told Sheriff Butler," she said
triumphantly.


#


"Hmmm, a flimsy alibi?" Malachi murmured.


He thought Emma looked even paler than usual, two red spots
dotting her high cheekbones. From the corner of his eye he took in her appearance
– the stiff body, the unsmiling lips, the dark, somber eyes – as he knelt
before his client.


He hoped to God Emma would tell him if there were
complications from their actions. He glanced her way again, taking in the
slender waist and full breasts. 


He doubted he'd know if she were pregnant – if she didn't
wish him too. He'd been woefully ignorant with Constance and hadn't even
suspected her condition.


He rose and took the deposition from Emma's hand. "Do
you believe they lied to the sheriff?"


"Or conveniently forgot," Emma said.


Malachi lowered his voice and turned his back to his client.
"Perhaps Alma is misremembering?"


Emma looked indignant on behalf of the girl. "You're
the one who insisted she might know more than she's revealed. Well, it appears
she has."


He nodded. "I'll speak to Mrs. Machado."


"Won't she simply lie?"


"Not if she believes she'll be caught." 


Malachi scooted the extra chair up to the edge of the cot
and began speaking to Alma in hushed tones. She now sat with her elbows on her
thighs, her chapped fingers playing with one another as a child might play cat's
cradle.


"You've done very well at remembering for Miss Knight,
Alma. Can you think of anything else to tell us?"


The girl hunched one shoulder nearly up to her chin and
stilled the restless fingers in her lap. 


Malachi reached for her hands, forced her to meet his eyes,
and lowered his voice. "Tell me something, Alma. Did you go willingly to
Joseph's bed?"


He noticed the small step Emma made toward them, stared her
down, and shook his head. She mustn't interfere with this questioning. She
needed to understand what went on between a man like Joseph Machado and a lowly
maid like Alma Bentley.


"You can trust me, Alma. Did Mr. Machado force you?"


A horrified look gripped Alma's face. "God no, Mr.
Rivers! Do you mean the old man?" 


"Or Joseph. Come now, you can tell me the truth."


Alma scrubbed her hands over her face as if the facts could
be scraped off. She sighed heavily. "Not really," she said at last. "The
Mistah, he gave me those looks, you know?"


"What kind of looks?"


Resignation and despair saturated the girl's plain face. "The
kind that sez he'd like to if the Missus wasn't so aware of everything goin' on
in the house."


"Did he ever touch you?"


"Not really. Just a grope or feel here and there."


"How did Joseph feel about that?"


"I can't hardly say as he knew."


Emma had taken a seat beside Alma and moved closer to her,
her face full of compassion, her left arm touching the girl.


"Did Joseph force you?"


A pink flush crept into Alma's cheeks and she looked almost
pretty. "No, I liked Joseph. He didn't make me do anything I didn't want
to."


When Malachi looked at Emma again, her lashes spiked with
wetness and her small nose tipped with red. The three of them sat quietly like
this, Emma close to Alma, Malachi holding the girl's hands.


In truth, Malachi wasn't sure whether he could get Alma
Bentley acquitted, but he knew he must use the moral horror of the girl's life
to appeal to the twelve male jurors, all upstanding gentlemen. He wanted them
to believe that Alma would never commit such a violent act had she not been led
astray by such a debaucher as Joseph Machado. 


He was very much afraid he'd have to put Alma on the stand. 


Malachi left the cell moments later to insure a warm meal
and additional bedding were delivered to Alma. When he returned some fifteen
minutes later, Emma had already said goodbye and left the girl alone in her
cell. 


He arranged the extra blankets at the end of the cot while
Streetman set a food tray on the chair and balanced a water pitcher on the wash
stand. Malachi waited until Streetman had gone before he instructed his client
on her possible testimony next week. 


"Don't worry, Mr. Knight," she said. 


"Oh, I don't, Alma. I know you'll perform well if you
are called on to testify." 


"That warn't what I meant, Mr. Rivers." She gave
him a pitying smile. "I think she likes you too." 


"What? Who?" 


"Miz Knight. She likes you too," Alma repeated. Her
thin face glowed with the surety of someone who'd loved before. 


"Don't be ridiculous," he muttered. "Miss
Knight and I can scarcely stand one another." 
















 


 


 


Chapter 18 


 


"A thousand times the worse, to want thy light."
– Romeo and Juliet


 


Crude as it was, Malachi never apologized for his home. He'd
built it himself at the age of thirteen with his father's somewhat inept and
drunken help. Large even then, he'd learned the tools of carpentry through
trial and error, mistake after mistake, too proud to ask for the help of any
townspeople. 


Too embarrassed to let anyone witness the extent of his
father's debauchery and violence. 


It had been a labor of arrogance, determination, and pure
orneriness. He'd intended to show his father that he and his mother had little
need for such a poor excuse of a man as Matthias Rivers. 


The cabin stood several decades later, rough, rude, and
humble, but a stubborn reminder of what Malachi had risen above. Or what he thought
he'd risen above. Now he looked around the single room, taking in each meager
detail of modest furniture and plain furnishings. 


Preferring the wooden shutters he'd fixed to the windows, he'd
left them without curtains. The undecorated shelves contained neat rows of
canned tins and sacks of staples. From his position where he relaxed in the
large wooden tub of hot water, he examined the oversized bed – his only
concession to comfort – tucked behind a drape fastened to the ceiling's beam.
The rude dresser and wash stand in the corner were mirrors of Alma Bentley's
humble cell furniture. 


His sense of self-sufficiency continued to work on him, so
he remained here where his mother had lived out the remaining years of her
too-young life and his father had drunk himself to death. Even though Malachi
could easily afford a mansion to rival Emma's home across the way. 


He leaned back in the wooden tub and soaked in the steamy
bath. The shutters were closed for privacy, but the dim light of dusk filtered
through the heavy growth of trees around the cabin. He sighed and reached for
the soap, intending to scrub every care from his muscles. 


Moments later the knock at the door, hardly more than the
tapping of fingernails on wood, alerted him. Damn, here he was ass-deep in a
hot bath, intending to ease the weariness from his bones and he had a visitor. 


Digging his grandfather's pocket watch from his pants lying
on the floor, he studied the time while listening for the sound again. He'd
nearly convinced himself he was mistaken when the rapping sounded again, this
time markedly louder. 


Still, he ignored it until the banging began. Who else but she
would be brass enough to call on him without warning? 


Reaching for a towel and wrapping it around his body, he
stepped out of the tub, splashing water on the wooden floor. Damn. There
was a mess he'd have to clean up. He walked across the smooth planks in his
bare feet and swung open the door to the cabin. 


A wind chilled his damp flesh and though he'd half expected
her, the shock of Emma Knight on his porch tingled his entire body and his mind
grew cold. 


Wrapped in a heavy cloak from head to ankle, boots on her
feet and a trimmed cap pulled down over her ears, she blew impatient wisps of white
puffy air out of her mouth. Her pink-tinged nose and cheeks darkened as he
gazed at her. 


She shuffled from foot to foot, rubbing her gloved hands
together. Small wonder. Winter had crept suddenly into northern California, not
the usual rain, but a cold storm that layered in and dropped the temperature in
the foothills. 


Belatedly, his thoughts unthawed and the cold registered as
his damp skin weathered the breeze blowing through the open door. "Emma,
why in Christ's name are you here?" 


She raked her eyes over his scantily clad body, a flicker of
annoyance in her dark eyes. He had a good mind to drop the towel and wipe that
haughty look from her face. 


"Well," she huffed, "aren't you gentleman
enough to invite me in, Malachi Rivers? I'm freezing my ... nose off out here
on your porch." 


He eyed her warily before swinging the door wider and
gesturing for her to come in with a wide sweep of his hand. "Ah, Princess
Emma, welcome to my humble abode." 


She scowled at him. "I hate when you do that." 


He lifted his eyebrows. "Do what, precisely?" 


"Mock me." Emma moved across the floor, her boots
clacking loudly in the sparsely-furnished room as she looked around with interest
at the surroundings, her back toward him. 


A moment later she dropped the cloak, and all hell broke
loose in his mind. 


She wore nothing at all beneath the coat and stood in the
center of his humble cabin wearing only boots and a ridiculous hat covering her
glorious curls. Not a stitch covered the curls beneath her waist. 


Malachi turned quickly, aware that the tenting of his towel
might cause it to drop of its own accord. That would surely shake her
aplomb. He reached for his trousers, dropped the towel and stepped into them,
aware as he did so that he gave her a full view of his bare backside. 


It couldn't be helped. What the hell was the chit up to now?
Fastening his pants, he turned to face her. "Put the coat back on, Emma,"
he instructed as calmly as he could. 


Her look of hauteur was followed by an uncertainty that
nearly undid him, but he girded up his determination. "This is a very bad
idea." 


"I – I thought about ... before." 


He began shaking his head while she continued a clearly rehearsed
speech. "I want – I want to try again. I – I didn't realize how ...
momentous such a – an act was and I wasn't prepared the last time you and I –
we ..." 


What was an ordinary man to do? Did Emma understand how hard
a refusal was to such an offer? She stood splendidly naked in front of him. The
supreme irony of her feet and head covered while the rest of her remained bare was
not lost on him. She'd cleverly covered what some cultures held were the most
sensuous parts of the female body – her slender feet and riotous hair. 


Steeling himself against her allure, he warned her, his
voice less stern than his cock. "We're not going to have a repeat
performance of the other night's debacle." 


He watched her lovely face falter and deflate. He bent to
pick up her discarded cloak, wrapping it gently around her shoulders. She
clutched the edges together but not before he witnessed a rich pink color
diffuse her flesh. 


He stepped back as if burned, then gentled his voice. "You
understand we cannot behave so irresponsibly while we work together, Emma. I'm
sorry if I led you to believe otherwise." 


She tilted her chin and focused on a spot beside his ear. "Of
course not. However, you should know I am not so fragile that I would break
under the duress of having ... sexual congress with you. You mustn't think me
so unsturdy." 


"Emma," he whispered, drawing her close and
pulling off the cap. He inhaled the sweet fragrance of her hair before holding
her at arm's length, but she would not look into his eyes until he lifted her
chin. "You can scarcely utter the word 'sex.' How will you be able to
engage in the activity itself?" 


"But we already have," she protested. 


He blew out a harsh breath at the reminder of how he'd used
her so carelessly. "Yes, but that wasn't pleasurable for you. And I won't
repeat the experience until you are able to enjoy it also." 


Understanding flooded her eyes. "Then you agree that
after the trial ... " She let the words dangle there like a hangman's
noose while he wondered how he'd stepped so readily and easily into the snare. 


He was still wondering several long minutes after she'd
quietly left the cabin and he heard the sure step of her boots on the winter
leaves and twigs. 


# 


After the brisk walk back to her house, during which she'd
relived the embarrassing, but hopeful event of the early evening, Emma was
eager to soak her weary limbs in a hot, scented bath. She wanted to think about
the case, of course ... and Malachi. What they'd done. And more importantly,
what they hadn't done. 


She heard the sound of her parents' carriage as she ascended
the stairs and her mood altered instantly. She hastily dressed and smoothed her
hair as neatly as possible. When she reached the bottom step again, Sarah had already
opened the front door. 


What now, Emma wondered, as a chill of fear walked icy
fingers up her spine. 


She should have been prepared for the unannounced assault of
her parents on her home. They'd never before backed down when they wanted her
cooperation and this time was sure to be no exception. 


Now, instead, both parents preceded her into the parlor,
armed with argument and clearly prepared to do battle. 


"Don't worry," she said to Sarah, noticing the troubled
look on her face. 


The older woman had been with the Knights for many years,
first as a young maid for the newly married couple and later as nurse to baby
Emma. Fiercely protective of her charge, she'd been a welcome buffer between
the outspoken and oft misguided young Emma and her stern and straight-laced
parents. 


When Emma purchased her own home, Sarah had left the elderly
Knights' employ without hesitation. Emma suspected her parents would never
forgive the betrayal. 


She gave Sarah a quick hug. "I'll handle them. I should
be used to Mama and Papa's officiousness by now." She barely suppressed a groan.
"Prepare tea for the three of us, please." 


Her shoulders set, she marched off to the parlor to face the
inevitable parental disapprobation. Her father's glare as he stood to watch her
enter the parlor banished all hope of cordial or friendly intercourse. 


"Mother." She nodded toward the sofa where her
mother perched at the edge, her spine as straight as a ruler, her gloved hands
resting on her lap, and her face a calm slate of disaffection. 


"Father, to what do I owe this pleasure?" Emma
complimented herself on the lack of rancor in her voice. 


She seated herself in the dark blue striped wing chair by
the windows, but her father remained standing. She understood the ploy the
moment her hips touched the chair cushion. He liked using his height to cow her,
to make her feel his superiority as he loomed over her defenseless female form.



She jumped to her feet and walked to the archway, leaning
against the jamb while she regained her composure. At that moment Sarah entered
with the tea tray and deposited it on the table near her mother with a
disapproving clatter. 


Mrs. Knight flashed the older woman a look of pure hatred. Emma
had never understood why her mother held such contempt for Sarah Ralston. 


When she was younger, she'd believed her mother was jealous
of the affection the young Emma had for Sarah, but she later realized her
mother was completely incapable of any deep emotion. Envy of Sarah implied that
Mary Elizabeth Knight held some kind of maternal interest in her daughter. 


Emma knew that assumption was a grave misconception. 


Her father moved closer, his body rigid with disapproval. Emma
was hardly surprised. Very little of her behavior pleased her father. She didn't
imagine he'd been happy with her decision to live alone as a single woman, nor that
he'd rejoiced over her partnership with her uncle. 


Papa started in first. "You must cease this foolishness
immediately, Emma. You're ruining the family name." 


"What foolishness is that, Father?" 


"Don't play coy with me, girl. You must turn the business
of the newspaper back to Stephen immediately." 


Emma shrugged as if her father's words hadn't cut like a
samurai's blade through the chambers of her heart. Or as if the three of them
hadn't already broached this subject ad nauseum. "Stephen is
running the paper during the course of the trial. And he's agreed to ...
subsidize my finances until I'm of age for my inheritance." 


She swept back her hair impatiently. "Anyway, what has
changed to cause your sense of immediacy?" 


Her parents exchanged a meaningful glance. 


"Beginning tomorrow, the details of the trial will
become ugly," her father conceded. 


Emma looked from one of them to the other. How were they
privy to court affairs? "How do you know this?" She heard the sharp
edge to her voice but didn't care. "Where have you gotten such privileged
information?" 


"You've been many things, Emma, but never dull-witted. Don't
be stupid now," her father said. "I have friends." 


"Charles Fulton," Emma said flatly. "How dare
he breach ethics by discussing the case with the two of you!" 


Her mother rose and advanced a single step toward her
daughter, but stopped and narrowed her eyes as if she were unable to fathom how
she'd birthed such a recalcitrant child. "You must cease assisting Mr.
Rivers with the murder case." 


Emma merely arched one brow and returned the hard look in
her mother's eyes. 


"You must see how unseemly your behavior is, consorting
with a single man like Mr. Rivers!" her mother hissed. "You're
behaving like a wanton, and when the trial gets ugly, your reputation will be
in tatters." 


Emma forced a small laugh past her stiff lips. Why did her
parents' words hurt after all these years? She ought to be accustomed to their
low opinion of her. "I thought by now you were used to my unseemly
behavior, Mother." 


Her mother flounced about, turned her back on Emma, and
stared out the wide expanse of windows. "It's your brother's fault."
She tossed the words over her shoulder toward her husband. "He and his ...
unnatural ways will ruin us!" 


What was her mother talking about? 


"Shut up, Mary." Her father scarcely raised his
voice, yet her mother's protest died on her lips. 


"What does Mama mean?" 


"Nothing. She means absolutely nothing." Her
father glared at his wife's back. "How Stephen behaves in his private life
has nothing to do with us." 


A fierce protectiveness for her uncle surged through Emma. "If
there's something about Uncle Stephen I need to know – " 


"Drop it, Emma!" Her father's command barked so
loudly Emma retreated a step into the foyer. She'd never seen him so coldly
angry, so deadly ferocious. His lips thinned over his teeth like a predator. 


Then the façade suddenly fell away and Emma glimpsed the
tired old man behind the dictator. She almost felt pity for him as he strode by
her to where Sarah stood quietly, extending his hat and overcoat. 


"Mother?" 


Mary Knight shook her head as if she couldn't or wouldn't
answer. They heard the loud smack of the entry door slamming shut. 


Emma clasped her mother's forearms and gave her a small
shake. "What's going on? What about Stephen?" 


Her mother's face turned an ugly purple hue, her features
distorted as she spat out her answer. "For a smart girl, you're incredibly
dim, Emma," she said with a vicious tug of her arm. "Stephen likes men.
Men!" Her voice rose shrilly. "Haven't you figured that out by now?"



"What?" 


"Stephen likes to screw young men. And Charles Fulton
will make that information public." Spittle formed at the edges of her
mother's lips and her snarl sounded like a rabid dog. "Are you satisfied
now?" she hissed. 


Long after her mother and father made their abrupt departure
with the startling news about the younger Knight sibling, Emma sat at her
dresser, staring at herself in the mirror. Of course, shocking as the news was,
it didn't change her affection for her uncle. She knew nothing at all about the
physical relations of men who had such ... proclivities, but she trusted and
loved her uncle far more than her own parents. 


She mulled the issue over and over as she lay tossing in her
bed an hour later. It appeared that no one trusted her. Stephen. Malachi. Alma.
They'd all kept secrets from her and by doing so demonstrated their lack of
confidence in her. 


Feeling frustrated that she couldn't think of anything to
directly help Alma, she rose and escaped to the kitchen for a cup of warm milk.
Perhaps, if she couldn't sufficiently aid Alma's case, Emma might better
understand the girl on trial for her life. 


Malachi had said Emma ought to go to the river, to see how
those other women lived. How Alma had been reared. Where she'd grown up, where
her mother had scraped to keep body and soul together for herself and her small
daughter. Earlier today before Malachi had returned, the girl had finally
spoken of her mother who, Emma gathered, occupied a shanty on the river. 


She jumped up from bed and rummaged for clothing, a sudden
determination in her movements. Nothing too fine or obvious. Finding the right
garments, she tossed on her clothes. The house was silent as she made her way
downstairs. Empty, for Sarah and Ralston had long ago retired to their own
cottage. 


Emma saddled up Old Stripling and started toward town. At
this hour of night, all the lights were dimmed and few people were about. She
opened up The Gazette office and used the recently installed candlestick
telephone device to summon a hansom cab. 


She'd go to the Sacramento docks to see for herself what
surroundings had shaped the woman who'd murdered her lover. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 19 


 


“Screw your courage to the sticking place.” – Macbeth



 


Emma peered at the scrap of paper in her hand and then
glanced up at the dilapidated wooden structure in front of her. Number Six
Firehouse Alley, a narrow, rutted path behind a row of commercial businesses
that ran parallel to the Sacramento River. Signs of poverty and decay clung to
the structure and its outbuildings like mold. 


The stench of outdoor privies and the smell of liquor and
stale bodies assaulted her nostrils. She clapped a handkerchief over her mouth
and nose. Taking a deep breath, she marched determinedly up several broken
steps to a front door partially unhinged. The sounds of grunting and flesh
slapping against flesh emanated from behind the door.


Anger propelled her forward. That Alma was reared in such
surroundings horrified her. That such conditions existed a mere mile from the
state capitol building appalled her. That she, Emma, had grown up a few miles
north of here, swaddled in velvet and taffeta from the moment of her birth,
wrenched her with remorse.


She rapped sharply and paused a moment for a response before
pounding her fist against the faded wood. No one answered her banging, but the
noises of copulation ceased. 


She raised her fist to batter the door again when at last it
jerked open and a half-clad woman stood in the frame, her yellow hair jutting
from her head like straw from a bale of hay. Her large bosom heaved with
exertion and her chemise dipped low to reveal one large brown nipple. 


"Wacha want, hon? I gotta customer here." 


The woman's fleshy face was scarlet with rouge and rough
with bruising, her feet were bare beneath drawers, and her high forehead was
lined with more years than her likely age. Emma realized this creature was Alma's
mother. The similarity of their features was unmistakable. 


"Mrs. Bentley?"


The woman peered at her as though trying for recognition.
"What's it to you, sister?" 


"I – I ..." Emma's tongue was thick in her mouth,
her brain numb in her head. 


The heavily-painted dark eyes raked over Emma's figure in a
calculating manner. "If you're lookin' for work, honey, see Johnny over at
the tavern." She jerked her head in a direction behind her. "You look
a little scrawny to me, but some of these fellas like 'em without much meat on
their bones." 


She laughed and turned away, slamming the door shut behind
her. Emma stared at the spot where the woman had stood until she heard the
resumption of the sounds that had greeted her earlier. This time loud groans
and louder cries of passion accompanied the wet, sucking noise of their
coupling. 


Her cheeks aflame, her heart pounding with chagrin, she
turned and hastily made her way down the dark alley to Waterfront Street where
she'd asked the driver of the hansom cab to wait for her. When she arrived at
the appointed place, however, both the man and his cab were gone. 


Damn. 


She glanced around, noticing for the first time the
unlighted streets and gloomy brick store fronts, dark at this hour of the night.
The only sounds of life rose from the tavern on the corner of Waterfront Street,
the establishment, she supposed, where she might obtain a job from the man
named Johnny.


She shuddered as the chill from the river whipped up with
the advancing wind, a light mist fogging the streets. As she watched, a raucous
group of men emerged from the tavern and ambled down the boardwalk, their boots
ringing hollowly against the wooden slats. From the way they staggered and
rabbled with one another, Emma knew they'd been drinking heavily.


She turned and made her way back down the narrow alley, her
footsteps quick and hurried. Instinct propelled her. Perhaps the men were
harmless, but she didn't care to find out for sure. At the far end of the
alley, she paused and looked around. 


Where could she go? Would Mrs. Bentley admit her? Not likely
since the woman was far too occupied with her paying customer. 


When she reached the path's end, she turned left on the next
street. Suddenly one of the men she'd observed coming from the tavern stepped
in front of her, blocking her way. 


His hat was low on his forehead, hiding his face, but she
could inhale the strong odor of spirits on his breath. Behind him stood one of
his companions, a barrel-chested man of dark complexion whose passive
expression shot a warning up her spine. 


They'd circled around the buildings to cut her off! 


She scuttled back the other way only to see two more of them
entering the alley from that end. 


She was trapped! 


# 


Malachi knew from the look on Alma's face that she didn't
realize where Emma had gone. 


"Damn it, Alma, why?" 


"She asked me," Alma said, her voice meek. "She
wanted to know where I come from. You know, where my mam raised me." 


"And your mother is a prostitute, isn't that right?"



The girl's face turned the color of a ripe tomato. "I
didn't mean no harm, Mr. Rivers." Tears sprang to her eyes and trickled in
dusty streams down her thin cheeks. "I didn't think she'd go there. Don't
she know how dangerous that place is at night?" 


"Unfortunately, our foolish Miss Knight doesn't know
the meaning of danger." 


"Huh?" 


That a woman should deliberately put herself in harm's way
was apparently anathema to Alma. She'd been reared on the waterfront, bumped
shoulders with all kinds of ruffians, but even Alma knew when to retreat into
the relative safety of the indoors when night fell. 


"Sometimes very bright women are very silly, Alma,"
he explained. 


"Are you going after her, Mr. Rivers?" 


Malachi stared at Alma's pinched features. "Hmm, I
suppose I shall have to rescue her." 


By his reckoning he was some thirty minutes or so behind
Emma. He rode Bathsheba, the gray Arabian he purchased several months ago. He
didn't like riding the mare so hard, but with every mile, he grew more
concerned that Emma would come to harm wandering the streets where the influx
of prospectors created a bawdy, rough group of men in Sacramento. 


When he arrived near the wharf, he hitched Bathsheba to a
post outside a brick-fronted building and trod carefully over a cobble-stoned
road until he arrived at the east end of the destination Alma had given him. The
area was shrouded in darkness, but he detected noises coming from several
taverns and brothels on Front Street. He paused to separate those distant
sounds from ones nearer to the address he sought. 


Suddenly a scream pierced the dark night.


#


Emma remembered the lessons she'd learned while attending women's
advocacy groups at Wellesley. She quickly jerked off one of her boots and held
it up like a weapon. She regretted not carrying a knitting needle in her
handbag as advised by her teachers, but the heel of her boot was sturdy and
thick and the best she could do at the moment.


The first man lurched toward her and she slammed the boot
heel against his temple. "Oww, you stupid cow," he screeched, a thin
trickle of blood filtering through his fingers. 


His friends laughed drunkenly from the opposite end of the
alley. "Aye, she's a feisty one, Mikey-boy, likely she can handle all o'
us." 


Emma swept the shoe back and forth between the two men
approaching her from the Main Street end of the alley and glanced back at the
two behind her, coming from Waterfront Street. The first man, hardly more than
a boy she saw from the scarcity of his whiskers, jumped at her, grabbed her
arm, and twisted it viciously. She swung at him and her hat flew off, her curls
tumbling down from their loose knot.


"An Irish lass, then she is," cried a third one. 


The fourth one, an older thug with a jutting brow and
narrow, mean eyes, leaned against the brick wall as if the spectacle were some
play which mildly amused him.


After a moment of tussling with her, the young one jerked
the shoe from her hand while the bleeding one thrust his face into hers,
smearing his blood on her cheek. She smelled his stinking breath and nearly
gagged. He grinned like a jackal as he suddenly placed a meaty hand at the top
of her blouse and ripped it downward in one quick jerk. Two of the men held her
arms behind her back while she kicked out in short jabs with her shod foot.


"God's blood, look at them tits," the man called
Mikey said. "Betcha the hair on her cunny's as lovely as this," he
added gripping her hair in one hand and pulling back hard enough to bring tears
to her eyes.


"Bet she tastes real good too," said another,
smacking thick, chapped lips. 


As she struggled against their iron grips, Emma realized how
utterly foolish she'd been to venture here alone so late at night. She'd never
been in this part of the capitol city and had assumed the hansom driver would
remain when she'd plied him with several coins. She knew exactly what fate
these men intended for her and knew she'd be fortunate if they didn't murder
her after they assaulted her.


Her legs became boneless and she nearly collapsed on the
dirt ground. Bile rose sharp and acrid in her throat. If one of them touched a
filthy mouth to hers, she'd vomit, she thought hysterically. 


"Let's take her to Johnny's place," the young one
suggested. "Don't want no one to hear her scream." He leered at her
and reached forth to twist her breast in his grubby hand.


She winced, but refused to cry out even when the one leaning
casually against the wall straightened and began to unbuckle his belt. "No
need to wait," he said, his voice and face deadly composed as if he assaulted
women in the ordinary course of his day. "Lift her skirts and let's see
what she's got." 


Two of the men braced her against the wall while the third
raised her skirts and tore off her drawers. The frigid air whipped around her
bare thighs. She couldn't stop the tears now. They streamed down her face and
she shut her eyes tightly so as not to see the dark stranger with the ugly eyes
advancing toward her.


The warning came from the north end of the alley, and the
owner of the quiet, deadly voice was unmistakable. "That would be a
serious mistake, my friend." 


Emma's eyes flew open and she wrenched from the two men who'd
pinned her against the wall as they fell back in surprise. 


Her skirts bunched around her waist while she stumbled to
the ground, feeling sharp pebbles dig into her palms. Malachi's eyes flickered
once toward her, across her exposed breasts, and downward to the nakedness
below her waist. 


Something primordial glinted in his narrowed eyes and even
in the dimness of the alley she could read the wash of emotions playing across
the hard planes of his cheeks. He was furious. At her or the animals who had
cornered her, she couldn't tell. 


The ostensible leader swung slowly around, his unbuttoned
trousers bothering him not in the least apparently, for his movements were as
stealthy and lethal as a panther. "We ain't your friends, mister, and you'd
do well to walk away from what's not your concern." 


White teeth flashed in the dark background of Malachi's
face, but no humor showed in his eyes. "Ah, but this is very much my
business," he said, smiling dangerously. "The woman belongs to me."



Emma bristled under the implied ownership, but she caught a
look from Malachi and quickly suppressed her objections. Four against one were
not good odds and she couldn't be sure he had armed himself. That matter was
quickly settled when he removed a pistol from inside his jacket and brandished
it negligently at his side. 


Long moments passed while the leader appeared to consider
the threat of the man holding the daunting weapon. At last he grinned and
raised his shoulders in a Gaelic shrug. "Perhaps you should keep your
woman under closer guard, my friend." 


Edging backwards, the four men reached the street and turned
quickly around the corner, their boots clacking loudly on the wooden sidewalk
as they moved toward the river. 


"Jesus, Emma, what idiocy have you gotten up to now?"



#


Malachi prepared to give Emma a berating the likes of which
she'd never seen. Hurtling off willy-nilly into the most dangerous section of
the city, telling no one where she'd gone, taking no protection. And where the
hell was her cab? 


But one look into her pale face, a ghostly hue against the
frame of her russet hair tumbling raggedly about her shoulders, and he
swallowed the words in his throat. "Jesus, Emma," he repeated softly,
removing his greatcoat and draping it about her exposed breasts and torn
garments. 


He pulled her dress down, and she winced even though his
touch was deliberately gentle. "Christ." 


Her slender body shook, but her eyes, wide and dark in the
dim light, remained dry. She was likely going into shock. "Jesus," he
said once again, using his handkerchief to wipe at the grit on her face and her
palms. 


He skimmed his hands over her body, feeling for broken limbs
or serious cuts. She winced once as he pressed against her middle – a bruised
or broken rib, most likely – but otherwise remained emotionless. 


Carefully he scooped her up and strode down the blackened
alley to the post where he'd hitched Bathsheba minutes earlier. The horse shied
and danced away. 


"Shh, old girl, hold still." He soothed the horse
with gentle murmurs meant for both the woman in his arms and the animal. "You'll
be fine. It's all right, old girl." 


Setting her sideways in front of him on the horse, Malachi
began a steady canter away from the river's edge and the docks' rank smells. Five
miles down the rough road northeast to Placer Hills, the shock of what Emma had
endured, had suffered from those street blackguards, of what she'd nearly lost
at their filthy hands, set in, and fury on her behalf ripped through him. 


He clutched her as tightly as he dared and increased his
speed, listening to her slight groans and labored breaths with each gallop of
Bathsheba's hooves. The journey back to Placer Hills seemed interminable. 


Shock had clearly set in. Emma's entire body trembled, her
jaws clattered, and she whimpered from the cold even though he'd wrapped her
tightly in his greatcoat. 


When he reached Placer Hills, he slowed his horse to a trot
until he reached the crossroads where their properties diverged, his to the
left and hers to the right. He hesitated a long moment. If he took her home,
the news of this night's events might spread before they had time to squelch
the rumors. Questions, perhaps accusations, from her family. 


But the confines of his small cabin would make her feel
uncomfortable. Sarah would know how to comfort her, and at any rate, the woman
might be waiting up for her. He angled the horse to the right. 


"No!" Emma groaned. "I don't want to go home.
Please." Her thighs against his legs felt hot and damp in spite of the
night air. She reached her arms around his neck and her palms against his face
burned hot and feverish. 


"Sarah can take care of you," he explained,
continuing along the rutted path. "You need to be attended to."


"No," she insisted. 


She began a quiet, muffled sobbing, wetting his shirt with
her tears. Damn, he'd always been undone by a woman's weeping. 


He edged Bathsheba around and negotiated the dirt road past
the juncture toward his home. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 20


 


"What wound did ever heal but by degrees?" –
Othello


 


Malachi cajoled Emma into a tub of warm water sprinkled with
Epsom salts, for the stiffness she'd feel in her limbs, he insisted, and draped
a sheet over a line of rope to provide some measure of privacy. Then he'd left
her in peace. 


She lay back against the wooden rim, weary to the very
marrow of her bones, certain she'd never feel better again. Afraid the
experience in the alley had damaged something inside her beyond repair. 


Remembering, she sat up quickly and wrapped her arms around
her knees. Those men, those filthy animals had gaped and groped at her naked
body. She'd never felt so exposed and utterly helpless as during the minutes
she'd suffered at their hands. 


She dashed an angry hand across her cheeks and swiped at her
runny nose. She didn't want to feel so vulnerable, a casualty of the harsh
world of men whose power dominated women. During her four years at Wellesley,
she'd felt strong, a woman capable of surviving and prospering in the society
of men. But in a short span of time, the men in the alley had stripped her
confidence as surely as they'd stripped her clothing from her body. 


Was this how women who lived on the docks felt every moment
of their existence? Was there no one they could turn to for protection? Was
this Alma's fate? 


Emma remembered the garish face of the prostitute who'd
referred her to the unknown "Johnny." Was he the person to whom these
desperate women looked for safety? And how protected could they feel when the
man who sold their bodies for profit purportedly secured their well-being? 


She stuffed her knuckles against her mouth to smother her
sounds. Frustration, anger, and fear whirled around her as she emptied her
tears into the rapidly-cooling bath water. Prickles of goose bumps rose on her
arms and back as she shivered in the chilly air. 


As if he'd known the exact moment when she needed him,
Malachi stepped around the makeshift curtain and held a thick white towel up
for her. She allowed him to drape the thick towel around her body. 


That done, he lifted her in his arms and carried her into
the main room where he'd laid a crackling fire. He set her gently in the single
worn, heavily-padded chair and used another towel to rub briskly at her legs
and arms. 


Turning his back to her, he banked up the coals and added
another log to the fire. When he looked at her again, his eyes flashed with an
emotion she didn't recognize. "Don't cry, Emma. It breaks my heart to see
you weep like this." 


He traced one finger down the line of her jaw. "Don't
let the bastards win." 


She wished Malachi had railed at her. Had he berated her for
the foolish trip to the docks, she'd have bucked up under his scorn and given
him back as good as he gave. 


He reached for a heavy plaid robe that hung by the single
bed in the farthest corner of the room. Pulling her to her feet, he let the
damp towels drop to the hard floor. He scarcely seemed to notice her nakedness
and somehow his disinterest comforted her. Inserting her arms into the
oversized robe, he drew the belt around her waist several times and secured it
in front. 


Then he led her to the bed, pushed her gently down onto
rough, but sweet-smelling, linen and pulled the covers up to her chin. He laid
an extra blanket over her feet and stood staring down at her for several long
moments. "Go to sleep now. Sleep heals everything, Emma. Trust me." 


She prayed he was right. Her left breast was tender from the
young thug's bruising pinch and the scraps on her thighs stung from another's
dirty fingernails. She nodded, summoned up a weak smile, and was rewarded by
the sudden flashing of teeth against his dark skin. 


The small dimple at the corner of his mouth winked at her
once before he became serious again. "I promise you're safe with me."
He uttered the words with the solemnity of a holy vow.


She nodded again and turned on her side, her eyelids feeling
like heavy bags of sand over her drooping eyes. She fluttered to keep them
open, to keep looking into the anchor of Malachi's face, but the effort became
too much. 


She felt herself slipping away into the gentle safety of
slumber. 


# 


Malachi dumped the bath water off the back porch and hung
the towels to dry in the small mud room to the rear of the cabin. Finally, he
fixed the makeshift drapery so that it hung from a beam over the bed and
provided Emma with privacy while she slept. He hauled the rocking chair closer
to the fire and angled it so that he merely had to turn his head to glimpse the
back of her sleeping form. 


She hadn't moved a muscle in nearly an hour. 


He worked on his summation for the trial, but after thirty
minutes, put his work aside and donned a heavy coat. The least he could do was
inform the Ralstons that their mistress was safe. 


Emma might not appreciate the effort, but he didn't want the
older couple to worry any more than necessary. He imagined a bizarre scenario
in which they had already set up a cry and hue about the surrounding woods only
to find their Goldilocks sleeping in the bed of the big, bad wolf. 


All they needed was that kind of scandal. 


He smiled to himself with no real mirth and set off at a
rapid pace to cover the several miles between their two houses, counting on
Emma to remain sleeping while he was gone. He arrived short of breath, only to
see her house lit up like a New Year's celebratory party. 


A carriage sat in the graveled turnabout, and Stephen Knight's
Olds automobile waited at the farthest edge of the drive. Damn! The
honesty with which he'd intended to approach the Ralstons gave way to a quick
inventory for a credible lie, one that would satisfy Emma's family and maintain
her reputation. 


Fortunately, the person to answer his knock on the heavy oak
doors was Stephen Knight himself. "Malachi!" The older man quickly stepped
out onto the landing and drew Malachi several yards away from the house. 


"She's safe," Malachi said immediately to allay
the man's fears for his niece's safety. 


A stern look of reproach in his eyes, Stephen glowered at
Malachi. "What have you to do with Emma's disappearance?" 


By instinct Malachi pulled Stephen deeper into the shadows. "She
hasn't ... disappeared. Emma's at my cabin." 


Stephen had every right to the look of anger and
disappointment on his unlined face at this admission, but he merely narrowed
his eyes and asked, "Have you harmed her?" 


"No! God, no!" 


A look of relief replaced the uncle's worried countenance. "Thank
God!" He staggered backward for a moment and Malachi caught him, lowering
him onto a gnarled stump by the largest of the outbuildings. 


"Where in God's name has she been?" Stephen asked
when he'd caught his breath and bearings again. "Sarah and Ralston noticed
she was missing and came to me. We've called no one." 


Malachi raked his fingers through his hair and down over the
scrap of rough beard on his jaw. He hated telling the man where Emma had gone. And
worse yet, why she'd gone there. 


But there was no avoiding the truth. Perhaps between the two
of them they could concoct a story to satisfy her parents, for he now
recognized the opulent carriage in the driveway as belonging to Franklin Knight.



No doubt only the fear of scandal had kept them from alerting
Sheriff Butler. 


He crouched beside Stephen so that their eyes were level. "It's
my fault," he admitted, staring at his hands. "I goaded her and she
took off for – " 


"Say no more." Stephen sliced his hand through the
air. "It doesn't take much to get Emma to behave recklessly." 


"She went to the Waterfront Street docks." 


"My God, to that hell-hole?" Stephen leapt from
the stump. "Why would she risk going to such a place?" 


Since the river's last flooding the surrounding area of
Sacramento had rapidly declined into the worst kind of slum, inhabited by
degenerates and thieves. 


Malachi rose and put a hand on the older man's shoulder. "She
wanted to see where a woman like Alma Bentley was raised. To see the living
conditions of less fortunate women." 


Stephen didn't suppress a glow of approval. "Damn, that's
exactly what the chit would do! But so late? At night? Hadn't she any idea of
the danger?" 


Malachi shrugged. "Apparently, the cab was ordered to
wait for her." He smiled as he imagined the haughty tone Emma would've
taken with the driver. Clearly to no avail. 


"And?" 


"And he did not. When I arrived, Emma was fending off a
number of men with the heel of her boot." 


Malachi would not tell her uncle of the heart-stopping scene
in the alley where the four degenerates had cornered her, stripping her to the
waist and lifting her skirts to ogle that which only a husband should see. Nor
would he speak of her near rape and degradation, for Malachi had no doubt the
men intended sadistic sport for the unlucky lady they'd captured in the alley. 


Better that Stephen believe the experience at the docks was
another of Emma's humorous sallies in the name of her newspaper research. 


Stephen surely questioned Malachi's easy lie, for the
chuckle he gave appeared forced. "That's my Emma. Tackling the world."



"She's resting at my cabin, sir. I promise she is safe.
No harm will come to her in my care." He paused a brief moment. "Nor
by my actions." 


"I'll have your word on that, Rivers." The man
extended his hand and flashed a steely look. "Emma is very precious to me,
you know." 


"I understand, sir." He clasped the man's hand in
a firm grip and inclined his head toward the house. "What story should we
tell the others?" 


"Let me take care of that," Stephen said. "I
have a lady friend in New Castle. I'll spin a tale that Emma was interviewing a
witness for the trial and neglected to inform us of her whereabouts until just
now." 


Malachi looked around him. "At this moment?" 


"Of course." Stephen smiled slyly. "Did you
not hear the horseman who raced down from New Castle to deliver the news?"



Malachi grinned. "Emma is fortunate to have you,
Stephen." 


Stephen gazed back at the house where the forms of Franklin
and Mary Knight silhouetted against the sheer draperies hung in the parlor
windows. "Emma's a rare one." 


He sighed and jammed his fists into his pockets. "Sometimes
I wonder how she flowered into such a hothouse orchid in the cold frigidity of
her parents' marriage." 


# 


Emma was still sleeping when Malachi returned to the cabin. The
fire had died out and the room was beginning to chill. As quietly as possible,
he laid another log and tindered it until it caught and started to blaze up. 


At last he returned to the rocking chair where he jotted
down a few additional notes for his summation. With luck, the trial would end
this week. With even greater fortune smiling on them, Alma would be a free
woman. 


He must've dozed, for a sound awakened him and he jerked his
head from his chest, searching around the room. There, again, the rustling of
flesh against fabric. He glanced toward the bed where Emma lay. 


She'd rolled over and now faced him, thrashing at the
bedding until it bunched at her feet. A groan came from her lips, but her eyes
remained closed. The robe he'd wrapped so carefully around her body had tugged
open with her tossing, and her bare breasts peeked beneath the robe's lapels. Her
pale, slender thighs gleamed beneath the hem. 


She was an extraordinary woman. Beautiful, yes, but
unconventionally so with her richly-colored hair and perfect flesh, her eyes at
times as inky as midnight, and then again soft as the rich brown earth of his
land. 


He'd taken her virginity – albeit unknowingly – but to
engage in further relations with her, as tempting as the notion was, went
against his notion of gentlemanly behavior. As inexperienced as she was, she
had no real conception of the consequences of engaging in an affair. 


Still, he suddenly realized he very much wanted to be Emma
Knight's lover. Unless he was far off the mark, that's what she desired too. What
harm was there in two willing adults enjoying the pleasures of the flesh? 


Not now, of course. Not when she suffered from memories of
what might have happened in Firehouse Alley near the docks. Later, when she'd
healed. 


Now that her bothersome virginity was out of the way, they
could indulge in the true carnal delights between a man and woman. He rather
thought he'd enjoy showing Emma how earth-shattering the act of physical
satisfaction could be. 


He hesitated in his musings. But to what end, he asked
himself? 


Emma professed not to desire marriage. He certainly had no
inclination to marry again. What other option was there for persons of their
station? Her station, at any rate, for society might wink at his sexual
transgressions, but it would never approve a woman of Emma's social position
taking a lover for any length of time. 


And, once he'd begun with her, he did not envision readily
giving her up. 


But surely he did not love her. 


#


Emma opened her eyes to take in the scene around her. Her
lids pressed down on her eyes as if she'd been drugged, but languor sent a
pleasant mellowness over her limbs. 


Malachi rocked gently in a massive chair by the fireplace
which blazed with a roaring fire that reached her even in the corner of the
room. His head buried in a stack of papers, he reached occasionally for a book
from the stack on the floor, underlined something in pencil, and jotted notes
on a yellow pad. 


For a lazy moment she couldn't remember why she was here in his
cabin, in his bed, but the sheer comfort of the worn quilts and the mesmerizing
dance of the flames lulled her into a drowsiness that closed her eyelids and
slowed her breathing until she slept again. 


The man's stench was overwhelming. 


His teeth rotted in a foul mouth. 


His hand groped between her legs and she felt the deep,
relentless sting of invasion at the juncture of her thighs. 


Blood spurted down her legs, pooling in bright, angry
puddles at her bare feet. She opened her mouth to scream and the man slammed a
vicious punch into her jaw. More blood flooded from her wounded mouth, choking
her screams until they fell into a gurgle of terror. 


Her breath froze in her throat. 


She choked and gagged in reflex. 


Suddenly a cold wind sucked into her lungs and a scream
ripped from her throat. 


"Emma, Emma!" 


Hands restrained her, but she fought against them, thrashing
and kicking out. 


"Wake up, Emma. You're dreaming." A thick band of
flesh pressed against her cheek, a hard palm against her head. She couldn't let
them overpower her. She mustn't capitulate. She resumed her efforts and fought
like a she-wolf guarding her pups until the restraints loosened. 


A light slap stung her left cheek. "Emma!" 


Her eyes jerked open. Malachi crouched on the end of the bed
in front of her, his arms raised, palms outward. She knelt at the opposite edge
of the mattress, her own fists clenched in front of her, her arms raised like a
pugilist prepared to lash outward. Sweat rolled down her temples and pooled
between her breasts. 


She blinked furiously, trying to orient herself. "You
struck me." She shook her head, vaguely understanding that was not the
relevant point. 


In her nightmare she'd been resisting her attackers. "I
– I thought ... " Her words trailed off as she separated the vivid dream
from the present reality. 


Malachi's voice was unexpectedly gentle. He covered her
fists with his hands and lowered her back to the bed. "You're safe now."



"Those men – those t – thugs tried to – "


"Shh, I know, but you gave them hell." He laughed
softly and ruffled her hair back from her forehead.


"I thought they would r-rape and then k-k-kill me,"
she stuttered, annoyed that she had no control over her voice, that she
appeared vulnerable and weak. "I c-couldn't fight them off. I tried, but
... " 


"You were amazing, a regular 'Gentleman Jim' Corbett."



The appellation forced a smile from her as she watched
Malachi move into the cordoned-off kitchen area and wring a cloth out in the
cauldron of water hanging over the fire.


"Aye," he continued, wagging his brows and taking on
an Irish brogue, "those men in the alley were shakin' in their boots when
they saw the fierce weapon in your wee hand." 


"Silly, Corbett wasn't Irish." But his joking
cheered her and lightened the mood. She felt much better. 


He handed the warm cloth to her. "Wash your face."
He sat on the edge of the bed and watched as she ran the cloth over her
forehead and down her sweaty cheeks. She noticed the hairbrush in his hand. "What's
that for?" 


"Sarah brought it with a change of clothing for you."



"Sarah! Sarah knows I'm here?" 


"You set up quite an alarm when you didn't return last
night. Stephen and your parents were frantic." 


She groaned and sank back onto the pillow. "My parents!
Oh my God." 


"Don't worry. Except for Stephen and me, Sarah's the
only one who knows the truth. Your uncle and I have spun a clever lie for them."
He winked at her. "You are not, in fact, lying in the bed of a wicked
single gentleman, but are at this moment conducting an interview with a woman
residing in New Castle." 


"Thank goodness for Stephen!" 


"Sit up," he ordered, handing her the hair brush. "You
must get dressed and leave. We've skirted close enough to discovery and mustn't
press our luck." 


She sat up, took the brush, and began drawing it through her
hair. When she'd seen him standing at the wide end of the alley, his greatcoat
flowing from his shoulders like a musketeer, his face a dark glower in the
nearly lightless night, she'd never felt so relieved, nor happy, in her life. 


He'd come to save her when she hadn't even known she would
need saving. "Thank you," she whispered, her throat suddenly clogged
and scratchy. "Thank you for coming." 


"I should have killed them." His voice held a
flat, deadly calm she'd never heard before. 


"No! I shouldn't want you to kill someone for me."



"I wanted to rip them to pieces." 


His hands fell gently to her shoulders and eased the robe
down her arms, trailing a path of fire over her flesh. Her nipples puckered
with the chill to her bare breasts and she closed her eyes, reveling in the sensation
of his touch. 


Please don't send me away.


His fingers shook as they roamed gently over the top of her
breasts and around to cup them with both hands. She heard the hitch of his
voice as he lowered his mouth to her neck. 


"I couldn't bear the thought of those animals touching
you, much less ... " His mouth moved gently over her neck and shoulder,
pressing tender kisses on the scrapes and bruises beginning to blossom into
ugly blue flowers. 


"That they'd defile such loveliness was unthinkable."



She drew her breath in on a great shudder that set her limbs
shaking again. "I want you," she said, lowering her eyes, afraid to
see another rejection written on his face. 


"Ah, Emma," he groaned and buried his face in her
hair. The soft lawn of his shirt tantalized her sensitive nipples, and she
clung to him, desperate to satisfy the hunger in her loins. 


He pushed her down on the pillows and gazed at her for long moments
with such longing that she wanted to weep. This was how she wanted a man to
look at her. That flash of desire was what she'd waited for. At last he pulled
the covers to her shoulders and made to rise. 


"Don't leave." She grabbed his hand and clutched
it tightly. "Don't go away. I don't want to be alone just now.
Please." 


She knew instinctively they'd arrived at a turning point and
saw the same understanding in his expression. There would be no going back from
this night, no recriminations or regrets. He nodded briefly, secured the door,
and checked the fire a final time before extinguishing the last of the lamps. 


In the room's dimness she watched as he stood by the bed's
edge and slowly removed each article of clothing, pausing between items as if
to give her a chance to recant. His eyes were beautifully kind and gentle and
shimmered like the moonlight on the lake. 


He laid each garment on a chair back until finally he stood
only in his drawers slung low on his narrow hips. The breadth of his chest was
sprinkled with dark hairs that funneled downward to his navel and dipped
beneath the white cloth. Her eyes followed the line to the unmistakable bulge
in his groin. 


She smiled and he flashed back a lopsided grin. He hooked
his thumbs in the waist of his drawers and paused, staring intently at her. She
held her breath and waited. He pulled off the final piece of clothing and stood
beautifully naked before her. His body was like burnished gold, sleek and
smooth as if wrought from marble by a master sculptor. 


She'd never seen anything so beautiful in her entire life. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 21 


 


"Why then, can one desire too much of a good
thing? – As You Like It 


 


Emma fitted into the curve of his body as if God had
fashioned her particularly to meld into one flesh with him. Malachi smiled at
the unaccustomed Biblical reference and lifted his head to see the cold ash of
the fire in the grate and the black slivers of night peeking through the window
slats. 


Although they'd lain together with nothing between them, he'd
not had her. And he wouldn't until she insisted. This much he could do for her,
he thought. 


She'd slept long and peacefully in his arms, hardly
stirring, healing and shoring up energy. He eased his arm from beneath her neck
and padded across the cold boards that chilled his feet even through the thick
rugs scattered here and there that his mother had hooked years ago. 


He built up the fire again, poured a glass of water, and
gulped it down, then fiddled with the papers stacked on the table. The chill of
the room on his naked flesh didn't bother him. 


In fact, he was stalling, putting off the moment when he'd
crawl back into bed beside Emma and gather her close and ... his body twitched,
knowing far better than his brain what it needed. 


No more indecision, no more wrestling with his blasted
conscience. If Emma still wanted him, he'd make love to her, show her that the
passion between them could transport them to a kind of heavenly bliss. 


When he crept into bed and folded her into his arms, she
wriggled her backside into his groin. Desire so fierce he couldn't breathe for
a moment cut through him like a wound. He tightened his arms around her and
nestled his face in the sweet smell of her hair, pressed his chest against the
smooth curve of her back. 


"Hmmm." Emma groaned and stretched like a cat
waking from a nap in the sun. Then she settled again, captured his hand, and
pulled it round her waist, holding it against her breast. His cock twitched
against her bottom, a relentless snake coiling around a warm spot. 


He began with her breast, cupping its extraordinary fullness
and thumbing the nipple until it peaked in a hard nub beneath his touch. She
breathed in on a sigh and then out on a tiny moan. He stroked her thighs, ran
his hand over her belly and back, gently caressing skin that was silk beneath
his fingers. 


God, he wanted her now! A primitive urge drove him, a
relentless desire to bury himself deep inside her, to pummel her mindlessly
until she came and he released himself into her body. He jerked himself back
from the edge of his lust. 


Slow down, breathe, think. 


Suddenly aware that she'd fully awakened, he ceased the
gentle movements of his hand on her body. 


"No, don't stop," she murmured. 


His hand roamed over her belly again and dipped down to
explore the curls covering her sex. He made lazy, soft circles with his fingers
until he heard the rapid increase of her breath, a tiny gasping of combined
pleasure and pain. 


"Do you like that?" he whispered against her ear. 


"Oh, yes," she responded and covered his hand to
urge him on. 


He dipped a finger among the curls and felt the sweet, slick
wetness. Christ, she was hot and ready for him! Go slowly, slowly, he reminded
himself as he drew in a long, ragged breath. He inserted a finger into her
opening and felt her inner muscles clench around it. He stroked and rolled his
finger inside her, rubbing the tiny nub with his thumb. 


"Malachi," she groaned, "w – what are you
doing to me?" 


He laughed softly. "Shall I stop?" 


"Don't you dare." Her breath came in sharp, hard
gasps as though she labored to fill her lungs. He sank two fingers inside her
and let her ride them until he felt her pleasure begin to peak. 


Then he withdrew and turned her round to face him. "Oh,
no, little one, not yet." 


Her eyes were glazed over like a woman drunk, her lips
parted. He kissed her thoroughly, invading her mouth and dancing with her
tongue in hard, fiery thrusts. She was a heady aphrodisiac and he couldn't
taste enough of her. 


He rolled her over on top of him. Her hair dangled onto his
chest and her body clung to his in moist, heated spots. The hot core of her
inviting him in, he thrust upward slowly in painful pleasure. He held himself
back, enticing her with the tip of him, withdrawing and pushing forward again
an inch at a time until she was as mindless for him as he was for her. 


"Malachi!" 


Quickly he rolled her over, separated her thighs with his
knee, and spread her legs wide. Then slowly he plunged into her until he was
hilt deep in the warm, wet slickness of her sex. He held his weight from her
body and paused until the primordial urge to take her fast and furiously passed.
He began to move in and out of her, pushing until she writhed beneath him,
wrapped her legs around his waist, and orgasmed in one long, exquisite shudder.



The clenching of her inner muscles threatened to bring him
to a quick release. He endured the sweet torment as long as he could, allowing
her to draw out her satisfaction, until finally he withdrew from her wet and
willing body. 


Then he climaxed with his own fierce release, spilling
himself into the cloth he'd laid aside beforehand, unwilling to risk the
consequences of their lovemaking as they'd done with their first encounter. 


Finally, he collapsed on her and felt her pounding heart
echo to the thundering of his own. 


#


Propped on his elbow, Malachi watched the early morning
light slant through the shutters and play across Emma's bare back. She lay on
her stomach, her face turned away from him, her glorious hair cascading down
her pale, slender back like tendrils of silk. He stroked her hair, drawing his
fingers down her back. She began to stir with his caressing. 


He wanted her now. And would yet again, he realized, after
he'd slated himself. And before morning fully rose through the woods
surrounding his cabin, he'd still desire her. He doubted he'd ever get his fill.
What power was it she held over him? 


She turned her face toward him, strands of russet strung
across her cheeks and lips like flashes of fire, and smiled lazily. "Good
morning." 


"And to you, m'lady," he answered, sweeping the
hair from her eyes and scraping the backs of his knuckles over her flushed
cheeks. What gift to the gods had she pledged to be rewarded with such loveliness?



She ran her fingers lightly over his chest and seemed to
take the measure of him before speaking at last. "Thank you." 


He raised a brow and smiled as he trailed his fingers across
her breasts. "And what great service have I done that warrants such
gratitude?" 


"You know." She blushed prettily, sat up, and drew
the sheet around her breasts. "For – for last night." 


"In that case, you're welcome. The pleasure was mine."
He reached for the sheet and slowly pulled it from between her fingers. Her
breasts, full and ripe, quivered under his gaze. "A pleasure, I might add,
I'd very much enjoy again." 


Her chocolate eyes, warm and wide, turned serious. "I –
it – w – what we had last night was very important to me. I wanted to
experience the same sexual pleasure a man is afforded in our society." 


"But of course," he murmured, wondering where she
was going with this conversational direction. 


"After all, men take their pleasure when and where they
will. Ought not women be afforded the same right?" 


"I cannot speak of other men and women, Emma, but only
of us. And I am glad that you enjoyed pleasure last evening." He dipped
his head to place a gentle kiss on her breast and when he heard the low purr of
passion in her throat, he took one rosy nipple in his mouth. 


"Shall we repeat the experience," he teased, "to
be sure that you indeed are equally satisfied in your pursuit of unbridled
passion as the men of your acquaintance?" 


She pushed him away with a playful shove and a frown. "Now
you are mocking me." 


He suppressed a laugh. "God, not at all. I am merely
eager for a repeat performance. I confess that I am utterly –" He swept
his hand over her belly. 


"Completely –" He dipped his fingers lower. "Positively
–" 


He watched as she closed her eyes and groaned. "Enchanted
– " 


His breath strangled his words and his cock strained against
her leg. "Ah, Emma, I just want to make love to you until we are both
senseless," he whispered and pushed her onto her back. 


For their second mating, sweet as the first, he drew on all
his skill of hands and mouth and fingers until their bodies were slick with
sweat and the heady scent of their sex. He exploded so quickly he hardly had
time to withdraw before his seed spilled onto her thigh. 


Spent with passion, they rolled onto their backs, arms flung
overhead, bodies damp with sweat. He stared at the rough-beamed ceiling as he
lay hip to hip with Emma. 


Too close, he thought. He knew better than to rut like a
callow youth hot for his first woman. Emma deserved better than such unreliable
measures. Tomorrow he would speak to her about a preventive sponge she could
employ to thwart any unwanted consequences from their lovemaking. 


He glanced at her. He could not foresee the end of their
coupling any time soon. The idea gave him great satisfaction as he pulled her
close, pondering what he felt for her. 


Fondness? Affection? Not love, surely. 


He smiled while they both drifted into a light slumber, and
when the sun leaked steadily through the windows, he proceeded to show her how
soundly he could demonstrate his affection. 


# 


They didn't begin to settle down to the business of the
trial until late Saturday night. 


Before they did, Emma had scores of questions she to ask
Malachi about the physicality of their lovemaking. Amazed at how sedated she
felt while still desiring him, she wanted to pummel him with queries. The
dispassionate diagrams and drawings of her art and medical books merged at last
with personal experience into a sort of wonderful logic. 


No wonder the girls at Wellesley, the more adventurous ones
at any rate, had blathered on about the experience. Nothing in Emma's life had
quite prepared her for the magnitude of emotions or the range of sensations
during those most intimate moments with Malachi. 


She wished to talk to him of it, she truly did, but once
satisfied, he seemed eager to move on to another issue – that matter currently
being the progress of Alma Bentley's case. But, then often no more than an hour
or two later, he fixed his interest upon her again, with apparent desire to
repeat the entire experience again. 


With embellishments and intensity! 


And, most surprising of all to her, Emma's own inclinations
ran astonishingly parallel to his. After their first disastrous liaison, she'd
hardly thought it possible to desire any man, let alone be so eager to couple
with Malachi again. 


For the moment, however, they sat at the roughly hewn table
which served as both Malachi's dining table and his work place. His case files spread
out on the table before them, and he leaned over one particular document,
scrutinizing its contents. At the moment the trial occupied his attention, but
dressed as scantily as they were, Emma suspected he'd soon disregard the
folders in favor of more sensual pursuits. 


"Emma, where are the notes of Sheriff Butler's
interview with Mrs. Machado?" He rummaged through the papers, scattering
them even more haphazardly across the battered table top. 


She leaned across the table and plucked the precise file
from the bottom of the pile, her décolletage gaping as she did so.
"Here," she said, handing it over. 


Emma followed his gaze as it lowered to her chest, smiling
at the glint in his eye. Suddenly she was eager for him again and when he
reached for her without a word, she readily succumbed to his ardor. 


Work appeared destined to play second fiddle to their insatiable
need for one another. Was such intensity normal? Would it continue or would
they eventually become sated with one another's bodies? And what did it mean,
she wondered, that they craved each other so much? 


An hour later, breathless and sweaty, she believed they'd
finally reached a saturation level. 


"Now we really must work, Emma," Malachi said sternly,
all the while tracing lazy circles around her thigh as it draped across his
leg. 


She snuggled her face into his neck, inhaling the spicy,
dusty smell of him. "I am more than willing to investigate," she
said, her voice muffled in the delicious spot between his neck and shoulder.
"Simply clarify what you wish me to ... investigate." 


She trailed her hand down the flat planes of his stomach. 


“You minx,” he groaned. "You she-devil." He
flipped her over and delayed their work for yet another hour. 


#


When Emma finally returned home, Sarah refused to stray far
from her charge's side. Uncle Stephen and Malachi had joined her for a brief,
uncomfortable Sunday dinner during which Emma flushed under her uncle's
scrutiny. Now her uncle had left and Malachi and she set to work once more on
Alma's defense. 


"There is something strange about the Machado family,"
Malachi said between hardy bites of the sandwiches Sarah had provided. "Something
more than the quarrel between the elder son and the parents." 


"I, for one, don't believe Joseph was alone the night
he died," Emma said. "Alma was convincing in her tale of a woman's
footsteps sounding from above the kitchen." 


"Hmm, perhaps, but why would either Phoebe or her
mother lie about a fact so easily corroborated?" 


Emma swallowed a large draught of milk before answering. "Likely
whoever it was panicked and spun a tale for fear of discovery." 


"Still, it doesn't mean the woman in question killed
Joseph Machado." 


She banged her cup down on the wooden table. "Are you
suggesting that you no longer believe in Alma's innocence?" 


Malachi paused, his sandwich halfway to his mouth, and
stared at her. "What makes you think I ever believed Alma was
innocent?" 


"But surely, with this new evidence ... "


He scoffed and pushed his plate away. "What new
evidence, Emma? Nothing we've discovered exonerates Alma in any way." He
softened his voice. "I'm sorry, but early next week I must give my closing
remarks." 


"But everything has changed!" Emma suddenly
understood that for Malachi nothing was different. 


"Not at all, but even if it had, I will not veer from
the defense I originally intended to use." 


"That Alma is guilty, but should be exonerated because
she is weak, helpless, and inferior?" Emma asked mulishly. 


Malachi nodded, only the mere tightening of his jaw
betraying his reaction to the barbed scorn in her voice. "That has never
changed. It is her only hope of acquittal." 


Determined not to resurrect the old argument, she ploughed
on. "Then we must discover who really killed Joseph Machado." 


"And where do you propose we start?" He spoke with
the studied patience of an adult indulging a child. 


"With Mrs. Henderson, the midwife Thomas spoke of,"
she replied immediately. "She is someone who will know if there are dark
secrets in the Machado household, something 'strange,' as you say." 


She felt the stiltedness in her voice and face, but she
could not help hating the way he must defend Alma, destroying her spirit in
order to save her life. 


Malachi stood and rounded the end of the table where she sat
opposite him. "I'm sorry, Emma. I wish there was another way." 


She merely nodded. On this point she suspected they would
never agree, but she was more determined than ever to discover the true culprit
in this murderous affair. 


"See if you can learn anything from Mrs. Henderson,"
he said at last. "I will ask Nathan Butler to question the Machado women
again. If one of them is lying, he will discover to what end, and if their
lying means anything. It may signify nothing, you know." 


She propped her chin on her hand. "Yes." 


"There may be a perfectly innocent reason why one of
the women lied, if indeed she did, that has nothing at all to do with Joseph's
murder." 


"I know," she murmured, although she didn't really.
In her heart she believed Alma heard someone walking around upstairs the night
Joseph died, and that person came down the stairs after hearing the shot and
seized the opportunity to kill him for her own nefarious purposes. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 22 


 


"O most pernicious woman! O villain, villain,
smiling, damnèd villain!" – Hamlet 


 


Monday came far too early for Emma. She lay in her own bed,
thinking of the events of the weekend and the direction of Alma Bentley's case.
A second later she groaned and rolled over in bed to cover her eyes as Sarah
briskly and somewhat annoyingly jerked the curtains apart to allow the sharp
morning light to pierce her pleasant reverie.


"I've brought you some juice, Miss Emma." Sarah
approached the bed and Emma opened one eye to see her cook bearing a tray with
a tall glass of hideous red fluid. 


Emma sat up and fluffed her pillows before reaching for the
drink. She sniffed and then wrinkled her nose. "Good God, what is it?"



"Cranberry juice. Drink up." 


"You well know that I hate the damned vile-tasting
stuff!" 


"Quit profaning, Miss Emma." 


"Please bring me a glass of orange juice instead."



Sarah set the tray down on the nightstand and turned away,
picking up clothes and straightening the items on the dresser. When she spoke,
her voice brooked no argument. "Many a bride's come home from a honeymoon
with an infection. The cranberry juice will stave it off. Drink it." 


"Brides? Infection? What has that to do with me?" 


"I may be old, Miss Emma, but I'm not stupid. You've
spent the weekend behaving like a bride. Even if you are not one," she
added grimly. "If you play at house, you must expect the consequences."



"Ah, so this is about Mr. Rivers." 


"No, it is about you. And your conduct. And
owning up to your responsibilities." Sarah sat at the edge of the bed and
gave her charge a mournful look. "I didn't raise you to behave so
wantonly." 


"You didn't raise me at all!" Emma tossed back. "And
Mr. Rivers and I have behaved with the utmost propriety." That, at least,
was true of this weekend. "I'm sorry if I've upset you, Sarah. But life is
not what it was when you were a girl." 


The woman was far more than her cook and she had reared Emma.
She hated to disappoint the person who'd been much more a mother to her than
her own. 


Sarah softened a bit and patted Emma on the knee. "Drink
the cranberry juice," she instructed. "That one thing hasn't changed."



#


Mrs. Henderson, the aging nurse, lived alone in a small
cottage at the edge of town. A chatty woman who seemed eager for company, she
readily welcomed her unexpected visitor. 


After settling Emma down in her cramped sitting room and
preparing a tray of tea and biscuits, Elizabeth Henderson got a devilish glint
in her eye as she tried to recall the gossip surrounding the Machado family. 


"Let's see, m'dear," the older woman said,
munching on one of the large sweet biscuits. "I believe the older boy –
well, he's not a boy any more, is he now? – Aaron was his name, yes, well,
Aaron left about ten or twelve years ago." 


"How old was he then?"


"Hmmm, a young man, maybe twenty-one or so. The girl
Phoebe was about four or five years younger. Now that girl, she was a handful!"



"Really? How do you mean?" 


"Always giving Mr. and Mrs. Machado some kind of grief.
She ran off once when she was younger, about eleven as I remember, said she
wanted to join the circus of all things." The woman took a great gulp of
her tea and added another lump of sweetener. 


"And smoking! Phoebe took up smoking those filthy
cigarettes like some kind of loose woman. Mrs. Machado almost had a stroke!"
She shifted her weight in the brightly-colored chair and sighed. "Such a
shame too, Phoebe was a sweet little thing when she was little. I delivered
her, you know." 


"Why do you suppose she changed so?" 


"Oh, law, I don't know." Mrs. Henderson heaved her
considerable bulk up from the arm chair and reached for another biscuit. "She
was a wonderful girl until she reached thirteen. Then everything went to hell
in a hand basket, if you'll pardon the expression." 


Emma was glad for the woman's frankness. Information was
remarkably easy to pry from her. "Do you suppose something happened at
home to make Phoebe turn so wild?" 


"Well, you know, at the time, I thought there was
something fiercely wrong in that family. Mrs. Machado was always sick, lying
abed most of the day with her headaches and her spells. Mr. Machado watching
over his fruit farms and the like, always off somewhere." 


The woman furrowed her bushy white brows and lowered her
voice conspiratorially. "The children left alone in that big house. No one
watched over Aaron and Phoebe. They sort of fended for themselves as far as I
could tell." 


"What about Joseph?" 


"Humph. The Missus got that one on one of the Mister's
trips home, if you get my meaning. But that was much later. Joe, Jr., was
nearly twenty years younger than Aaron. A change of life baby, you know?" 


Emma thought she did know. Aaron and Phoebe left to
themselves with little or no parental supervision. What mischief might they
have gotten themselves into while their mother lay sick in bed and their father
absented himself whenever possible? Surely that was an unhealthy environment to
grow up in. 


"Who took care of the baby, then?" 


"Why, I suspect Phoebe did. Mrs. Machado wasn't good
for much by that time, her nerves and all. Phoebe would've been, hmmmm, let's
see, about fourteen or so when Joe was born, able to do plenty for her mum. And
she always liked to play the lady of the house, she did." 


"The lady of the house?" 


Mrs. Henderson waved a hand of dismissal. "Oh, fanciful
stuff, that was. She'd put on her mum's old clothes and shoes and play dress
up, walking around with the babe on her hip like it was her own." She
laughed mirthlessly. "Acted like she'd given birth to Joe herself!" 


Emma's neck prickled with a strange sensation, but she
placed a bright smile on her lips. "What nonsense! You delivered Joseph
yourself didn't you?" 


"Well, that's the strange thing," the older woman
said, a puzzled look on her wrinkly face. "They waited too late to fetch
me. The babe was all birthed and cleaned up by the time I got to the house."



She paused in the consumption of her next biscuit and
shrugged as if the habits of the gentry were beyond her. "Missus was abed,
but looking quite well rested, while Aaron, bless his heart, was holding the
babe, all swaddled up and sweet as candy." 


"Where was Phoebe?" 


"Well, now, I never thought to ask them. Just checked
the babe out to be sure the cord was tied proper and all." 


"What about Mrs. Machado? Did you attend to her also?"



"Humph, that one was quite prickly. Wouldn't even let
me examine her, said the doctor would see to her." 


A few moments later, Emma made her good-byes to Mrs.
Henderson. The elderly midwife had given her quite a bit of food for thought,
but none of the information was exactly evidence, was it? However, it was
enough to foster a dark suspicion of the perverse activities that might've gone
on in the Machado household. 


She shivered and wrapped her jacket tighter. There might
have been strange, even unnatural, behavior going on twenty years ago, but was
it anything to incite a recent murder? 


#


Emma arrived at The Gazette shortly before noon to
find Stephen and Thomas already working hard on the next edition. Her uncle
informed her that Malachi had spent the entire morning in court, only to have
Judge Underwood adjourn for the day. He failed to remark on the court events
except to say that closing remarks would begin on the morrow. 


Emma knew that tomorrow the prosecution would present the
salient points of their case first, then the defense, and then the prosecution
would be given a final chance to address the jury. She surmised that Malachi
was hard at work in his law office preparing his remarks. Although eager to
tell him her discoveries about the Machado family, she would not interrupt him
now. 


Would he agree with her suspicions or believe she was being
fanciful? 


She also wished to speak with her uncle about the charges her
parents had made against him, but she remained silent. If they were not true,
she shouldn't want to embarrass him, and if they were, he'd tell her of his own
accord. She thought of the ugly turn of events her parents expected to occur
today and wondered what nefarious plans Charles Fulton had in store for Malachi
and how it affected her family. 


She'd just decided to abandon working in the back office and
talk to Uncle Stephen when the bell over the door jangled, signaling a visitor.



She hurried to the front. Thomas had the machinery running
and her uncle stood beside the elderly man, both in their shirt sleeves,
pondering over the clattering noise emanating from the press.


"What is that ungodly racket?" Malachi asked Emma
as he shut the door behind him and glanced to where she stood behind the wide
counter. 


She laughed. "The press has gone off kilter and
apparently the men are playing at engineering." 


Malachi's lopsided grin set a small tingle starting in her
belly. He looked devilishly handsome today, his head hatless yet again, his
navy jacket brushed, the white shirt crisp above the lapels. 


"Is there anything I can help with, Mr. Knight?"
Malachi shouted, looking in her uncle's direction. "I'm clever with my
hands, I'm told." 


He flashed a wicked grin Emma's way. 


Stephen waved him off without looking up from the machinery
cogs. "No, you and Emma get on with the trial business. Thomas and I are
quite able to bumble along by ourselves." 


In the back room, Malachi threw himself into the guest chair
while Emma perched behind the desk, her back straight and proper, but her eyes
straying now and again to the open archway where she could just see the corner
of Thomas' suspended gray workpants and the back of her uncle's faded blond
hair. 


"I have bad news, Emma," Malachi said, fidgeting
with his neck cloth and twisting his neck as if his collar were too small. "Charles
Fulton called a rebuttal witness today." 


"What? But I thought the prosecution had rested its
case!" 


"As did I, but apparently they sneaked this one by the
judge. The witness's testimony was designed to discredit a member of the
community and by extension me as his friend and Alma's defense attorney." 


He looked fierce with anger, to be sure, but with another
emotion she hadn't seen in him before. Was it revenge? It looked awfully like
he wanted to carve someone's pound of flesh from his chest. 


"What discredit? Who?" But even as the words
escaped her lips, she slid her eyes from Malachi to the men in the other room
and knew immediately this was what her parents had warned her of. 


"You can't mean Uncle Stephen," she whispered. Her
heart twisted at the thought of her beloved uncle's name being bandied about so
maliciously. 


"Apparently, someone – a young gentleman – has admitted
to being ... friends with Stephen." He paused and looked into her eyes,
his own bright blue with emotion. "I'm so sorry, Emma." 


"It is Uncle Stephen for whom you should feel sorrow,"
she snapped realizing even as her harsh tone registered in her ears that she
was taking out her grief on the messenger. She shook her head angrily and
swiped at the tears in her eyes. 


"He does not deserve this," she muttered. "He
is the kindest man I know." 


"Did no one know of his ... preferences?" 


"Not until my parents warned me that the trial would
take an ugly turn today." 


"What?" 


"Yes, before I ... before this weekend they tried to
persuade me to sever my relationship with you and warned that Uncle Stephen
would put the family name in an unsavory light." She rose and walked to
the open door to the alley, chewing on her thumb as she gazed out onto the
narrow, graveled path. "God, I should have warned him." 


"Warned who of what?" Stephen's voice sounded
behind her.


She jerked around at the same moment that Malachi rose and
turned toward the older man who stood in the archway. He looked from one of
them to the other. "Ah, I see, so it's come out in the trial then? I
suspected I should have attended court this morning." 


"No, Stephen, it was best you were not there,"
Malachi said. "I'm sorry, sir. The trial should have nothing to do with
your personal life." 


"You knew?" Emma asked. 


Her uncle nodded and rolled down his shirt sleeves. "Charles
Fulton has used every nefarious trick at hand to win this case." He
reached for his jacket hanging on a hook beside the door. "Including my
personal ... habits. Well, I wouldn't worry. My private behavior should not
affect Alma Bentley's innocence or guilt." 


"No sir," Malachi answered. "In fact, Judge
Underwood quashed the witness examination the moment he realized where the
questioning was going." 


Stephen smiled wanly as he shot his cuffs. "With strong
disapprobation, I hope." 


"A five hundred dollar fine and threat of jail." Malachi
smiled grimly. "Not nearly enough." 


"It's a large sum." Stephen raised his brows in
amusement. "Fulton will not like losing so much money." 


"But the damage was done." Malachi shook his head.
"The information had already been spoken even though the judge instructed
the jurors to ignore the entire line of questioning." 


"Not to Alma, I hope." 


"No ... but unfortunately, your secret is out." 


Stephen shook his head sadly. "It doesn't matter. Fulton
is a mean, spiteful little man and his acrimony was bound to spill onto one of
us." He sighed and bussed Emma's cheek. "I shall return quite soon to
San Francisco where my friends and patrons do not concern themselves with the
nature of my personal life." 


Emma put her arms around her uncle and hugged him tightly. "I
am sorry, Uncle Stephen." 


He patted her shoulder awkwardly. "You'll likely bear
the burden of this by association, m'dear. I only regret that you did not learn
of this from my own lips. I – I thought to spare you embarrassment – " 


"Fiddle sticks! I don't care one whit about that."



"Good girl." He kissed her cheek and made his
leave with a short nod to Malachi. 


His dapper form looked worn, but not defeated, as Emma
watched him exit through the front door of The Placer Gazette. 


Malachi slammed his fist against the door jamb. "Damn
Charlie Fulton's sneaky hide!" 
















 


 


 


Chapter 23 


 


"Frailty, thy name is woman!" – Hamlet 


 


They had quarreled again, he and Emma. 


After she'd formulated her outlandish theories from speaking
with the midwife, he'd dismissed them without hearing her out. How could he
not? 


Incest? Family abuse? Neglect? What nonsense had she
burrowed into now? 


Emma Knight was a princess, a woman spoiled and indulged
from infancy. But he'd seen the real Emma, the girl fierce about her social
causes. The woman who'd braved the Sacramento docks and risked her life to see
where their client had sprung from. 


This current quarrel between them was a variation on the old
one – how best to defend Alma Bentley. This late in the trial, with no new
evidence – no provable evidence – Malachi knew he must proceed with his
original defense strategy. He must garner sympathy for Alma from the twelve men
who sat in judgment over her. 


Stubborn to a fault, Emma insisted the knowledge that Aaron
Machado was in the vicinity of Placer Hills the night of his brother's murder,
along with the strange relationships in the Machado family, was enough to gain
a postponement while they gathered more concrete evidence. 


Malachi knew better. A delay in the proceedings would only
arouse suspicion in the jurors, all men who had businesses to run and farms to
tend to. While they were willing to perform their civic duty and sit on a jury
for a matter of weeks, these gentlemen would not appreciate further investment
of their valuable time. 


This point was one that Emma could not – or would not –
understand. 


Malachi had never doubted his stratagem. He was willing to
risk Alma's acquittal on his professional judgment, and he had hoped Emma would
respect his acumen in the matter of trial design. But it appeared he was wrong.


#


Emma slammed her fist into the pillow, hoping for a more
comfortable place to rest her head, but even as she did so, she knew that was
not the problem – nor was the weight of the blanket or the smoothness of the
sheets against her skin. 


No, the issue was her anger towards Malachi. He'd barely let
her begin her recitation of the strange background of the Machado family before
he'd interrupted, saying the presumed facts were not relevant. He claimed the
information she'd gained from Mrs. Henderson was mere supposition, not evidence.
After all the work she'd done, he'd refused to listen. 


But after she'd returned home and engaged in serious
reflection, she had to acknowledge his superior judgment in the matter. The
trial was fast closing. The jury would begin its deliberations by the end of
the week. Perhaps Malachi was wise not to change strategy this late in the
proceedings. 


After all, she was a newspaper woman. What did she know of
trials and defense schemes? What did she know of news reporting, her conscience
whispered? 


She groaned, gave up trying to get comfortable in bed, and
pattered down the staircase in her thin slippers and heavy cotton nightdress. Perhaps
a glass of warm milk would help her sleep. 


She'd just placed the sauce pan on the stove when a light
scratching sounded from the kitchen through the mud room to her right. Sarah
and Ralston had long ago retired to their cottage. Who else could it be but
Malachi? 


Still, the repeat of the eerie sound sent icy streams
through her blood. She was utterly alone, the nearest help many yards away at
the Ralston residence. 


Since her visit to Elizabeth Henderson, Emma had pondered
the risk of the case. What might a person do to maintain a dark secret? Murder?
Had Joseph been killed to keep the hidden vices of a twisted family? Might not
that same person harm her for prying? 


Malachi thought it didn't matter, but she was certain the
truth of Joseph Machado's death lay in those intrigues. 


Another scratching at the door, followed by a loud knock and
then a voice wafted from the rear entry. "Emma! Open the door! Emma, it's
Malachi." 


As if she would not recognize his voice among a thousand
similar ones. She abandoned the sauce pan of milk and tiptoed through the mud
room to the back door, listening quietly. Even through the barrier of the solid
wood, she could hear his heavy breathing and realized he'd walked or run the few
miles through the woods. 


"What do you want?" she asked through the
threshold. 


"We need to talk. I – I cut you off earlier when you
would've spoken of what you learned from Mrs. Henderson." 


Even though he'd asked her to assist him, Malachi had been
drattedly territorial about the case, and she suspected this was as close to an
apology as she would get. As she swung open the door, the wind blasted through
her gown. He eyed her up and down before crossing through the doorway and
removing his boots and overcoat. 


"Are you alone?" he asked, looking quietly around
the kitchen. "We should discuss this new theory of yours." 


She remained silent, but glowered at him. 


"You have every right to be angry with me, Emma. I
should've allowed you to finish your report." He peered into the pan of
milk beginning to steam on the stove top. "Trouble sleeping?" 


She shrugged and pulled down the cocoa and two mugs from the
cabinet. 


"Emma, I'm sorry. Let's drink hot chocolate and discuss
what you learned from the midwife. Please. I dislike you being angry with me."



The sound of a real apology made her feel better and she
released the tension in her shoulders. 


"Now tell me everything," Malachi said as they sat
on the sofa in the parlor minutes later. "You suspect some kind of unusual
relationship among the Machado siblings." 


Emma sat facing him, her feet tucked for warmth beneath the
voluminous folds of her gown. Suddenly the taboo subject she was about to
broach brought a tinge of warmth to her face. And what if she were completely
off the mark? Malachi would think her foolish indeed. 


"What is the relationship?" Malachi's hand rested
on the back of the sofa, his fingers playing with the corded seams close to her
unbound hair. 


She cleared her throat. "This is difficult to speak
about." 


His laughter, rich and mellow, warmed her like a good brandy
going smoothly down the throat. "I shouldn't think there was anything
difficult for us to speak about. Not now." 


He reached for a lock of her hair, splaying it through his
fingers, rubbing the strands between thumb and forefinger as if he were testing
the tensile strength of a precious metal. She couldn't shake the feeling that
he also was measuring her tensile. She ploughed on, determined to be undaunted
by his possible rejection of her wild theories. 


She sat forward, placed her feet on the floor even though it
was quite chilly, and leaned her elbows on her thighs. "The night that
Joseph, Jr., was born there was no midwife or doctor in attendance." 


"What does that signify? I should imagine many women
are unattended in childbirth." 


She arched a brow at him and glanced over her left shoulder.
"Not high-born women." 


He nodded. "And yet Mrs. Machado delivered her youngest
child without assistance. Is that even possible?" 


She shook her head. "She must have had some help. When
Mrs. Henderson arrived to take care of the mother and babe, the necessary
cleaning process had been accomplished." 


"By whom? Phoebe would have been ... what? Fifteen?"



"Fourteen. And she was nowhere to be found. Neither was
Mr. Machado." 


Malachi looked puzzled. "Who assisted her then?" 


"Mrs. Henderson discovered Aaron holding the baby,
swaddled and clean, rocking him as though the child were his own." 


Malachi rose from the sofa, stuffed his hands in his
pockets, and wandered to the wide front window. The draperies were drawn tight
and he could not possibly see the dark, eerie shadows of the woods beyond Emma's
property, but he stared at the shuttered window as if he could find some kind
of answer written in the lines of fabric. 


"You are traversing a dark and dangerous road, Emma,"
he said at last, his broad back turned to her. "You must be careful of
being too fanciful with the facts. Often the truth of a situation is far less
complicated." 


She snorted rather ungraciously and threw herself back against
the cushions. "I knew you would not believe me!" 


He turned and squatted before her, his thighs bunching
beneath his trousers, his fingers dangling from his knees. "I believe that
a human being will do almost anything to another person." 


Perhaps he did not understand her meaning. She gathered her
courage and spoke the words quickly before she could retract them. "Shocking
as it sounds, I think Phoebe and Aaron Machado are the parents of Joseph, Jr."



"It's far more than shocking. It's abhorrent and unspeakable.
And illegal." Malachi's jaw tightened and the muscle writhed beneath the
skin. "What else did you find out?" 


"I don't think Mr. Machado knew. He may not know even
now. The three of them – Aaron, Phoebe, and Mrs. Machado conspired to cover up
the truth. I believe the argument between the parents and Aaron was a scheme of
Mrs. Machado to separate the siblings and prevent ... further involvement."



"What about Joseph, Jr.?" 


"I have to assume he did not know his true parentage."
She ran a shaky hand over her eyes and closed them briefly. "But Phoebe's
erratic and wild behavior at the time indicates she was a very emotionally
disturbed young girl." 


"Do you think Aaron forced himself upon her?" 


"Does it matter now?" 


Malachi rose and stretched his legs, raising his arms over
his head and twisting about at the waist. Then he sat down close to her and
took both her hands in his. "You've done very well, Emma. I'm terribly
sorry I did not listen to you this afternoon." 


She heaved a sigh of relief, hardly realizing how much his
good opinion meant to her. "What will you do now?" 


"Unfortunately, nothing yet." 


At her cry of surprise, he hurried on, "The defense of
Alma remains the same. But this will be grounds for an appeal, should she be
convicted. If she's acquitted, as I hope, we can pursue a proper investigation
into the real murderer." 


Emma began to protest, but realized she must accept his
decision. An immense weight lifted from her shoulders now that she'd unburdened
herself to Malachi. "Who could possibly have murdered Joseph?" 


"Alma fired the wounding shot to the shoulder. She
probably dropped the weapon and fled in horror when she realized what she'd
done." He tilted Emma's chin upward and stared hard at her. "You
understand that she must stand in reckoning for that, regardless of the trial's
outcome." 


Emma nodded. 


"Someone entered the room after she'd run away,
assessed the situation – perhaps this person had even listened to the two
lovers quarrel – and took advantage of Joseph's weakness." 


"And that person shot and killed Joseph Machado,"
she whispered, hardly believing a family member could do such a thing. 


"Yes, someone in the Machado family – Phoebe or Aaron
or Mrs. Machado – committed parricide." At the moment, however, Malachi
thought not of parricide – the death of an individual by a close family member
– but of infanticide, and specifically of Constance and her heinous act of
betrayal against the very nature of motherhood. 


The silence lumbered between them for long moments. 


"When will you tell me about her?" Emma asked
suddenly.


He gaped at her. "What? Who?" 


She stared at him silently for a long moment. "I don't
know, but when you think of her, you have a – a distant look on your
face." Her expression was compassionate, almost pitying. "I noticed
the night we – when we – afterward ... " Her voice trailed off. 


His first instinct was to pretend he didn't understand, but she
was too intuitive to believe a prevarication. 


He heaved a long sigh, wondering how she'd diverted him off
the original topic of discussion. "I was married," he began, not
daring to look at her, but feeling the shock of his admission unsettle her as
she sat beside him on the sofa. Her body went rigid with an emotional
withdrawing. "I was a young jack-a-nape then, callow beyond belief." 


"Did you love her?" 


He turned to face her, sweeping the strands of fire from her
forehead. "I thought I did, else I would not have taken her virginity."



He saw the shocked slit of her black pupils against the warm
brown irises, and something else quavered in their dark depths, something that
shook like the pain of betrayal. "Don't look at me like that, Emma." 


"You can understand my confusion," she said gazing
steadily into his eyes. "Do you generally go about deflowering young virgins?"



The barb was meant to wound, but he would not rise to the
bait she threw him. "That was badly done, Emma." 


She had the grace to lower her eyes, her cheeks tinged with
color. 


He rose and crossed the room. "I meant to marry her
from the start or I would not have bedded her. We made a hasty marriage when we
discovered a child was on the way." 


"But you are not married now ... are you?"


He whirled around. "Of course not! Whatever you may
think of me, know this, Emma. I would never cheat on a wife or a lover." 


"What happened to her then? And the child?" 


"He – he died. Or at least I prefer to tell myself
that." His face felt like marble, mirroring the hardness of his heart. Constance's
betrayal still ached after all these years even though he knew now he'd never
truly loved her. 


"You cannot imagine she harmed your child!" 


"I prefer not to imagine anything at all about
Constance's perfidy, but the child arrived early and was dead shortly after
birth." He smiled bitterly, feeling the acrid taste of remorse on his
tongue. "But that was not the only betrayal of my darling wife." 


His voice sounded harsh in his own ears, but he could not
help that. Emma had asked for the truth about the kind of man he had been, and
he would give it to her. "My wife was anything but a virgin. In fact,
within months of our marriage, while her belly grew large, I learned that she'd
slept with half the men in San Francisco." 


"Oh, Malachi." A world of compassion lay in the
tenderness of her voice as she rose to stand before him. 


"The child was not mine, but it still hurt to lose him
– a boy. All along I'd thought of him as mine and the loss was ... palpable, as
if part of my soul had been ripped out. Strange, isn't it? And I was not even
the boy's father." 


"And then?" 


"I wanted to thrash her, but I was persuaded by my
level-headed and reasonable friends simply to leave her." He smiled to
take the edge from his quip. 


"She used you." 


"That she did, Emma dear, but as I said, I was young
and foolish." 


She touched his forearms lightly. "I'm not like
Constance." The tenor of her voice signaled a slippery purchase. 


"You as good as lied about your virginity," he
retorted, regretting the words the moment they slipped from his mouth to muddy
the widening gulf between them. 


"Yes," she whispered after a moment, "and I'm
sorry. I – I wanted to experience the ... excitement of being with you and I
went about it the wrong way." 


"You guessed I'd refuse if I knew the truth." 


"Yes," she admitted, "but I wanted you so
much I risked fooling you. I'm sorry now." 


He was touched by the admission and wanted to believe it was
he alone she wanted, not just any man to satisfy her curiosity about sex and
passion. 


"No wonder you were so angry with me," she
murmured. 


"But look how well that turned out." He laughed,
stepped back lest his feelings for her overwhelm his good judgment. "We
are now colleagues and friends." 


"You should not have put me in the same class as that
woman," she warned. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 24


 


"More sinn'd against than sinning." – King
Lear


 


The crowd of people jockeyed to find a seat on the benches
of Judge Underwood's courtroom. Everyone clamored to witness the last comments
of the two attorneys in the most sensational trial of the county. Emma was
wedged between Stephen on her left and a large, florid man on her right who
reeked of tobacco and manure. 


Prosecutor Fulton's remarks were unimaginative, but
thankfully brief. He recounted the murder in lurid detail, re-enacting the
supposed actions of Alma Bentley as she strapped the pistol to her ankle,
traversed the distance to the Machado home, and confronted her lover. Fulton
spat the last word as if it were a vile taste on his tongue. 


His entire summation lasted ten minutes. By the smug look on
his face, Emma was certain that he was confident he'd made a cogent argument. She
observed the faces of the twelve men who alternately followed the peacock of
Fulton's posturing and darted glances of something like pity toward Alma
Bentley. 


As Malachi began his concluding remarks to the jury, his
words struck her deeply. Alma was a poor, uneducated woman, he said, one who
depended upon the kindness of her employers for her livelihood. And yet, one of
these very bastions of responsibility betrayed her trust and confidence,
seduced her with promises of marriage, and then cast her aside without a qualm.



Malachi recounted the witnesses who'd testified to Alma's
sweet nature, her naiveté, and lack of sophistication. He spoke of her
ignorance. Emma felt a stab to her heart. 


Her gullibility. The knife thrust deeper. 


Her sorry, weak spirit so easily tempted by a womanizer. Her
final act of shooting Joseph Machado was the last step of her descent into
moral corruption. Without such a man as Joseph, Alma would never have committed
such a heinous sin. 


Emma could not breathe. She despised the role Malachi had
thrust on Alma, one of a weak woman, unable to choose right from wrong without
a man's guidance. A woman so frail she was led into the sins of fornication by
a man. 


Emma trembled. Did Malachi really believe this? If so, he
must believe that she, too, was as fragile and corrupt a vessel as Alma
Bentley. 


He concluded his remarks, after which Fulton rose to add to
the prosecution's summation. Emma could wait no longer. She fled the jammed
courtroom, the sad, dreary form of Alma Bentley, the whole sordid mess of a case
that put a woman on trial for craving passion and sexual pleasure. 


It was not right! 


#


The jury retired for deliberations after Judge Underwood's
instructions delineating the specific charges and their meanings, as well as
their duties as jurors. Now the long delay began, Malachi thought. 


The wait could be hours, days, or weeks. In his experience,
there was no way to predict how long a murder trial would take to come to its
conclusion, but he suspected the shorter the verdict, the less well the outcome
bode for his client. 


He spoke words of encouragement to Alma and watched her
being led away to her stone cell. A weariness he'd not felt in a long time
settled in his bones and muscles as he looked about the now-empty courtroom for
Emma. He saw Stephen Knight jotting notes as he sat in the second row behind
the gallery divider. 


"Stephen," he called as he strode toward the older
man and extended his hand in greeting. "How are you?" 


"Just finishing the notes for the weekend edition."



"Perhaps you should wait. The jury may return a verdict
before then." Malachi smiled because both men knew a conclusion that soon
was highly unlikely. 


"I'm preparing three versions of this edition." 


"Three?" 


Stephen laughed at the perplexed look on Malachi's face. "One
delineating the summations, another for an acquittal – " 


"And a third for a guilty verdict," Malachi
concluded, finally understanding. He patted the older man's shoulder. "You
are a wise man, Stephen. I'm pleased Fulton's attempt to smear your name had
the reverse effect." 


"Don't worry about me. I am a survivor of many inequalities."



Malachi looked around the room. "Have you seen where
Emma's got to? I expected her to wait for me." 


"She rushed out before Charlie spun out his second line
of manure," Stephen said frankly. "She seemed upset, but I thought it
better to leave her be." 


Malachi didn't have to ask why. He knew that his line of
argument for Alma's defense offended Emma. He wished he'd had another option,
but unfortunately, that one was his client's only hope for an acquittal. 


He hadn't been able to read the jurors' faces, but he
believed she might have a chance. God, he hoped so. Alma Bentley did not
deserve to face a hangman's noose. 


"No mention of where she was going?" he asked
Stephen. 


Stephen shook his head, a sad look pulling his eyes down
into a sad, puppy-like expression. "No, but she was more than a little
disturbed. Perhaps you should find her." 


But everywhere Malachi looked for Emma over the next several
hours, yielded nothing. She was not at The Gazette office, nor her home.
He even risked the wrath of her parents and rode the distance to their palatial
home in Sacramento for nothing but a chilly reception. 


Where had Emma gone? What mischief was she likely to get
herself into? Malachi remembered the last time she'd run off in search of her
own investigation and a lump of ice settled in his chest at the thought of what
might happen to her if she again behaved so foolishly. 


# 


The train ride from Sacramento to Bakersfield took Emma less
time than she had supposed. When she stepped down from the car onto the
surprisingly sturdy platform of the train station, she looked about for a
conveyance to take her to the home of Aaron Machado. 


Undoubtedly Malachi would consider her actions foolish –
unplanned and impetuous. Once again. And perhaps he was correct, but
when she'd watched him present his concluding remarks to the jury, she felt an
overwhelming urgency to ascertain the truth about the murder of Joseph Machado.



She could do nothing for Alma in court – her fate was now in
the hands of the jury – but Aaron Machado, the older brother, seemed like a
good starting place to unravel the mystery. Abhorrent as it was she had more
than a niggling suspicion that the man might've fathered the slain Joseph, Jr. 


The very notion of such a liaison sent prickles of revulsion
and disgust over her skin, but she was not so naïve as to believe such conduct
was impossible. Particularly in a household fraught with such dark secrets and
careless adults as in the Machado residence. 


The elder Machado son resided in a small bungalow at the
edge of Bakersfield surrounded by more dust than Emma had ever seen in her life.
Raised in the lush San Joaquin Valley amid the long growing seasons and
plenteous fruits and vegetables throughout the year, she'd hardly considered
how barren the area looked this time of year. 


But today she was grateful for both the lack of heat and
lack of rainfall. 


A long span of dirt and whirling eddies of dust gathered
around the house and its outbuildings. Today an aura of desertion lay around
the place although she glimpsed a chicken coop at the side of the house and a
horse corralled nearby. 


While not exactly prosperous, Aaron Machado seemed to have
made something of himself in this thriving railroad town. Perhaps he didn't
need or covet his father's money after all. 


Taking her courage in hand, Emma rapped sharply on the door.
After a moment of silence, she knocked again, this time more loudly. 


At last, she heard a shuffling of feet and the door swung
open. A large, beefy man with features eerily similar to Joseph Machado, Sr.,
stood in the door frame, silhouetted against the dark interior. 


"Yes?" he growled, standing in shirt sleeves and
trousers, his suspenders dangling from his waist. Obviously she'd interrupted
his evening meal because a large cloth was tucked into his shirt neck and his
jaw was smeared with grease. 


"Mr. Machado?" 


"Yeah?" 


"Mr. Aaron Machado?" 


The man raked his eyes over her apparel, taking in the
finery of her suit, her broad-rimmed hat, gloves, and jewelry, nodded his head and
softened his tone. "How may I help you?" 


"I'm Emma Knight from Sacramento. May I have a moment? I
– I've come to speak to you about your brother Joseph." Emma hesitated and
looked back at the horse and cart which had driven her to the outskirts of town.



She belatedly weighed the wisdom of her hasty decision to
approach Aaron Machado alone. She risked far more than her reputation by
entering his house. 


Would the driver wait for her to finish her business even
though she'd paid him a considerable amount to remain? Her experience at the river
dock in Sacramento had made her decidedly skittish on the matter. 


However, she took a deep breath, girded up her loins, and
ploughed on. "May I come in?" 


Machado's stolid face remained blank and his voice silent,
but after a moment he opened the door wider, allowing her entrance into a
small, but tidy sitting room. "Excuse me a moment," he said, waving
towards a large overstuffed chair. 


When he returned minutes later, he'd donned a jacket,
although not a neck cloth, and wiped at his face, presenting a much less
threatening appearance. This boded well. Although he did not offer her
refreshment, he began cordially enough by waiting for her to be seated before
plopping himself down on the shabby sofa opposite the chair he'd indicated for
her use. 


"Now," he began, threading the fingers of his
beefy hands, "what can I do for you, Miss Knight?" 


How to begin such a delicate and potentially dangerous
topic? Emma clutched her handbag tightly, feeling the outline of her father's
purloined Deringer through the soft fabric. "I – I thought perhaps you
could tell me something about your brother's early life." 


"He'd dead now," Machado answered bluntly. "Why
do you want to know about his life now he's gone?" 


"I'm helping to investigate his murder." 


Machado shook his head as if the dreariness of his brother's
death was a mere irritant, but Emma detected the twitching of his hands. "I
hardly knew little Joe," he answered, drawing a blunt finger down the side
of his nose. "I was a grown lad when he was born." 


"But you were there the night of his birth?" 


He glanced at her suspiciously. "Who told you that?"



"Mrs. Henderson. The midwife. She seemed to think that
you cared very much for your little brother." 


"Humph, damned busy body – begging your pardon, miss."
He rose, jammed his large hands into his trouser pockets, and stared out the
front window to the dirt and Joshua trees dotting the surrounding land. "I
left when Joe was a little fellow, two or three, never been back." 


Emma twisted in her chair to watch him. "If you don't
mind my asking, why is that, Mr. Machado? Why did you leave?" 


The man kept his back to her as he barked out a harsh laugh.
"She wouldn't let up. Kept after me like a mad woman. I – I thought after
the babe was born, she'd let it go, take care of him, leave me alone, but ... "



His voice trailed off and when he turned to face Emma, the
ragged look on his face spoke of grief and agony the likes of which she'd never
seen. 


"Why did you not attend Joseph's funeral?" she
asked, her voice a gravelly whisper that hardly reached the distance to where
Machado stood with the pain of his long-kept secret. 


"Because she would be there and I couldn't face
her again." His face twisted in an ugly grimace. "And my father – the
bastard would be there too!" 


He did not apologize for his epithet, and the sudden
blasphemy shocked Emma. Aaron Machado was a man who'd done unspeakable acts
when younger. She was now certain of that fact. Why, then should it shock her
that he murdered his own son? The gap between incest and murder was surely not
so great a chasm on the broad spectrum of evil. 


He stared her down with hard, black eyes and Emma felt a
tremor begin in her legs and travel upward to her hands as her grip tightened
on her handbag. Would she have time to remove the pistol and aim before he
reached her? 


"There were – are – evil people living in that house,
Miss Knight. You must surely see that now." 


"Yes," she murmured, taking in the embodiment of
one of those evil persons standing before her, confessing to the shocking deed.
She hardened her heart and her words came out like stones of indictment. "And
there were victims." 


Suddenly his demeanor changed, his voice softened, and his
thick lips trembled as if he were a penitent asking forgiveness. "Victims,
yes, you're right. Dupes. Innocents." 


All bluster fell away as the man sank to his knees, burying
his head in his hands. "Poor baby Joe, he was the greatest victim of us
all." Machado's muffled voice shook with remorse and desolation. 


"And Phoebe, of course." Emma stood over the man,
feeling revulsion and compassion for the man at the same time. "Do not forget
your sister Phoebe and what you did to her." 


The clock ticked loudly in the corner of the room, marking
the passage of long minutes while Emma trembled in righteous anger and Aaron
Machado sobbed into his hands. 


Finally, she swept toward the door, turning back to him with
her hand on the knob. "No doubt, the sheriff will be in contact with you
as soon as I inform him of your ... vile and unspeakable relationship with your
sister." 


"What?" The bewilderment in Machado's voice was
genuine and unmistakable. "What the devil are you talking about?"


"Phoebe – the mother of your child." The words were
an ugly cancer on her tongue. 


Machado sank back on his haunches, sprawled across the floor
in astonishment. "Phoebe?" 


"Don't play innocent with me, Mr. Machado. You killed
Joseph when he learned the hideous secret of his parentage." 


Aaron had begun shaking his head the moment Emma's
accusation became clear to him. She could see this by the denial in his
expression. "You've got it all backwards. Oh, God, what has she done?"



He spoke as if to himself and seemed to draw back into a
dark place in his mind. Who was the she whom he referenced? Phoebe or
... Emma watched as he struggled to pull back from the abyss. 


At last he stood to face her, sorrow and anger a mixed
palette of grief on his face. "It's true, what you say, Miss Knight. I am
Joseph's father." 


She'd already known that. Joseph was the babe he'd fathered
and then abandoned. 


"But as God is my judge," Machado continued. "Phoebe
is not his mother." 
















 


 


 


Chapter 25 


 


"O, my offense is rank, it smells to heaven, it
hath the primal eldest curse upon't." – Hamlet 


 


Where was she? 


Malachi meant to track Emma down even if it entailed
storming the sacred walls of her parents' pristine fortress again. He'd spent
the entire day searching for her until he received word the jury had arrived at
a verdict. She hadn't been home, and neither Sarah nor Ralston knew where she'd
gone, only that she'd taken the carriage. 


The thought of her without a chaperone clearly worried her
servant and heightened Malachi's own concern for Emma's welfare. He'd checked
at the newspaper, questioning Stephen and Thomas, but they had no inkling of
her destination. 


"Wouldn't worry about her, Malachi," Stephen had said,
his sleeves rolled up again and a wrench clutched tight in his right fist.
"Emma can take care of herself." 


But his eyes slid away from Malachi, who had the distinct
impression the older man kept something from him. "Would she have visited
her parents?" 


"Not likely, after the giant row they had." 


Malachi wondered if Emma had spoken to Stephen since the
weekend she'd spent so much time at Malachi's cabin. Although Stephen knew
about the relationship, of course, having deflected the Knights' ire away from
Emma, the man pretended as though nothing untoward had occurred between his
niece and Malachi. 


A man who carried his own great secret probably disliked
speculating about other people's private behaviors. A good poker player,
Malachi was certain Stephen Knight knew more than he intended to say about his
niece. His next words confirmed the idea 


"I imagine if Emma had taken off somewhere today and
just returned," Stephen had said, a studied casualness in his tone,
"she'd be in mighty need of a bath and a change of clothes." He
sighed theatrically. "But Emma's unpredictable, if nothing else." 


Malachi now looked around the courtroom as the jurors
returned to the jury box, their faces grim. Emma could not have known the verdict
would come so soon, but still he'd hoped she'd be here, to rejoice with or
comfort Alma ... and him. 


Judge Underwood entered the courtroom with a great flair and
charged the jury to deliver its verdict. A few minutes later he chomped so hard
on the unlit cigar in his mouth that it split off and dropped suddenly to the
podium. His face and the portion of his neck that squeezed above his collar
turned an apoplectic purple. 


"You can't reach a consensus?" he growled. "What
the hell does that mean?" The jury foreman cringed in his seat at the
corner of the jury box. 


Malachi slumped beside his client. He didn't know whether to
be disappointed that Alma wasn't acquitted or thankful that the hung jury
bought him more time to investigate the murder – time to look into Emma's
findings. He glanced around the room – still no Emma – but the courtroom was packed
to overflowing with sensation seekers who hoped to hear a woman would dangle at
the end of a noose. 


But not today, he thought. For the moment his client was
safe. 


Immediately after Underwood dismissed the jury and the
courtroom cleared, Charles Fulton slapped a paper on the defense table. Malachi
took his time speaking with Alma before he turned to inspect the chief
prosecutor. 


Malachi smiled like a shark. "Charlie, my condolences. Today's
outcome must be difficult for your career." 


"You won't be grinning like a jackass when you look at
that." Fulton nodded toward the document. 


Sighing theatrically, Malachi picked up the piece of paper
and scanned the contents. "You're re-filing charges? Surely even you aren't
that stupid." Although he knew this was exactly what Fulton would do, he
couldn't resist goading the man. 


Fulton gritted his teeth, flaring his nostrils like an angry
bull ... or, more likely, a hyena. "I haven't nearly finished with your
client, Rivers. She'll swing yet for this cowardly murder." The man
stomped off down the aisle, his two lackeys in tow and trailing behind him. 


Unfortunately, the district attorney's display of confidence
was well-founded. If Malachi didn't find new evidence to cast doubt on Alma's
innocence, the next jury might convict her. Even without a murder conviction,
his client could be charged with aggravated assault. 


"Am I free to go now, Mr. Rivers?" Alma's pinched
face tugged at his sense of fairness as hard as she tugged at his sleeve. 


"No, Alma, I'm very sorry, but Mr. Fulton has
re-charged you with Joseph's murder. The jury couldn't agree as to your guilt
or innocence." 


"Can he do that?" 


"Sadly enough, he can. And being the kind of man he is,
he will." He patted the woman's arm and tried to keep his expression from
showing his discouragement. "But tomorrow's another day, Alma," he
added brightly. "Chin up." 


After Alma was returned to her cell and Malachi had gathered
up his trial papers, he walked the short distance down the hill to his office
on Main Street. He wouldn't bother ringing Sarah Ralston this time, he vowed.
He'd see for himself where the wandering Emma had gone. 


#


The sheriff in Bakersfield had allowed Emma to call Uncle
Stephen before she boarded the train back to Sacramento. Her explanation was
brief, but she'd insisted she was well and would return home by nightfall.
Stephen seemed content, if not happy with her words. 


When she arrived in the capitol city, she used her father's
name and reputation for the first time in her life to request use of the
station's telephone. The switchboard connected her with with Sarah. "Emma,
where have you been? We've been frantic with worry." 


Still in a dazed shock, she couldn't answer at first.
"I'll be home soon," she whispered. 


"What? Where? Emma, are you there?" The line grew
fuzzy and then went dead. Emma didn't try again. 


Outside the station, she hired a hackney cab and made the
distance to Placer Hills by early evening. Her driver pulled up in front of The
Gazette office. Emma saw the crowd milling around the courthouse up on the
hill. 


Uncle Stephen stood at the door to the newspaper office.
"The verdict's in," he said, nodding toward them. 


"A judgment this quickly cannot bode well for
Alma." As she hastened the cabbie toward home, she added, "Please do
not tell him where I've gone, Stephen. I need time to ponder what I've learned
today." 


"I don't know what you're talking about, Emma." 


# 


"Mr. Knight's been looking for you, Miss Emma." Sarah
shut the front door behind her with a mighty thwack as Emma handed over her
gloves and coat. "What a mess! Look at the dirt on your skirts. Where have
you been?" 


Sarah had been chastising Emma far too long for her to
bridle at the criticism. "I've been to Bakersfield, Sarah. I do not wish
to speak about it. And yes, a hot bath would be just the thing, thank you."



"Well, I'm sure you'll wish to know that Mr. Stephen
called to say he and Thomas are preparing a special edition. Alma Bentley's
jury had been unable to come to an agreement about her guilt or innocence."



The servant bustled away, muttering and complaining about
Emma's clothing, but she scarcely heard a word. She had to sort her thoughts. A
hung jury? This she had not anticipated. So much to do. Where to begin? 


After some mulling she believed a hung jury would benefit
Alma if she could not be acquitted. Now Emma was free to continue her odd
investigation into the Machado family. 


She'd been tempted to wait for Malachi at the newspaper, to
recount the strange events of the day, and tell him what she'd learned from
Aaron Machado. But she knew he'd be consumed with consoling his client. Perhaps
even preparing a new line of defense should the prosecution decide to try Alma
again. 


Better for the moment to keep her own counsel and continue
her investigation clandestinely. Stephen would not mention her sojourn to
Bakersfield nor her brief stop at the newspaper office to Malachi. 


And mostly she simply needed to think. 


The sweetly fragranced bath nearly covered her breasts. Her
hair piled high on her head, she soaked limbs sore and weary from the long ride
and back in such a short time. 


But what she'd learned! 


If Aaron were to be believed, the entire configuration of
the Machado family was bizarrely twisted. Even more horrible than she'd
imagined. 


Without warning, the shouting from downstairs was followed
quickly by a thundering of feet up the stairs to the second floor landing. Emma
jerked up in the rapidly cooling water. 


"You can't go in there!" Sarah shouted from somewhere
outside Emma's bedroom door right before a crash sounded. The door burst open
and Malachi's voice bellowed from behind the bathroom door. 


"Emma Knight, are you in there?" 


Then the door swung open with a sharp bang and there Malachi
stood, his face flushed and sweaty, his fists on his hips, hatless, jacketless
– just like him, she thought crossly. Behind him Sarah clutched at his arm,
trying to pull him out of the room. 


"Mr. Rivers, this is unseemly! How dare you? Get out of
here this instant or I'll call Mr. Ralston to remove you!" 


Malachi flashed her a withering look at the ridiculous
notion of her scrawny husband restraining him, and she backed away. 


"It's all right, Sarah. I can take care of Mr. Rivers,"
Emma said. "You may leave us alone now." 


"But Miss Emma – " 


"Sarah, I'm sure Mr. Rivers will behave like a
gentleman now that he sees I am safe." She glared at Malachi, daring him
to disagree. 


He held up his hands, palms outward and moved into the
sitting area, throwing himself into an upholstered chair by the fireplace. With
a disparaging glance, Sarah swirled around and stomped out of the room. 


Malachi watched Emma with hooded eyes through the open
doorway, a clear view of her sitting in the now chilling bath water. Damn
the man! 


She flounced out of the water, stepping onto the thick plush
rug in front of the tub, all the while aware of his eyes raking over her wet,
naked body. She turned her back on him and reached for a towel, wrapping it
tightly around her body. She would not be intimidated by him. He'd seen her
naked before, so why should she feel at a disadvantage now? 


All the while ignoring him, Emma toweled her body off, then
padded to the dresser where she removed her chemise and drawers from their
scented place in the top drawer. Performing such an intimate ritual in front of
him disconcerted both of them, she noticed. 


He scowled at her through the glint of interest in his eyes.
"Quit dawdling, Emma, unless you wish me to assist you in dressing." 


Hurriedly she completed her wardrobe, quickly pulling on a
loose-fitting skirt and blouse. At last she turned to confront him. "All
right, what do you want?" 


He leapt from his chair and crossed the room in a second,
all control apparently gone. "Damn it, Emma, what do I want?" He
grabbed her by the upper arms and gave her a rough shake. "I've been half
out of my mind with worry over you. Where have you been?" 


She scowled and pushed at him. "I don't have to answer
to you for my whereabouts, Malachi Rivers!" 


"Really? Even though I've had to rescue you once before
from your foolish undertakings?" he shouted. 


She twisted out of his grasp and flung herself on the bed. "It's
just like you to throw that in my face!" 


He narrowed his eyes and advanced on her. "That bed is
a dangerous place for you to seek safety," he warned softly. 


She straightened quickly and tried to escape his clutches,
but he was too strong. He pinned her beneath his weight, his legs astride her,
the hard length welcoming even through the force of his anger. He ran his long
fingers over her face and hair and she fancied there was a slight trembling in
them. 


This vulnerable Malachi melted her defenses. "Emma, I
was scared to death you'd been hurt – or worse." 


"I – I didn't mean to cause you worry, but. I couldn't
wait around for the stupid trial to end." 


He placed a gentle kiss on her lips and then ran his thumb
over where his mouth had lingered. "Where did you go?" 


"To Bakersfield." 


His body froze on top of hers. "To visit Aaron Machado?"



She nodded. "I needed to see him for myself." 


Releasing her, he sat up abruptly and ran a frustrated hand
through his hair. "God, Emma, you could've been killed. You have no idea whether
Aaron Machado is a murderer or not." 


"I do now," she said, kneeling behind him and
circling his waist. "We had a long talk and I have a story to tell you – a
strange and horrible story." 


# 


He refused to hear Emma's story until he made sure that she
hadn't been harmed in her reckless journey southeast. That Aaron Machado – whom
he still wasn't certain was guiltless in his brother's murder – hadn't somehow
roughened her up. Memories of the terror at the docks and her close call with
death, or at the very least rape and bodily harm, underscored his fear for her.



Now that he'd ascertained she was safe, he decided he'd
cheerfully strangle Stephen Knight for lying to him. The man knew where Emma
had been and could've alleviated Malachi's apprehension. 


And now there was this new twist in the case. 


"After all the posturing for Phoebe as a villainess are
you now suggesting that she is not the mother of Joseph Machado?"
Malachi challenged, pushing his dinner plate aside as he stared at Emma across
the table where they'd finished the light meal Sarah had grudgingly prepared
them before she left. 


He leaned over to secure Emma's hand before clarifying what
she'd just conveyed to him. "Phoebe Machado did not have a child
the night Joseph, Jr., was born?" 


Emma shook her head. 


"Aaron Machado did not have sexual intercourse
with his own sister, resulting in a pregnancy?" 


Emma's cheeks flamed prettily as she shook her head again. 


Releasing her hand, he rested both elbows on the table,
watching her with careful eyes. "I am sorry to be so blunt, but I must
know every detail of what Aaron told you." 


She placed her fork on the table beside her plate and
clutched her fists in her lap. 


"As she originally claimed, Mrs. Machado was the woman
who delivered a child that night?" he pressed. 


Emma nodded. 


"But Mr. Machado was not the father of that child?"



A look of revulsion darkened Emma's expression. "I was
wrong, Malachi. As unthinkable as the idea is, I thought that Aaron had seduced
his sister, but he was innocent of that crime." 


"Such goings-on are horrific, but they occur more often
than we want to acknowledge." Malachi twisted his lips in disgust. "But
how can you be so sure of Aaron's innocence? His claim alone isn't sufficient
to clear him." 


"I believe him." He could tell by the stubborn set
of her jaw that she wouldn't budge on that point. 


"Then, what happened to persuade you?" Malachi
swung away from the chair where he sat and cleared their dishes from the table,
feeling his temper and impatience rise in equal proportion. "Is your
original theory pure bunk? Did Alma fire that second shot and murder Joseph in
actuality? Is she lying when she says she fired only once?" 


"Don't raise your voice," she complained. "I'm
trying to understand this murky business. It is difficult for me to speak of
such – affairs." 


He planted his fists firmly on his hips and glared across
the room. "Tell me this, Emma. If Machado, Sr., is not the father of Joseph,
Jr., then who in hell is? Was Mrs. Machado having an affair? Or do you propose
that she was the victim of an immaculate conception?" 


"Hardly that, for it would imply that Mrs. Machado was
virginal." Her voice sounded as if she'd bitten into horseradish root. "I'm
saying that Mr. Machado was not the only male in that household." 


A blade of shock riveted his body as he sank into the chair next
to her. "Are you contending that she – that Mrs. Machado actually – ?"



"Do you see? Even you cannot speak the words
aloud." 


Her face looked so stricken that Malachi wrapped both arms
around her and whispered into her hair. "Mrs. Machado seduced her own son?"



Unthinkable. A mother encouraging, even permitting,
sexual congress with her son? Malachi could not imagine a sin more heinous, nor
an act so wickedly despicable. 


"That is what Aaron claims." Emma burrowed her
face into his shoulder so that he could hardly understand her muffled words. "If
you had seen his agony, you would not doubt him." 


Malachi inhaled deeply, attempting to organize his jumbled
thoughts. "One time?" he asked hopefully. 


She shook her head. 


"When did the ... affair begin?" 


"Aaron was thirteen." 


Shock rippled through him again, but yes, Malachi could
imagine it. The powerful changes in a young boy's body, the wickedness of a
self-absorbed and selfish mother. 


Emma and he sat locked together for long minutes until he
finally released her, holding her at arm's length. "As hideous as their
behavior is – and criminal – it is no evidence that someone other than Alma
Bentley murdered Joseph Machado. We have to allow that Alma could be lying to
us." 


His own words were a knell clanging its death tones in his
mind. He wanted desperately to believe Alma's account, to believe the poor,
misguided girl was guiltless of actual murder. 


"Unless ... " Emma rose to pace the length of the
kitchen. She bounced her fingertips together, for all the world, like the
lawyerly Portia making her case for the pound of flesh without a drop of blood.
"Unless Joseph knew about the relationship and threatened to tell the
authorities." 


"What did Aaron say about that?" 


"He claims no one has known all these years save him
and his mother. That he returned home to see his brother – son – God, how
terrifying – and make a full confession." 


"There you have it, then. Aaron, brimming with guilt
all these years, confronts his mother – or his father and – " 


Emma took up his line of thinking. "And threatened to
make the awful secret a public scandal." 


"Then someone took advantage of Alma's attack on Joseph
to silence him permanently." 


Emma stopped in the middle of the room and gazed at him with
wide, frightened eyes. "But who? Which one of the remaining Machados would
kill Joseph to keep the secret?" 


God, Malachi thought, any one of them could be the culprit. The
father, enraged at the unnatural relationship of his wife and elder son. The
mother, terrified her perverted secret would be exposed. The daughter – could
the daughter have known the truth all these years? And how might that knowledge
have affected her? 


There were plenty of suspects at the ready. 


"What motivation would Phoebe have?" he asked. 


Emma thought a moment, biting her lower lip. "Phoebe could've
been afraid the scandal would harm any marriage prospects she had," she
ventured. 


"What prospects?" he scoffed. "As sorry as I
am to say the obvious, Phoebe Machado is an unattractive spinster unlikely ever
to receive an offer of marriage." 


Emma crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed them as if
she were chilly. Her face showed her turmoil. "Is it conceivable, Malachi?
Are we really postulating that such degradation is possible?" 


"You heard Aaron's story from his own lips. You
believed him." 


She nodded even as uncertainty flitted across her face, the
same doubt he experienced. 


What hellish secret were they about to unleash? 
















 


 


 


Chapter 26 


 


“The evil that men do lives after them, the good is
oft interred with their bones” – Julius Caesar


 


In the end, after much discussion in Sarah's kitchen, with
the woman hovering about like an annoying fly, Malachi and she decided their
limited time was best served by involving the Sheriff Nathan Butler, laying
Aaron Machado's claims before him, and having him investigate the Machado
family. Malachi would alert his friend the very next morning and convince him
to begin investigating Aaron.


"We'll set off tomorrow for Bakersfield if Nathan is
free." 


"What should I do?" Emma asked. 


"Nothing." Malachi's mouth had taken on the set
line Emma recognized when he expected no opposition from her. "You've
risked far too much already by confronting Aaron without knowing what he is
capable of." 


"He was an innocent victim!" 


"Perhaps, but you didn't know that when you gamboled
off to see him without telling anyone." 


Emma bristled and drew herself up to her full height. "I
have never gamboled – not once in my entire life!" 


"I forbid it." He growled, narrowed his eyes, and
gave a look that bespoke of dire consequences if she disobeyed him. 


She fumed internally. How dare he order her about like a
common foot soldier? She hadn't allowed her parents to determine the course of
her life and she certainly would not allow Malachi Rivers to do so. Did he
think because he had bedded her she would tuck her tail between her legs and
whimper off like a cowering puppy? 


But if anything, she'd learned from her parents that subtle
resistance was far more powerful than outright rebellion. She pouted and
grimaced, wheedled and whined – Malachi was far too clever to be taken in by false
sweetness from her – and thus convinced him that she'd, albeit reluctantly,
follow his advice. Bah, more like orders! 


"It's much better this way, Emma," he whispered,
his concern almost convincing her to abandon her subterfuge. "I should be
quite grieved to lose you so soon after deflowering you." 


Had he not jested, she might've given up on the
preposterously daring plan that had wormed its way into her brain. But the
levity with which he uttered those words – I should be quite grieved to lose
you so soon after deflowering you – strengthened her resolve to disobey. 


Let Malachi and Sheriff Butler travel to Bakersfield to
ascertain for themselves what she was already convinced of – that Aaron Machado
was the dupe in this Old Testament tragedy – the sex reversal of the story of
Lot and his daughters. 


Emma's time was far better spent in speaking to the women of
the Machado household. For she knew from having grown up with her mother that
the female was the more deadly of the species, and she was in no doubt that
either Phoebe or Mrs. Machado was the wicked specter in this ill-fated tale. 


#


Prudent enough to wait until the men folk had taken off on
their journey of tilting at windmills, Emma began her own exploration the next
morning. Malachi had enjoined Sheriff Butler to send a wireless telegraph
message to the sheriff in Bakersfield. To Emma's delight he'd also persuaded
Stephen that the story might be a newsworthy one, so her uncle became the third
member of their adventure. 


Good, no men about to influence or control her activities. 


Now, however, as the early winter sun had faded to a purple
and pink dusk in the sky behind the ostentatiously palatial mansion belonging
to the Machado clan, Emma wondered if she'd been precipitous in encouraging
Stephen to go. She might've benefitted from his reassuring presence. 


The gloom of the Machado domicile lay like Hawthorne's
seven-gabled house, all dark shadows and looming shades. For the first time she
realized how remote the place lay from any hub of activity, sitting as it did
like a bird of prey some ten miles east of Placer Hills. 


She'd saddled and ridden Old Stripling from her home and now
hitched him to the post at the front of the outbuilding, a barn badly in need
of several coats of paint. Why had the Machados allowed their property to fall
into such ruin when they had the services of two strapping young men, aided by
a hefty fortune to hire any number of workers? 


Emma shivered in the cooling air and drew her cloak more
closely around her. 


Raising her hand to the door knocker, she hesitated a moment
before lifting the bizarre brass gargoyle and rapping it several times against
the base. Around her she encountered only barren silence, not the peaceful
quiet of the country woods where her own home lay, but the deafening and deadly
silence of expectation. 


Like the awaiting of some imminent calamity. 


Her breath sounded loud and labored to her ears, as if she'd
run a great distance – or fled from a grave disaster – and an eerie feeling of
danger rippled down her spine.


The thought crept into her mind that she ought to quit the
place, jump right back on Old Stripling and gallop as fast as the mare could
race to the safety of home. She shook her head. Foolish to succumb to nothing
more than overwrought nerves. She was skittish as a young filly. How Malachi
would tease her if he knew she'd run away from two harmless old women! She was
no frail flower to be crushed so easily. 


Besides, she still carried Papa's Deringer in her handbag. 


Emboldened by that thought, and having banged the hideous
knocker several more times, she abandoned her position on the front landing and
strolled around to the right of the mansion, the side that led away from the
barn and her grazing horse.


The posterior of the house was even less appealing than the
front. What had clearly been a verdant garden of roses lay as fallow and barren
as the Mojave Desert surrounding the elder Machado's small cottage three
hundred miles south of here. Perhaps such barrenness had been passed along in
the blood with the dark Portuguese floridness and fleshy body. 


The ruination of gardens was something Emma deplored, the
neglect somehow more devastating than unwatered orchards or untended fields. The
roses had been allowed to flourish unchecked, their dead heads withered like
dried apples, their petals curled and brown at their base. All this potential
lusciousness shriveled and dying chilled Emma nearly as much as the thought of
the wickedness that had transpired within the walls of the mansion. 


Where was everyone? The master of the house would likely
have returned to the tending of his crops, but surely Phoebe and her mother
would not have resumed their social activities so soon after Joseph's death. 


And what of their servants? An estate this size must require
half a dozen men and women to keep it running smoothly. 


But she could see such was not the intent of this house – to
run efficiently – and recalled the testimony of the housekeeper about the
paucity of servants in the Machado home. 


Were there so few servants by design? 


Emma did not doubt that what she did next constituted a
serious breach of ethics, propriety, and legality, but that damned curiosity of
hers must be satisfied. She strolled casually to the rear entrance. If anyone
came bounding from that direction, she would claim befuddled ignorance. 


When the heavy back door gave way to her tugging, she swung
it wide open and placed her foot carefully on the single concrete step. Two
more steps led upwards to what was clearly a work or storage room off the
kitchen area. Even from the doorway she could glimpse a large coal stove and
pantry.


Hours later she would determine that her intense caution,
focused directly ahead of her, accounted for her lack of awareness from behind
her. Suddenly the air swooshed out of her body and she pitched forward, landing
on her hands and knees and feeling the great massive weight of someone's body
anchoring her to a grimy floor. 


A pair of large, pasty hands clamped around her neck from
behind her, squeezing until the blackness of the store room dwindled to
pinpoints of light behind her bulging eyes. Then stygian darkness overtook her
brain. 


#


The train ran faster than horses and with less damage to
horseflesh, so Malachi and his two companions battled the dust and nuisance of
The People's Railroad. They arrived in Bakersfield in the late afternoon. To
their surprise, Sheriff Wilfred Kern waited for them at the station platform. Several
horses were tethered to the post where he stood. 


"Been a change in plans," Kern said after the
introductions were made. 


"How so?" asked Malachi. 


"Something's happened to Aaron Machado." While he
waited for their stunned expressions to abate, the sheriff unhitched the horses
and made them ready for travel. "We'd better take a ride out there so you
can see for yourselves." 


A dozen questions flew through Malachi's mind, but
overriding them all and planting a fist of steel right in the vicinity of his
heart was the single perplexity of Emma's safety. He pushed the worry aside. At
this moment he knew she was tucked into the fierce arms of her loyal servants,
Sarah and Ralston. Exactly where he'd left her. 


As they rode the several miles to the Machado place, a
single refrain ran through his mind. Thank God Emma didn't have to witness
whatever lay on the outskirts of this god-forsaken, arid land. 


An aura of infertility hung about the land as if someone had
declared it too desiccated for life or optimism to flourish. Several of Kern's
men stood at attention outside the open doorway to the small house. Even from
the roadside Malachi could smell the rank, coppery stench of blood and offal. 


Of violent death. 


"Nobody's touched anything, Sheriff," a tall,
lanky deputy said. "We was waitin' for you." 


Kern nodded and pushed the door open wider, indicating
Sheriff Butler, Malachi, and Stephen should advance before him. 


The cottage interior was brightly lit, the front room facing
as it did the western sun. Nothing in the sitting room looked amiss and Malachi
glanced inquiringly at the Bakersfield sheriff who jerked his head to the right.
The four of them proceeded down a narrow hall and veered to the left into a utilitarian
kitchen fixed with an inside pump and a wood-burning stove. 


Their eyes swung immediately to the carnage arranged like a
stone titan at the brightly-painted kitchen table. The man Malachi presumed was
Aaron Machado slumped onto the table, his back toward them, his face turned
their way. His right arm dangled from his side, but otherwise his body remained
seated in a grisly parody of a man laying his head atop a table to rest a
moment and subsequently falling asleep. 


But of course, Aaron was not sleeping. The pool of blood
flooding the smooth tabletop, the bits of brain matter speckling his head, and
the firearm which lay neatly just beyond the reach of his right fingertips
testified to that stark fact. 


The three of them froze like unwilling players in a macabre
tableau for several long moments, taking in the violent scene before them. 


"Suicide?" Sheriff Butler finally asked, walking
carefully around the stiffening body. 


"'Pears so," Kern replied around the sodden end of
a hand-rolled cigarette. "Can't figure out why, though? Any ideas about
that?" 


Malachi felt Nathan Butler's eyes on him and guessed he
wondered why his good friend had dragged him down south on a dusty rail,
offering little conversation and less explanation. For that part, Malachi was
truly sorry. His mind had been wrapped up in his own dark thoughts, so fraught
with awful possibilities and wicked scenarios that he'd scarcely muttered a
word. Stephen, normally ebullient to a fault, had been equally silent. 


"You knew the man better than us," Butler said at
last.


Kern lifted his shoulders in half-hearted disinterest. "Didn't
know the man all that well myself. Solitary sort of fellow who kept to himself
most of the time." 


The cigarette dangled precariously as he studied Sheriff
Butler. "But you were sure het on having me be here when you visited
Machado. I figure you know something I don't." 


Stephen Knight stepped up to the body and bent to peer at
the ghastly wound at his right temple, but otherwise remained silent. Malachi
wondered if he'd print an article about this sordid scene. He hoped not. The
prurient nature of the death of one brother and the suicide of another would
add further titillation to an already sensational trial. And do Alma no good. 


Butler nodded toward Malachi. "Your show, buddy." 


"Apparently Aaron Machado had a guilty secret which was
about to be revealed to the entire world," Malachi said, offering the
shortened version. Hell, for all he knew that was the only version. 


"Ah, that would do it, then," Kern said. 


"I wouldn't be so sure of that," Stephen said at
last, pointing to the dead man's head where the bullet hole looked far too
small for the profusion of blood that oozed onto the table and dripped onto the
floor. 


"What?" Malachi asked, moving to stand behind
Stephen and peering over his shoulder as he bent to examine the neat circular
hole in Aaron's temple. 


"Take a look, Sheriff Kern," Butler suggested,
apparently understanding Stephen's meaning right away. 


"Well, shit," Kern muttered after a few minutes of
close scrutiny. 


"What?" Malachi repeated. 


"That's no self-inflicted wound," Kern said. "There's
no powder burns around the wound. Machado didn't pull the trigger." 


"Unless his right arm's about five feet long, wouldn't
you say?" Stephen Knight asked. 


"At least," Kern confirmed. "Goddamn. Looks
like we got a murder on our hands, gentlemen." 


He turned steely eyes around the room to encompass the
innocuous-looking kitchen, past Stephen and Butler to land squarely on Malachi.



"Goddamn it all," he said to no one in particular.

















 


 


 


Chapter 27 


 


"By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked
this way comes" – Macbeth


 


When Emma came to her senses, her head pounded like a
percussion instrument at her temples. Her scraped palms and knees stung from
their bloody abrasions. She felt the cold hard surface beneath her as she lay
sprawled on what was clearly a cement floor, damp and musty smelling. When she
sat up, the thrumming of drums in her head increased. 


But most of all, her parched and aching throat reminded her
that someone had placed leonine paws around her neck and attempted to choke her
to death. She had absolutely no doubt of that fact. Any attempt at calm
fled as she relived the moments before she'd crashed to the floor after
snooping in the back room of the Machado mansion. 


Someone had tried to kill her! 


She fought back a sob as she touched her fingertips to her
throat with the ginger tentativeness of someone afraid of pulling away with
blood on her hands. Nothing moist, but she knew great, ugly rings of purple and
blue would be visible within the hour. 


If she were alive to see them. 


If she could escape her dark prison. 


A heavy weight settled on her chest, sucking the air out of
her lungs. Breathe, she told herself. Whatever else happened, she must not lose
consciousness again. She must not succumb to the cloying fear of fainting. She
did not know how she knew, but she understood full well that her single
advantage lay in remaining awake – and calm. 


She drew in air through her nostrils and expelled the ragged
breaths through her pursed lips as Sarah had taught her to calm herself once
long ago. In, out, in, out, until the sedating effect of her deep breathing
performed its work. 


She tugged the hem of her skirt up her legs and probed the
great, gaping holes at the knees of her stockings. Her fingers came away moist.
She ran her hands down her legs and then along her arms and around her ribs. Although
they were tender, nothing appeared to be broken. 


After some little time, her eyes gradually became accustomed
to the dark and she searched the enclosed and lightless room – a basement or
storage facility, she believed. Several large shapes hunkered in what appeared
to be corners of the spacious room. Stored furniture she guessed by the bulk
and size of them. The room held a rank mustiness that spoke of old items stored
for years without airing. 


She rose unsteadily in the dark and groped her way forward,
shuffling carefully along lest she trip over some dangerous garden tool or
farming implement. At length she stumbled on what was clearly a wooden step and
she groped upwards, feeling the incline that indicated a staircase. 


Yes, definitely a basement. One without windows. 


The short journey to the stairs exhausted her and she sank
onto the bottom step, her skirts billowing out around her. Her throat throbbed.
Her eyes stung with grittiness. The scraps and scratches on her legs chafed
against the texture of her underskirts. 


Nonetheless, she forced herself to climb the stairs,
maintaining her balance precariously as there were no rails on either side of
the unstable wooden steps. As she suspected, the stairs ended in a solid wooden
door at the top. She located and rattled the knob. 


Locked! 


She sank to the step, lowered her head into her damaged
palms, and resisted the urge to weep. 


#


The passage of time was like a slow death. Cold, cramped,
battered and sore, Emma clung to the single thought that Malachi and Stephen
would rescue her. They would, she knew, as soon as they returned from down
south, as soon as they learned of her absence. 


She clamped down on her lip to keep from laughing
hysterically and hearing the maniacal sound reverberate in the dank cellar. Malachi
would be furious at having to save her once again. He'd tease and berate her,
but then he'd take her in his arms, kiss her gently, and ... 


She thrust aside those dangerous hopes for they weakened her.
She couldn't depend on Malachi and Stephen to rescue her. She had insisted on
being an independent woman. Well, then, she'd simply have to engineer her own
escape. 


But in God's name, how? 


A sudden pang of hunger knotted her belly. The least her
attacker could have provided her was a bit of nourishment. And a privy, she
thought, as a persistent tug at her bladder reminded her of how long she'd been
in captivity. Four, five hours? Had she really allowed her fear to paralyze her
all this time? 


With renewed determination she rose and fumbled her way down
the stairs and around the perimeter of the cellar, shuddering with each slimy
contact of her palms with the wall. She scrubbed her hands over her dress and
moved on, inch by inch. 


Finally she reached what she judged to be the farthest
corner of the room from the stairs. She paused and lowered herself against the
wall, then lifted her skirts and performed the necessary task, tearing off a
piece of her underskirt to blot away the dampness. 


She was not above such primitiveness, she assured herself. Those
suffragettes in Washington had endured far greater indignities. 


Armed with a little courage and an empty bladder, she
fumbled her way around the rest of the room in the opposite direction. Here she
encountered several large barrels and probed around their circumference until
she felt a nozzle of some sort. A wine casket? 


Further inspection yielded up a small canning jar which she
ascertained from the smell and feel was dusty. She ripped another piece of her
underskirt and wiped out the interior, rather proud of her makeshift drinking
mug.


After sipping the rather good wine, she felt better. The
sugar would stave off her hunger pangs and the liquid was restorative. She
continued her inspection of her prison, around the remainder of the third wall
and back to the presumed rectangle of the basement. 


Underneath the stair's alcove, she came upon what felt like
several large trunks, their rusty hinges speaking of years of abandonment. She
tried to no avail to pry open the first one, then lugged it a few inches from
the back so she could reach the second one. 


Lighter than its companion, the trunk was easier to pull
closer to the bottom step. That done, she sank down there while she caught her
breath. Perhaps this lighter one would also be easier to open. 


After several ripped nails and a good deal of scraping and
grunting, she managed to loosen the top and swung it open, allowing the lid to
clatter to the concrete floor away from her. The noise rang harshly in the
silent confines of the room and Emma jumped at the unexpected jar, her heart
pattering wildly. 


In the wake of the resounding clash, another sound
penetrated Emma's consciousness. From behind her she heard the careful, but
distinct jingle of a set of keys knocking against a brass key hole. 


#


It took several hours for Sheriff Kern and his deputies to
handle the body and inspect the Machado house. Malachi felt like an unnecessary
appendage, standing idly by while more competent men took charge. Stephen had
ridden back to town, presumably to wire Thomas Gant about a change of news to
the upcoming edition. 


Inactivity did not sit well on Malachi. He'd taken several
rounds around the Machado property, inspecting the meager outbuildings and the
arid land. Lucky Aaron had his railroad position because he wasn't much of a
farmer from the looks of it. But Mrs. Henderson, the midwife, had intimated
that Aaron ran off because of a conflict with his father over running the fruit
orchards. 


Malachi mulled the disparate pieces of information as a
nagging disturbance jiggled at the back of his brain. What if Emma were
absolutely correct? What if the mess that was the Machado family was none of
Aaron's making? What if, as she'd surmised all along, he was the victim in this
vulgar charade? 


His devil's advocate of a mind played the other side for a
brief moment. On the other hand, what if Aaron was the perpetrator of this
unnatural perfidy? What if he seduced the women of the house – his mother, his
sister – what did it matter? A child was born, the spawn of an incestuous
relationship. 


Would Joseph, Sr., have known or even cared that the child
wasn't his? Surely the women would've kept this black secret from the sometimes
violent head of their family. 


Now he feared they'd never know if Aaron were villain or
victim. But he was murdered and that fact sat uneasy on Malachi's mind. Why?
Who? Was it connected to the circumstances of Joseph's murder or was it
entirely unrelated? 


"Seems like too much of a coincidence," Nathan
said as he leaned against the dusty fence beside Malachi. 


"Exactly what I was thinking," Malachi answered. "And
if I remember correctly, my friend, you have a particular abhorrence for
coincidental events." 


Nathan laughed and clamped his large hand on his friend's
shoulder. "Hell, Malachi, I just don't fuckin' believe in them at all. Let's
head on outta here, amigo. Kern will pass on anything important." 


#


Damn little bitch! Meddling, interfering, bringing
everything to an impasse, just like that whore Alma did with Joseph. God, how
to get out of this impossible mess? 


Fumbling with the keys, hands shaking just the tiniest bit. Pausing,
thinking about how to handle this latest stumbling block. No, not now. Later. 


How long before she'd be missed, Miss High and Mighty
with her breeding, her privilege of birth along with the money and reputation?
The headache loomed just enough to spasm the eyes and burn the temples. Damn! 


Two obstacles removed already. And now this third one
stashed away in the basement. 


What to do about her body? 


And all would be lost if she balked against the plan
now. 


Dangerous to do anything so close to the family home. But
what else could be done? The family was still the victim, best to keep the
focus on that – Joseph's death, Alma's violence. Aaron's suicide so far away,
surely no connection would be made between that act and what happened so long
ago. 


Surely not. 


# 


"Where the hell is she, Franklin?" Stephen's face
was a purple mottle of anger and concern and Malachi feared the man would
succumb to a stroke right there in the pristine sitting room of his elder
brother. 


Mrs. Knight stood like a stentorian by the sofa where her
husband sat, military stiff-backed, while Stephen ranted over her husband. Her
expression was like marble, finely worked and as smooth as glass, a cold, hard
façade that was, nonetheless, as beautiful as an indifferent goddess. 


"Don't use your vulgar language in my house,"
Franklin Knight snarled in low tones. He leapt to his feet, his chin mere inches
from Stephen's forehead. "We have no idea where Emma has scouted off to. She
never apprises us of her actions." 


Defeat deflated Stephen's bluster and he sank into the wing
chair by the window, cradling his head in his hands. 


Malachi decided, for the moment, that Franklin Knight's cold
indifference served better than Stephen's outburst. "When was the last
time you spoke with Emma?" 


Mary and Franklin Knight exchanged a glance that likely
meant nothing, but Malachi noted the undercurrent of tension between the two. He
tightened his jaw and scowled at them. "Whatever your family's ridiculous
sense of propriety, Emma may be in danger. If you know where she's gone, you
must tell us." 


He leaned his body forward, fists clenched in a threat, and
by God, he'd thrash the daylights out of Knight if he refused to help them. But
the man held out his hands in placation. 


"Stephen gets so worked up over nothing," Franklin
murmured, glancing over at his brother with a look of disdain. "Emma
stopped by several hours ago – " 


"Without advance notice," interrupted his wife. 


She ignored the quelling look her husband gave her – at the
interruption of the family patriarch, Malachi thought wryly, wondering again
how Emma had survived with these two creatures as parents. 


"Emma asked some prying questions about the Machado
family, as if we would know anything about them," Franklin said. "They
may be wealthy, but they do not move in our social circles." 


Malachi knew the Machados were considered vulgar –
self-made, new money – having neither the family lineage nor elegant background
of the old-moneyed families like the Knights. 


"What questions?" Malachi gritted out, wanting
nothing so much as to strangle the both of them. 


Mrs. Franklin waved her hand as if brushing off the hovering
of an annoying fly. "Long-ago happenings. Gossip, if you must know. Disgusting
and mean rumors surrounding the eldest Machado boy running off and abandoning
the family business." 


"Emma ought to know we don't pry into other people's
private lives. It's beneath our dignity," Franklin added. 


"What did you tell Emma?" Stephen asked, half
rising from his chair. 


"Nothing," Mrs. Knight insisted, but under Malachi's
stern gaze, she added, "Hardly anything." 


Stephen sank back into the chair, loathing in his eyes. "And
what would that hardly anything be, Mary?" 


Franklin answered for his wife. "If you must know, Emma
wanted to know what the rumors were at the time of Joseph's birth, the younger
Joseph. Apparently she got it in her head that Mrs. Machado was not the boy's
mother." 


"Uncomfortable as the sight was, I saw Frances Machado
quite frequently about town during her confinement and most definitely she was
with child." Mrs. Knight made a little moue that could've been
indisposition or aversion. "There's no question that she is Joseph's
mother. And really, what a provocative and disgusting issue to bring up anyway."



"Where did Emma say she was going?" Malachi asked.



"To work at that newspaper office," Mr. Knight
answered. 


But Malachi and Stephen had already checked there after
Sarah Ralston told them the same thing. Thomas Gant hadn't seen Emma Knight all
day. 


Where the hell had Emma gone and what trouble was she in
now? 

















 


 


 


Chapter 28 


 


"to take arms against a sea of troubles and by
opposing end them" – Hamlet 


 


Emma heard voices and the random clunking of heavy footsteps
on the floors above her, but she could not make out the words. She thought
there were two of them, a man and a woman from the tone and pitch, and they
sounded furious. That much she could discern from the rise and fall of their
voices through the muffled barrier above her head. 


A short time after the jangling of keys subsided, she dared
to creep up the stairs and listen intently at the door for long minutes. She
heard nothing. No breathing. No shuffling of feet. No muffled sounds of
everyday movements. She bit back an hysterical sob. Had her ears begun to
deceive her? 


After gingerly descending the steps to where she'd left the
trunk at the bottom, she began to explore the contents, but the lid gaped open
on nothing more than stale clothing and musty blankets. She pulled out several
items. She estimated night had fallen and the extra padding would afford warmth
as the temperature dropped in the dank basement. 


She couldn't be certain, of course, but she believed that
her attacker had taken her inert body to another place from the Machado house. If
she were still there, she believed the normal noises of household living and
the comings and goings of workers would alert her to that fact. 


But here in her imprisoned place, the silence was as heavy
and empty as a sanctuary. Surely she was hidden away in some abandoned building.



She fetched one of the blankets to wrap around her. Then she
stepped around the stairs to huddle at the alcove entrance where the giant
trunk lay. She sat down, leaned against it, and rested there. 


If someone came down after her, hopefully he – or she –
would trip over the trunk at the bottom of the stairs and break his neck. She
could only hope for such good fortune, she thought wryly. 


An hour later, or perhaps longer, the faint sound of
quarrelling in the distance roused her. At first she imagined she was dreaming
and the voices in her head were she and Malachi engaged in another of their
endless arguments about women's rights. 


But the chilling dampness seeped through her skirts, and her
legs' stiffness reminded her she was not caught in a dream. She stretched her
cramped limbs and listened to the sounds from above. 


"— you done?" A light voice, likely a woman's. 


"Had to – can't – see?" A deeper-pitched one. 


Shrillness, tinged with hysteria. "Did you – why her?"



Loud, every word clear as a screech in a graveyard. "She
would've told, you silly girl!" 


Soft whimpering. "Never loved – anyway, not – me."



A long silence. Scuffing of feet and muffled sounds that
Emma couldn't determine the meaning of. 


A man and a woman. Aaron and Phoebe Machado? Or Aaron and
his mother? Why would Aaron come back here after the broken-hearted state she'd
left him in just yesterday? 


Perhaps he meant to confess his sins and tell the
authorities what had happened between him and his mother all those years ago. But
to what end? Joseph was dead and Aaron's confession would not lead to his
killer. 


Only – perhaps it would. 


What if Aaron's confession forced the killer to an admission
of guilt? The mother, then, the killer must be the mother. She feared her
filthy secret would come out. Did Frances Machado kill her own son to remove
the evidence of her guilt? 


Emma had heard of the newest developments in the science of
pathology, that investigators could now determine if a certain person had
touched an object. A Scottish physician had developed a system of identifying
handprints and fingerprints. Using his methods, could they not identify who held
the murder weapon in addition to Alma Bentley? 


Her heart beat faster with the excitement of possibility. Surely
Malachi knew of such new techniques. Had he already contemplated finger and
palm printing and subsequently discarded the idea? 


Perhaps there were too many prints on the pistol or they
were smudged and unidentifiable for comparison to someone else's. On the other
hand, wasn't it likely that no one else had even considered the possibility
that anyone other than Alma handled the weapon. 


Aaron said he'd confessed everything to Joseph. He didn't
speak of Joe's reaction to this news, but Emma could well imagine the trauma
and shock the younger brother would've experienced. Aaron was the third member
of this unholy triumvirate along with Frances and Phoebe. The two women must
have known what Aaron intended to confess. 


Had they tried to dissuade him? Would they have done
anything to keep the secret? Phoebe loved Joseph as if he were her own son. She
would protect him to the death. Mrs. Machado had no such motherly affections. Would
she have quailed at the idea of murdering her own son? 


And what of Mr. Machado? What, if anything, did he know of
those long-ago events? Did he know Joseph was not his natural son? Did he know
of his wife's perfidy? And if he did, what action might he have taken for
revenge or to protect such a heinous secret? 


Emma's head spun with the possibilities, but she realized
such rumination was fruitless. As soon as the people who stood several feet
above her decided her fate, she'd know soon enough who the culprits were in
this Greek tragedy of degradation and perversion. 


She pushed away from the large trunk she'd leaned against
and contemplated trying to open it again. She'd made several trips to the wine
casket to quench her thirst, necessitating another sojourn to her makeshift
privy, but hunger gnawed steadily at her stomach. She hardly thought she'd find
food stored in a trunk, but she began to pry at the rusted brass fastenings
anyway. 


Perhaps ten or fifteen minutes later, she'd loosed one
corner and started to work on the other. Her nails were bruised and bloody from
the task and beginning to sting from the pressure she exerted, but she wouldn't
give up. The second fastening worked loose easier than the first and at last Emma
swung the lid open with some effort and leaned it against the beam of the
alcove. 


A immediate stench rose from the contents, something she
couldn't quite place – a heavy perfume – yes, but beneath that the fecund odor
of bodily flesh and fluids. Carefully, she reached into the opening and touched
upon smooth fabric, silk perhaps and beneath the material, the soft, squishy
give of human flesh. 


She jerked back her hand. A person lay doubled over in the
interior of the trunk, knees and head nearly meeting. Hands shaking, Emma
forced herself to examine the body again and worked her fingertips upward until
she reached the fleshy face and long, unloosened hair of what was surely a
woman. 


Her fingers touched something moist and damp and she pulled
them away to hold them beneath her nose. A distinct coppery smell assailed her
nostrils. 


God, a dead body! And unless she was seriously mistaken, a
great deal of blood covered the woman's face and neck. 


#


The Ralstons spun the same tale as the Knights, although with
much more concern for Emma's well-being. She'd left her house during the late
afternoon, saying she was going to The Gazette office. But, of course,
Thomas Gant confirmed that he'd neither seen nor heard from her this day. 


He and Stephen had finally returned to the newspaper in the
hopes that Emma would show up later or that they'd learn something new. But
nothing. 


Malachi stared at Stephen and Thomas gathered around Emma's
desk, a sense of panicky guilt gripping him so hard he couldn't maintain reasonable
thought. If he had allowed her to go with them to Bakersfield, she'd be safe
now. Instead, he'd left her behind and now had no idea where she was. Fear for
her safety nearly paralyzed him. 


The worried looks on their faces mirrored Malachi's sinking
feeling that Emma might be in grave danger again. Danger that he'd seriously
miscalculated. 


"We must trace her steps," Stephen insisted,
shifting uneasily in the hard-backed chair he'd sunk down on. 


Malachi could not cease his pacing. He'd walked the length
of the back office a dozen times now, each stride increasing his frustration
and fear. Here were the three men to whom Emma meant the world and none of them
had an inkling as to her whereabouts. 


He bottled his worry and thought furiously. It stood to reason
that she might return to the source where she'd gotten the most information. He
turned to Thomas. "Would she go to Mrs. Henderson again?" 


Thomas muttered sheepishly, his aged face a mass of worry. "I
already checked with her." He shook his gray head. "Nothing." 


"Where would she go for information similar to Mrs.
Henderson's?" Stephen asked. 


Thomas scratched his chin and pursed his lips. "Don't
rightly know, Mr. Knight. All those years ago, Mrs. Machado was one of the hens
who liked to stir up the rumors. She didn't get the attention she wanted from
her husband's money. But then after Joseph was born, she sorta dropped outta
the limelight." 


Stephen passed Malachi a fearful look. "Mrs. Machado? Would
Emma have gone to that house?" Emma's uncle looked horrified at the
possibility. 


"She doesn't know about Aaron's death," Malachi
murmured. 


"God," Stephen whispered. 


"She went once already to interview the sister Phoebe,"
Malachi said, "and was safe enough." 


"Everything's changed now," Stephen said. "What
if – " 


"What if one of the family is guilty of something, like
the murder of Aaron Machado?" Malachi interrupted. 


He cursed himself silently. He'd been so bent on proving
that Aaron Machado was the culprit, if indeed someone other than Alma Bentley were
responsible for Joseph's death, that he'd almost forgotten the multiple motives
the entire Machado clan had to do grave harm to anyone threatening to make
their secrets public. 


"You know something," Stephen said. 


"Maybe," Malachi answered hooking his jacket from
the chair back and stuffing his arms inside the sleeves, "but let's get
over to the Machado house now. I'll tell you on the way." 


"Yes," Stephen agreed. "Thomas, remain here
should Emma return." 


But in their hearts they knew she would not. 


By the time they arrived at the Machado property, Malachi
had recounted everything that he knew about the family, all that he'd
previously held back, as well as Emma's suspicions surrounding the birth of
Joseph. 


Stephen drove the roadster right up to the first outbuilding
sitting back a ways from the road and right of the house proper. Several horses
chomped idly on grass in the corral while a young man raked up muck at the open
stable door. He looked longingly at the Olds before nodding respectfully and returning
to his work. 


Malachi approached the young worker first. "Is Mr.
Machado home?" 


The boy removed his hat and scratched his face before
looking straight at Malachi's chin. "Uh, dunno, sir." 


Malachi took in the wide vacant eyes of a slow-witted boy
and feared he'd get little useful information from him. "What about Mrs.
Machado or Miss Phoebe?" 


A wide grin split the boy's face at the mention of Phoebe
and he gestured toward the back of the big house. "There." 


Instead of knocking at the front entrance, the two men
walked around to the back, noting the disarray the grounds had fallen into,
even as another worker, an older Mexican man, pulled weeds in the large garden
area. 


"What do you think, Stephen?" Malachi asked. 


"I haven't been out here in years. I'm surprised to see
how poorly kept the property is." 


"I didn't know the family before the trial." Malachi
paused and raised his hand to the back door. "Are the family quite wealthy
then?" 


"Ah, yes, richest people in the county, besides my
brother, of course." Stephen snorted. "Not that their money made any
difference in Bigler County." 


"How so?" 


"No one really accepted them. Money can only open so
many doors, m'boy. After that, it's pedigree." He pierced Malachi with a
knowing look. "You should know that better than anyone." 


Malachi nodded shortly. "But is it enough to kill for?"



"Men have done far worse for less compelling reasons."



They stood side by side on the back landing, a rectangular
cemented area that ended in dirt and weeds. The worker in the garden paid them
no heed, but steadily pulled weeds and placed them in a rusty wheelbarrow. 


"I wonder why the boy said Phoebe was out here?" Stephen
pounded on the back door at some length, rousing neither the worker nor anyone
in the house. 


"No one's here. That's odd, don't you think?"
Malachi said, staring out toward the endless expanse of fruit trees behind the
Machado property. 


Stephen shrugged. "This orchard is small compared to
the crop Machado owns. Maybe they're all at one of his larger properties."



"All three of them?" Malachi scoffed. "The
mother, daughter, and father? Not likely I'd say." 


"Unless the three of them have business away from their
residence." 


"Together, the three of them?" 


Stephen nodded. "Business they want to keep private."



Malachi extrapolated in an instant. Emma had approached one
of the three remaining Machados – here in their home – and, foolish girl that
she was – she'd accused someone. "Christ, Stephen, she's in danger again. Do
you know where Machado's other property is?" 


"No, but it should be easy to find out. Do you think
Emma's there?" 


Malachi's mouth tightened in a hard, determined line. "Yes,
and I imagine she's in a world of trouble." 


#


Emma jerked back her hand as though she'd touched a writhing
mass of maggots. In truth, the person in the trunk hadn't been dead very long,
for although the body was cool, some slight warmth emanated through the
shoulders and chest. She madly searched her mind for answers. 


If she had harbored any doubt that her attacker meant her
harm, it quickly fled. They intended for Emma to meet the same fate as the
unfortunate woman in the trunk. But who was the dead woman? 


Emma forced herself to examine the body. A woman, she knew
this already by the fullness of the chest, the soft layers of flesh beneath the
clothing. Her fingers spanned the length of the trunk. A fairly short woman,
doubled up to fit inside the trunk. But fleshly. She probed the woman's limbs
and noted the thickness of wrist and ankle. A large woman, then. 


Mrs. Machado and Phoebe both were stout women. 


Did one of them lie in this ignominious grave? But which
one? And why? And who would've done such a thing? 


Emma believed Aaron's account, and according to him, Mrs.
Machado rejected the infant Joseph from the moment of his birth. Else, he'd
said, Aaron would've left the day the child was born. But he remained, making
sure Joseph was safe and cared for. By his estimate, Phoebe became the
surrogate mother. 


Regardless of her slyness and morose behavior, it was clear to
Emma that Phoebe would not have harmed Joseph. The woman might be unpleasant,
but Emma did not doubt her devotion to her brother. Might Phoebe have learned
something new that made her a threat to the true killer of Joseph Machado? 


Silence descended in the house above her like the quiet of a
long-abandoned tomb. The already damp basement room took on a bone-chilling
coldness that seeped deep into her muscles and numbed her hands and feet. She
rummaged in the smaller piece of luggage and pulled out bits of discarded
clothing, which she tore into strips and wound round her hands and feet. 


There was nothing to do now but wait until Malachi rescued
her. She comforted herself with thoughts of him ranting about her foolishness
in venturing out on her own again, her carelessness in running directly into
the clutches of murderers. 


But who were these murderers? 


And what did they intend to do with her? 
















 


 


 


Chapter 29 


 


"a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
signifying nothing" – Macbeth


 


"We're missing something, Malachi." 


Stephen walked with Malachi back to the front of the
property and now sat on the leather seats of the motorcar. The sun had set
thirty minutes ago, but neither the Mexican gardener nor the stable boy had
left. Both continued their slow, but steady labor. No one had returned to the
house, and it appeared as empty and desolate as when they'd arrived over an
hour ago.


"Do you speak Spanish?" Malachi answered in a non
sequitur? 


"What?" 


"If you do, I'll talk to the boy. You can take the
gardener. I'm not averse to applying pressure to them." He glanced at the
driver's seat where Stephen appeared to contemplate the significance of his
words. "Well?" he prodded. 


"I'm not a man much given to violence, but if it will
help find Emma ... " 


Malachi shrugged, wishing there were another way, wondering
if he should ride back into town and talk to Nathan Butler before they did
anything foolish ... or illegal. "I have a feeling we don't have much time
to waste." 


"Let's do it then." Stephen opened his door and
strode toward the back of the house. 


Malachi moved more slowly and stood watching the boy
continue the same repetitive work he'd been doing for over an hour. Was he
waiting for something? Or someone? By the look of him he hardly had enough intelligence
to perform his menial tasks, yet alone perpetrate any kind of deception. 


"When is your mistress due?" 


"Uh." The boy scuffed his boots in the dirt and
squinted off into the horizon. "Umm, mebbe, soon?" 


"When we asked you about Miss Phoebe earlier, you
pointed to the rear of the house." 


"Uh, yeah." The boy gestured toward where Stephen
had disappeared. 


"But Miss Phoebe isn't in the back," Malachi
persisted. "Do you know where she's gone?" 


He could tell by the puzzled look on the boy's face that he'd
spoken too many words strung together too fast. He tried again. "Show me
where Miss Phoebe went." 


The boy hung up his work implements on sturdy hooks in the
interior of the barn while Malachi followed him and gazed around. The stable
held only one horse. He could hear it softly whinnying in the stall at the far
end. 


Meandering down the central aisle that divided the barn in
half, he glanced into each empty stall, six in all, three on each side. He
paused at the last one and gazed in at the horse tethered there.


The horse looked familiar and Malachi stood blinking a few
moments while his brain tried to recall where he'd seen it before. In town
perhaps, where Mr. Machado had ridden it for the duration of Alma's trial? Somehow
he didn't think so. 


Suddenly the boy was beside him, reaching into the stall and
offering a carrot to the horse. 


"What's your name?" Malachi asked him, realizing
he'd never bothered even to ask the boy. 


"Jacob, sir." The boy grinned widely and continued
feeding the horse. 


"Jacob, whose horse is this?" 


"Uh, dunno. Pretty lady." 


"A pretty lady rode the horse here?"


The boy nodded and beamed. "Pretty hair. Pretty." 


"Was the lady Miss Emma Knight from the newspaper?"



But again, Malachi had lost the boy with his eager questioning.
He tried again. "Where did pretty lady go?" 


The boy pointed to the rear of the property again. "With
Miss Phoebe," he said simply. 


"Where is Mrs. Machado?" 


His pleasant demeanor changed immediately as he backed away
from Malachi, one tentative step at a time and shook his head furiously. "Dunno.
Dunno. Dunno." 


Icy shards of dread hackled across Malachi's neck. He knew
only one thing for sure – Emma had been here and hadn't left. Otherwise she'd
have taken the horse tethered out of view in the Machado stable. Hidden where
no casual looker could see it. 


"She was here several hours ago," Stephen shouted
as he rounded the corner of the house from the rear of the property. "The
gardener says she went into the house through the rear." 


The stable boy thinks she accompanied Phoebe somewhere out
back," Malachi countered. "Do you think the gardener's lying?" 


"No, more likely he saw Emma enter the house, but didn't
see her leave." 


"Look at the horse," Malachi said, motioning
Stephen to the stable. 


"That's Old Stripling!" the older man exclaimed.
"Emma's definitely been here." 


"I'm going to search the house." Malachi had a
very bad feeling, and he wasn't going to delay for the niceties of a warrant or
the sheriff. "We don't have time to wait if Emma's in danger." 


They went through the rear access into some kind of mud or
storage room cluttered with work boots, coats hung on pegs, and empty crates
stored in a corner. Stephen reached for a switch on the wall and the room
illuminated from a dangling bulb. 


Through the mud room into the kitchen, a gigantic expanse of
gleaming pots dangled from the ceiling beams. An antiquated wood stove, similar
to the one Malachi owned, and an ice box abutted one another in the corner. 


It took them nearly an hour to search the entire house,
including several rooms upstairs that had obviously remained empty for a number
of years. The entire interior of the house lay neglected and cluttered as if
the three occupants inhabited the structure like strangers with squatters'
rights. 


The house was empty, and every room except three bedrooms
upstairs and the kitchen rang with the silence of disuse. Back downstairs in
the kitchen, Malachi examined the place where Frances Machado claimed to have
discovered her son's dead body. A dark stain still marked the linoleum floor. 


"Nothing," Stephen said, entering from the sitting
room. "It's as if no one's been here in days." 


"We're wasting our time," Malachi said, hoping his
actions hadn't put Emma in further jeopardy. "I should've contacted Sheriff
Butler a long time ago." 


On the way out through the mud room where they'd entered, he
paused to glance around a last time. Surely this was the way Emma had entered
if, indeed, she'd come to the Machado house. He had no reason to doubt the
stable boy, who was too artless to prevaricate. 


If she entered through this ingress, where did she go from
here? Surely some sign of her presence remained. 


The mark was so minute that he'd have missed it if he hadn't
been so intent on finding a sign – any sign – of Emma having been here. The
flooring by the set of crates stacked to the right of the door showed a ruddy
drop of a dried substance. He knelt to test it and his fingers came away with
the coppery odor of what was surely blood. 


"She's been here," he said with finality. "And
she's been hurt." 


Stephen rummaged behind the coats and hats slung over
several sturdy pegs. From behind one heavy overcoat, he extracted an expensive
woman's handbag. He swung toward Malachi. "I gave Emma an exact replica of
this handbag for her twenty-first birthday." 


"Christ Jesus." Malachi felt the bottom drop out
of his world. 


#


They came for Emma with no warning. 


She'd collapsed in the corner, thirsty, hungry, smelling the
sour odor of her own body. She must've fallen into a stupor, for all at once
glaring light flooded the room and shocked her awake. She felt naked and
vulnerable, blinking and confused as she hovered in the farthest reach from the
stairs. 


"Grab her!" A shrill female voice screeched
through the thick air from behind the blinding light. "She's over there!"



A massive pair of hands reached for Emma but she struck out
blindly with her boot, aiming low as she'd done with her attacker in the alley
at the docks. Only this time, she was very much afraid Malachi wouldn't come to
rescue her. 


"Bitch!" snarled a man's voice, deep and menacing.
From the undeterred rigor of the word, she realized she'd connected with his
thigh rather than higher where she'd aimed. 


He landed a blow across her jaw with his fist, for a moment
she feared she'd lose consciousness, and that would be the end of it all. Pain
swirled behind her eyes in bright pinpoints of light and her jaw swelled
immediately. A trickle of blood ran into her mouth from a split lip. 


Damn it! A surge of energy pushed into her legs and she
executed another blow, higher this time, and her aim proved true. The man
grunted, cursed vilely, and tumbled at her feet. 


"Don't let her get away!" The female voice behind
the light rose to the keening howl of a banshee, panic heavy behind the
command. 


Emma froze for the moment, trying to put a face to the voice
in the blackness. Then she rose and edged to her right. The light swung crazily
like a drunken porter's lamp, back and forth from the man who now crouched on
all fours and Emma who ducked below the line of light. 


"Papa! Where is she?" 


Phoebe, then. But the knowledge only raised more
questions in Emma's mind. Phoebe and her father? None of it made sense. 


In the second of inaction she took to contemplate the
significance of daughter and father kidnapping her, Machado recovered enough to
grab her ankle. She tripped and fell, landing on her palms and badly battered
knees. She kicked out again, but missed, and felt his powerful hand crawl up
her leg to gain greater purchase. 


God, he was so strong! 


"Phoebe," he yelled, "stop her!" 


"With what?" 


"Anything, you stupid cow! Hit her with the lantern!"



"But – the oil – 


"Damn the oil! I'm injured. I can't hold her much
longer." 


A moment later the lantern crashed down on Emma's head and
the acrid odor of petroleum-based kerosene filled her nostrils, nearly taking
her breath away. The glass lamp shattered and the liquid ran down the side of
her head and her cheeks as she staggered to disengage her leg from Machado's
massive grip. 


Too late! In a moment he was upon her, as she blinked to
keep the kerosene from damaging her left eye, and pinned her to the cement
floor. 


"You fucking bitch," he growled. "You'll pay
for that!" 


With a single blow, he cuffed her head and she felt herself
slip away, his massive weight pinning her face down, the pungent smell of the
spilt kerosene taking her last breath. She felt herself being hauled to her
feet, blood dripping from her head to mingle with the odor of the oil, and
swung over broad, beefy shoulders, her heft easy for her captor in spite of her
height. 


As she bounced over his shoulder, she drifted in and out of
consciousness. Up the stairs he carried her until he reached the top step where
he threw her onto the cold linoleum floor. She couldn't hold back a groan as
her bruised muscles connected with the floor. 


Lighter steps followed as Emma tried to lift her battered
head to see Phoebe Machado come in view. She lumbered up the stairs, the broken
kerosene lamp still gripped in one hand. 


Why Phoebe? Emma was certain the woman did not murder her
brother. From what Aaron had told her, the sister loved Joe as if he were her
own child. Why then should Phoebe wish to do violence against Emma? She hadn't
trusted the woman from the beginning, but she hadn't believed her capable of
such violence.


"I told you not to bring them here," Phoebe said. 


Them. So the body in the trunk must belong to Mrs.
Machado. But why? Why would either of them wish Frances Machado harm? 


"Don't be daft, gel. We couldn't take care of them at
the big house." Mr. Machado's ugly, florid face blocked Emma's view as he
bent to peer into her face. "There's only enough room for Frances in the
trunk." 


"I don't like this Papa," Phoebe complained. "Someone
will find out about Joseph ... and Aaron." 


"We took care of him, remember?" Machado placated
his daughter while a sliver of impatience wormed into his voice. 


What did he mean? Had they harmed Aaron in some way? 


"I hope he didn't suffer, Papa." Phoebe's voice
quavered. "None of this was Aaron's fault, any more than it was Joseph's."



"Shut up, Phoebe," Machado snarled. "We have
to decide how to get rid of this one before someone comes looking for her."



"What about Mama? How shall we explain her
disappearance?" 


"The bitch got what she deserved." 


Emma tilted her head to view the woman who'd put the shards
of the lamp aside and was attempting to wipe her hands on her skirt. "I
know Mama didn't love Joseph," she puzzled, "but I don't understand
why she would kill him." 


She sank onto the floor as if the memory over Joseph's death
overcame her all at once. "Why did she wait all these years if she hated
him so much? She could've done it so much easier when he was a baby." 


"Judas Priest, Phoebe, you sound pathetic." Machado
lifted Emma by the heels and dragged her into a nearby room, empty except for a
filthy tick mattress by a window. He hauled her onto it as she fought the urge
to sneeze. 


"Who knows the evil workings of a decadent mind like
your mother's. For God's sake, she seduced her own son! She was capable of
anything." 


Emma groaned as her head connected with the wall when
Machado nudged her with his foot like a sack of potatoes. She lay quietly,
biting her lip to keep from crying out and drawing attention to herself. Trying
to work out the puzzle in her mind. 


Phoebe was correct. Frances wouldn't have killed Joseph now
– after all these years. Emma had seen the woman in court. She'd been broken,
as if life had battered her down to a shadow of what she once was. She couldn't
have summoned the energy to kill a fly, let alone her son, no matter how
abhorrent his existence was to her. No matter what an awful reminder his face
brought to her. 


If she'd intended to kill her son, she would've done so long
ago, smothered him as a baby. Or caused a fall as a toddler. 


Aaron had told Emma that he confessed everything to Joseph,
every detail about his life at the hands of a sickly twisted mother, including
the birth of Joseph, and Aaron's abandonment of him. Had he also told his
father? Had Joseph, Sr., been the person to take advantage of the discarded
weapon the night Alma Bentley shot Joe? 


And what role did Phoebe play in this appalling scenario?
Had she killed her mother? Or was the father also to blame for that obscenity? 


"This one's caused me a lot of trouble," Machado
grunted, planting another swift kick to her side. 


Emma bit her lip so hard she tasted blood, but kept her eyes
closed and prayed he'd leave her alone for the moment. 


Thankfully he left her there and returned to the crude eating
area which held a battered table and two benches on either side. This must have
been the farm workers' housing, although it looked deserted now. 


She heard their voices rising louder from the other room as
she raised her head to look around, searching for a weapon of some kind,
anything that would enable her escape.


Escape! She bit back an hysterical sob. Every muscle
in her body ached with the battering it'd taken, her jaw felt unhinged, likely
broken, and her nails, palms, and knees were torn and bloody. Even if she
managed to escape this room, she wouldn't be able to outrun her crazed guards
in her condition. 


Emma had no doubt that both father and daughter hovered at
the brink of madness and she'd be their next victim. 
















 


 


 


Chapter 30 


 


"And thus I clothe my naked villainy with odd old
ends stol'n out of holy writ, and seem a saint, when most I play the devil "
– King Richard III


 


The boy Jacob continued to insist that Emma and Miss Phoebe
had gone there – he pointed in the general direction of the orchard in back of
the rose garden. Finally, Malachi dragged him by the arm, and he and Stephen
walked the boy through the garden and into the orchard. 


"Where?" Malachi held back the scream that
threatened to leap from his throat like a rabid dog attacking an innocent. 


"T – th – there," the boy stuttered. 


"Show us," Stephen commanded. 


Malachi shoved the boy from behind and he took off running
as fast as he could, zigzagging through the neat rows of peach trees, now stark
and bare during the winter season. Malachi sprinted after him, easily gaining
until they burst through the grove some half mile farther. Stephen panted some
hundreds of yards behind him.


In the distance Malachi saw it – a broken-down, untended
shack, probably housing for the migrant workers that came up from Mexico during
the harvest to pick the apricots and peaches. An air of desertion and
desolation lay around the building. Likely it hadn't been used in years. 


He turned the boy around and pushed him back to the safety
of the trees. "Run!" he whispered. "Go back to the Machado
mansion and ride a horse into town. Get Sheriff Butler." 


The boy's eyes turned wide as saucers and he froze, his face
pale, his bottom lip quivering. 


Malachi repeated his instructions."Go! Now!" he
urged. 


The boy took off into the trees just as Stephen huffed up,
pistol in his hand. "Are you armed, Stephen?" 


"Goddamn right I am." Emma's uncle waved a weapon
in his hand, glowering like Roosevelt charging up San Juan. 


"Good." Malachi set his lips in a hard, determined
line. "Let's go then." 


And pray God they weren't too late.


#


Hard as Emma looked, she found no piece of broken furniture
or object from which she might fashion a weapon. The voices in the other room
faded to low murmurs even as she strained to hear what they planned to do with
her now. 


Suddenly silence descended. Father and daughter had ceased
their conspiring, their voices no longer wafted from the other room like angry
wasps, and the house took on the settled air of inaction. Had they left her
here alone? Why would they prolong her death and risk being found out? 


Death, she had no doubt, was what they intended for her even
though she wasn't sure why they'd attacked her without provocation. Aaron
Machado must have alerted them to her visit and what he'd confessed. They must
see her as another chance that their sordid family history would come to light.



She lay silently, thinking of her options, trying to ignore
the pain that surged through her side – likely a broken rib – and ease the
bruised muscles where Machado had dumped her on the floor. In her condition
there was no way she could outrun or overpower the two of them, but she could
rely on her wits. 


She would not succumb to the designs of these filthy beasts.
Struggling into a sitting position, she gasped as a sharp pain jolted through
her side – definitely a broken rib. 


Without warning Phoebe Machado appeared in the doorway, a
ghostly specter with her black hair straggling wildly from its neat bun, her
eyes glittering with manic emotion. Her pale features were carved in stone and
her voice implacable when she spoke. 


"You were foolish to visit Aaron, Emma. And even more
foolish to come to our house. Why couldn't you leave well enough alone?" 


Emma ignored the question and breathed shallowly to ease the
pain in her side. "Where has your father gone?" 


Phoebe glanced over her shoulder. "To dig a grave."



Her toneless and casual words about the inevitability of
Emma's death forged an icy stream of panic down Emma's spine. She must keep the
woman talking, buy time, and try to reach the humanity that might still exist
inside her deteriorating mind. The kindness that prompted her to care for and
love her brother. 


"Why is your father planning to kill me?" Emma
braced her back against the wall, each breath like a vise ripping through her
battered side. 


Phoebe's dead voice rivaled her dead eyes. "Because you
know about Joseph." 


"Joseph is dead, Phoebe. What can any of that matter
now?" 


The woman's face twisted into an ugly caricature of her
father's florid features. "His reputation must be protected!" 


Emma softened her voice as if speaking to a skittish mare. "But
what of you, Phoebe? What of your reputation if you are caught – as you surely
must be – for this heinous act?" 


Phoebe's bottom lip trembled like a chastened child. "Papa
said ... "


Emma reached a hand behind her, almost gasping aloud at the
agonizing twist to her torso as she attempted to gain a finger hold on the
window sill behind her. "What of Aaron? I'm not the only one who could
make public your family secret." 


"Oh, no, Papa took care of that. He went to Bakersfield
and ... Aaron won't be causing any more trouble." She frowned from some
deranged part of her brain. "Don't you think Aaron's caused enough
trouble?" 


My God, what had Mr. Machado done to Aaron? "What of
your mother culpability? Surely, she's to blame as much as Aaron." 


"Oh, yes! Dear mama," she spat out the words. "Well,
she's paid too." The woman giggled like a child and clapped her hand over
her mouth. She lowered her voice and whispered, "Mama's downstairs, you
know." 


Even though Emma had suspected as much, the thought of Mrs.
Machado's death at the hands of her own family chilled her to the marrow. "What
your mother did was shameful, Phoebe, but you are to be commended for taking
care of your baby brother." 


"Yes, but Joseph's dead now too." Her face took on
a hard, mean cast, the pupils dilated, brows knitted to black slashes of anger.
"The bitch killed him." 


Emma's fingers reached the ledge of the window. She tried to
lever herself up. "It's true that Alma shot Joseph, Phoebe, but that was
not the shot that killed him." 


"I know that, goose." Phoebe's face darkened with
contempt. "Mama killed him." 


What? Phoebe seemed convinced that her mother had
fired the fatal shot. "Did you see your mama shoot Joseph?" 


Phoebe reached into the kitchen area, pulled a chair into
the room, and sat down heavily. For a moment Emma thought she wouldn't answer
as she appeared to ponder the question as if reaching an important decision. 


"No, I was at Group," Phoebe said slowly. 


"Who told you then?" 


"Papa. He came home early from his poker game and found
Mama standing over Joseph's body." She pulled a strand of hair from her
shoulder and examined it with interest. "He said she finally snapped and
killed the hideous abnormality. That's what she called Joseph – a
hideous abnormality." 


Emma had no doubt that Mr. Machado had woven a complicated
lie for his daughter. But she was certain if Mrs. Machado had wanted Joseph
dead, she would've killed him years ago. "I find it hard to believe your
mother waited so many years to do Joseph harm." 


Uncertainty flitted across Phoebe's features, but then she
merely shrugged and stared at Emma with a blank look. Emma had finally managed
to pull herself nearly upright and propped herself against the window sash, but
Phoebe hardly appeared to notice. 


Emma tried another tactic, keeping her voice low and
confidential. "Is your father violent?" 


She knew by the rapid blinking of Phoebe's eyes and the
twist of her mouth that the truth lay there – in Mr. Machado's propensity for
violence. "Does he hurt you, Phoebe?" 


No answer.


"What happened when your father discovered who Joseph's
father really is?" 


Dead quiet in the nearly-empty room. 


"Did he confront your mother? Threaten Aaron?" 


Phoebe opened her mouth to speak when without warning the
malevolent form of Mr. Machado appeared behind her in the doorway. She jumped
and shrank back against the door jamb, knocking the chair over, while Machado
glared at Emma. 


"What the fuck are you doing?" As the question
seemed to be addressed to both women, Emma remained silent. 


"Papa, I – " 


"Jesus Christ, girl, are you a blithering idiot?" Machado
shoved at his daughter and advanced toward Emma. 


Now she could see that he held a heavy shovel in one hand
and a small pistol in the other. "Ask him Phoebe," Emma cried around
Machado's bulk. "Ask your father what really happened the night Joseph
died." 


"What the – ?" Machado's face turned the livid
purple of an overripe eggplant. 


"Papa, what's she talking about?" Phoebe asked. 


"Shut your yap, girl," Machado growled, advancing
toward Emma with murderous intent. 


Emma scuttled sideways and spoke rapidly. "Your mother
took a sleeping potion the night Joseph died, Phoebe. That's why she didn't
attend Group with you. Laudanum. The doctor has a record of the purchase."



She spoke rapidly, afraid that Machado would permanently
silence her at any moment. "She couldn't have shot Joseph. She was drugged
too heavily." 


"Laudanum?" Phoebe repeated the single word as if
her muddled mind couldn't grasp the word's meaning. 


"Be quiet, Phoebe. This bitch is trying to save
herself, that's all," the father snarled. 


"Ask him, Phoebe," Emma ordered. "When your
mother discovered Joseph's body that night, she could barely stand. She was so
addled that she sat there all night with his body, not moving, doing nothing."



"Papa?" Phoebe asked, her voice a pitiful whine. 


Emma lunged away from the window and circled round Phoebe as
fast as her injuries would allow. 


"Goddamn you," shouted Machado, grabbing for Emma's
wrist as she passed by. But the woman's bulk blocked Machado's reach. 


"Step aside, Phoebe. We have to take care of this
business right away," her father cajoled. "The authorities will come
soon. We can talk about Joseph later." 


Emma felt the rigidity of Phoebe's back and shoulders, the
spread of her feet, planted like twin oak trees to confront her father. She'd
likely never gone contrary to his wishes in her life. 


"Tell me now, Papa." 


As she advanced several steps toward Machado, Phoebe
appeared deadly calm, like the eye of a hurricane, but Emma knew at any moment
the whole situation could whirl them away into the eyewall's violent edges. For
an interminable length of time, the three of them froze in a grotesque tableau
of hatred, fear, and passion. 


Then Emma shoved with all her might at Phoebe's broad back. The
woman tumbled into her father and both of them crashed to the floor in a
torrent of fumbling and curses, their limbs tangling into a Gordian knot. 


Emma limped from the room as fast as her wounds would allow.
She tripped on the torn linoleum, leapt to her feet, and felt a wave of nausea
pass over her. Biting back a groan as the pain pummeled her side, she hobbled
through the open door into a wide expanse of trees and brush a hundred yards
ahead of her. 


Tears streamed down her face. Even uninjured, she'd never
outrun him, but handicapped as she was, she'd need to hide. Machado would guess
she'd head for the protection of the trees, so instead she turned left and
crouched low as she made her way around the ramshackle hut. 


After a moment she heard the thundering footsteps of Machado
clambering down the several wooden steps from the house. Silence for a moment. Where
would he go? 


Perspiration soaked the bodice of her dress, grime smeared
her hands and knees, and her hair hung in lank untidiness in her eyes and down
her sticky neck. When she heard him move away from her toward the tree line,
she edged around the building, careful not to dislodge any stones. 


At the front corner of the building, she noticed a root
cellar. Did she dare hide there and risk hemming herself in with no way out? Would
he think to search it when he couldn't find her in the orchard? 


She eased the cellar door up carefully. Leaves and broken
branches cluttered the top and dirt around it. Dangling with spider webs, the
opening appeared unused for some time. 


Emma looked frantically around her. How to throw Machado off
her trail? The wind had heightened in the last few minutes, and dust eddies and
leaves whirled around her. She dragged the branches closer and obscured her
footprints as best she could, leaving the areas disturbed as little as possible.



Laying them aside, she hiked up her skirts and stepped into
the cellar's dungeon-like maw. She eased the door down over her head, holding a
single branch in her right hand. As she descended the wooden steps, she scraped
it one step at a time across the prints her boots made in the dirt. 


At the bottom, she searched the dirt-floored cellar for a
weapon of some kind. There were glass mason jars stacked directly to the right
and several were empty. She found a sturdy wooden beam and liked the heft of it
in her hand. 


Armed with her two weapons she moved to the farthest corner
of the cellar. There she huddled amid the musty smell of potatoes and turnips,
waiting for Malachi to rescue her. 


Or for Machado to find her and kill her. 


#


"You take the right side of the house and I'll go left,"
Malachi instructed. "Be careful." He placed a reassuring hand on
Stephen's shoulder, as much to comfort himself as the older man. "Machado's
a desperate man." 


Stephen nodded one final time as he disappeared to the left,
and then Malachi continued around to the rear of the dwelling. He paused and listened
intently. Nothing. Calm resolve settled over him as he thrust images of Emma at
the hands of a mad killer from his mind. He couldn't afford to let his terror
for her safety jeopardize his judgment. 


He crept toward the back entry from which an open door swung
crookedly in the light breeze. Edging forward, he reached across his body to
twist the knob as he kept the pistol at the ready. The steady sureness of his
hand gripping the weapon pleased him, and he marveled how he could maintain
such calm control in the face of Emma's disappearance and possible death. 


But he must. To panic was to seal her fate. 


Unexpectedly, a large figure leapt from the doorway like a
bedlamite in a flurry of motion that nearly felled Malachi. He righted himself
and struck out with his firearm, cracking the side of it down on the back of
the person's skull and bringing his attacker down clumsily on the hard dirt. 


In a moment he realized his attacker was a woman and knelt
to turn her face outward. Phoebe Machado! What the hell? 


The woman lay blinking and stunned on the dirt, a trickle of
blood running from her temple. "You – you – " she muttered,
apparently unable to complete the thought. 


He looked up just in time to see Stephen sprinting around
the other corner of the house, leveling his weapon toward the previously empty
tree line and bellowing like a wounded bull. 


When Malachi swung his glance away from Emma's uncle, he
beheld the deadly sight of Joseph Machado, Sr., not ten yards to his left,
leveling a double-barreled, twelve-gage, double-aught shotgun directly at
Malachi 's head. 


"Did you kill her?" Machado roared, advancing
maniacally, his wild gaze fixed on Malachi. "Is the gel dead?" 


"Stop, Machado!" shouted Stephen from Malachi's
left. "Stop or you're a dead man!" 


"Where's Emma?" Malachi demanded. "What have
you done with her, you fucking bastard?" 


Machado turned as if in a trance, swinging his head and the
shotgun between Malachi and Stephen. "I've gotta have an heir!" he
howled at last, breaking his paralysis. "Phoebe's all that's left! She's
my only heir!" 


At last he settled the twelve-gauge on Stephen just as the
older man fired a shot that hit Machado square in the chest. He toppled like a
felled tree, a thud that reverberated through the dusty distance to Malachi who
still crouched beside Phoebe. 


"Where's Emma?" He slapped the woman's face none
too gently. "What have you and your father done with her?" 


Phoebe fluttered her lashes in a series of spasms and seemed
about to lose consciousness, but Malachi shook her arm roughly. "No, you
don't. Where have you put Emma Knight?" 


She moaned and closed her eyes, then whispered, "Don't
know. She got away from him." 


"Did she leave the house?" 


"Out the back way ... maybe the orchard?" 


Malachi knew if Emma had gone that way Machado would've
caught her, but he didn't think Phoebe was lying. He abandoned her and ran past
the fallen body of her father. The man bled profusely, saturating the surrounding
dirt, but he could bleed to death for all Malachi cared. 


Stephen hastened right behind him and picked up Machado's
dropped shotgun. Together they began to scour the grove, shouting Emma's name
at random intervals, wandering farther from the two prone bodies lying near the
ramshackle house. 


Frantic with the need to find her – injured, hurt, or worse
dead – blood and dread pounded furiously through Malachi's veins. They found
nothing. 


Not Emma. Not her body. 


They made their way back to the house and stared at one
another, the same helpless expression on Stephen's face that Malachi imagined
was on his. He glanced down at Phoebe Machado, lying spent and injured, her
breathing still labored, her complexion a ghastly hue, but he couldn't expend
any compassion for the woman. 


Her lips worked soundlessly as he knelt down to hear her
words. "Maybe ... check the root cellar." 
















 


 


 


Chapter 31 


 


"Perdition catch my soul but I do love thee! and
when I love thee not, chaos is come again." – Othello 


 


Emma felt herself losing consciousness, a roaring tidal wave
that began far out in the ocean and finally battered through her with an
unstoppable force. The pain was too intense to bear and she wanted only to give
up and escape its relentless ravage. Her eyes fluttered in the pungent cellar
and she allowed herself to drift away. 


A noise startled her out of her stupor – a thunderous bang
like the discharge of a powerful firearm. Had Machado killed the only remaining
member of his family? Emma had no doubt the man was mad and this insanity had
prompted him to murder nearly every member of his family. 


Then she heard the muffled sound of multiple voices. Male
voices, she believed. 


Someone was coming to rescue her! Please God, let it be
Malachi. 


Stumbling to her feet, she wended a tenuous path to the
cellar hatch, but she spent all her energy on climbing the stairs. When she
pushed upward, her strength was so compromised she could not raise the wooden
door. She pushed harder to no avail. 


What if they left without her? 


Panicked, she began a feeble pounding on the hard wood, the
sides of her palms incurring the pricks of splinters that dug deep. She
screamed, but the sound came out rusty and thin like an unused water pump. Her
puny efforts demoralized her and she sank to the top step, feeling the sweat
and tears dampen her cheeks. 


Moments later the cellar hatch lifted of its own accord and
a scraggly stream of light provided slight illumination to Emma's cell. 


"Emma, my God, Emma!" 


Malachi reached for her, his arms strong and hard as they
lifted her out and wrapped her in tight bands of comfort. He spoke lightly, but
she heard the tremor in his voice. 


"You silly girl, what trouble have you gotten yourself
into now?" 


Emma groaned with the pressure of his hands on her, but his
scolding had never sounded so sweet. And then the familiar voice of her uncle
joined Malachi's and she broke down weeping and laughing at the same time. 


What a fine display of feminine fortitude for such a
liberated woman. 


#


Sheriff Nathan Butler looked uncomfortable in the delicate
wing chair where Emma had ushered him in her front parlor. His size flooded
over the delicate angles of wood and the light green damask fabric. He'd
removed his hat and now turned it round and round in his big hands. 


"What news, then, Nathan?" Malachi asked, sitting
close to Emma on the wide sofa, his arm draped protectively round her shoulders.
He had no intention of allowing her to get more than a few feet away from him. 


The steady gaze of the sheriff's gray eyes showed no emotion.
"Mr. Machado died before we could get him to Doc Winston's clinic." 


"And Phoebe?" 


"She's recovered and resting at her home. Under guard,
of course, until Charlie Fulton sorts this all out." 


A smile hovered around Malachi's lips as he noted his friend's
disrespectful use of Fulton's name. "What about Alma?" 


"Released for the moment." The sheriff stopped
fiddling with his hat and laid it on the table beside his chair. "She's
gone back to Sacramento to stay with her mother." 


Malachi and Emma exchanged a look. He knew Emma would worry
what became of Alma Bentley now that she'd been exonerated of first-degree
murder. She still faced assault charges for shooting Joseph Machado. 


"Phoebe claims her father told her he saw her mother
shoot Joseph," Nate said. "After Alma fled, dropping the Deringer,
Frances allegedly picked up the weapon and fired the fatal shot into Joseph's
chest." 


"But you can't believe that!" Emma exclaimed. "Mr.
Machado killed his son when he discovered that he had not fathered Joseph."



Nate shook his head. "Probably, but we can't prove any
of that now, not with both of them dead." 


"Who killed Aaron?" Emma asked. 


Nate shrugged. "It'd be easy to blame it on Mr.
Machado, but a good case could be made against Phoebe." 


"But she could not have made the trip down to
Bakersfield and back so quickly," Emma argued. 


"That's something a jury must decide," Nate
answered. "It may be hard to prove anyone of them committed the murder. Sheriff
Kern will have to investigate that part of the crime." 


"It's sad," Emma said, settling against Malachi's
chest. "Phoebe really cared for Joseph. She was the only one in that
family who stayed with him and cared for him all those years." 


"Well, it's over now for the most part," Nate
said, rising from his chair. "I don't know what will happen to Phoebe. Fulton
will likely try to regain some face by making a big deal out of her part in the
deaths of all those people. Her being the only one left alive." 


"Sounds like she might need a good lawyer,"
Malachi said. 


"Exactly what I was thinking." 


Nathan Butler's eyes held a speculative twinkle as he left
them alone in Emma's parlor. 


#


"You are quite the bravest woman I've ever known."
Malachi touched her gently, mindful of her scrapes and bruises. Her ribs were
bound and often he saw her wince when she made a sudden movement. 


"I was frightened silly." She looked at him from
where she sat in her parlor. "I prayed that you'd come rescue me again."



"Even though you knew I'd poke fun at you?" 


She smiled. "Yes." 


"Ah, Emma, I thought he'd killed you and hidden your
body somewhere. I thought – " 


"Shhh, don't dwell on such things." 


"I didn't want to lose your ... investigative
services," he quipped to ease the moment. 


"Even though I'm a spoiled, rich girl who has no idea
of what indignities women in the world of poverty experience?" she teased.



"In spite of that." He laughed. "And in spite
of your propensity for trouble. And your obstinacy." 


"Hush. Why not dwell on my assets?" 


"And your fine mind," he continued, unchecked. "And
your ready wit. Ouch!" 


"Serves you right for mocking me." 


"Jesus Christ, I'd never seriously mock you. You've a
lethal punch." He rubbed his shoulder where her pretend blow had landed. 


Her laughter was the high, clear sound of a coloratura
singer and he was grateful she'd regained her voice. He sobered for a moment
and traced a finger down the yellow-purplish bruises on her neck. 


"Don't think about it," she said. 


He clenched his jaw and felt the familiar anger surge up
inside him. "I'm glad he's dead." 


"It's over now." 


He pushed aside thoughts of mayhem and murder, the foul
deeds and cover-ups of the Machado family. 


Emma grinned playfully. "We make quite a good team, I
think." 


"That we do," he responded. "That we do."

















###
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Tuscarora City,
North Carolina, November 20, 1901


 


Nell Carver was a naughty girl. 


If her pompous father had any idea his nineteen year old
daughter had crept out of the house this late, he'd be livid. And if he'd known
she went to meet a man, he'd thrash her within an inch of her life. 


Behind the poplars and cypress trees that lined the edge of
the river, this particular man lurked and spied on Nell for the next several
minutes. Although he had no intention of joining her tonight, he enjoyed
manipulating her. 


And, really, Nell made it so easy. 


Dusk gave way to nightfall on the banks of the slow-moving
Pasquotank River. The shadows and the Spanish moss hanging from the trees hid
the man well. He pulled his Homburg lower on his forehead, tugged the velvet
collar of his Chesterfield coat around his neck, and continued to watch. 


Now and again he smiled faintly. As he well knew, a wild
kind of fire ran through young Nell's blood. She was as feral and rare as the
Red Fox along the Carolina coast. Her recklessness fascinated and repelled him
at the same time, her white-skinned, fair-haired beauty so at odds with her
extravagant disregard for propriety. 


Naughty Nellie. 


He chuckled and fingered his beard. How long would she wait?
He leaned against a tree, studying her as she pouted, then worried, and finally
paced. She tugged her long brown cloak close to her round body. Even from this
distance he saw her shiver, a small, delicate movement of her shoulders that
set her breasts jiggling beneath the coat. 


Naughty Nellie. 


He glanced toward the Carver house across the field and set
back from the road less than two hundred yards to his left. He could barely
make out its dark outline against the pines, but he knew the house at Pine
Grove well. 


It squatted like a fat white hen on the roost of its rich
green lawn, an elegant old house, but the dingy clapboard and dark shutters
sadly needed painting. Turrets and dormer windows angled from the front and a
porch wrapped around the ground level. A side door provided another entry off
to the right. 


The parlor windows faced the rising sun, and in the early
spring the porch was cool for sitting. In the summer's heat the kitchen
outbuilding round back, separate from the main house, grew muggy and heavy with
humidity. The man knew for certain the thrill of the back room's sticky
dankness. 


The perfect trysting place. 


Tonight winter had set in around the banks of the Pasquotank
chilled the air with the November mist. Recent northeasterly winds and rains
had flooded the area, and the man's shoes sank into the brackish marsh. 


He lit a cigar. Its glow shone eerily through the thick
night, while he waited and stared at the shadowy form of Nell Carver. 


# 


The heavy trees and brush that pushed up to the water's edge
stood like centurions guarding the dark mystery of the river as Nell had crept
from the house after supper. While everyone else in the Carver household
prepared for the night, she'd wandered along the bank, knowing full well she
shouldn't be here so late with the night coming on and the Pasquotank looking
so dangerous. 


But the note had goaded her not to be late this time
and had piqued her curiosity. She snorted delicately. Keeping her beaus waiting
was a clever woman's most important trick and Nell didn't like the tables
turned this way. Still, she'd never kept him waiting. She glanced around
and resumed her pacing, catching her bottom lip with her small teeth. 


She'd felt daring and adventurous sneaking out the back door
to race across the field down to the thick foliage near the river. But now the
safety of home seemed a thousand miles away. She turned her face toward the
house and shivered again, but not from the cold this time. 


The crush of footsteps drew her attention back to the thick
copse of trees to her right. She opened her mouth to speak, but thought better
of it and waited until her suitor drew closer. 


Moments later she distinguished his outline from among the
other shadows. He tossed something into the sodden leaves at his foot and
ground downward with the heel of his boot. 


"Oh my God, you!" she exclaimed. "I thought ...
" Her voice trailed off in confusion, but she recovered quickly. "It's
not nice to keep a lady waiting," she pouted. 


She didn't want him to find the puckishness in her voice
amusing so she smiled in an attempt to cover her mistake. "Well, I forgive
you, at any rate," she said lightly, tapping her gloved finger against his
chest.  


He reached for her, pulling her roughly to him, the smell of
tobacco strong on his clothes and breath. "What'd I do? What do you
forgive me for?" He laughed and wrapped his sinewy arms around her waist. 


"Ow," she cried, pretending to slap at his hands. 


He smirked confidently. "You know you like it,
Nellie-girl. You've always liked what I've got for you." 


Then he tightened his grip on her and pushed his hands
beneath her coat and skirt's hem, upward over the silk stockings and under her
drawers to clutch the bare flesh of her thighs, cold against his hot hands. 


God help her, she did like it. He wasn't as refined as her
other beaus, but the things he did with his hands and mouth drove her crazy.
She heard her own soft groan and gave herself over to the moment's heated
passion. 


After a while she shoved playfully at him and stepped back. "Wait."
She let her skirt and coat fall back in place. 


"Why did you put a note in the hiding place? We agreed
not to use it anymore." She caught her breath and pushed a loose curl from
her forehead. "It's not safe. If my little sister hadn't gotten it first,
my father would've found it." 


He laughed and drew her to him again, nuzzling her neck. "Silly
goose." He captured her mouth in his and thrust his hot tongue deep inside
while she forgot how she hated him calling her by those ridiculous pet names. 


After another breathless moment, she pushed ineffectually at
him again and pulled her lips away from all that sweet warmth. "Be
serious! You could've gotten me in a real fix. Either Mama or Papa could've
read it." 


He laughed again. "If you want a note, sweet
Nellie-girl, I'll write a thousand of 'em for you." He tugged at her hand,
too aroused to pay attention to her complaints. 


"For God's sake," she moaned, half mad with desire
she couldn't think straight. 


"You set me on fire, darlin'." He trailed his
tongue down her neck and over the top of her blouse which he'd managed to
unbutton down to her chemise without her even realizing what he'd done. 


Suddenly in the distance the house porch light came on, the
front door opened, and she saw the outline of her mother's figure against the
light from the parlor. 


Damn! "I have to go," she whispered. 


He groaned and released her. "You're always doing that
to me darlin', getting me hot and ready for you and then leavin' me. It ain't
right." 


He pressed her hand against his groin where the bulge pulsed
wildly beneath her palm. God, but it made her want to stay. With effort she
forced down her desire, knowing the surest way to keep a fellow interested in
her was saying no. 


Nell jerked away and took a step toward the road. "Don't
leave anymore notes," she warned, sounding more miffed than she really
was. She walked backwards toward the road, teasing him with her eyes as she
slowly buttoned her blouse back up. 


He stared after her, his eyes narrowed with lust. Just as
she turned away she saw a look of mingled desire and confusion pass over his
handsome features.


Good, she liked to keep her beaus guessing. 
















 


 


 


 


Chapter 1


 


December 1901


 


The disappearance of Ellen Carver had caused chaos in the
small town of Tuscarora City from the start. Panic showed itself in speculative
gossip, private investigations, and circumvention of the law at every turn. To
his endless frustration, Marshal Tucker Gage found that he had little control
over the case. 


But two days after Christmas, everything changed. 


Early this morning two fishermen found Nell's body floating
face down in the murky, dark waters of the Pasquotank River off the Carolina
coast. At first they weren't sure what bobbed in the water, they told Gage.
Maybe a log or broken piece of debris vomited up by the black river. They
dragged the body ashore and raced to tell the Carvers at Pine Grove what they'd
found. 


The family first, not the police, Gage noted, unsurprised. 


After Nell's disappearance in late November, Tuscarora
residents had searched frenetically for her. Divers had combed the river for
weeks. Volunteers had walked every foot of the river's shore for signs of her.
Local trackers had set their dogs loose. All in vain. 


But now Nell's body had come home. 


By the time Gage arrived at the river, the fully clothed
body lay on the bank. The men who'd fished her from the river hovered some
distance away. Patrolman Will Pruitt stood at hand, turning a peculiar shade of
green. 


Gage eyed him warily, hoping his newest officer would not
empty the contents of his breakfast on his superior's freshly-polished shoes.
The lad had potential, but no stomach for the sight of the dead. 


Gage felt the heavy weight of
detachment settle over him. "How did you come to find her?" he asked
after a moment. 


Pruitt spat and stepped back
toward the body. "Well, sir, I, uh, I was taking a shortcut across the
field on my bicycle, coming off night duty." His cheeks reddened as he
pointed to his bicycle lying on its side at the edge of the road. "I
noticed what looked like a bundle of clothes." 


He wiped his mouth with the back
of his hand. "I didn't think it was important, but I figured I should
check." 


"Did you touch anything?"



"No, sir, I know better 'un that." The lad gripped
a lantern as if it would burn his fingers and jerked his head toward the
fishermen. "They found her out in the water, hauled her here in their
boat, and then ran up to tell her folks." 


Not unkindly, Gage took the lamp from Pruitt's willing
fingers, then removed his Stetson and squatted down. Nell Carver lay on her
stomach, her skin wet and white as a fish's belly in the gray light. Matted
blonde strings of hair draped across her face as it tilted toward the river. 


Gage waited for the wrench of queasiness in his gut, a
twinge of nausea or disgust. But, of course, it did not come. Such reactions to
death had long been purged out of him. 


He sighed heavily and angled the light for a better look. A
stiff wind blew off the river, along with a chill from the heavy mist, and he
felt the crunch of his knees and the stab of his old wound as he crouched
there. 


Bloody hell, he thought, thirty-seven days after Nell's
parents reported her missing, her dead body ended up in the very spot she'd
disappeared from. Gone all that time, and no one – not family or her several
gentlemen friends – not even her best friend Meghan Bailey – had any idea of
where she'd been. 


Where she'd been all this time was likely at the bottom of
the Pasquotank River where the fish and scuttling animal life had done
remarkably little of their nasty work on her beautiful young face and form.
Would the cold water account for the relatively unmarked condition of the body,
he wondered? 


He motioned for the fishermen to come closer. He couldn't
fault them for dragging the body from the river, but he resented their
informing the family before the authorities. He'd liked to have seen the
parents' reactions first hand. 


Gage rose, dusting off the knees
of his trouser leg. He heard the hardness in his voice when he spoke to the two
fishermen. "Did you leave something to mark the spot in the river where
you found the body?" 


The first man looked puzzled. "Uh, no, we needed the
oar to hurry back. Was afraid she'd – " 


"Fall apart," the second man finished blithely. "Thought
she might just break up into little pieces." He looked pleased at his
insight into the workings of water on the human body. 


"Next time you find something like this, gentlemen,
report to me first." 


They looked from Gage to each other and back again. "Well,
sure, Marshal," the first said, "but the family, you know, they been
waitin' a long while." 


"Yes." He knew that explaining the importance of
preserving evidence would fall on incomprehensible ears. "Keep this to
yourselves," he added, also knowing the futility of that request. 


The news of their grisly find would spread like wildfire.
Folks had waited with macabre interest to learn what happened to Nell Carver.
Various rumors over the last month had her dragged off by kidnappers, sold into
white slavery, or murdered by blood-thirsty Indians and dumped in the Great
Dismal Swamp. Some said she lived a life of wealth and ease over in Raleigh.
False sightings had come from all along the Outer Banks of North Carolina. 


Gage heard the crunch of boots and saw Dr. Henry Williams
making his way across the field. 


"Marshal Gage." The young coroner nodded
respectfully and then knelt down beside the body, turning it over with a
tenderness that belied his massive hands and hulking size. 


After a cursory examination, the
doctor asked, "You believe it was an accident? A drowning?" 


Gage fingered a patch of bristle he'd missed on his face
during his hurried grooming. "What do you think?" 


"Not sure." Williams frowned and turned the head
from side to side. "I guess she could've hit her head and fallen into the
water." 


"An accident then?" Gage thought a moment, gazing
off into the distance where the sun shone hazily over the water. "Was she ...
molested?" 


"Her clothing's intact and her shoes are on." The
doctor lifted the hem of her skirt to reveal stockings and drawers all in their
proper places. "Underwear too." 


"You'll do an internal examination to be sure?" 


Sexual congress could mean the girl's death wasn't an
accident, but Nell was a girl known for having far too many suitors. One of
them might've hurt her. "If she's had recent intercourse, I need to know
if she was willing." Gage pierced the doctor with a stern look. "Can
you tell me that?" 


"The water would've washed away any fluids,"
Williams answered. "I need to examine her right away." He looked
across the road. "The Carvers have an outbuilding they use as kitchen
quarters. There'll be a large table I can use." 


Christ. "Her parents' house?" 


Williams lifted his beefy shoulders. "It's close. We'll
be quick. Don't know how long she was in the water and don't want to risk more
damage to the body." 


"I can take her there, Marshal," offered Pruitt.
His fresh, young face looked pale, but he was steady on his feet. 


Gage swiped a hand over his brow. "Find a board and
some sheets to carry her. Get the fishermen to help." He nodded toward the
field where he'd left his horse and buggy. "There's a blanket in the back
of my gig. Cover her up, Will, and for God's sake, don't let her family see
her." 


#


After helping Dr. Williams transport Nell's body, Gage sent
the fishermen home and Pruitt to search the length of the Pasquotank in both
directions for evidence of recent activity along the river bank. While Williams
began his autopsy, the Marshal walked to the front of Pine Grove, the Carver
family home 


Gage might've appointed someone else to the onerous task of
speaking with Harold and Mabel Carver about the discovery of their daughter's
body – Dr. Williams, or even Will Pruitt. God knew he wanted to. But he'd faced
death far more often than either of them, and the responsibility was his. 


From their appearance he realized both parents had been
resting, but they answered the quiet knock at the door before Bessie, their
Negro servant, responded. Mrs. Carver's unbound hair fell in faded yellow
tangles around the shoulders of a hastily-donned wrap. Her feet were bare on
the unforgiving hardness of the oak floor. 


Mr. Carver was dressed in shirt, tie, and vest, but his
broad face looked haggard and gray. He sagged against the door frame the moment
he recognized the Marshal standing on the porch, his hat in hand. Gage noted
the flash of anger, along with the sorrow, that shuddered through Carver's body
and knew the father saw only a cold, aloof man who bore bad news. 


Harold Carver's beautiful, too passionate Nellie was dead.
This visit merely confirmed what the fishermen had already hurried with
salacious eagerness to tell him. Carver staggered back into the parlor and sank
into a wing chair. 


Even though he'd thought himself long inured to such pain,
Gage felt Carver's grief like a knife heated in a roaring fire. He dispatched
his news with a quick precision that belied the old pangs of horror and memory
and guilt. 


Gage took a seat opposite Mr. and Mrs. Carver in a delicate
chair that ill accommodated his size and length. "You may see her soon,
but you must allow Dr. Williams to complete his work first," he cautioned
after explaining where Nell's body lay. 


He forced sternness into his expression that brooked no
argument. "We should have answers in a few hours. I must ask you to be
patient until then." 


He hesitated and looked away from their bleak faces. 


"I'm sorry for your loss," he added, just
remembering those were the correct words of condolence. 


#


As soon as he was decently able to, Gage left the Carvers to
their private grief and returned to the police station to file his report. He
relieved the officer on duty, Sergeant Henderson, and dispatched him to
neighboring cities to begin the task of assembling a coroner's jury. Although
Nell Carver's body was now secured in the outbuilding, most of the day would
involve summoning the men who would determine how she'd died. 


If, indeed, they could. 


Henderson and six other officers besides Pruitt made up the
whole of the Tuscarora City police force. Eight men – nine, counting Gage. Would
this slender group be sufficient to investigate the death if it were determined
to involve a crime? 


He thought briefly of informing Bailey of her friend's
death, but decided against it. Meghan could be like a bulldog in her
persistence and intensity, and he wanted to determine the cause of Nell's death
first.


Still, there'd be hell to pay. Fiercely loyal, Meghan loved
her friend and would be royally pissed that he hadn't rushed to inform her they'd
found Nell's body. 
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