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PROLOGUE




April 1876

St. Louis, Missouri




The iron pressed against Jake Anderson’s back was almost as cold as the rain pouring out of the night sky.

“Knock on the door,” demanded his brother Zach, his voice angry and on edge.

Jake did as he was told and pounded on the front door, hard enough to be heard over the din of the rain.

“What the hell?” said his eldest brother, Liam, when he opened the door. “Jake? Zach? What are you two doing here? It’s the middle of the night.”

Zach growled from behind Jake. “Are you going to let us in or make us stand in this rain all night?”

“Come in. Zach, put that gun away.”

“Can’t until the kid here,” he poked Jake in the back with the gun, “is inside and we’ve talked to you.”

Jake walked into the foyer of the house his oldest brother owned in St. Louis. Steamer trunks and carpet bags lined the hallway down to the parlor.

“Sorry to do this to you, Liam. I know you’re leaving tomorrow,” said Zach, laying his hat on one of the trunks.

Jake threw his hat on the trunk next to Zach’s.

“Yes. At first light. Now, tell me what’s going on and why you brought Jake here at gun point,” said Liam.

“Only way I could get him to come.”

“And?” Liam said, exasperated. “Don’t make me beat the story out of you word by word, little brother. Just tell me the problem.”

Liam pointed at the two chairs in front of the fire, then went to the fireplace and stoked the banked coals to life. He added a piece of wood to the tiny flames before he turned once again to face them. “Jake. You first,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument.

“I killed an army captain,” Jake said, refusing to sit. He couldn’t sit. Couldn’t be still. He wanted to scream at the injustice, shout at God for his betrayal.

“Why’d you do a damn fool thing like that?”

Jake shrugged. “I didn’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice,” countered Liam.

Zach put away his gun. “No, there’s not,” said Zach. “There was reason for it, but he did kill the man. I use the word ‘man’ loosely.”

“Damn it, Jake. They’ll hunt you down and hang you for this.” Liam had been a colonel with seventeen years service, Jake knew he was familiar with military justice.

“The son of a bitch deserved to die. And as soon as I can, I’m going to kill the other bastard, too.”

“He’s mine,” snarled Zach.

“Who?” asked Liam.

“The colonel.”

“Jesus! You two had better tell me what’s going on. Start at the beginning.”

Jake began to pace. The hardwood creaked under his weight and small droplets of water from his wet boots followed in his wake. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath. He didn’t want to relive that moment when he’d lost Elizabeth, but he knew he had to. For Liam. So he’d understand.

“I went to see Elizabeth just like I did every day, just to snatch a few minutes together.” His voice broke and he paused, gathering himself to face the memory. “Her mother and aunt kept her pretty busy with wedding plans so we didn’t get to see much of each other.

“When I got there, I heard a gunshot come from the house. I ran to the door but the damn thing was locked and I had to break it down. I lost precious moments doing that. When I got to the parlor, there were two men standing over Elizabeth. Her face was bloodied.” Jake’s voice cracked.

As if the memory were there, right there, and he was watching it all over again, he felt the color flee his face as he remembered Elizabeth’s. He wet his lips and continued on choked words. “Her dress was ripped, skirt bunched around her waist. The one holding the gun was a colonel and the other was a captain. Both in full uniform. The bastard captain was buttoning his pants when I walked in. I shot him on the spot.

“As soon as the colonel saw me, he ran out the other door toward the kitchen. I followed but he was on his horse and riding away by the time I reached the back door.”

Jake stopped. His body shook. His hands fisted and white knuckled. He took several deep breaths to quell the tears before he could continue.

He watched his brothers eyes fill with pity and he knew he had to finish.

Jake continued as though he were reciting a story. It was the only way he could get through the whole thing, the only way he could relive those moments. “When I got back to the parlor, I went immediately to Elizabeth and got down on my knees beside her. The bastard colonel had shot her in the chest, but she was still breathing. She opened her eyes. They were filled with terror until she realized who I was.” His voice cracked. He paused. It was too fresh. The memory too new and painful. Rage filled him.

“Jake,” she said to me. “I tried to stop them, I tried.”

“Shhh,” I told her. “You’re going to be fine. It’s all right.”

“I tried…tried to stop them…stop John but,” she whispered. “I love you, Jake.”

“She closed her eyes and took her last breath in my arms. I held her for I don’t know how long. Finally, I picked her up and laid her on the sofa. I went back to the captain, made sure he was dead and then looked through his pockets to find out anything I could about the colonel.”

“After he’d kicked the shit out of him,” interjected Zach.

“The captain was John Longworth. Elizabeth was engaged to him before we fell in love and she left him to marry me. Longworth was her father’s choice, not Elizabeth’s. She told me stories of the way he treated her. He used to hit her, never where it would show, never where her father could see. I showed her that not all men were monsters. He’d come a long way to do this to her. His papers said he was stationed at Fort Leavenworth.”

Liam turned to Zach. “Isn’t that where you’re assigned?”

“It was,” responded Zach angrily.

“Was?”

“Let the kid finish his story. Then, I’ll get to mine.”

Liam nodded. “Continue, Jake.”

“I didn’t know what to do, but I thought I was doing the right thing and went to the sheriff. I explained what I saw and what I did. Then I went to Mayor Green’s office and told him. He sent someone to Aunt May’s to fetch Elizabeth’s mother. I didn’t want Mrs. Green to come home and find the mess and Elizabeth….”

Jake paused and took a deep breath, needing the air to clear his mind and relaxed his hands not realizing he’d fisted them again until he stopped talking. “After that I went back to her house. The sheriff had already had the undertaker get the bodies. With Elizabeth gone, there wasn’t any reason to stay, so I walked and walked. I walked all night and somehow ended up at home.

He ran a hand through his hair, still wet on the ends from the downpour outside. “The sheriff came out to my house in the morning, brought my horse with him and took my statement again. That’s when I found out there was another version of what happened. The asshole that got away was Richard Jordan. The bastard told Elizabeth’s father that I’d raped and killed her in a fit of drunken rage and then shot the captain when he tried to stop me. Luckily for me, the sheriff didn’t believe him, because I’d gone to him right away and he knew I wasn’t drunk and wasn’t raging against anyone but the sons-a-bitches that did it.”

Jake slumped into a chair, his legs no longer able to support him after reliving the whole bloody mess again.

Zach took over the tale. “That’s where I come in. The colonel was visiting the fort. Longworth was an old friend of his. Colonel Jordan ordered me and my unit to go with him to arrest Jake. He didn’t know we’re brothers. Colonel Jordan is determined to see Jake hang to protect his career and his own neck. He wants Jake to be tried for murder in an army court. The long and the short of it is, I cold cocked the colonel, my men looked the other way, and I grabbed Jake and ran.”

Zach leaned forward and hung his hands between his knees. “Now we’re both here and on the run from the law. If they catch us, I’ll be court-martialed for attacking a superior officer and for desertion. Jake will be tried for the murder of the captain.”

“Shit!” Liam turned his back on them, his frustration palpable and stared into the flames that were now crackling merrily. “Why’d you come here? I have the kids to think of.”

“We’re not trying to involve you and the kids. I knew you were leaving tomorrow. I wanted to see you before we disappear completely,” said Zach.

Jake, still numb, watched his oldest brother pace the carpet as Jake had been doing only minutes before. “Liam, I…” Guilt choked the words away.

“What about the sheriff and her father, the mayor? Don’t they believe you?” asked Liam.

Jake sat back in the chair. He hadn’t slept since the murder happened. Was it really only two days ago? His mind and body were beyond exhaustion. His nerves raw. “The sheriff believes me and didn’t arrest me. Mayor Green trusts the colonel because he is a colonel and a friend of Elizabeth’s ex-fiancé, Longworth. Jordan has the mayor convinced he and the captain came upon me and I shot the captain. Her father never did cotton to Elizabeth marrying me, a simple farmer, when she could have been a captain’s wife.”

Liam looked at them both. It was a long time before he spoke like he was calculating everything in his mind, weighing each word before he made a decision. “I know you’d like nothing better than to rest, but we can’t. We leave now. Start packing the wagon. We need to make as much distance as we can before we stop tomorrow. It’s going to be a long journey.”

Liam threw Jake a bag. “Start loading.”

“Where are we going?” asked Jake, clutching the bag, though he didn’t much care where they went. Everything that mattered in his life was gone.

“Deadwood. In the Dakota territory,” said Liam. “I bought a claim.”








CHAPTER 1




August 1876




He’d been dead. Deader than a doornail in a rotted-out door. Becky Finnegan remembered finding Horace Sutter splayed across the rocks like the annual sacrifice to some unknown god. Heck, that wasn’t something she was likely to ever forget. She’d had to leave him to collect her no good, drunkard father, Billy, from The Gem where he spent all the gold she worked her butt off to get.

She’d lied to Billy once again, only given him part of their gold. If she gave him all of it, like he wanted, nothing would be left to buy food or the pans and other equipment she needed to work their claim. And then there’d be no gold for him to go drown his sorrows. Sorrows that were her fault, according to him, since Becky killed her Ma by getting born. And then he’d beat her and she wouldn’t be able to work so there’d be no gold and the cycle would start again. Better to lie to him.

Resigned, she grabbed the mule’s bridle. Buster snorted at the small jerk she gave the gear as she started walking downstream along the narrow path that followed the creek. She’d made this path, going back and forth to their claim on a daily basis. After collecting Billy from The Gem, after he’d spent another night drowning his sorrows. Better there than at their campsite where he’d just complain and then beat her for the hell of it.

She and her father, Billy, originally came from the coal mines of West Virginia. Some said they were rebels because West Virginia was in the south during the War of Northern Aggression. But that was so long ago and there’d been many, many stops along the way. Becky barely remembered the place anymore. She supposed the only reason she didn’t forget it altogether was because she’d lived there with Grandma Bess. Those were the memories she liked to remember. Grandma Bess was so good to her, but then she had to go and die. Then there was just Billy and new place after new place

Every time she hoped this might be the spot, the one where they could put down roots. But it never was. Billy leached the goodwill from the townsfolk until there was none left and they had to move on.

She’d gotten lucky with her education. One of the ladies she worked for took pity on her and taught her to read, write and speak so she was able to get better jobs as time went on. But not good enough to keep Billy supplied which was why she spent all day in the cold river panning for whatever gold, flake or nugget, she could find.

She went into The Gem and saw Billy, face down on one of the tables next to the door.

“Hi, just came to get Billy,” she said to the man behind the bar.

“Ah, if it isn’t Miss Finnegan. Where are your bruises Becky? Guess Billy’s been keeping his fists to himself lately.” Al Swearengen, owner of The Gem and procurer of flesh, said from in front of his second floor office.

“No thanks to you and all the whiskey he downs here,” she said. There was a running dialogue that she had with Al, every time she picked up Billy.

“Thanks for that. I love the gold Billy spends here every night. He almost single-handedly keeps me in business.”

She rolled her eyes and looked over at Billy, wondering if she really could be related to the reprobate. She’d get the barkeep to load him on the mule and then, when they got back to camp, she’d untie him and let him slip to the ground. She used to try holding him up, to slow his fall, but too many times, she’d ended up trapped beneath him until she could shove his heavy body off her. Totally ignorant of the whole situation, he blissfully slept off the effects of his alcohol fueled stupor.

There’d been just as many times she left him at The Gem and let them deal with his sorry ass..

Dan, the barkeep said, “you get your father and get out. I keep telling you, this ain’t no place for a girl like you to be seen.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Dan,” said Al looking dapper in his black three piece pinstriped suit. He wore no tie and his shirt was open at the collar. Becky craned her neck to look upward at him. “We could give her a job that’s a lot easier than working that claim. Wouldn’t you like that Becky? No more standing in the cold river. You’d be flat on your back, but you’d be warm.”

He leaned on the hand rail of the second floor walkway. The small porch like structure went along the whole back of the building, all of the doors to the whores rooms were off of it and visible from the bar where the barkeep could keep track of the comings and goings of the men from the rooms.

“Not today, Mr. Swearengen, but I’ll be sure and keep your offer in mind.” She hoped the sarcasm came through in her voice.

Swearengen laughed. A great rumble from deep in his chest. “You do that. Help her load Billy on to her mule,” he said to the barkeep then he turned away and went back into his office. “See you tomorrow, Becky,” he called over his shoulder.

She nodded, then looked at the fancy women lounging around the room in varying states of undress and silently agreed with Dan. She should get out. She didn’t understand how they could do what they did. She’d rather work day and night in the creek than let any man with a dollar in his pocket touch her in that way.

~*~

The road leading to Deadwood was jammed for miles with wagons of every shape and size. Families, merchants but mostly lone men, all of them were seeking their fortunes in the gold fields.

The last part of the journey took almost the entire day to go just the final two miles distance to get from the top of the hill overlooking the settlement to Deadwood itself. The town had sprung up practically overnight after word of the gold strike reached the outside world.

Structures of every size lined the main street. Tents were thrown up in front of the buildings. The largest of the buildings were The Gem Theater, the Grand Hotel and The Bella Union. Weary miners could spend their hard earned gold on liquor, women and games of chance in the saloons and whorehouses of The Gem and The Bella Union. Places where they could remember easier, happier times when they were farmers, ranchers, lawyers and sailors. The people came from all walks of life, having given up or lost everything in the Panic of 1873.

Jake watched from atop his horse as he rode behind Liam’s wagon. He and Zach had taken turns riding point in front of the wagon and now it was Zach’s turn. After more than five months of traveling, he began to wonder if they’d ever get to Deadwood. Constantly looking over their shoulders, waiting to see if the Army was going to find them before they could get out of the State of Missouri, had them all on edge for the first half of the 1000 mile trip.

Deadwood was on Indian land and, therefore, not subject to the laws of any government. That little fact could keep them safe, at least for a while. He hoped their luck held and he and Zach could fade into obscurity there.

When they finally reached the main street they immediately went to the mercantile. Liam said the owner of the claim he’d bought ran the store. Jake went in with Liam and Zach stayed with the kids and the wagon.

The store was owned and run by Lily Sutter. Her brother, Horace, had died on the claim and she didn’t want anything to do with it, so she placed an ad in the newspapers and sold the mine to the first person who responded with the money. That was Liam.

Miss Sutter was a pretty little blond woman, who seemed quite capable of running the business without any help from a husband or a brother. Definitely not the simpering miss type to be treated with kid gloves. She was all business and didn’t take shit off anyone. Yet, there wasn’t a miner or merchant or mother that walked out of her store without a smile on their face. Jake was impressed.

Liam approached the counter with Jake in his wake. “Miss Sutter? I’m Liam Anderson,” he said using their real name, “and this is my brother, Jake.”

“Misters Anderson, I’m glad you finally made it.” She wiped her hands on the front of her white apron and then held her hand out to Liam.

He took the dainty appendage and said, “So am I. Can you give me directions to the claim? I’d like to get set up before nightfall.”

“Certainly. The claim is still being worked for me but now that you’re here, you’ll be able to do the work yourself. I’ve got a map all done for you. I didn’t know when you’d be here, so I’ve kept the paperwork ready. Here it is.”

She reached under the counter and got two pieces of paper which she handed to Liam. A map was drawn on one and the transfer of the claim to Liam was on the other.

“Thank you, Miss Sutter. I appreciate your keeping the claim open for me by having someone work it.”

“Not at all, sir. It was in both our best interests that I do so. The person that is mining the claim for you needs the money I pay. Plus I let her keep fifty percent of the gold she finds in addition to the nominal daily rate I pay, so the situation is a winning one all around.”

“Her? Your miner is a woman?” asked Liam.

“Yes. She and her father have the claim next to mine…er…yours.” A pretty little blush crept up her neck at her error. “The situation was ideal to ask her to work the property to keep the find active so I could sell. If it’s not active, anyone can take the mine over. A lot of the Chinese take over the inactive ones. I didn’t want that to happen so I asked Becky to work the mine for me.”

A customer came in and Miss Sutter held up one finger. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back,” she said before leaving to help the man.

In a few minutes she was back. “I’m sorry for that, but my regular business must come first. I thought our discussion would be lasting a bit longer than I wanted the man to wait. Anyway, yes, Becky Finnegan pans the gold for me. Her father is supposed to work with her, but well, he’s pretty useless if you ask me. Will you need supplies?”

Jake was trying hard to keep up with the conversation. Miss Sutter was a ball of fire. Jumping from one thing to the other.

“Yes,” said Liam. “We’ll need basic supplies for about a month. Sugar, flour, coffee, salt, cornmeal and beans. We also need some bacon rind. Do you have eggs? We haven’t had eggs in more than two months and I know it would be a treat to have them for dinner tonight.”

She nodded. “I do carry eggs. How many would you like? They are one dollar and fifty cents a dozen. I know that’s expensive compared to what you are used to, but you’ll find that all the prices are higher in a gold town.”

“I understand. I’ll take two dozen. As I said it’s a treat.”

“There’s a woman on the street behind my store who bakes bread for a living. You might want to go see her.”

“Thank you. I’ve gotten pretty good with cornbread, but baking bread still eludes me.”

Miss Sutter laughed. Jake expected a soft girlish titter but she had a glorious full laugh that came from deep in her belly. He thought she was charming, for an older woman. After all she was probably close to thirty.

Liam and Jake loaded the wagon with the food. Zach was busy keeping five year-old Hannah occupied and out of the traffic on the street. Men, animals, and wagons, all jockeyed for right of way. He couldn’t let her down for a minute, she’d be trampled. The journey had been long and Hannah and David had both done very well but after five months they needed some stability.

“Let’s go. I want camp set up and supper on before dark,” said Liam, as he put the last bag of flour in the Conestoga. He climbed up and slapped the reins down on the butts of the four horses that pulled the large wagon.

Jake had to admit he was ready for the travel to be done, too. He would be glad to wake up and not have to face another day in the saddle.

~*~

The new owners of the Discovery #9 claim had pitched their tents. Becky watched from behind one of the trees on the bluff that rose high above both of their properties. Each of them owned half of the land the cliff overlooked.

There were three men and two children, the youngest looked like a girl. The poor thing. Growing up on a mining claim was hard. Hopefully, her da wasn’t like Billy. Maybe, with there being three men, they would keep each other sober. Billy didn’t pay her any mind except when he’d try to butter her up so he could get money and go to The Gem. The rest of the time Billy ignored her. Considered her a kid and not worth listening to. Kid!! She’d been doing adult chores most of her life, having to take care of Billy since she was seven.

The thought of her seventh year brought deep down sadness, and she wondered if the pain would ever go away. That was the year her Grandma Bess died. Grandma raised her after she was born, when Billy didn’t want her. Her Ma died giving birth to her and Billy blamed Becky for her death. Still, when Grandma Bess died, Billy had done right and took her in…for labor. She’d taken care of him ever since.

Now at twenty-three, she felt old. Certainly older than other women her age, except maybe the whores at The Gem. She imagined they felt pretty old sometimes, letting all those nasty men do whatever they wanted to them. She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about those poor girls.

She went back to looking at the new arrivals and supposed she ought to make their acquaintance. Meeting them was the right and proper thing to do and her Grandma Bess would want her to do it. Besides, they’d see her nearly every day riding by on her way to and from Deadwood to fetch Billy.

Pushing away from the tree she was hiding behind, Becky worked her way down the path to her and Billy’s claim. Then she saddled Buster, her mule, and started toward Deadwood. She needed to go to Sutter’s and pick up supplies anyway.

Becky admired Lily Sutter. She hadn’t closed down for mourning when her brother died. Said he was never home anyway, since he’d gotten gold fever, and she had a daughter to provide for.

That was the other thing about Lily. She had a daughter out of wedlock and wasn’t ashamed of it. She and her brother could have lied about it but she’d said Gemma was the best thing that ever happened to her and she’d never let her think that Lily was ashamed of her.

They held the funeral after regular closing time and there was absolutely no disruption of the normal course of things. She treated her brother’s death like it was just another day and Becky supposed it was.

She rode into the newcomer’s camp and was immediately greeted by the boy. He had dark brown hair that was a little overly long under his black Stetson. His clothes, a little baggy, were just like hers.

“Hello. Who are you?” he asked eagerly

“Hi there. I’m Becky Finnegan. My da and I have the claim next to yours,” she pointed back the way she’d come.

As Becky slid from Buster, the men came over to greet her, followed by the little black haired girl.

“I’m David Anderson and that’s my pa there with my sister.”

Becky looked over at the tall man striding quickly toward her, the little girl running in his wake. The other two men followed at an easier pace.

“Hello, I’m Liam Anderson,” he said, extending his hand toward her. He was a looker. They all were. And they were all tall. She was tall, for a girl, but Liam was easily six foot four, a good eight inches taller than her, with brown hair and gray eyes that were old, older than the rest of him. They told her he’d been through a lot. But his sharp features stretched into a friendly smile.

“Becky Finnegan,” she gave him a firm handshake.

“Miss Finnegan, let me introduce my family. You’ve already met my son, David. This is my daughter, Hannah and my brothers, Zachariah and Jacob.”

The black haired one stepped forward. “Zach. No one except Liam uses Zachariah.”

She nodded and accepted his outstretched hand. “Pleased to meet you, Zach.” This one would have all the women in camp swooning with his coal black hair and piercing blue eyes. The little girl looked just like him. If she hadn’t been told otherwise she would have thought him the girls father.

“And this is Jacob,” said Liam, introducing the last brother. He was also tall, about six feet she guessed, with dark blond hair and brown eyes that twinkled with laughter. He had a strong, square jaw and friendly smile.

“Jake,” he said, eyeing his brother as he shook her hand, “not Jacob.”

His voice, deep as Grandma Bess’s well, washed over her. This man was dangerous to her peace of mind.

“Becky,” she said, shaking his hand. She went still. When they touched, she filled with heat. Not just the warmth from his hand, but one that went much deeper. Warmth that seemed to touch her soul.

Her green eyed gaze flew to his and saw that he was as affected as she was. She snatched her hand from his grasp, looked down and rubbed it. She didn’t know what she expected to see. Maybe that her fingers and palm were on fire because they sure burned.

“Becky,” he repeated, his voice like satin on her jangled nerves.

“I…I…ah, came to welcome you to Deadwood. You have the Discovery #9 claim. Mine is Discovery #3. We share a border along there,” she pointed and moved her hand showing the boundary from the bluff down through the creek and over to the middle of the trees. “I’ve been working your claim for Lily Sutter until you could get here. Keeping her rights to the parcel active so she could sell it to you.”

“I’m much obliged. Do you work your claim by yourself?” asked Liam.

“My da and I are both owners on the paperwork, but I’m the one who works it. You might meet Da tomorrow. I’m heading to Deadwood now to fetch him from The Gem.”

“The Gem?”

“It’s a saloon and whor—,” she stopped mid word and looked at the two children, “house of ill repute.”

Liam smiled. “Thank you.” He ruffled the hair of his children. “Why don’t you two go play over by the tents.”

Becky watched them go. She turned to the three men before her, “I should warn you this ain’t a good place to raise kids. I’m not tryin’ to tell you your business, just that my da is a no good drunkard and I can’t guarantee his behavior.”

“Thank you for telling me,” said Liam.

“I’m on my way to fetch him now. He’s more than likely passed out and I’ll have to bring him back tied over the saddle of my mule, Buster. It could be upsetting to your children, but they’ll have to get used to it.”

“We understand,” said Jake. “Do you need some help with your father?”

It happened again. Every time he talked to her. His voice was smooth, warm like her favorite treat…hot chocolate. Something she could definitely get used to if she let herself. “No, but thanks. After all these years I know how to handle him and,” she smiled, “I don’t much care anymore, if he hurts himself when he falls off the mule. He don’t remember it anyway.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jake. “It must be hard for you.”

Becky backed away from the handsome man that gave her shivers just by looking at her. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I get on just fine. I been takin’ care of Billy since I was seven years old. I’m used to it now.”

Jake put his hands up in front of him, palms out. “I meant no disrespect.”

Becky nodded, went over to Buster and swung up on his back. “Well, I just wanted to say, ‘Hi and welcome.’”

“Miss Finnegan,” the men said in unison and tipped their hats to her.

She turned Buster east and started him walking down the rocky path to Deadwood.

~*~

“Well, she’s a bit prickly,” said Zach.

“Sounds like she has a right to be,” said Jake in her defense. “Can you imagine having to take on the care of your father at such a young age?”

“No, I can’t,” said Liam. “She’s obviously had a hard life.”

Jake watched the mule’s retreating form, the tall, slender, red-haired girl with eyes as green as a new born leaf shining in the morning sun, sat ramrod straight on the mules back. Her vibrant copper hair captured in a single plait down her spine. She wore men’s clothes, wool pants, chambray shirt, suspenders, a baggy coat and a revolver on her hip.

He supposed she wore them because of the work she did, panning for gold wasn’t something that could be done in a dress. If it was to hide her figure, they did a poor job. He saw the flare of her hips and the outline of her ample breasts, pressing against a shirt that was a bit too small and had been washed too many times.

About two hours later, she returned walking the mule, a man tied over the saddle. The man had red hair, the same color as Becky’s. If he hadn’t known before, that alone would have been a dead giveaway that he was her father.

Jake ran over to her. “Hi, Becky. That your father?”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, who else would it be?”

“Uh, no one,” Jake said as he walked beside her. “Just trying to start a conversation.”

“Not very good at it, are ya?” She continued walking up the gulch.

Jake ignored the barb. “So, how far is your claim from ours.”

“Not far. Just around the bend. They adjoin each other.”

“Mind if I walk with you?”

She shrugged. “Your choice. Makes no nevermind to me.”

“I’m only trying to be your friend.”

“Don’t need no friend.” She kept walking along the path that wound its way through the green valley full of tall grass and colorful flowers. Next to the swift flowing river with its small gold nuggets and large trout..

“Everybody needs a friend now and then,” said Jake, “or family.”

“I don’t.”

“Why are you being so stubborn?”

“Why are you?” She stopped, halted the mule and turned to face Jake. “I didn’t ask you to be my friend. Just ’cause I stopped and said ‘hello’ doesn’t mean nothin’. Just bein’ polite ’cause you’ll be seein’ me a lot. That’s all. Nothin’ more.”

“Alright, then. We’ll be on friendly terms but we won’t be friends.”

“Fine.” She started walking again and pulled the reins on the mule’s bridle to get him moving again.

“Fine,” he said.

They walked in silence. She may not want his help with her father but damned if he wasn’t going to try to help her get the man off the animal.

When they reached the camp, Becky pointed at him and said, “You just stay right there. I’ve got Billy.”

Reluctantly, he nodded his assent. Jake saw that their camp was similar to his own. There were two tents. Mining pans lay stacked neatly on the ground in front of one of the tents. He thought that one must be Becky’s since she was the only one to work the claim.

There was a rope strung between two trees for a clothes line. Laying across the line was a shirt, pants, chemise and drawers. Jake pretended not to notice them so as not to embarrass her.

He needn’t have bothered. She wasn’t paying him any attention.

Jake did as she asked and stayed put, though it nearly killed the gentleman in him to do so. Meanwhile, she pulled the end of the slip knot she’d tied around Billy’s wrists and dropped the rope to the ground. Then she went around the backside of the mule and held on to the other end of the rope that was tied to his ankles. She pushed on his butt until he started slipping off the mule away from her and then she used her weight to slowly lower him to the ground. With about six inches to go, she abruptly pulled free the slip knot around his ankles and released the rest of the rope, letting him crash onto his shoulder on the ground.

“Hey, wh…what the hell is going on?” he slurred.

“Wake up you ol’ bastard,” said Becky. “We got company.”

“What company?” growled Billy

“The new owner of the Discovery #9. Come now, get up.”

He crawled to his knees and promptly vomited.

“You never want to be near him when he wakes up. He does that every time. I made the mistake, one time, of getting myself trapped under him while trying to help him off Buster. He woke up before I could get out. That’s when I devised this method.”

“I noticed you let him go a little soon.”

“Soon? For who? It wakes him up. You can shake his shoulder all day and he’ll sleep right through it. Drop him on the ground and he wakes right up. At least long enough to get up and go in the tent to sleep it off.”

Jake took a deep breath and shook his head. “You go through this every day?”

“Not every day,” she said defensively. “Three to four times a week, is all.”

“That’s a lot.”

“I warned your brother about Billy. He’s a drunkard and a bully. Don’t be surprised if he shows up at your digs and tries to get money off you. He won’t hesitate to use those kids for it either, so warn them to stay away from him.”

“I will. Thanks.”

She looked him up and down appraising him like he was a prime piece of horseflesh. Then she surprised him.

“Thanks for walking with me. I didn’t need your help but the company was nice.”

“You’re welcome. I liked it, too.” He took his hat off and held it in front of him. “Look, we’re going to be neighbors. There’s no reason we can’t help each other out. Why don’t you come to dinner and tell us a little about Deadwood. Then, we won’t seem like quite the greenhorns.”

She thought about it a moment, looked down at Billy, disgust written on her face and said, “Fine. I’d like that. Let’s go.”

Jake put his hat on and they walked back to his campsite. He hoped this was the start of a wonderful friendship. Despite the prickly Miss Finnegan’s beliefs, he knew that everyone needed a friend now and then. He was determined to be hers and much more if she let him.








CHAPTER 2




Over a dinner of scrambled eggs, fresh baked bread, crisp bacon and coffee, Becky told them about Deadwood.

“It’s growing fast. Faster than anyone ever expected. Of course, no one expected the quantity or quality of the gold. Even small claims like mine are yielding some color.”

When she saw the confused look on their faces, she explained. “When we say color, we mean gold and its yellow color.” Taking another bite of the delicious eggs, she continued, “It’s hard work though. Even though there’s a lot of poor man’s pickings, that’s getting harder and harder to find. Poor man’s pickin’s is gold you can just pick up off the ground. That’s gone. Now you got to work for it. I hope y’all are prepared.”

“We are,” said Liam. “We came here to work. Like everyone else we hope to make our fortunes but we at least want to make a living.”

“I don’t know about making a fortune, not out of the creek you won’t.” She glanced and pointed up at the bluff. “If there’s a fortune to be had, it’ll be up there.”

“Have you been up there looking for it?” asked Zach.

Becky shook her head. “Nope. Not something I can do alone. You need to be able to work the ropes and a pick axe. You’ll be able to mine the cliff because there are three of you. As for me, well there’s only me. Billy is worthless. I’d never trust him not to drop me reaching for a drink.”

“What about Deadwood itself? Who runs things? There’s got to be someone,” said Liam.

“Oh, there is. That’s the one thing that you need to know. Al Swearengen, the owner of The Gem saloon, sort of runs things in Deadwood. All major decisions go through him. It’s all unofficial, of course, but it’s the way of things. Folks seem happy with it because no one else wants the job.”

“What about the businesses? Don’t they get tired of being told what to do?” asked Jake.

“That’s the beauty of Al’s way of running things. He don’t interfere in how folks run their regular businesses. He’s got a few rules. He don’t want no more booze, gambling or,” she gazed down at the kids sitting around the fire with them, “anything else, if you know what I mean.”

All three men nodded.

“I don’t know what you mean,” said David.

“You will when you get older,” said his father.

Becky couldn’t help but smile at his innocence. How long since she’d been as innocent? She guessed about fifteen years. As soon as she came to live with Billy her innocence had fled, along with any hope she might have had that she would have a home. A place she could be safe.

“That’d be in competition but there’s plenty of those places anyway and regardless of what Al wants, more are poppin’ up all the time. There’s so many saloons that they don’t even name them anymore. Just number them. The No. 10 and the No. 29 and so forth.” She got up from her seat on the large log near the campfire. “Well, I best be gettin’ on back. Thanks for supper. I haven’t had an egg in a couple of years. I’d forgotten how good they are. Billy ought to be wakin’ back up by now. I ain’t seen him sneak past us here, so he must be lookin’ for my gold.”

“I’ll walk back with you,” said Jake, getting up from his seat next to her on the log.

“No need. I’ve done that path so many times in the dark, I could probably do it blindfolded.” She turned to Liam and Zach. “Thanks again. Eatin’ someone else’s cookin’ was a treat and a mighty good one.”

Jake persisted. “It’s all right. I’d feel better if you’d let me walk you home. If Billy’s awake, I’d like to make his acquaintance.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know why you’d want to do a fool thing like that. Most people who meet Billy regret it. It just makes it that much easier for him to try to beg money off you when he knows your name.”

“I’ll take my chances. Shall we?” said Jake with a bow and a sweep of his hand.

Shaking her head, she started walking home or at least to the temporary shelter that she called ‘home’. She couldn’t insist that he didn’t come with her. He might decide something was wrong. All she could hope for was that Billy was still passed out.

She didn’t want anyone else to witness her humiliation at the end of Billy’s fists. He wasn’t always that way, just when he wanted more gold or a drink. He wasn’t willing to work, but he was more than happy to take his frustrations out on her. But rarely did he hit her in the face. He didn’t want to raise suspicions in camp, though no one there would have cared. She’d seen more than one whore sporting a black eye or broken nose.

When they got back to the camp, Billy was gone. Thank you, God.

“Guess he must have slipped by after all,” she said hoping she didn’t sound as relieved as she felt.

“He could just be out relieving himself. I can wait a while if you like.”

“Not necessary.”

“I don’t mind,” he insisted.

Anger colored her words. “Look Jake, you don’t need to stay. Thank you for supper and walking me back here but you need to leave. Now. I can handle Billy on my own.”

“Who you talkin’ to, girl?” said a scratchy voice from behind the tents.

Becky let out a sigh and rolled her eyes, praying for patience.

“It’s nothing,” she called to him. “Would you please leave now?” she whispered urgently to Jake.

Too late. Billy came arount the corner of the tent adjusting his britches as he walked.

“It’s not nothin’, girl. We got company. Build up that fire and get me that bottle you keep hidden from me.”

Sighing again she said, “Billy, this here is Jake Anderson. He and his brothers bought the Discovery #9.”

Billy cackled, wiped his hand on the front of his shirt and held that same hand out to Jake.

Jake didn’t blink but took the proffered hand and shook it. She knew they were sizing each other up because the shake lasted overly long. When they finally released each other they both nodded like some agreement had been reached.

“Well, now, Jake, what brings you to our camp so late? Couldn’t be my little girl here could it?” asked Billy.

Becky could almost see the dollar signs in his eyes as he took in Jake’s good wool pants and clean shirt with suspenders. She had to admit he looked good. The sleeves on his shirt were rolled up and the muscle in his arms flexed attractively as he moved his hands into and out of a fist. He was doing his best to give Billy a chance.

She looked at Billy and said, “I don’t keep bottles around any more. You don’t need my help gettin’ drunk”

He backhanded her. “Don’t you give me any sass, girl. You think just ’cause that rich lady taught you to talk all fancy that you’re better than me. Well, I’m still your Da.”

Jake moved so fast she would have missed it if she blinked. He had Billy by the shirt front and lifted him off the ground. “You don’t want to ever touch her like that again.”

“I’ll touch her anyway I like. She’s my daughter and this ain’t none of your business. You can’t stop me,” croaked Billy, both hands on Jake’s arm trying to break free. “Now let me down.”

“I was hoping you’d say something like that,” said Jake as his left fist connected with Billy’s jaw.

Billy flew out of Jakes hand, knocked over a camp stool and landed on his back on the ground next to the campfire.

“If you’re smart, you won’t get back up, you sorry sack of shit.” Jake stepped toward him.

“No! Jake, please. I’m all right,” implored Becky, hoping she could salvage the situation. If she couldn’t she was in for the beating of a lifetime when Jake left and if Jake found out…she didn’t want to think about it. Billy would kill him as soon as look at him and he’d do it sneaky like. Maybe a knife in the back. Billy had no honor.

Jake stopped and looked over at her. “If you’re sure?”

She nodded. “I am.”

He stepped over to her. “You let me know if he treats you like that again. I’ll take care of it.”

Her gaze flew to his and then to Billy’s. She saw determination in both of them. She nodded. “I’ll be fine. He’s just a little testy.”

“I don’t care what he is,” his fingers gently touched her face where Billy’s hand had connected with it. “There’s no excuse for hitting you.” Without looking away from her, he said, “Do you understand that, old man? No excuse. Don’t hit her again.”

Jake dropped his hand and walked out of the camp toward his own.

When he was out of sight, Billy turned to her. “You better hope that boy don’t come back here. I’ll slit his throat when he’s sleeping or maybe someone else over there at that camp. You understand, girl.” He landed his right fist to her jaw, sending her crashing back to the ground. “No one tells me what to do. And I found that gold you hid in your bloomers. Don’t you be holding out on me no more.” He picked up his hat and left for Deadwood and the nearest bottle he could crawl into.

She stayed on the ground until he was gone from view and then picked herself up. She righted the camp stool and added more wood to the fire. Gingerly she touched her jaw. She wouldn’t cry. It had been a long time since she cried. Billy beat that need out of her years ago.

There was going to be a bruise. Could she avoid Jake for a few days until it went away? She wasn’t sure how she’d do that when she’d have to go fetch Billy, but maybe she could do it at night and he wouldn’t see her pass. She closed her eyes. He wasn’t deaf, none of them were, and they’d all hear her go past and then he’d come out to see if he could go with her and then he’d see the bruise. She sighed. There just wasn’t much to do about it.

She slumped on to one of the camp stools and stirred the fire while she thought about Jake. No one had ever stood up for her before. Lots of people had seen Billy use his fists on her but no one had ever stopped him or even given a second glance for that matter. Until Jake.

Banking the fire, she got ready for bed. Tomorrow would be a long one. Her jaw was already starting to hurt and by morning would not only be sore, but swollen and colorful. She hoped Jake would think it was from the blow he saw Billy give her, not the one she got afterward with his fist instead of the flat of his hand.

She went into the tent and checked her stash. She’d dug a hole beneath her bedroll and was stashing some gold there every day. Someday, if her luck changed, she’d be able to get away from Billy. As far away as possible. For now, she was stuck, she needed the gold and so she had to stay with him, but after this, no more. She’d put up with enough of him. Taken care of him all these years because of guilt that shouldn’t have been hers to feel. And out of obligation to Grandma Bess. But her repayment to her grandmother, for raising her, was over. She was done…with Billy. She couldn’t do any more for him. He’d ruined himself and was ruining her. She had to get away. Sooner rather than later.

~*~

Pain, throbbing like a giant stomping on her jaw, woke her. The whole left side of her face hurt. She touched it gently with her fingertips. Unless she was mistaken, and she didn’t think she was, her cheek and jaw were very swollen. Nothing to do about it except put a cloth soaked with the icy water from the creek on the injury and see if she could get the swelling down some.

She walked down to the creek from her camp. They pitched their tents on a flat spot up the hillside from the creek. Even Billy was smart enough to know not to be too close to the water. Just a little extra rain could send flood waters racing down the creek. When she got down to the shore of the rushing river, she knelt, took a cloth from her pants pocket and soaked it in the freezing liquid.

The cold cloth felt like heaven against the hot pain in her face. She held it there until the cloth warmed and then repeated the process again and again. Finally, she felt a little better. She could move her jaw without pain and her teeth didn’t appear to be loose.

Going back up to the tents she put on a pot of coffee and made some cornmeal mush for breakfast. She wouldn’t have eaten at all but knew she needed to if she was going to get in a full day panning. There was the gold that Billy took to replace, after all. She had to keep a little hidden where he could find it or he’d get suspicious. Luckily for her, he didn’t stick around to see just how much she got out of the creek bed every day. She’d bide her time. She could withstand anything for the freedom she saw down the road. There was light at the end of her tunnel and she was closer to it than ever.




CHAPTER 3


Jake hadn’t slept a wink, even after he heard Billy go past on his way to Deadwood, to get drunk. He couldn’t help but worry about Becky. Had Billy left her alone after he’d left them? Or had he taken out his anger at Jake on Becky?

Learning to control his temper was a constant struggle for Jake. Growing up mostly alone and angry at his brothers for leaving him behind when they joined the army, hadn’t helped. He was too young, they said. Someone needs to help Mom and Dad, they said. He knew it was true, but that didn’t keep him from being angry at the situation.

But he thought he’d gotten it under control until last night. He’d been right to defend Becky, but he probably could have done it without violence. Except, people like Billy didn’t seem to understand anything but violence. He didn’t believe he’d have Billy’s attention if he hadn’t laid him out by the campfire.

Unable to stop worrying, he threw down his gold pan by his tent and went to check on Becky. His imagination gave him fits with all sorts of bad scenarios. He walked upstream to her claim. She was standing with her back to him in knee high water, panning the soil from the river bottom for nuggets and flakes of gold. He watched her as he approached. She concentrated on her pan as she walked to the bank, set the pan down, and then turned toward him, gun drawn. When she saw who it was, she holstered the weapon.

“That’s a good way to get shot,” she admonished him.

He ignored her scolding. He grabbed her by the shoulders and stared at her face. “I’m going to kill the son of a bitch.”

He saw the moment she realized what he’d said and why. Her hand flew to her cheek and she turned away from him.

“It’s nothing.”

He turned her back to face him. “Nothing! Your jaw is swollen, black and blue and your lip is split. That didn’t happen from the slap I saw him give you last night. He beat you after I left.”

“Leave it be, Jake.”

“No. This can’t be allowed to continue. I’ll teach the son of a bitch about beating up women.”

“And then what?” She put her hands on her hips and shouted at him, “You can’t protect me all the time.”

“The hell I can’t,” he threw back at her.

“You can’t. There’s plenty of times Billy and I are alone.”

“The hell I can’t,” he repeated. “I’m moving my things here. You’re not going to be alone with that bastard anymore.”

“I don’t need your protection from Billy. I told you, he was just testy last night.”

He wasn’t going to win this and she was right, he really didn’t know what he was doing. He didn’t know her or her situation. Last night might have been the exception rather than the rule, but that still didn’t make it acceptable. He barely knew her and was making noises like she belonged to him. High handed or not, he wasn’t going to let what happened to Elizabeth happen to Becky. Another woman would not die because of him.

“Will you at least let me—”

“Let you what? Take over my life. A life you know nothing about. You don’t know me at all. We just met for gosh sakes.” She turned her back to him and picked up her pan, sifting her fingers through the sludge at the bottom, pulling out a couple of tiny nuggets that he would probably have missed. “Go away, Jake. I appreciate your concern, but just go away.”

She walked back to the creek and into the water where she scooped soil from the bottom of the river and began rocking the pan back and forth to separate the dirt and rocks from the gold. He knew the gold would settle to the bottom of the pan by the time she was done. It was a slow, pain staking process, letting the rocks and dirt wash out of the pan a layer at a time. Not too much or the gold would wash away. Too little and the gold wouldn’t separate from the soil surrounding it.

He stood there for he didn’t know how long, watching her. Then he picked up a pan and waded into the water in front of her.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m helping you. The sooner you get enough gold stashed away, the sooner you’ll be able to get away from that bastard.”

She looked down at her pan but not before he saw a smile cross her beautiful face.

Finally, he did something right.

~*~

Jake and Becky worked together side by side all day. They only stopped to warm their feet and to eat. Becky had some venison and day old biscuits she shared with Jake. Even day old, the biscuits were tasty. She had a little butter and they made sandwiches out of the meat and bread.

The gulch the creek ran through was steep cliff on one side and less steep, but heavily forested on the other. There were several, nice, flat spots to put up a tent. He and his brother’s claim was around a bend in the creek, only 100 feet or so downstream. If he pitched a tent at this far end of their claim, he’d be able to keep an eye on Becky and Billy. Maybe just his presence would deter Billy. Of course, it could send him into a frenzy and he’d do something even worse than just beat her up.

Billy still hadn’t come back by day’s end. She was going to have to go pick him up…again. He didn’t think he’d be able to prevent her from doing it. As much as he wanted to protect her, he knew she’d balk at his attempts. He was a stranger and trying to control her, she’d say. And she was right. But if that’s what it took to keep her safe, then that’s what he’d do. Maybe she’d let him go with her.

She’d put the pans away and stashed the gold they’d mined. Now she was bridling the mule. Buster, she called him.

“Becky, let me go with you to collect Billy.”

“No.”

“Why not? He won’t know. You could introduce me around.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because you’d want to help with Billy. I don’t need any help with him. I keep telling you, we do just fine without your interference. Thank you for helping me today, but I don’t need your help and I don’t want it.” She handed him a small pouch. “That’s the gold you panned for today.”

He handed it back to her. “It’s your gold. I was just helping you. I want you to be able to get away from Billy as soon as possible.”

She took it back. “Look, Jake. You don’t know me or what I want. Thanks for the gold but stay out of my life. Today was nice, but that’s all. I don’t want to repeat it. Work your own claim and leave me be.”

She swung up on the mule’s back.

“Becky,” he tried again, “let me help you.”

“How many times do I need to say it? I don’t need or want your help.”

He looked up at her atop the mule. “I’m not going to change your mind right now, but I’m not giving up either.”

She clucked her tongue and the mule started walking.

“You can do whatever you want at long as you do it from your claim.” She kicked the mule in the sides and it started trotting, she did it again and it cantered quickly away from him, Becky moving gracefully on top. Her movements as one with the animal.

He thought today had gone so well, too. Disappointed that she rejected him and his intentions, he walked back to his camp.

“So? What’s going on with you and Miss Finnegan?” asked Liam when he got back.

“Nothing.”

“You spent all day and it’s nothing?”

“That’s right. Nothing. She won’t let me help her. Said she doesn’t need my help. That I’m interfering.”

Liam cocked an eyebrow. “Well, aren’t you?”

Jake took off his hat and raked his fingers through his dark blond hair. “I suppose I am, but you didn’t see her this morning. Damn, Liam. Her cheek was swollen and black and blue. Her lip was split and I wouldn’t be surprised if she had loose teeth.”

“Jake,” said Liam. “You can’t save the world.”

“Maybe not, but I can save her. I’m moving my stuff to the end of our claim next to theirs. I can keep watch that way and make Billy think twice. Until we start working the cliff, it doesn’t matter where I pan for gold. Here or there, it’s still the same.”

“Well, it sounds like you’re determined. You’ll have to go to town and get another tent. I don’t want you out there without some kind of shelter.” Liam handed Jake forty dollars. “This should get you what you need to set up camp. Go to Bullock and Starr hardware. They’ll have everything you want.”

“Thanks, Liam,” said Jake. He put the money in his pocket and his hat back on before he started walking toward the settlement of Deadwood.

You couldn’t really call Deadwood a town, except for lack of a better word. It was an encampment, a settlement on Indian land. Totally illegal per the Treaty of Fort Laramie which gave all of the Black Hills to the Sioux people.

He’d heard Wild Bill Hickok had come to Deadwood just a few months before. The man was legendary for bringing law and order to Abilene, Texas and Jake wondered if he’d do the same for Deadwood. He was sure there were lots of folks in town that were wondering the same thing. Law and order was good for the lawful and bad for the lawless or so he would have said before Elizabeth’s murder. Offhand, he wondered if he’d get to meet Hickok. Probably not. He’d heard that he liked to play cards at the No. 10 and since Jake didn’t drink or play cards, it was unlikely they’d meet.

He reached the edge of town and forced himself to walk past The Gem and on to Bullock & Starr hardware. There he picked up a tent, with stakes, rope, a camp stool, skillet, coffee pot and a pack to put it all in. Then he went up to the mercantile where he bought coffee and an extra blanket.

When he was done at the store, he headed back to the claim, past The Gem. He was relieved to see that Buster was no longer tied up out front. Maybe if he hurried he could catch her.

Becky heard the man panting behind her before she saw him. She had plenty of time; she stopped and let Buster walk on. He wouldn’t walk far, just to the nearest bit of grass next to the path. She pulled her Colt revolver and pointed it down the path waiting for whomever it was to round the corner.

“Whoa, Becky, it’s just me,” said Jake as he put up his hands.

She holstered her gun. “I keep telling you not to sneak up on me. You could get shot.”

Jake put his hands down and wrapped them around the straps of the pack he carried and walked toward her. “I’m not sneaking. Good Lord, you can hear me a mile away with all this stuff I’m carrying.”

“What are going to do with all that stuff anyway? Looks like you’re moving. Did you get your own claim?”

“I didn’t get my own claim. But I am moving. Going to work a different part of our claim.” He was close enough now to see her narrow her eyes and purse her lips.

“What different part?” she asked suspiciously.

“The part next to yours,” said Jake.

She put her hands on her hips. “It’s not going to stop nothin’. If anything, he’ll want you to try to stop him and I’ll be the bait. Don’t do this, Jake. Please.”

He reached out and gently touched her bruised cheek. “I’m not going to let him hurt you anymore. If he does, I’ll kill him and no one would blame me. There’s no law here. No one to step in for you. Except me.”

She leaned into his hand and closed her eyes, needing the comfort.

“I don’t know what to say,” she said quietly, as she straightened. “I can holler at you all day and it’s not going to change your mind. Down deep, I’m hoping you’re right and I’m wrong. I’m hoping that Billy won’t want witnesses




























OEBPS/Images/cover.png





OEBPS/Images/Jake288.png





