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PROLOGUE


  JOHNSON WOKE TO THE SOUND OF KEYS JINGLING ACCOMPANIED BY A rusty mechanical click. He tipped his hat back just enough to see the sheriﬀ ’s white-knuckle grip on the bars of his cell door.


  “You did it! I know you did it!” the sheriﬀ ’s voice boomed. “Lucky for you, seeing as how no one else was there, court o’ law can’t prove that you did it.” Lip snarled under his thick mustache, he stared Johnson down for a long moment before finally swinging open the heavy metal door. “I suggest,” he drew out his words in a serious tone, “you get far from here fast as you can. Frederick Boyd is her father. He’ll be sure to come after you soon as he hears, and I’ve half a mind to join him.”





PART I




Chapter 1


Western Missouri
April 1876


The countryside was vast and open, an ocean of green prairie grass rippling like waves in the wind, stretching over the land until it touched the cloudless blue sky. In it, a road cut deep into the plain. Its two wagon ruts raced parallel to each other for miles over the rolling hills and disappeared into the distance of the great blue yonder. Between the ruts, a thin strip of trodden grass struggled to grow, yet spring wildflowers blossomed along the outer edge of the road, occasionally trampled under hoof as they strained outward in their greed for more sunlight.


  Thousands had traveled the dirt blemish cut into the prairie grass as they ventured west in search of new lives, but their presence was unseen by the late morning. Idle, the well-worn path drew silence, yet the music of the plain abounded; the call of a killdeer accompanied by the song of a young child.


  Two bare feet trudged along the ground away from a small sod house sitting alone like a dirt island in the sea of grass. “Eeny, meeny . . . miny, moe.” The little blond girl sang in pauses between carefully placed steps, stumbling along as she wandered down the hill.


  Her patchwork dress told a story of hardship and the struggle for survival on the frontier as it dragged through the prairie. Slightly too long, its frayed threads were dirty and green from being stepped on time and again.


  “Catch a nigger by his toe.” The girl joyfully repeated the opening to the nursery rhyme. Another pause, only this time in contemplation over the words for the next verse.


  Peee peeee! The sound of a killdeer flying overhead quickly diverted her attention. Nose pointed in the air, she stared into the great open sky. Lost in its brilliant color, she was captured by the moment. A soft wind picked up, blowing the girl’s blond locks across her face, breaking her trance. Remembering the song, the missing words came to her, “If he hollers!” Eagerly, she approached the bottom of the hill, “let him go! Eeny, meeny, miny, moe!” Thump! Cross legged, the girl came down in a decisive motion at the edge of the road and began picking wildflowers. She plucked individual petals, placing them in her lap for safekeeping, each color in its own neatly stacked pile. Her song began again, “Eeny, meeny, miny—”


  “Watch out! ”


  The voice called out as a stagecoach careened over the hill. Behind it dragged a long trail of dust that raised high in the air as the stage raced along the dirt path. The driver clung from the side of his seat while several passengers hung out of the windows attempting to assist him. Blood stained the man’s shirt as the horse team raged forward in a violent sprint. Wide eyed, the little girl scrambled to her feet, tripping on her dress and tumbling directly into the path of the oncoming stage.


  Paralyzed by fear, the young girl lay in the road, tears streaming from her eyes. A terrified cry escaped her as the out-of-control team drew closer. Closing her eyes, she squealed as she felt pressure and tasted dirt as she rolled over the ground; the clomping of hooves and screams of passengers passed as quickly as they had arrived.


  “It’s alright; it’s alright.” A calming voice came through the darkness of her firmly closed eyelids. “You’re gonna be alright now.”


  The girl was slow to open her eyes. She was shaken but in the bright sunlight a blurry figure came into focus. She had never seen a person with a dark face before and her curiosity about the man erased the terror she had clung to so deeply moments earlier. He helped her stand and she smiled at him with glee.


  “See? There you go. Everything’s just fine,” Johnson said, reassuring her. “Now, let’s see if we can’t find where you come from.”


  Brushing himself off, he looked around then picked the girl up in his arms. Dust lingered in the air. The stage hadn’t been stopped on its rampage and disappeared down the road and over the crest of the next hill. With the girl in his arms, Johnson stared after its trail. For a moment he pondered the fate of the passengers then returned his attention to the girl.


  “Which way?” he asked.


  The girl stretched out a hand to point out the direction from which she had traveled. He glanced quickly to the east where the stagecoach had appeared, recalling the yells of the passengers and the cloud of dust as it tore through. As he stared, he wondered how he always managed to end up in such tangling circumstances. All he wanted was to get to the next town without any trouble. What would he do if he couldn’t find any family looking for the girl nearby? Holding the girl firmly in his arms, he stepped a worn boot across the deep rut of the road and began to climb the hill on the other side.


  Johnson had heard that the West was vast and wild. The frontier of American civilization. A place where any man could find freedom. Freedom to get good work, freedom from the status quo, freedom from your past, maybe even from the color of your skin. Runaway stagecoaches and saving little girls wasn’t what he’d had in mind. He just wanted the chance to be his own man.


  You’ll find your freedom, he thought to himself, one thing at a time. Gotta get this girl safe.


  “Nigger! You get yer hands off o’ her!” A woman appeared at the top of the hill. Hard eyed and slinging a shotgun, she was unmistakably the girl’s mother.


  In his surprise, Johnson was barely able to catch his balance to avoid tumbling back down the slope.


  The girl exploded in tears as she cried out for her mother.

  “You let her go!”

  “Hold up now! She’s just a little shook—”

  “Now!” the woman yelled, pulling back the hammer on the shotgun.

  “Whoa, whoa, whoa! No need for trouble!” Johnson yelled as he set the girl on her feet.

  Running to her mother, the girl gripped one of her legs so tight it looked like she’d never let go.

  “You best git from here and leave my family alone!” she said, tears in her eyes, shaking the shotgun.


  “Look, I was just tryin’ to help her out,” Johnson explained, hands raised.


  “Maybe you was, maybe you wasn’t. Don’t matter now! You go on and git before I change my mind and decide to take you into town to let the marshal decide.”


  “Alright, I’m leavin’, I’m leavin’,” Johnson said, hands still raised. Mindful of how he moved, he backstepped then quickly turned and headed down to the road.


  That’s exactly the kinda trouble you need no part of! he thought to himself. Problem’s off your hands now.


  Reaching the bottom of the hill, Johnson picked up his pack from the spot he had dropped it before running to save the girl.


  I know she’s worried about her child, but damn. Maybe I can’t find freedom from everything.
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  Saint Andrews, Indiana 
March 1876: One Month Earlier


  Frederick Boyd’s formidable figure stood in contemplation, silhouetted in the center of a large arched window overlooking the river. From his vantage point the man could view the riverboat empire he had created. Family meant everything to him; family was everything he had. He made sure those in his family were brought into the business and placed in positions of power. They were trained to understand the inner workings of every aspect of the business. No one could be trusted like family, and he could not bear the thought that when he was gone, his cutthroat competitors might slither their way into his business, his family. Not that he had any qualms about merciless ambition, but he would do everything in his power to protect what he had built. He had worked too hard, too long, and he would abide no threats. A threat to family was a threat to business, no matter how large or insignificant. He would protect his family, and when he could not, he would ensure justice was carried out for his family.


  A puny balding man with wire-framed glasses quietly entered Boyd’s study, carrying himself in a manner that suggested a lack of self-worth.


  “Er-hmm,” he cleared his throat. “Mr. Boyd, I’ve assembled the usual party of local men. There has been no sign of him.”


  “You’ve talked with all those negros working the docks?”

  “Yes sir, as usual many of them seem . . . reluctant to say anything.”

  “I hope you haven’t caused too much damage.”

  “No sir, nothing anybody will care about. Just roughed up some men, and . . . ‘redecorated’ a few of their establishments.”


  “And he was nowhere to be found?”

  “He may have already left the city.”


  Boyd turned to the man and stared at him with malice in his eyes. “Get me Allan Pinkerton.”
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  Western Missouri 
April 1876

  From atop the hill Johnson could see the entire town. Though he figured he’d probably be able to see the whole town even if he wasn’t on the hill. There wasn’t much to it. The old road he had followed since Missouri ran straight through, and he could see a few taller buildings sitting on either side. Five buildings in total, not counting the smaller establishments and houses dotting the outer edges of town. He wasn’t even entirely sure what town it was, but he hoped it was New Pittsburg. That would mean he had finally made it out of Missouri and into Kansas.


  It had been a long journey that always seemed to grow longer, almost as if he were running a race in which the finish line was continually moving farther and farther ahead of him. He was tired. Not the normal kind of tired that could be fixed with a couple extra hours of sleep, but the kind of tired that eats at a man until it seemed as if his very soul were going to decide that it had had enough and find a place to lay him down for good.


  Johnson removed his hat to wipe the sweat from his forehead. He took a long swig of water from his canteen. Removing his right boot, he sat down in the grass and began to massage his foot. I’m gonna have to find a better way, he thought, all this walkin’ is too much.


  Both his feet ached terribly. Back East he had heard tales about how some of the Indians would supposedly walk for thousands of miles across all kinds of landscapes: canyons, deserts, mountains. After this, though, he questioned the truthfulness of such claims. He had never even seen canyons, deserts, or mountains, but his heels burned so badly after a few hours of walking in the grass that he had to start stepping funny to try and alleviate the pain. That started hurting the sides of his feet after a short while, too, until he almost couldn’t take it anymore. He’d resigned to the idea that he was just going to have to get used to it. Unless he could pay for a stage or get a horse, his poor feet were doomed to ache, and he had very little money. No money, to be exact. If he couldn’t find a job in this town, he’d be in trouble for sure.


  Johnson was used to the city. Much of what he’d experienced so far was entirely new to him and if he was going to make a successful life for himself out West, he knew he’d have to learn everything he could. The one thing he was certain of from all the tales and stories he’d heard about the West was that success was built on reputation, and reputation was all about what you knew and how well you knew it.


  Don’t get too ahead of yourself, he thought, checking himself, you gotta make it to that town first. Slipping his boot back on with a grimace, he finished his water, grabbed his pack, and headed down the hill.


  Hours later, he stumbled into the outskirts of town. By then it was late afternoon and the temperature had gotten significantly hotter. He hadn’t realized how much farther he had to travel, and like a fool, he’d already drank the rest of his water during his stop on the hill.


  Parched, he’d spotted the stable for the stagecoach a few miles out from the town and knew there would be water there to keep the horses fresh for the next leg of their journey. In his thirst he could only focus on the thought of cool water down his throat. When he arrived he didn’t care to ask. Johnson plunged his face deep into the horse trough and took in water so fast that it went down the wrong pipe. Throwing his head back, he began to cough violently as he lay in the mud.


  “My god,” came an old man’s voice, “you must be greener than all the goddamned grass in Kansas!”


  Johnson finished hacking up the last bit of water from his lungs and stared up at the man. Long, stringy white hair hung from his head paired with the thick white stubble that grew on his pale face.


  “What—what town is this?” Johnson asked through gasping breaths.

  “Flatridge,” the man quickly replied, hands firmly placed on his boney hips.


  Johnson gulped. “New Pittsburg?”

  “Few miles west.”

  “Saw a—a runaway coach,” Johnson said, finally catching his breath.

  “Oh yeah,” the old man said, lighting up like he was remembering a story from his younger years. “Got attacked by bandits. Got all the valuables from the passengers before the teamster decided to be a hero. They shot him as he was pulling a gun he had hidden under the seat. Passengers said it spooked the horses and they took off running.” His voice turned solemn, “Teamster didn’t make it though.”


  The old man put out a hand and helped Johnson to his feet. He was short but had a grip strength that took Johnson by surprise.


  “I’m guessing you need a place to stay tonight.”

  “What makes you say that?”

  “Well, you didn’t come in on that stage, and I don’t see your horse anywhere. Means you walked, and I wouldn’t expect a man who just walks into a town he doesn’t even know the name of to have planned his accommodations accordingly.”


  “I suppose that’s a healthy observation,” Johnson said.

“And seeing as how you walked into a town you don’t know the name of, I would also hazard a guess you don’t have much in the way of capital neither.”


  “I’m willin’ to work for a room.”

“Oh, you’re gonna work,” the old man said, “but I can’t guarantee a room.” He opened the barn door and motioned toward the hayloft.


  Johnson pushed his hat up with one hand and scratched his forehead.

  “Don’t worry. I’ll feed ya,” the old man said.


  Johnson paused to think. “Deal.” He held out his hand with a smile.

  The old man shook it with a big, toothy grin. “Burt Griffin.”

  “Johnson.”




  “Well, Mr. Johnson, I’m glad to have you. Been a long time since I’ve had any good help around here. I sure do need it and you look like a hard-working boy. C’mon. I’ll show you around.”


  Burt worked for the Douglass & Kinney Stagecoach Company. The relay station he managed was for the coaches traveling through to Wichita. “This is the only road that goes west from here. Since we’re right on the border of Missouri, mine is the first stop in Kansas,” Burt said as he walked Johnson through the barn. “Due to such a favorable location, we get a decent amount of traffic, pioneers and sod-busting types, people moving west looking to start new lives. As more folks came through, plenty stayed and Flatridge grew up.” Burt stopped at the last stall. “Now you’re mostly gonna be in charge of mucking the stalls, feeding, and tending to anything that needs fixing.” The old man talked so fast Johnson had a hard time keeping up with what he was saying.


  “When do I start?” Johnson asked.

  “Right now,” Burt said, handing him a pitchfork.


  That night Johnson stared at the stars through large cracks in the roof.

  I’m probably gonna have to fix those, he thought to himself as he laid on the floor of the loft. The hay wasn’t as uncomfortable as he had expected, but the loft was hot from the rising warm air. Finally made it out West and it’s plenty exciting already, he thought as he drifted into unconsciousness.




Chapter 2


  Saint Andrews, Indiana 
March 1876

  The river was wide. So wide that for many years opportunistic men helped turn it into a bustling thoroughfare for goods, services, travel, and warfare. America had gained its independence and expanded its boundaries through wars with England, Mexico, and several Indian nations. Pioneers settled westward, stretching the ever-expanding American frontier, and a great war had raged among the states, tearing the country in two, its resolution a lingering wound poorly sewn together like a patchwork flag left to dangle in the wind.


  All the while, the river tycoons gained wealth and notoriety as barons in the central regions of the country. They built their empires in port cities that dotted the banks of the country’s great waterways with locks and piers, forever putting their stamp on the nation. The waterways of the United States of America had become so interconnected that one could board a riverboat on the Ohio River in Pittsburgh or Cincinnati and arrive in New Orleans by way of the Mississippi in what seemed to be no time at all.


  Johnson knew he had only so much time to flee Saint Andrews before a mob of angry white men would be after him. What he didn’t know was how he would be able to aﬀord any form of swift passage out of town. Having gathered what few possessions he had to his name, he wandered the docks by the river, scrambling to find Jimmy Perkins.


  Jimmy was a coworker of his on the docks, and one of the few people he had gotten to know since coming to town a few weeks earlier. Luckily for Johnson, he was the right person to know in a tight situation. Jimmy was a fixer. He knew how to get things, and he knew how to make things—and people—disappear quickly. As Johnson wandered the busy riverfront, he visited popular locales, stopping familiar faces to ask for Jimmy, but no one seemed to know where he was. A sickening pain gnawed at Johnson’s stomach. He knew if he didn’t find a way out of town that night, he was done for sure.


  To his surprise, Jimmy found him. Tightly clasping his arm from behind, Jimmy yanked him into a side alley.


  “Boy, what do you think you’re doin’?” He pinned Johnson to the wall behind him as he carefully poked his head around the corner.


  “Lookin’ for you!” Johnson replied.

“Well, it looks like I found you an’ I wasn’t lookin’ that hard. Think how easy it’ll be for those white folks ta find ya,” Jimmy said. “Lucky I found ya first. You’re in trouble now, so ya better get smart.” Still holding Johnson’s arm in a tight grasp, Jimmy pulled him further down the alley behind a tall brick building.


  “I knew to go lookin’ for you; that’s smart.”

“Yeah, but you was dumb enough ta talk to the whole damn town about it. Now they’re gonna be comin’ after my ass lookin’ for you!”


  “How will they know? I didn’t talk to any white folks.”


  Jimmy stopped, pushed him against the wall again, and looked him dead in the eyes. “Let’s get one thing straight. If you think some of these other black men won’t sell you out, you got another thing comin’,” he said in an angry whisper. “It’s not their fault. They don’t got much in the way of options. It’s help an’ be left alone or be difficult and things get more difficult. There’s big money behind gettin’ you, and big money don’t forget.” He turned to look down the alleyway they came from. “Your damn fool ass is lucky I ain’t decided to forget. Now come on.”


  It was a dreary, cloudy day and the air smelled of wet dirt. Rain had fallen periodically throughout the afternoon and Johnson’s feet and pant legs were soaked from stepping through the puddles of the poorly drained alleyways. As they moved, Jimmy kept constant vigilance. He well expected to receive a visit from some of the thugs who had become all too familiar with the citizens of the lower part of town. Too often when someone needed to be “persuaded” to sell his shop and move out of the city, they would be there to personally deliver the message. In this case, a person of interest needed to be found and that required more manpower than the usual brute squad had available. He knew that as the search extended, professionals would soon be brought in.


  They kept up their pace, navigating the maze of backstreets. At one point, they ran past the back entrance to a butcher’s shop, almost knocking the butcher over as he exited. Jimmy ducked as the butcher hauled a large bag down the back step.


  “Goddammit!” the man yelled, dropping the bag.


  They didn’t stop to help as the contents spilled over the ground and the butcher cursed them down the alleyway.


  Jimmy knew every passageway and was always careful at each corner they approached. It was as if a map of the city was seared into his brain, and he knew where they would be most vulnerable to interception.


  The thought of being dragged away and lynched made the sick feeling in Johnson’s stomach grow even worse. It was not uncommon for groups of angry white people to take it upon themselves to dispense their idea of justice on a black man in the streets, especially when they felt like their official justice system had failed in its duty.


  “You know how to get me outta here, right?”

“I know a place you’ll lay low for a while.”

“You don’t understand; I gotta get out. Tonight!”

“Ain’t no free tickets outta town,” Jimmy said, putting a finger to Johnson’s chest. “You’re gonna have to give me time—”


  They froze at the sound of footsteps in an alleyway behind them. Water dripped from the rooftops in the stillness. The footsteps passed.


  “I don’t have much time!”

“You don’t have much choice! This mess is outta the box. It ain’t goin’ back in!”


  Jimmy lead him in several directions. Sometimes they took an alley several blocks north or south out of their way to get one or two blocks west. It was inconvenient, but they were in a dangerous situation and neither man desired the consequences of an ill-timed chance.


  Finally, the two men stopped at an alley that opened onto a main street. They approached with caution. Across the street Johnson could see what looked to be a burned-out building sitting at the edge of the riverfront. The roof had partly caved and most of the upper windows were smashed, but the main structure stood solid. It was three stories of charred red brick and although the top two stories were boarded up, from the first floor a sign hung over the door—Commercial Storage.


  “Almost there,” Jimmy said, “we just gotta make it to that building.”

  Squatting low, they edged to the end of the alley.


  Rain began in a light mist. The men paused. Voices and sounds of a struggle carried from a short distance down the road. Johnson’s stomach turned.


  Jimmy pressed his face to the wall, wet brick shoving against his cheek as he carefully inched to the corner of the building, just far enough to see the commotion. Four men surrounded a fifth, pushing and shoving him around the circle. The clouds had brought the late afternoon into an early nightfall, and the streetlights had yet to be ignited. The street was barely illuminated by the few buildings that had lit windows and a lantern one of the four men held. They pushed the man they were harassing to the ground.


  “I told you I don’t know anything!” he yelled, using his arms to protect his face from anticipated blows.


  “Hear that?” their fat leader said, giving him a hard kick to the side, “This darkie say he don’t know nothin’.”


  The man cringed in pain and rolled onto all fours.

“Funny how they never seem ta know nothing, even though they all know each other,” replied another man who proceeded to stomp on his hand.


  “Please,” the man winced, “I really don’t know.”

“Fine then,” the fat leader delivered another kick to his stomach. “You lucky we gotta check out dis ol’ warehouse. Don’t suppose you know if that ol’ negro is in?”


  “No,” he replied through gritted teeth.

“Well, fine then!” the fat leader said again. “Git outta here!” he yelled, with a kick to the man’s backside as he got up and ran away. “C’mon boys. We check that place out right now. Let’s check all the alleyways ’round here, too.”




    Both Johnson and Jimmy froze as the men walked in their direction. They could hear their footsteps splattering on the wet ground as they approached the corner. Silently, Jimmy moved his hand toward a knife in his boot. He glanced at Johnson, who responded with a nod. The sick feeling had turned into a tight knot. Blood raced through his body as his heart throbbed. The sky opened, and rain beat down on them.


  “Hey!”


  Both men felt their hearts skip.

“Hey, you!” the fat leader yelled, right at the edge of the alleyway. “C’mere, boy, we wanna talk to ya.”


  Another man had appeared farther down the street, grabbing the attention of the four thugs. Realizing their intent, he immediately turned to flee. In pursuit, the men ran right past the alley, unaware of the two crouched figures.


  Neither man spoke. They didn’t even look to make sure it was safe to cross the street for fear of missing their opportunity. They sprang from the alleyway and into the street as the rain tried to beat them into the ground. Eyes fixed on the building opposite him, Johnson had never run so hard in his life.


  When they reach the other side of the street, Jimmy ushered him to the side door. He slid it open and they ducked in, out of the rain. Jimmy slammed the door shut. His hands shook as he tried to secure the lock; it took him several tries before he was successful. From behind them, another door swung open with a loud thud. Startled, they both turned and pressed against the wall. An old man with patches of curly white hair held a lantern. They relaxed, almost collapsing as the adrenaline began to wear off.


  “What took ya so long?” the old man asked. “Them men been roaming the streets for hours.”


  He wore overalls with no shirt underneath, and his large belly stretched the buttons so that his dark skin was displayed between the holes in the denim. “Nobody cares about us when shit goes down at the docks, but soon as some white girl gets involved, the white folk suddenly wanna start solving every crime in the neighborhood.”




  “They ain’t tryin’ ta solve shit,” Jimmy said as he pointed to Johnson. “They’re lookin’ for this one here, and they’ll be back soon so we gotta get him hid!”


  “Dammit, I shoulda known—” Thump! Thump! Thump! 

“Ol’ man, I know yer in there!” the fat man bellowed through the front door. “We don’t want no trouble—just wanna talk.” The pounding persisted as the other men began to join in. “Ol’ man!”


  “Go! Both of ya. I’ll deal with them,” the old man whispered as he turned and shut the door. “Goddammit imma comin’!”


  “C’mon, help me move this,” Jimmy said as he tugged at a large wooden cargo box. Johnson quickly jumped in to help.


  Each individual box was labeled and ready for shipment. The whole room had been stacked with them. The ceiling was high, and the walls extended back for what looked to be a few hundred feet—enough to create a significant amount of storage space or a good place to hide in a pinch, Johnson realized. The two men pushed another box with “soap” painted on the side against a stack at the back wall that was several rows wide and about fifteen feet high. Jimmy began to climb and to Johnson’s surprise, swung open the lid on one of the highest boxes against the wall.


  “Hurry!” he whispered and motioned Johnson to follow.


  He scrambled after him and could see that inside the box, a ladder reached down to a crawlspace below the floor. Johnson descended the ladder. Darkness came over him as Jimmy closed the top of the box above them and secured the hatch.
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  “Do y’all really think I’m stupid enough to do a thing like that?” the old man said to the group of men from behind the front counter. “I got enough problems to worry about as it is. I don’t need y’all coming here, causing a ruckus and threatening to raise my rent.”


  “Jus’ remember who that rent go to every month.”


  The old man scowled. “Can’t hardly forget with you in here reminding me all the damn time.”




  “For good reason, an’ if you ever own this ol’ burnt-out hunk o’ shit, you’ll only have ta see us when we come collect protection money,” the fat leader said with a wicked grin.


  “I ain’t seen nobody tonight, so go on ahead and bother some other poor soul!”


  “OK, but you make sure ta come tell us if ya happen ta see that darkie. Maybe ya rent’ll go down a lil’ bit.”


  All four men laughed and proceeded to knock over a barrel of flour by the door on their way out. Its powdery white contents spilled over the floor and filled the room with dust. Rainwater seeped through the doorway and turned the flour to a sticky paste.


  The old man was tired and considered making some dinner before cleaning it up or returning to the back room to check on the men in the hidden chamber.


  “Should just leave ’em down there in the dark,” he said to himself. “Let ’em rot.”


  He grabbed a broom and dustpan, then sat on a crate next to the overturned barrel and exhaled, staring at the mess.
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  The lid to the trapdoor creaked as light spilled down into the chamber. “Jim, you got yourself into some real shit this time,” came the old man’s voice.


  “Why don’t ya come down here and we’ll talk about it,” Jimmy joked as he climbed the ladder.


  “Goddammit, I ain’t got time to be doing this anymore. You said we’d be done.”


  “You an’ I both know things ain’t changed much since we was hidin’ runaway slaves down there,” Jimmy said as he stepped from the ladder, taking the old man’s hand. “Diﬀerence is, back then we had a lot more guests comin’ through. So, way I see it, ya actually got more time for this than ya used ta have,” he said with a smile.


  “Fuck you. Go on, do what you gotta do.”


  Johnson waited for what seemed like several hours alone in the dark. He tried to focus his thoughts positively but had very little to choose from and sunk into the fear that the next face he’d see open the trapdoor wouldn’t be a welcome one. He tried to sleep but his mind raced with thoughts of his own death. He wasn’t safe and he wouldn’t feel safe until he was far from Saint Andrews. He might never feel safe again.


  The trapdoor opened above him. He flinched in the light.


  Jimmy’s voice echoed down. “C’mon up. It’s ’bout time for ya ta go.”

  Relieved, Johnson moved toward the ladder. As he climbed out of the hole, he realized there was another man with Jimmy.


  “This here is Abraham,” Jimmy said. “He’s gonna get you a job on the Queen Bellamy shovelin’ coal.”


  Clouds began to break as the rain finally ceased. Luminescent spheres reflected off the surface of the water as riverboats passed. The three men scrambled in the darkness to a small dock at the water’s edge where a worn-out rowboat was securely tied. Johnson and Abraham each boarded the boat, grabbing hold of an oar as Jimmy untied the rope.


  “Thanks for this,” Johnson said. “I won’t be able to repay you.”

“You don’t have time ta worry ’bout that,” he replied. “Do your best ta stay alive an’ we even.”


  Johnson’s face went blank as the weight of his situation struck him. He’d been so focused on escape that his mind hadn’t settled on what he was escaping from. Death.


  Not the adrenaline-fueled fear of death he and Jimmy tried to flee through the sodden backstreets of Saint Andrews, but the true concept of death. His life ceasing to exist. Panicked, Johnson stared at Jimmy as he stood on the dock, rope in hand.


  “How do I stay alive?”


  Jimmy smiled as he pushed them from the dock and tossed him the rope. “Watch ya back, learn ta fight, be careful who ya trust,” he said as if these were attributes all men carried easily. “Abraham’ll get ya down ta New Orleans. After that, I’d head west if I was ya. Lotta space out there for a man to make a new life. Freedom’s out there; ya just gotta go an’ get it.”


  Johnson’s mind raced. Overwhelmed by fear and fatigue, for the first time that evening, he wished he wasn’t in a hurry to get out of the city. He’d spent so much time worrying about escape that he hadn’t even considered what he would do next if he did. He struggled to focus on Jimmy’s words and wished he’d taken the time to find a few more moments to get some advice that wasn’t shouted to him last minute from a dock. Instead, he had to watch Jimmy disappear into the darkness as he rowed with a man he didn’t know, slowly weaving through the illuminations floating across the water.
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  The dim flicker of candles shrouded the room in half-light. A lone desk stood as a centerpiece for the space flanked by bookshelves containing notable volumes by Tocqueville and Darwin. Two large chairs upholstered in red leather sat on either side of the ornate wooden desk, and a large glass bottle containing the finest brandy rested on its surface flanked by two crystal glasses. It was a set with the intent for serious business. The whole room hosted quiet anticipation as shadows danced across the walls. The silence ended as two men approached, their muffled discourse becoming clearer as they progressed from down the hall.


  Well dressed with a neatly manicured mustache, Frederick Boyd opened the door and ushered his counterpart through. Bearded, this man’s features were sharp with lips held in a permanent grimace. Each man occupied one of the red leather chairs, and Boyd fixed the bearded man a drink.


  “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me personally, Mr. Pinkerton,” Boyd said as he poured.


  Pinkerton raised his hand to signal the amount in his glass was enough. “I’m always willing to assist a man of your stature. It’s tragic, what happened to your eldest daughter, and it certainly doesn’t reflect well on your character.”


  Boyd hunched over, put his hand to his forehead, then slammed his fist hard on the surface of the desk. The finely crafted oak piece hardly gave notice to the assault. “I want that black bastard brought to me!”


  A twisted smile curled Pinkerton’s lips. “I assure you, Mr. Boyd, I’ll assign some of my best agents to the task.”
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  Flatridge, Kansas 
June 1876

  Johnson woke to the crash of thunder and realized that he was soaked from the rain. He quickly grabbed a bundle of hay and made his way below where the horses were kept. Restless from the storm, they stirred at his approach. Attempting to calm them, he whistled as he passed and laid a hand on those that would let him as he walked to the end of the stable.


  He unlatched the gate to the last stall. Mildred, Burt’s old mule, was kept there.


  “Looks like it’s you and me again,” Johnson said as he ran his hand over her side.


  The mule kept still, indiﬀerent to his presence. He laid the hay in the back corner then sat against the wall, tipping his hat to cover his face before swiftly falling back asleep.






Chapter 3


  Flatridge, Kansas 
June 1876

  Burt Griffin’s morning began with the sound of incessant pounding, a hammering from somewhere above him. He sprang from his cot in the back of the station office and scrambled out the door in a fluster, shirt untucked and misbuttoned. Eyes trained to the roof of the station, he saw nothing.


  “Where is that goddamned racket?” he yelled to himself, running around back.


  Thwack, thwack, thwack, thwack, thwack. . . . Thwack, thwack, thwack.

     The noise grew louder as he approached the stable. He looked up at Johnson nailing random scraps of wood to the roof. He was shirtless, wearing nothing but tattered boots over his long johns. His muscular torso glistened in the sunlight as sweat dripped from his skin.


  “Oooooooh no!” Burt yelled, “if you’re gonna fix it, fix it right!”

     Catching his breath, Johnson stood on the roof, hands to his hips, staring down at the pale old man. “This is the only spare wood laying around. ’Sides, you’re not the one who has to sleep in the barn. Why do you care?”


  “Because it’s my barn, and if you’re going to the trouble to cause all this racket, I’d rather you not have to do it again anytime soon!”


  “Well, I just spent all mornin’ draggin’ all this up here.”

“And you’re gonna drag your ass back down here so you can go buy some new wood to do it all again!”


  Johnson gave a frustrated curse and began prying the scraps of wood from the roof, tossing them to the ground in a heap.


“What happened to your clothes?” Burt asked, looking around the yard.

   “Gettin’ ’em washed,” he replied, pointing the hammer to the wash-tub boiling over the fire. “Had to sleep with Mildred again.”


  “Did you make breakfast yet?”

“Haven’t had time.”


  Burt paused, watching him work in the sticky, early morning heat. “Well, come on down. You can finish that later. I’ll make you something to eat.”


  The two men spent the rest of the morning sitting around the fire eating biscuits. After breakfast, Johnson hurried to get his shirt washed and hung. His pants were already drying, hanging from a line he had stretched from the barn to the back of the station building. He wanted to finish as quickly as he could, as an eleven o’clock stage was due soon. Preferring to avoid unnecessary contact with passengers whenever possible, Johnson found the best way to accomplish this was to keep to his work in the barn when they arrived.


  Burt whittled a stick while Johnson scrubbed away at the shirt.

“You sleep with that old mule enough I’m surprised you waste time with washing that,” Burt said, staring down at his whittling stick.


  Johnson wrung out the shirt and got up to hang it on the line. “You could let me sleep in the station. Wouldn’t be a problem then.”


  “Heavens no! You smell like horse shit. Don’t need you stinking up the place and scaring off all the passengers!”


  “Oh, I forgot you were running such a high-class establishment. Maybe if my boss saw fit to let me occupy its fine accommodations I wouldn’t have to sleep with the damn mule.”


  “You couldn’t aﬀord the surcharge.”


  Johnson shot him an annoyed glance, then got up to prepare fresh stalls for the day’s stage.


  Anymore, most passengers preferred to stay at the Flatridge Inn, but Burt, being the seasoned professional that he was, still insisted that accommodations in the station be available at a moment’s notice.


  Johnson really didn’t mind the barn all that much. Though it would be nice not to constantly smell like horse shit, he thought to himself as he laid hay on the stable floor.


When the stagecoach arrived, it was in commotion. From inside the barn Johnson could hear its stampede and he ran to the door as the team-ster gave a loud whooping yell. The team raced into the station and the teamster, with a Winchester laid across his lap, pulled the horses to a halt. Jumping down, he hurried into a defensive position behind the coach, readying the rifle. A practiced stillness took the man. He waited attentively as he looked out over the plain, scanning the hills for movement.


  Wind rippled through the grass, the presence of danger absent. With the realization that no threat was imminent, he turned to explain his actions to a harried Burt Griffin, who had run back inside to grab his own rifle as the stage approached.


  “Bandits. Saw ’em early an’ sent off a few warnin’ shots. They gave us good chase for a tick,” the teamster said as Burt arrived, breathing heavily.


  Burt set his rifle down and shook the man’s hand. He had a red mustache and red hair to match, which was covered by a large hat with the brim folded up in the front. He wasn’t tall but had a confident stature as he turned his attention back to the stagecoach.


  “Everyone a’right?” he yelled to the passengers as he opened the door.

     “Couple of ruffled feathers, but we’ll be fine,” said a woman with brown hair fashioned into a bun on the top of her head. She was in her late twenties and exuded an air of dignity that gave her a commanding presence. Burt immediately composed himself, setting his rifle against the wheel of the stage. Taking her hand, he led her from the coach to a set of wooden steps.


  “Welcome, ma’am. Glad you’re OK,” he said as he introduced himself. “I assume a lady of your stature prefers to lodge at the inn?”


  “That would be most appropriate, Mr. Griffin. Thank you.” She hiked up her green dress to avoid dragging it through the mud. “I assume this town has all the proper amenities?”


  “Yes, ma’am. You’ll hardly notice any diﬀerence from your usual conveniences.”


  “I highly doubt that,” she said with an arrogant smile as she sat in the shade of the station’s front porch.


  While Burt and the teamster helped the other two passengers down and unloaded their luggage, Johnson harnessed Mildred to the carriage.


“We had a long night, so I hope your lazy ass is ready to do some work today,” he said to the mule, talking to himself as much as to her. Leading her out of the stall, he closed the gate. “You better be on your best behavior,” he joked as he walked the mule out of the barn.


  Despite all the horses that came through, the old mule was the most reliable animal they had at their disposal. Her temperament was agreeable, rarely did she act up or give him any trouble, and despite her age, she was still remarkably sturdy and strong willed. She reminded him of Burt in that way. Both were beyond their better years but worked hard and never seemed to quit. What they had lost in physical ability, they made up for with experience and sheer willpower. But Johnson suspected that Burt had only just started to become a shadow of his younger self over the past few years, whereas Mildred seemed like she had always been slow. Not that it mattered. Slow or not, she never failed in her duty when called upon, no matter how long it eventually took.


  Once the mule was ready, Johnson brought the carriage around front, in front of the stagecoach, and saw the woman in the green dress. He did his best not to look at her as he pulled close, but she stared at him from the porch, following his movements with her head so there was no mistaking the object of her attention.


  Johnson was unnerved by the woman’s beauty. So much so that his body wanted to run away from her in every direction at the same time. In that moment he wanted to keep driving. He wished he could explain to Burt later that he’d had something else more important to do. Instead, he brought Mildred to a halt and pretended not to see the woman as he climbed down.


  “Thank you, sir,” she said, her brown eyes and red lips perfectly accented by her dress.


  With a polite nod, he attempted to walk past, trying to avoid her gaze and move toward Burt and the teamster, who were talking with the other passengers. Before he could pass, she quickly turned to him with a light step.


  “I’m sorry,” she said with an inviting tone. “I don’t believe I caught your name, Mr.—?”


  He was blunt. “Johnson.”


“You are Mr. Griffin’s servant, is that correct?”

“I’m my own man,” he replied in a stern voice. “Burt’s hired me to work if that’s what you mean.”


  “Yes, of course you are,” she replied apologetically.

“Ma’am,” Johnson said, tipping his hat and attempting to end the conversation there.


  “I do apologize, but I am afraid I’m a bit flustered from our trip,” she continued, fanning herself. “It is rather warm here this time of year, isn’t it?”


  “Seems it.”

“It would be so delightful to have a nice bath.”

“I’m sure they’ll be able to accommodate you at the inn.”

“And will you show us to the inn?”

“No, ma’am, my work’s right here.”

“Oh, well, what a shame. Maybe we shall see each other again sometime before I depart, Mr. Johnson.” She smiled coyly before pulling the skirt of her dress tight around her bottom as she climbed onto the front seat of the carriage.


  Relieved the conversation had ended quickly, Johnson exhaled then turned to make his escape before she decided to say anything more. It would’ve been a lie to say he wasn’t curious about her forwardness, but his experience with women was mixed and troublesome. He knew well enough to be careful just talking to a white woman. An encounter with a white woman was the whole reason he’d ended up here in the first place. Besides, over the years, he often misunderstood most women’s intentions anyway and concluded that they were mostly beyond his comprehension. It was not his intention or in his best interest to get caught up in a relationship with any woman, least of all with a woman like this. Keeping his distance had kept him safe this far, and he saw no reason to wander off into dangerous territory now.


  The other two passengers finished talking with Burt and climbed onto the back seat of the carriage.


  “We can get the horses if you’d like to take the passengers to the inn for a drink,” Burt told the teamster as Johnson approached. “I’m sure you could do with a bit of relaxation.”


“That’d be much appreciated,” the teamster said as he kicked the mud off his boots and made his way to the carriage. He climbed up next to the woman in the green dress. His shaggy red hair made the drawstrings on his hat look like they were growing out of his earlobes.


  “A’right folks, let’s get ya to a nice comfy room,” he said, clutching the reins as they took off into town.


  As they headed for the inn, Burt and Johnson unharnessed the horses, leading them into the pen. “That’s an independent woman,” Burt said, grabbing the reins of the first horse. “Fact that she’s out here all alone means she’s not afraid to go and get what she wants.”


  Burt liked to talk a lot about everything and nothing at all and prided himself on his ability to assess people. Mostly, Johnson ignored him when he started on about people, despite his observations usually being correct.


  “Now, that teamster, he probably fought in the war,” Burt went on. “A man who acts cool in the face of danger has seen some shit.”


  Johnson removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. Storm clouds from the previous night had broken well before dawn, leaving the afternoon clear.


  “Oh, by the way,” Burt remembered, “I got a letter yesterday. I’m gonna have to go back East in a few weeks.”


  “What for?”

“Stage business. It’s not that important. I’ll need you to take care of things while I’m gone.”


  “That somethin’ you think I’m ready for?”

“Well, I don’t really have any other choice, do I?”


  Johnson furrowed his brow. “Thanks for the confidence.”


  One by one, they moved the horses from the coach into the stable. They tried to hurry as the animals were quickly growing ill-tempered. The combination of the heat and being pushed so hard over the last few miles of their journey had put them in a poor mood. One horse was having a rough time of it, delivering an impatient kick to the horse directly behind it as soon as Johnson unharnessed him.


  “Whoa there, fella. Feelin’ a bit ornery,” he said, trying to calm him down.


He led the horse into the pen without any problems, whistling to keep its attention, but as soon as they turned toward the stable, it began to put up a fight, jerking and turning as it tried to escape Johnson’s hold.


  “Dig your heels in!” Burt yelled as the horse reared back on its hind legs, trying to break his grip.


  Johnson struggled to bring it back under control, but the more he tried, the harder it fought back.


  “Come on now, we were doin’ alright,” he said in an attempt to calm it.


  The horse whinnied and they slowly danced in a circle as it pulled and hopped to its left, kicking out its back legs as it did so. They turned in the pen and the reins dug into Johnson’s hands as he held tight trying to show his authority.


  “Dig in your heels!” Burt yelled at him again.


  The horse sensed it was gaining the upper hand. This time it began walking back, jerking its head side to side. Johnson held on as tight as he could and leaned back, trying to dig his feet into the ground, but as the horse pulled backward, Johnson’s worn-out boots couldn’t find enough purchase against its strength. His feet slid through the mud while he held the lead. Suddenly, the horse dipped its head and lunged forward, throwing Johnson’s balance off. He tumbled backward, hitting the ground as the horse reared back on its hind legs again.


  Stunned from the fall and empty of breath, Johnson gasped as he stared at the two front hooves raised above him. He scrambled out of the way as they slammed into the mud. Johnson clambered to his feet and ran to the fence as fast as he could.


  “Ahhhhahahaha
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