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          SAN FRANCISCO, 1876

        

      

    

    
      "How's about you and me tossin' back a few more drinks, and then how's about you givin' me a toss upstairs?" The man beside her suggested with a drunken, lopsided grin, and a fluttering wink that looked very much as if he had something stuck painfully in one eye.

      He was trying to be charming, suave, and sophisticated.

      Instead, he weaved against the elegant rosewood bar of the Bella Union saloon. His elbow collided with a half-empty bottle of whiskey and very nearly knocked it over.

      Whiskey Kate reached around him and steadied the bottle, revealing a glimpse of cleavage between high breasts that swelled above the bodice of the midnight-blue Worth evening gown. The deep shimmering color was reflected in a brief flash of anger from vivid blue eyes. Thick, honey-gold hair was piled high and loose atop her head, tendrils escaping in a cascade of dishabille and feathery wisps about her heart-shaped face, as if she had just risen from some satin-lined bed in one of the private, upper floor rooms of the notorious Barbary Coast dance hall and saloon.

      In that fleeting expression and the wintry coolness of the one that followed, both quickly hidden behind a practiced smile, the name and the woman seemed oddly mismatched, as if someone had made a joke in the name. And, as if she were all too aware of it herself, Whiskey Kate laughed, a soft-as-smoke sound that caused several men to look around with pleasure at her, and envy for the man she shared the evening with.

      The contradiction was subtle, pain flashing in soft blue eyes, anger that went from livid heat to cool ice, the faint, defiant angle of that delicate chin above a slender neck, that only a very observant and thoroughly sober person, or someone who knew her very well might have noticed. Dalton Malone was very observant, very sober, and very well acquainted with Kate.

      "Good evening," he greeted her and her guest as he joined them. Tall and darkly handsome, wickedly so, in rich, elegant evening clothes, he was imposing in any crowd, whether it was at the theater in the company of rich and powerful members of San Francisco society, or at the saloon, attended by a far different sort of patron.

      Kate felt the familiar warmth of simple, genuine concern behind the casual question, very much like a protective older brother. Dalton Malone, Barbary Coast gambler, owner of the Bella Union, and the world-renowned Cliff House Hotel, not to mention of a somewhat jaded reputation, was very happily married to Allison McKendrick Malone, Kate's employer at McKendrick and Malone, Private Investigations of San Francisco.

      "Is anything wrong?" he asked, glancing from John Hearst to Kate.

      "Not at all," she replied smoothly, with a radiant smile that transformed her features from merely pretty to breathtakingly beautiful. "I was just explaining to Mr. Hearst that he should be getting home to his lovely wife."

      "Ah, Kate," Hearst complained with disappointment, through a more-than-drunken slur. The man had made a fortune in the mines, and spent a small portion of that fortune that evening on the finest steak dinner, champagne, and whiskey in all of San Francisco.

      "I can spend the night with her any time, but you...” He staggered against her, grinning, and taking advantage of his clumsiness to angle a hand toward a well-rounded breast. She caught it in midair with gentle but firm and very experienced restraint.

      "Another evening, John," she told him sweetly, patting his hand. "When you haven't had quite so much to drink. You know how it affects you," she added, with a meaningful lift of a delicate amber brow, and an obvious hint at the unfortunate side-effects that too much whiskey often had on physical performance as well as stamina.

      "But Kate," he protested, hiccupping, his other hand laid over his heart, and a pitiful expression on his face, "I'm not a well man." Another hiccup. "I don't have long to live."

      "That's all the more reason why you should go home and get plenty of rest," she exclaimed, thinking to herself that he most certainly wouldn't live very long if he didn't get home to his wife.

      She held his hand clasped safely between hers, so close to that enticing cleavage that he could have touched it if not for the surprising strength of those delicate hands. He sighed with more than a little disappointment, his gaze fixed on the subject of his fascination.

      "If you think that would be... breast."

      "Yes, it would definitely be best," Kate answered emphatically. "And don't forget," she said on a breathless whisper, "anticipation can be very exciting." As she leaned close, she glanced over Hearst's shoulder and flashed Dalton Malone a glance. He stepped forward with just the right timing and gently took Mr. Hearst by the arm.

      "Come along, John." He forcefully guided him away from the bar and Kate. With an overhead motion he signaled Blackie Durant, manager of the Bella Union. Blackie met them at the entrance, where John Hearst's carriage was already waiting. It was his job to make certain that their guests made it back home safely after an evening at the Bella Union.

      Kate had restored order to her appearance and was pouring the contents of both their whiskey glasses back into the bottle as Dalton made his way back across the saloon.

      "What about that promise to Hearst?" he asked with a frown of disapproval. Kate smiled confidently.

      "He won't remember it," she said. "The only thing he'll know in the morning is how much he loves his wife, and how much his head hurts."

      Dalton suspected that she was right. He'd been in that same condition on more than one occasion.

      "That bottle is about half full," he remarked with a glance at the whiskey that Hearst had paid for. "Around ten ounces."

      Her smoky-blue gaze angled in a catlike glance over at him. Her small chin was firmly set.

      "You're wrong. It's not a drop under fourteen," she announced. Dalton's gaze narrowed.

      "What do you think, Jake?" he asked the bartender, who stood polishing whiskey glasses behind the elegant rosewood and gold-inlaid bar. Jake glanced at the bottle, and without hesitation announced, "Fourteen ounces, boss." He grinned with a wink at Kate.

      "Never argue with the lady. If she says fourteen, then it's fourteen. If she says that whiskey just turned into the most expensive bottle of champagne in the house, then it's champagne."

      "I often wonder just who owns this place," Dalton said ruefully. But he grinned as well, knowing the measurement was probably close enough to fourteen ounces, and knowing just as well that he wasn't about to argue with her over a meager half or whole ounce. She was too stubborn, and far too beautiful to argue with. She reminded him a little of himself, and quite truthfully, it wasn't worth the aggravation. She saw his look of capitulation and shoved the bottle across to Jake.

      "Sell it to one of the other customers," she said, in keeping with the usual arrangement she had with the house. If a customer purchased a bottle while he was with Kate, whatever remained afterward was hers. She had no taste for whiskey. The remainder was always resold to another customer, the amount credited to her account at the Bella Union, like a savings account.

      "And make sure you credit the right amount," she reminded them both. "I always check the entries, so don't try to pull anything over on me, Dalton Malone."

      "How can you think such things of me?" With a hand flung over his heart and a sincerely wounded expression, he looked offended that she would even suggest that he might try to cheat her.

      "I know you too well. We're too much alike."

      "Ah, that we are, Kate. Kindred souls, with an eye toward profit." Then his teasing expression softened. "I'll be leaving for the evening in a little while. Why don't you drive out to the Cliff House and join Allie and me for a late supper? She's been complaining that you're working too much, and that she's not working enough."

      "That's only natural, I suppose," Kate sighed with something that sounded surprisingly like envy tinged with a certain longing, "She has a family to care for now, and with the new baby coming she'll be needed at home even more."

      "That's true enough," he admitted, with surprise at discovering that after a long evening, all he wanted was to get back to his family. It was an odd experience for a man who'd spent the better part of his life cut off from all emotional bonds. His smile shifted.

      "I was hoping another baby might keep her too busy to think about work at the agency." He cut Kate a glance. "She didn't want another child right away."

      "Not want a child?" Kate blurted out with a surprising alarm. "How can a woman not want a child?" Then, realizing that she'd said more than she should have, she was careful what she said next.

      "She'll come around. It's just cabin fever that gets to her, being shut in, watching herself swell up like a beached whale. Give her time. And thanks for the invitation," she added, "but I can't join you this evening." She had grown thoughtful. "I've got something I need to do."

      "This time of night?" There was a more than a little brotherly disapproval in his voice. "Is it a case you're working on?"

      His wife and her sister had been right about hiring Kate to investigate cases for the private investigation agency they'd inherited from their father. Kate's stubbornness and tenacity, along with her street-wise sensibilities, had helped solve several cases. Not that they'd had any choice about hiring her. Kate, with her usual charm, had more or less blackmailed them into it.

      "Not exactly," she answered evasively, not wanting to lie. Dalton was a good friend and that was something she valued.

      "Kate...” There was that disapproval again.

      "It is none of your business," she told him flatly. "I'm a big girl. I've been on my own a long time," Then, trying to ease the harshness, she laid a hand on his arm and assured him, "I can take care of myself."

      "I'm aware of that," he admitted with reluctance and regret. He covered her hand, smoothing the slender fingers. "I just don't want you taking any chances."

      "If you must know," she relented just a little, knowing that he would probably have her followed if she didn't, "I'm meeting someone." His brow lifted almost to his hairline.

      "I'm meeting a man, but it's not what you think. He's a friend, and he's really not the sort of man that I would be interested in. Or that would be interested in me that way," she added.

      "What is your kind of man, Katy?" he asked. He was one of the few people she ever allowed to call her that. He saw the flash of pain, the shadow of old memories in those soft blue eyes, then the dazzling smile that quickly hid everything away again.

      "Tall, dark, and handsome," she announced, describing him perfectly. "And very rich. Unfortunately," she added with a small, teasing pout, "you're already taken." Then she gathered her heavy satin wrap from behind the bar, cutting off any further discussion of the matter.

      "And please, don't have Blackie follow me to make certain that I get home all right." Dalton nodded with reluctance.

      "I promise not to interfere."

      "As long as we understand each other."

      "Perfectly."

      "Good." Then she flashed him that dazzling smile again.

      "And good night."

      He watched as she crossed the floor of the gambling hall, encountered several advances from hopeful patrons, sidestepped all of them, and then passed Blackie as she left for the night.

      "You heard what the lady said," Dalton commented. Jake stepped around the end of the bar.

      "She does like to get her way about things."

      "That she does," Dalton agreed. And then, pouring himself a brandy, "Don't let her out of your sight."
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        * * *

      

      It was after midnight, long past the hour for either saints or sinners, as the carriage rattled away. Kate watched until it was out of sight, then turned toward the rough-hewn double doors of St. Mary's Catholic Church.

      It was built in the old Spanish style, of adobe bricks, slate roof, and heavy, rough-hewn timbers cut from the forest which once covered the peninsula. The walkway from the curb and front steps were also made of adobe, rounded edges of stones worn flush one with the other. She opened the wrought-iron gate and walked up the steps.

      There was a smaller door beside the main entrance. It was always left unlocked for anyone who might happen by and wish a few moments of quiet reflection, the confession of sins, or the compassionate counsel of one of the priests. As she reached the door, it opened, startling her. She'd very nearly walked head-on into someone else.

      The nun was equally startled. Her head came up in surprise, the wimple and gull-wing headdress looming stark white against the black of her habit and the surrounding darkness, with only a partial moon in the sky overhead. Kate had a brief glimpse of unusually pretty features, skin that glowed like alabaster in pale moonlight, and vivid blue eyes.

      They both quickly recovered. And then before she could apologize, the nun stepped past her with a hastily muttered, "Excuse me."

      Kate watched as she quickly crossed at the street corner, and then continued down the adjacent street. Something about the encounter left her with an odd feeling. It was vague, like something that she should have been aware of, but couldn't quite put her finger on. But nothing came to her, and when the nun disappeared down the darkened street, she turned and went inside.

      Inside the church smelled faintly musty with dampness that permeated the adobe, the resin of old wood, and an overall pervading essence of candle wax, a serene place of refuge, forgiveness and redemption. For some.

      The soft, flickering light guided her, candles set in small cups on the altar at the feet of the statue of the Blessed Virgin. Golden light glowed off the features of that gentle carved face that promised love and hope. Kate lit several candles and placed them at the altar, seven in all. Old habits, she realized, died hard.

      The flames of the candles flickered and wavered with some unseen draft, reminding her that someone was waiting for her. She bowed her head, offered hasty, half-forgotten prayers, and then dropped a coin into the nearby box. Then she passed through the nave of the church to the adjoining Sacristy. It was here she always met with Father Paul.

      They'd met almost four years earlier, when she worked the streets to make a living after first arriving in San Francisco. The old priest worked them for far different reasons—the abandoned children left orphaned on the streets of San Francisco to fend for themselves.

      An odd friendship came from those meetings—the street-wise girl who was convinced that she was beyond redemption or love, the priest determined to convince her otherwise. He was constantly pushing her to attend church. She constantly refused. He found her a position as a seamstress's assistant that didn't pay very well, but was at least respectable work. She quit the first day, and by afternoon was shilling items of dubious origin on the street for a tidy profit. He called her Mary Katherine. She preferred Whiskey Kate. He swore that she was going to be the death of him with her stubbornness.

      "Don't bother about my soul, Father," she once told him. "You just concentrate on the children. There's still hope for them."

      And so, on the first of every month, they met in the church Sacristy, usually very late at night, when they had both finished work for the evening. They discussed the orphanage that was being built with donations from wealthy patrons like Dalton Malone, and she made her own contributions from her various positions of employment. He learned not to ask where or how she got the money.

      Sometimes it was a little, sometimes a lot. It was whatever she could spare, and shoved into his hands with only one request. "See that the children have what they need." Occasionally she brought something more—clothes she somehow acquired, including much-needed shoes, and sometimes a little girl's dress.

      "If there's a little girl, see that she gets this," she'd often said, pushing the dress into his hands.

      "Come by the orphanage and you can give it to her yourself," he suggested.

      "No!" she adamantly refused. "Just see that she gets it. Little girls should have something pretty to wear."

      The door to the Sacristy stood slightly ajar. Kate pushed it open. It was a small chamber containing the sacred vessels, statues, and vestments used in Church ceremonies. Several were extremely valuable, made of hammered gold, others with gold leaf design. Father Paul had proudly showed her a jeweled plate from the Basilica in Rome, set with rubies, amber, sapphires, and pearls, and a rare fourteenth-century statue of the Madonna.

      Some of the sacred vessels sat on shelves that lined one end of the Sacristy. The Madonna and jeweled plate were kept in a glass case to protect them from dust and moisture. The priests' ornate vestments were carefully hung in a large cabinet. Along the side wall, she recalled a long refectory table covered with a white-and-gold satin cloth. A baptismal font, ceremonial chalice, and sacramental offering bowls were usually found there.

      In the far corner was a small table and chairs where Father Paul often read late at night. That was where she always found him, light from candles reflecting off gentle features often set with concentration as he contemplated a text of scripture from the Bible, or one of the many old books he was always studying.

      That was where they sat and talked during her visits, surrounded by the glow of candles and his books. Rather than the church itself and what it represented, it was Father Paul who was her refuge. He was the friend who had slowly gained her trust and to whom she at least partially opened the door on the past. But there was no welcoming glow of candles from the table tonight. There was no light at all. The Sacristy was completely dark. She'd brought a candle from the altar and held it before her as she pushed the door open farther and walked inside.

      Light from the candle spilled into the room before her and across the wood floor, strewn with the scattered contents of the Sacristy.

      The gold handle of a ceremonial chalice gleamed among shattered remnants of porcelain, clay pottery, hand-carved wood and marble figures, torn and shredded robes and vestments, and an ornate baptismal font that lay on its side. She looked about with growing alarm.

      The table and chairs in the corner had been overturned. The entire contents of shelves along the wall had been scattered to the floor. The leaded glass doors of the bookcase gaped open, pages torn from ancient books, other papers lay scattered in a pile on the floor. Drawers below had been pulled out, their entire contents also scattered to the floor. She held the candle aloft. The edge of the feeble light spread to the wall opposite, and the door of the room opposite, Father Paul's private room, that gaped open.

      Alarm sharpened as she crossed the Sacristy, stepping carefully among the broken and shattered vessels, urns, and offering plates. She called out as she pushed open the door to Father Paul's room.

      Drawers gaped open, garments had been scattered to the floor. A cassock and wool cape had been tom from the pegged hooks on the wall. Bedding had been stripped from the narrow bed, the mattress turned out and also shredded. Bits of straw stuffing were strewn everywhere. A lamp at the bedside table had been knocked over and shattered. Its oily contents lay in a puddle on the wood floor. Father Paul's traveling case, a battered and threadbare carpetbag, lay in the middle of the floor.

      Here, too, books lay torn and thrown about the room, but the destruction wasn't quite so complete. The washstand had been knocked over, but the porcelain basin had somehow survived intact. A wood crucifix still adorned the wall above the bed although it hung crazily askew, and a statue of the Madonna had survived as well, no doubt unnoticed as it was tucked away in the niche in the opposite wall. Her uneasiness grew and she called out again. There was still no answer.

      She returned to the Sacristy. As she held the candle aloft, once more surveying the destruction, light pooled across the floor to the far wall, where a large crucifix hung with a life-sized, hand-carved wood figure. The candle provided only meager light, leaving most of the wall in deep shadow, but there was something oddly misshapen about the carved figure on the wall that caught at her attention.

      She held the candle higher as she approached. Something had been draped over the life-sized figure. She gazed in puzzlement at what appeared to be a shroud. Standing before the large cross that spanned the wall, she lifted the cloth. It was no shroud, but a priest's brown woolen cassock!

      Neither was the figure affixed to the cross made of carved wood. He was made of flesh and blood. The man who hung from the cross was very real, and very dead.

      She'd found Father Paul!
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      Kate stepped back against the jamb of the adjacent doorway. The sharp corner of adobe stone cut between her shoulder blades, a solid wall at her back when she needed something very solid to lean on.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the horrible image. She'd seen bodies before—drunks attacked for whatever might be in their pockets, a prostitute killed by a jealous client who forgot that love is paid for by the hour, occasionally a sailor from one of the many ships that put in to port, a Chinese immigrant over some ancient blood feud. But this was someone she knew and cared about, and the barrier of anonymity crumbled away.

      There was something incomprehensible in the death of a priest. They were supposed to grow old gracefully, mumbling their afternoon prayers in warm, fragrant gardens, living out the end of their lives in some serene place after a life of spiritual devotion and service. They weren't supposed to end trussed up and hanging from a crucifix. They weren't supposed to be murdered!

      She wanted to cry, but there were no tears. She hadn't cried for anyone in a very long time. Instead, she breathed deeply, steadying herself, then slowly opened her eyes.

      "Damn," she swore softly, then took a tentative step closer. Father Paul's body was secured from the neck of his cassock. His head slumped forward, and his sightless eyes were staring down at his shoes. She heard a sound like dripping water, and discovered the blood that dripped from the tips of his fingers and puddled at the floor below his dangling feet. Beneath his fingers, blood smeared the whitewashed adobe wall as though he had struggled, while hanging on the wall.

      The candle flickered suddenly, and then flattened as if a sudden gust of air had caught it. From the corner of her eye, she saw a movement among the shadows, but before she could turn to see what it was, a hand clamped over her mouth, a strong arm wrapped about her and she was pulled back against the lean, hard length of a man behind her. The candle fell from her stunned fingers and rolled across the floor, trailing liquid wax on the flat stones. She clawed and raked at the fingers that dug into her cheek and jaw.

      Dozens of thoughts came at her all at once, and an equal number of sensations along with panic—the sharp smell of wind, damp night air, and the acrid stench of gunpowder, fingers that were as cold as death, but a body that burned with heat through the thickness of clothing, the salty taste of skin, and the metallic taste of blood! Just as quickly, rational thoughts spun away, leaving only fear.

      Kate clawed at that hand at the same time she tried to twist free of the arm around her. She felt skin and fresh blood beneath her nails and furious words hissed at her through the musty air of the Sacristy. They were foreign, and by the sound of them, not pleasant.

      Pulled off her feet, she kicked back at the legs that molded hers, the sharp heel of her boot connecting with a knee. There was a grunt of pain, and for a moment her feet found solid floor once more. She stomped the toe of his boot at the same time she twisted to the side and drove her elbow into his midsection. Another harsh grunt and his head angled down beside hers. The heavy outgrowth of beard on his jaw rasped against her cheek and the side of her neck as he hissed a curse. This time no translation was needed.

      "Do that again, and I'll break your neck!"

      At the harsh, guttural warning, Kate went completely still. Life on the streets had also taught her that foolishness could be deadly.

      There was a moment of hesitation, and then the hand on her mouth eased at the same time her captor seemed to sway against her. She knew she might not have another opportunity. She bit down hard on the hand over her mouth. The air left his lungs in a sharp hiss. Kate twisted out of his grasp at the same time she thrust her hand into the pocket of her skirt. Before she was clear of her attacker, her fingers closed around the cool steel of the pistol Dalton had given her. She whirled around and leveled it at her assailant with both hands.

      "Don't move or I'll shoot!" She was gasping for air, partly from the struggle, mostly from fear. But her hands were steady.

      He didn't come after her, he didn't move at all. His breathing was ragged and uneven, his head angled down so that the thick mane of dark hair fell forward, preventing her seeing his face, his body tensed and rigid. She cut a glance to the floor where the candle had fallen.

      With her gaze fastened on her attacker, she scooped up the candle. The flame sputtered and then glowed steadily as she set it upright on the table, the light casting a soft glow across the small chamber and doorway where he stood unmoving.

      "Step away from the door, slowly," she ordered, both hands locked around the handle of the pistol. Finally, he took a small step toward her. He moved very slowly, then he stopped and swayed slightly as if it required a great deal of effort just to remain upright. Kate frowned, certain it was some kind of trick.

      "Come out where I can see you," she ordered. "And don't make any sudden moves."

      He took another step out of the deep shadows at the doorway, one arm clasped across his midsection.

      It was a mistake—she knew it as soon as she let her guard down and saw the look in his eyes as his head came up. He lunged at her. The force of his momentum hit her hard, as fingers closed over her upper arms and dug into soft flesh. She heard a tearing sound, and felt the sudden rush of cold air against her bare shoulder, then the sharp report of gunfire shattered the air as the pistol went off.

      The fall took them both to the floor in a twisted tangle of long, muscular legs and her heavy skirts. He took most of the impact as she fell across him.

      The air slammed out of his lungs with a sharp, painful sound. She tried frantically to push off of him, only to feel those hands tighten. A long leg was pinning hers. She was caught, and the gun was between them still clasped in her hand, but trapped as well by the press of their bodies. She was able to free her other hand. She clawed at him, going for his eyes. With a grunt of pain he grabbed her wrist, the bones grinding together in that steel-like grip. Another curse filled the air.

      "Maldita! "

      He twisted her arm behind her back and pinned it with his other hand. She arched away from him, trying desperately to bring a knee up, but it was no use, her skirts were hopelessly wrapped about her legs. Another word that she didn't understand, but the sound of it stopped her. It was a gasp, broken and strained, a groan breaking to a pleading whisper.

      In the dim light, his skin was deathly pale above the shadow of dark beard. Taut lines pulled the corners of his mouth into a jagged frown. A sheen of perspiration glistened across his skin. The expression in those dark eyes was filled with unbridled rage and confusion. Then, strange words, whispered, and a single word filled with enormous pain.

      "Querida?"

      The word was foreign, but needed no translation. It was an endearment, an intimate question of aching emptiness and unbearable longing. She struggled as his hand came up. Unable to free herself, she went completely still, her breath frozen in her throat. He didn't grab her as he had before. This time his fingers trembled against her cheek, a tender caress that made her doubt she had been touched at all, and burn with the certainty that she had.

      "Querida." This time it was a low intimate sound, filled with the certainty of desire that startled her and once more caught her unprepared as his hand slipped behind her neck, long fingers stroking through the tangle of her hair as he pulled her against him and angled her mouth down to his. His beard scraped her chin and lower lip. By contrast, his kiss was warm, sweet, and achingly tender, with something very near hunger.

      Her hands flattened against the hard wall of muscles at his chest as she tried to angle her mouth away from his.

      Her fingers brushed warm skin and crisp, dark hair where his shirt lay open at the throat. His other hand shifted from that bruising hold on her waist, as his fingers went stroking up over the curve of her bare breast where the fabric of her bodice had been torn away. Her body reacted instinctively, the nipple tingling and growing hard beneath the stunning stroke of a callused thumb, the sensation echoed deep inside in half-forgotten response to a man's touch. She gasped and he kissed her lips apart, his tongue slipping inside, the smell, sight, and taste of him filling her with a new kind of fear.

      Those dark eyes closed with his kiss. Long, thick lashes lay like velvet crescents above the sharp angle of high cheekbones. Dark tangles of hair spilled over his forehead and waved about his neck. He deepened the kiss, the longing whisper of his words caressing her lips. And then a name.

      "Constanzia."

      As abruptly as it happened, the kiss ended. His mouth went slack beneath hers with a shuddering breath, and his hand went slack.

      With a sob, she struggled free. This time there was no restraint as his arms fell away from her, limp at his sides. As she pushed from him, she saw the dark spreading stain that soaked the front of his shirt beneath her hands. Blood came away wet and sticky on her fingers.

      She scrambled a safe distance away and felt about frantically on the floor for the pistol. It wavered unsteadily as she aimed it at him with one hand and gathered the torn remnants of her gown together with the other. Both shook violently. Her breathing was ragged, as if she'd just surfaced from near drowning.

      Long moments passed and the violent pounding of her heart slowed and steadied. When he didn't roll to his feet and come at her as he had before, she carefully approached where he lay. She nudged his leg with the toe of her boot, careful to keep out of reach of those hands. But there wasn't even the slightest response, not a twitch of movement, or a sound. Not a sigh, a curse, or groan. In fact, he didn't seem to be breathing.
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      "Drink this."

      A cup was thrust at her. When she didn't immediately take it, Jake took her hands and wrapped them about the warm mug.

      "Drink it before you faint."

      "I'm not going to faint." Taking the cup, she shoved her disheveled hair back with her other hand. It shook visibly, the cup in her hand wobbling so badly that the black liquid sloshed precariously at the rim. Jake's hands steadied hers. Her answering smile was as wobbly as her hands.

      "What is this?"

      "Mostly coffee."

      "Mostly?''

      He grinned. "I persuaded Mrs. Hathaway that you needed something to steady your nerves. Seems the Doc keeps this for medicinal purposes." He glanced at the cup. "But it won't do much good just sitting in that cup." She took a tentative sip, the brandied coffee warming comfortingly all the way down. She took another sip.

      "Are you all right?"

      She shrugged, trying to keep her voice from shaking.

      "A few bumps and bruises." She took a deep breath. It was wobbly and caught, a sound very near a dry sob. "Nothing that won't heal. It would've been worse if you hadn't been there."

      Jake's hand covered hers. "I only wish I'd gotten there sooner."

      She nodded against his shoulder, her head tucked into the curve beneath his chin as exhaustion seemed to seep into her bones. Across the hall, a uniformed police constable waited outside the examining room door, a reminder of the brutal murder she'd stumbled upon.

      The police and Dr. Hathaway had been summoned to the church after Jake found her. The man who had attacked her was still unconscious when they arrived. He'd lost a great deal of blood. He might be a murderer, but as soon as the doctor arrived, he was also a patient. Concerned that his patient might not survive a trip to the hospital bouncing around in the back of a horse-drawn ambulance over rough, cobbled streets, Dr. Hathaway had ordered him taken to his office, which wasn't far from the church. There was nothing the doctor could do for Father Paul.

      Another breath shivered out of her and she closed her eyes, trying to block out the images that seemed to be frozen in her mind—the broken and shattered contents of the Sacristy, Father Paul's body hanging on the wall, his sightless eyes staring down at her, the blood on the wall, the nun she had encountered coming out of the church. Deputy Chief Inspector Munro had written everything down.

      "You're certain about the nun?" he asked for the third time, as if he didn't quite believe her. "Wasn't that a bit late for a nun to be at the church?"

      And for the third time, she confirmed, "It was a nun. We bumped into each other. She said 'Excuse me.' I'm not mistaken."

      "And what were you doin' there so late at night?"

      "I've already told you," she replied wearily. "I often met Father Paul there in the evening."

      His answer had been an irritating, speculative, ''Hmmm."

      "Did you see the nun?" Kate asked Jake, certain that he must have. The warm, solid strength of his shoulder shifted beneath her cheek. She felt the slow shift of his jaw against her hair.

      "I arrived several minutes after you did," he said with regret. "I didn't see her."

      Her head came off his shoulder. "She was there!" she said adamantly, frustration edging her voice. He gently squeezed her hand.

      "I believe you. It should be easy to find her." In spite of his reassurances, Kate shook her head.

      "There was something different about her," she said, pushing a hand back through her disheveled hair, trying to sort through what it was about the encounter that kept nagging at her. With a wan smile, she shook her head. "She wasn't like other nuns."

      "You mean that she didn't carry a ruler with her and try to crack you across your knuckles for bumping into her? Or demand ten Hail Marys, with a 'Bless you, my child'?" Jake cracked a teasing smile.

      "Well, for one thing, she was young and very pretty."

      "A pretty, young nun?" Jake remarked incredulously. "There is no such thing. They're all older than dirt and homely as mud hens. And no need for them to take vows of chastity."

      While her previous experience might force her to agree with him, in this particular case she had to disagree. There was no opportunity to discuss it further, as the door to the room across the small hallway opened and Dr. Hathaway stepped out of the small examining room. Deputy Chief Inspector Munro joined them. The doctor nodded grimly as he wiped blood from his hands.

      "I was able to stop the bleeding."

      "What about the wound?" Kate asked.

      "It's a gunshot wound."

      At her pale, drawn expression, he assured her, "You may have fired that pistol, my dear, but you did not shoot him. That is not a fresh wound. It's at least a couple of days old. He had an encounter with someone else long before you ever met up with him. And it's a good-sized hole in him, much larger than you could have caused with that small-caliber pistol. He's been losing blood steadily. No doubt, it was reopened during your struggle with him." He added grimly, "It's fortunate for you that he was already wounded. You might not have come out of it with just a few bruises."

      "Will he live?" Deputy Inspector Munro asked.

      "Of course he'll live!" Dr. Hathaway snapped. "I'm a better physician than that."

      "Good," Munro announced. "I'll have my men bring round a wagon."

      The doctor cut him off. "He's not going anywhere tonight," the physician bluntly responded.

      "Now look here, Jim," Munro protested. "That man is a murderer..."

      Dr. Hathaway cut him off. "That man is my patient. And he's not going anywhere until I say so. He's certainly not in any condition to get up on his own and walk out of here."

      "All right," Munro finally agreed. "But I'm leavin' one of my men to stand guard."

      "Fine by me," the doctor agreed, and then added solemnly, "I need to get back over to the church to take care of things there." Munro went off to give instructions to one of his men. Dr. Hathaway gently patted Kate on the shoulder.

      "You'd best go home and get some rest."

      She nodded, grateful for his kindness. Then he moved past to his office, calling for Mrs. Hathaway to find his bag and send word ‘round to the undertaker to meet him at the church.

      Jake agreed with the doctor. "I'm taking you home."

      "I'll find a carriage." Kate was too weary to argue with him, even though she didn't feel as if she would ever be able to sleep again, with the images that seemed to be etched into her brain.

      She sat down to wait until he returned, catching snippets of conversation between the doctor and his wife. Deputy Inspector Munro was occupied in the front parlor with one of his men, who would presumably stay to stand guard over the prisoner. Across the hall, the door to the examining room stood ajar.

      Everything that had happened kept turning over and over through her weary, disjointed thoughts—the destruction in the Sacristy, Father Paul's ransacked room, the Madonna and the jeweled plate left untouched in the cabinet, the smeared marks of blood on the wall, Father Paul's sightless eyes staring down at her, the nun's hasty apology, "Excuse me," and a murderer who for some reason hadn't escaped, but remained inside the Sacristy after Father Paul was dead, and had then attacked her.

      None of it made any sense.

      Why had he killed Father Paul? Robbery? It seemed the most likely reason. But if robbery was the motive, why not simply take whatever was of value and then leave? Why had he ransacked the Sacristy? What was he looking for? And why had he killed Father Paul? With a glance to make certain that Mr. Munro was still deep in conversation with the doctor, she slipped into the room across the hall and carefully closed the door behind her.

      He lay silent and motionless on the bed in the darkened room with a single light left burning at the bedside table. His breathing was rapid and shallow. Even from a distance, she could feel the heat from the fever that burned through him—that same heat she had felt when he had attacked her. Even now, her skin grew warm at the remembered contact, and she wet her lips as if she could taste the heat of his mouth against hers.

      He was sleeping, or possibly unconscious. With the dexterity of a pickpocket, she searched the pockets of his long coat that hung over the back of a nearby chair. Neither revealed anything of consequence other than the usual things that might be found in a man's pockets—a pouch of loose tobacco, papers to wrap it with, a packet of wood matches, and a key. A hotel key? she wondered.

      She found several gold coins in the other pocket, more than twenty dollars, and frowned. Where had the money come from? The church offering box? She pocketed the key, uncertain why she did so, except that it was certain he would have no use for it at his next place of lodging. She continued her search of the other coat pockets and found nothing of importance or value. Then she turned back to the bed.

      He hadn't moved, his head turned to the side. A sheet had been pulled to his shoulders. She assumed that he still wore his pants since she hadn't found them with the coat, or anywhere else in the examining room. Black, well-worn boots had been removed and sat on the floor at the foot of the bed. She cautiously moved closer.

      "Let's see what else you have in your other pockets," she whispered. "Perhaps something that will explain what you were doing at the church tonight." The corners of her mouth pulled a frown.

      "By the looks of you, it wasn't for evening prayers." She carefully lifted the sheet, exposing that now familiar expanse of naked chest and the thick bandage that wrapped his waist.

      "Perhaps confessing your sins," she murmured, with a glance at the dark hair that dusted across his chest and tapered down across a flat male belly. She glanced back up at his face. By contrast, his features were almost boyish in the light from the bedside lamp. Long, thick lashes lay in dark crescents against his cheeks, his skin was flushed and drawn taut over those high cheekbones, his nose was long and straight over the curve of his mouth pulled down at one corner, perhaps in pain somehow felt through the heavy stupor of sleep and laudanum that Dr. Hathaway had given him.

      She could almost taste that mouth against hers, hot and demanding when the kiss began, then sweet with supplication and need as he whispered those strange foreign words. It was obvious, that even then he was delirious with fever, mistaking her for someone else. She couldn't help wondering who it was that he'd whispered those words for?

      Best keep to the business at hand, she reminded herself, concentrating on the pockets of his pants. With an ease that came from a great deal of practice, she slipped her fingers into the pocket at his left hip. It was empty. Then she checked the right pocket and discovered a thick wad of folded papers. With a quick glance at the face of her unconscious assailant, Kate nimbly and carefully extracted the papers.

      The attack was as unexpected as it had been in the Sacristy, the sudden coiling of muscle as he lurched up off the bed at her, the bruising clasp of long fingers about her wrist that felt as if every bone was being crushed.

      Her startled gaze met that dark, furious one glazed with fever, as he caught her in the act of thievery. Lean, chiseled features were contorted in an expression of rage that seemed to radiate from those dark, shining eyes, and a guttural sound snarled from behind the flashing teeth as he came after her with amazing strength for someone who was at death's door. In a panic, Kate did the only thing that came to mind.

      Instead of trying to pull free, which she'd already learned with disastrous results was hopeless and only caused him to tighten his hold on her, she changed tactics, relaxed the tension in her arm, and suddenly leaned into him. She saw the momentary confusion that shifted in those eyes, felt the sudden slack in his hold, and then the almost instantaneous recovery as he shifted his hold on her and his other hand seized her by the throat. Desperate to get away from him, already convinced that her strength was no match for his even in his weakened condition, she did the only thing she could think of—she kissed him.

      It was sudden, unplanned, absurd if she'd taken any time at all to think it through, yet at the moment, it was the only thing that previously had any effect on him. She felt his stunned reaction, the momentary confusion from fever and his dulled senses, the sudden relaxation of those fingers. She seized the opportunity, twisting out of his grasp and spinning away at the same time. She was all the way to the door before she realized that he hadn't come after her, but had collapsed back onto the bed.

      Her hair had come completely undone, and was over her shoulder in tangled disarray. She wasn't at all certain, but by the stinging sensation, she suspected several strands were still twisted about his fingers. Her hand instinctively went to her neck. She could still feel those bruising fingers. The bodice of her gown gaped open even further under the coat Jake had thrown about her shoulders when he found her. She thrust the packet of papers into the jacket pocket. Gathering the fronts of the jacket closed over her gaping bodice, she slipped out of the room.

      It was after three in the morning when Jake drove her back to the offices of McKendrick and Malone, Private Investigations, at Geary Street. The firm was now owned by Allison Malone and her sister Lili Harper after the death of their father, Will McKendrick.

      One of their agents, Ian MacPherson, lived in one of the upstairs rooms over the offices. He had been a good friend and partner of Will McKendrick's.

      When Kate went to work for McKendrick Investigations, Lili Harper insisted that she leave her dingy, rat-infested room in the Portrero district and move into Lili 's old room on Geary Street. Along with the room, she'd acquired "Mac" MacPherson, who now met her and Jake at the front entrance, glowering like an irate father.

      "And just where the devil have ye been ‘til this time o' the mornin'!" he thundered at her, as if she were a child. "And I'm warning ye, lass," he added, wagging a finger at her, "It had better be a pretty excuse."
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        * * *

      

      Kate sat in front of the large desk in Mac's office, slumped wearily into an overstuffed chair. Beside her, the wiry Scotsman sighed heavily. His face was lined with sadness, his rust-colored mustache drooping around his frowning mouth.

      "Ah, lass. Such a dreadful thing. It grieves me that you had to get caught up in it. Poor Father Paul," Mac said gently, touching her cheek with a hand that along with the mustache hinted at the vivid, coppery color his hair had once been, before his ‘young ladies,’ as he called Allison, Lili, and Kate, had made an old man of him with the risks they took in the cases they investigated.

      "He was a good man, and a fine chess player."

      He winked a smile at her as she smiled back at him with an expression of fond memory at the countless hours the priest had passed in the back of the office deep in concentration over a game with Mac.

      "I shall miss him. But justice will be done," he noted. "They have the man in hand."

      "Perhaps," she answered.

      "Perhaps?" Mac asked, crinkled blue eyes narrowing thoughtfully. "What are you thinkin', lass?"

      "Something about all this just doesn't make any sense," she commented, passing a hand across her forehead. She looked over at Mac. "He didn't take anything."

      Mac shrugged. "Ah, well, it's possible the good priest caught him in the act before he had a chance to take anything. And then you came along and really set his plans amuck."

      She shook her head. "I'm not certain that's all there is to it." Jake had returned from the kitchen with a pot of steaming coffee. Mac held a hand up.

      "None for me, lad." He admonished Kate, "And you should get yer rest as well. I've no doubt that Mr. Malone will be wantin' to speak with you again about all this. And you look just about done in, lass."

      "I could use some sleep," she agreed. "I just can't seem to get it out of my mind. If only I'd gotten there sooner." Her voice trailed off with the helplessness she'd been feeling ever since finding Father Paul dead.

      "And you might have ended up the worse for it," Mac reasoned. "Who knows what this man is capable of? And then where would we be? Two bodies in the Sacristy? No, lass," he gently consoled her. "I'll not have ye thinkin' such things. You couldna save the priest, and you might well have ended the same as himself. He wouldna have it that way and you know it."

      "I suppose you're right."

      "Aye, that I am." He turned to Jake. "I'm grateful that you came along when you did, lad." Jake nodded.

      "I just happened to be in the neighborhood." He was a poor liar, when he and Kate both knew that Dalton Malone had specifically asked Jake to follow her."

      "Mr. Malone is probably still at the Bella Union. I better get back there and let him know what happened."

      "Lock up on yer way out, lad," Mac said, and then grumbled, "Priests murdered! It's gettin' so the city isn't safe."

      Kate walked with Jake to the door, returning his coat to him now that she had a shawl wrapped about her shoulders and the papers. In spite of the fatigue that seemed to make every movement an effort, her thoughts continued to churn.

      "Do you think Tommy might have seen the nun?" she asked of the driver, who had taken her to the church from the Bella Union that evening.

      "I'll ask him, but he's probably gone home for the night." He suggested another possibility. "They'll know who the nun is at the church."

      Kate nodded. There was still something about her encounter with the nun that bothered her. But at the moment she was too tired to think what it was.
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        * * *

      

      She should have been able to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes the images were still there—the shattered contents inside the Sacristy, Father Paul's body hanging off the crucifix on the wall, a gesture that seemed perverse and obscene, the odd bloody marks on the wall, her encounter with the nun.

      When sleep wouldn't come, she finally threw back the covers, and got out of bed. The downstairs clock had just struck six o'clock. Through her window, gray light streaked the sky. She settled the chimney back into place after lighting the oil lamp on the dressing table, and retrieved the packet of papers from the drawer where she'd put them. By the glow of the lamp, she began to read through them.

      There was a letter, several pages long. It was written in another language, Spanish she thought. The only thing she was able to make out was the date in the upper right-hand corner. It was written two years earlier. The last page was signed with the name Isabella.

      It occurred to her that the foreign words her attacker had used in the Sacristy might also be Spanish. She would have to find someone to translate the letter. It might provide a clue to the reason her assailant was in the church.

      Another paper was stained and dog-eared, almost worn through where it was folded. It was a handbill with information about a reward in the amount of five thousand dollars for an outlaw called La Pantera. And by the physical description, it wasn't difficult to tell just who La Pantera was. The list of crimes was long, including murder! The last piece of paper and its contents were completely mystifying.

      Whereas the other letter was of the sheerest vellum, used for letters sent through the post because of the high cost of sending even a half-ounce letter, this paper was thick and elegant, a heavy woven parchment of high quality with a distinctive watermark. Only very wealthy people could afford such expensive stationery. How did an outlaw acquire something like that? She unfolded it and received another surprise.

      There was nothing at all written on it. The paper was completely blank, but there was something that might perhaps be just as important as a written letter, embossed gold letters across the top in elegant swirls and curlicues—the name San Martín. She unfolded the rest of the paper. The bottom part folded like a pocket, and revealed what appeared to be a small black twig with buds still attached.

      Dried buds crumbled in her hand. The twig appeared to have been burned, or possibly broken off from a tree that had burned. She frowned at the contents of the folded paper. What was the significance of a scorched twig? It wasn't exactly what she expected to find in the pockets of a murderer. For that matter, nothing that she'd found was what might be expected of a murderer, except for that handbill. She sat back in the chair and closed her eyes. But as she'd already learned, there was no escape from the images of the night before. They played over and over.

      "Excuse me," she whispered to herself, recalling what the nun had said as they collided with one another outside the church. Suddenly, Kate sat up.

      What was it that Jake had jokingly said about nuns? "Do you mean she didn't demand ten Hail Marys, and say, 'Bless you, my child?'” Not exactly the usual sort of thing a nun would say.

      Early morning light streamed in through the window as she finished dressing. A few minutes later, with the packet of papers safely tucked into the pocket of her skirt, she let herself out the front door of the office.

      Even at this hour the street had already begun to fill with the noisy morning traffic of coaches, wagons, and drays, along with the clatter and clang of the early morning streetcar on adjacent California Street. She quickly found a carriage for hire. Climbing inside, she hastily instructed him, "St. Mary's Church."
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      St. Mary's Church stood silent and unimposing, as it had the night before, to all outward appearances a welcoming haven for lost souls. Unlike the night before, she encountered no one as she pushed open the wrought-iron gate and walked to the side door. Kate pushed open the door and stepped inside the nave.

      The welcoming scents of wood and candle wax greeted her. Several of the candles at the altar of the Virgin Mary had gone out. A few trailed tendrils of wafting smoke in the cool, musty air. But many more had been recently lit and burned brightly. Her heart constricted at the knowledge that they were no doubt for Father Paul.

      She lit a candle of her own for him and set it with the others. Unlike the night before, when she had lit several candles out of old habit, there was no struggle to find some trace of faith left within herself. Father Paul had been a man of true faith, and that was all that mattered. She slowly crossed the nave of the church to the Sacristy.

      Everything was exactly as it had been at any other time she'd visited him—the table and chair in the corner had been righted and set back in their places, the cabinets, shelves and tables that contained the ceremonial vestments, bowls, and chalice had been neatly returned to the shelves and table. But in spite of appearances, everything wasn't the same. Father Paul was dead.

      From behind her
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