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Chapter 1




Chicago

May 1884

Under the cover of the darkness, Katherine Love stood with her back pressed closely against the outside wall of the warehouse, hoping she couldnt be seen. The night watchman was on the far side of yard, and she was waiting for him to pass. She could see him walking and swinging his lantern in and out of the shadows. He was whistling cheerily as he checked a few doors to make certain they hadnt been tampered with, but he gave no more than a cursory look to most of the sheds and buildings along the route.

This was the third night Katherine had come here hoping to rendezvous with a man hired to assist her in her plan, but for reasons unknown, hed never shown. She hoped this third night would be the charm.

As the watchman came closer to her, she hunkered down behind a large trash bin filled with lumber and discarded crates. Her five-feet seven-inch frame made it difficult for her to appear small, but the black axle grease shed smeared over her brown skin, coupled with her black shirt and mens trousers, made it easier for her to blend into the shadows, as did the black knitted fishermans cap hiding her short curls.

The watchman approached, then passed by her so closely, that she could have reached out, grabbed his pant leg, and probably frightened him half to death. But she wasnt here to pull silly pranks.

He moved on. She waited for the sounds of his whistling and footsteps to fade into the distance before releasing her pent-up breath; shed hurdled the first obstacle. Once her contact appeared, they would have a little under an hour to complete the nights work before the watchman returned to this portion of the warehouse yard. Plenty of timeif the contact showed.

Silence resettled, and a cautious Katherine waited without moving. The distant bark of a dog floated in on the May night air. She stood silently and watched. Minutes passed; then, from out of the darkness, came the faint flickering light of a match. It disappeared so quickly that she thought she might have imagined it. She peered closely, tensely waiting to see if it would appear again. When it did, she offered up a silent hallelujah. The light was the agreed upon signal. Katherine peeled her tall body away from the shadows of her hiding place. Keeping herself low, she quickly crossed the open yard and headed for the person whod struck the match.

She didnt know his name; she had no reason to. They would probably never meet again once that nights job ended, yet he greeted her with a smile from behind the burnt cork covering his light-brown face. Youre the Globe reporter?

Yes, she whispered.

They didnt tell me you were a woman.

She dearly hoped her gender would not be a problem because she did not have the time to educate a man on the fine points of what a woman of the nineteenth century could achieve. Does my gender matter? she asked.

He took a moment to scan her clothing and face, then shrugged. Not to me.

Katherine was glad. Are you ready?

He nodded yes.

Then lets go rob us a safe.

Katherine and her accomplice rapidly covered the short distance to the main building. The safe shed alluded to belonged to Mr. Rupert Samuels, a wealthy Chicago businessman and a pillar of the citys Black community. He had many storehouses on this large plot of land on the far edge of the city, but only one held his business office.

When they reached the door, her companion whispered, They said you had a way in?

It was her turn to nod yes as she reached into her trouser pocket and withdrew a small thin box. Inside were a set of lock picks given to her for her twenty-fifth birthday by a wily old gentleman burglar shed met during her stint as a newspaperwoman back in Virginia. Katherine inserted one of the gap-toothed picks into the doors padlock, and it opened. She sensed the surprise emanating from the man at her side, but she didnt pause to acknowledge it. Men were surprised by her unconventional ways all the time.

They tiptoed inside cautiously. Katherine was fairly certain no one would be about, but she knew better than to take that for granted. The solid silence made her breathing sound like a train engine, and her heart beat as loud as a drum. She reached back and softly closed the door. The safes hidden behind that Bannister painting on the far wall, she told her accomplice quietly.


The man replied, Ill need a bit of light.

She heard the scratch of a match and then saw the lit wick of a candle stub. He cupped his hand around the dancing finger of flame to prevent the light from casting too well. He looked around, spied the copy of the prizewinning Bannister painting Under the Oaks, and told Katherine, Keep watch.

Katherine slid back into the darkness, by the door. She was glad for his help because she couldntve gotten into the safe alone. Thanks to her old burglar friend, she could easily spring the locks on doors and some strongboxes, but her abilities did not extend to wall safes. It had taken her editor, Geoff Pratt, weeks to find a man who could be trusted to discretely carry out this endeavor. The long search had cut so deeply into the time frame she and Geoff had allotted for this investigation that if tonights burglary proved unsuccessful, her six long months of hard work would go for naught.

Her companion called out softly, Its open and weve struck gold.

The announcement filled Katherine with excitement, but she kept her wits about her. She opened the door a crack to make certain no one was approaching from outside before going over to see what the safe held.

The candle provided just enough light to illuminate the area around Samuelss large oak desk. The inside of the safe was filled with shadows, but they werent thick enough to hide the three printers plates stacked against the back wall. With a satisfied smile, Katherine reached inside and lifted them out. Rupert Samuels had printed hundreds, maybe thousands, of counterfeit railroad stock certificates using the plates Katherine now passed over to her companion. At first glance, the Samuels scheme appeared to be very beneficial: How better to circumvent the jim crow laws than to have a rail line that would cater only to members of the race? The hoodwinked investors, mostly pensioners and widows, had willingly let themselves be led to the slaughter by the well-dressed and seemingly sincere young men selling the stocks. After the bank drafts of the victims cleared, the salesmen vanished, and the investors were left holding worthless pieces of paper.

Katherine reached back inside the safe and pulled out a stack of fraudulent stock certificates and a large ledger. She held the ledger toward the light and hastily scanned the entries. There were page and pages of names, each one adjacent to addresses and dollar amounts. She came across the name of Sally Dotson, an old friend of her Aunt Ceils and Katherines landlady. Sally and many of the members of her church had been fleeced by the stock sharps. When Sally told Katherine what had happened, Katherine wrote to her editor, Geoff Pratt, in New York hoping he had an idea as to how they could recoup their savings. Geoff could offer no immediate solution but wired back that he had been approached by a man in New York claiming to be a disgruntled ex-employee of a similar scam being run there. The man was angry because he hadnt been paid what hed been promised and wanted to expose the leader of the ring, Rupert Samuels of Chicago. Katherine and Geoff set this plan in motion to get at the truth. Katherine assumed the other names chronicled in the ledgers were also victims. With this ledger in hand, the authorities could indict Samuels and his cronies for fraud as soon as luncheon tomorrow. She wondered if he would enjoy languishing in a prison cell? Knowing Rupert Samuels the way she did, she was quite certain he would not.

Katherine gave the ledger and the phony stocks to her accomplice, who slipped them into a canvas bag along with the plates. He would be taking the evidence to her editor, Geoff, in New York. Geoff in turn would hand them over to the federal authorities. Katherines job then would be to disappear. When the authorities swooped down on Rupert, she planned to be on a train to Boston for a much needed holiday. Left behind would be the woman shed posed as for the past six months: Katherine Lane, a meek seamstresss assistant. Also left behind would be Katherine Lane, Rupert Samuelss fiance. She and Rupert were slated to be wed tomorrow in what the society papers were calling the wedding of the year.

Katherine did not love Rupert. Becoming his intended had not been part of the original plan, but hed fallen in love with her over the course of her assignment and proposed marriage. Shed been flabbergasted at the irony at first, then decided to take advantage of her position in his life to advance her investigation. Katherine wished she could be a fly on the wall tomorrow when he had to explain to all his well-heeled guests that the bride had flown the coop. But his missing bride would be the least of his worries once the authorities arrived in a week or so, and he had to explain to them about the ledger, the phony stock certificates, and the counterfeit plates. Rupert Samuels was a predator who fed upon the old and feeble of the race. She harbored not a whit of guilt over being the catalyst for what probably would be the most humiliating day of his lifeit was a fate he richly deserved.

Katherine and her accomplice placed everything back the way theyd found it, except for the incriminating items in the bag. This done, they turned to head out of the office when the sounds of approaching voices carried in through the closed door. Before either of them could draw a breath of alarm, it opened. The pair stood wide-eyed in the light of a hand-held lantern.

Never one for meekness, Katherine grabbed up a lamp from the desk and hurled it. Her true aim shattered the light. Chaos erupted. Men shouted in the darkness. She tried to make a dash for the door, but it slammed closed, effectively cutting off her exit. Someone grabbed her from behind. She instinctively jabbed back hard with her elbow. Her captor let out a sharp groan and released her all in one motion, but her satisfaction quickly died as he snatched her by the arm and forcefully bent it behind her back. Pain screamed in her shoulder. He continued to apply pressure until the agony forced her to her knees.

The fight continued on the other side of the office, and the sounds of furniture being bumped around and items crashing to the floor mated with the sounds of men breathing heavily and groans of pain.

Then came silence.

The man holding on to Katherine called out in his all-too-familiar voice, I got one, Mr. Samuels.

The voice belonged to Joe, Ruperts driver and hired thug. His short, muscular body had always reminded Katherine of a caged gorilla shed seen at a fair in Washington a few years ago.

Katherine was dragged roughly to her feet. The force of his hold on her arm kept her firmly in place.

Another familiar voice, sounding winded, echoed from close by, All set here, too, Mr. Samuels.

Ruperts other thug, Frank.

A lamp was lit.

When her cool eyes met Ruperts, he barked with astonishment, Katherine?!

He hastened over and snatched the cap from her head. His eyes seemed to widen even further.

Good evening, Rupert. Katherine was amazed at how calmly shed spoken. In truth, she was scared to death. The gun in Ruperts hand did not help matters. Its silvery cast gleamed sinisterly in the light.


Her companion, though subdued, stood defiantly. Apparently hed been able to put up more of a fight than had Katherine. His split lip appeared minor when compared to the blood running from Franks nose and the gaping cut above his brow.

Rupert continued to stare at her attire and the grease smeared on her face with a wonder usually reserved for a person whod suddenly sprouted another head. Youre supposed to be at home resting for the wedding. What is the meaning of this?

Katherine toyed with lying to him but doubted even she could fabricate a believable explanation under such damning circumstances.

When she did not immediately reply, Rupert turned his attention to the tense man at her side and said easily, The cat seems to have Katherines tongue, so lets see if I can get an explanation from you. You are?

Just a friend.

Rupert looked to Frank and nodded calmly. Frank threw a punch into the mans abdomen that doubled him over.

Ruperts voice was sympathetic. I need a more detailed reply, Im afraid.

Katherine stiffened with outrage, but Joes firm hold on her arm checked her.

Rupert gestured to Joe. Let her go, and see if you can determine what theyve been doing in here.

Joe released her and began searching around the desk. It took him but a moment to find the canvas bag. His startled voice rang out, Mr. Samuels, look at this!

Ruperts dark eyes settled on the plates, and his jaw visibly tightened. The gaze he turned on Katherine spoke his anger, but his voice remained low and controlled. Katherine, you either tell me what this is about, or your friend here will have to suffer the consequences.


The last thing Katherine wanted was for her accomplice to be hurt. He isnt really involved, Rupert. Let him go and Ill tell you everything.

Rupert leaned close to her and said, Youre in no position to bargain, Katherine. Either tell me, or hell be dead before he draws another breath. Now, start from the beginning. Where were you taking those plates?

To Washington.

He studied her face a moment as if the answer surprised him. Why?

Some people I know are interested in them.

He leaned close and whispered, Why?

She tried not to let him see her fear. Ive seen the certificates you printed from the plates. You swindled an old friend of mine.

He chuckled patronizingly. Ive never swindled anyone.

Are you saying the Banneker Railroad is a legitimate business enterprise?

No one in my employ ever coerced anyone to invest.

You lie so prettily. The great Mr. Banneker is undoubtedly twirling in his grave, knowing his name is being used to fleece his own race.

He smiled. All part of my charm. Howd you know the plates were in the safe?

I saw them one evening when we stopped here so you could place some papers in the safe.

Whos helping you, besides him? he asked pointing the gun at her accomplice.

No one.

Rupert again gestured to Frank, who punched Katherines accomplice a second time. When he retched in reaction, Katherine yelled, Stop it! Dont hit him again!


Rupert grabbed Katherines chin and forced her to meet his angry eyes. Or what, youll tell me the truth? Frank will beat this man to death if I order him to. Now, again, whos helping you?

Mr. Joseph Pulitzer.

Rupert appeared to stiffen a moment. Pulitzer?

Yes, she lied proudly.

Rupert observed her a moment as if trying to glean the truth from her eyes. He released his hold, then asked Why would Pulitzer help you?

Because I work for his newspaper.

He doesnt employ Blacks.

Are you certain? He doesnt make it known, but there are a few of us hidden in the back.

Katherine told the lie because Pulitzer and his paper were a force to be reckoned with. She hoped it would make Rupert think twice about bringing that power down upon his handsome head should Katherine or her companion come to serious harm.

Evidently, Rupert was not buying it. Pulitzer has better things to do than meddle in the sordid affairs of Black folks. Whats your real name?

Victoria Lewis. It wasnt really, but she had no intention of telling him the truth unless it became absolutely necessary.

He then spoke to Joe and Frank. Get him out of my sight.

Katherine made a move to intervene, but Rupert raised the gun. The sight of it and his mocking eyes kept her in her place. Her accomplice tried to make the task difficult for the two thugs, but they hustled him out just the same. The departure left the grim Katherine alone with the man she was due to marry tomorrow. Where are they taking him?

Oh, I dont know, but Im certain theyll inform me when they return. Until then, Im just going to stand here and look at you.

Rupert leaned back against the desk and folded his arms. He was a very handsome man, educated, and possessed impeccable manners. She was wondering how much of the investors savings had gone toward the purchase of his expensive suit when he spoke.

Mother Pearl kept telling me there was something about you she didnt care for.

Your mother never cared for me because I was a seamstress.

There was that, but she insisted there was something else she sensed. I ignored her, of course, but it appears she was correct. A pity, because as you know, I truly fancied myself in love with you.

Guilt flowed through Katherine for the tiniest moment. She had harbored mixed feelings over leading him on. Maybe, had the circumstances been differentand had Rupert not swindled hundreds of old people in three statesshe might have welcomed him as a suitor. He was charming, witty, and loved the theater as much as she. But Rupert was also a snake. To send him to prison, she would have posed as Mr. Lincoln himself.

Ruperts voice cut into her thoughts. So, do you have anything to say for yourself?

No.

Well, you should. Over a hundred guests are coming to see us marry tomorrow.

Tell them you finally came to your senses and decided not to wed out of class.

No, Ive a better idea. The wedding will go on as planned. After that, well have a long talk.

But I dont wish to marry you.

I know, but it hardly matters what you want at this point, does it?


She could see Rupert studying her and her attire yet again before hearing him ask, Is this what we men have to look forward to if we give women the votea gaggle of women running amok in trousers and axle grease, burglarizing the property of the men they profess to love? I knew you were clever and far more intelligent than most women, but never in my wildest dreams did I suspect you were not the woman you claimed to be.

Coming from a man like you, I consider that a compliment.

And it is. A woman with your mind could go far with a man like me.

Yes, she could, Rupert. She could go straight to prison.

I do admire your wit, Katherine. Your meddling has upset me, however. I prefer my females uncomplicated, biddable. It seems you are neither.

Another compliment. I wonder how many you would have bestowed had I succeeded in leaving you at the altar.

Her words appeared to catch him off guard. What do you mean?

She thought it made little difference now, so she told him of her plan to deliver the evidence to the authorities and vanish.

He stared, and for the first time the mask fell away from his smooth-skinned face, and the anger rose to the surface. You would have made me a laughingstock.

Among other things, yes.

You would have left me to explain to the cream of this city that my bride was nowhere to be found?!

Katherine thought he looked properly outraged. Yes, but humiliation is good for the soul, Rupert. At least I didnt swindle you out of your land or life savings as you did those pensioners.


Katherine had a tendency to speak first and weigh the consequences afterward. Belatedly, she realized taunting him might have been unwise. As always, though, it was too late to retract her words.

He grabbed her by the chin again and forced her eyes to meet his own, saying threateningly, The only thing keeping your dead body from being found by some rag picker in an alley in the morning is the fact that I dont know who else you might have told about those plates.

Ive told many many people, she promised without flinching. Many people.

He let her go. In reality, only a few people knew about Ruperts true nature, but the knowledge that he wouldnt dispose of her right away gave Katherine hope that shed live to fight another day. It also gave her one whole night to figure a way out of her mess.

Frank and Joe returned and Joe came over to whisper something into Ruperts ear. While Katherine looked on tensely, Rupert smiled her way as he listened. Then when Joe was done, Rupert said to her, Come, Katherine, we can leave now.

Her voice was thick with suspicion. What have they done with him?

Nothing that will concern you ever again. Now, Im taking you back to my town house so I can keep an eye on you until tomorrows festivities, but first were going to pay a visit to your dress shop. I want Frank and Joe to make certain you havent hidden any secrets there.

He snatched her by the arm and forced her from the office. While Katherine tried not to let her fear rise any higher, she prayed her father, Bart, would not be at the shop waiting for her. There were already too many people in danger. She didnt want him to become embroiled in this, also.







    

Chapter 2




Bart Love glanced up from his cards. He was losing again. An extra ace lay hidden inside the cuff of his new frock coat, but he didnt know the other players well enough to chance cheating. Back home in Indian Territory everyone knew he cheated. Hell, they expected no less. But he wasnt back home. Hed only been in Chicago a few months. He didnt want to end up shot or taken to jail.

In the end, it didnt matter much, because when he looked over to the door and saw Deputy Marshal Dixon Wildhorse stride in, Barts eyes widened in terror. His heart began to pound. He became so short of breath, he actually thought he might faint. Wildhorse was supposed to be dead!

Yet the Black Seminole lawman stood very tall and very much alive. As he approached, his blazing dark eyes told of his anger, an anger directed solely at Bartan anger Bart knew hed better try and defuse or suffer the dire consequences.

Dixon Wildhorse ignored the shocked silence that greeted his entrance into the small, dimly lit drinking establishment. Since coming east, hed become accustomed to being gawked at like a caged cougar at a fair. When he reached Barts table, he leaned down to the prey hed been tracking for the past six weeks and asked him quietly, Is there someplace we can talkprivately?

Bart could not stop his shaking. He very slowly placed his cards facedown on the table. The other players and patrons continued to stare at the big, dark-skinned man standing over Love. His large, gray Stetson, his high-heeled boots, and the brilliant, topaz gemstone in his ear told them he wasnt local. His attire conjured up the tales of the Wild West being so prominently reported upon in the newspapers.

Someone called out, Hey! Are you one of them cowboys?

Dix turned. He held the questioners eyes just long enough for the man to begin to squirm before redirecting his attention to Bart.

Barts voice shook as he said, Um, let me just settle up here. His trembling hands removed his purse from the inside pocket of his new coat. How much do I owe you, boys?

At first no one uttered a sound, seemingly for fear of drawing the attention of the cowboys unnerving stare. To move things along, Dix singled out the man seated next to Bart and asked him in a voice just loud enough to be audible, How much?

The man responded haltingly, Uh, twotwo dollars.

Dix nodded his thanks, then told Bart, Pay them.

Bart wouldnt meet Dixs eyes as he nervously counted out the amount. He was so nervous, in fact, that he dropped a few coins on the sawdust-covered floor.

The lawman bent to retrieve them, then slowly and soundlessly placed them back on the tabletop. The preciseness of the lawmans movements gave Bart an even worse case of the shakes.

Bart finished counting out what he owed. That done, he made a move to pick up the purse and put it back in his pocket, only to have Dixs big hand slam down and cover it. Bart looked up into Dixs cold black eyes and gave him a sheepish grin. Dix did not grin in reply; instead, he picked up the purse and stuffed it into his own shirt pocket. Then, employing the same soft yet powerful voice, he told Bart, Lets go.

Bart pushed his chair back from the table. His fear was so great, he prayed his legs didnt fail him.



Dix followed Bart up to his rented room. As soon as the door closed behind them, Bart took a seat. Dix stood, silent.

Bart ran a finger around his shirts starched collar.

Dix asked, Whats the matter, Bart, collar too tight?

Bart nodded. A mite.

Ropes going to be tighter than that, you know.

Bart Love blinked. It was just a misunderstanding Dix. A silly misunderstanding.

Then you have my money?

Bart blinked again. Well, I

Dix answered for him. You dont have my money.

Bart shook his head as if deeply saddened, but before his gray-haired head stopped moving, Dix dragged him up to match his own towering height and spoke directly into his cinnamon-colored eyes. Bart, you better have my money for the two hundred head of cattle you stole and then soldor do you know what Im going to do?

Bart hastily intimated his ignorance.

Im going to bury you so deep in the Territorial prison, itll take a mole to bring you breakfast.


Dix eased Bart back down to earth.

Everyone in Indian Territory knew Bartholomew Love had absolutely no shame, and he proved it by throwing himself down onto Dixs boots to beg for mercy. Please, Dix, dont send me to prison! Im an old man! Ill die there!

Yes, you just might.

Ill do anything, DixIll clean the stables, mop your office. Ill shovel pies out of the street if you say to, but dont send me to prison. I only sold your cows cause I thought you was dead.

Thats an excuse?! Dixs husky voice was sharp.

Bart shook his head hastily, scrambling to his feet. No, Dix, it aint, but try and see it from my side.

You dont have a side, the lawman voiced pointedly. Plenty of folks in town thought I might be dead, but only you stole my property.

Bart hung his head.

How much of my money do you have left?

Bart swallowed, confessing, Just whats left in the purse.

Dix shook his head, filled with anger and disgust. Back home, he had a reputation for being fair in his dealings with folks and slow to anger. When he did get angry, even grizzlies knew to give him a wide berthor so the legends wentand right now Dixon Wildhorse was the most riled man east of the Rockies. It took all the discipline of his varied ancestry to not pound Bart Love into meal.

Bart scrambled to find some way to soothe the big lawmans wrath. Please, Dix, let me make it up to you!

How? You cant sell me back my own cows like you did that Boston greenhorn last year.

The folks in the Territory had gotten a big kick out of that prank. Bart had stolen the greenhorns cows, then sold them back to the Bostonian as new stock, making himself a tidy profit. No one alerted the horn to the sleight of hand because hed been a back-East pain in the rear since the day he came to town. Selling Dixs stock was an entirely different matter, however.

Dix asked again, How do you aim to repay me?

How about my daughter? Everybody in the Territory knows youve been looking to marry up.

Dixs black eyes widened. Your daughter?!

Yes, shes uh, educated, clean. Shes no beauty, mind youway too tallbut shes respectable.

Dix could not believe what hed heard. Let me get this straight. In exchange for the hundreds of dollars you owe me for those cows, you want to give me your daughter?

Bart nodded.

Bart Love, you are truly without a soul. Where is this too-tall daughter now?

Right here in Chicago.

How old is she?

Nineteen or so.

And what do you suppose shell say when shes told youre giving her away?

She wont say nothing. Shes looking to marry up, too. Shell be right pleased.

Dix shook his head. Bart, I dont believe you for a minute.

I know, Dix, but Im telling the truth. Hear me out.

Dix knew that Bart couldnt be trusted to give the real color of grass, but he let him keep talking.

After my wife, Jenny, died, I left Katherine here in Chicago to be raised by my wifes sister. Outside of my own late Jenny, her sister, Ceil, was the finest woman on this earth. Ceils gone now, too, bless her memory.

Bart paused as if waiting for the lawman to be moved by the revelation, but when Dixs grim expression did not change, Bart stumbled on. Uh, as I was saying, I know Ceil raised my Katherine to be a soft-spoken, biddable woman because Ive been spending a fair amount of time with her in the three months Ive been here. Shed make you the perfect wife.

In reality, Dix had been searching for a wife. Hed reached the point in his life where he felt secure enough to take on the responsibility of a family. In order to have the sons he desired, he needed a wife. He had no illusions of falling in love. He simply wanted to marry a woman he could be comfortable with, a woman he didnt mind coming home to in the evenings. But Bart Loves daughter? Dix eyed the old schemer. He had no way of knowing if he even had a daughter.

In spite of Barts sinsand his own angerDix didnt really want the old con man to die in jail, but the debt had to be paid. For more than a decade, Dix had chased outlaws to hell and back in order to accumulate the money needed to build that herd. Thanks to Barts scheming, the herd had been sold to the army, and now Bart wanted his daughter to pay the price.

It was not such a far-fetched idea; arranged marriages were still very common. In fact, in some clans it would have been tantamount to disrespect for Dix to refuse to consider this attempt at making amends, especially since the girl was the only thing of value Bart claimed to possess. Dix grimly assessed the look of hope shining in the old mans eyes. He could feel the vestiges of the old ways rise in his blood, pulling at him. Even though he didnt want to, he knew he had to at least meet the girl. He asked Bart skeptically, Is she truly educated?


Bart nodded enthusiastically. Yep. Respectable, too. Shes a seamstress, just like her ma was before she died.

To Dix, choice of occupation meant little in determining a persons character. Hed known seamstresses both prim and chaste. Hed also known a few who should have been working in cathouses. But Barts claim that she was educated meant much. Dix wanted his sons to grow up with the written word. The railroads and homesteaders were rapidly changing the West. Sometime in the very near future a man would need more than a strong back and a quick gun to make a living. He wanted his children prepared to walk in that new world; having an educated mother would help them along the path. All right, take me to her. If shes acceptable and willing, well see. If not, Im taking you back to the Territory to stand trial for rustling.



It was nearly midnight by the time they hailed a hack and took the journey across town to the shop where Barts daughter worked and rented a small room. The streets were quiet and deserted. Her workplace was off the main thoroughfare, nestled between a printers shop and a dry-goods store. They found the shop door unlocked and the darkened interior in shambles.

An anxious Bart called out his daughters name while Dix drew his Colt. No one answered. The damage appeared extensive. Tables were turned over, joining other pieces of furniture like drawers and full-length mirrors that had been shattered and tossed aside. Spools of thread, buttons, and dressmaker pins littered the floor. Bolts of fabric lay twisted and torn, and every dress form had been slashed open.

Bart and Dix shared equal looks of concern as they maneuvered their way through the dark shop aided only by the light of the moon outside. Dix found an unbroken lamp in the rubble and lit it with a match from his pocket. Light made the damage appear even more stark. Dix swung the lamp Barts way and saw the fright on the older mans face. The lawmans husky voice broke the silence, I assume the place is usually kept neater than it is tonight.

Bart didnt answer. Instead, he took a seat on the floor and placed his head in his hands.

Wheres your daughter, Bart?

Bart looked at Dix and whispered, I dont know.

Do you know why anyone might have done this?

He shook his head slowly. No.

Dix looked around. His lawmans instincts said the destruction appeared too thorough to be a random robbery. The mutilated dress forms and the dumped out drawers made him believe someone had come here looking for something. You said your daughter rented a room here?

Yes, Bart answered quietly. Back through there.

Dix had the feeling Bart knew far more than he was letting on, but Dix didnt press. Instead he waded his way through the mess to the daughters room, which had been given the same trashing. The mattress had been slashed open as had the bed pillows and the cushions of two old stuffed chairs. Clothes he assumed to be hers were strewn about. Dix could almost imagine the intruder tossing the garments aside while pawing through the dresser and wardrobe in the search. But what had he been afterand where was Barts daughter?

He rejoined Bart, whod found another lamp and placed it upon a table. He stood before the light, studying something in his palm.

Bart looked up. I found Katherines pendant. It was given to her by my late wife, Jenny. Katherine would never have taken this from around her neck unless she were in trouble.

Dix asked, So, are you going to tell me what this is all about, or do we walk out of here right now and head to the train back to Indian Territory?

As Bart hesitated, Dix almost wished the old man would choose to remain mum. All he truly wanted to do was go home. He hated back east cities, especially large, back east cities and Chicago fit both descriptions. He found the crowds oppressive, the air foul, and the constant noise deafening.

But as Bart began to speak, Dix knew his wish for a speedy return to the western side of the divide would not be granted. My Katherine is not really a seamstress.

Dix sighed. The truth be told, he didnt find the revelation surprisingafter all, she was Barts cub. What is she really?

A newspaperwoman.

Dix ran his hands over his tired eyes. A newspaperwoman. And what is this all about? he asked, gesturing at the torn-apart shop.

Bart spent the next few minutes telling Dix as much as he knew about Katherines masquerade as a seamstresss assistant and of her newspapers interest in Rupert Samuels and his business affairs.

Do you think Samuels is responsible for this?

Maybe. Then he said, Dix we have to find her.

We?

Please, Dix. Youre the best lawman in the Territory. If anyone can find her, itll be you.

Dix knew better than to succumb to Barts flattery. He also knew he couldnt just walk away; the code he lived by would not let him turn his back on the troubles of folks he knewnot even folks like Bart Love. Do you know where this Samuels lives?

Yes.

Dix didnt really want to become involved with this, code or no code; with the Love family involved, things were only bound to get worse. How old is this too-tall daughter really?

Bart looked guilty. Twenty-eight, maybe as old as twenty-nine.

Dix shook his head. Youd lie to St. Peter, Bart. Lets go.

Bart ran out of the store in order to catch up to the marshals long strides. This mean were going to look for her?

Dix didnt slow as he answered, Against my better judgment, yes.

Dix, Ill never forget this. Never!

Neither will I, Ill bet.



While he and Bart stood hidden in the shadows across the street, Dix noted the size and structure of the fashionable Samuels town house. In spite of the late hour, a few lights were burning in various rooms, but it appeared to be just another wealthy home.

Dix asked quietly, If this man is such a swindler, why havent the local constables hauled him in before now?

No evidence. My Katherine saw some printers plates in his office about a month ago. Tonight she planned on burglarizing his office so she could get them.

Dix turned and stared. She planned to do what?!

Rob him of the plates.

How?

By going into his safe. It was the only way to get her hands on something the authorities would believe. Samuels is a big man, you know.

Dix did not believe this. How meek and biddable could a safe-robbing woman be? Shed make a perfect wife, he thought sarcastically. Did it ever occur to you that that mess back at the shop could be tied to her meddling?

Bart took immediate offense at Dixs tone. She isnt meddling. Samuels swindled a whole passel of old folks. One of them happened to be a dear friend of Katherines, and she took it upon herself to put Samuels in jail for what hes done. My Katherine is real loyal.

Loyal and obviously in need of a keeper, Dix thought dryly. He turned to Bart to ask what else he had failed to divulge but held on to the question when a fashionable coach came to a halt in front of the Samuels house.

Dix and Bart slid farther back into the trees as Bart whispered, Thats Samuelss coach.

Two men stepped out, followed by a third. The one in the fancy suit is Samuels. The other two are hired hands.

Dix sized up the men and their employer. How many men does he usually keep with him.

Seen only these two. Katherine said theyre thugs.

Dix watched the thugs peer up and down the street as if on the lookout for someone or something. After a few moments they seemed satisfied with whatever they had or had not seen, and only then did Rupert reopen the carriages door. Dix heard Bart gasp as a tall figure in black was pulled from the coach and forced in the direction of the house by Samuelss propelling hold on the arm. Thats my Katherine! Bart whispered.

Dix surveyed the woman. She was indeed quite tall and dressed like a man in a black shirt and trousers. Her face had been blackened by what appeared to be grease or cork. He could see her short hair under the soft light given off by the lamps lining the walk.

She did not appear to be pleased to have Samuels as her escort. She did her best to delay entering the house, but Samuels was stronger and forced her ahead.

Hes taking her inside! Dix, do something! Bart whispered, panicked.

Not a good idea. They outnumber us. If I rush them, theyll have all three of us. Do you think hed harm her?

I dont know, but he probably wont harm her before tomorrow.

Why not?

Because theyre marrying up tomorrow afternoon at two.

What?!

Bart lowered his head. Didnt I tell you that back at the shop?

Dix answered through gritted teeth, No, you did not. How in the hell am I supposed to get her out of there if shes going to marry the man?

They werent supposed to really marry up. But things got a tad complicated. She planned on getting the plates tonight and disappearing. Something must have gone wrong.

Obviously.

So, how are you going to rescue her?

Dix answered truthfully, Ive no idea.

But, Dix, you have to have a plan.

Bart, I am tempted to let that she-cub of yours stew in her own safe-robbing juices.

But I know you wont, Bart replied confidently. If you did, youd have trouble sleeping at night knowing you left my Katherine in the hands of someone like Samuels. Youre too decent a man, Dixon Wildhorse.


Dix sighed. Somehow he wished hed never tracked Bart to Chicago. Come on. Well head back to your place. A plan is bound to show up before the wedding rolls around.

Or at least he hoped one would.







    

Chapter 3




It was now the day of the wedding, and Katherine paced the confines of the small attic room for what seemed the thousandth time. The pacing helped her think, and at this juncture she needed all the options her quick mind could muster. Shed been locked in there since shortly after her arrival at the town house the night before. Initially, shed been ushered into a bedroom in the main wing of the house, but when Ruperts mother, Pearl, happened across Katherine preparing to climb to freedom via one of the windows, an angry Rupert escorted her here. According to him, the attic space had once been a hiding place for fugitive slaves during the volatile abolitionist years. It had only one window. The tiny, triangular pane allowed in the light of the day but would never allow escape by a woman of Katherines size.

Her worries over the fate of her accomplice had not diminished. No matter how many times shed asked Rupert to reveal the mans whereabouts, he would not. She wanted to believe Joe and Frank hadnt committed murder, but deep in her soul she knew they had. Even when she had to stand by last night and watch Ruperts thugs destroy the dress shop in their search for incriminating evidence against her, her thoughts had centered on the man Geoff had hired to open the safe. Did he have a family? Children who would tearfully grieve over his absence? Geoff had also been on her mind. He had no way of knowing the burglary attempt had failed. In a few days, when he didnt receive the plates or any word from her, he would realize something had gone awry, but by then who knew where she might be.

When Katherine had first approached Geoff with the idea of looking into the Banneker Railroad stock swindle, hed had many misgivingsnot because he questioned her ability to succeed, but because he worried for her safety should the ball begin to unravel. At the time, Katherine had taken his concerns to heart and agreed with the need for caution. To ease his fears, shed given him every reassurance she could think of, promising not to place herself in harms way. Katherine rarely lost an argument or let herself be swayed away from a stance, so after a few more rounds of wrangling, Geoff had surrendered and let her proceed with the assignment.

She hated to admit it, but hed been right to worry; here she stood, despondent over her accomplices death and embroiled in more danger than she could have ever imagined. She also thought about the dress shop. Poor Mrs. Tuttle had worked all of her life to build up her shops clientele. In the thirty-five years shed been in business, shed become both wealthy and the modiste of choice to the elite Black women of Chicago. Now, thanks to the extensive damage done to the place by Ruperts employees, Mrs. Tuttles dream had been turned into a nightmare.

Katherine sighed sadly. So far shed been responsible for a mans death and the wrecking of a very kind womans livelihood. And in a few more hours she was going to have to marry Rupert Samuels.

A knock on the door sounded, and Katherine waited tensely as the lock turned. The door opened to reveal Pearl Samuels. She entered smiling, dressed in the beautiful, pale-rose gown Katherine and Mrs. Tuttle had created especially for the grooms mother. However, neither Katherine nor Mrs. Tuttle had designed the dainty ladys derringer held in Pearls gloved hand.

Mother Pearl closed the door behind her, saying, Its good to see you are still with us, dear.

I havent had much choice.

Pearl nodded her understanding. You present quite a dilemma, Katherineif that is indeed your name.

In what way?

Rupert and I were at our wits end on how to proceed with you. I told him in the beginning not to pursue you. Now he wishes hed listened.

Pearl was a very influential member of Chicagos representative society. Shed been aghast at the idea of her wealthy son marrying a common seamstress. The initial gossip that greeted the wedding announcement had driven her to her bed. Were it up to me, you would simply vanish in much the same fashion as your accomplice. But our guests are expecting a wedding, and they shall have one.

Id rather not.

What youd rather is not at issue at this point. Id rather you had never entered our lives. No woman of breeding would stoop to being a journalist.

Tell that to Mary Shadd, Pearl.

Who?

Katherine waved her off. Never mind. You said you and Rupert were at your wits end over what to do with me. Does that mean youve come to a decision?


It does, Pearl proudly announced. After the ceremony you will be taken to a sanitorium owned by a physician friend of Ruperts. We want you under lock and key while we determine your true identity and how much you know.

I have friends who will question my sudden disappearance.

Im sure you have, dear, but they wont bother looking for you if they believe you are dead.

A chill grabbed Katherines heart as she looked into Pearls emotionless eyes.

Pearl spoke kindly. In a few days, you and my son are going to be involved in a staged carriage accident. Rupert will tell everyone that you were killed. My son will publicly mourn your tragic, untimely passing as they lower your closed casket into the grave. No one will ask the whereabouts of a woman known to be dead.

Geoff would, Katherine knew. Because the marriage was never to have taken place, news of the wedding would raise questions in his mind. Katherine had to admit, however, it was a clever plan. Too clever.

Pearl smiled. Until we know who you are and what information you may have passed on, you will remain under the doctors care. Who knows, you may need his care for the rest of your life.

Katherines eyes closed.

Pearl moved elegantly back to the door. Now, hurry and dress, dear. Rupert and the guests will be waiting. And remember to smile. Its your wedding day.

After Pearls departure, Katherine walked over to the cot and stared down at the dress lying across it. Not even her present distress could make the dress any less exquisite. Made by her own hands out of white Chinese silk Rupert had sent away for, the close-fitting, high-necked dress was plainly designed, but elegant. When she first began creating the dress, she looked upon it as a prop in her charade, nothing more. Shed sewn on the seed pearls and added the bits of lace, confident that the gown would never be wornat least not in a wedding with Rupert Samuels. Shed been certain that Rupert would be indicted long before her becoming his wife turned into a reality. Now, she had very little confidence in anything.

Sighing, she dashed away the uncharacteristic tears stinging her eyes and began to dress. Rupert had not searched her person last night, probably because he didnt believe it necessary, her being female and all. In his mind, the man with her had undoubtedly been in charge of the breaking and entering. As a result, she still had her lock picks. Not knowing where else to hide them, she very carefully slid them one by one into the hem of her wedding gown. One never knew when she might need them again.


The parlor downstairs had been grandly decorated for the event. Vases of exotic lilies had been set about, and pure-white ribbons streamed across the high ceilings above the heads of the very select group of guests. At the far end of the expansive room stood a bower adorned with embroidered white draperies caught back by strips of gold satin. Were Katherine really Ruperts intended, she would have been touched, knowing hed spared no expense in making this day a memorable one; however, she had never intended to be his bride. Never. Yet here she stood, preparing to say vows with a man planning to fake her death and then lock her away, maybe for the rest of her natural life.

Katherine walked with measured steps down the length of the lily-white runner but did not smile as she joined the elegantly attired Rupert and the preacher standing before the bower. If the guests were curious about her tight face, she doubted they would attribute it to anything other than nervousness. No one knew of her plight. As far as the guests were concerned, the groom was a prize catch; any woman lucky enough to land him was to be envied.

Katherine didnt want to be envied. As the preacher began reciting the opening words, she wanted only to put as much distance as possible between herself and Pearls son. A veiled glance to the door showed men lounging nearby who could only be Ruperts employees. Even if she did somehow manage to get to the exit, they most certainly would not let her leave.


Outside, the sky was a glorious May blue. Dix, wearing his gray dress Stetson and a newly purchased dark suit, walked up the winding stone path to the Samuels town house. He was stopped midway by one of the men hed seen last night with Samuels.

Invitation, please.

Dix offered him a winning smile, then made an elaborate show of patting the pockets of his suit coat and trousers. Mustve left it at home on the bureau. Sorry.

He made a move to pass, but the man stepped purposefully in his path. You cant go in without an invitation, the man stated. Mr. Samuelss orders, cowboy. The word cowboy was spoken with a mocking sneer.

Dix looked down upon the man who stood at least six inches below and said quietly, I think youd better step aside before someone gets hurt.

Oh, really, the man replied skeptically.

He then called to a companion standing on the porch.


Hey, Joe. This one says Im gonna get hurt if I dont step aside and let him in.

Joe stepped off the porch, saying with a grin, Naw, Frank, he didnt tell you that. Did you mister?

Dix sized up the approaching Joe and then Frank. Although both men were muscular, neither was large enough to stop anyone from going anywhereat least where Dix hailed from. He tried to be nice one more time. Now, boys, Im going in there whether you like it or not, so let me pass, and youll both keep your teeth.

Mocking him, Joe knocked his knees together. Oh, were so afraid.

Frank laughed uproariously.

Dix pushed them aside and headed up the walk.

When the thugs took exception to his actions, the fight was on.

Inside, in the parlor, the preacher asked Katherine for the third time to repeat the line hed just read to her from the vows. Because of her hesitation, Ruperts face held a forced, tight smile. Katherines eyes pleaded with the preacher, but he simply smiled indulgently, saying, We all know youre nervous, Katherine.

The guests tittered in response to the preachers kindly quip; then suddenly, a woman screamed as three whirling dervishes came crashing through the parlor door into the room. Katherine recognized Frank and Joe but not the dark-skinned giant at the center of the storm. Fists were flying, guests began to scatter, and Frank and Joe were thrown from the big mans back like they were Lilliputians. As chaos erupted and women screamed, Katherine thought it an ideal time to lose herself in the bedlam, but when she took a step forward, Ruperts hand closed tightly upon her arm. He smiled at her knowingly, then barked to his employees, Get that man out of here!

Easier said than done, Katherine noted. She watched as more of Ruperts thugs waded in, only to be dispatched by fists that broke jaws and sent teeth and men sailing in all directions.

When the dust settled, only the giant remained standing. Every last one of Ruperts men were prone on the floor and out cold. Katherine still had no idea as to the victorious mans identity, but she wanted to cheer.

Apparently Rupert did not share her enthusiasm. Still holding Katherine tightly by the arm, he snapped, Identify yourself!

The giant took a moment to survey his prone opponents. Evidently pleased, he smiled crookedly around his split and bloodied lip. Only after he retrieved his hat did he begin his approach to the bower.

The guests scurried out of his path, but not a one of them headed for the exit. They all stared on as riveted as Katherine at the man with skin the color of a black panther and eyes to match. He walked as if he owned the earth beneath his polished boots, and strode with the proud bearing of a Dahomey king. He was as handsome as he was tall, and although he wore the eastern cut suit seemingly comfortably, the brilliant topaz stud in his earlobe stamped him as the most exotic man Katherine had ever encountered.

Over the excited buzzing of the guests, Rupert barked again, I demand that you answer me!

When the giant stopped before Katherine and stared down into her eyes, her heart began to pound. He appeared even taller up close. His nose bore the proud lines of his heritage, and his jaw was strong and firm. His shoulders were so wide that both sleeves of the suit had been split in the melee.


Katherine saw concern in his black eyes, a concern so strong that her own eyes welled up because she knew at once that hed come here to save her.

He spoke in a voice meant only for her. Sorry I had to be so disruptive.

Quite all right, she replied just as softly.

He offered a small smile, seemingly pleased by her response. He then reached out a finger and slowly brushed away the lone, joyful tear escaping down her cheek. Has anyone harmed you?

She trembled from the contact, then shook her head no.

Good. Lets get you out of here.

Rupert stared at the two of them and yelled, What the hell is going on here?!

Dix forced himself to look away from the beautiful tear-bright eyes of Bart Loves daughter and at the peacock still holding her tightly by the arm. Let her go.

Rupert opened his mouth to say something, but Dix was in no mood for any more debating. The Black Seminole lawman threw what he hoped would be his last punch of the day, hitting Rupert squarely on the jaw. Rupert crumpled instantly and joined his minions prone on the floor.

Then Dix politely tipped his hat to the wide-eyed preacher. Forgive the ruckus, Padre.

The preacher could only nod as Dix took Katherine by the hand and led her past the



















































OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/9780061754548.png
og a novel gc
peverLY JEnkins @





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





