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Chapter One
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1870

“Mistress? You better come.”

Emily Weatherspoon looked up from behind her desk to see Samuel Horner poking his head through her office door. “It’s a little early,” she said, shutting her ledger book and rising to her feet.

In fact, it was only three p.m. Her brothel, the Jeweled Ladies—one of the finest brothels in the entire state of Texas, if not the entire South—didn’t open for business until the evening. Emily kept strict hours in her brothel because it helped secure her position in this town. The doors didn’t open until four and they were closed on Sundays.

“There’s a girl. You better come.”

Emily was already following him down the hall then down the stairs. The large black man was silent as he moved through the brothel. She had fifteen women who worked on their backs for her. True, she had recently lost several girls. She had been running this brothel for close to twenty years now and never had she seen such a spate of whores getting married. Maybe there was something in the water?

Samuel turned at the bottom of the stairs and headed back toward the kitchen. His wife, Della, reigned back here. The Jeweled Ladies was comprised of a saloon that ran along the length of one side of the house and a formal parlor on the other. Behind the parlor was the private dining room. It could be reserved for a price, but mostly it was where the girls took their meals. Della fed all of them as well as serving one hot meal at the saloon every evening. Nobody messed with Della and the kitchen. That woman ruled with an iron rolling pin. A real one.

Samuel pushed open the door and held it so Emily could enter the hot room. Della was in the middle of a full-fledged dinner preparation and the room was swamped with heat and the delicious smell of catfish frying. 

But that’s not what caught her attention. Her eyes came to rest on a girl. Samuel hadn’t been lying. The child could not be more than ten years old. She was grimy looking, with matted hair and rags for a dress. She was standing by the back door of the Jeweled Ladies, shoving Della’s cookies into her mouth as fast as she could. There was a tall glass of ice-cold milk next to the cookies and every so often, the girl would pause long enough to take a deep drink.

Emily had not gotten this far in life without being able to see beauty in even the worst of circumstances and the girl was lovely. Her skin was light brown, suggesting that she was mixed race. Her hair wasn’t tightly kinked, but it wasn’t entirely smooth, either. It was the kind of hair that would take a wave beautifully. When she grew up, she was going to break a lot of hearts and looking at her, Emily felt a pang of something that she had long ago decided she wasn’t capable of feeling.

If she and Cyrus had ever found a way to be together, this little girl was what their daughter might’ve looked like.

The moment that thought crossed her mind, she pushed it away. Perhaps in another time or another place... but not here. Not now.

Someone cleared her throat. Emily looked up to Della pointedly nodded off to the side. There was a small table set in the corner of the kitchen where Della sat while she shucked corn or oysters. Emily turned her attention and saw that there was a pile of rags in the chair. As Emily watched, the rags stood and revealed herself to be a black woman whose dress was in even sadder shape than the girl’s. “You the madam here?” the woman asked in a rough voice.

“I am Mistress. And whom do I have the honor of addressing?” In addition to having ironclad rules for the Jewels, Emily had ironclad rules for herself. She never treated anyone less because of their age, color, or condition. She may have been raised a lady on one of the finest plantations in Georgia, but she had long ago realized that did not make her better than everyone else.

The woman cackled. She was missing most of her teeth and her skin had open sores on it. Even from across the room, her breath spoke of illness. “I’m Gloria and she’s Dolly.”

Emily looked back at the little girl. “How do you do, Dolly? My name is Mistress.”

The little girl froze in the middle of shoving yet another cookie into her mouth, her eyes wide. Emily wondered if she might bolt. But then Gloria said, “Go on, girl.” 

Dolly swallowed and said, “Is your name really Mistress?” in a tremulous voice.

Gloria moved more quickly than Emily would have given her credit for. In the blink of an eye, she closed the distance between her and the girl and slapped the girl upside the head. “I told you to treat the lady well.”

Emily exchanged glances with Samuel. With a sniff, the girl looked up and said, “How do, ma’am.”

Emily gave her an encouraging smile. Then she turned her attention back to Gloria, who was shuffling back toward the seat at the table. The woman’s appearance was disgusting and her behavior was no better. However, it was clear that the girl was just really dirty. Emily decided to give Gloria the benefit of the doubt. Maybe she had been making sure Dolly had more to eat? “How may I help you today, Gloria?” But she already knew. There was only one reason a woman in such dire straits as Gloria would show up at the back door of the most famous brothel in Texas with a young, terrified girl who had been instructed to treat the lady well.

“She’s twelve. She’s just small for her age. I figure someone will take her cherry for a pretty penny.”

Emily took a deep breath through her nose, keeping her expression blank. The fact was, someone would pay a pretty penny for the girl’s virginity but it wasn’t going to happen here. She may be a whore and a madam but she was not heartless. And even if the girl was twelve, she was still a child, for God’s sake.

“I can’t get her clean and fed enough that someone would pay me,” Gloria went on, oblivious to the stony silence on the other side of the kitchen. Because neither Della nor Samuel were pleased with this offer. “I figure I sell her time to a nice madam like youself and you can get her all fancied up.”

Emily didn’t have to think about it. If she didn’t pay this awful woman for this child, someone else would. “How much?”

Dolly recoiled as if she had been slapped.

Gloria’s eyes, however, lit up. “Fifty bucks and she’s yours for a month. You’ll get your money out of her.”

Emily took a step forward. Without even looking, she could feel Samuel and Della closing ranks behind her. They were some of the few people in this world who knew that she was Emily Weatherspoon. The Horners had been with her for decades and if she wanted this horrible woman forcibly removed from her establishment, they would do it without a moment’s hesitation. “I’ll give you a hundred dollars, but you never get to see her again.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Emily could see that Dolly was starting to cry. Tears trickled down her cheeks, cutting a swath through the grime. It hurt to watch, so she didn’t. She focused her attention on Gloria. “Do you understand? If I ever see you again, I will not be held responsible for what happens to you. You will never see her, never contact her, and never know anything about her life.”

“A hundred dollars?” Gloria rubbed at her cheek, as if she were debating this offer.

Emily was in no mood to negotiate. “Hundred dollars. Take it or leave it.” Although this woman was not leaving with this girl.

“You drive a hard bargain but I’ll take it.”

“You have five minutes to make your goodbyes. Samuel?” Samuel left the kitchen to fetch the money. To a woman down on her luck like Gloria, a hundred dollars was a lot of money. To Emily, it was about fifteen minutes of her evening. “I’ll have Della pack you some food for the road. There won’t be any need for you to linger in town.”

She watched as Gloria crumpled to her knees in front of the girl. “You listen to what the lady says, you hear? She’ll take care of you.”

“But I don’t want to...”

Emily braced for Gloria to slap the child again, but she didn’t. Instead, she said, “I know, baby. But I can’t keep you. You’ll starve to death otherwise. No one will have me. It’s the only way.”

Emily and Della exchanged glances. Della wrapped up some fresh fried catfish and half a loaf of bread as well as some meat pies left over from yesterday. The bundle sagged under the weight of the food and if Gloria were smart, it might last her a week.

Gloria hugged the girl and Dolly hugged her back. Samuel returned to the kitchen with a hundred dollars in cash. 

“That’s enough,” Emily said. Sometimes, she had to be cruel to be kind. Lingering would do no one any good. The decision had been made and they all had to abide by it.

Gloria got back to her feet, shaking a little. But she took the cash and the food and turned back to the girl. “Love you, baby girl. And I’m sorry. If you think of me, just know that I tried.”

The scene would be touching if Gloria hadn’t just sold her daughter. Emily nodded to Samuel, who moved in. “You heard what Mistress said. You be on your way now.”

Dolly began to cry in earnest. Emily stepped up and held out her hand. “Come with me, dear,” she said in as gentle a voice as she dared in front of Gloria. “Say goodbye.”

The girl hesitated and then looked back at Gloria. “Goodbye, Aunt Gloria.” Then she put her hand into Emily’s.

Emily led her out of the kitchen. To her credit, the girl did not look back. Emily heard the back door shut as the swinging door to the kitchen closed behind them and that was that. 

If she ever saw that woman again, there would be hell to pay. It did not matter how dire the circumstances, no one had the right to sell anyone—much less a child. Emily could only thank her lucky stars that Gloria had started with the Jeweled Ladies instead of a less reputable brothel.

Now she was in the possession of a terrified girl. Keeping a firm grasp on Dolly’s hand, she led the girl upstairs and then upstairs again, to her private chambers. One of the many advances that the Jeweled Ladies boasted was running water. Hot water. It’d cost Emily a small fortune to get pipes run throughout the house, but it was worth it to have hot water for bathing and laundering whenever she wanted. 

She had some customers who came solely to take a bath. Oh, sure, they wanted to take that bath with a pretty nude girl, but they were really here for the bath. The girl was just an extra, like sweet icing on a coconut cake.

Dolly was sniffing quietly as Emily closed the door and shot the bolt. “Let’s get you into a bath,” she said, reaching for the girl’s rags. “And I’ll get you some new things to wear, lovely and clean.” Obviously, she didn’t have any children’s things in the brothel, but she should be able to get some from the dry-goods store. Even if the Snyders didn’t have ready-made clothes, they had five children. They would sell her a dress at an exorbitant mark-up, no doubt, that would fit until something better could be arranged.

The girl burst into tears, racking sobs that nearly doubled her tiny body over.

Emily shifted uncomfortably. Which said something because it took a lot to unsettle her. But she had never been good with small children. She preferred to deal with grown women and men at least sixteen years old, if not older. She wanted people who could make their own decisions of their own free will.

She supposed it could’ve been worse. She wasn’t entirely sure if she believed that the girl was twelve, but at least she wasn’t a chubby little toddler. She couldn’t abide sobbing. Yet another reason why she had never had her own children. It was just too much. “That’s enough of that. You need a bath and a proper meal and probably a real bed.”

Dolly straightened back up and tried to stop crying. That was heartening. The girl had gumption. But she was also having a very bad day. “Am I a slave?”

Emily sucked in a pained breath. “Absolutely not. Slavery is illegal in this country. You are your own person and you must never let anyone else make your decisions for you from this moment on. Let’s get one thing clear, Miss Dolly. I do not own you. You own yourself. And I will not force you to lie with a man. Your aunt, was she?” Dolly nodded. “Your aunt may have thought that was the only thing valuable about you, but she was wrong. As long as you are under my protection, you will go to school, you will do chores, and you will not give your ‘cherry’ up to anyone for money. Is that completely understood?” 

The girl took a ragged breath, surprise written all over her face. “I’m going to go to school? But I’m colored.”

Emily closed her eyes, tamping down her frustration. She had been arguing that colored people should learn how to read and write for almost forty years. It felt like an argument she was never going to win. Her own father had decreed that none of his slaves should read. He believed that most slaves were too ignorant to make sense of letters plus, slaves who could read were dangerous. Emily had never understood how her father could hold two such completely different beliefs at the same time and not see how wrong both were.

So, in secret, she had taught his slaves to read since she’d been old enough to make out the letters herself.

She wished that this were a battle she didn’t have to fight. Slavery was now thankfully illegal, but far too many colored people still couldn’t read. “You will go to school. We have both colored children and white children in our classroom in this town.” She had insisted on an integrated schoolhouse. And her words carried weight in this town.

When she opened her eyes, she saw that Dolly looked worried about this announcement. “This is not a point of negotiation.”

There was a knock on the door. She moved Dolly to the side and opened it. Samuel stood on the other side, looking almost as worried as Dolly had. “Everything okay?”

“We’re going to need some new clothes. We’ll have to burn her things. Surely Mrs. Snyder has something?”

Samuel rolled his eyes. “She’s got everything for a price.”

But they all had their price, didn’t they? “Three dresses and a bonnet. Don’t leave without at least two dresses,” she added after some thought. She didn’t want any of the Snyder children walking around naked because their mother had sold the clothing off their back. “Make it quick. We’re supposed to open in a matter of minutes.”

Samuel nodded and took off. It was unfortunate that Emily did not have clothing for the child here because Mrs. Snyder would spread word that Mistress had required a child’s clothes around town in a matter of hours, if not minutes. But desperate times and all that. “What’s your real name?” she asked as she began undressing the girl.

“Dorothea Gibbons. But everyone calls me Dolly.”

“Do you know where your parents are?”

She shook her head. “I never knew my pa. My ma worked at a house like this, Aunt Gloria said. But she got sick and died. Gloria cooked in the kitchen because someone knocked her teeth out when she was younger, but we got kicked out because she didn’t want to sell me to the madam.”

It was taking a great deal of mental energy not to lose her temper. “Where was this?”

“Shreveport.”

Emily made a mental note to inquire about madams in Shreveport. She didn’t expect her fellow businesswomen to be exactly high in the instep, but there was no need to press a child into the business. “How long have you and Gloria been traveling?”

“We left there a year and half ago. Aunt Gloria says I sing real pretty so sometimes people would give us money for me singing. But not enough.”

Emily put all the pieces together. Clearly, Gloria had tried but it was hard out there. No one knew that better than she did. She had taken in all kinds of girls in all kinds of desperate straits. “Are you really twelve?”

Dolly’s eyes began to water as Emily peeled the last of her clothes off her. The girl was underfed and she had some sores and bug bites on her, but she didn’t have any wounds or signs of regular beatings. That had to count for something. “I just turned eleven.”

Emily hoped that her hundred dollars was getting Gloria far, far away from Brimstone. Because she would not be held responsible for her actions if she ever saw that woman again.

She drew the bath and added in bubbles because Dolly seemed like she could use a few bubbles right now. She had to cut out some of the girl’s hair where the mats had gotten too tangled to brush out. She probably should have left this job for Garnet, but she wanted to keep Dolly hidden—at least until Emily knew what she was going to do with the girl for certain. 

The girl was scrubbing her legs when another knock came from her door.

“About time,” she whispered to Samuel as he handed her a bundle.

“Mrs. Snyder was in the mood to haggle. Three dresses, two pairs of drawers, an apron, a bonnet, and a pair of shoes.”

Emily favored her old friend with a smile. “I forgot about the shoes!”

“I’ll make your excuses,” Samuel said again as he turned to go.

Emily bolted the door again. The customers were due to start showing up at any moment. Della’s catfish brought in almost as many men as the whores did. “I have to get ready for work,” she told Dolly as she helped the girl out of the tub and wrapped a thick towel around her. “Samuel brought you some new clothes. I want you to get dressed and I want you to stay in this room. I see you out wandering the halls, I will be unhappy. Do I make myself understood?”

Dolly nodded. Now that the girl was clean, Emily could see that her first instinct had been right. The girl was beautiful. With a little care, she would blossom into a stunning young lady. Because of her light complexion and good hair, she might be able to move between the colored community and the white world a little more easily. Once she got her education, that was.

She cupped the girl’s face. “Repeat after me. You are more valuable than your body.”

The girl looked sleepy. It had been a long day, no doubt. But she did as Emily bade her. “I am more valuable than my body.”

“I’ll be back in a little bit with your dinner. After you’ve eaten, I want you to go to bed. The only person who comes in this room is me. No one else will bother you. In the morning, we will get a better handle on the situation. But I don’t want you to be afraid. You are not alone and you’re not in danger. You are safe here. Do you understand?”

The girl gave her a watery smile. “Thank you Mistress. I was afraid but I won’t be anymore.”

“Good girl.” Emily patted her on the cheek and then stepped to her dressing table. Normally, she put on quite a great deal of makeup to hide her forty-eight years. But she didn’t have time now. She did as little as she could get away with without looking old and compensated by layering on the jewels. The end result was not perfect, but it would have to do.

Dolly watched her silently as she did these everyday tasks. “You really are a fine lady, aren’t you?”

Emily smiled at the girl’s reflection in her mirror. Dolly looked quite small, dressed in a plain blue dress and curled up in a ball on the top of Emily’s wide bed. 

“One of the finest.” She changed into her heeled slippers and adjusted her bosom for maximum cleavage. “I’m going to lock you in, but don’t be afraid.”

“I won’t be.”

Emily was struck with that rare maternal warmth. If only things had been different... But they weren’t. So she patted Dolly’s cheek again and went down to run her brothel. 
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Chapter Two
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Free Cyrus Franklin sat at the scarred table wedged into his tiny kitchen, staring in shock at the note Isaac had just handed him. He looked up at the silent giant of a man. “Is this true?”

Isaac shrugged. Cyrus had a feeling that the man actually could talk. He just chose not to. His reasons were his own.

“And the letter was just delivered?”

Isaac nodded.

Just to be sure, Cyrus read it a third time.

Mistress bought a girl. Young. She’s keeping her at the Jeweled Ladies.

The note wasn’t signed.

There had to be a mistake. The woman that the rest of Brimstone knew as Mistress would never buy another person. She especially would not buy a little girl. It went against everything she had ever believed.

At least, it went against everything Emily Weatherspoon believed. But then again, Cyrus didn’t know her as well as he once had. He never would’ve figured she’d have wound up as a madam of a brothel. She’d married a preacher, for God’s sake.

Emily Weatherspoon had been the staunchest of abolitionists, a loud voice in the middle of the Deep South, pushing not just for slaves’ rights, not just for colored rights, but also for women’s rights. Even Indian rights. Everyone was equal in her eyes. And more than anything, the girl that Cyrus had known abhorred slavery.

He read the note again.

What he needed was more information. There had to be something else in play here. Cyrus couldn’t fathom how running a whorehouse had changed Emily over the years. But he couldn’t imagine her sinking to this level. She didn’t need the money.

Desperately, he wanted to believe that this was an act of goodness and not one of depravity. The Emily he knew would take a girl in and clothe and feed her. The Emily he knew would protect a child from...

Well, from the likes of Mistress, the most famous whore in Texas.

It hurt his heart to think that this could be anything other than a misunderstanding. Mistress was not the same woman he’d known. She refused to give up that brothel of hers. She refused to stop selling girls to men, one hour at a time. She refused to follow the path of righteous honor that she had always insisted she would.

Another thought occurred to him. What if this wasn’t just a sign of her slipping further into depravity? What if this was a sign that she was in trouble in some other way? He knew that she was safe in that house of hers, but he worried. He had no right, but he worried anyway. Emily Weatherspoon had made it clear that she was not Cyrus’s concern and he was not hers.

Which was all well and good to say, but that didn’t make it any less true. No matter how much time had passed or how many miles they’d travelled, he and Emily always seemed to come back to one another. 

Just like it did every time he thought of her, Cyrus’s body tightened. As Mistress, Emily was one of the finest ladies in town, maybe the state. The clothes she wore put her body to its best advantage. It wasn’t the body Cyrus remembered, but it was an amazing body. She made those clothes and jewels look so damn good.

More than once, he’d saddled his horse and stowed some money in a saddlebag, intent on riding to town and buying an hour or a night of her time. Maybe he’d lay her out on her fine bed and plunge his body into hers over and over again until they were both spent and sated. Then he’d take her again, this time, with her on top, riding him wildly, those beautiful breasts of hers freed from their silk trappings for him to touch and suck and bite.

God, there were so many ways he wanted her. She’d been his every fantasy since he’d been old enough to imagine the sexual act as something to enjoy with another person and every day that slipped past with them not talking, not even acknowledging each other, was another day those fantasies burned in a bonfire of frustration.

Those were the bad nights, the ones where his whole body was an instrument of torture that would never seem to end. Taking himself in hand didn’t do much but edge the pain back to manageable levels. On the better nights, he saddled up with more honorable intentions. He’d walk into the Jeweled Ladies and pay his money to get her alone and then they’d...they’d talk. They used to talk all the time, when he could slip away from his chores. About nothing and everything. First she’d taught him to read and then she’d snuck him books that she’d already read, so they could debate the finer points of Ivanhoe or Shakespeare or the Bible. He’d give anything to just sit next to her, his arm around her shoulder, and have her talk to him like she used to. Had she read Dickens? He thought she’d like Dickens. Or Brontë. Or...

Or anything, as long as they talked. As long as he knew she remembered him.

Either way, with coin in hand, she wouldn’t be able to refuse him, would she?

That was the thought that always stopped him cold. He loved her, he lusted after her, he worried about her, but he wouldn’t take her if she couldn’t refuse him. Thus far, she had refused him completely. The last time he’d seen her across the street, she hadn’t even smiled at him. It was almost as if he hadn’t been there. 

He rubbed his palm over the center of his chest and looked up at Isaac, trying to see what he was missing. “That woman who came through a few days ago...she had a lot of money.”

Isaac nodded. 

“You think she sold the girl?”

Isaac twisted his face up. Clearly, the man thought it was a possibility.

Damn. Cyrus’s place was something of a way station. If the Underground Railroad had still existed, he would be a conductor. But just because that railroad didn’t run anymore didn’t mean there weren’t a lot of people moving around, some who needed a little more help than others.

Cyrus didn’t want to go to town. The last time he had done so, he had been arrested on some trumped-up charge and thrown into the lockup before he’d even caught a glimpse of Emily. As night had fallen, he had faced the fact that this could be his end. Black men disappeared all the time. Who would miss him? Obviously, Isaac and all the people who relied on Free Cyrus Franklin’s home for a starting place for a better life would note his absence. But none of those people had the power to do anything about him being in jail. The only person who could have helped him was Emily, and as terrified as he had been that his life would be over before dawn, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to put her in harm’s way.

He knew that people didn’t like him. He was a black man who didn’t bow and scrape to anyone and a lot of people thought he needed to be put in his place. In the seven years he had lived outside Brimstone, hundreds of people had spent a night or a week or a month at his place and there were plenty of people in town who didn’t appreciate the kind of folks who sought him out. 

No one had been more surprised than Cyrus had been when the sheriff himself had unlocked the cell door around three in the morning and told him to get out. Even more surprising had been the fact that no one had been waiting for Cyrus outside, ready to make him disappear while leaving the sheriff with clean hands.

Cyrus was not a coward. But he had a healthy respect for the situation and he hadn’t been back to Brimstone since. He had no desire to get lynched.

Besides, Emily had made it plain that she did not want to see him. He was nothing but a painful reminder of her past life. He was a threat to her for one reason and one reason alone, he knew who she was. No one else in town knew her name. She was Mistress. She had no past and no future, no history. She existed in the moment. That’s what she had said to him when he’d found her.

Not for the first time, he thought about leaving. Brimstone wasn’t a safe place for him. Emily wouldn’t even look at him. The urge to get out and see the world that, at one time, he had never even known existed was strong. He hated being rooted in one place, feeling trapped and hopeless.

But he hadn’t left yet. Not while she was still in Brimstone. Everything he was, every good deed he’d ever done, it was all because of that woman.

He stared at the note again. Everything he was, was because of the woman she had been. Maybe it was time to admit that he didn’t know the woman she’d become.

He could not sit by in the safety of the shadows while she sold a child. Either there was something about the situation he didn’t know or she needed to be stopped. And, as Mistress, no one could stop her except for Cyrus. She was too powerful.

Really, there was only one thing to do.

“Isaac, saddle up my horse. I’m going to town.”

*****
[image: image]


At the end of another long but profitable night, Emily looked in on Dolly around three in the morning. She’d gotten into this habit the very first night the girl had been here and even though it’d been a week, Emily seemed helpless to stop.

Dolly was curled up into a tight ball in the middle of Emily’s bed, visible only because her black hair stuck out against the white silk pillowcases. Dolly didn
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