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~ Book Description ~




“Cynthia Wright is a true gem among writers!”

~ Literary Times




Daniel “Fox” Matthews, sent to Little Bighorn by the president to keep an eye on hot-headed General Custer, is haunted by guilt for a battle outcome he couldn’t prevent. The raucous gold town of Deadwood, South Dakota seems like the perfect refuge, although it’s located in the Black Hills, sacred land to the same Sioux Indians who decimated Custer’s troops.




Madeleine Avery, raised to be a lady in Philadelphia, is appalled when she arrives in Deadwood with her family. Slowly she unbends, coaxed out of her shell by a powerful attraction to Fox and a journey into the world of the Sioux Indians.




IN A RENEGADE’S EMBRACE is a compelling tale of cultures colliding and the bittersweet, tender journey of Fox and Maddie as they discover the secrets of their own hearts.
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Rogues Go West:




1 – BRIGHTER THAN GOLD (Jack & Katie)

2 – IN A RENEGADE’S EMBRACE (Fox & Maddie)

3 – THE DUKE & THE COWGIRL (Geoff & Shelby)








~ Dedication ~




This book is dedicated to Gene Challed, my colorful father, who took me to Little Bighorn when I was a little girl and shared his love of western American history with me. I’m grateful that my dad was able to read this book before he died in 1993.








“Our nation is melting away like the snow on the sides of the hills where the sun is warm, while your people are like the blades of grass in the spring when the summer is coming.”

– Red Cloud of the Oglala Sioux

~~

“It is a good day to fight! Strong hearts, brave hearts to the front!”

– Crazy Horse, June 25, 1876








Prologue




June 24-25, 1876

Little Bighorn River country,

Montana Territory




It was the same dream again.

Dan Matthews jolted awake before midnight. Next to him in the bivouac, Captain Myles Keogh snored lustily. All around lay more than six hundred soldiers in Lt. Colonel George Custer’s Seventh Cavalry. Most were unashamedly exhausted after the two days spent marching up a dust-choked Rosebud Creek. They were “huntin’ Indians,” tracking them as if they were antelope or buffalo.

Dan was so tired, he was numb. Still, the dream—a haunting blend of his father’s colorful stories and his own, more recent experiences—would not leave him alone.

In it he found himself resting on buffalo robes in a spacious Lakota Sioux tipi. The air was rich with life smells and a sense of deep peace. The Lakota men, finished with the day’s work, were relaxing, telling stories and playing with their children. Women puttered around the village, watching over their families or tending to other chores while chatting among themselves. Lethargy stole over Dan, too, like a blanket of peace. His Lakota brethren smiled at him, calling him Fox-With-Blue-Eyes. The differences between them were many, but therein lay the lessons...

Dan’s father had taught him much about the native people of the plains, whom he saw as appealingly different from whites. Zachary Matthews had lived among the Lakota Sioux and other tribes during his years as a fur trader with the American Fur Company. After journeying east to Washington, D.C., in 1843, he’d married a schoolteacher named Annie Sunday and one year later Daniel was born.

As time passed, Zach relived the best of his past with his sturdy, blue-eyed son. Spellbound, Dan would listen for hours to tales of villages that covered acres of rough prairie and cottonwood valleys, buffalo herds that blackened the Great Plains and inspired long hunts that proved the stamina of Indian warriors, and a philosophy of life that produced happy, prosperous people who appeared to be free of avarice.

The lessons Dan had learned from Zachary would stand him in good stead through the years. While serving in the Union Army during the Civil War, he was rewarded with a commission for his fearless, intelligent leadership of volunteers—but the cause had been just: Daniel Matthews had killed to end slavery and reunify the nation.

After the war he’d left the army, studying in Europe and then retracing his father’s routes in the Dakota Territory. There Dan lived among the Lakota Sioux, who named him Fox, or Fox-With-Blue-Eyes. The experience both exhilarated and disturbed him. As he became painfully aware of the wave of events destroying the Indians’ way of life, his confidence in the government he had defended just years before was undermined. After Zachary’s death in 1874, Dan gravitated back to Washington to be near Annie Sunday Matthews. Old friends, whose careers had flourished following the Civil War, now urged him to come back to the army: officers of quality were badly needed on the frontier.

Dan had flatly refused any involvement in the Indian Wars until April of 1876, when President Grant invited him to the White House for a drink. Grant was furious with George Armstrong Custer, who had recently come to Washington to testify before Congress about frontier fraud and had said all the wrong things. Although the president didn’t even want to send Custer back to take part in the campaign to drive the Sioux out of the territory between the Great Sioux Reservation and the Bighorn Mountains of Wyoming, the other officers involved felt that Custer was an important asset.

“I need you to keep an eye on that hothead for me,” President Grant urged Dan. “If you’ll agree, I’ll restore your commission. Hadn’t you been promoted to Major by the end of the war? What do you say? I know you’re fond of the plains and you know that world out there. Also, you’re acquainted with Custer, aren’t you?”

“I served under him briefly,” Dan had replied, weighing each word. “You know better than I, sir, that the Civil War poured glory over the heads of some very young men. In my opinion, Custer was daring but never careful. I wasn’t able to take orders from him in good conscience.”

The president waved his hand and drained his glass. “Oh, I know all about Custer—and though I too was reckless during that cursed war, that doesn’t mean he and I are alike. I did what had to be done to end the bloody business; Custer was caught up in the romance of the charge.” Lighting a cigar, he closed his eyes for a moment as if overwhelmed by the past. “Well, it wasn’t pleasant, but we had to win, didn’t we? Now then, back to the matter at hand. You’re a man of principle. All I can tell you is that I have serious concerns about sending Custer back to the Indian Wars; it’s a feeling in my gut. I would sleep better if I knew that someone I could trust was there—”

“Mr. President, with all due respect, I sympathize with your concerns, but I must tell you that I am morally opposed to this war against the Indians. If there were some other way I could help—”

“But there is! It’s a simple enough matter, Matthews. I’ll send you to join the Seventh Cavalry as a special adviser. Wouldn’t you like to go West? Wonderful time of year to be outdoors!” Pleased with this new scheme, Grant rubbed his weathered hands together. “What I really want is for you to stick close to Custer. If you can try to see to it that he doesn’t do anything crazy, I’ll be grateful.”

“Well...”

“Excellent! You know, Custer’s been badgering me all week for an interview so that he can wrap up his business in Washington and get back to his regiment.” The president chuckled, then fixed the handsome young man with a keen stare. “I want you to be on the train to Chicago with him. You’ll go with papers from me... like a thorn I’ve pushed into his side that he can’t remove. Are we in accord?”

A sense of duty and a spirit of adventure had compelled Dan to agree, despite his misgivings. Everything about the forced destruction of the culture of America’s Indians repulsed him. But, hoping he could be a positive influence, he’d agreed to serve—and now found himself in the midst of a nightmare, attached to Company C of the Seventh Cavalry.

* * *

The sounds of Keogh’s lusty snores mingled with those of other men and with the nighttime rustling of animals in the brush. But as Dan lay there listening, he heard human noises. He sat up and donned his boots, then stepped out of the bivouac to stand in a spill of moonlight.

Major Marcus A. Reno, sent to rouse the officers for a midnight meeting with Custer, paused as he rounded a tent and caught sight of the younger man. The swarthy, unappealing Reno could not suppress a pang of jealousy at the sight of Dan Matthews standing tall and unselfconscious in the starlight, buttoning his shirt with lean fingers. He wore his splendid looks without conceit. His bronzed, hard-muscled physique was that of a seasoned trooper; his chiseled face was accented by a neatly-trimmed beard; his dark hair was cut too short to curl as it preferred to do. Dan’s eyes, a clear, unforgettable blue, were honest. He didn’t often voice his opinions, but his eyes betrayed him.

“Lieutenant Colonel Custer wants to see the officers in his tent,” Reno said as he approached. “You too, I guess.”

Dan, scraping a match that flared as he lit a cheroot, merely nodded. Should he be surprised that Custer was rousting the men from their exhausted slumber? On the contrary, he had come to expect that which made the least sense.

Two days after splitting from General Terry’s forces, the Seventh Cavalry had headed up Rosebud Creek with instructions to track the Sioux and Cheyenne. The plan called for Custer to rejoin Terry’s companies, then entrap the recalcitrant Indians with a pincer movement. However, earlier that morning, Custer’s men had come upon the site of a recent Sun Dance, complete with ominous drawings in the sand that had made the Indian scouts highly uneasy. Apparently Sitting Bull, a medicine man who was thought to be leading the renegade Indians, had had a vision as a result of the Sun Dance, a vision that foretold an attack on their village by white soldiers. According to the drawings, all would be killed by the Indian warriors.

Although Custer and his officers had scoffed, the scouts were worried. This was evidence of powerful medicine—left in the wake of a trail that was much fresher than anyone had imagined. The valley was covered with the scratches of trailing lodge poles, and the grass was close-cropped for miles around, indicating the recent presence of a huge pony herd. In the end Custer had sent his Crow scouts ahead to figure out what the new signs meant.

Now, following Reno back toward Custer’s bivouac, Dan recalled a conversation he’d had that very afternoon in the sweltering Montana sunshine.

“Do you ever question what you’re doing here?” he’d asked a trooper named Jeb Campbell as they’d lingered over an unappetizing, salty lunch.

“What I’m doin’ here?” Campbell swigged whiskey from a beaten tin flask and sucked on his broken front tooth. “Well, sir, I’m here to kill Injins. Everybody knows that they’ll run if they see us comin’, so we hafta be careful.”

“Why do we have to kill them?” Dan asked carefully.

Campbell gave him a darting, uncertain look. What soldier talked like this? “We hafta kill ’em ’cause they won’t let us whites make progress. They murder our settlers and try to stop the railroad. Christ, everyone knows that the Injins is ignorant scum and pagan savages to boot! Sir—what’s yer name?”

“Matthews.” Dan paused, realizing that even an adviser should have a title. “I’m Major Matthews, Private Campbell.”

“Well, Major, seems to me that the answer is to get rid of all them damned redskins.”

“But... did it ever occur to you that they were here first? What gives us the right to push them off land where they have lived for hundreds of years?”

“Whose side you on?” Jeb demanded, narrowing his eyes and sucking agitatedly on his broken tooth. “Fact is, they ain’t human like us. We’re Christian; God’s for us.”

“But the Laramie Treaty promised the Indians they could continue to live and hunt here. Is it right for our government to make promises and then change the rules?” His blue eyes had grown darker as he spoke.

“Why pretend, Major?” Jeb Campbell hissed. “This is really about the Black Hills. Ever since gold was found there in ’74, we knew we’d hafta get the Hills back from them heathens. They think the Black Hills is sacred, and they only go up there to cut lodge poles! There’s gold and they don’t even care!” He laughed harshly. “We ain’t fools like them!”

Now, in the moonlight, Dan watched other officers appear, rubbing their eyes and buttoning trousers. One by one, they crowded into the Custer’s bivouac where he was sitting at a folding table. The light from a guttering candle played over his sunburned features, drooping mustache, and scarlet cravat. Although known for his long “yellow hair,” Custer now wore his locks cut short, slicked down with cinnamon oil.

He gave Dan the most cursory of glances. It galled Custer to be polite to this “adviser” in order to mend fences with President Grant.

“I’ve had to make a decision,” he announced to the assembled officers. “The scouts tell me that General Terry’s intelligence was in error; the Indians are not on the Rosebud. Their trail goes west just ahead of us, then climbs the divide between the Rosebud and the Little Bighorn rivers. This fresh trail indicates that the Indians are on the lower Little Bighorn.”

“We await your decision, sir,” Lt. William Cooke said.

“We’re going to march, of course,” he replied in cavalier tones. “Now. Tonight. We’ll march through the night across the divide, rest tomorrow and establish the location of the hostiles’ camp—and then surprise them with a dawn attack the morning of the twenty-sixth.” He drew his brows together grimly.

“Sir, the men are extremely tired after the past two days,” Dan suggested quietly. “Perhaps it would be better to let them sleep for a few hours—”

Custer’s eyes blazed. “No. We’re going immediately!” He jumped to his feet, emanating a manic energy. Looking around at his stunned officers, Custer added, “The element of surprise is crucial. No man must stray from his column or raise his voice. Trumpet calls are forbidden.” He set his chin jauntily. “Now then, I’m counting on all of you. Rouse the troops and tell them that the adventure is about to commence in earnest!”

* * *

The Seventh Cavalry groped its way through the night, marching clumsily up the harsh, rocky valley of a small stream. It was slow going, but Custer managed to coax six more miles out of his men before allowing them to make camp again, short of the summit. While they rested and made coffee, the Indian scouts rode on ahead to locate the enemy.

Some of the men dozed on haversack pillows, but Dan’s growing sense of unease would not grant him peace. After pouring himself a cup of terrible coffee, he went to stand beside George Armstrong Custer.

“Matthews,” Custer muttered in greeting, staring out into the magenta sunrise that stained the eastern sky.

Dan tried to read his face which was partially obscured by a wide-brimmed white hat. “General,” he murmured, using Custer’s Civil War rank as a sign of courtesy, “why not let it go?”

His head seemed to snap back. “What are you talking about?” he inquired coldly.

“The battle you mean to fight. These Indians have done nothing to warrant this treatment—”

“President Grant issued the order for them to get off this territory and back to their reservation. You know that. When they did not respond to the deadline of January thirty-first, they were certified as hostile. If the president had changed his mind, he would have told me when I was in Washington.” Custer spoke with icy finality.

Sensing that Custer was about to walk away, Dan said, “The Laramie Treaty promised the Black Hills to the Indians and gave them hunting rights in these lands. Does our word mean nothing?”

“Perhaps that’s a question for your friend, the president!” Custer shot back in acid tones. “Has he advised you to stop the army’s actions? No? I thought not. I know my job; do you? I am here to follow orders.” Satisfied with his handling of this annoying argument, Custer turned away.

Dan had known it was useless, but he’d had to make the effort. The Crow scouts were riding back into camp now, and he took a few steps backward, watching the scene unfold.

The scouts had gone up to Crow’s Nest, which overlooked the Little Bighorn River fifteen miles away. Bluffs had obscured their view, but what they could see was a valley hazy with the smoke from campfires and, on the flats beyond the river’s west bank, a moving smudge that denoted a huge pony herd. All signs pointed to far more Indians than any of them had supposed, but Custer shrugged off the scouts’ warnings.

Clad in a blue-gray flannel shirt, buckskin trousers tucked into boots, and a regular army hat, Custer now mounted his horse bareback and rode around camp in a fever, shouting orders to his thirty-two officers. At the cookfire of the Arikara scouts, he listened impatiently to the admonitions of Bloody Knife, a half-Sioux scout.

“There are more Sioux ahead than you ever guessed, more Sioux than we have bullets,” Bloody Knife warned. “If you attack without waiting for the other troops, it will take two or three days to finish fighting.”

Custer smiled. “I guess we can finish them in a day. Besides, we cannot afford to wait for reinforcements. If we linger so near for very long, we risk discovery, in which case the entire village will be gone before we can mount an attack.”

Listening, Daniel Matthews knew a sense of sickening doom. Custer had been handed an excuse to postpone his invasion and still he persisted, apparently caring as little for the lives of his own men as for those of the Sioux. The insanity and injustice of the situation rose from Dan’s heart and gut, threatening to choke him.

As the columns began to move, he brought his roan beside Custer’s white-stockinged sorrel, Vic.

“There’s no need to rush, sir,” he said. “My sense is that we should listen to the scouts and exercise caution.”

“Is Bloody Knife in charge here?” Custer shot back.

He urged the sorrel onward then, galloping down the dusty hillside. As Dan himself drew closer to the columns of troopers, he saw that Custer was conferring animatedly with Benteen and Reno. Suddenly it seemed very hot. Captain Myles Keogh walked his horse, a clayback gelding called Comanche, over to Dan and let out a sigh.

“What’s happened?” Dan drew off his gray slouch hat and raked a hand through his hair.

“We were still packing when one of the men spotted a few Sioux warriors not far from camp. The worry is that they’ve already warned the village and it may be scattering as we speak.” Keogh stroked his thick mustache. “It would be a damned shame, wouldn’t it, if we’ve come all this way and they escape before we can attack...”

Custer was yelling, his face alight. “We cannot wait or we shall lose them. We have no choice but to strike now. We’ll form the regiment into three battalions so that we may efficiently surround the hostiles and prevent their escape. Major Reno and Captain Benteen will each lead a battalion, and I’ll take the third and largest.” He waved his hat in the air and declared, “We’ll win, boys! I could whip all the Indians on the continent with the Seventh Cavalry!”

Jeb Campbell, standing a few yards from Dan, could not contain his glee. With a grin that displayed his broken front tooth, he whooped, “It’s one helluva day to kill us some Injins!”

The scene on the hillside was charged with the thrill of impending conflict. Dan wheeled his roan around and went back to Custer. He found the commanding officer flushed, his eyes sparkling, fingers reflexively clenching Vic’s reins.

“Don’t waste your breath with more advice,” Custer said.

“This is madness. I know the Sioux, and I can tell you that what the scouts saw this morning was real—not some vision to be scoffed at!”

“I’ve been patient with you, Matthews, but I’ve had enough. I wouldn’t have thought you a coward, but—”

Blue eyes blazing, Dan cut in, “You are wrong! Even though I hate everything that this military exercise stands for, I am prepared to ride into battle if I cannot persuade you to listen to reason. In the meantime, I will do whatever it takes to stop this. The Indians are not cowards; they won’t run away if you wait for the other troops to arrive, but if you insist on attacking blindly, it won’t be glory that you find.”

A vein stood out on Custer’s brow as he leaned toward Dan and ground out, “You could be court-martialed for insulting me this way. As for your offer to join us in battle—I decline! I want you to get out of here! You can go back to Washington and tell President Grant that if he wants me to have a keeper, he’ll have to do the job himself.” Custer was trembling with rage.

Dan’s head throbbed and sweat dripped down his neck as he turned and started to leave. This was the damnedest day of his life, worse than the bloodiest battle in the Civil War, because he could see the outcome and was powerless to stop it. If Custer held only his own fate in the balance, it wouldn’t matter, but—

“Hey, Matthews! Where are you going?”

He glanced back to see Captain Keogh shading his eyes in the blinding sunlight, his expression quizzical. Rage burned like poison in Dan’s gut. “I’m getting the hell out of here!” he shouted back.

At the top of the hill, he paused for a last look back. The troopers were divided into three battalions now, restless and eager for battle. Some were looking up the hill at him, no doubt wondering why he was leaving at such a moment.

Although Dan knew that he had done all he could to stop the course of events and that Custer had ordered him to leave, he felt oddly chilled; tainted somehow... like a deserter. All his life, he’d easily separated right from wrong, but now it was as if he’d reached a blind corner. His heart felt torn in two.

Wiping his tanned face with a kerchief, Dan watched the columns of mounted troopers start off across the parched ground toward the Little Bighorn River. He shut his eyes, whispered a prayer for them, and then set off alone toward an unexpectedly muddied future.








Part One
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“An Eden in the clouds—

how shall I describe it?

As well try to paint the flavor of a peach

or the odor of a rose.”




– Samuel Barrows

reporter and member of Black Hills Expedition of 1874








Chapter 1




June 26, 1876 Deadwood,

Dakota Territory




The long journey from Philadelphia to Deadwood had sorely tried Madeleine Avery’s sense of decorum, but now she, her brother, and her grandmother were nearly to their new home. Their wagon jounced up a precipitous road carved out of the mountains, and everyone in the wagon train said that Deadwood lay on the other side.

Out West, people spoke the word Deadwood in the same tone reserved for Paradise. Everyone Maddie and her family had met during their days aboard trains, steamboat, and finally prairie schooner had been envious when the Averys had revealed their destination.

“Remember that man in Sioux City, Maddie?” Benjamin Avery, wide-eyed and grimy at nine years of age, scrambled back into the wagon to stare first at his sister and then at his grandmother. “He said that there’s so much gold in Deadwood, the streets are covered with it! I’ll bet that when we reach the top of this mountain and look down, we’ll be able to see the town shining in the trees!”

“Well, it’s a lovely thought but I rather doubt that will be the case,” Maddie replied with a weary smile.

The Black Hills themselves were a wooded wonderland, lush with wildflowers and washed by cool streams. The sun-spangled air was pungent with the scent of pine. It wasn’t difficult to imagine the Hills’ most famous town boasting streets of gold. Summoning a bright tone for Benjamin’s sake, Maddie continued, “I’ll own that I’m excited to arrive, too. I can hardly wait to see the house Father has built for us. These past months have been so difficult...” She paused, tears welling in her eyes as she looked to her grandmother. “I dearly long to fix up our new home, to plant a garden, and take care of everyone.”

Susan Hampshire O’Hara gave her granddaughter a tender smile. She, too, was still grieving the recent death of her daughter, Colleen, Maddie’s mother. “Dearest, have you not noticed? This isn’t Philadelphia. Unless I miss my guess, Deadwood will be even more uncivilized than the towns we’ve passed through on the plains. Gold towns create an atmosphere that is hardly conducive to gentle pastimes like raising flowers and baking cream puffs.”

Her brow furrowing slightly, Madeleine braced herself as the wagon dropped suddenly into a deep rut. Her gaze traveled back to one of the several trunks she’d brought—in spite of letters from her father admonishing her to pack lightly. It had been much too difficult to abandon her favorite books, many of which bore the faint inscription “Colleen O’Hara Avery.” They would comfort her in strange surroundings, as would the various keepsakes she had chosen from their home.

The most astonishing adjunct to the Avery entourage had been added at the last minute: Susan O’Hara herself. The eighty-three-year-old matron would never have believed that she could leave Philadelphia, where she had been born and lived most of her life, to come to a godforsaken place like Deadwood. However, when it came time to bid Maddie and Benjamin good-bye, she’d been unable to remain behind. It was as if she could hear her daughter’s voice, speaking to her from heaven. Colleen had loved Stephen Avery but she had played both parents’ roles much of the time while he chased around the country during gold or silver booms. There was no telling what kind of father or home life awaited the Avery children in Deadwood. At the last moment, Susan had felt compelled to go with them.

How very peculiar life was, Susan decided as she observed her beautiful granddaughter. Like Colleen, who had comported herself as a lady nearly from infancy, well-mannered Madeleine seemed bound and determined to enjoy fine things and cultivate a gentlewoman’s sensibilities—often at the expense having fun.

Susan O’Hara had her doubts about how deep Madeleine’s refined streak really ran. After all, the child was the image of Patrick, her dear departed rogue of a husband. At twenty, Maddie was had a woman’s beauty, with luxuriant hair the color of marmalade, sparkling emerald-green eyes, a mouth both wide and rosily sensuous, and milky skin with dustings of freckles. Maddie tried to tone down her looks by twisting her mass of waves into a prim chignon and disguising her curves with high collars and restrictive corsets. Still, Susan liked to think that there were smoldering embers deep within her granddaughter that would one day ignite. She hoped she’d live to see it.

“Look!” shouted Benjamin, as their wagon heaved over the crest of the hill. “There’s Deadwood!”

Madeleine helped her grandmother come forward so that they could share this first view of their new home. The sight that met their eyes caused them both to gasp involuntarily.

“Perhaps,” murmured Susan, “there’s been some mistake. That couldn’t possibly be—”

“That’s Deadwood, ma’am,” interrupted their driver, Hugo. He spit out a stream of tobacco juice. “It’s too late to turn back now!”

Below them, tucked into a twisting gulch crowned by cliffs of white rock and studded with burned stumps, lay a muddy, makeshift town. Deadwood seemed to consist almost entirely of half-built frame buildings, log cabins, and hundreds of tents. Maddie could hear the echoing shouts and laughter of men who appeared to be moving over every inch of the gulch. Miners.

“Goodness,” she whispered.

“Doesn’t it look tremendous?” Benjamin demanded.

“Quite,” Susan ran a soft, wrinkled hand over his unruly curls. “Just the sort of place a little boy dreams of living.”

“Do you suppose there are any other women there?” Maddie asked.

“Oh, sure,” Hugo assured her, winking. “Where there’s gold, there’s always plenty of women... if you know what I mean.”

“How delightful,” Susan said as they started down the rocky, rutted road. “This promises to be quite an adventure!”

* * *

Stephen Avery, slim and erect in a stiff-bosomed white shirt, plaid vest, and gray trousers, stood outside the new frame building that housed the grocery store. The day was growing warmer by the minute; the stench of waste rose from the bog that was Main Street.

Watching the handful of rickety wagons creak down the side of Deadwood Gulch, Stephen tried not to worry what his daughter would think of him for bringing her and Benjamin here. She was so much like her mother. He’d never have dreamed of uprooting Colleen from her beloved Philadelphia and the tranquil, refined life she had there. What had possessed him to do so to Madeleine?

A thin rivulet of sweat trickled out from under the band of Stephen’s bowler. He removed it, smoothed down his wavy black hair, and leaned forward to peer at the wagons as they approached Deadwood’s Chinatown. The north end of the gulch was wide enough only for Main Street and Whitewood Creek, and the exotic-looking shop facades always startled people who were seeing their first Chinatown. The strong scent of incense pervaded the air. Stephen was watching anxiously when he saw first Benjamin, then Maddie climb out from under their wagon’s soiled cover to sit beside the driver. Their innocent faces looked this way and that, taking in the ramshackle Chinese grocery, laundries, joss house, and restaurants. Even more startling, however, was the area of town that came next—the “badlands,” a virtual hotbed of vice and corruption. Filthy miners, painted whores, and rowdy gamblers lounged in doorways and on the occasional balcony, laughing, shooting guns into the air, and drinking as they watched the newest crop of pilgrims roll into Deadwood.

Again, Stephen silently expressed his gratitude that Colleen could not comment on his decision to bring their children to this bawdy, smelly, uncivilized town. As the covered wagon bearing his offspring drew closer, he earnestly and uncharacteristically prayed that they would be happy in Deadwood. Were they not his children, too? Perhaps they might even thrive on the contrasts between this new life and the past....

Pulled by a team of tired mules, its wheels clotted with mud, the Avery wagon groaned to a halt.

“Hello, Father.”

Stephen’s heart hurt, as it always did after a separation, when he saw Madeleine. Even after weeks of travel, she appeared fresh and ladylike from the roots of her shining hair to the tips of her kid leather-shod toes.

“My dearest daughter, how happy and relieved I am to see you both safely arrived!”

The driver had no qualms about climbing down into the stinking mire, which oozed halfway up his boots. “Ma’am, unless you want to step in this muck, you’ll have to let me hand you over to the grocery steps.”

With a game smile that masked her exhaustion and horror, Madeleine glanced down to make certain the lawn tucker that shielded her bosom was securely in place, then lifted her skirts and allowed Hugo to catch her in his arms. He smelled like something that had not met soap and water for many weeks. Somehow she kept smiling until she was set beside her father on the brand-new pine steps.

“Father, how did you know we would be coming today?” she asked as they embraced.

“Nearly everyone in town has known you were coming, my dear,” Stephen replied, reaching out to swing Benjamin over to join them. “A fellow who recently arrived by horseback brought word of the travelers he’d seen coming into the Hills from Pierre.”

“Did the fellow mention me?” called a female voice from the depths of the wagon.

Stephen’s head snapped back slightly while his craggy face registered disbelief. “You’ll laugh, children, but for a moment I thought that sounded like—”

“It is, Father,” Madeleine confirmed as Susan Hampshire O’Hara’s wizened face peeped out. “Gramma Susan came with us.”

“Impossible!” he cried.

“But true,” his mother-in-law declared, arranging her skirts before surrendering bravely to Hugo’s waiting embrace. When she was standing before Stephen, she favored him with a winsome smile. “I think you’ll find me helpful. My world travels with Patrick helped me adapt to all sorts of conditions!” Turning pensive, she reached up to smooth back his side-whiskers. “You are going gray, dear boy. I hadn’t noticed before.”

He swallowed audibly. “Colleen began to count them just before—”

“Stephen,” Susan said as her grandchildren politely looked elsewhere, “it’s been a hard year for me, too. Colleen was my only daughter... and I found that I couldn’t bear to let the children go so far away.”

“Gramma Susan was wonderful during our long journey West,” Maddie offered. “I can’t imagine how we should have managed alone.”

“Then I am deeply grateful to you, madame,” Stephen said, bowing slightly before the diminutive old woman. “Now, I propose that we go immediately to our new home.” He snapped his fingers and a Chinese man scurried out of the grocery, carrying a bag. “Meet Wang Chee, my cook and helper. He’s seen to it that I have hot meals and clean clothes. I’ll venture that you are all famished, but Chee will soon take care of that!”

Even as Madeleine gave Wang Chee a gracious smile, her heart sank. It had never occurred to her to wonder how her father had been coping thus far, whether he could cook or wash his own shirts or keep house. As they’d traveled west, the romance of creating a home for them had excited her imagination. But, perhaps that would be Wang Chee’s domain.

As an open wagon was loaded with the trunks from Hugo’s prairie schooner, they all climbed up and found places.

“I know, I know,” Stephen Avery said in tones of apology as his mules struggled to pull the wagon forward through the mud, “you’re wondering why I’ve brought you to such a godforsaken town, but I hope that you’ll be patient and reserve judgment for a bit.”

“Mama told me towns like this were only in books!” Benjamin exclaimed, unable to repress his enthusiasm a moment longer. “I bet if she’d known a place as tremendous as Deadwood could be real, she’d’ve come, too! Right, Papa?”

“Well, Benjamin,” his father began, aware of Susan’s warning glance, “as it happens, Deadwood was not real until this past spring, so your dear mama was quite right. However, I have a notion that she might not have liked such a town as much as we men do. I can only pray that Madeleine will be more broadminded.”

Maddie put on her bravest smile. “I must own that the town is beginning to look a trifle more respectable,” she murmured, gazing around at more tents and cabins which appeared to be occupied by relatively normal-looking people. At least here there were no more half-naked women watching from windows, or gamblers and rowdies cursing loudly between swigs of whiskey.

With a nervous chuckle, Stephen said, “How remiss of me... I should have explained that the part of town you saw when you entered is known as the ‘badlands.’ Part of the reason I bought the land I did was so you children wouldn’t have to be near Deadwood’s seedier side.”

“Oh, Stephen, you always were the most conscientious father,” Susan said, with just enough irony to secure his attention.

Madeleine, meanwhile, was beset by waves of anxiety. She had seen no young people might be deemed appropriate for her acquaintance. Was her house far from town, a shack surrounded by a wide moat of mud? Where would she shop, and what could she buy? Half of the “stores” were merely tents with barrels stuck out in front to display the owner’s wares.

“There it is.” They had turned a corner and Stephen was pointing toward the gently sloping hillsides above Sherman Street, but all his family could see were more miners, burned logs, mud, and tents.

Even Benjamin wasn’t enthusiastic enough about the West to live in a tent. “Papa...?”

“I own five claims, three hundred feet each, on that hillside. Those men work for me. On good days, my claims pay one thousand dollars.”

The wagon had rolled farther south and now turned up a lane that slanted sideways up the hill. Looking carefully, Madeleine made out the shape of a house behind a stand of pine trees. She sat up a little straighter, and Stephen caught her eye, smiling. When they reached the top of the drive, he guided the mules past the trees and brought them to a standstill in front of the new house.

“Golly!” cried Benjamin. “It’s the finest house in Deadwood!”

“A singular honor,” Susan murmured dryly as she climbed down from the wagon unassisted.

Madeleine let her father lift her to the ground. The house had a tired-looking dirt yard. Pine boards had been laid out end to end from the door, forming a makeshift walkway.

The house itself was grand indeed, for Deadwood. A little porch extended in front of the two-story whitewashed dwelling. Stephen said that as soon as the paint he had ordered arrived, Madeleine could choose proper colors. They entered into a little parlor with a plain drop-leaf table, some battered chairs, and a settee against one wall. Stephen walked across the raw pine floor and proudly touched the back of the settee, which was on old rococo revival piece trimmed in scarred mahogany. The original maroon velvet upholstery peeped out from under a cover of flowered Chinese silk.

“You’ve no idea how difficult it still is to obtain real furniture here,” he said proudly. “The army and the Indians make it hard for any transportation company to get supplies into the Hills. I’ve been begging and bribing to furnish the house, Madeleine. Soon we’ll have a nice stove to heat the parlor. I know it’s nothing compared to what you’re used to, but I’m counting on you to transform this shell into a proper home.”

Susan tottered over and sat down on the hideous sofa, raising a cloud of dust. “You’ve outdone yourself this time, Stephen,” she said, and sneezed.

Maddie touched her father’s arm. “I can see that you’ve worked very hard, Father, and nothing would please me more than to keep house for us—that is, unless Wang Chee would feel that I was interfering....”

“Good Lord, no! He’s been hoping daily that you’d arrive so that he can go to work on the claim I’ve given him to manage.” Nestling his daughter’s hand in the crook of his arm, Stephen led her back into the kitchen. “Chee will be happy to assist you in any way he can. He’s suggested that we send our washing to his wife. They operate a small laundry in Chinatown.”

Madeleine was pleased that the house was her nest to feather. Yet, looking around at the rather frightening wood-burning stove and the meager assortment of crude cooking implements, she felt hopelessly out of her element. Nothing in her background had prepared her for such conditions. Three wooden planks stretched across two carpenter’s horses passed for a table, while an assortment of crates and camp stools served as chairs.

Seeing her dismay, Stephen said, “My dear, as new shipments arrive, you may choose whatever strikes your fancy.”

“At least... we are all together,” Maddie whispered. “That’s what matters.”

Benjamin bounded through the house while Maddie made a quieter tour. In the downstairs bedroom she saw a water-stained bureau and a high full-size bed with one leg missing, now replaced by a stack of yellowed copies of Harper’s Weekly.

Upstairs, under the eaves, a rough woolen blanket had been hung to divide the two sleeping areas. The narrow beds were nearly identical, each with its own dressing table, which consisted of a packing box with shelves nailed inside. A kerosene lamp, tin pitcher, basin, and cracked mirror completed the supplied necessities. Maddie knew which bed was meant for her and which for Benjamin: a little toy soldier wearing a chipped Union uniform was propped on her brother’s muslin-sheathed pillow; on her own rested a little china doll with golden curls of real hair. Slowly Madeleine picked up the long-forgotten toy, given to her father when he’d come home from Nevada to fight in the Civil War. Although she’d only been six at the time, Maddie remembered now what she had said in her earnest little presentation speech:

“Papa, you should take my dolly with you because she’s the prettiest one I have. She has hair like Mama’s... She might remind you of Mama while you are away again, and then maybe you’ll come home sooner.”

It never would have occurred to Maddie to give her father a doll that looked like her.

“I’ve convinced your father to let me sleep upstairs with you, darling,” Gramma Susan said from the doorway. Though slow-moving, she remained agile enough on steps. “Ah, there’s your doll. Do you know that I gave you that for your sixth birthday? I wanted to buy you a little doll with red hair and freckles, but you’d have no part of that.”

“I thought she looked like Mama,” Madeleine whispered.

“I know, love. Your mother was beautiful, but certainly no more than you. And she was quite human.”

“I miss her—” Maddie’s voice broke on a sob. It was comforting to press her cheek against her grandmother’s white hair, freed now of its bonnet. Gramma Susan always smelled faintly of violets; it was a scent that reminded Madeleine, sharply, pleasantly, of her childhood.

“I know you miss her, darling. We all do.”

Lifting her head, Maddie looked out the narrow window that brought light in under the pitch of the roof. Deadwood’s Main Street was dimly visible from their hillside home, and she could hear the curses and laughter of the miners from the other side of the pine trees. Her father’s men. “Mama would be horrified by this place,” she murmured, relieved to say the words aloud. “Every detail of our new life would repulse her... even this house.”

“Madeleine, your mother isn’t with us any longer, and you are free to form your own opinions.” Susan’s blue eyes gleamed behind her spectacles. “What’s important, I think, is that all of us who loved Colleen, and miss her, are here together, endeavoring to begin anew.”

Maddie stepped to the window, surveying the muddy, ramshackle, vice-ridden town below with a rueful smile. “I ought to be safe from people’s expectations here. Everyone in Philadelphia pressed me about becoming active in society... and marrying, of course.” Glancing back over her shoulder, Maddie laughed. “I shan’t have to suffer any attempts at wooing me here! There would appear to be sufficient numbers of... women to attend to the needs of the sort of men swarming through Deadwood. I have yet to glimpse one of them, save Father, who looks as if he’s bathed since Easter! I’m certainly not their type, and I couldn’t be more pleased....”




Chapter 2


July 7, 1876


Daniel Matthews rode into Deadwood from the south, downhill into the crazy zig-zagging gulch. It was hot and the town stank, revealing its character before he could take a visual inventory.

The Black Hills themselves, one hundred miles long and sixty miles wide, were still nearly as enchanting as they had been when he’d first visited them with Lakota people half a dozen years ago. A lush, forested, game-rich island rising miraculously out of an endless sea of grass, the Hills possessed a unique beauty that far surpassed any grander mountains he’d ever seen. Even now, the land was still breathtakingly beautiful... until Deadwood’s assault on the eyes.

Most of Main Street was blocked by two newly arrived bull trains. The oxen, mooing plaintively, were slumped in the mud in front of supply wagons now being unloaded by surging crowds of men. People were everywhere, scurrying in and out of tents, shouting at one another in the street, leaning out of windows in various states of undress. The town was pure, unbridled chaos.

Matthews pushed back his brown slouch hat and slowed his roan, whom he’d christened Watson during one particularly endless day in Wyoming. It made him feel sad and frustrated to see what his own people had done to this pristine haven. On the other hand, Deadwood was exactly the kind of town he needed. Disreputable characters of every sort wandered in and out of gold towns virtually unnoticed; scoundrels, outlaws, and others running from something or someone were the rule rather than the exception. Right now, Dan welcomed the prospect of blending in among them, unnoticed and unknown. He was grateful to have planned for an extended stay in the West; he had brought plenty of money.

His emotions had been intense following the final scene with Custer and his departure from the Seventh Cavalry. Now, however, Dan mainly felt fed up. He’d considered returning immediately to Washington, but he didn’t much feel like facing the president. Custer had been right on one count—Grant was the person responsible for setting in motion the chain of events that led to the insanity at Little Bighorn.

Lying awake these past nights under the starry Wyoming sky, Dan had gone over the scenes between Custer and himself. He felt faintly sick about the whole business, since it was clear that his arguments had only incited Custer further. Perhaps if he had taken a different tack, less true to his own beliefs but tailored to appeal to Custer, he might have had more success.

The hell with it, Dan thought now. Deadwood was just the place to lie low for a while and wait for the dust he’d raised with Custer to settle.

Smiling grimly, Dan reflected that he’d be a bit difficult to recognize these days. He was scruffy and much leaner, having barely eaten during much of his ride through the unceded territory, where there were no forts or white settlements. He’d bought some of his clothes off friendly Cheyenne Indians near the border of Wyoming Territory. Snug buckskin trousers were stuffed into well-worn boots, and he wore a shirt of faded blue chambray with a brick red kerchief knotted loosely around his neck to soak up excess sweat. A holster and a Smith & Wesson Schofield .45 single-action revolver completed the picture. It wasn’t showy, just extremely effective.

When it became nearly impossible to guide Watson through the dense crowds, Dan tied up the horse in front of a false-fronted building bearing a sign that read “Pioneer Printing Office”. As he dismounted he was met by a man wearing a paper collar and a worn brown suit.

“New here, aren’t you?” He thrust a newspaper into Dan’s hands. “Permit me to introduce myself, pilgrim. I’m C. V. Gardner, publisher of the Black Hills Pioneer. We’ve only been printing a month.”

Gardner wore a beard and his deep-set eyes made Dan think of a mournful hound. “Pleased to meet you, Gardner,” he said, shaking his hand. “My name’s Fox, and I’ve just ridden in from the southern Hills.” Glancing down at the newspaper, Dan saw stories on Deadwood’s celebration of the centennial Fourth of July. “Where can I get a bed and a decent meal?”

Gardner winked almost imperceptibly. “Depends on what sort of bed you had in mind. North of Wall Street, you can get yourself plenty of whiskey, a warm little chippie, and probably a bed, too. Try the Gem Theatre first, if you’re interested.”

Sensing that his eyebrows were about to fly up at this information, Dan nodded soberly and went on his way. He’d encountered his share of hard drinkers and soiled doves over the years, particularly during the war, but such pastimes were indulged in with a measure of discretion. Clearly Deadwood was a different sort of place.

The prospect of a bed warmed by a willing woman was tempting, but first he needed food. Salvation appeared in the form of the Grand Central Hotel, which, with just one story constructed thus far, served only meals. Dan went in and consumed huge quantities of mutton, beans, mashed potatoes, and apple dumplings with cream, all for fifty cents. While he ate, he read most of the Black Hills Pioneer and drank three mugs of coffee. Finally, his hunger appeased and many of his questions about Deadwood answered, he found himself dreaming of a whiskey, some leisurely conversation at a bar, and perhaps some female companionship.

He swung into the saddle again, bound for the makeshift livery stable down Main Street. They called this part of Deadwood the “badlands,” he’d read in the Pioneer and it was wilder than any place he’d ever seen. The freight wagons were unloaded now, and bullwhackers cracked their long whips as they moved the protesting oxen down Main Street. Crates containing everything from store fixtures to caskets were stacked in front of buildings. Now that the excitement was dying down, the gamblers and serious drinkers were wandering back into the saloons.

The Gem Theatre had a balcony that was currently crowded with fancy ladies, rouged and scantily clad. They’d come out to investigate the latest shipments of goods, calling out questions about lace, perfume, and other hoped-for finery. Now, the sight of Dan riding slowly in their direction caused the girls to linger.

“Hey, handsome!” called one. Blessed with long black curls, she wore a flowered silk wrapper sliding off her plump shoulders. “Come on in! Tell Al you want Victoria!”

“No!” countered a slimmer blonde, laughing. “Tell him Bessie! What’s your name?”

“Fox.” It was a pleasure to be in a town where surnames and past histories were cumbersome details easier left unspoken.

Now they all began calling to him at once, leaning over the balcony railing to display their charms. Pushing back his hat, he flashed a grin.

“I just have to stable my horse,” he told the girls. “Pour me a whiskey and I’ll be straight up.”

“I’ll just bet you will!” one of them answered in a naughtily suggestive tone, then they all scurried back inside, giggling.

Dan looked around, noticing the strong smell of incense that wafted south from Chinatown. Drawing on the reins, he began to guide Watson across the still-crowded thoroughfare, heading toward the livery.

Then he saw the boy.

He couldn’t have been more than nine or ten, with brown eyes the size of saucers. First he crept around the corner of the neighboring Green Front Theatre and paused in the narrow alleyway. Since all the rooms weren’t finished upstairs, there were a couple of curtained booths that opened off the alley. It was supposed to be a convenience; men in a hurry could have a girl standing up, without going upstairs or even bothering to remove their trousers.

Dan had seen a great deal but this shocked him. Then, the sight of a little boy leaning forward to peek around the edge of the curtain was more than he could tolerate. In an instant he was at the entrance to the alleyway.

“Come over here.” He spoke from the saddle, high above the child. “I won’t hurt you.”

The boy’s clothes were soiled, but of good quality. He wore brown pants held up by suspenders, a plaid shirt, and muddy boots that looked as if they’d been custom-made for his small feet. His sandy hair stuck up in cowlicks. “My pa says I shouldn’t talk to strangers,” he piped.

“What’s your name, son?”

“Benjamin.”

“Well, Benjamin,” Dan said with a slow smile, “I have a suspicion that your pa doesn’t want you running loose in the badlands, either. There are a lot worse folks than me around here, so why don’t you come on up and let me take you home.” He couldn’t believe he was saying it himself, considering the other pressing appointments on his schedule, but he didn’t see that he had a choice.

Benjamin retreated, nearly backing right into the curtained booth. However, before he could make matters worse, Dan brought Watson forward until the boy was within reach. He scooped up the struggling youngster as if he were a sack of feathers and let the roan prance daintily back into Main Street.

“Now then,” Dan said firmly, “I’d be obliged if you’d direct me to your house, or tent, or wherever it is you live.”

“I don’t want you to take me home, mister!”

“I can assure you that I am not delivering you back into your parents’ care because I want to do so, either. So stop wasting my time and show me the quickest route. I have other matters to attend to.”

“I know! I heard you talking to those fancy ladies,” Benjamin dared to blurt, then pointed south. “This way.”

“Little hellion,” Dan muttered between clenched teeth. “Your parents ought to keep you on a chain!”

* * *

“Gramma Susan, where did Benjamin say he was going? I can’t see him from the windows, even upstairs.”

Madeleine came into the kitchen where her grandmother had begun hanging the blue calico curtains they’d sewn.

“How charming they look!” she exclaimed. Actually she would never have chosen the calico if there had been a choice, but that was true of the entire house. Maddie felt as if she were spending every waking hour endeavoring to make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.

Susan stood beside her granddaughter to admire the curtains. “You’ll never be content here if you can’t lower your own standards, you know. As for Benjamin, I thought he said he was going down the hill to play with the Gordon boy on Pine Street.”

“I’ve asked him to stay in sight.” Worriedly Maddie peered out the window. “There’s far too much mischief for a boy his age to get into in a town like this. I do not intend to lower my standards for Benjamin, Gramma!” Glancing down at her pretty peach-and-cream-striped taffeta walking dress, Maddie thought stubbornly that she would not lower her personal standards, either, no matter what anyone said. She had been raised a lady and would remain one, even in rollicking, sinful Deadwood.

“It’s a shame there are so many flies,” Susan was saying as she fanned herself.

Worry about Benjamin joined with the oppressive late afternoon heat to fray Maddie’s temper. “I think I’ll go outside and call him. Almost anything could happen to such a little boy. If Father were home more, I’m sure Benjamin wouldn’t be so quick to misbehave!”

Susan sighed as she watched her granddaughter hurry out of the kitchen, skirts raised against the very thought of dust, every modest curl pinned neatly in place. Madeleine was certainly right about Stephen. Ever since they’d arrived, he’d been away more and more. Two days ago he’d announced that he had to leave Deadwood, muttering about mining supplies. Who knew when he’d return? The situation outraged Susan. What if she hadn’t come with the children? And even so, this was not the sort of town where an old woman, a beautiful girl, and a scamp of a boy ought to be left all alone to fend for themselves.

* * *

It was cooler outside and there was a faint scent of pine up here above the town. Gazing down the path, Maddie saw no sign of her brother and knew a sharp pang of worry. She called his name in a high voice that sounded foolishly inadequate. Her face felt warm.

Then came the sound of hoofbeats against packed mud.

Maddie made out the roan first, turning past the stand of pine trees, then the familiar sight of Benjamin’s pale, freckled face and spiky hair. When she looked at the big man who held him captive in the saddle, she immediately felt a tightness in her breast.

Never in her life had she seen a more appealingly, overwhelmingly masculine man.

The details were blurred: he was tall, lean but brawny, deeply tanned with an approachable white smile. Bearded, yet possessed of a ruggedly chiseled face. His eyes were a saturated blue, like a mountain lake. His hands were large, strong, long-fingered.

“What are you doing with my brother?” Maddie demanded as he drew near. “I must insist that you release him and identify yourself!”

Dan looked bemused. “For God’s sake, lady, I’m doing you a favor!”

When Benjamin fought to scramble down from the saddle, Dan let him go and the boy nearly landed face first in the mud.

“Maddie, he practically kidnapped me! He just grabbed me up on his horse! Isn’t that against the law? He could’ve sold me to the Injins or something!”

The man found Benjamin’s last bit of business extremely amusing. When he stopped laughing and looked down, he met the flashing green eyes of the most exquisite woman he’d seen west of Washington, D.C. “My young friend has a flair for melodrama,” he said, “honed perhaps during visits to the Green Front....”

“The... Green Front?” Maddie repeated, wrinkling her brow. “What is that?”

“Well, it appears to call itself a theater, ma’am.”

Thoroughly confused and alarmed, Madeleine looked down to find that Benjamin had scurried behind her. “But, surely you don’t mean to imply that my brother was in... that part of town!”

“We’ve reached the point where I ought to speak to the boy’s father.” Dan swung down from Watson’s back and stood towering over her. “This really isn’t a matter for your delicate sensibilities.”

“I’ve no doubt that you are correct, sir—”

“Please, call me Fox... Maddie.” He felt like Fox now, comfortable in the name.

Before she could reply, his strong dark hand reached out and lightly captured her slim fingers. To her dismay, his touch caused her heart to beat harder and her hand seemed to tingle in his. Instinctively, she pulled free.

“You may address me as Miss Avery,” she replied primly then glanced down at Benjamin. “Go into the house and wait for me, young man.” When the door had slammed behind him, Maddie lifted her chin and met Fox’s compelling gaze. “My father is away and I must deal with Benjamin in his absence. I will be honest with you... Mr. Fox. We are new to Deadwood, recently arrived from Philadelphia. I am quite out of my element.”

Cocking an eyebrow, he said laconically, “You’re a city girl? I never would have guessed.”

“Of course you are in jest, but humor is quite inappropriate at this moment. I don’t know who you are, sir, or why you took it upon yourself to bring my brother home, but I am grateful. Now you must tell me exactly what it was that he was doing in that... area of town.”

“I couldn’t possibly speak of it to a lady, Miss Avery.”

Fox had removed his hat and held it with the same sun-roughened fingers that had clasped her hand. Maddie noticed now that his hair, a rich shade of dark chestnut, curled luxuriously over his collar. All in all, he was so intensely male—and so self-assured—that she took an involuntary step backward. The young men she had known socially in Philadelphia, intellectuals with proper manners and clean fingernails, had been nothing like this.

“I appreciate your consideration, Mr. Fox, but—”

“Just Fox will do.”

After a moment’s hesitation Madeleine sighed and continued, “I understand... Fox, that there are many aspects of life here in Deadwood that may shock me deeply, but circumstances dictate that I become aware of them if I am going to protect my brother. I must insist that you enlighten me accordingly.” Was she phrasing her thoughts too formally for this earthy man? Smiling politely, she added, “Do you understand what I’ve said?”

“Just because I’m not wearing a paper collar and a Prince Albert frock coat doesn’t mean I’m slow-witted,” Fox replied with a short laugh. He rubbed his eyes then, suddenly aware of the exhaustion that was seeping into his bones. “You know, I’ve just arrived in Deadwood after a long journey myself, and—”

“I would certainly invite you in, sir, were it not imperative that we speak in private. I must shield my grandmother as much as possible.”

“Of course.” Never in his wildest dreams would he have expected to find such an incongruous female in the Black Hills. One side of his mouth quirked slightly as questions surged up in him and he pushed them back down. “I appreciate that pretty speech, Miss Avery, but we both know that I’m hardly the sort of person you’d invite in for tea. Come to think of it, it may be a while before you find anyone worthy in these parts. But, that’s another matter. You wanted to know about the Green Front, and Benjamin...”

“Yes, please.” Flushing, Maddie looked down and fussed with the taffeta ruching that encircled her left wrist.

Fox took a breath. Part of him was enjoying this scene. “Are you familiar with the mating rites of men and women, Miss Avery?”

“I beg your pardon!” she cried with a little gasp.

“You insisted that I be forthright. Shall I repeat the question?”

“No!” Her face burned. “I cannot imagine how this—this indecent subject could possibly have any bearing on—Oh, for heaven’s sake! Naturally, as an unmarried woman, I am not personally familiar with the act you named. However, I am educated... if you take my meaning.”

“I admire your delicacy, miss.” His eyes were dancing. “I assume, then, that you’re aware that all unmarried women are not chaste like yourself. And, as it happens, a whole lot of those fallen women are right here in Deadwood. In fact, this town is bursting with sin.”

Maddie’s heart was pounding harder. “What on earth could that possibly have to do with Benjamin?”

“He’s just curious, which is natural, but when I saw him in the badlands I thought he might be learning a little more than he needed to at—how old is he?”

“Nine,” she said faintly.

Fox shook his head. “Well, it may be too late, but let’s hope he still has a little innocence left. You see, the Green Front, along with most every establishment in the badlands as far as I can tell, has—uh... ladies of the evening...”

“I am familiar with the term, but I hardly think that Benjamin would know what such women do if he happened to pass one on the street, or whatever it is you’re implying.”

“I’m afraid there’s more to it.” He was losing patience with this careful, circuitous conversation. “In one of the alleys, there are a couple of curtained booths built into the Green Front’s outside wall... for men who don’t want to bother with... the usual formalities. Your brother was sneaking around next to one of those curtains, listening to the noises, trying to get close enough to peek inside. “

“No!” The blood drained from Maddie’s face; even her lips were pale. She was shocked to hear herself exclaim, “You’re lying!”

“The hell I am. Listen, lady, I’ve been as polite as I know how to be about this! I was only trying to help, but if you’re going to insult me, I’m more than happy to go. There are a dozen places I’d rather be than here.”

“All in the badlands, I surmise!” she accused, infuriated, numb with shock. How could this be happening?

“Not that it’s any of
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