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Chapter 1. The Fire
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Port Summerhill 
Spring 1880
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MATT KLEPPER LOOKED up from his forge when Grai Madison walked into his shop. The billow let out a long swoosh of air as Matt stepped away from the pedal and stuck the blade he’d been working on into the crucible. Wiping his hands on his apron, he pulled off his safety glasses and offered the young man a handshake.

“What can I do for you, Grai?” he asked, pleased to see a familiar face. For too long, he’d been staring at the red flame of his forge. 

“I need an endless supply of nails, Matt,” the curly-haired young man said with a grin. 

“Ready to start work on that mansion of yours?”

"We’ll be framing next week.”

Matt offered him a chair by his workbench and strolled over to the fire pit.

“Coffee?”

“Please, thank you. I can’t stay long. I’d like to get home before the fog settles in and the sun goes down.”

“I won’t keep you.” Matt poured a cup for the both of them and sat down next to Grai, glad he had an excuse to stretch and take a break. “I bet you’re eager to get started! I’ve got a few boxes of wrought cut in storage if those will do?”

“I’ll take what you have and order more.”

“Got your blueprint all laid out?”

“I do. I revised some of grandfather’s plans for renovation under the advice of Mr. Barrington, and of course, Adele has had some input.” 

“Nicholas knows what he’s doing. You won’t go wrong taking advice from that man!” 

“I admire him,” Grai agreed. 

“We go back a long way, Nick and I,” Matt said. “Did a few barn-raisings with him. This was one of them,” he nodded toward the livery stable. 

“It’s a fine building, Matt.” 

“It is. Getting old, though. It might be time to do some renovating on it if I ever get the time.” He sipped his lukewarm coffee, disappointed that it wasn't as piping hot as he had expected. When Grai guzzled his, Matt headed to the storage room behind his shop and retrieved two crates of nails, lugging them back to Grai. 

“You got the buggy?”

“Right outside.”

Grai tried to take the load, but Matt just shook his head and followed him out the door where the wagon was parked. “Need the exercise,” he mumbled. 

“I’ll be back next week for more.”

“Not a problem.”

Matt sighed and scratched his bald head as he watched Grai climb into the wagon and ride away. Seeing the young man that afternoon had been a breath of fresh air. Despite everything that had happened, Grai appeared to be thriving. He was married now and applying the skills his grandfather had passed down to him. Matt smiled, thinking about the family and how things turned out for them—a little remorseful that he didn’t have a son of his own. 

Matt removed his apron and hung it on a post. A lone lantern flickered on his workbench as he regarded his shop, assessing the years of tools he had gained, and the labor he had poured into his livery stable. More tools hung from the walls of his shed than a banker had greenbacks. More pitchforks were propped up against his hay loft than he’d ever need, and too many broken wagon axles were piled in the yard than he’d ever get around to fixing. “Who’s going to inherit all of this when I’m gone?” he wondered.

He had had a busy day. It was late now, and Matt finally let the fire in the forge die down. He’d done all he could for tonight to fill that big order the military wanted. If you’d ask Matt, though, the cavalry shouldn’t own so many darn animals if they can’t keep up with them! Matt wasn’t used to deadlines. When people came to him for a service, he worked on his own time, getting his client’s horses shod, or their buggies fixed, or hammering out hatchets and axes. 

Spending time with others while he worked was what he cherished the most, like he did with Grai this afternoon. No one in Port Summerhill ever complained about his skills, and no one ever rushed him. If they wanted a job done right, they’d trust the man doing it. That’s the way life should be. But to have some highfalutin uniform come marching into his livery stable, demanding a ton of steel shaped and ready in a week’s time—that was disrespectful. Didn’t even know the size of the horses he was shoeing, but that didn’t seem to matter to the government. 

What Matt really didn’t like was the once-deputy Rowen flashing a new badge that gave him more authority than the last time he came to town. As if that hadn’t been enough, arresting Nicholas Barrington and pushing his weight around as if he were the marshal. Now he’s a Second Lieutenant of the United States Cavalry? Where in Pete’s Canyon did he ever get a title like that? He must know someone, is all Matt could think of for an answer.

Matt set his billows down next to the crucible and stretched. He’d been hunched over too long, and his back wasn’t what it used to be. 

“Getting old,” he mumbled to himself. 

He looked out the open door where what seemed like an hour ago daylight had filtered in. Now there was nothing but darkness and fog. Typical for a port town, the dampness crept into every beam of wood, every windowsill, and every pore in his body. Without warning, it saturated the air and now even the moonlight had disappeared. It smelled like low tide, dying sand crabs, and seaweed. And fish! The late hour brought with it the pungent smell of fish, overpowering the fading aroma from Hoyt's restaurant. 

It was cold too, making his joints ache. 

“Time to pack it up and go home.” Stretching, he gathered his toolbox and slipped files and clippers into his saddlebags.

He’d feed Carry’s mare before going home, glad she was the only horse in the livery, mostly because he’d been working too hard this last week and couldn’t give the time to boarding more horses. Louis Carry will ride home tonight, then the stables will be empty but for Midnight, his own gelding.

Matt could barely see the barn doors from where he stood because the cloud was so low. But despite the haze, he swore he saw a couple of people running down the alley next to the barn—a man and a woman. He knew just about everyone who lived in Port Summerhill, yet he didn’t recognize either of them. The man had dark skin and wore a derby and a white man’s suit, but he didn’t look like a white man. He looked like one of those natives who lived down by the water in that village on Grai Madison’s property. The woman gave him pause, though, especially when she looked over her shoulder at him. The whites of her eyes shone through the mist, and she seemed to float in the air. He had flashes of when he saw Grai’s ghost the time Grai fought the wushu master. Matt blinked and shook his head. It was late, and he’d been staring at the fire for too long today. That wasn’t good for the eyesight, even with goggles on. 

He wondered if the couple were looking for him, but why at such an hour as this? He considered calling them to find out who they were and why they were wandering around on his property—or what they might be running from. Few people came back this way to his shop unless they had work for him. 

“Oh well, give it a rest,” he sighed, watching them run toward the street. If indeed they wanted something, let it wait until morning. His day was over. 

As the two figures vanished into the fog, resembling a pair of unearthly spirits, he let out a tired yawn and returned to the shop to put away the remaining tools and snuff out the lantern. Just as he stepped outside again, he heard a loud bang. Maybe Carry’s mare kicked her oat bucket again. She had already ruined one pail, and those buckets weren’t cheap. With his saddlebags slung over his shoulder, Matt shut the shop door and walked to the barn. He always kept the back doors to the stables open, and tonight was no different, even though he could barely see them through the fog. As he made his way across the patio and stopped in front of the doors, he drew a sharp breath.

Smoke! 

It wasn’t fog at all that had obstructed his vision. His barn was on fire.

In a fit of panic, Matt ran toward the smoldering hay at the front end of the livery. He grabbed a saddle blanket and quickly suffocated the smoldering embers. Another bale ignited in a burst of flames. Snatching an empty pail, he immersed it into the horse trough and unleashed a cascade of water onto the flames. After two or three buckets full and Matt’s heart racing, the smoke took its toll. He covered his nose and mouth with a bandana he had in his pocket, hacking all the while. If he didn’t get to the animals soon, they’d be in a bad way. He dropped the bucket and rushed to open the front barn doors. Fueled by the invigorating breeze, the fire roared to life, its flames eagerly reaching out from the stack of firewood toward the nearby walls.

Matt ran back to the mare’s stall. She stomped and snorted, her ears back, her body moving about the enclosure in a panic. Matt took a lead rope from a post, wrapped it around her neck, and looped it around her nose. She fought at first, but Matt calmed her enough to get her out of the stall. He trotted her out into the street, where Jim from the mercantile met him and took her. Other men came out of the saloon, the only establishment still open, aside from the brothels down the street. 

“How many horses in there?” Jim asked.

“Just mine.” Matt ran back inside, dodging flames that engulfed the west side of the barn. 

Just in the nick of time, he retrieved his gelding before the loft and roof beams erupted. The fire department’s wagon rolled up to the barn, but saving the livery was hopeless. The best they could do was keep the inferno from consuming the mercantile next door. The entire town had awakened, and men and women watched as Matt’s livelihood crumbled to ash before him.
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Chapter 2 Adele and the Mill
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Morning after the fire

As Grai assisted her out of the carriage, Adele's eyes widened in shock as she surveyed the devastating aftermath of the fire. The barn was completely gone, leaving a pile of smoldering cinders and a wide-open view of the sea. The lingering residue invaded the air with an odor of melted metal and wet wood. The only things recognizable were the remnants of buckets, troughs, and charred saddles that were spewed across a now-vacant plot. Broken and burned lumber had been stacked in an enormous heap. Among the remains, Matt Klepper rummaged through the destruction, his broad shoulders sunken, shaking his head. He had worked tirelessly for years, pouring his heart and soul into building his business, lending a hand to those in need, and creating a sustainable livelihood for himself. As he stood there, his broken and depleted state mirrored the scattered debris on the street.

Uncle Nicholas had already hopped out of the carriage and jogged across the road, but Grai took Adele’s hand and held her back, his face as pale as hers. 

“He lost everything,” Grai whispered. When Matt looked their way, Adele recognized the anguish of a desperate man. 

Grai patted her hand. “Stay here.”

Tears came to her eyes as she watched Grai hurry to the wreckage, take Matt by the shoulders, and give him a brotherly hug. Matt buried his head in his hands, and if she wasn’t mistaken, that tough, stocky man melted for a moment, and wept. Adele looked away, embarrassed for him.

Uncle Nicholas dipped a bucket into the horse trough and combed through the ashes, dumping water on hot embers, pulling rake heads and pitchforks that could be salvaged out of the heap. Grai turned to her and waved. He was going to help.

After having seen the charred walls of the mercantile next to where the stable had once stood, Adele waved back and pointed to the store. Grai nodded. Adele didn’t trust herself walking through the hot embers of the ruins lest her skirt catch fire, but she could see that work awaited at the Pullmans’. 

Indeed, smoke damage marred the interior of Dorothy and Jim’s store. The fire had burned a hole in the far corner where the grain had been stored. Shelves above where the bags of flour had been had fallen to the ground, making a powdered mess all over the floor and destroying sewing notions, fabric, dishes, and toiletries. Jim and Dorothy were in the process of pulling merchandise out of the remains. Ruined items were tossed in a bin, and anything salvageable went into a box to go through later. Once inside the store, Adele approached the elderly couple.

“May I help?” Adele asked. Mrs. Pullman straightened, holding the small of her back. She took hold of her cane as she stretched.

Old Jim looked up from his work and gave Adele a cordial smile. He was usually a pleasant man, but a smile must have been difficult in such tragic circumstances. He pushed his spectacles further onto his nose, his blue eyes lacking the sparkle she was accustomed to.

“Yes, Mrs. Madison, we certainly would appreciate your help. Dorothy’s back has been bothering her—she could use a break.”

Mrs. Pullman balanced herself on her cane and nodded to Adele. She talked little these days. The death of Ramona Hoyt last winter had taken a toll on her both physically and emotionally. She hadn’t spent a day in jail for the murder, as the judge deemed it an accident, but the humiliation of not only causing the victim to fall through the window but also concealing her involvement and allowing Adele's uncle to shoulder the blame, had proven to be an unbearable affliction for a woman of such pride. So much so that, since her acquittal, she literally hid from any social events. No longer did she attend the suffrage meetings, either. She spent her days in the back rooms of the mercantile sorting inventory—away from public view. Her husband had hired a young woman to tend to customers in her place.

“I’m so sorry this happened to you,” Adele said to both Jim and Dorothy. 

“Me too,” Mrs. Pullman muttered. She limped to the front of the store, leaned heavily on her cane, and stared out the window. The woman’s gray hair was parted in the center and pinned into two loose puffs at the back, giving her a somewhat disheveled appearance. Her eyes were swollen, and though her dress was a lovely green print with a bustle, it was wrinkled, and a bit of lace on the sleeve was torn. A wave of pity for her swept over Adele. She’d never liked the woman much, for Mrs. Pullman gossiped in elite circles and looked down on people more often than not. The woman had a low opinion of her when Adele first arrived, as did many other women in town. That her parents were murderers made Adele’s acceptance difficult. But over time, she’d lived down much of that stigma with the help of her aunt and uncle, and of course her marriage to Grai. Still, Adele wondered if Dorothy Pullman ever forgave her for her parents’ deeds.

And yet, Adele couldn’t fathom how Dorothy could be so heartless, allowing Uncle Nicholas to bear the burden of a murder charge for an accident that was her fault. Adele sighed after regarding the woman for a moment. Mrs. Pullman's conscience bore the heavy cost, and it was not Adele’s place to judge nor to hold any ill will towards her.

In contrast, Mr. Pullman was a cherished and endearing man whom she admired and enjoyed spending time with.

“It’s fortunate I had the guns, bullets, and powder on the other side of the store. If they weren’t, you can bet a lucky gold coin the livery wouldn’t have been the only thing burned to a pulp, but perhaps the entire town as well!” Jim noted.

He handed her a pair of gloves, and Adele stooped on the ground to help with the merchandise. For three hours, they quietly rummaged through the wreckage, carefully sorting any useful items that might be cleaned and either given away or sold at a discount. 

They worked diligently until the pile of rubble had been sorted. Jim stood and offered Adele a hand up.

“I think that’s about all that’s worth saving, Adele. Everything else seems to be in suitable shape, aside from ash and smoke stains on the shelves.” After he brushed himself off, he pulled a pouch from his pocket, slipped a pinch of chewing tobacco under his tongue, and tucked the pouch back in his waistcoat. With a friendly wink, he pulled out his pocket watch and studied it. “It’s near noon. I think Dorothy and I will be taking a repose for the rest of the afternoon. You’re welcome to join us for a bite to eat.”

“No thank you. I believe Grai and I will be having lunch together.”

“Very well, then. Thank you for your help, Adele,” Jim said.

“Strangers down by the wharf!” Mrs. Pullman said loudly and nodded toward the window. She surprised Adele, as she had been silent for so long. “Looks like one of those new steamships you see in the papers. I wonder who it is and if they’ve been here all night. Odd that half our town burns down the same night strangers arrive.” She squinted and pulled her glasses closer to her eyes. “Looks like important people, like those we read about in the news. Big companies. Yes, that is what they are. Look. They’ve a sign on their boat. I can’t read it, though.”

She turned to Jim. “It might be those same fellas making news in Seattle. The ones who own that steam-powered mill all the folks are talking about in the city.” Having turned again to peer out the window, she clicked her tongue. “My heavens, look what the wind blew in! That same deputy who came pushing his weight around last year. If that isn’t him who just stepped off that fancy boat, then I’m as blind as a bat.”

“What deputy? Rowen?” Old Jim joined his wife at the window. He said nothing else, just looked out, chewing his tobacco and grunting occasionally.

Adele, curious, opened the door and stepped outside. There were many people at the livery ruins cleaning up, and Rowen had joined them, but he wasn’t doing anything except talking to Matt, who seemed bothered by his presence. 

The air was thick with the scent of burned wood as the men loaded two buckboards with soot-covered lumber. Others were shoveling ash into bins. It would take weeks to clean all the mess. Hopefully, the townspeople will be just as eager to help raise another
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