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Teaser chapter




Morgan took her in his arms and held her against him, then turned her face up to him. When his lips touched hers, Jessie met him with a desperate need of her own. For a moment, she forgot he was a man she didn’t trust, a man she hardly knew at all. She needed his touch, the pressure of his hands about her waist.

 

“Guess I ought to say I’m sorry, that I picked a real bad time to do that. I’m not sorry at all, though, Jessie.”

 

 

“No,” Jessie smiled, “I know you’re not. And neither am I . . .”  
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Chapter 1

Jessica Starbuck stalked impatiently before the station, keeping to the narrow strip of shade as best she could. In spite of the early rain that had marked her arrival, the day promised to be a scorcher. The brief morning shower only added humid air to the bayou country heat. Visible waves of moisture rose from Jefferson’s muddy streets and clung to the crowns of yellow pines.

Jessie knew the region well and wasn’t surprised. Spring in East Texas lasted twenty minutes at best. If you missed the fun, too bad—the calendar moved ponderously into summer and left you behind.

Setting down her leather valise, she searched the broad street for anyone who might be Tobias R. Pike. She’d never seen him before, but that was no reason he shouldn’t have spotted her. The train had been in for a good quarter hour, and there weren’t that many women traveling alone.

Jessie sighed, pulled a kerchief out of her sleeve to pat her face, then dabbed her neck and the vee of flesh exposed below. The bodice of her blue cotton dress was modest enough, but failed to hide the full swell of her breasts. A pair of burly loggers hooted their approval as they stomped by.

Jessie hid a grin, studied the street once more, and retrieved her valise. “To hell with this,” she said aloud. “You can find  me, Mr. Pike!”

Lifting her skirts, she scurried across the street toward the center of town. A wagonload of timber rattled by, two black teamsters urging their mules through the mire. Past them, dark smoke billowed over a row of brick warehouses masking the river. The smoke, and a sudden throaty whistle, told Jessie a sternwheeler was just pulling in or leaving town. Jefferson had  changed since she’d been here with her father, a good ten years ago. Jessie knew the reasons why, but the change itself was clear to any stranger after a few short minutes in town. Horses, carriages, and wagons filled with goods still plied the streets, but the smell of prosperity was gone. Jefferson’s day in the sun was over, and everybody knew it.

“Uh, Miss ... Miss Starbuck?”

Jessie stopped and glanced to her left. A short, portly gent in a drab gray suit and a black bowler was gesturing frantically from the darkness of a partly open door.

“I’m Jessie Starbuck,” she replied cautiously. “Do I know you?”

“Well, uh—not actually,” the man said nervously, tipping his hat to show a fringe of graying hair. “You, ah—do, I guess, in a sense. I’m Tobias Pike, Miss Starbuck, your, ah—general manager here in Jefferson.”

“Oh, well, in that case...” Jessie smiled. “I’m pleased, Mr. Pike. Guess we missed each other at the station.”

“Yes, yes,” Pike said hurriedly, “terribly sorry about that. Would you, ah, care to step in out of the sun, Miss Starbuck? Awful hot out there.”

The broad, gold-lettered sign on the door read: D. POTTER. SADDLES, BRIDLES, & RIGGING. Jessie frowned at Pike. “In there?  I don’t need any saddles, at least not at the moment.”

“Well, no, now of course you don‘t, dear lady.” Pike shot her a sickly grin. “I thought, that is, I—”

“What, Mr. Pike?” Jessie sighed and stepped past him into the store. She’d seen enough frightened men in her life to know she was looking at one now. Oily beads of sweat peppered his face and a tic pulled at the corner of his mouth. The man’s tiny eyes, buried in folds of fat, never stopped darting about.

“All right,” said Jessie, “something’s wrong, Mr. Pike. Why don’t you just tell me what it is?”

Pike swallowed and wet his lips. “Oh, now, no reason to be alarmed,” he assured her. “I simply thought the, ah, gravity of the situation—”

“I’m aware of the situation, Mr. Pike. Has anything changed? I mean, since I got your message to come?”

“Well, no—”

“You’re certain of that?”

“Oh yes. Yes, of course.” Pike wet his lips again. “I thought it might be best if we—if we talked in a more private setting  than, say, the hotel, or the Starbuck office. Just a sort of—cautionary measure, you understand.”

“Oh? A measure against what?”

“Nothing, nothing, dear lady.” Pike spread his hands and tried another smile. “One, ah—never knows, though, does one? In many ways, Jefferson is a very small town. And there are elements here that—uh, yes. People notice things. The wrong kind of people, you see. They, ah—ah—”

Pike’s voice trailed off. Jessie stared, her puzzlement at Pike’s behavior suddenly turning to anger. “So you thought we’d hide out in a saddle shop, right? If anyone’s after me, maybe they won’t figure I talked to you.”

Pike blanched. “Miss Starbuck, I assure you such a thought never occurred to me. It is your safety that is uppermost in my mind!”

“Uh-huh. Sure.” Jessie’s green eyes narrowed until Pike looked away. “I will see you at dinner, Mr. Pike. Promptly at noon, in the public dining room of the Excelsior Hotel. Do you think you can manage that?”

Pike blinked. “Uh, certainly, Miss Starbuck. N-noon it is. And I assure you again, dear lady—”

“Don‘t,” Jessie warned him. “I’ve had about all the assuring I can stomach.” Grasping her valise, she stalked out of the shop and left Pike standing.

 

At least, Jessie conceded, Pike had managed to get her a decent room. More than decent, realty—the spacious quarters were the best the elegant Excelsior Hotel had to offer. Gilt mirrors scattered about the walls made the room seem even larger. Polished hardwood floors were covered with fine carpets, and the sofa was patterned silk. There were marble-top tables, a large armoire, and a cherrywood bed large enough for four. The sight of the enormous bed amused her. “Now what do they figure I’m going to do with that?” she asked no one in particular.

Tossing her valise on the bed, she paused to remove the pins from her hat. Laying the blue sunbonnet by the valise, she shook her head free. A thick tumble of blond hair fell past her shoulders. A beam of morning light danced through the curtains, turning her tresses to burnished copper. The hair complemented her startling green eyes, and skin the color of cream. A perfectly straight nose was set above a wide, generous mouth  that curved slightly at the corners. Her features were strong and determined—or girlish and full of mischief, depending on her mood of the moment.

Jessie glanced longingly over her shoulder at the polished brass tub in the corner. Hurrying to the sofa, she quickly removed her shoes and stockings, then stood again to work the buttons of her dress. Even before she signed the register in the lobby, the Starbuck name had worked its magic. At her mention of a bath, the manager snapped his fingers and set his people running. By the time he’d personally escorted Jessie to her room, the tub was filled and steaming. Close by was a bottle of fine Möet champagne in a bucket of ice, a thin-stemmed crystal glass, and a copy of the Jefferson Jimplecute.

“A swallow of that would go real fine,” Jessie sighed, “but not before this.” Stepping out of her gown, she unhooked the cream-colored chemise underneath and let it fall in a froth about her ankles. As she crossed the room, gilt mirrors caught her naked image. The glass reflected a tall, slender-bodied woman with full, uptilted breasts tipped a dusky shade of rose. A tiny waist flowed to the curve of her hips past a perfectly flat belly to incredibly long legs. As she crossed the room, the mirrors caught a quick flash of color between her thighs—a delicate, silken touch of strawberry-gold.

Before she stepped in the tub, Jessie loosed a red garter holster on her thigh and laid it on a towel close at hand. Silver and ivory flashed from the small pistol inside. Wrapping a kerchief about her head, she sank gratefully into the water. A deep sigh escaped her lips as she closed her eyes. It was the first time she’d allowed herself to relax in two days. Even now, the strain was still there, the tension in every muscle and tendon refusing to let her go.

It had all happened so quickly.

Two weeks before, she and Ki had been in Fort Worth, the scene of the latest of the raiders’ daring strikes. This time they’d hit a well-guarded train right in the yards, killed six men, and carried off a hundred thousand in gold. The robbery had taken less than eight full minutes. By the time the law arrived, there was nothing to see but corpses and a railway car opened up like a can of beans.

Then, four days later, they’d struck again, sending Jessie and Ki to the little town of Hope, in the southwest corner of Arkansas. The raid there was a near copy of the one in Fort  Worth. Twenty thousand in gold, and two men dead. The robbery was number seventeen, and the total take was now well over four million dollars. Over the past six months, the raiders had hit banks, trains, and freight offices in Texas, Louisiana, Missouri, and Arkansas. They struck with unerring accuracy and faultless timing, and the loot was always the same—gold, sometimes in coin, but usually in the form of small, easy-to-handle ingots. The robberies had another feature in common: nearly every one affected the Starbuck interests in one way or another.

Jessie knew exactly who was behind the raids. She had no proof and didn’t need it. The outlaws were too polished, too perfect. They knew where the gold would be, and when, and likely how much. They were getting rich quick, and hurting the vast Starbuck empire in the bargain. Jessie’s financial managers were burning the midnight oil, juggling funds and transferring accounts across the country. The word was already out: Starbuck is in trouble. People who did business with Jessie’s various interests were beginning to balk. If Starbuck couldn’t pay, then Starbuck credit would go next. And when that happened—

“It’s them, all right,” Jessie had told Ki. “It can’t be anyone else.”

“Most likely you are right,” Ki said calmly.

“Most likely!” Jessie exploded. “Most likely frogs are green and rabbits jump. I know it’s them, Ki!”

It has to be, she thought. l can almost smell them. Gently she kneaded sore muscles in her shoulders, the action raising the firm tips of her breasts above the water. Jessie knew her enemy well. She and Ki had met them head-on more times than she liked to remember. And before that, her father had fought them half his life. As a young man, Alex Starbuck had begun his prosperous career with a fleet of trading vessels to the Orient. There he’d come up against a wealthy Prussian business cartel. They were ruthless men, determined to make their fortunes at any cost. They struck out at Alex, and Alex struck back. Ships were hijacked and warehouses burned. It was a harsh, deadly game with no holds barred. Jessie’s mother, Sarah, was murdered. And finally, Alex Starbuck himself was struck down by cartel assassins on his own Texas ranch, the Circle Star. Suddenly, Jessie found herself heiress to the vast Starbuck fortune—and the terrible legacy that went with it.  Not long after her father’s death, she learned that the faceless men of the cartel were after more than the Starbuck holdings. Their ultimate aim was to undermine the economy of America itself, leaving the young United States open to exploitation and ultimate control by the only men in the world who held sufficient power and wealth—the members of the cartel.

A Western Union message had arrived while Jessie and Ki were still in Hope. On the surface, it was innocent enough—an advisory concerning bulk timber shipments from Jefferson to Fort Worth. Decoded, the innocuous words carried a far more portentous meaning:WE HAVE EVIDENCE THAT STOLEN GOLD IS BEING FUNNELED TO AN AREA IN THE BIG THICKET. URGENTLY ADVISE YOU COME AT ONCE. TOBIAS R. PIKE. JEFFERSON, TEXAS.




“That doesn’t make sense!” Jessie protested, slapping the message with her hand.

Ki’s almond eyes stared past her. “Maybe it does,” he answered. “The Thicket’s a good place to hide.”

“Sure, if you’re an outlaw running from the sheriff. But hauling tons of gold in and out of that place? Why, Ki? Lord, gold’s not worth a thing if you squirrel it away. I can think of a dozen better ways than that to carry it off. And so can the cartel. ‘Cross Texas to Mexico, down the Red River to the Mississippi—”

Ki shrugged. “This Pike thinks you’re wrong.”

“Yes, he does,” Jessie muttered, “which means I’ve got to find out why.”

The next day, Ki journeyed to Shreveport to follow up the only lead they had, that several possible gang members had been spotted there the week before. Jessie finished up in Hope, and three days later caught the Texas & Pacific south from Texarkana. Ki would meet her when he was through, taking a river steamer north through the Big Cypress Bayou, to Caddo Lake and Jefferson.

Maybe he’s on to something, thought Jessie. Shreveport’s more likely than the Thicket. You could get where you wanted to from there. Down the Red River to the Mississippi, and on to New Orleans. That makes a lot more sense ...

Jessie shook her head and stepped gingerly out of the tub. Choosing one of the Excelsior’s oversized towels, she closed  her eyes and rubbed the smooth fabric over her body. The bath and the warm morning air made her sleepy. She opened her eyes and glanced longingly at the big cherrywood bed.

“No, damn it,” she muttered half aloud, “a nap won’t do, no matter how good it sounds.” It was likely ten-thirty or later; she’d have to unpack, see if someone could press the wrinkles out of a dress, and get ready for Tobias R. Pike.

Pike puzzled her no end. From Hope, she’d wired one of her people in Galveston for his record. He was good—as sharp and competent a manager as you could ask. Yet there was something terribly wrong. He’d sent her an urgent message, then balked—turned right into a frightened mouse. Something had clearly scared the man badly. What? Jessie wondered. It had to be something pretty bad. Pike had fifteen years with the Starbuck interests. Now, in one morning, he’d made a fool of himself, risked his job in front of his boss. If a man would do that—

Jessie was deep in thought. It was a moment before it dawned on her that the door had opened silently behind her. She whirled about and froze, sucking in a breath and dropping her towel in the bargain.

“Wh-who are you?” she gasped. “Get the hell out of here, mister!”

The man stared, his features reddening. “Uh, sorry,” he said quickly, “guess I got the wrong room.”

“I know that, damn it—now turn around and go!”

“Yes‘m, sorry.” He half turned, pausing to let pale gray eyes trail over the curves of her body. “My God,” he said in wonder, “you are the finest-looking woman I ever saw, and that’s the truth—”

Jessie went to her knees, jerked the ivory-handled derringer out of her garter holster, and aimed it with both hands. “You better hope I am,” she said darkly, “‘cause I’m the last naked lady you’re ever going to see!”

The man blinked, turned on his heel, and slammed the door behind him. Jessie let out a breath and came shakily to her feet. Lowering the weapon, she stared at the impassive face of the door. She could still feel the man’s gray eyes, boldly caressing her flesh ...
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Chapter 2

“Guess you know the old Jay Gould story,” said Pike. “‘Bout everyone does. I can get the manager to show you the register if you like. Know him real personal, he won’t mind at all.”

“Thank you,” said Jessie. “I know the story, Mr. Pike.”

“Really something, isn’t it?” He paused to chew a mouthful of food, then chase it with half a glass of wine. Somehow, Jessie noted irritably, Pike had recovered almost at once athe sight of the Excelsior’s lavish menu. Jessie settled for cold beef and tomatoes, whil her portly manager ate his way through potatoes, greens, duck, and reast pork.

“He was right here, you know,” Pike went on. “In this very hotel. Spoke to the man myself. Wanted to run the T&P through town. Folks here in Jefferson turned him down flat. Said, ‘No, Mr. Gould, we’ve got steamboats here. What do we need a railroad for?’” Pike threw back his head and laughed. “Old Gould was fit to be tied. Signed the hotel register. January second, 1872, it was. Third name from the top, and it’s still right there. Drew a little flyin’ jaybird, then wrote out ‘Gould.’ And at the bottom of the page he added: ‘End of Jefferson, Texas.’ Said grass’d grow in the streets, and bats’d roost in the churches. Damn close to right he was, too. Oh, pardon my language, ma‘am.”

Jessie leaned forward across the table. “Mr. Pike,” she said evenly, “I didn’t come here about Jay Gould and the railroad. You sent me a very puzzling—a very alarming message. I would like to hear the rest of that story, and I’d like to hear it  now.”

“Well, uh—yes, by all means,” Pike sputtered, dabbing a linen napkin at his face. He peered over his shoulder briefly, then faced Jessie again. “Few days before you got here,” he said softly, “there was an Injun shot in a brawl. Down in Murder  Alley, on Line Street near the river. Name was Black Lizard, one of the old Caddos—not many of them around anymore. This particular Injun was a bad one, been in trouble before. Law got on the scene quick for a change, ‘fore whoever did him in had time to rob him.” Pike paused and raised a pudgy finger for effect. “Now, what this fellow had on him, Miss Starbuck, were six four-ounce ingots of twenty-four-karat gold. All of it ninety-seven-percent fine. And every single bar stamped with the Circle Star brand.”

Jessie let out a breath. “Do you have those bars, Mr. Pike?”

“Not likely, I don’t.” Pike made a face. “They disappeared quick in a couple of lawmen’s pockets. But the deputy who  told me about ‘em is a friend. Did a big favor for him once and knows I’d never let on to his boss. He wouldn’t lie to me. Miss Starbuck. If he says it was Starbuck gold, then it was.”

Jessie bit her lip in thought and squinted across the linen-topped tables to the curtained windows beyond. “And is that all? Do we know any more?”

“We do indeed,” said Pike. “My friend, upon my urging, discovered a little more. This Caddo worked for a spell for one of the loggers. That’s where the Thicket comes in. He hadn’t been in town a day ‘fore he was killed, but folks who ought to know said he came right from the Thicket and he was running plumb scared. He didn’t mean to stop here, you see. He was just passing through, headed north.”

Jessie nodded understanding. “And you think perhaps he stole the gold in the Thicket—”

“And whoever he stole it from caught up with him,” Pike finished. For an instant, the fear he’d shown that morning touched his eyes again. “They were simply unlucky that the law happened to be close by. Otherwise we’d know nothing at all.”

Jessie did a few quick figures in her head. “That’s close to a thousand dollars in gold. Of course, he couldn’t get that for it himself, and neither could whoever wanted him dead.”

“What are you saying, Miss Starbuck?”

“Nothing,” Jessie said with a shrug. “Just that it’s not unusual for a man to steal gold and run—or for someone else to kill him for it. Still, Mr. Pike, I’m inclined to agree with you. The coincidence of Starbuck gold turning up at a time like this is too much to swallow. I’d guess the thief was killed because he knew where the gold came from—not because he had it.” 

Pike seemed pleased that his employer agreed. In celebration, he poured himself another generous glass of burgundy, shaking the bottle to get the last dark drops. “There’s more, of course,” he told her, downing the wine in a swallow. “I, ah—I’ve put in a great deal of time on this, Miss Starbuck. A great deal of time.”

“I appreciate that,” Jessie said without expression. “And of course that’s no less than I’d expect from such an experienced and loyal manager as yourself.”

“Well, yes, goes without saying.” Pike flushed and cleared his throat.

“Now. You just said there’s more. What is it that you have?”

Pike leaned forward, his black-agate eyes narrowed to slits. “Corroboration, Miss Starbuck. Cor-rob-oration.” He thumped out the syllables on the table. “I did not let the matter lay with my knowledge of the Caddo and his ill-gotten gold. No, my dear lady, I did not. I sought corroboration and I found it. In the person of one James Cooper, who confirms the story entirely.” Pike sat back and looked pleased.

“And this Cooper?” Jessie asked patiently. “Who is he and what does he know?” She was beginning to understand Tobias Pike. He had been a frightened man when they’d met, but part of his manner then was likely due to the time of day. Pike was a man who needed drink to keep going. He’d held off his morning libations to meet the boss with clean breath, and earned himself a good case of the shakes.

“James Cooper,” Pike went on, “is an old and trusted employee of yours, Miss Starbuck. Family’s worked for the Starbuck Steamship Company since, oh, a few years after the War. Very honest and dependable fellow, for a colored. I went straight to James, I did, soon as I learned about the Injun. James Cooper’s family has lived in the Big Thicket more than forty years. James knows the place like the back of his hand.” Pike leaned forward confidentially. “He didn’t want to talk about it, Miss Starbuck. Likely wouldn‘t, to any other white man but me. And Cooper says there is something funny going in the Thicket. A big camp, deep in the worst part of the place. Lots of men going in and out by night. Most of ’em white, says James, but they’ve got some Caddos workin’ with them.”

Pike paused to let the words sink in. Jessie sipped her wine and set it down. “And Mr. Cooper would show us this place?”

“Absolutely. Of course, he’d have to be protected. Wouldn’t want to risk his family’s safety.”

“And I wouldn’t ask him to, of course, Mr. Pike, the sooner we get on to this, the better. I want to meet Mr. Cooper. I’ll leave the arrangements and the security to you, and—”

“There’s more,” Pike interrupted. “Something that might help a great deal. James’s third cousin, or uncle or whatever, is Jacob Mose.”

“Who?” Jessie shook her head. “I don’t know the name. Should I?

“If you lived in East Texas, you would, dear lady. Everybody here has heard of Jacob Mose, white and colored alike. He’s sort of a legendary figure, a man the coloreds call on when they get in some kind of trouble. Of course, a lot of the stories about him are pure hogwash, to be sure. But he is a man with some power among his people.” Pike cleared his throat. “In truth, one must admit the, ah—white man’s justice does not always favor the coloreds. ‘Course, most of the rascals deserve what they get, you understand.”

“Yes,” Jessie said dryly, “I understand the course of justice very well, Mr. Pike.”

“At any rate, James couldn’t say whether Jacob Mose would help. He’s not all that fond of white folks. If his aid could be enlisted, however—and I’m not sayin’ it could—”

“I guess we’ll have to leave that to Mr. Cooper,” said Jessie. She paused, brushed her hair off her shoulders, and looked at Pike. “I don’t wish to embarrass you in any way,” she said plainly, “but there’s something I very much need to know. And I’m afraid I must insist you give me an honest and straightforward answer. This morning you did everything you could to avoid being seen with me. You haven’t seen fit to tell me why, so I guess I have to ask. Perhaps you have a very good reason. If so, I’d like to hear it. Are you in danger because of what you’ve learned? If you are, I quite understand, Mr. Pike. It means I’m in danger myself. And if I am, I’d like to know it.”

Pike flushed and instinctively reached for his glass. Finding it empty, he nervously tapped the table. “I, ah—apologize for my behavior,” he said softly. “Truly, Miss Starbuck. Inexcusable. Yes, no question about it.”

“That doesn’t answer my question, though, does it?”

Pike frowned. “The answer, ma‘am, as straightforward and honest as I can give it, is that I truly don’t know.” He looked right at her, and this time she knew she was seeing the real Tobias Pike. All the bluster and false courage were stripped  away. “Jefferson is a very fine town, Miss Starbuck, but there is an element here—riffraff, thieves. Since I—since I found out about the Injun—”

“You’ve felt as if someone’s aware of what you know? Is that it?”

“Yes, yes, exactly,” Pike said quickly. “Ma‘am, I know my job and I don’t mind saying I do it well. But I am—not a man of great courage, and I’m not ashamed to say it. This sort of thing is not to my liking at all. Still, I felt obliged, when this matter came to my attention—”

“You’ve done very well,” Jessie said warmly. “I have an idea your information will prove most valuable indeed.”

Pike brightened a little. “As you say, ma‘am, that’s my job, of course.”

“And you don’t know anyone’s aware of the fact that you have the information you do. Sometimes our nerves play tricks on us, Mr. Pike.”

“That‘s, ah—certainly true,” Pike said dryly. Jessie could see he didn’t believe that was so in the present case.

“What I’d suggest is that you get word to Mr. Cooper that I’d like very much to see him. That I would assure him that I—oh yes?”

Jessie turned as their waiter appeared at her shoulder. With a slight bow, he placed a bottle of Möet champagne in an iced silver bucket at her side. “From the gentleman over there,” he said politely, nodding toward a comer of the room. “He trusts you’ll accept this with his compliments.” The waiter placed a white calling card on the table. Jessie picked it up and read the name on it: JEFFREY HAMILTON MORGAN, ESQ. Then she glanced curiously in the direction the waiter had pointed. A tall man in a well-tailored black suit and string tie nodded at her and smiled. Jessie felt her face color, and jerked back to face the waiter.

“You may tell Mr.—Mr. Morgan that I do not accept his gift,” she said sharply. “That I—no, wait.” Picking up the card, she glanced boldly in the man’s direction, tore the card neatly in half, and dropped it in the bucket. “Now. And thank you for your trouble.”

The waiter bowed and moved off. Jessie hid a smile behind her linen napkin. Nervy son of a bitch, even remembered it  was a Möet by my tub. Wonder when he found time to look at that?

“My—my God,” blurted Pike, “you don‘t—know that man, do you?”

Jessie frowned at Pike’s suddenly stricken features. “No, not really. Should I? I gather that you do.”

“He’s one of them,” Pike said intently. “The crowd I was talkin’ about. Name’s Black Jack Morgan. A gambler, and God knows what else. If anything crooked’s going on in East Texas, you can bet Morgan’s got a hand in it!”

“I’m not a bit surprised,” said Jessie.

“What?”

“Nothing, Mr. Pike. If you’re finished, why don’t we leave? I need to drop by the Planter’s Bank, and I’m sure you’ve got plenty to do.”

“Yes, yes, by all means.” Pike stood at once, clearly glad to be away. Jessie decided his first order of business would be several stiff belts to calm his nerves. She followed Pike into the lobby, keenly aware that the man named Morgan trailed her with his eyes.

Pike held the door to the street and let her pass. “I’ll be—pleased to see you to the bank,” he told her. “I mean, be glad to do that, Miss Starbuck, glad to do it.”

“No, thank you,” she replied. “I saw it this morning. Know right where it is.”

Pike tried to hide his relief. “Well, as you wish, ma‘am, as you wish.”

Out of the comer of her eye, Jessie saw a big wagon loaded with blocks of ice. A dozen small boys shouted at the driver, begging for a free sliver to share. The teamster waved them off and shook his reins.

“You’ll get word to James Cooper, then? I’ll meet him wherever he wants.”

“I’ll find him,” Pike assured her, “and I know a place to meet.”

“Good. And thank you, Mr. Pike. You’ve done very well indeed.”

“My pleasure, Miss Starbuck. My pleasure, indeed. I only wish I could ha—Oh Jesus God, no!”

Pike’s face went slack with horror. Jessie turned and saw a dark-haired man step quickly from behind the ice wagon and jerk the shotgun to his shoulder. A cry stuck in her throat and she threw herself to the ground. White light exploded from the gun’s twin barrels, a second thunderous roar following quickly  on the first. The blasts struck Pike full in the face, tearing his head nearly away, and hurling him through the Excelsior’s large front window. Glass shattered and a woman shrieked. Jessie raised her head in time to see the killer turn and sprint rapidly down the street.

“Get down, damn it!” A strong hand pushed her roughly back. Three shots roared from a Colt only inches from her head. The man above her cursed and thrust the weapon under his coat. Lifting Jessie up, he rushed her quickly off the street and back into the lobby. Jessie stared and saw it was Morgan. She started to speak, then caught sight of Pike.

“Oh God!” She turned quickly away and clasped a hand to her mouth.

“Miss Starbuck,” Morgan said quietly, “I think you and me could use a drink, and I’m not talkin’ about French champagne...”
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