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Charleston, April 1845



"I didn't think you'd come."

Garret Denison looked at his brother a long time before deciding to join him. "I had to see for myself that you'd really be here. I still don't believe it."

Graham shrugged. He nudged out the chair beside him with the toe of one dusty boot. "Sit," he ordered quietly. "You're calling attention to us."

A brief ironic laugh came from Garret as he took the chair and sat. "Drink?" He eyed the thin film of dust covering his brother's clothes. Graham's usual careful attention to tailoring was not in evidence tonight. His jacket was rumpled, and the cuff of the right sleeve was frayed. Silver threads in his vest were snagged. From what Garret could see of the trousers, they hung loosely around Graham's waist and thighs. His brother had definitely fallen on hard times. These clothes didn't appear as if they were made for him. "You look as if you could use one," Garret suggested in a soft, pleasant drawl.

"Bourbon."

Garret held up his hand and caught the attention of the woman who was wending her way between the benches and tables and groping hands of the regulars. "Bourbon," he said. "Two." Except for a brief nod she barely acknowledged his order. She was slapping at the meaty fist that had caught the hem of her skirt. Garret watched a moment then turned his attention back to his brother. "Not your usual sort of place."

"It serves my purpose."

Garret felt the full force of his brother's flinty stare. God, but those blue-gray eyes of his were piercing. To be on the receiving end of that stare was to stand accused, even when no formal charge had been made. Garret didn't flinch. Censure from his older brother might have caused him to do so in the past, but tonight, with Graham so clearly out of his element, perhaps even out of his mind, Garret let the look pass without reacting. "Tell me about your purpose, Graham. I'll try to keep an open mind."

Graham considered that was unlikely. He caught the movement of the barmaid out of the corner of his eye and waited until the drinks arrived at their table before he began. He had chosen Gilpin's tavern in Charleston harbor because it was precisely the sort of place he'd made a practice of avoiding. He was unknown here. Even though his name and likeness had been front-page fodder for every large city newspaper these last three months, Gilpin's was a place not far from his own home where he could disappear with relative ease.

His ill-fitting clothing, the scuffed boots, the dark sable hair badly in need of cutting, lent him the safety of anonymity among the crowd that frequented Gilpin's. These men were not necessarily rough or threatening; they were by and large down on their luck and apathetic as only hopeless men can be. Graham did not expect trouble this evening. The odds were against him being recognized and even greater that anyone would be moved to do something about it.

Graham had taken some pains to shed his disreputable, slightly dangerous image. Studying Garret's choice of clothing, he wished his brother had been as thoughtful. "You might have made some attempt to fit in," he said.

Garret fingered his dark mustache then smoothed the edges as he considered Graham's words. "I didn't know what this place was until I got here. Anyway, you're supposing I don't want to be noticed. Frankly, I wouldn't care if the entire patronage of this tavern recognized me and turned on you. If I've a mind to, or you give me cause, I'll stand up tonight and point the finger at you myself, Graham. You're a traitor. You've betrayed friends and family. You've betrayed the South." Garret picked up his drink. He held the glass up to the flickering lantern light and examined it for fingerprints left by the previous tippler. Satisfied that it had been wiped off, if not washed, he raised it to his lips and took a large swallow.

Graham permitted himself a thin smile as he watched a flush wash over Garret's handsome features. It was a shame about the mustache. It hid the beads of perspiration that Graham suspected were dotting his brother's upper lip. Graham almost laughed outright when Garret raked back his dark hair with one perfectly manicured hand and attempted nonchalance. "Not the smooth stuff you're used to," Graham said softly.

"I don't see you drinking it."

Graham lifted his glass but not long enough to consider its cleanliness. He saluted Garret, his mouth curving in a vaguely twisted smile, his eyes ironic. "To your health and good fortune, little brother." Then he belted back most of the bourbon in a single swallow.

Garret laughed in genuine amusement as Graham made a small choking sound and his eyes actually watered. "Serves you right," he said.

Reaching into his jacket pocket, Graham pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his eyes. "Granddaddy makes better swill in that contraption he hides in the woods." He shoved the handkerchief out of sight again and finished his drink. "God," he said feelingly, looking around the poorly lighted tavern. "I hope I'm never so numb I don't know bad bourbon when I taste it." He raised his glass and motioned to the barmaid. He raised one finger—looked at his brother, who expressed horror at first, then took up the challenge—then raised two.

"As long as we know it'll kill us," Garret said, shrugging. It didn't appear anyone else in the tavern was cognizant of that fact. Poor bastards. Garret settled his lean frame comfortably in the high-backed wooden chair, stretching his legs diagonally under the table and folding his arms across his chest. It was only as an afterthought that he noticed his posture was a mirror image of Graham's.

Eleven months separated the birth of the brothers. Except for that distinction it was often remarked they could have been twins. They were of a similar height, both being an inch over six feet. They shared the same richly colored hair with the texture and sheen of sable and even darker brows and lashes. Their features were well-defined with the kind of bone structure that lent itself to sculpture during the Renaissance. The mustache that Garret had grown when he was away at school was an obvious distinguishing feature now. There were other differences though, some subtle, some not, that kept those of close acquaintance from mistaking the brothers.

Graham's aristocratic features were not softened by his eyes as Garret's were. Garret's eyes had but one hue, a deep oceanic blue that drew notice like the inexorable pull of a tidal undertow. Graham's flinty, blue-gray stare kept others at a distance, even when his congenial manner, or rakish appeal beckoned them in. Graham Denison cultivated acquaintances, not friends. Garret's admirers were his friends.

"Did you tell anyone you were meeting me?" Graham asked.

Garret shook his head. "I kept it to myself," he said. "Not because you asked me to, but because I didn't want to bring your shame on me. Grandmother might have understood. Father, perhaps, though I doubt it. But no one else, Graham. Grand-daddy's disowned you. Mother, if she comes out of her room at all, won't allow anyone to mention your name. You're dead to them. What the hell did you think you were doing?"

Graham didn't answer immediately. "Alys?"

"You shouldn't bring her up, Graham. You're dead to her, too. You really don't have the right."

"She was my fiancée. I think that gives me some rights."

"In the past tense. We both know she broke off with you before this sad bit of business was ever brought to light. Alys is very happy with the choice she's made."

Graham's features gave no indication what he thought of that. "When's the wedding?"

"June." Garret offered a slight smile. "Mother says it's just what we need at Beau Rivage to put this other affair behind us."

"That would be me."

Garret nodded. "No one ever accused you of being slow off the mark." He took a short swallow of his drink and noticed that familiarity with the bourbon did not improve its taste. "I think you'd better get to the point of this meeting, unless you're trying to be caught out."

Graham shifted in his seat. He brushed a thin layer of dust from his jacket sleeve. It was the sort of fastidious, practiced gesture he would have made to remove an errant thread from a crisply pressed jacket. His manner would have affected boredom. That pretense didn't suit his dress or condition now. He smiled without humor. Old habits... "I have no desire to feel the rope around my neck," he said quietly. He eyed his brother. "That's what I could expect, isn't it? If I turned myself in?"

Garret's response was blunt. "If someone didn't shoot you on your way to the hangman. But you knew the risks when you decided to come back here. Why, Graham? Why leave Boston at all? Your exploits were lauded in the Northern papers. I cannot rightly remember all the names they called you. Liberator. Deliverer. Southern Savior. Rescuer of Black Slaves." He paused, his expression considering. "Always thought that last description a bit redundant. Black Slave. It's not really possible to be a white one, is it? We're not bred for it the way they are."

Graham did not respond. Garret was so obvious in his attempt to get a rise out of him that Graham could dismiss it. Not that Garret didn't believe what he was saying. Graham knew he surely did. It was the predominant way of thinking at Beau Rivage, indeed throughout the slave states.

"And what is that name the freed slaves gave you?" He waited a moment for Graham to answer. When his brother remained unmoved by this overture, Garret filled in the silence. "Falconer. I believe that's the name I've read. Yes, I believe it is."

"You may be right," Graham said.

"I'm sure I am. Tell me, Graham. Bitsy. Henry. Old Jake. Evie. Little Winston." He named the slaves that came easily to his mind. He was sure there were others missing from Beau Rivage that could have been added. "Did you help them all out through the Underground?"

"Yes." He saw his brother's surprise and he guessed at the source of it immediately. "You didn't think I'd admit it, did you?"

"Your arrogance continues to exceed your intelligence," Garret said calmly.

"You've always underestimated me."

"Only your backbone, Graham. And maybe your commitment. I didn't think you cared about anything. Certainly you never showed family the same devotion you showed these slaves." With a certain amount of assurance, he added thoughtfully, "How you must hate all of us." He didn't pause long enough to give his brother a chance to confirm or deny it. "Of course the slaves you helped escape from Beau Rivage represent only a fraction of your work. If the papers can be believed, then you had a hand in the escapes of more than two hundred runaways—from all over the South."

"My exploits were exaggerated," Graham said, affecting modesty. "A hundred perhaps. One hundred fifty would be my highest estimate."

A muscle worked rhythmically in Garret's lean cheek. His blue eyes did not hold the same warmth for his brother that he extended to friends. "You think this is amusing, don't you? You're laughing at all of us at Beau Rivage."

"You're wrong, Garret. I don't expect you to believe me, but you're wrong."

With some effort Garret kept a leash on his temper. It wasn't as if Graham had won anything through his behavior, he reminded himself. Noble as his actions might be considered among Northern abolitionists and a few sympathizers in the South, he had alienated everyone else. In the Carolinas, and especially in Charleston, Graham's notoriety as Falconer, the most sought-after conductor on the Underground Railroad, made him a marked man.

Garret couldn't be completely sorry about what had come to pass, and he didn't insult them both by pretending. Graham had effectively removed himself from the position of heir to Beau Rivage. He had done it in a spectacular manner and had been far more successful with this single debacle than Garret had been with a dozen smaller, insistent attempts to oust him from the family business and fortunes.

Still, there was the matter of Denison family honor. Garret couldn't ignore that. "But you haven't come to apologize for the difficulty and embarrassment you've caused us," he said.

Graham knew his brother placed Alys among those he had hurt through his behavior. "No, I haven't. But I would like you to take a message to Grandmother." He saw Garret's lip curl slightly and realized there was almost no chance his brother would deliver the message. Graham said it anyway because it had to be said. For his own peace of mind, he had to say it. "Tell her I acted on my convictions," he said. "Like all the Denisons before me"—he eyed his younger brother pointedly—"or after."

"You dare," Garret said under his breath.

Without waiting for his brother to expound on his anger, Graham went on. "I wanted you to hear it from me that I don't have the earring."

Garret sat up now and leaned forward. He swore softly. "It's gone?"

"You mean you didn't know?"

"I don't believe this. Are you telling me you sold it? That's reprehensible, Graham, even for you."

"Actually I was going to tell you I lost it. Otherwise, I might have sold it. I'll need money eventually to stake myself somewhere."

"So you came for money from me?"

"No, I wasn't going to ask. But if you're offering..."

"Go to hell." Garret belted back his drink, glanced at Graham's empty glass and waved for two more.

Graham accepted the bourbon when it came but didn't raise his glass. He was aware that the last swallow hadn't settled very well in his stomach. He sported no mustache to hide the beads of perspiration on his upper lip, and he carried no razor to scrape the fuzz from his tongue. His eyes wandered slowly about the tavern. No other patrons seemed to be similarly affected by the spirits Gilpin passed off as bourbon. But then maybe, Graham reflected, their drinks were gin or watered whiskey. Removing his handkerchief, he touched it to his brow.

Garret didn't ask Graham if he was feeling all right. He didn't care. "I hope you puke all over yourself," he said in disgust. His brother was flushed and pale at the same time. Garret didn't wonder how that was possible. He cut to the core of his anger. "What the hell were you thinking, taking Mother's earring. You know damn well she prizes it. And she means it to be mine."

Graham stuffed the handkerchief under the cuff of his sleeve, where it would be readily available. "That's your point, isn't it? That I took something that belongs to you."

"Exactly. The family's had to tolerate your gambling and whoring and drinking—"

"Careful, Garret, you'll turn my head with your pretty compliments."

Garret offered only a look of disgust in reply. "You wasted a Harvard education."

"Do you mean to say they didn't teach you gambling, whoring, and drinking at William and Mary?" Graham asked blandly. He raised his glass and eyed his brother consideringly over the rim. "I'd say you're the one who hasn't made good use of his education."

Garret ignored the barb. "Now I can add thief to your list of pastimes."

"Thief? Because of the earring, you mean? Hardly, Garret. It was given to me."

That set Garret back. "I don't believe that for a moment. Mother would never—"

"Mother didn't. Grandmother did."

"She wouldn't. It wasn't hers to give."

Graham shrugged. He didn't care if he was believed or not. Garret could check his story easily enough and discover he was telling the truth. The earring in question belonged to their mother, just as Garret had pointed out. Its value to Evaline Randolph Denison was purely sentimental. She never wore the earring since the mate had been lost years ago. From time to time she spoke of having the pearl stud and dangling gold drop made into a pendant so she could wear it around her neck, but she never did anything about it. She seemed satisfied to keep the earring in her jewelry chest and take it out occasionally to admire. The earring and its lost twin had been fashioned exclusively for her sixteenth birthday and debut ball. The gold drop had been engraved in a delicate flourish with her initials. This was part of her attachment to the piece, knowing that it was one of a kind.

Evaline valued its uniqueness but the earring always invoked a misty-eyed reminiscence of the cotillion that was held in her honor. There was a certain intrinsic value in having this opportunity to remind them all how she had been sought after and fought over. Graham wondered if he would have heard the story so often if his mother hadn't lost the earring's mate that very first night they were presented to her. She would have worn them then and familiarity might have softened her memories. The fact that her parents, who had made a present of them to her, had died a short time later only added to the poignancy of the recollections.

Graham wiped his brow again, then the back of his neck.

"Grandmother thought I should have it." She had said it was time Evaline stopped dwelling on the past, but Graham didn't mention this. "I went to her for money, and the earring's what she gave me."

"But you didn't sell it."

"I didn't have the chance." Not that he would have anyway. And damn her, he thought not unkindly, Grandmother had known that. "Mother's going to have to be told. I'm surprised she hasn't missed it already."

"Mother's retired to her room this last month. Perhaps she has missed it." He regarded Graham frankly. "Or perhaps she can't bear what's become of her son."

Graham shook his head. "Mother takes to her room if her egg is overcooked. I won't accept that I'm the cause."

"Nothing unusual in that." He sipped his bourbon and noticed that Graham was no longer nursing his. "Drink up. I don't know why you're looking out of sorts. Seems to me that you're devil-may-care now, and I'm left to make your apologies."

"I suppose you should be used to it." Graham thought the words didn't sound quite right. He heard them as if he were standing in a tunnel.

"Are you all right?" Garret asked. He removed Graham's drink out of his reach. "I think you've had enough." He grinned. "Who would have thought I could drink you under the table?"

"Perhaps they taught you something at William and Mary after all." Graham's own grin was decidedly lopsided. He was quite pleased that he had gotten the sentence out. It was a bonus that it made sense. He squinted and made a study of his brother's features. Three bourbons had not noticeably affected Garret.

"There's... one... other... thing," Graham said with great effort. He looked around the tavern to see if anyone was taking an interest in his conversation. In the time he had been at the table with Garret a few men had come and gone, but the majority of the crowd was unchanged. A pair of bull-necked men stood at one end of the bar trading stories and buying each other drinks. The trio at the table in the corner were still playing cards. They only looked up when they needed to catch the barmaid's eye. A few men sat alone, but they were the exception. Gilpin's was a place for camaraderie. There was a boisterous shout followed by some hearty laughter. Someone called to Gilpin himself to settle a wager.

Graham's head swiveled around, and his eyes returned to Garret. His brother was watching him closely. Was he waiting for him to say something? Graham wondered. Had he been saying something?

"You said there was one more thing," Garret prompted.

Now Graham remembered. "That's right." The two words came out as one. "One more thing." Graham's drawl was more evident now. "I figure I was betrayed on my last run on the Railroad. Shot at, too. Almost killed. You wouldn't know anythin' about that, would you?"

"I do believe you're making an accusation."

Graham's head throbbed when he nodded. His vision was blurry now; his limbs felt weighted. Every minute that passed brought on some aching awareness to a new part of his body. "Believe I am," he said softly.

"Tell me where you lost the earring, Graham."

The change in subject was difficult for Graham to follow. "Don't know ex... eggsact... Don't know."

"You must have some idea."

"Boston, I reckon." He could hardly hold his head up now. His shoulders slumped.

Garret swore softly as Graham's head thumped on the table. "Boston," he said in disgust. "I'll be sure to tell Mother you lost her earring to the Yankees." Grasping a handful of Graham's thick hair, Garret lifted his brother's head a few inches off the table. He was out cold. He let go and Graham's forehead thumped hard again. Garret raised his hand and motioned to the trio of card players in the corner. They tossed down their cards and joined him immediately.

"Get him out of here," Garret said quietly. There was no chance that he would be overheard. No one, save for the men who were waiting for his signal, were particularly concerned with anything they witnessed. Graham Denison certainly wasn't the first patron at Gilpin's to slide into a stupor. The only question in the mind of some of the regulars was if Graham had passed out before his head hit the table or if the blow knocked him out. It might have been worth a wager if they thought Graham was going to be around to set the matter straight.

Garret indicated to the men that they should get moving. "We'll settle outside. I want your assurances he's not coming back to Charleston." He looked at each man squarely. "Ever."

* * *

He came awake with a start. Sitting up reminded him how much pain he was in. He lay down again and closed one eye. Someone had already managed to close the other one for him. He explored the swelling gingerly. Even the lightest pressure from his fingertips made him groan.

He let his hand fall back to his side and flexed his fingers. They didn't feel bruised or broken. Hadn't he put up a fight at all? Then he wondered who he would have fought. Names and faces eluded him now.

Taking inventory of other body parts revealed a rather extensive list of injuries. In addition to the swollen right eye there was a lump on his forehead, dried blood under a possibly broken nose, a split lower lip, and ringing in his ears. And he had found all that before he got as far as his neck. Below his Adam's apple he discovered he had two ribs that were bruised or cracked, a dislocated collarbone, and swollen testicles.

Whoever it had been had worked him over good. The why of it wouldn't come to him.

He considered his legs next. They were sore but had largely been spared. His left thigh had received a few kicks, probably misplaced, he decided, when his attacker had aimed for his groin, but other than that he believed he could walk unaided. Where he might go was an unknown to him.

He applied himself to the problem of where he was. There were voices, footsteps, overhead. He was lying on the floor, but there were hammocks strung up in the room. They swayed as if a breeze were circulating around the four walls. There was no breeze, though. The air was close, stifling. The hammocks continued to swing.

It was natural, he supposed, that he hadn't noticed the room was rocking at the outset. It wasn't that he had been entirely unaware of it, but that he had misunderstood the cause. From the very first roll he had assumed there was a problem with his balance, something connected to the ringing in his ears. Now, as he watched the hammocks continue to swing, he realized there was too much rhythm in the motion. The room and its contents weren't spinning, merely swaying.

He was on board a ship. He couldn't imagine where.

With body parts accounted for and his immediate surroundings identified, he put himself to the task of making some sense of it all.

That was when he realized he didn't know his name.
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Boston, May 1850



"This is cold." Berkeley Shaw's fingers unfolded almost convulsively. She felt as if she were shivering, yet except for the involuntary movement of her hand, she was entirely still. "I don't see how I can help you." Then, to be perfectly clear, she added softly, "Any of you." She was conscious of being the center of attention, of the five pairs of eyes leveled on her slightly bowed head. With some effort she raised her chin and allowed her glance to sweep the gathering before coming to rest on the only familiar face. She said nothing, but her eyes pleaded.

Anderson Shaw was immediately sympathetic. He supported the underside of his wife's extended hand in his own before he removed the object lying in the heart of her open palm.

The first thing he noticed was that it was not cold at all. One dark brow rose faintly in Berkeley's direction. For the space of a heartbeat solicitousness was replaced by censure. His disappointment in her effort went unnoticed by the others, but he knew Berkeley would register it as a tangible force. Even as he thought it, she swayed ever so slightly on her feet. For now it satisfied him.

Anderson let his eyes fall deliberately on the earring he now held and examined it in detail. It was as exquisite as he had been led to believe. A lustrous pearl stud was set in a golden crown. A raindrop of pure gold, delicately engraved with the letters ER, dangled from the stud. He knew he held a fortune in his palm. What he didn't know was if it was priceless.

"ER?" he asked as he returned the earring to its owner.

Decker Thorne's fingers folded over the earring. He placed it in his vest pocket without looking at it. A moment later his hand raked his thick, dark hair, and his attention shifted slowly, with a measure of real reluctance, from Berkeley Shaw to her husband. "Elizabeth Regina," he explained.

Anderson whistled softly, appreciatively. "That would make this..." He paused, searching his memory for the years in which Elizabeth ruled England. "What? Two hundred? Three hundred years old?"

"A little more than three hundred," Decker confirmed. His watchful blue eyes settled on Mrs. Shaw again and he waited to see if she would respond. There was no disappointment when Berkeley remained silent. It was exactly what he expected. He glanced sideways at his wife, and his expression spoke eloquently: I told you so.

Jonna Remington Thorne pretended not to notice. It was not in her nature to give in so easily, least of all to her husband when he was looking vaguely superior. Decker had taken the less difficult approach to this interview with Anderson and Berkeley Shaw. He had been cynical from the moment she had suggested it. She was the one who had held out some hope and who risked the most keenly felt disappointment.

No, she amended, that wasn't entirely true. Her gaze strayed to her sister-in-law. Mercedes Thorne had reached out to lay her hand over her husband's forearm, comforting Colin and in turn, being comforted. Jonna knew Mercedes had risked hoping as well. Colin, like Decker, had steeled himself against it. Perhaps it was time to give up.

The problem was, she wasn't certain how one went about surrendering. She had been the head of the Remington Shipping empire since she was fifteen. She was thirty now. The second half of her life had been devoted to running the Remington line, the first half to learning how. It was not an exaggeration to say that none of it could have come about without Colin and Decker Thorne. Colin had saved her life when she was a babe in arms. Years later Decker had saved her heart.

"Perhaps if you held it again, Mrs. Shaw," Jonna said. "You hardly gave yourself any time at all with it."

Berkeley shook her head. She wished herself anywhere but where she was. In any circumstances she would have been intimidated by her surroundings. In these circumstances, with so much pressure to perform in exactly the right manner, she was very nearly paralyzed.

It was not that anyone had been unkind to her. Quite the contrary. Jonna Thorne had received her graciously into the Beacon Hill home, showing her and Anderson into the large formal parlor herself. She made the introductions smoothly and warmly, though for Berkeley the moments passed in something of a blur. She remembered the nod in her direction from Jonna's husband. The man seemed to stand lightly on his feet, as if he were not weighted by the literal and figurative gravity of this meeting. He had a quietly amused expression that was both disarming and distancing. When he took her hand Berkeley understood the look in his eyes immediately. She had faced it, felt it, before. He was not judging her; he had already made up his mind.

Still, Decker Thorne was marginally less intimidating than his brother. It was outside Berkeley Shaw's experience to make the acquaintance of an earl. Jonna had introduced her brother-in-law as Lord Fielding, the Earl of Rosefield. Berkeley had not missed Jonna's sly, secretive smile as she performed the introduction, as if his title and lofty position were something of an amusement to her. It did not amuse Berkeley. She made what she thought was an adequate, if not particularly graceful, curtsy, and managed to murmur a greeting. Anderson would take her to task later for her backwardness. Hadn't they practiced these social niceties for just this occasion? It didn't matter. Berkeley was not prepared for the opaque, nearly black eyes that seared her with a single glance. When the corners of His Lordship's mouth lifted, only an edge of a smile was produced. Colin Thorne extended Berkeley the same skeptical consideration as his brother.

The Countess of Rosefield, even with her beautifully solemn gray eyes and grave smile, was infinitely more welcoming and warm than her husband. But then an iceberg would have also met those conditions, Berkeley thought. In fairness to Mercedes Thorne, Berkeley acknowledged that the countess was permitting herself to hope in a way that her husband was not. Her judgment was not fixed yet, but held in reserve.

Mercedes added her urging to Jonna's request. "Yes, Mrs. Shaw. Won't you hold the earring once more? I've heard this sort of thing is not always accomplished so quickly."

"Where have you heard that?" Colin asked. He added a shade mockingly, "Gypsies?"

Another woman might have blushed at Colin's tone. That he thought such an idea was foolish was clearly implied by it. No color washed Mercedes's cheeks. Predictably it was her chin that came up and she stared back at her husband fearlessly. "Yes, as a matter of fact, that is precisely where I heard it. I consulted a fortune-teller at the Weybourne fair."

"Can I assume you had the good sense to leave our children outside the Gypsy's tent?"

"And risk that they would wander away while I was occupied? Certainly not. The girls were quite old enough not to be afraid and Nicholas was entranced."

Colin's dark eyes were raised heavenward a moment. "Dear God," he said under his breath. "Why am I hearing this for the first time now?"

"Because of the way you're reacting, I suspect," she said in crisp accents. "I can't say that I like you thinking I behaved foolishly. As for why the children never mentioned it, I imagine their silence is the truest measure of how little they were affected by their encounter. I never suggested it should be a secret. They saw and heard dozens of things at the fair, and I recall they regaled you for hours about most of them. Some of them twice."

Colin was slightly mollified by this. He remembered their stories well enough. Still, it was peculiar that Elizabeth or Emma hadn't mentioned a fortune-teller. Perhaps they had known as well as their mother how he would view that escapade. Nicholas, though, he would talk to. In the future, on matters of Gypsies and fortune-telling, he would have an ally in his five-year-old son.

Not certain that she had made her point, Mercedes went on. "It really was most innocent, Colin. The opportunity presented itself shortly after Jonna had written us about the Shaws. I thought: What could be the harm? So I asked the Gypsy if the kind of thing Jonna had written about was possible. And she assured me it was. The handling of objects to gain some knowledge about the history of them is an acceptable practice."

"Acceptable to whom?" Colin said. "Of course the Gypsy would say that. She probably would have loved to get her hands on the earrings. Thank God Decker was in possession of both of them. We'd surely be missing at least one now, and a roving band of Gypsies would be the richer for it."

Although Mercedes did not require Jonna's defense, she was compelled to offer one anyway. "I'm certain you're making too much of it, Colin. Mercedes would not have offered the earring to be handled by just anyone. Why this Gypsy might not have had a talent for handling at all. She was a fortuneteller. That was her gift."

"Jonna," Decker said dryly, "you don't believe in fortunetellers."

"Well, no, I don't. But I don't know that Mercedes doesn't, and it seems to me that she shouldn't be taken to task for making inquiries that serve both her husband and you."

Decker had an urge to roll his eyes now. He looked at Colin instead. "Jonna's right," he said. "If anyone's to be taken to task, she is. This bit of nonsense today was her idea. I've mostly kept silent about it because I know it's partly responsible for you being here now. I can't regret my wife's interference when it prompts you and Mercedes to visit us almost six months earlier than you had planned. Still, I think we could have done without this little drama today."

Anderson Shaw had had enough. He saw that both Jonna and Mercedes were prepared to take offense, but he had no care for their feelings now. It was Berkeley who required his protection. She was not watching the Thornes as they sparred, but Anderson knew she was alert to every word. The fey look in her large green eyes gave her an otherworldly expression, but her mind was fixed in the moment. He watched her head bow slightly. Tendrils of pale hair brushed her cheek. The back of her long, slender neck was exposed. He took a step closer to his wife and placed one hand at the small of her back.

Berkeley looked up, startled, and found herself staring directly into Colin Thorne's dark, implacable eyes. She willed herself not to tremble. He would think she was afraid of him, and that wasn't it at all. The man with his hand at her back frightened her much more than the Right Honorable Earl of Rosefield ever could.

At thirty-nine, Anderson Shaw was one year older than Colin Thorne and five years older than Decker. Any advantage he had in age was negligible. These men he faced were used to command and did not extend respect merely as a courtesy but rather because it was earned. Anderson knew he had given them no reason to extend it to him. Yet. Even though he understood the women were a more sympathetic audience, he was careful not to look away from the brothers as he spoke.

"I cannot think that you intentionally mean to insult my wife," he said. He spoke in clear, deliberately modulated tones. The rhythm of his speech was even, and there was no accent to immediately identify him with any particular part of the country. His manner was formal and learned and perfectly suited to his distinguished carriage and solemn air. "Men with less breeding than you would not invite us into their home, then proceed to make disparaging remarks about Mrs. Shaw's gift. She did not go in search of this invitation. Indeed, it was Mrs. Thorne who found us, and I had to apply myself quite diligently to convincing my wife that coming here was a proper thing to do. This is a trying experience for her, not at all pleasant, and far from attempting to take away any part of your considerable fortunes with empty promises, she has stated quite clearly that she doesn't believe she can help you. I'm sure the countess paid her Gypsy fortune-teller and received no better consultation than that. We, on the other hand, have traveled from Baltimore, at some expense to ourselves, and have not asked for anything."

Anderson Shaw generally thought himself a tall man. Now, drawing himself up to his full height, he still had to raise his head a notch to stare down Colin and Decker Thorne. His left hand continued to rest at his wife's back, and when he spared a glance for her his eyes were warm and admiring. Without speaking directly to her he conveyed his support.

No one observed the knuckle digging hard into her spine.

It did not take a preternatural gift to see that Jonna and Mercedes were mortified. Any rudeness on their part had been strictly unintentional, but they could not say the same for their husbands. It was clear they thought some apology was in order. The only question was who would be first off the mark to make it.

Decker, his faint smile deepening as Jonna glared at him, snapped to attention first. "I regret offending you, Mrs. Shaw. I assure you I meant to upbraid my wife. It seems I cannot do that without casting doubt on what she refers to as your gift." He looked at Colin then, daring him to make a better show of contrition than he had.

Lord Fielding didn't even try. "Likewise," he said dryly.

It was not so much the knuckle pressing her spine that prompted Berkeley to speak up, but the fact that Mercedes looked as if she might simply clobber His Lordship in front of them. "Perhaps it would not hurt to try again," she said softly. "I think I understand now how much it means to all of you."

She couldn't know that, Colin thought. This young woman, in spite of her otherworldly charm, elfin beauty, and fathomless green eyes, couldn't possibly know what it meant to any of them, least of all him. Yet Colin acknowledged that neither he nor Decker was usually so lacking in good manners as they had been today. It was some indication of the intense emotion they shared, a measure of the desperation they felt. Is that what Berkeley Shaw sensed? When even their wives thought he and Decker had abandoned hope, had this woman realized it was only that they were terrified to risk it again?

Berkeley Shaw held out her hand, palm up. She did not withdraw it when Decker hesitated but waited with such a patient air that no one in the room doubted she could remain in that exact pose for hours. Decker looked to Colin and glimpsed the almost imperceptible nod that was lost on the others. He reached in his vest pocket, removed the earring, and placed it carefully across Berkeley's palm.

She reacted immediately. Her fingers, which had only started to close around the earring, unfolded spasmodically and remained extended and splayed. "Not this one," she said, looking between Decker and Colin. "This is the one you made to test me, to see if I would know the difference between an heirloom and a copy. I told you, this is cold. I can tell you nothing of your missing brother from this piece."

Decker's quietly amused expression vanished. It was a rare moment for the others to see him unsettled. His lapse, however brief, was proof enough for Jonna that Berkeley Shaw had spoken the truth. Her disappointment was palpable. "Oh, Decker," she said quietly. "You did, didn't you?"

"Not exactly," he said.

"But—"

Colin interrupted. "I had the copy made in England before Mercedes and I left. She is only finding out about it now. I told Decker what I had done when we arrived. No one else knew." He didn't add that he understood Jonna and Mercedes would not have approved. That point was made tacitly by his secretiveness on the matter. Colin's attention was drawn to Berkeley again, and his dark eyes narrowed as he regarded her steadily. "No one could have known," he said finally. And now there was a thread of hope in his voice.

Sunlight glinted off the gold drop dangling from Berkeley's fingertips. It drew Jonna's eyes. "May I?" she asked.

"I have no need of it," Berkeley said. She let the earring fall into Jonna's open palm and watched her study it.

"It's remarkable," Jonna whispered, awed. All the more remarkable because Colin had commissioned the copy from memory. It was Decker who was in possession of both earrings. "This is quite perfect. I shouldn't be able to tell the difference. How can you?" She gave over the earring to Mercedes, who regarded it with the same eye for detail.

Mercedes looked up at her husband. "Well, Colin? How do you know this is the copy and that you haven't confused it with one of the originals?"

When Colin didn't answer immediately it was Berkeley Shaw who interceded. "I believe your husband's silence is quite purposeful. He doesn't want me to know how he distinguishes the pieces. Perhaps he and Captain Thorne are planning another test."

"I certainly hope not," Mercedes said crisply. "That you've passed this one is quite sufficient in my eyes and should be in his. Isn't that right, Colin?"

The Earl of Rosefield almost smiled at his wife's attempt to bully him into agreement. "We'll see," is what he said.

Mercedes wasn't satisfied, but neither would she argue it out in front of others. What she did not do was return the fake to her brother-in-law. There would be no more substitutions if she could help it, and therefore, no more insulting tests. "Decker? Do you have the originals for Mrs. Shaw?"

Decker's quiet amusement returned when he realized Mercedes was not going to give him back the copy. He knew he confounded her by not asking for it. "Perhaps Mrs. Shaw would give her opinion of this piece," he said. Turning around briefly, Decker lifted a black-lacquered box from the mantelpiece. He felt Jonna's curious eyes following his movement. She knew the box normally held a few cigars for guests to enjoy after dinner. What she didn't suspect until he opened the lid was that he had removed the cigars earlier. Now the exquisitely crafted pair of heirloom earrings lay on a bed of black velvet.

Decker allowed everyone to see the contents of the box, but he didn't release it to Berkeley. Instead, he gave it to Colin. The Earl of Rosefield looked at the pair inside and after a long moment chose a single earring to give their guest. "I would be very interested to hear what this piece tells you about my brother," he said. Colin placed the earring in Berkeley's hand, and this time he folded her fingers around it, holding it in place.

Almost immediately Berkeley swayed on her feet. Colin felt a peculiar heat rising from her fist, and his first instinct was to release her. His grip had already loosened when he realized that she required his support. He tightened his fingers.

Anderson Shaw's hand slipped from Berkeley's back to her elbow. "I know what my wife needs now," he said stiffly. "You may let her go."

Colin had no clear idea why he was reluctant to remove his hand. Certainly he had no liking for the steady heat emanating from Berkeley's skin. He told himself his hesitation was because she held the earring and, therefore, all it represented. It was a connection to his past, his family's history, and his brother. Berkeley Shaw was a stranger, and it followed that she might have little respect for any part of what the earring meant to Colin and Decker Thorne.

Anderson Shaw, however, was insistent. When Berkeley swayed toward him he used the opportunity gently to wrest her from Colin's hold.

"Does she need to sit down?" Mercedes asked. "Colin, please push a chair behind her before she collapses."

"No," Anderson said. "No, it's quite all right. This will pass quickly." Even as he said the words he felt his wife steady herself. She blinked several times, her long lashes fluttering; then they lifted and fully erased the hint of shadow beneath her eyes. In contrast to the heat that ran just below the surface of her skin, her face was pale and her lips nearly colorless.

"I'm fine," she said. There was no particular insistence in her tone, so the others were surprised when Anderson let her go. "Thank you," she told her husband. "I do believe I'd like to sit down."

The immediacy with which she was offered a chair by all of them was almost laughable. Berkeley accepted the one Anderson arranged for her. Once she was seated Jonna and Mercedes followed suit, occupying the cream-brocade settee. Still holding the black-lacquered box, Colin hooked one hip on the high arm of the settee and settled for this half-standing, half-sitting posture beside his wife. Decker leaned against the green-veined marble mantelpiece, his trim, athletic frame seemingly without tension.

Anderson Shaw remained standing, taking a position slightly behind Berkeley's chair, with his hands resting on the polished cherry back rail. "Go on, my dear," he urged gently. "You've learned something, haven't you? Tell His Lordship what you can about this earring."

Berkeley swiveled on the chair. She sought out her husband's warmly colored eyes as if for reassurance. Her own eyes, impossibly large in her small heart-shaped face, implored him. Must she? she asked him without words. His reply was there in the faint nod of his head. Yes, she must.

Berkeley unfolded her fingers and stared at the earring. It was virtually identical to the previous one she held. It only felt different. "There are so many emotions here," she said on a thread of sound. "So much pain. I can't..." She turned the earring over carefully and held it in place with the fingertips of her other hand. "Yes, this is better. It's difficult to distinguish..." She looked up suddenly at Colin, and for once the implacability of his dark eyes had no impact on her. "I can hardly say with any certainty that you've handled this earring, yet I feel your presence strongly in it. You must have been very young when you surrendered it." She paused over her own word choice. "Yes, surrender. That has the right feel. You gave it willingly, I think, but you gave up something of yourself. You meant it to be a link that would identify its owner to you in later years."

Berkeley heard the sharp intake of breath that came from Mercedes Thorne. She closed her eyes briefly and calmed her thinking again. "The age of this piece makes it hard to know what is long past and what is recent past. I may confuse the two from time to time." She regarded Colin once more. "Your brother is very much alive. He held on to this piece for a long time, I would say. It was lucky for him, or at least he associated it with being lucky. Perhaps he regarded it as a talisman of sorts. I doubt it was ever out of his possession for long. He must feel now as if something has been torn from him." She hesitated, shaking her head. "No, that's not quite right. It would be more like not being able to draw a full breath."

Jonna could not help the wide-eyed look she shot her husband. Decker did not return her gaze though. His full attention was riveted on Berkeley Shaw.

At the periphery of her vision Berkeley was aware of Jonna's darting glance, the surprise in her violet-colored eyes. Berkeley's own features remained schooled, as if nothing untoward had happened. "I believe your brother is a careful man," she continued. "He certainly was with this piece, but there is something else in his nature. It is harder to describe accurately. A certain recklessness, I think. A carelessness that he uses as a shield when he cares very deeply." Her pale lips formed an apologetic smile. "I don't know if that makes any sense..." She shrugged. "It's what I feel."

"It makes sense," Jonna said dryly, with a touch of irony. She had stopped looking at Decker and was now eyeing Colin with something akin to disapproval. "Please, tell us what else you can."

"I'm afraid this has me confused," Berkeley said. "One of you may know what it means. I think this earring may have been part of a larger collection at one time. I don't mean as part of the queen's jewels. It wasn't that long ago. The other jewelry in the collection kept changing. Yes, I'm certain of that. Only this remained as a constant." She frowned as an explanation occurred to her, and her finely arched brows came together. Berkeley drew in her lower lip, worrying it gently as she considered how she might put it forth.

Anderson touched his wife's shoulder lightly. "It does no good to hold it back, dearest. Say what's on your mind. Leave it to them to sort out. No one has asked you only to tell them pleasantries."

Berkeley nodded. Anderson was right, of course, and if she wasn't mistaken, the Earl of Rosefield, though he remained silent and impassive, seemed to be willing her to offer up her explanation. "I'm very much afraid, Your Lordship, that your brother may have been a thief." Berkeley sat back suddenly as Jonna Thorne leaped to her feet.

Jonna advanced on her husband, who was no longer leaning so casually against the mantel. "You knew Colin was going to give Mrs. Shaw your earring, didn't you?"

Decker didn't deny it. "We had to be sure, Jonna."

"Well, I hope this has satisfied you," she said flatly. Her violet eyes blazed for a moment, then she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "I know you and Colin have doubts. Do you think I didn't share them? I thoroughly researched the Shaws' successes before I ever wrote to Mercedes about them. And I made inquiries through friends before I ever invited the Shaws to Boston. I didn't arrange this on a whim, Decker. I would have hoped that you and Colin could have trusted me more."

"I have every trust in you," Decker told her. He searched her upturned face before his eyes came to rest steadily on hers. "Colin and I believe you did all that was in your power to do. It never occurred to us that you would be anything less than meticulous in your research. But what my brother and I arranged here had to be done. We had to be certain they weren't frauds."

Jonna said nothing for a moment; then she nodded faintly. "Yes, of course, you're right. You had to be certain." Her hand touched his forearm, and her slender fingers tightened briefly. There was assurance in the gesture, encouragement and support. Jonna let her hand fall. She turned to Colin and pointed to the box. "May I?" she asked.

He held it out to her. His hand was shaking.

Jonna did not miss the stricken look in Colin's eyes. That he had let his guard drop in front of the Shaws for even a moment spoke to the powerful effect of Berkeley's revelations. Jonna brushed his hand with hers as she took the box. She lowered her eyes to the place she had vacated beside Mercedes and indicated that Colin should sit there. He required no further urging.

Jonna went to stand in front of Berkeley Shaw. She lifted the lid on the box and revealed the identical twin of the earring Colin had given Berkeley. Removing it, she held it in her hand until Berkeley put back the one in her possession. "No more trickery, Mrs. Shaw. This is the earring that Graham Denison left behind five years ago. The other that caused you so much discomfort belongs to my husband. Everything you sensed about it—and him—was true. I didn't anticipate their plan because Colin gave you the earring. It is Decker's sleight of hand that bears watching. Not only was Captain Thorne a thief, he was an exceptional one."

Berkeley Shaw had not expected Jonna Thorne to admit her husband's criminal past, certainly not with this odd mixture of exasperation and pride. "Then it is perfectly understandable that the captain would be suspicious of us," Berkeley said. "He knows better than any of you how important it is to gain the confidence of the victims. From his point of view it may look like that's what Mr. Shaw and I are doing."

Jonna was visibly taken back by that statement. "What do you mean?"

"Mrs. Thorne," Berkeley said patiently. "My husband and I are not the first people one usually calls for in a case such as this. I imagine a lot of effort, time, and expense has gone into looking for Graham Denison. And yet you have nothing. No one has been able to find him. Not only that, but I am aware that none of you is certain that Mr. Denison is really the missing brother. He was merely last in possession of the earring, isn't that so?"

"That's right," Jonna said.

"Well, then, I take that as proof that the four of you have exhausted every other resource for finding Mr. Denison. That makes you desperate, and that, Mrs. Thorne, makes you vulnerable. I'm not terribly insulted by the attempts to test me. At least not as insulted as my husband is on my behalf. Truly, I would have been more surprised if nothing had been done to make me prove my mettle. My particular talent is not at all the usual thing and lies outside the experience of most people."

Anderson stroked Berkeley's shoulder. She was generally not so outspoken. This speech and her quiet vehemence surprised him. They hadn't discussed this beforehand and any deviation from their normal interviews caused him concern. "Perhaps you should take the earring," he prodded gently. "As you said, these people want to know what you can tell them."

Berkeley took the earring from Jonna's hand. She did not know what to expect when she held it. She was even less sure what they expected. Her fingers made a fist, and she secured the gold and pearl earring against her heart.

Almost immediately her ears roared with the rush of blood. Berkeley knew she gasped although the sound was lost to her. She laid her free hand over her fist to keep from throwing the earring across the room. The words came without any conscious thought on her part: They came for the baby first. Had she said them aloud? Had anyone heard her? Yes, Colin Thorne must have. The Earl of Rosefield was staring directly at her, and for once there was no shield to hide his stunned expression.

"They came for the baby first," Berkeley repeated. "He's very small. Still in arms. Of course they would want him. It's a terrible place they're taking him from. Not evil. But terrible just the same. There is fear here. And hurt. It's dangerous and hard."

Mercedes had moved to the very edge of the settee. Her hands had tightened in her lap. As if she still wasn't close enough, she leaned forward, her gray eyes hinting of both anxiety and awe. "She's talking about Cunnington's Workhouse," she whispered. "How can she know about it?"

Similarly amazed by Berkeley Shaw's revelations, no one answered Mercedes. No one had an answer.

Words continued to rush out of Berkeley. Her attention remained focused on Colin. "You want the baby gone from this place but you're sad as well. They don't want Decker. They don't want you. The couple takes your infant brother, and you know you may never see him again. The earring, you think. You will place this family heirloom in his blankets. You will find this brother later, when you are older, and you will know him because of the earring. You will never forget what it looks like. Its image is graven in your mind."

Berkeley closed her eyes a moment. The roar in her ears was steady, but softer now. She could almost hear her own voice. Had she shouted? She tried to loosen her grip on the earring, but her white-knuckled fingers wouldn't open. The gold post on the pearl dug into the very center of her palm. "I can't make out what happened then. There are so few clues... I think the earring must have been found and put away. No one touches it for a long time... years... and then he finds it and..." Berkeley's voice trailed off. "So much anger. Betrayal. He thinks of revenge often. He thinks of hurting people." There was panic in her voice now, and her eyes clouded. "There is danger again. Great risks. He is not as he seems. There is someone else. Please, take it. I cannot... please..."

Jonna started to reach for Berkeley's hand, but Decker stopped her. "Let her finish—if she can."

Anderson Shaw nodded. "Your husband's right. She won't pick it up again if you take it now. Let her finish."

Jonna had no liking for their decision, but she let it rest. "If she asks again..." She didn't have to complete her thought. Her intention was clear.

Berkeley was aware of conversation around her but not the content or the outcome. What she knew with certainty was that she still held the earring. The next wave of heat from it was accompanied by a wave of nausea. The room started to spin. "He comes to you." The words were spoken suddenly, forcefully, as though she were compelled to say them, even against her will. Berkeley was no longer addressing Colin. Her body had shifted slightly. She looked past Jonna Thorne's shoulder to where Decker stood at the fireplace. "He comes here, to you. He is in pain. He thinks he may die." Berkeley frowned as the emotions she felt leaped forward in time. "It's yours again. You hold the earring; you think it's yours." Her voice diminished to a whisper. "You only realize the truth after he's gone. You try to catch him... you can't. He disappears... he—"

Berkeley cried out, startled and in pain. She shot to her feet and flung her arms outward. The earring made an arc of gold light as it was hurled toward the window. It skittered across the glass like a water strider skimming a pond before it dropped to the fringed perimeter of the carpet. As though they expected it to move under its own power, everyone save Berkeley stared at it. Berkeley stared at the droplet of blood in the heart of her palm.

They would notice her again, she thought, when she fainted.

* * *

Berkeley's lashes fluttered open. Her brow wrinkled and her mouth curled to one side. She made a halfhearted attempt to push away the smelling salts that were being waved under her nose.

"She's coming around nicely, Mercedes," Jonna said. "I think you can put the salts away."

Mercedes corked the bottle and set it on the stand beside the settee. She saw Berkeley's eyes wander about the room. "Your husband has gone with Colin and Decker to the library. It was Jonna's idea to banish them, and I quite agreed. Men are invariably not at their best around a woman suffering from the vapors."

Berkeley's reaction was somewhat defensive. "I don't have the vapors. I've never fainted before." She struggled to sit up, but Mercedes laid a gentle, but firm hand on her shoulder and held her in place. "I really should like to go now."

Jonna pulled a chair up to the settee and sat. "It's been a trying experience," she said. There was no condescension in her tone. "I can't say I would want to go through what you did. May I?"

Berkeley was unsure what she was being asked to give permission to, but she nodded anyway. Her right hand was immediately taken by Jonna, and the palm was turned up.

"Do you have a handkerchief, Mercedes?" Jonna asked. "I seem to always misplace mine."

Mercedes gave hers over and watched as Jonna wiped away the droplet of dried blood at the center of Berkeley's palm. Almost immediately another crimson drop bubbled to the surface. "Let her make a fist around it," Mercedes suggested. "It will stop the bleeding."

Jonna folded Berkeley's fingers around the handkerchief and held them in place. "There. That's better, isn't it? You wouldn't want to ruin your gown."

Berkeley didn't care at all about the state of her gown. She didn't say so though for fear of offending the other women. They were both so fashionably turned out that she couldn't imagine they would understand or appreciate her lack of concern. Anderson had chosen the leaf green silk gown she wore now. He said he had a particular fondness for this dress because it made her own eyes seem impossibly green. To Berkeley's way of thinking the gown was merely a uniform, and she wore it because it was what was required for the occasion. "How did I cut myself?" she asked.

Jonna's dark brows lifted in surprise. "You don't know?"

Mercedes smiled. "I believe if Mrs. Shaw knew, she wouldn't have asked, Jonna." Mercedes turned her attention back to Berkeley. "I think the earring's post punctured your hand. You were holding it very tightly. I shouldn't wonder that your fingers will be stiff."

Berkeley flexed her fingers around the handkerchief. Mercedes Thorne had accurately described the state of her hand. "I didn't damage it, did I?"

"Oh no, not even when you threw it."

"I threw it?"

"Yes, you did. Quite forcefully, too. I take it that's never happened before."

"Never," Berkeley said. The quick, negative shake of her head lent veracity to her denial. "Who would invite me to handle their priceless valuables if I had a reputation for throwing them?" She hesitated, her eyes darting pleadingly between Jonna and Mercedes. "You won't say anything... I mean, it would damage my reputa—"

"You have no reason to fear on that account," Jonna said quietly.

Berkeley heard Mercedes murmur her agreement, and she finally relaxed. "Was I at all helpful?" she asked. She saw the women exchange cautionary glances. Berkeley sighed. "I suppose not. I'm sorry. As you know from your research, I am not always entirely successful. I wish it could have been different for both of you and your husbands."

"It's not that you weren't successful," Mercedes said. "It's just that you told us mostly what we already knew. It confirmed your incredible gift but didn't give us much hope that we could find Graham Denison."

Jonna tucked a loose tendril of glossy black hair behind her ear. Her widely spaced, beautifully colored violet eyes were solemn. "Thirty years ago Colin, Decker, and Greydon were orphaned when their parents were murdered. The details of that aren't important now." She cast a look sideways at Mercedes, assuring her that what she said was true. "My husband was four, Colin eight, and Greydon, as you understood from holding the earring, was but an infant. No family could be found to take them, so they were placed in a London workhouse for foundlings and orphans. You described it as a hard, terrible place, and it was. Greydon was the first to be taken, just as you said. Colin believes that the couple who adopted him planned to pass him off as their own child. He could be christened with any name today."

Mercedes brushed the back of Berkeley's hand. "He could be named Graham Denison."

"Is it true then?" Berkeley asked. "Did I confirm that Greydon and Graham are one and the same?"

Shaking her head slowly, her eyes regretful, Mercedes withdrew her hand and laid it in her own lap. "No, you didn't confirm it. You didn't hold out any hope. Quite the opposite, in fact. Just before you fainted you told us Graham Denison was dead."

Berkeley's luminous eyes widened. "I said that?" she asked incredulously. "Are you certain there was no misunderstanding?"

"There was no mistaking your words," Jonna said. "We can only hope that you're mistaken." She hesitated then rushed forward with her thoughts before she reconsidered them. "My husband was separated from Colin not long after Greydon was taken. He was raised by two actors who claimed they were missionaries when they went to the workhouse. In reality they were thieves, and they raised Decker to fend for himself on the streets. The earring that was in his possession was very much his talisman, just as you sensed.

"Colin spent most of his life searching for his brothers. He was on the point of believing nothing would come of it when Decker appeared. Perhaps you won't find it at all odd that it was the earring that brought them together. That was almost ten years ago."

Jonna looked to Mercedes for some assurance that she was doing the right thing by revealing these details. Mercedes's faint nod was all she needed to continue. "My husband left England for Boston shortly after that. At Colin's suggestion he came to work for Remington Shipping. He met Graham Denison in the course of his duties for the Remington line. They discovered they had some shared interests and formed an alliance of sorts, but they—"

Berkeley interrupted. Her skin was flushed suddenly, and this time the heat went all the way to her cheeks. In spite of the window that had been opened for her comfort, she was uncomfortably warm. "May I have something to drink?"

Mercedes rose gracefully to her feet. "Of course. I should have thought of it myself. Do you want spirits, tea, or—"

"Tea, please."

Mercedes reached for the tasseled bellpull just inside the door and rang for a servant. A young Negress appeared almost immediately, and Mercedes sent her out again for a tray of tea and cakes. "It will only be a few minutes," she said as she returned to Berkeley's side.

"Thank you," Berkeley said. Her eyes strayed to Jonna's. "Forgive me. You were saying something about your husband's common interests with Mr. Denison. Do those interests involve the abolitionist movement?"

Not for the world would Jonna admit to that. She lied without hesitation. "My husband is not involved in that cause, though there is some sympathy for it. Mr. Denison, as you seem to know, had earned the name Falconer for his part in liberating slaves." Jonna did not mind sharing this last information. It was printed in papers from Augusta to Atlanta, and Graham Denison was either a hero or a villain. Whether he received accolades or epithets depended on geography. North of Mason-Dixon he typically was lauded. South of that demarcation, he was a pariah. Still, what the papers had printed as fact wasn't the entire story, and Jonna kept these secret truths to herself.

"My husband and Graham became friends but not complete confidants. I don't think it is in either of their natures to be forthcoming with their pasts. We know that Graham has a family in South Carolina. A younger brother... his parents and grandparents. Remington Shipping had done business with the Denisons for years. Their plantation is outside Charleston. They call it Beau Rivage." She intercepted Berkeley's inquiring look. "It means Beautiful Shore."

Berkeley nodded and hoped her cheeks weren't flushed with her embarrassment. She felt impossibly young and ignorant in the presence of these women. It was a wonder they had any patience for her. As they had pointed out, she hadn't revealed any new knowledge to them. She had only told them what they already knew. She wondered if they understood that that was her very special talent.

The arrival of the tea kept her from blurting out that admission. She was allowed to sit up as Mercedes poured from the silver service. Berkeley examined her palm and found the bleeding had stopped. She traded the soiled handkerchief for a cup of warm tea. "Captain Thorne didn't know that Mr. Denison was in possession of the earring?" she asked.

Jonna shook her head. "Not until Graham had left Boston. We found the earring here among some clothes that were meant to be laundered."

"It seems odd that he didn't ask after it."

"We always thought so, but then perhaps he didn't have the same attachment to it that Decker and Colin do. It is the only explanation that really satisfies any of us." She sighed and raised her own cup slowly to her lips. "In spite of that we began a search for him. Decker took out the Remington flagship Huntress and chased down the ship Graham was on." Only a small measure of the enormous disappointment she had experienced on that occasion was revealed now. "He was no longer aboard when we caught the Siren. He had disembarked in Philadelphia. It surprised us. Siren was on her way to China. Graham had signed on for the voyage. He had seemed excited about the prospect, then he disappeared." Jonna took a large swallow of her tea then set the cup and saucer down. "It's been a little more than five years, Mrs. Shaw. We've never heard from him, and we've never been able to find him. I find myself quite prepared to believe Graham Denison is dead."

Mercedes gasped softly. "You don't mean that, Jonna."

"I do," she said. "God forbid, I don't wish it. He saved my life, Mercedes. I owe him so much, but it's as if he's fallen off the face of the earth. I can't credit his consciously making such a complete break with his past."

"There may be a reason," Mercedes insisted. "If he were engaged in the Underground again, for instance, secrecy would be a necessity."

"There would have been word by now," Jonna said. "A hint. He knew he would be cut off from the Denisons, but there was no reason to do the same with his friends."

Mercedes persisted with gentle reasoning. "You only mean that you don't understand his purpose."

Berkeley realized her cup was rattling ever so slightly against the saucer. She willed her hands to be steady, hoping her voice would follow. "You mustn't accept anything I said while holding the earring as an absolute," she told Jonna.

"You had already thrown the earring," Jonna said. "Your hands were over your ears and you were on the point of collapsing when you told us Graham Denison was dead."

"And that's the last thing I said?" Berkeley asked. She knew immediately that she had been wrong to hope it was. Jonna and Mercedes exchanged a look again, and it was clear they were wondering what they could or should tell her. "Please, I have no recollection of what happened in those last moments. Can you not say anything?"

"Your husband requested our silence," Mercedes answered. Her questioning gaze was her admission that she didn't completely agree with his reasoning. "He said it would cause you further upset."

Berkeley could not still her trembling hands this time. "Then I must have mentioned San Francisco."

"Yes," Jonna said. "You did. I didn't hear you. Mr. Shaw had caught you in your fall by that time, but your lips were moving around the words. He told us what you said."

"And my exact words?"

" 'You can find him in San Francisco.' " Jonna looked to Mercedes for confirmation.

"That's right," Mercedes agreed.

"It doesn't make sense," Berkeley objected. "I told you that Graham Denison was dead and you could find him in San Francisco?"

"It made sense enough to our husbands," Jonna said. "They're with Mr. Shaw right now arranging for your passage and enough funds to support your investigation for six months."

Berkeley reached over the high arm of the settee and placed her cup and saucer on the end table. She stood quickly and was immediately light-headed. She swayed on her feet before she reached for the brocade arm to steady herself. With the ease of a wraith, Berkeley passed the arms that were outstretched to help her. With a light, silent tread she hurried toward the parlor's pocket doors. Pushing them open she barged directly into her husband's chest.

Anderson's arms secured her with the strength of iron bars. "What is this?" he said, his manner patiently jovial. "Why, you're out of breath, Berkeley. Has something frightened you?" He looked over the crown of his wife's pale hair to where Jonna and Mercedes stood. Neither woman was entirely successful in schooling her features. "I see," he said slowly. "I take it they told you."

Berkeley drew back as much as she was able and raised her face. "I begged them, Anderson. It really isn't their fault."

Mercedes and Jonna looked away guiltily, caught their husbands' disapproving glances, and looked to opposite sides of the parlor.

"Why am I not surprised?" Decker said, advancing on Jonna. He carried the lacquered box under his arm.

Jonna gave him a sour look that deepened the dimple at the corner of her mouth. That made him grin at her.

Colin escorted Anderson and Berkeley back into the room. Mrs. Shaw was every bit as upset as her husband had predicted she would be. He had warned them privately that Berkeley would want no part of going to San Francisco. Seeing the proof of it now eased the last of Colin's concerns. He couldn't be sorry that Mercedes and Jonna hadn't kept the information to themselves.

"It's all been arranged," Colin told Mercedes. "In three days Mr. and Mrs. Shaw will travel on one of the Remington packet ships for San Francisco. We will receive regular reports of their progress from the Remington clipper masters who dock there. We've agreed upon an amount that will keep them in comfort, even at prices in San Francisco, for six months. If there is a satisfactory conclusion to the investigation, then there will be an additional reward."

Berkeley felt her husband's large hands tighten on her waist. She couldn't help herself. She had to know the terms from the Thornes. "In what way will this business be satisfactorily concluded?" she asked.

It was Decker who answered. "Proof that Graham Denison is dead or that my brother Greydon is alive. It may be that one outcome will make the other impossible." He paused. "Or it may not."

Berkeley simply stared at him. He could not know the consequence of what he had just said.

Decker opened the black-lacquered case and held it out for Berkeley to see. Three earrings lay on the bed of velvet now. "You've handled all of them," he said. "Choose again. This time carry Greydon's earring."

Berkeley drew a sharp breath. "You can't be serious. You'd trust us to take your family's heirloom to San Francisco?"

Decker's blue eyes narrowed as he considered her thoughtfully. "I trust you to make the right decision, Mrs. Shaw. This is the final test."








Chapter 2
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August 1850



San Francisco was rising out of the ashes. Grey Janeway stood just outside his canvas tent and watched the construction going on across Portsmouth Square. One of the workers, a man on a scaffold two stories above the square, saw him and shouted a good morning. Grey raised the cup that was holding his shaving cream in a half salute. Acknowledged, the man returned to work on the intricately carved sea goddess that embellished the front of the Phoenix like a ship's figurehead.

Grey brushed lather on his face and then applied himself to removing it with a newly sharpened razor. Using a cracked hand mirror, he concentrated on not cutting his own throat while the symphony of construction offered its peculiar musical accompaniment. Long planks of lumber slammed together as they were unloaded from a wagon. Hammers pounded out the percussion. The steady breeze off the bay whistled through the boards. Copper, brass, and lead fittings reverberated as they were struck and molded by the pipe fitters.

It was not only in Portsmouth Square that the construction had reached a fever pitch. It was happening all over as the city raised new storefronts, gaming halls, warehouses, and homes. Montgomery Street. Pine. Washington and Kearny. Grey Janeway was grateful he liked the sound of all the activity because there was no getting away from it. That lack of an escape route was one of the reasons he had put up his tent right on the square, directly across from where his new gambling house and hotel was being erected.

His suite of rooms in the Phoenix had been finished more than a week ago, but Grey elected to wait until the entire structure was completed before he moved in. The mirrors he'd ordered from London still hadn't arrived, and he was expecting a shipment of draperies and linens from Boston. He was luckier than other owners, he realized, because his orders were late. He hadn't been a quarter done rebuilding after the May 4 fire when most of San Francisco, including the shell of his new establishment, was leveled by another fire on June 14.

On both occasions the rubble was cleared away as soon as the embers cooled, and the gaming houses, the lifeblood of Portsmouth Square, rose again like the bird of ancient myth. It was after the second fire that Grey decided his gambling palace was better described by the name Phoenix than Pacific Queen.

So he changed it. In San Francisco there was always the tantalizing possibility of something better coming your way. The great fires had a way of eliminating all evidence of the city's previous mistakes. Personal ones as well. Reconstructing a life here could be accomplished with almost as much ease as putting up a new building. No one remodeled or improved. They re-created.

There was no other place better suited to Grey Janeway than San Francisco.

Grey picked up the towel lying on the stool at his feet and wiped remnants of lather from his face. He examined his chin for nicks, found none, and tossed the towel aside. The mirror he placed more gently on the stool.

Someone yelled to him, and Grey scanned the square to identify the source of the shout. He saw George Pettigrew standing outside the El Dorado, waving miners inside with promises of riches beyond their imaginings. Of course they would have to part with a small fortune if they were ever to reap any riches. George didn't explain that outright, but the miners weren't naive. They knew what to expect inside the El Dorado's rough-hewn walls and behind the muslin curtains. The gaming was run fairly most of the time, and the women were as comely as any in the city. For fifty dollars in gold dust a miner could be shown to one of the small interior rooms that were set off from the main gaming hall. A thin muslin curtain would drop back in place to provide a modicum of privacy for the miner and his lady of the evening. The fact that the encounter lasted about fifteen minutes, and the lady would service a dozen more men before the night was through, really didn't matter. For a quarter of an hour the pan-handlers were able to forget their losses at the table, their sweethearts in Ohio, and their played-out mines.

Grey nodded in George's direction. "Get them while you can, George," he shouted. "When the Phoenix is done they won't step inside the El Dorado."

"That's a fact," George agreed good-naturedly. His teeth flashed whitely in his dark face as he smiled broadly. "Then I come work for you. People can't refuse Ol' George."

"That's a fact," Grey called back. "You come and see me in two weeks."

"Yes, sir. I surely will." He eyed a group of miners beginning to shuffle off to another gaming house and corralled them in. "Right this way, gentlemen. Don't mind sayin' the El Dorado will be happy to let you leave with more gold dust in your pockets than when you came. Just step in—"

Smiling, Grey turned away and opened the flap to his tent. When he had staked this small lot for his tent the other gambling-house owners just shook their heads at his folly. They elected to rebuild fast and add amenities as they became available. At risk was losing customers to the rival gaming hells.

There was nothing wrong with their strategy, Grey thought, but he wanted something that stood a chance of surviving the next inferno. That required more time than the usual three weeks it took to rebuild the city. He also believed there was more than enough gold dust to be scattered around, and that it would still be there when the Phoenix was ready. Proof of it could be found after every fire, when hundreds of tiny gold nuggets appeared under the charred foundations of the gambling houses. The intense heat from the fires fused the dust that miners dropped at the tables while they played. It filtered through the floorboards, and it was seldom recovered except after a fire.

Grey had considered that problem when he started reconstruction on the Phoenix. Carpets under the gaming tables were the answer. The gold dust could be beaten out and recovered. He was expecting his carpets from the Orient any day, along with the mirrors and draperies. He still remained hopeful that he would receive them because his cargo was being carried by Remington clippers.

The bay was littered with ships now. Prior to the discovery of gold two years ago, Yerba Buena Cove was not on the route of most shipping lines. Hudson's Bay Company had given up years earlier after trying to establish commercial trade there. In spite of the accessibility of its natural harbor, there was nothing to draw profitable enterprise or a population. The settlement was tents, shanties, adobe huts, and a Franciscan Mission two and one-half miles southwest of the cove. The few hundred citizens were managed by the Alcalde in those days and they were more aligned with Mexico than the United States. It wasn't until 1847, six months after the American flag was raised in the Plaza, that Yerba Buena Cove was renamed San Francisco, the Plaza was renamed Portsmouth Square, and the nameless thoroughfare along the waterfront was christened Montgomery Street.

The irreverent denizens wondered that God had taken six days to create the world when this city by the bay happened overnight. In a town where a significant fraction of the inhabitants went by nicknames and aliases, the fact that Yerba Buena Cove was now San Francisco seemed fitting and proper. Like most of her citizens, the city herself had a past.

The pace of life in the town was still slow back then. The occasional whaling vessel called at the harbor; there were merchants from the Far East at other times. All of that changed with the discovery of gold in the Sacramento Valley. It didn't take long for the bay to become overcrowded with abandoned ships as entire crews left their decks for the promise of a rich strike. Shipping lines made money bringing the forty-niners to the goldfields, but they could lose it when sailors jumped ship and no experienced crew could be found to return the clipper home.

Grey Janeway was counting on the Remington line to make the deliveries that were promised. As far as Grey knew none of their ships had been abandoned in the harbor. They lost a few of the crew on every call to San Francisco but never every man on board. It cost a lot to ship goods with them. There was a high price for their reliability, but it was no more than the market would bear. The profits to merchants were enormous if they could unload their wares in San Francisco. Where else in the country would someone pay one dollar for an apple or three hundred for a barrel of tea? Washbowls cost five dollars, shovels brought fifteen or twenty, and a good pair of boots required a miner to part with one hundred. Laudanum sold by the drop and a quart of whiskey couldn't be had for less than thirty dollars. Where a loaf of bread might sell in New York for four cents, it cost seventy-five on the Barbary Coast.

Grey shrugged into his shirt, tucked it in, and pulled up his suspenders. He raked his thick hair back with his fingertips, then slipped into his jacket. He noticed that the sun was already beating hard against the roof of the tent. In another hour or so the interior would be unbearably hot in spite of the winds churning up from north and east.

He nudged the pile of blankets covering the canvas floor. Five pink toes were revealed. "You told me not to let you sleep," he said. The toes curled and stretched, but there was no appreciable movement elsewhere. "You'll have a headache, remember? That's what you said."

"Hmmm."

"Don't you have to go to work?"

"I only just went to sleep."

"I don't think that will matter to Howard. He'll want you back at the Palace before the noon crowd tries to get away from him."

Ivory Edwards rolled over. She pushed the blankets down to the level of her breasts. A view of her naked shoulders was as much as she was going to allow Grey Janeway. As far as she was concerned, this was a new day, and he hadn't paid for anything else. Muted sunlight glanced off her fair skin. Her deliciously full mouth was pulled thoughtfully to one side. "What do you think of Ivory DuPree?" she said.

"Who's Ivory DuPree?" Grey asked absentmindedly. He straightened the cuffs of his jacket and brushed a piece of lint from the sleeve.

"I am," Ivory said somewhat indignantly. "Do you think it sounds better than Edwards?" She repeated her name first one way then the other. When she saw Grey wasn't paying her the least attention she sat up and kicked out at him. She connected solidly with his booted shin.

"Ow!" He dropped the lid of the trunk he was searching, barely getting his hand out in time. "What was that for?"

Satisfied, Ivory withdrew her weapon under the blankets again. "For taking me for granted," she said emphatically.

"I took you for a hundred dollars last night," he reminded her. "That means I don't have to pay attention to you today." He sat on the trunk lid, raised his right leg, and rubbed his injured shin. He felt the outline of the weapon he kept there. "It's less complicated. Now, what's this about your name?"

Ivory was too established in the working life to let Grey's comment sting her heart or her pride. He rarely requested her services, and from what she knew, he rarely requested them from anyone else. There were still forty men for every woman in San Francisco. She would have known if he had been regularly going somewhere else for his carnal pleasures. "Edwards or DuPree?" she asked. "I'm thinking of changing it. DuPree has a certain... je ne sais quoi..." She giggled when she saw one of his dark eyebrows arch dramatically. "You didn't think I knew any French, did you?"

"You're a source of constant surprises, Ivory." It was not usual for his flinty, blue-gray eyes to be touched by his smile. They were now. He held out his hand to her, and Ivory rocketed into his lap, blankets snapping around her like a clipper's sails caught in an updraft. He kissed her lightly on the cheek. "DuPree is a good choice. Were you thinking of an accent?"

"But of course," she said deeply, imitating as best she could the throaty accents of two or three Frenchmen she'd met. "Foreign girls get more." Ivory looked to Grey for approval.

"Not bad." He set her off his lap suddenly as something teased his memory. He concentrated to retrieve it but it proved as elusive as all the others that had ever come to him over the last five years. Was it the accent? he wondered. The woman? Or both of them together that prompted the sensation that this was a familiar scene? There was a mild throbbing in his head now, and Grey realized Ivory was looking at him oddly. He stood and laid a hand lightly on her bare shoulder."Use DuPree. It has such an abundance of je ne sais quoi I won't be able to afford you."

Ivory was genuinely pleased by the possibility. Her cheeks flushed becomingly. In spite of current living conditions, Grey Janeway had amassed a fortune, even by San Francisco standards. If he couldn't afford her, she'd be a high-priced whore indeed. "You going to the wharf?" she asked, as he removed his hand. Ivory wished he had allowed it to linger there a bit longer. It wasn't often that she was touched with any sort of affection. His fingertips on her shoulder had felt a little like that. She was sorry to have the moment pass.

Grey nodded. "I'm expecting things to be delivered any day. I want to make certain I get them."

Ivory knew it was always possible that someone would try to take Grey's orders by bribing the cargo master. "That's some fancy palace you're building, Mr. Janeway. I've heard about the mirrors. Folks say you plan to put them right above the beds."

"Folks say that, do they?"

He sounded amused, Ivory thought. He was very handsome when he offered up that small, half smile of his. The problem was, he didn't make the sacrifice often. Her short, glossy black curls bounced as she nodded. "That's what I hear. It will be as splendid as any bawdy house back East."

"It would be more splendid," he said dryly. "If that was my intention."

"You mean the mirrors aren't going to hang above the beds?"

He almost laughed outright at her disappointment. "Why don't you wait and see?"

"Does that mean you'll be needing some girls like me, Mr. Janeway?"

This time Grey tapped Ivory on the tip of her upturned nose. It was a pretty face, he thought. With the exception of her well-shaped mouth, her features were not refined or exotic. She was just plainly pretty, but that was still worth something in San Francisco. "I believe I will, Ivory," he said. "But don't tell your friends. I intend being very particular about who works for me. And there will be certain conditions. You may not like them." She looked as if she was going to ask him to explain them now, so Grey shook his head before she opened her mouth. "Later, perhaps. I have to be going."

He ducked out of the tent into the bright morning sunshine.

* * *

The bay wharf hadn't been enlarged in spite of the demands placed upon it since the gold strike. In the past it could accommodate a vessel or two few unloading, but now it wasn't possible for a ship to get that close. Scows and rowboats were used to bring cargo in from where the clippers anchored farther out in the bay. It was probably possible, Grey mused, to walk to an incoming ship on the bows and beams of all the abandoned ones. He doubted such an undertaking would even require getting one's feet wet.

A few enterprising souls saw the potential in the ghost ships. They turned them into gaming dens and brothels and hostelries and did a fair business until the underbellies rotted out. The June fire had claimed almost half the hulks. Bright orange and yellow flames leaped from mast to mast like a hellish Jack Frost, icing the bowsprits and taffrails with an eerie, glowing light. The capricious wind carried the fire so one ship might become a torch and its neighbor might be largely spared. The bay waters reflected the scene, magnifying the destruction, not diminishing it.

It wasn't a sight Grey thought he was likely to forget. Unless, of course, someone kicked him in the head and chest a dozen or so times. That might put it out of his mind. Tipping the brim of his hat back a notch, Grey smiled thinly at his own black humor.

He casually leaned sideways against a pyramid of empty barrels and lit a cheroot. He savored the flavor of the tobacco and exhaled slowly, his eyes wandering the wharf through a blue-gray wreath of smoke.

There was considerable traffic crowding the small wharf, but Grey kept coming back to the boy. The only thing more rare than a woman in San Francisco was a child. Male or female, it didn't matter. Shooting stars were more frequently sighted than children. The influx of harlots and mining-camp followers hadn't produced many burgeoning bellies. The abortionists were kept busy while figures were kept slim and profitable.

The boy looked old enough to take offense to being called one. He might accept the vague "young man" distinction, Grey thought, but he wouldn't like it. He was of a scrappy appearance: denim trousers belted by a frayed length of rope; a faded flannel shirt with shoulder seams that hung several inches below his shoulders; and a popular slouch hat that covered far more than just the top of his head. Most of the boy's face was hidden in shadow, but there was a hairless chin that jutted forward from time to time, leading the way as the boy paced the length of the wharf.

At least Grey thought he was trying to pace. It was the sort of activity that could not be accomplished easily on the crowded dock. Flicking ash from the tip of his cheroot, Grey watched the boy dodge carts and hurdle a cask that rolled in his way. He avoided obstacles like the fishmonger's wagon, a dray sagging with its load of lumber, and a stack of crates that kept shifting location because the owner couldn't decide where to unload them. The boy agilely skirted the pyramid of barrels that Grey was leaning against and neatly stepped over a tabby cat basking in the sunshine. At the end of the wharf the boy paused long enough to scan the horizon, then he did an about-face and started his worried journey back again.

His shoulders were hunched and his eyes downcast as he passed in front of Grey. He kept his hands in his pockets. Occasionally he paused to kick a stone into the bay. Once he stopped long enough to pet the tabby. The cat followed him after that.

Shaking his head at the sight, Grey flicked what was left of his cheroot into the bay. The tip of it arced brightly before it fell in the water. Grey unbuttoned his jacket, reached inside, and withdrew a small telescope. He extended the length of it and held it up to his right eye. Adjusting the sight, Grey also scanned the horizon, but with a lot more power than the boy had had. Seeing nothing like a Remington clipper, Grey folded the scope but didn't put it away. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the young scrapper was watching him. Grey turned his head in that direction, but the boy ducked his head immediately and moved on, almost tripping over the cat, which was wending in and out of his legs.

Noticing the youngster slowed as he made his next pass in front of him, Grey considered offering the telescope to him to use. He thought better of it when he realized he would probably have to chase the boy all the way up Montgomery Street to get it back. Grey wasn't of a mind to expend that much energy this morning.

He tapped the scope lightly against his leg as he waited. He could afford to be patient. The man he had hired as foreman for the Phoenix construction was doing a good job. Grey almost regretted pitching his tent across the square to keep an eye on the progress. Donnel Kincaid's attention to detail and his firm approach to managing the laborers gave Grey more time to devote to his other enterprises and oversee some things personally.

A movement on the horizon caught Grey's eye. He raised the scope again and held it in place until the object in the distance was fully in focus. The clipper's white sails were fully extended. Men lined her yardarms waiting to take them in as she came toward the harbor and prepared to drop anchor. Grey straightened, lowering the scope, and caught sight again of the boy watching him. He spoke just loud enough for his voice to carry to the youngster. "She's flying an American flag," he said. "And the purple-and-gold banner of the Remington line. Could be it's what you're waiting for."

The boy hurried on without giving any indication that he'd heard Grey. Grey watched him go and saw trouble coming right at him.

The Sydney Ducks were the primary reason Grey was at the wharf himself this morning. The Ducks were a loosely organized gang of felons who had tickets-of-leave from the English penal colony in Australia. They had served their time in Van Dieman's Land and the tickets-of-leave gave them opportunity to get out from Down Under—as long as they didn't try to return to England.

It was hard to know what manner of crime they had committed to receive transportation as their punishment. Grey knew firsthand that some had offenses no more serious than stealing food to feed their families. There were others, though, who had learned how to use a shiv before they knew the proper use of a fork and spoon. Highwaymen and murderers, forgers and sneaksmen, the Sydney Ducks had someone of experience in every aspect of the roughest criminal trade.

In response to the gold strike, the Ducks began arriving in just enough numbers to cause problems. Feared and shunned at the outset, the Sydney Ducks capitalized on it, turning it into their strength. They organized, set up shanties and tents near one another, and moved about town in pairs or groups, but never alone. There were exceptions, but in the main the Ducks didn't fare well in the goldfields. Mining didn't come naturally to men who had been felling pine as punishment on Van Dieman's Land. They tended to look for something less physical, or at least some trade that required them only to use their fists.

The Sydney Ducks specialized in extortion and theft, and when these couldn't be accomplished with finesse, they fell back on brawling.

A pair of Ducks were patrolling the wharf now, waiting to see what cargo would be unloaded today, and how their fortunes might be increased by permitting the rightful owner to collect it. They had seen the Remington ship and knew they had time before she put down her anchor. They were at loose ends till then. That's when they decided to have fun with the boy.

The first thing they did was close ranks as the boy tried to slip between them. When he attempted to skirt them, they parted. The dance frustrated the boy and amused the men. Above the general commotion of traffic on the wharf, Grey could hear them laughing.

He looked around to see if anyone else noticed what was going on. He sighed. Where a number of people on the dock had been interested in the boy's antics for the better part of a half hour, they were now studiously avoiding looking in his direction. In general, because of their rarity, children were afforded the protection of the community. Grey once heard of a miner who paid fifty dollars in gold dust simply to hold a baby in his arms. Traffic halted on Pacific Street, in the heart of the roughest quarter of town, to permit a wayward toddler to cross the street without harm. This boy, however, wasn't an entirely defenseless child, and Grey imagined that's what the others were telling themselves. No one wanted trouble with the Sydney Ducks.

Confronting two of them was the same as having to face all of them. Two now. Four tomorrow. The entire population of Sydney Town the day after.

The trouble might start with an irksome loss of inventory. If you were a merchant, you might discover broken windows in your storefront. If you were a miner, your claim could be taken over. There might be a fire of unknown origin or a crippling injury from a fall. Or, if they weren't of a singular mind to create accidents, you might just get a shiv poked in your side and yanked across your belly so you were gutted like a fish. It was a hard way to die but a good lesson to your friends.

As Grey watched, the Ducks took up position on either side of the boy and lifted him by his upper arms. His feet dangled several inches above the dock, and when he kicked at the bullies one of his shoes flew off. It sailed in the air, spinning end over end before it landed squarely in the fishmonger's cart.

Even without witnessing the look that passed between the Ducks, Grey knew what was going to happen next. They hoisted the hapless lad a full sixteen inches off the dock and carried him like a trophy in the direction of the fish wagon. The boy realized what was going to happen as well, and he renewed his struggles. He was unexpectedly silent throughout the ordeal, squirming and wriggling like a hooked worm and with just about as much sound. Somehow his hat had been pushed even lower on his face, and now it covered his eyes completely. If they changed direction suddenly and dropped him in the bay instead of the cart, the boy wouldn't know it until he heard the splash.

There was some laughter on the wharf now, a chuckle here and there as the merchants and dockworkers realized the Ducks weren't intending any real harm. There was relief in the low rumble. A few men coughed behind their hands or cleared their throats, trying to disguise their amusement. No one really wanted to encourage the Ducks. There was no telling when their playfulness would turn vicious and who their next victim might be.

Grey's small smile wasn't prompted by relief. Although he wasn't particularly proud of it, he was being genuinely entertained at the boy's expense. He could just make out the boy's mouth opening and snapping shut again as his ankles were grabbed. The Ducks began swinging him by his arms and legs, back and forth, higher and higher, until they started their count.

One... two... threeeee....Grey's gunmetal glance narrowed as the boy was sent flying. At its apex the boy's lean frame reached a height of about ten feet before he dropped like a stone, headfirst, into the fish cart. Fish flopped over the sides of the wagon and landed on the wharf. The monger scrambled to save his catch, getting down on his hands and knees to pick up the fish and toss them back. The boy came up, gasping for air, and got slapped in the face with a mackerel for his effort. The Ducks thought this was funny in the extreme. They laughed hard and loud until one of the fish came spinning tail over dorsal in their direction.

The bigger of the two Ducks made a better target. The fish struck him in the center of his chest and he actually had to take a step backward to keep his balance. His mate saw the humor in the situation but not the fish that eventually whacked him in the side of his head.

The boy was on his feet now, standing in the middle of the wagon, knee deep in fish, hefting them like knives and hurling them like darts. His arsenal was extensive, and the Ducks weren't of a mind to take the attack until he ran out of ammunition. With a great roar of Kill the bugger! they mounted a frontal assault, charging the wagon so the boy was shaken off-balance.

Grey took a step forward as the boy toppled and the Ducks scrambled onto the cart. With a casualness that belied any urgency he felt, Grey tucked his scope into his jacket and removed the blade from his boot. He concealed it in his sleeve and began walking toward the wagon. He stopped when the boy, owing to superb reflexes or dumb luck, managed to writhe free of eighty pounds of fish covering his torso and vault himself over the side of the cart. The Ducks came up holding fishtails but no boy, and their angry stomping soon mired them to mid-calf in slippery, stinking fish.

Grey shook his head at their adult-sized temper tantrum. He supposed the fun was definitely at an end. They were glaring at him now, not because they'd seen him smile—because he hadn't—but because the boy was running at him full tilt as if seeking his protection.

He sidestepped the boy, grabbed him by the collar of his flannel shirt, and put him at his back. "Stay right there," he ordered. The child was breathing hard. Grey supposed he couldn't catch his breath to answer, but he felt the brim of the boy's hat rub up and down against his spine. He took the motion as agreement.

The Ducks had freed themselves of scales, gills, and fins and were advancing on Grey. Behind them the fishmonger salvaged what he could of his load and hurried to lead his horse and wagon out of the way.

"Gentlemen," Grey drawled. His voice was like honey over velvet. "Can I assist you in some way?"

They knew him. Grey Janeway was not someone they would purposely set out to bother, but neither could they back down. "G'day, Mr. Janeway," the brawnier of the two men said. "Name's Bobby Burns. My mate here's Jolly."

Grey greeted them formally. "Mr. Burns. Mr. Jolly." He could feel the boy trying to peek around his arm to get a closer look at them. He pushed the lad back in place. "You want...?" He purposely let his sentence trail off. Let them state exactly what they came for.

Uncomfortable, Bobby Burns shifted his considerable bulk from one foot to the other. "Aww, Mr. Janeway," he said almost apologetically. "You know we come for the boy."

"What boy?" Grey asked coolly.

"The one hidin' behind your back like he was a joey and you were a bloody roo."

"I'd have him in my front pocket then, wouldn't I?"

Burns wasn't sure what to say to that. "It was just an expression."

"A bad one." Grey looked at Jolly. He was fingering the scar that went from one corner of his mouth and disappeared into his reddish blond side whiskers. "Do you have an expression, Mr. Jolly?"

The Duck shook his head. Nothing came to his mind.

Grey continued, unruffled and pleasant. "I'm expecting a delivery this morning, and the boy, the one who's attached himself to me like a barnacle to a ship's hull, is helping me collect it."

"He works for you?" Bobby Burns asked.

"He works for me."

"You didn't say anything when we grabbed him."

"That's because I didn't mind. He'd been running up and down the wharf long enough. He's a bit of a dervish, you understand, but eager to please."

The Ducks nodded in unison.

"So I didn't care that you took him in hand, but now that everyone's gone fishing, I think it's over." He pointed past Jolly's shoulder. "Our ship's preparing to drop anchor soon. Do you really want to argue about the boy?"

"Didn't know he worked for you, Mr. Janeway," Bobby said.

"Now you do," Grey said quietly. He pinned them both back with his flint-colored eyes and waited.

They shifted again, exchanged glances, then Jolly spoke up. "We have a ship to meet, Mr. Janeway. Pleasure talking to you."

"Surely was," Bobby Burns added.

Grey watched them go. When their backs were turned and he was certain their attention was on the incoming clipper, Grey let the knife concealed in his sleeve drop to his hand. He bent and slipped it back into his boot.

"You would have used that?" the boy asked huskily.

"If I had to," Grey said with complete indifference. He turned and eyed the boy critically. His shoulders were hunched again, and he was staring at the ground. Grey started to raise the brim of the boy's hat to get a better look at his face, but the child flinched as if he were about to be struck and grabbed the hat, jamming it on even tighter.

"How old are you?"

"Fourteen." The reply was sullen and reluctantly offered.

"You're alone?"

The response this time was a nod.

"Orphan?" Grey didn't waste any more words in asking the questions than the boy did answering them.

"Yes, sir."

"What's your business with that ship?"

"I'm leaving on it."

Grey almost laughed at that. "You have money?" The absence of a reply this time told Grey all he needed to know. His hand snaked out, and he grabbed the boy's chin and raised it. "They'll pitch you overboard if they find you stowed away. You're too scrawny to be any use to them but as fish bait. And how were you planning to get to the ship? You'll need money if you expect one of the scows to take you. They'll smell the desperation on you and ask for something you can't—or shouldn't—be willing to give." Grey's fingers tightened. He gave the chin a little shake and bent his head closer. His voice was still soft, hypnotically so, and deep with intensity. He stared at the large green eyes raised fearfully in his direction. "And if they realize you're a woman, you'll be flat on your back instead of bent over the bow."

Tears flooded her eyes.

"For God's sake," Grey said. "Don't cry here."

Her attempt to blink them back was only marginally successful. Several dripped over the rim of her lower lashes. She wrestled her chin free and wiped them away quickly. Glancing around, she looked to see if anyone had noticed.

"Everyone else is occupied with the ship," Grey said.

"I thought you didn't want them to see me cry."

"I don't want to see you cry." He observed that she flinched almost imperceptibly. God, he thought, spare him from overly sensitive females. In spite of the way he seemed to be able to lash her with mere words, Grey noticed that she continued to stare at him. "What's your name?"

"Berkeley Shaw."

"How old are you?"

"Twenty-two."

Grey was mildly surprised and not entirely convinced. He knew she was older than the fourteen-year-old boy she'd pretended to be, but he wouldn't have put eight years on her. "Is there someone I should be turning you over to?"

She frowned. "What do you mean?"

"A husband? Brother? Father?" He paused. "A pimp?"

"No!"

"None of them?"

"No," she said more softly. "None of them."

Grey found himself disconcerted by her slightly awed, wide-eyed regard. "Why are you staring at me?"

"Those men, they called you Mr. Janeway."

"That's right."

"Is that your name?"

He was more amused than frustrated. "Do you have a better one?"

Actually, Berkeley Shaw thought she might. She refrained from saying it because coincidence loomed so large that she couldn't accept what her eyes were seeing. The man who stepped forward to protect her from the Sydney Ducks couldn't be Graham Denison. "Will you help me get to the clipper?" she asked.

The change in subject didn't bother Grey. In a way it was a relief. "What's your business there?"

"I have a letter I need to deliver."

Grey felt his confusion mount. "Then you don't want to leave."

For entirely different reasons, Berkeley was confused as well. She continued to search his face. There were similarities, to be sure, with the artist's sketch she'd seen from a Boston newspaper. Jonna Thorne had given Anderson one of the accounts that had been written about Graham Denison, alias Falconer.

The article was five years old now, and Jonna had warned them the sketch was no better than an adequate likeness. It didn't capture either his intensity, she had told them, or the self-indulgent pose he sometimes affected. At best, the sketch would serve to eliminate impostors.

"You're staring again," Grey said.

Berkeley blinked. "I'm sorry." The details of the sketch, the ones that she could remember, faded from her mind's eye. She wished now that she had pressed Anderson harder to allow her to study it. He had assured her it wasn't important, and now that it might be, Anderson and the clipping were gone. "Have I been rude?" she asked earnestly. "I haven't meant to be."

Grey waved her concern aside. "Answer my question."

She tried to remember what it might have been. "You mean about leaving?"

"That's the one."

It really hadn't been a question the way he had put it to her, but Berkeley didn't think he wanted to hear that. "I'm staying," she said.

"Then you lied about wanting to go?"

"I've changed my mind." She added quickly, "But I still have a letter to take to the ship. Will you help me?"

Grey knew he should say no. He already had proof that she was trouble, and he didn't need any reason beyond that to refuse her. Besides the fact that she lied to him and had shown the good sense of a jackaroo, she was possessed of a pair of eyes that were so deep and green and compelling that no exact likeness with any natural thing was possible. They had more facets than an exquisitely cut emerald, and they were darker than a spring leaf. Even a forest pool had a bottom; Berkeley Shaw's eyes did not.

It didn't seem to matter at all that she smelled like fish.

"You're staring," she told him.

So he was. He didn't apologize for it.

"Will you help me?" she asked again.

"Yes."

She showed him a shy smile and ducked her head, embarrassed that he was still staring at her. "Thank you," Berkeley said.

Grey felt as if he'd signed a pact with one of the devil's cleverer minions. Whatever they had just bargained for, it wasn't his soul. He didn't have one to give. "Back away," he said.

Berkeley's head came up. Not sure she had heard correctly, she merely regarded him curiously.

"Downwind," he said. When she still didn't move he pointed to his nose. "You smell like fish."

"Oh." She took a few steps sideways and to the rear of him. "Is this better?" she asked.

He nodded. "Come along. And for God's sake, don't talk so others can hear you."

Careful not to get underfoot as she followed him, Berkeley maintained what she hoped was an unoffensive distance. The tabby that had been run off by the Sydney Ducks found her again and was not at all put off by her fish perfume. The cat curled in and out of Berkeley's legs and pawed playfully at her one bare foot.

Grey stopped when he reached the scow he had rented. "Wait here," he told Berkeley as he jumped aboard. It was when he landed that he turned and saw she was holding the cat. It was a bundle of purring, brindled fur in her arms, and she was allowing it to lick her face. "Get rid of it," he said.

Berkeley put the cat down and shooed it away. It scrambled away a distance of four feet before it paused, turned, and began to stalk her bare foot again.

Grey shook his head in disgust. "It wouldn't do that if you wouldn't wriggle your toes. Where's your shoe?"

"I'm not sure." She looked around the wharf for some evidence of it just as the tabby pounced on her foot. A shiver went up her spine as the damp, slightly rough edge of the cat's tongue licked the underside of her toes.

Grey saw the feline's little pink tongue flick once, then he saw Berkeley's unembarrassed, sybaritic response. God help him, he thought, when her eyes closed and a breathless sigh of pleasure escaped her parted lips. She wasn't merely trouble; she was dangerous. "Do you have your letter?"

"Hmmm?" Berkeley's wistful smile disappeared as she opened her eyes and found her rescuer scowling at her. "I'll try to get rid of her again," she promised quickly.

"Forget the cat; give me your letter."

"Oh, but I want to go out to the ship myself," she said. "I should speak to the captain personally."

Grey couldn't imagine what she thought she had to say to the clipper's master or why she thought she would be allowed to say it. "I'm not going to the ship," he said. "And neither are you. Now, do you want the skipper of this scow to deliver your letter or not?"

In answer, Berkeley turned away and reached inside her flannel shirt. From under the loose bindings that covered her breasts, she pulled the last letter Anderson had written. She stared at the folded and sealed paper and wondered if she should send it at all. She knew the contents by heart: Mrs. Shaw and I regret to inform you that no significant progress has been made in locating either Mr. Denison or Mr. Thorne. Our most promising lead has not (in the vernacular of these environs) panned out. We extend our best regards and continue to pray that we will have something more encouraging to report next month.

Anderson had composed it on the ship, before they had gone as far as Panama. He had intended writing all six of the progress reports the Thornes had requested during the voyage—just to get them out of the way—but other things had distracted him. He had sent off the first one himself a month after their arrival. This was the second. If there were more, Berkeley didn't know about them. She would have to try her hand at composing one, but this letter gave her another month to think about it. She couldn't hope to copy Anderson's bold scrawl even if she could duplicate the tone of his missives. The next letter would have her signature. It remained to be seen if she would have the encouraging report Anderson promised they were praying for.

"I'm waiting," Grey said with more patience than he felt. "Or are you writing it now?"

When Berkeley turned back she was holding out the letter. "May I at least give it to the skipper?" she asked.

He realized with some small shock that she didn't trust him. Apparently she was afraid he'd read it. Having enough of that nonsense, Grey took the letter out of her hand. He glanced at the name above the waxy seal. Mr. and Mrs. Decker Thorne. "There's no address."

"I know," she said.

"The captain of the clipper will know what to do with this?"

"You said it was a Remington clipper."

Grey nodded.

"Then he'll know," Berkeley explained.

When she didn't offer anything more, Grey simply shook his head and sighed. "Wait here while I talk to the skipper."

Berkeley obeyed, more or less. She picked up the cat and moved a few yards down the wharf so her angled view allowed her to see both Grey and the scow captain. She watched Grey hand over the letter and some coins. The two men talked a bit longer, then Grey shook the skipper's hand and headed back to the wharf. If he noticed that she had moved, he didn't mention it as he stepped up onto the dock.

The scow's crew lifted the ropes, keeping them dockside and the large, square-ended, flat-bottomed boat was pushed away from the wharf with slender poles. Berkeley stood long enough to watch it negotiate the passage between two listing, abandoned hulks, then she sat down on the edge of the wharf.

Grey looked down at her. The hat brim hid her hair and head completely from his view. Her legs were swinging lazily over the water. She looked every inch the urchin boy she had pretended to be. "Your letter's been delivered," he said.

"Yes, thank you." Holding on to her hat with one hand and the cat with the other, she looked up at him. Her expression held no trace of guile. "I didn't realize it would cost so much to have it taken out to the clipper."

"How long have you been in San Francisco?"

"A week or so shy of two months."

"And you've been masquerading as a boy for all of it?"

"Not all," she corrected. "Just most."

"God," he said feelingly, looking away from those fathomless green eyes. "You need a keeper."

"I know," she said simply. She paused, uncertain now. "I don't suppose you would—"

"Hell, no." He cut her off before she reeled him in. No rod, he thought. No hook. No line. But she was fishing. "You told me you were going to get rid of the cat."

She continued to stroke the tabby as if she hadn't heard him. "What are they bringing you from the ship?"

"I don't know." He hunkered down beside her. "It depends where it's been."

"You should get upwind," she said.

At first he didn't understand, then he realized she was referring to her fish odor. "It's all right. I'm used to it now."

"It's why I can't get rid of the cat," she said.

That was true enough, Grey thought, but it didn't explain why he was still hanging around. He took out his telescope again and peered through it. "She's the Remington Rachael," he told her. "That doesn't help me know her last port of call. Would you like to see?"

Berkeley was immediately wary. "Really? You mean you'd let me?"

A small crease formed between Grey's dark brows. "I asked, didn't I?"

"Yes, but... I mean..." She put the tabby in his lap and took the scope. "Thank you." Berkeley put the glass up to her eye quickly, before he could catch sight of the tears forming there. He couldn't conceive that what he had done was any great kindness. To Berkeley it was the first act of sharing she'd witnessed in a profoundly selfish city.

"You might have to adjust it." He reached over and showed her how to turn the sight.

"Oh, yes. I see. Why the ship's almost as close as my hand."

He found himself smiling at her amazement. "How old are you?" he asked again.

Berkeley realized how stupidly childlike she must have sounded. "About thirty minutes older than the last time you asked me, Mr. Janeway." She told him she needed a keeper, but he hadn't understood. She'd been sheltered in a peculiar fashion most of her life, but that didn't make her young.

Grey didn't press her. She was a curious mixture of candor and innocence. "What can you see?" he asked.

"The scow's pulling alongside the Rachael. The clipper crew is reaching out to her with poles."

"Grappling irons," he corrected. "To keep the scow in place while they load her." He scratched the tabby behind her ears and she stretched complacently in his lap. "Can you see anything else? Rolls of carpet, perhaps? Crates that look as if they'd be large enough to hold mirrors?"

"That's what you're waiting for?" She could only imagine the scope of his wealth if he was waiting on treasures like carpets and mirrors.

"If Rachael's coming from the Orient, then she could have my carpets. The mirrors will be there if she's called on London. And if she's been home to New England, I could also have the draperies and linens I ordered." Grey stood again as he heard the close approach of a wagon. "Sam!" He lifted one hand, partly in greeting, partly to stop the driver's advance. "I didn't know if I'd be seeing you after all."

Sam Hartford tipped his hat upward with his index finger and wiped his brow. A fringe of salt-and-pepper hair was pressed damply to his forehead. The fine creases at the corners of his eyes deepened as he squinted in the sunshine. "Had to unload the lumber first," he said. "Got it all stacked when I heard there was a Remington ship in the bay. Knew you said you wanted the wagon here if one came in." Sam pulled his hat back in place and pointed to the tabby dozing contentedly in Grey's arms. "Never figured you for liking cats, Mr. Janeway. You pick up that stray today?"

Grey's eyes slid away from Sam and returned to Berkeley.

Sitting there with the scope still trained on the clipper, her legs swinging in fits and starts, she seemed oblivious to his exchange with his driver. "Two strays, Sam. And they picked me."

Beneath the shadowed brim of her hat, Berkeley Shaw smiled.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/sh.png





OEBPS/images/flourish.png





OEBPS/images/rh.png





OEBPS/images/cover.png





