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Prologue




Chicago

January 1, 1884

Wearing the ice blue gown shed planned to be married in within the hour, Grace Atwood stood before the large windows of her late fathers study looking out at the beautiful winter day. Across the room and behind her stood the man shed planned to marry, handsome Garth Leeds.

The sun sparkled on the snow like diamonds. Normally, Grace wouldve enjoyed the sight, because she loved winter, but because of her mood it might as well have been pouring rain. Less than twenty minutes ago, Garth had come to beg off. Hed lost his heart to someone else, or so he claimed. Were it not for the many guests waiting downstairs in her parlor, Grace would be giving him the loud verbal thrashing he so rightly deserved.

Instead, shed held onto her dignity. Without bothering to mask the frostiness in her voice, she asked bluntly, Who is she?

Amanda Young, Garth confessed quietly.

Graces jaw tightened. Shed known the woman in question most of her life. In Chicagos Black representative society, Amanda Young was known for her dour face, her boring dinner soires, and of course her fortune, or rather, her papas fortune.

Grace had a fortune, too, albeit a small one left to her upon her own papas death a few months ago, but the wealth of the Youngs eclipsed all others. Grace sighed inwardly. Her beloved widowed aunts had warned her Garth might be nothing more than a money seeking cad. Too glib, Aunt Dahlia proclaimed. Too handsome, echoed her sister Tulip, but Grace had been willing to take that chance in hopes that he really did love her for herself. The aunts had been right, it seemed. No decent man would throw his bride over for a bigger catch, but thats what hed done, and Grace was both angry and humiliated as a result.

For the first time since hed entered the room, Grace turned from the window to look at him. Shed yet to meet a more handsome man. The light-skinned Garth Leeds had wit, charm, and a smile that could make a woman swoon. Even now, in spite of her mood, she found him striking. So, when will you and Amanda marry?

As soon as the talk dies down.

Talk that will no doubt center on me.

He had sense enough not to reply. Grace knew that for the next few months every time she entered a room gossips would whisper behind their hands. Thered be looks of pity and well-intentioned words of consolation and advice. How shed survive it would be anyones guess, but shed never run from anything in her life, so it was far too late to begin now. At twenty-nine shed fallen in love like a silly schoolgirl and been made a fool of, and nothing anyone could say or do could alter that fact. Ill make the apologies to the guests, she stated emotionlessly.

What about the gifts?

Grace paused to turn to him again. She looked him up and down. Surely he didnt believe they should be kept. Theyll be returned. Im certain youll want for nothing once you make Amanda your wife.

He had the decency to appear embarrassed. Whatever you think is best.

It wouldve been best had you never entered my life, she wanted to shout.

Haltingly, he said, Well, I guess I should be going.

Silence.

He tried again. Good-bye, Grace.

She didnt reply, she couldnt; instead, she simply stood there at the window until the sound of the doors soft closing signaled his departure.

Once alone, she asked herself how she could have been so blind. Grace knew she would never be considered a raving beauty; she had a head full of thick, copper red hair, was unfashionably short statured, and would be thirty years old in a months time. Nothing about her wouldve qualified her to be on the arm of a man like Garth, except her bank deposits, which is probably why he chose her in the first place.

Women like her, watching their youth fade, were susceptible to the grand flatterers of the world because theyd had so little of it in their lives. During Graces courting years all her suitors had taken to the hills once theyd discovered she ran her fathers bank and had opinions on everything under the sun. Even as women of all races made occupational strides in unprecedented numbers, the men she encountered socially found her choice of occupation as baffling as her intelligence. Few seemed comfortable being around a woman like the one her papa had raised her to be, and she dearly wished he were alive today so she could be buoyed by his fatherly strength and wisdom.

After a few more moments of wallowing, she decided shed moped long enough. She moved to the door, angrily noting that Garth hadnt even apologized for the mess hed made of her life. Determined not to let her heartache be seen, she set her shoulders to go downstairs and inform the guests that thered be no wedding; she also vowed never to risk her heart again. Ever.









    

Chapter 1





February 1, 1884

Dear Cousin Grace,

Greetings from Kansas. I hope my letter finds you well. As you know, Ive joined the Great Exodus and am now a member of a newly founded colony in southern Kansas. It has not been an easy task, trying to carve out a life in a place where none has existed before, but weve done it. Weve built houses, cleared land, and put in our first crops. Now, many of the unmarried men wish to start families but lack the most necessary elementwives. Were wondering if you could make inquiries on our behalf as to whether any decent, god-fearing women in Chicago would be willing to travel here and marry.


Im writing to you because no one else knows of anyone capable of taking on such a daunting task. Our men are stalwart individuals, most are educated, and many like me are veterans of Mr. Lincolns war. Since new men are arriving weekly, by the time this letter reaches you, we will undoubtedly need between thirty and thirty-five women. If you decide to take up our quest, please reply soon so that the funds youll need to finance the journey can be deposited in your accounts. I will also be posting to you sketches and information on each of the men wishing to be a part of this plan in hopes of helping the women choose their mates before they arrive. I dearly hope you can assist us. Hello to the aunts.

Your cousin,

Price Prescott



March 6, 1884

Dear Cousin Price,

Your letter did indeed find me well. Ive decided to accept your unorthodox challenge. Having given the journey much thought, I feel it would be best to travel by wagon. The insidiousness of Jim Crow makes a train trip too perilous. I do not wish to have us all ordered off a train in the middle of the wilds or forced to ride with cattle. Granted, this decision will raise the costs, but I prefer the women reach Kansas City free of terror and with their dignity intact. Im sure your men will agree. The aunts send their love.

Your loving cousin,

Grace Atwood




April 3, 1884

Youre going where? Graces elderly aunts shouted in unison, as they sat in the downstairs parlor of Graces modestly appointed home.

To Kansas City, Grace echoed simply. Cousin Price wants me to find brides for the men in his colony and Ive agreed to do it.

Grace watched her aunts, Tulip and Dahlia, stare first at each other and then back at her. She sought to explain further. You both know Im not one to cry over spilled milk, but since Amandas and Garths wedding, Ive wanted to get away, and this seems a golden opportunity.

Both women nodded sympathetically. They knew of the gossiping and whispering that had been dogging Graces every step since Garths betrayal and how much pain the whole ugly ordeal had caused her even though she never let it show. Dahlia and Tulip were aunts on Graces late mother Vanessas side of the family and had come to Chicago last November to help Grace bury her father, Elliot. Theyd intended to stay only until she mastered her grief but the visit lengthened, mainly because they found the bustling city of Chicago far livelier than their home town of Grand Rapids, Michigan, and because they loved their niece as much as theyd loved her mother.

Who will run the bank while youre away? Tulip asked. She was the shorter, plumper, and elder of the two widowed aunts. Tulip and Dahlia had been named after their mothers favorite flowers.

I believe Mr. Rowe and the others are capable of seeing to things.

You believe, Dahlia echoed skeptically, looking at Grace over her spectacles. The sisters were complete opposites in temperament. Tulip viewed life optimistically and rarely found fault in anyone or anything. On the other hand, the tall, thin Dahlia tended to be more skeptical and opinionated. Tulip often swore Dahlia shouldve been named Nightshade for her sometimes negative opinions, but Grace thought the two women balanced each other perfectly and loved them both equally. The bank will do fine without me. I wouldnt go if I didnt think so.

Grace had complete faith in the abilities of her employees. Head clerk, Lionel Rowe, one of her fathers first hires, had been working at the bank for many years.

Id still worry, Dahlia stated firmly.

Tulips black eyes sparkled with irritation as she told her sister, Oh, for heavens sake, Dahl, stop curdling the milk. Elliot wouldntve willed her the keys had he not had faith in her good sense.

Grace decided to interrupt before an argument started. Dahlia, for all her contrary ways, had quite a thin skin and her feelings were hurt easily. The aunts loved each other beyond measure, but that didnt stop them from sometimes fighting like the siblings they were.

Aunt Dahlia, youre right to be concerned, Grace offered supportively, although Ill be gone for some time, Im confident everything will go well.

Tulip chuckled, Grace, you make it sound as if youll be gone for months. The trains run much faster than they once did. Youll be in Kansas before you know it.

We arent going by train. Were traveling by wagon.

Wagon? the aunts shouted in unison again.

Wagon.

But why? Dahlia asked. Why would you want to subject yourself to such hardship?


Jim Crow, Grace answered simply.

Ah, they both replied.

The political gains made by the race after the war were slowly buckling beneath the oppressive weight of the laws and policies implemented by the souths Redemptionist Democrats. As a result, Jim Crow practices were making it harder and harder for members of the race to do even simple things like travel by train. The countrys Black newspapers were reporting incidents of men and women being set down on the side of the road, or forced to ride in cars usually relegated to stock or freight in response to protests registered by bigoted travelers, conductors, and ticket takers.

Grace had no intention of putting herself or the other women through such tribulation. Who knew what might become of them if they were asked to leave the train? Being stuck out on the plains, miles away from anywhere, with no one to aid them or protect them against night riders or predators, held little appeal. If they traveled by wagon, they could at least control their own fate.

Dahlia pointed out sagely, But Grace, you dont know anything about outfitting such a journey.

I know, but the brides and I can learn. Im hoping to hire someone who can be both teacher and guide.

Will you be able to find such a man here in Chicago? Tulip wanted to know.

Im certainly going to try. Ive already begun asking around and Ive a man named Emerson coming tomorrow. Also, Mrs. Ricks, one of the banks cleaning women, says a man in her building named Peterson claims to have done this sort of thing before. Ill be meeting him, too, if Emerson isnt suitable. Once thats done I can start canvassing for the brides.

Both aunts looked impressed by the explanation.


It seems youve given this quite a lot of thought, Dahlia announced, sounding pleased.

Grace considered that high praise. I have.

Well, she has my blessings, Tulip told her sibling.

Grace smiled at the vote of support and then looked to Dahlia. Well?

Dahlia answered with a merry twinkle in her eye, Have we ever been able to deny you anything? You know you have mine, too.

Pleased by her sisters response, Tulip reached over and gave her siblings hand an affectionate squeeze, then smiled up at Grace and said, Let us know if theres anything we can do to help. Short of accompanying you, of course. We are both too old to go gallivanting across the country in a wagon.

Amen, Dahlia chimed in. But we can do most anything else.

A buoyant Grace gave them both a kiss on their smooth but ancient cheeks.

Grace prepared for bed that night more sure of herself and of her future than anytime since the day Garth Leeds left it to her to inform the guests thered be no wedding. She also felt as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders, and she had her cousin Price to thank. Had he not asked for her help, she might never have had the opportunity to escape Chicago so she could clear her head and her heart. The days immediately following her no wedding wedding day had been a nightmare. Even though shed wanted to take to her bed and cry into her pillow, thered been gifts to return, caterers to pay, and honeymoon arrangements to undo.

Having to face her guests after Garths slinking departure had been the hardest, though. The looks of pity had made her burn with humiliation and it took all she had to stand before them and make her apologies. Although Garth and Amanda had had the bad taste to invite her to the wedding a few weeks later, shed declined. Word had it that Garth was starting to chafe under Amandas very short leash and that the only parts of her fortune he had access to were the parts she doled out to him once a week.

Grace took a seat at her writing desk and opened up the packet shed received from Price a few days ago. Inside were the promised sketches and biographical information on the men. As shed done upon first receiving them, she studied the faces. They were of myriad ages, sizes, and hues. Some were dark skinned, others light. Some stated a preference for a pretty girl, while others expressed no preference at all, as long as she was god-fearing and clean. A few expressed no interest in a woman with children and Grace found that disappointing, because she knew there were many single women who might be interested in joining the train for the new life it might offer them and their offspring.

Grace set the sketches aside and wondered how it must be to start a new life in a new place, like the men in Prices colony. Price and his friends had been part of the Great Exodus of 1879. Beginning in the spring of 1879, thousands of southern Blacks fled the South in response to the death and mayhem brought into their lives by the Redemptionists after the final withdrawal of federal troops after the Civil War. Most went west, to places like Kansas, Nebraska, and Colorado.

The nations newspapers dubbed the movement Kansas Fever, and it soon became the largest mass migration of the race the country had ever seen. Politicians of all races denounced the Exodus and its organizers because they were losing constituents. Southern planters cried foul, too, as their source of cheap labor began crossing the Mississippi in droves. At the height of the Exodus there were so many Black folks moving west and so much political clamoring, congressional hearings were convened to make sure there was no conspiracy afoot and that Blacks werent being led astray by nefarious individuals, as some politicians and Black leaders claimed.

The race was content to let Congress debate, but the Exodus continued. Whole congregations from churches in Tennessee and North Carolina added their numbers to the throng of men, women, and families with children seeking hope and a new life on the plains. In fleeing the death and fear being fueled by White Leaguers and kluxers, southern Blacks left the well known for the unknown and never looked back.

Many of the pioneers came prepared, bringing with them all the implements needed to start life anew on the vast desolate plains, but others did not. By 1880, the newspapers were filled with tragic stories of starving, needy refugees. Black churches and aid societies did what they could by sending food, clothing, and money, as did sympathetic societies in England.

Closer to home, the great Chicago meatpacking king Philip D. Armour pitched in by soliciting donations from his wealthy friends and sending beef from his own plants to help feed those in need. Now, five years later, the Exodus had reduced to a trickle. Some colonies had prospered and many had died, but the face of the country had been changed forever as a result of the determination of men like Price and his friendsand the determination of the women soon to be their brides.



At the bank a week later, Grace sat at her desk going over the list of supplies shed need for the journey when a knock on her office door made her look up. Come in.

Lionel Rowe, the banks head clerk, entered. During enslavement, Lionel had been head butler to one of the oldest families in Virginia. He continued to carry that formal air to this day. Today he was as impeccably dressed as always in a dark suit and snow-white shirt. As the aunts liked to point out, the short brown-skinned man was still quite handsome, in spite of his having celebrated his sixtieth birthday last October. Theres a man from the sheriffs office here to see you.

A confused Grace asked, What on earth for?

He says it has to do with that man Emerson you hired to lead your wagon train.

She was speechless for a moment as she tried to figure out how her newly hired guide and the sheriffs office could be connected, but since she had no answers she said simply, Have him come in.

Twenty minutes later, Grace was seated at her desk with her head in her hands, wondering, What now? It seemed Mr. Emerson had gotten himself killed in a knife fight at a tavern on the citys south side two nights ago. According to the man from the sheriffs office, two drunks began brawling over a prostitutes favors and when Emerson tried to stop the fight hed been stabbed. The authorities found Graces calling card in his pocket and had come to ask about next of kin, but shed known Emerson less than a week and could offer up no helpful information.

The news had solved the mystery as to why Emerson hadnt shown up for the meeting theyd had scheduled for yesterday. It also threw her plans for the wagon train into flux. Where in the world would she find a replacement? Finding him had been a hard enough task. When she first began her search for a guide, shed talked to everyone she knew and posted broadsides in various sections of the city. Once word got around that the man hired would be paid a substantial amount of gold in exchange for his services, candidates descended upon the bank like a hard three-day rain.

Most had no experience whatsoever and seemed interested only in the gold. The few who were qualified laughed out loud when she told them it would be an all-woman expedition; they seemed to think women were incapable of mastering the skills necessary to complete the journey successfully, and wanted nothing to do with the trip. Only Mr. Emerson seemed to find the task a worthwhile challenge. Granted, he had the twinkle of mischief in his eye and Grace sensed hed end up being a handful, but hed been the only candidate, so hed gotten the job. And now?

She got up and walked to her window. Now that winter seemed gone for good, the trees were sporting fat brown buds and the grass was starting to green, but Graces thoughts werent on the annual renewal brought about by spring. She was too busy trying to find a solution to the problems the wagon train faced as a result of Mr. Emersons untimely visit to that south side tavern.

That evening at home, Grace told the aunts the sad news. Although they were sympathetic, they had no solution.

The next day, Lionel Rowe came into her office un-announced and softly closed the door behind him. Theres a man named Peterson out here to see you. I suggest you pretend to be busy so that I can send him away.

A bit taken aback by Lionels unconventional entrance, Grace, seated behind her desk, asked curiously, Why?


Because hes inebriated.

Grace stared. Drunk?

Very.

Her disappointment showed in her tone. Hes the man Mrs. Ricks thought might make a suitable replacement guide for the trip to Kansas City.

Virginia Ricks should stick to her mops. The only guiding this man is qualified to do is guiding a tankard to his lips. Shall I show him the door?

No, send him in. Mrs. Ricks will never forgive me if I dont at least see him.

Grace he began warningly.

She waved him off. Its all right, Lionel. Your concern is noted, but Im sure Ill be fine. To be on the safe side, have Mr. Jones post himself outside the door in case I do need assistance. Mitchell Jones served as the banks constable.

The impeccably dressed Rowe nodded but warned, Okay, but youre going to be sorry you didnt take my advice.

And indeed, she was.

Grace smelled Lucas Peterson the moment he walked in. The acrid odor wafting from his big burly body burned her eyes and nostrils like smoke. He was dressed in a shirt and a pair of breeches that looked to be made from tanned animal skin. The color appeared to be brown, but due to the stains left behind by perspiration, food, and grime, it was impossible to tell. The shaggy uncut hair was lint filled and gray. Because of his immense size, hed probably been quite intimidating in his younger years, but now all his musculature had softened to fat. Grace would be willing to bet he hadnt seen soap, water, or a barber in her lifetime.

You the lady needing the guide? he asked. His brown eyes were bright with drink.


Grace had been taught by her father to shake a mans hand when introducing herself, but not this time; she stayed right behind her desk. Yes, Im Grace Atwood, she stated, trying not to breathe too deeply, but unfortunately, I hired someone for the position last evening.

Behind him she saw the smiling Lionel Rowe exiting the office. He did take pity on her, however, and leave the door slightly ajar to let in the fresh air.

Aw, thats too bad, Peterson was saying, in response to her lie about the job being filled.

While Grace wondered how long a woman could hold her breath before fainting, Petersons drink red eyes scanned her slowly. When hed looked his fill, he grinned, showing off tobacco-brown teeth. Youre a pretty little thing, all that fine red hair. You know what they say about red-haired women, he stated, then winked lewdly.

Grace stiffened. No, what do they say about redhaired women?

That theyre real man pleaserslots of fire.

If thered been any doubts before, there were definitely none now. Grace wouldnt let this man lead her across the street, let alone all the way to Kansas City.

Thank you for inquiring about the position, but as I stated, its no longer available. The statement was a lie of course, but shed lead the wagon herself before letting this offensive and smelly man anywhere near her enterprise.

As if cued, Mitchell Jones, the bank constable, stepped into her office and Grace greeted him with gratitude in her voice. Oh, Mr. Jones, good morning.

Morning, Miss Atwood, he replied, as he discreetly wrinkled his nose in response to the pungent Peterson.

Unlike Peterson, the brawny, brown-skinned Jones was in prime shape. Hed served with the Ninth up in Minnesota before settling in Chicago and still had the tough, fit body of a cavalry man beneath his black suit. He towered over Peterson by more than a few inches.

Would you show Mr. Peterson out please, Mr. Jones? Weve concluded our business.

Be my pleasure, the constable responded. This way, sir.

Peterson didnt balk, but as he walked to the door, he said to Grace, Too bad you already hired somebody. I was looking forward to sharing a tent with you, Red. He gave her a wink, then treated her to another tobacco-stained grin.

Upon his exit, Grace rushed to the offices lone window. Throwing it open, she stuck her head outside and drew in great deep breaths of sweet fresh air.

The faint scent of Mr. Petersons visit lingered well into the afternoon. The low-spirited Grace had just about given up hope on ever finding a man to lead the wagon train when Felix Duggan, one of the younger clerks, knocked on her door and told her of a man hed seen recently in one of the local taverns. To make extra money, Duggan kept books for the taverns owner. Felix hadnt actually been introduced to the man in question, but had heard the man hailed from Texas.

His names Jackson Blake. I dont know if hell do, Miss Atwood, but he looks rugged enough, and he doesnt stink. Seems educated, too.

The fact that this potential candidate didnt smell pleased Grace immensely, but the sketchy information on his background did not fill her with a lot of confidence; however, at this juncture she had no other choice but to view Duggans news as positive. Do you know where I might find him?

Last night, I took the liberty of copying his address from his tavern account. Thought you might want it.


Grace took the slip of paper he handed her, and read: 677 Sunshine Lane. The street name did not seem familiar, but she was sure a hired cabbie would be able to get her there. Grace thanked Duggan for his help, then went back to the work piled on her desk.



When she next came up for air, it was night. Running her hands over her weary eyes, she realized shed worked through dinner again. The aunts would not be pleased. They thought she worked too hard to begin with and never got a proper amount of rest. But in Graces mind her father, Elliot, had not built the bank into a successful enterprise just to have his daughter lose everything because she did not give matters the energy and dedication they deserved.

Grace had one more task to accomplish before she could end the day, but as she sat in the back seat of the hack shed hired and looked out at the dark street, she began to wonder if maybe this task shouldve been saved for tomorrow morning.

Are you certain this is the right place? she asked the hired driver, as she surveyed the torchlit lines of the large house in question. The mid-April night was cold and blustery and Grace pulled her long wool cape closer about her body.

Yep. Six seventy-seven Sunshine Lane. Says so right there on the fence post.

Under the light of the lantern atop the fence the address could be clearly seen, as could the words above it which read Sunshines Palace. Lively music could be heard emanating from the houses interior and there were all types of carriages and rigs parked along both sides of the dirt road. In the few minutes since her arrival, shed seen a stream of other carriages arrive and watched well-dressed men of all races step out and head up the walk. What is this place?

The driver hesitated a moment then said, Pardon my language, but its a whorehouse, miss.

Graces eyes widened.

The old Black driver turned to view her. Youre not planning on going in there, are you? A lady like you got no business in a place like that.

Still a bit bowled over, she stated, Youre right, but theres someone inside I must speak with.

Why dont you wait until he comes home? Theres no sense in embarrassing yourself here.

Home? At first, Grace had no idea what he meant; then, after a few moments, it became clear. She chuckled softly. You think Im here to confront my husband?

Yes, miss.

She patted him on the hand. Rest assured, that isnt my intent. Im here to see a man named Blake.

She then explained why.

The old man smiled. Oh, well, thats something else entirely, but you still shouldnt be going in there. It aint proper.

Grace agreed, but had no alternative. She did toy with the idea of waiting for Blake to make another appearance at the tavern, but who knew how many days that might take? If she wanted to make the journey to Kansas City before the heat of summer began, she had to get things in motion very soon. She decided she would not be put off; she was here now, and she needed to act tonight, while she had the chance.

You got anything to protect yourself with, if need be? the driver asked.

No, Grace confessed. It hadnt crossed her mind that she might need to defend herself.


Well you might need something. Here, let me look and see if I can find you a couple rocks.

Rocks?

He got down from his seat. Holding one of the hacks lanterns in his hand, he began to search the snowy road edge. Yeah. Put them in your handbag. Its a trick I taught my daughters. Knock a ruffian for a loop if you catch him off guard.

Grace stared at him fascinated.

A few moments later he presented her with six good-sized rocks, which she promptly placed in her knitted handbag; then she pulled the drawstrings tight.

Grateful for his concern, Grace asked, Will you wait for me? Ill pay extra for your time.

Sure will, but if youre not back in thirty minutes, Im coming in after you. Ive a daughter about your age.

Grace smiled. I promise to be back as soon as I can.

The pact made, Grace left the hack and slowly followed the path the men had taken to the door. Wearing her heavy wool cape over her navy silk business dress with its matching little hat and jaunty feather, Grace clutched her rock-filled handbag and wondered how in the world she would convince the proprietor to let her in long enough to see Blake. She knew that if her aunts ever got wind of this they would skin her alive. Decent women werent even supposed to walk by such an establishment, let alone venture inside, but Grace had made a promise to her cousin Price and his fellows and she planned to keep her word.

The closer her steps brought her to the torchlit porch, the more distinct the piano music became as it floated out over the night. Grace could also hear the sound of voices and laughter, making it easy to determine the good time being had inside. As she stepped up onto the porch, a large man wearing a fire red uniform stepped out of the dark, scaring her half to death.

May I help you? he asked brusquely.

It took the usually unflappable Grace a moment to gather her wits. Grabbing the shreds of her composure, she stated in as firm a voice as she could muster, Id like to see Mr. Blake.

Why?

The man didnt sound or appear the least bit friendly, making Grace wonder if hed also mistaken her for some mans wife. Im told he might be interested in leading a wagon train to Kansas City. I represent the bank handling the business affairs, she bluffed.

Under the wavering lights of the porchs lanterns, he looked her up and down. His stony manner did not help her nerves. Just when she thought he would turn her away, he announced, This way.

He led her around to a side entrance and opened the door. Up the staircase. Third door on the right.

Grace stepped into the dimly lit space and turned to say thanks, but hed already closed the door behind her and was gone. Looking around, she saw that she was standing at the base of a big staircase. Small votive candles positioned along the thick wooden handrail lit the way up to the shadowy landing and floor above. Where the stairs were in relation to the rest of Sunshines Palace was hard to determine because Grace could hear the music only faintly, but the staircase seemed to be located on the houses outside wall. She wondered if it sometimes served as a clandestine entrance and exit for those patrons wishing to keep their visitations anonymous.

The carpet looked to be a garish red, but it felt soft and costly beneath Graces feet as she slowly began the climb. Taking off her cape and placing it over her arm, the swish of her silk skirt made the only sounds.


A well-dressed man suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs. The sight of him stopped her in her tracks. Unconsciously tightening her hold on her handbag, she waited to see what he would do. Smiling, he began his descent. When they came abreast of one another, he politely touched his hat, saying as he passed, Evening, Miss Lilah.

A tense Grace had no idea why hed called her Lilah, but she nodded hastily in response and quickly resumed her climb. He continued on down the stairs and exited through the side door. Her prayers that she not meet anyone else were answered. She found the third door on the right without further incident.

When her first knock went unanswered, she knocked again, this time a little harder. She didnt want to make too much noise. There were four other closed doors on the floor and she doubted the rooms occupants would welcome being disturbed.

She knocked again.

Again, nothing.

In a way, Grace felt relieved that Blake was not in, giving her the opportunity to leave this place as fast as the heels on her black kid boots could carry her, but the promise shed made to Price and his friends pulled at her conscience. Maybe if the door were unlocked she could slip in and leave Mr. Blake a note stating her proposal and a request that he visit her at the bank at his earliest convenience. Casting a quick look up and down the dark hall, Grace quietly turned the knob. It opened. She slipped in, but left the door slightly ajar so that the faint light from the hallway could guide her steps.

The room was dark. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, the sounds of someone snoring caught her by surprise. Her eyes found the bed in the dark and she assumed the snoring occupant to be Blake. What to do now, she asked herself; shed never stolen into a strange mans room before. She drew in a deep breath to steady herself. Should she attempt to awaken him, or just leave her note and depart? Gathering her courage, she tipped over to the bed. She was standing there still trying to make a decision when a strong arm encircled her waist. Before she could scream, she was tumbled onto the bed. She landed on her back with her arms gently imprisoned above her head and her body pinned beneath his weight. Several things registered at once: his bare torso, the softness of the mattress, the faint scent of soap and her own shock.

Whereve you been, Lilah? he whispered against her ear.

She opened her mouth to reply only to have him brush his lips lazily across her jaw.

A mortified Grace began to struggle.

Whats the matter? he breathed lowly. If youre mad because I fell asleep, I promise, Ill make it up to you

He kissed her softly beneath her ear, and when he possessively rubbed his thumb intimately over her lips, the slow, warm uncoiling of something shed never felt before made her go still. As if she were above the bed looking down on the scene, she saw the shadow of him lean down and felt him touch his lips to her potently, then again, and yet again. Graced only experienced a few kisses in her life and not a one came close to equaling this one in terms of sweetness and power. For a moment she almost wished she were Lilah so she could fully experience the promise hed made. Then, all too late, Grace remembered she was sharing kisses with a complete stranger!

Struggling in earnest now, she managed to free a hand. She swung her rock-laden handbag and whacked him hard against the side of the head.

Oww! he yelled, leaning back, clutching his injured temple. In the dark he grappled with her for control of the bag, then angrily hurled it aside. Grabbing her arms, he pinned them above her head and snarled, Dammit, Lilah, what the hells the matter with you?

Im not Lilah, she stormed, as she pushed up against his hold. Let me up, you bounder!

Jackson Blake was admittedly stunned by her declaration. Looking down through the dark at the hellion struggling beneath him, he tried to make some sense of this. Not Lilah? His head still pounding from her damn handbag, he raised his weight, not high enough for him to scramble away, but enough to enable him to turn up the lamp on the stand beside the bed.

The soft light revealed her face to him for the first time. He scanned the sandy-colored skin, the mussed dark red hair, and the furious copper eyes. She hadnt lied; she wasnt Lilah, but she looked enough like her to be a sister. Who the hell are you, and what are you doing in my bed? he demanded coldly.

Grace stared up into the angry black eyes of a handsome dark-skinned man and thought he had a lot of nerve being upset. A thin mustache framed the full lips that only a moment ago had set her on fire, and a short beard dusted his chin and cheeks. There was a small welt forming near his temple where shed whacked him with her bag. My name is Grace Atwood, and if I remember correctly, you put me here. Let me up.

So you can whack me again? Not on your life. Whats in that handbag? Rocks?

Yes, she replied, copper eyes flashing. The cabbie thought I might need something to protect myself with, and he was right. Now, move yourself. Grace had never had such intimate contact with a man before. The heat of his legs and chest seemed to be burning through the fabric of her mussed clothes.

Ignoring her struggles, he told her gruffly, Not until you tell me why youre sneaking around my room in the middle of the night. Are you a thief looking for something to steal?

Of course not, she snapped. Grace sensed that she was not going to get what she wanted until he got the answers he wanted. The displeasure on his face was as apparent as the welt rising near his left eyebrow. Truth be told, she supposed an explanation was in order; she had walloped him pretty good. She faced up to his penetrating stare. Im here because I have a proposition for you.

The way he cocked his head at her made her realize shed made a bad choice of words. They were in a whorehouse, after all. Let me rephrase that, she offered hastily.

I think youd better.

Her temper began to simmer. I came to see if I could interest you in guiding a wagon train to Kansas.

For who?

Some exodusters my bank is representing.

How many?

Thirty-five or so. She then pointed out, Youre bleeding.

He held her eyes and cracked, Wasnt that your intent?

Well, yes, she replied uneasily.

He let her up.

The shirtless Jackson sat on the side of the bed and wearily ran his hands over his eyes. His head was still throbbing, but at least hed stopped seeing stars. He touched his finger to the broken skin and saw the small show of blood staining his fingers. Behind him, he could feel the mattress giving as she scrambled off the bed. He thought that a good idea because he wanted her and that damned handbag kept as far away from him as possible.

But his mood deteriorated further when she came around the side of the bed and stood in front of him. Skewering her with a baleful eye, he saw that shed righted her little feathered hat, her expensive looking navy jersey, and her matching skirt. She had the look of a Black woman about to start fussing, but since he was the one with the aching head, he didnt want to hear it.

Do you always greet your women with such enthusiasm? she huffed.

Only the ones who sneak into my room in the middle of the night, he shot back.

Ignoring her, he stood and walked over to the small shaving mirror atop the chest of drawers so he could assess the damage to his face. The glass reflected his bare arms and chest and the red-haired hellion standing behind him with a determined look on her small face, but he preferred to concentrate on the welt swelling near his temple. Had he been struck a bit further to the right, he might be short an eye. Spying a clean handkerchief among his personal items spread out atop the dresser, he used it to staunch the small show of blood filling the injury. The resulting sharp sting did not brighten his mood either. Still holding the handkerchief to his broken skin, he muttered, Damn woman. You couldve killed me.

Grace highly doubted his claim, and she didnt feel a bit of remorse. What else was a decent woman supposed to do under such shocking circumstances?

A decent woman wouldnt be in a cat house.

Grace felt the sting of his censure and knew he was right, but circumstances dictated this unconventional visit. Truth be told, no matter how hard she tried to set it aside, she could still feel his potent touch brushing her lips. That memory, coupled with the remembered scents and intimate weight of him as he lay atop her, made the sight of his bare ebony torso and sculpted arms highly distracting. May I ask that you put on a shirt, Mr. Blake?

He looked back at her and drawled, And bossy, to boot. How do you know my name?

Grace refused to be intimidated. By way of someone from a local tavern. Might you be qualified to lead the train?

I might.

She could see him studying her with a baleful eye, but she met his gaze with a raised chin. The shirt, Mr. Blake?

How much are you paying?

For you to put on a shirt?

No, lady, for the job.

Grace felt like a fool but attributed it to her rattled nerves. The men funding the trip are in a position to be very generous.

How many men are going? He walked over to a wooden chair that had a blue shirt tossed over it. Picking up the shirt, he put it on.

Grace was grateful hed covered himself; now maybe she could handle these negotiations more professionally. She hesitated before answering his question however. Would he laugh like the others when she told him the truth? There arent any men. Its going to be an all-woman expedition.

He stared. What?

All women.

He chuckled and said, No.


Why does everyone find that so humorous? Grace demanded. You havent even heard me out.

He buttoned his shirt. Dont need to. These women know anything about driving mules, shoeing stock, or skinning rabbits?

Probably not, but they can learn.

Jackson was still chuckling. Thanks. I havent had a laugh like this in a while.

Grace wanted him to be serious. I intend to pay you generously for your assistance.

You could promise me all the silver in Nevada and the answer would still be no.

Youre being very unfair, Mr. Blake.

No more unfair than you, sneaking in here pretending to be Lilah.

Her eyes widened. I wish youd stop your insinuations, I did nothing of the kind.

Is that a habit?

Is what a habit?

Throwing around highfalutin words like insinuations

Grace could hear the mockery in his tone, but his dark eyes held something else entirely. They were knowing, and in spite of his bad temper had the look of a man evaluating a woman. It disconcerted her as much as his bare torso had earlier. And is that a habit?

What?

Assessing me as if I were one of the houses girls?

He smiled thinly. Very perceptive, Miss Atwood. Ill admit, I enjoyed the kiss, but you wont admit it, Ill bet.

Give the man a prize, Grace tossed back. He was right. No decent woman in her right mind would admit to enjoying the kisses of a stranger.

See? I was right. A woman like you would rather die than admit a man could make her feel good.

Grace rolled her eyes. Men. Mr. Blake, you know absolutely nothing about a woman like me.

I know that a woman like you isnt likely married.

The memory of Garth Leeds passed over her heart like a dark cloud and then slid away. Why, because I have no ring on my finger?

No, because you career women dont think you need men. Were good for carrying packages or driving you places, but thats all.

His handsome face and potent touch notwithstanding, Grace found his views on women quite backward. Can we limit this conversation to a subject youre qualified to discuss, such as being a wagon master?

Bossy and lippy.

Thank you, Grace responded frostily. Storming out of the room tempted Grace mightily, but she needed him to at least listen to her full proposal. The irritating Jackson Blake could possibly be her last and only hope of getting the wagon train on its way.

Determined to keep her temper under wraps, she said, Mr. Blake, lets start over. If youll let me explain why the women are going to Missouri, Im sure youll agree to hear my full proposal.

I dont listen to bossy, lippy women with rocks in their handbags, he replied, wondering how he could make her leave.

Grace protested, I am neither bossy nor lippy. Im known to be quite agreeable under normal circumstances.

His eyes were glowing. Prove it.

How?

Leave.

She stood there stunned. Just like that?

Just like that. Then he added innocently, Unless you want to stay and take Lilahs place for real?

Grace puffed up with indignation. You are a cad, Mr. Blake.

And you have a very lush mouth, Miss Atwood, even if you do have the temperament of a fire ant, he replied, watching her with his arms folded across his chest.

The seductive tone of his voice and the dark power in his eyes stirred Grace in places decent women werent even supposed to think about. This man is dangerous, her inner woman declared, dangerous, dangerous, dangerous. Grace decided a hasty exit was in order. Remembering the handbag hed tossed aside, she began a search for it.

Whatre you looking for? he asked, chuckling at her flustered actions.

She snatched up her cloak. My handbag. I lost it when you attacked me.

I didnt attack you, he pointed out. You attacked me. Now whos insinuating?

When her search of the bed and the floor around it proved fruitless, Grace set aside her bankers dignity and got down on all fours to search beneath the bed. She had a strong feeling that he was taking a good long look at her bustled backside, but she ignored himor at least tried to. She eventually found her bag just underneath the edge of the bed, and as she stood, the light sparkling in his eyes told her shed been right. Good evening, Mr. Blake, she said in parting.

Yes, it has been a good evening. Sure you dont want to stay?

When she answered by exiting and slamming the door, he was still chuckling.

I guess thats that, he said to himself. She was gone for good, and that had been his plan. The last thing he needed was to get involved with a wagon train full of women, even if Grace Atwood did have a mouth sweet as a summer rain. Frankly, hed been surprised by that sweetness. During that seconds-long kiss, hed tasted a brief flowering of innocence and fire in her lips. Were she more his type, he might be tempted to determine just how fiery she really was, but he preferred his women less stiff-necked, and besides, hed have to be out of his mind to take her up on her proposal.

What with clashing temperaments, bad weather, and even worse food, guiding a group of men would be hard enough; a group of women would never complete the trip, and why she wanted to travel by wagon was beyond anyones guess. By his thinking, women were better suited for raising children than for driving mules across country. But todays modern women thought themselves capable of doing anything a man could do, and Miss Atwood undoubtedly marched under that same banner. He peered in the mirror again at the raw scar on the side of his face. Rocks, he said to himself and shook his head.

But truth be told, taking her up on her proposal would get him out of Chicago. Hed been in the city almost three years now, and he hated every day of it. Too noisy, too congested, too many rules. Hed been born and raised in Texas and missed the clean air and the endless vistas, but in Texas he was a wanted man. In Chicago he was just another face in the crowd.

Jackson lifted the small tarnished picture frame from atop the dresser and solemnly viewed the two men it showed. Frozen in time was his smiling adopted brother Griffin and their stern-faced father, Royce, a big man with large muttonchops covering his brown cheeks. By trade Royce had been a carpenter, but on Sunday he preached the Good News. Griffin had been seventeen when the picture was taken. Five years earlier, Royce had found the twelve-year-old orphan Griffin working at an Abilene whorehouse, running errands for the girls and the gamblers there. Royce had brought Griffin back to Texas and made him a member of their small family.

It hadnt surprised Jackson to find himself with a new sibling. Royce had always had a big heart, and it was that generosity of spirit that had ultimately led to his death. Ten years ago, a group of thugs were terrorizing some of the Black tenant farmers in the area near their Texas home and Royce had promised to intervene on the farmers behalf. When Royce rode out to speak to the men who called themselves the Sons of Shiloh, they hadnt cared that hed come seeking peace, theyd shot him dead.

One of the men involved in Royces death had been Lane Trent, the only son of Bill Trent, one of the countys wealthiest Reb Democrats. At the time of the murder, Jackson had been the countys newly elected sheriff and had been trying to build his own case against the Sons of Shiloh. He knew it wouldnt be easy to arrest Lane Trent. Due to the tumultuous times and the rising disenfranchisement of the race, very few men outside the race respected his authority, but Royce had been his father and Jackson wanted the killers brought to justice. So he and his three-man posse rode out to the Trent spread to arrest Lane Trent, but when Jackson stepped up onto the porch, Bill Trent spit on Jacksons boots and said the only thing a nigra could do on his land was pick cotton. Hed then ordered his men to open fire. In the ensuing gunfight, the elder Trent had been killed.

Afterward, Lane, aided by his late fathers powerful friends, convinced the authorities that Jackson had no evidence linking Lane to Royces murder and had gunned down Bill Trent in cold blood. Two days later, warrants were issued for Jacksons arrest, but he had no intention of letting Lane Trent watch him hang for a crime he hadnt committed, so he and Griffin rode north and never looked back.

He and Griffin had ridden together for a while after that, picking up odd carpentry jobs here and there, but theyd soon drifted apart. Last Jackson had heard, his little brother had made quite a name for himself robbing trains. As a former lawman, Jackson found Griffins chosen occupation disturbing. He disliked the idea of his brother living outside the law, but who was he to judge? So was he.

Jackson set the picture down. The fact that Royces killers had never been brought to trial stuck in his craw. Not a day went by that he didnt wonder if Lane Trent were still alive, using his wealth and influence to terrorize those less powerful than he. Jackson wanted to go back and clear his name, but according to the newspapers, Texas was no place for a man of the race to be, not if he wanted to live to tell about it. As the souths Redemptionist Democrats continued to gleefully dismantle Reconstruction, burnings, killings, and disenfranchisement were rampant, but the backlash seemed particularly harsh in Texas.

Yet Jackson knew he would always be haunted by his past if he didnt go back to clear his name and avenge his fathers death. Before ending up in Chicago, hed been drifting from place to place, unwilling to put down roots out of fear that one day the Texas warrant would turn up in a bounty hunters hand and hed be taken back.

He was tired of running, though. So what are you saying? he asked himself. He didnt really know, but it seemed to begin with a bossy redheaded beauty named Grace Atwood and her wagon train of women.




Graces cabbie had indeed waited, and she fumed all the way home. The audacity of that man, she stormed to herself for the fiftieth time during the silent ride through the snowy streets. By the time she got home, her temper rivaled Vesuvius.

When she entered the foyer, the aunts were dressed in their night clothes and their faces were anxious and filled with worry.

Where on earth have you been? Tulip asked breathlessly.

A smoldering Grace pulled off her gloves and hung her cloak on the peg by the door. Im sorry if I worried you, but I was being assaulted by a man in a whorehouse.

What? they screamed.

Are you all right? Dahlia asked.

Did you notify the authorities? her sister demanded, as they led her to the settee in the parlor.

Dahlia quickly poured a small glass of brandy and handed it to Grace, saying, Drink this and then start from the beginning.

Grace took a small sip, then began the telling with the circumstances surrounding her arrival at Sunshines place. She got as far as her entrance into Blakes room before being interrupted.

So he was asleep? Dahlia asked.

Grace shook her head. Yes, so I thought Id leave him a note, but

Graces mind replayed what happened next: the softness of his mouth, the hot hard feel of his body atop hers

Tulip bent over to look in her face. Grace?

Tulips voice brought Grace back to the present. Oh, Im sorry. Where was I?

In his bed, Dahlia prompted pointedly.


A chagrined Grace continued, Well, as I said, I, um, wound up in his bed. He obviously mistook me for one of the girls in the place.

Obviously. Dahlia again.

Anyway, I opened my mouth to let him know his mistake, but Grace paused again, wondering what her aunts would think.

But what, dear?

He began kissing me.

Both aunts stared. That mustve been awful.

Well, it wasnt really. I mean, Ive never had a man kiss me soso

She stopped and looked to her aunts, as if maybe they could explain the encounter to her.

Dahlia had a mysterious smile on her face. So after the kissing did you get a chance to ask him about guiding the train?

Yes, and the cad laughed.

Cad? Tulip echoed. Did he take any liberties while you were in his bed?

No, we ended up arguing and I left.

The aunts shared another look.

Grace knew by the palpable silence in the room that she was in for one whale of a lecture. Admittedly, she deserved it. Decent women did not venture into houses of ill-repute. It simply wasnt done.

Dahlia went first. Grace Atwood, the next time you think about going into a whorehouse, think about something else.

You couldve been hurt, Tulip pointed out seriously.

Grace knew they were right, she didnt dispute that. But he may be the last choice. I had to see him.

It couldve waited until morning, Dahlia told her. When Elliot died, Tulip and I promised him wed take care of you. We can hardly do that if youre sneaking into mens rooms in the middle of the night.

Tulip added, The fact that he didnt do anything but kiss you says he knows a little bit about honor.

He knows nothing of the sort. That fool man mistook me for one of the girls, remember?

And whose fault might that be? Dahlia asked.

Grace chose to ignore that. He also called me bossy and lippy.

As if she hadnt heard one word of her nieces last response, Tulip waxed wistfully, My Parker was a good kisser, too, God rest his soul. Made me feel like a church bell ringing.

A smiling Grace shook her head and stood. Im going to bed.

She headed toward the stairs.

Dahlia called after her, Are you going back to see Blake again?

Grace started up the steps and called back, Not unless hell freezes over.
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