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Chapter One


Ironwood, Wyoming, 1876





AKNOCK SOUNDED AT the closed door, a brief hesitation followed by two firmer knocks, and finally a group of three that seemed more flourish than a signal of a man’s presence. 

Regarding the door, Alice didn’t immediately rise to answer the summons. A lot could be learned from a man’s knock, and even more from his reaction to waiting a spell. From this particular man, she could tell he was unsure of his welcome, but sought to cover such worry with brashness. Then, probably to be cocky about it all, he added the last flurry. From what little she knew of her visitor, such a knock described him to a tee.

Beyond the door, and the man on the other side of it, the faint sounds of the Diamond intruded. When she’d left the floor an hour earlier, the saloon had been full of men, all seeking to win at the tables or to drown whatever troubles they reckoned they had with what was behind the bar. It sounded as if the patronage had increased in number and rowdiness, judging by the raucous cheers as someone won at dice, or maybe the roulette wheel she’d had imported from New Orleans.

Tapping her finger against her temple, Alice stared at the door. The man on the other side had arrived in Ironwood two weeks ago, disembarking from the new train and trudging through Main Street. Standing on her balcony, she’d watched as he had walked through town to arrive at the boarding house, his fine coat and fancy boots ruined by mud. An inquiry to Mrs Bartel, the owner of the boarding house, had her discovering his name and his origin, and in his short time in Ironwood, he had done little more than wander aimless around town. She had no notion as to his purpose and, when he had requested this meet with her, she’d been curious enough about discovering his purpose that she’d accepted.

From beyond the door, the dealer called for new bets and the cheers settled to indistinct murmuring.

Her visitor had waited long enough. Placing her newfangled fountain pen in its holder, Alice rose from her desk, moving the kerosene lamp lighting her paperwork to the sideboard behind her. Seth had taught her much, and among his lessons had been if a man couldn’t tell the expression on your features, he couldn’t make a fool of you.

Quickly, she checked her appearance in the mirror. The hour spent on accounts and reports had done little damage to her hair, the complicated arrangement she’d braided into the ebony strands still under ruthless control. Her gown remained unblemished, but it was difficult to see any flaw in black, especially in such uncertain light. She’d taken to wearing the shade, as was proper and right, after Seth had passed. Too soon her husband had been taken from her, but few recovered from a knife and a wicked-bad man wielding it. In those dark days following his passing, ritual had kept her grief from overwhelming her.

With the heel of her hands, she swiped at her eyes. That was over and done, and five years had passed. Grief had lessened, but the day she’d been of a mind to wear colour, she’d hesitated. If she continued to wear black, no man would forget she was Seth’s widow and, all things considered, it would make the running of a saloon that much smoother. Now, her wardrobe consisted of nothing but black: black blouses, black skirts, black dresses.

Giving her hair a final touch, she made her way across her office and, affecting the dazzling smile her momma had taught her long ago, she opened the door.

Mr Rupert T. Llewellyn—lately of San Francisco, and before that London, England—stood on the other side. He looked the same as he had upon his arrival into town, dressed in fine, fancified clothes costing more than most men in Ironwood earned in a year. 

Widening her smile, she motioned he enter. “Mr Llewellyn, I’m mighty pleased you chose to visit us here at the Diamond. If you’re of a mind, I’d be delighted for you to seat yourself.”

Beaming, he grabbed her hand and pumped it mightily. “Mrs Reynolds, a capital idea, simply capital! I say, this is how the chaps here in the West do it, is it not? A lady’s hand is to be shaken, as if a man?”

The strength of his gesture had her wincing. “The greeting is not usually so effusive.”

He dropped her hand as if it had turned to lead. “I do beg your pardon, dear lady! I should never wish to harm you, and it certainly was not my intention to cause you any injury. Dear me, we are getting off to a less than promising start, are we not?”

“Don’t let it trouble you. Please, sit.” As she led him to the chair before her desk, she stretched her fingers surreptitiously. He didn’t sit, though, instead watching her with a vapid smile as she moved around the desk. In fact, he didn’t seat himself until she had done so first, lowering himself into his chair with the enthusiasm of a demented puppy.

She let her gaze run over him. He was strange, this one. Manners she appreciated, but those he displayed were beyond what was proper and right. The last time a man had waited for her to seat herself, she’d been fifteen years younger and on the other side of the country, in a dance hall in Boston. However, it hadn’t been courtesy for her, but because the man in question wished to impress her momma, and somehow thought being polite to her momma’s fourteen-year-old daughter would do the trick.

Rupert T. Llewellyn wasn’t all that different from that fancy-man. He also wore clothes too loud and too bright—his waistcoat was mustard, for chrissakes—and he appeared to have poured an entire tin of hair oil onto the gleaming black strands of his hair. She’d never seen such a fancy mane in all her years in Ironwood. His clothing and demeanour were better suited to citified places, rather than this young frontier town she called her home. Even his skin wasn’t fit for Ironwood, pale and fine under the wavering light of the kerosene lamps. Lucky for him the height of summer was past them, otherwise he’d burn to a cinder five minutes after stepping out Mrs Bartel’s boarding house door.

Up close, he was handsome—extremely handsome. Dark hair, dark eyes, and even features, while his body was tall, taller than her, and well-shaped besides. He appeared to have not an ounce of fat upon him, but fancy-men’s clothes were designed to hide the flaws nature gave. In any event, he were a pampered handsome, one owing a debt to fine living. It had been so long since she’d seen a man of his ilk, she could barely imagine any but a rougher sort.

She returned her gaze to his. During her perusal, dark eyes regarded her with not a spark of intelligence. Well, if he were a fool, then it was certain it wouldn’t take much to fool him should it be required. “Mr Llewellyn, it’s a pleasure to have you step into the Diamond Saloon and Theatre. We’ve been sorely lacking your patronage since you’ve arrived in Ironwood, and we’re mighty delighted you’ve made your way to our door.”

Those dark eyes brightened, and still didn’t display a lick of smarts. “My dear lady, please do not castigate yourself so! I’ve been here but a fortnight, and have found myself most occupied with other concerns. Now those are past, I can devote myself to pleasure as was surely ever intended.” His face fell. “Oh! A fortnight is two weeks. Damn me and my English words. I’m in the Great American West, I must recall to speak in the vernacular!”

Her smile didn’t waver, though her patience surely did. She knew what a fortnight was. She’d read them books from England, the ones Mrs Cutter sold in her general store. “Is that so, Mr Llewellyn? In any event, I’m glad you’ve chosen tonight to grace us. Can I procure you a beverage? A whiskey, maybe?”

“No, I thank you. Must have my wits about me, don’t you know.” Eyes still lit with that dim-witted gleam, he leant forward. “You see, I wish to purchase your saloon.”

A roaring started in her head. He said something else, but it must be she’d lost her hearing because she couldn’t understand a goddamn word he said.

“I beg your pardon?” she finally managed.

Befuddlement didn’t detract from the handsomeness of his features. In fact, it made him more attractive, and wasn’t that just a kick in the pants? “Oh, I was speaking too fast? Six weeks on the ship, and then another fortnig—my apologies, two weeks—to take the train across this great wide land of yours, sometimes I forget my damnable accent.” He laughed, and delight made him even more attractive. “I suppose now it’s our great land!”

She attempted to arrange her features in a pleasant smile, as if he hadn’t just struck an unexpected blow, and God knows if she were successful. “Reckon it might be I heard you wrong regarding this here saloon. Would be a kindness if you could repeat your words, just so as I don’t misconstrue your meaning.”

“Oh, of course, my dear, of course! You see, I have a burning desire to become a part of your glorious West—beg pardon, our glorious West—and to that end, I do believe I shall purchase myself a small part of it. I should be a fine saloon owner, do you not agree?”

No. She heartily didn’t agree. He sat there in his perfectly tailored dove-grey trousers, his fancy maroon coat with its mustard—mustard—waistcoat, and he wanted to buy her saloon? Was he cracked? He’d never make it in Ironwood, he was too…too...English.

“I’ve taken quite the fancy to your saloon, Mrs Reynolds,” he continued. “I’m of the opinion I would make a fair saloon owner. Can you not see me behind the bar, serving rough beverages to your clientele?”

Unable to speak, she watched him as he eagerly told her his plans, her fingers tapping against the folds of her skirt.

“I’ve been in this rather marvellous country of yours for almost two months, Mrs Reynolds, and your glorious town for two weeks, and I’ve not seen an establishment quite as delightfully…I believe the most appropriate description is authentic.” A wave of distaste flowed across his expression, dimming his zeal. “If you will allow me to be vulgar, price is no object.”

See, too English. Only an Englishman would find the discussion of price too crass.

“I do so love Ironwood, Mrs Reynolds. The acquaintance of not even three handfuls of days has convinced me of its worth, and I believe it to be a fine place to put down roots. The purchase of the town’s saloon would go a ways to doing so, wouldn’t you agree?”

Still she stared, and not a word crossed her lips. Well, there was one flaw in his plan. She wouldn’t sell the Diamond.

She had never even considered it. The saloon was Seth’s legacy, his home. He may be gone, but his presence was still felt. She still felt it.

Llewellyn didn’t seem to be affected by her lack of response, sitting there with eyes too wide and a fool’s grin on his face.

Abruptly, she’d had enough. She stood. “I regret to say I won’t part with the Diamond. I appreciate your consideration, and thank you for your words, but the Diamond will remain under my ownership.”

His face fell. “Are you certain, dear lady? It cannot be an ease, for you to be here without husband or family. I’m certain neither would have meant for you to languish alone, and I’ve no doubt running a saloon is burdensome for a woman.”

Nothing else he could have said would have got her back up more. She’d run this saloon successfully for five years—her, and her alone. She’d started the Spectacular and made it so people journeyed from as far as Cheyenne to attend the show. She didn’t need some fancy man telling her she needed one of his sex to lessen a non-existent weight. “Mr Llewellyn, I will not sell my saloon: not to you, not to anyone. I thank you for your visit, and hope we will see you return to the Diamond soon, maybe even for our monthly Spectacular in a fortnight’s time.” In truth, the Spectacular would occur in a little over a week, but she couldn’t resist the dig.

A frown creased his brow. “Oh dear, have I said something amiss?” 

“Not at all.” Making her way to the door, she held it open.

Hesitantly, he rose from his seat and followed her not-at-all subtle hint, placing his silk hat on his head. Halting in the doorway, he turned. “I do so like your saloon, Mrs Reynolds. I shall ask again.” He offered her a smile weak-willed women no doubt found charming. She, however, was made of sterner stuff.

“You can ask,” she said flatly.

Something flickered in his dark eyes, something that didn’t fit with the air-headed fool, but then he smiled his dazzling smile again. “Well, Mrs Reynolds, I shall leave you be for the moment. If you require me, I am at Bartel’s Boarding House.” Tipping his hat with a jaunty air, he bowed again afore departing.

Alice closed the door behind him. That had been...strange. The man himself appeared to be as she’d expected—naïve, dim-witted and something of a fool. He was also extremely pretty, there was no denying that, and while she enjoyed looking at him, he’d had all the depth of a puddle...but then there had been that flicker in his eyes, a flicker that told her more than all his chattering combined.

That, and his knock. That forceful, cocky knock. Both spoke of an intelligent man, one who understood when he was being refused and what was more, could calculate on how to change an unfavourable outcome.

Sliding behind her desk, she picked up her fountain pen. It could be she should discover more of Rupert T. Llewellyn. Setting her pen to paper, she sketched out a telegram to a bounty hunter. Jacob Wade might advertise his services as such, but the man was also skilled at collecting information. Besides, none would guess her suspicions if she contacted him instead of an inquiry agent. It would hurt nothing but her purse if she were wrong in believing barely more than flicker, but if she were right…

Pen digging into the paper, she paused. If she were right, then Mr Rupert T Llewellyn of London, England meant to play a completely different game.


      [image: ]SHAKING HER BLACK SKIRTS, Alice descended the Diamond’s stairs. She’d neglected the saloon too long already, and she would have no one say Alice Reynolds didn’t care about her patrons: she cared about each and every one, and she cared even more that the cash weighing heavy in their pockets made its way into the Diamond’s register.

Satisfied she looked somewhat decent, she walked onto the floor. The front bar of the Diamond had to be the prettiest for a hundred miles around. She’d decorated with an eye that veered toward elegance, knowing even a two-bit hack could charge more if a thing looked fancy. The curtains surrounding the windows were the finest she could afford, and she was replacing the basic wall lamps with more ornate ones as extra money came in. 

An intricately woven carpet covered the bare pine slats of the floor, something she’d picked up on one of her first trips to San Francisco in search of supplies. The second-hand dealer had wanted a sum both ridiculous and unfair, no doubt thinking her a rube with no sense of an item’s worth. In the end, he had been persuaded to her way of thinking, and over the years she’d purchased from him many items now adorning the Diamond. It was now something of a tradition for him to inflate the item’s worth, a grin on his face she returned as she set a price far less.

A smile tugged at her. She had a need to return to San Francisco, and soon. Perhaps she and the dealer would spar again…and perhaps also she would finally have the funds to replace the central ceiling light with a crystal chandelier she’d seen in a French magazine a while back.

She frowned. She could easily afford the chandelier if the parcel of land outside Ironwood’s limits that had been part of Seth’s estate finally yielded the substantial seam of coal Seth had been convinced it held. It had taken a few years before she found the funds to employ a surveyor, but Garrett had been at work a four-month now and swore up and down he could have a working mine on the claim within a year. Soon, she’d have to decide what to do—she could use the funds a mine would bring, but it would split her focus from the Diamond and the Spectacular and she wouldn’t give up the thing she loved for any amount.

But that was a problem for another day and right now the Diamond demanded her attention.

The raucous cheers signalling someone’s win caught her attention. The gaming tables took up most of the floor, comprising the roulette wheel currently fascinating most of her patrons, a craps table, and three consisting of poker placed about the room. The green baize on the blackjack table was starting to wear—another thing she needed to replace upon her trip to San Francisco. The Diamond may look rough to passersby on the main street of Ironwood, but she deserved to wear finery underneath.

As Alice passed by the craps table, she spied Sally draping herself over the man holding the dice. He looked to be a fur trapper, probably in Ironwood to sell his pelts and blow off a little steam. In any event, he had a decent pile of winnings, and Sally seemed most appreciative of the fact. Curling one arm around the man’s shoulders, she rubbed his chest as he held out the dice. With a saucy wink, she blew upon them.

With a shake of her head, Alice made her way to the bar, taking up residence next to a woman dressed all in red, matching the scarlet curls piled atop her head. The woman stared at Sally and her mark, a coin dancing over her knuckles. 

Leaning back on her elbows, Alice asked, “Sally still insisting on whoring?”

Catching hold of the coin, Pearl scowled as the woman in question slapped the trader’s shoulder flirtatiously. “She says it’s good money, and she likes the work.”

“Well, it could be a truth it’s good money, but she can’t do it here. Have you spoken with her about it?”

“Of course I have. Damn fool can’t seem to get the notion through her head the Diamond don’t support such things.”

Pearl’s words spoke of annoyance, but Alice could hear the pain and frustration behind them. She understood too well how her friend took the actions of her Diamond Girls to heart. “Do you need me to speak to her?”

“No, I’ll speak with her.” Her expression dimmed. “I just hate letting one of them go.”

Pearl’s role at the Diamond was two-fold—star of the Diamond’s monthly Spectacular, and manager of the women who performed with her. The burlesque dancers looked up to the singer, and she held affection for each and every one. It wasn’t often she had a need to dismiss one of her girls, and it broke her heart every time.

It still amazed Alice that Pearl had agreed to move to Ironwood. They’d grown together in the same dance hall in Boston, where both their mothers had performed. When her mother had contracted her illness and hit upon her fool idea to send Alice to Ironwood as a child-bride, she had lost touch with her friend.

Seven months after Seth had passed, Alice had started her first tentative moves toward creating a kind of burlesque show. She’d wanted Pearl to be her star, the draw card she would structure the show around, and so she’d sent her old friend a letter. She hadn’t expected much, maybe a reply if she were lucky. However, Pearl had sent an enthusiastic response and, after a six-month of correspondence, had accepted the offer to be the centrepiece of the Diamond’s Spectacular.

The barkeep made his way from serving at the other end of the bar to stand before her. “Can I get you anything, boss?”

“Not tonight, Simon.” Previously, she’d had occasion to admonish the boy, being as he didn’t take as much care with his garb and appearance as expected of a Diamond employee. Now, however, he wore the barkeep uniform of a crisp white shirt under a pristine red vest, his dark trousers were well-pressed and he’d even combed his hair neat, parted in the middle and slicked down with oil. Good. She hated to let one of her people go just as much as Pearl did.

“Miss Pearl?” he asked, directing his attention to her friend.

The singer gave him her dazzling smile, the one that had charmed all the boys in the dance hall they’d grown up in, and had earned her a place in the dance review when they were fourteen. “No thank you, dearie. Not with the boss lady about.” She winked.

Simon flashed beet red and scurried to attend a customer at the other end of the bar.

Amusement filled her as she watched Simon stumble over taking the man’s order, obviously still dazed from Pearl’s attention. “You’re terrible.”

“He loves it.” Pearl leant one elbow against the bar. “So, tell me about your meeting.”

She shrugged. “Nothing much to say. He wanted to buy the Diamond. I said no. End of story.”

“That’s it? No salacious details? No clothes ripping or tongue duelling?”

Shock dropped her jaw. “Christ above, Pearl, why on God’s green earth would there be?”

Her friend raised her brows. “I think the better question is, why wouldn’t there be? That man is downright pretty.”

“Don’t matter if he’s pretty, normal people don’t rip at each other’s clothes five seconds after an introduction.”

“Speak for yourself. I’ve known plenty who’ve done so.”

“Have you known me to do so?”

“No. Unfortunately.” Pearl heaved a sigh. “Fine. What was it that you did instead of riding that pretty, pretty man?”

“We discussed the meaning of the word ‘fortnight’, he displayed that not one thought was contained in that pretty head of his, and then he offered to buy the Diamond.” The last tasted sour on her tongue.

Pearl’s jaw dropped. “Truly? He must be a simpleton, if he thought you would ever sell. It is a truth set in stone: the sun rises in the east, summer follows spring, and Alice Reynolds will never sell her Diamond.”

Alice felt heat creep up her cheeks. “There’s no need for facetiousness.”

“I ain’t being facetious. He’d only have need to talk with any within a ten mile radius to know how much you love the Diamond and that you would never part with it.” Shaking her head, Pearl signalled for Simon. “Dearie, I’ve changed my mind. It seems I’m in need of a stiff beverage after all. Be a love and pour me a whiskey.”

Alice watched as Simon poured, blushing all the while. Pearl was right. Everyone knew she would never sell. Either Llewellyn really was as stupid as he appeared or...he had another game in mind. “I’ve sent for Wade.”

Ever so slightly, Pearl stiffened. “Why?”

“You’re right, this Englishman should know I would never sell. He’s a puzzle, and it might be Wade can supply pieces that are missing.”

Pearl seemed to consider her words carefully before saying, “Wade’s a bounty hunter. Why would you contact him?”

“He’s also good at collecting information—he’s done it for me before, so he might as well do it again. “Nothing is wasted except my time and a few dollars if I’m wrong in my supposings. And I know he’s brash and much too cocky, but Wade gets results and has never provided information that turned up false.”

“Brash and cocky.” Pearl shook her head. “He’s arrogant, that one, and with a tongue too loquacious besides.”

“I also know you and he don’t see eye to eye, so I’ll keep him from you as much as I can.”

“It’s not we don’t see eye to eye...” 

Concern for her friend drew her brows. “If he’s bothersome, I won’t engage his services.”

“No, it’s not...” Pearl sighed. “It’s nothing. Don’t mind me.”

“Are you certain? Because you are worth more to me than anything he can provide.”

Her friend smiled. “I am certain. Engage him.” Pearl’s smile turned saucy. “Now are you certain your fancy Englishman didn’t offer something more than to buy the Diamond? You’re mighty interested in him.”

Exasperation made her tone harsher than she intended. “Yes. He offered me the use of his not-unpretty body but, somehow, I found the strength to refuse him. Him wanting to buy my saloon probably had something to do with it.”

“My, my, so touchy.” Grinning, Pearl signalled Simon for another whiskey. “In any event, he’s gone now.”

“No, he’ll be back.” Alice remembered his leave-taking and the flash of steel in his eyes. “I think he’s one that don’t take no for an answer.”

He played the fool well and it almost was she believed him...if only he hadn’t displayed that barely-there steel as he’d left…

She looked out over the Diamond, at the fur trappers losing their money, the townsfolk drinking her whiskey, the coalminers doing the same. This grand lady was hers, and she had plenty steel of her own. In the end, it didn’t matter if he came back or not. She wouldn’t let anyone take what was hers.
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