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Chapter One
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“I DON’T SEE ANY YANKEES,” said little Melanie, peeking between the drapes at the front parlor window of Winterbridge Manor. “Oh, look! There’s white smoke over at McAdams Hall. Those Yankees must be there right now.” She spun to look at Allison, eyes wide with fear. “Are they coming here?”

“I hope not, honey. I hope we’re far enough off the road so they can't see us.” Allison Mosby stood behind her daughter and looked out across their cold, baron rows of what had once been cotton. “I so wish your daddy was here.”

“I miss my daddy.” Melanie hugged her mother then looked up. “He’s all I wished for for Christmas.” She looked straight up. “Santa, please bring my daddy home.”

“We won’t have much of a Christmas this year, honey.”

“If Santa brings my daddy . . .” Melany hugged her mother’s legs, eyes wide with hope.

Allison Mosby and her seven-year-old daughter, Melanie, had lost weight during this damnable war, but both had remained healthy, as had their darkies.

What would we do without them?

Before going up to Virginia to join his brother’s regiment, her husband, Franklin, had invested nearly all of their available funds in Confederate bonds. All that remained was a small iron box of gold coins hidden under the marble hearth of their upstairs bedroom fireplace. She’d not touch that. Whichever way this war ended, they’d need something for replanting their fields, for rebuilding their lives.

All the cattle and pigs on Winterbridge Manor had been appropriated over the past three years to feed the brave men of the Confederacy.

Winterbridge slaves had remained. They seemed happy to have been owned by the Winston family, and by Franklin Mosby. Most of them lived in cottages down along the Savannah River.

With cotton exports barricaded by those damn Yankees, she’d allowed their slaves to grow crops for food and to fish and trap for game. They’d brought catfish, rabbit, or squirrel up to the house near every day last summer, along with potatoes, corn, carrots, and greens.

This winter had been leaner and meaner but they still had corn and potatoes.

On cold days, such as that day, she and Melanie spent their afternoons in the west facing bay window where late sun kept them warm. They dared not show those damn Yankees smoke from a fire.

As a precautionary measure, they’d blocked both chimneys in the cookhouse around back. Smoke from cooking filled that big room and seeped through the walls, making it very hard for Yankees to see from the road below. John Jackson Youngblood, their plantation overseer, said the slaves out there complained about smoke burning their eyes and noses, but that they understood the why of it all.

Always keeping busy with useful tasks, Allison and Melanie had been working on a patchwork quilt for Melanie’s bedroom.

“Is that my daddy?”

A stocky, red bearded man in a Confederate officer’s uniform stepped out of the Georgia pine forest near their lower cotton field and walked brusquely into the barn.

“No, Honey. Your daddy’s a mite taller, and thinner.”

Allison’s right hand went to her throat, fearing this man might bring bad news about her husband. He might have been wounded or taken prisoner.

Lord, keep my Franklin safe.

John Jackson always left the barn door open during the day. He’d been born at Winterbridge, and he had an excellent education; better than most white folks. His skill with mathematics made him a natural for overseeing the manor house and generally running their entire plantation.

Most plantations hired white overseers, some of whom whipped their slaves for whatever reason that suited them. Franklin, and the Winstons before him, held whippings to be inhumane. If one of their slaves had turned lazy or spiteful, they’d been sold or traded, straight away. That had always been enough to keep the others thoughtful of place and time.

Allison’s daddy owned only two houseslaves. They’d never been beaten but they’d never received any education either. Her daddy believed them to be inferior to white people. He treated them like he did their dogs and horses. He didn’t treat them mean but neither did he respect them as human beings.

Growing up, she’d never thought about any of this.

Since marrying Franklin and living at Winterbridge, she’d grown to agree with the Winstons. Darkies were people. Like their pastor said, slavery was one of life’s callings. Those who were slaves should be good slaves. Slave masters should, likewise, be good masters. These were God’s creatures under less fortunate circumstance. After all, there once had been a lot of white slaves in these here American states, north and south.

Winterbridge slaves worked hard, worshiped God, held their own Christian services down by the river, and revered their masters. Nobody could ask for better.

John Jackson, with his wife and daughter, shared two rooms in the barn and stayed busy. Right then, he’d probably be in back of the barn chopping firewood, one of his daily tasks. His wife and their infant daughter would be in the cookhouse baking cornbread.

Even during this damnable war, life at Winterbridge had been stable, largely because of John Jackson Youngblood and his wife.

The stocky, Confederate officer marched out of the barn and looked up at the manor house. He stopped and stared at Allison. She hadn’t before noticed a splash of what looked like blood across the hem of his gray coat. He adjusted his tight-fitting hat and marched toward the house.

“Maybe he knows my daddy.” Melanie dashed through the double doorway into the entry hall before Allison could stop her.

A sense of dread had momentarily cemented Allison’s feet to the floor. “No.” Allison rushed after her daughter.

Melanie yanked open the front door before Allison could stop her.

The stocky, red-bearded man filled the doorway. He did not remove his hat. The blood on his coat looked fresh. His dirty face, tight uniform, tangled beard, and large hands spoke a certain truth. This could not be a southern gentleman.

Allison stepped forward slowly and backed Melanie between her legs.

Dirty teeth showed from behind the man’s bushy, filthy red beard. “Well now . . .” He stepped toward them. The knife in his hand appeared from nowhere. “Ain’t you a pair of pretty bells?” His accent was that of a Yankee.

Allison stepped back and pulled Melanie around behind her. “What do you want?”

“I can cut a hog from belly to jaw, slow as you like. I enjoy the squealing.” He took two quick steps and snatched Allison’s arm above her elbow, pinching a painful nerve, so painful it choked her scream. He yanked her close. His stinking breath surrounded him. “Who else is in the house?”

“Captain Franklin Adam Mosby, my husband, is serving with his regiment in Virginia.” She immediately regretted her answer.

His eyes narrowed. “You don’t want to watch me gut that little girl, you’ll show me where it’s hid.”

She glanced toward the grand staircase.

“You and me is going upstairs alone.” He looked at the coat closet. “What’s in there?”

“No.” Allison tried to pull away but he pinched her arm at the bone, more pain than she’d ever before felt. “Melanie, do you remember me telling you about your uncle?” She forced a smile and pushed Melanie back into the parlor. “We need to go talk upstairs. You go in and work on your quilt. Okay?”

“He’s my Uncle John?”

He grinned. “That’s right, little one. Now, go on.”

Melanie smiled, curtsied, and turned back into the parlor.

The man in the gray, Confederate uniform dragged Allison up the stairs. They stopped at the top, looking down the long hall past four open doorways. “Which is it?”

Allison led him through the last door on the right. “Promise you won’t hurt us, and I’ll give you what you want.”

“Okay. I promise I won’t hurt you. Why would I want to hurt anybody?”

She pointed at the carved marble fireplace. “Lift and slide that stone hearth aside.”

He hurled her onto the floor and closed the bedroom door. He noticed the skeleton key, locked the door, and pointed the knife at her face. “Get up on that bed where I can see you. You make a sound, I’ll go down and gut that pretty little daughter of yours.”

“What you want is under there.” She pointed at the left end of the hearth.

He aimed his knife at her face, motioned toward the bed, and waited.

She climbed onto the foot of the bed and sat, trembling from the cold and from her fear.

He looked back and forth, moved quickly to the fireplace, bent, lifted the hearth, and slid it out of the way, as if the heavy stone was a feather. Seeing the iron box brought a smile. He pointed the knife at her again. “Now, crawl back against that headboard and take them clothes off.”

He pointed his knife toward the head of the bed, grabbed his uniform collar with his left hand, and swiped his knife down the front of his tunic. His brass buttons bounced and skidded across the wood-plank floor. He fanned his knife toward her face. “Sharp, ain’t it?”

“What? Why? You’ve got what you wanted. Take it and go before my brother comes back.”

He shifted and his tunic dropped off his left shoulder. He shifted again and freed his left arm. He switched the knife to his left hand, shifted, and his tunic dropped to the floor. 

Allison stayed at the foot of the bed, crossed her arms, and grabbed her shoulders. “No!”

“That’s okay. I’m happy to cut that dress off.”

Allison’s left hand shot out, blocking her view of his face.

He said, “Don’t you make a sound.” He kicked off his boots, dropped his pants, and kicked them aside. He was a powerfully built man.

Allison crawled backward and stopped against the headboard. She had nowhere to hide.

His filthy chest peeked from behind curly red hair. His dirty teeth sneered from behind his matted red beard. He kneed his way onto the bed, grabbed the hem of her dress, and dragged her close. His breath smelled of rotting teeth.

He cut the hem of her dress and slowly cut the fabric away from her legs. He dropped his knife to the floor and stared at her open-crotch knickers. “Oh, I like that.”

He flipped her onto her stomach and tore off her clothing until she lay naked. He bent down, found his knife, and pressed the cold flat of it against the inside of her thighs, slowly spreading her legs. “Lady, you got real pretty skin. Real blonde hair, too.” His husky voice barely whispered.

Franklin . . . Warm tears slid down her nose onto the pillow.

“You make a sound, I’ll do bad things to that little girly downstairs.”

*     *     *
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ALL NIGHT RAIN HADN’T driven off the smell of charred wood from up river, where Yankee soldiers had left a wide path of destruction.

These vindictive Yankees held Savannah intact, too valuable a port to destroy. Savannah had also become world famous for her beauty. Yankees, under Generals Sherman and Geary, had struck a deal with Savanna’s mayor, Dr. Richard Arnold. If the Yankees met with no resistance, the city would not be destroyed. Near everything had been destroyed upriver. According to rumors, the Yankees hoped to break Georgia’s fighting spirit.

Maybe they had.

Georgia’s wonderful rail system had been completely destroyed. Steel rails had been raised, heated, and bent beyond any possible use.

Samuel Greenwood, the long-time manager of Winston Dry Goods & Mercantile, a large warehouse and store near the Savannah River docks, appreciated the mayor’s surrender. Beautiful Savannah, the city of his birth, would not be raised to the ground as Atlanta had been.

Rumors abounded. Sherman would deliver the city to Abe Lincoln as a Christmas gift. It would still be Savannah, still in the great State of Georgia, but Lincoln’s Union Army had taken her.

So be it.

Moses Broadback walked up from the shadows of the warehouse where he’d been sleeping on baled cotton since boyhood.

“Moses, why are you still here?” Samuel pulled open the shade on one of the storefront windows, lighting empty shelves once jammed with trade goods. “Don’t you know the Yankee general set all you Nigras free?”

“I don’t belong to no Yankees. I’m Winterbridge property.” Moses, and others, somehow took pride in being Mosby slaves. And why not? The Winston family of Winterbridge Manor had been educating their slaves for two or more generations, kept them well housed, well fed, and properly clothed. They lived much better than most hired factory workers in northern states. Samuel had read all about it in a Savannah newspaper.

The slaves of Winterbridge Manor had a reputation of being the best kept property in all of Georgia. After the Winston family died off, their relative from Virginia, young Franklin Mosby, had inherited Winterbridge and all that went with it; including Winston Dry Goods & Mercantile, Winston Hotel, money in the bank, and loyal, hard working slaves like Moses.

Out on Fahm Street, a burly man with snarled red hair and beard drove a familiar looking wagon into early morning sun, heading down toward the river. His well tailored suit looked two sizes too small, and, like the wagon, looked familiar. A little girl sat next to him, clutching her coat tight, shivering from the cold of morning.

“Mr. Greenwood, isn’t that wagon from Winterbridge Manor?” Moses leaned closer to the window for a better look.

The burly man driving the wagon turned sharply. His angry eyes immediately focused on Samuel.

A cold chill rushed up Samuel’s back. “Isn’t that little Melanie seated next to him?”

“Yes, sir. I reckon it is.”

“Moses, follow that wagon with charcoal and your sketchpad. Be sure not to let him see you.”

*     *     *

[image: ]


DONALD THORNE CLIMBED down from the wagon slowly, being careful not the tear the double-breasted jacket, too tight for his heavy arms and shoulders. Suspenders held up the pants, too tight to button at the top. “You wait here.” He left the girl on the wagon bench and stepped into the shadows of an open livery.

A Yankee corporal strolled from darkness into shaded daylight. Long yellow hair framed his clean-shaved face. Thorne had never seen him before.

Thorne poked a thumb over his shoulder toward the horse and wagon. “How much for the horse and wagon?”

The yellow-haired corporal leaned around Thorne to look at the horse and wagon. “You selling?”

“That’s what I said.” Thorne stepped out of his way.

The corporal walked outside to examine the horse’s legs, hooves, eyes, and teeth. He checked the wagon, racked all four steel-rimmed wheels, and turned back inside. “Give twenty Yankee dollars for the horse and thirty-five for the wagon.”

Thorn’s eyes narrowed. “What you trying?”

“Yeah. I know. Both the horse and wagon are in top condition. I’m not authorized to pay more.” He squared up to Thorne. “Why are you selling, anyway?”

“I never favored this damn war. I grew up in New York. My father died and my mother married a southerner with a small farm. I was twelve when we moved down here to Georgia. We never owned slaves, but you Yanks burned the place down anyway. They clubbed me unconscious, then raped and murdered my wife.” He stared hard into the corporal. “I got no reasons to stay. We’re headed to California.”

“Did we catch the deserters who did such a thing?”

“Not so’s I’ve heard.” He poked a thumb toward the wagon. “Thank God, my little girl’s okay.”

“If they find the ones who did such a thing, they’ll shoot ‘em on the spot, or hang ‘em. You mark my words.” The corporal looked again at the wagon and horse. “Well, like I said, I ain’t authorized to pay more. Wish I could”

Thorne nodded, went out, grabbed the heavy canvas satchel from under the wagon seat, and dragged the child off the bench. He settled her onto his right hip, stiff as a wooden doll, and carried her inside.

The corporal smiled and walked back into the shadows.

Thorne followed him to a small, lamp-lit office in a stable filled with too many horses and very few wagons.

He stood the kid on the floor and bent close. “Stand right here and don’t you move. Keep both them eyes on this here.” He set the heavy canvas bag at her feet. “Guard it real close.” He turned back into the office doorway.

The corporal opened a drawer, pulled out a metal cashbox, and set it on the desk. He fingered into a hip pocket for the key and turned it into the lock.

Thorne reached to the small of his back and pulled his knife, hiding it while the corporal pulled a wad of Yankee folding money from the box. Seeing the money, Thorne stepped close, grabbed the corporal’s long yellow hair, yanked his head back, and stabbed the side of his neck. 

He pushed hard and shoved the sharp blade forward, cutting through the corporal’s windpipe. Bright red blood shot from both sided of his severed throat. None of it hit Thorne’s new, tight-fitting suit.

The corporal jerked, sucked air through the open hole in his neck, and his knees buckled.

Thorne flung the corporal sideways, being careful not to bloody the money. He stepped on the corporal’s twitching arm, reflexively moving toward his blood spurting throat, and carefully slid the money from his twitching grip.

He cleaned his knife with the corporal’s yellow hair, pulled the rest of the folded money from the cashbox, and organized it with what he already held. He stuffed the money into his breast pocket, picked up the cashbox, and dumped the coins into his hand. No need counting it, heavy as it was; mostly gold and silver.

He pulled the corporal’s new Navy Colt and slid the weapon into the suspender loop of his unbuttoned trousers. He turned, stepped out of the office, and found the kid backing toward the wagon.

He carefully returned his knife to the small of his back, adjusted his coat sleeves, dropped the coins into the canvas bag, and picked it up. He grabbed the kid’s arm, yanked her up on his way out, and set her on the wagon bench. He set the bag under the seat, climbed up, released the foot brake, and slapped the reins. He guided the horse toward the river, toward the boats, toward his preplanned escape route.

*     *     *
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NEARING DARK, FAR DOWN river, speaking to boat people all along the way about buying passage south, he’d finally found a small, sloop rigged fishing boat with a two-man crew. They were loading nets onto the boat, preparing to set sail. Thorne reined in, set the brake, glanced at the kid, climbed down, and strolled toward the sloop.

One of the men turned his way. “Help you mister?”

“Me and my kid need to get on a southbound ship. The Yankees burned our home, raped and killed my wife, clubbed me, and left me for dead.” He rubbed the back of his head and winced.

“We don’t take no government paper. You got silver or gold?”

“I do.” He turned back, reached under the wagon seat, and dragged out the heavy canvas satchel. He set it on the ground, opened it, and pulled out a leather purse, leaving the loose coin from the livery at the bottom of the bag. “How much?”

“Gold or silver?”

“Gold coin from the Georgia Railroad and Banking Company.”

“Take you to Key West for three hundred dollars.”
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Chapter Two
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LONG GONE. Mike Zabel smiled, remembering his real name and titles: Major, the Count Mikhail Diebitsch-Zabalkansky. That name had long since passed. He’d completely adapted to San Francisco’s steadily growing population.

Billy Cahill, Abe Warner, Charlotte King, and a few others still sometimes called him Count Mike, but he’d become Mike Zabel to everybody else, including himself.

Molly, his wife, called him Michael.

After James King of William’s death, Jim’s widow, Charlotte, had given Jim’s Olympic Club lifetime membership to Billy Cahill. In the past few years, Billy had grown from being a type-setter to become the star reporter for the Daily Evening Bulletin. It had been a long time since Major, the Count Mikhail Diebitsch-Zabalkansky had taught Billy to read and write, and Mike had arranged Billy’s first job at the Bulletin.

Mike’s small investment group met regularly at the Olympic Club Gym. John Downey, a founding member of the group, had served as California’s governor from 1860 to 1862, after which he’d returned to Southern California. He’d sailed all the way up from San Pedro for this special meeting. John tossed the heavy medicine ball to Abe Warner, another founding member.

Warner still owned the Palace, often called the Cobweb Palace, due to Abe’s refusal to clean the spider webs from the rafters. Abe’s long-held superstition, that killing spiders brings bad luck, prohibited any cleaning of the ceiling joists, which had become a jumbled mixture of spider webs and cobwebs.

Mike had grown used to the spiders, having worked at the Palace for the past ten years. He still ran the gambling side, he still ordered the good European wines, and he still collected his share of the profits.

He and Abe Warner had become close friends.

Abe tossed the ball to Mike and Mike tossed it to Billy Cahill.

Billy had been given a voice in Mike’s investment group, as proxy for Charlotte King of William. Billy turned and handed the ball to Colonel William Tell Coleman, another founding member. 

Coleman had formed both of San Francisco’s Committees of Vigilance, first in 1851, and again in 1856, both times to clean up the city. After the trials and hangings of Charlie Cora and James Casey, Cora for shooting U.S. Marshal William Richardson, a shooting Mike felt at the time had actually been in self-defense, and Casey for the cold-blooded murder of James King of William, a murder Mike had witnessed, Coleman had formed the local People’s Party. His new political party now controlled the city government and had joined Abe Lincoln’s national Republican Party. 

Coleman puffed hard, set the heavy leather ball on the floor, and sat on it. “I’m ready for a steam.”

All of them were soaking wet with sweat.

John Downey and Billy Cahill pulled Coleman to his feet and Abe led them all into the adjoining rooms.

Stripping off his sweaty workout costume, Billy said, “We received some wires of interest during the past few days. The Union Army has taken Atlanta and now controls Georgia, from Atlanta all the way to Savannah. General Sherman has wrapped Savannah in a big red bow, figuratively speaking, and presented it to President Lincoln as a Christmas gift.”

They all wrapped towels around themselves and followed Warner into the otherwise empty steam room.

Everybody but John Downey found a seat. He had the floor by default. “Mike, why in thunder did I come all the way up here? What’s going on?”

Mike smiled and said, “Yes, John, as to why I’ve called this meeting so early in the morning.” His Russian accent had given way, sounding more and more American, at least to his inner ear. “As you all know, the U.S. Congress has finally authorized funding for the Central Pacific Railroad to start laying rails over the Sierra Nevada Mountains. We own substantial shares in the San Francisco and San Jose Railroad. Central Pacific Railroad is now purchasing many smaller lines, like ours, and our stock is due to increase in value.” Mike waited for input.

“What do you recommend, Mike?” Warner always needed to be the one.

“Since the San Francisco and San Jose Railroad first completed their tracks two years ago, they’ve laid more rails and purchased more engines, and they still can’t keep up with public demand. This is a good time to sell, if that’s what you all choose to do.” He again waited for a response.

Warner glared at Mike, always impatient. “What do you recommend, Mike?”

Mike held up a hand, still more news. He looked at Billy.

“Yes, well . . .” Billy paused to organize his thoughts. "Most of the war correspondents in the east think Sherman’s march through Georgia will break the will of the Confederacy to continue the fight. Their rail system has been destroyed and the north has garrisoned Atlanta and Savannah. I think the war will come to an end in a matter of months, if not weeks.” He looked to Mike.

“The U.S. Congress has also established a national currency and opened the First National Bank. Branches are spreading across northern states and are required to post bonds with the U.S. Treasury backed by gold or silver, which affects our Comstock Mining investment. The new railroad will be able to ship our silver from the mine directly to the U.S. mint, here in this city. This means the silver shipments will be easier to protect.” Wagon shipments had experienced trouble with bandits. Guards had been killed. Everybody knew this.

“You’re talking years, here.” John Downey finally found a seat next to Abe Warner.

Mike smiled at Warner, hoping he’d remain calm. Warner and Downey had nearly come to blows in the past, always friendly quarrels. 

Mike said, “Our investments have paid steady dividends over the past few years. I’d like to keep our rail stock and roll it into Central Pacific Railroad. I think we should buy Central Pacific stock right now and grow our shares. I’m not personally considering the sale of Comstock shares.”

Coleman said, “What about the others?”

“I spoke with Preslova yesterday. They want to convert their dividend stock to purchase additional shares in Central Pacific.”

“And?” Warner’s face glowed red. He needed to get to the Palace.

They all wanted Mike’s clear recommendation.

“The other Russians and I have already done this. If any of you want to follow, I can handle the paperwork.”

They looked at each other, man to man. Billy Cahill jumped in first. “The widow is in. She said to do whatever you recommend.”

Mike said, “As a former military man, I think it certain; America’s Civil War is over. The Union will be preserved. There is no better time than the present to invest in America’s future. Rail travel is that future.”

The others mumbled among themselves and nodded their collective agreement.

Mike took a confirming glance from each of them. “Very good. Bring your stock certificates to our offices at the exchange. You’ll all be issued Central Pacific stocks as soon as they come across my desk.” Mike stood. “Meanwhile, I’ve purchased tickets to San Jose and back for tomorrow. Let’s meet at the depot at 8:30 tomorrow morning.” He looked at Abe. “We’ll open the Palace after lunch, if that’s okay.”

Abe nodded. He would start his chowder early.

The rest of what Mike had planned would wait until he firmed up a couple of additional opportunities.

*     *     *
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LITTLE CHAI WON YO had been waiting for his mom to wake up for a whole day. Her still face felt cold to Won Yo’s touch. His mom had been sick and hot for the past three days. The stench from her and her bed, wet with brown waste, tortured his empty stomach.

Won Yo could not remember his father.

Won Yo had nowhere else to go.

Their small hut always felt cold inside. Now, at the end of the day, it felt colder. He went outside and sat in late afternoon sun. Maybe he’d feel warmer.

That big, familiar man stood across the road, watching Won Yo like before. He always stood just below Parker House, one of the glittering gambling houses of Portsmouth Plaza. He wore a heavy, warm looking coat.

Won Yo wanted to be warm too, but this big man frightened him. He knew not why.

The man stepped farther away from Parker House, late sun at his back, his face a dark shadow, and crossed the narrow road toward Won.

Won Yo thought to jump up and run but couldn’t. He was too cold to run.

A wide smile crossed the big man’s face, already very close. He knelt and reached inside his coat. He seemed friendly for such a big man. “Here, you look hungry.” He pulled out and unfolded a piece of cloth, offering Won Yo a slab of bread with a piece of pan-fried fish.

Won Yo snatched the food and ate it, fast as he could.

“You look cold. Is your mother sick? Let me take you to a warm place. I can give you more food to bring home to your mother, and a nice, warm blanket.”

*     *     *
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GENERAL, THE COUNT Boris Romochka-Krestyanov had been in direct service to the Romanov Dynasty for all of his adult life. He’d served in combat with Alexander in the western wars with Poland and, since Alexander’s ascension to Czar of all of Russia, he’d been reassigned to the Grand Duchess Catherine Mikhailovna, a 33-year-old, single woman. She’d filled herself with hate since learning of the death of her brother, the Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaievich. Had he lived, he would now be Czar. Without the hate lines etched into her face, she might have remained beautiful.

At 65 years of age and being a combat veteran, General, the Count Boris Romochka-Krestyanov, no longer liked to travel outside Russia. Under her command, he had no choice.

Lady Catherine’s thirst for vengeance had taken them halfway around the world. Though modern steamships and railroads had greatly diminished the time necessary for travel and had eliminated most of the hardships and dangers, he still hated international travel.

He missed his wife and sons.

Late in the day, it was already getting dark. With the ship rolling across Pacific swells, he spread his feet and stood at her cabin door. He braced against the ship’s motion and knocked softly.

A full minute passed before the door cracked open. Sacha Varvarinski, Lady Catherine’s attractive hand maid, smiled. Her typical greeting.

The general said, “Tell her we are approaching our destination. Only a few hours more. The captain says we are entering the bay of lights. He thinks you might both appreciate the view. He says it is very spectacular.” The general could not imagine it being more spectacular than St. Petersburg.

The duchess, Lady Catherine, yanked the door wide-open, always dressed in black. Her eyes displayed her unrelenting rage. “Yes. I want to see this.” She stepped back, inviting the general to enter.

He stepped in and Sacha closed the door.

Lady Catherine’s eyes asked that question for what seemed the hundredth time.

The general said, “Yes, Highness, our identities remain unknown. We travel as merchants.”

She allowed herself a slight smile. “We will always speak in the English, from this point forward.” She motioned to Sacha.

Sacha opened the door and they both followed the duchess out onto the deck. The soaring mountains of the California coast felt very near and had no visible lights.

She said, “What lights?”

The general said, “Madam, we are on the port side, looking north.” He’d been directed to always address her as Madam in public. “Let us move to the south facing side of the vessel.” He led the ladies around to the starboard side where city lights sparkled across the bay from the still distant city.

The duchess snapped, “This is spectacular?”

The general said, “No, madam. St. Petersburg is far more exciting. Even New York is better than this.” The general did find this particular display of lights to be warm and inviting. The rise of the hills with their lights added to the sparkle of lights reflecting across the bay. Neither St. Petersburg nor New York had the spectacle of glittering hills. He dared not say this.

“He knows we are coming?” Lady Catherine had repeated this question over and over, so many times.

“Yes, madam. I sent a telegram from Panama.” He’d answered her question over and over, so many times.

*     *     *
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THEIR HOUSE ON RUSSIAN Hill had been completed nearly two years earlier, yet Molly still felt out of place. She missed the White Chapel Saloon, her boardinghouse down on the Barbary Coast. Still, she did agree with Michael. This house was a better home to raise their son, James Michael Zabel, so much like his father, that wicked, wonderful man. She’d grown to love both of them more than she’d ever thought possible.

Jimmy had a governess. That man would have it no other way. He didn’t trust the new public education system, yet in its infancy, and Molly had not sufficient education to make up any deficiencies. And, of course, that man was too busy.

His choice of Coira Macauley, a Scottish Highlander in every way, had not proven to be pleasant for Molly. She looked down on Molly’s poor Irish background and her inferior education. Proud, arrogant, superior, and oh so sure of herself, was Coira Macauley. 

To be fair, Coira had always acted in a polite manner, even if Michael had gone off, God knows where. Coira let it be known, with stern expressions of regret, that she did not approve of the way Molly and Michael coddled and spoiled Jimmy. Gratefully, the woman never dared say a word. The worst of it was the way Coira looked down her long nose at Molly.

Not at that man. No! And not at their son. Not even at Raul Perez. Only at Molly.

It was hard for Molly to believe an eight-year-old child could wield such power over his own existence, not to mention the existence of others. How Coira Macauley had managed to guide him through six hours of proper education, six days a week, remained a mystery.

He’d soon know more than Molly.

Would he look down on her too?

The little stinker.

Whenever Michael wasn’t around, which was most of the time, Raul Perez kept things in balance. Not even Coira faced up to Raul, small in stature but powerful in his presence. Their bedrooms were at opposite ends of the ground floor. Raul slept opposite Michael’s office, near the street entrance. Coira slept behind the kitchen, close to the alley entrance and stable. This probably kept them from tangling with one another.

Jimmy and Coira spent most days on the third floor. Jimmy would be at his mathematics, with Molly and Raul returning from their daily business down at the White Chapel Saloon. This was Molly’s time for cooking the dinner.

Raul came in from the stable, having fed and brushed Gypsy, their carriage mare. He crossed to their new gas stove, brought all the way from London, and lifted a cast iron lid to smell Molly’s pot roast. He smiled, his eyebrows shooting up and down. He liked meat and potatoes, as did Michael and Jimmy.

Her pot roast always smelled good. A sheet of fresh biscuits would go into the oven the moment that man arrived home. Always hungry, he was. The biscuit batter was still rising with the yeast.

Recognizing the particular sound from the back door, Raul slid the bench toward the wooden icebox, stepped up, lifted the lid, and hopped aside.

The iceman opened the back door and carried in a fresh block of ice. “Evening, ma’am.” He hoisted and lowered the block of ice into the top of the icebox, dropped the lid into place, and sniffed. “Hmm. Wish my little woman could cook like that.”

Molly pulled the coins from her apron pocket and handed them to the iceman. “I’m sure she’s a better cook than the one in this house.”

Always well fed and rosy cheeked, the iceman glanced at the money, put it into his trouser pocket, smiled, turned out the back door, and closed it.

Raul cranked an ear and marched toward the front hallway.

Molly followed, wiping her hands on her apron.

Raul turned up the gaslight in the entry hall and opened the front door, three steps above the sidewalk on Hyde Street.

A well-dressed Chinaman stood on the middle step. He took off his dark brown derby hat and climbed onto the small porch. He stiffened, turning the hat nervously in both hands. “I am looking to speak with Mike Zabel. He lives here?”

Raul stood firmly in the doorway. “What is this about?”

Molly turned toward a sound from the kitchen. That man.

Mike crossed into the entry hall and smiled. He stroked Molly’s back in a soft embrace and tried to push her toward the front door. She stood fast and he stepped around her onto the porch. “Han, thank you for coming.”

The Chinaman bowed low at the waist and Michael stood him back up, turning him toward Molly and Raul. “This is Han Wok. I’ve invited him to join us for dinner.” He pulled Han into the entry hall and closed the door.

Rapid footsteps thundered down the stairs. Jimmy jumped over the last tread and flew into Michael’s outstretched arms. “Daddy!” He hugged his father’s neck.

Michael lifted and twirled him, tucked him under his arm, and marched into the dining room.
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Chapter Three
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GENERAL, THE COUNT Boris Romochka-Krestyanov guided Lady Catherine down the boarding plank onto California Street Wharf.

Grigori Balakirev, the general’s special advance investigator, waited under a gas streetlight with two large carriages. He clicked his heels toward the general, pivoted, and bowed at the waist toward Lady Catherine. He spoke in Russian. “Your Highness, welcome to America’s city of lights.”

Lady Catherine glared angrily and General Krestyanov.

The general stepped close to Balakirev and spoke softly in English. “Why do you violate my orders? We are to speak always in English, and never are we to recognize madam’s royal station. Our identities must not be known.”

Balakirev blinked and lowered his head, acknowledging his mistake.

“Have you secured adequate lodging?”

Balakirev snapped to attention and clicked his heels. He had.

Krestyanov pulled Balakirev to one side, making room for Sacha to assist Lady Catherine into the nearest carriage. He spoke softly to Balakirev. “No bowing or saluting, or snapping of the bootheels. Treat us as equals, when in public.”

Balakirev’s lips pursed with a quick nod. His lifetime of service and training made this difficult.

Luka Varvarinski, Sacha’s older brother, and Lady Catherine’s personal bodyguard, loaded luggage onto the second carriage.

Lady Catherine spoke privately with Sacha.

Sacha curtsied and joined her brother in the second carriage.

Krestyanov and Balakirev climbed into the front carriage and sat opposite the duchess. Reins snapped and the carriage lurched forward.

Balakirev said, “The drivers know where to go.”

Lady Catherine glared at Balakirev, awaiting his report.

Balakirev cleared his throat and stared at her folded hands, not daring to look directly at her. “We have two suites on the mezzanine level of the Cosmopolitan Hotel. This is on Montgomery Street, well above the filthy peasants of the Barbary Coast and Chinatown.”

The general pressed a soft elbow into Balakirev’s arm. “What is the report from your investigations?”

“Major Zabalkansky is now known as Mike Zabel. He has done well for himself and is well connected. He now lives on Russian Hill, on Hyde Street.” He looked up at the general. “Has the czar not quashed the warrant?”

The general looked into Lady Catherine’s night darkened face, impossible to read. “He has. He wants no trouble with America.”

Lady Catherine said, “My nephew, Alexander, need not know why we are here. I am not sure he even knows of our trip abroad. He busies himself in Western Europe, trying to raise Russia’s status.” She cared nothing for the czar’s foreign intrigues, only her own.

The general said, “What of those previously assigned to protect the grand duke?”

“Colonel Preslova and the duke’s bodyguards have rooms at the St. Francis Hotel. It is not far from the Cosmopolitan. They are part of an investor group managed by Major Zabalkansky. They have invested the grand duke’s gold. Of this I am certain.”

*     *     *
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AFTER SUPPER, MIKE, Jimmy, and Raul helped Molly clear the dining table, while Coira Macauley sat and sipped tea. This irritated Mike, but he said nothing. Running the house was Molly’s responsibility. Coira irritated Molly more than she did Mike, and Molly could certainly speak her mind. Why she hadn’t yet done so also intrigued Mike. He’d never stopped unfolding the mysteries of Molly, and had always relished each new unfolding of his wonderful wife’s deep thoughts.

From the kitchen, Raul said, “I’ll go feed and brush Jasmine,” Mike’s mare.

Mike grabbed a serving tray with a fresh pot of tea and two cups, led Han Wok across the entry hall, and into his office. He turned up two gas wall sconces and fanned toward the chair opposite his desk.

Mike poured tea and sat behind his desk. He leaned his elbows on his desk, sipped tea, and studied Han. “We’re buying stock in Central Pacific Railroad. You supplied Chinese labor in building the San Jose Line, so I wanted to talk with you first.”

Han waited for more.

“Before we lock in our investment, I will try to secure a contract to supply labor. We will bare the cost and add the total to our stock purchase. This will save them from laying out cash, and should enhance our bid.”

Han leaned forward in his chair, eyes wide with questions. “How many labor you need? When can you need these?”

Mike suppressed a smile, remembering his own early clumsiness with English. “The Civil War in the east will end soon. I am certain of this. This will end slavery.”

Han nearly slid off his chair, shaking his head so hard. “Chinese not slave. Not same like African in America. Chinese is pay to come America.”

Mike put up his hand and smiled. “Take it easy. None of what I’ve read addresses Chinese labor. The California Legislature is slow to take up this subject. They are not sure how it works.” He stared at Han, wanting him to explain.

Han picked up his tea, slid back in his chair, and sipped, not willing to explain without specific questions.

“As I understand it, Chinese immigrants sell themselves into seven years of servitude in exchange for passage, food, and lodging.”

Han nodded, Yes. He thought for a moment, and then he shook his head. “I do not buy or supply prostitutes. I am good Christian man.”

Mike moved on. “We should plan on supplying a labor force of one thousand workers for bidding purposes. We will need gang bosses who speak English and Chinese.” He waited for a response.

Han nodded. “Okay. I need bring more from Hong Kong. Most mans who work to San Jose Line already earn freedoms.”

“You need anything from us yet?”

Han stared at the ceiling, thinking.

Mike said, “We still need to win the bid. We’ll bring them over after that.”

“Long sail on. Many work to do in China, get them ready. Long sail on.”

“How much more to bring them across by steam?”

Han blinked and sipped. “I check and tell you.”

“If it comes to that, we’ll pick up the difference. It depends on timing. Sail might work. I don’t know yet.”

Han nodded and sipped.

“We’ll supply field tents, work tools, and food. You’ll supply cooking utensils, clothing, and bedding.”

Han nodded. “Okay, we bring many family, keep here in Chinatown. They work in many restaurant and laundry.”

“Sure. Okay. What do you think, one English speaking Chinese boss for every fifty workers?”

“Some more, some less. Depend on boss.” He thought about it. “Twenty gang boss can work okay?”

“That’s one for every fifty workers,” like I said. “What about medicine and injuries.”

Han blinked and stared at Mike. He hadn’t considered the possibility.

Mike said, “This line will be crossing the tall mountains.” He pointed toward the east.

Han blinked at Mike.

“I have a Chinese doctor friend. I’ll try to get him here when the time comes. We’ll pay for this. We want these future American citizens to be well treated.”

Han nodded his agreement, leaned forward, and set his empty teacup on Mike’s desk. “Cholera is break out in Chinatown, below Portsmouth Plaza. Sisters of Mercy no take China patient.”

“Saint Mary’s Hospital on Stockton?” This surprised Mike. This was the county hospital intended to care for the poor. It had been funded by the state legislature.

“Yes. Maybe is sisters.” Han flinched. “Maybe somebody no like Chinese.”

“I’ll talk to Dr. Cole. Not tomorrow. Day after tomorrow.”

Han said, “There is some young boy go missing; three by now.”

*     *     *
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GRIGORI BALAKIREV HAD spent all day with General Krestyanov and the duchess, delivering his complete report, and showing them some of what he’d learned of San Francisco, like where to dine, the theater, and the opera house. He’d departed their company before their evening of dining and vodka. They would never invite him for this. No Romanov would ever think of such an invitation.

He would much rather be assigned to the Czar’s personal guard, as he had been under Czar Nicholas II. Working advance security for a czar had been noble and good. Security under the duchess had strained his professional integrity. Since the death of her brother, Grigory had been reassigned to her protection at the personal request of General Krestyanov. Grigori would not mind this, except she often mistreated those in her service because of her perpetual rage. Perhaps he would follow Colonel Preslova’s path and simply slip away.

Niet.

Preslova and his two companions had been found, thanks to Gregori’s hard work. Major, the Count Mikhail Diebitsch-Zabalkansky had been found, thanks to Grigori’s hard work.

The sun had long gone when his taxi turned onto California Street and sped downhill toward the docks. At the sound of horse hooves on wood, Grigori leaned out the window, watching for Duncan Frack’s blacksmith shop.

He tapped the front wall of the taxi.

The taxi stopped and he climbed down. He paid the driver and turned toward a small brick and wood building locals called the Forge.

The blacksmith who’d owned the building had been shot dead over a game of cards. Duncan Frack, the other card player, had claimed the building as winnings. Duncan and his Mexican lady had immediately moved into the already furnished rooms above the shop.

Had it not been for Duncan’s help in finding Count Zabalkansky and Colonel Preslova, Grigori Balakirev would never go down to the Barbary Coast; too much gambling, too much drinking, and too much prostitution. Worse, crimpers like Shanghai Kelly might club or drug a man and put him out to sea against his will.

Grigori pushed through the half-open, weathered-wood door, passed through the vestibule, passed through another door, turned at the stairs, and entered the shop.

Duncan’s heavy wool coat, broadbrimmed hat, and outer garments hung on hooks under the stairs.

Duncan kept a coal fire going at the brick-hearth firepit all of the time, making it too warm to ever need a coat.

Grigori removed his overcoat and hung it next to Duncan’s.

Duncan turned and smiled. “Just in time.”

“This again? Why you do this?”

Duncan glanced at the small, naked, Chinese boy huddled at the hearth. “I like it. You need to try some of this. I get . . .” Duncan spread his arms and shivered with excitement. “I get stimulated. I get . . .” He smiled. “It gives me power. I can’t explain it. It just does.”

Duncan moved easily for a big man, powerfully built for his height. “These Chinese boys . . . Their skin is so . . .” He stroked the little boy’s back. “Like silk.”

Duncan slowly unbuttoned the top of his long underwear and turned back to the young boy. “Did you get enough to eat? Are you warm enough?”

Tears streamed from the child’s eyes. Fear choked his speech. “What you want? Ooh!” This was a cry for help. “What you want with Won?” The boy looked to be between five to eight years old, not yet big enough for work.

Grigori turned toward the door, not wanting to watch, but he couldn’t help himself. He turned back. “Why you do this? He is child.”

Duncan turned his back on Grigori. “You should try some of this, Grigori. I know you’d like it.”

“I already don’t like. I have two sons, five and seven. I miss them.”

Duncan turned back, stepped close, and looked down at Grigori. “I got my reasons. I think you want to watch this.”

“I thought we will talk about bringing Count Zabalkansky before the general and the duchess.”

“Your count Mike is well connected and hard to get at. And, he’s plenty tough. We need to bring him to us, alone. What I do to these boys will be known to him. We’ll see to that. When we take his wife and son, he’ll panic.” He poked Grigori’s shoulder. “He’ll come running.”

Grigori blinked and stepped back. Duncan’s logic seemed clear. Grigory could not find fault with this plan.

Tears of fear sheeted down the child’s face. “What you do?”

Grigori wanted no part in the terrible act soon to be committed. “What about your woman?”

“She knows never to come down here. She likes it when I go upstairs, strong and ready.” He again poked Grigori’s shoulder. “This power is real.” He looked at the boy. “She likes it fine.” He turned back to Grigori. “I’d wager your duchess knows this kind of power.”
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Chapter Four
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AT 8:45 A.M., MIKE and Abe Warner departed one of about fifty taxis lined up on the brick street in front of San Francisco’s Mission Station, and merged into a squeeze of travelers coming and going on another crisp, foggy morning.

A half block down the line, John Downey and Billy Cahill climbed down from another taxi and dodged between other travelers toward Mike and Abe.

The train whistle blew once, the signal to board.

Abe led the way to the loading platform amid the crush of boarding passengers.

Mike guided the group onto the second of four passenger cars and ushered them to their assigned seats.

The train whistle blew a second time and the train jerked noisily forward.

Abe smiled and shook his head. “God, I love this. It’s only my third time.”

Mike liked it too.

Picking up speed, already moving quickly past buildings, John Downey said, “The feel of steam powered locomotion is an elixir for the spirit. Rail transportation is our future, gentleman.”

Either caustic or sarcastic with every Downey pontification, Abe said, “Aha!  Our brilliant narrator explains it all . . . again.”

Abe and Billy laughed and looked away, not trying to be mean. They couldn’t help themselves.

John, of course, did not like it.

Mike pushed down on John’s bouncing knee, calming his famous temper. “I spoke with Han Wok last night about providing labor for Central Pacific. We will negotiate the purchase of their servitude and bulk it in with our investment dollars. We will also make an allowance for tents, food, and medicines. I have sent a telegram to my friend, Doctor Chiang Po. We will negotiate a monthly fee for his services.”

Abe nudged Mike’s arm. “I, for one, have always appreciated your thoroughness.”

John's knee jumped back into motion as he leaned close to Warner’s pointed nose. “What, you think the rest of us don’t?”

“You . . .” Abe squared to John, both still in their seats.

Mike put a hand on each of their shoulders to keep them apart. “We will make the cost of this labor a part of our cash bid for rail stocks. This will save them money on their initial investments. It should strengthen our position. I’ve already spoken with the governor. He’s working with Secretary Seward to finalize a budget with the U.S. Congress. Federal funds will pay for up to half of the total cost. The railroad will be built, gentlemen. Of this I am certain.”

John leaned back, relaxing. 

Mike knew these men and what they were thinking. John knew the federal government would make sure the railroad would be finished. Politicians loved throwing other people’s money around, often throwing good money after bad. They could never admit they’d made a mistake.

John stiffened with a thought. “Seward won’t like slave labor.”

Mike smiled. “Chinese labor is not technically slavery. They trade their labor for passage, food, and shelter. It’s voluntary, not forced.”

John shook his head. “Seward’s more antislavery than Abe Lincoln.”

Abe Warner squirmed in his seat, ready to verbally pounce. “I’m giving Mike my approval so he can place the bid. What are you . . .”

“I’m just saying . . .”

Mike kept Abe from standing.

Abe said, “Saying what?”

Mike smiled into Abe’s conjured rage. “I cannot guarantee it will work, but I need your approval to make the bid. I have already received this from Colonel Preslova.”

“Oh.” John twitched, acting like he had never before heard of this. “Okay. Go ahead.”

“Billy?”

“The widow said to follow your lead.”

Mike appreciated her reliance on his judgments but, at times, it seemed an uncomfortable burden. What if something went wrong? “Why don’t you ask her and the kids to join us for a train ride? I’ll bring Molly and Jimmy.”

Outside the train, three horsemen rode fast, steadily getting closer to the train. Their hats dropped below the windows.

Mike braced off Abe’s bony shoulder and stood. He leaned toward the window for a better look.

He stood into the aisle and said, “Everybody keep your seats and stay still, so nobody gets hurt. We’re being robbed.”

A squat man stepped into the forward doorway of the passenger car holding a twin-barreled shotgun chest high, aiming it at Mike. His broadbrimmed hat had been pulled low over a flour sack with jagged mouth and eye cutouts.

Mike eased back into his seat.

A tall, broad-shouldered man in a dark wool coat and broadbrimmed black hat stepped into the car from behind his shotgun toting partner. He wore the same type of flour sack mask. He pulled off his hat and held it out with his left hand. His right hand gripped a Colt revolver, fanning it side-to-side. He looked at Mike and his eyes held a hint of recognition. “Put your guns under your seats and nobody gets shot. Then drop your valuables into this here hat. Somebody puts nothing in here will get clubbed good and hard.” His gun hand twitched, aiming it at Mike.
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