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          NEW YORK CITY, 1889; JANUARY

        

      

    

    
      Wham!

      Something hit Emma on the back of the head, and she pivoted toward the assailant. The old woman stopped her by jumping on her back, pulling her hair, and stabbing at her neck frantically with knitting needles.

      Enough is enough! Emma thought as she fell backward on the floor, taking the old woman with her.

      Her attacker screamed, trying to get out from under Emma. Emma took the opportunity to flip over and grabbed the woman’s hands, holding them above her head.

      “Old woman, I have had enough!” she growled at her.

      That didn’t quell the woman’s spirit, and she continued to struggle in Emma’s hold. Who would have thought she’d have so much energy? Emma thought. The woman was in her sixties!

      When she finally appeared to be worn out, Emma wrestled her into a chair. She yanked the knitting needles and yarn from the woman’s hands and threw them to the floor. “You stay there or there will be consequences,” Emma warned. When she saw the woman’s mutinous expression, she continued in an exasperated tone, “Are you going to stay there, or do I have to tie you up?” Her patience was gone.

      The old woman kept the same expression but stayed motionless.

      “They wanted me to talk to you first because I could keep you calm,” Emma muttered. She stepped back and took a moment to pull her long blonde hair back into a ponytail. Once she felt more settled, she got a chair and sat it in front of her suspect. “Okay, let’s start again. Your daughter was Mavis Franklin?”

      “Yes,” the woman answered, hacking a wad of spit her way.

      Emma wiped the spit from her face and held out her other hand in warning. “Coreen, stop that.”

      They stared at each other. The light coming through the windows had started to dim in the small room. Emma didn’t want to end the staring contest by turning up the gas lamps, so she stayed where she was.

      The tactic worked and the old woman asked in a low voice, “What do you want to know?”

      “Your daughter, why didn’t you go to her funeral?”

      “I was told not to,” she answered shortly.

      “Who told you not to go?” Emma asked, knowing that was the answer they were after.

      When Coreen’s response didn’t come immediately, Emma followed up with another question. “Was it the person behind the child kidnappings?”

      “Yes,” Coreen replied, in a clearer voice this time.

      “Who is he?”

      Instead of answering her question, Coreen asked, “Can I have my knitting back?”

      Emma scrunched up her eyes and considered the request. She finally acquiesced, bent down to pick the needles and yarn up, and handed them to her. The sound of the needles filled the quiet room. While Emma waited for her to start talking, she glanced out the window. Something there caught her eyes. What was that? Frowning, she started to stand and investigate. At that moment, the woman started talking. Emma sat back in the chair to listen.

      “He’s my son,” Coreen said, not looking up from her task.

      Son! “But he…”

      “Had his sister killed? Or I should say, half-sister. Though they were so alike. Rotten to the core, the both of them.” Coreen’s mouth twisted into a semblance of a smile.

      “Like their mom,” Emma said. She had a file a foot thick on this woman’s criminal activities. She had been the head of a criminal organization long before her children came along.

      Coreen sent her a shrewd look. “They followed in my footsteps.”

      Emma let that go. “Why didn’t he want you to go to the funeral?”

      “He knew the authorities could link me to her and then to him. He’d do anything to prevent that.”

      Emma nodded and thought about the census records she had reviewed. “You had a son Christopher. He dropped off the census records at the age of 15. We thought he might have died.”

      “No, that was his way of hiding. He changed his name. Didn’t even want to be called Christopher at home. He changed overnight and moved out to start his new identity. He was never seen with us again.”

      It was time. “What name is he using?” Emma asked, her voice hardening. A name floated through her head. She shook it, thinking it was impossible. It can’t be him.

      “He’ll kill me,” the other woman stated.

      “We can protect you,” Emma said, thinking ahead. They could get her an apartment far outside of town.

      “Can you? I don’t think you can. But I’m old, maybe I’ve outstayed my time,” Coreen said and continued to knit.

      Emma had to keep pressing her; they needed answers. She was their only connection to the child kidnapping case. The people involved had targeted the poor who didn’t have the money to advocate for their children. The number of children that had been taken had grown, with new information coming in from all over the country. There was someone behind this, and Emma wanted that name!

      “His name!” she prompted loudly.

      “John Harden,” Coreen stated, not looking up.

      Though spoken in a low voice, the sound vibrated through her ears. John Harden! But he’s in prison and has been for a while now. Memories flooded her mind. John Harden was a known gangster and had been part of her first major case—part of the coverup and murder of her mother. Oddly, at the time, he felt he owed her something by removing the man who had taken over his business. There had been no contact between them since that time.

      “Yes, you know the name,” the other woman stated and stopped her knitting. She straightened in her chair.

      Emma wondered about the airs Coreen was putting on. Her son wasn’t famous as much as he was infamous. She continued to watch her.

      “Operations have never run so well as when he went into prison,” Coreen said proudly.

      “Why did he kill Candace?”

      “He let her have her way with that business, though he never agreed with it. I think he was relieved when the operation had to be shut down. I think he was also relieved to be rid of her.” She looked over and explained, “They never got along.”

      Emma looked at her, wondering what kind of childhood these two had. She asked, “Did you want them to get along?”

      Coreen shrugged, taking up her knitting again. “It was interesting when they fought for attention. I would get nice things from their competition.”

      Emma just shook her head. Never a family-only competitors. Emma stood and said, “Don’t move. I’m going to get someone to take you into custody.”

      Her head still bowed as she concentrated on her knitting, Coreen replied softly, “Do what you need to, dearie. I’ll do what I need to do also.”

      Emma exited the small room, the needles clicking as she pulled the door closed.

      She turned and saw Cole Tilden, the Director of the Chicago branch of the Pinkerton detectives, sitting at a small table. He was dressed in his standard black suit, white shirt, and black tie. He stroked his reddish goatee and considered the cards in front of him. Jeremy Tilden, his son and Pinkerton detective, was sitting across from him. He was dressed in a similar manner to his father but the main difference was his rakish nature. Jeremy’s hat was shoved back on his head and his auburn curls fell down his forehead.

      “I have some news,” Emma commented, waiting for them to turn to her.

      They didn’t look up. Instead, Cole showed his cards. “Two pairs.”

      Jeremy laid down his hand and said with a grin, “Flush.” He looked over at Emma and asked, “Have some trouble in there?”

      “No,” she said wryly, “she was perfectly behaved.” She grabbed a chair and dragged it up to the small table. “Didn’t you hear us?”

      “Yes,” Jeremy admitted, “but we knew you could handle it.” Cole nodded his head in agreement, absently shuffling through the deck.

      When he started to deal the cards again, she asked in exasperation, “Would you like to hear what I found out?”

      They both turned toward her, giving her their full attention. She gave them the details of the interrogation.

      “John Harden! Wow! We lock them up and they get stronger. How’s he managing this?” Jeremy asked.

      “And how do we investigate someone who’s already in prison?” asked Emma.

      Cole sat back in his chair. “Someone is carrying out his orders on the outside. We’ll go after them.”

      Jeremy looked contemplative. “Any information we find out about his operations could help us leverage John and find out where the missing kids might be located.”

      “What leverage?” asked Emma. “Even if we find someone on the outside, how do we use that to push John for information?”

      “We’ll find something,” Jeremy said confidently.

      “Hmm.” Emma, drummed her fingers on her lips, planning.

      “What do we do with Coreen in the meantime?” Jeremy asked, gesturing toward the room where John’s mom was located.

      “She’s expecting him to come after her for talking. She’ll need protection,” Emma said.

      “I noticed an accent. Maybe we send her back to Ireland? That would keep her out of the way,” suggested Cole.

      “I’m not sure she’d want that,” she warned. “She’s very stubborn and will have definite ideas on her treatment.”

      “She’ll listen to reason,” Cole stated. He stood suddenly and strode determinedly to the door. Jeremy followed closely behind.

      “Will she?” Emma muttered to the empty room before following them. She bumped into Jeremy, who had stopped abruptly just inside the door. Cole’s voice reached her. “Where did you put her?”

      Jeremy moved aside so that she could view the room. “There.” She pointed to the empty chair.

      “She isn’t there,” Jeremy said, stating the obvious.

      She looked over at him and said sarcastically, “You think?”

      They looked around the small room. There were no closets and the windows were nailed shut.

      “Where could she have gone? There are no exits other than the one we just entered,” observed Cole.

      Emma looked around the room and then up at the ceiling. “No, but she could have gone up.”

      “Spry old lady,” commented Jeremy, studying the ceiling. There was an opening she could have gone through.

      “You have no idea,” Emma said as she rubbed her neck. It was still tender from being stabbed with the knitting needles.

      “Do we go after her?” Jeremy asked, looking at his father.

      “Probably not; it might be safer for her to disappear on her own. The more people who know where she is, the more likely she is to be found.” He looked at Emma. “Do you think she’s capable of hiding on her own?”

      “Yes, you’ve seen her file. She used to head up an organization bigger than John’s. He must get the instincts from her.” She continued to look toward the ceiling. “I think she’ll be just fine.”

      “So, what next?” asked Jeremy. “It looks like we’re done here.”

      “Prison, to see John Harden,” replied Cole.

      “Where is he located?” Jeremy asked.

      “Sing Sing. I kept track,” Emma said quietly.

      Jeremy walked over, took her hand, and laid his forehead on hers. “Are you up for this?”

      She leaned in and commented, “This might be interesting. You know he owes me a favor.”

      Cole looked over. “A favor? We might use that to our advantage.”

      Jeremy stepped back and kept her hand in his. “There’s no reason for us to stay here. Why don’t we head back to the hotel?”

      “We need to lock up,” Emma reminded him. “Clair is having this building rehabbed for the charity.” The charity was started by Emma’s team a few years ago to help people make better lives for themselves.

      They exited the building, locked up, and headed to their hotel. It was evening and the three of them agreed it was time for dinner. A café was located close to where they were staying and was quiet enough to discuss their plans. Dinner was ordered and their drinks were delivered.

      “How do we go about getting in to see John?” Emma asked as she sipped her beer.

      Cole had a whiskey in his hand and sat back in his chair. “I’ll contact the warden tomorrow. We should be able to get permission to talk to him.”

      “Will you tell him why we want to see John?” Jeremy asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. I’ll just tell him we want to question him,” said Cole.

      “Won’t he think it’s odd, since the man has been locked up since 1881?” commented Jeremy.

      “Probably, but he knows not to ask too many questions.”

      “Agreed,” said Emma. “John’s mom indicated that he has the run of the place.”

      “If that’s true, why does he stay there?” asked Jeremy.

      “Why leave? He has the perfect alibi for any crime committed at his behest,” Cole replied.

      With their plans in place, the three of them went back to the hotel to gather their bags. They met downstairs to hand over their keys and check out.

      “You weren’t here long. I still have to charge you for the whole night,” the clerk said matter-of-factly from his position behind a desk and windowed wall.

      “That’s fine,” Cole said as he pulled out his wallet. “Our business wrapped up more quickly than we anticipated.”

      “Where are you headed next?” the clerk asked as he took the money through the opening in the window.

      Emma scrunched her eyes at the clerk. “Haven’t I seen you somewhere else earlier?” she inquired.

      “I don’t think so,” the man said as he tried to avoid her glance.

      She reached through the opening, grabbed his tie, and yanked him toward her, slamming him into the window.

      “Let me go!” His scream was muffled by the glass.

      “Uh, Emma, what are you doing?” Jeremy asked.

      “Jeremy,” she said, not taking her eyes off the clerk. “he knows something. He was there this morning when I was questioning Coreen. I saw him on the fire escape outside the window.” She paused before tightening her grip. “What do you know!” she demanded of the clerk, keeping her hold on him.

      His voice was muffled on the glass.

      “Emma,” Cole suggested, “I think you need to loosen your hold so he can answer.”

      She didn’t want to let go, but she finally gave him some slack that allowed him to pull his face back from the glass. It freed his hands; he grabbed a pair of scissors and cut the tie she still held. The scissors clanged loudly as he dropped them to the ground, then turned and ran out the back door.

      They chased after him. The man was like a rabbit, darting around the alley. He easily evaded them, being more familiar with the area than they were.

      “Where did he go?” Emma gasped in exasperation, looking around for the missing clerk.

      “Not here,” Cole replied, taking out a handkerchief to wipe his brow. “Emma, I’m sorry, I didn’t think he’d do that.”

      “I understand.” She fumed, still looking around.

      “Who do you think he is?” Jeremy asked.

      “Based on his reaction, I think he’s a lookout for John Harden,” Emma said. “He probably has several people watching Coreen. When we showed up at the hotel, he must have tracked us to the other location and saw me questioning her.”

      “So, John will know before we get there that we talked to Coreen,” Jeremy said contemplatively.

      “Yes,” said Emma.

      Cole looked at the two of them and said, “Let’s head back to the hotel. We need to get our bags and arrange for a carriage.”

      Their bags were where they’d left them in the lobby of the small hotel. They grabbed them, exited, and found a carriage a few blocks away.

      “Take me to where I can rent a wagon, please,” requested Cole.

      The driver mentioned the address and Jeremy said, “We will meet you there Pops. We will get the food for our trip.”

      Cole nodded and motioned to the driver. While he organized their transportation, Jeremy and Emma left to find a small café to provide their lunches and dinner for that day.

      “Some fruit, also,” Emma said to the waitress, picking up the bananas from the counter. The waitress nodded and continued to compile their order.

      Jeremy held up some cans. “We can use these to take the food.”

      The waitress took them from him and packed them with their other supplies. The food was paid for and they exited toward the wagon rental location, where Cole waited in the driver’s seat, holding the reins for the two horses.

      “We got lunch and dinner,” said Jeremy, holding the supplies up.

      “Climb in. We’ll be stopping at a few locations before heading out of town.”

      The first stop was the telegraph office. Cole called to Jeremy, “Take my place while I go into the office.”

      “Sure, Pops!” He moved to the driver’s seat of the wagon to take the reins.

      While Cole was in the office, Emma stood behind Jeremy and wrapped her arms around him. He took her hands in his and held them.

      “Will it be a problem for you to see him again?” he asked. The last time she had seen John hadn't been pleasant; she had killed his partner to save herself and a close friend, Thomas.

      “I don’t know,” she said into his back.

      They stayed in that position until Cole returned. He climbed up and took the reins from Jeremy so that he could move to the back with Emma. Turning to them, he said, “I got the note sent off to Sing Sing. The warden will be expecting us.”

      “Do you trust him not to say anything to John?” Jeremy asked.

      “Oh, I fully expect that John’s aware we’re on the way. This was just a courtesy.” Cole waited until they were settled and clicked at the horses to get moving. They stopped a few blocks into the trip at a nondescript building. He looked over at Jeremy and asked, “Can you go in and pick up my bag?”

      Jeremy had an idea of what they were picking up. “You have a list?”

      Cole handed it to him and Jeremy headed into the building. A few minutes later, he returned carrying a large dark bag. He placed it in the back of the wagon without comment and jumped in to sit beside Emma. “Ready,” he said and, with that statement, Cole moved the wagon back onto the street.

      As they were bumping along, Emma gave that dark bag a long look and thought, Cole’s expecting trouble. Instead of inquiring about what the bag held, she asked, “How long will the trip be?”

      Jeremy answered, “It should be about thirty miles north of New York City on the east bank of the Hudson River. By horse and wagon, we should be there in maybe a day and a half.”

      She settled down in the back with a bedroll under her head. Jeremy sat next to her and read as Cole drove. They would trade off the driving responsibility as they made their way. The carriage moved swiftly but would take time to get them to their destination.
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      Emma woke abruptly when the motion of the wagon stopped. “Is something wrong?” she asked, yawning.

      “We stopped to give the horses time to rest and for us to have lunch,” Cole replied over his shoulder.

      Jeremy helped her down while his father unhooked the horses and walked them over to a small stream. The lunches were retrieved by Jeremy and Emma. They unrolled a blanket for them to sit on and all three ate, enjoying the quiet.

      After a few minutes, Cole broke the silence. “Let's talk about what we want to get from John.”

      “Our main goal is to find more of the missing children,” stated Emma. “I don’t care about his other activities unless we can use them to make him talk.”

      “Yes,” Jeremy agreed. Cole nodded.

      “So, how are we going to approach this?” she asked.

      “Use your instincts in the interview,” Cole said. “They’ve worked well for us in the past.”

      Emma nodded. They finished lunch and, when the horses had adequately rested, they started on their way again, with Jeremy driving.

      “Emma, would you mind if I borrow your lighter?” Cole asked.

      “Sure,” she said and pulled it out. It was a kerosene repository that had a flint to light the wick. She handed it to him and he placed it in his pocket without comment. When he didn’t give it back, she frowned but didn’t ask any follow-up questions. She sat back and picked up her book.

      “Pull over to the side of the road,” he directed Jeremy.

      Emma sat up and laid her book down. “What’s up?”

      “Pops is looking for something,” Jeremy responded.

      Cole jumped down and ran down the road. He hastened back and climbed into the wagon and opened the bag Jeremy had retrieved earlier. Two pistols were withdrawn from it and he handed one of them to Jeremy.

      Emma held out her hand, expectantly.

      “Emma, I know you’re good with knives…” Cole started.

      “I can handle a gun,” she said firmly.

      “Let her have it, Pops,” Jeremy said, checking his gun. “She knows how to use it.”

      Taking him at his word, Cole handed her a pistol and pulled out several rifles for himself. Jeremy started to move towards them to help.

      “No, stay where you are and get us back on the road,” Cole said.

      Jeremy did as he was instructed and got them moving again.

      Emma looked over at Cole, watching him load the guns. She started to do the same and found hers was already loaded. “Did you see something or are you just expecting trouble?” she asked him.

      “Right now, I expect trouble.”

      “The clerk. Could he have sent someone after us?”

      “Yes. He’s one of John’s men and I think we can expect someone soon.”

      “Or many someone’s,” she murmured, looking at the road behind them.

      For the rest of the day, all three continued to monitor the road behind them. As the sun started to go down and still no one had been spotted, they pulled the wagon over for a dinner break. The horses rested for a long while and then they began their trip in the dark. Emma started to nod off against the side of the wagon. She was startled into full awareness when they heard hoofbeats coming up behind them. It was hard to make out how many men were following them.

      Cole snatched up his rifle and yelled to Jeremy, “Keep going!”

      Jeremy snapped the reins and got the horses moving at a faster pace.

      The sound of gunfire exploded around them.

      “Keep down!” called Cole, returning fire with his rifle.

      She sent him a side glance and then fired the pistol in quick succession. One of the men fell off his horse. “As I said, I can use a gun. I just prefer a knife.”
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      About a year ago

      “I prefer my knife,” she complained, feeling the heavy gun in her hand. “Why do I have to learn how to use this?”

      “Emma, you might get into a situation where your knife isn’t the best weapon,” Jeremy explained.

      “I can’t think of one,” she muttered, thinking he sounded like his grandmother, Miss Marjorie, when she’d taught Emma to throw knives.

      “I can,” he mentioned. “Not everything is going to be hand-to-hand combat.”

      “I’m not comfortable with this.”

      “That’s why we practice,” he reasoned. “Let’s get started.” He stood behind her and tapped her leg to widen her stance. She had the Colt gripped in her hand. “Remember, this is a double-action pistol. All you need to do is pull the trigger.”

      She nodded, keeping her fingers away from it. They faced the target; he moved her hands to the proper position and told her to fire the gun. “Brace yourself. There’s going to be a kick.”

      She fired and the pistol spat out the bullet. The kick pushed her into Jeremy. He helped her reposition, and she shot until the gun was empty. Jeremy retrieved the target; her bullets hadn’t hit the center but it was close.

      “Doesn’t seem all that hard,” she said, examining the weapon.
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      Back to now

      “I guess that answers that,” Cole murmured as he switched to another rifle and continued to shoot toward the ever-approaching men.

      Emma didn’t spare him a glance and continued to fire. The riders pursued them, getting closer. She loaded more bullets and looked over at Cole. He had put his rifle down and pulled out some cans that had a bit of wick sticking out of the top. He lit the wicks and threw them quickly toward the marauders.

      The small cans exploded in the distance, and white smoke expanded, overtaking the men. Their horses reared, preventing the men from following them.

      Jeremy took advantage of the confusion and pulled ahead of their attackers. They went a couple of miles down the road and he yelled back, “I think they stopped.”

      “Keep going!” Cole yelled.

      He and Emma kept their guns pointed behind them and, after a few minutes, Cole called to Jeremy, “You can slow down and go behind those trees.”

      He followed his father’s direction and pulled behind a group of trees just off the road to the left.

      “Are we safe?” Emma asked breathlessly.

      “I think we did significant damage; we slowed them down.”

      “Cole, what were those cans you threw?” Emma asked as the wagon pulled to a stop.

      “They were homemade grenades.”

      “Grenades?” Emma asked, the term was unfamiliar to her.

      “A grenade is a small explosive device that was used occasionally in the war. It consists of a can full of powder, old twisted metal, nails, or any other sharp or cutting thing. A wick is added and has to be lit. It works pretty well, mostly as a surprise. Horses get spooked, men get thrown, chaos ensues.”

      “They were certainly effective.”

      “What now?” Jeremy asked.

      “They may regroup. We need to keep watch,” Cole said, looking toward the road. He motioned to them. “Spread out.” They entered the wooded area and waited. Emma went to the right and Jeremy to the left. Cole stayed in his location.

      “Where did they go?” They heard a man’s voice call. “We have to find them!”

      “I don’t know, but be careful. They took down six of our guys,” another man said.

      “You go that way,” the first man indicated.

      Jeremy waited until the men separated; he went up behind the figure nearest him and knocked him out. He pulled his body back into the woods.

      “Will, where are you?” the other man called loudly. “Don’t hide from me!”

      Emma stepped out behind him and pressed the gun to his head. “Drop your gun.”

      Instead of following directions, he made a sudden move and lifted the gun he held. “I wouldn’t,” Cole said, as he stepped out of the trees and pointed the rifle at him. “Do as she says and drop the gun.”

      He dropped it and stayed silent.

      “Jeremy!” Emma called. “We have the other one.”

      He came out of the trees, dragging an unconscious man with him.

      “Did you kill Will?” the man asked, his voice shaking.

      “No, he’s just out,” commented Jeremy, nudging the man with his shoe.

      Cole said to the man, “We have a few questions for you. Who sent you?”

      He looked mutinous.

      “You don’t have an option here. Your crew’s gone and the only person who can help you is unconscious,” Jeremy said as he walked over to take the gun from Emma. She stepped back, watching the man closely.

      “I have another option,” the man said and went for his clutch piece. He turned quickly, pointing the small gun at them. Before he could cock the weapon, Emma pulled her knife and threw it, hitting him in the shoulder.

      “I told you the knife was a better weapon,” Emma commented smugly as they listened to him scream.

      “Now, we want some answers from you,” Cole said firmly.

      “You won’t get any!” the man screamed.

      “Stubborn,” murmured Emma. “Do you want me to help you with the knife stuck in your shoulder?” she asked and stepped toward him.

      His face had a look of terror. He opened and closed his mouth, shaking his head.

      “Who are you working for?” Cole asked, using the man’s fear of Emma to his advantage.

      The man stayed silent. Jeremy prodded him with his gun. “Talk!” he said curtly.

      He finally said, “I can tell you who the main guy is, but I don’t know who is running things for him.”

      “Who is it?” asked Emma.

      “John Harden.”

      “One more piece of the puzzle,” Cole said.

      “What do we do with him?” asked Jeremy.

      “Just leave me here. I won’t tell them where you are going, I promise.”

      “And we just take your word?” Emma asked, her voice hardening.

      “He’s coming with us,” Cole said. “Emma, get the rope; it’s in the bag.” When she didn’t move, he said again, “Get the rope.”

      Jeremy saw her expression and said, “Pops, take the gun. I’ll get it.”

      Cole took Jeremy’s gun and kept an eye on both Emma and the man.

      Jeremy came back with the rope and tied him up. “What do we do with him?”

      “There’s nothing we can do. We’ll have to bring him with us.”

      “But where do we put him?” I don’t think he should be near Emma. Jeremy thought. He looked at the wagon. “We need to adjust the luggage and roll him in the back.”

      Emma smiled suddenly. “Yes, that’s just the location. We don’t want him too comfortable.”

      Cole let the comment pass and said, “Emma and Jeremy, be sure to dress his wound. I assume Emma wants her knife back.” He turned to walk back to the wagon to get the horses' food and water.

      Her lips curled up in a feral grin; she didn’t say anything.

      “What’s happened to you?” Jeremy asked her in a low voice as Cole left them. “Normally, you have more compassion.”

      “That person’s mixed up in this. The kids have had to survive by any means possible or die. I think he should have the same opportunity; survive on his own or die.”

      He just shook his head. “Emma, he could be of use later. We need to make sure he’s alive.”

      Emma cocked her head. “That’s thinking I can get behind. Get out one of your shirts. I’m not wasting a petticoat on this man.”

      He hesitated to leave her alone with him and a gun.

      “Don’t leave me alone with her!” the man screamed.

      She saw Jeremy’s face. “I won’t do anything to him.” Unless I am pushed.

      Jeremy nodded and went to fetch a shirt from his luggage. She could hear the fabric ripping as he returned. He handed her the strips of material and a bottle he’d retrieved from the wagon.

      “We need to move him over to that tree.” She indicted the large tree behind them. They each took an arm and sat him by the tree. Once there, Emma said, “I need to look at the wound. And I want my knife back. “

      He shrank back from Emma. “Stay away from me! You just want to hurt me again!”

      “Don’t be such a baby,” said Emma. “Stay still!” He sat and watched her as she moved closer. Before he could react, she pulled the knife from his shoulder. He screamed in pain.

      She didn’t spare him a glance as she used the knife to cut his sleeve off to view the wound. He grimaced as she pulled him toward her to check his back.

      “It’s not that bad,” she murmured, “but I will enjoy this part.” She picked up the alcohol and poured it on the wound. He screamed again.

      She wrapped it quickly. “I’m not doing this for you. We’ll keep you with us in case you have other information that can help.”

      His eyes were glazed, the shock keeping him quiet.

      “Tie him back up, Emma,” Jeremy said. She did so, none too gently, and pushed him back against the tree.

      Cole returned from tending the horses. He had tied them loosely so they could reach the stream and grass.

      “Has Will woke up yet?” called the tied-up man as he regained his senses.

      Jeremy paused briefly as he set up the fire. “Will didn’t make it. He’d been shot during the gunfight.” He’d gone back to check on him after they treated the man’s wound. Will’s injury had been life-threatening and there was nothing he could do for him.

      “But you said he was asleep…” The man trailed off. Everyone was gone. What would he do now?

      They prepared a late dinner of hard bread, canned beef, and beans. After they finished, Jeremy tossed each of them an apple.

      “Hey, what about me?” the man called. “I need to eat.”

      Emma took a slow bite of her apple and didn’t look his way.

      “Jeremy, take a roll and some meat over to him,” Cole said.

      “And some water. We don’t need him getting sick on the way. That will just cause delays,” Emma said. She really didn’t care about the man, unless he got in their way.

      Jeremy did as he was asked and held a gun on him while the man ate. He looked at Jeremy and said, “Thank you. My name is Earl Snyder.”

      “No funny business, Earl,” Jeremy warned. “I need to tie you up again.” Earl was compliant and held out his hands.

      After Jeremy tied the man up, he walked back to the fire and sat by Emma. “Are you okay to continue with this case?” He was concerned about her mood. It had increasingly become more negative. The missing children had affected her; it had affected them all.

      She looked over at him. “I’m the same person I’ve always been. I just don’t like to give the enemy too much aid. He’s a bad guy who tried to kill us. I understand we need to keep him alive, but if I get a chance to make him uncomfortable, I will.”

      He gave her a considering look. “Just don’t take it too far.”

      “I won’t,” she promised and glanced to where Earl was sitting. Unless he gives me a reason, she thought to herself.

      Jeremy reclined on his bedroll. “What are the plans?” he asked his father.

      “I think we should try to get some sleep. We’re relatively safe here and the horses need time to rest.”

      “What about him?” Emma asked, indicating Earl with her hand.

      “We take turns keeping watch on him or anything else that might come upon us tonight.”

      Cole took the first shift while Emma and Jeremy settled down on their bedrolls.

      Much later, Jeremy woke Emma for the final shift and wearily went off to his bedroll.

      Shaking her sleepiness off, she walked the area and looked at Earl. He was sleeping soundly. They had secured him to the tree so he could lie down. He looks a little too comfortable, she thought, resisting the urge to kick him. “Pig,” she muttered and continued to patrol the area. When she confirmed everything was quiet, she took her seat about three yards from him, keeping Earl and her team clearly in view.

      The hours dragged by and her routine remained the same: walk the parameter and check on Earl. She returned to her base and sat down. Buzz. . . crack! A bullet sailed by her ear. She immediately turned toward where the shot had come from, pulled her gun, and started firing. When there was no return fire, she stopped.

      Jeremy and Cole ran up, their guns drawn. “What happened?” Jeremy asked.

      “Someone was shooting.” She indicated the direction the shot had come from with her gun.

      “Spread out, we need to see if they’re still here,” Cole said. They separated and went through the area. They met back and made their reports. They had found no one.

      Cole walked over to check on Earl. “Jeremy!”

      He ran to where Cole kneeled with Earl. They turned him over. Blood was spreading quickly. He had been shot, and the bullet had gone into his chest. There was no hope for him, his eyes wide open in death.

      They looked at Emma.

      “I didn’t do it,” she responded heatedly.

      Cole and Jeremy’s faces held no expression. “Hand me your knife,” Jeremy said, not responding to her statement.

      She took it out of her pocket and walked it over to him, handle up.

      Taking it carefully, he moved Earl’s body away from the tree. He traced the bullet's exit to the tree behind him. After he dug it out, he said, “Definitely not Emma’s. This was a different caliber.”

      Cole had suspected Emma may have become impatient with their guest. He was glad to hear she hadn’t killed him. “We need to get moving,” he said. “They know our location.”

      “They know we’re here,” said Jeremy. “Why not kill us?”

      “John,” murmured Emma. “This type of behavior sounds like him. Take out the informant, but he still wants to know what we know.”

      Jeremy and Cole looked at her. She knew him better than they did and would follow her lead. “We can’t take the chance he won’t try again before we make it to the prison,” Emma said.

      They started to clear the site and got organized. Emma was quiet as she helped.

      Jeremy asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “You didn’t trust me,” she said simply, not looking at him.

      “You’re right, I didn’t. You’d made up your mind about Earl and I thought you took the opportunity to get some justice for the missing kids.

      She nodded. “That’s true. But, Jeremy, I would’ve told you if I had shot him. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      “You’re right,” he said, coming over to her. He took her in his arms. “It won’t happen again.”

      She hugged him back. “What do we do with him?”

      “We can’t take him with us; he’ll start to smell,” said Jeremy.

      “We’ll cover him and the other one up with ground debris,” said Cole. “I’ll have someone take care of the burials.”

      Jeremy and Cole dragged Earl and lay him next to Will in the brush. Emma gathered up branches and brought them over to cover the bodies.

      Once they finished, it was time to pack up the camp. Jeremy gathered the horses while Cole and Emma helped to harness them. Once completed, they climbed into the wagon and pulled out onto the road. Jeremy drove and Emma and Cole held their guns at the ready in case there was another attack. They went on for about fifteen minutes when Jeremy called back. “We might be in the clear for now.” They finally set the firearms in the wagon next to them.

      We’re being allowed to go to the prison. John, what are you up to? Emma thought. She mulled that over as she settled back, stretching her legs.

      Cole looked over at her. “Emma, get some rest. We’ll wake you when we need relief.” They were only about halfway to their destination at that point. “It could take another day.”

      The rest of the trip was uneventful; only stopping to rest themselves and the horses. By late the next day, they were near the prison and stopped by a local hotel to freshen up. Emma stayed clothed in her pants and long black coat. Her bowler hat was in place but the lace and dashing feather removed. She needed to fly under the radar and not be seen as a woman. Her long hair was tucked inside her black shirt and the collar flipped up to hide it.

      Jeremy nodded approvingly when he saw her. He gave one last yank on his boots and stood up. “Time to go meet Pops. Are you ready?”

      “I am,” she said confidently.

      “Keep your head down as we go in. Oh, and leave the knives here. The warden won’t be patient if we’re found carrying weapons.”

      She took off her bowler and removed her long sharp knife from its hidden compartment. Next, she reached into her pants pocket and removed her hidden knife. Lastly, she bent down and removed a knife from her ankle boot, then stowed all weapons in her bag.

      “Did you get them all?” he asked laconically.

      She tilted her head and coyly answered, “I think so, want to search me?”

      He laughed. “Maybe later,” he said, pulling her to him. A knock on the door interrupted anything that might have happened next. They looked at each other regretfully.

      “Ready to go?” called Cole through the door.

      “I am,” Jeremy called back.

      “Me too,” Emma called. She picked up her hat and placed it jauntily on her head. She offered Jeremy her elbow and they exited the room. Cole noticed the mood had lifted and was glad to see that they had worked out their differences.

      Their horses and wagon had been dropped off at a local stable. They needed rest, food, and the gunfire had also made them skittish. It had been a long trip.

      Cole arranged for a carriage to take them to the prison. He had vetted the young driver and felt confident that he wasn’t going to try to kill them before they got there. They had a plan on how to approach John and they’d stick to it.

      They pulled up to the imposing prison entrance. Jeremy didn’t offer Emma a hand as she descended from the carriage. As a gentleman, she was expected to get down on her own. Her walk and mannerisms became more masculine as they entered the prison gate. The air was oppressive as they entered, the gates swinging closed behind them.

      As they made the long walk to the main building, Jeremy looked around with interest. “Where did the name of this place come from?” he asked.

      Cole answered, “The land was purchased from the Sintsink Indian tribe in 1685. It evolved from there.”

      Jeremy said, “I heard the prison is trying to rehabilitate the prisoners for new lives when they get out.”

      Emma raised her eyebrows and said, “Sounds like John isn’t taking to the rehabilitation.”

      They laughed, helping to relieve some of the tension.

      “There are plenty of access ways into Sing Sing,” Jeremy remarked, noting the railroads and the Hudson River surrounding the prison.

      “This is not a small facility,” commented Emma, looking at the many buildings inside the fences. They continued to the main administration building.

      As they watched the heavy door on the main prison building being opened for them, Cole said, “I wonder if John is being kept in the same cells as the other prisoners. They are not comfortable; the inmates barely have enough room to move around and no windows.”

      She again thought, Why does he stay?

      The warden met them at the main building entrance. “Cole, it’s nice to see you.”

      “You too,” Cole said, taking his hand. “We appreciate you letting us visit.” He turned to Emma and Jeremy. “This is Warden Augustus Brush. Warden, my son Jeremy, and Emma Evans.”

      The warden nodded and led them into the room where they would be searched. Cole whispered to the warden, reminding him about Emma.

      Brush nodded and said, “I’ve arranged for our head matron to conduct your search.” A large woman entered the room and motioned for Emma to follow her. She was suddenly glad she had left her knives behind.

      Jeremy caught her arm as she started to follow the matron. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      Emma looked over at the rather sturdy woman. “No, I’ll be okay.”

      They moved to another room down the hall. Once inside, the matron spoke in a firm voice. “I’ll pat you down and then check your pockets.”

      “That’s fine,” Emma commented, following the woman’s directions. It was painless and a little embarrassing, but the matron found nothing. When the search was completed, the woman smiled suddenly, changing her whole continence, and said, “There now. That wasn’t so bad.”

      “No, it wasn’t. Thank you for doing this for me.”

      “Just keep that hat pulled down,” the woman warned. “We don’t want a ruckus in here.”

      “Understood,” commented Emma as she smoothed her hair into her shirt and pulled her hat low over her eyes. She eyed the matron and asked, “Are there female prisoners here?”

      “Yes, Sing Sing is the first institution to have one prison with separate housing for male and female offenders. We have women wardens there.”

      The matron escorted Emma back to the room where the men were located. Cole and Jeremy put on their coats and looked over as she entered. Jeremy raised an eyebrow and she mouthed, “It's fine.”

      The warden saw her return. “If you’re ready, we have Harden in an interview room waiting. This guard will take you.” He waved to the man next to him. The guard stood silently and used his stick to indicate the direction they should take.

      They walked down the long hallway. Emma didn’t know what to expect.
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