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Chapter One
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Washington, D.C., 1875

A steel band snaked around Rosalin Arnold’s chest, threatening to cut off her breathing. Rosalin and her roommate, Dovey Brown, stood in front of the evil Damien Zagan’s massive desk. Fighting to hide the fear binding her, the bones in her legs threatened to betray her and send her to the floor.

Damien slammed his hand on his desk top. “What’s wrong with you two? You think I don’t know how little you turned in today? What happened, did you go for tea? Take a little nap? Go shopping?”

He shook his finger at Rosalin. “You’re supposed to use your beauty to dazzling men so they don’t notice their pocket being picked. I’m warning you. If your collections don’t increase, I’ll transfer you to one of my hotels.”

Rosalin fought the horror engulfing her, but hid her feelings. Damien called them hotels, but they were actually brothels. Even though she didn’t have to work in one, that didn’t mean she didn’t know what went on there. She believed the reason she’d evaded being re-assigned to a brothel this long was because she refused to back down to his bullying. He appeared to respect her strength.

She remained erect, chin up, hiding the panic gnawing at her insides. Did she dare put her plan in motion?

He swiveled his chair and pointed at Dovey. “That goes double for you. The pitiful amount you delivered won’t even pay for your room and board.”

Dovey held her hands out to him, pleading, “Please, Damien, I didn’t find enough people who had money today. I’ll... I’ll do better tomorrow, I promise.”

His scrutiny scourged like a lash. “Dovey, I’ll give you one more chance—and that means one day.” He pointed at Rosalin. “As for you, you’re skating on thin ice.”

Rosalin stood straight and faced the man she thought of as the personification of evil. Her insides quivered so violently, she feared she’d throw up. No matter how he frightened her, and he did, she had to hide that fact from him. Forcing herself to appear strong, she met his gaze.

She struck a defiant pose. “What do you expect, sending us where housewives with only pennies shop at the market? And, you think those who run the booths don’t watch their money?”

His eyes narrowed. “I suppose you have a better idea?”

This was the chance she’d prayed for. “You want us to bring you more money, you’ll have to let us work in a fancier part of town—like where the politicians go for lunch. I’ll bet they carry plenty of cash with them.” She pointed at him. “You let me dress as a well-to-do lady with Dovey as my lady’s maid and Mickie along with us, I have a great plan to make a big hit or two.”

He let out a string of curses. “So now you think you know more than me? Why do you think you’d need a lady’s maid or Mickie? You want someone to hold your hand?”

A toss of her head sent her pale red hair over her shoulder. “Surely you know a proper lady would never go out in public without an escort. Usually, she’d have her maid, but she might also have a footman with her to open doors and carry her parcels. Dovey could do a good job as my maid.”

She leaned forward slightly, as if sharing a secret. “My plan is to look for a group of wealthy men talking on the sidewalk. Mickie will be following a short ways behind us. When I spot the right group, I’ll signal him. As I reach the men, Mickie will shove me into them and hit at a pocket before he runs like the wind. The men will think he’s the one who stole their wallet.”

She pretended to pull a handkerchief from her pocket and act faint. “The event will be so upsetting that I can’t possibly wait for Papa’s carriage to come for me in an hour. I’ll insist Dovey hail a common cab. We’ll be on our way to pick up Mickie before the men know what hit them.”

Damien sat staring at her and Dovey before reaching for a cigar. He was evil, but right now he controlled her life. He lit the cigar and leaned back in his chair and blew smoke rings. She hated the smell of cigar smoke, but she didn’t let her expression show her distaste. 

After what seemed like hours, but was probably more like five minutes, Damien narrowed his eyes again. “All right, you can give it a try. If you get arrested, I never heard of you, got it?” He used his cigar to point at them. “You’d better bring back a lot more than you brought in today, or you’re both in big trouble.”

Rosalin pretended confidence she didn’t possess. If only her legs continued to support her until she was out of this room. 

“We won’t fail, and we won’t get arrested. You’ll see.”

Tears burned behind her eyes as she and Dovey walked out of his office. How could she have ended up working as a pickpocket whose boss demanded a quota—or else?

She would escape or die trying.

She’d carefully considered each detail of her plan to get free, but that didn’t mean it would succeed. Thinking of the danger kept her stomach in knots and a flutter in her heart. Those women and children she’d heard of who tried to escape Damien Zagan’s clutches met a horrible fate when caught. And they were always caught. Damien and his group of criminals had a vast web of contacts from which it was impossible to escape—unless her plan worked.

Rosalin’s only possession was her real name. She had no money, and only the tatty clothes on her back. She shared a tiny, shabby room with Dovey. Everything about her life was a lie. Masquerading as Kitty Dunn, she vowed to escape the nightmare she had experienced every day. For three years, she had feared each of those days was her last.

After leaving Damien’s office, she and Dovey went to the closet where a few costumes were kept. She leaned against the wall to catch her breath. The plan was launched. 

Dovey put her hands on the door frame and laid her head on her hands. “I’ve never been more scared. I’m so glad you included me in your suggestion.”

“Just hope it works.”

They had no trouble finding a maid’s dress for Dovey. Finding what appeared a tasteful dress for Rosalin took longer. She needed a hat and gloves, and found both. 

She held up a bonnet which would conceal most of her hair. “Sad looking, isn’t it?” She detached a couple of gaudy flowers.

Her roommate leaned near to examine the hat. “Already looks better without those droopy poppies.”

Rosalin spotted a lady’s brown wig, and scooped it into the crown of the bonnet. She hadn’t intended her friend to see, but didn’t know why it mattered.

Dovey whispered, “Why do you need a wig?”

“I don’t know that I will, but I prefer being prepared.” She shook her head. “I knew we’d be in trouble for the small amount we collected.” She walked quickly toward their room. 

Dovey kept pace with her, but kept her voice low. “You’re soft-hearted and try to help others, like me and poor little Mickie. Being too soft-hearted is why we don’t collect more money.”

Was she too sympathetic and sensitive? Perhaps she was. “I hate stealing, even though I’m good at it. But, I can’t force myself to steal from a housewife who looks as if she hasn’t much more than we do. Kindness shouldn’t be a fault.”

Later in their room, Dovey looked up from pressing one of the dresses they’d found. “Damien fancies you, so it’s not as dangerous for you... at least, not yet. But, he’ll soon demand you give him more personal attention, so be prepared.”

Rosalin shivered. “Don’t even think such a thing.” But, she knew Dovey was right. She recognized the interest and speculation in Damien’s eyes. 

Now that he was tiring of the voluptuous Lilith, his glances grew more heated daily. She had no wish to become Satan’s mistress. 

She had to get away soon!

Rosalin polished their shoes, hoping to hide their sad condition. 

Dovey finished pressing the dresses she and Rosalin would wear tomorrow. “It’s no secret Damian doesn’t like me, and I know it’s partly because I’m so weepy. He frightens me so much that I just can’t stand up to him like you can.”

Rosalin patted Dovey’s shoulder. “We’ll see what happens tomorrow. Keep your fingers crossed.” She hung her freshly-ironed dress on a wall peg and set her shoes beneath it. The bonnet looked entirely different now, but she worried about the quality. 

She walked to her bed and undressed. She slept in her chemise because the nightgown she’d had when she came had worn out. “I’d say keep us in your prayers, but it seems sacrilegious to ask God to bless our efforts to pick pockets. Surely it’s not wrong to ask God to protect us and little Mickie from harm.”

She dared not reveal her schedule to her friend until she was certain their escape happened as she planned. 

Dear Heavenly Father, protect us from harm tomorrow and in the coming days. Help us escape this evil man. We want to live a decent life and follow Your commandments. Amen.

***
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Harrigan County, Texas 1875

Sheriff Jesse Cameron studied a letter he’d just written. Had he gone plumb crazy? Sending for a mail order bride was a big step. No, a giant step. He hoped he dinnae end up in quicksand.

Helping fight a large grass fire a few months ago reminded him of life’s frailties. The event forced him to stop postponing changes in his life. He’d bought a home, and admitted he wanted a wife and children. Had he chosen the right solution?

His chief deputy, Zan Crain, sat at the other desk in the small sheriff’s office. He wore a mischievous grin. “You’re apt to break something thinking so hard.”

Jesse chuckled. “Must be why my head hurts. You’re awful perky this morning.”

Zan pretended offense. “Hey, women are perky. Men are... cheerful or energetic.”

Jesse laughed. “You’re cheerfully energetic. How come? You finally come to a decision about buying that house?”

Zan gave a wide smile. “I did for a fact.” He leaned forward. “Yesterday, while I was off duty, I took a notion to buy Templeton’s place.”

“Hey, that’s great. We’ll be neighbors.” Jesse was glad his deputy would keep his roots here. He figured Zan’s parents were even happier. “His new place looks mighty fancy. I thought the one by me was nice, but the new one must be twice the size.”

“I told him I’d like to buy the house by you, and we haggled a little. Papa agrees I got it at a fair price. You remember my grandfather left me a little money. Bank gave me a loan with a small down payment. Lets me keep the rest of my savings for emergencies. ‘Course, I’ll have to get some furniture.”

“Your folks and others in town will probably donate pieces if you’re not too fussy. Remember how people helped me out when I bought my house.”

“You can count on me to welcome all donations. Sure look forward to moving into my own place. I love my parents, but I’m too old to live with my folks. ‘Course living with them is why I could save money.” His smile fled and he leaned forward. “Now I’d sure like my home to include a wife, but there’s not anyone here I’d want to marry.”

Jesse couldnae hide his surprise. “Funny you should say so. That’s the main reason I bought my house.” Before his deputy could protest, Jesse held up his hand. “Dinnae remind me I told everyone I was tired of living in a boarding house. Believe me, I was. No privacy, lots of gossip. I miss the food, but not the experience. I gave that reason because I hoped it would stave off the women in town trying to match me up with some woman they know.”

Zan laughed. “As if that would stop the women from trying anymore than it will for me. I’ll bet they just devil you more.”

Jesse grimaced. “Och, you hit the bull’s eye there. Even if I were so inclined—and I’m not—I cannae take one’s suggestion without annoying the others.”

Zan shrugged. “Reckon you could place your information in that Groom’s Gazette. Saw a copy at the mercantile and I’ve been toying with the idea myself.” 

Jesse sent his deputy a warning gaze. “Not going that route. Too risky. I heard some women write to the men from the Gazette, and accept several of them at a time. Then, they keep the fare sent for their travel and get a refund on the ticket.”

The deputy slapped the desk. “Devil of a thing to do! I never would have guessed that happens.”

“Boils your blood, doesnae it? I’m going with a matchmaker who checks out the women before she gives them the groom’s name.”

“Sounds better, but how’d you find a matchmaker?”

Jesse handed him the newspaper. “Saw her ad in this old Atlanta Constitution newspaper someone left at the barber shop.”

The deputy scrubbed a hand across his face. “Don’t know if I can afford the fare, especially seeing as how I just bought a house. How much does it cost?”

“I checked with the stage office.” He told the other man what he’d learned. “I’ll have to include extra for meals.”

Zan rubbed his jaw. “Man, I don’t know if I should spend that much right now.”

Jesse opened his desk drawer and dropped the fare information into it. “Trouble is, single women are in the East, so the distance is long. I want my bride to be able to choose whether or not to take a ship to Indianola and then the stage, or to travel by trains and stages.”

“Wait.” Zan held up a hand palm out. “Jesse, don’t seal up your letter yet.”

“Why is that? You trying to talk me out of sending for a mail order bride?”

“Naw, just the opposite. Let me write a letter and send it with yours. Maybe our brides would arrive together. Might even know each other.”

He grinned at his deputy, who was also his best friend. “Good for you. Get busy courting your prospective bride.”

“Aw, I don’t know what to write. I’m not used to corresponding with anyone.” Zan stretched out his hand. “Can I see your attempt?”

Jesse gave the paper to the younger man. “Mine’s no prize, because I didnae know what to say, either. Guess I could have said more about the county or this part of Texas.”

Dear Prospective Bride,

My name is Jesse Cameron and I am sheriff of Harrigan County, Texas. I left Scotland ten years ago when I was fifteen. For the past three years, I’ve been the sheriff here. I have a modest three-bedroom home, but there is sufficient room for children. Sheriffs do not make much money, so my prospective bride should know up front that I make $75 a month with not much chance for a salary increase. 

My hair is brown and my eyes are blue. I am an inch or two over six feet tall, healthy, and of good character. In general, I am easy going and slow to lose my temper. In law enforcement, I am firm but fair. If I am not working on a Sunday, I attend church. My family was Presbyterian, but the community church is non-denominational. A good sheriff must be sober, so I never have over one beer. I would never hit a woman or a child. I try not to curse. In my spare time, I enjoy reading, chess, fishing, and visiting with friends.

My expectations of a wife are that you are a good cook and housekeeper. A lawman’s wife also needs to represent him by setting a good example in the community. I don’t mean that I expect you to be perfect or a saint, for I am neither of those. Simply put, I want a kind and compassionate wife and a happy home.

Ours is a fairly peaceful county. The town of Harrigan Springs has around two thousand people, and the shops here have about everything anyone needs. Sidney Garton, owner of Garton’s Mercantile, will order most anything else. There are several women’s social activities, such as a church women’s group that does various worthy projects, a book club, a garden club, and others—I can’t recall all of them offhand. There are also community events like church socials, holiday parades, occasional dances, and other entertainments.

You should send me a telegram a day or two before you arrive so I may meet your stage. I would like for us to go straight to the church to marry. I look forward to meeting you.

Sincerely,

Jesse Cameron

Zan took out a sheet of paper and his inkwell and pen, but kept Jesse’s letter on his desk. “I’m gonna use your letter for a model. Don’t worry, Jesse, I’ll change the wording so it’s not exactly the same.”

Jesse ran his fingers through his hair. “Mine isnnae good enough to use for an example. Writing to someone I dinnae ken was hard. I took a chance and asked Mrs. Pickard what I should say. Still, feels odd to ramble on without knowing anything about the woman who’ll read it. The reason I included about church was so she’d know I expect a good woman. Important for a career lawman’s wife to be respected in the community. I couldnae think of any more details to include. Maybe you can.”

Zan nodded with the penstaff in hand. “I’ll include my age, a description, my job, that I’ve bought a house, hobbies... guess that’s about all there is to me. I’d better include my salary, so she knows I don’t make as much as you do.”

“You should tell her your parents live here, and that you grew up here, so she’ll know you have roots here. I’ll add a post script to what I told the matchmaker to say you also want a bride. But if there’s anything special about the woman you want, maybe you should write the matchmaker yourself.”

“Naw, I just want a good wife. Don’t care about her looks as long as she’s nice. ‘Course I wouldn’t mind if she’s pretty.” Zan grinned. “I’d rather she be nice and a good cook.”

“Tell her you sing in the church choir. I have a letter from Isaac attesting to my character.” Jesse grinned at his friend. “Man, he made me sound so great I didn’t recognize the guy he described. I’ll tell the matchmaker you attend the same church.”

“Sure hate writing this much about myself. Makes me feel like I’m walking down the street naked. If it brings me a good wife, it’ll be worth being held under a magnifying glass.”

When Zan finished, he handed back Jesse’s letter along with the one he’d written. “I figure if we mail the letters together, we might get sisters, or at least friends, as wives. That’d be good.”

Jesse addressed the only large envelope available, which was the one in which the wanted posters had arrived. Didnae look neat, but he’d crossed out the office’s address so he could write the matchmaker’s. 

He looked up to say, “Aye, that’s a sound idea. Then, they’ll already know someone here and feel more comfortable.” He slid the folded letters into the envelope. “Now we just have to add the money. I’m sending this envelope by Wells Fargo.”

“Whew, that takes care of one worry. I’d hate a robber getting the mail bag. We’d be left with no money and no bride.”

“Look, I’ll stay here while you go to the bank to get the fare to send your bride. When you get back, I’ll go, and then I’ll take this to Wells Fargo.”

Zan rubbed his hands together. “I’m getting excited, aren’t you?” He set his hat on his head, tugging it at the angle he preferred.

“It’s a little early to get excited, but I admit I look forward to having a wife and a peaceful home. Even though I’m happy here, a good wife should improve my life.” 

That is, if he liked her and she turned out to be biddable and pleasant and a good cook. While he waited for his friend’s return, he thought about his life married to a fine, upstanding woman. In spite of trying to remain calm, excitement built, and then raced through him. How long before she arrived?
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Chapter Two
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The hired cab carried Rosalin and her two companions through the streets. When they had stopped to get Mickie, she’d told the driver to keep going as far west as he would. Her heart pounded so loud she was sure Dovey and Mickie could hear.

Dovey said, “Those men almost fell over themselves trying to help you. Did you intend your skirts to fly up and reveal your legs?”

She had been so embarrassed. “Humiliating, but a fortunate accident that certainly created a welcome distraction.” 

She pulled out an envelope of money the older man had in his jacket pocket, and gaped at the bills. In her wildest dreams she hadn’t expected this much. She wanted to squeal with delight. 

She looked at each of her companions. “Gracious, look at this money! The one they called senator must have taken a bribe.” 

Dovey’s eyes bugged as she stared at the cash. “A big one. My word, I’ve never seen so much money.” Her surprised expression changed to one of horror. “Now he‘ll be looking for us for sure. We can’t ever go back there.”

Mickie stared at the bills. “Aren’t you gonna count it?”

Rosalin counted while the other two looked on. The total was many times what she’d hoped. “How could any one person have that much cash?” 

Mickie said, “Damien sure will be happy when we get home. No whipping for me tonight.”

Appalled to be reminded of the treatment Mickie routinely received, Rosalin looked up. “Damien’s shabby place is not home, and we’re not going back. With this much cash, we’re escaping.”

Dovey clasped her hands to her chest. “Hallelujah!”

Mickie expression clouded and he shook his head. “He’ll catch us and kill us. He makes us watch when he kills a boy. He’s killed three.” He started crying. Poor little boy was only eight and bullied by most of the other boys.

Rosalin’s heart lurched. She felt like calling Damien all the bad words he’d used. Instead, she pulled the child to her lap as if he were hers. “If you do as I say, he won’t catch us. I’ve worked on a plan for weeks. We have all the money we’ll need to get free.”

The boy looked up at her, tears streaking his unwashed cheeks. “What plan?”
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