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February 22, 1861

Philadelphia

A few rays of weak, winter sun pierced the thick bank of gray clouds to herald the dawn. Despite the early hour, some thirty-thousand people were waiting outside Independence Hall to greet Abraham Lincoln while he made another historic stop on his journey from Springfield to the Capitol where he would be inaugurated President in just ten days. As his open carriage rolled into the plaza behind a distinguished honor guard of Mexican War veterans, the cheering crowd was too excited to notice the reluctance of a slender widow and her shivering, female companion to join in the festivities.

Seemingly ordinary, neither woman displayed any outward signs of the turmoil plaguing their collective thoughts. What is more, they gave their fellow citizens no indication that their presence in that frigid square was a requirement of their profession. As trusted operatives of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, Kate Warne and her protégée, Hannah Harris, were among a handful of undercover agents assigned to ensure Abraham Lincoln reached Washington D.C. alive. Determined to ascertain if rumors regarding a Southern plot to assassinate Lincoln were legitimate, the ladies odd reserve at such an historic moment was not only a consequence of their sworn duty, but a vital necessity.

Unconcerned or perhaps unaware of the watchful eyes upon him as he departed his carriage, Lincoln slowly began to make his way toward the historic hall to address a few remarks to the assemblage before raising the flag outside.

“I cannot help thinking Mr. Lincoln’s participation in this ceremony to be foolhardy,” Mrs. Warne whispered, warily observing the future president’s progress with her penetrating blue eyes.

“Mr. Lincoln would not be dissuaded from his duty and that speaks well of him, I think,” Hannah replied.

“Indeed,” the widow said. “But my reproof is not aimed at his character, rather his common sense. With the fate of the nation at stake, it would have been wiser to heed Mr. Pinkerton’s warning and leave Philadelphia last night.”

“And risk the scandal of disappointing the public expecting to greet him along his route?”

“Better a few disappointed spectators than a dead president,” Mrs. Warne countered. “You know what Mr. Pinkerton always says, ‘Non nobis, sed pro patria.’”

Not for ourselves, but for our country, Miss Harris mentally translated. “I am certain Mr. Lincoln believes he is doing just that,” she replied. “He is meeting the expectations of those who elected him, rather than withdrawing from them to preserve his life.”

“And what good will such empty gestures accomplish when the nation is thrown into chaos and there is no one left to lead us?”

“Surely you exaggerate, ma’am.”

Mrs. Warne scoffed. “Rather you underestimate the seriousness of the times. As I have told you before, Hannah, you must school your mind to look ahead and plan for every contingency. Determine all the possibilities, from every point of view, then, and only then, can you determine the correct course of action. Remember, in our work, we must never allow sentiment to influence our course. Detachment. Reason. Calm. These are our best allies in times of peril.”

“Yes, Mrs. Warne,” Hannah acceded, avoiding her mentor’s somber gaze. “But I do not—”

Mrs. Warne raised one pale hand to indicate the need for silence. “Hush now, they are going inside. We best follow so we may complete our assignment.”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts, Miss Harris. There is little time remaining before we must depart for the station. Come along now. Mr. Pinkerton is relying upon us in this grave hour.” Lifting the hem of her black skirt, Mrs. Warne moved away.

Fed up with her mentor’s constant reprimands and meddlesome suspicions, Hannah’s eyes narrowed cruelly as she watched Mrs. Warne’s retreating figure.

“One more day, Mrs. Warne,” Hannah grumbled, “then you shall see just how grave matters truly are.”

She raked her eyes over the teeming throng and spotted a solemn, young gentleman dressed in a train engineer’s uniform studying the President’s passage into the hall. When Lincoln disappeared through the hallowed portico, the man turned and looked directly at Hannah. He inclined his head slightly, as a sign of recognition, then turned and walked away.

A sly grin curved the corner of Hannah’s pretty mouth. Everything was going according to plan.
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August 1881

Somewhere near 

the Texas-Mexico border

The first evening star was twinkling in the distant, desert sky. Hannah Webster sneered at the firmament’s beauty from her obscured view in the baggage car of the speeding train she had been forced to board and turned away to dwell on the inconceivable reality of her circumstances. She was under arrest for crimes too numerous to count. Chained at the wrists and left to brood on a splintered crate, she could feel no remorse for her transgressions, only hate.

Once a protégé of the celebrated spy, Kate Warne, Hannah went on to succeed Mrs. Warne as the head of Allan Pinkerton’s Female Detective’s Bureau. However, her long and formidable reign had come to an abrupt end that summer when her treasonous activities were exposed by a new recruit to the agency.

A naive, young woman from a backwater town in Missouri, Amanda Brown came to The Pinkerton National Detective Agency to escape her past and make a new start as a partner to agent Christopher Garrety. During her first case, Amanda sabotaged Hannah Webster’s quest for power by exposing her superior as the instigator of President Garfield’s recent assassination. Despite Allan Pinkerton’s exhaustive measures to bring Mrs. Webster to justice, she managed to elude capture by seeking exile below the border. For months, she planned to take her revenge on Miss Brown and rebuild the empire lost to her. But Hannah’s estranged husband, Jonathan Webster, had ideas of his own.

After a bitter, twenty-year stint in prison, Jonathan orchestrated a daring escape and set out to exact retribution from his duplicitous bride. Employing an elaborate ruse to win the assistance of the Pinkerton Agency, he followed his wife to Mexico where he intended to lure her into a trap by using Miss Brown as the bait. But before he could implement his plans, he was exposed as a fraud and rushed to make an attempt on Hannah’s life, which failed. It was during her flight from Jonathan’s assault that Hannah was captured by her former colleagues and summarily arrested, thus accounting for her present departure north.

Ordered back to Washington D.C. for trial, Hannah Harris, the girl who could have conquered the world, was now Hannah Webster, the traitor with nothing to look forward to but a criminal’s death and a legacy of everlasting disgrace.

Sickened by the bitterness of her thoughts, Hannah narrowed her cold, hazel eyes and shifted restlessly, clattering the chain of her shackles against the rough, wooden crate beneath her. The faint lines on her brow deepened with every angry curse she conjured against Allan Pinkerton and his minions. In particular, the five detectives assigned to oversee her journey home; Amanda Brown Christopher Garrety, Mercedes Vasquez, Russell Tucker, Kevin Douglas and former agent turned bounty hunter, Eric Masterson.

The prolonged absence of all but Mr. Tucker and Mr. Douglas from the baggage car following the train’s departure gave Hannah reason to suspect something was amiss with the others. Particularly since a growing sense of anxiety seemed to be plaguing her two remaining guards. Straining to interpret their mumbled conversation, she found she could make out their hushed words....

“Do you think one of us should go and check?”

“Garrety told us to stay here,” Kevin Douglas said, asserting his seniority.

“That was before we knew about Jonathan Webster. Garrety should have been back by now or at least sent word.”

“Stay at your post, Russ,” Douglas insisted. “The last thing we want is to give that one another chance to escape.” He cast a dirty look in Hannah’s direction and she pretended not to notice.

“I suppose you are right,” Tucker agreed. “Chris Garrety never has been one to run things by-the-book.”

“That is an understatement. And as for that woman of his....”

“Miss Brown is a licensed operative, same as us,” Russ reminded his friend.

Douglas scoffed. “The day any woman is the same as me is the day the devil’s britches freeze over.”

“You must admit she has done a good job on this case.”

“Dumb luck,” Douglas replied. “Not to mention a lot of outside help.”

“You are not being fair.”

“No? Then where is she? If the two of us were not here to stand watch, Mr. Pinkerton would not have a prisoner and the agency would have to start the hunt for Mrs. Webster all over.”

“Ahem!”

Douglas whirled around to find Christopher Garrety standing behind him. Garrety’s strikingly handsome face was contorted with a severe scowl and his thick, dark hair ruffled wildly in the wind as he glared at them from the open door of the baggage car.

“Chris!” Douglas exclaimed jovially “We were just—”

“So I heard,” Garrety interrupted, slamming the door behind him.

“Trouble?” Russ asked, reading Chris’ agitated mood.

“Of a sort.”

“Oh?” Douglas said inquisitively.

“I need you both in the passenger car to help Mercedes and Eric.”

“With what?”

Chris arched one brow in pique. “They will explain when you get there.”

“What about Mrs. Webster?” Russ wondered.

“I will watch her. Now, move!”

Both men filed out without further objection. Chris watched until he was satisfied they were gone before he bolted the door and crossed to Mrs. Webster’s side. He seized her arm and pulled her up on her feet.

“What are you doing?” she demanded, watching him unlock the shackles around her wrists.

He offered no explanation as he forced her over to the car’s large sliding door.

“Garrety! What is this? Explain yourself.”

“You have been temporarily reprieved, Mrs. Webster,” he replied snidely.

“What?”

Chris slid back the door. The wind came pouring in the gaping opening, whipping at their clothes as the train sped through the darkening countryside.

“No more questions,” Chris shouted at her. “Out!”

“No!” she objected. “You must be mad.”

“Jump!” he insisted.

Hannah peered out. Up ahead she could see they were coming to a bridge. The pale moonlight glinted off the turbulent river below. The train began to slow at its approach to the water, letting out a piercing cry, as maneuvered around the tight bend. At the same moment, she heard someone struggling with the locked door.

“Chris. Let us in! Chris!” It was Eric Masterson. Violent pounding began to emanate from the opposite side of the door, followed by more voices.

Deaf to the pleas of his friends, Chris tightened his grip on Mrs. Webster’s arm. In disbelief, she looked up into his hard, expressionless face.

“This is murder,” she argued. “You cannot kill me.”

“I just might if anything happens to Amanda.”

“Amanda? Then Miss Brown is....” A faint smile curved Hannah’s lips at her sudden realization. The sight of it disgusted Chris. Enraged, he shoved her closer to the open door.

“For the last time, jump!” he shouted. But Mrs. Webster continued to resist him.

The frantic sounds of the others attempting to breech the door reached the point Chris was sure they would break through at any moment. If he was going to go ahead with his plan, this was his last chance. He took a breath and, tightening his hold on Hannah Webster’s arm, fell forward.

Pulled off her feet, Hannah tumbled away from the train beside Christopher Garrety. As they fell, she caught a glimpse of Eric Masterson and Mercedes Vasquez rushing to the edge of the car to hover in the open doorway.

“Ay, Dios!” Mercedes exclaimed, clutching Eric’s arm. “What has he done?”

“The only thing he could,” Eric said glumly.

“What are we going to do?” Mercedes pressed, as the last glimpse of Chris and Mrs. Webster faded into the darkness.

Eric gave Mercedes a grave look before he shouted at Tucker and Douglas, “Tell the conductor to stop the train.”

“You have no authority to give orders, Masterson,” Douglas complained.

“Stop this train,” Eric asserted, “before we lose them completely.”

Affronted by Eric’s attitude, Douglas was of a mind to argue, but with his usual common sense, Tucker drew his partner away to locate the conductor. After they had gone, Eric turned back to stare out into the murky abyss.

“You are going after them,” Mercedes guessed.

Eric nodded.

“Even though Chris told you to stay out of it?”

“A federal prisoner and a rogue agent,” Eric said. “Everyone will be after them. Better a friend finds them first.”

“Are you certain you can?”

“It seems I have to.”

*****
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Garrety,

Consider this repayment for your foolish interference. Deliver my wife to the San Pedro Mission near Puebla within seven days. If you try to trick me again, Miss Brown will pay for your deception with her life.

J. Webster

Allan Pinkerton slammed the page containing Jonathan Webster’s ransom demands down on his desk and swore under his breath. The reports from his field operatives in Mexico, accompanying Webster’s terms, were no less disheartening. In the forty years since he founded the Pinkerton Agency, the Scotsman had never encountered a more infuriating predicament. Not only had his operatives failed to achieve any of their objectives on the Webster case, but one was in jeopardy of imminent death and the other guilty of the most flagrant insubordination.

He rose from his chair and strode over to the window of his Chicago office to brood. So consumed by his contemplations, Pinkerton failed to notice the arrival of a slight girl with soft brown hair and wire rimmed spectacles. Setting down her reticule, she scooped up the offensive missive from Pinkerton’s desk and began to read the contents for herself. 

When she finished, she took a step toward her employer and said, “I cannot believe this is true, sir.”

Startled, Pinkerton turned around and let out a low grunt in recognition of his visitor.

“I assure you it is, Miss Newlan,” Pinkerton finally said. “Brutally true. Along with that ransom note, Mercedes Vasquez’s report catalogues every wretched detail of the fiasco.”

“Then it is certain Amanda...I mean, Miss Brown, is Jonathan Webster’s hostage?”

“Though there were no witnesses to the actual crime, Señora Vasquez insists there can be no other explanation for Miss Brown’s disappearance. The motive and method of her kidnapping are consistent with Jonathan Webster’s profile.”

Penny Newlan shook her head. “Something does not seem right. Jonathan Webster is a cunning, ruthless man. He proved that when he broke out of San Palo de Carmin Prison in June.”

“And your point, Miss Newlan?”

“Why would he stoop to something as risky as blackmail to achieve his ends? He must have known you would never agree to release his wife to him, whatever the cost.”

“Obviously, he was more certain of Mr. Garrety’s reaction,” Pinkerton surmised, returning to his desk. “Having spent so much time with Garrety and Miss Brown, in the guise of a respectable client, Webster clearly ascertained the depth of their affections.”

Penny sighed. “Yes. They are rather transparent.”

“What galls me the most is the fact I warned Mr. Garrety not to allow his relationship with Miss Brown to interfere with agency business and now....” Pinkerton paused to throw up his hands in frustration. “He has clearly disregarded my orders.”

“There is no proof of that yet, sir.”

Mr. Pinkerton glared at Penny, visibly chagrined. “And just how do you arrive at that conclusion? He locked all the other operatives out of the baggage car and jumped off the bloody train with my prisoner!”

“Yes,” Penny agreed. “But we cannot know what he intends to do. He may have taken Mrs. Webster merely to perpetrate some ruse of his own that might—”

“Miss Newlan, stop!” Pinkerton ordered, holding up one of his burly hands. “I did not summon you here from Washington D.C. to listen to idle speculation.”

“Then why did you send for me, sir?”

“Apart from the fact I was most displeased to receive the letter regarding your intention to resign as coordinator of operations for the agency, I was hoping you might be able to offer the operatives in charge of this matter some insight to facilitate their search for Mr. Garrety.”

“Gladly, Mr. Pinkerton,” Penny replied. “Though I do not know how much I can contribute. I only really knew Mr. Garrety through my friendship with Amanda.”

“It will have to be enough. We only have a few days to stop Jonathan Webster from harming Miss Brown or taking his wife from Mr. Garrety’s custody.”

“Understood,” Penny said. “Who are the operatives in charge of the case?”

“Kevin Douglas and Russell Tucker. I determined that since they are still in Mexico and already familiar with the case, it would be most advisable to let them carry on.”

“And what about Mercedes Vasquez?”

“I have recalled her to the Chicago office. I expect her arrival by the end of the week.”

“I see,” Penny uttered worriedly.

“Is something wrong, Miss Newlan?”

Penny shook off her frown. “I would have thought Señora Vasquez more capable, even than myself, of finding Mr. Garrety. After all, she has worked closely with him, as well as with Amanda, and she was involved in the events prior to—”

“I considered all that, Miss Newlan,” Pinkerton interrupted. “But there are...other factors which outweigh her familiarity with the situation.”

“If you pardon me for asking, what other factors, sir?”

Pinkerton let out a heavy sigh. “If you must know, it seems Señora Vasquez has also been working closely with Eric Masterson on this case and I have good reason to suspect his influence has been detrimental to her professional judgment.”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“I trust you do not require me to be more explicit, Miss Newlan,” Pinkerton bristled. “Surely you remember the circumstances of Mr. Masterson’s dismissal from this agency?”

“Of course. His disregard for regulations, to say nothing of his personal philosophies, was far from acceptable. But it does not follow that Mercedes Vasquez should be mistrusted simply because Mr. Masterson proved himself disloyal during his tenure here. I urge you to reconsider—”

“I have made my decision, Miss Newlan,” Pinkerton asserted. “Masterson has proven his true nature in joining the ranks of lawless bounty hunters plaguing the west. I will not allow any investigation conducted by this agency to be tainted by his underhanded tactics. And while I admit there is no concrete proof Señora Vasquez has adopted his habits, I will not risk the safety of my operatives or the reputation of my agency on a wait and see approach. This case is too important to leave any room for uncertainty. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Penny relented. “How would you like me to begin?”

“My secretary has a list of questions Mr. Douglas forwarded. I have added a few of my own to help expand our employee profile on Mr. Garrety. You may obtain the list when you leave here, then fill it out promptly for transmission to Mexico this afternoon.”

“Yes, sir,” Penny said again, retrieving her purse and starting for the door.

“And Miss Newlan,” Pinkerton called after her.

Penny turned back, her eyes wide with curiosity.

“I know the life of a spy is not half as appealing as the prospect of marriage to David Underhill,” Pinkerton continued kindly. “But I do wish you would reconsider leaving our ranks. You possess a keen mind and natural instincts which make you invaluable to us.”

“Thank you, Mr. Pinkerton. I cannot tell you how much that means to me.”

“I merely wish you to know I am not unappreciative of all of you have contributed to the agency and....”

“Yes?”

“I feel I must apologize for my temper when last I saw you in Washington. I hope Mr. Underhill was not deeply offended by my bluster.”

“You were under a great strain, sir. David and I realized that.”

Pinkerton nodded and idly stroked his generous beard.

“I really feel I should ask for your forgiveness,” Penny continued. “If I had followed your orders and not informed Amanda of Mrs. Webster’s plans to ensnare her with a false arrest, perhaps we would not have to face this impossible situation now.”

“Nary allow thoughts such as that to trouble you, lass. Supposing does no good. Best get to Douglas’ questions.”

“Right away,” Penny nodded.

Pinkerton gave her an encouraging wink and she crossed to the door.

“Do not worry, sir,” Penny added in high spirits. “Everything will work out for the best. I can feel it.”
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Chapter Two
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Amanda Brown could not be sure of the time or even the place where Jonathan Webster was holding her captive. She knew Webster spent twenty hellish years in prison because his wife betrayed him. She knew he expected to trade Amanda for his wife or see her die in Hannah’s place to satisfy his craving for revenge. And she knew positively she had been a fool to believe that “urgent” message from the conductor during Hannah Webster’s transfer. She never should have left the baggage car alone. That single mistake had given Jonathan Webster the opportunity to drug her, kidnap her, and gain the upper hand with Allan Pinkerton.

Just the thought of Mr. Pinkerton’s disappointment or worse, his anger, made Amanda shudder. It was only her second assignment for the agency and she had failed Mr. Pinkerton. She had failed all her colleagues; Mercedes, Eric, Douglas, Tucker and...Chris. Amanda closed her eyes. The fear she may never see Chris again gripped her heart and she felt sick. 

How was Chris taking the news of her abduction? Was he frantic with worry? Irate? Annoyed? Oh, why did she have to be so naive? She should have heeded Chris’ warning to stay on her guard. She should have let him handle the summons from the conductor after he dismissed the sheriff’s deputies. Then Chris would be Webster’s prisoner instead of you, she reasoned. Disgusted by such a disloyal thought, she shook her head.

“Enough speculating,” she chided herself. “It is time to start doing something.”

Determined to make the best of her situation, Amanda stood and started to poke around for clues to determine where Webster had brought her. The solitary room she had been assigned afforded her few hints apart from four rough, stone walls, an assortment of cobwebs and a paucity of worn, antique furniture. A carved wooden chest sat at the far end of the square room. Its lock had been broken long since and the chest itself contained nothing but a moth-eaten quilt. Just opposite the chest stood a spindle table supporting a grimy wash basin and on the wall farthest from the locked door was a dusty four poster bed. There was one small shuttered window providing the only light in the room.

After some reflection, Amanda concluded she was in a private residence. More than likely, Jonathan Webster’s former home. His long absence in prison would account for the derelict nature of her surroundings. There was also little doubt she was still in Mexico. Though she was far from an expert, Amanda thought she recognized the song of a cactus wren beyond her window. She also felt the warm tang in the air that could only come from the desert.

Having settled the where and why of her predicament, Amanda began to work on how she might escape when she heard the sound of a key unlocking the door. Bracing herself for another encounter with Jonathan Webster, she was relieved to see a short, elderly lady standing on the threshold with a lamp. She raised her watery, blue-grey eyes to Amanda’s face before quickly casting them down again to enter the room.

As she walked, the old woman’s stooped shoulders conveyed a sense she was burdened by a tremendous sorrow. She stopped when she reached the edge of the bed and set down her lamp on the floor. Then she laid out a dress and a single towel, which she had been carrying over her arm.

“I will bring clean water up to you in a moment, Señorita,” she said, turning to Amanda.

“Never mind the water, Señora,” Amanda replied. “Tell me where I am. What is this place?”

“You must wash,” the woman insisted, turning to the door. “And change your dress. You are expected for supper.”

“Please,” Amanda begged, rushing after her. “I must know.”

The old lady regarded her kindly before shaking her snowy, white head. “I have no answers for you, child.”

“At least tell me who you are?” Amanda persisted, seizing the woman’s hand.

“A ghost. Only a ghost.”

“But—”

“Do not concern yourself with me,” the lady insisted, drawing her hand away from Amanda. “You must make yourself ready. If you are late, he will be angry.”

“He? You mean Jonathan Webster?”

A haunted expression altered the old woman’s gentle face. “Who else decides our fate now?” she replied.

“I do not understand.”

“You will, my dear,” she explained, opening the door to step through. “Soon enough.”

*****
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“Good evening, Miss Brown.”

Wary of Jonathan Webster’s friendly greeting, Amanda cautiously approached her captor. While opposed to spending any time with Webster, she realized his dinner invitation was a vital opportunity to gain information about her predicament. Yet, as she proceeded into what appeared to have once been a grand dining room, she could not reconcile the picture Webster presented of a genial host with the hard, calculating man she knew.

A fire was burning in the hearth behind Webster. The dappled light softened the lines of middle-age usually evident upon his face. His tawny-colored hair was cropped and combed to shine with health, belying the grey peppering his temples. Freshly shaved and dressed in a white shirt and dark suit, his appearance was neat, but unfashionable. At Amanda’s arrival, a look of self-satisfaction glinted in his cold, blue eyes reviving the customary air of arrogance that emanated from him like a noxious perfume.

“I am delighted you decided to join me,” he confided.

“There is little to decide when one is faced with an ultimatum,” Amanda grumbled.

“Your lack of graciousness pains me, Miss Brown.”

Doing her best to appear aloof, Amanda shrugged.

“Please, have a seat,” Webster urged, holding out a chair at the end of the long, undraped table.

Reluctant to comply with his wishes, Amanda hesitated.

“Come now, Miss Brown. I thought we had an understanding?”

“That was before I learned you only ever intended to use me so you might murder your wife.”

“I cannot apologize for my determination to see Hannah pay for her treachery. I can only say I regret that involving you was necessary.”

Amanda scoffed.

“You agreed with me,” he reminded her. “Hannah must be stopped.”

“Captured and prosecuted,” Amanda corrected “Not butchered with a knife.”

“Does it really make a difference how she is stopped?” Webster asserted, stepping toward Amanda.

“Of course it does. Murder is immoral.”

“Yet, you cannot deny you will be perfectly happy to see the government execute my wife.”

“That is different.”

“Is it?” Webster crossed his arms. “Death is death, Miss Brown, no matter how it comes. And I think after all Hannah has forced me to endure, I have earned the right to end her life.”

“I do not agree.”

Webster let out a sigh. “Then I see no further point in debate. Besides, our soup is cooling and you look far too lovely to waste another moment arguing.”

Uneasy with Webster’s compliment, Amanda shifted restlessly. Since there was no mirror in her room, she could only guess what sort of impression she made. However, could she have seen her reflection, she would have been pleased at how delicately her rosy skin and long auburn hair were set off by the soft green dress she wore.

“I have no desire to make a good impression,” Amanda replied curtly. “I only changed because my own clothes were in tatters after you abducted me.”

“Indeed,” Webster replied, humoring her. “I do hope you are comfortable.”

“Hardly,” Amanda insisted. “How can I be when I remain in ignorance as to my whereabouts or your intentions?”

Webster smiled wryly. “I should have thought a clever girl like you would have that figured out by now.”

“Do not mock me, Mr. Webster.”

“Never, my dear girl. You forget how much faith I have in your abilities.”

“Rather my value as bait to trap your wife.”

“Why quibble over vernacular? Let us sit down and enjoy our meal.”

Amanda eyed him circumspectly.

“I promise you the food is not poisoned.”

“And I am supposed to believe you?”

“Miss Brown, I realize I have lied to you about a great many things. But you must understand my motives. My deception was never a personal vendetta against you. The fact is I have enormous respect and admiration for you.”

“No doubt that is why you are planning to do away with me.”

“I admit your demise is a possibility, but I am surprised you, of all people, should be convinced such drastic measures will be required.”

“Are you trying to tell me you are in the habit of making empty threats, Mr. Webster?”

“Not at all. I merely want to remind you of the...shall we say...slavish devotion of your Mr. Garrety.”

“What has Chris got to do with this?”

“Surely you cannot think he will allow any harm to come to you when it is in his power to save you?”

“Mr. Webster, if you expect Chris to surrender your wife because of his feelings for me, you are grossly mistaken.”

“I think not,” Webster asserted. “I know he will agree to my terms and when he does, you will be free to go.”

“Go?” Amanda said incredulously. “And just forget about this?”

“I would,” Webster urged. “But in the meantime, I see no reason for any unnecessary unpleasantness.”

Amanda visibly balked.

“I can see you do not share my views.”

“How could I?” Amanda said. “How could anyone be expected to treat their abduction like some merry holiday?”

“Better to take that attitude, Miss Brown, than suffer the alternative.”

“Alternative?”

“Confinement, starvation and ultimately...pain.”

Amanda paled. “You cannot mean you would—”

“I would,” Webster interrupted. “And I fear it would be more than you could bear.”

“Do not be so sure,” Amanda insisted, more confidently than she felt.

Jonathan Webster paused to study his prisoner then leaned toward her. “Oh, but you are afraid,” he whispered. “Of a great many things...and we both know it.”

Amanda recoiled, but Webster’s reflexes were like lighting. His hand darted out to seize her wrist and he pulled her closer. “You are not going to deny it?”

Amanda turned warily to gaze up into his taunting face, but dared not speak. She had never been good at hiding her emotions and the fact she had admitted harboring fears at her first meeting with Jonathan Webster seemed to make any denial now impossible. Yet, she knew she must make a better show of masking her present anxiety. Perhaps out of frustration over her transparency or maybe due to genuine courage, Amanda felt her lips curve in a sneer before she yanked her arm free from his grip.

“I do not know what sort of twisted game you are playing, Mr. Webster,” she began testily, “but I refuse to participate.”

With the patronizing look of a man set on having his way, Webster bobbed his head. “Perhaps you will feel differently once you have eaten,” he suggested. “With such a duration since your last meal, you must be ravenous.”

“Whether I am or not is no concern of yours,” Amanda argued. “I only came down here because—”

“You were curious,” Webster supplied, retreating to his place at the head of the table. “I know you have a great many questions. And I am quite willing to answer them all..., if you give me the chance.”

Amanda swallowed hard, unsure whether or not to trust him.

“Then tell me where I am,” she ventured, following after him.

“My home. At least, what remains of it since my exile.”

“And the woman who came to my room?”

“You need not concern yourself with her,” Webster asserted. “She was merely acting on my orders and I assure you, you have nothing to fear from her.”

Amanda appeared skeptical.

“I mean what I say, Miss Brown,” Webster stressed. “Though your arrival here was involuntary, I urge you to consider yourself my guest. I am quite willing to give you the freedom to go wherever you wish. Within limits of course. You may use any room you like or even take a turn out of doors, if you so desire. I only ask that you notify me before you go anywhere and above all, do not go beyond the gates surrounding the property.”

“You cannot expect me to agree to that.”

“My expectations have little to do with your cooperation, Miss Brown. For should you elect to ignore my warning, I fear you will meet with a rather nasty end. You see, there is nothing beyond this place for miles but an unforgivable desert, rife with wild dogs, poisonous reptiles and other savage manifestations of nature, any one of which could bring about a swift end to your young life.”

“So much for your assurances of safety,” Amanda mocked.

“They are most sincere,” he replied. “Provided you do not venture out of bounds.”

Amanda felt a chill beneath Webster’s pointed gaze. “I see,” she uttered.

“I hope you do. Now if you have no further questions....”

“There is one more.”

“Just one then, Miss Brown.”

“How long have I been here?”

“Roughly forty hours.”

“Then that means there are only five days before your ultimatum must be—”

“Correct,” Webster interrupted. “And for everyone’s sake, I hope Mr. Garrety is keeping track.”

“And if he is not?”

“That makes two questions, Miss Brown,” Webster teased. “Though I see no reason we cannot discuss such a possibility, while we dine.” Pulling out the chair beside him, he took a seat at the head of the table. “Miss Brown,” he beckoned, gesturing to the empty chair at his right. “If you please?”

Amanda’s urge to rebel was instantly squashed by the mighty rumbling in her stomach. Transfixed by Jonathan Webster’s commanding stare, she slowly lowered herself onto the chair he indicated and tried to forget about the unassailable feeling of doom pressing in on her, concentrating instead on the savory-smelling soup steaming up from the table in front of her.
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Chapter Three
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Hannah’s lungs burned as she raised her head above the cold, rushing water and gasped for air. Moonlight shimmered across the rippling current carrying her towards a rocky embankment where thick, dense root tendrils from a fallen tree reached out for her. She grabbed hold and pulled herself out on the shore. Overcome with fatigue, she fell to her back, panting and bruised, but alive.

She gazed up at the starry heavens, her thoughts consumed with plans for survival. I have to make my escape before.... Just then, a shadow fell across her face, disrupting her inner dialogue. Tilting her head back, Hannah grimaced when she recognized the chiseled features of Christopher Garrety.

“Get on your feet,” Chris ordered angrily.

Wiping his brow with the cuff of his drenched coat, he pushed aside his dark, disheveled hair and dripped water on Hannah’s face. She curled her lip in disgust, but refused to move.

“Up!” Chris shouted, his boots squishing as he lunged toward her. “We must keep moving.”

Loath to agree with Garrety about anything, Hannah knew search parties were probably already being organized to follow them. Reluctantly, she rolled on her side and forced herself to her knees, bracing herself against a fallen tree trunk as she rose.

“Come along!” Chris complained, gripping Hannah’s forearm.

“Take your hands off of me!” Hannah shouted, pulling her arm away from him.

“Do not test me, Mrs. Webster! I am in no mood to put up with your fits of temper.”

“Pardon me,” Hannah replied sarcastically. “I suppose I should be grateful a lunatic decided to hurl me from a moving train!”

“I do not see you have anything to complain about.”

“Why am I not surprised.”

“Damn it, woman!” Chris swore. “Shut your mouth and get moving!”

“No!” Hannah asserted. “Not until you explain where you are taking me.”

“You would like to know?”

“That is the least you owe me.”

“I owe you!” Chris ranted. “Incredible! The only reason either of us is here, instead of on that train for Washington D.C., is because of your insane husband.”

“Jonathan? Then he has done something with Miss Brown.”

“Something is an understatement. And for your sake, he better not do anything more.”

“Temper, temper, Mr. Garrety,” Mrs. Webster admonished. “Most unprofessional, you know.”

Annoyed, Chris clenched his jaw and took a firm hold of Mrs. Webster’s arm. With a rough shove, he forced her to move along and followed close behind as they clumsily made their way down the river bank. They walked on in silence for several minutes, struggling to keep their footing on the uneven shore until they climbed up an embankment to level ground.

They continued to hug the tree line as they progressed in the darkness until Chris noticed the tarnished glow of several lanterns up ahead. He stopped short to study the distant light. It illuminated a makeshift dock leading to a weathered boat waiting below in the water. Male voices rose in an urgent exchange all around the craft. Suspicious, Chris pulled Mrs. Webster down behind some brush and knelt beside her to watch as the men loaded the small boat with crates stacked on the shore.

“Who are they?” Hannah whispered, peering over the fallen log where she and Chris were hiding.

“Smugglers no doubt,” Chris replied. “What other reason could there be for loading cargo in such a desolate spot?”

“I can think of several,” Mrs. Webster answered haughtily.

“No doubt you can. But then, not all of us are equipped with your singularly depraved mind.”

Hannah parted her lips to take exception to Garrety’s scathing insult when she noticed something significant about one of the smugglers. As he passed beneath the light to load another crate, she instantly recognized the mark branded on the side of the box he carried. Smiling to herself, Hannah glanced sidelong at Chris. Satisfied he was occupied surveying the scene, she boldly darted out from her hiding place.

Startled by the abrupt movement, Chris turned. “Wha...,” he began to stutter. “Mrs. Webster! Get down before they see you,” he rasped, still crouching as he tried to reach out and stop her.

Deaf to his orders, Hannah rushed on toward the smugglers. Unsure what to do, Chris shrank back into the shadows and watched while Mrs. Webster approached the edge of the dock.

Three of the smugglers were already aboard the boat. When the fourth returned to the dock for the last crate, he was startled to find Hannah waiting there. He looked her up and down, wondering at her sodden appearance. She smiled invitingly and asked in her best Spanish if she could join them on-board.

The smuggler shook his head.

“I can make it worth any inconvenience,” Hannah replied.

“No room!” the smuggler insisted. “We will sink with the extra weight.”

“Then leave the cargo.”

“Leave it!”

“I will pay you double its worth if you take me instead.”

The smuggler scoffed and shouted to his comrades of her ridiculous offer. Another smuggler disembarked and came to stand beside his accomplice. He was bigger and obviously older, making Hannah believe he was the leader of the group.

“Be gone woman,” he ordered. “Before it is too late.” He grinned lasciviously at her, stroking his unshaven chin.

“Is this any way to treat an ally?” Hannah persisted.

“Ally? I have never seen you before.”

“And yet, I know we share the same interests.”

“We do?”

“Absolutely,” Hannah insisted. She held the older man’s gaze, simultaneously rolling up the sleeve on her left arm. Then Hannah held out her bared skin under the lantern light. She grinned to see the wily smuggler’s eyes widen in disbelief at the small black tattoo staining her milky white flesh.

“I trust you recognize that symbol,” Hannah added, “as it is the same mark labeling your cargo.”

“The Golden Circle!” he exclaimed. “You are one of them?”

“Just so,” Hannah confirmed, rolling down her sleeve. “Now will you accommodate me?”

Still stunned, the smuggler gaped at her. “Who are you?”

“Does it matter?”

“I suppose not, but—”

“Fine,” she interrupted, stepping past him. “Then we best get underway.”

“Not so fast,” he insisted, seizing her arm. “How do we know you can pay?”

“I give you my word. If you can deliver me to New Orleans safely, you will be rewarded handsomely.”

The smuggler thought for a moment then shook his head.

“That is not good enough.” he said, pulling Hannah close. “I think you will give us something now. Before we go.”

Incensed by such brazen familiarity, Hannah slapped his face and pulled free from his grasp.

Angered by her show of temper, the smuggler quickly rounded on Hannah with a fearsome scowl upon his face. He grabbed her again, but Hannah outmaneuvered him and managed to throw him off-balance. No longer amused by their compadre’s embarrassment, the others jumped over the side of the boat and came ashore.

“Stop this!” Hannah shouted angrily. “All of you! Or so help me I will—”

“You will do nothing, Señora,” her attacker countered, closing in on her again. “Except what we say.”

“Step away from my prisoner,” Chris demanded gruffly.

Startled, the smuggler turned to see Garrety emerge from the darkness. A thin shaft of light glinted off the barrel of the six-gun in Chris’ hand and all of the miscreants froze.

“That’s better,” Chris remarked.

“What are you doing here, Señor?” the leader demanded.

“I am Pinkerton Agent, Christopher Garrety, and I am placing all of you under arrest,” he proclaimed.

There was an outcry from the smugglers until Chris added. “Unless you provide this lady and I swift passage to Puebla.”

“Puebla?” Hannah repeated incredulously. “I have no intention of going to Puebla.”

“Regardless of your intentions, Mrs. Webster, it is Puebla or nothing,” Chris corrected, maintaining a close watch on the smugglers.

“What is in Puebla?” Hannah demanded.

“Your beloved husband,” Chris answered her. “And his hostage. Both are eagerly anticipating our arrival.”

Hannah grew somber and braced her shoulders against the ominous understanding settling upon her. Chris intended to trade her for his precious Amanda. She would not allow it.

“Well, gentlemen?” Chris pressed, addressing the smugglers once more. “Do we have a deal?”

“No!” Hannah shouted. “No deal.”

“Mrs. Webster, you have nothing to say about it,” Chris corrected.

“Oh, no?” she challenged. Stepping from behind the protection of Chris’ gun, she approached the smuggler nearest to her. “Do you not see he is trying to deceive you?”

The smuggler frowned and looked between Hannah and Chris with uncertainty.

“His gun will not fire,” she continued. “It is as wet as he is. Just look!”

The smuggler seemed to hesitate, turning to his amigos for guidance, until Hannah said to them all, “He is mad I tell you! He pushed me off a moving train tonight and we both fell into the river together. Trust me. His weapon is useless! Take him!”

“Mrs. Webster what are you saying?” Chris intervened, trying to sound reproachful; all the while hoping the smugglers could not sense the fear rising inside of him at Hannah’s dangerous disclosure.
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