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        For Mike, my father-in-law⁠—

        Your stories were wild, your roots ran deep, and your love for Nevada and Virginia City left a lasting impression. Though you’re no longer here to read these pages, may they echo the grit, grace, and Western spirit you lived so fully.
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        Virginia City, Nevada

        November 25, 1875

      

      

      She had really gotten herself into trouble this time.

      Clara Alexander knelt on the mine shaft floor, her head in her hands, the heat engulfing her. Throat raw from shouting, she drew in a ragged breath. The geothermal springs heated the earth until the mines felt like a midsummer day—even with snow piled waist-high outside on Mount Davidson.

      This was not how she’d envisioned her first, unofficial job for the Territorial Enterprise. Ironically, she’d entered the mine full of determination—wearing men’s clothes, her hair tucked up in a cap. Yet now, with the ore sample tucked safely in her pocket and each echo ricocheting down the tunnel, she wished to be anywhere but the Peterson Mine.

      Clara pushed herself off the floor to wander on, the rough dirt sides of the tunnel hot to the touch. “Is it something I’ve done, Lord? I mean, I know I’m not Your favorite child, and that’s fine. You have other children to dote on, and I will try to avoid trouble.”

      Something whispered against her leg. Clara froze, then slowly lowered to her haunches, searching the dirt beneath her. She startled as the smooth end of a tail swept across her fingers. Oh, thank heavens, it was only a rat. Soft and warm and real. Some men claimed mystic creatures called Tommy Knockers haunted the mines, alternately bringing good luck or calamity with them.

      A rumble sounded from the earthen bowels.

      Clara held her breath as she felt the iron tracks running along the earthen floor. One way led to a shaft and up to freedom, the other farther into darkness and heat.

      The growling grew louder, like thunder still far away but drawing nearer. What if it was an earthquake or rockslide? She’d heard of miners getting trapped by rockslides. She pushed herself up and swayed to one side, her head spinning. Then she rushed forward, using the wall as a guide. A sliver of wood scraped her fingertip when she dragged it across one of the beams supporting the ceiling.

      Louder, faster it came, chasing her into the deep until the backs of her eyelids seemed to glow. She stopped and thrust out a hand in front of her. “Is someone there?”

      The rumbles ceased.

      A scent lingered on the air, dust and something else. Not smoke, but if there was light, there must be fire, right? She eased one eye open, but there was nothing save her own long shadow stretching in front of her. Turning, she squinted into brightness that shone past an ore car. A tall, muscular man holding a lantern stepped from behind it, the candle flame glowing upon his shirtless frame.

      He was as sturdy as any miner she’d ever seen—and half naked. Likely cooler than her in her overalls and a layer of ladies’ underthings. He wore a red bandana around his head, and as he ducked to peer at her, it nearly grazed the transverse beam. Some said the mines were haunted, but she didn’t believe in ghosts. Did she?

      “You’re not a Tommy Knocker.” She cocked her head. “Are you?”

      “Mademoiselle, are you hurt?” His thick French accent curled around every word.

      Mademoiselle? So he knew she was a woman. So much for her disguise. No matter. She was rescued. Knees trembling, Clara bolstered herself against the side of the tunnel and laughed. “You are real. Oh, God has not grown tired of me yet.” Tears stung her eyes, and she covered her face for a moment, only to sway.

      He gripped her arms with large hands, steadying her. His nearness carried a faint, earthy aroma—like clay freshly turned.

      Clara tipped her chin up, panting from the heat. “Can you guide me to the shaft?”

      He touched her forehead, frowning, and said something in French before switching to English. “You need water. Come.” He tugged her around the ore car and down the tunnel.

      Clara’s view of their progression from that point was spotty, coming in flashes when she looked up from navigating the dark, dirty way. When they came upon the activity in the mine, men shouted and the cars rumbled on iron tracks. Her guide warned another miner of the car he’d left in the tunnel. Would they crash?

      Clara swayed, barely holding onto consciousness. The heat was so great and her limbs so very heavy, it was all she could do to remain upright.

      They were moving again, at a quick pace. He held her hand, his opposite one lifting the lantern ahead of them. She followed in his shadow, the light glowing past black curls at his neck as they wove past half-dressed miners with pickaxes and crowbars, all tapping away with methodical rhythm.

      Clara held tight to her guide. He led her into a room where men gathered around a large barrel of ice water. Light reflected off its foggy, grimy surface, yet the water called to her. Wishing she could climb into the barrel, she accepted the cup handed to her and drank long gulps. It tasted awful, yet she dipped the cup in a second time.

      All around her, the bare-chested, bright-eyed miners stared at her. “My goodness. I am surrounded by troglodytes.”

      More than a few of them scrunched their eyebrows, and several chuckles murmured from the crowd. One miner spoke, his blond mustache curled on either side of his nose. “Bringing your lady friend to work, Vulpe?”

      Her rescuer—Mr. Vulpe—tensed and pulled her a little nearer. “I found the lady in one of the tunnels.”

      The blond man smiled, revealing block-like teeth. “My name is Mr. Dodge Peterson.” He offered his hand.

      Clara let the water cup fall. It clanked against the side of the barrel, hanging by a chain. It seemed her identity as a female was known, but after being lost, it mattered little. “My name is⁠—”

      “Non.” Mr. Vulpe shushed her, his dark eyes catching firelight. “Do not speak.”

      Mr. Dodge laughed and tipped his hat to her. “I would be honored to meet such a fine lady.” He slid his gaze down her as though assessing the value of a piece of ore.

      Clara’s cotton chemise showed between the undone front of her shirt. She gasped and covered herself, only to have Mr. Vulpe urge her behind him with one hand as she hurried to work her buttons. No wonder the men recognized her as female. She’d also lost the miner’s cap she’d donned upon descending into the mine.

      “The woman must be returned to town.” Mr. Vulpe spoke sternly.

      Cheeks hotter by the moment, for the men in the underground room peered at her as though she’d stepped from a sporting house, Clara gripped Mr. Vulpe’s arm, ready to tell him to take her to the surface.

      As though knowing her intention, he turned. “Come, let us go.”

      “You leaving your shift before the bell rings, Vulpe?” Dodge Peterson again. Unlike the shirtless workers, this man wore long pants and a buttoned shirt. Though shorter than other men, he carried himself and spoke with the confidence of a leader. He must be the foreman of the shift. Sure enough, he stepped forward, his hands on his hips. “Get back to work. I’ll see the lady out.”

      Mr. Vulpe stayed like a sentinel between them. Stone still, he stared at his challenger, his eyes dark as iron and square jaw firm as granite.

      Mr. Dodge fumed, his shoulder heaving. “Snooty Frenchman. You’re fired! I never wanted you here, anyway, and when my father hears what you’ve done, you’ll be lucky to find a job in all of Nevada.”

      Rather than respond, Mr. Vulpe turned and led her away. Though he guided her with alarming possessiveness, the glare he leveled on the men they passed chased away her unease. Clara sensed safety with him. Not just because of his good size. While the gazes of other miners roved over her like exploring hands, Mr. Vulpe’s never dropped below her neck.

      “Here is the way up.” He stopped before the wooden frame of a shaft to hang a lantern and ring a bell. A metal cable led up into a black hole, correlating with the resounding crank of grinding gears. Mr. Vulpe let go of her and started toward a room off to one side. “How did you get down here?”

      She bit her bottom lip. How could she answer without sounding ridiculous? A female reporter would be hard enough for him to accept, and she was dressed in miner’s attire.

      “No answer? Perhaps you have a beau who works here. He thought it would be a good idea to show you the mine?”

      “No.” She raised her chin. “I came down alone.”

      “Unlikely. Why come down at all?”

      “That does not concern you.”

      “It does, actually, since I am responsible for you now and just lost my job protecting you.” Mr. Vulpe grabbed a bundle of clothes, including a hat that he promptly placed on his head. “What is your name?”

      Oh, no. She would not tell him that and have her family shamed. “I don’t think, under the circumstances, that I should answer that, but I am very sorry you lost your job. I just needed to find the lift. I can make my way to the surface from here.”

      “I will not leave your side until I know you are safe.” He knelt, his thick shoulder muscles flexing when he rolled his pant legs down around chiseled calves. “The sooner you are home, the better.”

      Making little impression in the darkness, the dim light of the single lantern he’d hung on a wall clung to him when he narrowed his gaze on her.

      “Have you considered, mademoiselle”—he strode toward her, so large and foreboding that she had to take a step back—“that running around among men of this breed will end in your ruin?”

      Unable to hold his imposing gaze, she put a couple feet between them. “When I descended the shaft, no one knew I was female.”

      “Doubtful. The lifts are crowded when the shifts come down.” He glanced up as the lift, a large wooden platform supported by a metal cage, trundled into view.

      She crossed her arms. “I was careful.”

      He smirked. “Ma foi, I doubt that.”

      So he thought she was a liar. “As you said, the lift was crowded. No one could see my face, and I tucked up my hair and wore a hat. No one knew I was a woman. As I prefer it.”

      “As you prefer?” The slightest quirk of his mouth turned his hard features nearly boyish. “A lie, I would wager, since you have been watching me as though you enjoyed the time we spent together.” He slipped into a blue denim shirt, winking when he closed the front over his broad chest.

      So he’d seen her interest in him. More curiosity than admiration—as she’d never seen a man shirtless before. Blushing, she turned her attention to the shaft. “A wager you’d lose.”

      He chuckled, low and husky, chasing a chill up her spine, and though she wished to further deny his confident claim, she kept her lips sealed. Father always said she was a terrible liar, so why further embarrass herself?

      Soon they were riding up the shaft in the cage, the pulley above working to raise them. The only light came from different levels they flew past since the speed at which they ascended would snuff out any flame. Mr. Vulpe crossed his arms with a coat thrown over one and a leg cocked out while Clara clung to the side of the cage.

      She fingered the ore sample into her pocket. No one had searched her as they typically did the miners, in case one tried to steal precious metals from the mine. She just had to make it home and begin her article. Hopefully, Theo had not yet alerted her father or the authorities. If he had, search parties would be formed, pulling men from their work to search for a woman lost in the mines. Then her article would be met with outrage and no editor would ever hire her.
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        * * *

      

      Beau led the lady out of the lift, which came up into the shambled building that passed for the Peterson Mine entrance just outside the small town of Gold Hill. This was a new mine, lacking the advanced equipment of wealthier setups. As Beau and the lady stepped from the cage into the dimly lit shelter, the lift operator, Mr. Perkins, eyed her and raised his eyebrows. “Your shift over, Vulpe?”

      “Oui. We’re heading to town.” Beau tried not to shiver when a freezing wind whistled through the cracks in the walls.

      “Best hurry, then.” He glanced down as though not noticing the lady in pants. “There’s a north wind blowing in.” The operator nodded toward the door, which hung on rickety hinges. “Come over here so I can pat you down.”

      Beau, used to ore checks, raised his arms as Perkins quickly patted his pockets. “What time is it?”

      The search was quick. Perkins patted his pockets, then stepped back. “A quarter to eight.”

      He’d lost his job within the first hour of his shift. Approaching Mr. Peterson was an option, but Dodge’s petty nature made that risky.

      Beau sighed, and the lady, who had been peering around the shack as though expecting to see something significant, turned at the sound. She was well-spoken and polite, moving with a gentility not even men’s britches could disguise. If he was the gambling type, he’d wager that she lived on Millionaire Row in Virginia City.

      When she met his gaze with eyes the deep blue of twilight, his breath thinned as it had the first moment he’d seen her. Perhaps she was a phantom. He would find out once they neared the shops with brightly lit windows.

      “It is getting late. We must be going. Here, take this.” Beau offered the lady his fleece-lined jacket yet kept his knitted scarf. It would at least help to keep his neck warm.

      She shook her head, blond curls fluttering around her face. “I will not take your protection from the cold.”

      Truly? A wealthy woman who did not believe she possessed special privileges. “My mass exceeds yours. The cold will bother me less. Besides, you have your modesty to consider.”

      She glanced down at her pants and snatched the coat from him, murmuring her thanks. As she slipped into the garment, the collar of her oversized shirt shifted, revealing a birthmark at the base of her neck. His breath caught, memories surfacing of a woman with the blackest hair and olive-toned skin. When he’d touched a curl at her neck, she had turned, laughing, and smacked away his hand. Behind her, the French countryside lay green and peaceful while dappled light from leafy trees above warmed her face.

      His heart colder than the breeze sneaking inside, he cleared away the memory, holding tight to what was real—the stench of sulfur drifting from the water pumped up from the mine, his aching shoulders and back, his cold toes in his boots, and that hole in the right sock. He wasn’t in France anymore. This was America. He wasn’t a husband anymore. He was a widower.

      “But what will protect you from the cold?” She peeked up from the collar of his coat, the rest of her face hidden in the deep folds, reminding him of her youth.

      “Here, Vulpe, use mine,” Mr. Perkins said, reaching for a spare hanging on the hook where many miners’ jackets swayed.

      “Merci.” He accepted it. After all, it would be a two-mile trek to Virginia City—assuming she was indeed from the wealthier town.

      When he pushed the rickety door open, the warm lights from the lanterns spilled out onto the snow, aided by the lights from the nearby settlement of Gold Hill, which shone through the trees up ahead. Darkness had fallen hours ago. How long had she been in the mine? He had to get her home before every man in the area was out searching for her.

      Beau offered his arm. The lady peered at the steep hills rising around them, then at him. After a moment of hesitation, she accepted.

      “Do you live in Gold Hill or Virginia City?” Beau angled his head toward town.

      “Virginia City.” She studied the ground where wagon tracks pressed into the snow.

      He hadn’t bothered to look at the fresh tracks at the beginning of his shift, but he’d bet the second, narrower set was from a buggy, not the large wagon that brought groups of men to work. Was the woman looking for the rig she’d come in?

      He led her away from the entrance to the mine. “Did the person who brought you tell you when he was coming back for you?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “I will not respond again since you believe nothing of what I’ve said thus far.”

      “Fine.” Probably better just to get to town.

      The mines of the Comstock Lode were scattered across peaks of the Virginia Range, yet the primarily mass was on the eastern slope of Mount Davidson, within Virginia City limits. These mountains were his hideout. His sole focus was to work hard and save money. Keep his head low and stay out of trouble. Challenging his foreman and claiming responsibility for the woman in the mine was not laying low.

      They walked through Gold Hill—a town of about eight thousand inhabitants situated in a draw. Houses with picket fences stood near enormous heaps of waste dirt, piled so high they cloaked the rooftops. Church steeples pointed like needles into the sky, including the tiled spire of St. Patrick’s Catholic Church.

      The road to Virginia City wound up a steep hillside. Beau tried not to think about his predicament. He’d lost his job and now had to escort a woman home and speak with her family.

      “Could you slow down?” The woman beside him panted, cheeks flushed scarlet, likely because he’d all but dragged her uphill from the mine.

      Not very gentlemanly, but he wasn’t used to being around women. “You all right?”

      “Yes, but please allow me to catch my breath.” She pressed a hand to her side, glancing out at the desolate hills dotted with sagebrush and old tree stumps—remnants of the logging years. Houses dotted the hillside, one with a lantern by the front door allowing enough light on her pert nose, clear eyes, and soft lips—no miner’s face, that.

      “We cannot wait. Your family will be looking for you. I should have alerted the sheriff in Gold Hill to your trouble.”

      A breath bloomed in front of her face. “I would rather you did not. My family would be shamed if it was widely known that I dressed in this manner.”

      “Then we must continue on.” He offered his arm this time, and she took it more easily, as though trusting him.

      At last, they began the ascent up the Divide, the neighborhood between Gold Hill and Virginia City. The lady who had refused to tell him her name clung to him more securely, her lips slightly parted as she panted. He fixed his eyes ahead—best not to stare like a fool.

      Virginia City was more elegant than Gold Hill. Grander churches, businesses, and homes sprawled down the flank of Mount Davidson. Clouds hid the peak and promised more snow. Below, the burned heart of the city lay under fresh layers of white—eleven blocks of blackened rubble, while newly built structures lined the principal streets that cut through the wreckage.

      The fire that had ripped through the town two months earlier had taken much, but the place was on the mend, fueled by hope and the money mined from the very earth it stood on.

      The thoroughfare branched into C Street—the business district—and B Street, where Millionaire Row—or what was left of it—stood. The avenues were bright with light from houses, busy shops, and tall churches—though none so high as the mine headframes that rose above them.

      The lady’s teeth chattered. Nose rosy red and hair so fair, she reminded him of a snow fairy—something out of a tale.

      Beau pulled off his knit scarf and shoved it toward her.

      She raised both hands, palms out, and shook her head. “I could not possibly take more from you, Mr. Vulpe. You should not even be here. I wish you would return to your work. I can make it on my own.”

      Rather than respond, he wrapped the scarf around her neck, and she quickly took over the process. When she was done, she met his gaze with a smile so sweet and youthful he could hardly breathe. What was wrong with him? Here he was about to freeze to death, and he’d lost his job, yet all he could think about was the lovely, odd lady before him.

      He cleared his throat and kept his voice low. “Might you reconsider telling me your name?”

      Her brows dipped, and her lips pressed together, then sprang upward in a lopsided smile. “You don’t recognize me? My father is rather famous. Allow me to introduce myself.” She leaned in and dropped her voice to a stage whisper. “Miss Nellie Grant, runaway debutante and mine explorer.”

      He frowned.

      She inclined her head. “At your service.”

      A flicker of amusement stirred. Beau grinned despite himself. He’d read about Nellie Grant—White House weddings, travels abroad. This woman looked nothing like the real Nellie Grant, but he’d rather pretend than argue.

      “Miss Nellie Grant?” he asked. “I thought you were married and living in Southampton, England.”

      She blinked, eyes momentarily wide, then beamed. “Ah, you’ve been reading the newspapers, I see. I must confess—it was all a hoax. My marriage, a clever cover for my true mission—coming west to make my fortune.”

      “Well, Mademoiselle Nellie...” He lowered his voice, speaking softly as if sharing a secret. “I am afraid you shall have a triste surprise. It is winter, you see, and a terrible time to travel. Most passes are closed, non? You will be stranded here until spring.”

      She let out a sigh and touched the back of her hand to her forehead, all mock dramatics. “Alas, I believe you are correct, Mr. Vulpe,” she said with a faint smile that settled there like snow that doesn’t quite melt.

      He resisted a shiver and rubbed his hands together. “I am surprised to find you without your entourage.”

      She straightened, eyes sparkling. “I ran away, seeking adventure in the Wild West.”

      “What a coincidence. I am in a similar situation.”

      “Hmm.” She gave her chin a saucy angle. “And how has your adventure been thus far?”

      How, indeed? All he did was work and try not to worry about the prison he’d left behind in Utah. But such an answer would kill the fictional conversation he’d developed with this strange woman. So he hunched his shoulders against the wind and met her eyes. “Very well. I made friends with the Tommy Knockers.”

      Her face lit like lantern flame. “What a tall tale. Besides, Tommy Knockers are Cornish, not French.”

      “Maybe the Cornish miners smuggled them in.”

      She actually laughed. “Is that so? I suppose it is plausible. Tell me, must they battle the rats for the Cornish meat pies miners leave them for good luck?”

      “No. The rats are their partners. Why, they sniff out the food and report back to the Tommy Knockers.”

      “Ah, and here I thought the rats were friends with the miners. Don’t they warn them in the event of a cave-in?”

      “Yes. When the Tommy Knockers are angry or hungry, they cause the ground to shake. The rats run for safety, and in doing so, warn the miners.”

      Her rosy cheeks bunched with a smile, round and youthful—not like Amalie’s high cheekbones, so tanned and warm. Why was he thinking of Amalie? He’d avoided thoughts of her for years, and mostly succeeded. Why did the memory of her waver near just now when he was with a lady who looked and conducted herself so differently?

      She looked up the dim snowy street with lights on both sides. “I suppose we should be going.”

      He agreed and they started off again. Snow crunched beneath their feet. Were they heading toward the mansions still standing after the fire, or had the lady lost her home and been forced to dress as a man to find work?

      “Miss Grant” slipped on the icy street and gripped his arm for an instant, warming him through. She quickly let go. After all, men did not walk arm in arm, and she still needed to conceal her identity. He let her take the lead, and sure enough, she headed for Millionaire Row.

      “My name is Clara.” The lady gave him an apologetic glance as they passed the first charred remains of a mansion.

      “Clara Grant, I suppose?”

      She giggled yet ducked into the shelter of his scarf when a painfully cold wind swept down the street. “Of course.”

      “Beau Vulpe.” He gave her the name he’d begun using after leaving the penitentiary—his legal name in France but not America, and always one he’d been unworthy of. If only he had a better one to give.

      She slipped again, and this time, he wove her arm through his and covered her hand as he would when walking with any proper lady. It was dark, so no one should see them. He avoided her gaze, but her touch—despite the fabrics between them—was like the familiar embrace of a friend.

      The sooner he got her home, the better. This woman warmed in him feelings he’d not felt since before the war. Her beautiful figure, her quick wit… He best keep his distance. He wasn’t staying in Virginia City, and if he had a choice, he’d leave the States altogether.
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      Standing before the great oak door of Alexander Mansion on D Street, Clara held her hand ready to knock. The moon hid behind thick clouds, and snow now fell heavier than it had when Mr. Vulpe started walking her home. He stood beside her, shivering.

      Yet still, she couldn’t bring herself to alert the butler. Why was the front door locked before bedtime, anyway?

      What would she tell Father? He’d launch into one of his lectures about propriety and the vulnerability of a lady alone in a mining town. How he’d send her off to live with a relative if she continued down this wayward path. Either Grandmother Alexander back in Maryland, or Cousin Aubrey in California, who had just had a baby and could probably use her help.

      Neither option appealed.

      He couldn’t possibly understand the anxiety that boiled in her blood when she sat still too long. Mother had been content to labor over her needlework for hours. Father had likely never known a woman who wasn’t happy loitering at home.

      Maybe she should sneak in around the back.

      A large hand rose beside hers and thundered upon the wood.

      Clara turned to Mr. Vulpe, still hunched into the too-small coat loaned to him. “Why did you do that?”

      His breath clouded in the air. He said nothing—just looked at her, his dark eyes unreadable.

      The coat strained at his shoulders, unbuttoned across the front. He must be freezing. His own protection from the elements still hung around her shoulders, warding off the gentle snow.

      How would Father react, seeing her in Mr. Vulpe’s coat?

      She worked the buttons quickly and thrust it toward him just as the door swung open. He caught it, never breaking eye contact.

      Discarding the coat did little to shield her from impropriety—as she still wore a man’s shirt and britches.

      The Paiute butler, Mr. Hancock, stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his shiny black hair neatly combed and face as solemn as ever. “Miss Clara, I’m glad you’re well.” His gaze narrowed as it shifted to her companion. “And you’ve brought home a young man. Won’t your father be amused?”

      Clara’s shoulders dropped.

      Mr. Hancock had worked for her father since arriving in Virginia City, and they had developed a quiet camaraderie over the years. But sometimes, she wished he wouldn’t be quite so blunt. Grandmother Alexander’s household staff would never speak out of turn—but this was the West. And in truth, Mr. Hancock’s candor reminded her not everyone had to live by societal norms—to fit the expected mold.

      He stepped aside. “Your father is in the study. Hurry along now, both of you.”

      In the foyer, a long stairway wound upward. Clara walked past it, heading for the parlor where she could leave Mr. Vulpe. Warmth and the scent of Thanksgiving dinner wrapped around her like a blanket.

      A sharp yip rang out, followed by the rapid patter of paws on wood. A blur of white and black fur skidded down the staircase, ears flared like butterfly wings in mid-flight. Hugo, her mother’s cherished Papillon, bounded toward Clara with the frantic joy of a creature far too small to contain such devotion. He plopped down at her feet, tail sweeping like a feathered fan, and wiggled with delight.

      Clara dropped to her knees, ruffling the dog’s silky scruff around his neck. “Hello, old fellow.”

      Hugo had been Mother’s final indulgence—a gift to herself in the last year of her life, when the illness had begun to steal more than breath. She’d named him after Victor Hugo, her favorite French author, and doted on him.

      “Clara?” Father’s voice echoed from down the hallway, followed by his quick stride on the hardwood floor.

      She and Mr. Vulpe paused, still at the bottom of the grand staircase. “Please, don’t tell my father I was in the mine. He’ll be furious. He may send me away from Virginia City, and I’ve only just come home.” Her eyes stung. “Please. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      A shadow crossed his face. Clearly, her offer displeased him in some way. Still, he opened his hand to her.

      She blinked. “I don’t have money on me now.”

      His scowl deepened, and he withdrew his hand, muttering something in French she could not make out despite her familiarity with the language.

      Before Clara could question him, Father entered from the opposite side of the room, his clean-shaven face flushed, his eyes wide—and then he wrapped her in his arms. Clara inhaled peppermint and cologne. It returned her to her childhood. She closed her eyes and melted into the safety of his embrace.

      He held her at arm’s length, gaze full of relief—until he saw her britches, muddy boots, and the men’s shirt. “Where have you been? Theo said you were talking about a mine this morning and…” His eyes narrowed on Mr. Vulpe. “Who is this?”

      Clara opened her mouth, but her throat clamped tight.

      Mr. Vulpe offered his hand. “I am Monsieur Beau Vulpe. I work for the Paterson Mine.”

      Father shook it. The grip looked unpleasantly firm. “John Alexander.”

      A flicker of coldness passed across Mr. Vulpe’s face, and he pulled his hand back a little too quickly.

      Father didn’t seem to notice. He turned swiftly to the butler. “Mr. Hancock, go after Mr. Atticus—he was on his way to alert the sheriff that Clara was missing. If you catch him, we can avoid a scene.”

      The butler rushed out, not even grabbing a coat. The front door slammed behind him.

      Father turned back, his posture hard. “How did you come to be in my daughter’s company?”

      Mr. Vulpe glanced at Clara, silently giving her the opportunity to speak.

      “I went to Gold Hill with Theo on newspaper business. I went down to inspect the Peterson Mine and collect an ore sample, but I wandered too far away from the miners and dropped my candle.” A chill ran down her spine. “It was so dark. I thought I would never make it out.”

      “Theo came back with the rig saying he found it out by Peterson’s new claim. That he thought you’d gone into the mine. As usual, he is protecting himself.” Father studied her, eyes sharp. “Haven’t I told you? I don’t want you around Theo Atticus.”

      “Yes, Father.” It was a shame she needed Theo’s help understanding ore content to finish her report.

      Father’s gaze cut to Mr. Vulpe, burning. “What is your accounting of these events?”

      Mr. Vulpe answered calmly. “I started my shift at seven. Your daughter was in a newer tunnel—alone. She was overheated but otherwise well. I brought her up immediately. No one touched her.”

      Father exhaled, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Thank heaven for that.” He paused—then red dripped from his nostrils.

      “Oh no—Father, you’re bleeding.” Clara pulled out a handkerchief, but he was already pressing his own to stop it.

      Tears stung her eyes. She’d made him this upset.

      Father spoke around the cloth. “I cannot believe you would do something so outrageous for this reporter nonsense.”

      Nonsense. Her dream—nonsense. Because he didn’t believe in her. Because he didn’t see her.

      She pressed her lips together tightly.

      Footfalls clicked on the floor above, and Clara’s already knotted stomach gave a twist.

      “John, is that…” Clara’s stepmother, Tessa, peered over the banister at the top of the landing, her sharp New York accent cutting the r sound from Clara’s name when she said, “Clara?” She swept down the staircase, her green silk dress flaring as she descended with Clara’s little half brother, Daniel, in tow. She eyed Clara’s clothes, her mouth dropping open. “What on earth are you wearin’?”

      Clara stiffened, her lips feeling frozen when she responded. “I had a bit of trouble. This man, Mr. Vulpe, helped me home.”

      Mr. Vulpe watched her closely. The judgment in his eyes had faded, replaced by something gentler. Clara resisted the urge to lean toward him. He felt like a tree in the storm.

      “I’m sorry, Father. I was reckless, but I’ll be wiser now.”

      Father breathed slowly, likely to stop the bleeding. “Very well. I’m glad you learned your lesson. Please go upstairs and ready yourself for supper.”

      Cheeks burning for having been treated like a child in the presence of the most masculine man Clara had ever encountered, she turned to Mr. Beau Vulpe. “I owe you a debt. Thank you for your kindness.”

      “Non. You owe me nothing.” He looked away, as though she wasn’t worth his time.

      Clara hurried up the stairs, lacing her fingers together behind her back and low to cover some of herself. She reached the landing and looked back.

      Tessa frowned at her but turned away as Father addressed Mr. Vulpe.

      “I would like to thank you properly. Might you join us for dinner tomorrow eve?”

      “Thank you kindly, but I work the evening shift at the mine.” He shook Father’s hand and bowed to Tessa, who gave him a curt nod.

      Had he just lied to Father? After all, he lost his job helping her.

      When Mr. Vulpe stalked to the door, he paused and angled his head ever so slightly. Clara held her breath. But he simply opened the door and, after giving Father a quick nod, faded into the night.

      She turned up the stairs, steps heavier, though the notion was silly. Mr. Vulpe was a stranger, and she shouldn’t be so affected by a man, even one so handsome. Perhaps that was some of the appeal, though. Or rather, the distraction. Which she did not need.

      The pouch of ore pressed against her leg, reminding her of why she’d gone underground in men’s clothes—courting danger and scandal. She had an article to write. It was too late to turn it in to the managing editor, Mr. Goodwin, tonight—but she’d go first thing in the morning.

      This was the beginning of her writing career. The article wasn’t anything grand and would serve to publicize the mine so people would buy stocks, but once Mr. Goodwin saw her talent, she would prove she belonged.
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        * * *

      

      Beau rushed down the Alexanders’ porch steps, a cold chill riding up his back. Why had he thought Virginia City was a place he could hide out? Here he’d run into an Alexander. John had to be a relation to Jesse Alexander, whom Beau—in a dark and desperate moment of his life—had kidnapped and tried to ransom just that spring. He’d never taken another man’s freedom, yet it had seemed so important at the time to bring Jesse to his boss. Could it be coincidence and the men were unrelated? John certainly looked like a relation, but Mademoiselle Clara, with her fair hair and petite features, did not.

      He paused on the walk, the temptation to turn around like a nudge to the shoulder. If Clara had told him her last name, he would have parted ways with her on the porch. No, he would have waited at the end of the snow-covered street and charred remains of Millionaire Row until she entered the house. Instead, he’d allowed himself to be drawn in by her playful manner.

      He’d had the inclination to accept the invitation to dinner, since refusing might draw more attention to him—but he could not become further entangled with this family. Could he remain in Gold Hill and avoid them? If not, Silver City was a few miles down the mountain. No other strike was as rich as the Comstock, and if he was going to leave America for good, he needed money.

      He sighed, shaking his head as he headed back toward the Divide. Beau had determined while he was in prison to be a better man—transparent and honest—because once he started compromising the truth, he lost track of right and wrong. He rolled his shoulders against the slimy feeling.

      Lord, help me be better. A complicated prayer, since he was on the run and using an alias. He could not return to a place he was supposed to atone for his sins, to repay his debt to society, only to be forced into illegal work on pain of death. No, running truly was his only option, but the question that plagued him throughout his life returned like the ache of a broken bone in winter—would he ever belong and find peace?
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      Clara pushed open the oak door of the Virginia City Reading Room, the scent of lamp oil and paper welcoming her like an old friend. Her boots echoed on the worn floor, muffled by a faded rug that stretched beneath the central table. The reading room bore the marks of both ambition and wear. Shelves sagged with well-thumbed books—Bibles, almanacs, novels. A roll-top desk near the window held blotting paper and a half-used inkwell. Oil lamps hung from iron hooks overhead, their glass chimneys smudged with soot.

      She paused just inside, fingers tightening around the folded article tucked beneath her cape. No sign of Theo. She’d met him years ago when he worked for her father as a servant. At the time, he told her stories of a more glamorous life back East. He claimed to be educated, something she’d not believed until she returned to Virginia City to learn he was a reporter for one of the local papers.

      She made her way to a pair of mismatched armchairs flanking the fireplace. Before she could sit, a whisper of wind accompanied a cold draft from the front door, and in stepped Theo. He moved with the easy confidence of a man accustomed to slipping between saloons and city halls, gathering stories like coins in a purse. The thin, neatly trimmed black mustache above his upper lip framed a smile that once made Clara’s heart flutter.

      He approached and grasped her hand in a firm hold, his Yankee accent distinct when he said, “Clara. Thank heaven you are well.”

      Rather than bear an emotional scene, Clara thrust the article into his hand. “Here it is—the Peterson Mine report. A rough draft, at least. I included the things we spoke of yesterday. You must add details on the ore. I sent it with our butler last night. Did you receive it?”

      “Yes.” He took the paper.

      “And did you have it tested this morning?”

      Clara held her hands behind her back, swaying. When he did not respond, his lips moving silently as he read, she glanced outside where snow drifted down. A man guided a mule pulling a sleigh, selling Christmas trees. Last night, when Father spoke of bringing a lovely pine from Tahoe, Clara had wanted to stop up her ears. Normally, she adored Christmastime, but she hadn’t wanted to be reminded that Tessa, Daniel, and Father had made a family while she was away at finishing school—not even coming home for Christmas.

      “What’s wrong?” Theo had stopped reading to study her.

      “I was just missing my mother.”

      His features softened. “I understand. Four years—hard to believe. Christmas is just a month away. I know it’s a difficult season for you.”

      Nodding, Clara pushed the feelings away and tapped her article with her finger. “Well, what do you think?”

      “It’s good.” He folded it as though to place it in his pocket.

      “And you had the ore sample tested?”

      “Sure. Though there was no need. This is the Comstock. A blind man could drill a hole in the ground and find silver.”

      She frowned and he chuckled. “Don’t be a saint, Clara. You’re a woman trying to get a foothold in a business run by men. If you were a man, I would refer you to Mr. Goodwin as an ideal columnist for the spot that just opened, but we both know it isn’t going to be that easy.” He pocketed her article.

      “Give that back.” Clara extended her hand.

      Theo shifted away from her, grinning. “Why?”

      “Because I wrote it and will turn it over to Mr. Goodwin myself.”

      “Clara, surely, you know Mr. Goodwin never expected you to do anything. He sent you to punish me for not having the article done by the Thanksgiving holiday.”

      “I know that, but this is my chance to prove myself. That’s why I went into the mine, why I wrote this myself. I would have done it all—if I didn’t need your knowledge of the ore. Now, give it back.”

      Theo blinked, then grinned boyishly as he withdrew the article from his coat pocket, yet he tapped it against the opposite hand playfully. “I didn’t mention the column thinking you would get it. I meant that it would be nice if another young fella got it so I could push the mine reports his way. There has never been a female reporter.”

      “That is not true. Anne Newport Royall owns her own newspaper and⁠—”

      “A woman’s magazine is not real newspaper work.”

      “Hers is not a magazine. It is a real paper, printing articles on politics, religion, and news. She is not the only one. Mary Ann Shadd Cary also wielded ink like fire and pressed truth into paper no matter who flinched.” She placed her hands on her hips, even when an elderly lady nearby frowned over the top of her book.

      Theo barely contained a laugh.

      Cheeks growing hotter from his mockery, Clara fumed. “Truth is truth, Theo, whether spoken by a man or a woman. God gave us all brains, equal capabilities and wisdom.”

      His smile widened. “You think so?”

      “Of course. ‘Wisdom crieth without. She uttereth her voice in the streets.’ Anyone can have wisdom if they seek after it.”

      “Still reading Proverbs, I see.” He rolled his eyes. “Who am I to argue with the Bible?” Clara pushed her shoulders back and nodded to her writing, but Theo still shook his head. “I should take the article. What if your father hears of you going down to the Enterprise? I’m surprised he let you leave the house after yesterday.”

      She surrendered with a sigh. “Fine.”

      Theo folded it and stuffed it in his vest pocket. “Why the paper? I thought you wanted to write Bible lessons for young women.”

      She turned away, the heaviness in her chest dragging her down into the chair behind her. “That was a long time ago.” Before Father betrayed her family and Mother gave up on life. Back when God seemed real, close, and loving. Well, even fathers who loved allowed their children to suffer. If that was the kind of father God was, she didn’t want to point girls to Him. They would be better off just being good and humble, and hoping God’s wrath did not fall on them.

      “Clara?” Theo set his hand on her shoulder. “I truly am sorry I left you in the mine. I got scared. You were gone for so long. I kept thinking you must have fallen down a shaft.”

      As his best friend had, when, years ago, Theo—chasing after riches—had tried his hand at mining. Her heart turning soft, Clara patted his hand where it still rested on her shoulder, and he removed it.

      “I have to get this on the press.” He patted his coat pocket, then turned toward the door. “I’ll see you once your father lets you out of confinement.”

      She waved him away, yet stayed a little longer. Something about his dark hair brushing his brow reminded her of Beau Vulpe, and warmth flared unexpectedly. As a girl, she’d admired Theo’s boyish charm. Now, at twenty—with her schooling complete and grief still lingering—she found herself drawn to strength, to steadiness. Mr. Vulpe was a miner, rough around the edges and nothing like the sort of man she imagined herself marrying. That was foolish. She’d only begun to write, had not yet earned a byline. Her so-called career was more hope than fact. And she didn’t want to meet Mother’s end—unloved and undervalued. She needed to become someone first. Someone worth loving.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight glittered off the puddles in the muddy streets and thawed yesterday’s snow, except for the patches in the shadows. Beau waited beneath the awning of the Washoe Club in Virginia City, his skin itching from the stiff fabric of a new shirt. He should look his best if he was going to grovel. At least Mr. Peterson was a kind sort. Maybe he would hire Beau back if he understood the predicament he’d faced.

      Word about the girl in the mine yesterday had spread, though no one had pointed a finger at Mademoiselle Clara Alexander. The Paiute butler must have reached that Theo Atticus fellow before he alerted the sheriff.

      He blew through his lips, creating a cloud before his face. At almost the same time, the seven o’clock whistle resounded from the many mills in the city, echoing off the hillsides. The night shift had ended, and the morning shift would begin. The boardwalk hummed with activity. Restaurant owners would be brewing fresh pots of coffee. The rush lasted for an hour or two, then the town would fall quiet until the next shift change at three o’clock.

      Footsteps resounded on the boardwalk, but one particular clomping set of steps that drew near caused the back of his neck to tighten. Beau turned to face a redheaded man in a knit cap, blue sack coat, and brown bowler hat—Dodge Peterson, foreman of his shift and hot-tempered son of the kind mine owner.

      “Well, look what we have here.” Dodge wrinkled his nose as though smelling something foul. “Valps.”

      Beau stiffened. Did Dodge intentionally mispronounce Beau’s name?

      Easing the pressure on his back teeth, Beau angled himself aside and gestured for the man to pass. Dodge could have easily gone around in the first place but was always asserting his authority over physically superior men in the mine. Beau did not need trouble in Nevada, so he’d let the malotru have his way…for now.

      Dodge’s face slid into a genuine smile before he strode past Beau. “Morning, Pa.” He greeted the white-haired man who exited the club from behind Beau, wearing his typical knit cap and sheepskin coat.

      Mr. Peterson leaned on his whalebone-handled cane and shook Dodge’s hand.

      Great—now Dodge was going to monopolize the man’s time. Beau was not about to talk to Mr. Peterson in front of his puffed-up son.

      “Well, Monsieur Vulpe.” Mr. Peterson’s face broke into a grin, and he offered his hand, shaking Beau’s firmly. “It is fortuitous that you happened by. I’ve been wanting to speak with both of you. Come on in out of the cold, fellas. Let me buy you a breakfast.” He waved both of them into the club with him.

      In the dimmer light, patrons sat around tables with matching chairs, the floor glistening from a recent polish, as did the large bar. Behind it, a mirror reflected the goings-on of the room, including Beau entering with the two shorter men. Across the room, a fire cracked in the hearth where a hog’s head was mounted on the stone fireplace.

      A tall, stuffy-looking waiter showed them to a table near a large window. Fog crested the wooden muntins framing the busy street outside. Miners wearing narrow-brimmed felt caps and overalls, the latter mostly hidden by heavy coats, swarmed the streets. They would go to the lesser establishments. The Washoe was an elite club and not a place Beau would normally frequent.

      “Can I take your coat, sir?” The waiter reached out, but Beau moved back.

      “Non. Thank you.” It would just be his luck that it would get lost and mistaken for garbage in a place like this. Besides, as a boy, he had picked his share of pockets, enough to know he needed to keep his own.

      Beau ordered coffee and a breakfast of steak and potatoes. The coffee arrived piping hot and black. He sipped it and leaned back in his chair, resting one hand on his leg while Dodge and Mr. Peterson talked.

      “It is a worrisome time to be mining,” Dodge was saying as he rolled out a cigarette. “There was the run on the Bank of California just four months ago, and stocks are falling. Why, every mine on the Comstock had a third less silver just last year. There’s no telling what the reports of this year will bring. Virginia City will see its last days. The fire destroyed too much, wiped out our fire department. Why, if we had one more fire, all would be lost. That little department on the Divide can’t protect us.” He shook his head. “Can you see the writing on the wall, Pa? We need to sell the mine now, get out before the strike dries up.”

      Beau shifted uncomfortably. Why was Dodge bringing up something like selling the business with him present? It seemed a topic for a private meeting, yet here they were in the middle of the dining room. The man had no sense of propriety, though his patient father did not seem fazed.

      Mr. Peterson smiled, sowing wrinkles into his face. “Now, son...” He moved and spoke slowly as he pulled his hat off his head to reveal a tuft of curly white hair. “You worry like a young man. You get to be my age, and you see that the grass withers and flowers fade.”

      So even if the silver ran out, Mr. Peterson would trust in God? Beau shifted in his seat. The room felt very warm.

      He would like to see how the mines did in the future, especially the new Consolidated Virginia which had state of the art equipment. What a shame he didn’t typically stay in one place long enough to see the changing of a season. Could he, though? Sooner or later, someone would notice him—a tall, dark Frenchman with the bearing of a brute. He was always running from someone and had been since the start of the war in 1870.

      He rolled his shoulders, his armpits sticky. Perhaps leaving his coat on was a mistake. He could just drape it over his lap. No. That would draw attention to himself. All the other men had their coat put away. No matter what he did, he stood out. Too big, too poor, and too different.

      Mr. Peterson shoved a spoonful of sugar into his coffee, the trembling of his hand sending the crystal over the side of the utensil before he stirred. “Monsieur Vulpe, I heard you had quite the event at the mine the other day.”

      Before he could respond, Dodge slapped Beau’s arm as though they were old friends. “That’s right, Vulpe.”

      Beau tensed, resisting the urge to knock the man’s hand away.

      “I have to hand it to you. Taking a woman to work with you? What were you thinking?” The redhead laughed and shook his head. “How’d you even get her down the shaft?”

      Hot air burned his nose when he inhaled. Beau gripped his fingers into fists, yet turned his attention to Mr. Peterson. “I was pushing the car along one of the shafts when I found a woman. She was near heat exhaustion. I helped her home. That is why I left my shift before it was over. I ask that you not hold it against me, sir. I am always on time, and I work hard.”

      The elderly man studied him, but before he could respond, Dodge chuckled. “The next thing, you will be claiming that the shaft is haunted and the lady we saw was an apparition.” He leaned forward, giving Beau a conspiratorial grin. “Just tell the truth—you brought your girl down to the tunnels, wanting to show off, then you decided you had better things to do with your time. A man who always works so hard must get tired of the grind. Why not just take a day off?”

      Dodge was an idiot, but punching him in the mouth would not make him smarter. Beau drew in a deep breath and met Mr. Peterson’s gaze. Blessedly, the mine owner continued before Dodge could. “I know you are just poking fun at Mr. Vulpe here, son. Mr. Vulpe has a reputation for working hard and being honest.”

      The old man leaned back as the waiter returned with heaping plates of johnnycakes, steaks, sausage links, potatoes, and eggs. The rich scent of the food made Beau’s mouth water. He had not eaten that morning, and if Dodge had his way, he would not be able to afford to feed himself soon.

      “That may be…” Dodge shook his head as he reached for his fork. “But he brought a woman below ground⁠—”

      “I did not bring that woman into the mine.” Beau leaned forward, his arms crossed. “I would never put anyone, especially someone not familiar with that terrain, in such peril.”

      Dodge kept talking as though Beau had not spoken. “I just don’t feel right about having a man on the crew that we can’t trust.”

      Mr. Peterson raised his eyebrows and waited for Beau to respond.

      There was no way to prove himself innocent without bringing Clara Alexander into this, and he could not do that. She had enough to deal with. Beau firmed his jaw as Dodge sawed off a piece of meat, plopped it into his mouth, then spoke around the bite.

      “I can’t run a crew with that kind of business going on. It’s not safe. If Vulpe didn’t take the girl down there, who did?” He looked between Mr. Peterson and Beau. “I want to know so I can fire him.”

      Beau rubbed his hands on his pant legs, resisting the urge to leave the impossible conversation. He’d worked for men like Dodge before. Men who were greedy and had the boss’s ear and trust. His heart was racing, and his muscles tingled with anticipation for a fight.

      He inclined his head to his former employer. “If I do what Dodge says, I am practically a criminal. If not, you’re losing a good employee in a failing economy.”

      “I agree.” Mr. Peterson dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “I don’t care to lose a good man.”

      Dodge leaned forward as though about to speak.

      “I’ll tell you what... Beau, I’m going to have you change shifts. You will work mornings. I know you wanted to work nights so you could go to church on Sunday mornings, but it seems you boys need some space.” Mr. Peterson spoke as though Beau and Dodge were kids caught fighting behind the schoolhouse.

      “No, Pa. If you’re determined to take Vulpe back, he needs to stay on my shift where I can keep an eye on him.” Dodge shook his head as though saddened. “Imagine if that girl had been hurt.”

      “Well, it’s not up to you, Dodge. It’s up to me.” Mr. Peterson glanced back at Beau, his lips parting in a slight smile that showed a few missing teeth. “Mr. Sanderson is in charge of your new shift. He’s a good man. He will take care of you.”

      A strange thing to say, as though Beau—who was stronger than most and capable in a mine—needed looking after. How did he respond to that?

      Dodge looked as though he was about to have an aneurysm. He stood, his chair scraping on the floor, and stalked out of the room.

      Mr. Peterson glanced around, likely embarrassed by his son’s rude behavior. He cleared his throat. “You a father, Mr. Vulpe?”

      Beau hesitated, rubbing his moist palms on his pant legs, his insides turning frigid as a memory took hold…

      Père. He could practically hear the precious little voice of his three-year-old son, Martin.

      Kneeling in the old stone room beside Amalie, Beau had wrapped his arms around the boy. Be good for maman and Aunt Lorraine.

      Behind him, Amalie sniffed as she held his regulation coat and hat. Once war broke out and the Prussian troops invaded Lorraine, Beau had spent the last of his inheritance to move his family to Paris, where he set them up nicely. They would be safe in the emperor’s city.

      Someone pounded on the door. Amalie startled, then hurriedly kissed him goodbye for the very last time. She had wanted to immigrate to America—to a land of freedom as some of their friends had—but with the war raging, it seemed impossible. But he should have found a way instead of going away to fight.

      His boss waited, so Beau managed to push down the grief and respond. “I used to be, sir.”

      Mr. Peterson leaned back in his chair, his expression relaxing. “You ever thought of settling down here?”

      “Virginia City is a mining town.” Not the kind of place one wanted to put down roots.

      “Sure, but you’ve seen the land outside town. A woman could mind a house and children there and not worry about the nightlife.” He nodded toward a window through which glowed the bright sunlight glinting on snow.

      This conversation was too painful. Beau’s wife was dead, his son cold in some mass grave in France. He pushed his dish aside. “I appreciate your advice, Mr. Peterson, but I’m not staying in Virginia City. Just as soon as the weather clears, I’m headed out. I only came here to save money.”

      Peterson nodded, then shrugged. “Fair enough. I just figured if you started courting a decent lady, maybe you’d make a good life here.”

      Beau shook his head. Yet since parting with Mademoiselle Clara yesterday, his thoughts had drifted toward her more than he liked. But she was an Alexander, and he had been condemned for abducting her cousin. Wondering where she was or what she was doing was fanciful and even wasteful. He had traveled the United States from coast to coast. Nowhere felt safe anymore, and he could not go back to Europe. So once spring came, he would go to Canada.

      Beau thanked Mr. Peterson for hearing him out and reinstating his job, then excused himself, leaving the older man to sip his coffee. Outside, as Beau came to the edge of the boardwalk, a coach rolled to a stop beside him, its spoked wheels coated in mud. The shiny black door opened, and out stepped John Alexander, of all people. A newspaper under his arm and a satchel in the other, he raised his eyebrows at the sight of Beau.

      “Mr. Vulpe, good to see you. What brings you to the Washoe Club?” He waved to the refined establishment behind Beau, likely thinking that he belonged somewhere else, far away.

      Beau squared his shoulders. “I met my employer, Mr. Peterson, here.”

      “You work for Mr. Peterson?”

      Beau nodded.

      Alexander handed Beau the newspaper. “You seen this?”

      The Territorial Enterprise was not a paper he typically chose to read. The editor-in-chief was highly critical of the Volunteer Virginia City Fire Department that had fought the great fire and sustained heavy losses.

      “What exactly am I looking for, sir?” Even as he spoke, Beau’s gaze fell upon his employer’s name. There was an article highlighting the high quality of ore from Peterson’s Mine. At the bottom was the initial T, then Atticus. Not that he was familiar with any of the writers employed by the paper, but wasn’t the man who’d been involved in Mademoiselle Clara’s mine excursion called Atticus?

      “The Peterson Mine report, printed just this morning. Excellent quality of writing, especially for something as simple as an ore analysis.” John frowned, studying Beau closely as he brushed his thumb across his chin. “You know, I looked at that claim before Peterson bought it? Hired my own geologist to test the ore.”

      Atticus had referenced a geologist in his article. A Mr. Phineas Malcom. Must have been a different one than Alexander’s, judging by his frown. Beau forced his features to remain placid, though his pulse sped. “Why didn’t you buy it?”

      “Because I didn’t think it would be worth the investment.”

      So he was calling into question the richness of the mine. But why tell Beau if there was a problem? And why did the article claim such rich content?

      “I’m not sure what you want me to do with this, sir.” Beau handed Clara’s father the paper.

      He tucked it once again beneath his arm. “I foresee trouble in the future, for your employer and possibly my daughter. I wish to know what type of man you are, Mr. Vulpe.”

      “Your daughter’s name is not listed in the paper, sir.”

      “That doesn’t mean blame will not be cast upon her.”

      “Not by me.”

      “Regardless, it is my job to protect her. Since you will not allow me to know you better, I am forced to take matters into my own hands.” He glanced around, likely gauging who might overhear. “How much for your silence?”

      Beau’s jaw tightened. “I would not take money from you. There is no need to, anyway. I did not reveal your daughter’s identity yesterday. I will not now. Assisting Mademoiselle Alexander home was simply the decent thing to do.” And nothing he wanted to gain attention for. Hopefully, the newspapers would not catch on.

      “Nonsense. My daughter’s life is priceless. Now, if you won’t accept payment, come to dinner tonight. I won’t take no for an answer.” He offered his hand, and rather than disagree, Beau found himself asking what time he should arrive.
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