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Prologue


The Oregon Trail, 1859


Five-year-old Susanna Ward stood in the middle of the wagon ruts looking at the mound of dirt. Even though the dirt had been pounded down to almost level with the trail, Susanna could see where the hole had been dug. Behind her, she could hear the hushed voices of the women who were preparing supper and the men who were all talking in low, somber tones.


Last night Susanna had been watching her little brother, Caleb, while their mother, Sophia, was helping the other women prepare beans, bacon, and biscuits for the communal supper. Her father, Byron, had been with the men as they smoked their pipes and chewed their tobacco and talked about the condition of the trail ahead—whether the oxen were finding enough forage, or which wheels needed grease.


Her mother wasn’t helping cook supper tonight, and her daddy wasn’t with the men. Her little brother wasn’t here either. First, it was Caleb, whose skin felt so hot it hurt her hand to touch him. And then, it was her mother. By noon, her father was vomiting, and then all three were dead and wrapped in blankets. Earlier she watched as, one by one, each member of her family was pushed into the single hole.


Now, all the wagons were gathered in a large circle.


All but one.


One wagon had been pulled away from the others, and it sat burning. That was the wagon that had brought Susanna and her family to this place. But now there was no wagon. And there was no Caleb. And there was no Mama. And there was no Daddy.


There was just Susanna.


“What do you mean, leave her on the trail?” Zeke Patterson demanded. Zeke was the guide the members of the wagon train had hired to lead them to California.


“We can’t let her stay with us,” Eb Johnson said. “She’s got the cholera.”


“She doesn’t have cholera,” Zeke said.


“How do you know she don’t have it?” Eb challenged. “Last night Byron Ward was standing here talkin’ to the rest of us just as fat and sassy as you please. There wasn’t nothin’ at all wrong with him.”


“That’s true. He was talking about the farm he was goin’ to have once he got to California,” Paul Coker added.


“And not only that, his wife was helping all the other women cook supper,” Eb continued. “But where are they now? They’re dead as doornails, lyin’ in that hole out there in the middle of the wagon ruts. Them and their little one, who like as not is the one that caused them to take sick in the first place.”


“That’s right,” Paul said. “I’ve always heard tell that when someone got took down with the cholera, most usually, why, it was a youngun what give it to ’em.”


“Which is why we ain’t got no choice but to leave that little girl behind when we start out in the mornin’,” Eb said, continuing his argument. “Otherwise, the whole train could come down with the sickness.”


“She hasn’t shown any signs at all,” Zeke said. “Don’t you think with her ma and pa and little brother already dead, that she’d have the runs and be throwin’ up by now?”


“And I say we can’t take the chance,” Eb insisted.


Zeke pulled out his pistol.


“Here! What are you planning on doin’ with that gun?” Eb asked, holding his hands out in front of him, palms forward, as if pushing Zeke away. Several of the others looked on in shock as well.


Zeke was known to be handy with guns; he had shot an Indian only a week earlier, when he caught him stealing a cow. That was one of the reasons the wagon train had hired him as their guide in the first place.


Zeke turned the pistol around so that he was holding it by the barrel. He held it out, butt-first.


“Here’s my gun, Eb. Why don’t you just go out there and shoot her?”


“What? Why me?” Eb asked in shock. “I ain’t goin’ to shoot no five-year-old little girl.”


“If we leave her here, she’s going to die in a matter of days from starvation, or else be killed by a wolf or a bear, or be snatched by the Pawnees,” Zeke said. “So, seeing as how she’s going to die anyway, seems to me like the merciful thing to do would be just to kill her now.”


“I ain’t goin’ to do it,” Eb said, shaking his head in protest.


“No, but you’re ready to leave her here to die.”


“That ain’t the same thing, and you know it.”


“No, it isn’t. Because what you folks are proposing is even worse. Any one of you got the guts to do the right thing?” Zeke asked, offering his pistol to all the others.


Nobody stepped forward.


“You are a fine bunch,” he said with disgust.


All the men looked down sheepishly.


“Won’t any of you take her on your wagon? Tom? You got three young ones with you. Doesn’t seem to me like one more little girl would be that much trouble.”


“I ain’t takin’ a chance with her poisonin’ my family,” Tom Harper answered. “If I was to take her with us, like as not tomorrow or the next day, it might be one of mine that’s left all alone, and we’ll be talkin’ about this same thing all over again. Except for me, that is. I wouldn’t be talkin’ about it, ’cause I’d be dead.”


“Are you people saying that nobody is willing to take the girl?” Zeke asked, his desperation growing.


“Why don’t you take her, if you’re so all-fired worried about her?” Paul asked.


“I’m the guide, remember? I don’t have a wagon. I’m riding a horse and sleeping on the ground at night. And I don’t have a woman. Whoever takes her would need a woman to do for her.”


“I’ll take her for a thousand dollars,” Gus Kirkland said. These were the first words he had offered to the discussion.


“A thousand dollars?” Paul gasped. “Who do you expect to give you a thousand dollars?”


“We’ve got fifty-nine wagons here, fifty-seven less my two,” Kirkland said. “I figure you could sort of divide it up.”


“Some of us have more than one wagon in this train,” a man named Beechum said. “I got three. Are you planning on charging me for all three, even though they belong to just one man?”


“I figure those who have more than one wagon can afford it better than those that have only one,” Kirkland said. “That’s why it’s only fair to charge by the wagon, rather than by the man.”


“Why should we give you a thousand dollars?” Eb asked.


“Because I’m willing to take the chance with my wife and two children.”


“He’s got a point,” Paul said. “And I’d feel a heap better inside knowing that we didn’t just leave the girl standing out here. I’m more than willin’ to put up my share. What would that come to?”


“Eighteen dollars a wagon ought to do it,” Kirkland said.


“All right,” Beechum said. “I reckon I’ll go along with it, too.”


“I can’t give but ten dollars,” one of the men said. “I barely got enough money to get us there as it is.”


“I’ll pick up what he can’t pay,” Beechum offered.


Some of the other more affluent wagon owners made up the shortfall for the ones who couldn’t quite handle the whole amount. Within a few moments, the entire one thousand dollars had been raised.


Afterward, Zeke and Kirkland walked to the middle of the wagon tracks where Susanna was sitting by the grave. It was customary to bury the dead not alongside the trail, but in the wheel ruts. Such a practice, it was believed, would protect the bodies from both the Indians and the wolves.


Susanna was clutching a gutta-percha bag to her chest while silent tears streamed down her cheeks.


“Darlin’, you will be going with Mr. Kirkland now,” Zeke said.


“I won’t ever see Mama and Daddy and Caleb again, will I?”


“You’ll see them in heaven,” Zeke said.


When the wagon train got under way the next morning, Gus Kirkland’s wagons were the last two in the long file. His wife, Minnie, sat on a cross board in the family wagon, fanning aside some of the cloud of dust. Kirkland walked alongside, controlling the six lumbering bullocks with occasional flicks of his whip. The family wagon was the last in line.


“Why’d you take such a chance?” Minnie asked Kirkland. “She could give us the cholera and we could all die.”


“It’s not really that big of a chance,” Kirkland said. “If she didn’t catch the cholera when her family did, then that means she’s got what they call the immunity. And some of that immunity might wear off on us, so that none of us can catch it either. Besides which, I got a thousand dollars for taking her on.”


“A thousand dollars?” Minnie gasped.


“Enough to get a store started and then some,” Kirkland said as he gestured toward his other wagon, which was driven by a young pioneer who wanted to get to California.


“Mama, how long does that girl have to stay with us?” seven-year-old Alice asked.


“We don’t know yet,” Minnie replied. “Until we can find some kin that’ll take her, I suppose.”


“I hope she stays a long time,” Jesse said. He jerked on Alice’s hair.


“Ow!” Alice complained.


“’Cause if she stays with us, I’ll have two little sisters to tease.”


“Susanna Ward is not your sister,” Minnie said resolutely.


At the back of the wagon, paying no attention whatsoever to the conversation going on up front, Susanna wept silently as she stared at the spot where her mother, father, and little brother lay buried. The grave grew more distant behind them, but she kept her eyes on the spot until she could no longer see it. All the while, she continued to hold on firmly to the small bag.


New Orleans, 1866


There appeared in the New Orleans newspaper the following announcement:


Notice


I, Pierre Bejeaux, in the firm belief that my cousin Rab Trudeau has brought dishonor to my family by his treasonous and despicable activities during the late War between the States, demand satisfaction from the cad and craven coward on the field of honor, at dawn, Saturday next, October 6, in the year of Our Lord eighteen hundred and sixty-six.


Rab Trudeau stood with his second, David DeLoitte, under the oaks at the foot of Esplanade Street. So many affairs of honor had been settled here that for years the term meeting under the oaks was another way to refer to dueling. It was just after dawn, and a blanket of diaphanous fog shrouded the cypress tree knees in the swamp, while the loud staccato tapping of a woodpecker echoed from a distant live oak tree.


“Maybe he won’t come,” David suggested.


“He’ll come,” Rab said.


Rab was tall, with black hair, dark eyes, a fine nose, and a strong chin. He was six feet four, with broad shoulders, muscular arms, a flat stomach, and narrow hips. This morning he was wearing fawn-colored riding breeches tucked into calf-high boots, and a white shirt that was open enough to show a patch of hair on his chest. It was also open far enough to reveal the last inch of a twelve-inch scar that made a purple slash from his right shoulder to just below his throat, the remnants of a saber cut from a Yankee officer.


“What makes you so sure that he will? I mean, if he would just stop to think about it, he has to know that he is no match for you, whether you had chosen pistols or swords.”


“He’ll come because he is a Trudeau.”


“He is Bejeaux.”


“As much Trudeau blood courses through his veins as does through mine,” Rab said.


No sooner had Rab spoken the words than they heard the sound of approaching horses.


Rab’s cousin arrived, along with his second, Lucien Thibodaux. There was also a carriage, carrying three young women and a doctor.


Bejeaux was two months older and five inches shorter than Rab. Like Rab, he had gone to war with the First Louisiana Regiment of Cavalry. Like Rab, he had been captured at Mobile, Alabama, and confined at Fort Gaines on Dauphin Island. Unlike Rab, Bejeaux did not escape.


“Why did you bring the women?” Rab asked.


“To humiliate you, of course,” Bejeaux replied.


Bejeaux and his second dismounted, then all waited quietly for a moment until Monsieur Andre Garneau, the arbitrator, arrived on horseback. Dismounting, Garneau looked first toward Rab and David, then back at Bejeaux and Thibodeaux.


“Are both parties and their seconds present?”


“We are, sir,” Bejeaux replied.


“I beg of both parties now to come to an accommodation, so that this duel need not be fought,” Garneau said.


Neither principal nor second responded.


“Who brings the weapons?” Garneau asked.


Bejeaux signaled to his second, and Thibodeaux returned to his horse, where he took a polished walnut case from his saddlebag. Opening the case, he displayed two beautiful dueling pistols, resting in red-felt lining.


“These pistols belong to our mutual grandfather, Toulouse Trudeau. I think it is only fitting that since you deserted the army, you be killed by a pistol belonging to the very man whose name you dishonored.”


“I did not desert the army, Pierre. I escaped from a Yankee prison,” Rab said.


“To steal a ship and become a blockade runner,” Bejeaux responded. “And you think that was the better part of honor?”


“I didn’t steal the ship—I liberated it. It was one of Father’s own ships that had been captured by the Yankees.”


“And you brought shame to our family by using a family ship as a blockade runner to make money off the backs of the suffering South. Choose your pistol, you scoundrel.”


Rab nodded toward David, who walked over to the open box being held by Thibodeaux. He picked the pistols up one at a time, then, assuring himself that both were charged with ball and powder, chose one. He brought the weapon back to Rab, who tested its balance, then nodded.


As Rab’s second, David, made one final appeal to Pierre Bejeaux. “Monsieur Bejeaux, my principal, Captain Rab Trudeau, wants it well understood that if anyone in the family believes they are dishonored by any act committed by him, it is a matter of misunderstanding. It was not Captain Trudeau’s intention to, in any way, dishonor the family Trudeau.”


“Is that an apology, sir?” Bejeaux asked.


“It is a statement of fact,” David replied.


Bejeaux stood quietly for a moment, motionless except for a little nervous tic in his jaw. Then he looked over toward the arbitrator. “Monsieur Garneau, I want it well understood that this is an affair of honor. If I am slain, I do not wish any legal action to be taken against Captain Trudeau.”


Garneau nodded, then looked toward Rab. “And your response, sir?”


“If I am killed, I want no legal action to be taken against my cousin Pierre Bejeaux.”


“May I offer a further word for Monsieur Bejeaux’s consideration?” David asked the arbitrator.


“You may, sir.”


David looked toward Bejeaux, cleared his throat, then continued, “I would like to point out to Monsieur Bejeaux that Captain Trudeau was three times mentioned in the dispatches for bravery and intrepidity under fire, above and beyond the call of duty. He killed four Yankee soldiers, with a pistol, from a distance of fifty yards, thus breaking a charge. And I would remind Monsieur Bejeaux that this duel is being fought from a distance of forty paces.”


Bejeaux blanched visibly, then his jaw tightened. “Any heroic action on the part of Captain Trudeau before he deserted the army has no ameliorating effect upon his later treachery. Does Captain Trudeau now admit that he is a dishonorable cur, unfit for decent society?”


“I do not, sir!” Rab said in a resonant and commanding voice.


“Then, this affair of honor shall continue until its conclusion,” Bejeaux insisted.


“I will now read article thirteen of the code duello,” Garneau said, holding out a piece of paper.


“ ‘No dumb shooting or firing in the air is admissible in any case. The challenger ought not to have challenged without receiving offense; and the challenged ought, if he gave offense, to have made an apology before he came on the ground; therefore, children’s play must be dishonorable on one side or the other and is accordingly prohibited.’


“Do you understand that and hereby commit yourself to fight this duel to its conclusion?”


“I do,” Bejeaux said.


“I do,” Rab responded.


“Captain Trudeau, as you are the challenged, you may establish the procedure,” Garneau said.


Rab nodded at his second, who described the procedure for the duel:


“You will stand forty yards distant from each other. The arm of the hand which is holding the weapon shall be bent at the elbow, with the pistol pointing up. I will drop a handkerchief, at which time you may lower your pistol and fire.”


“I object,” Bejeaux said quickly.


“Sir, you can only withdraw the challenge. You cannot object to the procedure as has been outlined,” Garneau said.


“I object to Monsieur DeLoitte dropping the handkerchief. How do I know he will not give his principal some sort of signal?”


“Sir, if Captain Trudeau does not kill you, I will,” David said in a low and angry voice.


“Monsieur Thibodeaux, count off the distance,” Bejeaux said. “Monsieur DeLoitte, sir, the objection is withdrawn with my apologies. You may drop the handkerchief.”


Thibodeaux counted off the distance even as, from the swamp, they heard the growl of a cougar.


Garneau walked to a spot halfway between the two men, then stepped aside to be out of the line of fire.


“Assume the ready position!” he called loudly.


Both Rab and Bejeaux presented a side profile, then lifted their weapons to the ready position.


David dropped the handkerchief. Rab and Bejeaux brought their pistols down. Flame patterns erupted from the barrels, and a cloud of smoke wreathed each man. The explosive sounds of two shots rolled out across the swamp water to return in echo.


When the smoke cleared, Rab saw Pierre standing there, looking back across the space that separated the two men. A small, pained smile spread across his face, even as the front of his tunic began to turn a dark crimson.


He fell.


“Pierre!” Rab shouted in an agonized yell. Dropping his pistol, he ran toward his cousin, then knelt beside him. Pierre reached up to grasp Rab’s hand in his.


The doctor rushed to the fallen duelist and opened his shirt. A large, ugly, dark red hole was pumping blood from the middle of his chest. The doctor took one look at it, then looked at Rab and shook his head.


“La blessure est mortelle, Capitaine.”


“Rab, do you remember when we were boys, how we would play in the cane fields?” Bejeaux asked, his voice weak with pain and from loss of blood.


“I remember,” Rab replied in a choked voice.


“I was better at hiding than you were. I would hide, and you could never find me.”


“You were much better. And though I tried very hard, I never could find you.”


Pierre squeezed Rab’s hand hard. “I…” Pierre stopped in midsentence and took one last, gasping breath. The pressure on Rab’s hand relaxed and Pierre’s eyes rolled up in his head.


“Pierre!” Rab shouted.


“He is dead, Capitaine,” the doctor said.


The women began wailing loudly and Rab looked over at them. “What the hell did you expect to see? A danse à deux?” he shouted angrily. Then, with an impatient wave of his hand, he called to Pierre’s second, “Lucien, get them out of here.”


Thibodeaux nodded, then signaled to the driver of the women’s carriage to leave the scene.


Rab stood up and looked down at the still body of his cousin.


“You had no choice, Rab,” David said consolingly.


“That doesn’t make it any easier,” Rab replied.


Port of New Orleans, One Week Later


The ship Falcon had been built in the Laird’s shipyard at Birkenhead, Liverpool, England. She was a combined steam and sail ship, with a screw that could be raised from the water to turn her into a pure sailing ship if needed. When everything was working well, she could make fifteen knots under a combination of steam and sail power. She lay alongside Pier Three at the Port of New Orleans. Rab, who not only captained the ship but owned it, was standing alongside it on the dock, talking to his younger sister, Emmaline.


“You don’t have to leave Louisiana,” she said. “It wasn’t murder, what you did. It was a duel, and Pierre challenged you. Everyone knows that.”


“Emmaline, if I were to walk into Rivière de Joie today, do you think Father would welcome me with open arms?”


Emmaline, who at eighteen was six years younger than Rab, looked at her feet.


“Charles was Father’s pride and joy,” Rab said. “You know that, in his heart, Father has wished it would have been me who was killed instead of his oldest son. I think it would be best for everyone if I leave.”


“Will you write to me? So I can at least know where you are and if you are all right?”


“Do you think Father would let my letters get through to you?”


Emmaline looked dejected for a moment, then she smiled. “I know. Write them to me in care of Father Dupree. He will see to it that I get them.”


“Captain!” David called from aboard the Falcon. “If we want to catch the tide, we need to weigh anchor.”


“I’ll write you,” Rab promised, pulling his sister to him for a hug. Then, climbing the ladder, he stepped over onto the deck, giving one last wave to his sister. “Mr. DeLoitte, make ready in all respects to get under way.”


With the sails reefed, and under steam power only, the Falcon pulled out into the Mississippi River and started downstream. In less than three months, Rab Trudeau would be in San Francisco.
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Virginia City, Nevada, May 14, 1878


When the curtain closed at Piper’s Opera House on the stage presentation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, twenty-four-year-old Susanna Ward, who now called herself Susanna Kirkland, joined the rest of the audience in enthusiastic applause. Susanna, who was working for the Virginia City Pioneer, took notes:


High praise for Uncle Tom’s Cabin performance, as it was not the usual threadbare and ill-played repetition so familiar with audiences over the last several years. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom of this night was a transfiguration. It was as though a new play was presented to the audience, a dramatization of a story read long ago and half-forgotten.


The five-year-old orphaned child who had been rescued on the trail to California was now a resident of Virginia City, Nevada. Immediately after the wagon train reached California, Gus Kirkland, the man who had taken Susanna in, opened a store. Even as the other pioneers struggled with prospecting for gold or putting in a crop, the entrepreneurial Gus Kirkland was making money, charging fair prices at his general store. He was so successful that when he realized the Comstock Lode could be richer than the California gold strike, he sold the store at a tremendous profit and moved his family, including Susanna, to Virginia City. Since arriving, his business had flourished.


The Kirklands had treated Susanna well, and as she was growing up, they provided for all her needs, even arranging for her to attend two years of college at the California College for Women. Throughout the entire time she had been with them though, there was never any question as to her status. She was not their daughter; Jesse and Alice were not her siblings. Minnie Kirkland had always been correct with her, even kind to her, but she was never nourishing or loving.


Susanna worked as a printer’s devil for the Virginia City Pioneer, a newspaper that its publisher and founder, James Loudin, insisted was the best journal in the entire state of Nevada. Her ambition was to be a collector of news, a term that would later be changed to reporter. That wasn’t likely to happen though, as Mr. Loudin did not think the subscribers would accept news that was written by a woman.


Gus Kirkland had been upset when Susanna went to work at the newspaper office. He expected her to work for him at the Kirkland Emporium, but that was not what Susanna wanted.


Monday morning when Susanna got to work, she grabbed the broom and began sweeping. As the printer’s devil, this was considered part of her job, but little by little, she was convincing Mr. Loudin that she was capable of doing a lot more. He allowed her to set type, and he now conceded that she was the best typesetter he had ever seen.


B. D. Elliott was the newspaper’s ace reporter, and he came in about fifteen minutes after Susanna had arrived.


“Tell me, Susanna, did you enjoy the play last night?” B.D. asked, as he took off his coat and hung it on a freestanding rack.


“Oh, yes, I enjoyed it very much.”


“Did you now? Then, you should write a review of it for the paper.”


“I did write one.”


“Good for you. Show it to James. Perhaps he will print it.”


“I asked him about it before I went to the play,” Susanna said. “He said he considers play reviews and such to be free advertising, and he won’t print something unless somebody pays.”


“That sounds like our noble publisher,” B.D. said as he sat down to write his daily article. “Black-heart money-grubber that he is.”


“If you don’t mind, I’m going to throw a few more sticks into the stove.” Susanna wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “I’m a little chilly.”


“You’ll get no complaint from me.”


B.D. had once shared with her his concept of the power of the written word over the spoken word: “Words committed to paper are sacred. There is no telling but that someone, not yet born, will read my humble words fifty—one hundred—one hundred fifty years from now. Those are words of the pen. When I speak, they are but words of the tongue, and words of the tongue have power only until the last echo has silenced.”


Susanna picked up one of the stories B.D. had finished and took it back to set the type. As she read the story, she groaned.


“Oh, Jesse,” she said, speaking aloud but so quietly that no one could hear her. “When will you grow up?”


Disturbance of the Peace


This morning Messrs. Michael O’Malley and Jesse Kirkland appeared before Justice H. and were found guilty of disturbing the peace. Last week the two men commemorated the win of the horse Morgan Chief by a bit of celebratory imbibing. O’Malley fired a pistol through the front window of the Bucket of Blood Saloon. Kirkland, claiming that one bullet hole made but little impression in the glass, hurled a chair through same. Both had a square but expensive drunk, as Justice H. ordered the men to pay all costs as well as a fine, before setting them at liberty.


Susanna could well imagine Jesse behaving in such a manner. He had always been disruptive and rebellious, causing his parents a lot of grief and worry. So far, though, he had never crossed the line into real trouble.


Susanna knew that Jesse was good, at heart. As she composed the article, she smiled, remembering an incident from long ago.


She was eight years old, picking poppies down by the pond. If she could gather enough of them, she would make a bouquet, and maybe Mrs. Kirkland would let her put them in a vase on the sideboard that evening. She had picked ten of them, nice full blooms with long stems, and put them on her sweater.


Then Jesse and two of his friends came along, and as they almost always did, they began teasing her.


“Susanna, do you want a pet mouse?” Jesse asked, holding his hands cupped as if he had one captured.


“No, I don’t want a pet mouse. They are nasty.”


“How about some worms down your back?” one of the others asked, and he reached toward her as if he were about to carry out his declaration.


“No!” Susanna squealed, twisting away from him.


“Oh, look,” the third one said. “See the pretty flowers?” He grabbed the poppies and began pulling them apart.”


“Stop it, Darrel!” Susanna said. “That’s a bouquet for Mrs. Kirkland!”


“Ha! It’s not a bouquet now!” Darrel said as he ripped off the petals and tossed them into the air, allowing them to flutter down like falling leaves.


“Go away!” Susanna shouted. She picked up a dirt clod and threw it at Darrel, hitting him in the chest.


“Don’t you throw clods at me, girl! I’ll—”


Jesse stepped in between them and said, “Leave my sister alone, Darrel.”


“What do you mean, leave your sister alone? You saw what she did. Besides, everybody knows she’s not your sister.”


“You two go on. I’ll catch up later.”


“Come on, Adam,” Darrel said. “Let’s leave Jesse with his sister, who isn’t really his sister.”


Jesse watched as Darrel and Adam walked away, then he turned to Susanna, who, with tears in her eyes, was looking at the destroyed flowers. He handed her his handkerchief. “Wipe your tears, little one.”


“Thank you,” she said as she began to wipe her eyes.


“Come on. There are lots of poppies in the field. I’ll help you. I’ll bet we can pick the biggest bouquet that Mama has ever seen.”


“You’re going to help?” Susanna asked, surprised by the offer.


“Yeah, little one, I’m going to help.”


“Thank you, Jesse. But I’m not little anymore.”


Jesse ran his hand through her hair. “You’ll always be little to me,” he joked.


Why didn’t that part of Jesse show itself more? Susanna wondered. But she knew that it wasn’t only Jesse’s reckless behavior that disturbed his parents; it was also that Jesse showed absolutely no interest in the mercantile business. Kirkland Emporium competed with Manning and Duck for the title of the largest and most successful store in Virginia City. Susanna had to admit that Gus Kirkland was an effective merchandiser, and it had been that way from the time she had first gone to live with them.


Susanna filled the type sticks, then fitted them onto the drum.


The three owners of the North Star Mine, Sam Van Cleve, William Burdick, and John Sheehan, were in the billiard room of the Washoe Club. Burdick and Sheehan were at the table playing a game, while Van Cleve was kibitzing.


Van Cleve was from Baltimore, where he had managed a bank, but was discharged when irregularities showed up in the bank’s books.


During the late war, Burdick had been a colonel in the Ohio militia, and though his commission had been revoked for incompetence in the first year of the war, he still introduced himself as Colonel Burdick.


John Sheehan was from Missouri. He had a more violent past than the other two, having ridden with Frank and Jesse James. The James brothers expelled him from their group when, during one of their operations, he killed a boy who was no older than sixteen.


Sheehan chalked the end of his cue stick, leaned over, and looked at the lie of the balls on the table. He put the stick in position, then drew it back. “Five ball in the corner pocket,” he said.


With a clack, the white ball hit the orange ball, driving it into the corner pocket.


All three men were now living in the Comstock area, Sheehan in Virginia City, while Van Cleve and Burdick lived in Gold Hill. They had come because of the silver mines, and after a few insignificant finds, they pooled their claims to form the North Star Mine.


In the beginning the mine had been doing well, but the silver vein that was the most productive had taken a hard turn to the east, disappearing into the Silver Falcon Mine. They faced the dilemma of how to take advantage of the potentially rich vein that was now no longer on their claim.


“It isn’t fair,” Burdick said. “We’re the ones who discovered that vein.” He took a shot at the six ball and missed.


“Hell, they don’t even know about it,” Sheehan said. He knocked the six ball down, then turned toward the seven and lined up his shot.


“They aren’t working it because they don’t know it’s there. They’ve got another vein that’s just as rich, about five hundred feet above this one. We need to buy the Silver Falcon,” Van Cleve said.


Van Cleve, who because of his background in banking was looked to by the others in financial matters, struck a match and held it to the end of his cigar. He took several puffs until the cigar was well lit, and the smoke hovered over the billiard table.


“Buy the Silver Falcon? Are you crazy? It’s selling for one hundred thirty-two dollars a share,” Burdick said.


Sheehan knocked down the seven ball, but missed the eight.


“That’s what it’s selling for now,” Van Cleve said, smiling around the cigar that protruded from the center of his mouth. “But the value of Silver Falcon stock is about to drop like a lead ball. Pretty soon we’ll be able to pick up shares of the stock as if they were no more than scrap paper.”


“And just how do you propose we’re going to do that?” Sheehan asked.


“I’ve already put things in motion,” Van Cleve said. Looking up, he saw James Loudin step into the billiard room. “Finish your game; we have business to conduct.”


San Francisco, California,
Wednesday, May 22, 1878


It had been twelve productive years since Rab Trudeau left New Orleans to start his new life in San Francisco. Now a successful businessman, his company, Sunset Enterprises, had expanded beyond the shipping that got his empire started into several other operations, including a freight-wagon line, a stagecoach line, California real estate, and his biggest money producer, a silver mine in Nevada.


The success of Sunset Enterprises was immediately discernible whether one was walking, on horseback, or riding as a passenger on an omnibus on Mission Street. There, overlooking San Francisco Bay, was a huge four-story brick building that stretched for half a block, designed by Henry Hobson Richardson, one of America’s premier architects. Though Richardson was based in New York, Rab had been able to secure his architectural services because at one time the two were neighbors. Richardson was born on the Priestly Plantation, which was adjacent to Rab’s family home.


At the moment, Rab was in his office on the fourth floor of the building. The office was large, with a huge oak desk at one end and a seating area, consisting of leather sofas, chairs, footstools, and a library table, at the other end. The windows were open on this warm May morning. Through them, the cry of seagulls competed with the clanging bells of channel-marker buoys and the rattling sound of rigging and stays slapping against mast and arm on the oceangoing ships that were drawn up alongside the piers. Over it all could be heard conversations carried on in the dozen different languages of the foreign seamen on the docks. The breeze coming through the open windows carried on its breath the aroma of salt sea, with an undernote of fish.


Rab was on the telephone with A. F. Coffin, of Coffin, Sanderson and Cook. A.F. was president of the San Francisco Mining Exchange.


“There is no valid reason for the stock to be this low,” Rab was saying.


“Mining for precious metals is, at best, a risky operation.” Coffin’s voice sounded tinny over the phone.


“I know it’s a risky operation, I’m in that business. But what is happening with the stock for the Silver Falcon is more than just normal business risk. I believe something sinister is occurring.”


“I appreciate your concern,” Coffin replied. “But I’m sure you know that we do not police the market.”


“Yes, yes, I understand,” Rab said, frustrated with the lack of response he was getting from the broker. “But I would think that when there is an anomaly this drastic, the mining exchange would be interested in finding out why.”


“As I explained to you, Mr. Trudeau, it is not our business to police the market, or to explain its intricacies. Our business is merely to reflect it.”


“Yes, well, thank you for your—help,” Rab said, hoping Coffin picked up on his sarcasm.


Putting the receiver back in its cradle, Rab turned his attention to the article he had been reading in today’s Chronicle.


“Knock, knock,” someone called out, opening the door to his office and tapping lightly even as he spoke. “Are you busy?”


Looking toward the door, Rab saw his friend and partner, David DeLoitte, come into the office. David’s wife, Lila, and the couple’s three little girls, who ranged in age from three to seven, accompanied him. The girls began scurrying around the spacious room.


“Never too busy for you, my friend.” Rab stood, and as the very pregnant Lila came into the room, he walked over to embrace her. “And how is my nephew today? I know this one is going to be a boy.”


“From your lips to God’s ear,” David said as he placed his youngest daughter on the richly tufted carpet that covered the office floor.


“Well, now, if it isn’t my favorite little people in the entire world,” Rab said, smiling as he knelt down to be on eye level with the girls.


“Hello, Uncle Rab,” Tina, the oldest, said as she entwined her arms around his neck. Rab wasn’t Tina’s uncle, of course, but he enjoyed being called that because, out here, David, Lila, and their children were the closest thing to a family he had.


“You look awfully pretty today, Tina,” Rab said. “You must be dressed up for your boyfriend.”


“Oh, I don’t have a boyfriend.” Tina laughed at him.


“What? You mean you got yourself looking so pretty just for your uncle Rab? Does that mean I’m your boyfriend?”


“You’re so silly.” Tina giggled. “You know you are too big for me.” She pulled out of his hold and stepped away.


“Ahh, you’re just like all the other women I know, as fickle as they come.” Rab made a sad face and rubbed his eyes as if crying. Once again he was rewarded with the little girl’s laughter.


“Well, this will cheer you,” Lila said as she fell into the nearest chair. “David and I have been invited to the party of the month—a ball given by Judge Conrad and his wife. Of course Margaret is invited, so that means you’ll be going, too.”


Rab winced when he heard this news. “Oh, Lila, would it be asking too much for Margaret to check with me before she gets me involved in her societal forays?”


“You know you like Judge Conrad. You will have a good time. So it is settled. You are going. Come, girls, let’s get out of here before Uncle Rab has a chance to change his mind.” As she rose, she took the hand of her youngest daughter and gave David a peck on the cheek. “Come home as quickly as you can, my dear. You know I can’t stand it when we are apart.”


“You are a lucky man, David DeLoitte,” Rab said.


After Lila and the girls left, the smile on Rab’s face was replaced by the grim visage he had displayed earlier while reading the newspaper.


“Did you see this article?” he asked.


“No,” David answered. “I haven’t read the paper yet.”


“Read this.” Rab tapped the article with his finger.


David took the paper from Rab, then walked over to sit in a chair near the open window to read it.


Hard Times for the Silver Falcon
(By wire from the Virginia City Pioneer—B. D. Elliott)


Were one to observe the Silver Falcon Mine from outside, one would get the impression that all is well. Smoke billows from the towering stacks, steam escapes from its mighty engines, and the stamping mill fills the air with its thunder of crushing rock; all indications of a busy and productive mine.


However it would appear that these are mere trappings, perpetrated by the mine owners to make it seem that it is business as usual, and that the production of silver continues. No doubt this stratagem is being played upon the innocent public so that the mine owners, concerned only with their own economic well-being, will be able to salvage some of its loss by artificially inflating worthless stock.


Based upon information learned from an unimpeachable authority, this paper can report that the lead that the Silver Falcon Mine had been working with such success has played out, and the mine is now but a hollow shell of its former grandeur. The mine owners, no doubt reacting to that information, chose the cowardly act of subterfuge, rather than an honest accounting with the shareholders of their mine. We believe it is our obligation to our readers to suggest they sell what shares they hold in the Silver Falcon while there remains some value to the stock. The wise shareholder will do this quickly, for there is no doubt but that the Silver Falcon will soon cease all operations.


“Damn!” David said. “How is it that they can print this? Where did this rumor start?”


“The problem is, this isn’t just a rumor,” Rab said. “You can deal with a rumor. But this is being printed as fact, and it has been picked up by newspapers all over the country. And words in print tend to give validity even to the most outrageous lies.”


“You’ve got that right. This is the kind of thing that could break us. Lila’s ‘high-society’ family had enough trouble with her marrying a Louisiana Cajun. But at least I was a Cajun with money.”


“You are a Cajun with money for now, anyway. But I just got off the telephone with A.F. He checked for me, and the Silver Falcon stock is trading at one dollar and twenty-five cents.”


“Why is the paper doing this?” David asked. “I mean, wouldn’t you think that after Mr. McQueen told the editor that the rumors are false, they would have withdrawn this article?”


“There are only two possible answers to that question. The newspaper either thinks that Benton McQueen is telling them that to protect the mine, or the paper knows better but has some other reason to perpetuate the lie.”


“Some other reason?”


“I think there is someone behind this and they have enlisted the newspaper in their scheme. Someone is manipulating the stock for their own gain, and I intend to find out who it is.”


“It’ll be easy enough to have Great Western send a detective over to Virginia City to find out what’s going on.”


“No need to have Great Western send anyone,” Rab replied. “I’ve made arrangements with Dewey Travertine to let me sign on as a temporary. I’m going myself.”


“Don’t you think one of his agents might have better luck finding out something? Seems to me like people might be a little hesitant if they thought they were talking to the head man.”


“Everything we’ve done with the mine has gone through Sunset Enterprises. Not that many people know who I am, so when I go to Virginia City, I will just say that I am a detective for Great Western. I need to see for myself what’s going on.”


“Well, I don’t like it. What if you get into trouble and I can’t come to your rescue?”


“If you really want to rescue me, tell Margaret I’m not going to Judge Conrad’s ball.”


“No, no, it’s not that easy. You might be fine with upsetting your true love, but I won’t let you upset mine. Lila is counting on this party. It will probably be the last time she’s out before the new baby gets here.”


Rab chuckled. “All right. But I will be going for Lila, not Margaret. And don’t call her my true love.”
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The gas flames of the dozen crystal chandeliers that hung over the hotel ballroom floor gave off a brilliant light. The men in their tuxedos and the women in their colorful gowns whirled and dipped and glided over the dance floor, the diamonds, rubies, and emeralds at their necks and ears giving off sparkling displays.


Margaret Worthington, of the Nob Hill Worthingtons, was a tall, willowy, pretty blonde. Her father was a prominent stockbroker in San Francisco. Everyone from Isaac Worthington to Margaret to Lila DeLoitte assumed that Rab and Margaret were going to marry. Rab assumed that as well, but he assumed it almost as an obligation. He was not completely opposed to the idea, but neither was he looking forward to it. It was, in his mind, an expected part of life.


Judge Conrad, host of the gala, was moving through the ballroom greeting everyone.


“Rab, m’ boy,” he said. “The entire city is envious of you for capturing the heart of our fairest young maiden.”


Margaret put both hands on Rab’s arm and leaned in to him, saying, “Judge, you are too kind.”


“Every word of it is true.”


“I was wondering”—Margaret smiled up at Rab—“I mean, I haven’t even discussed this with Rab yet, but I am sure he will go along. I was wondering if you could find a time in your schedule to perform our marriage ceremony. I would like to be married this August.”


“But wouldn’t you rather have a church wedding?”


“Oh, but we will have it in a church. I have asked Reverend Bass about it. He knows what a family friend you are, so he has agreed to add his blessings immediately after the ceremony.”


“What a wonderful idea,” Judge Conrad said. “And since I’ve known you from the time you were a baby, I would be delighted to perform the wedding.” Judge Conrad looked at Rab, who had been shocked into silence by Margaret’s announcement, and chuckled. “My dear, you have rendered Rab speechless. I don’t think I have ever seen him without something to say. Get used to it, son; once you are married, the women always have their way.” The judge patted Rab on the back. “I’d better leave you and greet the rest of my guests.”


“What do you think, Rab? I know how highly Judge Conrad regards you. Won’t it be wonderful to have him perform our wedding ceremony?”


“Margaret, don’t you think we could have spoken about this before you dropped it on me?”


“Dropped it on you?” Margaret replied, obviously hurt and chagrined by his comment. “Is that what you think our wedding will be? Something I’m dropping on you?”


“Margaret, please. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


“Well, just what did you mean? Are you telling me you don’t want to marry me? That’s it, isn’t it? I mean, you never have actually proposed to me, but we do have an understanding, don’t we? At least, I thought we did. Have I erred?”


“It’s not that. Well, yes, it is that, sort of. It’s just that something like this, I mean, setting the wedding date and making arrangements with whoever is going to marry us, shouldn’t that be something we discuss together?”


“We are discussing it.”


“Yes, but we are discussing it after the fact.”


Margaret laughed. “Rab, my dear, sweet, naive young man. Do you actually think that the groom makes any decisions with regard to the wedding? The only thing the groom ever has to decide on the day of his wedding is what he will have for breakfast that morning. Trust me, that’s the way it is. And I’m setting the date for August eighteenth because Lila’s baby should be born sometime in July and I want her to be in the wedding. I think it would be great to have her as my matron of honor, and David as your best man, don’t you?”


Before Rab could answer, Margaret saw Lila. “Oh, I must tell her that the date is set,” she said excitedly, and she hurried across the room.


“Congratulations,” David said a few minutes later when he saw Rab standing by the bar, holding a drink in his hand.


“Margaret told you the news, did she?”


“Well, she told us that she had set the date. Of course, Lila and I have known about this for some time now. I haven’t mentioned it because I’ve been waiting for you to say something first.”


“It would have been hard for me to mention it, since I didn’t know anything about it.” Rab took a swallow of his drink.


David chuckled, but it was a troubled chuckle. “Rab, you didn’t really expect to be a part of the planning, did you? The women always make the plans.”


“Yeah, so I was just told,” Rab said drily. He tossed down the rest of his drink.


Rab gazed out across the crowded room, watching as Margaret moved about like a bee going from flower to flower. At every gathering she would say a few words, then the women of the group would break into a smile, and there were hugs all around. At least she had told him before she told everyone else.
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