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    Prologue 
 
    by Christine Sterling 
 
      
 
    Marianne heard the footsteps coming up the porch of the Denver Pinkerton office before she heard the knock on the door. She scrambled to slide the papers inside the envelope on her desk and opened the door just as the figure on the other side was lifting her hand to knock. 
 
    “Yes?” she asked the young lady on the other side of the door. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “Good afternoon. My name is Marcella Francis,” the lady said, and waved to two companions who were hiding behind the bush at the bottom of the stairs. They giggled and walked up the steps to join her. “These are my sisters, Mary and Frances.” 
 
    “Frances Francis?” Marianne asked, trying not to laugh.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Marcella replied.  
 
    “Well, Misses Francis, what can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Well, you see . . .” Marcelle paused as if thinking about what to say next. 
 
    “We need husbands,” Frances Francis announced.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Marianne took a step backwards, placing her fingers up to her throat. I wasn’t expecting that.  
 
    “What she means,” the one called Mary Francis chimed in, “is that we heard the Pinkerton office was the place to get a husband.” 
 
    Marianne stepped out on the porch and closed the door behind her. “I’m not sure what you’ve heard, but I think you are mistaken.” 
 
    “Oh, no mistake,” Frances said.  
 
    “It’s all over town,” Marcella volunteered. “Can I get a dashing one?”  
 
    “One what?” Marianne asked. 
 
    “A husband. There are so many handsome men coming into this building,” Mary said. 
 
    “Yes, it’s all over town,” Marcella repeated. 
 
    “What is?”   
 
    “That this is the place for a woman to get a husband,” Marcella replied. “I watch them whenever I can.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “So, can you help us?” Frances asked. 
 
    “Oh, dear.” Marianne tilted her head and looked at the women in front of her. They were fresh-faced, with nary a line between them. She knew they weren’t a day over nineteen. “I hate to disappoint you, but we aren’t in the business of getting husbands for young ladies. We are hiring female agents. Do any of you have experience?” A look of disappointment passed across the ladies’ faces. “You don’t, do you?” 
 
    They shook their heads in unison. “But we can learn,” Frances said. 
 
    Marianne took Mary by the shoulders and walked her to the steps. Patting her on the back, she tried to offer some words of comfort. “We really need to have agents with experience. I tell you what. Give it a few years and then come back and reapply if you really want to be an agent. The Female Detective Bureau will always be looking for seasoned agents.” 
 
    Marianne watched the ladies walk down the path chattering among themselves. She shook her head, her red curls bobbing as she returned to her desk. She needed to speak to Archie. Not only did she have the agents’ case files to go through, but she needed to tell him of the rumors in town. This is going to require a lot of tea. 
 
    Marianne asked Pearl to prepare a tray and she went to Archie’s office, rapping on the door twice. 
 
    “Come in,” Archie called. He peered over his glasses and waved to Marianne, beckoning her to come in. 
 
    Marianne dropped the envelopes on his desk and took a seat on the chair across from his desk. “The reports are ready for review and then I’ll send them on to Chicago.” 
 
    “Is there anything I should be aware of in these?” He pointed to the papers she just gave him. 
 
    Marianne shook her head. “No, all the agents were thorough in their reports. Some even expressed appreciation for their, uh, partners.” 
 
    Archie smiled. “It was rather brilliant, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Before Marianne could answer, Pearl came in with the tea tray. She put it on the corner of Archie’s desk and poured two cups before leaving. Marianne picked up her cup and blew on the hot liquid before taking a tiny sip. 
 
    “I should probably tell you what happened today,” she said between sips.  
 
    Archie raised an eyebrow and put his cup back on the desk. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Marianne told him about the three sisters who came to the door and the news that women believed they could find husbands at the Pinkerton office. Archie’s face turned from his pale freckled skin to the color of a cooked beet. It clashed against his carrot-red hair. Marianne was worried that he was suffocating.  
 
    “Hotchkiss,” he finally exclaimed. “Hotchkiss must have said something. That is the only way it could have gotten out.” 
 
    “You forget, Archie, that there were several women who went running out of here like the devil himself was after them.” 
 
    Archie appeared to calm down, and soon his color returned to normal. “We have new women arriving weekly. How should we handle this the next go-around? I doubt I’ll be able to get everyone in another mass ceremony. We need to send the agents out almost as soon as they arrive back from the field.” 
 
    Marianne drained her cup and refilled it from the pot. “Why don’t you just match them up as the new agents come into the agency? That way, you don’t have to keep them out of the field until they are assigned a partner. Plus, you can be a bit more discriminating about the type of agents we hire.” 
 
    “True. We aren’t in a rush, since we gained ten new women to the Female Detective Bureau. Kate should be pleased.” He was referring, of course, to Kate Warne, the first female detective. 
 
    “Yes. It is a shame, though, that we did lose a few good agents. It won’t be the same around here without their shenanigans going on.” 
 
    “Perhaps the next group won’t feel the need to partake in those shenanigans. We can get down to the business of solving cases.” 
 
    Marianne sipped her tea. “Of course, Archie. Whatever you say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Denver, Colorado 
 
    1871 
 
      
 
    Liam Mason took a deep breath as he approached the doors of the Pinkerton Detective Agency, Denver office. It didn’t look a thing like the office back in New York, but that was all right—he was after a fresh start, and he wouldn’t get one if his circumstances didn’t change. He’d told his mother that he’d likely be in less danger working out of the Denver office, and while that eased her mind, deep in his heart he hoped that wouldn’t be so. He needed excitement—he needed the thrill of the hunt. Denver had better not turn out to be a desk job—if it did, he might as well leave the agency and become an accountant or a librarian.  
 
    He was ushered into the house by a pert woman who introduced herself as Pearl, and he didn’t have long to wait before she showed him into the main office, the one belonging to the special agent in charge.  
 
    “Thanks for meeting with me, Agent Mason,” Archibald Gordon said, coming to his feet behind his desk and holding out his hand. “We’re glad to welcome you to the Denver office. I know we’re lucky to have you.” 
 
    Liam Mason accepted the handshake and gave a nod to the pretty auburn-haired lady who stood off to the side, next to the window. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “This is Marianne Chapman, my associate,” Agent Gordon said. “Have a seat, Mason.” 
 
    Liam held out a hand. “Miss Chapman?” 
 
    “Well now, aren’t you a gentleman?” She gave him a smile. “You see, Archie, this is how a man should treat a lady—offering her a seat before he takes his own.” 
 
    Liam glanced at Agent Gordon, wondering what had taken place in the room before he entered. Agent Gordon looked implacable, and Miss Chapman turned back to Liam. “Thank you for your kind offer, but I’m quite well.” 
 
    He gave her another nod, then sat.  
 
    Continuing to ignore his associate, Agent Gordon focused his attention on Liam. “What brings you here, Mason?” 
 
    “To be honest, I should have started out in Denver,” Liam replied. “I grew up here, but for some reason, I thought I should stretch my wings somewhere new. I’m glad to be back home.” That was mostly true. It was true for all the reasons that mattered.  
 
    Agent Gordon picked up a telegram from his desk. “Your New York supervisor was Harold Hanks?” 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    “Well, he certainly recommended you highly. Said he was sorry to lose you. So, just what brings you back to Denver? Family, I suppose?” 
 
    Liam nodded. “My parents are getting on, and I realized I didn’t want to miss their golden years. I got my wanderlust out of my system, and I’m ready to settle down and be a better son.” He still wasn’t sure to what extent that was possible.  
 
    Agent Gordon raised an eyebrow. “Being a Pinkerton agent is settling down?” 
 
    Liam laughed. “Well, it’s about the only thing I know. I’ll do the work you have for me, whatever it is.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, but the case I’m offering you requires travel. Now that you’re home, are you all right with leaving again?” 
 
    “I am, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. I’ve been contacted by Wilbur Miller—perhaps you know him.” 
 
    “I know of him. I doubt there are many in Denver who don’t.” 
 
    Agent Gordon nodded. “Indeed. He certainly owns enough real estate around here to make him a common topic of discussion. As it turns out, his oldest daughter, Veronica, is set to be married to one of his business associates, a British gentleman who’s about to receive a title of some sort, a duke or an earl. We’ve been asked to escort the young lady safely to the man’s London home so they can prepare for the wedding. Mr. Miller will follow in a few weeks for the ceremony. Mrs. Miller, as you might know, passed away a few years ago.” 
 
    Liam tilted his head to the side. “Why isn’t the family traveling together? It seems odd to send the daughter ahead by herself.” 
 
    Agent Gordon shrugged. “I don’t know the details—just what I was sent in the letter. Are you willing to take on this task?” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I’m glad to help however I can.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. I understand from Hanks that you’re quite experienced with escorting persons of note.” 
 
    “I am, and I enjoy the task.”  
 
    “There is another thing,” Agent Gordon said, now speaking more slowly. “In order to protect Miss Miller’s reputation, it would be best if you took a female agent along with you—someone who would act as a buffer, if you will.” 
 
    “That’s why I was surprised that she’s traveling alone, sir. It’s strange to me that she doesn’t have a companion or maid coming along.” 
 
    “Well, you can ask her about that yourself when you meet her. I’m sure there will be plenty of time to get to know each other as you travel. Now, as far as the female agent is concerned.” Agent Gordon leaned back and steepled his fingers on his chest. “Not only are we worried about protecting Miss Miller’s reputation, but we also have a duty to our female agents, and we’ve found with certain cases in the recent past that it’s best if male and female agents are married.” 
 
    Liam raised an eyebrow. “To each other?”  
 
    “Yes, to each other. Avoiding awkward situations and all that.” 
 
    Liam blinked. “And being married to a total stranger isn’t an awkward situation?” 
 
    “It does present certain difficulties, but it prevents a great many others,” Miss Chapman said from her spot by the window. Liam had almost forgotten she was there—this was her first contribution to the discussion. “And we have everything in place to facilitate an annulment at the end of the case.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine marrying some woman I’ve just met, and doing it for the sake of a job,” Liam protested. “My parents raised me to think of marriage as a sacred contract and to take it seriously.” He shook his head. “I’ve never had a problem keeping my hands to myself—no woman in my company or in my care need ever worry about that.” 
 
    “We trust your integrity implicitly,” Miss Chapman said. “It’s a matter of avoiding the appearance of evil, so to speak.” 
 
    Liam leaned back. “Have you had many agents agree to these . . . unusual terms?” 
 
    “A good handful, and to be honest, many of them had the same reservations,” Agent Gordon said. “We realize we’re asking a lot, but we’re also trying to prevent a lot—and we’ve done some real good. Lives have been saved, property has been returned, and criminals have been caught by our male/female agent teams.” He glanced at Miss Chapman. “And as it turns out, we successfully matched them as spouses, not just partners.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “From the first batch of agent teams we sent out, none of them chose to annul their marriages. So you see, Mason, we aren’t taking it as lightly as it might appear.” 
 
    “They stayed married?” Liam couldn’t wrap his head around that. “They married as strangers, and stayed married?” 
 
    “Having common goals is one way to bring two people together,” Miss Chapman said. “We can’t explain it—we just know that when given the chance, none of the couples chose to annul. Of course, that’s not a guaranteed outcome for every agent, and I don’t imagine they should all want to stay married. Sometimes people work well together in business situations, but would never suit as a married couple.” 
 
    Again, Liam picked up on something floating in the air, but knew it wasn’t his to explore.  
 
    Agent Gordon cleared his throat. “Moving on. If marrying a female agent isn’t an option for you, I can give this assignment to someone else and give you something you can do on your own. I don’t have anything at the moment, but I’d call on you when something came up.” 
 
    That was disheartening. Liam had been hoping to get to work as soon as possible.  
 
    “Or there might be another option,” Miss Chapman said. “If your objection is to marrying a stranger, what if the girl of your choice were to become an agent?” 
 
    Liam blinked. “You’d like me to choose a girl and then invite her to be an agent?” 
 
    “It’s just a suggestion.” Miss Chapman lifted a shoulder. “I was hoping to get you into the field sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Liam pulled in a breath. He didn’t have his eye on any young woman in particular—he’d been focused on his work while in New York, and now that he was back in Denver, he’d imagined that he’d be dividing his time between his parents and his new assignment. Marriage was something he’d figured would wait until he was ready for it. “May I think on it overnight?” he said at last. “When is Miss Miller set to leave Denver?” 
 
    “In three days,” Agent Gordon replied. “So, yes, you may think about it, but not overly long.” 
 
    “Will you be staying here at the agents’ dormitory?” Miss Chapman asked.  
 
    “I thought I’d stay with my parents for a bit and finish up some repairs. Then I’ll decide from there,” Liam replied. He had no idea how long that would take—things were in much worse condition than he’d expected when he arrived home, including some needed patching on the roof. Why hadn’t they said anything to him? Weren’t they aware of how bad things had gotten, or had they been trying not to worry him? 
 
    “Excellent. Just let us know your plans—we always have room.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Liam came to his feet. “I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon with my answer, if that suits. Will that give someone else enough warning about taking the assignment if I decide against it?” 
 
    “We’ll get it figured out,” Agent Gordon said. “You’re our first choice because of your extensive experience with this sort of thing, but we’ll find someone else if that becomes necessary.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be back tomorrow.” Liam gave Agent Gordon a handshake and Miss Chapman a nod, collected his hat from Pearl, and stepped outside. He paused for a moment after pulling the door closed, taking a deep breath. That hadn’t gone at all how he’d anticipated. Marriage? To a total stranger? What sort of job requirement was that? 
 
    Two men were coming up the walk just then, and Liam straightened his shoulders. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning,” the first replied. “Are you the agent from New York?” 
 
    “I am. Liam Mason.” He held out his hand. 
 
    “Porter Shaw,” the man said, accepting the shake, “and this is Jack Davis. Welcome to Denver.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m glad to know you.” Liam paused, wondering if he should ask these men about the marriage stipulation, but decided against it. That was something he’d have to work through on his own—no one could make that decision for him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “See you,” Jack replied, and the two men entered the building.  
 
    Liam walked down the road for a bit before he saw an available hack, then he flagged it down and hired it to take him back to his parents’ home. All the way, over every rut and around every corner, his mind churned over the question of what he was to do. If the marriage was annulled at the conclusion of the case, that wouldn’t be such a terrible thing, would it? Both he and the female agent would be free to marry someone else later on. But would that someone else want to marry someone who had gone through an annulment? He had to think about the future and not just about that day.  
 
    He paid the hack driver and walked up to his parents’ front door, pausing before entering the house. He’d talk to his mother. She always knew what to say, even if she didn’t know when her roof was leaking. He’d take care of the roof and trust that she’d take care of his dilemma.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Anna Gray tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as she bent to her task. She disliked kneading bread. In fact, she disliked just about every household task there was, but if she didn’t do them, no one would. Her younger sister was considered too delicate, even though she was as healthy as a horse and twice as stubborn. Their mother actually was too delicate, and had been laid low by a devastating bout of pneumonia the previous winter. It was now July, but she’d never regained her strength. And their father? Much too preoccupied with work to realize that his meals didn’t magically appear out of thin air, that some effort had to be put into making them. 
 
    And that the full burden of effort had landed on Anna.  
 
    She’d thought several times over that she should speak with him about hiring some help. He had plenty of money—that wasn’t in doubt. That was the bargain he’d made—he’d traded in family time for work hours, and in return, he had more money than he needed, and yet less of a connection with those who loved him most. It was a shoddy exchange. Anna would do housework around the clock if it meant having her father in the home more often, but as things stood, she had no life of her own and no father. There was no reason for it.  
 
    Emily entered the kitchen and leaned against the counter, her flaxen curls pinned up behind her and trailing down her neck. She looked lovely, and fragile, which was definitely her objective. “What’s for dinner?” 
 
    “Pot roast and vegetables, bread and butter, and some pickles,” Anna replied. She divided the dough and began shaping it into loaves, noticing only after a moment of silence that Emily hadn’t responded. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “That just sounds so heavy,” Emily replied. “I’m not sure my system can handle it. I don’t suppose you could make me a light broth?” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “I could, but Father said he was bringing Jeremy Tobler home for dinner tonight, and I think it might be rude to our guest if we aren’t all eating the same thing.” 
 
    “Jeremy Tobler?” Emily’s eyes lit up. “I . . . suppose in a case like that, I could eat a regular meal. I’m sure that one serving won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s rather amazing how that works, isn’t it?” Anna placed the dough into the loaf pans, not making eye contact with her sister. 
 
    “You know I struggle with my digestion,” Emily said. “I have to be careful.” 
 
    “And yet whenever it suits you, you eat just as normally as the rest of us.” Anna wiped her hands, then faced her sister. “I noticed how well you did that week we spent at the White estate.  Rich dinners every night, and yet you never had one moment of trouble. Perhaps it was the change in atmosphere, or the fact that you didn’t want to miss out on any of the fun.” 
 
    Emily’s face grew pink. “I don’t care for what you’re insinuating.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to insinuate anything. Instead, I’ll say it flat out—you are a faker, Emily. You make up these pretend diseases to get out of work and to avoid unpleasantness, and I’ve had it with pandering to you. It’s immature and irresponsible, and above all, you’re taking up the attention that should be paid to Mother.” 
 
    “I . . . I . . .” Emily’s mouth opened and closed a few times. Then she made a little sound almost like a growl, spun on her heel, and stomped off, trying to slam the kitchen door, but that didn’t work because it was hung on a swinging hinge. 
 
    Anna watched her go, feeling only a flicker of guilt. She didn’t like causing conflict in the home, but her tolerance for silliness was shrinking by the day, and as soon as Mr. Tobler left that night, she’d speak with her father about getting some help. She’d been a kind and dutiful daughter, but if things continued as they are, she was likely to run screaming down the street, having totally lost her mind.  
 
    She laid out a beautiful table, then went upstairs to help her mother dress for dinner. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve quite rattled Emily,” Venice Gray said as Anna guided her over to the dressing table. “Must you girls argue?” 
 
    “We actually argue very little when compared to most sisters our age.” Anna picked up a hair brush and began to style her mother’s hair into the bun she liked best. “That’s because we don’t speak to each other very often.” 
 
    “I wish things could be different.”  
 
    Anna winced when she heard the regret in her mother’s voice. “I do too, Mother, but I just don’t understand her. She’s so self-absorbed, so unaware of everyone but herself. I’ve tried to get along with her, but we’re two entirely different people.” 
 
    Venice chuckled. “She was just up here telling me that she doesn’t understand you, that you’re too judgmental and condescending.” 
 
    “I’m just out of patience.” 
 
    Venice reached out a trembling hand, and Anna took it. “Someday, the two of you will be the best of friends. Something will happen that will bind you together, and you’ll realize how pointless all this bickering has been.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine anything that would bind us together,” Anna said. 
 
    “It will most likely take something big—something like my death,” Venice replied. “But it will happen. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Oh, Mother, I don’t want to talk about your death.” Anna immediately felt guilty for adding to her mother’s burdens. “You’ll be with us for years to come.” 
 
    “I’d like to think so, but I’m not making plans for it. Only the Lord knows how many days are left to me, and I know better than to try second-guessing Him. It would be nice if you girls resolved things before then so I could see it happen, but I won’t make plans for that, either.” 
 
    Anna didn’t have a response for that. There wasn’t one that seemed fitting. Instead, she turned her attention back to her mother, finishing her hair and then helping her down the stairs to the parlor, where she’d be comfortable until dinner.  
 
    Then she turned and ran back up the stairs, changing her own dress without nearly the care she’d taken with her mother. It didn’t matter what she looked like—Mr. Tobler wasn’t there to see her. 
 
    She fastened a simple necklace around her neck, then went out into the hallway, pausing outside Emily’s door. She lifted her hand to knock, but hesitated, disliking this task just as much as she did the others. 
 
    “Yes?” Emily answered when she finally did knock. “Come in.” 
 
    Anna entered the room and found Emily putting a final pin in her hair. “You look very nice,” she said.  
 
    “Thank you. And you . . .” Emily turned and blinked. “You look like you dressed in a windstorm.” 
 
    “I practically did. I’ve had a lot to do.” Anna took a breath to calm herself. She hadn’t come here to fight. “I spoke with Mother just now. She said she’d like it if you and I learned to get along before she dies so she’ll be here to see it.” 
 
    “I wish she wouldn’t talk about dying. She has oodles of time left—I think she’s just being morbid.” 
 
    Anna wanted to point out the irony of her sister saying that about their mother, but she held back. “The truth is, she might not have oodles of time. Haven’t you noticed how frail she’s been since the winter? She should be at her very best right now with these nice warm summer days, and yet she’s not.” 
 
    “I’m sure she just needs time. She’s older—don’t older people take longer to recover?” 
 
    “Emily, you’re not listening to me. She’s not doing well, and we need to honor her wishes.” 
 
    Emily took a step back and held up a hand. “Gracious, you’ve certainly become intense all of a sudden. Very well. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “We need to stop arguing and at least try to get along. For Mother’s sake.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly willing to be agreeable, but that doesn’t mean that we’ll ever see eye to eye. We’re entirely different, Anna. Mother should just accept that.” 
 
    “I was just telling her how entirely different we are. We might have more in common than we think.” 
 
    Emily shook her head. “I wouldn’t go that far. Let’s agree to co-exist peacefully at least while we’re in Mother’s presence. I doubt we’ll ever get further than that, but it’s a start, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s a start. Thank you for being willing to meet me halfway.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dinner went smoothly. Mr. Tobler seemed to enjoy the meal, and he especially enjoyed Emily’s company. Venice had enough energy to contribute to the conversation, and Prescott Gray presided at the head of the table with his usual combination of charm and hospitality. Anna didn’t think it could have gone any better.  
 
    After dinner, Mr. Tobler asked if he could escort Emily on a walk around the gardens, and Anna decided to take the opportunity to speak with her father about hiring some help. He was always more agreeable when he felt he was being a success, and the dinner had gone exceptionally well.  
 
    He was pouring himself a small brandy when Anna summoned up her courage. 
 
    “Father, may I speak with you for a minute?” 
 
    “Of course.” He placed the stopper back in the brandy bottle and turned to her. “What’s troubling you?” 
 
    She glanced toward the window, where she could see Emily and Mr. Tobler chatting while pretending to examine the flowers. “I’d like to ask you to hire some additional help around here.” 
 
    “Help? Whatever for? You’re doing a splendid job, Anna, and don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise.” 
 
    “That might be so, but I don’t like it, Father. I’m not naturally born to cook and clean—I’d like to do something else with my life, something that requires my brain more than my pots and pans.” 
 
    He frowned into his brandy glass. “I always thought it was the duty of the oldest daughter to care for the home until she married, and if she never married, that would be her task forever. Your sister has a suitor, and you’ve none on the horizon—” 
 
    “Because I’ve been here,” Anna reminded him. “I can’t attract a suitor if I never leave the house.”  
 
    Prescott didn’t look pleased. He turned to his wife. “And what do you make of this, Venice? Is our daughter showing ingratitude?” 
 
    “I think we’ve shown her a larger amount of ingratitude,” Venice said gently. “The girl has worked herself tirelessly, Prescott, when she deserves a life of her own. And to be honest, I’d much prefer us to have a trained professional nurse in the house. Anna has taken good care of me, but she’s not trained, and if something were to happen to me . . .” 
 
    Prescott reached down and took her hand. “God forbid.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but we must plan for every eventuality. I’d like a nurse, Prescott, and we should honor Anna’s wishes and get some other help as well. A housekeeper or a cook—someone to take off the burden.” 
 
    “I’ll have a nurse here first thing in the morning, but as to the others, I don’t know. My father raised me to believe that each member of the family should earn their keep, and I don’t find comfort in the fact that my daughter wants to pass her work off on someone else.” 
 
    “But Emily does nothing to earn her keep,” Anna said before the memory of her truce with her sister came to the forefront of her brain. “How is this fair?” 
 
    “Emily doesn’t have your strong constitution, and she’s about to be wed,” Prescott said. “Once she’s married, she won’t be in the home anyway.” He finished his brandy with one quick toss of his wrist. “I believe we’re done with this conversation. Your mother shall have a nurse, and we’ll continue on as before.” 
 
    Anna tried not to cry as she helped her mother upstairs and into nightclothes. It all seemed so unfair.  
 
    “He doesn’t understand because he’s not often here,” Venice said as she lay back against her pillows. “He’s not trying to be unreasonable.” 
 
    “I think it’s unreasonable that he’s not here.” Anna arranged the blankets around her mother’s shoulders. “He’s not an unkind man, but he has no feelings when it comes to what goes on in this house. It’s like he’s a visitor here instead of a resident.” 
 
    “That’s more true than I’d like to admit,” Venice said. “I’ll keep talking to him, my dear. You need the help—I’ve seen it, but I’ve never verbalized it, and I apologize for that. I should be championing your cause.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Anna replied. “Having a nurse here is an excellent first step. I’ve been worried about my ability to care for you too, especially if there was some kind of emergency, so this does lighten my concerns. As for the rest—well, I don’t imagine that Father’s heart will soften any time soon. I’ll just continue to make the best of it.” 
 
    She checked to see that her mother had everything she needed for the night, and then she escaped to her own room. That was the most disastrous conversation she’d ever had with her father, and she’d certainly had her fair share of them over the years. They spoke two entirely different languages and lived in two worlds. Perhaps that’s why she didn’t get along with Emily—perhaps Emily took more after their father. Whatever the cause, she had no idea as to the solution. At least there would be a nurse. She’d focus on being grateful for that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Well, now. That’s quite the dilemma.” Patience Mason pursed her lips as she studied the row she was knitting. “I understand that you don’t want to sit around and wait for a regular case, but I also understand that you don’t want to marry just anyone.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’ve never thought marriage was something to play at—you and Father always set a better example for me than that.” 
 
    “I’m certainly glad to know we did something right.” Patience smiled across the room at her husband of thirty years, who was snoring gently in his chair. He never could seem to stay awake long after dinner. “Liam, we raised you to believe in marriage, and we also raised you to do some good in this world. Just how you go about that is entirely up to you, whether as a single man or a married man or somewhere in between. Whatever you choose is all right with us—we trust your instincts.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what my instincts are telling me,” Liam replied. 
 
    “Hmm.” Patience continued to knit. “What was it that Miss Chapman said—something about finding a young lady you’d like to marry and then bringing her into the office? Is that an option?” 
 
    “I haven’t even thought about young ladies for a number of years now. I’ve been concentrating on my career.” 
 
    “So, there’s no one?” Patience’s face went from looking hopeful to downcast. “Does that mean I’m not going to have any grandchildren?” 
 
    “There’s no one at the moment,” Liam amended. “That doesn’t mean it’s entirely out of the question.” 
 
    “Well, let’s think about it this way. Maybe you don’t have to be in love with her—maybe you could just get along with her,” Patience suggested. “Do you have any female friends? What about the girls you went to school with?” 
 
    “Anna Gray,” Liam said without hesitation. “She was one of my best friends before I went to New York.” 
 
    “See? You could marry a good friend, couldn’t you? That would make the experience so much more pleasant.” 
 
    “I don’t know what she’s up to these days,” Liam replied. “She could be married. She could have a child.” 
 
    “She could have lost an arm in a tragic accident,” Patience added with a chuckle. “You can sit here and imagine all sorts of scenarios, but the only way to know for sure is to pay her a visit and find out for sure.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it, Mother,” Liam said, standing up. “I’ve told the office I’ll let them know tomorrow.” 
 
    “You certainly don’t give a girl a lot of time to decide her future, do you?” 
 
    “I wish I had more time to give. I’ll likely end up waiting for the next assignment as it is. In the meantime, I have a roofer coming here in the morning.” 
 
    “A roofer? Whatever for?” 
 
    Liam glanced over at his father, who was still sleeping. “He didn’t tell you? You need some new shingles. It’s leaking into the attic when it rains.” 
 
    “Oh.” Patience looked troubled. “You know, your father used to be right on top of all the house repairs.” 
 
    “I do know that, Mother. But I’m here now. I can help.” 
 
    She smiled. “Goodnight, Liam. Make a good choice.” 
 
    Liam climbed the stairs to his old room, taking them slowly so he could look at the pictures that hung on the wall of the staircase. He and his parents looked so stiff and unnatural in all of them, but at least their faces were recorded. Time was a precious commodity, and so were memories. He wished there was a way to create more of them. 
 
    He changed for bed, then lay in the darkness, thinking. Anna Gray—when was the last time she’d even crossed his mind? He’d taken a few university-level classes before heading off to New York, and he’d met Anna at the library while studying for a test on Shakespeare. He hadn’t thought the class to be very important, but his mother had insisted that he gain at least a little knowledge about the classics of literature, so there he was, muddling through Macbeth, and he fell into an easy conversation with the young woman sitting across from him at the study table.  
 
    Since that initial meeting, they’d often studied together, and they’d invited other friends they gathered along the way. One by one, those other friends dropped away or graduated, but Anna was there right up until the time Liam left. She was an exceptionally pretty girl, very smart, easy to laugh with, and if he had to choose anyone to marry on the spur of the moment, it would be her.  
 
    He couldn’t imagine how he’d actually go about proposing such a thing, but at least now he’d chosen the girl. The rest would fall into place . . . he hoped.  
 
    *** 
 
    Mr. Tobler had said many sweet things on their walk around the garden the night before, or so Emily reported, but he hadn’t said anything about marriage. Emily had locked herself away in her bedroom in a fit of disappointed tears, but Anna just shook her head. It couldn’t possibly be time for a proposal anyway—they hadn’t spent enough time together to make that kind of decision. All Emily could see was his money, and while that was certainly a good incentive, Anna couldn’t imagine marrying someone without knowing much about their personality. This definitely wasn’t a case of being in love—anyone within a ten-mile radius would be able to spot that one.  
 
    Prescott had gone back to work without saying a word, and Anna wondered if he’d remember their conversation. Sure enough, at ten o’clock, a middle-aged woman with a generous middle knocked on the door, saying she was a private nurse who had been sent to care for Mrs. Gray. The woman’s name was Lillian, a pretty name in contrast to her rather plain features, but she had a pleasant way about her, and Anna felt that she and Venice would get along well. That was certainly a weight lifted from Anna’s chest, and she felt as though she could breathe a little easier.  
 
    At eleven o’clock, another knock came at the door, and for a brief second, Anna allowed herself to imagine that her father had changed his mind and had sent a housekeeper or a cook as well as the nurse. But when she opened the door, that’s not who she found on the porch. 
 
    “Hello, Anna,” he said, taking off his hat and giving her a little bow. 
 
    He was familiar—so familiar—but it seemed as though she was remembering him through a cloud or from a dream. It had been a long time. “Liam?” she said at last, not sure she was correct. 
 
    He grinned. “I knew you’d remember me.” 
 
    The grin she would have recognized anywhere—he should have led off with that. “Liam! Oh, my goodness! What brings you here? Please, come in!” She stepped back, holding the door out of the way so he could enter. She wore a flour-covered apron and probably had flour in her hair as well—she wasn’t a tidy cook.  
 
    He came in and hung his hat on the rack by the door, then turned to her again. “I hope you don’t mind that I’ve just dropped by like this.” 
 
    “Of course I don’t mind. I’m delighted to see you. What brings you back? The last I heard, you were planning to stay in New York forever.” 
 
    “That was the idea, but my parents aren’t doing as well on their own as I’d hoped. I got a telegram from their pastor asking me to come home for a visit, and when I got here, I realized I had to stay.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” She motioned toward the parlor. “Come sit down. We don’t have to stand in the entry all day.” 
 
    She quickly untied her apron and tossed it on the small table in the corner, hoping she didn’t look too entirely frightening. Liam was certainly looking good—taller and broader than she remembered.  
 
    They each took a seat, and Liam inquired about her family. 
 
    “That’s rather a depressing topic,” she replied. “My sister is positive that the love of her life—a man she doesn’t actually know very well, so she’s not sure if she loves him—will never propose, my mother is slowly recovering from an illness, and my father is working himself into oblivion.” 
 
    “That sounds like a rather mixed bag,” Liam replied. “I’m sorry to hear about your mother’s health.” 
 
    “She’s rallied the best she can, and we actually got a new nurse for her about an hour ago, so we’ll see if that makes any difference.” She paused. “It’s so good to see you. Having you here is bringing back so many pleasant memories from school.” 
 
    “Did you graduate after I left?” 
 
    “No, and I badly wish I did. But things . . . things got more complicated.” 
 
    “I remember there was some kind of conflict with your father.” 
 
    “Yes, that . . . He never did come around to the idea of women being educated beyond the basics, even though I tried repeatedly to explain to him that things are changing, that women aren’t the same as we were twenty and thirty years ago. He’s so stuck in his ways—he can’t imagine the idea of women doctors or women scientists or women engineers even though there are now several of each.” 
 
    “Or women Pinkerton agents,” Liam filled in. 
 
    “Exactly! Are you still with the company?” 
 
    “I am. I was able to transfer to the Denver office.” 
 
    “That’s good. Any exciting new cases?” 
 
    Anna didn’t think that question was out of the ordinary, but Liam pressed his lips together, and she wondered if she’d said something wrong. “Of course, you can’t give me any details—being discreet is part of being an agent, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, but . . . I need to talk to you about something, if you have a minute.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’ll always have time for you. What’s the matter?” 
 
    He stood up and walked over by the fireplace, resting his hand on the mantel. “When I checked in at the office yesterday, they had an assignment waiting for me—a bodyguard position escorting a young lady to London. She’s traveling without a companion, so I need to bring a female agent along with me.” 
 
    Anna nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “And they want me to be married to that female agent.” 
 
    “Oh.” Anna blinked a few times. “Do you know her? Is she someone you’ve worked with before?” 
 
    “They didn’t have anyone in mind—actually, now that I think about it, they didn’t specifically say if they’d chosen someone for me. The whole conversation went by in such a whirl, I think I missed that detail.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why you’ve come to see me about this,” Anna said. “Are you inviting me to the wedding? Would you like me to make the cake? I’m not the best in the kitchen, but I’m getting better. I’m more of a savory cook, though.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “I’m sorry—I’m not presenting this very well. You see, they gave me the choice of bringing in my own bride, and I’m here to ask if you’d consider it.” 
 
    Anna sat back in her chair so abruptly, it knocked the wind out of her for a moment. “You want me to marry you?” she said at last. 
 
    “It’s only for the duration of this case, I’d remain a perfect gentleman at all times, and we can get an annulment when we return,” he said, now speaking very quickly. “You’d be doing me a favor, Anna—a real favor, and we could tour England for a few days before we came back. All expenses paid. You’d just be helping me keep an eye on this girl until we deliver her to her fiancé. The easiest assignment imaginable.” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “You know, I used to daydream about you proposing to me, but this isn’t at all how I imagined it.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “I did what?” 
 
    “Used to imagine me proposing to you.” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t realize I said that part aloud. See what you’ve done? You’ve completely rattled me.” Anna stood up and started to pace. “I just . . . I haven’t seen you in years, then you show up unannounced and propose marriage as part of some business deal, and you soften the surprise by telling me we can just get an annulment, simple as that?” 
 
    “It sounds pretty horrible when you put it like that,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know another way to put it. But since this is a business deal, I suppose that’s how I need to view it—with no expectations for any sort of romantic gesture like a flower or a box of chocolates . . .” 
 
    “I didn’t realize that was a requirement.” 
 
    “It’s not, but I really want some chocolates!” She sat back down, suddenly too tired to stand up where only seconds before, she was too agitated to sit. “What would I need to do? If I were to accept, which I’m not committing to yet.” 
 
    “You’d come with me down to the Pinkerton office in about an hour and apply to be an agent. Once you’re approved, we’d be married, and we’d meet up with our client.” 
 
    “You want me to come down to the office in an hour? Have you lost your mind? No, I retract that question because it’s absolutely obvious. You have lost your mind, Liam Mason. Maybe you were clunked on your head during your last case—I don’t know. But this is ridiculous.” Not only that, but it was just a little bit insulting, too. Of all the girls he could have proposed to, he had to choose her, the one girl who would have wanted it far more than the others. If it wasn’t a horrible joke.  
 
    “Anna, I’m really sorry. I’ve gone about this entirely the wrong way.” Liam ran a hand through his hair, and she remembered how he used to do that while they were studying. “I’d like to take this case, but I can’t without a wife, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather marry than you. If you can’t, I’ll understand because I’ve struggled with it too—I was up all night trying to decide. I don’t have any right to ask this, especially when we haven’t seen each other for so long, and I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings in any way.” 
 
    So many thoughts were churning in Anna’s head that it was difficult to know what she was feeling. If she did this, she’d get a chance to see England, which she’d always wanted to do. And to go with all the expenses paid? What an opportunity! It sounded like a simple assignment, she’d be working with Liam—someone she already enjoyed spending time with—and they’d get an annulment when they got home. 
 
    But what if she didn’t want to get an annulment? 
 
    What if seeing him again reminded her just how much she’d loved him in school, and what if she was realizing that those feelings hadn’t gone away? 
 
    “I’d need to speak with my father,” she said at last. “When exactly would we be leaving?” 
 
    “The day after tomorrow. We’ll be taking an eastbound train at noon.” 
 
    Was she really considering this, even with her family’s current turmoil? 
 
    “Will you come with me to see my father? We’d have to go now if we’re to be at the Pinkerton office in an hour.” 
 
    “Of course.” His eyes lit up with relief. “Does that mean you’ll do it?” 
 
    “It means that we’re going to speak to my father. My answer will depend entirely on what he has to say. I can’t leave things unsettled here at home.” 
 
    “Understood. Do you need to . . .?” 
 
    “Do I need to . . . what?” she asked when he didn’t continue.  
 
    “Um, freshen up a bit?” He motioned toward his face. 
 
    She glanced at the mirror hung over the corner bookcase and gasped. She’d had a streak of flour running down her cheek during the entire conversation. “Yes. That’s a very good idea. I also need to check in with Mother and make sure everything’s going well with the new nurse. I’ll be down in ten minutes.” 
 
    She picked up her skirts and trotted up the stairs as quickly as she could, wishing she’d thought to look in the mirror sooner. It must have been so hard for Liam to keep a straight face that whole time.  
 
    Her kitchen dress wouldn’t do for this errand. She took it off as quickly as her fingers could manage the buttons, then pulled on her sage green dress with the peplum jacket. It was a bit warmer than she wanted for July, but she couldn’t go to her father’s office looking anything but her best. She studied her face in the mirror, adding just a bit of the right kind of powder, and smoothed down her hair before putting on her hat. That was the best she could do with such tight time constraints. Then she crossed the hall to her mother’s room.  
 
    Lillian was rearranging the medicine bottles on the dresser and taking note of what was there, and she gave a nod as Anna entered. 
 
    “Mother, I have a few errands to run. Will you be all right while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Venice replied. “Lillian and I are getting along very well.” 
 
    Anna smiled. “I’m so glad. Do you need anything?” 
 
    “Perhaps some lemon drops. Oh, and some toffee.” 
 
    Anna chuckled. Even when her mother didn’t feel well, she never lost her sweet tooth. “All right. I’ll be back as quickly as I can, and maybe I’ll see about a surprise for Emily, too. I imagine she’s still taking things hard today.” 
 
    “Which she will until she’s made to shake herself out of it,” Lillian commented. “I’ve met young ladies like her before, their hearts all broken to pieces until the next nice thing comes along. She’ll survive—I’m quite sure of it.” 
 
    Anna liked Lillian all the more now. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she promised, then made her way toward the staircase. 
 
    Liam was waiting for her at the bottom as she descended, and when he turned and looked at her, the expression on his face made her heart beat faster. He looked at her like she’d always wanted him to—like he found her incredible and irresistible. She couldn’t move past his words, though, that they’d be married temporarily, as though none of it mattered. She supposed that for her own sake, she’d have to pretend that it mattered as little to her as it did to him.  
 
    She took his offered arm when she reached the bottom of the stairs, and he escorted her outside, where a hired hack was waiting.  
 
    “It’s certainly a lovely day for a drive,” he said as they got underway. 
 
    “Yes, a very lovely day for telling one’s father that one is running off to get married for a few weeks,” Anna said wryly, not meeting his eye. She didn’t want him to discover the emotions she was trying to hide.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Liam could sense Anna’s nervousness as they walked up the flight of stairs that led to her father’s office. He couldn’t remember what Mr. Gray did for a living—it seemed he was in some sort of importing and exporting, maybe. Whatever it was, it certainly brought in a healthy income—the Gray home was far nicer than the home where Liam grew up, and Anna had always dressed in the nicest clothes. She wasn’t spoiled, though, which he appreciated. He couldn’t tolerate spoiled girls.  
 
    “Hello, Miss Gray,” the receptionist said, looking up at their approach. “Are you here to see your father?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Anna replied. “It’s very important, and we’re in a hurry.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “I’ll let him know.” She slipped into the next room, returning just a moment later to inform them that they could go in.  
 
    Mr. Gray met them right inside his office door, his concerned gaze searching his daughter’s face. “Is everything all right at home? Did the nurse arrive?” 
 
    “She did, and she and Mother are getting along well. Father, do you remember Liam Mason?” 
 
    Mr. Gray blinked as though just now realizing that Anna wasn’t alone. “I believe so . . . Didn’t you have classes together at one point? We had him over for dinner one night?” 
 
    “Excellent memory, sir,” Liam said, reaching out to shake the man’s hand.  
 
    “So, what brings the two of you to my office today? My secretary said it’s important.” 
 
    Liam didn’t say much as Anna outlined the situation for her father. It would be best coming from her—he didn’t think Mr. Gray would take too kindly to him swooping in and informing him that he was running away with his daughter. 
 
    At the end of Anna’s explanation, Mr. Gray’s face was quite a bit redder than it had been when they first arrived.  
 
    “And if I object?” he said at last. “What will you do then?” 
 
    “Why would you object, Father?” Anna asked. “This is nothing more than a trip overseas, and I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    “I think it’s indecent, and I think it’s wrong of the Pinkerton Detective Agency to put their operatives under such strict obligations. That’s no way to run a business.” 
 
    “I can’t say that I know how to run a business, Father, but Liam is my friend, I trust him, and he’s asked for my help. This is what I’ve decided to do.” 
 
    “You’ve decided? Against my wishes?” 
 
    “I’m of age, Father,” she said gently. “And I’m suffocating in that house. I need to get out—I need a break.” 
 
    “I see what this is. You’re angry with me because I wouldn’t hire help.” 
 
    “I was frustrated, yes, but this goes beyond that. I’m going to be leaving—our train departs day after tomorrow—and yes, now you’ll have to hire some help. It’s not my intention to force your hand, but rather, to give myself some breathing room. I’ll be back and then we can decide what to do from there.” 
 
    Liam was impressed by Anna’s calm demeanor through the whole conversation. Her father looked ready to have some sort of apoplectic fit, but she’d explained herself reasonably and logically, and even now, with her father beginning to huff and puff like a smokestack, she was undisturbed.   
 
    “I’ll have your hide for this,” Mr. Gray said at last, turning and pointing at Liam with a shaking finger.  
 
    “I understand, sir,” Liam said, then followed Anna out of the office and back to their waiting driver. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I simply don’t understand all the fuss.” Veronica Miller stood on the platform of the train station, elegant in a maroon traveling suit, her dark hair swept up under her hat. “Sending the Pinkertons to escort me, as though I was some sort of child in need of tending. I ought to be offended.” 
 
    “I’m sure that wasn’t your father’s intention,” Anna replied, trying to smooth their client’s feathers. “He cares for you, and wants you to arrive safely.” 
 
    “If he cared for me, he wouldn’t be sending me to England. But that’s neither here nor there. Here he comes—it’s time for us all to pretend we’re excited.” She pasted on a bright smile as a short man with iron-gray hair approached, holding three railway tickets. Liam was right behind him. The two of them had gone off to discuss some sort of arrangements while Anna waited with Veronica for the travel arrangements to be finalized.  
 
    “Forgive me for monopolizing your husband’s time, Mrs. Mason,” Mr. Miller said with a slight bow. “He was kind enough to help me with a few things.” 
 
    Anna smiled, trying to get over the awkwardness of thinking of Liam as her husband. It had all happened so fast—the ceremony there in the Pinkerton office, performed by Agent Gordon rather than a judge or a minister. Dashing back home to pack and to explain to her mother and sister what she’d just done. A last night in her family home with the silence ringing off the walls—no one knew what to say to her. There hadn’t been a moment to contemplate everything that was happening, and she hadn’t spent one minute alone with Liam, making the fact that they were married seem even more far-fetched.  
 
    “I hope you were able to get all my trunks loaded,” Veronica said. “It would be horrible to arrive in London without all my things—I shopped very specifically, as you know, Father.” 
 
    “I do know,” he replied, sounding tired, though tolerant. “And if you’ve forgotten anything, I’ll bring it with me when I come. You’ll have everything that you need.” 
 
    The next several minutes were spent getting settled on the train, watching Veronica receive last-minute instructions from her father, watching Veronica roll her eyes at the last-minute instructions from her father, and making sure that the porter really had properly tagged all the trunks. Anna felt almost shabby traveling with her two moderate pieces of luggage, but she hadn’t seen the point in dragging everything she owned on such a short trip. Veronica was moving to London, though, so her situation was understandable.  
 
    As the train began to pull out of the station, Veronica gave one wave through the window, apparently considered that good enough, and leaned back, closing her eyes. She was either asleep within minutes, or very good at pretending.  
 
    Liam leaned over and said in Anna’s ear, “Mr. Miller told me a few new things about this case. I’ll fill you in later.” 
 
    “All right.” Anna studied his eyes. He seemed troubled. “Is anything wrong?” 
 
    “Just a little more complicated. Nothing to worry about.” He looked down at her hand, where a simple gold band glittered on her finger. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “I’m not used to it,” she replied. It felt odd and foreign, like she was trying on a piece of jewelry that belonged to someone else. “But I do like it.” 
 
    “Good.” He flashed her a smile. “Hopefully it won’t be too hard to take it off when the time comes.” 
 
    “You never know. I might have grown quite attached to it by then.”  
 
    The conductor came through the car just then, checking their tickets. Veronica seemed irritated at the interruption to her nap, but settled right back to sleep as soon as the man continued on his way. Anna studied her as she slept. She was an uncommonly pretty girl, with dark lashes that fanned out on her cheeks. Anna wondered how she’d met her fiancé—she certainly didn’t seem excited about the journey or the wedding, and she’d indicated that this was her father’s idea and not her own. She’d never met Miss Miller before, but it seemed they had something in common, at least—fathers who didn’t understand what their daughters really wanted.  
 
    The train ride was more comfortable than Anna had anticipated. Mr. Miller had paid for better seats than the average. Even at that, though, the constant vibration of the wheels on the track was wearing on Anna’s nerves, and when the train slowed and pulled into a station, she was relieved beyond measure to get out and stretch her legs. 
 
    “Thirty minutes, folks,” the conductor said, moving down the length of the car. “We’ll board again in thirty minutes.”  
 
    Veronica stood up and shook out her skirts. “I trust there’s somewhere to eat nearby.” 
 
    Liam bent over and looked out the train window. “There’s a sign for a restaurant across the street.” 
 
    “Good. I hope it’s decent.” 
 
    They waited for the throng of passengers to exit the train, then followed. Liam’s eyes darted back and forth as the threesome crossed the platform, and Anna wondered what had him so on edge.  
 
    The hostess at the restaurant seated them at a corner table, and it looked to Anna like all the other train passengers had the same idea. She hoped they’d all be fed before it was time to board again.  
 
    “This menu seems rather rustic,” Veronica said, flipping it over to make sure she hadn’t missed anything on the other side. “I suppose I’ll have to wait until we arrive in New York if I want to eat in a real restaurant.” 
 
    Anna thought the food sounded delicious, but perhaps she was a little rustic herself. “How long will we be in New York?” she asked.  
 
    “Two days,” Liam replied. “We board the ship on the morning of the third day.” 
 
    “Will we get to tour the city much while we’re there?” 
 
    “That’s definitely my plan,” Veronica replied. “I prepared as best as I could with the meager selection I could find in Denver, but New York has the best selection of ladies’ goods anywhere, and I must complete my trousseau. Mrs. Mason, I’ll show you all the best shops. You’ll be spoiled for shopping anywhere else again.” 
 
    Anna smiled, thinking that sounded terrible. “I’ll look forward to it,” she said, trying to sound enthusiastic.  
 
    The waitress came around and took their orders, and Liam checked his pocket watch. “We have twenty minutes,” he reported. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be right back,” Veronica said, rising from the table. She glanced around and then edged her way between tables. Anna assumed she was heading for the privy.  
 
    “Follow her,” Liam whispered to Anna. 
 
    “Why? She’s not likely to get lost between here and there,” she replied, chuckling.  
 
    “I’ll explain later. Just follow her, please.” 
 
    Anna nodded and stood without saying anything else, taking the same path Veronica had taken a moment before. She felt awkward, hovering around while someone else attended to a private matter, and she hoped she didn’t look conspicuous. When the door opened and Veronica was on her way back, Anna ducked around and hoped she hadn’t been seen. She didn’t know how to explain why she was hovering.  
 
    The food had arrived while the ladies were gone from the table, and Anna’s soup smelled delicious. She wasn’t very good at making soup, and she studied it while she ate, trying to figure out what they’d done differently here. The broth was somehow richer.  
 
    “Is something wrong, Miss Miller?” Liam asked. Anna looked up and noticed that Veronica was barely nibbling at her food.  
 
    “Nothing much, I suppose,” she said, pushing her plate away. “I’ve just grown used to the way our cook does things.” 
 
    “The train’s not stopping again for a while yet. You’d best get enough on your stomach to hold you over until then,” he advised.  
 
    She reached out and took a slice of bread from the plate in the center of the table, then slathered it with butter. It wasn’t a hearty meal, but Anna figured it was better than starving to death.  
 
    They finished eating just as the train’s first warning whistle sounded. Liam paid the tab, and they walked the short distance back to the train station. Anna didn’t feel ready to board—she would have enjoyed walking around a bit more—but that wasn’t an option. Veronica pulled out a novel, Anna took out a sketchbook, and they kept themselves occupied for the next length of their journey. It was difficult to draw with the motion of the train, but Anna did a passable job of capturing the landscape out the window, and at least it gave her something to do.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Liam Mason, traveling with my wife, Anna, and my sister, Elizabeth,” Liam told the desk clerk at the small hotel where they’d stop for the night. Mr. Miller had told Liam that Veronica would never consent to spending the night on a train and had provided extra money for hotels, and Liam had to admit, he was glad—a chance to sleep in a bed and to take a break from the train was welcome. “We’d like two rooms, separate but next to each other, if possible.” 
 
    Veronica stood off to the side, her lips pressed together. Liam didn’t know if she’d been informed that she was traveling incognito. Either way, at least she wasn’t correcting him, and that was something. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have just the thing. Rooms five and six, which are up the stairs and down the hall.” The clerk pulled two keys from the pegboard behind him. “Follow me, please.” 
 
    They’d each brought just one bag from the train and entrusted the care of their other things to the stationmaster, who had vowed he’d keep them under lock and key overnight. Veronica hadn’t been amused, saying that her father would have the man’s head if her trunks went missing, but she’d come to realize—after Liam explained it—that they really didn’t have a choice but to trust that everything would be handled well.  
 
    The clerk showed them to their rooms and bid them goodnight, disappearing down the stairs again. Liam turned to the ladies. “The two of you will share a room, and I’ll take the single next door.” 
 
    Veronica looked astonished. “I’m not going to have my own room?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, no.” 
 
    “But . . . but you’re newlyweds. Surely you don’t want to be separated from your wife.” 
 
    Liam shook his head, recognizing her comment for what it was—she was trying to cajole him. She didn’t care one bit for his sleeping arrangements—she just wanted her own way. “You’ll be sharing with Anna.” 
 
    Veronica opened her mouth as if to say something else, but then closed it and spun on her heel, entering the room with the larger bed. 
 
    Liam caught Anna’s elbow and tugged her close. “Wait until she’s asleep and then meet me right here in the hallway,” he whispered.  
 
    “All right,” she replied, giving him a quick smile before stepping away and going inside as well.  
 
    Liam watched the door close, but didn’t go into his own room just yet. He had spent every moment all day sitting next to Anna on the train, their arms sometimes brushing against each other, and he’d been very aware of her light perfume and the fabric of her dress and each breath she took. Even with all that nearness, though, he felt far distant from her, unable to speak freely, and a spot in the center of his chest ached because of it. He was a newlywed, as Veronica had pointed out, but he was a man who’d barely spoken to his wife at all since he put that ring on her finger. He prayed for chances to change that, to spend time with Anna. Just sitting next to her on the train wasn’t enough, and he was surprised—in a good way—to discover that.  
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m not used to sharing a bed, so I suppose I should apologize in advance if I kick or steal the blankets,” Veronica said, her hands on her hips as she surveyed the bed in question. “My bed at home is much larger than this, and I’ve gotten rather used to sprawling however I like.” 
 
    Anna had her own room as well, but that didn’t seem relevant. “We’ll do the best we can,” she said.  
 
    They’d found their dinner at a tiny restaurant down the street from the hotel. It hadn’t been very filling, but they were too tired to do much about it, so they’d agreed to get some sleep and then look for a better breakfast before boarding the next train. As Anna changed into her nightdress, she wondered if that had been the right choice—her stomach was still growling.  
 
    They were both ready for bed quickly, not having much else to do but change and wash up, and soon they had extinguished the light and lay there in the darkness. The bed was fairly comfortable, although Anna could have done with another blanket, and it was difficult not to drift off. It was important that she stay awake, though—she was supposed to meet Liam in the hall as soon as possible.  
 
    She thought it might be almost time because Veronica was so very still, but then she heard a sniffle, followed by a sob. 
 
    “Miss Miller? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” A moment later, she added, “No. Oh, Mrs. Mason, I’ve never been so miserable in my life.” 
 
    Anna fumbled with the lantern, and the room was bathed in light again. “Please, call me Anna. Now, tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Veronica sat up in bed and leaned against the headboard. “I don’t want to go to England. I don’t want to get married. I don’t want any of this. But my father insists, and I don’t have a choice, really.” 
 
    “You don’t want to get married?” 
 
    “No! I’ve met my fiancé a grand total of once, when he was here last summer to sign some business contracts with my father. He’s a pleasant man, but he’s thirty-five, and I’m only nineteen, and that just seems so . . . awful. He came to dinner at our house, we sat next to each other at dinner, we chatted over a game of cards, and that was it—we haven’t so much as exchanged letters since. But he informed my father that I was the most charming girl he’d ever met, and he promised me a life of luxury and a title—Lady Westcott.” She sniffled again. “My father said yes, he told me that’s what I was to do, and it was all arranged. I just want to go home.” 
 
    Anna grabbed her fresh handkerchief from the nightstand and handed it to Veronica, who dabbed her eyes. “I’m very sorry,” she said. “Won’t your father’s mind be changed?” 
 
    “No, and I’ve given up trying. I’m resigned to it now. I keep reminding myself of all the money I’ll have and the nice dinner parties and so forth, and Father’s solicitor investigated the Westcott estate and says it’s simply beautiful. There are stables full of horses, which is wonderful because I love to ride. There are gardens and fountains, and even a little river that runs through the property, and a boathouse. The mansion itself has twenty-four bedrooms—isn’t that marvelous? And I’m to have all the dresses and slippers and gloves that I want, and I’ll have some wealth of my own from Father in addition to Lord Westcott’s money. So you see, I’ll be very well cared for.” 
 
    Anna nodded. “It does sound lovely.” 
 
    “It will be, and so I’ll go through with it. This is an important business arrangement for Father, and I won’t ruin it for him. I’ll just . . . I’ll just have to find a way to pretend to be happy.” 
 
    “You said that Lord Westcott is pleasant?” Maybe Anna could help her by focusing on the positives of the situation.  
 
    “Oh, yes. He’s tall and handsome, with a small mustache, and he has a very cultured accent. He showed interest in me and what I like to do, and I think we’ll get along tolerably well.” 
 
    “Is there any chance at all that you might fall in love with him?” 
 
    Veronica seemed to consider that. “A very slim chance, I’m afraid. He’s handsome, yes, but I don’t feel that certain sparkle a woman should feel around a man. I keep thinking about our age difference, and I can’t imagine overcoming that obstacle.” 
 
    “Maybe in time,” Anna said. “As you get to know him.” 
 
    “Maybe . . .” Veronica sighed and wiped her eyes again. “I don’t plan to cry at all once we get there. I’ll get it all done now, before he sees me, and then I’ll be the charming and doting fiancée he’s expecting. Honestly, I’d be ungrateful if I turned him down. He’s giving me everything he has, which is considerable. Did I mention that the estate has a two-story library? I’ll have books to read for years on end—I won’t ever run out of things to do.” 
 
    “That many books? I may have to come for a visit,” Anna said with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re coming out to the estate, aren’t you? I believe you’re supposed to escort me all the way to Lord Westcott’s door. And then you can see the library for yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be wonderful.” Anna actually wasn’t sure about the minute details of their assignment—Liam was the one who knew everything. “You might want to check my bag before I leave—I might be tempted to take a few books home as souvenirs.” 
 
    Veronica smiled. “I’d let you. Oh, I wish this trip could somehow go faster. I’d just as soon get it all over with. That’s the best way to handle things that terrify me—the apprehension and the waiting make it worse.” 
 
    “I agree. Now, do you think you’ll be able to sleep tonight? You’ll need your rest if you’re to make it the rest of the way without becoming overly fatigued or ill.” 
 
    “I probably can.” Veronica paused. “Thank you for listening to me, Anna. I realize I’m not the easiest traveling companion because I’m so set in my ways, but you’ve been very kind to me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. And this will be a good experience in the long run, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I am too,” Veronica replied, although her voice didn’t sound confident. 
 
    Anna extinguished the light again, then lay in the darkness, waiting. She’d sensed that something wasn’t quite right with Veronica’s wedding arrangements, but she hadn’t imagined all that. What would it be like, forced to marry a man she barely knew and to live in a country across the ocean from her home? Yes, she would have all the money she could ever want, but did that make up for everything she would lose?  
 
    Finally, Veronica’s breathing turned slow and rhythmic, and Anna decided to chance it. She slid out of bed, threw a shawl around her shoulders, and made sure she had the room key before opening the door and slipping out into the dimly lit hallway. She only hoped that Liam hadn’t given up on her.  
 
    *** 
 
    Liam had been waiting in the shadow of his doorway for quite some time, and he wondered if Anna had gone to sleep. He wouldn’t have blamed her—it had been a long, exhausting day, and he wanted nothing more than to get some sleep himself. But he had to touch base with Anna and make sure she knew what they were getting into, and there hadn’t been a chance all day. 
 
    At last, her door opened and she came out into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind her with the slightest click.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “Veronica didn’t go to sleep for the longest time. She was upset, and we talked for a little while.” 
 
    “What was she upset about?” Liam asked. Anna looked beautiful with her hair softly tumbling around her shoulders, and he was finding it hard to concentrate on their client.  
 
    “This wedding wasn’t her idea at all, and she’s having to talk herself into it,” Anna replied. “She’s decided it’s for the good of the family and her father’s company, but she doesn’t believe she’ll be happy.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Liam replied. “That probably makes you even more glad that you can get rid of me when this is all over.” 
 
    She glanced away. “Of course.” 
 
    He shook his head, trying to get his focus back on the task. “Thank you for meeting me out here. I have a lot to tell you—when Mr. Miller took me aside this morning, he told me about another aspect of the case. It seems that a kidnapping attempt was made on Veronica.” 
 
    Anna tilted her head. “When?” 
 
    “He said it happened last night. She was on her way home from a concert with some friends, and a buggy pulled up alongside them and a man jumped out. He threw his arms around her and tried to wrestle her into the buggy, but the escorts of the ladies were able to fight him off. He got away before they were able to identify him.”  
 
    “That’s frightening.” Anna paused. “Why didn’t he tell Agent Gordon? Shouldn’t we have known about this ahead of time?” 
 
    “He sent a telegram to the office and was surprised that we hadn’t received it yet. He feels that we should be even more alert—he fears the kidnapper may follow us and try again.” 
 
    “What reason does he have to think that? Is it possible that he’s being overcautious at this point?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but he’s asked us to be careful anyway. That’s why I had you follow her earlier.” 
 
    Anna smiled. “I did think that was a little strange. Thank you for the explanation.” 
 
    “Have you still got the pistol Agent Gordon gave you?” 
 
    “Of course. Where would I have put it?” 
 
    “Nowhere, I guess. I was just making sure.” 
 
    Just then, the next door along the hallway opened, and an older woman stuck her head out. “Do you know what time it is? This is indecent, a man and a woman meeting in the dark in the middle of the night! You should both be ashamed of yourselves!” 
 
    “I’m sorry if we disturbed you, ma’am,” Liam replied. “This young lady is actually my wife—everything’s fine.” 
 
    “If she’s your wife, and if everything is fine, you should be in your room, not out in the hall!” She gave them a pointed look.  
 
    “Quite right.” Liam took Anna’s hand, opened his door, and tugged her inside, closing the door again. He waited until he heard the answering click of his neighbor’s door, then turned to Anna and smiled. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It couldn’t be helped, I suppose.” She turned and glanced around the room. “It looks comfortable in here.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine it is. I’ll find out in a few minutes, I hope.” He grinned, but then became serious again. “I saw you lock your door, right?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s locked, and I have the key.” 
 
    “Good. Listen—we need to keep Miss Miller in sight as much as possible until she’s safely delivered to her fiancé’s estate. When we get there, I’ll inform him of the situation, and he can decide how to handle it from there.” 
 
    Anna looked skeptical. “Mr. Miller thinks the kidnapper would follow her all the way to England? That seems far-fetched, Liam.” 
 
    “I agree, but that’s what we’ve been asked to do. I’d certainly rather take precautions than risks.” 
 
    “As would I, but does Mr. Miller even have evidence for what he’s saying? What if this kidnapper was acting on a whim, and when he wasn’t successful, he decided to give up?” 
 
    Liam reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled note. “He said this was delivered to the house just moments before they left for the train station this morning. It made him even more eager to get Veronica on her way.” 
 
    Anna took the paper and unfolded it, then read aloud. “‘My dearest Veronica, my attempts at being reunited with you last night were foiled, but don’t worry. A man in love does not give up so easily. Soon, we’ll be together just as we should have been from the start.’” She looked up at Liam. “An old suitor? Someone she knows?” 
 
    Liam nodded. “Sounds that way.” 
 
    “Are you planning to talk to her about it? What if she can tell us his name, and we wire it back to Agent Gordon and apprehend the man?” 
 
    “We do need to talk to her, but I’d hoped we could get to know her a bit better first and see if she knows more about it than she’s letting on.” Liam pressed his lips together. “You said she didn’t want this marriage. Is it possible that she asked this man to pretend to kidnap her so she wouldn’t have to go to London?” 
 
    “Oh, no. She wouldn’t . . .” Anna paused. “I actually don’t know. The way she was talking just now, she did sound desperate, but then she talked about how she’d make the best of it. Gracious. I don’t know what to think.”  
 
    Liam shook his head. “I just wish we’d known all this before you got involved. You haven’t had any training—we didn’t think this would be a dangerous case. We pictured you as more of a companion than anything.” 
 
    “I wish I’d had a little more training too, but now that we’re in the situation, we’ll just have to do the best we can. I’m a smart girl—I’m sure you remember that. I’ll learn quickly.” 
 
    “You’re definitely smart—I have no argument there. You ran circles around me in class.” 
 
    “Why, yes, I did, didn’t I? And it was fun, too.”  
 
    She pulled her shawl a little closer around her shoulders, and Liam realized that his room was a little chilly. He hadn’t added any wood to the small fire in the hearth since he arrived because he didn’t think it was necessary on a July night. 
 
    “You must be freezing. Go back to bed and get warm—we can talk more later.” 
 
    “But what are we going to do about Veronica? Are we going to question her?” 
 
    “Let’s spend tomorrow getting to know her better. It sounds like the two of you got off to a good start just now—we’ll build on that. Then, when we feel we know her well enough to have a tricky conversation, we’ll ask her about the man and show her the note. If she does know anything, showing her the note should knock her off balance to where she’ll be more ready to talk.” 
 
    Anna nodded. “That does make sense. Goodnight, Liam.” 
 
    He didn’t want her to go, but he knew if he kept her any longer, it would become awkward, even though they were married. A few words spoken by an officiator weren’t enough to make awkwardness disappear. “Goodnight, Anna.” 
 
    She opened the door and crept into the hall. He watched from his doorway as she used her key and went inside, and then he closed his door as well. He didn’t like thinking that she was all that stood between Miss Miller and a potential abduction—he didn’t want to think of Anna being in danger at all. But she’d said she was a good shot—otherwise, Agent Gordon wouldn’t have given her a pistol. And they didn’t know for sure that the would-be abductor had followed them.  
 
    Liam shook his head and took off his suspenders. He’d better get some sleep and try not to let his swirling thoughts get the better of him. He’d need to be fresh for the next day, and fretting over things he couldn’t control wasn’t restful.  
 
    Neither was thinking about Anna’s soft hair.  
 
    He pushed that to the side and climbed beneath his covers. First things first—they’d make sure Veronica was safely delivered to her fiancé’s house. Then he’d worry about his developing feelings for his partner. Er, his wife.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The next day was much the same as the first—the vibration of the train, the landscape drifting by the window, occasional stops to refill water and stretch. Anna did the best she could to keep the conversation going with Veronica and try to create a level of trust, but it was difficult to hold an actual chat on the train because of the noise, and Veronica seemed to have closed herself off again. Once she’d been shown that her trunks had indeed made it safely through the night, she’d become nearly silent.  
 
    When the train pulled into the station in Chicago, Anna almost lost her balance when she stood up because her legs had become so rubbery. This was about the halfway point in the journey—she couldn’t be giving out yet. She still had two more days of train travel to go. She was so glad they’d have a chance to rest in New York before getting on the boat.  
 
    “Are you sure my father recommended this hotel?” Veronica said as they entered the lobby. “This doesn’t seem at all his sort of place.” 
 
    “Yes, this is the one he chose,” Liam replied. “He wrote it down for me, if seeing it would help.” 
 
    “No, I trust you,” she said, waving a dismissing hand. “I’m just surprised, that’s all.” 
 
    “There’s a dining room through those doors,” the clerk informed them after they checked in. “Dinner will be served for thirty more minutes before we shut down for the night.” 
 
    “Thirty minutes? That hardly gives us time to freshen up,” Veronica replied, a slight whine entering her voice. 
 
    Anna noticed Liam’s lips press together, and she wondered how hard he was having to fight to maintain his calm. Veronica did have a way of using her voice to get under people’s skin. “We can do it. We’ll just be quick. Come on.” 
 
    The two women washed their hands and faces in the basin in their room, then went back downstairs to meet up with Liam. Anna saw that he’d changed his shirt, and he looked much more comfortable than she felt. She wondered if there was such a thing as a bath to be had before the next leg of the journey.  
 
    The meal was surprisingly good, and as they ate, Veronica loosened up a bit and actually became a bit chatty. Anna thought this was a good sign.  
 
    “Veronica, may Liam and I speak with you for a few minutes?” she asked as they were returning to their rooms.  
 
    “Of course. Is something the matter?” 
 
    “We just need to clarify a few things. Is it all right if Liam comes in our room? I’d rather we talk in private rather than in the lobby.” 
 
    “All right.” Veronica looked mystified, but didn’t have any objections. 
 
    Liam followed them into their room and took a seat under the window. The two woman sat side by side on the bed.  
 
    Anna waited for Liam to say something, but he gave her a slight nod, which she took as a go ahead.  
 
    “Veronica, we understand that there was an unfortunate incident the night before last,” Anna said. “Can you tell us about that?” 
 
    “I’m sure it was nothing,” Veronica replied. “Some friends and I were walking along the side of the road after a concert, and a man drove up and tried to force me into his buggy. He was likely drunk—my friends chased him off, and we had a good laugh about it.” She paused. “How did you hear about it?” 
 
    “Your father told me before we got on the train,” Liam replied. “It seems that he’s taking it more seriously than you are.” 
 
    “I was startled, but I didn’t feel as though I was in any actual danger. It was over with very quickly, and then we were on our way again.” She raised an eyebrow. “Is there more to this than I realize?”  
 
    Liam pulled out the note he’d shown Anna and passed it over to Veronica. She read it, then read it again, confusion all over her face. “What is this?” she said at last. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “It was delivered to your house just before you left for the train station. Your father intercepted it and gave it to me.” 
 
    “Do you know who sent it?” Anna asked.  
 
    “You’re asking if I know who tried to abduct me? No, I don’t, and I don’t recognize this handwriting.” Veronica’s tone became a little more high-pitched. “Does this mean he’s going to try again?” 
 
    “We’ve been on a train for two days, and I think it’s highly unlikely that he would have followed you this far,” Liam said. “We’re taking precautions just in case.” 
 
    “We do need to ask you something, though, and it’s not easy for us,” Anna added.  
 
    “You might as well just have out with it. You can’t very well protect me if we aren’t being open with each other,” Veronica said.  
 
    “You’re right, and so I will. Did you arrange this kidnapping attempt with a friend as your accomplice so you wouldn’t have to marry Lord Westcott?” 
 
    Veronica stared at Anna with wide eyes. “No, I didn’t, I swear.” 
 
    “You just don’t seem as rattled as you should for someone who’s been through something like that,” Liam said.  
 
    “I’m not sure how rattled I should be,” she retorted. “Is there some sort of scale or chart one follows in a case like that?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way,” he quickly amended. “I was just saying—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand.” Veronica sounded tired. “No, I did not arrange a kidnapping, even though that’s actually a rather brilliant idea and I do wish I’d thought of it. I don’t know who grabbed me, and I don’t know who sent the letter. I agree with you, Agent Mason, that he wouldn’t have followed us all this great distance, and I’m not going to worry about it any longer. You may, because it’s your job, but as for me, I’d just as soon go to bed and not think about it.” 
 
    Liam glanced at Anna, and she wondered if he believed their client. She wasn’t sure what to think. If Veronica had arranged it, that would certainly be a nice, tidy explanation for it and they wouldn’t have to be so concerned, but if this man was a real threat . . . 
 
    “Do you know of any reason why someone would want to kidnap you?” she asked.  
 
    “My father’s a very wealthy man, and he’d pay a hefty ransom to get me back if something were to happen to me,” Veronica responded. “But the man on the street was alone, he didn’t seem very strong, and I saw no sign of a weapon—that’s why I didn’t take it seriously. I thought he was just out for a lark after getting drunk and wanted to meet a pretty girl.” 
 
    “That does sound like a logical explanation,” Liam said. “If this was a genuine kidnapping attempt, he’d be more prepared, and I doubt he’d be alone.” 
 
    “There you have it.” Veronica turned to Anna. “May we please go to sleep now? I can still hear the noise of the train in the back of my head—that’s how tired I am.” 
 
    “Yes, please get some rest.” Liam stood up. “Thank you for answering our questions, Miss Miller. If you have any thoughts about who might have sent that note, please tell us right away—it might help us get to the bottom of this faster.” 
 
    “Of course I will. Goodnight, Agent Mason.” 
 
    He gave them each a nod as he stepped around the bed, and Veronica chuckled.  
 
    “Gracious. That’s two evenings in a row you’ve left us without kissing your wife goodnight. It’s perfectly all right if you want to show each other some affection—I won’t be scandalized.” 
 
    Liam grinned. “Are you sure? I just didn’t want to seem unprofessional.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. You hereby have my permission to be in love with each other—not that you ever actually needed it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Liam retraced his steps, bent down, and gave Anna a kiss—a long, sweet, tender kiss that made her head spin. Then he was gone before she had a chance to react in any way. 
 
    “I hope someone looks at me like that someday,” Veronica said as the door closed behind Liam.  
 
    “Hmm? Like what?” Anna asked, still befuddled. 
 
    “The way your husband looks at you. It’s just so . . . romantic.” Veronica started pulling the pins out of her hair and tossing them on the dresser. “That’s what I want out of my relationship—not politeness.” 
 
    “You don’t want your husband to be polite?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but I don’t want that to be all he is. I want him to come in the door and sweep me up in his arms and tell me how much he missed me. Does Agent Mason ever do that?” 
 
    “Um, yes,” Anna replied. “Almost every time we’re separated.” She hoped he would forgive her for lying about him.  
 
    Veronica sighed. “See? That’s romantic. And that’s what I’m doomed to live without.” 
 
    “I still think you have a very good chance of being happy with Lord Westcott,” Anna replied. “He was likely being polite because you’d just met, and he didn’t have any claim on you yet. Once you’re there and you’ve gotten to know him, I imagine there will be all sorts of sweeping up and whatnot.” 
 
    “You’re very kind. But I just don’t think so.” 
 
    They readied for bed quickly, and once the light was out, Anna grinned into her pillow, thinking about that kiss. It had been unexpected, tingly, and only done for the sake of keeping up appearances. It didn’t matter, though. For whatever reason, Liam had kissed her, and she’d never, ever forget it. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time the train finally pulled into the station in New York City, Anna was almost crazed with boredom. She’d managed to pick up another novel at a stop along the way, but that only took her a few hours to read, and the endless sitting when she wanted to be moving around . . . it was maddening.  
 
    “I don’t know how I’ll ever get back to Denver,” she said to Veronica as they waited for the baggage handlers to locate all the trunks. “The thought of getting back on a train actually makes me feel a little bit ill right now.” 
 
    “Maybe you should move to England too,” Veronica replied. “I’m sure there are plenty of lovely homes there just looking for new tenants.” 
 
    Anna laughed. “Somehow, I don’t think my husband would approve of that idea, although it does appeal to me. I’ve seen pictures of English cottages and gardens in magazines, and I think one would suit me well.” 
 
    Liam had been standing near the train under the guise of supervising the trunk search, but Anna knew he was also looking around for anyone they could suspect of being the kidnapper. During the whole trip across the country, they’d never once felt they were being watched or followed, but he wasn’t going to let up on his surveillance or become lazy. He’d told Anna that he took great pride in doing his job to the very best of his ability, and she respected him for that. She respected him for a great many reasons, actually, and that list was growing longer every day.  
 
    “All right, everything’s accounted for, and the stationmaster is arranging for your trunks to be sent on to the shipyard,” Liam reported when he returned to their side. “Except for the small one you’ll need while we’re here in New York, of course.” 
 
    “I’ve decided that I’m going to need another one,” Veronica replied. “Surely I won’t be able to fit everything I’m planning to purchase in what I already have—gowns take up so much room, and I realized last night that I don’t have enough gowns suitable for the opera or the theater.” 
 
    “Another trunk?” Liam asked, sounding incredulous. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Agent Mason, you men are lucky—you can fold your trousers up into tiny little squares and carry them around like they’re nothing. But have you ever considered how many yards of fabric goes into making a gown, and how hard it would be to fold one up into a tiny little square?” 
 
    “Well, no . . .” 
 
    “Then you must trust me when I say that I’ll need another trunk. Don’t worry—I’ll have it delivered, and we’ll arrange for a porter to take it to the ship once it’s packed. You won’t even have to lift a finger.” 
 
    “Oh, but I will,” he told her. “That’s the way of it—I’m told that I’m completely off the hook, that I’ve done everything I need to do and that I can take my ease. The next thing I know, I’m up to my elbows in some project or another, and I can’t extricate myself.” 
 
    She wagged a finger at him. “And yet we all know how much men like to be needed.” 
 
    Anna smiled to herself as she watched this exchange. Veronica was insistent on proving her point, Liam was doing his best not to lose his temper, and in the meantime, they were wasting time arguing on a railway platform when they could be locating their hotel. When she pointed out as much, they both calmed down, and soon they were on their way.  
 
    The St. Nicholas Hotel was everything Anna had imagined it would be after learning of its reputation, and she was overwhelmed by the beautiful furnishings in their rooms. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said, turning in a slow circle to see everything. “I’m staying right here forever—no more traveling for me.” 
 
    “I think your family would miss you after a while,” Liam said good-naturedly. 
 
    “They might, but if these were my surroundings every day, that might be a sacrifice worth making.” Anna laughed, but then paused. “What on earth is Veronica doing?” 
 
    They had arranged for adjoining suites, and the door between the two was open. Anna could hear a sliding, scuffling sound coming from the other room, and when she went to investigate, she found two porters moving the furniture under Veronica’s supervision. 
 
    “That’s perfect,” she told them. “Yes, please exit through the other room, and thank you for your help.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Anna asked once the porters had left. A heavy dresser now stood in front of the door of that bedroom, making it impossible to enter or exit the room from the hallway. 
 
    “I’ve come up with the most brilliant idea,” Veronica replied, looking very pleased with herself. “You don’t feel as though you can leave me alone, which is admirable and I appreciate your diligence, but I also feel guilty because the two of you haven’t had a single moment together since we started this journey. So look!” She motioned toward the dresser. “I’ll take this smaller room, and no one can come in here to kidnap me. They’d have to go through your room to get to me, and you obviously wouldn’t let them. Now I can have my own room, the two of you can be together, each of our rooms has its own washing facilities so there’s nothing of that to worry about, and I’m a genius!” 
 
    Anna opened and closed her mouth a few times, trying to find a problem with Veronica’s idea. The problem was, it did seem rather genius, and she couldn’t think of a way to get out of sharing a room with Liam.  
 
    “That’s very thoughtful of you,” Liam said, filling in the awkward silence when Anna couldn’t come up with a reply. “You realize, you’re rather trapped in there now.” 
 
    Veronica waved a hand. “This room is so large, I won’t notice a thing. I’ll be asleep the whole time I’m in here anyway—and look, I have my own stove. No chance of being chilly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Anna finally managed, and Veronica smiled.  
 
    “Honestly, it’s the least I can do. You’ve both been very good to me.” 
 
    They all changed for dinner, Anna taking advantage of the dressing screen in the corner of the room, and made their way down to the lavish dining room on the second floor for their supper. “Just think—in a few short weeks, this will be my everyday life,” Veronica said, motioning around to the glamourous people who were being seated. “So many important people to meet, so many parties to hold.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound a little more excited about it,” Anna commented. 
 
    “Perhaps I’m just more resigned,” Veronica replied. “I might as well enjoy myself while I’m at it.” 
 
    Dinner was delicious, and the orchestra that played while they ate was divine. Anna was so glad Mr. Miller was picking up the tab—she knew this place was expensive, and she didn’t want to imagine what the bill would be. Instead, she pushed that from her mind and concentrated on living in the moment, knowing that such moments were rare indeed and that she might never have another one like this again.  
 
    And then it was time to separate into rooms and get some sleep.  
 
    “Goodnight,” Veronica said, crossing their bedroom floor to access her room. “I’d like to have breakfast around eight and go shopping right afterwards, if that suits you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anna replied, and Veronica disappeared into her suite with a waggle of her fingers. 
 
    The door closed, and Anna stared at it, wondering what she was supposed to do next. 
 
    “I suppose it was just a matter of time before we’d be faced with this,” she said at last, turning around. Liam was standing by the window, looking down at the street below, and he looked over and smiled at her.  
 
    “You know me, Anna. I don’t have any unscrupulous designs on you.” 
 
    “Of course not. I know that. It’s just bound to be a little awkward, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Not unless we make it so.” He dropped the curtain and walked over to the changing screen. “Let’s get ready for bed and establish some territories. Would you like the north side or the left side?” 
 
    “Um . . . We’re indoors. I don’t know what direction we’re facing.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You still can’t tell directions when you’re inside? College didn’t teach you anything?” 
 
    “It’s not a skill you can just develop! Some people are born with compasses in their brains, and I was not.” 
 
    He sighed. “Would you like the left or the right side of the bed?” 
 
    “Thank you. Was that so hard?” She studied the layout of the room. If she took the right, she’d be closer to the exit, so maybe Liam should take the right in case someone tried to come in. On the other hand, the right side was also closer to the door that connected to Veronica’s, and should their client need something in the night, it would be more comfortable for her to deal with Anna, and so she should make herself more available.  
 
    Liam crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “And I’m weighing all the options. Is it better to have you closer to the door in case of an intruder, or is it better to have me closer to the door in case Veronica needs me for something?” 
 
    Liam opened his mouth as if to retort, but then he closed again. “That’s a good point,” he said at last. “I think in this case, safety is our first concern, so I’ll sleep closer to the door.” 
 
    “All right. Problem solved.” Anna moved over to the left side of the bed and folded down the top blanket. After she took her turn changing, she slid into the bed between the top blanket and the second blanket rather than lying between the two sheets, as Liam was doing. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. She knew she was being silly, but having that blanket obstacle between them was the right thing to do. Yes, they were married, but they weren’t married married, after all. 
 
    “Did Veronica give you any reasons today to think she was lying about knowing the intruder?” Liam asked after the light had been turned out.  
 
    “No. We didn’t talk very much, though—you know how noisy the train is. We’ll have more time to talk tomorrow while we shop.” 
 
    “Yes. While we shop.” Liam sounded like a man being led to the gallows. 
 
    “Come now, Agent Mason. Do you mean to say that you don’t enjoy shopping for women’s items?” 
 
    “I don’t even enjoy shopping for my own items. Adding the women’s clothing aspect to it just makes my torture complete.” 
 
    “You could just send the two of us, couldn’t you? I have a gun, and I know how to use it.” 
 
    She sensed him shake his head in the darkness. “It’s best if we both go. I can keep watch over things from a distance, and you can stay by her side. There’s a reason why agents work in teams—two pairs of eyes being better than one and so forth.” 
 
    “I understand. I was just trying to spare you some of that torture you mentioned.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That won’t come to an end until this case is closed. I have a feeling that Miss Miller will want to visit every fancy pastry shop and every elegant fabric store and every hat store we pass from here to the estate, and I’ll just have to endure it. Having you there will make it somewhat more tolerable, though.” 
 
    “A pastry shop is a pastry shop whether or not I’m there.” 
 
    “Yes, but the company will be decidedly improved.” He paused. “I know this isn’t how you’d planned to spend your summer, but thank you for coming, Anna.” 
 
    “Let’s see—how was I going to spend my summer? Oh, that’s right. Watching my sister throw herself at a man twice her age. Watching my mother try to recover from an illness she shouldn’t still have. Watching my father bury himself in work. That does sound like a delightful time—you should never have pulled me away from it.” 
 
    Liam reached out, touched her hand, and gave it a squeeze. “I’m sorry about all that, Anna. That’s more of a burden than you should have to bear.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that. I don’t think there’s a limit to how much each person should bear, and once they hit it, they can sail smoothly through the rest of their lives.” She was trying to keep her voice steady, but her heart had started thundering at Liam’s touch, and it was a miracle that she was able to speak at all without sounding utterly breathless.  
 
    “Well, you’ve certainly borne it tolerantly. I confess, my attitude about taking care of my parents hasn’t been the best.” 
 
    “What’s going on with your parents?” Anna was glad he was ready to talk about it. She’d wondered, but didn’t want to pry. 
 
    “On the surface, it doesn’t seem like much—some house repairs that have gone neglected and so forth. But if you know my father, you know that taking care of his property is important to him, so letting something like that slide is cause for alarm. I don’t think he’s ill, necessarily, but I wonder if his memory is starting to fade, or perhaps his eyesight. I hired roofers to come in this week, and when we get back, I’ll be encouraging both of them to get in for a doctor appointment—just to ease my mind, if nothing else.” 
 
    He hadn’t let go of her hand, and she liked lying there with their fingers intertwined. She didn’t dare move a muscle or even allow a finger to twitch—she didn’t want to remind him that she was still there, that they were still touching, because she didn’t want him to pull away.  
 
    “I’m sure they’re grateful you came back to Denver,” she replied.  
 
    “My mother’s been ecstatic—you know how mothers get about these things. My father’s happy about it too, but shows it differently.” Liam paused. “And I’m glad for this chance for you and I to get reconnected. You were my best friend during those college days, Anna. You saw me through some pretty rough times.” 
 
    “I did? I thought we were just study partners.” She was glad it was dark and that he couldn’t see her cheeks, which were likely pink. 
 
    “That’s exactly it—those classes weren’t easy for me, but I was able to pass because of you. I would have flunked without those study sessions.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” she started to say. 
 
    “Hey, let me pay you a compliment, if you please. You’ve been good for me, and you’re good for me now. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said softly. She wasn’t sure what else to say. She wanted to tell him how much he’d meant to her as well—how he’d been one of the few who accepted having a female student in their midst without making things even more complicated for her. She hadn’t actually used her college education the way she’d hoped, but she’d always be proud of herself for obtaining what she had, and Liam was a huge part of that.  
 
    And then there were the feelings she’d developed for him that went above and beyond gratitude for his friendship. Those were best kept tucked away—dangerous things, feelings. 
 
    But then she was saved from having to make a further reply when his breathing told her he’d fallen asleep, his hand still curled around her fingers. He must have been exhausted—he wasn’t sleeping on the train, like she’d been doing, because he was staying alert and watching over Veronica. That kind of diligence was touching and inspiring, and for the tiniest moment, she was jealous of Veronica until she realized that he wasn’t just watching over their client, but he was watching over her, too.  
 
    “I love you,” she whispered so softly that it was more of an exhale than a speech. She might be too shy to say it aloud when he was awake to hear, but she couldn’t keep quiet about it altogether. When the time came for them to go their separate ways and she removed the ring from her finger, she honestly didn’t know if she’d be able to bear it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    As a young man, Liam had read Dante’s Inferno. He found much of it difficult to understand, but certain bits of imagery had stuck with him, and he had been both intrigued and repulsed by the description of the nine circles of hell. As he sat waiting for Anna and Veronica to finish their shopping, he couldn’t help but compare his current experience in a women’s shop to at least one of those circles.  
 
    He turned the page in his newspaper, using it as a foil to hide the fact that he was keeping an eye on everyone else in the store as they milled about. They were mostly women, and that allowed him to lower his guard a bit, knowing he was on the lookout for a man. He wasn’t about to become too lackadaisical, however—a sloppy agent was an agent who put his client in danger.  
 
    Just what was it that made Veronica a target—was it her father’s wealth, or was the kidnapper infatuated with her? If he could narrow down the motive, that would help him ascertain whether she would have been followed all this way. There were other wealthy families in Denver, and if money was the motive, Liam felt that the perpetrator would have let her go and moved on to someone else. Chasing her across the country wouldn’t be worth it.  
 
    However, if the man had a pathological obsession with her, that would make it more likely that he’d follow her. Men with that particular mental disorder found it difficult to let go once they formed a bond with someone. But wouldn’t Veronica be aware of someone who felt that strongly about her? 
 
    Again, he was back to the same question—was Veronica protecting her kidnapper? Did she truly not know who had made the attempt?  
 
    As many times as Liam had cycled through this, he always arrived at the same conclusion—she did not know her attacker, and he had not followed them out of Denver. It may have been exactly as she said—a random encounter with a man who’d had a bit too much to drink and was feeling a little overly confident about his ability to sweep her off her feet. But even with that decided once again, Liam still couldn’t let down his guard just in case.  
 
    And it was exhausting.  
 
    He watched Anna as she and Veronica examined a display of gloves. Anna’s hair was pinned up in the back, but loosely, and some tendrils had fallen down to drift around her face. She was lovely—absolutely lovely—and his heart warmed when he remembered waking up that morning and finding her curled up next to him. He’d been so tired, and he was grateful that she hadn’t made a fuss over sharing the bed. He would have slept on the floor if necessary, but he’d slept well with a proper bed, and it was nice that there was no argument about it. All he’d wanted was sleep, and she’d understood that. Bless her for caring about him.  
 
    Her eyes lit up as she picked up one pair of gloves in particular. He didn’t know what made that pair special—they looked like all the others to him—but they seemed to make her happy. Then she set them back down and moved on, and he wondered why. Maybe she hadn’t brought any additional money with her. That was likely—he hadn’t realized they’d be going shopping, and she probably hadn’t realized it either.  
 
    He waited until they’d moved on to a display of hats down the way, then he stood up and walked over to the glove counter. “Excuse me,” he said to the sales girl. “That pretty young lady over there is my wife, and I’d like to surprise her. Was this the pair of gloves she was just looking at?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is,” the girl replied. 
 
    “Would you wrap them up for me, please?” 
 
    “Of course.” She brought out a piece of paper from beneath the counter and folded the gloves neatly inside it while Liam fished the money out of his pocket, careful that he was grabbing his own money and not Mr. Miller’s. He’d felt a flush of pride when he’d referred to Anna as his wife—the words felt good on his tongue.  
 
    “Here you are, sir,” the clerk said, and he tucked the parcel into his pocket. He hoped it wasn’t inappropriate to give Anna such a gift—they were married, but only on paper, and he didn’t want her to be embarrassed by such a personal item. He’d just have to see how she reacted. All he knew was that she had fallen in love with those gloves and had put them back with reluctance, and he wanted to do something nice for her.  
 
    It was such a small token in comparison to all the many things he wished he could give her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Anna had once dreamed of having an entire day to spend shopping, and at first, it was fun. After about two hours, though, she was ready to return to the hotel, but it seemed that Veronica had just gotten her second wind. 
 
    They stopped in at a dressmaker’s shop, and Veronica was disappointed to find that there weren’t any gowns already made for her to try on. “I’d hoped you’d have something,” she told the seamstress. “I’m sailing for England, you see, and I must have more gowns.” 
 
    “But we make things to order, ma’am,” the woman replied. “We always have.” 
 
    “That’s so disappointing. Do you know of another shop that might be able to help me? I’d like to purchase three or four—I have no idea what I’ll able to purchase in London. I’m not sure how far away the estate will be from a dress shop of any reputation.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes grew a little larger. “Three or four dresses? And . . . did you say that you’ll be living on an estate?” 
 
    “That’s correct. I’m marrying Lord Westcott next month, and this is my trousseau.” 
 
    “Oh.” The seamstress seemed flabbergasted. “I don’t know if this is acceptable, but I do have some gowns that I made for other orders. You could try those on and see if they suit, and I could make the dresses over again to replace them—I’m sure the ladies would understand the delay, knowing they were for a trousseau for a lady.” 
 
    “Would you do that for me? I’d be so grateful,” Veronica said, all smiles. 
 
    Anna watched the exchange with some amusement. Veronica Miller was certainly used to getting her way, and to doing whatever was necessary to bring it about. She glanced outside to see Liam sitting on a bench with his newspaper and wondered if he was getting tired of flipping the same pages over and over again. He’d deemed this shop safe for the two of them to enter alone, and she was glad that he was getting a break from the horrors of shopping if only for a few minutes.  
 
    The seamstress disappeared into the back room, then returned with a few gowns draped over her arm. The first, a silk in peacock blue, caught Veronica’s eye immediately. “Oh, that’s lovely,” she said, taking it from the woman’s outstretched arms and holding it up to herself in front of the mirror.  
 
    “It’s not quite finished,” the woman said. “It still needs some tailoring and to have the skirt hemmed.” 
 
    “Oh, but this is perfect. Don’t you see?” Veronica gave her an earnest look. “If I take it now, before that work is done, I can hire a seamstress in England to tailor it to me. It’s almost as if fate stepped in and made this all possible!” 
 
    Anna didn’t think fate cared about things like ball gowns, but she could be wrong.  
 
    Of all the dresses that were brought out, Veronica only refused one, and Anna didn’t care for it either. It was pumpkin orange with gold lace, simply too dreadful for words. 
 
    “You have no idea what a good thing you’ve done today,” Veronica said as she paid the seamstress. “My entire soul is happier knowing that I finally have enough gowns. I just hope that the ladies whose dresses I stole won’t be too upset.” 
 
    “I don’t think they will be,” the woman replied. “There is one that was for a special event tomorrow, and that one I didn’t show you, but the others weren’t in a rush.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Now, would you please have those gowns delivered to my hotel? I appreciate it so much.” 
 
    Liam rose from his bench as Anna and Veronica emerged from the shop. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Fabulously. I can’t believe what we were able to find.” Veronica threaded her arm through Anna’s. “Your wife is a wonderful shopping partner, too. She just lets me buy whatever I want and doesn’t try to talk me out of it!” 
 
    “Would it do me any good to try?” Anna asked wryly. 
 
    “None whatsoever.” Veronica laughed. “Let’s get some lunch, shall we? And then I need to buy a new trunk.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’m just not sure I could take another day like today,” Anna said. They’d all returned to their rooms to rest a bit before dinner, and she’d flung herself across the bed without caring about propriety. “Store after store . . . I understand that coming to New York is a treat and that one should get as much done as one can while one is here, but one should be kinder to the poor feet of their companion, should they not be?” 
 
    Liam laughed, loosening his tie as he sat on the chair near the bed. “Agreed. I vote that we make her stay in her room until we sail. It’s much easier to keep an eye on her in here.” 
 
    “It was fun to look around and imagine what I’d take home to my mother and sister.” Anna sat up and looked toward the window, surprised at the emotions she was suddenly feeling. “I keep wondering if I did the right thing by leaving the way I did. It wasn’t my intention to abandon them, but I don’t think my father would have hired help under any other circumstances.” 
 
    “You did what was right for your family,” Liam said. “You couldn’t have kept it up much longer—your health and strength have to be considered too.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding. I’ve felt . . . well, like an ungrateful daughter. As the oldest, isn’t it my job to take care of the house when my parents are unable to? That’s what I’ve been taught my whole life.” 
 
    “But a house that size, all by yourself? Plus seeing to your mother’s care? That’s not reasonable. Perhaps you and your sister together could do it, but not you alone.” 
 
    “And you don’t think that makes me weak?” She voiced what had been eating at her for months. 
 
    “Anna, you’re one of the strongest people I know.” Liam crossed the short distance and sat next to her on the bed. “I’ve never once thought of you as weak. You were given a ridiculous amount of work, and if you’re struggling with it, that’s not a failure on your part. It’s a failure to analyze the problem and realize that it can’t be handled by one person alone.” 
 
    “Do you want to come back to my father’s office with me and explain that to him? He might take it better coming from another man.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m welcome in your father’s office again—not after the way I just ran off with his daughter.” Liam chuckled. “But if we get home and we discover that he hasn’t changed his ways, I’ll march right down there and give him a piece of my mind.” 
 
    Anna grinned as she imagined it. “I do hope it doesn’t come to that, but thank you for being willing.” 
 
    “I’m willing to do whatever you need me to do.” His eyes grew serious, and she wondered what he was about to say. Her heartbeat sped up a little bit. Then he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small parcel. “I hope you don’t mind, but I got you a gift.” 
 
    “A gift? Really?” She took it from him, surprised. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “I just wanted to thank you for everything. For coming, for working with me, for being you.” 
 
    Her fingers trembled as she unwrapped the parcel. “These . . . these are the gloves I was looking at.” 
 
    “I saw the expression on your face at the store, and I thought you should have them.” 
 
    Anna touched them with the tip of her finger. So many emotions were coursing through her, she didn’t know how to identify and separate them. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.” She looked up at him, a little ashamed at the tears on her cheeks. 
 
    “Did . . . did I do something wrong? I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” She dabbed at her eyes with the edge of her sleeve, not sure where her handkerchief had gone. “I just can’t believe that you noticed. That’s the kindest thing anyone’s ever done for me.” 
 
    “You deserve so much more than that, Anna. So much more.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but was interrupted by a light knock on the door that connected to Veronica’s room. “Are you ready for dinner?” she called out. 
 
    “Um, almost,” Anna replied. She didn’t want to go to dinner—she wanted to sit in this moment with Liam and try to figure out what was happening between them, why his eyes had turned from cloudy gray to summer dawn. But that would have to wait until later, possibly much later, and he had already stood and was putting his tie back on.  
 
    She stepped behind the screen and put on her dinner dress, then carefully slid her hands into the gloves. They were perfect—soft, buttery fabric that fit her hands as though they had been custom designed for her. They fit her . . . like a glove, and she giggled.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Liam asked from the other side of the room.  
 
    “I’m fine.” She came around the screen, fumbling with the button on the right wrist. 
 
    “Here,” he said, reaching out for her arm, and he did the button himself. “There. All set for dinner.” 
 
    She held out her hands and admired them. She had other pairs, of course, but none as nice as this, and she had a stab of guilt as she remembered their price. Liam didn’t make much money as an agent—of that she was sure. She hoped he wouldn’t suffer much because of this kind gift. It would certainly be one she’d remember forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for humoring me on this one last walk around the city,” Veronica said, tucking her arm through Anna’s. “I just don’t know if Lord Westcott plans on traveling here at all in the future, and once I get on the ship tomorrow, I might never see it again.” 
 
    “I’m sure this won’t be the last time, but it might be a very long while until you come back,” Anna replied. Liam walked along on her other side, and his arm brushed against hers every so often. It was comforting.  
 
    “I do hope you’re right. But it’s not like he needs to come to the States for any reason—he can handle his business affairs largely through letter and telegram, and my father has said he’ll visit as often as he reasonably can. I’m just not sure how often is reasonable.” 
 
    “Let’s walk through Central Park,” Liam suggested. “It was one of my favorite places to come when I lived here.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Veronica said, turning to him. “You used to live here until recently. I should have thought to ask if you wanted to visit any friends while you’re here—that was careless of me.” 
 
    “Not at all. I had planned to make a few stops on our way back through, but right now, the priority is making sure you’re set to sail.” 
 
    Liam led the way, and soon they were walking through the most beautiful park Anna had ever seen. It was so green and lush, it looked as though an artist with a palette full of bright paint had run through and colored everything by hand. Almost without realizing it was happening, she and Liam were holding hands as they strolled, and she wondered if it was merely to promote the idea that they were married. To test the idea, she gave his hand a little squeeze, and he returned it. She smiled, looking away—he wouldn’t have done that if this were all pretend. 
 
    Then she looked up and gasped. “Oh! What’s that up ahead?” 
 
    “The Bethesda Fountain,” Liam replied. “Let’s go take a closer look.” 
 
    The fountain was incredible, simply massive, towering over the courtyard. The angel on top had to be at least eight feet tall, and Anna found herself humbled by it. Such beauty and yet such power as the water coursed through it—it was mind-boggling to contemplate how it had been managed. Liam tugged on her hand and pulled her a little closer as they stood looking up at it, and in that moment, Anna couldn’t imagine herself being any happier than she was gazing up at the masterpiece and standing in the shelter of Liam’s arm.  
 
    She turned and glanced up at him, and he looked down into her eyes. The spark that flew between them was so real, she almost expected to see it like a flash of lightning. He opened his mouth to say something, but then he dropped his arm and dashed around her, calling out, “Stop!” 
 
    Anna was bewildered, trying to figure out what on earth was taking place. All she knew was that Liam had brought a man to the ground, Veronica was standing there with her hands clasped over her mouth, and Veronica’s reticule was dangling from the stranger’s hand.  
 
    Liam hauled the man to his feet, keeping a tight grip on him. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” he growled in the man’s ear. 
 
    “I was just looking for some easy money,” the man said, struggling against the restraint. “I didn’t hurt nobody.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen this woman before?” Liam asked, turning him to face Veronica. 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    “So why did you choose her bag?” 
 
    “She was distracted. I thought it’d be easy.” The man was still wriggling, trying to get free.  
 
    “Where do you live? Where are you from?” 
 
    “Here. Right here in New York City.” 
 
    Onlookers had gathered around, and a moment later, two uniformed officers pushed their way through and approached.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” the first one asked. 
 
    “This man tried to steal my friend’s bag,” Liam replied. “I’m Agent Mason of the Pinkertons and have collared him for arrest. Would you like to see my badge?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” the second man said as the first took custody of the thief. 
 
    Anna stood next to Veronica and they linked arms as they waited for Liam to finish speaking with the police. “Have you ever seen that man before?” Anna asked.  
 
    “No, never,” Veronica replied, her voice a little shaky. 
 
    “Is it possible that he might be the same man who tried to abduct you in Colorado?” 
 
    “I . . . I honestly don’t think so. They seem very different.” 
 
    Anna decided to leave it at that for the time being. Veronica was obviously upset, and Anna wanted Liam there when she questioned Veronica anyway—he knew so much more than she did about investigating, and she was worried that she’d go about it the wrong way or forget all the most important questions.  
 
    After what seemed like quite a long time, Liam was finished, and he took each woman by the elbow. “Straight back to the hotel with us,” he said, hurrying them along. “And we’re not leaving it again until it’s time to leave for the dock.” 
 
    “But I wanted to visit that one last shop,” Veronica began, but he silenced her.  
 
    “You, Miss Miller, are in my care, and we are staying in the hotel. When we reach our rooms, we have a lot to talk about.”  
 
    “All right,” she replied meekly, and they returned the remaining distance in silence. 
 
    *** 
 
    The two women sat side by side on the edge of the bed in the double room. Liam paced in front of the window, trying to pull his thoughts together, but also his temper.  
 
    “Miss Miller, why did you wander away from us?” he asked at length. “I thought we agreed that you would stay near us the entire journey to your fiancé’s estate.” 
 
    “Yes, but I wanted to see what the fountain looked like from the other side,” she explained. “I thought it wouldn’t do any harm—I didn’t go very far. You could still see me, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “That’s not the point. You violated the agreement we had, and the very moment you were outside our reach, you were attacked yet again. Can you please explain to me how that keeps happening? Is it extraordinarily bad luck?” 
 
    “It must be! What other explanation could there be?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking for your thoughts on the matter.” Liam stopped pacing, realizing that he was fueling his own frustration. Instead, he sat down and took a deep breath. “In order for us to protect you, we need to understand why you’re being targeted. Do you promise me that you’ve told us everything you know?” 
 
    “Yes! Why would I keep anything from you?” 
 
    “We’re all rattled, and that’s understandable,” Anna said, lifting up her hand as though asking permission to speak. “But we need to remain calm. Veronica says she doesn’t believe the man who robbed her is the same man who tried to kidnap her, so we’re dealing with two separate culprits. Is it possible that they’re working together, or were these truly isolated incidents?” 
 
    “I was hoping it was the same man because that would mean the danger is over now that he’s in custody.” Liam shook his head. “If the two incidents are connected, and there are two culprits, we’re dealing with something larger than I thought at first. Miss Miller, does your father have any connections with organized crime?” 
 
    She blinked, startled. “What? No! I can’t imagine that he would!” 
 
    “It’s something we have to consider.” 
 
    “But . . . it was just a simple theft. I wasn’t hurt, and you caught him immediately. I was never in danger.” 
 
    “And you weren’t in any danger the first time, either—you said your abductor wasn’t even very strong,” Anna pointed out. “Is it possible that they’re trying to frighten you?” 
 
    “But . . .” Veronica stood up and walked over to the window, then turned and faced the room again. “I’m so confused. What should we do now?” 
 
    “We should get on that boat and sail to England,” Liam said. “If these scare tactics are meant to keep you from leaving, you should do the very opposite of what they want.” 
 
    “Up until now, she hasn’t actually been harmed,” Anna said. “What if they decide she’s not getting the message, and they do something more?” 
 
    “We need to examine this from all angles.” Liam took off his necktie and tossed it on the small table in the corner. “First, it’s entirely possible that the kidnapping attempt and the theft attempt were isolated incidents carried out by two inept criminals in two separate cities. If that’s the case, why did they both target Veronica? Again, is this a case of bad luck?” 
 
    “She dresses very nicely,” Anna pointed out. “They could be targeting her because it’s obvious she’s wealthy.” 
 
    “Excellent point.” Liam turned to Veronica. “Do you have any clothes with you that are less fancy?” 
 
    “I did bring a few simpler dresses, but most are nicer.” 
 
    Liam nodded. “If your wealth is making you a target, you should wear those simple dresses for the rest of the journey. We don’t know if that’s the problem and we don’t know if that’s the solution, but it’s worth trying.” 
 
    “I agree. They’re in my trunk at the shipyard, though—I don’t have them in my smaller bag here at the hotel.” 
 
    “Then you should borrow one of mine,” Anna said.  
 
    “Oh, thank you. Yes, that should work.” 
 
    “All right, that’s a possible fix for one possible problem,” Liam said. “I also considered the idea that you’re being chased by a jilted lover, but you’ve said you don’t have any.” 
 
    “Not a single one. Father never allowed me to develop relationships in that way. The night I was nearly kidnapped, I was with both male and female friends, but we weren’t paired up in any way.” 
 
    “Do you know if the police are speaking with those friends and taking statements?” Liam asked. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about it,” she replied. “I came home, told my father what happened, and then we were catching the train. I was told nothing.” 
 
    “I’ll send a telegram before we sail and see what I can find out,” Liam replied. “One of your friends might have caught a glimpse of the man.” 
 
    “That’s true—they might be very helpful in identifying him.” Veronica sat back down on the bed. “You mentioned organized crime, which is probably the most complicated theory out of the bunch. If that’s true—if my father does have those connections—what does that mean? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yes, this is the most complicated theory, and also the most far-fetched, but we need to examine it,” Liam replied. “Chances are that your father got into some questionable dealings and that his opponents are hoping to teach him a lesson through you. The attempted kidnapping wasn’t enough to make him stop whatever he was doing, so the theft of your purse was set into motion to see if that would tip the scales.” 
 
    “They’re thinking that I’d wire my father and tell him what happened?”  
 
    “Yes, or that you’d tell him when he arrives in London. Either way, they’d want him to know that they’re keeping their eyes on you. And Anna’s right—if this is correct, they might try something more obvious next time.” 
 
    “How can we find out if he has those connections?” Anna asked. “He’s not likely to tell us because that means he’s been doing illegal things too, and he wouldn’t want to get caught.” 
 
    Liam nodded. “We need to bring Agent Gordon in on this. I’ll wire him and ask him what he knows about any possible connection, and it’s possible that he could put surveillance on Mr. Miller and see if he’s contacted by a liaison.” 
 
    “And then it will likely turn out to be a coincidence, and all this worry will have been for nothing.” Veronica sighed. “I feel like such a goose—I’m sorry for causing so much trouble.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Liam told her. “Not unless you’re purposely withholding information.” 
 
    “And I’m not. I swear to you.” She looked back and forth between Liam and Anna. “Please believe me.” 
 
    Liam nodded. “Until you give me reason to do otherwise, yes, I’ll believe you. As far as our plan of action goes, we’re staying in the hotel tonight, and we’ll go straight from here to the docks. I’ll visit the telegraph office first thing, and then we’ll set about enjoying a nice ocean voyage.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Veronica said, almost interrupting him. “I just realized—they’re probably loading all my trunks into the cargo hold, aren’t they? I won’t be able to get to my simpler dresses after all.” 
 
    “Then you can continue to borrow mine,” Anna replied. “I wonder, though . . .” She turned to Liam. “What if Veronica and I traded places for the duration of the trip? Our coloring is different, but if she’s being targeted because she looks wealthy and not because of a personal connection, that won’t matter.” 
 
    “Trading places? Is that safe for you?” Veronica asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “I’m not as trained as Liam, but I’m armed,” Anna said.  
 
    “You are? I wouldn’t have the faintest idea how to use a gun.” Veronica shook her head. “I never thought I’d say this, but perhaps I should learn to shoot.” 
 
    “It’s a fairly useful skill.” Anna smiled, then said, “What do you think, Liam?” 
 
    Liam wasn’t sure what he thought. His first instinct was to keep Anna as far away from harm as he possibly could, but that wasn’t how an agent should be thinking. The case was the priority. “I think it’s a good idea,” he said at last. “I’m not sure that it actually solves anything, but it does confuse the issue a bit and might be a deterrent.” 
 
    They continued to talk for a while longer, tossing ideas back and forth, and at last, Liam said, “Let’s get some sleep. We have a lot to do in the morning, and I’m sure we’re all worn out.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Veronica bid them goodnight and went into her room, closing the door behind her, and Anna pressed her fingertips to her temples. 
 
    “Are all cases this confusing?” she asked.  
 
    “Most,” Liam replied. “If they were simple, the Pinkertons wouldn’t be needed.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. It’s just so befuddling—we don’t even definitely know the nature of the crime. A kidnapping, or a scare tactic? A theft, or another scare tactic? One culprit, or two or twelve . . .” Anna stood up and gathered her nightclothes from the drawer where she kept them. “I’ve got such a headache.” 
 
    “Sleep will help that. Once we’ve got Agent Gordon working on things from his end, we should arrive at some answers soon—of course, that’s not guaranteed either.” Liam took off his shoes and lined them up under the window.  
 
    “How do you function with so much uncertainty all the time?” Her voice floated out from behind the changing screen.  
 
    “It’s like putting together a jigsaw puzzle, which I happen to enjoy.” 
 
    “But jigsaw puzzles aren’t dangerous, and there’s nothing to lose.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    They finished getting ready for bed in silence, then turned out the light and lay down. It really would have been best if they’d been able to fall right asleep, but it seemed that neither one of them could stop mulling over the questions that had been posed earlier.  
 
    “You believe Veronica, don’t you?” Anna asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “I want to. I’m just naturally skeptical, though. I’ve worked too many cases where it turned out that our culprit was actually our client.” 
 
    “It’s good to be skeptical when someone’s safety is involved. I just hope that whatever’s going on, we leave it behind us when we board the ship.” 
 
    “If it is linked to organized crime, chances are, it will come right along with us or meet us again on the other side,” Liam said. “Of course, I’m keeping my fingers crossed that it’s nowhere near that complicated, and that today’s incident was simply a result of carrying a tempting-looking bag in New York City.” 
 
    Anna’s hand found her way into his, and he squeezed it. “Me too,” she said, and a moment later, she was asleep. 
 
    If he could bundle her up and send her back to Denver, he’d do it in a heartbeat. She was becoming to mean more to him than anything else in his life, including his job. If he was leading her into danger, if he was letting her take risks beyond her ability to handle . . . If something happened to her, he would never forgive himself. He’d heard people use that expression before and it always sounded somewhat melodramatic to him, but now he understood it. He would hold himself accountable for her safety, not only because he was her partner as an agent, but because he loved her. It went beyond the band on her finger—they’d proven that any two people could get married, easy. His heart was now involved, and just as it had distracted him at the fountain and nearly kept him from protecting Veronica, he feared it would distract him again and keep him from protecting Anna.  
 
    He was starting to think that bringing women along on these Pinkerton cases might not be such a great idea.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Liam rose early and bathed, then returned to the room and cautioned Anna to keep the door to the hallway closed and locked until he came back. He sent a telegram to Agent Gordon and explained the situation as best as he could through such a limited means of communication, asking Gordon to stay in touch with the Denver police about the attempted kidnapping and suggesting surveillance on Mr. Miller. Then he came back to the hotel and made sure the porter was ready to help transport the baggage downstairs.  
 
    “I know I have everything, but I can’t help feeling that I’ve left something important behind,” Veronica said, standing in the middle of her room with her hands on her hips. “I think it’s because I know I’m not coming back. I feel like this is a final goodbye.” 
 
    “And you’re saying hello to a whole new life,” Anna told her. “You’re giving up a lot, but you’re gaining so much. Maybe even more—if your father can visit often, like he said, you won’t feel the loss of family so keenly, and think of that library.” 
 
    Veronica smiled. “Yes, the library. That’s worth quite a bit of sacrifice. And who knows—maybe Father could be convinced to move to England someday.” 
 
    Liam cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but we need to be leaving. Are you ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I can reasonably be,” Veronica replied. She’d put on one of Anna’s traveling dresses, and while she was still quite a beautiful young woman, she wouldn’t attract as much attention as before. Anna, on the other hand . . . Wearing Veronica’s dress, she was a vision, and it was taking quite a lot of Liam’s willpower not to stare at her with his mouth hanging open. He’d never paid much attention to women’s fashions, but he was experiencing for himself the impact of a well-dressed woman on the sensibilities of a man.  
 
    “And you?” he asked Anna without making direct eye contact. To do that would make any sort of focus impossible. 
 
    “I was able to fashion a holder for my pistol in this dress, and my things are packed.” 
 
    Good girl—thinking about her weapon first. She was thinking like an agent even though she hadn’t been through training. “All right. The porter will be here in a moment, and we can be on our way.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The stateroom Anna would share with Veronica was nothing like their accommodations at the hotel, but it was still much nicer than Anna had expected for a ship. It was narrow, and a little difficult for them both to move around at the same time with their full skirts, but it was clean and well appointed, and Anna believed they’d be happy aboard. The journey would take about three weeks, which was certainly a long time to be confined in any one place, but at least they could move about and wouldn’t be sitting on one bench seat for hour after hour. 
 
    They would set sail in about four hours, and while it seemed like such a long wait before they’d be on their way, Anna was glad for the chance to settle in before the rocking motion of the ship took over everything. She’d never been on the ocean, and she hoped she wouldn’t become nauseated.  
 
    “And there we have it,” Veronica said, sitting down on the edge of her bunk. “I’ve hung up my dresses—well, your dresses, really—and that’s about all we can do about unpacking. It’s a good thing we like each other because we’re going to be very confined here together.” 
 
    “I think we should plan for as many walks on deck as possible,” Anna replied. “We’ll go mad if we stay locked away.” 
 
    “Agreed. I heard someone say there are always card games going on—I wonder if it’s a pleasant group of people. That might be fun.” 
 
    A gentle knock sounded on the door, and Anna moved toward it. “Liam must be done speaking with the captain,” she said as she opened it. 
 
    The face she saw, though, was not her husband’s. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Thank you for meeting with me, Captain Young,” Liam said, shaking the older man’s hand. “I appreciate knowing that you’re in support of our efforts here.” 
 
    “The safety of our passengers is the most important thing to us, and we’ve always respected the Pinkertons,” Captain Young replied. “I’ll instruct my crew to aid you in any way possible, and I wish you a safe journey.” 
 
    Liam thanked the man again, then left the office and strode along the corridor toward his room. It was next to the one Anna and Veronica were sharing, but there was no connecting door, and that made him a little nervous. There weren’t any rooms with connecting doors, though, so that hadn’t been an option. He’d just have to listen a little more carefully. 
 
    Up ahead, he saw a gentleman in a gray suit and vest, a hat in his hand. He was studying the doors along the corridor, a perplexed look on his face.  
 
    “Pardon me,” he said as Liam drew closer. “Could you give me a hand? I seem to have lost my way.” His accent gave him away as a Londoner. 
 
    “Of course. What are you looking for?” 
 
    The man showed Liam his ticket stub. “I thought I heard them say to go down this hallway, but I must have been mistaken. These numbers don’t look at all right.” 
 
    “No, they’re not. You need to go down two decks.” 
 
    “Thank you. I was beginning to wonder if I’d lost my mind. The ship I took over wasn’t this complicated.” 
 
    “I’ll walk with you, if that would be helpful,” Liam said. “How long have you been in the States?” 
 
    “Only a day. I’ve done something impetuous, actually, and I hope it pays off. You see, I’m engaged to be married, and my fiancée is somewhere on this boat. She doesn’t know that I’ve come to meet her—she’s expecting me on the other side.” 
 
    “Oh?” Liam didn’t have a physical description of Lord Westcott, but this sounded too similar to Veronica’s situation to be a coincidence. “That is impetuous, but I’m sure she’ll be very glad to see you.” 
 
    “I hope so. My plan was to settle into my room and then go find her, but finding my room became the tricky part. I appreciate your help.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. My name is Liam Mason.” Liam held out his hand, and the other man accepted it.  
 
    “I’m Gervaise Hamilton—er, Lord Westcott, actually, although things like that don’t matter so much on this side of the pond.” 
 
    His suspicions confirmed, Liam grinned. “So, you’re the infamous Lord Westcott.” 
 
    The man looked startled. “Infamous? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Before I tell you, I wonder if I might see some identification or other proof that you are who you say you are.” 
 
    Mr. Hamilton raised an eyebrow, but he fished in his pocket and pulled out a number of papers, many of which had his name on them. “This is all I’m carrying at the moment—I hope this suffices.” 
 
    “It does. Now, this is your room here, but I can also escort you to meet your fiancée, if you like. As it turns out, my wife and I have been hired to travel with her and see her safely to your estate.” 
 
    Lord Westcott’s face broke into a smile. “What a wonderful coincidence. Yes, please take me right to her. I haven’t seen her in quite a while, and I’m rather eager, actually. Now that I know where my room is, I can wait to see it from the inside.” 
 
    They turned and walked back up the corridor. It was rather narrow, but they were able to walk side by side without brushing into each other. Liam wondered how confined they’d feel before they reached the end of their journey.  
 
    They climbed the steps to the next deck, then walked along that corridor for a few moments. “Here we are,” Liam said, raising his hand to knock. He tapped once, then waited, but there was no response.  
 
    “Maybe they’ve got up top to look around,” Lord Westcott suggested. 
 
    “I asked them to stay in their room until I came back,” Liam said, prickles rising on his arms. “We were going to explore together.” He knocked again, harder this time, and the door swung open—it hadn’t been closed snugly. He could see the entire room from the doorway, and it was empty.  
 
    He immediately reached for his pistol.  
 
    “I say, what’s going on?” Lord Westcott asked. “Is that necessary?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Liam said, edging into the room. It hadn’t been immediately obvious from the doorway, but now he could see that there had been a scuffle. Some things he’d seen Anna put on the small table were now on the floor, and if she’d dropped them, he was sure she would have picked them up. He’d shared a room with her for the last couple of days—he knew she was a naturally tidy person. “The ladies have run into some trouble.” 
 
    “What sort of trouble?” Lord Westcott’s voice was tight with anxiety.  
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but it looks to me like they left in a hurry—they were most likely taken,” Liam replied. He turned and looked at Lord Westcott. “Go see if you can find a steward. We need to alert the crew immediately and start an all-out search.” 
 
    The man gave one sharp nod, then disappeared down the corridor.  
 
    Liam turned back to the room, his eyes darting back and forth to see if he’d missed anything, some sort of clue. The edge of the blanket on the right-side bed was pushed in, as though something had been shoved beneath, and he bent over to see what it might be. 
 
    Anna’s pistol was under the bed.  
 
    She would not have put it there herself.  
 
    Cold resolve hardened in Liam’s chest even as fear raced down his arms. This was his proof—the ladies were in trouble, and they had been taken by force. Anna’s pistol had been on her person when they boarded the ship—he had double-checked with her, and she had committed to keeping it with her at all times. Where was she, and was she all right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The man who stood on the other side of the door was not her husband, and Anna wanted to kick herself for not asking before she opened it. “May I help you?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a pretty thing?” he replied, a smirk on his face. 
 
    It didn’t matter who he was or what he wanted—anyone who would speak to her so familiarly wasn’t welcome in her doorway, and she moved to slam the door in his face. He wedged his hand inside just as the door made contact, and she heard a few bones crunch. It was sickening, but she didn’t open the door to set him loose—instead, she braced herself and kept her body weight steady.  
 
    Veronica’s eyes were wide with fright. “What’s going on?” she whispered. 
 
    “Look around for something you can use as a weapon,” Anna replied. With her feet planted firmly, she reached into the folds of her skirt for the pistol and brought it out, making sure it was ready.  
 
    The man on the other side stopped pushing against the door and seemed to have given up, but she didn’t think that could be the case. She suspected that he was planning to try bursting through—he wanted her to think he had given up. She wedged her foot against the side of the dresser, preparing for him to use all his strength in a sudden burst, and that’s exactly what he did. What she hadn’t planned, though, was just how strong he actually was, and he did knock her over. She tumbled across the room and onto the floor, and he stood in the doorway gloating.  
 
    “Should have just let me in when I knocked,” he said. “I was trying to be polite.” 
 
    She didn’t reply. There was nothing to say.  
 
    “Evening, Miss Miller,” he said, nodding toward Veronica. “Nice day for a stroll, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Don’t come one step closer,” she said. She hadn’t been able to find anything large or heavy, but she was holding a hat pin, and if used with enough determination, one of those could be quite painful.  
 
    “Or what? Or you’ll jab me to death?” He held his injured hand cradled against his chest, but he brought his other hand up, and he was holding a gun. “You’ll both be coming with me.” 
 
    “No, we won’t.” From where she had landed on the floor, Anna brought her pistol up, ready to shoot. Her stomach was quailing, but her hands were steady.  
 
    In a quick motion, the man kicked outward, connecting with the pistol and sending it through the air. It landed on the floor and slid under the bed. Anna’s gaze flew back to the man, who now stood directly over her. “We’re not coming with you.” 
 
    He bent down and moved to grab her, but he’d reached out with his injured hand, and she took advantage of that fact by grabbing his hand and twisting it hard. He grimaced and she could tell she was hurting him, but in the end, it did her no good as he brought his other hand around and used the side of his pistol to connect with her skull. She fell backwards onto the floor, the pain so sharp, she couldn’t see or think.  
 
    The next thing she knew, her hands were being trussed behind her, and then she was being hauled to her feet. Another man had come from somewhere, and he had a tight grip on Veronica, who had been similarly tied up.  
 
    “Now, let’s go,” the first man said, and the women were shoved out into the corridor. 
 
    There was no one to be seen in either direction, and the men pushed them along toward the stairs. Anna didn’t know how they expected to leave the ship without being seen—passengers were coming on board and finding their rooms, and the place would be swarming at any moment. But then the second man opened a door at the head of the hallway, and they were shoved inside. A large laundry bin stood in the middle, empty.  
 
    “Get inside,” the first man said, pushing Anna toward it. She didn’t immediately obey, and he slapped her across the face. Reeling, she obeyed, grabbing the side of the bin and clambering inside, which was difficult with all her skirts. She closed her eyes and tried to find a piece of calm. Liam would be coming back any second, and he’d know there was something wrong. He’d start looking immediately. In the meantime, she needed to keep her wits about her—as difficult as that would be through the blinding headache she was developing.  
 
    Veronica was forced into the bin next, and Anna tried to move over to make room for her. The lid was dropped over the top, and a moment later, they were rolling. 
 
    “For two such petite ladies, you’re mighty heavy,” the second man said, obviously exerting himself. 
 
    Anna could barely see Veronica in the dim interior. The girl was clearly frightened, but when she whispered, she sounded as though she was still in control of her emotions. “Your head is bleeding. Are you all right?” 
 
    Anna resisted the urge to touch the side of her head where she’d been struck by the gun. She knew it would only distract her from what she needed to do. “I’ll be fine. Now, no matter what happens, we have to stay calm and think our way through this.” 
 
    “Where are they taking us?” 
 
    “Off the ship, but from there, I have no idea.” 
 
    She leaned her head against the side of the bin and tried to think. Of all their theories, the one about organized crime was the one that now made the most sense—at least, she knew this wasn’t the work of just one person because there were two men pushing the bin, and neither were the man who had tried to steal Veronica’s bag. “Do you know either of them?” she asked.  
 
    “No,” Veronica replied. “I’ve never seen them before.” 
 
    So, neither of them were the kidnapper, either. That meant that four men minimum were involved—she refused to think that the incidents were unconnected. That would be far too coincidental to be believed.  
 
    All right, they were in a laundry bin being pushed off the boat and onto the dock. The dock was crowded and noisy, and she didn’t think they’d be noticed or heard once they got there. That meant they needed to act before they reached the dock, but what should they do? She knew she only had the strength to try one, maybe two brave things. Her head felt as though she had an ax stuck clean through it, and the pain was making her tremble. Whatever they did, it had to be effective.  
 
    She focused for a moment on the movement of the cart. It felt like one of the front wheels was wobbly. They could use that to their advantage.  
 
    “When I give the word, throw all your body weight to the left,” she whispered. 
 
    “Okay,” Veronica replied.  
 
    Now was the trickiest part—finding the right moment.  
 
    *** 
 
    Liam’s stomach was clenched tight as he ran down the corridor, his gaze darting around as he tried to figure out where the women had gone. They had been taken in broad daylight on a ship full of people, so however they were being moved, it had to be something commonplace, something the passengers would expect to see and wouldn’t find odd. The steward had run off to alert the captain and the crew, so there were several people now looking, and the kidnapper had to expect that. He must have concocted a plan for this eventuality, and now Liam just had to figure out what it was.  
 
    It made sense that the ladies were being taken off the ship. If the kidnapper meant to hold them on board, he could have waited until they were out on the ocean with no means for escape. The gangplank wasn’t on this deck, so Liam headed for the end of the corridor where the stairs were located.  
 
    “Mason!” Lord Westcott called out from behind him. 
 
    Liam spun around. Westcott was at the other end, pointing at something, and Liam changed direction to join him.  
 
    There was a large closet at the end of the hallway, and the door was slightly open. When Liam looked inside, it seemed to be a housekeeping closet, with mops and brooms and pails stacked in the corner. On the floor was a pile of linens, haphazardly thrown as if in a hurry by someone who didn’t care.  
 
    “They’re in a laundry bin,” Westcott said, and Liam nodded. That was the most reasonable conclusion.  
 
    But a bin couldn’t be moved on the staircase. Liam stepped back into the hallway and looked around—there was the door to a dumbwaiter mechanism. 
 
    “This way!” he called out, sprinting toward the staircase on this end of the corridor, trotting down them so fast, he feared he might lose his footing and tumble the rest of the way. He heard Westcott’s footsteps echoing after his.  
 
    They reached the main deck and found that a great many passengers were now congregating here and there and everywhere, blocking their way. They pushed past, calling out for people to move, apologizing as they trod on toes. Finally able to reach the gangplank, they ran down it, then stopped and looked in all directions once on the dock.  
 
    “How much of a head start do you suppose they had?” Westcott asked, clearly out of breath.  
 
    “I have no way of guessing. I was away from them for fifteen minutes, perhaps, and I don’t know if they were taken immediately.” 
 
    Liam’s heart was pounding so hard, he was starting to feel lightheaded, and he knew it wasn’t just from exertion. It was fear. Fear that he was about to lose the most precious thing in his life, the woman he had come to love and adore and admire. This had long since become much more than a case to him.  
 
    “Look!” Westcott pointed. 
 
    Two men were pushing a laundry cart along the dock, but they weren’t heading for the wagon where other sacks of laundry were being stacked. They seemed to be keeping an eye out around them, weaving between trunks and stacks of baggage that had yet to be loaded.  
 
    Certainty filled Liam’s gut. “That’s them.” 
 
    He and Westcott took off at a run, dodging hand trucks filled with crates of food for the voyage and avoiding even more passengers who had yet to board. Even with the obstacles, though, they were able to make up the distance because the men were struggling to maneuver the cart around obstacles of their own.  
 
    As they drew near, Liam pulled out his pistol once again and shouted, “Pinkerton agent. Let go of the cart and put your hands in the air.” 
 
    At that moment, the cart suddenly gave a mighty lurch and tipped over onto its side. Two disheveled ladies tumbled out, knocking one of the kidnappers over, and the other raised his hands into the air. Three uniformed officers ran up just then, most likely seeing an odd scuffle from their patrol, and they grabbed the two men and put handcuffs on them. All was chaos, but the only thing Liam could see was Anna.  
 
    He bent down and helped her to her feet, startled to see blood running down the side of her face. “Sweetheart,” he whispered. “Are you all right?” 
 
    She smiled, but sagged in his arms, and he led her over to a nearby trunk and helped her sit down. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Westcott offering a hand to Veronica, whose hair had come loose from its pins and was flying around as though in a windstorm. 
 
    “Lord Westcott? What are you doing here?” she asked.  
 
    “I came to surprise you. I decided I couldn’t let you travel the distance alone—I thought I’d meet you here on the ship, and we’d have a chance to spend that extra time together onboard.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet,” she replied. “And . . . and you saved us.” 
 
    “Well, I only lent my assistance,” he said modestly, but she would have none of it. Liam could see by the expression on her face that she was quite besotted by the idea of Lord Westcott being a hero, and there was nothing wrong with that at all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Thanks to your telegram, Agent Mason, we were able to start surveillance on Mr. Miller right away, and we noticed some strange comings and goings,” Archibald Gordon said, leaning forward and resting his arms on his desk. Anna and Liam had been reporting the circumstances of the case for several minutes now, and while the recitation of the facts was tiring and making her head ache, it felt good to look back and see all the good they’d accomplished. “We questioned Mr. Miller, and he told us everything—the pressure he’s been living under for the last several months has been overwhelming, and he was ready to make a clean breast of it.” 
 
    “As it turns out, he’s been using his real estate holdings to launder money for men involved in underground crime,” Marianne Chapman said, taking over the narrative. “His customers, shall we call them, were blackmailing him on some other matters that are still under investigation, but they sensed he was getting ready to turn them in. So, like you surmised, they decided to scare him. He thought that sending Veronica away to England would keep her safe, but they saw through his plan and thought to make their point by targeting her. They very much enjoyed their arrangement and didn’t want to see it come to an end.” 
 
    Liam nodded. “And where is Mr. Miller now?” 
 
    “Awaiting word from the judge. He has testified against everyone involved, but his dealings weren’t honest either, and it’s unclear what the charges will be. In the meantime, Miss Miller and Lord Westcott are proceeding with their wedding plans. It appears that Miss Miller is somewhat more enthusiastic than was reported before.” Agent Gordon turned toward Anna. “And how are you feeling?” 
 
    “Terrible, to be honest, but at least I’m not riding around in a laundry bin anymore,” she said with a smile. In the three days since they’d returned from New York, she’d been examined by doctors, poked and prodded by nurses, and watched over by Lillian, who had taken her under her wing as well as caring for her mother. It was the first day she’d felt well enough to report—the train ride back to Denver had nearly done her in, and if it hadn’t been for Liam’s constant support, she knew she would not have made it.  
 
    “I understand your head was quite badly injured.” 
 
    “Yes. The doctor in New York said there’s a concussion, and the doctor here in town agrees. I’m to take it easy for a while, but I should recover well.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” Agent Gordon gave a nod. “After hearing your report, I must say, I’m very impressed with your contribution to this case. If you’d like to continue on and train to be a Pinkerton agent, we’d be delighted to have you.” 
 
    Excitement flared up in Anna’s stomach, followed by doubt. “That’s a wonderful offer, Agent Gordon, but may I think about it? I want to be sure I’m fully healed before I make any decisions.” 
 
    “Of course. There will be no time limit on the offer.” He then turned to Liam. “Next is the matter of the annulment.” 
 
    Liam shifted in his chair. “About that . . .” 
 
    “Yes?” Agent Gordon raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll get back with you about that as well.” 
 
    Agent Gordon glanced at Miss Chapman, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    A moment later, as Liam and Anna were leaving the office, Liam took Anna’s hand. “Will you walk in the garden with me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The grounds of the Pinkerton office were quite impressive, certainly the nicest Anna had ever seen in connection with a business, and Liam led her over to a bench off to the side. “You’re probably exhausted,” he said, sitting down next to her. “How’s your family?” 
 
    “They’ve settled in quite well, actually. Lillian is taking good care of Mother, the new housekeeper is also a talented cook, and Father doesn’t seem to hate the idea as much as he did before. My leaving actually did turn out to be a good thing—it helped him see that some changes were necessary.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that things are going smoothly.” Liam turned to face her, taking her hand in his and playing with it. “Agent Gordon asked a very important question just now. He asked about the annulment.” 
 
    Her heart dropped. “Yes, I heard,” she said softly. This was the moment when he’d tell her he only loved her as a friend, that it was time for them to part ways. 
 
    “The truth of it is, Anna—I don’t want an annulment.” 
 
    Her head came up so fast, it throbbed. She tried to ignore the pain as she listened.  
 
    “I’ve fallen in love with you, and I want to be your husband. You and I are a great team, and not just as agents. Your soul understands mine. I feel whole when I’m with you. When I couldn’t find you, when I thought you were gone, I couldn’t even function. All I knew was that I needed you desperately.” He reached up and touched the side of her face so gently, it was like the breath of a butterfly. “Anna Gray Mason, will you stay married to me?” 
 
    She smiled, so overcome with emotion, she almost couldn’t speak. “Yes,” she managed to say. “Oh, yes.” 
 
    He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her close, and she melted into his embrace. She had dreamed for years about what it would feel like to be held by him. His arms were every bit as strong as she’d imagined, and yet he held her with such delicacy, as though afraid she would break. She sensed that he was holding back because he was concerned about hurting her, and that made her heart warm even more—even in this moment, her well-being was the first concern on his mind.  
 
    When he pulled back and looked down at her, she grinned. “Hello, husband.” 
 
    “Hello, wife. I was just thinking—what do you say to us finding a house? We’ve probably lived with our parents long enough, don’t you think?” 
 
    She laughed. “I love that idea. A house we can turn into a home.” 
 
    “A home we can fill up with little Pinkerton agents.” 
 
    She laughed again, a feeling of sheer joy bubbling up inside her. “Yes. A whole house of little Pinkerton agents. I like the sound of that.” 
 
    He pulled her close again, and they sealed the agreement with yet another kiss.  
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