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The Denver Tribune Editorials



Sat. April 22, 1871
 
Female Agents to join National Detective Agency.
Seven years ago, the National Detective Agency moved into the new office location at 427 Chain Bridge Road. Since then stories have swirled of brave men solving crimes and fighting for justice.
 
But a new time has evolved, and the Agency is now seeking able-bodied women to join the ranks of their private investigators.
 
Daring women who seek adventure and are of sound mind and body. You will help the criminal elements answer for their crimes and secure safety for their victims.
 
You will train with an existing agent and after your first case you earn the rank of Private Detective. Paid training, transportation, uniforms and accommodations provided. You will become a part of a noble profession and pave the way into the future.
 
This editorial has been placed in newspapers throughout the nation, so the quickest responses are appreciated.
 
Please send inquiries and a list of skills to A. Gordon, at the above noted address. Interviews will occur on the premises the week of May 16, 1871.
 
Ed.
 




Prologue



 
Denver, 1871
You will be paired with Tucker Waite.
 
The words had absolutely no meaning for Alexandra Drake, but they had sent a shiver of anticipation down her spine all the same.
 
Then Tucker had appeared, and a very different sort of shiver had traveled the length of her. The man was impossibly attractive, hair the color of aging gold and eyes the color of the sky itself. He was tall, he was tanned, and he was scowling.
 
He’d taken her hand, the calluses rubbing against her perfectly smooth palm in a ticklish sort of way, nodded, then turned to face Mr. Gordon for the wedding ceremony.
 
Not even a word of greeting.
 
And now here they were, nearing the end of the vows, and she felt the backs of her knees trembling.
 
Was he going to kiss her? There was something Mr. Gordon had said, but Alexandra had been so fixed on her forthcoming husband that she’d clean forgotten everything. She glanced towards Marianne, Mr. Gordon’s secretary, if not secret lover, but Marianne’s face held no answers. None of the other girls in the room seemed to have any idea, and all of them wore the same expression Alexandra was.
 
It said, “What in the world have we gotten into?”
 
A very good question, and she had no answers.
 
Tucker pressed her hand then and she looked up at him. “Do you or don’t you?” he hissed.
 
Did she what?
 
Her eyes went wide. Oh! The vows! “I do,” she said quickly. “I guess.”
 
The corner of his mouth ticked, but did nothing else. When the same question was posed to him, he, and every other man in the room, echoed, “I do.”
 
His response was firm and clear, but there was no hint of warmth in it. He might have been asked if he wanted chicken for dinner and received the same degree of enthusiasm.
 
Then he started reciting the vows in the flattest, most monotone voice she had ever heard, and it took all of her good breeding and manners to avoid scowling.
 
Yes, they were getting married for the mission they were about to undertake, and yes, they were getting married in a room filled with other people getting married for the same reasons, and yes, they were only partners in truth and getting married was simply a condition of the partnership, but surely the idea must give him some pleasure.
 
After all, she had it on very good authority that she was the most attractive woman in Savannah and in the surrounding twenty-five miles in any direction. Surely that would make any man of sense and taste smile.
 
But given the condition of Tucker’s shoes, trousers, and knuckles, it was not a foregone conclusion that he had no sense and no taste.
 
What a pity.
 
An annulment she would have, then, as soon as the mission was complete. She had so been hoping that she would be wed to a man who would consider the state of matrimony with a bit more respect and dignity, and at least try to make a go of it with her. Alas for them both, this would be a formality and convenience only.
 
There went her imaginings of very chubby children with her dark hair and his vibrant eyes.
 
Her papa would be so disappointed. He had such high hopes for this venture.
 
He insisted she was brilliant enough for the position and more clever than any woman he knew, but there was no denying that the ease with which she would obtain a husband was his primary motive.
 
If she were perfectly honest with herself, Alexandra would admit she felt the same way.
 
That and it would make all of her friends green with envy that she was a Pinkerton agent while they were only housewives with more babies than they could handle.
 
Or so she kept telling herself.
 
“You may now kiss your bride, if you are so inclined.”
 
Gulp.
 
One look at Tucker told Alexandra that he was most certainly not so inclined, so she simply let her hand fall limply at her side as he released it.
 
Some of the other couples seemed embarrassed and smiled at each other, some studiously avoided meeting the other’s gaze, and some just stared at Mr. Gordon as though he had completely lost his mind.
 
And then there was Alexandra and her new husband. She fidgeted, and he stared. At her.
 
No smile, no warmth, no curiosity, and no encouragement. He just stared at her as though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was seeing, and was determined to figure it out.
 
She suddenly felt like a strange sort of criminal, though what her crime could possibly have been escaped her. She was spoiled, that much she knew, and she had evaded the law once or twice in a rather tame version of a misspent youth, but she hardly thought Tucker would need to worry about who had painted insults into the back of Mr. Grover’s barn back in 1859, or who had stolen Miz Claire Sutherby’s prize winning blackberry pie from the fair in 1855. No one in Savannah could prove it was her, and no one had ever dared try.
 
Yet Tucker stared as if he knew all of that, and her sins besides. She had far more sins than she did crimes, and she wasn’t sure if those would be held against her in this. He didn’t appear to be a man of the church, or one at all familiar with the Almighty, but if she recollected correctly, there was something in a sermon somewhere about not judging lest ye be judged.
 
Well, Alexandra Drake judged, and she judged a lot. And usually, she was right.
 
So Tucker could judge her, she supposed. It was only fair.
 
But staring was rude, and he should know it.
 
“What?” she snapped, brushing at the cream lace covering her skirt. “Didn’t your mama ever tell you that staring is rude?”
 
“No,” he answered simply.
 
Alexandra raised a brow. “I’m sure she did. Perhaps you weren’t mindin’ her.”
 
“Doubt I was.”
 
She huffed at his short, unemotional answers. This would get them nowhere. Time for another tactic.
 
Southern charm.
 
She smiled in her very Sunday best smile and held out her hand. “How d’you do? Alexandra Drake.”
 
“Waite,” he grunted.
 
Her brow furrowed. “Wait? Wait for what?”
 
Someone nearby snorted a laugh, and Tucker glowered with the power of a dozen thunderclouds before returning his attention to her, the storms clearing. “Waite,” he said again. “You just married me. Your last name is Waite now.”
 
Alexandra blinked once, then again before smiling brightly. “My, my, so it is. Alexandra Waite, then. From Savannah, Georgia.”
 
“You don’t say,” came the dryest response known to mankind.
 
Surely the Lord would not hold it against a woman if she walloped her incorrigible husband of convenience over the head with something sturdy for being a dunce on purpose. A brick or two, or perhaps a stove.
 
Alexandra fumed, forcing herself not to emit any sound to indicate such. “Where I come from, Mr. Waite, we are raised to treat each other with respect and manners.”
 
He tilted his head, his expression remaining the same. “Where I come from, Mrs. Waite, we take people as they are and treat them as we see fit.”
 
Mrs. Waite. The words washed over her like the coldest waves on the coast, and she fought a strange shiver, shaking her head.
 
“And that would be understandable, I am sure,” she retorted, folding her arms, “if I knew where that was.”
 
He matched her stance, and they stared at each other in a silent standoff.
 
Unfortunately for Tucker Waite, Alexandra had a lifetime of standing her ground and getting her way. And no stern faced, hulking, handsome, somewhat dangerous looking man was going to ruin that streak for her.
 
The corner of his impossible mouth twitched once more, and then, reluctantly, curved. “New York,” he finally said. “City.”
 
Alexandra nodded once, firm and superior. “Lovely. That explains a lot.”
 
“Meaning?” Tucker asked, not sounding in any way defensive, but almost curious.
 
She shrugged one of her dainty shoulders in the way her father absolutely hated. “That I can expect a rude, crass, independent, street-smart scrapper of a man for my husband and partner for the time being. If you’ll wait one moment, I can pack away my feelings and expectations of respect properly so they won’t get creased or trampled on the journey. I’ll meet you downstairs in ten minutes.”
 
And with that, she swept away and strode for the door of the room, smirking to herself and casting a wink at Marianne, who was grinning outright at her.
 
Tucker Waite might be the senior agent, but he was most certainly not going to be running this show or this marriage, and he would simply have to get used to it.
 




Chapter 1



 
Alexandra was a hardy traveler, but this was unbearable.
 
She’d lost count of the number of trains they had been on and the number of days it had taken for them to get anywhere close to their assignment, and Tucker, it seemed, had absolutely no intention of seeing to her comfort, or his own. They slept on the train or in whatever inn was closest to the station, if the train itself was not an option or they needed to change trains. He had proven, in the week or so they had been married, to be as reticent as she had found him then, and she had begun to wonder if his vocabulary extended to any words at all over two syllables.
 
He had to be intelligent or else he wouldn’t be a Pinkerton agent, but it was entirely possible, she suspected, that he was an agent for show rather than substance. He cut quite an imposing figure, and several people avoided his eyes and skirted his presence when he came near.
 
The most she could say about her husband, and likely the kindest thing, was that he never tried to go anywhere without her. He offered his arm whenever they were in public unless his hands were full, and then he would check for her repeatedly.
 
It wasn’t necessarily affectionate, she wouldn’t stretch it that far. She felt, rather, as if he had been tasked with minding a particularly flighty ward of sorts and refused to be saddled with chasing after her if she bolted.
 
She was strangely tempted to try it, just to see what would happen.
 
But no, she would behave herself and go along with him, if for no other reason than because he had neglected to tell her absolutely anything about their assignment except for the destination.
 
She had never been to Portland, let alone anything in its general vicinity, but what she could see from the windows of the train seemed picturesque. A rather different shade of green than she had seen in Georgia, and the trees…
 
“You seem pensive.”
 
Alexandra blinked, then looked over at the companion she had entirely forgotten about in her compartment.
 
Her husband.
 
“Pensive?” she repeated, wetting her lips. “That’s a mighty fancy word for a stoic man such as yourself.”
 
Tucker lifted a wry brow, his hands folded simply in his lap. “Stoic doesn’t mean uneducated, you know. The vocabulary is there even if the display of it is not.”
 
Alexandra could only stare at her husband, every assumption and judgment she had formed suddenly turned on its head. “Lord above, Tucker,” she drawled, a surprised smile finally crossing her lips. “Do you have a fever? Need to rest a while? So many words, you must be exhausted.”
 
The subtle curve in his lip she had learned to recognize as his smile miraculously appeared. “Well, my throat does ache a bit.”
 
A delighted giggle escaped her, and Alexandra covered her mouth quickly, determined to contain herself. “You are a man of surprises, aren’t you, Tucker?”
 
“Try to be,” he grunted. “Makes me unpredictable.”
 
“Sure does.” She shook her head. “Why talk to me now, though? It’s been days.”
 
Tucker grunted again. “With you as a companion, Chickadee, it’s tough to get a word in edgewise.”
 
That was true enough, but hardly fair. She tried for a frown. “Chickadee? You’ve known me for barely ten minutes, and you’re calling me names?”
 
“You chirp incessantly and you’re from the South.” He lifted a broad shoulder in an imitation of a shrug. “Chickadee.”
 
Her temper flared with that particular spark, and roared into life. “Now you wait one cotton pickin’ minute…”
 
“Pensive,” he said again, his tone as calm as a morning in May. “Why?”
 
At the moment, she was rather pensive about the idea of drowning him in a cattle trough, but it was likely best to keep that a secret.
 
She looked out of the window once more. “It’s a different shade of green than I’m used to,” she said aloud, letting her eyes scan the area. “Darker. Richer. I didn’t know it existed.”
 
“The colors are further different, even than this, in areas such as Michigan and Iowa and Pennsylvania. And over the sea, different again.”
 
Alexandra gave her husband a dubious look. “You’ve been overseas?”
 
Tucker smirked in a rather ticklish sort of way. “I have. Don’t pretend your initial impression is perfect, Chickadee. I promise you, it’s not.”
 
“Don’t call me Chickadee,” she snapped. “I’ll be forced to give you an equally critical name.”
 
“You don’t know anything about me,” he shot back, still not showing any sign of temper. “I invite you to try.”
 
She sneered, which a good Southern girl never did, but she couldn’t imagine anyone blaming her for this. “And whose fault would that be, Tucker? We’re husband and wife, and we’re partners, and I know no more about you than I did the first five minutes after saying ‘I do.’ How are we supposed to have any sort of relationship like this?”
 
“None of my other partners have complained before.”
 
“No, as I imagined they are all dead.”
 
Silence filled the compartment as they stared at each other. Then Tucker blinked and looked away, his expression finally cracking into something almost human.
 
That crack caused a ripple in Alexandra’s chest. The words had been spiteful and impulsive, but was it possible that they were also true?
 
Senseless, childish, foolish girl. There would be no victory in abusing her partner, especially when she had no idea what he had suffered in her past. She was smart and canny, quick-thinking and unafraid, which was why it hadn’t seemed at all far-fetched that she should become a Pinkerton agent. But she was headstrong, and she was willful.
 
Neither of which would suit her now.
 
“I’m sorry, Tucker,” she murmured. “That was unforgivable, and I apologize for it. I had no idea that...”
 
Her husband began to shake, and her stomach clenched in distress.
 
Then she heard a snort, followed by more shaking.
 
“Are you… are you laughing?” Alexandra asked in horror.
 
Tucker turned towards her, grinning outright, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Sorry, I’m so sorry... “
 
Alexandra threw her hands up and shook her head, huffing loudly. “I actually felt sorry for you. I thought I’d hurt your feelings, and… Why would I ever think that? You clearly don’t have any.”
 
“It’s true, I don’t.” Tucker pulled a knee towards his chest, still grinning in an all-too attractive manner, considering the infuriating character flaws he was displaying in every other regard. “I’ve also never had a partner.”
 
“How fortunate for them.” She rubbed at her brow, then removed her hat and slammed it down on the seat beside her. “And to think I actually thought we could have a civilized conversation and form something that could resemble an actual partnership. But what else could I expect when paired with a mangy mutt from the streets?”
 
Tucker hummed a short, low sound. “Careful. You might damage the peacock on top of that hat by being so rough with it. And you were balancing it so well, especially given the hoop skirt you seem to carrying it on.”
 
Alexandra bit the inside of her lip, skewering her soon-to-be late husband with all the venom currently boiling through her veins. “I never thought I would say this,” she managed to tell him, her teeth grinding together, “but shut up, Mutt.”
 
“Mutt?” he repeated thoughtfully. “Hmm. Oddly appropriate.”
 
“It’s not a compliment,” she insisted with a murderous smile. “It’s a euphemism for what I would like to call you, but have too much good taste to do so.” She batted her eyelashes prettily. “Bless your heart.”
 
Tucker finally sobered, his face hardening. “I think you’re a spoiled, rich, ignorant brat who doesn’t know what she’s doing.”
 
She lifted a brow. “And I think you’re an abrasive, stubborn, tactless mongrel who should be taken out back and shot.”
 
Her husband’s eyes narrowed, and then, to her amazement, he nodded once. “Good. Honesty. That’s all I expect. Got it?”
 
Was he serious? All of that to get her to lash out and call it honesty?
 
Well, if honesty was what he wanted, she could certainly promise that. “Got it,” she replied with a prim nod. She indicated the satchel sitting on the seat beside him. “Are you going to tell me what our assignment is?”
 
“Of course,” he said simply. “But not here. We’ll be at the station soon, and then we need to find lodgings. Once we are settled, I’ll tell you everything we know.”
 
“How refreshing,” she muttered in a dry voice. “To actually know something, what a thought.”
 
Tucker gave her a frank look. “You have a sharp tongue, Chickadee. Do you shoot as well as you lash?”
 
Alexandra smiled at her husband smugly. “Better, my dear Mutt. Much better.”
 
[image: ] 

Sweet mother of Abraham Lincoln, she was magnificent.
 
He couldn’t stand her, but she was magnificent.
 
He’d always been amused by feisty women, but he’d never exactly wanted to be married to one. He always thought it would have been more fun to observe a marriage involving a feisty woman, particularly if she married a friend of his.
 
Now he was tied to Alexandra for at least the duration of this mission, and, given that he had not married her by choice and could end it when the task was done, he’d decided to prod the Georgia peach to see if she would bite.
 
And oh, how she bit.
 
Tucker knew full well he was a difficult man, and his lack of interest in anything resembling social activity tended to irritate people, but he often found his tendency towards reticence to be rather useful. He’d gotten Alexandra to chirp incessantly and with just a little agitation, seen her temper in all its glory. He had already know she was witty and quick with her banter, but he had no idea of the stamina she possessed.
 
His initial impression would have to be adjusted. Yes, she wore the fine clothing of the elite, and yes, her hats were all ridiculous, but she had no trouble diving into the murky pool of biting rhetoric with him. She hadn’t come anywhere close to tears in his maddening silence or harsh words, and that alone was remarkable.
 
Alexandra was a beautiful woman, he had seen that from the first moment he clapped eyes on her. Her hair was the richest shade of brown he’d ever seen, and her eyes were a captivating golden brown than made him want to linger on them a little longer. Then there were the perfect lips that were beyond expressive, that could drawl with all the delightful sounds of the South in any given syllable, and that could curve in the sweetest smile that ever pleasantly cursed a person.
 
He didn’t trust her.
 
Not one iota.
 
He’d argued having her as his partner from the moment she stormed out of the room until he had been bodily forced from headquarters into their transportation to the station.
 
He’d refused to speak to her for the entire first day as a sign of resistance.
 
Unfortunately, his wife hadn’t noticed and had begun to chirp then and there.
 
Which, incidentally, was what had prompted him to keep at his reserve and see what would happen.
 
Alexandra Drake Waite, as it happened, possessed a remarkable endurance of the lungs and an unbelievable stamina of the vocal cords. The only peace he had found had been while she slept, and he’d come to find the silence almost unnerving.
 
They needed to get to Portland, and he needed to know just how inept his wife and partner would be to him.
 
He had no doubt she was intelligent, and she was certainly quick, but such a woman could be perfectly useful in an office at headquarters or one of the other locations hosting agents. It was entirely probable that she would be useless in the field and a hindrance to their objectives. He saw himself as having to mind and tend her more than anything else, and if he were not careful, she would become lost, and he would have to look for her, and the entire venture would be utterly wasted.
 
He would never progress up the ranks after a failed assignment like that.
 
So here he was, trapped with a woman he couldn’t stand, didn’t trust, and actually enjoyed looking at, and there was nothing he could do about it.
 
Lovely.
 
The train pulled into the station, and he was up before it completed the motion, sliding his satchel over his head and reaching for her bag in the shelf above her. She, meanwhile, plucked up the monstrosity that was her headwear and fastened it to her with a long pin he would need to watch out for. He silently scoffed and shook his head, wondering just how she intended to maneuver with that thing tilted so precariously on its perch.
 
No matter. He could play the long-suffering husband with the ridiculous wife if he must.
 
He had no doubt several other men in the country, if not the world, actively engaged in such roles daily.
 
Glancing over his shoulder at her, and receiving a firm nod of affirmation, he strode out of the compartment, Alexandra on his heels, and they made their way to the exit.
 
“Watch your step, sir,” the conductor said as they disembarked. “Watch your step. They’ve had a bit of rain here, don’t want you to injure yourself before your stay begins.”
 
Tucker nodded his thanks, but needed no such warning. Then, instinctively, he turned to offer a hand to Alexandra.
 
He caught a momentary flash of surprise, but her hand slid into his with ease, applying only the slightest pressure as she stepped down. She beamed up at the conductor, who tipped his hat at her with a half-bow.
 
“Thank you for such a lovely trip, Conductor,” she practically purred in a thick Savannah accent. “It was a mighty fine way to travel, if I do say so myself.”
 
The conductor turned pink and bowed further still. “Glad we could provide you with such comfort, Mrs. …?”
 
“Carlton,” she informed him, looping her arm through Tucker’s and leaning against him a little. “Mrs. Tucker Carlton. Newly married and just starting out, sir.”
 
Tucker tried not to look too inconvenienced by the tale, opting for a doleful expression worn by men for eons of time.
 
“And what persuaded such a fine Southern belle to leave her place of birth and come all the way out here to Oregon, I wonder?” the conductor mused, his bristle mustache twitching with a flirtatious smile.
 
Tucker’s left hand became a fist at once. The lady just said she was Tucker’s wife, for heaven’s sake, and he took that as an invitation to toss his hat in the ring?
 
Alexandra’s hand moved up his arm and began to stroke in a strangely calming manner, as if she knew exactly what confusing rage was rattling him at the present. “Adventure, sir. Love for my husband, and a glorious adventure. I think I’d follow him to the ends of the earth if he asked me.”
 
His throat seized up at the lie, and he swallowed, the soothing movement of her hand on his arm sending shivers into his legs.
 
The conductor looked no less pleased at her answer, and he winked at Tucker. “And did he ask you, ma’am?”
 
“Didn’t have to,” Tucker grunted roughly, defying his inclination to observe rather than participate. “She said yes before I opened my mouth.”
 
Alexandra giggled a merry, musical laugh and buried her face against his shoulder briefly. “I fear I do have my own mind. Father was ever so delighted to turn me over to my husband.”
 
The conductor chuckled and tipped his hat to them both. “Well, I wish you both the very best, and hope you will find Portland accommodating for your needs. You’ll be able to pick up your trunks just over there, and transportation available at the end of the block. Good day to you both.”
 
Tucker moved Alexandra away before she could say anything else to continue the too-long conversation. Her hold on his arm loosened considerably, and the charmed smile on her lips faded into polite ambivalence.
 
What an actress.
 
“Did you have to do that?” Tucker muttered, leaning closer.
 
She nearly blackened his eye with the bird atop her hat as she jerked around to look up at him. “Do what?”
 
He exhaled irritably as he pointed at their trunks to the porter. “Whatever that was. Encourage him. Charm him. Flirt with him.”
 
Alexandra’s eyes widened, her lips parting briefly. “Was that what you thought that was?”
 
“That’s certainly what it looked like.” He lifted a shoulder. “If you’re going to be my wife, it’d be better if you were inclined to remain so.”
 
“Going to be?” she repeated, her voice taking on a shrill note.
 
He shushed her quickly, his eyes scanning the crowd, though no one seemed to be paying them any attention.
 
She suddenly tugged at his arm. “I already am your wife, Mutt. And that wasn’t flirtation, it was good manners and congeniality. If you had any of either, you would recognize them when you saw them.”
 
His response waited until they were loaded into a waiting coach, their trunks safely stowed atop, and no other guests within. Tucker gave the driver the address he had been given for their accommodations, and they were off again rather quickly.
 
Alexandra stared out of the window, her arms tightly folded.
 
“Listen, Chickadee,” he began in a low voice.
 
She silenced him with a cold look. “No, you listen. You do not get to treat me like the dirt under your shoes and then demand that I be an adoring wife. We are married, though I don’t expect us to treat each other like husband and wife, and I refused to be dictated to as though I am some child who doesn’t understand what we are doing here. Do you think I paid Archie to give me this position? Or that he would somehow find me unqualified and hire me anyway? You know him better than I, so you tell me.”
 
Tucker stared at her, momentarily without words.
 
She had a point. Several, in fact. He had doubted Archie, though the man had been at this career longer than Tucker, and had, in fact, given Tucker his position. He had assumed that Alexandra was a mistake, and he had thought that he would have to explain every detail of the mission repeatedly and in rather simple terms.
 
Clearly he had misjudged her.
 
In part.
 
“I don’t know anything about being a husband,” he admitted gruffly, sitting back against the seat, “but I think I could manage a partnership.”
 
“How magnanimous,” Alexandra said, entirely unimpressed.
 
He gave her a look. “I’m giving an inch, Chickadee. Help me out, would you?”
 
She made a face, then rolled her eyes. “Oh, all right. Starting over, are we?”
 
He felt his mouth curve in a faint smile. “Something like that.”
 
Alexandra nodded, sat up straighter, and held out a dainty hand. “Hello, I’m Alexandra Drake Waite. I do believe you are currently my husband. Charmed to meet you.”
 
Now Tucker laughed outright, which surprised him as much as he was sure it did her. “Not that far, Chickadee.” He took her hand and kissed it in the most perfunctory manner known to man, then let it drop. “There will be time to get to know each other once we’re settled in, but given that we’re about to start our mission under the guise of being married, we ought to have a few things straight,”
 
She nodded at once, amusement fading in the face of determination. “I’ve already given us a name. We can continue being the Carltons.”
 
“We can, yes,” he agreed. “We will need to act like a true couple, though we don’t need to fawn.”
 
“Pity,” Alexandra chirped. “I am desperately good at fawning, but I will refrain for the sake of your reserved sensibilities.”
 
“Thank you,” he muttered dryly. “We’ll say that we met when I came down to Savannah on business.”
 
“Seems viable enough,” she replied. “What business?”
 
He paused, thinking. “I’m not sure. What do people come to Savannah for?”
 
She flicked a curiously attractive grin, then let it fade into a more natural but no less appealing one. “Trade. We’ll say you’re in shipping, shall we? Also you should know that my father is a very successful businessman, entirely devoted to me, and my mother has been dead for ten years.”
 
Tucker nodded in acknowledgement. “Sorry for your loss. I have no family, so that keeps things simple for you.”
 
“Certainly does.” She tilted her head at him, a small dimple appearing in her right cheek. “Would you care to tell me what we’re doing here? Just the basics, details can be sorted out later.”
 
He knew they would come around to this eventually, and he’d have to give her something to go on. He’d have to tell her everything in the file, in all fairness. Partnership, he’d said.
 
He could treat her as a partner. He didn’t have to trust her for that, did he?
 
Trust would come, he was sure, but he had to give some to receive more. Wasn’t that the way of things?
 
Tucker stared at Alexandra, his wife, his partner, his startlingly beautiful torment. He exhaled once, then said, “There are people disappearing from Portland. Most without a single trace. We’re here to figure out what happened, where they went, and prevent anyone else from disappearing.” He smiled humorlessly. “That shouldn’t be too hard, should it, Chickadee?”
 




Chapter 2



 
“Good morning, Mrs. Carlton! How did you sleep last night?”
 
Alexandra smiled at the pudgy woman who ran the boarding house, her clearly well-loved apron smudged, her brown and gray corkscrew curls sticking out from under her cap, and her plump cheeks rosy from a morning of baking, no doubt. “Like a bump on a log, Mrs. Ames. I doubt even Gabriel’s trump could have woken me, I was so fatigued.”
 
The kind woman tutted and wiped down the table nearest her. “You poor dear. You looked well worn down when you and your husband arrived last night. I thought you might drift off with the biscuit halfway to your mouth.”
 
“Nearly, Mrs. A,” Alexandra told her, then winked slyly. “Though I would never be so far gone as to sleep before properly finishing your biscuits. Simply divine, they were.”
 
“Old family recipe, dear,” Mrs. Ames replied, a cheery dimple appearing. “Granny McNabb taught me herself, and her granny taught her.”
 
Alexandra leaned against the stair rail, folding her arms and smiling. “And would you teach me, Mrs. Ames?”
 
Mrs. Ames straightened, a speculative look in her eyes. “What would be in it for me, dear?”
 
“Oh, that depends,” Alexandra drawled easily.
 
“On what?”
 
Alexandra smirked with a mischievous air. “Do you need a recipe for a berry cobbler that will make you knock every stockin’ off in town?”
 
Mrs. Ames was apparently not a woman for bargaining, for she beamed with the light of twelve sunrises. “I most certainly do! You let me know when you have an afternoon free, and I’ll teach you biscuits. And if you’ll tell Missy what ingredients you need for your cobbler, she’ll see it bought for you.”
 
“You are kindness itself, Mrs. A,” Alexandra said without any forced enthusiasm. “My father will be delighted if I can have biscuits made for him when I’m back in Georgia.”
 
“And what about your husband?” Mrs. Ames bustled over to the fire to prod at it a little. “Will he be pleased?”
 
Curses, she’d forgotten all about Tucker. Blasted husband in name only.
 
“I am sure he shall,” she almost-blustered, hiding her mistake behind a series of giggles. “Tucker doesn’t do much by way of tasting when he eats. It all just goes in like the man has never eaten in his life.”
 
That earned her a hearty chuckle from the round woman, who straightened and tucked one of her stray curls up into her cap. “My Lenny was the same way, God rest him. You tell that husband of yours that we’ll be having chili tonight, and he’ll want to breathe in between spoonfuls. It’s got a kick.”
 
Alexandra saluted their hostess with perfect precision. “Yes ma’am!”
 
Mrs. Ames clapped her hands together, then rubbed them. “Now, dear, how about I get you some porridge, hmm?”
 
There was no way to look enthralled about that particular prospect, and Mrs. Ames knew it, if the twinkle in her eye was any indication.
 
“Now, now, Mrs. Carlton,” she scolded warmly, “this isn’t any ordinary porridge. You just sit your sweet Southern behind down and prepare yourself for some scrumptious goodness.” She pointed at a chair, one hand propped on her hip.
 
Well, how was anyone supposed to argue with that?
 
Obediently, Alexandra trudged over to the indicated chair and dropped herself in it, folding her hands on the worn tabletop. “Yes, ma’am,” she meekly responded.
 
Mrs. Ames nodded once. “I’ll be right back.” And then she was gone, quicker than she should have been, and Alexandra was left alone in the room, drumming her nails against the table.
 
She let her face relax, and simply breathed for a few minutes.
 
It had been a late night, despite arriving around suppertime, and she woke this morning feeling every one of the miles she travelled from Denver, if not from Savannah. She ached in places she didn’t know could ache, and felt as though she had aged several decades. If she were at home, she’d have had a hot bath drawn, and rose oil added to it, then she would have soaked in her tub until the water turned lukewarm and her skin glowed a bright pink.
 
She groaned at the thought and rubbed the back of her neck.
 
There was no use thinking of all that now. She could have asked Mrs. Ames to have a bath drawn for her upstairs, but there was her husband to consider, and Lord knew, she would not risk being in such a compromising situation with that bullheaded mute.
 
To be fair, Tucker had been as good as his word last night and told her everything about their assignment when they were settled. He’d talked so much, it was a wonder he had not grown hoarse. But there was much to discuss, and he had been perfectly candid about every detail, answering her questions without any hint of derision or superiority. He’d even complimented her a time or two.
 
Well, he’d said her questions were good, if that counted as praise.
 
She was taking it as such.
 
Twenty-seven people had gone missing from Portland in the last year, as far as records could prove, and there was nothing that tied all of the people together. The closest they had come was that seven of the men had lived on the same side of Portland, but they were so varied in their occupations and situations that the connection was useless. Twelve men, ten women, and five children had gone missing, all without a single clue to give authorities anything to go off of.
 
People did not simply disappear, Alexandra had insisted.
 
Tucker agreed; he’d sworn that, eventually, bodies would be discovered.
 
That hadn’t been exactly what Alexandra had been going for, but it certainly did give her a fresh perspective of the problem.
 
Or so she told herself as she struggled to fall asleep, images of piles of dead bodies invading her mind.
 
Thankfully, Tucker was convinced this was not some murder spree, but something far more puzzling, which was a comfort. Puzzling she could deal with. Murder not so much.
 
They’d speculated and planned long into the night, and only when Alexandra had nodded off mid-theory had Tucker called a stop to their work and sent her to bed. She’d gone without complaint, pulling the decorative screen out to separate the room in two, and then she’d collapsed into bed, her clothing only half removed.
 
She had no idea where Tucker had slept, or how. He’d not been in the room when she awoke, and she wasn’t feeling particularly inclined to ask about him now. After she’d eaten, maybe, but only if he was gone so long that she grew bored.
 
There was so much she could get done before that was a remote possibility.
 
Separating every one of the individual hairs on her head for inspection was on the list.
 
She snickered to herself as she imagined doing such a thing. It was highly doubtful she would do that, given time. She’d set out on her own and see what she could discover about Portland, if not about their victims themselves.
 
Without Tucker to mind her, or confine her, she’d be unlimited.
 
What a thought!
 
The door to the kitchens swung open and Mrs. Ames bustled out again, a steaming bowl in her hands. “Here we are, Mrs. Carlton. I’ve added some strawberries, cream, and sugar for you. I have a sense about these things, and that seemed to me to be your exact toppings.”
 
Alexandra grinned, though she would have preferred peaches above anything else. “We will see, won’t we, Mrs. A?” She dipped her spoon into the bowl, then brought it to her mouth and gently blew before taking a bite.
 
Almost immediately, she groaned in response.
 
“Heavenly days,” she said on a swallow. She shook her head and looked up at her hostess in awe. “That is the most delicious porridge I have ever tasted. It’s not even porridge, it’s more like… I don’t know, something between a pudding and a cream soup or gravy. But the flavors…” She groaned again. “Oh, Mrs. A, this is extraordinary.”
 
“Even with the strawberries?” Mrs. Ames asked, a twinkle in her eye.
 
Alexandra took another bite, and raised her hand towards the heavens. “Especially with the strawberries. I could eat twelve bowls of this.”
 
“That wouldn’t be advisable, though I had four bowls myself.”
 
Tucker’s voice reached her, but she wasn’t sure it was him. The tone was easy and light, and even fond.
 
Did Tucker have a righteous twin? She’d gladly exchange him if there was.
 
Yet there her husband was as she turned to glance towards the entrance. Dressed in a crisp denim shirt and brown trousers, a cap sitting almost haphazardly on his head, he barely resembled the man she’d spent the last few days with.
 
For one thing, this one was smiling.
 
At her.
 
Suddenly she could barely swallow, which made the next bite she took rather uncomfortable, but it saved her the trouble of answering.
 
“Ah, Mr. Carlton,” Mrs. Ames greeted enthusiastically. “Could I persuade you to take some toast or something? It’s been at least two hours since your porridge, and you must be hungry again.”
 
He turned his beautiful smile towards her and nodded almost sheepishly. “I won’t refuse some, Mrs. Ames. I’ll leave the selection of jam to you, as you have a knack for it.”
 
Mrs. Ames nodded and moved back to the kitchen, leaving the couple alone.
 
Alexandra stared at Tucker, suspicions whirling. “Who are you and what have you done with my husband?”
 
He looked at her, smile gone, one brow raised. “I beg your pardon?”
 
“Oh, there he is.” Alexandra exhaled loudly with feigned relief. “That was terrifying, don’t do that again.”
 
Tucker scoffed and sat opposite her, watching her eat. “Sleep well enough?”
 
She nodded as she continued to eat her porridge, no longer giving any sort of reaction to it. “I did. Don’t think I moved an inch in that bed. Honestly, I’m surprised I even woke, considering how dead I was.”
 
“You most certainly weren’t dead,” Tucker assured her. “You mumbled and tossed for a good hour somewhere in the middle.”
 
Her cheeks colored slightly. “I most certainly did not.”
 
Tucker gave her a look. “Are you calling me a liar?”
 
“No, sir,” she replied primly. “Only mistaken.”
 
He shook his head slowly, his blue eyes steady on hers. “Not mistaken. I promised honesty, didn’t I?”
 
Alexandra made a face. “Yes,” she admitted with marked reluctance. “Although I fail to see why it’s necessary to be honest about a lady’s sleeping habits.”
 
“It’s not,” he replied with all his usual bluntness, smiling slightly. “I just wanted to see your face when I told you.”
 
She glared at him, her spoon halfway to her mouth. She looked down at the porridge there, thinking hard.
 
“Don’t,” he warned, clearly amused. “It would be a waste of divine porridge.”
 
“I’m well aware.” She tossed her hair airily, and gave him a simpering smile. “But sacrifices to the divine are a well-established practice.”
 
Tucker all-out grinned. “Careful, Chickadee. I’m the retaliatory type.”
 
Hmm. Something to consider.
 
She popped the spoon in her mouth, smiling as she swallowed. “What did she put in your porridge, Mutt? Rocks?”
 
He sat back, his grin fading into something less easily defined, though the light of his eyes was the same. “Strawberries, Mrs. Carlton. Fancy that.”
 
Alexandra’s stomach clenched. That was purely a coincidence, wasn’t it? It had to be. Maybe everybody in the boarding house had strawberries, and her intuition was just recipe.
 
“But Mr. Thomkins had apple bits and raisins,” Tucker went on, still watching her. “And Mr. Porter had blueberries. Both seemed perfectly pleased.”
 
The kitchen door opened and Mrs. Ames returned to them, plate of toast in hand. “Here we are, my loves. Blackberry jam for you both, as I know that’s what you’ll love.”
 
Alexandra swallowed quickly. “We don’t have to have the same, Mrs. A,” she said as warmly as she could. “Really.”
 
“Oh, I know, love,” Mrs. Ames told her, returning the smile. “I just know it’s what you both love.” She left once more, winking at her.
 
Tucker began spreading jam on his toast, entirely unperturbed. “Well, I won’t complain. I love blackberry jam.”
 
Alexandra sniffed. “I do not,” she snapped, setting her spoon down and folding her arms.
 
He bit into his toast and shrugged. “Oh well. More for me.”
 
She lasted only a minute, perhaps, then scowled and reached for toast and jam herself.
 
Blackberry jam was her favorite, after all.
 
Purely coincidentally.
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“You could have woken me, you know. I would have come exploring with you.”
 
Tucker fought a smile and looked down at Alexandra. Or, rather, what he could see of her. While this hat was smaller than the peacock one from yesterday, it still effectively hid her face from him, the sun, and possibly even the Almighty.
 
He would never understand the current fashions of ladies’ headwear.
 
“The point of exploring,” he told her patiently, “is to be able to maneuver as one wishes without consideration to anyone else. Having you with me would hinder that markedly. How could I take my wife into the seedy underside of the city?”
 
He expected her to snap at him, stiffen in offense, though none had actually been intended this time, and braced himself for impact.
 
It didn’t come.
 
“Hmm,” she mused aloud, her fingers drumming against his arm. “I suppose that’s true. We’ll have to find some decent footwear for me if we’re to go exploring in truth together.” She turned to look up at him, her dark eyes thoughtful. “Would you be opposed to my wearing trousers for such a venture? I’d hate to offend any sensibilities, but skirts would impede my abilities to be useful, and I’d hate to be left out.”
 
Somehow, she had missed the point entirely, and yet had come at the problem from an intriguing angle. One he could not argue against, in truth.
 
But to take Alexandra into Portland’s underbelly?
 
It made his hair stand on end.
 
“I don’t mind,” he said evasively, looking forward once more. “We can get you some. I didn’t get far in my own explorations this morning, and I think I ought to have a better idea of things before I take you with me.”
 
“Oh, undoubtedly,” she agreed, surprising him. “I’m not a squeamish sort of girl, but I’d certainly be abysmal as a partner in such filthy unknowns. Once you have your bearings, we can go in together.”
 
It was odd, but she sounded as if she really meant it. That was entirely unlike the Alexandra he knew and loved to prod. She ought to have been biting his head off, not going along with him. They were about to begin their mission in truth, and she was setting him on his ear, which was one of the most uncomfortable sensations he’d ever known.
 
He gently, but firmly, steered her out of the main thoroughfare and into a small but well-lit alley, turning to face her. “All right, what’s going on?”
 
Alexandra’s eyes went wide. “What?”
 
He folded his arms, trying to stare without glaring, though it was difficult to separate the two at the moment. “Why are you being agreeable? Why aren’t you fighting me on this?”
 
Her thin brows snapped down. “Do you expect me to argue constantly?”
 
“Yes.”
 
She scoffed loudly and rolled her eyes. “Men.”
 
“Come on, Chickadee,” he said, tempted to start tapping his foot. “Out with it.”
 
She gave him a hard look. “For what it’s worth, Mr. Waite, nothing is going on. I’m being agreeable because I happen to agree. We may get along like cats and fire, but when it comes to this mission, I’m not about to be an idiot. You’re the more experienced agent, and I’m not fond of the idea of going around in dark and scary places in an unfamiliar city. I certainly wouldn’t choose to do so for my own entertainment.”
 
That was a relief, he supposed.
 
“But,” she said, bringing his attention back to her warily, “if the mission calls for it, and you are prepared enough to go in yourself, I’ll be there, trousers and boots and all. I’m determined to prove myself, but I’m not about to venture beyond my own limitations. I’m trying to not get in the way while still doing something. Will that satisfy your suspicious mind?”
 
Tucker stared at her, wondering where the spoiled heiress from Georgia had vanished to and who had replaced her with a sensible, smart, and quite possibly brave woman. She might actually have potential as an agent, and he couldn’t believe he was even thinking that.
 
“Well?” she snapped, tapping her foot against the cobblestone.
 
Ah, there was Alexandra Drake Waite.
 
It gave him a strange burst of pleasure to know she hadn’t left completely, which made absolutely no sense whatsoever.
 
“Yes,” he said simply, offering his arm to her. “Yes, it will.”
 
She nodded, took his arm, and said nothing as the two of them strolled back out into the street, polite almost smiles on both of their faces.
 
“Remind me who we’re going to see?” she murmured through her smile.
 
“The chief of police in the Portland metropolitan area.”
 
“Ah, yes,” she replied, nodding slowly as he moved her around a produce cart. “Mr. James Dobson. Forgive me, Sergeant Dobson. On the force for fifteen years, made his way up the ranks rather quickly, and has a reputation for being a bit prickly.”
 
Tucker chuckled and glanced at Alexandra’s hat. “Prickly? The man is a bulldog.”
 
“I like bulldogs,” his wife replied. “I hate to see them so disagreeably referred to. Therefore, Sergeant Dobson is prickly.”
 
“Fine,” he laughed. “How’d you know all that?”
 
She tilted her face towards him, one brow raised. “It was in the file, Mr. Carlton. Or didn’t you think I read it?”
 
He shook his head, fighting a smile. “No, I saw you do so. I just didn’t think you’d memorize it.”
 
“Well, I did,” she retorted with a sniff. “I memorize most of what I read if it is of value. You should hear me quote the Declaration of Independence.”
 
He grunted. “Now I know what my dinner entertainment will be.”
 
He received a very sharp jab in his side, courtesy of his partner’s elbow, and he wheezed for a minute or two.
 
Very quietly, of course.
 
“Tucker,” Alexandra suddenly murmured, her voice very low. “Have you noticed the people out and about today?”
 
Had he what? He scanned the street and sidewalks, but saw nothing at all to take note of. “Not really. Why?”
 
She hummed once, then leaned a bit closer, as though she were only being affectionate. “There’s nothing to see.”
 
The scent of lavender suddenly attacked his nostrils, clouding his better judgment and his air supply, and making him almost giddy for a moment, if the sudden jump in his pulse was any indication. He swallowed once, blinking to clear his mind. “What are you getting at?” he managed through the fog.
 
Her hand moved up and down his arm, just as it had the day before, and the effect was the same. “If so many people have gone missing,” she whispered, “why isn’t there more fear and skittish behavior?”
 
It took him a second to comprehend what she said, whispers at a close proximity being markedly distracting, but then his brain kicked on, and whirled at double the speed. He looked around them again, this time with far more intensity, and realized she was right.
 
Everyone behaved as if this were a perfectly normal Thursday morning, moving with ease and, in some cases, leisure. This was not a city being terrorized, and if any of these people knew what was happening, they weren’t concerned about it one bit.
 
Curious.
 
“That is very strange,” he murmured back, covering her hand with his by pure instinct, nodding at a passing older woman staring at them rather frankly. “If we were called in, surely there was a fuss somewhere.”
 
“Maybe they don’t know there’s a fuss,” Alexandra suggested, resting her head against his arm. “Maybe the fuss is with the prickly sergeant.”
 
Tucker smiled, the feathers on her hat brushing against his fingers. “It’s been in the papers, Chickadee. We have many of the articles.”
 
“Maybe Portlanders can’t read,” she quipped.
 
“I doubt that.”
 
“If they can be this serene under the circumstances we’re investigating,” she muttered darkly, lifting her head from his arm, leaving him feeling almost bereft, “I’m not particularly inclined to presume anything intelligent or humane on their part.”
 
“Down, Chickadee,” he shushed, fighting laughter. “Let’s investigate before we jump to conclusions, hmm?”
 
Alexandra cleared her throat and tossed her head slightly, somehow seeming taller for it. “Fine. You do the jumping, Mutt. I’ll just chirp away.”
 
“Just so long as you chirp with your eyes open,” he told her as they approached the office. “Dobson may have some outdated ideals, and I’ll need your observation on the off-chance you have limited participation.”
 
“Why don’t you tell him I’m an agent, too?” she asked with a pointed drum of her fingers on his jacket.
 
He gave her a quick look and a smile as he reached for the door. “Because I don’t want him to know I have an ace up my sleeve.”
 
Alexandra smiled rather slyly. “That is the sweetest thing you have ever said to me, Tucker Carlton, and I’d be touched if I thought you truly meant it.”
 
He shrugged. “Until we know what the trump is, Mrs. Carlton, an ace is still an ace.” He pulled the door open and bowed slightly. “After you.”
 
Shaking her head, Alexandra strode up and patted him on the cheek as she passed. “Good boy.”
 
He stifled a laugh as he followed, wondering if he’d ever find his reserve again on this mission. Alexandra was effectively stripping away everything that the Pinkerton association had considered innately Tucker Waite. They would barely recognize him when he returned to headquarters.
 
He barely recognized himself, come to think of it.
 
But maybe that was the mission.
 
It had to be.
 
He patted Alexandra’s back as he passed her, moving for the lone desk in the open office where a plain, thin woman in spectacles sat. “Excuse me,” he said with all politeness, sweeping his hat off. “We’re looking for Sergeant Dobson.”
 
She didn’t even look up. “Do you have an appointment?”
 
“Not officially,” Tucker replied, throwing a bit of firmness into his tone for effect. “But Pinkerton agents generally don’t require official appointments when their services have been requested.”
 
That caught her attention. She jerked and looked up at him, her spectacles going askew. “Pinkerton? You’re a Pinkerton?”
 
Tucker nodded by way of answer.
 
The secretary pushed out of her seat at once, fumbling a bit. “Of course, of course. So sorry, sir. Come with me. And if your wife would take a seat… Sergeant Dobson doesn’t generally meet with women.”
 
Tucker bit the inside of his cheek, not daring to look at Alexandra. “I understand. My wife will be fine, if you’ll keep her company, Miss…?”
 
“Gilbert, sir. Helen Gilbert.” She bobbed quickly, then gestured for him to follow. “And I’ll do my best. Right this way, Agent.”
 




Chapter 3



 
“I cannot tell you how pleased I am that you have responded to our request, Agent Carlton. I generally am not the sort of man to ask for assistance in our local cases, but we are barely containing the truth of the situation with the current number on our force and more immediate cases opening up.”
 
Tucker nodded once. “I understand, Sergeant. I have been apprised of the situation at hand. Has anything changed since your request was sent in?”
 
The balding man shook his head, his thick moustache twitching with the motion. “No, in fact. Things have been particularly quiet on that front, which undoubtedly means we are due for someone else to go missing shortly.” He dabbed at his forehead, though there was no hint of perspiration there. “The whole thing reflects badly on me, Agent, and on our force. The state will not allot us the additional funds we need to hire more men if we cannot prove ourselves, and yet we need more men to accomplish our tasks. It’s a disastrous tangle, and I find myself without shears.”
 
Bit of a strange analogy, but he’d heard worse.
 
Tucker grunted and crossed a leg over his knee. “Who is in charge of the investigation into the disappearance, Sergeant?”
 
Dobson looked surprised. “I am, sir. Once the numbers began to climb, I thought it was only right that the most experienced officer should take it up.”
 
“I will need to see any notes you have. Interviews with witnesses and such.”
 
Dobson clicked his tongue. “There are no witnesses, sir.”
 
That did not surprise Tucker one bit, but he wasn’t about to let the sergeant know that. “None?” he repeated coldly.
 
His tone had no effect on the hardened officer. “Do you think I’d hide it if there were? One good witness, and I might be able to close this case.” Dobson leaned back in his chair and surveyed Tucker steadily. “How many years have you been a Pinkerton, Carlton?”
 
Ah ha, bit curious about the man interrogating him, was he? Fair enough, Tucker could play this game. He practically invented it.
 
“Ten years,” Tucker said easily, leveling his gaze with Dobson’s. “Three years before that as a police officer myself.”
 
Dobson made a noncommittal sound. “Where?”
 
“New York City.”
 
The older man blinked and his expression lost some of its steel. “Bit busy over there, were you?”
 
Tucker shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes. I was more on the investigative side than the enforcement side, but occasionally I did both.”
 
Dobson looked him up and down in assessment. “I wouldn’t have taken you for an investigator. You’re built for enforcement.”
 
That made Tucker smirk slightly. “So they tell me.”
 
“You been on many cases for Pinkerton?”
 
“Some.”
 
“Solve any?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“How many?”
 
Now Tucker smiled, though there was a warning in it. “Enough.”
 
Dobson’s brow knitted in evident frustration, and he exhaled noisily. “You bring anyone else with you?”
 
“My wife.”
 
There was a slow blink of disbelief. “No other agents?”
 
Tucker shrugged.
 
Dobson sputtered and put his head into his hands. “The man brings his wife,” he muttered to himself. He shook his head, then looked at Tucker again. “Why in the world would you bring your wife on an assignment, Carlton?”
 
“Motivation,” Tucker replied, watching the play of emotions with great interest. “Inspiration.”
 
There was a dark muttering, and then, “You’re a newlywed, aren’t you?”
 
“I am, sir,” Tucker admitted with a nod, smiling for effect. “Couldn’t leave her behind.”
 
Disgust was evident in Dobson’s every line, and he stared at Tucker without speaking.
 
Comfortable with silence, Tucker let it hang, staring back without hesitation. If Dobson was smart, he would avoid inferring that Tucker was somehow less of an agent for being married, or for bringing his wife. The slightest offense, and Tucker could be gone. There was no contract between the Portland police and the Pinkerton agency, and he knew it.
 
Tucker wasn’t one to offend easily, but Dobson wouldn’t know that.
 
“And where is your wife now?” Dobson asked very reluctantly.
 
Tucker jerked a thumb towards the front. “In your foyer, Dobson. I believe Miss Gilbert is entertaining her.”
 
Dobson grunted, his moustache twitching again. “Entertaining is not something Gilbert does, I promise you that. But she is a capable woman, and manages to keep us organized and orderly here. My wife calls her the office wife, and I cannot say I disagree, though Gilbert knows better than to try for such authority.”
 
“You’re married, Dobson?” Tucker inquired with mild interest, letting the obvious note wave freely.
 
There was a dark look. “I am. Twenty years, and twice as many headaches.”
 
Tucker smirked. “My father told me that’s why the good Lord gave men whiskey.”
 
Dobson cracked a smile. “I couldn’t agree more.”
 
“Any children?”
 
“Four. Two boys, two girls. They triple the headaches.”
 
“Whiskey.”
 
“Naturally.”
 
Tucker nodded once, feeling a strange kinship with the man behind the desk, but hardly anything warm. More of an understanding, a bond shared by those who had endured hardship, seen horrors, and still remained in the trenches of it. The men who found adventure in the chase, and lived for mystery and chance.
 
It was a very peculiar brotherhood, the world of law enforcement.
 
What would it be called when the female agents took their places?
 
“Right, so no witnesses,” Tucker went on, forgoing the formality he’d employed previously. “What about family of the missing victims?”
 
Dobson nodded quickly. “Of course, we have thorough transcriptions of the interviews, which will, of course, be at your disposal. I had some of our younger officers go about town with likenesses to all the businesses and establishments known to be visited by each victim, so we have a fair idea of last known location.”
 
Tucker chewed the inside of his lip in thought. They had a great deal, it seemed, though how thorough the notes were would remain to be seen. It was highly unlikely that there would be absolutely no trace of someone under the circumstances they were in, given what they apparently had uncovered. Yet there were no recoveries, and, if he understood right, no bodies.
 
“We ruled out murders,” Dobson told him, answering the unspoken question. “We had to. No scene of the crime, no sign of blood or struggle, and no motive.”
 
“What about taking them to other areas?” Tucker suggested, crossing his arms. “Into Washington, or California, even further inland.”
 
Dobson shook his head before Tucker finished. “We wired every office in a one hundred mile radius, posted notices at every train station and port, even recruited deputies to watch the stations. Nothing came of it.”
 
Tucker frowned. “Has anyone posted a reward for the recovery of their loved one?”
 
“The first four families did,” Dobson told him, his voice lowering. “We had several false claims. After that, we discouraged anyone from doing so. It was too disheartening, and wasted all our time.”
 
Made sense, but it would have been nice to have something to draw people into action, even if it was false and only for greed.
 
Which reminded him…
 
“Why doesn’t the general population seem overly concerned with their safety?” Tucker asked, his eyes narrowing with speculation. “No one has warned my wife and I to stay indoors at night or to avoid certain areas, or anything of the sort. Why?”
 
Dobson averted his eyes uneasily. “We’ve taken great care to give the impression that all is well, and that the people are safe. We’ve made certain assurances that they are. As far as anyone on the streets knows, Portland is as safe as it ever was, the police are handling every disappearance, and there is nothing at all to be concerned about.”
 
“You what?” Tucker all but barked. “Dobson, you can’t be serious.”
 
Cold eyes shot to his in an instant. “What would you have me do, Carlton? The citizens of this city can’t live in fear constantly. We cannot turn the city into a battlefield, and we cannot afford to have our people moving away out of fear. The city cannot be sustained or maintained without occupants, and I refuse to have them doubt the abilities of those who have sworn to protect them. I agree, it’s a paltry thing to do to those who trust us, and I hate the deception more than you can possibly imagine, but I trust that when I reach the afterlife, God will see the truth of the situation, and not judge me too harshly for it.”
 
Impossibly, Tucker found himself nodding by the end of the impassioned speech. This was clearly a man who took his responsibilities seriously and saw his position for what it was, with all the burdens that accompanied it. Yet he shouldered them and managed to still move, despite the weight of it.
 
He had to respect a man like that, no matter what he thought of the particulars.
 
“So,” Tucker said, breaking the silence, “if you were me, Dobson, where would you start?”
 
Dobson’s mouth curved to one side, and with it his moustache. “I’d have left the wife at home, or at least at your lodgings.”
 
Tucker chuckled at that. “I think you’ll find my wife does as she pleases, and it’s all I can do to rein her in.”
 
“Women,” Dobson grumbled, though Tucker suspected the man was a devoted husband, despite his gruffness.
 
“Normally, I don’t have them in the offices,” Dobson told him with a severe look. “Gilbert aside. She doesn’t count. If they have complaints or crimes to report, I send Gilbert to escort the woman out and take the complaint down.”
 
“Do you?” Tucker asked without any real interest.
 
Dobson shrugged. “I find women to be hysterical in their descriptions, unreliable in their accounts, and altogether too dramatic to be taken seriously. Plus it’s a distraction to have them in the building, and I will not have my men even remotely unbalanced.”
 
Tucker found he couldn’t argue with some of the points, although he wouldn’t have acted with such extremes.
 
Then again, hadn’t he felt something rather similar when the announcement of the female recruits had come in? He and Wyatt McGrath had grumbled about it, and while Wyatt had physically fought the idea, Tucker had silently done so.
 
Yet here he was, married to Alexandra, and finding it less of a chore to be partnered with her than he’d thought.
 
And they’d barely begun.
 
What would his wife say when she found all that out?
 
He shuddered at the thought and gave Dobson a very frank look. “By any chance, you wouldn’t happen to have some of that whiskey in a drawer of that desk, would you?
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“Mmm, that is a delightful tea, Miss Gilbert. You have a gift.”
 
“Oh, Mrs. Carlton, really, you exaggerate.”
 
“I’m from the South, Miss Gilbert. Exaggeratin’ comes after learning the alphabet and before learning to ride. But I can assure you, this is a very fine tea.”
 
The thin woman smiled, which stretched her face in a peculiar way. She must have been dreadfully out of practice there.
 
Alexandra set her barely mediocre tea down into the rarely used and faded saucer, and looked about the plain, masculine office as though it were something worth looking at. “My, my, there is hardly a soul about, is there? You must get dreadfully lonely.”
 
Miss Gilbert sipped her tea with the precision of a London miss, her dark hair pulled tightly back into a severe bun. “Not particularly,” she replied after a loud swallow. “I’m not one for conversation or company. I never know what to say or how to behave. Solitude and business is best for me.”
 
“You’re conversin’ just fine with me,” Alexandra assured her, exaggerating her drawl, as she tended to do when performing.
 
The secretary seemed taken aback by that for a moment, then a wrinkle appeared in her high brow. “I suppose I am.” The wrinkle smoothed. “Fancy that.”
 
Alexandra saluted her carefully with her tea, then sipped again. “How did you come to work for the police, Miss Gilbert? You’ll forgive me for sayin’ so, but it’s not exactly what one would expect a lady to do for her occupation.”
 
“No, it isn’t,” Miss Gilbert agreed, a smile appearing, this one not so wide as to distort her face. “My mother was very keen to inform me how inappropriate it would be to work in a place surrounded by men constantly. She wanted me to be a governess, despite the fact that I have no patience with children and no desire to teach.”
 
“Oh, heavens,” Alexandra breathed, putting a hand to her chest. “I would never be able to be a governess myself. Knowin’ what I put own governesses through, I could not manage a single day, I am sure of it.”
 
Miss Gilbert nodded with a sigh. “Apparently, it is respectable and refined, though, which is all Mother cared about. Then she thought it would be good for me to work in the Post Office, but they wanted a pretty girl at the counter so as to encourage people to linger and give the appearance of being busy.”
 
Alexandra groaned and rolled her eyes. “What does one’s physical features have to do with one’s ability to sort mail, sell stamps, and retrieve parcels? That’s outrageous, positively ludicrous.”
 
“They’d have hired you in a blink,” Miss Gilbert pointed out, and Alexandra thought she detected a bitter note in the statement.
 
She could combat that easily enough. “I don’t think so,” Alexandra disagreed. “I am remarkably impatient and speak my mind without any sort of filter to make what I say pleasing to the listener. Quite unlikable, I am told, and that would not serve.” She shrugged as if it were completely helpless. “Not all about the physical features, as I said.”
 
Miss Gilbert was frowning again, which seemed to be her natural expression. “I suppose not…”
 
“Did Sergeant Dobson hire you himself?” Alexandra asked when it became clear that Miss Gilbert had forgotten the original question in the face of her prejudice against attractive women.
 
The thin woman shook herself, the high starched collar of her faded brown dress seeming to scratch her neck with the motion. “Um, yes. Yes, he did. They were looking for a clerk for the office, and all of the male applicants seemed to be under the impression that they would be junior police officers of sorts, potentially becoming full officers in the future.”
 
Alexandra shook her head sympathetically. “Oh, my.”
 
Her comment was ignored. “Sergeant Dobson wanted someone who wouldn’t be in the way, wouldn’t care about working conditions, could do the job, and wouldn’t have any grand ideas.” Miss Gilbert gestured to herself without any fanfare. “Enter me.”
 
“And here you are.” Alexandra shook her head once more as if impressed. “And I have heard the sergeant is not overly fond of women, but he could not have hired someone more capable.”
 
“Oh, he can’t stand women,” Miss Gilbert said bluntly. “Won’t talk to them, apart from those he meets in social engagements with his wife.”
 
“His wife? My, my, I wonder what she thinks of his opinions.”
 
Miss Gilbert suddenly looked so severe, it was as though Alexandra were back in the schoolroom. “He treats her with the utmost respect, Mrs. Carlton, and she is quite glad he feels that way. It is a certain way to be sure he does not stray from her, which is more than I can say for other men in this world.”
 
Well, that was an unexpected outburst.
 
Thinking quickly, Alexandra nodded, her smile gentling. “You are so very right, it had not even occurred to me that she would have such an assurance because of it. How fortunate is she? I’ve only been married to my Tucker for a short while, but I become so very jealous when another woman even looks at him. I cannot even imagine how Mrs. Dobson would have felt.” She directed her smile at Miss Gilbert more directly, and let it warm. “She must trust you so very much, Miss Gilbert. What a recommendation to your good character that must be.”
 
Miss Gilbert blinked in the face of the turn of events, and Alexandra was pleased to have blinded her so. She hadn’t risen to the height of popularity in Savannah without some effort and skills, after all.
 
But the woman was very much correct; she had no skills in socializing. Even Tucker was not this difficult, and she was tempted to beat him with a hatbox every other hour of the day.
 
Time for something a little more relatable.
 
“My husband says he’s going to be working with Sergeant Dobson on a very difficult case,” Alexandra simpered as she lifted her teacup again. “He mentioned something about missin’ people, but I know nothin’ of the particulars. It must be so very trying to have such a case hanging about you all.”
 
Miss Gilbert seemed to sag against her chair, and it was miraculous that her tea did not slosh with the motion. “Sergeant Dobson has been weighed down by this case so very much. We cannot spare anymore reserves on pursuing it, or we risk neglecting everything else in this city.” She rubbed one slender hand against her faintly lined brow. “And I cannot bear the thought of facing the families yet again. Sergeant Dobson cannot abide the sentimentality, so he leaves all of that to me. I’m not one for much emotion myself, but better me than him, I suppose. The appearance of compassion, and all that.”
 
Alexandra forced her expression into a sympathetic one. “That must give them such comfort, Miss Gilbert.”
 
The first sign of actual feminine impulses appeared in Miss Gilbert’s face. “It would, I suppose, if I was able to give them some relief. But I cannot. No answers, you see.”
 
“No answers?” Alexandra repeated on a gasp. “Miss Gilbert, how can there be no answers? Surely the criminal left a clue. There’s always a clue, isn’t there?”
 
The idiotic question earned her a pitying look, which was what she’d hoped for. “Alas, not in the real world, Mrs. Carlton. We can’t even be sure the same perpetrator has taken all of the missing individuals. Some might be runaways, but we cannot say for certain.”
 
Alexandra pretended to be absolutely bewildered and fished a lace handkerchief out of her sleeve, dabbing under her nose. “I had no idea… Miss Gilbert, how do you bear it?”
 
It was as if the concept of feelings had never entered the woman’s mind, and she was clearly of the opinion that Alexandra was short a few intelligent thoughts, if not all of them. “It’s a business, ma’am. If I shed a tear over every unsolved case, I’d be crying constantly.”
 
“I cry all the time,” Alexandra confessed, now brushing her handkerchief over the corner of her eye. “I’d be a mess, I assure you. Might even form puddles on the floor just there.” Then she frowned and looked at Miss Gilbert more frankly. “But are there really no clues at all, Miss Gilbert? I’d expect such a number of missin’ people to go missin’ from the same place, or the same neighborhood, at least. Or is everybody in Portland suddenly at risk of disappearin’?” She giggled as though the thought were preposterous.
 
“Not everybody,” Miss Gilbert replied as she sipped her tea. “Only certain parts of town, and only at night, it seems. Every other situation seems rather safe.”
 
Now that was a detail omitted from the files, and Alexandra shifted in her seat almost anxiously, a thrill of excitement shooting into her gut.
 
The trouble with the fashions of the day was that the skirts of any fashionable woman rustled with any movement at all, making discretion impossible. Her reaction was obvious, and Miss Gilbert’s colorless eyes were on her in a moment.
 
Alexandra bit her lip. “I’m ever so concerned,” she whispered. “My husband is so daring, and he is so dedicated. He will go anywhere for his mission, and I know I cannot keep him from it, nor would I wish to. But I had hoped to convince him to take me about the town a little, if it would not interfere. I should not like him to take me into danger. Where would you suggest we go? Or, if it’s easier, where should we avoid?”
 
Her act seemed to do the trick. Miss Gilbert spent the next few minutes listing some safe areas, and some less savory ones, and did so with all the informative airs one might recite details from an encyclopedia.
 
It was a very good thing, she decided, that Miss Gilbert had not decided to go into the tourist sector for Portland, or for Oregon, or for anywhere else that actually wanted visitors. It would have become abandoned in less than a month, if not a week.
 
But information was what she had wanted, and information was what she had received.
 
She sighed and set her tea aside, smiling fondly at Miss Gilbert as though they were old friends. “You have set my mind so at ease, Miss Gilbert. I was ever so concerned about coming all the way over here to this side of the country, when I had never been so far is Missouri in my entire life. It’s Tucker’s first assignment since our marriage,  you know, and I was not ready to be parted from him for the sake of it.” She shook her head, turning wistful. “I know I must eventually become one of those women who mutely accepts her husband’s dedication to duty, and his stepping into danger, but it is far too terrifying to fully comprehend.”
 
To Alexandra’s unending surprise, Miss Gilbert nodded with what seemed to be real sympathy. “Law enforcement is no easy occupation, Mrs. Carlton. It takes its toll on everyone it touches.”
 
There was some great wisdom in that, and she hadn’t quite considered Miss Gilbert to be in possession of anything of the sort.
 
How utterly bizarre.
 
“But I trust,” Miss Gilbert went on, “that his dedication to his duty is one of the reasons you married him, is it not, Mrs. Carlton?”
 
The question took Alexandra by surprise, and she had no guard against it.
 
Alexandra Waite had married her husband because of his sense of duty and dedication to it, there was no question. They wouldn’t have been married without that, she would have been married to a different agent and somewhere else. It was the reason she married him.
 
But Alexandra Carlton was a different creature entirely. Had she done so?
 
“Yes,” she found herself murmuring. “Yes, it was.”
 
“Gilbert!”
 
Both women jumped and looked towards the offices, Miss Gilbert scrambling out of her seat. “Yes, sir?”
 
Sergeant Dobson and Tucker came out, Tucker with a stack of papers under his arm. “Gilbert, I have given Mr. Carlton here everything on the case. If he needs anything else, you will see that he has it. He has full access to me whenever he needs, no matter what is on the schedule. Is that understood?”
 
Miss Gilbert didn’t even blink. In fact, she smiled and bobbed a bizarre sort of curtsey, nodding with an almost frantic edge. “Yes, sir. Of course, Sergeant.” She smiled at Tucker now. “I am at your disposal, Mr. Carlton.”
 
Oh, now she was pleasant and affable and remotely human? That figured.
 
Alexandra rose with all the grace she had ever wanted and beamed at Tucker and Sergeant Dobson. “There you are. We’d just been wonderin’ what the menfolk were up to.”
 
Tucker blinked almost unsteadily at her, no doubt confused by her warm tone. Then it seemed to come to him, and he smiled in the way that would have curled even Miss Gilbert’s toes, if she had the right view of it. “Sergeant, this is my wife, Alexandra. Darling, Sergeant Dobson, the man I was telling you about earlier.”
 
Strange how her toes tingled when he called her darling, but she didn’t have time to consider that much at the moment. “It is my sincere and honest pleasure, Sergeant.”
 
Dobson barely looked at her. “Hmph,” he grunted, turning back to his office. “Good day, Carlton. Gilbert! I need you!”
 
Miss Gilbert darted after him without any sort of farewell to them.
 
Alexandra stared towards the offices, then looked at Tucker with a wry brow quirk. “Got what you need?”
 
He nodded and gestured for the door. “Enough. We’ll need to go over it all, but only when we’re back in the rooms. I need a satchel.”
 
She sniffed as they exited the building. “I told you to bring yours, but you said no.”
 
“Yes, thank you, I recall.” He adjusted the papers beneath his arm, then offered his free one to her, which she took instinctively. “How was your interview?”
 
Alexandra snorted once. “Like trying to interrogate a saddle, and less entertaining. But I made some notes all the same, so not a complete waste of my efforts.”
 
Tucker chuckled, then seemed to look her up and down. “Did you? Where?”
 
She tapped her head twice. “Up here, Mutt. Everything’s safe there.”
 
“I’m sorry, Chickadee, where did you point? I can’t see anything with your shield on.”
 
Her elbow attacked with one swift blow, and he laughed through wheezes for a full block after that.
 




Chapter 4



 
Hours of poring over notes and interviews, and Alexandra suddenly had a great deal of sympathy for Sergeant Dobson and every other officer who had anything to do with this case at all.
 
No two stories were the same, even for the same missing person, and no two situations were the same. Different locations of last being seen, different stations in life, different circumstances of the actual disappearance…
 
Tucker had grown frustrated with the information, or lack thereof, and stormed out into the fading afternoon light some time ago, saying something about needing to see for himself, though what exactly he had expected to see that could help had been entirely unclear.
 
Whatever ideas he’d had, he was not sharing them.
 
No surprise there.
 
For all the companionable moments they had shared since arriving, they were still not partners in truth. She supposed that came later with time and experience, but surely working together would accomplish more than two independent beings working for themselves.
 
But then, there was likely a reason that Tucker had never had a partner. Maybe he worked better alone, and didn’t know the way of it. Or perhaps there had been no partnerships formed within the agency before now, and all were adjusting to this new way of things.
 
Whatever it was, they were going to have to figure it out. She refused to just sit here among the papers and do all the thinking for them, working out details as though they were the puzzles her father had given her for entertainment. Especially not while he went out and had grand adventures that would prove most fruitful, about which she would only hear after the fact, and which would likely not have all of the details she would have liked to hear.
 
Still, she was not one to leave a task unfinished, no matter how tedious, so here she sat, making studious notes, a bowl of what was once excellent stew now growing weak and lukewarm on the table.
 
She’d never been overly fond of stew, but Mrs. Ames had managed to tempt her into trying it, and something in her stomach was infinitely preferable to the reverse.
 
It was better than she had expected, but still not her favorite.
 
More’s the pity.
 
Alexandra sighed and shook her head, returning her focus to the papers at hand. Interview lists, though none were particularly intriguing for a potential further questioning. It was entirely possible that Tucker would see it differently, but surely he would only want the most useful candidates first.
 
But one could never presume with Tucker Waite.
 
“Well, well, Marshall Creet,” she muttered to herself as she carefully marked his name in her potential candidate list. “You might be interesting…”
 
The door to their room was flung open then, startling her into a sharp shriek that she quickly covered with one hand.
 
“Shh!” Tucker insisted, his expression incredulous as he shut the door behind him. “It’s me.”
 
She dropped her hand to her chest. “As if that is of any comfort to me.” She shook her head and exhaled roughly, willing her heart to resume something resembling a normal pattern. “Lord above, would you knock or announce yourself next time or somethin’? I could have been indecent, for all you know.”
 
He lifted a brow. “One could only be so fortunate.” He tossed a bundle at her, hitting her squarely in the face. “Get changed. We’re going exploring.”
 
Alexandra growled as she opened the bundle in sharp, agitated motions. “Infernal, good for nothin’...”
 
She trailed off as she stared at a pair of simple, but obviously new trousers. She blinked, then looked up at her husband. “What in the world, Tuck?”
 
He shifted almost uneasily, energy still in his features. “You said trousers for exploring. I’ve been about the town, and now it’s time my partner came with me.” He gestured towards the screen, widening his eyes. “Come on. Let’s go, Chickadee.”
 
Grinning, Alexandra dashed from her chair around the screen and went to work shucking off her layers of skirts. “I should probably have a jacket, Mutt,” she called as she stepped out of the outer skirt. “This blouse ain’t gonna hide nothing.”
 
“Got one,” he responded from the other side of the room. “You have shoes that won’t announce us at a dance hall?”
 
She rolled her eyes as she pushed her petticoats down. “Oh my, I fear I have forgotten those in my other trunk containing items of clothing far less fashionable.”
 
“Then I’ll carry you over my shoulder.”
 
“Because that’s so inconspicuous,” she snapped, smiling in spite of it. “I would rather go barefoot.”
 
Something that could have been laughter came from him. “That’s a sight I’d pay money to see.”
 
Alexandra shook her head as she pulled the trousers up, surprised at how perfectly they fit. They were not tight enough to be scandalous, but nor was she in danger from losing them in any way. How in the world would he have known what measurements to get?
 
She shook her head again, this time to force away the thought, and rummaged around for her boots, then tugging them on. She fastened them quickly, then yanked the pins from her hair and shaking it down in a mass of brown.
 
“Tarnation,” she muttered as she started to plait the monstrosity, her fingers catching on a snag.
 
“Trouble?” Tucker called innocently.
 
She stepped out from the screen, still working at her braid. “If I had taken the trouble to brush through my hair after we returned instead of keeping it up, I’d have this troublesome mane ready in a heartbeat, but instead…” She huffed and grabbed a nearby ribbon, fastening the braid even though it was only halfway done.
 
It would suffice.
 
Satisfied that it would do, she nodded and looked up at Tucker, planting her hands on her hips.
 
He stared at her as if he had never seen anything quite like her in his entire life, which gave him the look of a deer that found itself in a herd of cattle.
 
“Cat got your tongue?” she asked, smiling a little. “Don’t tell me you’re scandalized by the trousers.”
 
Tucker immediately shook his head, his brow snapping down. “Not at all. Let’s go.” He turned for the door and held it open for her, expression blank. “Mrs. Carlton.”
 
She curtseyed, lack of skirts notwithstanding. “Mr. Carlton,” she replied before gracefully exiting the room. Before she could properly promenade to the stairs, her husband grabbed her arm.
 
“Not that way, Chickadee,” he hissed near her ear. “Back stairs. Turn left.”
 
Alexandra shivered and wrenched herself further away from him. “You could have told me that before we left.”
 
“And miss your grand procession? Such a waste.”
 
It was entirely likely that she would mortally wound her spouse before the night was out, just as soon as she could determine how.
 
Once they were out the back of the boarding house, Tucker took her hand in his, then startled her by lacing the fingers. She looked up at him, a question in her eyes.
 
He shrugged a shoulder. “Better grip,” he whispered. “I know where we’re going, but I don’t want you in front of me or behind me without protection, just in case.”
 
Well, she wasn’t about to complain when there was currently warm tendrils of bliss coursing up her arm and into her chest, but his logic was sound, which just made everything that much more convenient.
 
Perhaps she would hold off on his termination for now.
 
“Now, no chirping,” he hissed as he started forward, tugging at her hand.
 
She scowled at his broad back. Termination was back on.
 
They were well into evening now, and the light was fading fast, but the city began to glow with its own light, lanterns on the streets and gaslight within buildings beginning to appear like stars in the night sky. Yet Alexandra and Tucker were heading away from all of that, venturing into darker and danker parts with less welcoming auras.
 
Tucker moved with sure steps, though she could detect nothing at all resembling haste, which was some relief. One might have thought the pair of them out for a stroll, if they did not know better. Admittedly, a lady in trousers and a couple heading towards the darker side ought to have raised some eyebrows, but people, for the most part, tended to not worry about things not concerning them.
 
Still, Alexandra would stay close to Tucker for the time being.
 
They turned down another alley, and Tucker began to move more slowly, and Alexandra instinctively did the same. She could barely hear their footsteps over the sounds of taverns and the dripping of water, accompanied by faint animal noises she didn’t dare identify.
 
“Are you afraid of rats?” Tucker whispered as though it were normal to have whispered discussions in dark alleys.
 
“No,” she replied in the same tone. “Why?”
 
She felt more than saw him shrug. “Just wanted to make sure.”
 
Oh, good. Lovely thought.
 
They passed one tavern with dim lighting, then another, the pedestrians entering and exiting turning rougher and coarser the further they moved.
 
Then Tucker took her down an alley with no tavern lights, no people, and hardly any animals.
 
“What are we doing?” she whispered. “Surely not everyone was taken from here.”
 
“I know that,” he replied without any rancor. “I saw your map.”
 
She looked up at his face, the features hazy in the fading light. “You did? You were looking all that over while I changed?”
 
He nodded, the motion audible. “It was impressive. Very organized. I should have you team with Gilbert.”
 
“No, thank you,” she muttered. “I like my sanity.”
 
“Shh,” he said suddenly, his grip on her hand tightening.
 
Alexandra bit her lip and involuntarily clutched their joined hands with her free one.
 
Tucker continued to move, keeping her close to him, which she was perfectly fine with. After a few minutes of this, her fears began to fade. What attack on them would take so long?
 
“So did you really look at it?” she asked him. “Or just a cursory look?”
 
“At what?” he breathed, peering around, clearly not minding her.
 
She rolled her eyes. “The map, Mutt. Honestly.”
 
“Memorized it.”
 
Alexandra blinked. “How’d you manage that? You had only five minutes, and that’s not…”
 
“Shh!” he said again as he began to move more quickly.
 
“Would you stop that?” she hissed with as much sharpness as she dared. “I can keep my voice down and still have a conversation. Everyone we’ll see is a tavern guest, wench, or owner, and they…”
 
Tucker suddenly wrenched her down a tiny alley and pushed her against the wall, his hand pressed to her mouth. His eyes were fixed on hers, and one finger went to his lips, before that hand pinned to the wall behind her.
 
She couldn’t have moved if she wanted to, not with him bracketing her there, but she wasn’t sure she could have done so should she have the desire. He was so close, and her legs suddenly quivered beneath her, whether out of fear or something far more delicious she couldn’t have said.
 
Tucker’s eyes moved with a particularly shaky breath she took, and suddenly he was staring directly at the hand covering her mouth.
 
Merciful heavens, she’d forgotten all about that hand, and how he’d be able to feel every breath she took and the sudden trembling in her lips…
 
His hand fell away, a slow, almost hesitant falling that could have stopped time.
 
And then…
 
His lips crashed to hers, and she caught them, and him. Her hands pressed into his chest, gripping the fabric, the skin beneath, anything her fingers could clutch into before they gave up and surged into his hair, fastening themselves there. His mouth worked tirelessly against hers, a barrage of breathless attention she couldn’t keep up with, and could barely comprehend.  The need for silence only heightened her anxiety, helpless sounds of delight and need rising within her, unable to be freed.
 
She pressed away from the wall, pulling herself more fully against him, rising up on her toes, arching into him, into this, into spirals of endless bliss she couldn’t get enough of. He curled her in, welcomed her, cradled her, and she felt herself growing lost and helpless.
 
Then just as suddenly as he had started, it was over, and he stepped away.
 
Alexandra stumbled sideways, then slumped backwards into the cold, rough brick that only moments ago could have been a raging stove.
 
Tucker stared at her, eyes wide, though she could detect no sign of energy, passion, or blatant combustion, which was roughly where she was at the moment.
 
Was the man alive?
 
“Someone saw us,” he murmured very low, the rough timbre of his voice rippling up her spine and, strangely enough, in the soles of her feet. “Needed a cover. They’re gone now. Come on.”
 
Without waiting for her, or taking her hand, Tucker Waite, the sudden focus of her combined desire and hostility, strolled out of the alley.
 
She stared after him, wishing for both death and renewed life, and then, reluctantly, lungs panting and lips burning, she fumbled her way out and followed him.
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He couldn’t feel his knees.
 
He couldn’t feel his neck, his toes, his chest, or the ground beneath his feet.
 
Had he actually died in the throes of madness? He must have, there was no other explanation.
 
He wouldn’t really have kissed Alexandra as though the world was ending trapped in an alley, would he?
 
The singed feeling in his lips told him that he had, he did, and he would. More than that, he wouldn’t particularly mind doing it again.
 
Shockingly enough.
 
He hadn’t lied about there being someone; he’d really sensed someone behind them, heard the step, and acted out of sheer instinct.
 
Then he’d felt her. Felt the length of her against him, felt the pressure of her lips on his palm, felt the rush of an exhale against the suddenly exquisitely sensitive skin…
 
He’d even felt her eyes on his, and it was as though his entire soul had been bared to her view.
 
But those lips… He’d had to see them, touch them, taste them…
 
Why? What power did they have but to snap and chirp and drawl in the most delightful way?
 
Now he knew what power they had, what power she had, and what passion.
 
He ran a shaking hand through his suddenly damp hair, and exhaled as silently as he could. She was behind him now, and he could not let her know how unsettled he was. A natural response on her part was no excuse for an aggressive one on his, and it was better she not think anything of it. He could write it off as many ways as he wanted from where he stood, but there was only one logical course for her reaction.
 
Instinct.
 
That could not happen again. A woman of her youth and inexperience was so much more vulnerable to a lack of inhibitions, and he needed walls of stone for this task.
 
So did she, if she ever wanted to succeed, but he couldn’t consider her for the time being.
 
Because at the moment, her lack of inhibitions was a mighty attractive temptation, and they had a mission to accomplish.
 
The mission.
 
Right.
 
Tucker glanced over his shoulder, afraid of what he might see.
 
Alexandra followed obediently behind him, silent as the dead, her eyes somewhere in the vicinity of his shoes, her brow knitting ever so faintly in the dark light of the evening.
 
He wasn’t sure what it was, but her hair hanging the way it was distracted him. Braided partly and hanging to one side, but much of it loose coming off of the plait… The ends begged to be toyed with and he wanted to be the one to do it.
 
He wrenched his gaze back to the alley before him, willing his instincts to kick back in.
 
He’d had a reason for taking them out on this excursion, and it hadn’t involved stealing forbidden moments in dark alleys.
 
Enlightening though it had been.
 
He and Alexandra had gone over the notes from Dobson over and over, and various details had stuck in his mind, but nothing that could crack the case in one direction or another. They’d debated isolating individual cases from the whole, but they had no time to investigate twenty-seven of them, and so they would look for anything that might assist them. Any clue that could give them a direction, anything that the police might have missed.
 
Dobson would have gone over every single detail, but in the actual investigation, when others were involved, he could easily imagine less attention being given.
 
When it had become clear that they would need more than the notes, Tucker had left the boarding house, needing air and space and perspective. In time such as those, he reverted to the one setting he felt most himself, most comfortable, and most clear.
 
The dark, dank, inner city. The underbelly of progress, and the shadows most people ignored.
 
Every city was the same, from New York to San Francisco, and he could find such places in them all.
 
His youth and development had occurred there, and all the skills he now possessed had begun in such places.
 
But he couldn’t have brought Alexandra along, not initially, not until his senses had reawakened to these surroundings. He had thought he’d inhaled a sufficient amount of stale sewer air, which was why he had gone to fetch her.
 
But now…
 
“Tucker.”
 
He stopped, stiffening. The drawl of her soft voice on his name could have been a song, and until that moment, he’d never truly heard music at all.
 
He couldn’t respond. Couldn’t face her. Couldn’t…
 
He glanced over his shoulder again.
 
Except Alexandra wasn’t looking at him.
 
She stood some six paces behind him, staring to her right, her head tilted. “Tucker,” she said again, keeping her voice as low as he could have wished her to. “How many people went missing from this area?”
 
He turned completely, shoving his hands into his trousers. The quick stock he had taken of his wife’s impeccable notes flashed before his mind. “Eight,” he replied softly. “Why?”
 
Still not looking at him, Alexandra tilted her head the other way. “Wouldn’t someone taking multiple people at various times need a way to do so that would avoid witnesses, clues, and any complications?”
 
“In theory, yes,” Tucker murmured slowly, closing the distance between them. “What are you thinking, Chickadee?”
 
He saw, very faintly, her lips quirk at his name for her. She glanced up at him, the temptress from the alley not fully gone, yet no longer calling to him. “I’m thinking someone like that knows a secret. And I think the sewer might have the answer.”
 
The sewer?
 
He came beside her and looked in the direction she now pointed.
 
The narrow alley dipped lower than where they presently were, and the sewers drained in that direction, but neither of those things were what caught his, or, he suspected, her attention.
 
The size of the sewer tunnels towards the end of the alleys did.
 
“An ace up my sleeve, I said,” Tucker murmured with some pride. He nudged Alexandra in the side. “Boy, was I right.”
 
She nudged him right back, not nearly as hard as he expected her too. “Well, I couldn’t let you have all the brains, Mutt.” She grinned up at him, and suddenly he couldn’t remember what walls he’d been planning to put between them. “Shall we explore, Mr. Carlton?”
 
Tucker didn’t hesitate; he grinned at his wife and held out his hand. “We shall, Mrs. Carlton.”
 
She took his hand, laced their fingers, and took the lead this time.
 
And he happily followed.
 
They followed the alley as far as they could, analyzing everything they could and speculating aloud. The night grew cold, but Alexandra never so much as shivered, and even when he suggested they venture into the sewer tunnels themselves, she’d shrugged and slid between the bars without any difficulty.
 
He, on the other hand, couldn’t do anything of the sort.
 
“I’m not a grubby little street urchin anymore,” he sighed, gripping one of the bars, smiling ruefully at her.
 
Alexandra leaned against the wall, her face almost entirely hidden in the increased darkness of the tunnel. “Street urchin? In New York City?”
 
He nodded, pressing his head against the bars. “Yeah. I was raised in the streets, and my family were the other lads running around. We stole to eat, did favors for the criminals for money, picked pockets of the high and mighty.” He chuckled softly and glanced in her direction. “I’d likely have made off with your father’s gold encrusted pocket watch.”
 
Her warm laugh rippled against the tunnel walls and into his ears. “That’s a five generation watch you picked. Get you plenty of money, and set you up mighty fine.”
 
“I always know a good mark when I see one,” he boasted, only half teasing.
 
She was silent at that, and the lack of expression available for his assessment made him uneasy. He quickly averted his eyes and pretended to eye the sewer tunnel.
 
“I might have been mistaken,” Alexandra muttered in disappointment. “Unless someone put some doors in here, I cannot see someone getting a body in and out of these, easy as it was for me to slip in and out.”
 
Something she said sparked in his mind, but he wasn’t sure he could put words to it yet, and he suddenly saw more in the creation of the tunnel than he thought. “Not all of us are blessed with your figure.”
 
Maybe she had a point about the bars, but the tunnel… Now that would be something…
 
He looked up the alley in the way they had come, then at the wall before them, the map of Portland shifting and turning in his mind, orienting himself to location and references...
 
“Alright, husband, that sounded much too much like a compliment on my person,” Alexandra said, pushing off the wall and coming over to him, her hand taking a bar and trying to look where he was. “What are you thinking?”
 
His hand moved along the bar, and suddenly he was touching hers. He hesitated, then let his fingers fall against hers and smiled as he looked down at her. “I’m thinking, Chickadee, that you might be onto something. Sewer might be wrong, but something else might be right. What would you say to exploring of a different kind?”
 
Her eyes narrowed, and her fingers drummed along the bar beneath his hand. “Is it exploring suitable for a lady, Mutt?”
 
“Absolutely not.”
 
She grinned, and could have lit the entire city by its light. “Then we’d best be off. All the ladies have gone home for the night, and only explorers remain.”
 




Chapter 5



 
“Does the smell of sewer ever leave one’s hair?”
 
“Not really, no.”
 
“And you couldn’t have told me that before we ventured?”
 
“You were the one who wanted to head into the sewers, Chickadee. I followed.”
 
Alexandra rolled her eyes and continued to brush out her hair in the looking glass. “Want is a very strong word for the circumstance. No one wants to go into the sewers; I was simply willing if the need was there.”
 
Tucker chuckled warmly and met her eyes in the looking glass. “And the tavern excursions after that? Were you simply willing then?”
 
She sniffed and set the brush down, taking the mane of her hair and twisting it. “Doing my duty, and that is all. And we made some headway, did we not?”
 
His eyes remained on her, flashing with some unspoken emotion she couldn’t translate. “We did. It was a good night.” He shook himself then and looked back down at the mass of papers surrounding him on the floor of their room. “Now if only we had made equal progress in the three days since then.”
 
She couldn’t, and wouldn’t, argue with that. Their polite investigations were not nearly as productive as their less polite ones, and the last few days had been maddening. Tucker had the thought, after their venture to the sewer tunnels, that there might have been smuggling that had gone on, or was going on, that would have some sort of cache or tunnels leading to the docks.
 
In order to examine anything of the sort, however, they needed to inspect taverns, and there were far too many to be done in one night.
 
During the day, they attempted a more polite avenue, mostly trying for the docks and more respectable establishments, though each had been particularly stiff about questions from strangers. Try as he might, Tucker was not exactly adept at polite conversation, and tended to interrogate more than inquire.
 
As Alexandra was supposed to be a quiet and demure wife to the overly curious tourist, she didn’t have much to do with the conversations, but she certainly chirped at Tucker enough once they were out of doors and out of character.
 
He’d barely said a single word to her yesterday, so irritated had she made him.
 
It had been terribly entertaining, to be sure, but hardly helpful to their task at hand.
 
She picked up a few pins from the dresser top and stuck them in her mouth as she twisted her hair more tightly, then plucked one out and stuck it into the mass. “Wha’er you ‘lanning ‘oday?” she asked around the pins.
 
Tucker glanced up, expression filled to the brim with derision. “Was that English?”
 
She returned his look with a sharper one as she tugged another pin from her mouth and stabbed it into her hair. “Yesh,” she said against the remaining pins. “Go on.”
 
He put the papers he held down and leaned back on his hands. “If you’re asking what I am planning for the day…”
 
She widened her eyes meaningfully, fidgeting with more pins. “Well done.”
 
“...Then I would say we need to try the docks again,” he went on, completely ignoring her, and looking back to the papers. “But I need to get a better idea from Dobson about smuggling in the area. It won’t help us to jump so far into that ring if it isn’t an issue here.”
 
“It’s an issue in Savannah,” she told him as she removed the final pin and tried to decide where it should go. “You could use that with the docks, since your backstory has you in trade.”
 
He returned his attention to her, surprised and alert all at once. “That’s… that’s an excellent idea, Alex.”
 
Her knees gave a quick shiver, and she nearly stabbed her scalp with the pin. He’d never called her Alex before, rarely even called her Alexandra, but the soft note in a nickname she’d never liked before suddenly made it her favorite word in any language. Echoes of the alley moment raced through her, as they’d done on occasion since then, and it was all she could do to clear her throat and humph in an attempt to hide just how unhinged she’d almost become.
 
“I do have those on occasion, you know,” she grumbled, her pulse pounding somewhere just under her tongue. “When my spoiled brain clears enough for an intelligent thought.”
 
“Good for you,” came the unconcerned reply, looking over the papers again, this time with more energy. “What was the name of the witness from the docks?”
 
Alexandra exhaled slowly, sanity returning like breath of fresh air. “Landry,” she reminded her infernal partner. “Henry, I believe.” She turned from the looking glass and watched Tucker for a moment, his thought process almost visible from his actions. “Will you go to Dobson today, then?”
 
He nodded absently as he found the paper he was looking for. “Yes, and then the docks, I think. No time like the present.”
 
“Well, come see me before you do,” she said on a sigh, moving to the faded divan on one side of the room, picking up the newspaper he’d discarded after breakfast.
 
“See you?” Tucker asked. “For what? A lady wouldn’t be at the docks, there’s no need to fetch you for that.”
 
She rolled her eyes and lowered the paper to give him a hard look. “I know that, Mutt. Come see me so I can give you some credibility in the shipping world with names and details. I know people, remember? The industry is not that big, and you’ll need my help.” She brought the paper back up and turned to the society pages.
 
“Why not tell me now and save us all the second trip?” he suggested in a dry voice.
 
“Because then you would forget all about me, and I’d become insignificant to the case at hand.” She flipped the paper down for a split second to wink at him. “At least for today.” Back up the paper went, and she sighed with proper Southern dramatics. “I must make myself useful, Mr. Waite, and a woman in my position cannot be too careful.”
 
Something that could have been a laugh met her ears, and she allowed herself a private smile at the sound.
 
There was nothing quite like the sound of Tucker’s laughter, no matter to what degree he did so.
 
“Well, I suppose I could come back here,” he said as he rose, stretching his back. “It would probably be wise to change my clothes.”
 
Alexandra nodded, still reading the paper, though now it was all pretense. “It would. No one would think you a successful merchant dressed like that.”
 
He glared at her, but she didn’t look up. “It suits me just fine, thank you, and you haven’t worn anything fancy in days, Miss Spoiled Rich Girl.”
 
“That’s Mrs. to you,” she retorted, turning an unread page. “Or Agent, if you’d prefer. And I wear what is appropriate for the situation. If you need a wife with which to accessorize with your wealthier ensemble, I shall be at your disposal, and impressively gilded, to boot.”
 
“Of that I have no doubt.”
 
She looked up to find him smiling at her. Really smiling, not in teasing, though his tone surely was, and not in disdain, of which there was none. Just a warm, companionable, rather affectionate smile.
 
And oh, how it made her heart tremble.
 
She smiled back at him, somehow, and tilted her head rather coyly. “Are you amused, Mr. Waite?”
 
His smile spread. “Always,” he replied with a single nod. He moved for the door, his steps sure. “I’ll be off now. Shouldn’t be more than a few hours, and then we, or I, can roam dockside.”
 
“Wait!” she cried, scrambling from the divan with undue haste.
 
Tucker paused, looking almost startled. “What?”
 
Alexandra hadn’t thought too far beyond not quite wanting him to go yet, and now she was faced with looking a ninny before her superior agent, if not her rather attractive husband.
 
Hmm.
 
She forced a playful smile, picking a tactic and running with it. “Be sure you’re home before supper, Mr. Waite, or you’ll be sleepin’ in the barn.”
 
He chuckled and hooked a thumb on the pocket of his trousers. “Well, I do hate how the hay makes my skin itch,” he drawled in a poor attempt at a Southern accent.
 
She clamped down on her lips hard, suppressing giggles. “It does give you the most fearful rash,” she replied, sweeping her hands behind her back and sidling over to him. “And it is ever so troublesome to tend to.”
 
His eyes widened as she approached, and she bit back a grin at the sight of it.
 
Not quite steady around her, was he? Well, well…
 
She paused before him, raising a brow. “So. Before supper, husband.” She went up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek, lingering a moment. “Or it’s the hay, and the itch,” she whispered, her voice dipping.
 
It was as though his skin rippled, and she could see it before her very eyes as she lowered herself back down, the same rippling now coursing through her.
 
Tucker stared at her, barely breathing, then, suddenly, he was out the door, closing it firmly behind him.
 
Alexandra stared at the door, then let loose with wild giggles before flopping herself back down onto the divan and picking up the paper once more. “So much for walls of steel, Mr. Pinkerton Agent,” she said to herself, feeling a thrill of feminine satisfaction.
 
Her eyes darted absently over the page, when, out of the blue, they fixed on a name.
 
How did she know that name?
 
She sat up quickly, backtracking to the beginning of the story and scanning it.
 
A business venture has been struck between Mr. Marshal Creet, whose wife is a cousin to the Astors of Baltimore, and Portland newcomer Mr. Lawrence Teague, whose business enterprises span the country from Chicago to Dallas to California. Both men, and their wives, will be present at a dinner party to celebrate the affair at the Gilded Cage Hotel on Saturday, sure to be the grandest social occasion in over a decade. Invitation only, we are told, and invitations will be limited at best.
 
Marshall Creet…
 
She looked over at the papers on the floor, their carefully constructed notes, and she ran through every detail she could remember.
 
They hadn’t been able to interview him yet. He was always unavailable, and he hadn’t been able to give much of anything to the police either. He wasn’t from any great stock, he’d just married well and had a keen business sense that made him something of a rising star in the business world, if not the social one.
 
She looked back at the print, biting her lip.
 
Then she smiled rather slyly.
 
Now, Lawrence Teague was another issue altogether, but she knew exactly what to do about that one.
 
Or, rather, she knew someone who could do something, and the current vacancy of her husband was suddenly most convenient.
 
She had a telegram to send, and it would be better for all concerned if he knew nothing of it.
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“Telegram for you, Mrs. Carlton. It was just delivered.”
 
Alexandra smiled at Mrs. Ames as she entered the boarding house, her walk leaving her cheeks feeling brisk and rosy from the afternoon chill. She closed her umbrella and shook it out, then sighed as she came to the desk. “A telegram? Who am I to be so important as to get a telegram while visiting Portland?”
 
Mrs. Ames chuckled and handed the telegram over. “I’m sure I don’t know, dear, but I’m sure you deserved it.” She tutted as Alexandra began to remove her gloves, taking in the sight of her. “Did you go out in the rain on purpose, Mrs. Carlton? You’re going to catch your death of cold.”
 
“I’ve a strong constitution, Mrs. A,” Alexandra assured her with a wink. “We don’t get delightfully cold rain like this in Georgia. It’s all hot and soggy down there, and it makes my hair do something awful frightful.” She shuddered and turned to go back out of the front door.
 
“Mrs. Carlton!” Mrs. Ames screeched. “Not back out, surely!”
 
Alexandra looked back over her shoulder, slightly dampened tresses whipping around as she did so. “Just to the porch, Mrs. A, I promise. The breeze is so deliciously cool, and I must read my note out there.”
 
Mrs. Ames did not look remotely convinced or pleased by this. “But the chill.”
 
Alexandra took pity on the woman and faced her, smiling. “Would it make you feel better if I were to come back in directly after and let you sit me before the fire and see me wrapped in blankets?”
 
The kind woman nodded repeatedly, clasping her hands. “Oh, yes, Mrs. Carlton. I’ll put some water on the stove for tea as we speak!” She clapped once, then toddled off to the kitchens.
 
Charming woman, but really, Alexandra was a grown woman, and she certainly did not need someone to pamper her excessively like a nursemaid. She hadn’t even enjoyed such attentions when she was of an age to truly receive them, but to endure them now was really too much.
 
Back out on the porch, she sighed and took a few moments to inhale and exhale deeply.
 
There really was something quite magical and majestic about the clarity and freshness to the air, and she felt rather renewed by it.
 
Tucker was out and about doing something or other that she would have been superfluous and incongruous for, a woman being a marked hindrance to some of the more unsavory parts of investigation in the particular realms to which they were focused.
 
Or so he had told her at breakfast.
 
She rather thought he was simply trying to avoid her. Again.
 
Honestly, it was as if he could not decide if he liked her, despaired of her, or actually despised her. She knew full well she annoyed him, but he annoyed her in return, and their mutual annoyance was a great deal of fun for them both.
 
And it was growing rather difficult to fall asleep at night, knowing he was on the other side of the screen, and each occasion of shutting her eyes for any real length of time put her right back into the alley…
 
She moaned softly as she leaned against the building now. She had been kissed a time or two by the impetuous boys she had grown up with, but nothing at all to compare with the oblivion he had showered upon her. Her lips still tingled and burned with the memory, and she ached to try it again, though she had yet to work out how. They’d both been so focused on renewing interviews with witnesses and attempting to piece together details by walking about Portland in broad daylight to see things better that private moments for teasing, flirting, or anything that could remotely lead to something possibly romantic were scarce indeed.
 
It was entirely possible that Tucker was afraid of her, and he might have good reason to be.
 
Alexandra Waite was growing entirely too fond of and attracted to her husband, to whom she had vowed annulment upon completion of the mission. How ardent could one be before annulment was impossible?
 
Her cheeks flamed at the thought, and she turned her attention immediately to the telegram.
 
Invitation secured. STOP. Contract partner suspect. STOP. Friend aware. STOP. Proceed as you were. STOP. Miss my sweet peach. STOP. Hugs. Uncle Andrew.
 
Alexandra smiled at the paper, smoothing it though there were no wrinkles. She had barely thought of home since coming to Denver, let alone arriving in Portland, and the sudden reminder of everything she had left was poignant in the extreme.
 
Uncle Andrew. What a lark that was.
 
She and her father had decided from the moment she’d made the decision to go off to Denver that when she communicated with him, he could not be addressed as such. But an Uncle Andrew would certainly work well for her, and enable her to maintain her cover, whatever it happened to be.
 
So when she’d seen the article involving a potential witness and Mr. Teague, whose name she had known for ages as a colleague of her father, though never actually met, she’d known how to proceed.
 
They needed to talk to Creet; they couldn’t get him alone.
 
Teague could get them to Creet; her father could get them to Teague.
 
Alexandra knew how to work a high society party; Teague could get them in one.
 
It was all falling into place rather perfectly.
 
Now all she needed was…
 
“Mrs. Carlton, you looking rather pleased for a day so cold and dismal.”
 
Alexandra bit back a pained groan and turned with a falsely bright smile to the eerily thin woman approaching her. “Miss Gilbert. Good afternoon. Are you off early from the office?”
 
“I am,” Miss Gilbert replied with all the enthusiasm of an undertaker, a wide, plain hat atop her head. “It is customary on my Wednesdays.”
 
“And what do you do with your reduced workload on Wednesdays?” Alexandra inquired, feeling that she had to at least attempt some conversation, though she knew it would be a fruitless venture. “Anything entertaining?”
 
“No,” Miss Gilbert informed her. “Dinner with my parents, during which my life choices and failures are examined, and my desire for proper employment disparaged. I could recite the entire argument word by word at any given time.”
 
Surely she wouldn’t actually do so. It would have been worse than being trapped in a pen with a particularly angry bull who’s just been stung by a bee, and pens had fences that could be jumped over. This porch only had a drop into the street, and a flying leap off of it would have attracted attention that was best avoided.
 
Not to mentioned it would have dirtied her skirts and possibly skinned her knees, and she’d have to explain that to Tucker.
 
He might have understood.
 
“I am sorry for that,” she finally said, forcing a sweet sympathetic tone into the words. “I cannot imagine enduring such talk week after week. What relief you must find doing such important work with the police, even if your efforts cannot be so widely spread about.
 
Miss Gilbert seemed to consider that. “Yes, I suppose I must find satisfaction and relief in my occupation, despite the disappointment at home. I’ve grown accustomed to not looking for outside approval of my life, and to find my own opinions of greater importance.”
 
Despite the almost complete monotone it was spoken in, the words struck something within Alexandra, shocked as she was to admit it. How often had she looked for approval from outside sources rather than from within herself? What trouble had those thoughts given her over the years, particularly in her attempts to gain said approval?
 
Her father tended to approve of almost everything Alexandra did and had always been rather indulgent with her, so there had never been any difficulty in that regard. The lack of satisfaction with her life had been what had driven her to answering the advert for joining the Pinkerton agency, and consequently had brought her here. Since her arrival, she’d been adamantly attempting to prove herself to Tucker, but perhaps even more than that, to herself.
 
It was a rather startling epiphany, especially given the source.
 
But Miss Gilbert didn’t need to know that.
 
“Did you see my husband at the office as you left?” Alexandra asked, trying for a mild tone. “I understood he was going to discuss some alternative theories with the sergeant before returning home.”
 
“I did, yes, though what they were discussing was not for my ears.” The angular woman shrugged and fussed with her faded gloves. “Do you know what alternative theories those were?”
 
Curious, was she? Well, there was nothing so satisfying as being obliged to disappoint in this sense.
 
Alexandra shook her head, sighing. “Alas, my husband almost never shares case details with me. He doesn’t want me to be in danger, you know, and he always says that the less I know, the safer I will be.”
 
“Not necessarily,” Miss Gilbert disagreed, looking across the street with a slight squint. “If you knew more, you would surely be more aware of dangers and things to avoid. I often wondered if we had let the public know of the danger of Early Street, and its surrounding alleys, would we have saved some of the victims?”
 
“Oh dear,” Alexandra murmured, widening her eyes. “Is it really so bad?”
 
Miss Gilbert glanced at her sharply. “Oh yes. Far too many sailors filling up the taverns and bordellos thereabouts, and the dockyards are not safe at night.”
 
Pretending at apprehension, Alexandra nodded, still wide-eyed. “I thank you for your frankness, Miss Gilbert. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”
 
The secretary nodded in return, though it was clear she did not care either way. She indicated the telegram in Alexandra’s hand. “Some good news there? Perhaps from home?”
 
“From my uncle,” Alexandra told her with a bright grin. “It seems his friend Mr. Teague is in Portland and having a party, and he has secured invitations for Tucker and me. I am ever so surprised, I hadn’t thought of any social events while we were here.”
 
Miss Gilbert actually seemed impressed, shockingly enough. “Those are high circles indeed, Mrs. Carlton. How fortunate for you. Will your husband go? Considering his assignment…”
 
“I should say so,” Alexandra protested, her more natural Society girl coming to the forefront. “The case can take a reprieve for a few hours. After all, he will want to make some influential connections for our future. And in this world, Miss Gilbert, it is all about who you know.”
 
A slow, very strange smile spread across Miss Gilbert’s face, straining her features into such distortion it was both fascinating and unnatural.
 
“How very true, Mrs. Carlton. How very, very true.” She inclined her head in an almost nod, then swept on down the covered porches ahead before venturing back into the street, her wide brimmed hat catching most of the falling rain, but not all.
 
“What a bizarre creature,” Alexandra murmured to herself, shaking her head.
 
“What did you call me?”
 
A warm hand came to rest at her back, and she looked up over her shoulder with a smile. “You’ve just missed Miss Gilbert, darling. Aren’t you disappointed?”
 
Tucker’s doleful expression made her giggle before he ever responded. “So very,” he recited obediently. “It’s not as though I was graced with her bright and shining countenance all afternoon. What a pity.”
 
Alexandra tipped her head back on a loud laugh, then turned and put her arm around his waist, leading him into the boarding house.
 
“You poor thing. I know just how to set it all right.”
 
“I’m afraid to ask,” he groaned, wincing.
 
She nudged him hard. “First, sittin’ by the fire to dry off and warm up from the rain.”
 
“So far, I agree.” He immediately moved to a chair and pulled it to the fire, sitting with a sigh. “Next?”
 
“Tellin’ me what you learned today,” she informed him, lowering her voice. “And leaving nothing out.”
 
His lips quirked. “Eventually, but I agree. Anything else?”
 
Alexandra gave him a prim nod, folding her arms. “As a matter of fact, yes. We’re going to a party on Saturday. Later I will tell you why, and tomorrow we will get your fitted for the proper attire for the evening.”
 
He shook his head immediately, his hands gripping the arms of the chair. “No. Absolutely not, and emphatically no.”
 
Alexandra raised a superior brow. “You misunderstand me, Mr. Carlton. This is not an optional event, and when I tell you why, you will, very reluctantly, agree with me once again.”
 




Chapter 6



 
“I have never been more uncomfortable in my entire life.”
 
“Welcome to the world of every woman who is forced to abide by socially dictated fashions.”
 
Tucker scowled at his wife, which was quite a feat as she was positively stunning. He could barely see straight for her beauty, and focusing on his discomfort was the only way his mind could rationally cope. He tugged at his too-tight collar, wincing audibly before he thought about it too much.
 
“Stop that,” Alexandra snapped, rapping his hand with a fan he didn’t know she had. “You have to behave yourself, Tucker. You don’t have to be overly social, but try not to look as though its torture.”
 
“Having been through torture,” he grumbled, fidgeting with his coat, “I think I’m in a better position to judge than you.”
 
“Tell that to my corsets,” she retorted.
 
He rolled his eyes heavenward. “I am not having this conversation with you.”
 
“Then stop talking.”
 
Tucker bit the inside of his cheek in an effort to keep himself from smiling. He couldn’t let her know how much he was enjoying bantering with her, and how her sharp replies entertained him. The more time he spent with Alexandra, the more time he wanted to spend with her, which made their assignment more challenging, as he was supposed to be spending time in and on the case.
 
Then again, so was she, but he’d been very careful to keep their roles separated.
 
Until tonight.
 
They pulled up to the Gilded Cage Hotel, and Tucker gaped at it. It was exactly the sort of place that he had stared longingly at as a young lad, wondering what sort of wealth earned one entry, and how the people within lived their lives. He’d picked pockets of these sorts of people, and now he was going to mingle among them.
 
His level of discomfort had just reached untold heights.
 
He tugged at his collar again as they got out of the coach, his palms beginning to sweat. “How exactly did you manage this?”
 
Alexandra looked up at him with a lopsided smile, her skin practically translucent in the streetlamp light. “How many times must I tell you that I know people?”
 
“We’re undercover!” he hissed, looking around, half expecting someone to know Alexandra from Georgia.
 
“Oh, really?” she drawled, adjusting her cloak about her shoulders. “I had no idea. Honestly, Tucker, it’s as if you think I told the whole world who we are, and that we’re about to make a spectacle of ourselves.”
 
He raised a brow at her. “Are we?”
 
She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Tucker…”
 
He bit back a grin as they mounted the stairs, a footman of sorts waiting for them at the top. “Who are we?” he murmured to his wife, leaning closer.
 
“The niece and nephew in law of the very charming Andrew Drake in Savannah,” came the deceptively sweet reply.
 
Tucker shook his head as he handed his hat to the servant before helping Alexandra with her cloak. “Please tell me that is not your father,” he said quickly as his fingers inadvertently brushed against her bare shoulders, the carefully scalloped neckline of her cream gown barely grazing them.
 
She shivered, but recovered quickly and turned to face him, her perfect lips tilting in a mischievous way. “Of course it is,” she replied, taking his arm and letting him lead her towards the party. “We could hardly get in the door with your social credentials, and I know very well how you get along with others. You’re welcome.”
 
She had a point there, and he couldn’t deny it, but the perfect argument on her part still rankled.
 
Along with the maddening notion that he was not a match for her in appearance, and every man in the room would want her.
 
Which rankled much, much more.
 
Not that he blamed them, but she was his.
 
His.
 
They reached the room, and Alexandra paused, drumming her fingers against his arm, whether in encouragement, excitement, or comfort, he couldn’t have said. “You just follow my lead, Mr. Carlton,” she murmured, a perfect curve forming in her full lips. “We are in my area of expertise now. If you do nothing else, smile and nod no matter what I say.”
 
“That sounds terrifying, Mrs. Carlton” he whispered.
 
He caught her brief hum of laughter, which did more to steady his knees than anything else. “Don’t you trust me, Mutt?”
 
Tucker hummed once himself, then turned to meet her dark, dancing eyes. “I do trust you, Chickadee. Implicitly.”
 
Her eyes widened briefly, and her cheeks tinged with pink. Then her smile deepened and she faced the room again, nudging him without the same sharpness she usually did. “Oh, Mutt. You sound so convincing.”
 
He chuckled now, and he leaned close, his lips brushing her ear. “I am convincing, Alex. Look just how convincing I am.”
 
Alexandra swallowed, her delicate throat working on the action, and her fingers drummed against him very slowly. “My, my,” she whispered, her eyes darting towards him again, darker than ever. “So you are.”
 
For a moment, he didn’t breathe, and he would swear she didn’t either.
 
Then one corner of her smile lifted, barely displaying a hint of teeth, and she released his arm, striding forward into the crowd like a siren goddess parting a sea.
 
And he, her devoted partner and close-to-adoring husband, watched as every single head turned towards her, male and female.
 
Then his brow snapped down, and he followed.
 
Reluctantly, but he followed.
 
Alexandra was already in conversation when he reached her, charming absolutely everyone around her, including the host of the evening, who, while clearly not wholly taken in by the Southern belle, did not mind being distracted by her.
 
“My uncle sends his greetings, Mr. Teague,” she was saying in a perfect flattery. “And thanks you most kindly for seeing to the social comfort of my new husband and myself.”
 
Mr. Teague, a tall and noble looking man of a somber countenance, smiled with genuine warmth. “It is my pleasure, indeed, Mrs. Carlton. As your uncle well knows, I always remember my friends.” He saw Tucker approach, his dark eyes steady on him. “And might this fellow belong to you, my dear?”
 
Alexandra smiled at Tucker, taking some of the strength from the backs of his knees as she did so. “He sure does, Mr. Teague. That’s my fellow sure as night is day.”
 
Her words sent a possessive thrill into his gut, and his mouth curved as he tilted his head in acknowledgement of her statement. “For my sins, sir, I am guilty as charged. I am the Mr. to her Mrs. Carlton.”
 
The men around them chuckled all-too knowingly, some giving the women beside them a look of shared understanding. Mr. Teague, for his part, kept his eyes on Tucker, then extended a hand to him. “Lawrence Teague, Mr. Carlton. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
 
Tucker shook the man’s hand, satisfied with the firm grip and calloused hands. “Tucker Carlton, sir.” He smiled at the man ruefully. “And might I say, sir, that you do not have the hands of a businessman?”
 
That earned him a nod, and a more genuine smile from the older man. “Neither do you, son.”
 
“So my wife tells me,” Tucker sighed with a wink towards Alexandra.
 
She laughed lightly. “Neither does my uncle, Mr. Teague. Y’all are just a collection of hard-working, self-made men. What are we poor, dainty, soft-handed women to do?”
 
“Marry us,” someone around them called out. “And teach us our better manners!”
 
Alexandra turned towards the shout and curtseyed very slightly. “I am sure your wife has a time of it with you, sir, but I commend her for her efforts.”
 
“Speaking of efforts,” Mr. Teague broke in, turning to Alexandra, “let me take the two of you over to my wife. I think she would very much like to meet you.”
 
“That would be simply charming,” Alexandra dimpled with a nod. “I have heard a great deal about her, and am wild to make her acquaintance for myself.”
 
Mr. Teague offered his arm to her. “Let it never be said that I kept a lady waiting.” He nodded at Tucker, who returned it, and the three of them moved through the people with ease.
 
“Did I understand that you recently formed a partnership out here, sir?” Tucker asked, clasping his hands behind his back.
 
“I did, yes,” came the almost bored reply. “One that could improve the accessibility of my interests to those wishing to invest, as well as securing for my company an increase in notoriety.”
 
That was an interesting claim, if a bit vague. “In what ways, if I may ask?”
 
Alexandra gave him an exasperated look. “Tucker, we are at a party. Can we not avoid the topic of business for one evening?”
 
Teague chuckled and patted her hand. “Pay it no mind, Mrs. Carlton. True men of business find themselves discussing the topic even socially. It is our favorite conversation second to our wives.”
 
“I wonder if you would say the same thing if I were not currently on your arm,” Alexandra mused impishly. “I don’t believe men choose to discuss their wives for their own pleasure unless it is to disparage us.”
 
“I never disparage my wife,” Tucker insisted with wide-eyed innocence. “Do you, Teague?”
 
“Never,” came the immediate reply. “Not even once.”
 
“Oh, really, Lawrence…” a low feminine voice said, her tone filled with amusement. “You’ll make them think you’re a paragon of husbandly virtue.”
 
An elegant woman with fair hair and a warm smile stood nearby, another striking couple beside her. She eyed Mr. Teague, her lips pursing, waiting for a reply.
 
Teague shrugged. “It’s good for the image, Collette.” He quickly introduced them to his wife, then turned to the other couple. “And this is my new partner, Marshall Creet and his wife Anna.”
 
Tucker reached out a hand, which was belatedly taken. “Tucker Carlton, Mr. Creet. And this is my wife, Alexandra.”
 
Creet was older than Tucker would have expected, and his wife younger than he would have expected, but both were attractive, well-dressed, and bore the same sort of blank expression.
 
A strangely perfect match, then.
 
How fortunate for them.
 
“Mrs. Creet,” Alexandra gushed, wasting no time in building on the new connection, “that is the most stunning necklace I have ever seen, and it does flatter your gown and your complexion with such perfection. I am envious to the extreme just looking at you.”
 
Tucker thought that was a bit much for flattery, but, as his wife had said, this was her specialty, and he really wasn’t that well-practiced in this area.
 
“You are too kind,” Mrs. Creet murmured, her voice barely reaching them, though they were standing rather close. “It was a gift from my husband on the event of this partnership.”
 
“And more will come, if it proves as fruitful as we think it will,” her husband boasted, the volume of his voice making them all jump compared to the comparative whisper of his wife. “Great things await us, I am sure.”
 
Mrs. Teague smiled politely, raising her glass in a half-toast. “From your mouth to God’s ears, Mr. Creet.”
 
He smiled at the hostess, though the smile didn’t seem to reach his eyes. “I tend to leave God out of business affairs, Mrs. Teague. He has his work, and I have mine.”
 
Being the good Christian woman of the South she was, Alexandra quickly crossed herself, her eyes darting to Tucker, who dipped his chin in the smallest nod, smiling a little.
 
“And what is your work, Mr. Creet, if I may inquire?” Tucker asked, taking in the man with new interest.
 
His suit was new, that was evident, and the fabric very fine. The gold watch dangling from his vest pocket was also new, or simply extremely well cared for. Yet the man’s knuckles bore the faintest abrasions, healing well, and his fingernails had a slight dirty edge to them.
 
And the callouses Tucker had felt on his hands with the handshake had been the roughest of any businessman yet.
 
“Shipping, Mr. Carlton,” Creet replied, his smile tight. “I have most of the interests taking place on the Portland docks.”
 
Ah ha… Now that was something of interest to Tucker and the mission at hand.
 
Tucker smiled with real pleasure at the man. “Now that is an impressive statement, sir. I’ve seen the docks, and it is quite the operation.”
 
“Why else would a man with Teague’s vast experience and interests partner with me?” Creet chuckled with the same tension he seemed to live with. “Connections are everything, you know, and in business, you cannot survive without them.”
 
“I believe the same can be said for social ties as well,” Alexandra pointed out, flashing her usual charming smile. “You won’t get very far if you don’t know the right people, and those that you do know can provide distinct advantages.”
 
Mr. Creet bowed to her, his smile far warmer for her. “As your presence tonight so perfectly illustrates, Mrs. Carlton.”
 
There was nothing particularly aggressive in his words, but something about the way he said them started something to snarl within Tucker, and he shifted a little closer to his wife, letting his arm brush hers.
 
In response, she leaned into him, her fingers grazing against his leg.
 
“Indeed, Mr. Creet,” Alexandra replied, her tone sending off several warming bells in Tucker’s mind. He knew this tone well, and for the first time, he smiled in sheer delight at hearing it.
 
Mostly because it wasn’t directed at him.
 
But his absolutely favorite part of this tone was the promise that whatever she said, the opposite was, in fact, the real intent.
 
He settled in for an entertaining opportunity.
 
“In truth, my husband and I are most fortunate that we happened to have a connection with the Teagues here,” Alexandra went on, her fingers still at his leg. “I have no social graces myself, and must rely on the goodness and charity of my friends and associates to assist me. Intelligent, handsome, and gifted though my husband here may be, his attention is always so devoted to business that he cannot be relied upon to fill my need for social connection. Thankfully, this evening we are able to combine the two, and both find our nights so very fulfilling. What a blessing it is to meet such marvelous people like you. I am quite overcome by it all.”
 
Tucker wasn’t sure how he avoided choking on his laughter, let alone biting clear through his lips, but somehow it was managed, and he could not help slipping an arm around his brilliant wife’s waist, if for no other reason than to show his support.
 
Mrs. Teague looked between Alexandra and Mr. Creet with some speculation, and Tucker sensed she knew more than she let on, rather like her husband might. She smiled a little and looked at Alexandra again, her eyes narrowing. “And what brings the two of you to Portland, Mrs. Carlton? Clearly you are from the South.”
 
Alexandra made a point of fully leaning into Tucker and putting a hand on his chest, which he instantly covered. “I am from Georgia, Mrs. Teague, but my husband has lived in many places, and when his business affairs take him away, I take the opportunity to accompany him. It is profitable for him, and educational for me.”
 
“And I,” Tucker broke in, warming to the act and private joke, “have the benefit of having the woman of my heart and my life always with me, as companion, chaperone, and, if nothing else, entertainment.”
 
The group laughed, though the Creets seemed to reluctantly do so.
 
Tucker looked at Alexandra, and she looked at him, winking fondly.
 
Oh, if they were alone, what that wink would have made him do…
 
“What is your business in Portland, Carlton?” Creet asked, breaking the moment without any subtlety whatsoever.
 
“Exploration, mostly,” Tucker replied, making Alexandra cough a surprised laugh she had to hide against him. “I’ve seen how shipments move in and out of Savannah, and I’d heard that Portland was growing in its influence in the Pacific trade, so I came to see for myself.”
 
Teague grunted on the other side of Alexandra. “Fine idea. Shows an open mind and keen sense of opportunity, doesn’t it, Creet?”
 
“Certainly does,” Creet murmured without the same complimentary tone. “And you said you’ve seen the docks? You should have asked for me.”
 
Tucker shrugged apologetically. “We’ve only recently arrived, Mr. Creet, and I had little information to rely upon. I made a very cursory examination of the docks, but hardly one of real understanding. I did not know you had such influence there, or I certainly would have come to you.”
 
Creet nodded once, making a brief, noncommittal sound. “If you have real interest, you may come again on Tuesday. I’ll make some time to show you the real side of things.”
 
Now it was Tucker who nodded. “That would be much appreciated, sir, thank you.”
 
“Such a kind, generous offer,” Alexandra praised, patting Tucker’s chest. “We are so very grateful, Mr. Creet.”
 
“It’s nothing,” Creet replied awkwardly, averting his eyes. “The boy wants to know the business, I don’t mind showing him the way.”
 
Boy? Tucker stiffened, his knuckles suddenly itching for the older man’s face. There was no more surefire way to get his ire up than to say something so completely ignorant and asinine, and only Alexandra’s suddenly tight grip on him kept him in place.
 
“At the risk of being impertinent,” Alexandra said quickly, one hand fisting into Tucker’s coat out of sight of the others, as if she could physically ground him to her, “might I ask, Mr. Creet, if you’ve had any trouble with smuggling on the docks? I know that my uncle has had his share of woes in such matters down in Savannah, and I would hate to think of anything so disastrous occurring up here in Portland, particularly when the city has such potential for the future.”
 
Clever girl. With one question, given in a sympathetic tone, she had turned a patronizing and provocative comment into something she could use. If the man thought himself so superior and exceptional in his affairs, if not the entire shipping world, he wouldn’t be able to resist boasting in one direction or the other on this particular topic.
 
Brilliant Chickadee. Her head had been exactly where it should have been, despite the social scene. She was playing the field effortlessly, and manipulating every detail into her benefit in some way.
 
When all this was over, he would have to take notes.
 
“Smuggling?” Creet repeated, seeming to rise in stature. “We were once overrun with them, and with quite substantial losses. But we discovered their caches, their stores, and are well aware of the tunnels they use in and out of the city. I am pleased to say that it is no longer a problem of significance.”
 
Tunnels. Alexandra’s hold on his coat tightened very briefly, and except for her short exhale of relief, nothing was given away of their real feelings.
 
And Alexandra was talented enough to write that off.
 
“What a relief!” she cried, her hand going to her heart. “I must have you tell Tucker how you managed it so that we might tell Uncle Andrew to do the same!”
 
A smug smirk appeared on Creet’s face, and he nodded at the pair of them. “Happily, if your uncle has the ability to apply it to his interests.”
 
“Enough talk of business for us all!” Mrs. Teague said at last, waving her hands dismissively. “This is a social occasional, not a meeting of the board! Ladies, if you will follow me, and gentlemen, if you will disperse… I absolutely insist upon us enjoying ourselves.”
 
“But what if we wish to dance with our wives?” Teague asked as his wife began to pass him. “What then, Collette?”
 
She gave her husband a look, her mouth curving. “Why, then, come and find us, Mr. Teague. You may find us quite amenable.”
 
“Would I?” Tucker murmured, allowing himself a real exhale, now that they had the connections they had come for, and details they had sought.
 
Alexandra looked up at him, eyes dark, her nose wrinkling up on a restrained smile. “You heard the lady, Mr. Carlton,” she drawled. “Come and find us.”
 
“Can you dance, Chickadee?” he asked her, allowing himself a teasing smile.
 
“Better than I shoot, Mutt,” she quipped in return. “Take that for what it’s worth.”
 
Then the ladies were off, and the men, after hesitating for a moment, dispersed as directed.
 
But Tucker, for one, watched his beautiful, charming, captivating, remarkably bright wife make her way about the room, attracting attention and praise, wondering if Archie Gordon wasn’t more of a genius than he ever gave the man credit for.
 
And then he gave up the pretense, and quite a few of his walls, by walking through the crowd, not seeing any of them, and claiming his wife for two dances in a row, and another just a few minutes later.
 




Chapter 7



 
“I never thought I’d say this, but I am really not in the mood to socialize.”
 
“Are you serious?”
 
Alexandra looked over at her husband as they neared the Dobson’s home, presumably at the request of the incomparable, if unrealistic, Mrs. Dobson, should she truly exist, as some sort of social evening away from the world of investigation. Tucker had taken care to see that none of the individuals they had met with at the Gilded Cage hotel would be invited, so there was no worry on that account.
 
But heavens, she was exhausted.
 
In the few days since the hotel party, she and Tucker had been working almost constantly, digging into the details of every interview and report with fresh eyes. Tucker had taken up Mr. Creet on his offer to show him the docks, which, apparently, had been far more fascinating than he’d expected. Their nightly excursion to explore some of the tunnels Creet had spoken of had given them an energy, a drive to unearth clues and discover the truth of their assignment.
 
They hadn’t done so yet, but Alexandra, for one, expected them to do so at any time. Constantly on the edge of victory, but not yet in possession of it, was a surprisingly draining experience.
 
“Yes,” she finally answered, slumping a touch as they walked. “I am serious. I’m exhausted, Tucker. I don’t want to think, I don’t want to talk, I don’t even want to have my eyes open to see anyone or anything for several hours.”
 
Tucker stopped, looked Alexandra over with concern, and then pressed his hand against her brow. “Are you feverish, wife? Are you well? You don’t sound like yourself at all. Do we need a doctor?”
 
She swatted his hand away, scowling at him. “Stop that, Mutt. Aren’t you tired? It feels like we haven’t slept for days!”
 
He chuckled and continued to walk, and she linked her arm with his, keeping by his side. “I actually feel fairly energized myself. This is what I want. Progress, connection, speculation that could actually be truth… I live for this. I think we all do.”
 
Alexandra made a face. “Well, I don’t live for more sewer ventures. There’s only so much I can take, and last night was it.”
 
“You did make quite the picture ankle deep in mess,” he praised, patting her hand on his arm. “That alone would be worth going again.”
 
“You have a very skewed sense of the picturesque, Tucker Waite,” she muttered with a reluctant smile. “When we finish all this, kindly report to the good Sergeant, or whoever else important you meet, that the sewer system here is in desperate need of restructuring.”
 
Tucker seemed to consider that, looking up at the cloudless evening sky. “Why don’t you tell someone? You have a voice, and you chirp well enough.”
 
“Ohhh,” Alexandra said with all the sarcasm she could dredge up. “Because everyone will listen to what your decorated accessory of a wife would have to say on the subject. Excellent idea.”
 
He stopped them again, this time facing her with a remarkably set expression. “When all of this is over,” he told her, his voice very low and very stirring, “everyone will know exactly who you are and what authority you hold. You can tell anyone whatever you like.”
 
Momentarily breathless, caught up in his intensity, she hesitated, then swallowed. “And who will I be, Tuck? An agent in name but not on paper? An attachment to your hip but not to your cases?” She gestured towards the Dobson’s house almost helplessly. “Dobson will not talk to me any more when this is done, authority or not, simply because I’m a woman.”
 
Tucker closed the distance between them in one step, his bright eyes trained on hers. “Then Dobson can toss himself off the docks, and so can everyone else who finds your gender a problem. I’ll throttle anyone who dismisses you, parade you on my shoulders, and designate you my superior agent to anyone who asks. My badge is yours, if yours isn’t available. You are my partner, Alexandra Waite, and it’s a privilege to have you as my first.”
 
And my last.
 
Unspoken words appeared in her mind as though he had drawn them in the air, and stole her breath as much as the spoken ones had. The roughness to his voice, blended with the heat of his closeness and the tenderness of the hand suddenly tracing her cheek, undid her.
 
There was no question that he meant every word.
 
Tucker was typically a man of few words, and meant the ones he used.
 
Honesty. That’s all I expect.
 
And honesty was what he would get.
 
“Careful, Mutt,” she whispered, a trembling smile forming on lips suddenly aching to kiss him. “I believe every word you just said.”
 
He blinked, then smiled very softly, the fingers on her cheek suddenly moving to the edge of her own smile. “Good,” he replied.
 
A wave of tenderness hit Alexandra as though she had waded into it mid-storm. She found herself nuzzling against his hand, then taking it from her face. Without hesitation, she pressed her lips to the palm, and then to his curved fingers.
 
His lips touched her brow, resting there for the space of an inhale, an exhale, and a sigh, while she cradled his hand against her cheek. The comfort in his lips, in this moment, had no words should either of them have wished to use any. She didn’t understand it, couldn’t, and refused to think too much about it.
 
She would begin to doubt the moment she did.
 
She’d never felt this close, this attached to another human being, and it seemed fitting that it should be her husband, and her partner. This moment felt more of a union and a vow than the official statements they’d made back in Denver.
 
But was it a marriage they had just begun or a partnership?
 
Or was it both?
 
Sweet heavens, let it be both…
 
“Everything all right?” called a voice from the Dobson house.
 
Tucker muttered something unintelligible, but it made her laugh all the same as she stepped back and sniffed away a stunning burn of tears. “Ready, Mr. Carlton?” she asked, though she couldn’t quite manage her usual lightness just yet.
 
He swallowed once, nodded, and offered her his arm, which she immediately took.
 
No words yet again.
 
How very Tucker of him.
 
“Quite well,” Alexandra called back as they ascended the stairs. “I fear I became overcome with nerves, and my husband was setting me to rights.”
 
Tucker choked back a cough or a laugh, and nodded obediently. “I believe she’s well now,” he agreed.
 
“I’m so pleased to meet you both,” the woman at the door replied, taking both their hands. “I’m Amy Dobson, and James speaks so highly of you.”
 
Alexandra highly doubted she was included in that praise, but she smiled all the same.
 
They were led into the surprisingly comfortable house, and a small gathering of others was there, all a far cry from the finery they had seen only a few days before. Tucker would be much more comfortable in this, though it was a pity there would be no opportunity to dance as there had been then.
 
He had not been exactly light of foot, but the experience had been the most enjoyable dance she’d ever had, surpassing even what Stephen Marshland had given her with their eventful dance at her coming out. She hadn’t thought that would ever be possible, but she barely remembered it now.
 
There were no servants to greet them or take their coats, which made things simple enough and comfortable enough for Tucker, so perhaps the evening would be rather enjoyable. Less need for acting, and less care required with her words, though she wasn’t sure she could trust many of the people here.
 
Dobson she was inclined to think well of, but without knowing him much at all, couldn’t exactly take comfort in that.
 
And with the way he looked at her when she entered, for the one second he did so, she wouldn’t be taking comfort in it at all tonight.
 
“Mrs. Dobson, thank you for inviting us,” Tucker said with more cordiality than Alexandra had heard him use before.
 
“Not at all, not at all,” the woman replied, coming over to Alexandra and taking her hands, smiling at her with a very maternal warmth. “It is wonderful to have new friends in our home. Come, Mrs. Carlton, and let me get to know you better before dinner.”
 
This was the woman that the prickly Dobson had married? Would wonders never cease?
 
Alexandra looked at Tucker with wide eyes, smiling as though this were all some exquisite joke she had only just learned.
 
He returned the smile and shrugged, then waved her on.
 
“Well, Mrs. Dobson,” Alexandra said, returning her attention to the hostess, “I can honestly say I do not mind if I do.”
 
Mrs. Dobson seemed truly pleased by that, and led her away from Tucker and the rest. “I hope you don’t mind me stealing you away. James is such a private person, but I know he is so relieved to have your husband here, and I must say I am as well. I see the toll this takes on him, and I feel I must apologize for giving it over to you.”
 
“Not at all,” Alexandra assured her. “I am fully prepared to lose my husband for a time while he devotes himself to the issues at hand. And Tucker is fully as reserved as you say your husband is, so I know full well the trouble with knowing and yet not knowing at all. Maddening, these men we have married, aren’t they?”
 
Mrs. Dobson laughed and rubbed Alexandra’s arm. “And yet we cannot help ourselves, can we? We simply love them anyway.”
 
It was all Alexandra could do to avoid jerking at the word.
 
Love? Surely not. She could barely stand Tucker half the time, and they annoyed each other so violently on a daily basis. Yes, she was rather fond of his lips, and his arms, and his low voice and laughter, and yes, he made her feel safer, but she could also have kicked him in the shins at any given point in time with just cause.
 
That was not love, surely.
 
She glanced across the room at him, watching as he slowly began to mingle, not quite easy, but certainly more himself.
 
Her heart lurched within her chest, and her stomach clenched, sending spirals of warmth spreading out into every one of her limbs and into her face.
 
Whatever this feeling was, it greatly appreciated his masculine attractiveness, the almost stern expression he constantly wore, and the surprisingly loyal and entertaining heart he kept so well protected within him. And she was rather fond of the whole of him, she would not deny it.
 
“And James tries so hard to be here for the children rather than dwelling on the cases, which can be quite a feat,” Mrs. Dobson was saying now. “The boys do adore him so.”
 
“You have children?” Alexandra could not have been more stunned, though the woman beside her was perfectly suite for motherhood. It was her spouse that Alexandra had doubts about.
 
Mrs. Dobson nodded, smiling to herself. “Four, yes. Do you have children?”
 
“No,” she replied quickly. “No, we are newly married, Tucker and I.”
 
“Mmm,” came the knowing response. “Soon enough, my dear, soon enough. But has your husband recovered from his day on the docks? I understood it from Miss Gilbert that he endured the company of Mr. Creet and his foreman for three quarters of the afternoon. He must have had quite the headache after that.”
 
Alexandra grinned and shook her head with a sigh. “He was quite done for, but he is made of stern stuff, and soon recovered. Have you ever been to the docks yourself?”
 
“No, no, James wouldn’t let me near it, not with all the smuggling that goes on there. It’s quite a mess, you see, and constantly gives him trouble.”
 
“Does it, indeed?” Alexandra mused, smiling to herself. “How very shocking! Tell me more, Mrs. Dobson, tell me more.”
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For all their time together, Sergeant Dobson was not a sociable man, and neither was Tucker, not even with each other.
 
The pair of them spent a significant amount of time standing around, mostly at the edges of other conversations, adding nothing and taking nothing away.
 
Dinner had been a simple enough affair, comfortable meal and enough conversation surrounding him that he didn’t need to participate much. Most of his attention had been devoted to watching Alexandra, who could carry a conversation with her smallest finger without blinking an eyelash, and did so with such grace and charm that no one could help but admire her.
 
How was it that the chirping of his Chickadee had grown so amusing and enjoyable for him? He’d once despaired of her ever being silent, craved the respite of her voice resting from its constant singing, and now…
 
Now he looked on her exploits with a strange sense of pride. People flocked to her, were drawn without explanation or understanding to her side, and were entirely content to stay by her just to be counted in her circle. She had far more power than she would ever know, her personality being so agreeable and warm, her company so enticing.
 
She’d made him a sort of talker, one for expression and discussion, but, it seemed, only with her. No one else could pull him out of his solitude, his almost-hermit nature, and, shockingly, remind him of the sense of humor he thought had lost through the years of service and danger.
 
Tucker Waite was not the man he had been then, and the woman now holding a strange sort of conference with a few other guests had done that.
 
She had changed him, and there was nothing to do but smile about it.
 
About her.
 
“Your wife does know how to hold attention, Mr. Carlton.”
 
And there went the smile, and any reason for one.
 
Tucker managed a weak, wan smile for the scarecrow that was Miss Gilbert, who seemed to appear without any sort of summoning, sign, or effort on the part of herself or anyone else. “Miss Gilbert, good evening.” He returned his attention to his wife, the smile coming more easily. “And yes, she does. She’s never known a moment of true insecurity, I’m afraid.”
 
“What must that be like?” the woman muttered, sounding something like jealous, though with significant hints of bitterness.
 
He wasn’t curious about Miss Gilbert, nor the life she had led up to this point, but it was eminently clear that she had spent at least some that time being compared to such a person and being found wanting. It was even possible that she had wanted to be a woman such as his wife, and had not managed it.
 
Poor creature.
 
“I wouldn’t know,” he admitted freely, completely ignoring the opening for flattery for what it was. “I do not possess those skills myself.”
 
“Even more surprising, then, that the two of you should have married,” Miss Gilbert commented, no doubt trying for a wry, conversational tone, and failing.
 
Tucker was not about to be prodded into a discussion on the reasons for, let alone the state of, his marriage, particularly by someone he cared so little about as the woman beside him.
 
He was not that changed.
 
“All marriage is surprising, I find,” he grunted, shifting his weight uneasily.
 
Miss Gilbert missed the cue entirely. “She must have been quite in her element at the Gilded Cage the other night.”
 
She knew about that, did she? He shouldn’t have been surprised, Miss Gilbert seemed to know a great deal more than she should have.
 
Tucker nodded once, looking at Alexandra again. “She was. I believe she enjoyed herself very much.”
 
“What a stroke of luck that the telegram from her uncle arrived in time for you to gain an invitation.”
 
He blinked once, then turned to look at the wiry woman in confusion. “Pardon?”
 
She met his gaze only fleetingly, sipping whatever she held with a strange absence. “The telegram. I happened by her shortly after she received it, and she was so delighted. Her Uncle Andrew must be a powerful man to have such sway here from Georgia. I trust she has some means to repay him for getting you both invited when you hadn’t met the Teagues.”
 
What? A telegram? Her Uncle Andrew… the man she freely admitted to him only this evening was her father… And she’d gotten him to…
 
What had she told him? How descriptive had her message been?
 
Who in Portland knew what they were about?
 
“Oh, of course,” Tucker blustered, somehow managing to sound natural. “He’s been very generous in assisting me in my business affairs, and we are very indebted. He’ll have our unending gratitude.”
 
“What business affairs?” Miss Gilbert asked. “I thought you were an agent.”
 
Now this was growing impertinent, and he had no issue with giving her the sort of expression he was best known for. “I am, Miss Gilbert,” he informed her coldly. “But one is not an agent forever. You get out by death or retirement, and I keep my options open.”
 
The woman’s eyes widened, the first sign of any true sense appearing. “Of course, Mr. Carlton. I apologize. No offense intended.”
 
He nodded, and strode away from her, looking back at Alexandra, no longer with wonder and admiration, but with speculation and irritation.
 
As if she knew, his wife looked at him, blinking unsteadily, a faint furrow appearing between her brows.
 
Tucker jerked his head towards a small hallway off the main room, and received a tight nod from her. He moved into it, turning into a small coat room of sorts just a few paces down it, far enough out of the way that the murmur of the rest of the party was fairly faint.
 
They’d be able to have a real discussion at a respectable level in here.
 
If they kept it to that.
 
There were no guarantees.
 
Alexandra entered shortly after him, her eyes bright. “Tucker, you will not believe what I’ve found out tonight.”
 
“Funny, I was going to say something very similar to you,” he mused tightly, his fingers rubbing together to keep from clenching.
 
It was as if she didn’t hear him as she looked behind her, then hurried closer. “It turns out that there is smuggling going on down at the docks, no matter what Mr. Creet says.”
 
“Why did I have to find out from Miss Gilbert that you had a telegram from Uncle Andrew to get us the invitations?” Tucker asked, ignoring her statement in turn.
 
“So I was thinking,” Alexandra went on in a rush, “that there might be something there, though how we can tie smuggling to missing people…” She stopped, the wrinkle in her brow deepening as she looked up at him. “What did you say about a telegram?”
 
Tucker folded his arms, giving her a false smile. “Your telegram, Chickadee. From dear Uncle Andrew, also known as your father, who should not be in any way involved in what we are doing here.”
 
Alexandra’s eyes widened, and she furtively glanced over her shoulder before taking three more steps towards him. “How did you think that I got us into the party with the Teagues?” she hissed, though there was no need for her to do so. “We needed to be in there. I saw the connection between one of our elusive witnesses and a name I knew from my father’s associations, and I knew how to make the most of it.”
 
“Yes, clearly,” he replied, stepping towards her, his anger rolling through him. “Your conniving and scheming are worthy of your current position, but might I remind you, Alexandra, that we are in a very precarious situation here? No one knows our names, our ties, or what we’re investigating except for those we can trust, and you send a telegram to your father with details of the case? How many other sets of eyes saw confidential information about the case in that?”
 
She rolled her eyes one way, then rolled them back up at him, scoffing. “Of course I did not put details into the telegram, do you think I’m a complete infant?”
 
He pretended to consider that, which earned him a slap to one arm.
 
“Tucker!” she scolded, cheeks coloring in her irritation. “I have one person in my life that I trust more than you, and that is my father. He knew full well what I was signing on for, and the dangers I would be in. We established a code before I left so that I could be in communication with him without endangering myself. As my uncle, he could be tied to me in several ways, and he does not know the specifics of the case, only enough to help me. What is so wrong with that?”
 
Aside from the jolt to his heart that her statement about trust gave him, her statement gave him no satisfaction and changed nothing. “What is wrong with that?” he repeated, laughing once. “I am your partner! And the senior agent! We decide things together, Alex, especially when it comes to communication and assets, and…”
 
The end of his argument was cut off by the sudden force of her lips against his, her hands pulling at the back of his neck, her body suddenly arching against his.
 
His shock lasted a breath longer than it should have, then instinct took over, giving up any and all hint of resistance. His arms wrapped around her, one hand skirting up the back of her slender neck and into her hair, his fingers digging against her scalp. Her mouth was unrelenting against his, drawing more and more out of him until he was positive he had nothing else to give. His head swam, and his arms shook even as he held her.
 
There was no breath in his lungs, and for all his passion for her, he was one step behind in this delicious foray of hers. Again and again, he kissed her, or she kissed him, or they shared the endeavor; nothing was clear and yet everything was. He was stripped raw and bared for her, exposed to whatever injury or attention she chose, and, at this moment, begging and pleading for more of this heaven.
 
He pulled her further against him, into him, the wall at his back bolstering him, though he wasn’t sure when that had appeared. She followed his pressure, one of her hands moving gently yet insistently at his jaw, stoking the fire and soothing the frenzy all at once. He tilted her head just a touch, their kiss becoming deeper and more exhilarating, his fingers curling further still into the dark locks he couldn’t resist.
 
Alex whimpered into the recesses of his mouth, the sound filling his ears and heart, calling into his deepest desires with terrifying accuracy.
 
How did one live without such a claim when it has been found?
 
“Oh… I beg your pardon… Ahem…”
 
Tucker stiffened, startled and bewildered by the interruption of perfection.
 
Alexandra, however, seemed perfectly clear. She turned in his arms, giggling wildly. “Mrs. Dobson! I don’t know what to say, how very mortifying.”
 
Mrs. Dobson smiled, amusement blatant in her expression. “I wondered where you two had gotten to.”
 
So had Tucker, but he doubted it was the same thing.
 
“I am terribly sorry, Mrs. Dobson,” Alexandra apologized, one hand going to her flushed cheek as she leaned back against Tucker. “Really. Newlyweds, you understand, and sometimes a new bride must make off with her husband for a bit of privacy, am I right?”
 
“Oh, certainly, dear,” their hostess assured her, waving a hand. “James and I were no different in our time. But you’ve been missed, there’s a man here looking for you, so I must end your privacy for the time being. I do apologize.”
 
Alexandra giggled again, stepping away from Tucker with firm step and, apparently, a clear head. “No matter, we can revisit the discussion later tonight, can’t we, Tucker?”
 
He looked at her with blatant interest, though her attention on his was fleeting at best. Could they, indeed? Now that would be interesting.
 
“Come along, now,” she told him airily, her dark eyes dancing as the flush faded from her cheeks. “Mustn’t keep the guests waiting.” She turned back and followed Mrs. Dobson out, leaving Tucker in the room for a moment.
 
Trying to remember now to breathe.
 
His wife was going to be the end of him, of that he had no doubt. The only question was what sort of end it would be.
 
He exhaled once, shook his head, and moved out into the party again, his eyes instinctively searching for the woman who drove him absolutely insane in the best way he had ever known.
 
A frown took over when he saw her speaking with a simply dressed man of some height and stature, the pair of them conversing with the sort of intensity that conveyed a certain familiarity, if not outright ties.
 
Yet they knew no one in Portland.
 
Or, at least, he did not.
 




Chapter 8



 
How could it be harder to return to what he used to be than it was to keep up appearances? It should have been the other way around, it should have been easier for him to barely speak and work in silence, to think on his own and only share what was necessary. It should have been easy to reinstate the distance that had served him so well for so many years.
 
But nothing was easy with Alexandra, whether it was liking her or avoiding her, and, having tried both, he could safely say it was a draw between the two.
 
And yet nothing hurt quite so much as seeing her confusion at the change, and nothing ached like his arms when his heart wanted to hold her.
 
Instinct told him to tread carefully and use caution, logic told him he was being irrational, but self-preservation told him to shut down.
 
He chose self-preservation.
 
He couldn’t afford anything else.
 
Still, they had a case to work, so he put all of his efforts and energies into that. His trust in Alexandra was wavering at best, but she hadn’t given him a full reason to abandon it completely. He was waiting for her to confide in him, waiting for her to show him the truth of things, waiting…
 
Well, waiting for his wife, truth be told.
 
And with his shutting down, his wife was respecting the distance.
 
Which was what terrified him most.
 
Alexandra hadn’t respected the distance when he’d wanted it in the past; she’d just pushed through and knocked down the walls he’d so carefully constructed over the years. She’d chirped until he cracked, chattered almost constantly just to hear herself do so, and driven him to the edge of his sanity and then right over that cliff until he plummeted into a free-fall he didn’t comprehend.
 
Well, he had landed now, and the impact had been exquisitely painful.
 
Rather like this moment before him with Alexandra sitting on the floor of their room, dressed in the trousers he’d bought for her, her hair loosely braided, frowning amidst the scattered papers and maps she was scouring.. The deep crease between her brows was adorable, and she kept biting her lip in thought.
 
Maddening, but adorable.
 
He was supposed to be reviewing his follow up interview notes while they waited for night to fall so they could inspect further interests in their now well-traipsed Portland underside neighborhoods.
 
From what Mrs. Dobson had told Alexandra, and what Dobson himself later told Tucker, there were still some smuggling operations occurring, but as far as they could tell, everything seemed unrelated to the missing persons at hand. They’d debated investigating the smuggling as a favor to Dobson and the rest, but they could hardly manage two major cases when neither had sustainable information to really take them anywhere. It was clear that Creet was a weasel of a businessman, but there was not much they could do about that unless they launched a full investigation into his particular shipping interests and the business of the docks themselves.
 
Tucker wasn’t really interested in extending their time here in Portland. He’d rather finish what they had come here to do, get back to Denver, get the annulment, and take on a dangerous solo mission that would take him away for an extended period of time.
 
Somewhere in the far north where he could be cold all the time and never meet someone from the South.
 
He’d be willing to bet Archie could find him something.
 
Overseas could be good, too.
 
Anything far away, the more remote the better.
 
“North… east… southeast…” Alexandra muttered to herself, shaking her head. “Why aren’t you making sense?” She sighed and looked over at Tucker, and he didn’t bother hiding the fact that he had been looking at her. “I can’t tie anything to anything else. But we’re so close, I can feel it.”
 
“I know,” he said simply.
 
Her brow wrinkled further. “You know? You know what, Tucker?”
 
He lifted a shoulder briefly. “We’re close.”
 
Alexandra tilted her head to one side, her eyes narrowing. “You know something I don’t?”
 
Tucker took great pride in shaking his head, eyes locked on hers. “Nope. I’ve told you everything.”
 
And he left it at that.
 
Open and waiting.
 
She gave him a strange look, then went back to her scouring, leaving him surprisingly pained with disappointment.
 
It couldn’t be so complicated, could it? If she knew someone in Portland, who happened to be at the Dobsons’ party, even if briefly, she should tell him. He was tasked with her protection as her partner, and he would need to know what to protect her from. He needed to know everything about her that was relevant to their mission and their location.
 
And he needed to know who the man was, how she knew him, why she knew him, and what it meant.
 
She was his wife, like it or not, no matter what circumstances brought about the arrangement, and until she was no longer his wife, he would maintain possession of her. And he would not be played for a fool.
 
It was as simple as that.
 
And nothing more.
 
He glanced out of the window, then rose. “It’s time.”
 
Alexandra took her own glance at the window, nodding as if to confirm his statement. “Right.” She gathered all the papers, stacked them neatly, then tucked them into the lining of her trunk, situated beside the bureau. It was a rudimentary hiding place, but he’d never seen the need to overcomplicate things.
 
That done, she stood and brushed her trousers off, turning to him with a bright smile. “Ready.”
 
He nodded, neglecting to return the smile, and moved to the door, opening it for her.
 
Her smile wavered slightly, but she walked out of the room with her head held high, not looking at him, and yet not appearing to be avoiding him.
 
It was a miserable game they were playing, but they played it well, it seemed.
 
They said nothing as they took the now familiar path down the back stairs and into the streets, ambling away from the comforting lights of the cleaner, safer parts of Portland and into the darker, dimmer, more unpredictable parts of it. There was no ear in Alexandra’s step, and no hesitation in his. Neither of them would balk at the stench or the filth, and should their venture take them into the sewers, he had no doubt Alexandra would go first.
 
She’d always been intrepid, but now she was utterly fearless.
 
He’d have told her that if he were speaking to her beyond the basics. As it was, he would only reluctantly acknowledge it, and pointedly avoid dwelling on how admirable it was.
 
The sounds of the bordellos and taverns grew louder the further into the depths they went, though none of it seemed to reach Alexandra. This was as familiar to them now as the rats near their feet and the smell of alcohol, tobacco, and rotting something or other all about them. Tonight would be no different than any other night they’d spent down here, looking for something they couldn’t identify in the hopes it would give them something.
 
If he were to be perfectly honest, Tucker would have admitted that he didn’t know what to look for at this point, nor did he know how all of the pieces of this puzzle fit together. It would have helped matters immensely if he had been married to a plain girl with no personality, and if he had never kissed the woman he had married, as the memory of it and the thought of her continued to distract him from his assignment, which had been his primary argument against the pairings in the first place.
 
But Alexandra couldn’t blame him for not speaking when they were in this part of the city and nor could she claim he was avoiding her. He was right there beside her, wading into danger, partnering in every sense of the word.
 
Technically.
 
If only he could properly clear his head and think, he might have a way to put this all together. If he could catch a break, he could end this and move on. If he…
 
A short, brisk hissing sound stopped Tucker, and he grabbed Alexandra’s arm without thinking, pulling her to a stop as well. He looked to his left, not seeing anything in the shadows but the entrance to another alley, no doubt leading into sewers and down towards the dockyards.
 
“You the ones asking questions?” a gravelly voice asked from the alley.
 
Alexandra stepped closer, her fingers brushing against Tucker’s leg in odd twitching spasms.
 
“Maybe,” Tucker grunted, sliding his hand from Alexandra’s arm to her fingers, gripping tightly.
 
A man moved into the only slightly brighter light from the tavern down the block, his features obscured by shadow. “I have answers.”
 
“Congratulations,” Tucker replied without concern.
 
“Mutt,” Alexandra hissed, flexing her fingers in his hold.
 
He slid his free hand into his pocket and eyed the man as best as he was able. “Answers I want?”
 
“Answers I think you need,” came the unconcerned response.
 
“Why come forward now?” Tucker pressed. “The investigation has gone on for some time.”
 
“Not always in port. And I don’t like it, so I come forward.” He looked over his shoulder, then leaned against the nearest wall, hiding him more fully. “Name’s Simm. I’m onboard the Chester, you can check the manifest.”
 
That seemed fair enough. Tucker glanced towards Alexandra, catching a very faint nod from her.
 
“Go on,” Tucker told him, pulling he and Alexandra back against the opposite wall.
 
Simm lit a cigar, blew a cloud of smoke into the air, then cleared his throat. “Smuggling isn’t really the issue on the docks. Smugglers, but not smuggling. The tunnels of the taverns and such are not used for inspections or trafficking so much as smuggling.”
 
“But you just said smuggling wasn’t happening,” Alexandra pointed out, her voice flat.
 
Tucker could imagine the man eying her with some suspicion, if not admiration. “Smuggling of a different kind, miss. Not goods. People.”
 
The air rushed out of Tucker’s lungs and he stared at the shadows before him. “Slavery?”
 
“Shanghaiing,” the man corrected. “But much the same. The tunnels spread all over the city, not just the dirty side. Trap doors, even in the more respectable businesses, if you can call them that. Nobody watches them at night, a body could disappear with ease. And they do.”
 
“What happens?” Tucker asked.
 
A rustling spoke of a shrug as another puff of smoke reached towards the sky. “Sold to ship owners, usually. Taken on board as workers if men or boys, taken into a different trade entirely of the female sort. Once away from here, they can change hands dozens of times. No names, nothing to track, no chance of finding.”
 
“Merciful heavens,” Alexandra breathed, her version of an expletive far milder than the ones Tucker was using in his mind.
 
But suddenly everything clicked together, and made far more sense. “Who runs it?” he demanded.
 
Simm pushed off the wall. “That I don’t know, sir. I’m part of the ship, not part of the port.” He started back towards the alley.
 
“Simm,” Alexandra said quickly.
 
The man stopped, looking over his shoulder.
 
“How do you know all this?” she whispered, though there was some urgency to her voice.
 
Silence hovered in the alley for a moment, then there was a rough exhale. “Because I’ve seen it half a dozen times on my own ship. Couldn’t get off to discuss before. Would have. Shameful business.” His throat cleared again and he started away. “Can’t be missed, I’ll be thrashed. Good luck.”
 
And then he was gone into the night, the sewer dripping just as steadily as it had been before.
 
“Did you have any idea?” Alexandra breathed, a fog appearing before her lips with the words.
 
Tucker swallowed hard, a wretched burning starting in the back of his throat. “No,” he growled, releasing the hand he’d forgotten he was holding. “No, I did not.”
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For all the information they had just received, there was no excitement between Alexandra and her partner.
 
There wasn’t anything between them, it seemed.
 
Her mind was spinning, desperate to connect the dots and figure out the puzzle they were caught in, but Tucker simply leaned against the wall, looking up at the sky, apparently not in any haste to be gone anywhere. She wanted to go into all of the taverns and bordellos again and check for trap doors or secret passages, she wanted him to pull out his Pinkerton badge and order people around, she wanted…
 
She wanted her partner back.
 
Her husband.
 
Ever since the Dobson’s party, he had been distant, and she didn’t understand it. The kiss they had shared, which she had initiated, should have told him exactly where her heart and mind were, diversion to keep Mrs. Dobson from the truth or not. Alexandra had gone so far beyond acting for the sake of their cover in that moment it was astonishing she’d heard the footsteps of their hostess at all.
 
And now this… It was as if the last few days and weeks had never happened and they were back in that miserable train with her chatting away in an attempt to break him, and his resistance irritating her.
 
Only this hurt far more.
 
“What should we do?” she murmured to the darkness, unable to look at Tucker. “Taverns? Sewers? Go to Dobson?”
 
“Don’t ask me what to do,” Tucker snapped, keeping his eyes heavenward. “You’re not helpless.”
 
Alexandra raised a brow he wouldn’t see. “Didn’t say I was. I was just trying to confer with my partner. Forgive my attempt at teamwork.”
 
He rolled his head against the brick of the wall, his throat moving. “Teamwork. Sure.”
 
What in the world had gotten into him? He was moodier than a mule in the sun in July, and less pitiable. “So we’re staying here, then?” she asked with all the sarcasm a Southern girl knew how to use. “Holding up a wall, are we?”
 
“I am trying,” he told her through gritted teeth, “to go over the blasted map in my head. I’m connecting the dots of last known locations, and your chirping is not helping.”
 
Alexandra held up her hands in surrender, eyes widening, then leaned back against the wall, hands behind her, and began to do the same thing in her own mind.
 
The map of the city unfolded before her, and she tried to connect the places marked, knowing each person had to have ended up at the docks at some point. A very rough schematic of potential tunnel routes began to sketch itself, and she shook her head, wishing they were back at the room so she could capture it.
 
“Thirteen can easily be taverns and the like on this side and the south,” she murmured, looking down their current alley. “The four on the north…”
 
“Sewers,” Tucker said bluntly. “Only possibility there.”
 
Alexandra nodded in agreement. “The western five…”
 
“Six,” Tucker corrected.
 
She frowned and looked over at him. “No, five.”
 
“Six,” he said again. “There was another one a few nights before Teague party.”
 
“What?” she cried before covering her mouth and cursing herself three ways to Sunday. She collected herself, then glared at him. “When did you find that out?”
 
Tucker shifted against the wall, looking down at his boots. “Dobson’s party. He and his men had only just found out, and he let me know.”
 
Alexandra stared silently, unable to comprehend only now discovering that there was another missing person. “And you’re only now telling me?” she hissed.
 
“Didn’t change anything,” came the cold reply. “Same as the rest. No sign, no witnesses, no ties to the rest. Dobson’s been running the investigation, but this one wasn’t a local. Businessman in town for work. Now we know a possible destination. Maybe we should head down to the docks.”
 
At this moment, she didn’t want to go to a fully stocked, abandoned bakery with him in the full light of day. He had hidden facts of the case from her?
 
“Call me crazy,” Alexandra said slowly, pushing off of the wall and straightening, “but I thought you just told me you had told me everything. Neglecting to inform me of another missing person seems in complete contradiction with that statement.”
 
“You’re right,” he said bluntly.
 
She was?
 
“You are crazy.” He, too, shoved off of the wall and started down the alley without her.
 
Grinding her teeth, she followed. “No, I’m not,” she snapped. “Why didn’t you tell me? You said honesty.”
 
“I did say honesty,” he told her over his shoulder. “Didn’t say full disclosure.”
 
“I am your partner, Tucker!”
 
“Really.”
 
It wasn’t a question and it made her stop in her tracks. “What does that mean?”
 
He didn’t stop as he rounded a corner, and Alexandra found herself forming fists, trudging after him again. If looks could kill…
 
Then she found herself nearly slamming into his back. “What in the world,” she grumbled as she teetered on uneven cobblestone.
 
“Shh!” he hissed, holding out a hand.
 
She was certainly not in the mood for obeying his commands and she rolled her eyes, sighing with impatience.
 
“Shh,” he said again, this time without the insistency.
 
That caught her. The buildings of the city suddenly seemed imposing, dark and cold, and every drip of water and creak of wood seemed to echo around them. Murmurs and hums from the disreputable businesses added their own layers to the eerie symphony, and, for the first time, she seemed to get a sense of just how dangerous this place could be. Had she felt any of that before? Or had having Tucker at her side shielded her from any of it?
 
He was still there, but it was different.
 
She had no shield now.
 
“Come on,” he said suddenly, his voice a hiss. Then he was off running, and Alexandra darted after him. Somehow he knew exactly where to go, anticipating every turn and puddle they faced. They weren’t silent now, but somehow, the sound of their movement only fit more with their surroundings.
 
Tucker darted into a tiny, almost invisible alley, grabbing Alexandra and forcing her behind him, a finger at his lips. She nodded once, and flattened herself against the wall, letting his shadow hide her entirely.
 
Then she heard it. Footsteps in the alley they had just left.
 
She covered her mouth as though it could make her breathing softer and turned her face away.
 
A crash to her right brought her back around and she saw Tucker on top of another man, wrestling and throwing punches as though his life depended on it. They rolled and the man he attacked lost his cap, his face suddenly exposed to what little moonlight there was.
 
Oh, heavens…
 
“Stop!” Alexandra cried, stepping out into the alley. “Stop!”
 
They didn’t.
 
She winced, prayed for strength, and tucked her fingers in her mouth for an ear-splitting whistle that seemed to quiet the entire city.
 
Both men stared at her in shock, and she would have laughed if anything in this situation was remotely amusing.
 
“Tucker, meet Charlie,” she muttered, gesturing to the man Tucker was currently attempting to choke. “Charlie, Tucker. My husband.”
 
“Pleasure,” Charlie gasped, gripping Tucker’s wrists in an attempt to wrench them away.
 
Tucker looked at Charlie for a moment, then jerked away as if stung, springing to his feet and stepping away, chest heaving. “The man from the Dobsons.”
 
Mercy, he’d seen them? Alexandra closed her eyes, pain lancing through her. “Yes. Charlie was hired by my father to follow me, make sure I was safe, and give him occasional reports. At Dobsons, he was warning me that questions were being asked about me, but everything was still safe.”
 
She looked at Tucker, and he stared at her in abject betrayal. “He’s been with us since Denver?”
 
“Since I left Savannah,” she whispered, the words ripping at her throat. “I’ve known Charlie since I was seven, but he didn’t travel with me. Just… on the same trains.”
 
“Same cars, too, Dra,” Charlie drawled, wiping at the blood at his lip. “Give me some credit.”
 
She glared at him, then returned her focus to Tucker. “He’s been in the background the entire time, but he knows nothing about the case.”
 
“Of course, he does,” Tucker scoffed as he folded his arms. “He’s knee deep in this if he’s tailing you. The telegram?” This question was directed at Charlie, not Alexandra.
 
“She brought it to me,” Charlie replied without shame. “I sent it. When the response came, I delivered it to the boarding house.”
 
Tucker nodded thoughtfully. “Where you’re staying,” he supplied.
 
“Correct.”
 
Now Tucker looked at Alexandra again, and it was as though winter began and ended with one blink of his eyes. “And you lecture me about honesty. Perfect.” He shook his head, and pushed passed her and Charlie, headed back the way they had come.
 
Alexandra turned and looked after him, the breath leaving her lungs in almost frantic waves. “You’re leaving me alone in this part of the city?”
 
“You’re not alone, and you never have been,” he called. “You’ve got Charlie, remember? You’ll be fine.” He turned the corner, and was gone.
 
As was the air in her lungs, and the strength in her knees.
 
Fine? She wasn’t fine, and she wasn’t going to be fine.
 
Possibly ever.
 
“Come on, Dra,” Charlie said gently, taking her arm. “I’ll take you back to the boarding house.”
 
Alexandra slowly shook her head, tears welling in her eyes, her throat tightening. “If it’s all the same, Charlie, I’d like to be alone on my walk home. Do your job, but… leave me alone, please.”
 
Somehow, one foot moved forward in a hesitant step, and then the other. And then, miraculously, she found herself walking back, unable to feel the ground beneath her feet.
 




Chapter 9



 
For the first time since arriving in Portland, she could have slept without the screen in the room.
 
Tucker didn’t come back that night.
 
Or, if he did, he didn’t stay long. His things hadn’t been moved from the room, which had to be some sort of sign, she hoped. But after spending the entire day cooped up in the room waiting for him, Alexandra had to admit that she probably would see very little of him for the foreseeable future.
 
She couldn’t blame him, but she also couldn’t explain her side of things if she didn’t see him. And she couldn’t apologize, even if she had wanted to.
 
She wasn’t sure she wanted to yet, but eventually, she was sure she would.
 
If it would get Tucker back, she would act the penitent partner for the rest of eternity.
 
And mean it.
 
Mostly.
 
She already meant it enough to cry most of the day without completely understanding why, and she was not a woman prone to tears. All she knew was that she missed Tucker fiercely, and that the expression he had worn the night before haunted her every time she closed her eyes.
 
How could a man that drove her so completely mad on a semi-regular basis leave her feeling so very broken?
 
Whatever it was, she’d decided enough was enough and gone down to Mrs. Ames for the aforementioned lesson on making biscuits in exchange for berry cobbler. She was in desperate need of a distraction, and there was something to be said for finding comfort in good food.
 
So far, it was working moderately well. She’d only made a handful of mistakes, none of which were insurmountable. The biscuits were done, and smelled amazing, but tasted better. Most of them were sent out with dinner at the boarding house, and Alexandra thought Mrs. Ames would need to go out with them, but she had waved the suggestion off and insisted they begin work on the berry cobbler.
 
They were nearly ready for baking, and Alexandra found herself smiling, of all things.
 
“Now there’s the sight I have been waiting all day for.”
 
She looked over at the plump, motherly woman currently sweeping excess flour off the counter space. “My cobbler?” Alexandra asked, gesturing to the piece of art sitting before her.
 
Mrs. Ames gave her a knowing look. “A smile, Mrs. Carlton. You’ve made a good show of it, but that is the first real smile all afternoon. What’s the matter, dear?”
 
Alexandra immediately turned her attention to the cobbler and finishing touches before it could be put in the oven. “If I get into all that, Mrs. A, I’ll turn into a frightful mess, and I don’t do that unless I’m alone. I’ll be fine, I can assure you.”
 
“Oh, I know that,” came the reply. “I just thought it might help to share, but if it won’t, never mind the thing.” A faint humming of some childlike song began, and then the kitchen door burst open.
 
“Mrs. Ames, there’s a customer asking for you,” the maid said in a rush, giving them both an apologetic look.
 
Mrs. Ames sighed and set her rag down. “All right, Sara. I’ll be there directly.” She turned to Alexandra, smiling. “You go ahead and put that in the oven, dear. I’ll be back in a moment.”
 
Alexandra smiled tightly as she left, then let the smile fade with some relief.
 
She hadn’t meant to say anything about how she was feeling with Mrs. Ames, and she certainly hadn’t meant to avoid smiling, particularly as it apparently drew attention to her inner torment. If Mrs. Ames had pressed at all, Alexandra likely would have withered and told her everything, which would have ruined a great many things, one being her image, the other being her case.
 
She couldn’t risk the case, and she was rather protective of her image as well.
 
Shaking her head, she took the cobbler and placed it carefully the oven, then leaned against the table in the center of the room with a sigh.
 
Between tears and moments of lethargy, she’d looked over the maps again, this time imagining the tunnels beneath the city in relation to the missing persons. She’d even begun to lightly sketch an estimation of a few, though it was impossible to know the exact path. They’d had a fairly good idea of entrances to a few of the businesses in the southeast side of town, based on their early investigations, and knowing all, or most, would end up near the docks…
 
She rubbed at her brow now, sighing.
 
The docks, the tunnels, the smuggling… There were so many moving pieces, and without any ideas, she was as useless as Miss Gilbert in it all.
 
Miss Gilbert said he was down at the docks…
 
Alexandra’s head shot up, her eyes widening. Tucker had been at the docks as a businessman, not as an agent, and if she recollected correctly, he hadn’t told Sergeant Dobson about that particular detail. He hadn’t shared many details at all with any of them out of his own desire for secrecy in investigation. How would Miss Gilbert know about his dockside venture?
 
The only one who should have known about that was Mr. Creet and any of the foremen he brought in on the conversation.
 
Creet and Gilbert. Or if not Creet, one of his employees. He said there were no smuggling issues, yet Mrs.. Dobson assured Alexandra that her husband struggled against smuggling frequently.  So either he was lying, or he was ignorant.
 
She highly doubted he was ignorant.
 
Her last conversation with Miss Gilbert replayed in her mind, the day of the telegram. She had been heading out to see her parents, she had said, and moving towards the west of town.
 
Now that she thought about it, that seemed wrong.
 
It seemed very wrong.
 
Biting her lip, she removed the apron Mrs. Ames had let her borrow and darted out of the kitchen, abandoning the berry cobbler for the sake of something potentially far more disastrous. There was no question about that. Her mind was racing with the case details she kept stored there. Taking the servants’ stair, as they did when they went out at night, she raced up to her room out of sight from any of the other guests.
 
Once in the room, she pulled back out all of the interview sheets they had collected, sorting through each and every one until she found what she was looking for.
 
Miss Gilbert.
 
Alexandra skimmed most of the details, looking for what was pertinent to her current thoughts.
 
Then she saw it. The address of her parents.
 
It was on the east side of town.
 
Tucker said the man went missing from the west side.
 
Where Miss Gilbert had been headed.
 
What was it Charlie had told her at the Dobson party? Someone had been asking questions about her around Portland, and if Miss Gilbert’s expressions were anything to go by, she was not particularly fond of Alexandra, despite attempts at good manners when forced.
 
She could work with that.
 
Quickly, she changed into her trousers and comfortable clothing, losing any hint of finery and status. She grabbed a sheet of paper and jotted down a brief note for Tucker, taking care to avoid the obvious, then put all of their case files back in their hiding spot. She couldn’t wait for him, not without knowing when he would come back, if he would, but he needed to know.
 
Then she slipped back out of the room, down the back stairs, and out into the rapidly darkening Portland evening, heart in her throat, her fingers tingling.
 
“All right,” she whispered to herself, raising the collar of her coat against the chill in the damp air. “Let’s see if I’m right or if I’m crazy.”
 
You are crazy, Tucker’s voice echoed in her mind.
 
She shook her head, forcing the image away. She wasn’t crazy; she was an agent, and her instincts were right more often than not. Her partner had similar instincts, and he would know what to do when he saw the note.
 
And she had someone tailing her at all times, though he stayed out of her sight. If all went according to plan, this would work out rather smoothly.
 
Which was a pretty big if.
 
But she was willing to take that risk.
 
Trusting those instincts, she moved west, still keeping to the dank underside of the city. There was no guarantee this would work, or that anyone would be watching tonight, but if there was as much fascination with her as there seemed to be, there was no reason why a solo venture of hers wouldn’t raise some interest with the curious persons.
 
There was less light than there had been in other nights they had gone out, thanks to the complete cloud cover, and a mist of a rain fell silently, adding to the chill unnecessarily. Water fell from sewer pipes and rooftops, clapping to the ground in almost musical tones, and, for some reason, the taverns and businesses seemed less noisome than before.
 
Everything was quieter, including her footsteps. Her breathing seemed to echo around her; she altered that to barely breathing at all. The pounding in her heart had to be audible, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that.
 
A pair of stumbling sailors passed her, their slurs harsh in the silent city around them. They paid her no attention, which was a relief. That was something she did not need to add into her nighttime adventures. Her costume must have been a better one than she’d thought, and there was nothing remotely feminine about it.
 
She allowed herself a brief exhale, pausing at a corner.
 
This was madness, and she knew it. But there was no other option, and she had to prove to Tucker that she could do this.
 
That she was worth this.
 
She looked up at the buildings and alleys around her, getting her bearings. Then she crossed the street and down the alley on her right. It was a quieter one than their usual trips, but one that had the resounding sounds of running water and echoes emanating from it. The cobblestone was damp and slippery, and debris from crates and cartons littered the sides. The buildings were colder than she expected as her fingers traced the walls.
 
A shiver raced up her spine, sending goose bumps dancing across her skin.
 
Something was strange about this alley. Something dark, cold, and disorienting.
 
She looked up at the dark sky, her fingers playing at the ribbon of her braid anxiously. Nothing noteworthy about these buildings, or this alley. She knew roughly where she was, but the map in her head seemed harder to picture at the present.
 
It would be all right. Her plan was hasty and rushed, but sound.
 
It would work.
 
It would.
 
She passed another small, cramped looking alley, one that had no end she could see. Another shiver, this one faint and weak, rippled in her spine, and she looked away, her free hand rubbing at her arm.
 
An arm wrapped around her waist while another went to her mouth before a scream could escape, and then she was hauled off her feet and carted down the small alley, silence echoing once again.
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It had been almost a full day, and he still felt lost.
 
Not angry, not betrayed, not even jealous.
 
Just lost.
 
He’d come back to the boarding house when he was sure she’d be asleep, and he’d taken great care that nothing he would do would wake her. Just a few hours of sleep on his part, but he’d taken a long time to just stare at her sleeping figure. It spoke of some mental disturbance, he was sure, if not some strange criminal tendency, but he had no desire, in that moment, other than to watch her sleep.
 
Stunningly beautiful, even like this, and still able to pull at his heart. Even when he was furious and had lost all trust in her, he was still filled with longing and wanting. The desire to be with her, the need to protect her, and the urge to confess far more than he had admitted even to himself.
 
So he’d left again, pretended he had more investigating to do, and spent the early morning hours of the day wandering the city. He’d met with Dobson when the day became late enough for real human interaction, and they’d gone over what Simm had told them in the night. It had been a sufficient distraction for him, and actually a useful meeting for their investigation. A new list of suspects emerged from it, and Dobson set his men on it immediately.
 
A sense of duty told Tucker to share the information with his partner, to corroborate whatever she had worked on, and to collaborate on their next step. But Alexandra was his partner, and he was not ready to face her.
 
And now that he was wandering the city yet again, night having fallen, and there were no emotions left within him.
 
Just lost.
 
He knew exactly where he was in Portland, of course. By this point, he knew this city better than almost any other in the world. But he didn’t know what to do or where to go, or how to feel. He wanted to know why Alex hadn’t told him about Charlie, he wanted to know why she hadn’t told him about the telegram, he wanted to know how she felt about him, and he wanted to know why all of this mattered so much.
 
He knew, of course, but he refused to admit it.
 
Refused to think it.
 
But oh, how he felt it.
 
He made a face up at the misting rain, scolding himself over and over. He’d never been afraid of anything in his life before now, and this was a ridiculous time to start. He could put aside his emotions for a bit longer, now that they were getting close to the end. He needed to solve this case, and he needed to do right by his partner. He owed that to her, and to her future as an agent.
 
Nodding to himself, he moved out of the side street he had been wandering and headed back in the direction of the boarding house.
 
He could be understanding and listen, no matter how she chirped. He could put his feelings aside and let her feel better about matters by confessing whatever she wanted to. He could let her rail at him in a massive fit of temper over the injustice of his treatment of her.
 
And then they could get on with the case, and part when it was over. He could sign the annulment and move on with whatever Archie gave him for the next assignment.
 
Then, if he should have another partner, he would be all the more prepared for dealing with that.
 
“Carlton!”
 
Tucker blinked and turned towards the sound of his name, defenses rising, ready to flee or fight depending on the situation.
 
He fought a scowl as he saw Charlie jogging towards him, and shoved his hands into his pockets, more to avoid slugging the man across the face for good measure than anything else. “What?” he demanded, eager for this to be over already.
 
Charlie reached him, eyes wide, panting. “She’s gone.”
 
Tucker stilled, and he focused on the younger man, the strain evident in his features. “What?”
 
“Dra is gone,” Charlie said again. His hands spread in a frantic gesture. “I’ve looked everywhere.”
 
Before he knew what was happening, Tucker had Charlie by the lapels gripping hard. “I thought your job was to follow her and protect her. That was your job.”
 
“It was, and it is,” Charlie spat, wrenching out of his hold. “And I did.”
 
“Clearly.” Tucker ran a hand through his hair, exhaling roughly. “How did you lose her in the middle of the night, Charlie? Did she sneak out of the boarding house for a stroll?”
 
Charlie gave him a bewildered look. “You don’t know, do you?”
 
Tucker returned the look uneasily. “Know?”
 
“She went out hours ago. Another nighttime venture, I’m guessing.” Charlie looked around, then stepped closer. “She was dressed in the trousers, and was moving fast. Pretty determined, I’d wager.”
 
Tucker swore and turned away, gripping the back of his neck. Of all the foolish, naive, brainless things she could have done, going out into the night unaccompanied was the first on the list. “You followed?”
 
Charlie snorted once. “Of course. I had her fully in my sights the entire time, until she rounded into an alley and disappeared. I have no other word for it. I couldn’t have been more than twenty-five paces behind her, and when I followed into the alley, she was gone. No sign of her, no sound.”
 
Just like the rest. Vanished without a trace and without a hope of finding her.
 
Tucker squeezed his eyes shut, the world crashing in on him in successively painful blows.
 
“I did find a ribbon.”
 
His eyes sprang open with a gasp. He turned, hand extended before he made it all the way around. The ribbon was in his hold at once, and he stared as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
 
“A clue,” he murmured, stroking the blue fabric. “There were never any clues before.”
 
The statement struck him, and he froze yet again.
 
“There were never any clues,” he said again.
 
“You said that,” Charlie snapped impatiently. “So?”
 
Tucker looked at the man, smiling broadly. “So this is a clue.”
 
Charlie clearly thought he had lost his mind. “Yes…”
 
With a laugh, Tucker clapped the man on the shoulder. “Alex left us a clue. She intentionally left us a clue.” He slapped his shoulder once, and started off at a fast clip.
 
“Wait!” Charlie called, catching up. “We were down on the other side of town, we need to go the other way.”
 
Tucker shook his head. “Not yet. You said she was determined, she knew what she was doing. I need to know what she was going after before we follow. Alex is no fool, she had a plan. Might have been a stupid plan, but it was a plan.”
 
Charlie said nothing else, but the pair of them moved more quickly and before long, they were thundering their way up the stairs of the boarding house and into the bedroom.
 
“Nothing on the floor,” Tucker muttered, nodding to himself. “Good.”
 
Then he went to the trunk and pulled the papers out, rifling through them quickly for anything that might have changed. He shook his head as he scanned them all, not seeing anything.
 
Wait…
 
He went back a few pages and found the map. Something was different.
 
He tossed the rest of the pages into the trunk, not bothering to hide them, and unfolded the map on the floor, his eyes darting here and there. Faint lines extended out from a few of the businesses, hesitant but clearly there, not following the street patterns, all leading to the docks.
 
“Tunnels,” he mused, his mouth curving to one side. “Rough idea, but not far off, surely…”
 
“Tucker.”
 
He looked over at Charlie, who stood by the table, a paper now in his hand. “What?”
 
Charlie waved it at him. “She left a note.”
 
A lump suddenly lodged itself in Tucker’s throat, and he faintly feared that Alex might have left for another reason entirely.
 
He shook that errant thought away the moment it entered.
 
Alex wanted to prove herself, not ruin herself. And besides, she would never have left without her gowns and monstrous hats. She had too much pride in them, and too much of an image to uphold. This was no flight of fancy for his wife, this was a plotted course.
 
His wife.
 
He hadn’t thought of her as his wife for hours, yet now that’s all he could see her as. She was his partner, right enough, but there was so much more to her, and to them, than that. So much potential, and so much to explore.
 
His wife and his partner.
 
And he needed her.
 
He rose and took the paper from Charlie, Alex’s neat handwriting jumping out at him.
 
Mutt-
 
Went for a walk. Will see a saddle. Possibly seeing some ships. Look down. W.
 
~A
 
“I have no idea what she’s saying,” Charlie admitted with a sigh. “I’ve known her since we were kids, and I’ve never quite known what she was saying. I don’t think her father knows half the time.”
 
Tucker’s mind spun, and he shook his head in wonder, a fond smile spreading. “I know what she’s saying,” he murmured. “I know exactly what she’s saying.”
 
“Seriously?” Charlie came to his side and looked over the note as though the translation would be written there.
 
Tucker nodded once. “Seriously.”
 
Her excursion was intentional, and the letter was the direction she had gone.
 
He turned back to the map on the floor, crouching and tracing a route with his finger. “Going west,” he muttered, eying the surrounding areas. “And look down…”
 
He shifted his finger towards one of her suspected tunnels, nodding to himself. “All tunnels towards the docks, thanks to Simm… and seeing ships confirms…”
 
“What about the saddle?” Charlie asked from over his shoulder.
 
Tucker grunted once, shaking his head. “She knows who she’ll see. She’s doing this whole thing on purpose. Brilliant, mad little Chickadee. I’ll wring her neck.”
 
He rose and turned to Charlie, folding the note. “Congratulations, Charlie, you’ve officially been recruited. Let’s go.”
 
They were out the door and down the front stairs in a moment, the main street silent in the midnight air.
 
“Glad to help,” Charlie commented, sounding almost amused. “But shouldn’t we be going the back way? Into the darkness and alleys and all that?”
 
Tucker glanced at his new comrade in arms with a wry look. “Not yet. We need reinforcements. Lots of tunnels mean lots of options. We cover all bases, and then we go in and get her out.”
 
Charlie frowned at that. “Aren’t you worried about her? Who knows what she could be enduring right now?”
 
“Of course I’m worried,” Tucker replied, the admission coming freely, catching in his chest. “But about her? Not as much as you’d think. And whatever she’s enduring, I can promise you that Alexandra Drake Waite can give just as good as she gets. Just pray that nobody gets her within ten feet of a gun.”
 




Chapter 10



 
It was cold, it was dark, and it was haunting.
 
Most tunnels were, but this one seemed especially so.
 
Of course, if her captor would take off her blindfold, she wouldn’t have found it such a dark place, but that was neither here nor there.
 
She hadn’t been beaten or in any way ill-treated. She hadn’t been knocked unconscious or even subdued. No bodily harm whatsoever.
 
She did have a gag in her mouth, but she supposed that was to be expected. No one would want their captives screaming their head off. In tunnels like these, the sound would have echoed everywhere.
 
But, she supposed, in taverns filled with drunken men, and bordellos filled with the usual sort that filled them, it was entirely possible that the sound wouldn’t have been heard through the trap doors and such. Sewer tunnels surely would have required silencing, but these other tunnels might have gotten away with it.
 
If the victims were intoxicated to a certain extent, it wouldn’t have been an issue. And if the men taken were the hardy sailor sort, a whack to the head for silencing purposes wouldn’t have been farfetched.
 
It made sense, in a way, that she was so well treated so far. If they were going to sell their victims, they would want to get as much money for them as possible. All told, Alexandra should fetch a fair price for whoever wanted her.
 
It was strange, she didn’t feel nearly as afraid as she should have, being kidnapped and held in a tunnel beneath the city. Especially considering she wasn’t entirely certain how many tunnels there were under the city, and that she hadn’t exactly left a clear indication for her partner, or her bodyguard, as to her location.
 
Somehow that didn’t matter. Tucker would find her, of that she was certain.
 
The only question she really had was if it would be before she was loaded onto a ship or after.
 
She highly doubted her life was in danger, no matter how Miss Gilbert disliked her. There was no benefit in a murder, and she suspected that Miss Gilbert was all about the profit.
 
Footsteps sounded in the tunnel, and Alexandra stirred where she had been dropped, her feet and wrists bound. The stone beneath her scratched against her skin and she winced, forgetting how rough it truly was.
 
There was a sound of rustling, and then the distinct sound of something being laid down on the ground. Not a great weight, but something.
 
“Two? When did we start doing two?” an unfamiliar male voice demanded.
 
“Mistress said it was special circumstance. Happened upon this one, and she said to, then sent out for another,” a rougher voice replied.
 
Alexandra closed her eyes against the dark fabric over her eyes. Not another victim, not during her plan. She couldn’t exactly predict how things would go, and if someone else was along, it would complicate things infinitely.
 
“When is the buyer coming?” the first voice asked, seeming to settle.
 
“I think she said three or so. Not sure he’ll want both, but we’ll let Mr. C decide the specifics.”
 
“If we’re doing double duty, we should get higher wages.”
 
“You want to tell the mistress that?”
 
“Tell the mistress what?” a cold female voice intoned, her voice magnified in the tunnel.
 
Alexandra shivered, the voice of Miss Gilbert not nearly so lifeless now as it had been every other time she had met her. This was the voice of a calculating, powerful woman, and without seeing the woman in question, the voice alone was intimidating.
 
“Nothing,” the men grunted together, shuffling. “You want us to carry them down?”
 
“Not yet.” Footsteps came towards Alexandra, pausing, and then the toe of a boot nudged at her stomach. “Take her blindfold off and sit her up.”
 
The men grabbed Alexandra’s arms and hefted her up, then one of them fumbled at the back of her head, the blindfold sliding off.
 
Alexandra waited a minute before opening her eyes, swallowing once. Then she did so, squinting in the strange light around them. A combination of torches and weak gas lighting lined the tunnels, outdated certainly, but likely easier for upkeep than modernizing. The walls were a muted gray, roughly hewn out of stone and covered with a layer of chalk-like dust. The floor bore detail streaks of footsteps, and darker streaks that had to come from boots or goods.
 
Or, perhaps, bodies.
 
A tapping sound brought her attention front and center to a pointed boot clicking against the ground. She followed it up to a slender body and angular face of Miss Gilbert staring down at her, arms folded and superior.
 
Alexandra smiled as though she were meeting someone in the parlor of her house in Savannah. “Why, Miss Gilbert, as I live and breathe. Fancy meetin’ you here in the middle of the night and in a tunnel beneath the city. Are you strugglin’ to sleep tonight and goin’ for a walk? Surely there are better ways of calmin’ a body down.”
 
The thin lips curved to one side, her eyes narrowing. “You keep up that superior air, Mrs. Carlton. You’re going to need it where you’re going. From the first moment I met you, I despised everything you stood for and represented. A higher class thinking they can rule and reign over the rest of us who have to work for our living, whereas you have never had to work for anything in your life. Look at you, beautiful and charming and fashionable, you likely had suitors crawling the walls.”
 
There was a lifetime of bitterness in her voice, and Alexandra shifted uneasily. She hadn’t counted on being so disliked simply for existing, not when she’d given such a concentrated effort to behaving as she had.
 
But if she could keep Miss Gilbert talking without irritating her unnecessarily, it would buy Tucker more time to find her.
 
“I didn’t mean to…” she tried weakly.
 
“Stop,” Miss Gilbert spat with a shake of her head. “Just stop. I can’t stand your accent and the spoiled airs in every word you speak. You don’t even live here, and you got invited to dine with the Teagues. It’s all in who you know, you said. Well, on that we can absolutely agree.” She took a step forward and crouched to Alexandra’s level. “I know people, too, Mrs. Carlton. I know people that would make your skin crawl. That’s the benefit of working with the police. You meet the most interesting people.”
 
Alexandra’s heart stopped in her chest for a moment, her mind turning blank. “I… I thought…”
 
Miss Gilbert sneered. “What? You thought I was just the boring secretary that couldn’t find anything better to do for her occupation? That I stayed there for my love of the esteemed sergeant?”
 
The lackeys nearby, huge beefy men with more articles of clothing than teeth, snickered and coughed at that.
 
“Oh, he’s an attractive man,” Miss Gilbert went on, “and his mind is surely first class. But my admiration for him and attentiveness to his needs makes me invaluable to him, and a trusted member of the force. And that gives me access and freedom.” She smiled, her tiny teeth forming neat rows between her lips. “The city is teeming with business at the docks, and there are people willing to pay.”
 
Alexandra could imagine there were, and one glance at the woman across the tunnel told her exactly who would be paying for such a woman. Or, rather, what trade would do so.
 
“Are you curious about your companion?” Miss Gilbert asked, reading her expression right. “Don’t be. She’s a whore already, but a young, healthy one. Those are always worth good money. I believe Peter drugged her at the bordello this evening before she could get on with what he was paying her for. Such a pity, I do hope he gets his money back.”
 
There was another dark chuckle from the men, and the look in their eyes told Alexandra they would not hesitate to treat her similarly if they were given the opportunity.
 
Another set of footsteps sounded from further down the tunnel, and Miss Gilbert rose, turning towards it and moving quickly away. Her lackeys followed, their voices low and indistinguishable amid the loud dripping sounds from the ceiling.
 
“Psst,” Alexandra hissed at the woman across from her. “Pssst! Are you awake?”
 
The woman turned her head towards Alexandra, and she was stunned to see that she was a girl of no more than fifteen staring back at her, eyes wide and terrified. She nodded slowly at Alexandra, then bit down on her trembling lips.
 
“Don’t worry,” Alexandra whispered with a smile. “We’ll get out of this. What’s your name?”
 
The girl wet her lips. “Clara, ma’am. And I’m not a… a…”
 
Alexandra shook her head. “That’s all right, dear. It doesn’t matter.”
 
A tear ran down Clara’s cheek. “I’m a maid there, ma’am. My aunt runs the place, and I have to work for her. But even that would be better than…”
 
“Of course,” Alexandra overrode. “Of course, it would be. You rest there, let them think you’re asleep. Leave this all to me, hmm?”
 
Clara nodded, trying for a smile, then turned her head back the way it had been, her eyes closing.
 
Alexandra leaned her head back against the wall, exhaling slowly.
 
Come on, Tucker…
 
The others came back near them, all eyes on Alexandra.
 
“Oh, is there an update?” she quipped almost cheerily. “I understand we are to undertake a voyage, and I do so long to be at sea. It’s a marvelous experience.”
 
“Shut up!” Miss Gilbert snapped, disgusted. “Do you ever stop talking?”
 
Alexandra shrugged a shoulder. “It’s a fault, I do admit. In fact…”
 
“Enough!” Miss Gilbert shrieked. “Enough. I’ve gained a fortune working in this trade, but I swear I would trade it all to silence you.”
 
Flattering thought, indeed.
 
Alexandra chose not to respond, keeping her eyes steady on her captor. She had no patience to play a damsel in distress, and no desire to show this woman any sign of fear.
 
Miss Gilbert crouched before her again and ran a finger along Alexandra’s cheek, the finger cold as ice. “I’ll get another fortune just for selling you, my dear. An absolute fortune, and it will have absolutely nothing to do with a ransom. And that poor, deluded, fencepost of a husband you have, the one who trails after you like a puppy and follows you by the hem of your skirts, will never know what happened to you. Poor, poor, boring Agent Carlton. Whatever will he do?”
 
“Well, I imagine the poor man will save his wife, but that could just be my opinion,” drawled a well-known, well-beloved, and very much welcomed voice from the other direction of the tunnel.
 
Miss Gilbert sprang backwards, falling to the ground in her haste while her lackeys dropped their cigars, already backing down the other end.
 
Tucker appeared in the faint light, smiling grimly. “I’d bark, Miss Gilbert, but I’ve never been a very good puppy. Besides, I tend not to indulge criminals. You are under arrest.”
 
The lackeys bolted down the tunnel, and two men from behind Tucker sprang after them while another two secured Miss Gilbert before she could do more than crawl backwards. The sounds of a scuffle told them all that other officers had stopped the lackeys, if not whoever they had been speaking with.
 
Alexandra exhaled, the sound almost a sob, and she looked up at her husband, a smile surprisingly difficult to manage. “I don’t know, Mutt. I think you’re a rather good dog, personally.”
 
He flashed a brief grin, and then he was to her, untying her wrists and feet before gathering her into his arms, his hold nearly crushing. “Oh, Alex,” he murmured into her hair, stroking it over and over. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”
 
She slid her arms up to his neck, holding him tightly. “I’m fine, Tucker. I promise, I’m fine.”
 
He kissed her hair, then her cheek and her brow, resting his lips there. “I need a moment. I need…” He shuddered, then bent his head and kissed her hard.
 
She returned the kiss, cradling his head in her hands, forcing the kiss to gentle. She touched her brow to hers, breaking the kiss. “It’s all right. Nothing happened.”
 
“But it could have,” Tucker whispered, his nose brushing hers. “So much could have. I knew you were a fighter, I knew you weren’t a damsel in distress, but…” He kissed her again, this time very grazing. “I could have lost you anyway.”
 
“I know,” she replied, stroking his cheek.
 
He pulled back and cupped her face with one hand. “Were you afraid, Alex?”
 
“Yes,” she said at once. “And no.”
 
His mouth curved. “Explain that, if you will.”
 
She returned his smile and laced her fingers behind his neck. “I knew you’d find me. I trusted you would.”
 
Tucker groaned and touched his brow to hers again, his lips almost at hers. “I’m so sorry, Alex. I’m so sorry about last night, and the days before…”
 
“I should have told you,” Alexandra interrupted, shaking her head against him. “I should have told you about Charlie and the telegram, I should have waited, and…”
 
“I trust you, Alex,” Tucker broke in, pulling back and giving her a steady look. “I trusted you even when I said I didn’t, and I’ll never accuse you of anything again.”
 
She raised a brow at him. “Never is a very long time.”
 
“I know.”
 
“Don’t make vows you won’t keep,” she scolded, scooting herself closer to him. “It reminds me of our wedding.”
 
Tucker smiled a little. “I’ve kept those. So have you.”
 
Her eyes widened and she sat back on her heels. “I suppose we have. What a pleasant thought.”
 
He laughed softly, his arms folding around her more, pulling her into him. “You’re shivering,” he pointed out.
 
“So are you,” she replied, brushing her nose against his.
 
“I’m still afraid,” he admitted with a nuzzle against her hair, his lips dusting across her skin.
 
Alexandra sighed and burrowed herself against the warmth of his chest. “So am I.”
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The police station was bustling with activity when they arrived, officers running in and out, suspects being led into the jail and others taken into rooms for interviews. Apparently, after Tucker and Charlie had woken Dobson, he had immediately deployed the entirety of the police force as well as their potential recruits.
 
Charlie had led another team down to the docks to approach from the other side, and had taken several foremen as well as Mr. Creet himself into custody.
 
Tucker found he didn’t care about that as much as he did getting through the debriefing process with Alexandra and young Clara, then getting both to safety.
 
Particularly Alexandra, although he was adamant that Clara would not be returned to the poor life her aunt was giving her. No girl should be forced into working in such a place, especially not at such a young age. It was a miracle she had been spared being one of the so-called ladies at the bordello as yet, but one he was grateful for.
 
Dobson agreed wholeheartedly, and had been remarkably tender with Clara when they’d brought her in. Tucker wasn’t entirely sure what that was all about, but when Mrs. Dobson had entered a moment ago, he had a fairly decent idea.
 
Alexandra, however, was insisting that she needed to see Clara and make sure she was all right, and her constant chirping was driving him mad.
 
Making him grin without reserve, but driving him mad.
 
“Will somebody tell me something at any point in the near future?” Alexandra demanded, drumming her fingers on what had formerly been Miss Gilbert’s desk, her hair completely loose and wild. “I would think that I should have some say in the girl’s future, considering I was kidnapped with her.”
 
Tucker put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently. “Easy, Chickadee. She’s not as brave as you, and not as strong. She needs some tender care.”
 
Alex looked up at him, her brows knitting. “And I cannot be tender with her?”
 
He rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Not what I said.”
 
“You choose today to turn conversational, and this is what you say?” She scoffed loudly. “Figures.”
 
Tucker shook his head, biting the inside of his cheek. There really was nobody like his Chickadee.
 
A door nearby opened and Dobson came storming out, his mustache twitching. He saw Tucker and Alexandra, and changed directions for them.
 
“Where is Clara?” Alexandra demanded without fanfare.
 
“My office,” he responded without ruffling. “My wife is speaking with her, and I believe she will be coming home with us for a time. Can’t have her going back to an aunt who would force her into such conditions. We’ll see to all the details.”
 
Alexandra nodded primly and put a hand over Tucker’s on her shoulder. “That is very good of you, Sergeant. Thank you.”
 
Dobson looked at Alexandra directly, his mustache shifting to one side. Then it straightened and his brow furrowed. “ATKINS!” he bellowed. “Get Mrs. Carlton some tea, can’t you see she needs it?”
 
He turned and moved towards the back of the offices. “Brady! Find her a blasted coat, would you? I can see her shivering? Gains!”
 
A young man sprang into the room, spine stiff at attention. “Sir?”
 
Dobson pointed at Alexandra. “Whatever she tells you, write it down. Anything she wants, you get it. Got it?”
 
“Yes, sir,” Gains said at once as the other young officers came in with a coat and some tea, bringing both to Alexandra.
 
“And Gains,” Dobson added, almost as an afterthought. “Ask her for qualities and skills for female associates. We’ll need women like her on our side.”
 
Tucker all out gaped at that; he couldn’t imagine what Alexandra’s expression was.
 
Dobson looked back at Alexandra, smiling in full. “If you wouldn’t mind indulging us, Mrs. Carlton.”
 
Now Tucker pulled out a chair and sat beside Alexandra, glancing at her. She stared right back at Dobson, giving him her sweet Southern smile. “Not at all, Sergeant Dobson. I’m quite charmed at the moment, and I’ll give you whatever you like.”
 
Dobson nodded, then disappeared into the other parts of the office to see to further details.
 
Young Gains moved to a nearby chair, sitting carefully and smiling at Alexandra. “Mrs. Carlton, whenever you’re ready, if you’d like to tell me what happened tonight.”
 
Tucker reached over to take her hand, and found her fingers intertwining with his at once.
 
Alexandra exhaled, her fingers brushing his in thought. “I was baking with our hostess, Mrs. Ames,” she began, before relating her entire thought process and her realizations.
 
Tucker listened with amazement as she related connecting the pieces of the case together, seeing where they should have suspected matters but hadn’t, and wishing he had caught the connections sooner. This all might have been avoided if he had simply communicated better with his partner, but there was no point in recriminations now.
 
Alexandra was well, and, miraculously, the case would be closed soon. That would be enough.
 
More than enough, really.
 
He tuned back into what Alexandra was saying, forcing himself to pay attention.
 
“And I knew,” she said, “that Miss Gilbert took a dislike to me, as well as a curiosity about me, so I could only presume she was the one asking questions, or having them asked. Considering she was also involved with the missing people, as evidenced by her knowing far too much about the docks unnecessarily, I figured that she would not pass up the opportunity to take me, if given the chance.”
 
Tucker jerked at that, staring at his wife, barely restraining his horror. She figured that Gilbert would…
 
“What?” he managed to ask without sounding too outraged. “You… you planned on getting taken?”
 
She looked at him frankly, no hint of shame in her expression. “I did. Which was why I left the note. And the ribbon when they took me.”
 
He could barely see straight for a moment, and only blinked once. Then he looked at Gains. “Excuse us for a moment, would you, Gains?”
 
Without waiting for the young officer’s response, Tucker pulled Alexandra up, his hold on her hand tightening, and tugged her from the room into an office, closing the door.
 
“Why do we need privacy at this moment, Tucker?” Alexandra asked with some confusion, though sounding amused. “I wasn’t finished, you know.”
 
He rubbed his hands over his face before turning to face her. “You got kidnapped on purpose?”
 
Alexandra’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “Yes… Didn’t I say that?”
 
“I was hoping I misheard,” he responded weakly, shaking his head. “You got kidnapped on purpose.”
 
Understanding dawned on his wife. “Oh… this upsets you, I take it. I was trying to prove myself, you see. To you, to me, to my father, and I figured the best way for us to solve the case would be to…”
 
Tucker took three steps towards her. “You foolish little bird, do you have any idea what losing you did to me?” he bellowed. “I could have died on the spot when Charlie told me. And to discover just now that you put me through all of that on purpose? I swear, I would absolutely throttle you right now if I wasn’t so madly in love with you!”
 
“Well, then it’s a very good thing that you are,” she yelled back, flinging her arm out. “I was willing to risk myself for our case, and isn’t that the point of being an agent? I wasn’t worried at all about what would happen to me because I knew that my partner would save me, because I am so wildly in love with you!”
 
They stared at each other, chests heaving.
 
Then her words clicked in his brain, and he hesitantly pointed at her. “Wait, what did you say?”
 
Her expression could have mirrored his. “What did you say?”
 
There was a moment of suspense, and then, together, they replied, “I love you.”
 
Tucker gaped, and so did Alex.
 
She giggled then, and he grinned, then closed the distance between them and swept her into his arms. She kissed him fiercely, folding her arms around his neck and arching up on her tiptoes. He solved that issue by lifting her off the ground, bringing her lips on level with his. Her legs locked around his hips, which was a perfect anchor, as his arms could nearly touch his shoulders around her. If he could have drawn her into his chest completely, he would have done, but being so thoroughly and pleasantly devoured by her lips was certainly enough.
 
And he was exerting quite a bit of effort to render her as breathless as he was becoming, and if her trembling in his arms was any indication, it was working rather well.
 
Alex broke off with a faint gasp, stroking his hair and resting her brow against him. “I do apologize,” she panted. “This is a most unladylike position for your wife to be found in.”
 
“I like it,” he replied, moving one hand to pat her leg reassuringly. “I hope to repeat it often in our future.’
 
She smiled, stroking his hair again. “We have a future?”
 
He kissed her hard, then lingered. “I say we do,” he breathed, nudging her with his nose. “What do you say?”
 
She moaned and tipped his mouth up for a slow, sweet kiss. “I guess I do,” she whispered.
 
“You guess?” he teased as he slowly let her unlock her legs and slid back to the ground.
 
She shook her head and cupped his cheeks, her eyes staring directly, and frankly, into his. “I know.”
 
Tucker grinned and kissed her nose. “Me too.” He stroked her cheek gently. “You said you were willing to risk yourself. I applaud your dedication, but don’t do it again. I’m not willing to risk you. I can’t risk you. I love you, Alex.”
 
Alexandra hummed a delighted laugh, smiling dreamily at him. “I love you, too, Tuck.”
 
He exhaled, took her hand, and led her back out into the office, where Dobson stood with Charlie, frowning.
 
“Dobson?” Tucker asked, approaching with some trepidation.
 
The sergeant met his eyes. “Gilbert has just confessed and given details on the missing persons.”
 
“That’s good, isn’t it?” Alexandra asked, looking between them.
 
Dobson looked at her, shaking his head. “She only confesses to fifteen of the twenty-eight. Insists she had nothing to do with the rest, and says she has proof of her being unable to do so.”
 
Alexandra squeezed Tucker’s hand, shaking her head. “What does that mean?”
 
“It means,” Tucker muttered, disgruntled, “that there is more involved in this shanghaiing business than our resident criminal.”
 
Dobson exhaled roughly, clearly displeased. “I’ll have a run at Creet, see what he says. Now that we know as much as we do, we have a better chance of taking care of it all.” He smiled at the two of them weakly. “Think we could convince the pair of you to stay a bit longer while we try to tie up loose ends?”
 
Tucker looked at Alexandra, and she looked up at him. She shrugged shoulder lightly, and he stroked her hand with his thumb. “I think we can be prevailed upon to stay,” he told the sergeant, still staring at his wife.
 
She winked and nodded. Then she looked at Charlie. “You, on the other hand, are free to go back to Savannah and my father.”
 
“Unless,” Tucker said slowly, an idea forming, “you would prefer a different sort of assignment.”
 
Charlie folded his arms. “I’m intrigued. Go on.”
 
“Stop by Denver on your way back home,” Tucker suggested. “See a man named Archibald Gordon. I’ll write you a recommendation. If he thinks you’ll do, listen to his offer. Consider it. I think you’d do well.”
 
Charlie nodded in thought, smiling just a little. “I just might do that.” He hid a yawn behind his hand. “But first, I think I need to sleep for a few days.”
 
Alexandra didn’t bother to hide her yawn. “Me, too.”
 
Dobson chuckled and held out a hand to Alexandra. “You’ve earned yourself a full week of sleep, Mrs. Carlton. Kindly come see Mrs. Dobson and myself when you’ve rested. Bring your husband, if you like.”
 
“Oh, I like,” Alexandra assured him in a low, teasing voice, making Tucker’s knees weaken slightly.
 
“And on that note,” Tucker said, tugging her away, “we bid you all goodnight!”
 
They laughed as they waved to them, and he pulled his wife back out into the Portland night, heading slowly for the boarding house.
 
He said nothing for a moment, and neither did she, but their fingers continued to brush steadily against each other in their hold.
 
“So,” Alexandra finally said, “it seems we’re going to be partners for life. Can you bear to be stuck with me that long?”
 
He shrugged. “I’ll survive.”
 
“You are a skilled agent, after all.”
 
“This is true.”
 
“And I think I’ve proven myself capable as an agent.”
 
“You have.”
 
“So we will be partners in this, too.” She laughed once. “The adventures of Chickadee and Mutt! Can you even imagine?”
 
He shuddered for effect. “No. It’s a terrifying idea, and I don’t want to.”
 
She nudged him hard. “Yes, you do. You love adventures.”
 
“I hate adventures,” he countered. “Especially with you. Scares me to death. I never know what you’re going to do next.”
 
She laughed at that. “It’s what you like best about me, isn’t it?”
 
He grinned and looked down at her. “It’s on the list.”
 
Alex narrowed her eyes. “Where on this list?”
 
“Near the top.”
 
“And how long is this list?”
 
“Long enough.”
 
She smiled shyly, her thumb rubbing against his hand. “I’m chirping again, aren’t I?”
 
He brought their hands to his lips and kissed the back of hers. “Chirp away, Chickadee. I’ve grown rather fond of the sound.”
 
“Aww,” she purred happily. “I love you, too, Mutt.”
 
Tucker stopped, turning his wife towards him, taking her waist in hand and dipping his head towards her. “Woof,” he whispered.
 
Alex grinned and kissed him, her lips full of teasing, passion, and tenderness. “Good boy,” she whispered against his lips, smiling again.
 
He swallowed that smile, and then the song his little bird sang best when he kissed her. And oh, how she sang.
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