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  one
A Funeral Without Tears


Riley had no tears to shed, even as the reverend’s voice trembled with emotion while he delivered a moving sermon. She stood before the freshly dug graves, the raw scent of turned earth mingling with the faint sweetness of flowers laid by those who had come to pay their respects. Her godmother’s gloved hand clasped hers with quiet firmness, while her godfather’s protective arm settled around her shoulders, steadying her beneath the weight of the moment. 
She wished she could weep, if only to feel the release others expected of her, but no tears came. How could they? She had not truly known them at all. To her, they had always been strangers—distant figures who bore the titles of Mother and Father without ever fulfilling the bond.
Her father, once a prominent figure in Boston society, had owned several banks and amassed a fortune that consumed both him and his wife. Wealth had been their true companion—their guiding star. They paraded their influence through extravagant holidays, lavish parties, and investments meant only to cement their place among the city’s most powerful families.
Riley had been little more than an accessory to their reputation. Her earliest memories were not of warm embraces or gentle words, but of the English nanny her grandparents had hired before their passing, and later the stern yet kind governess who raised her. Tutors rotated through the household like clockwork, imparting lessons in languages, mathematics, and music—yet never bridging the gaping loneliness her parents left behind.
In the eyes of society, she was the daughter of privilege, swathed in fine clothes and jeweled trinkets. But in truth, she had grown up in a house where affection had no place, and where her parents’ ambitions cast longer shadows than their presence ever did.
She closed her eyes, a weary sigh escaping her lips, heavy with something deeper than grief. Even now, standing at his grave, she could not escape the stain of her father’s deeds. Herbert Hastings had not only swindled countless clients but had engaged in schemes so audacious that whispers of them spread through Boston like wildfire.
His greatest fraud had mirrored the infamous Andrew Dexter Jr. scandal of 1807, when vast quantities of worthless banknotes were printed to prop up failing ventures. Unlike Dexter, who fled the country to evade his creditors and punishment, her father had met a far bloodier end. On the very day authorities prepared to arrest him, a supposed robbery erupted at the bank, and both her father and mother had been gunned down. To the world, it appeared a violent coincidence. To Riley, it reeked of design.
She had always known her father thrived on intrigue and deceit, weaving plots as naturally as other men breathed. Even as a child of five, she had overheard enough whispered conversations to sense that darkness cloaked his every ambition. At the time, her young mind had not grasped the full meaning of those schemes. But now, with the wisdom of years, she understood with chilling clarity just how monstrous he had been.
Herbert Hastings had been a coward to the core—forever hiding behind accomplices, never accepting responsibility, always orchestrating calamity from the safety of the shadows. It required little imagination to conclude that the ‘robbery’ had been no accident at all, but a desperate escape attempt engineered by the man himself. He had likely hired a band of cutthroats to stage the violence, to create just enough chaos for him and his wife to slip away before justice closed in. Yet if that had been his plan, it had turned against him.
Riley doubted he had ever intended to die that day. Far more likely, the criminals he enlisted realized the fortune that could be theirs if they silenced him instead. A living Herbert Hastings could only promise payment. A dead one left them free to take everything. And once they chose to kill him, they could not risk leaving his wife alive as a witness. Thus, Imelda Hastings, too, had perished—swept into the ruin her husband had sown.

      [image: ]The reverend’s final words faded into the stillness of the graveyard, his voice lingering like the last echo of a hymn carried off by the wind. With solemn dignity, he placed the small trowel into Riley’s hands. Her fingers curled around the handle, and though it was light in weight, it felt like a burden of stone pressing down upon her. 
She lowered herself to her knees, the damp grass soaking into her skirts, and scooped a measure of cool, heavy earth. For a heartbeat, she held it in her palm, staring at the dark soil as though it carried the whole of her father’s legacy. Then, slowly, she let it fall. The dirt struck the polished coffins below with a hollow thud that reverberated through her bones, each grain a cruel punctuation mark—not grief, but finality. Bitter, unyielding finality.
Around her, hushed whispers stirred like restless leaves, carried on the chill air. She did not need to hear the words to know their meaning. The sidelong glances, the averted gazes, the sharp lift of brows—all of it spoke louder than voices. Every murmur was another sentence passed upon her: guilty—not by deed, but by blood. 
It was not sorrow that burned within her, but exhaustion. Ever since Herbert Hastings’s crimes had been dragged into the open, Riley had lived beneath the crushing weight of his disgrace. His frauds had left families ruined, futures shattered, and fortunes lost. 
Yet it was not the man in the coffin who bore their rage now, it was her. She had walked the streets of Boston to jeers and spittle, endured insults hurled like stones. Some had gone further, emboldened by their hatred, trying to seize her arm or shove her aside as though she were filth beneath their boots. She had never signed a paper, never schemed a theft, and never taken a cent that was not hers. Yet she had become the scapegoat for sins she did not commit, the last living symbol of a man who had destroyed so much. Her father was beyond earthly justice, and so the betrayed poured their vengeance onto her shoulders.
Riley rose, her movements slow but steady, and stepped back to make room for others. She folded her hands before her, her face carefully composed, betraying none of the resentment that smoldered beneath her calm exterior. One by one, mourners moved forward, cast their handfuls of earth, and drifted away into the gathering dusk. Soon, only a scattering of acquaintances lingered, the cemetery growing quieter with each departing carriage.
At last, Amanda appeared at her side, her presence comforting against the raw judgment of the crowd, even though they were not close friends. Without hesitation, the young woman wrapped her in a warm embrace. Such a display of affection was unusual for Amanda, but it was something Riley had longed for all her life from those who should have loved her most. 
“Come,” Amanda urged softly, her voice low and gentle. “Your godparents want to take you home.”
But Riley shook her head, her gaze still fixed upon the twin graves.
“Give me a moment, please.”
Amanda studied her for a breath, then nodded with quiet understanding. She pressed Riley’s hand, gave it a reassuring squeeze, and turned away, walking toward the carriages where her older sister and brother-in-law and Riley’s godparents waited.
Riley did not follow. She remained alone, her slender figure etched against the slate-gray sky, framed by weathered stones and the stark mounds of fresh earth. The silence pressed in around her—not the peace of mourning, but the weight of judgment—and the deeper, unspoken truths that lingered still in the shadows of her heart.

      [image: ]Riley cleared her throat, her voice unsteady at first but gaining strength with every word.
“I hope you realize by now, Father, that you not only ruined your own life but mine as well,” she murmured, her gaze fixed on the grave. The words tasted bitter on her tongue, but once spoken, they spilled forth like water breaching a dam. “As always, you found a way to escape the consequences, leaving others to pick up the wreckage you left behind. Why did you put this burden on me? I had nothing to do with your lies or your dealings, yet I am the one forced to bear the shame. How is that fair?”
Her fists clenched at her sides, nails biting into her palms until the sting blurred with the ache in her chest. Her head bowed, her voice dropping to a low, trembling whisper.
“I never understood why you and Mother never cared for me—why you ignored me, as though I were nothing more than a nuisance. Yet somehow, I grew up. I became someone in spite of you, without your guidance, without your love.”
Her throat thickened, but she pressed on.
“I never understood why you tried to force me into a marriage with Ewan. I thought it was my duty, and I accepted it as part of life. I accepted so many things I should never have—things painful, things undeserved. But this—”
She gestured toward the grave, her voice breaking before sharpening with steel.
“—this final cruelty is beyond endurance. You’ve left me with nothing. No family. No home. Only the clothing and trinkets Mother draped on me to maintain appearances. If not for the kindness of my godparents, I would be cast into the street like refuse.”
A shaky breath slipped from her lips, followed by a soft, derisive scoff.
“Choosing the Richfields as my godparents was the only wise decision you ever made, and for that I am grateful. But I will not be coming back here. I should be weeping—drowning in grief as any daughter would at her parents’ grave. Yet I feel nothing. Not anger. Not sorrow. Only emptiness.”
She drew herself tall, her voice suddenly clear and firm as it carried across the quiet cemetery.
“I am not angry at you for never loving me, not anymore. But leaving me to carry the shame of crimes that were never mine, that is the final cruelty. May God have mercy on your soul, Father, for I cannot.”
With a curt nod to both graves, Riley turned and walked toward the gates. 

      [image: ]Her steps were heavy but resolute, her breath quick in the cold air, her cheeks flushed with the force of what she had spoken aloud. The silence around her almost felt like relief—until it shattered.
A rough hand seized her arm, yanking her to a halt.
“Ya proud o’ yerself, ruinin’ so many lives?” a man spat, his eyes burning with hatred. His grip dug deep into her arm, and she flinched. “Oughta be ashamed, showin’ yer face ‘round here after what yer pa done.”
Before she could form a reply, a woman shoved her way forward, her face contorted with venom.
“Bet you an’ yer fine mama drove Hastings straight to it. Man had to keep up with all yer high-and-mighty demands fer more—what folks like you call needs.”
Riley jerked back, but the man’s hold only tightened. His other hand shot up, clamping cruelly around her chin and forcing her face upward. She gasped as his hot, rancid breath washed over her.
“That dress yer wearin’—reckon it’s worth enough to pay back half o’ what yer pa stole from me,” he hissed.
“An’ no tears neither?” the woman screeched. “Not a drop fer the folks who raised ya? Maybe you was in on it yerself—maybe you helped kill yer own ma an’ pa!”
The accusations struck like blows, her pulse hammering as the air tightened in her chest.
“Enough!”
The sharp command cracked through the graveyard like a gunshot. Riley startled, realizing only then that the sheriff had been lingering nearby. He stepped forward with steady authority, his tall frame cutting between her and her tormentors. His hand hovered near his holster, his gaze hard as flint. The man released her at once, though not without a final shove that sent her stumbling backward. Riley caught herself with a ragged breath, her arm throbbing where his fingers had dug deep.
Behind the sheriff, her godfather surged forward, his jaw clenched, his fists balled at his sides, fury blazing in his eyes. She knew in her heart he would have torn the man apart had the sheriff not stepped in first.
“Leave the young lady alone and be on your way,” the sheriff barked.
The murmurs died at once, replaced by a brittle hush. Without waiting for a reply, he clasped Riley’s arm—firm but not rough—and began steering her toward the gates. But the mob wasn’t finished.
“Yeah, go on an’ take her side, Sheriff!” the man sneered. “Easy fer you t’defend her when you ain’t the one her pa robbed blind!”
Heads turned. Passersby slowed. The tension spread like wildfire.
“I’ll tell ya why he’s so quick t’jump in,” a woman snapped, shoving forward. “Ain’t ‘cause she’s innocent—it’s ‘cause he’s got a hankerin’ fer that pretty face o’ hers.”
Agreement rippled through the onlookers.
Riley’s first instinct was to lower her gaze—to let their venom fall harmless as ash. But then she saw the sheriff’s jaw tighten. Saw him about to defend her. And something in her hardened.
No. Not this time. She drew in a steady breath, lifted her chin, and turned to face them. Her spine straightened. Her shoulders squared. And her eyes flashed with a light that silenced the muttering like a wind snuffing a flame. The daughter of Herbert Hastings no longer looked like a woman bowed beneath disgrace. She looked like someone ready to fight.






  
  two
The Steel Within


Riley was not a timid woman, nor one easily cowed by the harshness of others. Life had tempered her, teaching her that silence could cut deeper than a shout, and that measured restraint often wielded more power than reckless words. Yet beneath her calm exterior burned a fierce temper—one that, when stoked beyond endurance, flared through her like wildfire. 
Perhaps that fire had been born of neglect—of growing up without a father who cared enough to shield her, without a mother who ever chose to stand at her side. Or perhaps it was simply part of her nature, something innate that had always lain dormant within her, waiting to be tested. Riley herself could not say. What she did know was that she had learned early to place her trust not in parents who had failed her, but in the steady, quiet strength of another.
It had been her governess who first taught her the art of confidence—if not always genuine, then at least the semblance of it.
“The world will try to diminish you,” the woman had once told her, “but if you hold your head high, they will think twice before daring to try again.”
With those words, and countless more like them, her governess had guided Riley toward a love of life itself, even when the constant shadow of being unwanted threatened to smother her spirit. The older woman’s greatest lessons had not come through lecture, but through example.  Riley had watched her mentor face down scorn and condescension more than once, refusing to allow her worth to be diminished simply because she was ‘only’ a teacher.
Those moments had branded themselves into Riley’s memory, forging the steel in her spine and planting within her the conviction that dignity must never be surrendered—not for anyone. She had loved her governess dearly—not merely as an instructor, but as a companion, a guardian, and the truest friend she had known in her lonely youth. Though distance now separated them, the woman having gone west to Nebraska to devote her life to teaching children there, their letters had become a lifeline. Each page carried encouragement and care, reminders that someone believed in her worth.
To this day, Riley admired her above all others. It had been her governess who first convinced her that cruelty and evil never had the final word, and that God’s love endured—steady and unshaken by the malice of men. That lesson had carried Riley through many storms—and it carried her still, in this moment, as she stood before a crowd eager to despise her—not for her actions, but for the blood in her veins.

      [image: ]“Why have you come to the funeral of people you despised?” Riley snapped, her fists clenched tight at her sides. 
Her voice rang out, clear and cutting, slicing through the murmurs like a blade.
“Did you think that by attacking me, you could wound my pride? Did you hope I’d fall to my knees and beg forgiveness for sins that were never mine? Or were you simply hoping I’d open my purse and hand out money?”
Her jaw tightened, her eyes burning with defiance as she dared them to answer.
“You know nothing of me—nothing of my life—and yet you pass judgment as though you have the right. What have I done to you, personally, that warrants such venom? You tell me I should be ashamed to show my face. But I ask you this—had I stayed away, would you not be here condemning me for failing to bury my parents?”
The man who had taunted her shifted uneasily, his mouth opening as if to speak. But Riley raised her voice before he could. She would not give him the ground.
“I understand your anger. My father cheated you—cheated many. But tell me, why is that rage turned upon me? I did not sign his papers. I did not make his deals. I did not spend his stolen coin. Yet I have borne the jeers, the spit, and the scorn of strangers, all because the guilty man lies in the ground beyond your reach. Do not call it justice. It is vengeance you want, and I, conveniently, am all that’s left.”
Her head shook slowly, her tone sharpening, each word falling with measured weight.
“You accuse me of failing to mourn. Have you once asked yourselves why my eyes are dry? Have you wondered if perhaps there is reason enough for my lack of tears?”
She drew a steady breath, her voice dropping low, deliberate.
“Then listen. I owe you no apology, no explanation—but I will tell you what my life was like. Perhaps then you will think twice before you spit judgment.”
She stepped forward, her chin lifted, her gaze fierce and unflinching as she met their eyes one by one. The crowd hushed, stilled by the force of her will.
“You knew Herbert and Imelda Hastings as they wished to be known—grand, polished, untouchable. You think you know me because, on occasion, I stood beside them at dinners and galas. You believe I am my mother’s reflection because she paraded me through shops and filled my closets with silks and baubles. But you are wrong. I despise such trifles. I never wanted the gowns, nor the jewels, nor any of it. I watched my parents squander fortune after fortune on themselves, yet never once did they give to the church or offer charity to the poor at their door. I begged for the chance to help, but they never placed so much as a penny in my hands.”
A ripple of whispers swept through the gathered crowd, but Riley’s voice only grew steadier—stronger.
“Yes, they covered me in jewels and fine clothes, but only as a mask—a display for society. It was never love. Never once did they treat me as a daughter. They were strangers under the same roof, and I learned to grow up in their absence. Now, thanks to my father’s greed, I stand here with nothing. And you know what?” She let out a sharp, humorless laugh. “That is better than carrying his ill-gotten wealth chained around my neck like a noose.”
Her gaze swept across them all, hard as iron.
“My father’s attorney is already working to repay what was stolen. In time, you will have back what you lost. But as for me, you demand tears, yet I will not summon them for your approval. Herbert and Imelda Hastings were my parents in name only. They earned no mourning from me.”
Her lip curled in a bitter scoff, her final words ringing like a gavel’s strike.
“And let us be perfectly clear, I do not speak to gain your pity. I want none of it. I seek no sympathy, no absolution. I ask only what should be plain to any fair mind: to be left alone. My father’s sins were his own. Why, then, should I carry his punishment?”
Her eyes flashed with both ice and fire as she turned on her heel, her skirts snapping sharply behind her. She strode away without looking back. The crowd stood frozen—some ashamed, others dumbstruck—but not one dared call after her. They stared after her in stunned silence, her words lingering in the air like the toll of a solemn bell. A few dropped their gazes, shame creeping into their expressions as the truth cut deeper than their anger. 
The murmurs that spread through the gathering no longer bristled with malice but faltered into unease, subdued and uncertain. For all their bitterness, they could not deny the justice in her words. Riley Hastings had not forged her father’s lies, nor lined her pockets with his stolen wealth. She had borne his name—nothing more. And for that alone, she should never have been made to carry the weight of his sins.






  
  three
The Dead Do Not Speak


The sheriff’s boots crunched over the gravel as he strode after her, catching up before she reached the carriage. 
“Hold on there, Miss Hastings,” he drawled, a lazy grin spreading across his face. “A lady oughta thank the man who keeps a crowd from tearin’ her apart.” 
His gaze drifted slowly over her in a way that made her skin crawl. Then his hand reached for hers, his fingers brushing against her glove as though he had every right.
“Seems to me a kiss ain’t askin’ too much. Or maybe you’d rather show your appreciation another way.”
Riley stopped short. She turned slowly, her spine perfectly straight, her expression hardening until every trace of warmth vanished from her face.
“You wear a badge,” she said quietly, her voice calm enough to make the words all the more cutting, “yet you behave no better than the men who were shouting for my ruin only moments ago.”
The sheriff's grin faltered.
“You are sworn to uphold the law, yet you use your position to prey upon a woman standing alone. That is far more disgraceful than the mob behind us.”
His eyes darkened.
“Oh, don’t go actin’ so high an’ mighty,” he muttered. “I was only—”
“You were hoping I would mistake your opportunism for kindness.” She took a deliberate step closer, refusing to let him intimidate her. “And if you imagine I possess some hidden fortune, you are as mistaken as everyone else in this town. Herbert and Imelda Hastings barely tolerated me as their daughter. They never wanted me, and they certainly left me nothing.”
A bitter smile touched her lips.
“I thank heaven for that. It means men like you have nothing to gain by following me.”
The sheriff’s face reddened. His hand twitched toward hers again, as though determined to salvage his bruised pride. This time Riley reacted instantly. The sharp crack of her gloved hand striking his wrist echoed through the chilly evening, forcing his hand back to his side. He stared at her in stunned disbelief.
“I am almost grateful,” she said, her chin lifting proudly, “that you’ve revealed your true character before I had the misfortune of placing any trust in you.”
Her blue eyes held his without the slightest trace of fear.
“My father’s greed began with small compromises, Sheriff, until it destroyed countless innocent lives. Men rarely recognize the moment they begin walking down the same road.” She held his gaze another heartbeat. “Consider this your warning.”
Her voice dropped to little more than a whisper.
“Do not ever lay a hand on me again. You will never earn my gratitude, you will never receive a penny from me, and you will most certainly never receive a kiss.”
Without waiting for a reply, she turned on her heel. Her skirts snapped against the dust as she strode toward the carriage without so much as a backward glance. Still, she could feel his eyes burning into her back, filled now not with smug amusement but with wounded pride and simmering resentment.  For one tense heartbeat, she wondered whether he would follow. Then she caught sight of her godfather standing only a few yards away. His arms were folded across his chest, his expression carved from stone as his unwavering gaze rested squarely upon the sheriff. No words passed between the two men. None were needed. His stance alone delivered the warning Riley no longer had to speak. Not another step.

      [image: ]When Riley stepped into her parents’ house that evening, the silence pressed in around her like a heavy shroud. The great entrance hall—once alive with the rhythm of footsteps, the clatter of trays, and the hushed exchanges of servants—stood hollow and lifeless. Not a single echo stirred. No fire crackled in the hearth, no rustle of skirts swept past.
She was not afraid, not exactly, but the emptiness unsettled her. A home built for grandeur felt more like a tomb when stripped of its noise. She had told her godparents she would spend one final night beneath this roof before moving the rest of her belongings to the Richfields’ house. Her godfather had promised to collect her the following afternoon, and Riley clung to that promise like a lifeline as she ascended the stairs. Tonight, she told herself, would be her last in this place of shadows.
With careful, methodical movements, she gathered the remnants of her life—folding gowns, tucking ribbons into boxes, stacking books neatly in her trunk. Piece by piece, the room grew bare, until little remained to claim as her own. Afterward, she readied herself for bed, slipped beneath the quilt, and allowed her weary eyes to close.
Sleep had only just begun to claim her when it came—
A sound, faint but unmistakable. A creak of floorboards below. A low murmur threading through the silence. Riley’s eyes snapped open, her heart thudding hard enough to rattle her ribs.
Intruders.
She lay rigid, straining her ears, praying the noise would fade. But it did not. It grew clearer—persistent. Someone was moving through the house.
At last, she threw back the covers, breath tight in her chest. Pulling her dressing gown around her shoulders, she reached instinctively for the bow and quiver of arrows beside her bed—a precaution born not of sport, but of necessity. Silently, she crept into the hallway, her bare feet whispering across the rug as she began her descent down the staircase.
The voices guided her onward, growing louder with each step. Her pulse quickened when she realized their source: her father’s study. That room had been stripped bare after his death, searched thoroughly by the sheriff and U.S. Marshals. Every drawer, every cabinet had been emptied in the hunt for proof of his crimes. There should have been nothing left to find.
Her hands curled into fists. Even in death, Herbert Hastings had managed to slip free, leaving ruin behind for others to shoulder.
Steeling herself, Riley crossed to the back wall of the study. Years ago, she had stumbled upon a secret passage—a narrow crawl between the double walls that allowed her to watch unseen. To her knowledge, no one else knew of it. Her fingertips found the faint outline of the hidden door, and with a steady push, she slipped into the narrow space. The air was close and stale, but her heart thundered too loudly for her to notice. Only a thin layer of paneling, covered by shelves of books, separated her from the room beyond. Crouching low, she pressed her ear against the wall.
Wood scraped. Papers rustled. Someone was rifling through her father’s study. And then—a voice.
Riley’s blood turned to ice. Her knees nearly gave way beneath her. For the voice that reached her ears was one she knew too well—
One that should have been silenced forever.






  
  four
A Truth Buried Deep


“Here it is,” Herbert Hastings muttered with triumph, prying up a loose board and lifting out a packet of papers. His lips curved into a self-satisfied grin as he held them up for Imelda to see. “I told you no one would ever find it.” 
Imelda’s expression was tight, her arms folded across her chest.
“Don’t be so smug, Herbert. You’re lucky the marshals didn’t stumble upon it when they searched this room. One wrong move, and you’d be rotting in a cell instead of hiding like a ghost.”
“Oh, shut your mouth, woman,” he snapped, slamming his palm against the floorboards with a sharp crack that made her flinch. His eyes glittered with contempt. “Still sulking because I made you ‘die’ with me? Did you honestly think I’d leave you behind, free to run your mouth? You were never to be trusted.”
Imelda’s voice trembled, though she tried to hold it steady.
“You promised me we would look for my sister.”
Herbert rolled his eyes, the sound of his scoff filling the room.
“Here we go again. How many times must I tell you? It’s over. Let it go.”
“But you promised,” she pressed, her voice breaking.
“And when,” he sneered, leaning toward her, “have you ever known me to keep a promise? Be grateful, woman. Grateful, I kept you as my wife when your father sold you to me like cattle. I could have discarded you anytime I pleased.”
Imelda’s lips tightened, her silence condemning him more than words. He seized on it, his tone turning crueler.
“A little gratitude would go a long way. You spent years squandering coin on gowns and trinkets you never even wore, and I said nothing. Not once did I complain.”
Her shoulders sagged. “I had nothing else, Herbert. And don’t fool yourself—it never brought me joy.”
He gave a harsh laugh. “Ah, yes, the baby. You wanted to keep the brat. You should be grateful I allowed you to keep Veronica. That should have been enough for you.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “I was never truly a mother to her. You took that from me as well.”
Herbert’s mouth twisted. “Your obsession with your damned sister was insufferable. I thought letting you raise Veronica would finally shut you up.”
“I didn’t want a child as a distraction, Herbert,” she said, her voice raw. “I wanted to mother her. To love her.”
“You are nothing but an ungrateful parasite,” he snarled, his words like lashes. “No wonder your father despised you and your sisters. At least admit I treated you better than most men would have.”
Her chin lifted, defiance flickering through her sorrow.
“Better than your brother treated my sister, perhaps. Father should never have given her to that demon. She was only fifteen.”
Herbert’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Watch your tongue when you speak of my younger brother. He never abused her.”
“That’s what Miles said,” Imelda retorted bitterly, “but no one can ever know for certain.”
Herbert’s jaw clenched, but instead of answering, he turned back to the task at hand, rifling through hidden compartments in the walls and floor as though her words bored him. The rustle of papers filled the silence until Imelda spoke again, her voice lower this time, tinged with something like regret.
“Veronica didn’t shed a single tear for us. Not at the funeral, not after. And I can’t blame her. We were strangers to her—strangers who dared to call ourselves parents.”
Herbert only shrugged, careless. “So what? Why should I care whether she wept or not?”
“Because we took that grief away from her,” Imelda whispered, her voice cracking. “We denied her what every child deserves. I only wish she had seen me as her mother.”
His face darkened, fury simmering. “Must we endure this lament every time? I should never have let you keep her at all.”
Tears threatened, but Imelda’s words came firm, almost defiant.
“And yet I am glad we had no other choice. After you abandoned our real daughter at an orphanage—after you declared our baby dead, knowing nothing of my grandparents’ inheritance—we would have had nothing if your brother hadn’t delivered Veronica to us.”
Herbert’s face twisted with rage. “Your grandparents planned that, I’m certain of it. They always despised me. And I’d wager they were the ones who betrayed Glen to the marshals. Fools! He should have accepted his fate instead of fighting. But no, he had to go out in a blaze of arrogance, thinking he could outshoot trained lawmen.” His fists clenched tight, knuckles white.
A harsh laugh tore from his throat, bitter and cold. “I told him his arrogance would be the death of him. First, taking an unhealthy interest in a fifteen-year-old child. Then robbing banks one after another, believing he could cheat death as easily as he cheated men. But in the end, even Glen wasn’t clever enough to escape.”
Imelda drew in a long, trembling breath, her hands tightening at her sides. She had loathed her brother-in-law even more than her own husband. At least Herbert’s cruelty was brazen, but Glen’s sins had been fouler still—taking her sister, barely more than a child, and calling her his wife. He had demanded a son, nothing less. And when her sister bore him only a daughter, he had cast her aside without a shred of mercy.
Her voice shook with fury. “He threw my sister to the wolves simply because she gave him a girl instead of a boy.”
Herbert’s eyes narrowed to slits, his expression hard with disdain.
“I would have kept our child too, had you given me a son. But what real man wants a daughter?”
The words struck her like a physical blow. Imelda turned her head, her throat tight, fighting the sting of tears. His cruelty was nothing new, but it cut afresh each time.
“We need to find my sister,” she whispered, desperation breaking through her voice. “Maybe—maybe she is still alive.”
“ENOUGH!” Herbert’s roar filled the room, reverberating off the walls.
Imelda recoiled instinctively, stepping back as his shadow loomed over her. His face twisted with rage, spittle gathering at the corner of his mouth.
“She is gone. She died shortly after birthing Veronica.”
The blood drained from Imelda’s face. She swayed, clutching at the edge of a chair to steady herself.
“Why?” Her voice cracked. “Why did you never tell me?”
Herbert sneered, his words dripping poison.
“Because I owe you nothing. Why should I coddle a sentimental wife? Your weakness, your uselessness—that is punishment enough. If your father were still alive, I’d hunt him down myself and kill him for deceiving me. He promised me a beautiful wife who would bear strong sons, and instead he gave me you. I should have known better than to trust a man who sired nothing but daughters.”
He let out a harsh laugh, his eyes glinting with scorn.
“Nine sisters, wasn’t it? And only you and the two youngest survived. Of course, the blood in your veins would curse me with daughters. You were bred for failure.”
Imelda shut her eyes, her heart squeezing painfully in her chest. In that instant, her mother’s voice returned to her—a fading whisper from her deathbed. She had confessed a horror Imelda could never forget: their father had murdered six of his own daughters, one by one, simply because they were born female. When her mother finally succumbed to grief and exhaustion, the last fragile hope in that household had died with her.
What came next had been crueler still. Her father, cold and calculating, had bartered away his remaining children like livestock, selling them into marriages with the Hastings brothers. Imelda had been one of them. And now, with her youngest sister gone as well, she was the only one left alive.

      [image: ]Riley’s chest tightened until she thought she might suffocate. Her breath came in sharp, uneven gasps, and she pressed a hand against the wall to steady herself. Not only were Herbert and Imelda alive, they were not her parents at all, but her aunt and uncle. The truth struck her like a physical blow. They had abandoned their own daughter, cast her aside as though she were nothing, and taken Riley in only to secure her great-grandparents’ inheritance.
Her stomach churned. What kind of monsters could do such a thing? She forced herself to breathe slowly, fighting back the dizziness that threatened to overtake her. Outwardly she remained still and silent in her hidden alcove, but inside, fury boiled.
Herbert’s voice—sharp, sneering—echoed in her ears, and with it came a fresh wave of loathing. He had always insisted on calling her by her first name—Veronica. She despised it. Perhaps the name itself was not cursed, but every Veronica she had ever known had been vain, cruel, and hollow. Riley, her chosen name, was different. It was sharp, bold—a touch defiant. It belonged to her, not to him. It marked her as something other than the creature Herbert had tried to mold.
Her gaze fixed on Imelda through the faint cracks in the wall, and something unexpected stirred within her. This was a side of the woman she had never seen before. The way Herbert lashed out, the venom in his tone, the casual cruelty—it was enough to make Riley’s chest ache. It sounded less like a marriage than a prison sentence, sold into it by her own father.
Riley’s thoughts tumbled. Had Herbert forbidden her to show affection to the child they raised as their own? Had he twisted her into silence, robbing Riley of the tenderness that might once have been possible?
For the first time in her life, Riley allowed herself to wonder: Had Imelda, too, been a victim?
Her own childhood had been barren of warmth. The Hastings family had lavished her with gowns and trinkets, filling the house with glittering things but never love. Herbert had tried to use her as a tool, commanding her to lie for him, but she had always refused. She had been a poor liar anyway, and her conscience could not bear it. And now, listening from the shadows, she realized the couple she had believed to be her parents had been liars all along. Yet in Imelda’s broken voice she heard something she could not ignore—regret, sorrow, perhaps even love denied.
Riley’s anger toward Herbert only sharpened, but her heart wavered when it came to Imelda. Perhaps her neglect had not been entirely her choice. Perhaps Herbert’s tyranny had bound her in chains as surely as it had bound Riley in loneliness. Knowing this did not erase the pain of the past, but it shifted something deep within her. 
Her resolve hardened. Herbert Hastings might have given her life nothing but bitterness, but he would never have her loyalty—never her happiness. The knowledge that she was not his child only steeled her determination to sever every tie with him. But when she thought of Imelda—her aunt, not her mother—Riley faltered. For the first time, she wondered if there might still be hope. Could Imelda be more than the stranger she had always been? Could she, free of Herbert’s poison, become something closer to the aunt Riley had longed for—perhaps even the mother figure she had always needed?
The thought was fragile, tentative—but it glimmered in Riley’s heart like a faint spark in the dark.






  
  five
The Devil’s Design


“So,” Imelda asked cautiously, “what’s your grand plan going forward?” 
Herbert leaned back on his heels, his eyes flickering with calculation, that familiar gleam of greed lighting his face.
“At first, I thought we’d take what I’ve hidden here and slip into Canada. Disappear. But if word ever got out that we aren’t dead, they’d come hunting us even there. The Mounties are no men to trifle with—they’re thorough, relentless, and damned good at what they do. And besides”—he tapped the stack of papers in his hand—“what I’ve put aside isn’t nearly enough to maintain the kind of life we deserve.”
Imelda arched a brow. “Surely you aren’t suggesting robbing banks again?”
Herbert scoffed harshly, waving his hand as though the thought itself were beneath him.
“Of course not. I’ve no intention of bloodying my hands like Glen did. But Miles and his crew—they’re useful enough. They can keep robbing trains, stagecoaches, warehouses—places that won’t draw as much attention. I’ll provide the coin to fund their work, and they’ll provide the profit. Simple.” His grin widened, sharp and smug.
“And I’m certain Parker Richfield will insist on repaying every poor fool my schemes cheated. He’ll sell off our holdings piece by piece to cover the losses. Mark my words—every chair, every lamp, every acre of land will go to auction. And if my brother Jad is anything like he was years ago, he’ll make sure some of it goes toward a marriage settlement for Veronica. That man always did like to play the noble brother, looking out for everyone but himself.”
Imelda drew in a breath to argue, but Herbert cut her off with a wave.
“Pity about that Farnsworth boy. Ewan would have been a perfect match for her—eager enough to marry without demanding a dowry. But the fool had to go chasing dreams of Oregon. Thought he’d build a new life out west before sending for her.” Herbert snorted. “Imagine thinking you can drag a girl into the wilderness and build paradise with your bare hands. Nonsense.”
His expression hardened, disdain darkening his features.
“I’ll never understand why men abandon the comforts of the city—the wealth, the status, the luxuries—only to chase hardship in the wild. Jad was the same fool. Always reaching for more than he could grasp.”
For once, Imelda nodded faintly, her voice low. “On that, I agree. Only a madman would leave security behind for wilderness.”
Herbert leaned forward, smirking. “I’d wager it was that rough life that killed Jad’s first wife. The so-called frontier spirit—the hunger, the cold, the brutality of it all. That’s what wore her down thirty years ago.”
Imelda stiffened, pain constricting her throat. The memory was one she never spoke of, though it haunted her still. It had been her sister who died—her sweet, gentle sister, taken far too young. Even after almost three decades, the loss cut like a blade.
Her hand pressed to her chest as she fought for composure. She hadn’t known Jad well, but she remembered the tenderness in his eyes, the way her sister had described him in her letters.
Of all the Hastings brothers, Jad had been different—kind, patient, steady. A man her sister had loved fiercely, even amid the hardships of frontier life. That love had carried her into a world that killed her, but at least she had known devotion. Something Imelda herself had never been given.
“How he ever managed to find another woman fool enough to share that kind of life with him is beyond me,” Herbert sneered, his lip curling in disdain. He gave a dismissive shrug, as though the very thought bored him.
“But Jad was always the hopeless romantic, wasn’t he? Forever prattling on about hard work and building something with his own two hands. No doubt he sweet-talked your silly sister into believing his dream was her dream, too. The man could sell misery as paradise if he put his mind to it.” His eyes gleamed with scorn as he drew a long, slow breath.
“Still, I’ll give him this much—at least that second woman gave him what you never could. Sons. Four of them. From the likes of you, that would’ve been nothing short of a miracle. Yet your sister was besotted with him—loved him enough to live and die in a mud-hole like Silverton. No sane woman would have stayed in a wretched little town like that unless she was blind with love.”
He gave a careless wave of his hand.
“Where he found Jenny, I’ve no idea. But I do know this—barely two years after Erica’s death, he’d already married her. That’s commitment, eh? Or maybe desperation.” His chuckle was low and dark. “We’ve yet to lay eyes on her—and never will, now that the world thinks we’re dead. But it makes no difference. She doesn’t concern me.”
Herbert leaned forward then, his tone sharpening into calculation.
“What does concern me is this: if Jad hasn’t changed, he’ll see to it that Richfield sells whatever can be sold—this house included—to make restitution and to ensure Veronica isn’t left penniless. That’s exactly the sort of noble nonsense Jad would meddle in. Which means, when the time comes, we’ll need eyes watching him. If the sum proves significant, we’ll take our share—by whatever means necessary. Enough to set us up comfortably, far from here.”

      [image: ]Riley was utterly speechless. The truth struck her with such force she nearly forgot how to breathe. Her biological mother had been little more than a child herself—forced into marriage at fifteen, a mother at sixteen. Riley shuddered, bile rising in her throat. Imelda had been right: her mother had not been a wife, but a victim. Wed to a man twice her age, old enough to be her father, she had been robbed of youth, freedom, and choice.
Her heart ached fiercely for the girl who had given her life. Questions pressed in on her, sharp and unrelenting. Would her mother have loved her, if she had been allowed? Would she have wanted to hold her, to keep her, to raise her as her own? Or had she felt only relief when her husband tore the child from her arms, sparing her the burden of raising a daughter she had never been given the chance to choose?
Her thoughts drifted to the Hastings grandparents she had never known. She remembered faint whispers that they had moved west when she was very small—two, perhaps three years old—to live near Jad. But she had never met them, never been allowed contact with family beyond Herbert’s reach. All her life, she had believed Imelda was cut from the same cloth as her husband: cold, vain, consumed by wealth and appearances. Yet now, listening from the shadows, Riley saw the truth unravel before her eyes. Imelda had been a prisoner too—bound by threats, silenced by fear. Another casualty of Herbert’s greed.
A surprising wave of gratitude welled within Riley. For the first time, she saw her childhood neglect in a different light. Perhaps it had been a strange blessing that Herbert and Imelda had ignored her, showering her with gowns and jewels but withholding affection. If they had molded her in their image—demanded loyalty, poisoned her heart with their values—she might have grown into something twisted and cruel, just like him. Their neglect had spared her. His cold indifference had forced her to seek strength elsewhere, to forge her own character.
The realization hardened her resolve. She had never wanted to be like Herbert, and now she knew she never could. Learning she was not his daughter only confirmed what she had always felt: there was no true bond between them, no loyalty owed. Whatever blood tied them as relatives, it was not enough to command her heart.
As for her birth father, she felt no sorrow for his absence. A man who could discard his child simply because she was not a boy was no father worth mourning. Whether alive or dead, he was a stranger she would never have wanted in her life. But one regret lingered, heavy and aching: Imelda. Riley could not help but wonder what her aunt might have been, had she not lived beneath Herbert’s suffocating rule. Would she have been softer, warmer, freer to love if she had not been silenced by fear? Could she have been the motherly figure Riley had longed for, if every act of kindness had not been controlled or forbidden?
No one deserved the chains Herbert had placed on them, not even Imelda. And for the first time, Riley felt something stir for the woman she had always thought her mother—not love, not yet, but compassion.

      [image: ]“What are you doing with that hammer?” Imelda asked warily, her eyes narrowing as Herbert pulled the tool from his coat pocket.
He flashed her a smug grin. “Going to retrieve the copies of my business dealings, of course.”
Imelda’s hand flew to her mouth. “Copies? You… you kept copies?” Her voice trembled between disbelief and horror.
“Of course I did,” Herbert said with a self-satisfied chuckle, as though the very question insulted him. He tapped the hammer against his palm and leaned closer, lowering his voice.  “I’ve got everything. Records of every investment, every name—every fool who fell for my schemes. Once Richfield sells off what’s left of this estate and repays the rabble, I’ll simply waltz in and take it all back. With the information I have, I can bleed them dry a second time.”
Imelda stared at him, aghast. “You can’t mean—”
He cut her off with a sneer. “Nobody knows we’re alive. That’s the beauty of it. When the money goes missing, suspicion will fall on the new bank director—or on Richfield himself. And if I need to cover my tracks more carefully, well… my dear brother can take the blame. He’s already a fool in the eyes of many. What’s one more crime laid at his feet?”
Herbert’s laughter rumbled low and cruel as he crouched by the window. With swift, practiced movements, he wedged the hammer’s claw beneath the wooden sill. The nails groaned and popped as he pried them loose, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction.
Imelda could only shake her head in disbelief, her voice barely above a whisper.
“You hid it… in the window sill?”
He turned, smug triumph etched across his face. “I did. Clever, isn’t it? I prepared this study with all manner of hiding places years ago, knowing a day like this might come. And it has served me well.” Reaching into the narrow gap, he pulled out a worn leather folder and ran his hand across it as though caressing treasure. His lips curved into a dark, satisfied smile.
“I only wish I’d stashed more money along with it. Still…” He gave a low, mirthless chuckle. “This will do nicely.”

      [image: ]Riley’s vision swam. For a moment, she thought she might faint. The room spun, her pulse roaring in her ears. If Herbert took those documents, he would unleash ruin upon countless lives all over again. She could not allow it, not after everything he had already done. 
Her mind raced, piecing together a plan in the space of a heartbeat. With trembling hands, she slipped from her narrow hiding place, pressing the panel closed behind her until it blended seamlessly into the wall. Every step was a battle—to stay calm, to move quickly, and to make no sound. Her breath came shallow as she crept down the hallway and reached the front door. In one swift motion, she pulled it open with a loud, deliberate bang. The sound cracked through the silence like a gunshot.
Without hesitation, she snatched a porcelain vase from a side table and hurled it to the floor. The crash rang out, shards scattering like a thousand bells splintering at once. From the study came startled movement—chairs scraping, hurried footsteps. Herbert’s voice barked something she could not make out, but she knew the ruse had worked. Heart pounding, she darted across the threshold into the chill night air.
Riley sprinted to the side of the house, her nightclothes whipping around her legs, and shoved herself into the dense cover of a bush. She crouched low, leaves scratching her arms, and pressed a hand over her mouth to stifle her ragged breathing. The scent of damp earth and crushed greenery filled her nostrils as she forced herself to be still. If they tried to escape, they would have no choice but to pass this way. The garden walls rose high around the property, too tall to climb in a hurry. The back door or a window would funnel them straight toward her hiding place. All she had to do was wait.
Her lungs burned, her muscles taut with strain, but she dared not move. Then, at last, she heard a faint rustle of clothing, footsteps on the grass, voices low and urgent. The sound drew closer still. Riley clenched her jaw and held her breath, praying they would not hear the wild hammering of her heart in the darkness.
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