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Chapter One
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In Which an Inventor's Daughter Meets a Dashing Man of Mystery, a Villain Wreaks Havoc, and Tragedy Strikes

Wyoming Territory, 1875

Violet Whitcomb clutched the papers in her trembling hands. Black ink stained her fingertips, but she barely noticed. Her heart rate sped up while she contemplated her next move. Dare she continue reading? Could she continue reading? Anticipation—or was it dread?—drove a sharp spike into her spine.

She swallowed hard. Continue she must, or forever wallow in a pit of desperate yearning. With a deep, lung-bursting breath, Violet tightened her grasp upon the flimsy booklet and cast her gaze downward.

When we last left the story, Pinkerton agent John "Wild Wolf" Wallace had rescued Miss Henrietta Dearheart from the dastardly clutches of Mad Bull, the heinous outlaw and scourge of the West. Read on for the next Thrilling and Explosive chapter of Destiny Rides Again!

Wallace raised his Colt, ready to march Mad Bull directly to the local jailhouse. Justice demanded nothing less than this vermin's eternal imprisonment. Miss Henrietta's cousin, Charles Hammond, could rest in peace now that Wallace had brought his killer to light. He glanced at the angelic woman on his left. As for Miss Henrietta herself, she had become someone of whom Wallace had grown quite fond.

"Stop right there, Wallace!" boomed a male voice.

Marshal Adams pushed his way forward through the ogling crowd, wielding his signature shotgun. He directed a wary gaze toward the intrepid agent. "I have a witness here who places you at the scene of the murder of Charles Hammond!"

The marshal jerked his thumb toward a scraggly weasel of a man with a drooping eyelid. Said weasel nodded far too eagerly. Wallace frowned. Was he one of Mad Bull's accomplices?

Miss Henrietta gasped. "How can that be?"

Wallace narrowed his eyes. Wasting words was not his way. But the so-called witness was lying. "Marshal, you know as well as I that men can be bought. If you don't have any real evidence, then quit wasting my time. Mad Bull is the man you want."

Adams shook his head. "You always were a stubborn ox." The lawman unwrapped an item from a piece of dark cloth and held it forth. The bloodstained blade of a Bowie knife with a wooden handle and brass spacers gleamed in the sunlight.

Wallace clenched his teeth. His knife had been missing for months. Now he knew why.

"This item was found on the victim's body by this here witness. I do believe these are your initials engraved on the handle. John Wallace, you're under arrest for the murder of Charles Hammond. Drop your weapon—now."

Wallace refused to comply. His body tensed as he gripped his Colt harder. Somehow, Mad Bull had found a way to frame him for murder. How else to explain this dastardly turn of events? There was only one solution to this new problem and it involved the use of raw violence.

He pushed the protesting Henrietta out of harm's way and then swung his revolver in a glorious arc, aiming straight for his nemesis.

But he was too late. The marshal's men leapt forward, surrounding him. A ring of glinting weapons pointed straight at his head. Miss Henrietta broke into sobs. Wallace felt a keen pang of regret. Was this how the mission was going to end, after everything they had been through together?

"Violet? Violet!"

Heart pounding, Violet hastily dropped that week's issue of The Lady's Fireside Collection onto the red velvet seat beside her. She looked across the table at her father. The distinguished, gray-haired gentleman was waving for her attention.

"Yes?" she said breathlessly. "What's wrong?"

Joseph Whitcomb chuckled. "Our breakfast has arrived."

"Oh. How wonderful." Violet watched the server arrange the dishes of steaming food upon the fine white linen. From the snatches of excited conversation and clinking silverware around her, she could tell the other diners felt equally enthusiastic about their own meals.

Her plate nearly overflowed with a mound of scrambled eggs, two generous slices of hot buttered toast, and a large, savory sausage dripping with juices. Even though it was half-past eight, she'd been so engrossed in Destiny Rides Again that her rumbling stomach had gone unnoticed, as had her surroundings.

Her goblet of orange juice vibrated, mesmerizing her with its dance. Outside the bustling dining car of the Golden Arrow Express, the raw autumn beauty of the Wyoming countryside drifted by, punctuated by occasional puffs of steam.

Joseph proceeded to stuff the corner of a cream-colored Irish linen napkin into his collar. "Honestly, my dear, is my company so horrid that you feel compelled to perpetually bury your nose in those outlandish tales?"

"Oh, Papa, of course not." Horrid, no. Humdrum, yes. An enthusiastic smile escaped her even as she strove to maintain composure. "It's simply that the stories I read are all so very exciting."

Joseph frowned at her while adjusting his spectacles. "Hmmm," he said pointedly, and not for the first time.

"I only crave a bit of distraction now and then, Papa. It's quite harmless."

And she believed that last part was true. But even as she spoke those words, Violet couldn't help but feel that something was missing in her life. She deeply appreciated the exquisite surroundings her father's profession afforded them. The most luxurious passenger train in existence since the launch of the Pacific Railroad, the Golden Arrow was equipped with numerous amenities, including game rooms, shops, a beauty salon, and even water closets. Like something out of a dream, the dining car walls sparkled with a gold petite fleur design while thick brocade curtains augmented the windows' scenery.

Likewise, their work amply stimulated her mind. But where was the level of excitement in real life that The Lady's Fireside Collection gave her in print? Was it too much to wish for?

Joseph regarded her more sternly. "Be that as it may, I can hardly think of anything more exciting than our...you know." He cleared his throat to dismiss the hovering waiter and picked up his fork.

She dropped her gaze. Her smile died. Violet did know.

Their ultimate destination was San Francisco, California. In two weeks, they would be attending the Thirtieth Annual Symposium of Mechanical Engineers. Global in nature, the event attracted the very best minds in the field. Members came from America, Great Britain, Spain, Italy, Brazil, and even the Orient. Once there, her father—inventor, genius, visionary—would reveal the most astounding creation of the nineteenth century.

The event was going to revolutionize everything.

Funded by both private investors and government grants, Joseph Whitcomb's greatest—and most secret—invention had taken almost twenty years of his life, and nearly half that of hers. Spurred by atrocities of industrial exploitation and abuse he'd witnessed as a child of poverty, Joseph was determined to apply his intellectual gifts toward the greater good.

Several days prior to their departure from Boston, he had announced his forthcoming unveiling before a group of prominent politicians and reporters. Hence, said invention resided in a highly secure location aboard one of the cars. Other than Joseph and her, the only other person to have witnessed the fruits of their labor was President Grant during a private showing at the White House.

While her father's greatest accomplishment would undoubtedly introduce sweeping changes across the American continent—nay, the world—Violet couldn't help but wonder if she'd ever have a life outside of his Boston laboratory. Ever since her mother's passing, her father had lost not only his greatest love, but also the greatest supporter of his work.

Once Elsa Whitcomb died in that tragic carriage accident seven years earlier, Violet had became her father's full-time assistant and default confidante. While their various experiments involved engaging tasks, a rampant sense of loneliness made it unbearably stifling. Violet had two hobbies, of which The Lady's Fireside Collection was one, but it was hardly a substitute for close friends—or a husband.

As soon as the server left, Joseph launched into another one of his monologues. She suppressed a sigh. The man would forget to eat if Violet weren't there to remind him. Regardless, her own appetite emerged in full force in response to the delicious smells arising from the platters. She ingested the food with relish. The sausage was so thick she could barely wrap her mouth around each bite. Her lips quirked. At least the long train ride involved some measure of excitement.

As her father waxed on—and on, and on—Violet responded with appropriately timed responses, such as "Is that so?" or "Fascinating, indeed." As was increasingly the case during these one-sided conversations, her mind drifted. Then her gaze followed suit. Her father's voice faded into the background.

That's when he appeared.

The handsome stranger entered the dining car as if driven by a sudden gust of wind. Once inside, he strolled forward with the confident prowl of a panther. Violet assessed the hard contours of his tall, lean form, one framed by broad shoulders and well-muscled arms. Her stomach fluttered with the wing beats of at least a thousand butterflies. Despite previous exposure to some of the world's most prominent men, she'd never seen anyone like him. Power seemed to swirl around his body with every step he took.

As the man approached, more details became clear. The rakish tilt of his boss-of-the-plains. The butt of a weapon jutting proudly from its sleek holster. Seasoned leather boots that hinted of extensive—and perhaps exotic—travels. Bronze skin wrapped the chiseled features of his face with sensual abandon.

A commanding presence charged the very air around him, prompting her to surmise he was someone of great importance. Was he a marshal, or one of the train's security personnel? She didn't see a gold star on his brown vest, and his white shirt seemed more crisp and fashionable than what a frontier marshal could probably afford.

Violet speculated that he might be the latest in a line of prominent railroad tycoons or... She glanced down at her copy of The Lady's Fireside Collection.

Or a hero materializing from the pages of her favorite weekly.

Don't be such a ninny! You're on official business with Father. Violet averted her gaze and resumed eating. Long ago, she'd surrendered any fantasy of a husband or even a scandalous fling, given the demands of her father's work. Yet perhaps for that very reason, she still chafed at her restraints.

She had high hopes about the current trip and the mysteries it promised, like the proverbial forbidden fruit of yore. If she had to make a choice between her father's endless monologue and this alluring specimen that put all other men to shame, well, the choice was clear. This kind of chance sighting surely only happened once in a lifetime. Violet wished she were an artist so she could capture the man's arresting figure forever. Instead, she would have to settle for stolen glances between bites of food.

The steward arrived and, with a murmured prompt, showed the stranger to a seat two tables down and across the aisle from Violet's. To her delight, he sat upon the seat facing her. The intervening tables were empty, so she had an unobstructed view. She reached to her plate of fruit. Plucking a plump, glistening red grape, she slid its smooth skin along her lower lip just before taking a fervent bite.

At that precise moment, the steward moved aside, and Violet discovered that the stranger was staring directly at her! His relaxed, open expression conveyed he hadn't a care in the world. As the gaze of his deep brown eyes poured into hers, she drank in the nectar of his undivided attention. When he smiled warmly and tipped his hat, exhilaration coursed through her. She'd never seen a simple gesture executed so majestically.

Violet quickly swallowed her current mouthful, barely tasting the succulent fruit. Vain thoughts surfaced: why hadn't she worn her scarlet silk bustle gown instead of her utilitarian mauve travel dress? She'd initially thought that her matching top hat, accented with brass goggles and perched jauntily against her forehead, had served as an eye-catching counterpoint. Now, the whole ensemble felt entirely drab.

She fingered the plain braid of dark hair pinned at her nape, wishing she had visited the Golden Arrow's resident salon to achieve more flair. Well, what did it matter, anyway? She didn't have time for any kind of dalliance.

Another stolen glance informed her that the stranger had removed his hat. The act revealed a head of tousled brown hair. Violet experienced a most unscientific desire to run her fingers through it. Beyond a doubt, he gave new meaning to the word intrigue.

Who was this man? Where had he come from? She didn't recall seeing him since the journey had begun. Of course, there were dozens of people aboard the Golden Arrow. Perhaps he had—

"I say, Violet. What do you think?"

Thoughts as scrambled as her eggs, she snapped her gaze back to her father. "I think he boarded at the last station."

Joseph's brows clashed as his forkful of food paused halfway to his mouth. "I beg your pardon?"

"What do I think of..." Violet strained to recall what her father had been discussing. Something to do with plans for the construction of a reaction device that would power a trip—in a cosmic submarine, no less—to the moon. "Sorry, Papa. A stray thought impeded my output. I think...caution is in order. Though Mr. Tsiolkovsky is a brilliant young man, his engine design is based on untested theory at best."

"Ah. I'm sure you're correct." He reached over and squeezed her hand. "Just like your mother, always worried about my safety."

The glimmering tear at the corner of his eye threatened a watershed of her own, so she fussed over his meal instead.

Joseph blinked rapidly while she switched out his empty main course plate with his fruit one. "Anyway," he continued, "I neglected to mention that I received a letter from Westinghouse prior to our departure. George wants to collaborate on a new project, but was very cloak and dagger about the whole affair...."

Violet made a more concerted effort to listen, but her father seemed to have forgotten she was even present. It wouldn't be the first time. Gesticulating with aplomb, he launched upon yet another long-winded discourse. To her dismay, his speech rose precipitously in volume, as though he were lecturing one of his classes at the university. With a slight frown, she imagined it carrying across the entire state of Wyoming by now.

Her frown deepened. Did she mean nothing more to her father than a passive sounding board for his theories, like a mindless automaton? The thought saddened her.

Violet needed a respite from the spectacle, if only for a moment. Her gaze drifted across the aisle. Hmmm. There was something unusual about the stranger two tables down from her. At first, his arm movements seemed random. Perhaps he was stretching to relieve cramped muscles, or was signaling the server. But the more she studied him, the more his actions became undeniably familiar.

The man was gesturing in perfect mimicry of her father. And he was grinning.

Shock compelled her to glance away. Surely he didn't dare such public mockery... What kind of person would act that way? More importantly, why? Why did this man display so much blithe indifference to society's conventions?

But then, it was true that her father had a predilection for grand, melodramatic body language. Violet hadn't given that quirk of his much thought—until now. The stranger's actions placed her father's habit into an entirely different context. Despite the inappropriate situation, the part of her that craved adventure was piqued.

While listening to her father, she kept apprised of the stranger's movement in her peripheral vision. When her father raised his right arm, so did the stranger. When her father punctuated a statement by jabbing a forefinger in the air, so went the same digit belonging to the stranger. Up and down went her father's hands. Up and down went the stranger's.

What a horrid man he was, having fun at the expense of her father! But he wasn't the only guilty party. Why couldn't she look away?

Now their heads were bobbing in unison. Tilting in unison.

Her lips twitched. Violet fought to discipline her thoughts, but the truth was she found the whole effect rather comical.

The excruciating part was that even though she kept her gaze trained on her father, the stranger remained in her line of vision. Perhaps she shouldn't be encouraging the man's behavior, but Violet couldn't remember the last time she had seen anything so entertaining. Desperate to conceal her reaction, she picked up her goblet and sipped her juice.

Mistake. Now her father had splayed the fingers of his hand and was engaging them in a twisting motion to make his point, whatever it was. While the stranger captured the antics with exaggerated motion, laughter bubbled hard in her throat. She set down her goblet, its bottom hitting the table with a loud thud. Violet feared she might discharge the contents of her mouth with the force of a fire breather, except that her act would prove far less astounding.

No. I mustn't lose control. Her family's reputation was too important for her to cause a scene. But her father was so charmingly oblivious, and that fact made the situation all the more amusing. Violet cut a glance to the stranger. His tomfoolery continued unabated, and he didn't seem to care who noticed. She envied him that freedom.

Her urge to laugh persisted, its battle with the juice a gladiator clash in her mouth. She could stand it no more. With a great gulp, Violet swallowed her juice. She gasped so loudly that several other diners turned in her direction. Jamming her napkin against her lips, she masked her impromptu performance with a feigned cough.

Joseph paused mid-sentence. "Violet, are you unwell?"

Shaking her head, she stood. "It's nothing. Food caught in my throat," she whispered, although it had been at least three minutes since she'd eaten anything. She hastily pulled on her black-lace gloves. "Excuse me, please. I'll be in the water closet."

Avoiding the curious gazes of her fellow diners, and especially the one of the mystery man, Violet flew down the aisle. The clak-clak-clak of the train accompanied her steps as she escaped to the nearest water closet. Barely had she shut the door when she let loose a snort of glee, perhaps the most unladylike in recorded history.

A peal of laughter followed, then a second, and then a third. She giggled helplessly into her hands, tears streaming from her eyes. When was the last time she'd laughed so freely? Violet couldn't remember.

The water closet door opened before she could do anything. Bother, she'd forgotten to lock it!

"Occupied," she sputtered. She wiped her cheeks while turning around to confront the intruder.

Violet hit a wall of flesh. Two large, very warm hands grasped her waist and held her steady. Glancing up, she locked gazes with the man before her.

It was the stranger.

She froze, but from curiosity rather than fear. Why had he followed her here? She wanted an answer, but when he captured her gaze with rich brown eyes the color of chestnuts, her question lodged in her throat. At such an intimate distance, she noticed other details about him. The creases on his dark hat. His intense brows. A faded scar angled across his left temple—perhaps from a childhood accident?

Her gaze went lower. She noticed the playful smile upon his lips. She'd read about such lips in her weekly. They were the kind capable of pleasures infinitely divine...or hedonistically sinful.

The water closet wasn't even large enough for one person, let alone two. Said fact made the stranger's scent all the more noticeable—and alluring. Unable to resist, Violet inhaled deeply. He smelled of sun and desert and leather. Beneath that, she swore she detected the raw, masculine base of him. It roused a sharp, sweet stirring deep inside her.

"Ma'am," the man said with a hint of a drawl, "you seem to be in a state of agitation. Can I be of assistance?" A twinkle lit his eyes.

"You...you shouldn't be in here." She waggled a finger at him, and quickly lost her battle to remain aloof when a smile escaped her. "Especially not after causing such mischief."

"It's a man's job to see to a woman's safety. I had to make sure you weren't in dire straits."

This time, Violet delivered a genuine scolding. "I was, actually, thanks to you. I nearly lost my composure back there."

The man shrugged. "Out here, composure can be overrated. Trust me."

"Not in my world, it isn't. The man you so freely mocked is my father."

The stranger visibly winced under the force of her animosity.

Violet bit her lip. This gentleman had clearly been performing solely for her amusement. Hadn't she been hoping for adventure on this trip? Not adventure at the expense of her father's dignity, but she hadn't exactly been able to resist the show, either. Violet wondered if she'd been harboring more resentment toward her confining life than she'd realized.

Then the stranger's expressive gaze speared her with its intensity. "It seemed to me like you hadn't been acquainted with a smile in years. I couldn't stand by and do nothing knowing a woman as pretty as you felt so sad." His hold on her waist grew firmer. At this proximity, his breath became a river of heat against her lips. "It's not my way."

Violet's hands trembled. She was tempted to still them against the man's broad chest, but that would only add another layer to an already inappropriate situation. She clasped them to her chest instead. "You're too kind," she squeaked out. "I'm...by the way, I'm Violet Whitcomb. May I have the pleasure of your name, sir?"

"Logan."

She arched a brow at the single moniker. Man of mystery, indeed. "Pleased to meet you, Mr. Logan." She extended her right hand, the position of her arm awkward since they stood so closely together.

Chuckling, he brought his hand up, and they shook, pumping each other's hands beneath the crowded space of his attractively sculpted chin. "Right pleased to meet you, Miss Whitcomb. But no 'mister' is necessary. 'Logan' will do just fine."

"If that's your preference, then I'm happy to accommodate you." Violet smiled demurely. "However, I fear I can no longer accommodate your hands upon my waist." She fluttered her lashes, like the heroines in her weekly. "At least, not until we're better acquainted."

A slow burn of a grin spread across his face as he complied with her wish. "Is that a fact?"

A rush of blood heated her face. What had possessed her to say such a thing? Nonsense. She knew. A mad sense of adventure had seized her soul and refused to release it. She cast a sly gaze around the water closet. "Quite so. And certainly not until you arrange more suitable quarters."

His eyes widened with obvious intrigue. "I should be taking notes," he said.

She barreled ahead, a teasing tone in her voice. "A worthy endeavor if a gentleman like you hopes to impress a lady."

His grin faltered and he scratched the back of his head. "Well, I'm flattered you think of me in those terms, but I'm hardly—"

A pounding at the door reverberated throughout the small space. The blood drained from Violet's face. Someone was about to catch them in a very compromising situation. If anyone recognized her, the front page of every newspaper would declare the scandal within days. A cold chill rushed through her. She hoped to high heaven the newcomer wasn't her father. "Logan," she whispered fiercely, "you must escape from here without being seen!"

He glared at her, and only then did Violet realize she had requested the impossible. Easing toward the door, Logan locked it with a quick, quiet efficiency.

"Halloooo in there!" came the sing-song voice of an elderly woman. The doorknob vibrated as someone jiggered it from the other side. "Are you nearly finished?"

Violet grabbed his arm. "What are we going to do?"

Logan appeared thoughtful. "Act like you're indisposed."

"Keep your voice down! Indisposed how?"

A wicked gleam lit his eyes. "You tell me, Professor."

"I'm not a—" Violet bit her tongue. She had to concentrate on driving the intruding woman away. Her father couldn't afford any kind of scandal at this juncture in time—or any juncture, really. Pursing her lips, she brushed past him. But in order to reach the door she had to squeeze past his statuesque form. In the process, his well-muscled body brushed hard against hers. It would have been a spine-tingling experience if every inch of her weren't so fraught with anxiety.

She stood at the door, all too aware of Logan's low, rich chuckle behind her. Violet slid him a glance. His cocky grin had returned. Instead of embarrassed, the rogue was downright excited!

Well, if he wanted a show, she'd give him one.

"My apologies, Madam," Violet said, loudly. "I'm afraid I'm indisposed with...discharges of a highly...explosive and...viciously odoriferous nature."

Violet paused, because at that moment Logan had supplemented her message with an outrageous impersonation of bodily elimination sounds. At least, she hoped it was an impersonation. When she whirled around to investigate, she caught him with his mouth tucked into the crook of his arm. His face was red from his efforts as well as the laughter he was barely choking back.

Violet turned back to the door, torn between panic and a state of unbound hilarity. "Please, if you would be so kind as to locate another—" Then she gasped, unable to continue since Logan was punctuating each of her words with another round of his aural extravaganza. Leaning helplessly against one wall, she lapsed into a series of hiccups and smothered giggles.

Fortunately, the ruse seemed to work. The handle stopped moving. Violet heard the woman voice her annoyance. Shortly thereafter, the sound faded away. When all seemed clear, Logan extended a hand to guide Violet upright. The strength of his pull nearly swept her off her feet. Once again, his warm hands steadied her.

"Now or never," he murmured, gesturing for her to precede him. "You'd better return to your father. He's probably worried."

Logan opened the door to check the passageway. It was empty.

Now that she was free to go, Violet felt desperate to stay. After Logan guided her through the doorway, she laid a bold hand on his arm. "Please join us for coffee."

"I appreciate the offer, Miss Whitcomb, but I have a prior commitment." His lips quirked. "Besides, how would you explain our newly minted acquaintance to your father?"

Her heart was sinking. Fast. Logan was about to walk out of her life forever. "Oh, I'll think of something." She smiled brightly. "Please, Logan. Join us for at least a few minutes."

With a heavy sigh, he glanced away. "I can't."

"Don't be shy. We'll have a grand time!"

His lips compressed into a thin line. "No, Miss Whitcomb," he said while slowly closing the door. "I'm afraid we won't." He tipped his hat, though it lacked the warmth he had displayed earlier in the dining car.

Violet frowned, puzzled at the way his manner had turned abruptly distant. Was it something I said? Possibly, but she doubted it. She studied his face more closely. Tense muscles lined his clenched jaw. The man was hiding something. She wedged a booted foot into the narrow opening to prevent it from shutting. "What's wrong? You can tell me."

Logan raised a finger to her lips. "Don't you worry none. Do me a favor and remember the fun we had." Like a fox slipping into its den, he eased back inside the water closet. "My line of work is..." Then he shook his head. "Never mind. Go on back to your father now." Just before the shadows swallowed him whole, he added, "I'm sorry we couldn't have met under better circumstances."

What was he talking about? Violet couldn't have dreamed a better set of circumstances, not in a hundred years. She opened her mouth to protest, but then a pair of women strode through the passageway. Whirling around, she nodded at them politely as they passed her.

By the time she turned back to the water closet, Logan had shut the door. If she attempted to knock and call his name she'd only invite suspicion. Violet stared numbly at the polished wood. Her shoulders slumped in defeat. His act swiftly ended the only true adventure she had ever known.
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VIOLET DRAGGED HERSELF back to the dining car. Several times, she glanced behind her, hoping Logan had changed his mind. But she didn't see him. Not even a glimpse.

Her heart grew heavier since she couldn't share the enchanting encounter with anyone—least of all her father. With the forthcoming symposium, he was far too preoccupied. Her mother, on the other hand... Violet sighed. Now she had yet another reason to pine over her mother's death.

When she reached the table, her father rose. "I was about to launch a search. How are you feeling?" He placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

Violet mustered the most reassuring smile possible given that her heart had shredded into a million pieces. "Much better, thank you. I think the sausage disagreed with me." She glanced down at the table, but her appetite had vanished as thoroughly as her former partner in crime had. "I've had enough to eat."

"Likewise." Joseph flicked a few errant crumbs from his charcoal frock coat and straightened his blue and green paisley waistcoat. "I thought I'd pass a few hours in the parlor. Order some coffee. Think you're up for it?"

Violet retrieved her copy of The Lady's Fireside Collection. She considered retreating to her berth, but part of her yearned for one more chance at encountering Logan again. The Golden Arrow wouldn't reach the next station for another ten hours yet. The prospects were high that she'd at least see his face, even if his business precluded any further contact. 

She nodded. "Yes, that would be lovely."

They reached the parlor about a quarter past nine. Rich purple drapes and plump, cream-colored seats gave the room a warm, inviting ambience. Several oval windows, gilded in gold, bathed the area in natural light. Assorted passengers filled most of the seats, but Violet and her father found two by the north-facing windows in the middle of the car.

Joseph ordered coffee. The waiter returned shortly with a tray laden with a porcelain pot and matching cups. Cream, sugar cubes, and a plate of miniature pastries completed the presentation. He deposited the tray on the puddled iron table between their chairs and poured them both a cup of the hot beverage.

Joseph puffed away on a cigar. After adding a dollop of cream and two sugar cubes, Violet sipped the smoky, full-bodied brew. While conversing with her father, she paid closer attention this time. It wouldn't do to neglect him any further than she already had. Nevertheless, each time her father paused
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